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To Do


1.     Become cool.


2.     Make new friends.


3.     Decide WTF I’m going to do with my life.


4.     Possibly stop making lists?







Lizzie:






Soooo, it’s almost time for my Big New Start . . . I’m going out today to buy a whole new wardrobe before I go forth and be awesome – are you two with me in my epic quest??! xxx










Daisy:




Lizzie, you are your own perfect geeky self just the way you are. You don’t need new clothes. YOU ARE AWESOME.





Jake:




Come on. Let’s be real. You’re nice and everything, Lizbot . . . But a few new outfits wouldn’t go amiss. It can’t hurt.










Lizzie:




See? I can’t just go there with a stupid plan like ‘be myself’. That would defeat the whole object.










Daisy:




Nonsense, my love. What you should NEVER do is listen to Jake. You’re like Mary Poppins: Practically Perfect in Every Way.





Jake:




Except your hair. Your hair isn’t perfect. It’s kind of meh. Please note that I am telling you this because I love you. Constructive criticism. Real friends are honest, Daze.










Lizzie:




Um, thanks?










Jake:




WELL, YOU ASKED.










Daisy:




Don’t listen to him, Lizzie. Are you really going to take hair advice from someone who has a Pinterest board entitled ‘Hair Goals’ that ACTUALLY INCLUDES A PICTURE OF JUSTIN BIEBER?!





Jake:




Girls. Hilarious as this is . . . Where are we meeting for this exciting shopping expedition?





Daisy:




Churchill Square, Urban Outfitters side. No lateness excuses will be tolerated from either of you. Lizzie, no obsessing over what to wear. Jake, no staring in the mirror and losing track of time. K?










Today is the first day of the rest of my life. That is official.


I mean, I might say that fairly often. Which I suppose makes today something like the two-hundredth first day of the rest of my life. And today looks quite a lot like all the other first days of the rest of my life did.


But this time it’s different. This time I’m actually making it happen. So I am outside Urban Outfitters, waiting for my friends and trying to look nonchalant, with a feeling of genuine excitement. The sun is shining on the busy Brighton street, but the chill of autumn is in the air – along with the promise of the new term and new beginnings. My headphones are playing some appropriately inspirational vintage Bruce Springsteen. I made a playlist especially for today, heavy on the motivational power pop. I need it to get me through the necessary evil of shopping for new clothes – I know it’s for the greater good, but I’d rather spend my money on records than clothes. Record shops don’t have changing rooms, mirrors and unflattering lighting.


Luckily my soundtrack is working, which is the beauty of music and the perfect playlist. All things considered, I’m feeling basically . . . OK.


Even more so when I see Daisy get off the bus and wave like a hyperactive windmill as soon as she spots me. Daisy is like an excitable puppy, and she has the same way of making you feel better about yourself with a big enthusiastic welcome. Not to mention that she’s always excited about coming into Brighton for any reason other than school – her parents live out in a ‘picturesque’ country village in the South Downs, and Daisy can never wait to escape from there any chance she gets. This is why she spends most of her time round at mine or Jake’s.


‘Lizzie!’ she exclaims breathlessly, as if it’s an amazing coincidence that she should see me here, rather than something we’ve been planning for ages.


She envelops me in a huge hug that smells very strongly of strawberries. Well, kind of like synthetic strawberry sauce with sweets on the top. She read in some Buzzfeed ‘Top 10 Ways to Make Boys Fall Madly in Lust with You!’ or similar that strawberries are an aphrodisiac, and she’s been dousing herself in sickly scented pink products from the Body Shop ever since. She won’t listen to polite reason from me, or much more direct insults from Jake, and she wasn’t even deterred by the wasps that kept attacking her at the beach all summer.


‘You look gorgeous!’ I say to her, focusing on the positives and ignoring the smell as best I can.


She makes a disbelieving face in response. Daisy is one of those classic girls who doesn’t realize that she’s pretty, even though I’m always telling her. I would kill for her naturally blonde hair and perfect skin, but she’s always telling me to shut up and saying she’s too short and too fat. She says I’m as bad as she is at running myself down, so I can’t criticize, but then again I’m not as gorgeous as she is.


‘Hey, look – there’s Jake,’ Daisy says, grabbing my hand. ‘He’s obsessing over the mannequins in the Topman window. We’d better go and save him from himself.’


She’s right – Jake is staring pensively at a mannequin wearing a bright yellow suit jacket and the tiniest shorts I’ve ever seen. I mean, if the mannequin actually had balls I’m pretty sure you would be able to see them. Experience tells us that if we don’t talk some sense into Jake, he will soon convince himself that this should be his latest new look. Then he will ask us why we didn’t warn him, when all he ends up with is an empty bank account and non-stop mockery from all sides.


Jake loves the idea of looking like a high-fashion model, but unfortunately for him he’s more like a ruddy-faced farmer. He’s built like a rugby player, and could probably be one if he didn’t hate physical activity and the outdoors so much. He keeps hoping that he might catch cheekbones from all the fashion magazines he reads, but it’s a lost cause.


‘Do you think I could pull off those shorts?’ Jake asks right on cue, without bothering with such niceties as saying hello.


Daisy rolls her eyes behind his back.


‘No,’ I tell Jake. ‘Sorry, but . . . just no. And if you dared to try, I can guarantee that nobody else would want to pull them off either!’


‘That’s so rude, Lizzie. Rude. I’ve been one-hundred-per-cent supportive about this little gothic orphan Annie eyeliner thing you’re doing these days. I haven’t said a single bitchy word.’


I automatically raise a hand up to my face, suddenly self-conscious. I suppose it must be obvious I’ve been trying out a new look, but I was sort of hoping nobody would notice, while at the same time finding me inexplicably more attractive. I’ve been trying to change my image gradually, over the course of the summer holidays, via stealth. Like if anybody knew I was trying to look different, they might be like ‘Who do you think you are?’ As if I should just stick to being boring old Lizzie Brown, like I’ve always been.


Only two months ago, before I became known for being a complete freak, I was officially the most boring girl in the world’s most boring school. B for effort, B for achievement. Ten Bs at GCSE. Not one of the high-achieving geeks of the class – and let’s not forget that this is the age of the geek, where nerd-status is cool – but not one of the seriously cool girls either. Always somewhere in the middle.


But not any more. All that’s about to change. That’s why today is the first day of the rest of my life. Or whatever. While Daisy and Jake are staying on at West Grove to do A levels, tomorrow I am starting at sixth-form college. It’s my chance for a brand-new start, where nobody knows me and I can be whoever I want. It’s scary, but I am so, so excited.


‘Come on,’ Daisy says, as if reading my mind. ‘Today is supposed to be about Lizzie. We need to find an outfit that will knock them all dead on her first day at her new college.’


‘While we’re still stuck in the world’s most hideous – and most burgundy – school uniform,’ Jake grumbles. ‘It’s so unfair.’


The original plan was that we would all embark upon the adventure of sixth-form college and new horizons together. Daisy, Jake and I had this scheme to reinvent ourselves and become cool. Finally. This seemed like a brilliant plan for about two seconds, but Daisy and Jake, who both have much stricter parents than mine, weren’t allowed to leave West Grove Secondary for sixth form, as the school is renowned for its results and university applications and all that stuff.


My parents, cringe-makingly, are kind of the ‘cool’ parents of our group. Well, my dad is, and he usually manages to talk my mum around. Daisy has too-good-to-be-true, super-religious parents, who are like something out of the 1950s, and Jake lives with his ‘very involved’ hippie therapist dad. Sometimes I envy them, in a weird way. Still, my parents said it was up to me where I went. In the spirit of optimism and reinvention, I decided to be brave for once and go it alone.


So this is my chance. And I’m doing it for all of us. I have to get it right.


‘Let’s shop!’ Daisy commands. ‘Just think: what would RuPaul do?’


Just as Jake spends his life inhaling fashion blogs and hoping his life will start to resemble the images within the pages, Daisy is inspired through the medium of reality TV. The motivating words of RuPaul are her current favourite. She is also a fan of waddling around like a duck sticking out her bottom, after watching the Kardashians, and putting on an affected accent and flipping her hair around a lot in the manner of a Chelsea girl.


‘Well,’ I interject, ‘it’s more like what would RuPaul do if he had a total of fifty quid left from his summer-job savings . . .’


‘So basically we’re looking at either one nice thing from Urban Outfitters or a whole bag of Primani swag . . .’ Jake muses.


‘And I definitely want money left for chips after,’ I remind him. ‘And a milkshake.’


‘Priorities, priorities . . .’ Jake tuts. ‘We’re talking about your all-important brand-new image here!’


‘He’s right, Lizzie,’ says Daisy.


‘Don’t worry,’ I tell them. ‘I’ve already thought it through. We can go to Beyond Retro.’


If I’m making a whole new start, I want to be different. And there are loads of racks of weird, cheap old clothes there. I can buy myself a whole new vintage image and still have enough money left for chips.


An hour later I’m happily eating my chips in the American diner on the seafront. At my feet I have a shiny yellow carrier bag containing a vintage dress with a bright 1960s pattern. It’s made of flammable man-made fibres and feels a bit like a dishcloth. I love it more than I have ever loved any item of clothing in my whole life.


‘Not being funny, Lizzie, but it looks like my nan’s curtains,’ Jake proclaimed when I came out of the changing room in it. ‘My eyes actually hurt.’


‘He’s right, you know,’ Daisy agreed. ‘It’s like something out of the drama costume cupboard at school.’


I ignored them and bought it anyway. They might laugh, but this is the different kind of look I have always dreamed of and never had the guts to pull off.


I love the new brave me.


‘You know,’ Daisy says, slurping her milkshake and changing the subject, ‘I really think this is the year I’m going to get a boyfriend.’


‘Yeah, and this is the year I’m going to win X-Factor,’ says Jake with a roll of his eyes.


Have I mentioned I also love my two best friends?


‘Well, it might be,’ I say, jumping to Daisy’s defence. ‘If I can go off to college all by myself, there’s no reason why all our dreams can’t come true. Finally. It’s about time, right?’


‘Yeah, yeah – all right. Dial it down a notch, Pollyanna Sunshine.’ Jake throws a chip at me.


‘I’ll eat that if you’re not having it,’ Daisy says quickly, snatching it up off the table and slathering it in mayonnaise. ‘But seriously, this is going to be our year. I can sense it.’


We are all the same. This is why the three of us are friends. An unkind person, like most of our classmates back at West Grove, might say that the three of us are mostly friends because nobody else wanted to be friends with us – to be honest, we were sort of thrown together. But the three of us are actually all the same: our friendship is based on the fact that we are all incurable daydreamers. In fact, against the odds, we are pretty much a perfect little gang.


For years now we have been sitting around and talking about what we’re going to become, one day in an unspecified near future, and how awesome it’s going to be – eventually. Our time together mainly consists of fantasizing and making up stories, and each of us humouring the others about the actual sad state of reality. Our big ideas have always been so far removed from real life, it’s like some sort of depressingly aspirational sci-fi novel: Do Losers Dream of Electric Sheep? or The Wannabes’ Guide to the Galaxy.


Jake wants to be famous, only he’s not sure how, so his planned means of doing so vary. Popular options include: boyfriend of footballer, or one of those weird people who has loads of plastic surgery and ends up looking like a cat, just because, as he says, ‘It would be a lol.’


Daisy’s sole ambition is to get a boyfriend. She flips between sometimes not caring who it is, as long as it’s someone – anyone – and sometimes insisting he has to be the world’s most perfect male specimen. At one time she was convinced it was going to be Harry Styles, but she claims to have grown out of that. She has eyes out on stalks whenever we walk down the street, looking out for the special person who will turn out to be her one true love.


Jake and I keep telling her she shouldn’t worry so much – she’s just the sort of person who is likely to blossom later in life – but boys at school don’t tend to look twice at her because she’s so wholesome and young-looking. They have no idea that she’s secretly boy-crazy.


We might all be bordering on delusional, but at least Jake and Daisy both have some idea of what it is they want out of life. I don’t really have a clue. I just know that I want something. Something different, something more. It’s just that I have literally no idea what that might be. I’ve always been so envious of people who are really good at a particular subject, or a sport, or a musical instrument.


When I was a kid I was forever searching for my favourite new hobby – so much so that it became a running joke in my family, until my parents realized that it was genuinely upsetting me and contributing to my ‘generalized anxiety’, which was yet to be diagnosed but evident in full force even when I was a small, nervous child.


There was the time I was desperate to be great at gymnastics – but really I just wanted the leotard and was too scared even to attempt a cartwheel in case I hurt myself. The violin lessons I begged my parents for and then dreaded so much I used to hide in the school loos every week and cry. That time when I was fourteen and decided to ‘go emo’ and everyone just laughed at me.


Going to college is finally my chance to change all of that. I’m ready – I have never felt so ready for anything in my life.


‘A toast, guys,’ I say, raising my chocolate milkshake and grinning around the table with my mouth full. ‘To new beginnings.’


‘To new beginnings,’ the other two dutifully chorus.


‘And to me having sex,’ Daisy adds.


‘And me becoming a reality TV star,’ Jake adds after her. ‘And to Lizzie finally becoming cool – but not so cool she gets new, better friends and forgets all about us.’


‘As if!’ I laugh. ‘But I am going to be really cool.’


‘In your hideous polyester nightmare dress.’




Lizzie:






Guys, I just wanted to let you know that The New Lizzie isn’t AT ALL nervous about starting college tomorrow. I’m totally cool, just chillaxing, eating three platefuls of my dad’s macaroni cheese for dinner . . .










Jake:




Dude, I’ve experienced your dad’s macaroni cheese. I think the world would have to end before I was too nervous to eat three platefuls of that stuff.





Daisy:




PLEASE don’t even talk to me about it. I can’t take it. My mum’s put me on a diet again. I had chicken salad (no skin, no dressing, NO FUN) for dinner.










Jake:




At least you’re allowed ‘food with a face’ in your house. I don’t even like chickens and their stupid beady eyes, but my dad has this lame ‘respect for all living creatures’ thing going on. Lizbot, please tell me your dad did the mac and cheese with the bits of bacon on the top. DROOL.










Lizzie:




Affirmative. Also peas on the side, which doesn’t sound all that exciting but is in fact AMAZING. Give peas a chance, guys!










Jake:




SO WITTY.










Lizzie:




Oh, and Daze, I feel your pain.


Salad for dinner – that’s way harsh.










Daisy:




It’s fine, I’ve found a pack of choc buttons at the back of my desk drawer and I will enjoy them all the more knowing that my mother would disapprove.










Jake:




THAT’S THE SPIRIT.










‘You’re not feeling too nervous about tomorrow – are you, Lizzles?’ my dad asks.


‘Of course not!’ I say brightly, shovelling another massive forkful of pasta and molten cheese into my mouth. ‘I’m really looking forward to it.’


‘Lizzie, I thought you said you went out for food with your friends earlier,’ my mum interjects.


‘I only had chips,’ I mumble with my mouth full. ‘And that was hours ago.’


‘I just wondered; you don’t have to sound so defensive,’ she replies. ‘God bless your appetite – that’s all.’


I don’t think my mum means to sound so disapproving half the time. I try really hard not to take it personally, and to get all stroppy and teenage as a result – I don’t want to be a cliché. It’s just hard not to take it that way sometimes, when she’s so perfect.


When my mum was my age she was an actual part-time model. Not even joking. In a box in the loft there are pictures of her in magazines from the 1990s, wearing weirdly fitting jeans, headbands and floaty spaghetti-strap dresses. Even though it seems to have been an era of brown lipliner and greasy hair, she was ridiculously gorgeous. To be fair, she’s still ridiculously gorgeous now – she looks like a mum, with her smart haircut and work outfits, but a really tall and pretty one with great cheekbones I can only dream of.


Unfortunately for me I look just like my dad, who is much more ordinary-looking, nay, geeky. And can also put away the macaroni cheese like it’s going out of style.


My parents met because my dad worked at one of the magazines where she went for a casting. He worked in the advertising department and looked then, by all accounts, exactly as he does now – glasses, cardigan, weird man-bag. He is still fond of telling the story of how she walked into the room and he fell madly in love within literally thirty seconds.


‘It was like the first time I ever heard an ABBA song,’ he likes to say. ‘You know, ABBA are a really underrated band. Those are perfect, life-changing pop songs. Just like Annabel’s perfect face when I saw it that day and my life changed forever. It wasn’t just love at first sight – it was an epiphany.’


My dad’s a bit weird. Plus, if he wasn’t my dad and always banging on about my mum’s beautiful face and – grossly – snogging her in the kitchen (and the hallway, sitting room, dining room, etc.), I’d probably think he was gay. When they first meet him, everyone assumes my dad is gay.


Anyway, he followed her out of the magazine office and down the street and – unsurprisingly – she thought he was a total creepy weirdo. He pestered her for months before she agreed to go out with him. It’s one of those stories that would be really cute if it happened in a film starring, say, Emma Stone and Ryan Gosling. But when it’s your parents, it makes you feel a bit sick.


My mum wanted to be an actress and only gave up on the idea when she got pregnant with me. She and my dad then started up an ‘online marketing and social-media agency’ back when that was a new thing. Now they have an office near the seafront in Brighton and loads of people working for them. It’s one of those ‘lifestyle’ offices, where there’s table football and ‘pizza Fridays’ and stuff – it’s actually really fun; I’m allowed to work there in the summer holidays, stuffing envelopes and answering phones and other tasks that I can just about be trusted not to mess up. That’s how I was earning money all summer – which was supposed to be saved up for my complete new wardrobe and change of image, but ended up going on chips and milkshakes and bus fares until there was only enough left to buy one new vintage dress.


Anyway, now it’s my sister Grace who wants to be an actress. After years of being the star of youth theatre, she went out and got herself an agent – without even telling my parents she’d done it until she needed them to go with her and sign the contract. Since then she’s been in two adverts and – in a coup that made her the class celebrity and got her a week off school – an episode of Hollyoaks. She’s only fourteen, but she seems so much more advanced than me. That’s the problem with little sisters when you’re as stunted as I am – they make you feel terrible about yourself. Plus, Grace isn’t exactly sympathetic about it.


‘Well, as long as you’re not feeling nervous about your first day at college tomorrow,’ my dad goes on. ‘If you’re worried about it, I hope you’d tell us.’


‘Honestly, I’m really looking forward to it,’ I say.


It’s almost insulting how concerned he is. Luckily nobody is actually that interested, so Grace takes the opportunity to start talking about herself.


‘So, today me and Chelsea and Tina went to the beach, and this guy started talking to us, and he thought I was that girl out of that TV programme about models – you know, the pretty one, not the annoying one. It was so funny, but then Chelsea got really annoyed that he didn’t think she was anyone. He kept asking if he could take photos of me. Then he wouldn’t leave us alone, so we made him buy us ice creams and then we ran away. It was hilarious.’


‘Um, how old was this person?’ my dad asks, brow furrowed, doing his awkward twitchy thing. ‘Was he the same sort of age as you?’


Grace shrugs elegantly. ‘I dunno. Why?’


‘Because he sounds like a paedophile, Grace,’ I explain helpfully. ‘He was grooming you. You shouldn’t really let old pervs buy you ice creams.’


‘Well, he was pretty old, I suppose.’ She cocks her head to one side as she thinks about it. ‘At least nineteen. I told him I was eighteen. But don’t worry, we weren’t interested. We just really wanted ice cream. By the way, Dad, can you lend me twenty pounds?’


He looks at her for a moment like he’s going to tell her off, then bursts out laughing. He slaps his forehead in mock horror, but he can’t stop. She just stares at him with a scathing expression on her face, while he laughs and laughs. That’s the thing about my dad; he’s ridiculously good-natured.


‘What’s so funny?’ Grace asks. ‘I saw this bag in Topshop that I really need, and me and my friends are going shopping on Saturday.’


‘I think what your father’s trying to say,’ my mum interrupts, ‘is that you shouldn’t be talking to strange men on the seafront, and you already have a perfectly good school bag. So, the answer is a big, all-round no. Oh, and you’re grounded. That’s what your father meant. That’s what you meant – wasn’t it, darling?’


‘Well, that does seem a bit steep,’ my dad blusters, his eyes darting between my mum and my sister, vaguely panicked, not sure which of them he’s the most terrified of – a dilemma I totally understand. ‘It wasn’t really her fault that—’


‘Nicholas,’ my mum says in a warning tone, ‘that was what you meant – wasn’t it, darling?’


‘Yes! Of course, that was exactly what I meant,’ my dad says, clearly trying not to burst out laughing again.


‘This is so unfair,’ Grace rages. ‘I made a ton of money from that Clearasil advert, and you kept it all for yourselves. I only want twenty quid for a bag in Topshop – it’s not bloody Chanel! You two are so crap.’


My mum rolls her eyes. ‘Grace, that money has gone into an account that you can access when you are twenty-one. I hate to say this, but you will thank me for this when you’re older.’


‘I’m going up to my room. You can leave my pudding outside the door.’


My parents exchange a glance as Grace flounces from the table and then thinks better of it, coming back to refill her plate with macaroni cheese before storming off again.


‘Honestly, I think we’re going to have to start getting tougher with that girl.’ My mum sighs. ‘Pass the wine, Nick.’


‘At your service, m’lady.’


My dad can be guaranteed to diffuse the tension and cheer my mum up. Which is almost a shame, because this is a subject where for once I agree with her, and I would like to hear the full conversation. Grace can be a total nightmare and she seems to be getting worse – I swear she gets meaner by the day. Dad pours Mum a glass of wine and extravagantly kisses her over the table. I involuntarily make a disapproving face.


‘Sorry, Mary Whitehouse,’ my dad says. ‘Listen, are you sure you’re OK about tomorrow? All set?’


‘Dad, it’s lovely that you care so much, but you honestly don’t need to worry about me.’


If know he’s trying to help, and my dad gets very emotional about things, but if he keeps going on about it, it will only make me more nervous. Besides, for once he doesn’t need to worry – everything’s going to be fine. In fact, it’s going to be great – I know it.




Lizzie:






Guys, are we really sure about the new vintage dress???










Jake:




TBH I was never sure about the new vintage dress.










Daisy:




Not helpful J. Lizzie, you LOVE the dress! It’s so YOU!










Lizzie:




OK, cool. I was just feeling weirdly nervous. Stupid, right? Maybe I should just wear jeans and my Sonic Youth T-shirt. Not look like I’m trying too hard.










Jake:




Srsly, if you wear those depressing old jeans I will never speak to you again. And don’t even get me started on your saggy old ‘ironic’ jumpers – if you wear any sort of KNITWEAR, I will actually kill you. OK thanks bye.










Lizzie:




OK, you’re right. I *do* love the dress. It’s all going to be GREAT! YAY!










Daisy:




Yup. GREAT. YAY! Hadn’t you better go if you’re not even dressed yet? You’ll be late for your big day!










Jake:




Spare a thought for us. Back on the chain gang in our nasty school uniforms, all the same old faces, no excitement . . . SOB.










Daisy:




You’re the trailblazer, Lizzie! You’ll be AWESOME! Knock ’em dead.





Jake:




Not literally! (Oh, and break a leg . . . again, not literally.)










Lizzie:




Thanks, guys! OK. The dress is going ON! Wish me luck . . .










I do love my new dress. But everything seems a bit scarier without my friends around to back me up. We’ve been pretty much inseparable since Year Seven and this is really the first time I’ve faced the world on my own. I’m excited, but I’m not going to lie – it’s a little bit terrifying as well. I suppose a few last-minute nerves are inevitable. Right?


And it’s an important decision. This outfit might define the rest of my life. Well, the next two years, which is a really long time. When I think about it like that, no wonder I’ve spent the last twenty minutes messaging my friends for their advice, standing in front of my open wardrobe wearing a turquoise leopard-print Primark onesie and a stupid expression.


‘Lizzie?’ My mum’s voice bellows up the stairs, reminding me that I really do need to get a move on.


I force myself to take a deep breath. I will be brave. I remind myself that today is the first day of the rest of my life. Or the second day of the rest of my life. Whatever. I’m going to go out there and make a big success of it. It’s going to be great.


‘Elizabeth Brown!’ My mum’s voice is getting louder and louder. ‘I know this is a big day for you, but I’ve got to get to work. Five minutes, or I’m leaving without you!’


I know from experience that this is actually true, so at least it forces me into action. I can’t hang around in my bedroom obsessing over my wardrobe forever. I’ve got to get out there.


So – sod it. Fortune favours the brave. I grab the lurid polyester vintage dress and awkwardly scramble into it – not giving myself the chance to chicken out. Then I chuck on tights, leather jacket and trainers, hoping this will tone it down rather than make me look like a charity shop has thrown up on me.


I grab my bag and run out the door. I only allow myself a quick glance in the mirror on my way out – the new vintage dress makes me smile involuntarily, which must be a good sign. I really do love it – I’m glad I decided to be brave; it’s the way forward today. All things considered, I think I look just right. Time to stop obsessing and go for it.


‘You look . . . different,’ my mum says, her head cocked to one side and her voice vaguely suspicious.


‘Thanks!’ I reply cheerfully, sticking with my Positive Mental Attitude.


I’m not sure if she quite means it as a compliment, but I’m choosing to take it as one.


‘Not too nervous, are you?’ she asks briskly.


She’s not big on feelings – which is sometimes good, as my dad is very into feelings. I love my dad, but if he was here he would definitely hug me a lot and possibly even cry – this morning for once my mum is the preferable parent.


‘I’m fine, thanks!’ I reply.


‘Good girl. Now, I’m working late this evening, so I won’t be able to pick you up. I’ve got a call with New York later on – but your dad’s working at home, so he can come and get you if you need him to.’


‘Thanks, Mum. It’s OK though – I’ll probably just walk.’


‘Well, do me a favour and text him to let him know how you get on, OK? You know he’ll only worry otherwise. Right, I’ve got to dash – so I’ll drop you here. Have a great first day!’


I actually surprise myself with how confident I feel as I watch Mum drive away. Maybe a bit of her confidence has rubbed off on me. I smile and wave as she disappears around the corner at speed.


I force myself to take a deep breath and hold my head up as I cross the road and walk towards the college gates, stopping only to rummage in my bag for a minute until I find my headphones. I scroll through my music options and settle on some 80s Madonna to keep me feeling brave and badass. Again I marvel at the effect that music can have on my mood. That’s why I like making playlists for every possible occasion, to pull out when I need them. The right soundtrack can make all the difference.


My dad got me into music at a young age – my parents always say I must have been the only three-year-old to know all the words to everything from David Bowie to De La Soul via Nirvana. It’s always stuck with me – and right now it does the trick. I secretly pretend I’m in a music video and even manage a little swagger in my step as I walk through the gates and into my future.




Lizzie:






Guys! It’s going GREAT so far.










Daisy:




THIS IS SO EXCITING! WHAT’S HAPPENED??!










Lizzie:




Well, nothing has actually *happened* . . . I haven’t gone inside yet. Right now I’m just walking up to the main entrance. But I have a really good feeling about this.










Daisy:




Have you seen any cool people yet?


Have you talked to anyone? Any fit guys???










Lizzie:




Not yet – but I bet I will! I mean, the thing to remember is that nobody knows anyone yet. We’re all new, not just me. So everyone will want to make new friends. RIGHT???!!!!










Daisy:




Exactly!










Jake:




This is very touching and all . . . but maybe get off your phone and actually talk to these people. Next time you text us HAVE SOMETHING TO ACTUALLY TELL US. OK?










The nearer I get to the building, the less confident I feel. I am actually deflating. The place is so big and I have no idea where I am going. I slow down with every step until I’m standing motionless, like an idiot in everyone’s way in the entrance. I can feel any trace of optimism slowly start to drain out of me, like blow-dried party hair on a rainy night.


I force myself to put one foot in front of the other down the endless corridor and follow the scrappy printed signs that seem to be taped to every available wall, saying ‘New Student Induction’. Even then I’m not going quickly enough and a few people shove past me without stopping or saying a word.


I dawdle so much that the main hall is pretty much full by the time I arrive. It’s totally overwhelming, and I feel worryingly panicky as I just stand there in the doorway. These people must all be the same age as me. Statistically some of them must also not know anybody. It’s impossible that I’m the only person here who knows nobody, but that’s exactly what it feels like. Why do they all seem so much older, so much more confident, so much more?


I try my very best to hold my head up and regain a little bit of the optimism I felt only a few minutes ago, but I have no idea what to do or where I’m supposed to sit. I can’t bring myself to actually instigate a conversation with anyone, but I try to smile hopefully as I walk into the room and hope somebody might approach me. This doesn’t happen, so I select a chair right at the back, by itself and separated from anyone else by a few spaces so as to avoid any potentially humiliating human interaction, as a man who looks even less cool than any of my teachers back at school did walks on to the stage. I make a vague attempt at eye contact with a girl down the row from me, so that perhaps we can bond over this observation, but it doesn’t really work, as she starts talking to the boy next to her and I pretend I was looking at the clock behind her head. Smooth, Lizzie – well done.


‘Ah, welcome, everyone.’ The teacher spends ten minutes clearing the frog out of his throat before he introduces himself as Mr Stark. ‘But if you find yourself in my history class, you might end up calling me David. You see, that’s the thing – A levels, or whatever course you are doing, are much more challenging than GCSEs. You will find college to be a very different environment to school. But if you are prepared to act like adults, we will treat you like adults.’


Despite my state of mounting anxiety, his voice is so monotonous it could put anyone to sleep. I’m tuning out already, and everyone else in the room seems to be as well – at least that’s one thing we all have in common; I’m not a total anomaly.


And then she walks in.


I swear mine is not the only head to turn. Even though she enters at the back of the room – with a bang of the heavy door and a resulting shrug – there is some kind of energy about her that makes everybody turn around and look.


When I see her, just for a second I imagine what it must be like to be her. To look like that, to wear those clothes, to have that face and cool hair and air of not caring what anyone thinks. Because if you look like that, then why would you worry about anything?


If I thought I was being cool and different with my vintage dress and my cheap fake leather jacket, it very quickly becomes apparent that . . . I’m not. Her outfit makes mine look like something a mad auntie might wear, or maybe a costume from some twee ‘retro’ school play. Her dress is a bit like mine but a million times sexier, and set off with dyed platinum-blonde hair and perfect eyeliner. She sits down right at the back, on the opposite side of the room to me.


I have to force myself to look away so she doesn’t think I am some kind of psycho. I try to concentrate on: a) the world’s most boring speech (official); and b) not hating myself and my own mediocrity/cowardliness/mentalism too much. Both of these tasks are almost impossible.




Lizzie:






OK, so you said not to text until something ACTUALLY HAPPENED . . . Well, what do you want to know first???!










Daisy:




I want to know about the MEN, obv. Any fitties? Have you talked to any?










Lizzie:




OMG. Daze, you would be in HEAVEN. The boys here are so much hotter than the ones back at school.










Jake:




Yeah, thx a lot. I AM a male, you know. I think you two forget that sometimes. It’s insulting. So have you actually talked to any of these amazing superior beings yet?










Lizzie:




Of course! We had this induction thing in the morning and we all had to introduce ourselves and chat and stuff. Bit cringe but quite good for meeting people in my classes. Everyone seems really friendly. I met a really cool girl as well.










Daisy:




Hope you aren’t going to meet any new cool girls who you like more than me?! What’s this girl called? I hate her already!










Lizzie:




Listen, I’ve got to go! There’s loads going on here, it’s bonkers. More later . . .










Until right now I didn’t know how lucky I used to be. Why didn’t I appreciate my brilliant sad little life before? Before it was too late.


I was such a baby. I complained all the time about how bored I was, how rubbish everything was; me and my friends talked non-stop every single day about how we couldn’t wait to get out. We were so sick of being stuck there in the world’s most boring school.


Daisy and Jake don’t know how lucky they are, and I really don’t want to disappoint them by telling them the truth. But really I’d give anything to swap places. If only ‘dull’ and ‘boring’ were all I had to contend with now. Instead of low-level panic and a sense of my own general rubbishness.
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