
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Perfect Summer

Karen King


Dedication

For everyone who thinks they aren’t beautiful, thin, clever or good enough. Celebrate your uniqueness. There is only one you.
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Perfect Summer

Prologue

They were on their fourth game of poker. The air was tense, they played in silence, speaking only when they had to.

The burly man glanced at the five cards in his hand, his expression unreadable. “I’ll see you.” He took a drag of his cigarette and waited.

The woman sitting next to him studied her hand of cards and sighed. “I’m folding.”  She placed the cards face down on the table, crossed her arms and sat back in her chair.

They both watched the bald man on the other side of the table. He looked at his cards and frowned. The burly man took another drag of his cigarette and sent a spiral of thick smoke into the air. Then a shrill ring broke through the silence, making them all jump. The burly man grabbed his nanophone and the others waited expectantly as he flicked it open. The air was electric with tension.

“Yes,” he barked. He listened to the voice at the other end. “We will leave immediately.” He switched the phone off, threw his cards down and stood up. “It’s on,” he said, scooping up the handful of coins in the middle of the table and putting them and the nano in his pocket. “Let’s get going.”

The woman left her cards and followed him. They both hurried outside to a dark blue van. The man climbed into the driving seat, the woman sat beside him. She took a slip of paper out of her pocket and keyed an address into the E-Nav. “We’ll be there in a couple of hours,” she said.

“How old’s this one?” the man asked.

“Three,” the woman replied.

“Shouldn’t be too difficult then.” The man started up the van and they set off.


Chapter One

“23.8!” I whooped as the score blazed on the wall of the games arena for everyone to see. So far I was the top player.

“That’s great.” Summer flashed me a too bright smile. “Let’s see how I do.”

Tucking her long blonde hair behind her ears, she pressed the silver button on the screen. A black ball rolled out of the chute. She bounced it against the wall like an expert. 

Tap, tap, tap.

The two mega-fit lads who’d been watching nudged each other and moved a bit closer.  Tall and slim with spike-gelled hair and looks to die for; the sort of lads Summer always attracted and I didn’t. But then I wasn’t effortlessly beautiful with creamy skin and diamond blue eyes like she was.

“Game commence!” the automated voice announced.

Summer caught the ball as it bounced off the wall and ran with it. A holoplayer flashed in front of her and she swerved just in time. If she touched a hologram she would lose vital points. The next holoplayer took her by surprise. She didn’t stop in time and a buzzer sounded as she right through him.

“Penalty!” the automated voice announced.

Summer grimaced. Two penalties and she’d be out. I knew she was desperate to beat my score. Summer liked to be the best at everything, and she usually was, but I always beat her at Xball. It made me feel good even though I didn’t actually like the game.

Summer managed to avoid running through the other holos, although she lost a few points because she skimmed a couple of them. She didn’t let that put her off though, and I watched anxiously as she sped towards the net.

“18.9!” The autovoice declared. The score flashed on the screen as Summer threw the ball through the net. I’d won! I had to stop myself from jumping up and down in joy, knowing that she would be miffed.

Summer shrugged her shoulders at the two watching lads and raised perfectly arched eyebrows  as two girls – obviously their girlfriends – joined them. I’d seen her do that before. It was her What? You’re with them when you could be with me? look. One of the lads flashed a rueful grin back, but Summer had already turned away. 

“Come on, Morgan,” she said. “Let’s go and get a smoothie.”

We joined the queue at the elevator. The Holozone was always busy, especially during the school holidays. “Doors opening!” the autovoice announced as the doors of the cylindrical glass elevator slid open and we all stepped in. “Doors closed. Select your destination!”

“Sky Bar everyone?” a girl asked.

A chorus of yeses affirmed the question so she selected the top button and we glided upwards past the kids playing hologames, laser sports, swimming in the jet pool or simply hanging around listening to music from the E-centres. We eventually came to a smooth halt at the rooftop café. It was pretty full, but we managed to find an empty table and sat down with our smoothies – strawberry for Summer and banana for me.

“Want to stop at my house for the weekend?” Summer asked. “We’re going to Roxy’s, one of Tamara’s clients has given her free tickets.”

Did I ever! Roxy’s, on the top floor of the River Dome, was the best club in the whole universe. It was where all the celebs hung out. Then I remembered that the club was so exclusive that anyone not considered beautiful enough was turned away. 

“Do you think I’ll get in?” I asked, never doubting for a moment that Summer would.

She tilted her head and scrutinised my face. I flushed, knowing that my nose was too long and my face too round to be considered beautiful. Then she nodded. “Tamara’s giving us both a make-over. By the time she’s finished with us we’ll look so gorgeous we’d get in anywhere. Anyway,” she added with a grin, “we’ll be with Leo and Tamara. They wouldn’t dare turn us away.”

Leo and Tamara, Summer’s parents, liked Summer and her nine-year-old brother, Kyle, to call them by their names, not Mum and Dad. They were mega-cool and mega-rich. Leo was a top surgeon at the exclusive Fernbrook Clinic, and Tamara was a beauty consultant to the celebs. They were about the same age as my parents but appeared years younger thanks to their numerous tummy tucks, face lifts and body restructuring – courtesy of Leo’s colleague and best friend, Dale Wyckham, who was reputed to be the best Physical Perfection surgeon in the entire world.

“That’ll be brill!” I told her. 

Apart from the fact that I was dying to go to Roxy’s, I loved staying at Summer’s house. It was a detached four-storey river pad and she had the whole top floor to herself. Kyle had the third floor, her parents the second and they all shared the bottom floor. They each even had a massive, luxury bathroom. Her parent’s top-of-the-range cars, a black Nepha for her dad and a silver Pino for her mum, were parked underneath. The river pads were on stilts because of the floods so both the Nepha and Pino were waterproof and could float on water. 

Our terraced three-storey was nowhere near as posh, with the kitchen and lounge downstairs, Mum and Dad’s bedroom, Josh’s bedroom and the bathroom on the second floor and my bedroom, Dad’s study and the storeroom on the top floor. And my mum and dad were far stricter than Summer’s; they’d have a mega-fit if I called them by their first names. Summer was so lucky.

“I’ll have to go home and pick up some stuff first.” I checked the time on the squilb on my wrist. The little wrist computers were the latest gadget; they looked like a watch but kept a check on your weight, calorie intake, how much exercise you took, and your general health, as well as allowing you to make phone calls, access the web, and read your web notifications and instant messages. I’d been after one for ages so was made up when Summer’s folks gave me one for Christmas. I’d hardly used my nano since; the squilb was much more convenient. “Shall we go after we’ve finished these?”

I wanted to get my clothes and be out of the house before Dad got home because I knew he’d be annoyed that I was staying over at Summer’s house again. He said it was because Mum needed me to help with Josh, but I think it was because Summer’s parents, with their big house and posh cars, made him feel a bit... inadequate; like he wasn’t good enough. I understood how he felt.

Summer was a brilliant friend but I couldn’t help being an itsy bit jealous of her. She was beautiful, rich and even had her own brand new, top-of-the-range pink eco-bug, while I had to travel around on commcab or speedrail. Honestly, when luck was dealt out, Summer got a whole bucket load, whilst I think I was somewhere at the back of the queue.

As we turned onto my street, I saw a black Ministry car outside our house and immediately tensed. 

“Looks like you’ve had another visit,” Summer said, glancing at me.

The front door opened, two dark-suited Ministry Officials came out, and strode down the path to the waiting car. I caught a brief glimpse of Mum at the door before it closed and my heart went out to her as I thought of the grilling she must have just had.

“I hate them.” I clenched my fists. “Why can’t they leave us alone?”

“Try not to worry; they’re just doing their job. They can’t make you put Josh in a RLC,” Summer reminded me.

“Not yet,” I told her.  “But what if they make a new law?” 

The Ministry were always making laws ‘for the good of the people’ and everyone had to obey them – like placing everyone under a dental programme as soon as they began teething so tooth whitening, veneers and dental implants were standard procedure whether you wanted them or not.  They’d been on Josh’s case for a while now and we lived in constant fear of having Josh taken from us and placed in a Residential Learning Centre.

I saw Mum was upset as soon as we walked in, but she managed a weak smile. “Hello girls. Had a good time?”

“We saw those Ministry guys leaving,” I told her, cutting to the chase. “Were they harassing you about Josh again?”

Mum nodded in reply. “And I’ve told them what I always tell them: Josh stays with us.”

“Good for you,” I told her. “What a cheek!” I hesitated. “Are you okay, Mum? I’ve only popped in to get some clothes. I’m spending the weekend at Summer’s. I can stay a bit longer if you want.”

“No, I’m fine. You girls go and enjoy yourselves. I’m going to do some gardening with Josh.”

Just then Josh toddled in, clutching a bucket of bricks with Bobo, his favourite little teddy, perched on the top. “Play Maw,” he said, coming over to me. Maw was his pet name for me; he was only three and couldn’t pronounce Morgan yet. He squatted on the floor by my feet, took the blue teddy out, tucked it under his arm and then tipped his puzzle blocks out of his bucket.

I picked up a block with my right hand, hid it behind my back, then swapped it to my left hand. “Which hand is it in, Joshie?”

“We really ought to be going,” Summer reminded me. She sounded a bit impatient.

“Two secs,” I replied. Josh was frowning, trying to make up his mind. “Go on Joshie, point to the hand the brick is in,” I told him.

Josh giggled as he clenched his chubby little hand into a fist and pointed to my left hand. It was his broad, flat hands and short fingers that had told the doctors something was wrong with him. That and his slanted eyes were typical signs of Down’s syndrome.

We’d all been so thrilled when Mum discovered she was having Josh. She and Dad had wanted another baby ever since they’d had me, and I’d longed for a baby sister or brother for years. Then Mum discovered she was pregnant. She’d thought she had gone through the menopause and by the time she found out she was expecting a second child she was too far gone to have the usual tests to make sure the baby was healthy. But none of us worried about that. We were all so excited; we didn’t even want the doctors to tell us the baby’s sex. Then when Josh was born, our bubble of happiness burst.

It was a total shock to us all and I’m ashamed to admit that all I thought of at the time was what the other kids would say about me having a RAD brother. I hate that name but that’s what everyone, including the Ministry, call children like Josh – it’s derived from the Recorded Abnormality Details form that doctors and midwives had to fill in every time a baby was born with disabilities. The Ministry kept track of the children and tried to talk their parents into having them shut away into one of their Residential Learning Centres, out of sight from the general public, where they could be ‘looked after’. They put so much pressure on the parents that most of them agreed and it was rare to see any disabled people out and about. In fact, I had never seen one before Josh was born. Mum and Dad refused point blank to put Josh in a RLC though. He belonged with his family, they said, and that was that. Mum said that children liked Josh were simply different, that we were all unique, so we called him a ‘Neek’, which was much nicer than ‘RAD’. And Josh was so adorable, so placid and good-humoured, that I soon grew to love him and couldn’t imagine life without him. 

But the Ministry wouldn’t leave us alone. Every couple of months they paid Mum and Dad a visit, grilled them about Josh’s progress, and tried to persuade them that he would be better off in a RLC. 

“Maw,” Josh said, pointing to my left arm again.

I heard Summer sigh and shuffle her feet and knew she was anxious for me to get my things and go.

“Good boy!” I took my left hand from behind my back and gave him the block, then bent down and kissed him on the cheek. “Maw and Summer going upstairs now, Joshie.”

Josh crumbled his bottom lip and was about to protest when his favourite jingle came on the E-screen. He gave an excited squeal and looked up at the big screen on the wall.

“Be perfectly lovely,” a white dove sang as it fluttered across the screen. “Be perfectly happy.” It was joined by another white dove and they sang in chorus. “Have the body and life you deserve. Contact Perfectly Lovely on 011-6483 for advice on how to get a Physical Perfection grant.” The two doves then flew off together singing, “Be perfectly lovely, be perfectly happy...”

“Wuvlee. Appee!” Josh rocked his head from side to side as he tried to sing along with the birds. He loved that song and always joined in. Mum said he was as clever as any three year old and even the doctors had to admit that they were impressed by his progress. 

“That advert!” Mum tutted and shook her head.

“Mum!” I glanced quickly at Summer who pretended she hadn’t heard but I knew she had.  I wished Mum wouldn’t make comments like that when she knew Summer’s dad was a PP surgeon.

It was just one of the trillions of adverts for body enhancement that flashed across the E-screen every day since the Ministry had decided everyone over sixteen qualified for a grant towards Physical Perfection surgery. I couldn’t wait for my sixteenth birthday in a couple of months so I could have my nose straightened and my face sculptured – not that I’d told Mum that. Summer had already had hers done, privately of course, courtesy of Dale – no PP grant for her – and she looked amazing. Mum hated the ad because she said everyone was too obsessed with having perfect looks. But Josh loved the catchy tune and the two cute little birds. The irony that he didn’t have, and never could have, perfect looks was lost on him. Not that it mattered, he was really cute. Too cute to be shut away in a RLC like the Ministry wanted. It made me mad that they were so incapable of seeing beyond Josh’s disabilities. “Come on, Morgan. We need to get going,” Summer urged.

“Coming.” No point worrying about the Ministry. They’d never get anywhere with Mum and Dad. Let them waste their time if they wanted. I wasn’t going to let them ruin my weekend.

Summer and I hurried upstairs while Josh was busy watching TV. Summer plonked herself down on my bed while I got my things ready. 

“Want some music?” I asked, pressing the silver button on the comm-panel. The latest hit from Krescendo, our favourite band, blasted out and a hologram of them beamed onto the wall.

Then I pressed the green button, my wardrobe doors glided open, and a rail of clothes slid out. I glanced over at Summer, feeling awkward as always, that my room was so small and my wardrobe so sparse. Summer’s wardrobe was a huge walk-in affair full of designer clothes. Luckily, she was sprawled out watching Krescendo so I quickly grabbed the clothes I needed for the weekend and shoved them in my rucksack. Thank goodness I’d found an immaculate emerald green Maliko dress at the recycle store the other week. That would be perfect for Roxy’s. I knew Summer would let me borrow her clothes but felt better if I wore something of my own.

I took out the dress and zipped it into a fresh-pack to keep it crease-free. I glanced at the image screen on my bedroom wall and grimaced. My make-up needed renewing and some strands of my chestnut hair were escaping from the ponytail I’d swept it into. I swiftly fixed it and applied more make-up. I didn’t want to turn up at Summer’s looking a mess; Tamara and Leo expected everyone to always look their best. 

“Ready.” I pressed the buttons on the CP again to close my wardrobe doors, and switched off the music.

“Have a nice weekend,” Mum said as we popped in to say goodbye. She looked so pale, with dark circles under her eyes. I could tell the visit from the Ministry had upset her and hesitated for a moment, wondering if I should stay. But Dad was due home soon and I was so looking forward to the weekend. I loved going to Summer’s house and being spoilt for a bit. It was like living in another world. She was so lucky.

“Thanks, we will.” I leaned over and tousled Josh’s chestnut curls. “Bye, Josh.”

“Play, Maw,” he said, scrambling up.

“Maw going out now. I’ll play with you when I come back.” 

He puckered his face as if he was going to cry, but Mum took his hand. “Come on, Josh, let’s pick some tomatoes for tea.” 

Josh’s face lit up. He loved helping Mum in the garden. Everyone had a vegetable patch, compost and water butt by order of the Ministry as part of the Planet Protection Programme. I hated gardening but Josh loved helping Mum water the plants with the rainwater collected in the butt, and picking the vegetables. Summer’s parents had a gardener, of course.

Mum led Josh out into the garden while we went out the front door before Josh could realise I was leaving. I had no idea how much I was going to regret not playing with Josh one more time. Or not kissing him goodbye.


Chapter Two

We spent the afternoon in Tamara’s beauty salon having a body wrap and beauty cleanse. Then she gave us a complete makeover. That woman was a miracle worker; we both looked sensational. Not too huge a feat for Summer, but I hardly recognised myself. Tamara had somehow defined my face so I actually had cheekbones, my nose looked smaller and she’d styled my long unruly hair so that it hung in sexy spirals around my face. Lash extensions made my green eyes look huge and sparkling, while my lips were positively pouting. Wow!

No wonder the celebs queued up for Tamara’s services. Some of them even paid for her to fly over to the other side of the world so she could give them a makeover when they had a special party or event to attend. I stared at the beautiful stranger in the mirror, thinking that Tamara was worth every penny she charged; I felt so lucky to have Summer as my best friend.

Later that evening, totally beautified, flawlessly made up, and dressed in our finery, we got into a hire car with Leo and Tamara and set off for Roxy’s. As we drove along the riverbank towards the exclusive nightclub, I noticed the trail of glamorous people winding along the pavement like a colourful, exotic snake. Butterflies fluttered in my stomach. When we got nearer, and I saw how stunning the girls in the waiting queue were, the butterflies took flight and my stomach went with them.

“Look at all those people waiting to get in,” I stammered. “What if we’re turned away?”

Leo smiled at me. “How could they turn away two gorgeous girls like you?”

I hoped he was right. I didn’t think I’d get over the humiliation if I was. Not only would it be cringingly embarrassing, it would also ruin the evening for everyone as Summer and her family would probably leave with me.

The hire car dropped us outside the building, then Leo and Tamara led us right to the front of the queue, the stares and whispers from people as we walked past made me feel like a celebrity. Two bouncers barred the doorway, legs wide, arms crossed. One was an exotic flame-haired woman dressed in a slinky black dress with slits right up to the thighs. The other, a drop-dead gorgeous blond hunk, wore tight black trousers and a white shirt open to the waist to reveal a tanned, toned torso. I was so nervous I thought I was going to be sick. But I needn’t have worried. The bouncers both gave us wide smiles. 

The man said, “Good to see you again, Mr Maddison, Ms Price.” Then they stepped aside to let us through, without a second glance. I couldn’t believe it. I was actually going into a nightclub, and not just any old nightclub, the nightclub. I felt like I was floating on air. 

Roxy’s was way, way better than I ever imagined. There were two massive dance floors, one on the ground floor which was packed with all manner of beautiful people and one of them elevated, called the Rise, where only the celebs were allowed to dance. A golden staircase led up each side and two bouncers guarded the top. If they didn’t think you were important enough, you didn’t get past them. Some hopefuls tried their luck and were sent back down quick sharp. Of course, we were allowed through, thanks to Leo and Tamara. Summer was so lucky to have such fantastic parents, and get to a free pass to go to such fantastic places. And I was lucky to have her as a friend; thanks to her I got to go to places I would normally only be able to dream about.

There was a huge stage at the back of the dance floor, partly concealed by a gold screen. “What’s behind the screen?” I asked.

“Musical instruments. That’s where the group are going to play,” Tamara said. I saw her and Summer exchange a look but then someone shouted and waved, obviously recognising Tamara and Leo.

The place was teeming with faces I’d only ever seen on the E-screen before, and I had to stop myself from staring at them. I’d have loved to take photos, but all squilb and nanophone signals were automatically blocked as soon as we entered so no one could take photos, phone, email, or text. The celebs liked their privacy and didn’t want pictures of their antics spread all over the glossies. We couldn’t resist slipping one of the black and gold coasters in our bags as a souvenir though, to show the other girls at school. 

Summer and her parents had stopped to talk to a group of people now and I stood on the fringe, feeling a bit awkward.  Then I heard Summer say, “This is my friend, Morgan,” and a tall, elegant woman dressed in top-to toe designer was air-kissing me on the cheek. Suddenly I realised it was Millie Diamond, from my favourite e-programme. I could barely get my words out.  Summer introduced me to lots more people, top models, and e-screen stars, all immaculately dressed and expertly made-up. She chatted to them all as if she’d known them all her life, which she probably had, and I couldn’t help envying her confidence, and her life. It was so glamorous and exciting; so different from mine.

Then a murmur ran through the crowd and it began to part. “What’s happening?” I whispered to Summer.

She grinned, her eyes sparkling in delight. “Wait and see,” she said mischievously. “I wanted to surprise you.”

My jaw dropped as three guys and two women walked through the clapping and cheering crowd, literally centimetres away from me, then onto the stage. Krescendo! My totally favourite band.

Summer chuckled. “They’re playing tonight. That’s why I wanted you to come along.”

I felt like I was in a dream. A few minutes later the gold screen glided open and Summer and I both made our way onto the dance floor as Krescendo started to play. They were even more brilliant in real life!  

When they’d finished playing, Tamara took us both up to meet them. I was so blown away I could hardly get my words out, and even Summer seemed tongue-tied.  Krescendo were brilliant. They chatted to us for a while and signed the coasters for us. It was the most amazing night of my life.

We got back to Summer’s so late that as soon as my head hit the pillow, I was out for the count. I probably would have slept all the next day if my squilb hadn’t buzzed. I frowned and looked at the dial. It was Mum, probably wanting to know how last night had gone. I ignored it and pulled the duvet over my head. I’d phone her back later.
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