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I had to ring my friend Josie straight away when I got home from Barbados. She was never in, of course. I left loads of messages for her, ordering her to call me back just as soon as she could. The summer holidays were half over and I was desperate for us to do what Maddy and her friends had done, before it was too late.


I decided to ask the other two, Alex and Zoe, over for the night anyway. I’d almost given up on Josie when she eventually rang me back.


‘Hey Holly – it’th Jothie!’ She sounded most peculiar.


‘Josie?’


‘The thame. Don’t laugh, Holly. I’m in agony. I’ve just got a brathe.’


‘A what?’


‘A brathe!’


‘Bad luck. Does all your food get stuck in it?’


‘I don’t know,’ she wailed. ‘I’ve only had it for two dayth, and it thtill hurtth.’


‘So how do you manage to play the clarinet?’ Josie had already spent ten days this holiday tooting her little heart out on a music course.


‘I don’t. Thatth why I had to wait until the muthic courthe wath out of the way. I won’t be able to play again for a year. Anyway – why were you so botthy about me ringing you? I’m not tho thure I want to hear about your amathingly ecthotic time in Barbadoth now.’


‘You don’t have any choice. But listen, this is why I’ve been trying to get hold of you. When I was in Barbados I met this girl called Maddy, and she knows Hannah Gross from your music course, and they did this cool thing where they all agreed to have a holiday romance and meet up afterwards to report. No cheating. I wanted to catch you before you went to Cornwall so we can do the same. Come over tomorrow night? The others are. We can plan it then.’


‘Romanthe? With thith thing in my mouth? You mutht be joking! But I’ll come anyway. I do want to hear about Barbadoth really. And the entire cricket team.’


(I’d better explain. The holiday in Barbados was with my dad and the under-16s cricket team from the school where he teaches. Mum went as nurse and us daughters went free. Absolutely a one-off, you understand – we don’t usually go further than Wales.)


Josie’s speech was vastly improved by the time they all came over. I think she was doing it a bit for effect before, but she said the brace was much less painful. Not pleasant. Glad I don’t have to have one. She arrived before Zoe and Alex to help me organise the pizzas – she said it was the first time she’d felt like eating anything. I think she’d even lost weight, and she was fairly thin to start off with. Josie’s got long, fairish hair and blue eyes – and a brace. She’s always had sticking-out teeth, but I think she’ll be really pretty once they’re straightened out.


I was allowed to have the front room for the sleepover. My bedroom’s a box room over the front door and barely big enough for me, let alone four of us! I used to share bunk beds with my younger sister, Abby. She still has the bunks and the big room to go with them but I was allowed to decorate my little room exactly as I wanted – fake fur cushion covers, fairy lights from IKEA and all my own posters. It’s fab. My parents say we’ll never be able to afford a mansion, but I love our house and I wouldn’t want to move, even if it was to somewhere bigger.


Alex lives in our road. She’s got loads of brothers. They’re all energetic and sporty, and so’s her dad, but her mum’s a bit of a doormat. Probably has to be, running around after that lot. Alex used to be a complete tomboy – it took her for ever to get round to wearing a bra – but though she’s tall and skinny with short hair and freckles she’s looking more like a girl these days. She’s got a wicked sense of humour too. Everybody laughs a lot when Alex is around. She’s one of those people who can remember jokes and do impressions. She turned up in her ‘sweats’ as she calls them, from playing tennis. ‘Like the metal, Josie,’ she said. ‘Gives a whole new meaning to the “flashing smile”.’ So, of course, Josie flashed her metal smile. Alex handed over a Tesco bag with four cans of shandy. She’d somehow persuaded her dad to buy it for us. She’s got him wrapped round her little finger.


Between us we hauled down mattresses and campbeds and duvets and sleeping bags. My little sister seems to spend half the holidays away at sleepovers, so we could have had her room, but there isn’t a TV or DVD player in there. Anyway, it was cool transforming the front room. Basically we just made a big nest in front of the TV and cleared a space on the coffee table for food and drink.


Zoe turned up just as we’d finished getting the room ready. Alex, Josie and me have been together since the infants, and we were a threesome for ages. Zoe moved in a bit later. Alex knew her already because the twins are friends with Zoe’s younger brother – you know how it is. The four of us are pretty close these days, especially in the holidays (not least because Josie’s parents took her away from our school after the first year). But this summer I’d been in Barbados, Zoe had been to Italy and Josie had been on the music course, so there was a whole load of catching up to do.


See Zoe and you’d assume she was a model or a pop star – she’s that gorgeous. In fact she can’t sing to save her life (she is brilliant at acting though). But underneath that fabulously beautiful exterior is a keen, keen brain. She took up debating last term and she’s brilliant at that too. Demolishes the opposition – usually male, usually making the assumption that she’s an airhead – with a few well chosen incisive comments. Makes your hair stand on end. Honestly, she even makes ‘This House believes bloodsports should be abolished’ – or whatever – exciting!


We’ve got our priorities right, so we concentrated on eating our pizzas before talking, but once we’d got started the others made me tell them about Barbados and the girl I’d met there – Maddy. And, of course, the boy I’d met there, too – Jonty Hayter.


‘So you’ve already had one romance!’ said Zoe. ‘That’s not fair! Are you expecting to have another one?’


‘I thertainly won’t,’ said Josie, ‘me and my metal mouth.’


‘I don’t think I do romance, do I?’ said Alex.


‘Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!’ I yelled. ‘You mean lot. I’m not going to talk about it until later, when you’re prepared to hear me out. OK? Now, be quiet. Watch the film.’ I pointed the remote at the TV and all noise subsided as the opening credits for Twilight rolled.


In fact we didn’t discuss the romance plan again until Twilight was over and we were snuggled up in our makeshift beds. Josie had snitched more than her fair share of duvet and Alex was mucking about and making more jokes than usual at my expense so I thought it was time for a bit of control here. (It’s not my fault I’m a teacher’s daughter.)


‘OK!’ I shouted. ‘Now I’m going to tell you my plan, whether you like it or not.’


‘I like it already!’ said Alex in a ‘Goodness Gracious Me’ voice, while Josie took the opportunity to haul the duvet over to her side again. I chose to ignore them both.


‘These four girls, right? – Maddy, Hannah – from Josie’s music course, and two others, all had a sleepover at the beginning of the holidays. Where they agreed to have holiday romances and report back on them at the end of the holidays. Well, I know for a fact that Maddy had a romance—’


‘Ha! So did Hannah,’ said Josie, ‘eventually, but I didn’t know it wath to order. And it nearly didn’t happen …’


‘Well, having to report back obviously focused the brain,’ I carried on. ‘Anyway … I met Jonty and he was brilliant and I’m madly in love with him—’


‘I’m glad for you, Holly,’ said Alex – her American agony-aunt voice this time.


‘Anyway –’ I said again, ‘I’m going to stay with his family for a week. What I haven’t told you is that the Hayters are, like, mega-rich. They’re blue-blooded aristos who go back to the Domesday Book with a vast estate in Warwickshire and a house in Chelsea and they go huntin’ and shootin’ and have balls and stuff – and Mum is worried that we’ll find we don’t have anything in common.’


‘She might have a point there,’ said Zoe, popping her eyes and suppressing a smile.


‘Maybe she does, but I think love should triumph over our differences, don’t you? Jonty’s so cute – he doesn’t care that I’m not rich!’


‘Of course not,’ said Alex. ‘He just loves you for your raven tresses, your shining eyes, your bushy tail and your adorable personality.’


‘Wow. A ball,’ said Josie wistfully. ‘Lucky you.’


‘Thank you. Exactly.’ I wished they’d all shut up and listen. ‘So, that’s my holiday romance, and I’ll tell you all how I got on the last weekend before term starts – and we all go into year ten. My God – soon we’ll all be fifteen! Maddy’s fifteen next month.’


‘So am I,’ said Zoe. ‘OK. My problem is, I don’t plan to do anything much for the next couple of weeks. I didn’t exactly find romance in Tuscany with my family – mind you, everyone there was English or American, and white!’ she said with a laugh. ‘Even after three weeks! Except for me and my brother. And Mum of course. Back to the point, girl – so what chance do I have back here? I might just go on this Community Theatre thing with Tark. We’ll see. No promises. But I’ll try, Holly, I’ll try!’


Alex was still laughing. ‘Tennis tournament – county number. Fit young men by the score, but interested in me? I think not. The women maybe.’ We looked at her quizzically. She shrank. ‘Tennis, you know!’


‘Phew,’ said Josie. ‘I thought maybe there was something you weren’t telling us!’


‘Maybe there is,’ said Alex. ‘But romance I will seek. With a fit young man. And I will report back, on love games, lost balls and every other corny tennis pun you can think of. Happy?’


I considered. ‘I suppose it doesn’t have to be with a member of the opposite sex …’ I said cautiously.


‘Whatever!’ said Josie. ‘Anyway, you can all hear about my holiday now, because mine is actually quite exciting.’


‘Oh good,’ said Alex. Zoe gave me a quick sympathetic smile.


‘The music course was boring,’ said Josie. ‘The boys were pathetic. Well, Hannah’s one was OK. And there were one or two others, I suppose.’


‘But none of them fancied you. Carry on,’ said Alex.


‘I couldn’t care less,’ said Josie, slightly wounded, ‘because we’re off to our cottage in Cornwall as usual, and there are squillions—’


‘Thkwillionth?’ said Alex.


‘A great number –’ said Josie carefully, ‘– of gorgeous guys down there. And there is one I have had my eye on for some time now and I shall force him to lock braces with me before the holiday is over and report back.’


‘Does he wear a brace too?’ I asked. It seemed unlikely.


‘He might do,’ said Josie. ‘And if he doesn’t, I might have to look for someone who does. OK? Have I passed?’


‘Excellent!’ Zoe clapped. ‘I think we’ve done very well, don’t you Holly? And now I want to watch something really bad on TV and drink alcohol – if it’s all the same with you guys.’




TWO
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‘I can’t find him anywhere.’ Dad was peering through his reading glasses at the small print of Burke’s Peerage. ‘Perhaps he’s an impostor.’


‘I doubt it,’ said Mum, switching off the TV. ‘Here, let me look. My eyesight’s better for the wee type.’ (Needless to say, Mum’s Scottish.)


‘No,’ said Dad. ‘I can see all right. There are Hayters listed here, but none called Brian and none in Warwickshire.’


‘Tell you what,’ said Mum. ‘It’s probably the reverse. They’re probably posher. I bet they’re double-barrelled. Are you sure they’re not double-barrelled dear?’ She turned to me.


‘Don’t think so.’ I was beginning to get fed up with their sudden interest in Jonty’s family. They said it was because they weren’t just going to let me go off and stay with him without checking them out, but they were sniggering a bit too much and I didn’t like it.


Abby piped up from where she was reading in the corner with the cat on her lap. ‘Jonty’s real name is Jonathan James Rye Clermont-Hayter,’ she said in a sing-song voice. ‘He told me.’


We all looked at her in surprise. ‘It’s more than he told me!’ I said.


‘Too busy snogging you,’ said Abby, going back to her book.


‘That’s enough of that, young lady,’ said Mum. ‘And it’s high time you were in bed, Abby. You hardly had any sleep at your so-called sleepover. Run along and get into your pyjamas.’


‘Found him!’ said Dad loudly. ‘Well, well, well, my little Holly. It looks as if you’re going to be staying with the aristocracy.’


‘What?’


‘The gentry, my dear. I’ve found them. Our Brian and Gina are Sir Brian and Lady Clermont-Hayter. And no doubt, young Jonty, when his father dies, will inherit the title. What do you think of that? You’d better learn to curtsey!’


I told them it didn’t affect me either way and that I was going to bed too. Between you and me, all this stuff about the gentry was actually making me nervous. All the boys at the school where Dad teaches are well off, they have to be to afford the fees. Mostly they’re like other people – some nice and some not, but I do sometimes resent their attitudes. It’s not just envy. Mum and Dad are solid Labour voters, and basically disapprove of all right-wing sentiments, so of course it’s rubbed off on me. But I didn’t want to be reminded of it as far as Jonty was concerned. Right then I wanted only the company of my diary and Jonty’s letters. He’d started when I left him behind in Barbados and somehow we’d carried on communicating by post – well, a couple of letters either way anyway. That was how we’d fixed up my visit. We’d put some really lovey-dovey stuff in the letters, quite embarrassing really, so I’d reached a point where I would actually have felt quite shy talking to him on the phone.


I got ready for bed and curled up under my duvet. I keep my diary right in my bed – I reckon Mum and Abby won’t stoop to looking for it there. I hauled it up. It’s one of those hardbacked exercise books you buy in Smith’s. I write in it every day and decorate the pages with different coloured pens and bits cut out of magazines. You know the sort of thing. I take a lot of pride in it, but it is strictly for myself. I stick letters and photos in there too – it’s got rather fat and difficult to close since Barbados.


I turned back to the day I first saw Jonty in Barbados. I’d been on the beach with the boys from Dad’s school, little sister Abby and some of the other staff daughters. The boys were playing an impromptu ball game half in the water and half out of it and we girls were sunbathing at the top of the beach. I’d seen a lone boy – who wasn’t one of ours, though he looked about the same age – hanging round the ball game as if he wanted to join in. And you know how boys are – it wasn’t long before he was part of the game.


Barbados


Met a boy today – not from Beale College. I watched him join in our boys’ beach game and then he came back up the beach with them. He didn’t talk to me – I just watched him. He’s called Jonty and he’s got a nice smiley face – not particularly goodlooking, just nice. Tanned, like everybody. He’s got ordinary brownish wavy floppy hair that gets in his eyes. (I’m not sure what colour they are yet.) He’s quite tall and skinny but what I noticed most was the way he moves. Kind of elegant. When he runs he sort of flickers. He got pally with the lads very quickly. I could hear him making them laugh. He’s got rather a posh accent, but then so have most of Dad’s boys, and a nice croaky sort of voice. I hope I see him again tomorrow.


Of course I did see him quite a lot after that. He was staying in one of the ultra-smart hotels, but I heard him saying he’d been there so much he was bored with it. We should be so lucky! I didn’t talk to him, but I did like watching him. It wasn’t that he was particularly handsome or anything, just very confident and happy with himself. Some days later he appeared with the most gorgeous looking bloke I’ve ever seen – American and way out of my league, not least because he was a couple of years older than our boys. And then the hunky guy’s younger sister came along and joined up with us girls. That was Linden. Her brother was called Red and they turned out to be the kids of Oliver O’Neill (only the most famous film director in the world). And then, of course, I met Maddy; not American, not rich, just amazingly beautiful – and well, the rest of that is Maddy’s story. But it was because of Maddy, and that first barbecue, that I got to know Jonty and his family.


It still seems like a dream really. I fell completely in love with Jonty out there. His sister Dilly is nice too, but the oldest one, Flavia, is ghastly. So when I got the letter from Jonty asking me to come and stay with his family in the country, my pleasure wasn’t completely undiluted.


Holly, my gorgeous Holly, PLEASE come and stay down here with me. I want to come up to London but the parents think I’m too young to be in Chelsea on my own. Unlike Flavia who is there most of the time. But Dilly’s going off on some horse thing so they’re happy for you to come and stay for the week while she’s away. I don’t quite see the connection – there are ten million rooms here – but hey, who am I to complain? There’s not a lot going on down here in the country, but that won’t matter if we can only be together. I miss you heaps. Please say you’ll come,


Jont xxxxxxx


So I’m going. Jonty’s mum rang my mum to say it was all OK. My mum asked what I should bring and his mum just said, ‘Oh, the usual things. Riding gear and a tennis racquet might be a good idea. And I think someone’s having a do, so perhaps a fancy frock to be on the safe side.’


That last item was what blew Mum apart. ‘Oxfam shop,’ she said. ‘We might find something in one of the upmarket ones. Or something I can cut up and turn into a ball gown.’ No trips to Monsoon for me then. Needless to say, we traipsed round every charity shop and secondhand shop in Hampstead and even Camden, but we didn’t find anything. We looked at material in John Lewis – gorgeous silks and velvets – and paper patterns, but nothing seemed right, let alone the right price. Then Mum remembered that my cousin Daisy had been to a May Ball earlier in the year, so she rang Daisy’s mum to see if I could borrow Daisy’s dress. Daisy’s family is chaos, so although they said yes, of course, no one could lay their hands on the dress at that precise moment. In the end they agreed to post it to me at Jonty’s house. So that was that little problem solved.


We looked up trains and coaches (cheaper), but then Jonty’s mum rang again to say that Flavia was driving up from town on that day, so why not have a lift from Chelsea?


Why not indeed.


The night before I was due to go I rang Maddy. ‘I’ll come over,’ she said.


‘How?’ I said.


‘Bus,’ said Maddy. She’s so much more streetwise than me. I wouldn’t want to cross our bit of London on public transport on my own, even if my parents would let me, but she couldn’t care less. She got here in just over an hour as well. She went through my case item by item. ‘Bikini, good. Jeans for riding, plus – ooh, proper riding boots!’


‘Cousin Daisy’s cast-offs.’


‘Tennis racquet. Whites. Doing well, Holly. So where’s the ballgown?’


‘Funny you should mention that.’


‘Well, you remember me in Barbados. I had to borrow one. And Dilly and Flavia had all the kit. Flavia wore the crown jewels, remember?’


‘I wasn’t there, Maddy. Though of course I heard about it.’


‘Beware the fabulously rich, my dear. Remember, we’re normal. They’re not.’


‘Thanks for those words of advice, Maddy. Anyway, Cousin Daisy is coming to the rescue again with the ballgown.’


‘Let’s see it.’


‘They’re posting it straight to Jonty’s, but Daisy wore it to a May Ball this year and she’s got good taste. It’ll be fine.’


‘Well, let’s hope so!’


It was hot in the car. London was full of tourists and cyclists. I was jittery. Abby was bored. Mum was driving and Dad was getting cross with her. It wasn’t a great start. We got lost in the little streets and one-way systems in Chelsea, though Abby cheered up because there were lots of pedigree dogs to point out. We got there half an hour late. Hot and bothered, and wishing I hadn’t forgotten my sunglasses, I went up the twee (pretty, really) garden path with my suitcase and pressed the doorbell. Mum and Dad and Abby stood behind me like dorks. Nothing happened. I pressed again. After an age I could hear someone in flip-flops approaching the front door. It opened and there was Flavia looking pink in a bikini with shades pushed on to her head. She eyed us suspiciously. ‘Yah?’


‘Hi Flavia.’ She looked nonplussed. An extremely short man came down the corridor behind her. I recognised Flavia’s jockey boyfriend.


‘Problem, Flaves?’


‘It’s the kid Jonty met on holiday. Don’t know why she’s here.’


‘It’s me, Holly, Flavia. I thought – Your mother said—’


Dad stepped forward. ‘Flavia, your mother led us to believe you were driving home today and that Holly could have a lift. Is that still all right?’


‘Suppose so.’ She looked at us. I felt somewhat awkward, to put it mildly.


But there was no way I was going home again. I took a deep breath. ‘’Bye Mum, Dad, Abby. I’ll watch telly while Flavia gets ready. I don’t mind waiting.’ I waved back at them and simply pushed my way into the bijou residence with my case.


It got worse. Flavia virtually ignored me for the next couple of hours. I sat in front of the television in the dark front room, torturing myself with the worry that Jonty would act all snooty like his sister once he was on his home ground too, until I just had to come out and go to the loo. I ventured out into the garden where Flavia and her boyfriend were having lunch (without offering me any)! She didn’t bat an eyelid – simply told me where the loo was. After about another hour there was a ring at the doorbell followed by shrieks and giggles from two other girls. I decided to go and see what was happening. One girl was about my age and the other about eighteen, like Flavia. They were both tall and blonde and skinny and both were festooned with about ten designer carrier bags each. Major clothes shopping had taken place.


‘Got room for Tamara?’ asked the older one. ‘She’s bought even more than I have but she doesn’t take up much space.’ She laughed unkindly.


‘Suppose so,’ said Flavia – her usual answer.


I decided to remind her of my presence. ‘When are we going, Flavia?’


‘Do we know you?’ asked the older one.


‘Friend of Jont’s,’ said Flavia in reply. ‘Ma asked me to give her a lift.’


‘Oh.’


‘I don’t think it’s fair if I have to go on the train,’ said the one called Tamara in a whiny voice. ‘I think you should, Beatrice. You’re older.’


The jockey appeared at Flavia’s elbow. ‘Problem, Flaves?’


‘Yah,’ said Flavia. ‘We’ve got to get four people into my car.’


‘That’s not a problem is it?’ said the jockey.


‘It is with all these bags,’ said Beatrice.


I couldn’t stand it any longer. ‘For heaven’s sake!’ I said. ‘It must be a tiny car if it can’t fit four people!’


‘But what about the bags?’ said Tamara. She really was stick thin, and her mouth hung open all the time.


The jockey actually came to my rescue. ‘Go and dress, Dumpling,’ he said to Flavia. ‘I’ll put these togs in the boot for you and then you can all fit in.’


‘As long as you’re careful!’ said Beatrice imperiously.


In the end, everything fitted in. Apart from me – socially, that is. Flavia never thought to explain that I’d simply arrived earlier than she was expecting and that we were waiting for her friends to arrive before setting off. Honestly, the arrogance of the girl! How could my lovely Jonty have such a nasty sister?


Beatrice sat in the front with Flavia. I sat in the back with Tamara, who ignored me. Flavia drove at great speed. She obviously felt she owned the motorway – like everything else. I nodded off but was woken by gales of uproarious laughter as we swept into the gravel drive of a vast mansion.


‘Jonty’s got a girlfriend?’ snorted Beatrice. ‘I don’t believe it!’


‘I know, it is unbelievable, isn’t it?’ Thank you, Flavia.
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