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Here we go again. Mum: Have you packed yet, Sophie? Me: Yeah. Mum: Have you left your room tidy? Me (lying): Yeah. Mum: Have you cleaned out your hamster? Me (knowing I can’t get away with this): OK, OK, I’ll clean her out … And so it goes on, Mum and Dad taking it in turns to get frantic until we’re ready for off. I suppose I am looking forward to it really.


I still feel uncomfortable about Ben. Shouldn’t do really; he is horribly immature. I don’t know what he thinks I could see in him. I rang Hannah to talk about him, but there isn’t much to say – except that he makes me feel bad. And I don’t think she would understand – Hannah’s great, but she hasn’t had much experience with boys. I hope for her sake that the boys on her music course are more interesting than the sad loser we saw in Boots.


We always get up early the morning we go away. Traditionally Danny and I just fall into the car in our night-clothes and sleeping bags and carry on sleeping until we get to the boat. We used to dress inside our sleeping bags, but since we both wear T-shirts to sleep in these days it’s just a question of adding shorts. It isn’t as if the people on the boat are worth dressing up for. Travelling seems to take for ever: five hours of fruit machines on the ferry and another five hours in a hot car driving on the wrong side of the road. One day my parents will think of some other way to get a suntan, something shocking like a package tour to Greece.


As soon as we’re in France it’s, ‘Look, Sophie – a chien!’


‘Yes, Mother, it’s a dog. Wow.’


Or, ‘Look, Sophie, a cathedral/river/horses,’ or whatever.


‘Mother, I’m not a kid. I don’t have to have things pointed out for me.’


Ma looks crestfallen. Oh dear. I suppose it’s because she gets excited by these things. Danny’s almost as bad. ‘Ball trap!’ he reads; and then cackles. He does this every year. Even I know that ball trap is clay-pigeon shooting. He reads all the signposts in a Eurotrash accent. Every single one. Give me strength.


I know we’re getting close when Mum just can’t help starting up again – ‘Look, Sophie – sunflowers!’ Admittedly there are great fields of the things, all busy turning their little faces to follow the sun, but – you know – see one field of sunflowers and you’ve seen them all. Mum doesn’t seem to realise this. Every year she marvels all over again.


Dad concentrates on the driving, but even he seems to find France perennially wondrous. He positively encourages Danny. I can’t understand how they manage to be so cheerful. I’m tired, hot, stiff, bored silly and bursting for a decent loo – not a hole in the ground, like the ones you find in roadside cafés.


At last we peel off the motorway. Ma and Pa squabble over the navigation of the last few turnings – perhaps they get tired too – and finally we’re there, hauling up the road to the campsite and the manoir that goes with it. We park on the main drag, and pile out to book ourselves in and find our courier.


It’s strange, this part. The campsite is humming – kids on bikes, people in swimsuits, olds playing boules, teenagers drifting about. All the activity takes place on a road that goes across the top. There’s a bar, a shop, loos, showers, washing-up places, the office, table tennis, bike sheds, swimming-pool, all down this single highway. And that’s where it all happens, with human traffic constantly passing backwards and forwards along it.


Like about a third of the people here, we’re camping with a company called Suncampers. They provide the tent and all the camping gear. It means you get the buzz of being under canvas – if you like that sort of thing, and the parents obviously do – without the hassle of carting all the stuff around. It’s not even particularly cheap – you only have to look at all the posh cars to see the types who can afford it, but my ever-so-slightly Bohemian family seem to gain comfort from the fact that they’re slumming it in a tent, rather than renting a gross caravilla. Ho-hum. Personally, I usually try to make friends with someone in a caravilla as soon as possible. Better than a tent when it rains, I find.


Suncampers have their own couriers to meet and greet, usually gap-year kids and students. Quite funky sometimes. Certainly tanned and fit from spending all summer on a bicycle. I fell in love with a courier at this very campsite when I was about eight – only to be hopelessly disillusioned when I discovered that he had a girlfriend. To this day I can remember seeing them together for the first time – somewhere near the table tennis tables as I recall. I was grumpy for days – Mum and Dad still tease me about it!


We trooped over to the big green-and-yellow tent that served as the Suncampers’ office. There were posters and notices on a board outside and chairs and a brochure-covered table inside. We went in. Mum and Dad sat down. Danny and I hung around looking at the posters.


There were three couriers, two of them women. It took them a while to notice us because they were having a heated discussion about an awkward family who had just left. They spoke in English, so it was hard to pretend we hadn’t overheard. My father coughed loudly and they all turned round together. One girl was the wholesome, friendly type, the other was the small bossy sort. The guy was the courier of your dreams – lean, tanned, short hair, white teeth. Very fit. He looked French, but he introduced himself in perfect public-school English. ‘Hullo. I’m Jacy. You must be the Morris family. Sign in here with Coralie before I take you over to Reception, and then you can follow me to your tent.’


Mum was obviously about to tell him that we’d done this for ever and knew the ropes, but I could see that she was charmed, and simply thanked him. Dad was already signing things for the lovely Coralie, with Danny close behind. I was left eyeballing the weaselly girl, who wore a badge with the name Sonia. I couldn’t think of anything to say, so went with Mum back to the car to get our passports for Reception. And then it was time to get back into the hot car and crawl along in low gear after Jacy on his bike.


‘La Grange’, as this campsite is called, is spread out over a large area. Parts of it are in a wood, others are on a slope that leads down to a lake, and there is the most recent prairie (say it with a French accent), which is like a little suburbia of green-and-yellow Suncampers’ tents. The trees between the pitches haven’t had a chance to grow yet, so I really hoped we’d be in the old, wooded bit, where you have shade and some privacy. I breathed a sigh of relief when Jacy’s bike squealed to a halt and he hopped off at a pitch on the edge of the trees and unzipped the front of our huge tent, set up the sun umbrella over the table and righted the chairs that were leaning against it. He did this with a wonderful cat-like grace which had Mum and me mesmerised. Well, me anyhow.


So. Here was our home for the next two weeks. It had three bedrooms and a kitchen and a bit for sitting in if the weather was bad. The shower block and loos weren’t too far away – nor were the bar, the shop, the restaurant and the swimming-pool. Good weather was almost guaranteed. Jacy swung back on to his bike and cycled off with a wave. I sat down in the car again. Mum gave a contented sigh. ‘Isn’t this great, Soph?’


Danny had been investigating the tent. ‘I’ve chosen my pit. Coming for a walk round then, Soph? See if anything’s changed?’ Dan’s amazing. We’ve been to this campsite God knows how many times and he can still get excited by a new boules pitch or an extra flume in the swimming pool.


‘You go, Dan,’ I said. ‘I think I’ll have a shower and sort my stuff out.’


‘Suit yourself,’ he said, but he looked a bit disappointed.


‘Hire a bike if you want, Dan,’ said Dad. ‘Then you can chase the girls around!’


‘Da-ad,’ said Dan.


I humped my bag into my ‘bedroom’ and glumly contemplated the thought of two weeks under canvas with my un-cool brother, batty mum, and a dad who doesn’t seem to realise that he stopped being God’s gift to women at least twenty years ago.


Dan drew up with a screech and a skid outside our pitch – his campsite bike had very dodgy brakes. ‘How long till supper?’


Mum, Dad and I had all showered and changed. Mum and Dad were transformed and raring to go. Even I felt a little less uncomfortable. I wore jeans to cover my white legs (well, white compared with people who hadn’t just arrived) and a gauzy top with long sleeves. Another tradition – arrived at after years of Mum trying to cook for fractious children when she was knackered herself – is that we eat in the campsite crêperie the night we arrive. La Grange has quite a cool crêperie and tonight it was almost empty.


I had been quietly taking in the talent as we walked down the main drag, but most of the kids were small, and very probably Dutch – with white-blonde hair and brown legs. I peered into the bar as we went past, but that was pretty empty too.


‘Did you see anyone our age on your travels, Dan?’


‘Oh yes,’ he said, as if it went without question. ‘Loads. Looks quite lively.’


‘Where’ve they all gone, then?’


‘I dunno. Probably took one look at the gorgeous Sophie Morris and knew they couldn’t compete, so they crawled away to die.’


‘Thanks, Dan. So where are all the guys?’


‘Fainted.’


‘God you’re so funny. There must be somewhere they all go in the evenings.’ I didn’t like not knowing, didn’t like the thought of a scene that I wasn’t part of.


‘Don’t worry,’ said Dan. ‘I’ll sniff it out for us – no problem.’


‘I’m not that bothered,’ I said. ‘It’s always the same bunch of losers. Or French.’


‘Heaven forbid that they should be French,’ muttered Dad under his breath, but I chose not to hear him.


‘You’re so snooty, Sophie,’ said Dan.


‘Just because you like complete non-starters,’ I said, ‘doesn’t mean that I’m going to get thrilled about them.’


Then the waitress arrived with the menus.


I don’t know why I felt quite so vehement or why the prospect of the fortnight ahead filled me with such gloom. Perhaps it had to do with me and my friends promising to have holiday romances. Fat chance I stood if I couldn’t even meet anyone! More probably it had something to do with the scene I’d left behind and all the business with Ben Southwell. I quite enjoy the sense of power I get when blokes fancy me, I suppose, but I hate it when they go all soppy and start talking about being in love with me. Nothing puts me off so quickly.


Brother Danny is the other problem, though he wouldn’t know what I was talking about. He’s so darned straight and honest and friendly and upfront – but he’s never been the slightest bit cool. He doesn’t care what shoes he wears or if his T-shirts have holes in them. He even likes classical music, for God’s sake, and Abba! He just says, ‘I like it.’ If I say, ‘But only uncool people like X – whatever,’ he just looks at me with that infuriating ‘what’s-the-big-deal’ look of his. He’s like Mum, really, easily pleased. And this year, now he’s sixteen, things have changed a bit. He’s still straight old Dan, but with his new haircut he’s actually quite good-looking. Even Maddy’s started batting her eyelashes at him. That’s another thing. My friends, who used to commiserate about the awfulness of having an older brother who is grandma’s pet, teacher’s pet, etc., are now starting to insinuate that I’m lucky to have an older brother! A different older brother, maybe, but Dan!’


‘OK, sweetheart?’ Dad hates me being silent. ‘Pizza up to scratch?’


‘Fine,’ I said.


‘Another Coke? Dan? We’ll have another beer each, won’t we, chérie?’ He beckoned to the waitress and ordered more drinks for us all. She said, ‘Bien sûr, Monsieur, tout de suite,’ and sashayed off in that way that French women have.


‘Wow,’ said Dad, the old lech. Mum slapped him on the wrist and smiled indulgently.


‘In your dreams,’ she said.


‘Mine, too,’ said Dan wistfully.


‘Never mind, bro,’ I said.


The waitress reappeared. She looked like ‘L’Arlésienne’ (I’ve been doing Van Gogh in art), all raven tresses and black eyes with a perfect olive tanned skin. ‘Merci,’ said Dan as she passed him his Coke, and was rewarded with a wonderful slow, full-lipped, white-toothed, sensuous smile.


‘Concentrate on your food, chaps,’ said Mum, catching my eye.


We all fell into bed shortly after our meal. It was only half-past ten our time, but eleven-thirty French time, and we had been up since four-thirty. Needless to say, the lively bits of the campsite were still humming – as if to taunt me.




TWO
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‘Soph? Wake up, Soph. Dan’s fetched the croissants and there’s peaches for breakfast too.’ I don’t know why Mum gets so worked up. We have croissants from Tesco.


I grunted. ‘It’s too early.’


‘Eleven o’clock French time.’


‘That’s ten o’clock my time. Too early.’


Dan’s voice. ‘Come on, Sophie. We can have a swim before it gets too crowded.’


Even less reason to get up. Half an hour later Mum unzipped my door. ‘Mu-um!’


‘Come on, love. I want to put the breakfast stuff away, and Dad will eat your croissant if you don’t claim it.’


‘Oh all right.’ I stumbled out into the extremely bright morning in my knickers and T-shirt and slumped into the chair nearest the hedge.


‘Croissant. Eat.’ Mum handed it to me and proceeded to wipe the table around me. I crammed it into my mouth, all flaky crumbs and buttery grease, as Danny squealed round the corner into our pitch on his bike. Except it wasn’t Dan. It was Jacy.


‘Hi, Mrs Morris! I’ve just come to check that everything’s working and OK.’


Oh no. Not when I’m looking like this. I decided to stay sitting. He couldn’t know I was in yesterday’s knickers. Bits of my croissant had fallen on to the ground by the hedge. Suddenly I saw a tiny fieldmouse shoot out of the hedge and grab a large crumb. Now I don’t mind small animals – I have a hamster after all – but this one scuttled so fast, I screamed and leapt up from my chair. ‘Eeek!’


Mum and Jacy looked at me. ‘What’s up, Soph?’


I felt very stupid. ‘A mouse,’ I said lamely, tugging at my T-shirt and not knowing where to put myself as I stood there, white-legged.


‘It’s only a fieldmouse,’ said Mum, smiling at Jacy.


Jacy looked at me coolly. ‘It’s when you have bare feet,’ he said. ‘You’re afraid they’re going to run right up your legs.’


‘I’m going to wash,’ I said, and dived into the tent. It was bad enough standing there half-dressed, but the way Jacy looked at me, I felt as if I hadn’t got any clothes on at all. I could hear Mum and Jacy in the kitchen bit of the tent. The cooker was different from last time and we hadn’t quite sussed it out. I prayed that they wouldn’t get any closer. They went outside again and Jacy got on his bike. ‘There’s not a lot we can do about fieldmice,’ I heard him saying, and winced, ‘but let me know if there are any other problems. Au revoir!’


Pretentious berk, I comforted myself.


By the time I was washed and dressed, and possibly ready for a swim, Dan was back from the swimming-pool. ‘It’s getting really crowded now,’ he said. ‘Can’t move for armbands and rubber rings. Fancy a walk down to the lake, Soph? That’s where it all happens, apparently, this year.’


Last year it had all happened round the football pitch for Dan. And me, really, but I’d only been thirteen then. I’d tagged along with a Dutch girl and we’d ridden bikes and swum and played crazy golf. I hadn’t been aware of a ‘scene’. This year I felt different. And I wouldn’t have been seen dead playing football.


‘OK,’ I said. I suppose we had to start somewhere, though I’d actually quite felt like a swim.


‘Go on, darling,’ said Mum. ‘You know you’ll start enjoying yourself once you’ve made some chums.’


Chums! Good old Mum.


‘That’s my girl,’ said Dad from where he was sitting in the car (go round any campsite and you’ll find half the men sitting in their cars). ‘Go and sort out the talent.’


Talent! Good old Dad.


Dan and I set off down the path that led through the woods, past the manoir and the tennis courts and down to the field by the lake. It was cool and green and the dust that we scuffed up as we walked shimmered in the shafts of sunlight that filtered through the leaves high above. After the trees the field seemed like a bright square with an even brighter strip of lake beyond it. There were a few kids out on the lake in pedaloes and some wrinklies fishing, but otherwise the place was almost deserted.


I raised an eyebrow at Dan. ‘Happening, huh?’


‘Well, it’s humming with wildlife!’ he said. It was true. The birds and the crickets made one hell of a racket. But no teenagers. We came to a heap of burned logs and ashes. ‘Someone said something about bonfires,’ he said.


‘Looks like boy scout stuff to me,’ I said. ‘But you’d be more likely to have fires at night, wouldn’t you?’


‘Yeah. The people I heard it from were French, so I expect I got it wrong.’


‘You were hanging around with French people?’


‘We are in France.’


‘Yes, but—’


‘I want to improve my French.’


‘Creep.’


‘There is also this vision in an orange bikini, on a bike.’


‘I haven’t seen it. Gone off the waitress already then?’


‘Bit old for me. Anyway, someone said she had one of the French couriers in tow.’


‘You have been busy, listening.’


‘Best way to learn.’


Lunch was bread and cheese and salad and wine. Simple fare, you might think. Yes, but not if you’d heard the parents raving over it. ‘Wow – such cheap wine … Gorgeous cheese … Perfect bread – nothing like it in England.’ Tomatoes, ‘Mwah!’


It was very hot after lunch. Dan disappeared on his bike and I was alone again. I really wanted a swim. I even saw a whole troop of teenagers – they did exist! – making their way to the pool, but I certainly wasn’t going on my own.


‘I’ll sunbathe,’ I told my parents, who were dozing in the sun – Mum had slipped her swimsuit straps down and Dad was snoring already. I slapped on the Factor 15 and stretched out on the sun lounger. I could at least start on the tan.


As I dozed off I heard the squealing brakes again and looked up, expecting Dan. I was wrong. ‘Hi, Sophie!’ said Jacy. ‘It’s OK, it’s not you I’m after!’ (Shame.) ‘I’m checking out next door. You’ll be getting neighbours this afternoon.’ He disappeared into the empty tent on the other side of the hedge. I could hear him fossicking about in the fridge and banging the squeaky beds. Neighbours, eh? We already had Dutch neighbours on one side. Probably some family with a million screaming kids. That’s what we usually get.


I was half asleep when they arrived. I heard Jacy’s bike first, and then a clattery car. Lots of car doors banged. I rolled over on to my front so that I could peer at them. Their mum got out first, from the driving seat of an ancient clapped-out estate car. A pair of boys aged about eleven bundled out after her – twins, I guessed – and rampaged around after Jacy. I was so taken up with watching Jacy’s lithe, tanned body in action that I was unprepared for more members of the family. Two older kids emerged, teenagers – a lumpy boy and a drippy-looking girl. ‘Come on, Emma,’ said the boy. ‘Mam needs us.’


‘OK,’ said Emma. They had broad Geordie accents. There didn’t appear to be a dad.


Isn’t that just typical? The first time we ever get kids our age and they’re a couple of unintelligible retards. I heard Jacy talking to their mum. ‘The children’s courier will be over in the morning. There’s plenty of organised activities for the younger ones.’


‘What about the teenagers?’


Jacy laughed. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry about them, Mrs Robson. You’ll find that the less organisation they have, the better!’ And he swung off on his bike.


I picked up a magazine and turned on to my back again. But I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. ‘You have a rest, like, Mam.’ It was the girl. ‘Mark and the boys are goin’ a unload and I’m doin’ the supper.’ (Comedy Geordie accent here.) Their mum protested, but not much.


‘Go on then, lads,’ she said. ‘Get to it!’ They sounded like they were on some terrible reality TV programme. I decided to make myself invisible before they tried to get friendly, and went inside the tent to catch up on my diary. At least I can say what I like there without anyone telling me I’m a snob/intolerant/narrow-minded, etc.


Dan came back – big smile on his face, big ice-cream in one hand. He threw his bike down. For once I felt quite glad to see him. But he spotted the newcomers and went over to talk to them instead.


‘Hi,’ he said. ‘I’m Dan. Long journey?’


‘You could say that,’ said Mark. ‘A day to come down south from Newcastle. Overnight ferry and then driving through France today. We’re shattered! And our mam’s never driven in France before. Bit hairy on the roundabouts, eh, Mam? I’m Mark by the way, an this is ma sister, Emma.’


‘Hi,’ said Emma. ‘Is there anything for the likes of us to do on this site, then?’


‘Come to the bar with us later,’ said Dan. ‘That seems to be where the evening starts. You should meet my sister. She’s about the same age as you. See ya.’


He came on to our pitch. ‘Weren’t asleep, were you?’ he shouted noisily at the parents, waking them up. ‘Where’s Sophie then?’ He saw me inside the tent.


‘Dan!’ I hissed. ‘Why did you have to go and be all friendly to them? They’re practically wearing shell suits, for God’s sake! We’ll never get rid of them now!’


Dan looked at me uncomprehendingly. ‘Why should we want to?’ he said.


We were about to eat supper when Mark came over. ‘Hey, Dan lad, care for a game of footie, like, after supper? The game starts at seven-thirty. Emma’s playin’. Does your sister want-a come?’ He looked at me. No. I did not want to play football.


‘Sounds good to me,’ said Dan. ‘Coming to watch, Sophie?’


‘I might,’ I said.


‘We’ll come and watch,’ said Mum.


‘Sounds like a fun evening to me,’ I told her, but the sarcasm seemed to be lost on all of them.


I decided to roll up just as they finished so that I could at least go to the bar with Dan and maybe, just maybe, find some decent company. I couldn’t stand the thought of being thrown together with drippy Emma. She’d set off wearing boys’ football shorts and rubbish trainers. The Aire des Jeux (games area) was opposite the swimming-pool, behind the couriers’ tents. It was a perfect evening and people sat watching on the bank as the players hurtled around the pitch. I found Mum and Dad. ‘Dan’s team are the ones without shirts,’ said Dad. ‘They had to put all the lasses in the other team – more’s the pity!’


‘Da-ad!’


‘Young Emma’s not a bad player, either.’


‘No doubt,’ I said, getting caught up in the game, in spite of myself. No one knew anyone else’s name, so they simply shouted, ‘Man on!’ and ‘Oy, mate, over here!’ or ‘Ici! Ici!’ It was a scramble, but clearly everyone was having a good time.


Emma scored a goal. The decider, what’s more, so her and Mark’s team – the shirts – were the winners. I even felt a slight twinge of jealousy as they came off. ‘Big game next week,’ said Dan to Dad. ‘France v. England. The couriers are organising it.’


‘Which team will our courier play for, then?’ asked Emma. I knew she was daft.


I finally caught up with the ‘scene’ that night in the back room of the bar. And of course it had to include Emma and Mark. I discovered that Mark was sixteen and Emma fifteen. There were about twenty of us, mostly a bit older than me, though I know I look sixteen. Dan was right in there, but I didn’t really know what to say to these weirdos. Things perked up briefly when Jacy poked his head round the corner. He seemed to be looking for someone. Me? (Well, you never know.) Surely not. But he caught my eye. ‘Hi, Sophie!’ And then, ‘Hi, Emma!’ What a letdown. Jacy obviously had an eye for the girls, but Emma, I realised with horror, had eyes only for Dan. When the others said they were going down to the lake I decided it was definitely time for bed.




THREE
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By the second morning La Grange starts to work its magic on you, however stressed-out you’ve been up until then. I poked my nose out of the tent. It was the misty start to a glorious day that’s standard here, and it made me feel eleven years old again. I pulled on a pair of shorts and some trainers, grabbed a twenty-euro note from where Dad had emptied his pockets the night before and set off on a round-the-camp route for the shop on Dan’s bike. I pedalled like a kid, feeling the wind in my hair. Only a few people were about this early: one or two joggers and swimmers, dads with tiny children who’d been awake for hours. The bike ploughed satisfyingly through the sandy track, sending little stones skittering in my wake. The manoir loomed, gorgeous through the haze, silvery dew coating the hydrangeas and red hot pokers in the formal garden at the front. I scrunched to a halt by the shop and flung the bike down.


Huge crates of baguettes and croissants were piled up by the door – they smelt out of this world. I loaded up with Orangina and peaches and baguettes and waited in the queue to pay. Only when Jacy came in with wet hair and swimming shorts, with a towel round his shoulders and looking like an aftershave ad did I realise that I had bird’s-nest hair, sleep in my eyes and a terrible T-shirt – and that I cared. I pretended I hadn’t seen him and stuttered out my halting request for ‘Quatre croissants au beurre, s’il vous plaît’ in my best shopping French.
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