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The whole holiday romance thing was my idea. Maybe it was a bit harsh, considering Charlotte’s and Hannah’s chances were practically zilch, but it certainly got them all talking at the sleepover. I was just so fed up with everything that was happening at home, and so looking forward to this holiday with Dad, that I wanted it to be totally perfect. And of course the perfect holiday means the perfect holiday romance.


My friends are great and I love them to bits, really I do, but I admit I sometimes feel envious of their nice little homes and their nice little families. Charlotte’s mum even bakes cakes! My mum laughs about that sometimes when we’re down to the pot noodles again. She says I’m lucky to look the way I do, considering how badly she feeds me, but since I’ve inherited her skinny figure I’m not complaining!


We had the sleepover at Sophie’s on the last night of term. Sophie’s my mate at school. Bit of an ice queen, all tall and blonde and blue-eyed, but we like the same things. She’s much more intellectual than I am, though not as bright as Hannah. Hannah’s a boffin, incredibly clever, and she’s absolutely brilliant at music too. She goes to a posh all-girls’ school, so she’s a bit backward socially, if you know what I mean. Charlotte’s just plain shy. She could be really pretty if she lost some of her puppy fat. In fact she probably will lose it, because her sister was just the same, and you should see her now. Stunning! Charlotte definitely lives in her shadow.


Charlotte sort of started the romance idea, because she has the same holiday every year, poor cow, with her cousins in the Lake District. The only bright spot on that grey horizon seems to be a guy called Josh, who lives next door or something, and Charlotte has been madly in love with him for as long as I’ve known her. So we were talking about him and it made me think what a laugh it would be if we all decided to have a real holiday romance. No getting out of it, because we’d all have to report back at the end. I’ve been watching the film Pride and Prejudice for the millionth time and I still fancy the guy who plays Mr Darcy, and I know that’s the sort of guy I’m after. You know, a man, rather than a boy, or what passes for a boy at our school. Most of them are a complete waste of space. Ben Southwell’s cute in an ‘I’m so hard it hurts’ sort of way, but we all know he’s not hard at all really, though he is fit, and passionately in love with Sophie. I’m losing myself. Oh yes. I feel ready for a relationship with a man of the world. After all, I am almost fifteen.


I am going on the most fabulous holiday – with my dad, to Barbados! He’s decided that he feels a bit sorry for me, what with Mum’s latest, and anyway he’s proud enough of me to go on holiday just him and me together. He’s been to this place before and, although it’s dead smart, it’s apparently all super-friendly. He knows some people who’ll be there already, and he’s sure I’ll meet up with loads of other spoilt brats just like me. As if! He really hasn’t got a clue how Mum and me and my little sister live. He spends at least six months a year in America because he’s a scriptwriter – he goes ‘where the bucks are’ as he puts it. It was Mum who blew it as far as he was concerned, and I sometimes feel as if he’s never forgiven me either, not that I had anything to do with it. I wanted him to stay. But he’s pretty gorgeous, my dad, even though he’s middle-aged. I can’t wait to have him all to myself for a bit and to be his little princess again, just like in the old days.


Of course, I didn’t say all that to the others. It’s exotic enough just to be going to Barbados. Especially when you compare it to Sophie camping in France and Hannah going on a music course. So I didn’t want to go on about it too much. And after the film, the food, the thimblefuls of alcohol (I can’t wait for that totally tropical banana daiquiri!) and giving each other makeovers – we made Hannah look amazing – we all went to sleep in our own little dreamworlds.


Mum goes around the whole time with a soppy smile on her face at the moment. She’s permanently in a good mood, which is better than the permanent bad mood she was in six months ago, but I’m seriously beginning to think she’s lost it. Eloise, that’s my little sister, can’t work out what’s going on anyway, so she seems to be on another planet most of the time too. My family is bizarre, so I’d better explain it. Mum was married to my dad and they had me. When I was seven and in my first year at junior school – I remember it well because it’s when I first met Sophie and Hannah and Charlotte – Mum fell in love with Gus. He converted Mum into a feminist, socialist, green, ageing hippy sort of person, all ready to find herself. Up till then she’d been perfectly happy to forgo the stage and stay at home looking after me, while Dad went off to work and earned the money. Dad left us, furious, which was just so horrible, and Gus moved in. Mum had Gus and I had no one. Then, the icing on the cake, baby Eloise was born. Gus was much nicer then. He adored Eloise and was even a bit more understanding about me. I was a helpful kid, and Mum started to treat me more like a friend than a daughter. Her short-lived comeback went for a burton with a new baby to look after, so she was thrilled with all the dance and drama stuff that I did on Saturday mornings.


Cut to about a year ago, when Mum met Roddy. Compared with Roddy, Gus was a dream. But Roddy is a fitness freak and Gus was starting to get pretty flabby round the edges. Probably the home brew and sitting by his laptop till all hours that did it. Then Roddy, who is a neighbour, came to fix the computer, encouraged Mum to go jogging – and that was it. Gus was out at work, Eloise and I were at school and Mum was left to get it on with Roddy. Gus moved out after some awful rows. Eloise was traumatised. Roddy hasn’t moved in, thank God, because he only lives round the corner, but I suspect it’s really because he’s mean and doesn’t want Mum to rely on him for money. Mum gets the odd bit of work doing tacky advertisements or voice-overs, but she hardly earns anything. Gus sends money for Eloise and Dad has always paid maintenance for me, but there isn’t much dosh around right now. I actually earn quite a bit helping out with the little ones at the dance and drama place so I have enough for a few little luxuries.


Barbados is going to be the complete opposite. Mum and Eloise are ever so jealous, but I can’t help that. Eloise is going to stay with the grandparents for a bit, so at least she’ll have a nice time there. Dad’s going to come and collect me at eight o’clock on Saturday morning, so instead of doing my normal Friday-night thing of going out late and then staying over with a friend, I’m in my room and packing.


I didn’t have a suitcase so Mum borrowed one off Roddy. He’s the sort of man to have a whole set of suitcases, one in every size. It’s plain dark green but Eloise has stuck on some glittery little stickers from her collection to make it easier to pick out on the carousel. She says she and her friends were talking about it in the playground. Six-year-olds are so sophisticated these days! Eloise is a wonderfully adoring little sister. She loves all my make-up and clothes, so she was right there packing with me as if I was a Barbie doll in need of all the right outfits.


‘You’ll need lots of bikinis,’ she said. ‘And lots of nice dresses to wear to discos. And some shorts. And a nice outfit for dining.’ I gave her a hug. Eloise and I can’t quite get to grips with the ‘dining’ concept.


‘You will bring me a present, won’t you?’ she said, as I released her.


‘You bet!’ I told her. It wasn’t as if Gus was ever likely to take her on a glamorous holiday. It’s lucky for him his parents live somewhere as exciting as Southend for Eloise to visit.


She soon got bored watching me folding my underwear and started playing with my make-up. She put on some red lipstick and started jigging about. ‘Do that dance with me, Maddy – the one they had on X Factor?’ She’d nearly worked it out on her own, amazing child, but I took her through it and we sang along as we did the steps. She watched, round-eyed, as I finished it off. I tried to do it just like the lead singer on TV. ‘Co-ol!’ said Eloise. ‘That was so cool! Teach me the last bit, please!’


‘Help me fold these things and then I will,’ I said, being kind.


‘Yuk, no! I’m not touching your smelly old knickers!’ she said, and flounced out. Little sisters, eh? But I knew it was just because she was disappointed, and scared of me going away. I’m going to miss her too. I really, really love that kid.


She came back a few moments later with Mum. ‘Oooh, you lucky thing,’ said Mum, standing behind me and putting her arms round my neck. ‘I wish I was going off on an exotic holiday. But not with Richard. And not the way I’m feeling. And someone needs to be with Eloise – don’t they, sweetheart?’ Eloise had come round to join in our hug. I forgot for a moment how cross I was about vile Roddy and woolly old Gus. I adore my beautiful Mum – I just wish she wasn’t so fickle about men. I don’t intend to be. I see what Eloise is going through, with Gus leaving. At least she won’t have to put up with a new baby, like I did. But then the baby did turn into Eloise, didn’t it? And I wouldn’t be without her for the whole world! ‘Give Lo-lo a goodnight story, would you?’ said Mum. ‘And I’ll check your packing.’


‘Thanks, Mum! Love you!’ I said, giving her a kiss as Eloise tugged at my hand and pulled me towards her room.


Eloise snuggled down after I’d read her three stories and kissed every single one of her stuffed toys. Then she got up again and I took her through the last few steps of the dance, put her back into bed and kissed all the toys once more. Mum was zipping up my case when I went into my room. She got to her feet and stood with her hands resting in the small of her back. She straightened up when she saw me. ‘There! I hope you’ve got enough of everything. Make Dad buy you things if you need them – he can afford it!’ she said bitterly. ‘Let’s go down and have a cup of something and then you ought to get an early night.’


‘Me?’ I said. ‘Not likely! I haven’t watched Friday night TV for ages. I’ve got a lot of catching up to do.’


‘In that case I might be in bed before you. I don’t know why I’m so tired – but I’m exhausted for some reason.’


‘Not seeing Roddy tonight, then, Mum?’


‘No. I wanted to help you pack.’


‘Well, you’ve done that. Come and watch telly with me instead.’


‘Let’s just do a final check of your journey bag. Camera?’


‘Yes.’


‘Passport?’


‘Yes.’


‘Book to read?’


‘Lines for West Side Story to learn, yes.’


‘When are the auditions?’


‘As soon as we get back.’ They’re doing West Side Story at school next term, and if I don’t get a part, I’ll die. I’m OK on all the singing and dancing but it takes me a long time to learn lines. Oh, for the day when I can be in a movie and just do one short scene at a time! I was Tallulah in Bugsy Malone at primary school but Mum spent hours coaching me on the speaking part. She says she’s just the same – a good job she only has to say one or two words for her adverts! In the last one she just had to say, ‘Mmmm! Soft!’ Even I wouldn’t find that too taxing! Songs are different – I don’t have a problem with words when I’m singing them. Of course, I really want to be Maria …


‘Sun lotion, Nurofen?’


‘Yes, yes.’


‘And what are you wearing for the journey?’


‘These thin trousers and this top and these sandals.’ I pointed to them laid out over my chair. ‘And this jacket with all my important documents in the inside pocket.’


‘That’s my girl.’


‘Let’s watch telly. Tea or coffee? I’ll make it.’


‘Tea would be brilliant. I don’t seem to fancy coffee at the moment.’ She flopped down on the sofa with that daft smile on her face again.


Next morning Dad arrived at eight o’clock on the dot. He turned up on the doorstep looking all tanned and handsome and pleased with himself. ‘Hi there, princess! You all ready then?’ I threw my arms round him. I hadn’t seen him for four months – we’d arranged all this by phone. Dad’s a mobile-phone freak and likes to call up from all the weirdest places he can think of. (‘Maddy – it’s me. Guess where I’m calling from?’


‘The toilet, Dad.’


‘No,’ etc. It’s pretty childish if you ask me.)


Mum came to the door. Mum and Dad used to be really frosty with each other, and then they were very formal but now they act like friends. ‘Have you got time to come in for coffee, or are you racing to catch the plane?’ As Mum spoke, Eloise peeped round her, shyly. She used to know Dad as someone who was always angry with Mum (though never with her), so she’s always unsure of herself when he turns up.


Dad crouched down to her level – ‘Ello, Ello-ise!’ he said (Dad-type joke). But then he straightened up and looked at his watch and told Mum we ought to be getting going. So out of habit I went upstairs to the loo (before a journey) while they had a few words together, gave Lo-lo a final hug and told her to be good, came down for my case and followed Dad out to the flashy hire car he had for the journey to the airport (I hoped at least one of my friends might walk by at that moment, but of course it was too early for them). Then Mum kissed me goodbye and we were off, leaving Mum and Eloise to wave us into the distance.


‘Excited?’ Dad asked as we turned the corner and left them behind.


‘Can’t wait,’ I told him. ‘I can’t believe today has really come, I’ve been looking forward to it for so long.’


‘You won’t be disappointed, I promise. So how’s school been?’ Absent fathers always feel they have to ask this.


‘OK. I get by. Guess what – they’re auditioning for West Side Story at the beginning of next term.’


‘Maria, then, at the very least!’


‘Glad we agree on that. I’ve got it with me to learn.’


‘Good girl. Very dedicated. Though I want you to have a good holiday. Carefree. Forget about your troubles at home.’


Now, I can talk about it being bad at home, but at the end of the day, it’s Mum I’m loyal to, and I don’t want Dad jumping to conclusions. ‘As long as we don’t talk about Mum, Dad. Let’s just say, of course I want a great holiday. And it will be, won’t it?’


‘It’ll be great as long as this prat lets me get past him.’ Dad concentrated on driving after that and we barely spoke again until we’d handed over the car at the airport. We flew a lot when it was Mum, Dad and me, but I’ve hardly even been to Heathrow since then, so I’d forgotten just how exciting it is. So many people from so many different countries all speaking different languages. Little kids charging about. Old people looking bewildered. Cool students. A whole group of American pensioners in yellow baseball caps. Dad grabbed a trolley and I kept close to him. He smiled at me. ‘It’s a long time since I’ve been accompanied by a girl who turns so many heads,’ he said after a couple of guys whistled at me (I’m so used to it I don’t notice any more). ‘I can see I’m going to have to fight off the young men while we’re away. Well, they’d better be afraid, very afraid, that’s all I can say, when my daughter’s virtue is at stake.’


‘Gee, thanks, Dad.’ So where has he been for the last two years whenever guys have come on to me? All those last-night after-show parties? My maths teacher? Robbie, my ex? Don’t say it, Maddy, don’t say it. We were queuing to check in and I didn’t want an argument.


It didn’t help when the guy at the check-in desk did a double-take at the date of birth in my passport. ‘I had you down for seventeen at least,’ he said with a charming smile and then pulled himself up short when he realised that the fierce-looking man behind me was my father. When we’d handed over our luggage, Dad and I had at least an hour to kill before our flight was called. We wandered round the shops and he bought me all sorts of bits in the Body Shop and three magazines. If Over-Protective Dad was the price I had to pay for Generous Dad then maybe it was worth it.


At last we were called and went through to the departure lounge. I remember waving my dad off so many times when I was little and wondering where he disappeared to. I’d imagined the departure lounge as a lounge in the sky with sofas made of clouds. But no. Just the usual seats and a duty-free shop. Oh wow! The perfume counter of my dreams and all at duty-free prices. ‘I’m going to get a bottle of whisky,’ said Dad. ‘Do you want something smelly by Dior or someone?’


Do I! Something smelly by Chanel or Calvin Klein or Paul Smith would do me just fine. ‘Are you sure Dad? I mean, I’d love just a little bottle of toilet water.’


‘Fine. Choose what you want and bring it over.’ I wandered up and down, squirting scent on my wrists. Aftershave too. How to choose? I’ve kept going on those little Calvin Klein testers you get handed out in the shopping mall recently, but a whole bottle! I went for the Chanel in the end.


Finally, finally it was time to board. It was all just so romantic – the whine of the engines, the bustle of people settling in their seats, doing up their seat belts, muffled voices. Dad had got me a window seat so I sat and watched all the last-minute stuff on the tarmac. I was just so excited – it was impossible to be cool.


And then we were taxiing along to the runway. I had a moment of sheer, delicious terror and then we were whizzing faster and faster down the runway and up, up. That awful moment when the plane seems to hang in the air before it straightens out and then a wonderful normality as the air hostesses do their stuff and the journey really seems to get under way. What a buzz! Who could need anything else!


It’s a long haul to Barbados – eight and three-quarter hours. I felt I knew the people sitting around us pretty well by the end of it. There was an unforgettable family who were heading for the same hotel as us. I would have noticed them anyway because they were a good-looking couple with a little girl the same age as Lo-lo, called Bianca. Bianca’s a stunning kid, apart from the fact that most of her hair has fallen out. In fact, I discovered, she’s got leukaemia and this will almost certainly be their last family holiday. It’s so sad and so unfair. She’s a great kid. I read to her quite a bit – she had lots of the same books as Eloise, and I said it would be nice to do things with her once we’re there, too. Give her parents a break. Dad kept saying, ‘Don’t get too involved,’ but I wanted to.


One more thing about the journey. The film was a 15. Dad seems to forget that I will be fifteen in just over a month. A few bare breasts on show (no worse than the changing rooms at school) and he went frantic. ‘Why on earth are they showing such rubbish? They ought to show a family film!’ Which is ridiculous because he enjoys a good movie, and certainly wouldn’t be happy with The Lion King, I know. It was quite funny – every time there was a faintly saucy bit he coughed a lot and said, ‘I don’t think you should be watching this, you know.’ Does he really think I’m that innocent? Don’t I have to put up with Mum and Roddy in the next room? – but that’s hardly something I’d discuss with Dad. As I said, he doesn’t have a clue how we live.


We ate and dozed and read and ate and chatted and dozed the strange, long day away. It felt like a lifetime before the captain’s voice was telling us that we were coming in to land and we could see the edge of the island appearing through the clouds as we bumped down through them. And there was Barbados – small and green, encircled by a ring of white sand and turquoise sea. Wow.




TWO
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The first thing you notice about Barbados, apart from the warmth which hits you like the blast from a fan heater as soon as you get off the plane, is how like England it is! Our taxi from the airport was like a minibus with a lovely, smiley driver, and we drove for three-quarters of an hour down quite narrow lanes past English-looking churches and cricket pitches and golf courses and big old country houses. We went through one town but most of the time we had the sea to our left and hills to our right. They even drive on the left here! But the sky was a gorgeous blue with lots of little fluffy clouds and the flowers were all bright colours and the trees were palm trees. And the sea! That was pretty un-English! Dad was like a kid, he was so excited, and kept pointing things out to me. ‘That’s a sugar plantation over there! Look at the little wooden houses! That’s where we will go down in a submarine! Look at the catamarans!’ I caught myself wishing Mum and Eloise were with us, but then I was so glad that I was thousands of miles away from the odious Roddy.


It was getting pretty glitzy as we travelled up the west coast. Barbados is only 21 miles top to bottom. There’s about ten miles of sandy beach with all those fabulous hotels and swimming pools and beach bars along it. My main impression was of great stretches of blue sky, blue sea and white sand, dotted about with colourful flowers and umbrellas and sails. Southend it isn’t!


‘We’re coming up to our hotel now,’ said Dad. I saw this beautiful old pink stone house surrounded by a cluster of buildings with tiled roofs, and two huge swimming pools. Posh, or what?


It was late afternoon/early evening Barbados time when we checked into the hotel. It was beautifully cool after the heat outside. I looked around the reception area for Bianca and her parents, but I suppose it had taken a while for them to sort out her wheelchair and things like that. Dad, with his tan and trendy shades, looked quite at home here, but I felt like something the cat brought in! I felt so scruffy, and as for my case with little glittery stickers all over it standing next to my scabby old schoolbag – well, I wished Roddy had been spared the trouble of lending it. I was glad when we were led away to our very own, completely wondrous two-bedroom suite (suite!) where I could dump my bags, throw open the French windows and gaze across the tropical gardens to the beach. It was almost like having our own apartment, with its own front door, a small sitting room with a balcony, and a bedroom off each side.


Dad definitely had the ‘master’ bedroom with its own balcony, its own TV and a vast double bed. Mine was smaller with two single beds and my own ‘en suite’. No balcony, but I wasn’t complaining. I unpacked straight away and made it all cosy. I like to keep my room at home nice and tidy anyway and this was far too beautiful to mess up. The hotel had put vases of flowers around and the bathroom was full of all sorts of freebies. There was another TV in the sitting room and – get this – our own mini-bar. ‘Hey, go easy on the mini-bar!’ Dad said. ‘The tap-water is perfectly drinkable. We don’t want to run up unnecessary bills on the bottled stuff.’


‘Do you mean I can’t help myself to a pina colada, Dad?’


‘Certainly not, my girl!’ But he isn’t really mean, my dad. ‘Go on, have a Coke or something – since it’s your first ever experience of a mini-bar – and some of those chocolate things if you want. I’m going to have a quick shower – and then we’ll go and see what’s what.’


‘I’m ever so tired, Dad. Can’t I just pig out on these things and sit in front of the TV for a bit?’


‘Take a tip from an experienced traveller, love. Try and make it through to bed Barbados-time so that you don’t wake up in the night and then you’ll be fine. It’s only four hours different – or is it five with summertime? Well, maybe you can go to bed at ten instead of eleven. Sit for a bit and then freshen up and change into one of your little dresses – we can hit the beach restaurant and watch the sunset. How does that sound?’


‘Fab.’ I put my feet up, punched the remote and found Sky +.


‘Come on, sweetheart. I want to see that sunset and drink that rum. What’s taking you so long? Don’t you look gorgeous enough already?’ I was wearing my little strappy dress and pumps – understated but sexy, I thought – and I was just putting the finishing touches to my make-up. I made kissy faces at myself in the mirror. ‘Call me old-fashioned,’ said Dad, ‘but I didn’t think fourteen-year-olds wore makeup.’


‘Do fourteen-year-olds wear make-up, Dad! Is the Pope a whatsit – and do bears, you know, in the woods?’


‘Sorry, sorry. I’ve obviously got a lot to learn. But do get a move on.’


I gave myself a last appraising look in the mirror. I’ve got quite a cat-like face and my eyes are a funny goldy colour – tawny, is how Mum describes them. My hair is annoyingly wavy, nearly shoulder-length and the same sort of colour. I describe myself as honey-blonde, but somehow I’ve inherited Dad’s dark eyelashes and tanned skin. OK. Quick splash of the Chanel and we were off.


The restaurant was a short walk away through the tropical garden. It was dark and cool inside but the arches at the front were open on to a terrace bar that overlooked the beach and the setting sun. ‘Let’s go to the bar first,’ said Dad, and led me past the tables to the terrace. I thought of Lo-lo and my ‘dining outfit’ – these people were so dressed up. My dress was new and so were my pumps – Dad broke in on my observations. ‘Dressy lot, aren’t they? But nothing beats a stunning girl simply dressed. I’ve got that heads-turning sensation again, last felt when I was first married to your mother!’


‘I can’t help it, Dad.’


‘I know you can’t – I’ll just have to cope, won’t I?’ and he gave me his adorable worried bassett-hound look. He used to do that when he teased me and I told him off – ‘Naughty Daddy!’ – when I was little.
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