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Also by Kate Petty


Summer Heat


Tales of Beauty and Cruelty


Makeover




ONE
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Cat’s always got one over me. She sent this e-mail saying she was dying to see me, signing off with – ‘PS I got my nose pierced. It’s wicked.’ What she meant was that she was dying to show off her nose stud to me so that I could be envious. Which I will be.


Cat is my friend in Cornwall. She stays in the cottage behind us and we’re the same age (fourteen). I’ve seen her every summer since I was one year old, though we don’t see each other the rest of the year. I live in London and she lives miles away.


What made the nose stud information harder to bear was the fact that I’ve also had some metal inserted into my face recently – that must-have fashion item: train tracks on my teeth. I’ve had a sort of miniature metal coat hanger affair that I wear at night for some time, but this was the big one, a whole year of agony and ugliness to look forward to.


As a list sort of person I had to try and sort out this sorry state of affairs:




Things you can’t do with a fixed brace


Eat


Smile


Play the clarinet


Kiss





I thought that ruled out most of my life’s essential activities, but then I had to try and squeeze out another list for things you can do.




Things you can still do with a fixed brace, maybe


Drink


Dress up


Swim


Sunbathe


Dance


Cuddle


(I won’t go on)





So maybe it’s not too bad. Mind you, several of the above recreations do depend on you being at least half way attractive.


I’m sort of looking forward to seeing Cat down in Cornwall – we have a lot of laughs together. And there are loads of other people that I can’t wait to see. But before we go on holiday there’s a sleepover here at my friend Holly’s house. Holly rang me when I’d just had the brace fitted and it was total agony. I haven’t seen her since she got back from a free trip to Barbados with her dad’s school, so no doubt I’ll feel envious of her too. She has some secret plan she wants to share with me and, unlike Cat, these are friends I feel safe with. (Sounds funny, I know, but Cat’s someone who keeps you on your toes. You can’t drop your guard.) And I adore sleepovers, especially when we talk for hours and hours about everything.


We had the film and we had the food. Then Holly made us shut up and listen. Alex never shuts up and listens – she’s the tomboy, always telling jokes. But Zoe was curious and so was I. As I said, Holly spent the first half of the summer holidays in Barbados. So she’s come home with a deep tan – and a boyfriend! So I am envious, twice over. Holly’s never had a real boyfriend before, but she’s madly in love with this guy, Jonty. She met a whole crowd of people on the beach who were rich enough to stay in a really posh hotel. Jonty’s practically a member of the royal family, and Oliver O’Neill (you know, famous film director?) was there with his two kids, so Holly got to meet them all. But the weird part is, there was another girl at the hotel, called Maddy, and she’s a friend of a girl I know. Small world!


And that brought us on to the thing Holly wanted to tell us. Maddy and three friends (including Hannah, the one I know) had made a pact that they would all have a holiday romance and then report back afterwards. Apparently Maddy got together with the film director’s son in Barbados, and Hannah, who was on a music course with me, certainly had a thing with one of the guys (one of the few decent ones) there. Of course, I’d no idea she was doing it for a dare, it all seemed pretty real to me.


Holly wanted the four of us to do the same thing. All very well for her – she’s already snared her man. Zoe won’t have any trouble, but Alex hasn’t shown much interest in the opposite sex to date, and as for me – well I don’t exactly fancy my chances with this thing in my mouth! But Holly was so enthusiastic that I had to say I’d do my best. In fact there are quite a few guys I like in Cornwall, and it’s a really romantic place, so perhaps it won’t be too impossible a task.


There are only two more weeks left of the summer holidays, so the pressure’s on. Holly’s going to visit Jonty in his stately home but the other two are staying in London. Alex plays a tennis tournament every year, which could be interesting, and Zoe’s doing a theatre project, so that could be a rich hunting ground as well. Hmm. Not such a bad idea after all. In fact, I was warming to it – it would be a laugh to hear what the others got up to!


*


When I got home next morning the car was packed for our trip to Cornwall. My brother Tim was already jammed amongst the beach towels and wetsuits with his headphones on, nose in a magazine, his hand dipping automatically into a packet of crisps, as if we were already driving down the motorway at eighty miles an hour.


‘In you get, Jo-jo,’ said my dad, ‘and I’ll pack the last things around you. I want to be on the road by midday. The thought of that first cool beer by the barbecue at the cottage is what’s keeping me going.’ Dad shares the cottage with his two sailing-mad brothers and their families. Sometimes we overlap with them, but it’s better when we don’t because my cousins are small and noisy and can be annoying. My brother Tim is fairly annoying too, but he’s only a year and a bit younger than me (and almost taller). He has his own friends in Cornwall and I have Cat, so our paths don’t cross that much.


Some people moan about going on holiday with their families, but I don’t mind being with mine. Mum seems to enjoy me being a teenager and we go shopping together – I get most things I want in the way of clothes and make-up. Dad thinks he’s dead funny and witty. He shows off to my friends – he likes them to think he’s still pretty cool (as if) – but he’s OK.


My parents are a bit over-protective, I suppose – they took me away from the comprehensive I went to with the others because they thought it was too big and impersonal. It wasn’t bad, but I did feel intimidated sometimes, and I do prefer the school I’m at, so perhaps they did the right thing. I’ve never quite got over not fitting in at the first school. I tried to be like the others. Holly and I both got on fine at first, but somehow Holly made new friends more quickly. She never left me out – we’re still really close – I just wasn’t as confident as her. Before, it had always been Alex who was the odd one out, being so tall and boyish, but once she and Zoe got together they were cool in their own eccentric way. So Holly didn’t miss me when I left – she’s very pretty and she’ll be popular wherever she is. I got on better at a girls’ school – though even there I’m still conscious of the fact that everyone knew each other before I arrived and that I’ve got a lot of catching up to do. I’ve got some good friends now, and I’ve been invited to a few parties, so I shouldn’t really worry. Luckily I get to meet people, especially boys, because of other things I do – like playing the clarinet, and going to Cornwall – surfers’ paradise.


I think about boys all the time these days. It’s terrible! I might be waiting for the bus or walking to my music lesson or just looking out of the car window, and if I see a boy I start to fantasise about him straight away. When I went on this music course earlier in the holidays, I spent half the time wondering which boys might fancy me. I had a big thing about one guy – a drummer. I kept thinking he was looking at me. He even spoke to me once or twice. But in the end he started going out with a really pretty girl who was older than us, so I suppose he hadn’t been interested in me at all. I was quite depressed when that happened. I get crushes on guys in films and soaps – I think about them all the time and have little daydreams about meeting them and me being the only girl they really care about. That’s partly why having this brace is such a downer – it makes it so much harder to fantasise about being kissed!


Dad threw in the last few bits and pieces. ‘Strange to be leaving your clarinet behind,’ he said. The brace means I can’t play for a year at least, though I’m sure I’ll pick it up again. I’ve already done Grade Seven. I can still play a guitar if there’s one to hand.


‘Dad? Do we need to bring a guitar or is there one already at the cottage?’


‘There’s usually a crummy one there,’ he said. ‘Anyway, there isn’t an inch of room left in the car. And it’s twelve o’clock, I want to go.’


Dad behaves like a team leader over the journey. He never lets Mum take a turn at driving. We set off with military punctuality. Two and a half hours. Stop at Gordano services. Another two and a half hours and we’re there. Lots of travelling time for thinking and wondering how it’s going to be. Will I fit in this year? Will people like me? Have I brought the right clothes? Do I own the right clothes? Cornwall holiday fashions are always slightly different from the ones at home – like a darker tan, they set apart the people who’ve been there for weeks. Surfie stuff – you’d expect that – plus little hippie touches, like bracelets or henna tattoos or hair wraps, and you can’t tell exactly what they’re going to be until you get down there. In London terms Cat isn’t as fashionable as my friends, but in Cornwall she’s always got it just right. I wondered what it would be this year. Well, the nose stud for starters. And I’d never be allowed one of those! No, I always have to go for the instant fashions – the ones that can be bought in beach shops.


I thought about the boys I know in Cornwall, surprise, surprise. If I’m honest, it’s not many. I made a mental list. It went like this:




The boy at the bike hire place who I used to think was cool.


A couple of guys Cat and I used to see on the beach most days.


The kids I see every year, of course – Archie and Harry, whose dad sails with my uncle.


Tanya-down-the-lane’s older brother, Ivan.


Seth who lives at the top and isn’t happy unless he’s standing on a board of some kind.


All the boys who camp in the garden of Liza’s house. They’re friends of Liza’s older sister Ellie, and a bit too old for us. (Ellie’s boyfriend last year was gorgeous.)





And each year there’s an older kids’ scene that starts in the pub, but I wasn’t part of it last summer. This year it will be different, I thought. I will simply make it my business to get to know people. And have a holiday romance, of course.


‘Fifty pence to the first one to see the sea!’ my dad said.


Already! And there it was. ‘I can see it!’ Tim and I both yelled, as we always do.


‘You’ll have to have fifty pence each, then,’ said my dad, as he always does. Twenty minutes of winding, high-sided lanes with leaning, windswept trees later we were there. ‘Tredunnet,’ it said on the gate, and we piled out of the car and made our way up the long front path to the low doorway where my Uncle Alan and Aunt Pat and two small cousins – plus their big white labrador – were waiting for us, blue smoke already curling up from the barbecue, cold beer for Dad and Mum at the ready.




TWO


[image: images]


The cottage is brilliant. I absolutely love it. I knew which room I wanted and I was desperate to bag it. ‘Which rooms are ours?’ I asked my uncle. My parents were already ensconced by the barbecue. They said the unloading could wait.


‘We’re in the yellow room and the boys are in the bunk beds next door. We thought Tim might like to join them.’


‘Please can I have the blue room?’ I asked, trying not to make it sound too desirable. If I was Tim, I’d definitely want it.


‘Go ahead,’ said the adults, wanting to get back to their conversation.


‘Tim?’


‘I don’t care,’ he said, miraculously. ‘I’ll go in the bunks – or downstairs if I don’t like it.’


Great! I hauled my bag upstairs and made myself at home. The blue room is the smallest room in the cottage. It’s over the front door and it has a deep window-seat where you can sit and watch over the front garden and the lane beyond. The cushion in the window-seat is covered with the same blue-striped material that the curtains are made of. There’s a little hanging wardrobe in the corner, also blue-striped, and a pretty chair and chest of drawers. It’s perfect. I always used to have to go in the bunks with my brother and cousins. The blue room was usually set aside for an elderly relation, but we didn’t have any with us this time.


I unpacked my clothes and put them away in the drawers and the hanging wardrobe. It made me feel as though I was staying. I pulled out my mini speakers (birthday present) and my iPod and set them up on the bedside table. My make-up went on top of the chest of drawers. Then my drawing things – I always have a sketchpad with me – in the window-seat. And then Monk. Down the bed. Monk, I’m afraid, is my oldest soft toy, a monkey (you guessed). He’s been quite a comfort to me recently, with my mouth hurting so much. Anyway, no excuses. I’m sentimental about him and he comes everywhere with me. It was odd not to be unpacking my clarinet for a quick toot. It might seem a bit tragic practising a musical instrument on holiday, but I just say it’s not tragic if you enjoy it. I must remember to dig out the crummy guitar, though Dad’s bound to find it if I don’t.


I opened the window and waved to the others down in the garden.


‘Do you want a burger?’ my aunt called up.


‘You might as well,’ said my mum, ‘because I’m not cooking again later.’


I looked back at my little room, heard the seagulls calling and the sheep bleating in the field at the back. It would keep. ‘OK! I’m coming down.’


It was so great to be here again. Tim was rolling around on the grass with the two cousins and the dog. As soon as I’d eaten my burger I joined in.


‘Hi! Hi there, Josie!’ It was Cat. She appeared at the side gate. It was nearest to their cottage which is behind ours. I stopped mid-roll and sat up, squinting into the sun. I already had grass stains on my trousers.


Cat looks like a cat. She has dark hair, short at the moment and still wet from swimming, though I detected some coloured streaks in there. Her green eyes slant upwards at the sides, accentuated by her good cheekbones. And of course there was the nose stud, twinkling. Cat wore a bikini top with shorts and flip-flops. I took in the extras, logged them so that I could replicate them as quickly as possible: a henna tattoo round the top of her arm; a leather thong with a square of tiny beads on it round her neck; a plaited leather bracelet; amazing nail varnish on her fingernails and toenails.


‘Hi, Cat.’


She came over. ‘Wow, Josie, you’ve got train tracks!’


As if I hadn’t noticed them myself. ‘The nose stud is cool,’ I said.


‘There’s a shop in Newquay where you can get it done,’ she said.


I looked over to Dad, but he was making throat-slitting gestures. ‘My parents might take some persuading,’ I said. Cat and I usually settle in for a long gossip as soon as we meet up. I wanted to know exactly what was what and who was who. ‘Have you got time to talk?’ I asked.


‘Of course,’ said Cat, ‘but I’m going down to the pub later. Do you want to come?’


‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Don’t know if I’ll be allowed.’


‘But you’re on holiday,’ said Cat. ‘Surely you’ll be allowed? That’s where everybody goes.’


I could practically see my dad’s ears flapping. He was listening in disapprovingly. ‘Let’s go to your house,’ I said. ‘I want you to do my nails.’


‘So when will we see you?’ asked Dad, still wanting to keep tabs on me.


‘I don’t know,’ I said, wishing he’d back off.


‘Well, I’m going out in an hour,’ said Cat.


‘In an hour!’ I said, and followed her.


Cat’s cottage is almost directly behind ours in the jumble of buildings that make up the old part of the village. New and quite ugly houses line the road to the sea, but back here it’s surrounded by fields and still pretty. I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else, though I suppose the best place would be right down by the beach and the sailing club, so you could walk everywhere. That’s where the pub is.


I followed Cat into her kitchen. Her parents were out the back, sipping gin and tonic and reading the papers. They’re older than mine and seem vaguely amused by their only daughter. Cat gets away with murder. They probably think the nose stud is a hoot. Cat helped herself to a couple of cans of Coke from the fridge and offered one of them to me. We sat down. ‘I want you to come to the pub because I want you to meet my boyfriend,’ she said, watching my face for a reaction.


‘Cat!’ I squealed. ‘Why didn’t you say?’ This would change things a bit. ‘Come on, who is he? Tell me all about him.’


‘He’s one of the crowd down the pub. A windsurfer. There’s a whole group of them. Gorgeous hunky blokes.’


‘What’s he called? What does he look like?’


‘Big. Hunky. Windsurfery.’


‘Was he here last year? Might I have seen him?’


‘I don’t think he was. I’d never seen him before. He’s called Matt.’


‘More! Tell me more! What colour’s his hair? Is he cute or is he hard? Was it love at first sight?’


‘Josie! It’s not that big a deal.’


‘But it is! My friend Holly’s just started going out with a guy and she’s madly in love with him and it’s just so exciting! She can’t stop talking about him.’


‘OK. Well, he looks kind of cute but he acts hard. He’s got dark hair and a good body.’


‘Is he sexy? Is he a good kisser?’


‘Oh come on, Josie. Give me a break. I’m not going to tell you everything.’


I was stung. ‘You always have until now.’


‘Well. This is different. More grown-up.’


‘Oh. All right.’ I felt hurt. This was meant to be the fun part, wasn’t it? Talking about boys with your friends? But I tried to swallow my disappointment. I didn’t want Cat to think I was some silly little innocent. ‘Huh, say no more, Cat. I get your meaning. Now tell me about everyone else while you do my nails.’


We went up to her room – a beautiful attic that ran across the top of their cottage. You could see the sea from here. She sat me on her bed and brought over loads of little bottles. She shook them vigorously one by one. ‘Feet first.’


‘Harry and Archie? Tanya and Ivan? Seth? Liza and Ellie?’


‘Harry, Archie and Ivan are all juvenile and I don’t see them.’ (So that was half my entire list of boys ruled out.) ‘Tanya’s broken her ankle and her leg’s in a plaster cast, so she hasn’t been much fun. Liza goes around with her. But it’s worth staying in with Liza because of all Ellie’s friends camping in their garden. D’you know there are about fifteen of them – mostly guys?’


‘What about Seth? You forgot him.’


‘Never knowingly not on a board. He goes all the way down to the beach on his skateboard. Ever so dangerous when there’s traffic around. Then he spends all day on a surfboard and hitches a ride back!’


‘Good old Seth. Does he look the same?’


‘Got dreads this year. Oh, and train tracks like you, poor guy!’ Cat had finished my toenails. They were a work of art. ‘Hands,’ she commanded, and set to painting my fingernails.


‘What are you wearing to the pub?’ If I could persuade my parents to let me go I wanted to turn up looking right.


‘Nothing special. You know, trousers, top.’


Cat’s hair had dried. ‘Hey Cat, you’ve got colours in your hair.’


‘Good, aren’t they? D’you want me to do yours?’


I thought about it. Dad’s protective of his darling daughter but he’s learning to be indulgent. He’s used to make-up and nail varnish but he hated it when I had my ears pierced. He might react badly to coloured streaks in my fair hair. Mum wouldn’t mind at all, but I wanted them to let me go down to the pub, so I thought I’d better go easy. ‘Tomorrow. Tonight I’m pleading for a late pass and I don’t want to frighten my dad.’


‘Make him say yes. I really want to know what you think of Matt. I’m cycling down in about ten minutes. See you there!’


‘Oh there you are,’ said Mum. ‘We were about to set off for our traditional first night walk along the dunes to say hello to the sea. You’re just in time.’


‘I was about to change, Mum. Cat wants me to go to the pub near the sailing club.’


‘The pub? I’m not having my fourteen-year-old daughter going to the pub!’ thundered Dad, coming down the stairs.


In fact my uncle came to my rescue. ‘Oh all the kids go there, Jim. They stand outside in a great heaving mass with their Cokes. Josie’ll be perfectly safe.’


‘And how do you intend getting there?’ asked my dad, determined not to be mollified too easily.


I hadn’t thought of that. ‘I suppose I hoped you’d give me a lift. I’d like to hire a bike at some point, and then I wouldn’t be so dependent on you.’


‘And get yourself killed by some idiot coming too fast round a bend? Not likely.’


‘We’ll wait for you to change, love,’ said Mum, the pacifier. ‘Come down with us and we’ll drop you off.’


‘But I thought we were all going for a walk,’ said Dad. ‘I wanted Josie to be with us.’ He wasn’t going to make it easy.


‘I’ll come for the walk,’ I said, sensing that I was going to have to work at this, but that it would be worth it in the end. ‘And then, perhaps, I could go to the pub with Cat for a bit, and then ring you and you could come and fetch me.’


‘Oh, taxi service is it now?’ said Dad, but he was coming round.


‘I just thought you’d prefer me not to be home too late,’ I said sweetly, and knew I’d won.


I changed into my Kookaï trousers and top and slapped on a bit of make-up, though nothing seems to detract from the metal on my teeth. Sometimes I can hardly bear even to see myself in the mirror. I bunged a sweatshirt and my purse into a bag. I didn’t know if I was wearing the right things or not. I swapped my sandals for my new trainers, a label no one can quarrel with, and went out to join my family.


We passed the pub on the drive down to the car park by the dunes. People were already spilling out across the road. None of them looked very old. I couldn’t see Cat amongst them, but it didn’t matter until I got back from our walk.


The dunes are lovely. When you’ve climbed up above the beach you can just let go and sprint with the wind in your hair along tiny sandy footpaths up and down the tussocky little hills. Mum and Dad walked along arm in arm while Tim and I chased each other all over the place. It was a beautiful evening – plenty of people were still in the water, paddling, rockpooling, windsurfing, sailing. Idyllic. It was great to be back.


I said I’d walk from the car park. I’d be fine as long as I had my mobile. But Dad insisted on coming with me. In the end it was go with him or don’t go at all. He even put his arm round my shoulders, and I didn’t dare shake him off – partly because I didn’t want him to change his mind and partly because I didn’t want to hurt him.


And there was Cat. She was cuddled up to a guy who I assumed must be Matt and she had a drink in one hand and a cigarette in the other – as did all the people around her. They were sitting on a low wall on the opposite side of the road from the pub. I spotted Tanya with her plaster not far away and Liza and Ellie. I couldn’t wait to join them. ‘OK, Dad? I’ve got my phone.’ I wanted to lose him before he took in what my friends were up to and changed his mind.


‘Not so fast young lady.’ Aagh. ‘I want to find someone sensible to leave you with.’ He peered into the gloomy interior of the pub. ‘Good, I thought so, there’s David.’ (David is Archie and Harry’s dad.) ‘David? David!’ he called, and David came blinking out into the road. ‘I’m leaving Josie here for a while. Could you keep an eye on her? Thanks so much.’ He turned to me. ‘There, you’ll be fine,’ he said, and set off in the direction of the car park.
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