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ONE
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God, I hate boys! This morning’s little episode is typical of life in a house full of brothers.


‘Get your great butt out of there, Al!’


‘Yeah. Come on, Al. Bet you’re reading in there!’


I am, as it happens. I’m reading Have You Started Yet? by Ruth Thomson. Leaving it in the loo is as close as Mum gets to telling me important girly things. And why isn’t she here now, protecting me from my annoying twelve-year-old brothers? Can’t a girl even go to the loo in peace? I know that if I stay in here long enough they’ll start fighting each other in a mild sort of way and forget about me.


Needless to say, I haven’t started yet, though all my friends did, ages ago. But I’ve had these funny tummy-aches lately, and I’ve got a ferocious spot bleeping away like a Belisha beacon on my nose, which makes me think it might be about to happen at last. All when I’m about to play in a tennis tournament, of course, and wearing lovely virginal white from dawn till dusk. Probably won’t. God missed me out when he doled out the feminine attributes, I think. I beg your pardon? Boobs? Surely not. Hips? Straight up and down far more economical. Means you can wear your brothers’ hand-me-downs for a start. Oh, and even the name – Alex. No one need even know you’re a girl.


I’m number three in a family of five. Phil and Joel, seventeen and nearly sixteen. Then me, a girl. Parents thought, oh how nice, let’s try for another girl. And what do they get? Double whammy – twin boys. Jack and Sam. Such a blessing. Apparently Mum sank into a deep depression after that and never really came out of it. No, really. She’s very depressed, my mum, and fat with it. We don’t get on. Dad’s great, but Mum? Give me a break. I do try sometimes. But she’s no use at all.


I waited for the boys to go away before I emerged from the loo. It was my turn to go to Tesco with Dad. I wanted to stock up on emergency supplies, just in case, but somehow I didn’t feel I could involve him. When the coast was clear – i.e., when three of my brothers were squabbling over TV channels – I rang Zoe, my friend and salvation. ‘Zo – I need a friend. You going over to Holly’s tonight?’


‘Of course,’ said Zoe. ‘Aren’t you?’


‘No, I’d prefer to relax indoors in the company of my charming family. Of course I am! I’ve got to go to Tesco with my dad first, though.’


‘Mmm. That’s exciting. So why do you need a friend?’


‘Zoe?’


‘What is it Al? What’s with the long pauses?’


‘Er—’


‘WHAT?’


‘I think something might be happening that has not been happening before – period-wise.’


‘You think?’


‘Well. I don’t know.’


‘Listen, you’d sure as heck know if something had happened.’


‘You mean, it might look as if I’d sat on something?’


‘Yeah. Like a squirrel. And killed it.’


‘Hey! It’s me that makes the jokes! Remember?’


‘I’m not joking.’


‘Well, OK. It’s just that I’ve had these weird stomach pains, and I’m fearing the worst, since I’m just about to spend a week wearing white.’


‘That would be typical. You probably are about to start then. Hey, Al! Welcome to the world of womanhood. Of having a good excuse for being off games and blaming PMT for being grumpy.’


‘You wouldn’t come shopping with us and pretend the stuff’s for you, would you?’


‘Sorry, can’t do it. Got to see Granny – White Granny – before I’m allowed out for the evening. But I’ll bring a nice little selection along with me tonight if you like. How’s that?’


‘You’re a star. Thanks. See you at Holly’s then.’


‘See you at Holly’s.’


I could have asked Holly or Josie rather than Zoe – especially Holly, as she lives closer and her mum’s a nurse, after all. But Holly just wouldn’t understand me not wanting to ask my own mum – she gets on so well with hers. Actually, Zoe and her mum get along fine too. It’s just that Zoe’s more sympathetic. She knows a lot about life’s little ups and downs.


Holly, Josie and I go back a long way – we were all at junior school together. Zoe came on the scene more recently. I first met her through the twins. Her younger brother Tarquin (yes, Tarquin) is one of their best mates. Believe me, to break in on the twins’ little world you have to be quite a personality. And Tarquin is certainly that. So’s Zoe. It was great knowing her the day we all started at our comprehensive school. Holly and Josie are both normal looking – you know, medium height, hair tied back, the right clothes. Whereas I was this great beanpole with short sandy hair. Dressed like a boy. Wanted to be a boy at that point – it made life so much easier in our household. And there was Zoe. Tall as me, and dark (her dad’s English and her mum’s black American). I almost had a crush on her at first. Not really, it was just that she was an exotic new girl and I felt proud that I knew her already. And she laughed at all my jokes. The others do, too. But they take them for granted. Zoe laughed at everything afresh. It did my ego a lot of good.


Holly was having a sleepover. She wouldn’t quite tell us why. But that was cool – I’m always happy to meet up with the other three. Especially since I haven’t seen that much of them this summer holiday. Zoe’s been in Italy. Holly went away for what seemed like weeks to Barbados – lucky thing (with her dad’s posh school cricket team). And Josie was off on some music course.


I’m not sure what I’ve been doing, apart from watching telly and reading a bit. And going up to the Club. The Club is our tennis club, and even calling it a club is a bit of a joke. It’s hidden away behind the allotments, with only three courts and not many more members. It’s kind of scruffy as well as small – exclusive is how we think of ourselves. Seriously, we always have one junior player in the local county finals, if not more. Dad’s on the committee. Mum was too, apparently (though I can’t believe it), and with five of us kids playing, the Dunbars are core members. I go up most nights. There’s always someone I know there (even if it’s only a brother). I see more of my tennis friends than my schoolfriends in the summer holidays.


Back to the sleepover. Dad and I unloaded the shopping. I left my brothers to put it away and ran up the road to Holly’s (having sneaked out with a few cans of shandy Dad had bought me). It was so late I didn’t have time to change out of my sweats from playing earlier – not that any of them would hold it against me. I like going to Holly’s house: she and her little sister never seem to quarrel and there’s always loads of food on offer – two major points of difference from mine. Holly’s mum always shows an interest too, and that’s another difference.


So there we were: Zoe, Holly, me and Josie. Josie’s a bit silly sometimes, but basically she’s OK. She’s just had a brace fitted – it’s really uncomfortable, apparently. Certainly makes her speak strangely. Holly made us wait until we’d watched Twilight and eaten pizzas before she told us the reason she’d gathered us all together. We’d made up beds in their living room, and we were preparing to talk into the night the way we always do – usually about boys if the others have their way, though as you can imagine, boys aren’t my favourite topic of conversation. I have enough of them at home.


This was Holly’s plan. It was very bizarre actually. She’d met some girl in Barbados who knows someone Josie knows, and four of them who are friends had made this sort of pact at the beginning of the summer holidays to have holiday romances and then report back on them at the end of the holidays. ‘And I thought we could do the same,’ said Holly. ‘It would be brilliant. What do you think?’


‘Why?’ was my first question. I didn’t see the point, personally, especially as Holly’s already met some rich guy in Barbados and now she’s off to stay with him at his country estate.


The others thought it was a cool idea. Josie’s going to Cornwall and she seems to think she might find romance, brace and all. Zoe’s not even going anywhere, though she’ll be checking out a local Community Theatre Project, so she said she’d try her best to have a romance too. I tried telling them that romance wasn’t quite my thing, but when Holly’s enthusiastic about something it’s infectious and I didn’t want to let her down. ‘I’m just playing in a tennis tournament, Mapledon, like I do every year, but I said – yes, OK, I’d try my best too.


Romance, eh? Some girls in our class seem to do and know it all, but that doesn’t include us. Posh Boy is Holly’s first real relationship so now she’s hugely keen on ‘lurve’ and can’t stop talking about it. Josie’s just as bad. She goes to a girls’ school (her parents took her away from our comprehensive after the first year), which seems to make her more interested in boys than ever, but I suspect she’s all talk and no action. Zoe is the opposite. She doesn’t talk at all, but she could have any boy she wanted. As for me, I’m a ‘late developer’. Perhaps, if I am about to enter the ‘world of womanhood’, Zoe will talk a bit more. I need someone to, because I wouldn’t know where to begin, not from a practical point of view anyway. Just fourteen and never been kissed! I am actually the baby of the group – so I do have some excuse. Zoe’s nearly fifteen but I only had my fourteenth birthday earlier this month.


Zoe chose a moment when Holly and Josie were in the kitchen to thrust a carrier bag at me. ‘How are you doing?’ she asked.


‘Nothing yet,’ I said.


‘Well, here’s your very own supply of goodies, just in case.’


‘Thanks Zo. Wow! I can’t believe you lot all know what to do with these things. I’m not sure that I want to learn. Life’s nice and simple at the moment.’


‘No choice, darling.’


‘I just can’t bear the thought of growing up like my mum.’


‘Grow up like your dad, then. You look more like him.’


‘Dads don’t have babies.’


‘They probably will before long. Then you can find this cute guy to have your babies for you while you get on with all the fun things in life.’


‘That would make sense. I’m sure it was having babies that made Mum fat and depressed.’


‘Lighten up, Al. It’s not like you to get all gloomy!’


‘See? Aaagh! I’m turning into her already!’




TWO
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When I got home next morning it was nearly lunch time. I whizzed straight upstairs and shoved the wretched things Zoe had given me into a drawer. There was a loud knock on my bedroom door.


‘Alexandra! What sort of time do you call this? I don’t suppose it occurred to you to let us know when you were coming home, did it?’


My mum. Usually I know she’s approaching by the slip-slopping of her slippers or the wheezing as she comes up the stairs, but I was obviously too busy rustling plastic bags to hear her. What she said was typical, by the way. She always picks on me. But I was stung, because I’d told Dad last night exactly what time I expected to be home this morning. ‘I told Dad. It’s not my fault if he doesn’t tell you.’


‘Oh well. I’m not surprised. Nobody tells me anything. I’m just expected to run around after you all, provide the meals …’


(Yawn.) ‘Yeah, yeah.’


‘Don’t talk to me like that, Alexandra.’ She always says this, without much conviction.


‘Calm down, Mum. I did actually do the shopping with Dad last night. It’s Phil’s turn to help with the lunch, isn’t it? Did anyone ring while I was away?’


‘Yes. Several people.’


‘Who?’


‘I don’t know, I really don’t have the time to be your social secretary.’ (She always says this, too. In fact, one of the boys usually gets to a phone first in our rabbit warren of a house.)


‘Is Phil in?’


‘I expect so.’


I dodged round her and knocked on the door of (oldest brother) Phil’s room. He was watching Saturday morning kids’ TV. ‘Philip! Grow up!’


He punched out at me lazily. ‘Grow up yourself, kid.’


‘Not a kid. Anyway, it smells like a tart’s boudoir in here. These laboratoires don’t need to test their products on animals – they’ve got you.’ I picked up the offending tester bottle. ‘Mmm. “Tester”. Short for testosterone. Are you practising for the lovely Lana, tonight?’


‘None of your business. And since when you have been interested in toiletries anyway?’


‘Toiletries! Phil, what sort of a word is toiletries? You are practising for Lana.’


‘You’re annoying. Go away. What did you want?’


‘Well, I knew that you would have been inches away from the phone from the moment you woke up – so I wondered if anyone had rung for me.’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, who?’


‘What’s it worth?’


‘Now who’s being annoying?’


‘Lucy. And Paddy. And Richard.’


‘And? What did they say?’


He smirked at me.


‘Oh, all right. What do you want me to do?’


‘Help Mum with lunch?’


‘That’s not fair! I did the shopping with Dad last night.’


‘That’s a nice job.’


‘OK, OK! Just be prepared for me to extract favours from you, too, in exchange for messages.’


‘Lucy – ring her. Paddy – ring him. Richard – do you know where Lucy is? Now go and help Mum. Get her off my case. She’s been whingeing on at me all morning.’


‘Your methods stink. And so do you!’ I slammed the door on his laughter. Actually, Phil is OK. He calls me his ‘favourite brother’ (ha ha), but he is definitely my favourite brother. The twins have always been the bane of my life and Joel, the nearly-sixteen-year-old one, is good-looking apparently (despite the bleached hair), brilliant at everything and a bighead. I sometimes wonder if we share the same parents. Mum certainly treats him differently from the rest of us – she lets him get away with murder. It’s particularly harsh because although we’re nearly two years apart – his birthday’s in October and mine’s in August – we’re only a year apart at school.


I told Mum I’d help with lunch, though I don’t know why she bothers at weekends. We’d all much rather grab a sandwich. Then I phoned Lucy.


Lucy is my tennis partner. My life at the Club is quite separate from my life at school. I’m no one special at school but everyone knows me at the Club. Chiefly because I’m a Dunbar, and it’s hard to miss us, even if we are known collectively as ‘the Dunbar boys’. As for my Club friends, there are four girls (including me) and four boys in my particular ‘crowd’: Lucy and me and two girls called Rosie and Harriet; then Paddy and Richard, Neil and Raj (pair of clowns). We’ve all been taken there by our parents since we were babies.


‘Lucy, hi. Has Richard phoned you?’


‘Yes, he ran me to ground. He’s trying to arrange a practice match tomorrow evening for you, me, Paddy and him.’


‘Does it have to be that formal? Can’t we just go and knock up like we usually do?’


‘He says he wants to practise specifically for the mixed doubles. But I think he really wants a sneak match against Paddy, rather than always playing with him.’


‘That’s really stupid. They can knock up any time, like us.’


‘Oh, I don’t know what his tactics are, Al. I’m not a mind-reader. I just said I’d check with you. Do you think Paddy might object or something?’


‘I just don’t want to assume that Paddy’s my mixed doubles partner this year.’


‘Why on earth not? He has been for the last three years.’


‘I know that. It’s just that he hasn’t actually mentioned it. I’m worried that he might prefer a girly-girl this year.’


‘What are you talking about? Why should he mention it? He probably assumes you’ll be partners like you always are. You won the under-14s at Mapledon the year before last – why’d he want to spoil a good thing?’


‘Last year we did uselessly.’


‘That’s because you had to play in the under-16s with him. And because you had to play against Joel.’


She was right. And I didn’t want her to start on the subject of Joel or I’d never get off the phone. (All the girls, without exception, fancy Joel. They just don’t realise what a pig he is.)


‘OK. I’ve got to call him back anyway. I’ll ask him about tomorrow night. ‘I’m on for it.’


As Lucy pointed out, Paddy and I have been partners for ages. We play tennis and I make him laugh. But he’s been behaving slightly differently this year, and I don’t know what it means. He’s older than I am so it could be that he’s beginning to find me tiresome. People do sometimes tell me to ‘grow up’. Anyway, I daren’t take our mixed doubles partnership for granted, whatever Lucy says.


‘Paddy – you rang.’


‘Yes, but it doesn’t matter now.’


‘What was it?’


‘You are – playing – next week, aren’t you? Mapledon?’


‘Yes, of course. You know I am.’


‘Just checking.’


‘Duh-uh. You are, aren’t you?’


‘Yes.’


Honestly. He’s as bad as my brothers. (The difference is, Paddy and I like each other.) ‘Fancy a knock tomorrow night with Richard and Lucy? That’s if you’re not off snow-boarding in Timbuctoo.’


He didn’t rise to it. ‘Yup. OK.’


‘See you about seven? Lucy reckons the adults will be off the courts by then.’


Mum was noisily plonking things on the table, making the point that I’d been on the phone instead of helping her. Slip-slop, plonk – a pile of plates. Slip-slop, plonk – a jug of water. Slip-slop, plonk – the breadboard. ‘It’s OK, Mum. I’m here now.’


‘You’re here now,’ she grumbled. ‘But if we all had to wait for you, lunch would never happen.’ She carried on in this vein, but I blanked her out. The others rolled in: Dad from the local library, where he likes to spend Saturday morning; Phil from watching telly; Joel barely awake and in his dressing-gown; and Jack and Sam, together as always, fighting as always. You can see why I get fed up when Mum picks on me.


Dad is the complete opposite to Mum. They’re from different planets. I can’t imagine how they ever got down to producing the five of us (a ghastly thought – oh well, at least they only had to do it four times). Dad works in engineering design and he loves his work. I know he’s popular there because I’ve been to his office and met his work-mates. He plays tennis every Sunday – come rain, come shine – and he coached all of us himself. He’s a great stalwart of the club, too, organising tournaments and barbecues and quiz-nights to raise funds. His latest little money-spinner is our Tennis Club Diary. He designed it himself with a handy tennis hint on every page and lots of spaces to fill in things about the matches you’re playing. It’s a bit naff, but typical of his enthusiasm and I try to fill mine in every day just to please him (which is daft really, because I’d die if he read it). I adore my dad and he always sticks up for me, which kind of compensates for Mum. He treats me like one of the boys in other ways, which is great. He allows me the same freedom and has the same high expectations of me. When it comes to going out to work he’ll want me to smash through every glass ceiling there is, unlike Mum, who fell at the first post. Pardon my mixed metaphors.


I hung around long enough after lunch to make sure Jack and Sam were doing the clearing away and then went up to my room. I needed to get to grips with this period business. I was becoming obsessed with the idea now that I might start during the week of the tennis tournament. Zoe warned me that the curse operates on sod’s law, so that I was almost bound to start when it was least convenient.


I sorted out my whites. White socks. White tops. White baggy shorts. And a navy-blue tracksuit, of course. Pray for cooler weather and I need never take it off! There was my answer. I checked out my white underwear, including my 32A bra (wretched thing, I only wear it because school shirts and tennis gear are so see-through), and lugged the whole lot downstairs to the washing machine. Jack and Sam were still in the kitchen and couldn’t pass over an opportunity to comment on my more intimate garments. ‘Why do you bother with a bra, Al?’ (Jack).


‘I might as well wear one!’ (Sam). He snatched it before I could stop him and paraded round the kitchen, holding it in front of his chest and pointing his fingers into it, Madonna-style. God, I hate them! They are so gross.


I finally got it off him, and my days-of-the-week knickers off Jack, and stuffed them into the washing machine. Mum came slip-slopping in when it was all over, the twins looking as if butter wouldn’t melt in their mouths, and told me to let them get on with the clearing up please. Give me strength.


Saturday afternoon and evening stretched ahead of me, with nothing on the horizon until Sunday evening, so I was glad to be called away from sorting out my tournament gear to speak to Rosie on the phone. (Quick reminder – Rosie and Harriet are the other doubles pair from the Club.) Harriet’s away until tomorrow, so Rosie was at a loose end, which suited me fine.


‘Make me laugh, Alex,’ she said. ‘I’m all sad and lonely because I met this boy on holiday and he’s still out there and I miss him.’


‘Oh not you, too! All these holiday romances are making me sick. Didn’t you have anything better to do?’


‘Well, we did swim, and er … play table tennis, and—’


‘Where have you been, exactly?’


‘Camping in France. He lives quite near here, though. Says he’ll come and watch me play next week – when he gets back. I’m ever so rusty. You don’t fancy coming up to the Club later on, do you?’


‘Don’t mind. Just let me wait for my wash to finish so I can hang it out.’


‘Doesn’t your mum do that sort of thing for you?’


‘Easier to do it myself. She’s got five men to look after!’


‘That’s not the attitude.’


‘Try telling her that.’


Joel came up to the Club with me – a mixed blessing. Rosie had eyes only for him at first. And she looked tanned and beautiful, so Joel deigned to speak to her, while I stood twiddling my thumbs. When she finally turned to me, Rosie said, ‘Hey, Alex, you look different!’
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