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What Makes Me “Me”?







If she picks me out in class again, I shall scream.


Wacko Watkins. That’s what I call her. Our new teacher. We’ve got her for PE first period this morning, worse luck.


“I wonder what kind of weird project she’s got lined up to torture us with this week,” I said as we hurried down the corridor to get to our classroom before second bell.


“She’s okay as teachers go,” said Izzie. “She makes you think about stuff. And she seems really interested in what we feel. I like her lessons.”


“Well I don’t,” I said. “It’s bad enough having a mum who’s a shrink without getting it at school as well. I get that ‘let’s all share our feelings’ stuff at home. I wish Watkins would give me a break here. She always singles me out.”


“Probably because you’re quiet in class. She’s trying to find out what’s going on in that daft head of yours. You’re lucky. At least your mum and dad bother to ask what’s going on. All mine care about are my marks. Whether I get A, B, or C. I think I’d faint from shock if either of them ever asked how I actually felt about anything.”


Izzie’s my best mate. Or was. I’m not sure anymore. Not since Nesta Williams arrived at the end of last term. Izzie and I have hung out together since middle school. It’s always been me and Izzie. Izzie and me. Sharing everything. Clothes. Makeup. CDs. Secrets. And then along comes Nesta, and I reckon it’s two’s company, three’s a crowd. But I seem to be the only one who sees it that way. I’m going to have to tackle Izzie about it, but I rarely get her on her own these days.


“Hurry along and take your places, girls,” called Miss Watkins, coming up behind us.


I hope she hadn’t heard what I said about her.


 


Miss Watkins is a bit odd looking. Make that very odd looking. She looks like she put a finger in an electric socket. Her expression is always startled, like a cartoon character who’s seen something shocking and their eyes pop out. She’s as thin as a wire, and her hair’s frizzy grey, coiling out at all angles.


“Okay, girls, now settle down,” she said. “We’ve got a lot to talk about today.”


Here we go. Talk. Talk. Let’s talk. I wish we could read today. Quietly. Or write. Quietly. Why do we have to talk? Doesn’t anyone realize I’m going through a quiet-but-mysterious phase? Like Geri when she split from the Spice Girls.


As Wacko perched on the corner of her desk and hitched her skirt up, we all got an eyeful of her pale legs above knee-high stockings. She has skin like Saran Wrap. Transparent. You can see all the veins underneath it. Enough to bring up your breakfast first thing in the morning, I can tell you.


“There’s a few things I want you to start thinking about for the rest of the term,” she continued. “As you probably know, it’s soon going to be time to choose your subjects for next year. Which ones you want to do.”


Inwardly I groaned. I’ve been dreading this. See, I don’t know. Haven’t a clue. Not the faintest.


“I know it’s a lot to think about and I don’t want any of you to panic or feel pressurised. We’ve plenty of time, that’s why I want you to give it some attention now so it doesn’t come as a big rush later on.”


Too late, I thought. I’m already in major panic mode.


“I want you to think about your future. Your goals. Ambitions. What you want to be when you’re older. Right, anybody got any ideas?”


She started to look round the class so I put my head down and tried to become invisible.


“Lucy?”


I knew. See. I knew it would be me she asked first.


“Yes, miss?”


“Let’s get the ball rolling. Any idea what you’d like to do?”


I could feel myself going red as everyone turned to look at me.


Duhhh? I dunno. Doctor. Nah. Too much blood. Dentist. Nah. Fiddling about in people’s mouths all day. Yuk. Vet? Yes. Vet. I love animals. After Izzie, Ben and Jerry, our Labradors, are my next best friends. So, vet? I could be on all those animal rescue programs on telly, looking glam as I save poor animals. Maybe not. Ben stood on a piece of glass last week. I almost fainted when the vet said he’d have to have a few stitches in his paw. I couldn’t watch. Had to leave the room like a right sissy. He was fine after but I can’t bear to see an animal in pain. So probably not the best career choice. So what else? What?


“Don’t know, miss,” I blurted out, wishing she’d choose someone else.


“No idea at all?” she asked.


I shook my head.


Candice Carter put her hand up. She was bursting.


Thankfully Wacko turned to her.


“Candice?”


“Lifeguard, Miss Watkins.”


“Lifeguard. Now that’s an original one. And why do you want to be a lifeguard?”


“So I can give all the boys the kiss of life, miss.”


Everyone cracked up laughing. She’s such a tart, Candice Carter.


“Anyone got any more sensible suggestions?” asked Miss Watkins, looking round.


By now, half the class had their hands up.


“Writer,” said Mary O’Connor.


“Nurse,” said Joanne Richards.


“Air hostess,” said Gabby Jones.


“TV presenter,” said Jade Wilcocks.




“Hairdresser,” said Mo Harrison.


“Rich and famous,” said Nesta, and everyone laughed again.


Everyone knows what they want to do. Everyone. But me.


I’m fourteen. Everyone’s always saying, “Oh don’t grow up too fast” and “Enjoy your youth.” Now suddenly it’s, “What’re you going to do with the rest of your life?”


“Excellent,” said Miss Watkins. “Those who know what they want to do are lucky. And those who don’t,” she looked pointedly at me, “don’t worry. You don’t have to decide today. But it does help to have some inkling of what direction you might like to go in when it comes to choosing your subjects later. For those of you who don’t know, we’ll have a look at it all over the next few weeks. In fact a good starting point is to take a look at who you are now. Identify your strengths and weaknesses. The seeds of today are the fruits of tomorrow. The thoughts of today are the actions of tomorrow. So, to start with, I’m going to give you an essay to be handed in at the end of term. Doesn’t have to be too long. A page or so.”


She picked up her chalk and turned to the blackboard.




What makes me “me”? she wrote.


“That’s your title. I’ll give you fifteen minutes now to make a few notes.”


She wrote a few more questions up on the board.


Who am I?


What are my interests?


What do I want? What are my goals in life?


What are my strengths and weaknesses?


What would I like to do as a career?


For the last part of the lesson, I could see everyone scribbling madly.


I knew what Izzie would be writing. She wants to be a singer. Has since we were nine. She writes all her own songs and plays guitar. She wants to be the next Alanis Morissette. She even looks like her now. She’s got the same long dark hair and she wears the same hippie dippie clothes. Not my taste, but they suit Iz.


I glanced across at Nesta. She was writing frantically as well. Typical. She’s so sure of herself and where she’s going. She wants to be a model and will probably get there. She’s totally gorgeous-looking. Her dad’s Italian so she’s got his straight black hair, like silk right down to her waist, and her mum’s Jamaican so she’s got her dark skin and eyes. She could easily be Naomi Campbell’s younger sister. Tall and skinny with an amazing pixie face.


I wish I were black. They have the best skin, even when they’re old. Like Nesta’s mum. I’ve seen her on television. She reads the news on cable. She’s ancient, at least forty, but she only looks about twenty. I’m the typical “English rose,” pale, blond, and boring. I’d rather be a tropical flower, like Nesta, all exotic and colorful.


I stared at the blank piece of paper in front of me.


What makes me “me”? I began to write.


I’m small and don’t look my age. People always think I’m in Year Seven or Eight.


I stared out of the window hoping for inspiration. Jobs for little people. Maybe I could audition to be one of the Munchkins if they ever remake The Wizard of Oz? They’re tiny. Or Mini Me in the next Austin Powers movie.


And what are you going to be when you grow up, Nesta? Model.


And you, Izzie? Singer-songwriter.


Lucy? Mini Me.


Yeah. Right. Now I’m being plain stupid. I must have some decent ideas locked in my brain somewhere.


I made myself concentrate. What makes me “me”?


I’m the youngest in my family.




Fifteen minutes later and that was all I’d written.


“Just before the bell goes,” said Miss Watkins, “I’d like to give you all a profile sheet to fill out. Purely for yourselves to help get you started if you’re stuck. Nobody needs to see them—they’re only for you, to get you thinking along different lines.”


I looked at the sheet of paper she handed me.


Help. I’m usually good at essays and stuff. But this time I haven’t a clue. I don’t know who I am. Or what makes me “me.”


Or what I’m going to do when I grow up.


Or where I fit.




Profile Sheet


Name: Lucy Lovering


Physical


Age: 14 but I look about 12.


Height/build: 4 foot 8 and a HALF. Slim, 30 minus A chest. My brothers call me Nancy No Tits. Not funny.


Coloring: blond hair, blue eyes.


Sociology


Parents’ occupations: Mum’s a shrink (psychotherapist), Dad runs the local health shop and is a part-time musician.




Education: favorite subjects: Art, English


 worst subjects: anything else.


Home life: two elder brothers: Steve (17) he’s a computer whiz, Lal (15) he’s sad, spotty, and humungously gross but thinks he’s God’s gift. Two dogs: Ben and Jerry.


Race/nationality: English/Scottish. Possibly alien.


Hobbies: reading, magazines, old movies, TV, sewing.


Psychology


Ambitions: good question.


Frustrations/disappointments:




	my parents, who are a pair of old hippies.


	Mum and Dad always ramming herbal teas and health products down my neck when I’m quite happy with chips and burgers.


	Mum’s obsession with recycling and buying clothes from charity shops.


	the fact I’m so small.


	the fact my best friend now appears to be Nesta Williams’s best friend.





Temperament: I think I may be going mental.


Qualities: sense of humor, a good best friend when allowed to be.


Abilities/talents: good listener, good at drawing.
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Angel Cards







When I got home after school I did what I always do. Headed for the fridge.


“When the going gets tough…” I said.


“The tough eat ice cream,” finished Izzie, swooping in and taking the tub from the freezer.


“Diet again on Monday,” said Nesta.


I can’t believe she diets. She’s as thin as a rake.


By five o’clock our kitchen was packed. Me, Izzie, and Nesta tucking into bowls of pecan nut fudge. Brothers Steve and Laurence plus two of their schoolmates, Matthew and Tom, all busy cutting mammoth hunks of bread then slapping on peanut butter and honey. Yuk. Mum making a cup of tea. Herbal of course. And Dad attempting to feed Ben and Jerry who are more interested in my ice cream than dog food.




It’s chaos in here.


“Why did you call them Ben and Jerry?” asked Nesta, pointing at the dogs—Ben, who had his paws up on my knees trying to get his nose in my bowl, and Jerry, looking longingly at Izzie in the hope she’d take pity and give him a taste. I gave Ben the last spoonful of lick; I’m a sucker for his great sad eyes and that pathetic “no one ever feeds me” look of his, plus he’s still got his paw in a bandage, poor thing.


“We named them after they ate a whole tub of Ben and Jerry’s Chunky Monkey when they were puppies,” said Lal through a mouthful of bread. “They love ice cream.”


I think Lal fancies Nesta. He’s gone all creepy and over-friendly since she walked in. He keeps flicking his hair back and giving her meaningful looks. I don’t think she’s even noticed. He likes to imagine himself as a ladies’ man. Ever since Tracy Marcuson next door let him snog her last Christmas. He’s not bad-looking in a kind of Matt Damon way, but I don’t think Nesta would be interested. She likes older boys or so she says. And not that she’d fancy my eldest brother Steve either. He’s seventeen and a bit too swotty-looking for her, though he’s quite nice looking when he takes his glasses off and has a decent haircut. But he’s not bothered about girls, unlike Casanova Lal; Steve prefers computers and books.


“It’s like Waterloo station in here, sighed Mum, clearing a space at the table. She doesn’t mind though. Our house is always full of people, usually all piled in the kitchen, which is the largest room in the house. Dad knocked a wall through last year to open it up a bit, and though we do have more space now, he ran out of money so couldn’t finish the job.


“What are those marks on the wall?” asked Nesta, pointing to some pencil marks by the fridge.


“Our heights as we were growing up,” said Lal, getting up and going to stand against the wall to show her how it worked. “See, on every birthday we measure how much we’ve grown with a pencil mark.” He pointed to the highest. “Those are Steve’s.”


“And these must be Lucy’s,” said Nesta, looking at the shortest marks. She stood at least six inches higher than I had last birthday.


She then had a close look at our “original” wallpaper. To cover up for the lack of it, Steve, Lal, and I have plastered our artwork from school all over one wall. And Mum, who’s convinced that one day Dad will actually get round to decorating, has used another area to try out different color paint samples.


“Very Vogue interior,” Nesta smiled as she examined Mum’s wall, which looks like a patchwork quilt of misshapen daubs in various shades of yellow, blue, terra-cotta, and green.


“Not,” I said.


I haven’t been to Nesta’s house yet, but Izzie has and says it’s amazing. Straight out of an interior design mag. Still, Nesta doesn’t seem bothered by our lack of decor style. In fact she appears to like it here, as she comes back most nights after school now. Her mum works different shifts as a newsreader on the telly and her dad’s a film director so he’s often away shooting. Nesta has an older brother as well but she says he’s hardly ever at home either.


Izzie has always come home with me, ever since I’ve known her. Her mum and stepdad don’t get home from work until after seven so it was arranged ages ago that she’d come here until one of them picks her up.


Izzie says I have to give Nesta a chance and get to know her properly, but I’m not sure how I feel about her being here all the time. It’s like, first she moves in on my best friend, and now she’s moving in on my family. I’m trying to be friends and I do sort of like her—it’s hard not to, she’s great fun—but I can’t help feeling pushed out. Everyone loves Nesta when they meet her. She’s so confident and pretty.


It all started a few weeks ago when Izzie came to find me after school. She looked out of breath as if she had been running.


“Can Nesta come back with us to yours?” she asked, looking behind her as though someone was following.


She saw me hesitate.


“She needs friends,” she said. “She’s not as sure of herself as she makes out. I know she acts all tough, like she doesn’t need anyone or care what anyone thinks of her but I just found her at the bus stop, crying. The creep Josie Riley and her mates have been calling her names, and she doesn’t want to go home until her mum’s back. I don’t want to leave her there on her own.’


I’d have felt mean refusing and I did feel sorry for her. I know what those bullies in Year Eleven can be like.


“Yeah. Tell her to come,” I said. “That is if she doesn’t mind my mad family.”


Course Mum and Dad made her welcome straight away. They always do with people. They may not have enough money to paint the kitchen walls but they don’t seem to mind feeding the neighborhood. Love, peace, and have a chunk of organic bread. That’s what they live by. Share what you have. The world is just a great big family.


Because Dad runs the local health shop we’re fed all sorts of weird stuff. All organic, preservative free. Tastes okay though. But some nights I don’t know what I’m eating. Tahini. Gomasio. Miso. And herbal teas. Disgusting. Especially chamomile. Smells like cats’ pee. What I’d give for a McDonald’s followed by a big fat chocolate milkshake. But no, Mum and Dad are veggies so the only burger you get round here is the tofu variety and milkshakes are made by soy.


Izzie says it’s one of the things she likes best about Mum and Dad, but then she’s into all that stuff as well. New Age, alternative.


“I wish my parents were cool like yours.” She said once. “They really care about stuff. The environment. What we put in our bodies. They’re not like usual boring parents.”


“Exactly,” I said “I used to love the way they were when I was younger, but I wish Mum would look a bit, well, a bit more bland these days.”


“Why?” said Izzie. “I think she looks brilliant.”


“Brilliant?” I said. Not a word that would spring to my mind when describing Mum’s style. Peculiar more like.


“I love a bargain,” Mum’s always saying. “Which is why I shop at all the charity shops. You get a good class of cast-off in North London.”


Mostly I don’t mind, but last month’s parents’ meeting was the worst. I wanted her to look normal for once, but she came down the stairs ready to go, wearing red-and-white-striped tights, a purply tweed skirt, and a green checked jacket. She has no sense of color coordination at all and slings it all together with total disregard for what mixes and matches.


“What do you think?” she asked, giving me a twirl.


“Er, very colorful,” I said, thinking fast. “But why not try your green jacket with some navy trousers? Or maybe the purple skirt with a grey or blue shirt? That would look nice.”


“But I love the tights,” said Mum. “I have to wear them.”


“Well how about with a plain black dress?” I suggested. “And you could accessorize the red and white stripes with red and white bracelets?”


She sort of listened. Sort of. She went upstairs and changed into a black dress. Then threw a multi-colored poncho that looks like an old blanket over it. And, of course, she was still wearing the red-and-white tights. I give up. Everyone was staring at her when we got to school. She stood out among all the other mums in their Marks and Spencer’s navy and white. Even her hair is different. Most mums have the standard short haircut, but Mum’s is really long, halfway down her back. Too long for her age, I think, though it does look okay when she puts it back in a plait.


Then again it could have been the car that people were looking at that evening. We’ve had the same one for years. I think Mum and Dad bought it at university, which is where they first met. It’s a Volkswagon Beetle. And for some reason Dad painted it bright turquoise. No, you definitely can’t miss it amongst the Range Rovers and BMWs.


Dad dresses pretty normally. Cords and jumpers. I mean, he doesn’t exactly have to dress smart to dole out people’s muesli at the shop, but I wish he’d get rid of the ponytail. Does he listen? No. According to a mag I read, balding men compensate by having a ponytail. Poor Dad. It must be awful losing his hair, but it would look so much better if he had what little he has left cropped short.


“So how was school today?” he asked the assorted chomping faces in the kitchen.


“Mmphhh, okay, fine,” came the reply.


“What have you been doing?” he asked, turning to me.


“Career choices, course choices,” said Nesta, butting in. “Making decisions.”




And that set them all off again. Even Lal, Steve, Matthew, and Tom joined in.


“I want to be a record producer,” said Lal.


“I want to play in a band,” said Tom, getting up and playing air guitar.


“I want to be an inventor,” said Steve.


It was a repeat of the morning at school with everyone knowing what they want to be except me. I could see Mum looking at me as everyone babbled away.


“What about you, Lucy?” she asked. “What do you want to be?”


I shrugged. “Dunno.”


Izzie and Nesta burst in with their brilliant career plans, and I could see Mum was watching me with concern as they enthused away. She doesn’t miss a trick. She winked at me when no one was looking.”


“The longest journey starts with the first step,” she said.


Steve, Lal, and I groaned. We’re used to her coming out with her “quote for the day.” In her work as a psychotherapist she spends loads of time with people who are fed up with their lives in one way or another so she’s always looking for new things to say to them to cheer them up a bit. She reads all the latest self-help books and likes to pass on words of wisdom to the rest of us.




“Okay, who wants an Angel Card?” she asked.


“Oh. Mum,” I said, feeling embarrassed, “I’m sure no one’s interested.”


“What’s as Angel Card?” asked Izzie enthusiastically.


“A box of cards I bought last week to use in my counseling sessions,” said Mum. “I haven’t got round to taking them into work yet. Each card has a quote written on it.”


She got up and found her pack.


“You pick one,” she said, shuffling the cards and selecting one, “and let it speak to you.”


“The darkest hour is just before dawn,” she read, then handed the cards to Izzie. “Your turn, Iz.”


Izzie loves stuff like this. Tarot cards, astrology, I Ching. She took a card and read out, “Choice not chance determines destiny.”


“Very sensible,” said Dad. “Better to choose what you want than let it all drift by you and end up doing something you don’t really want to do.”


I started to feel panicky again. Was that going to happen to me because I didn’t know what to choose? I’d just drift along in a haze of confusion?


Suddenly I felt a cold, wet nose pushing against my hand. Ben’s dopey face gazed up at me from under the table as if to say he understood. Sometimes I think dogs are psychic.




Izzie handed the pack to Nesta. “You choose one.”


Nesta picked and read, “The tragedy in life doesn’t lie in not reaching your goal. The tragedy lies in having no goal.”


Arggghhhh. It was getting worse. I have no goal. It’s a tragedy.


“That’s okay,” continued Nesta. “I’ve got a goal. Clothes Show in a few weeks. I get spotted by talent scout and become a super-duper supermodel”


Lal’s jaw dropped even more as he goggled at Nesta. “A supermodel? You’ll get picked easy.” The creep.


Nesta handed the cards to me and I let my hand hover, then shuffled. Let it be a good one, I prayed, let it be a good one.


I picked one out. “Don’t wait for your ship to come in,” I read. “Swim out to it.”


“Good one,” said Dad.


Psychic Ben clearly liked the card as well. He tried to jump up on my knee to lick my face. Seeing as he’s an enormous thing, he almost knocked me flying, making everyone laugh.


“Down, Ben,” I said. “You know I love you’ but you’re too heavy.”


Reluctantly he got down but sank his head on to my lap and refused to budge it.


I read my card again. Right, I thought. I’ll be positive. I’ll swim out to the ship. Right. I will. But how?


Once again Mum clocked my anxious expression. She squeezed my hand. “There’s no hurry, you know. You don’t have to decide what you want to be this minute.”


I knew she meant well, but I thought the sooner I swam out to my ship the better.




The darkest hour is just before dawn.


ANGEL CARD







Choice not chance determines destiny.


ANGEL CARD







The tragedy in life doesn’t lie in not reaching your goal.


The tragedy lies in having no goal.


ANGEL CARD







Don’t wait for your ship to come in. Swim out to it.


ANGEL CARD
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Girls’ Night Out







Saturday night. Girls’ night out.


We’re going to go to the Hollywood Bowl in Finchley. Dad calls it teen paradise. Everyone from our school hangs out there. It’s a huge complex with a bowling alley, cafes, and a cinema, all built round a square were you can park if you have a car or stand about looking cool if you want to be seen. At the weekend, this is most of the teenage population of North London.


Speaking of which, what am I going to wear? Nesta and Izzie always look fab so I’d better make an effort.


I rifled through my wardrobe, but all that stared back at me were last year’s oddments, worn out, boring, or babyish. I had a pink phase for a while but it looks too girlie girlie now. I really need some new clothes.


Suddenly I had an idea.




“Mum,” I called down the stairs. “Where did you put that pile of stuff from Oxfam?”


“In the hall cupboard,” she called from the kitchen. “I thought you didn’t want any of it.”


Mum had arrived back this morning from her weekly shop with the usual carrier bag of Oxfam bargains. I wouldn’t be seen dead in most of it, too big or too patterned, but there was one shirt: size twenty. I don’t know who Mum thought was going to wear it and initially I cast it aside. But it was nice fabric, silver and silky.


I pulled it out of the bag, got a large pair of scissors and went to the sewing machine in the sitting room. I cut off the sleeves and the front panels, leaving me with the back. I cut it down, hemmed the bottom then set about shaping the top and sides.


In under an hour, I’d finished. Posh Spice, eat your heart one, I thought as I tried on my new handkerchief halter top. It didn’t look half bad either. I could wear it with my black jeans.


“You’re not going out in that,” said Dad as I modeled my top for the family. “It’s October, you’ll freeze to death.”


“I’ll take a jacket,” I promised.




“It’s far too revealing for someone your age,” he frowned.


“I’m not a baby anymore, Dad,” I said.


“I think you look cool,” said Lal, looking up from the Sci Fi channel.


“What do you think, Steve?” I asked.


He gave me a cursory glance up and down. “Not bad.”


That’s praise coming from him.


“You’ve done a really good job,” said Mum, examining my stitching, “that silver brings out your blue eyes beautifully. Oh, let her wear it, Peter.”


“Can’t you sew some sleeves in?” said Dad, still not convinced.


“This is the look; it’s not meant to have sleeves.”


“Well, all right but make sure you keep your jacket ou. And I’ll pick you up at nine thirty. No later. I don’t want you staying out late looking like that.”


“Oh, Dad, please, ten at least. I’ll be with Nesta and Izzie. They can stay out later. Please. Pleeease.”


“Ten o’clock, no later,” said Mum. “And Dad will be there waiting for you.”


“And don’t do anything I wouldn’t,” smirked Lal.


Permission from a fifteen-year-old to snog anyone, I thought.




 


I began to get ready in plenty of time. First I had a bath, but unluckily for me Steve and Lal had been in after their football practice. The soap was all slimy from where one of them had left it in a puddle of water in the soap dish, and the towels were on the floor and dripping wet. The joys of elder brothers. Not.


I went into Mum’s room to get clean towels from the cupboard and that’s when I noticed the jar. Wax for removing unwanted hair. Just the thing. I had a fuzz of hair growing under my arms and didn’t want to get caught like that time the press saw one of the Oscar winners on her way to a film premiere. When she waved at them, they all photographed her hairy armpits. Not that the paparazzi are going to be at the Hollywood Bowl tonight but you never know who else might be. One day my prince will come.


Mum was out visiting next door so I snuck the jar into my room and read the instructions. Heat up, apply to the area, then pull off. Sounded simple enough so I went into the kitchen and warmed the wax up in a pan of water on the stove. I waited until it began to bubble.


“What you doing?” said Steve, coming in and sticking his nose in the pan. “Toffee?”


“Waxing,” I said and showed him my underarms.




“Erlack,” he said, backing away. “Girlie stuff.”


“I’ll do your chest if you like,” I offered. His “chest hair” was a family joke. He has just the one. We all saw it in the garden this summer when he stripped off. We sang “Macho Macho Macho Man” to him. He was dead embarrassed.


“Won’t it hurt?” he asked.


“Nah,” I said. “It’ll be easy. And so cheap. Izzie went for a leg wax last month and it cost her twelve quid. This is costing nothing.”


Steve looked doubtful. Ben and Jerry looked up from their sleeping spot under the table. Even they looked doubtful.


When the wax had cooled slightly, Jerry followed me upstairs and watched with interest as I took the spatula and smoothed it on liberally under both my arms.


Rip it off, in one firm upward motion, the packet directed.


I lifted my left arm, eased a bit of the now hard wax and began to tug.


Ohmigod. OHMIGOD. Arggghhhhh!!! Agony. My eyes began to water and my face flushed red. I tugged again. No way. Absolutely no way. It wouldn’t come off. What was I going to do?


I took a deep breath and ripped ARGGGHHHHHH! I fell back on the bed, sweating in agony. Jerry immediately pounced up and gave my face a great wet lick.


Fending him off, I gasped, “Why does nobody tell you it’s torture? Izzie never said.”


Then I realized; I’d plastered the horrible stuff under both arms. But I couldn’t go through that again. I just couldn’t. But it would show if I didn’t get it off. There was no way out.


I lay on the bed with my right arm above my head and timidly began to pull at the wax. The pain was indescribable. Jerry began to bark as I heard Mum come in through the front door.


“Mum,” I called. “MuuUUM, I need you!”


I could hear her running up the stairs. “What is it?” she said, bursting through the door. “Has something happened?”


I nodded and pointed at my arm. “I used your wax to do my underarms.”


Mum sat on the bed and started shaking with laughter. “Serves you right for snooping in my things,” she said.


“I didn’t want to have a bad Oscar moment,” I said.


Mum looked at me as though I was mad.


“It’s not too bad when you use it on your legs,” she said. “But your underarms,” she started laughing again, “your poor underarms are a bit more sensitive.”


“Have you got something that will dissolve it?” I asked hopefully.


She shook her head. “’Fraid not. Come on, let’s get it over with. Arm up. Come ON. Arm up.”


Tentatively I lifted my arm.


“Eyes closed, deep breath,” said Mum.


I took a deep breath and she ripped.


“ARGGGHHH!” I screamed and Jerry howled in sympathy. It was like someone had sliced my skin off.


Mum leaned over and looked under my arm. “Bit of talc on there and no harm done.” Then she grinned. “Welcome to the world of you have to suffer to be beautiful.”


 


“Is she with you?” asked the ticked lady at the cinema.


Nesta nodded and tried to brave it out. “Three, please.”


I turned away and tried to make myself disappear as everybody in the cinema queue stared at me.


“You do know that you have to be fifteen to see this film?”


Nesta nodded. “Yeah. Course.”


“Do you have proof of your age?” said the lady, looking pointedly at me.




Nesta shook her head. “Not on me.”


Izzie tugged Nesta’s sleeve. “Come on, let’s go.”


As we made our way out of the foyer, I could hear the ticket lady tutting as she took money from the people next in line. “Honestly, kids these days,” she said. “They’re always trying it on.”


I tried not to meet anyone’s eyes as we snuck out. I felt awful. It was my fault. Izzie and Nesta could both easily pass for sixteen. It’s me. Even though I’ve put some kohl on my eyes and am wearing lipstick. I’ve ruined their evening.


“Bad luck,” said a voice from the queue.


We all turned back and saw Michael Brenman standing with a bunch of his mates waiting to get in. He was smiling at Nesta.


“Anyone can see the midget’s underage,” sneered Josie Riley, looking at me. She’s a snotty Barbie look-alike from Year Eleven and well-known as a bully in our school, always picking on younger or smaller kids like me. She linked her arm through Michael’s and pulled him away then looked back at us to say, “Stick to Disney in future, kids.”


Nesta glared at her.


“What are you staring at?” said Josie.




“I’m just trying to visualise you with duct tape over your mouth,” said Nesta.


I gulped. Ow. Move over Scary Spice, I thought. Nesta Williams has come to town. I made for the exit. I didn’t want any trouble. I knew what Josie could be like. Once she and her scabby mates had got me in the school loos and put my books in the sink and turned on the taps. Took me ages to get the pages dry.


Michael moved away from Josie and came up to Nesta. “You’re new in school, aren’t you?”


Nesta nodded, not taking her eyes from Josie who was still gobsmacked at her comment and was looking more than a bit unhappy. I don’t think anyone had ever talked back to her before.


“We could get tickets for you,” he said.


Izzie pulled Nesta’s arm. “I don’t think it’s worth risking,” she said to Michael. “If the ticket lady sees us going in, you’ll only get in trouble as well.”


“Come on, Mickie, leave the children to play,” called Josie, moving up the queue. “It’s almost our turn.”


Michael turned back to the queue. “Well I’ll see you around,” he said and smiled again at Nesta.


 




“Wow!” said Nesta when we got outside. “Who is he? He’s gorgeous, easily an eight out of ten.”


“He’s Michael Brenman, he goes to the sixth form college in Finchley,” Izzie said.


“And he smelled amazing, lemony and clean, could you smell it?”


Actually I could. It had almost knocked me out. Never mind splash it on. He smelled as if he’d marinaded himself in it.


“Yes, er, lemony,” I said diplomatically.


“What’s he doing with that bullying creepoid? What’s her name, anyway?” said Nesta.


“Josie Riley,” I said. “Isn’t she one of the girls who was calling you names that day at the bus stop?”


“Yeah. I wonder if she’s his girlfriend” said Nesta.


“One of the many. I wouldn’t bother if I were you,” said Izzie. “Everybody fancies him.”


“But he did smile at me and say I’ll see you around. What do you think he meant?”


“I think he meant he’ll see you around,” said Izzie.


“Yeah but, see you around like I want to get to know you better? Or see you around, just see you around?” insisted Nesta.


“See you around, like join the list of girls I’ve already got gagging for me. He’s cute and he knows it. Best play hard to get with someone like him.”


“You reckon?” said Nesta, looking back at the cinema. “Mmm, very interesting.”


She did look stunning tonight. Her hair was loose down her back and she was dressed in a denim jacket, tight jeans, and high-heeled ankle boots that made her legs look endless. It wasn’t surprising that Michael had noticed her. All the boys were staring at her. She looks so sophisticated. Izzie looked good too in a tiny white cut-off top and combat jeans and trainers. I caught our reflections in the burger bar window. They both look like grown-ups who’d let their kid sister tag along.


“I’m really sorry,” I said. “You’d have got in if it hadn’t been for me.”


“Don’t be silly,” said Izzie. “You look great tonight and I love your top. Where did you get it from?”


“I made it,” I said. “Do you really like it?”


“It’s fantastic,” said Nesta, feeling the material. “I’ve got one just like it from Morgan. But mine’s real silk.”


Izzie saw my face drop. “But this is lovely,” she said quickly. “It does look like real silk, Lucy.”


“So what shall we do?” I said, trying to draw the attention away from my top. “No point in going home now, and we’re all being picked up from here later.”




“Let’s go and practice flirting,” said Nesta, flicking her hair back as a group of lads walked past and looked appreciatively at her.


“Okay,” I said, “but much good it’ll do me. Boys never notice me even when I’m doing my best flirtie gertie act.”


“Rubbish,” said Izzie. “You’re better with boys than anyone I know. Probably because you’ve got big brothers. Boys always find it easy to talk to you.”


I winced when she said this as I remembered last summer. Izzie and I had been to watch Lal play football and we’d met this boy, and, for a change, he’d really chatted me up. I didn’t really fancy him, but I was flattered by the attention. Then Izzie went off to get us some hot dogs, and he asked if I thought she liked him and would go on a date with him.


“Yeah, but only so as a way to get talking to you,” I said. “Or Nesta. It’s like I’m everyone’s kid sister. One of the boys. They never take me seriously.”


Suddenly I realized I sounded like a right saddo so decided I’d make them laugh with my Madonna impersonation. My party piece at Christmas. It always makes Izzie crack up. I danced along behind them singing “Like a Virgin” at the top of my voice.




“Lucy,” said Iz, giggling despite herself. “People are staring at you.”


“It’s one way to get noticed,” I said. “Okay. Maybe not. So what shall we do, then?”


We looked around at the various alternatives.


“I suppose we could go bowling,” said Nesta.


I felt my heart sink. Dad had given me my pocket money, but it was only enough for the move, popcorn and a Coke. Bowling cost lots more and, of course, there’d be drinks.


“No point,” said Izzie. “All the lanes will be booked on a Saturday night. Why don’t we go and get some chips in the café and just hang out? They play good music over there.” She pointed in the direction of one of the restaurants.


I sighed with relief. That would be okay, I thought. I could afford that.


“I feel rotten you didn’t get in because of me,” I whispered to Izzie as we made our way over.


“It’s okay, honestly,” she insisted. “I didn’t really want to see the film that much anyway.”


I knew she was trying to make me feel better. She’d been dying to see the film ever since it came out.


 




On Sunday evening, I phoned Izzie to see if she wanted to come over and watch a DVD with Steve and Lal and me. Mum and Dad were going out, so we were going to get a couple of horrors in and scare ourselves stupid.


“Oh Izzie’s not here,” said Mrs Foster when I called. “She’s gone to see that film. You know, the one with Ewan McGregor.”


“Who’s she gone with?” I asked, as though I couldn’t guess.


“Nesta. She called for her half an hour ago. Er…are you not going with them?”


No. I wasn’t going with them. And I knew exactly why I hadn’t been asked.
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Love at First Sight







School was awful. I was avoiding Izzie and Nesta. I’d been really hurt last night. But I’d got the message. Izzie’d moved on and didn’t want me around anymore.


I ignored them both in English though I could see Izzie was trying to catch my eye. I kept my head down and pretended I was fascinated by Shakespeare’s sonnets.


Mr. Johnson was substituting the class, and I usually like his lessons. He’s big and jolly with a red beard like a Viking. He chalked a load of stuff up on the board then said, “Now, watch the blackboard while I go through it.”


Everyone cracked up and when he realized what he’d said, he started laughing as well. But not me. Me and Hamlet. We got things to think about. “To be friends with Iz and Nesta or not to be? That is the question.”


After English, we had a special lesson with Mrs. Allen all about third world countries and their need for help. Mrs. Allen is our headmistress so everyone was on their best behavior and really quiet. But it wasn’t just because she was taking the class. It was depressing hearing about the hunger and wars in some areas.


We had to get into groups to discuss the lesson so I made sure I was in Mo Harrison and Candice Carter’s group so I didn’t have to speak to Izzie or Nesta.


“I don’t understand why people fight,” I said, feeling guilty that I was having my own conflict with Izzie, “and over something stupid like land. I reckon it’s like, if you look at the sky there aren’t any fences or boundaries. It should be the same on the ground.”


“Yeah,” said Mo. “Why can’t we all just share everything?”


“Same sun, same air, same earth,” I said. “It hardly makes sense that there’s famine in the world when you see all the shops with food spilling out the doors. And people over here on diets all the time when on the other side of the world, other people haven’t even got enough to eat.”


The lesson made me feel very sad. I mean, Mum’s been going on about poor people and the starving for years. Like when one of us wouldn’t eat dinner or something. But I never took much notice. Watching the slides Mrs. Allen showed and seeing the real people was different. I could see it made us all think. I’d got all freaked out about not having a best friend anymore but in some places, some people have just lost their parents or their kids.


I don’t know what to do about Izzie and Nesta. It seems so petty to fall out, especially after today’s lesson. I feel really confused now and don’t know what to think.


Maybe I could go and be a volunteer in the third world when I grow up. But then what could I volunteer to do? My only special talent is making cheese omelettes, so its probably best I learn a skill first. But what?


 


At lunchtime, I was out of class before Nesta and Izzie could catch up and made my way to the library. I needed time to think and decided I’d go and look through books about courses and careers and stuff and see if there was anything I fancied or might be good at.


It all seemed a bit daunting as I leafed through the pages; there’s so much to choose from.


“Hey, Luce,” said Izzie, coming up behind where I was sitting at a desk. “What’re you doing in here? Me and Nesta have been looking everywhere for you.”


I pointed at the books. “Trying to decide on my brilliant career.”


I carried on reading as if she wasn’t there, but the silence felt uncomfortable and the words were swimming on the page in front of me.


“You’ve been very quiet lately, Luce. Is everything okay?”


I felt as if I’d swallowed a wad of chewing gum and it had got stuck in my throat.


“Luce?”


“How was the film?” I finally said.


Izzie looked embarrassed. “I know. Mum said you called.” She slid into the chair next to mine. “Nesta’s got drama tonight so why don’t you come back to mine? Just us. We’ll have a laugh. Tell you what, I’ll do your birth chart. I’ve found this fab site on the Net and we’ll see what the future holds.”


It did sound tempting, but I didn’t say anything. I still felt confused and pushed out.


“Oh pleeease, Lucy. We could do the Tarot cards as well. It might help you get some more ideas about what you want to do.”




“I promised I’d help Dad do his shopping at the wholesaler’s,” I lied.


“You could come after. It won’t take long with your dad. Look. I’m sorry about last night. I suppose I didn’t think. Nesta was on her own and the wicked stepsisters were visiting round at ours. I had to get out. I knew you’d be okay. At least you’ve got a normal family.”


I had to laugh at that. “Normal? Us? What planet are you on?”


I have to say I know what she means though. Her set-up is pretty complicated.




	Her mum and dad got divorced about seven years ago, when Izzie was little, then her mum remarried.


	Her stepdad’s a lot older than Izzie’s mum and he has two grown-up daughters from his first marriage, both accountants like their father. Izzie calls them the wicked stepsisters.


	Oh. And her dad remarried as well. He married someone a lot younger. Anna. At least Izzie like her. She had a little boy, Tom, who’s two now, and Izzie completely dotes on him.







So, see what I mean? Stepsisters, a stepdad, and a stepmum and a stepbrother, as well as her real mum and dad.


Pretty complicated.


Izzie wasn’t giving up on me. “Oh, please come over. We haven’t had time on our own for ages.”


Understatement, I thought, but I couldn’t stay mad at her. We’ve been friends for too long and I don’t want to lose her.


“Okay,” I said, realizing that now I was going to have to help Dad. “After I’ve finished with Dad, I’ll get him to drop me off at yours.”


 


It was on the way to Izzie’s that I saw Him. We were driving through Highgate past St. Michael’s school, and he was coming out of the gates with another boy. We were stuck in traffic coming up to the roundabout and as the car slowed down, he darted across in front of us. A ten-out-of-ten, a face like Leonardo DiCaprio’s, but he was taller with olive skin and dark hair. Absolutely drop dead goooorgeousissimo.


I watched him walk away down the pavement on the other side. It was like time stood still, and suddenly I understood what all the fuss is about. Usually I never see boys I like. Not really. Even at Hollywood Bowl, I’ve never seen anyone who’s caught my eye. Not like him. I wonder if he goes there to the movies? I wonder who he is? I must find out. I’ll persuade Izzie to come up to Highgate and hang out. There are loads of cafes there. He must go into one of them sometimes after school, all the St. Michael’s boys do. My heart was racing.


It had happened. At last. Love at first sight.


As we drove on, I felt elated. I had a goal. Meet that boy.


 


Izzie lives a few roads away from me on the Finchley borders. Their house is one of those mock Tudor jobs, detached, with gardens at the front and back. It’s very neat inside and so quiet compared to the bedlam at ours. The kitchen looks like an operating theater, all white and steel. I always feel I have to talk quietly even when there’s no one there.


Izzie’s mum likes things just so. Izzie says it’s because she’s a Virgo and they’re perfectionists. Even though they have a cleaner come every day, Mrs. Foster still likes to clear around as if we’re there. I’m a bit scared of her—like once I was eating an apple in the hall when I was waiting for Iz.




“Where are you going with that apple?” she said, coming up behind me.


“Er, nowhere,” I said.


“Well, don’t drop bits on my clean carpet, will you?”


And she went into the kitchen and brought me out a knife and a plate. Eek. She wouldn’t last ten minutes in our house.


I’m glad she’s not back tonight so Iz and I have the place to ourselves. Izzie’s room is different from the rest of the house. It’s the only room that has any color as Mrs. Foster favors neutral shades, on the carpets, curtains, and walls. And she only wears black. Black with pearls. Always immaculate and expensive-looking. Her dark hair cut into a severe bob to match her personality.


Izzie painted her room herself and she’s done it a deep turquoise. “A very healing color,” she told me. And she’s got purple curtains and cushions. It looks vibrant and interesting. Like Izzie.


She lit one of her nice smelly candles then cranked up the computer. I looked at her posters. Billie Holiday, of course, who’s one of Izzie’s heroines, and a dolphin. Izzie’s big on them. She wants to go swimming with them one day. Honestly, she’s more like my mum than I am.




I flopped on the bed, and Izzie sat at her desk and starting pressing keys.


“Right, I’ve been dying to try this. I got some new software and it works out a personalized horoscope for you,” she said. “You were born May twenty-fourth, Gemini, right? What time?”


“Five past midnight,” I said. I remember because it’s Dad’s birthday as well and Mum says I was his birthday present. Only just made it by five minutes though.


Izzie punched in the information. “Give it a few minutes and it will tell us all about you. While we’re waiting for it, we’ll do the Tarot cards.”


She gave me the pack and I started shuffling.


“Have you done your chart yet?” I said.


“Yeps,” grinned Izzie. “Aquarius, sign of the genius, humanitarian, eccentric…”


“Barking mad, you mean,” I said. “And I dunno about the genius bit, but the rest sounds like you. I suppose you are humanitarian most of the time when you’re not swanning off to see films without me.”


Izzie threw a pillow at me. She knew I was teasing.


“What did you think of that lesson with Mrs. Allen?” I asked. “Sad, wasn’t it?”


Izzie nodded “I’m going to write a song about it.”




“Why?” I asked. “It’s a bit of a depressing subject for people to listen to.”


“Ah, but songwriters have as much power, if not more than some politicians.”


“How can they?” I laughed. She was always coming out with mad stuff like this.


“Well look at Bob Geldoff. He did loads, didn’t he, when he did that Band Aid concert? Raised more money than anyone in years. And look at Comic Relief. Millions in a night. And John Lennon. ‘All we are saying is give peace a chance.’ I reckon if you can write a song or a book or make a film, sometimes you can touch more people that way than boring politicians droning on. Music makes people think. They listen to lyrics. Better then lecturing them or dropping a leaflet through the door that only gets put in the wastepaper bin.”


This is one of the things I like best about Izzie. She makes me think. She’s so wise. Mum says Izzie’s an old soul. When I asked if I was, Mum looked at me strangely and said, “No, love, I think it’s your first time on the planet.” I don’t know if that was a compliment or an insult.


And Izzie’s right. I’d only thought about being a volunteer and going wherever needed and doing some cooking or clearing up or something. But if you could reach people and touch them, there’d be more people to help. If only I had a skill like she has with her songwriting.


“I was talking to Nesta about it at break,” continued Iz. “She wasn’t into going and being a volunteer and sleeping in a tent and having no MTV. She says her plan is to be mega mega rich when she’s a model then she can give some of her money away.”


“What, Nesta? I wouldn’t have thought she ever thought about anybody but herself.”


“You’ve got to give her a chance, Lucy, she’s okay. And I think it’s a good plan. I mean, you could give your time and be a volunteer, or you could become mega rich like Nesta wants to be and give your money instead and pay to train volunteers. You know, actually do something with your money as well as having a good time with it. Best of both worlds.”


“I guess,” I said. I didn’t want to admit that Nesta’s idea was pretty smart. Nesta. Nesta. Nesta.


“Finished shuffling?”


I nodded, and she took the pack, sat on the floor, and split the cards into three piles. Then she consulted her book.


“This is a Grand Cross,” she said, laying the cards out. “It tells you the Past, the Present, and the Future.”




I flopped on the beanbag next to her. I felt happy. Iz and me. Me and Iz talking about stuff, and Iz predicting my future.


“What does it say, Madam Rose?”


“Oh, interesting,” Iz murmured. “Very interesting. The card that crosses you is the Wheel of Fortune. It signifies a new chapter. A turning point.”


“Tell me about it,” I said. “Decisions, decisions, decisions.”


“The influence passing over you is the High Priestess. She indicates potential unfulfilled, but it will be revealed.”


“Oh, I hope so,” I said. “It’s been awful lately with everyone knowing what they want to do but me.” I pointed to the next card. “This looks très interesting.”


“The Lovers. In your future, it indicates a love affair.”


“Oh, fantastic….” I was dying to tell her about the boy. I’d seen.


“But there’s some kind of trial or choice involved. Lucy, why are you blushing? You’ve gone scarlet.”


“Izzie,” I couldn’t hold it in any longer. “I’ve seen someone….”


“Someone?”


“A boy. I think he goes to St. Michael’s….”


Izzie grinned. “And…?”


“Well I’ve only just seen him. When I was driving here with Dad. He was coming out of the school gates and was absolutely gorgeous. Could that be what the Lovers means? Maybe I’m going to meet him. Does it say anything about him?”


Izzie looked at the card spread. “Maybe. Here. There’s the page of Swords card in your future. That could be him.”


I looked at the card, a young man with a sword held high.


That must be him. Who else could it be? It’s amazing. He’s so gorgeous. I thought maybe we could hang out in Highgate after school one day…”


“Well if it’s in the cards, you’ll meet him anyway.” Izzie looked concerned as she read her book. “But he could be ruthless. The Page of Swords is sometimes deceitful. Not to be trusted. So go carefully, Lucy. You don’t even know what he’s like yet.”


Nothing could dampen my enthusiasm. “Oh, I could see he’s not like that. He had a really nice face.”


Izzie continued looking at the cards. “Well Let’s see what the outcome is.”


“I don’t like the look of the last card,” I said. It had a picture of a tower on fire with a body falling out of the window.


“Oh, that’s the Tower,” said Izzie. “I know it looks a bit scary, but actually it’s a good card to get. It represents the influences around you and means in order to move forward, old ways must be broken down, but in their place comes greater freedom. See, the card after it is the World, the outcome of the reading. That’s a fantastic card to get. It means happiness, strength, and success. The realization of a goal. Wow. Lucy, this is a really positive reading. I mean, it says there will be a bit of confrontation, change, and adjustment, but the outcome is very good.”


 


I left Izzie’s that night feeling on top of the world. Even my personalized horoscope was good. And she was going to do one for Nesta as well. Astrology’s one of Izzie’s career choices. She might do it as well as being a songwriter. Lucky thing. It must be great, having not only one idea of what you want to be, but two. And I still haven’t decided on anything. Still, when Izzie printed my horoscope, it said pretty much the same as the cards. It was all going to be all right. Break down to break through, it said. It was all a process. I was going through a time of change and mustn’t resist. The outcome was good.


Things were looking up. It was going to be okay. Success. Achievement. Me and Izzie were all right with each other again. But best of all, the Page of Swords. I couldn’t wait to meet him.






Horoscopes


Lucy: May 24th Gemini Cancer rising Moon in Taurus. Saturn the taskmaster is forcing you to look deeper into your goals. It’s only by experiencing testing circumstances that we learn where our destiny lies. Don’t resist.


 With Neptune and Venus so close, romance is in the air, but tread warily as things may not be as they appear.


 


Nesta: August 18th Leo, Aries rising. Moon in Gemini. Mercury is moving retrograde at the moment so causing you to misread signals. Misunderstandings are likely to occur. Around the New Moon, you’re more positive and productive as new opportunities present themselves.


 


Izzie: January 26th Aquarius. Gemini rising. Moon in Scorpio. The relationship between the Sun and Neptune means that you may misjudge a situation which needs careful handling. Don’t be surprised if people overreact. Close relationships may be tense until this phase is over.









OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
FRIEND ME

Includes books 1-3
of the Mates, Dates series:

Mates, Dates, and Inflatable Bras
Mates, Dates, and Cosmic Kisses

Mates, Dates, and Designer Divas

cathy hopkins

simon pulse

New York London Toronto Sydney





OEBPS/Images/crlogo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
FRIEND ME

Includes books 1-3
of the Mates, Dates series:

Mates, Dates, and Inflatable Bras
Mates, Dates, and Cosmic Kisses

Mates, Dates, and Designer Divas

cathy hopkins

simon pulse

New York London Toronto Sydney





