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When Sophie rang and asked if I’d like to come to a sleepover on their last night of term, I was really pleased. Sophie, Charlotte and Maddy are still my best friends even though I go to a different school from them now. My terms are shorter, so I’d already been vegging out for a few days. I wouldn’t say I was bored exactly, just in need of a better class of company than my nerdy older brother Jeremy can provide.


My parents are awesomely high-powered. Dad is a barrister and Mum is a financial consultant. You’d think they’d enjoy a bit of high-powered leisure as well, but they both seem to find their work endlessly fascinating. Holiday is a word that barely features in their joint vocabulary. Actually they don’t have a joint vocabulary. They don’t really choose to spend a lot of time together, which might explain why jolly family outings don’t appeal. As far as they’re concerned, holidays are time out from school when J and I are expected to brush up on subjects extra-curricular. So it’s music courses for me – I play the flute – and genius stuff like astrophysics for J. He’s heading for Oxford and I’m expected to excel in one way or another. All very stressful.


So. I made the most of my extra week’s holiday (before the parents complain that I don’t get up until lunchtime), and I felt nicely de-stressed, but the other three were still high as kites from their last day of term.


Maddy and Charlotte were already there when I arrived. Maddy’s a laugh. She’ll be on the telly one day, that girl. She’s absolutely stunningly beautiful, everything I’m not, with a lovely figure, a terrific tan, honey-gold hair and black eyelashes. Makes you sick really. She wears expensive scent and she’s very touchy-feely. Loads of kisses all round. She speaks in italics – ‘Hi, Hannah. How are you? You look amazing. You do. Really.’ You know the sort of thing. Not an enormous brain, but you can’t help liking her.


Now Charlotte I’m very fond of. She’s your original sweet girl. Smallish, mousey hair, big blue eyes, very shy and self-conscious, but really nice. Her self-esteem is zilch, which I blame on her brassy older sister myself. Perhaps she’ll come into her own when her sister leaves home. She blushes a lot, which she hates because it makes it so easy for people to tease her.


We were all in Sophie’s loft. It’s typical of Sophie that she even has a loft. She’s tall and cool and things seem to work for her. Her older brother Danny is very straight, but not half such a geek as J, and her parents always seem pleasantly chaotic and easygoing. Unlike mine. It would be easy to be jealous of Sophie, and sometimes I am. It’s not as if she has more material things than I do, just an enviable home life. But she’s a good friend and always has been.


Sophie’s mum lays on great food, and they had set out mattresses round the TV so we could all watch a DVD later. Charlotte was feeding her face. Maddy was regaling Sophie with tales of their maths teacher. Maddy reckons he’s got a crush on her – he probably has. I went and sat with Charlotte and the dips. ‘Hi, Hannah. Save me from eating all this stuff. I’m fat enough as it is!’ (See what I mean?) I laid into the doritos and guacamole.


‘Now you lot have finished term I feel the holidays have really begun,’ I told her. ‘It’s not the same when everyone else is still at school. You’re not going to the Lake District straight away, are you?’


‘I’ve got a few days to get ready, thank God.’


‘Me too.’ I was going to savour these next few days.


Maddy was turning through the DVDs. ‘Shall I set the DVD going now? Are we all here, Soph?’ she asked. Typical Mads. Can’t she count to four?


‘No, let’s wait for my brother to go out first,’ said Sophie. So we were treated to a Maddy and Sophie dance special instead. I still can’t figure out how they know what to do – just watch endless YouTube clips, I suppose. I’m a radio person myself. I’m more interested in what’s new than what’s popular.


Dan went out with a slam of the front door and we had the house to ourselves soon after that. So then the fun and games could begin. We let the DVD roll while some of us concentrated on eating and others on drinking. My posh schoolfriends (i.e. not Sophie, Maddy and Charlotte) are all spoilt brats, and drinking’s a big thing with them – those that haven’t expanded their minds still further with other stuff. I suppose you could say that I’m finding out about alcohol, but not in a big way, honest. I’ve decided that I like red wine better than white wine because the parents always offer me wine with dinner (when they’re there), very French, don’t you know. Gin’s nice with lots of tonic, but it makes you drunk; vodka doesn’t taste of anything – so I don’t see the point – but it doesn’t give you a headache; and whisky’s plain horrible. My schoolfriends like Bailey’s and other sticky drinks, but I think they’re a waste of money. So sophisticated, aren’t I? Anyway, I’d nabbed a bottle of Dad’s Law Society wine – he buys it by the case – and we shared it out. There was some cider too, but I do know not to mix my drinks.


I don’t remember much about the food – or the DVD, because it was some horror thing I’d already seen a million times. Good special effects, though. I’d love to watch them making some of these things. But as far as I’m concerned, the best bit of a sleepover comes next, once we’re all in our nightclothes. Maddy wears tons of make-up, not that she needs to, and spends hours with cleansers and toners and face packs and stuff getting it off, so we usually muck about with it too. Mum wears minimal make-up (and of course she’s far to busy to chat with her only daughter about such things) and we practically get expelled if we wear it for school, so I’m not much good with it. Also I’m dark, so my eyebrows and eyelashes are dark already – not that you can see much behind my specs. But Maddy decided to give me a makeover once I’d taken my glasses off for the night. Eyeshadow, eyeliner, mascara and blushers and lipstick. I looked quite good actually. Perhaps there’s hope for me yet! I kept it on because the others wanted to turn the lights out and talk about guess what.


All-girls school plus a brother who doesn’t seem to understand the essential difference between boys and girls means that my hands-on (so to speak) experience of the opposite sex is pretty flimsy. So I just keep quiet when they’re talking about the boys in their year. Maddy’s been out with loads of boys. Sophie and Charlotte go to the same parties as she does, so I’d guess that a certain amount of hands-on experience is exactly what they have had. The name Ben Southwell cropped up rather frequently with the fascinating fact that ‘he kisses like a fish’. Obviously I wasn’t missing much! But then they got on to Robert Pattinson and Zac Efron. Well, they’re OK, but sadly for me all my favourite men are dead. I mean, how can you improve on Louis Armstrong – or John Lennon or even Kurt Cobain? Perhaps it’s time I got a little more realistic. I’m sure I could find someone who looked like John Lennon.


The others had gone back to Ben Southwell, but before I switched off again they were quizzing Charlotte about her sister. Between you and me, Michelle’s a bit of a tart – all blonde from a bottle and pierced navel, but she’s the only older sister we’ve got between us, and we’re kind of fascinated to have some of her experiences second-hand. Michelle gets away with murder as far as I can see, running Charlotte’s parents ragged with her parties and clubbing. Michelle goes out at night when Charlotte comes in. All of which means that their parents are tougher on Charlotte because they can’t stand the strain a second time around. Luckily Charlotte’s a very different kettle of fish – clubbing’s not her scene anyway. Right now Michelle’s in Corfu with her friends after their exams, so I hope she doesn’t blow that one for Charl as well.


And so the subject turned back to boys – on holiday this time. Charlotte gets to be with the love of her life each year in the Lake District – not that she stands much of a chance, because he’s eighteen. Maddy’s a complete romantic – she’s determined to meet a ‘real lovey-dovey Mr Darcy’ of her own. Sounds like the older man to me. She’ll probably get one on a trip to Barbados with her dad.


It was Maddy’s idea that we should all have holiday romances. Fine for her – perhaps not so easy for the rest of us. ‘Let’s all agree to have holiday romances, and we’ll have another sleepover on the last weekend of the holidays and report back.’ She was warming to her subject. ‘We’ll go round and say where we’re going. Age order. I’m nearly fifteen – God, would you believe it – so I go first. OK. I’m going to Barbados with my dad. Two weeks. What about you, Duck?’


Duck is me. I’d better explain. As if being called Hannah Gross wasn’t bad enough, I answer to the ghastly nickname of ‘Duck’. Most people just think it’s a term of endearment, but in my case it’s because I waddle – or used to, when I was still wearing over-large lace-ups (of course my mum had to buy expensive sensible shoes big enough for me to grow into, never the trendy ones I really wanted) in the juniors. And the nickname’s stuck, even at my secondary school. It could be worse, I suppose, but sometimes I almost forget I’ve got a nice ordinary name like Hannah.


I thought about the romance potential of the music course. It’s a residential for the good musicians in our area, so it’s subsidised, which means that rather than the usual wet boarding-school kids whose parents don’t know what to do with them in the holidays, some of the guys are quite normal people. I’ve played in concerts with quite a few of them and – well, yes, there are one or two I could fancy. In fact, there’s even one who looks like John Lennon … Still, I don’t expect anyone to notice a four-eyed waddler like me. And even if they did, I can’t see myself having the confidence to work it into a snogging situation, let alone anything more. Then again, it’s high time I did a little experimenting in that direction … Not so fast, Hannah old girl, I told myself. Anyway, I might not want to when the time came. No – I wasn’t promising anything. The others were looking at me. Oh yes, they wanted to know what I was doing on holiday.


‘Me? Oh the usual boring old music course. Ten whole days with a load of musos in sandals,’ – which was actually the most likely scenario.


Charlotte went all wide-eyed. ‘But I thought you really liked doing your music. And mightn’t you meet a wonderful double-bass player or a sexy saxophonist or someone?’


Well, she had a point – the John Lennon one plays the saxophone as well as the flute – but I wasn’t going to get my hopes up. ‘I might,’ I said cautiously, ‘but I don’t promise to talk about it afterwards.’


‘Spoilsport!’ said Sophie – but I wasn’t going to say anything I might regret, so I kept my mouth shut. Sophie carried on, ‘I’m going to yet another campsite in France. With one boring older brother. Mum and Dad read and drink and go to museums and markets. I’m left with dear Danny to mingle with all those other campers. I suppose I might just find myself a Campsite courier on a bicycle … You’re so lucky, Mads. Barbados, huh? You’ll have to have a wonderful exotic time for all of us.’


Some time later, when Charlotte and Maddy were asleep, Sophie and I carried on in whispers. ‘I think you’re a fraud,’ said Sophie. ‘You’re just as keen as the rest of us. And just as likely to pull. You’ve got a heaving bosom there, Duck. Don’t think we haven’t noticed. As for the smouldering eyes behind the librarian specs –’ here she put on an American-movie accent and a deep voice – ‘My, but you’re beautiful, Miss Goldbaum …’ Sophie doesn’t miss much. And heaving bosom sounds more promising than top-heavy. Obviously it’s all a matter of attitude. Where would I be without my mates? It’s amazing how a couple of well-chosen phrases can make you feel good about yourself. I snuggled into my sleeping-bag and dreamed of a passionate encounter with John Lennon. In his younger days of course, when he was alive.




TWO
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Sophie lives round the corner from me. I’ve known her even longer than the others – since we were toddlers. We pop in and out of each other’s houses all the time during the holidays – I like the sense of a caring family and the comfortable muddle in hers and she likes the lack of it in ours. She called round at lunch time. J was out, so I was on my own. Sophie followed me through the hall to our newly done-up kitchen. ‘Wow, Hannah. This must have happened since last time I came over. It looks like something out of a magazine.’


‘That’s because it is. Mum said, “That’s a nice kitchen, I’ll have that.” So, three weeks and ten workmen later, hey presto!’ I took her on a tour. ‘Walk-in fridge, industrial stainless steel hob, double oven, microwave, breakfast bar, dishwasher …’ Everything’s disguised behind identical doors, so you need the running commentary.


‘Cool,’ said Sophie. ‘OK, where’s the deep-freeze with the pizza? I’m starving.’


‘How about on the end of the phone?’


‘But I haven’t brought any money for food—’


‘No worries. Guilty parents pay all.’


‘I’m not complaining,’ said Sophie. ‘Quattro formaggi, please.’


I ordered pizzas with extra garlic bread. ‘What shall we do this afternoon?’


‘We’re going shopping,’ said Sophie. ‘I want a bikini for France and I said we might meet up with Charl at the shops. Why don’t we try some on?’


‘I’m not sure they make them in 36D. Anyway, my black regulation swimsuit is probably about right for the nasty pool at the school where the course is being held.’


‘Oh, go on. You’d look great. Knock ’em dead.’


‘Thanks, Sophie.’


‘No – I mean you’ll look stunning—’


‘It’s OK,’ I laughed. ‘I know what you mean. All right. I’ll try. So long as they have cubicles in the fitting room and you promise not to laugh!’ I looked at my watch. ‘Pizzas’ll be here in about twenty minutes. I’ll go and shave my legs.’


‘Wait for me,’ said Sophie.


We got on the bus to the shopping centre feeling fat from the pizzas but with wonderfully smooth legs. Sometimes I wonder how I look next to Sophie. Just all wrong compared with her all right, I expect. All tense and anxious compared with her laid-back and hip. Oh well. ‘Where are we going to look, Soph?’ Sophie knows about clothes and the right places to shop for them. If my wretched mother had her way, I’d be buying everything from John Lewis or Marks and Sparks with a quick turn round Next for something ‘up to the minute’. Sophie wouldn’t be seen dead in Next (really, she just won’t even go in) and Marks is strictly for underwear. She’d really like to buy stuff from Diesel and Hollister but Topshop and Forever 21 will do. As far as I can tell, it’s more important where you don’t go … but I’m perfectly happy to leave that to Sophie and her highly tuned cool-detectors.


‘Topshop.’ Sophie was leading the way. ‘First stop.’


Topshop it was. And there was Charlotte over by the bikinis. Sophie grabbed a handful of hangers. She seemed confident that she’d look fine in almost anything – which is probably true. Charlotte was wavering. I spotted her discarding the horizontal stripes – she’s as self-conscious about her bottom half as I am about my top half. As for me, I just wanted something underwired. And I actually found it, in a tasteful greeny colour. I hovered over the black – I always do – but Sophie noticed and reprimanded me, ‘Hannah! No!’ So I moved towards the more interesting colours.


Not long after, we all emerged from our cubicles. I had to peer at myself because I’d taken my glasses off, but I actually didn’t look so bad, especially if I stood up straight. Sophie of course looked gorgeous. But so did Charlotte. Quite a surprise! ‘Buy it!’ I told her. ‘You can seduce Josh in it!’


‘And you buy that one, Hannah,’ said Sophie to me. ‘You look fantastic! As I said earlier, knock ’em dead!’ I pretended I hadn’t heard precisely what she’d said, and bought it anyway.


Charlotte had to go and finish her packing so she came as far as Boots with us and then left. Sophie wanted nail varnish and I, worse luck, needed to stock up on the really exciting things in life, like sanitary protection. I bought several varieties to be prepared for all eventualities. Sophie looked pityingly at my basket. ‘Looks like you’re all set for a marvellous holiday, Han, hon,’ she said. ‘Come on, let’s go and buy you some gorgeous make-up like Maddy used on you the other night. Just so you can look as if you’re enjoying yourself even while you’re doubled up with period pains.’


‘Like, paint a false smile on my face?’


‘Something like that.’


Between us we sorted out eyeliner and the brownish eyeshadow. Finding the right lipstick was harder because you can only try it out on your hand. Sophie picked one that I reckoned was darker and vampier than Maddy’s, but by then I wanted to pay for my embarrassing basketload and get it all hidden away in a nice carrier bag, so I tossed it in anyway. The queue was full of people buying stuff for going away. I put my basket down and Sophie and I got intrigued by all the different sun preparations the couple in front of us were buying, not to mention the colourful selection of condoms. Terrible how nosy you get in the chemists. At last my things were going through, but by then I was distracted all over again by a loud Scottish voice coming from the large Scottish woman in the queue behind us. She was with a teenage boy who looked totally excruciated and as if he’d rather be anywhere else than in Boots with his mother. ‘Donald,’ she boomed, ‘do you really shave often enough to need your own shaving cream to take away with you? Couldn’t you manage without for a week? I’m sure very few of the other lads your age will be shaving. And do you really need this expensive anti-dandruff shampoo? And Donald, the OXY TEN is a very costly (she pronounced it ‘corstly’) brand of spot cream.’ She picked up the offending article and scrutinised it. Then she tutted, ‘You don’t have to believe all this advertising nonsense, you know. Now TCP always worked for me …’


Sophie was heaving in silent agony next to me. I was sobered by the thought that the boy would no doubt have seen all my ghastly purchases. I glanced back at him after I’d paid. My God! He was tall with longish hair and round glasses and looked remarkably like John L—


‘Outta here! Now!’ said Sophie and dragged me outside to a bench where we both collapsed. ‘Dornald!’ she said in her best Scottish accent. ‘Dornald, you are a pubescent git with bumfluff, dandruff and zits, and as you’re my son I think you should be ashamed of yourself … Sad bloke, eh, Hannah?’


I hesitated, thinking of the poor guy’s embarrassment, not to mention the way he looked, but then I joined in with her helpless giggles. ‘Yeah. Unbelievable.’


Sophie was still gasping on the bus and barely over it when we got off and bumped, literally, into yet another embarrassed teenager, the famous Ben Southwell. ‘Hi, Sophie!’ His voice was rather gruff (no bumfluff, zits or dandruff though).


‘Oh, hi, Ben,’ said Sophie languidly and started to walk away.


I wasn’t having this. ‘Aren’t you going to introduce me?’ I asked.


‘Ben, meet Hannah,’ said Sophie. There was a silence. ‘Hannah, meet Ben,’ she added.


I was aware of Ben groping for something to say. ‘Maddy gone off somewhere exotic then?’ was what he came up with.


‘Oh yes,’ I said quickly, terrified that Sophie was going to remain silent. ‘Hasn’t she, Sophie? She’s gone to the West Indies with her dad, lucky thing. And Sophie’s going to France—’


‘You never told me that,’ cut in Ben to Sophie. ‘I’m going to France too. Isn’t that a coincidence?’


‘It’s a big place, France,’ said Sophie. ‘Sorry, Ben. Hannah and I are in a bit of a hurry …’


‘Are we?’ I started to ask, but she just linked her arm grimly in mine and walked me away.


‘See ya,’ said Ben, forlornly I thought, to our departing backs.


All Sophie’s mirth had evaporated. ‘Why did you have to tell him I was going to France?’ she wailed.


‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know it was classified information. Anyway, it’s a big place, France.’ Sophie managed a partial return to normality.


‘No. I’m sorry. Sense of humour failure on my part. I’ll tell you about Ben Southwell some time …’


‘I know about Ben Southwell. He kisses like a fish …’


‘There’s more.’


‘Well I can tell you one thing. He fancies you like mad. And he’s fit. And I’m jealous. And I’ll tell you another thing. Donald is coming on my music course. I recognised him, though he was about a foot shorter last year.’


‘Hanny, sweetheart …’ My mother was using a tone of voice that meant bad news. I’d just packed my bag, folded my music stand and checked that I had a selection of pencils with rubbers on the end – standard music course requirement. Conductors love humiliating kids who don’t have their pencils with them. ‘Hannah?’ Mum’s voice came wheedling up the stairs again. ‘We need to sort something out, darling. Could you come down?’
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