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      ‘Right, so after you’ve nicked a traffic cone, you need to climb on top of the bus shelter and leave it there, along with one personal item. First one to complete the mission gets an amazing prize.’

      Alice stood there, her hands on her hips, blonde hair rippling in the breeze – though it seemed to ripple even when there wasn’t a breeze, it was that kind of hair. It was obvious that she was the amazing prize.

      It was a Saturday night and we were hanging out on the High Street, though Merrycliffe-on-Sea doesn’t really have much of a High Street, just a forlorn parade of shops. It doesn’t have much merry either, so we have to make our own fun. As we were both too broke to go to The Wow, watching Alice ensnare two lame boys and make them do her bidding was as good as it was going to get.

      ‘I wonder how long they’ll be,’ I said to Alice, after the boys had trooped off on their quest to prove they were worthy of her. ‘Want a chip?’

      Alice sat down next to me on the low wall in front of the betting shop and shoved her hand in the grease-soaked bag of chips that one of the boys had bought for me because Alice had told him to.

      Soon all that was left were the crispy bits floating in an acidic slick of vinegar. Alice looked up at the big, navy sky studded with pinpricks of starry light and ominous wisps of cloud. ‘I think it’s going to rain,’ she said. ‘If they’re not back in five minutes, we might as well go home.’

      ‘Next week, we have to go to The Wow.’ This week, I’d lent my mum thirty quid because she hadn’t got to the bank. It always took her ages to repay me too, not until I’d dropped brick-sized hints for at least a week about illegally benefiting off child labour.

      ‘How long does it take to nick a traffic cone anyway?’ Alice asked me. ‘I hope they haven’t got into trouble. Like the time Marc got caught trying to steal a wire basket from outside the pound shop, remember?’

      ‘Don’t be mean,’ I said as Alice hooted, but I started laughing too because Marc from Year 12 trying to bomb it down the seafront with a wire basket and two security guards in hot pursuit had been one of the highlights of the summer before last.

      In the end, to get rid of the evidence, he’d thrown the basket on top of the mini-golf ticket office where it remained to this day. ‘Do you remember the security guards trying to find a ladder to get their stupid basket back? Then they decided that they couldn’t climb it because of Health and Safety regulations.’

      ‘And Marc didn’t get arrested…’

      ‘And he turned out to be quite a good snog so it was all OK.’ Alice gave me one of her sideways smiles, her little snub nose twitching, eyebrow arched. It was the look that had all the boys bringing their milkshakes, fries and extra ketchup to Alice’s yard.

      Talking of which, limping down the road with only one of his trainers on was Chris, or was it Joey? He was holding a traffic cone aloft like it was an Olympic gold medal.

      ‘I don’t think this one is going to be a keeper,’ Alice murmured, like that was anything new. ‘But he’ll do for the next ten minutes.’

      She stood up, still tiny even in her five-inch heels. Alice was small and curvy. In ye olde days they’d have called her a pocket Venus. Boys wanted to protect her as much as they wanted to get with her. She had the previously mentioned ripply blonde hair and huge blue eyes that twinkled whenever she said something suggestive, which was all the time. It was like Alice came with an inbuilt nudge and wink as standard features.

      Like she said, ‘If we weren’t best friends until the day we die, then you’d probably hate my guts, Franny.’

      But I couldn’t remember a time when Alice and I weren’t best friends. We’d met at a Mother and Baby group; there’s photographic evidence of us in nappies and a gummy, smiley embrace and barely a thing had happened to me, from losing my first tooth right through to almost getting my first kiss (let’s not even go there), that Alice hadn’t been witness to.

      Right now, Alice was all Joey had eyes for, as he presented her with the traffic cone. ‘Trainer on top of the bus shelter by the roundabout,’ he announced. Losing a trainer lacked imagination and meant a tricky walk home but Joey was fit in a dull Merrycliffe way, which was about ten years behind the way really fit boys on style blogs looked, so Alice was eyeing him speculatively.

      ‘OK then,’ she said without much enthusiasm. ‘To the victor, the spoils.’ Off she went with Joey, swinging her hips in that artful sway she’d worked hard on ever since she got hips three years ago.

      It was another five minutes before Chris came into sight minus a traffic cone but carrying one of those little lights that hang on the side of skips so people don’t go crashing into them in the dark.

      ‘Where’s Alice?’ he asked in dismay. ‘I just left my second-best hoodie on top of the bus shelter.’

      ‘Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but Joey beat you to it.’

      Chris looked at his little skip light and sighed. Then he came and sat next to me on the wall. My buttocks were pretty much all ache at this point.

      ‘You got any chips left then, Franny?’

      ‘’Fraid not.’ I was the poster girl for bad news. ‘Got some chewy though.’

      I gave him a stick of Wrigleys and he settled back with a sigh, arms folded. ‘I mean, technically, she’s not even that pretty. Vicky is prettier and Shayla’s got bigger tits and you, well, your legs are insane, Franny.’

      ‘Thanks for the validation.’ I was only being a little sarcastic. The rest of me was quite glad that my love of an opaque black tight and a very short skirt wasn’t just me trying to work a sixties mod silhouette when my legs weren’t up to it. I knew I wasn’t sexy. I wasn’t that pretty. My hair was more mouse than blonde, my eyes were blue but not deep blue like Alice’s. Just blue, and I usually had a couple of spots and I worried that maybe my lips were too thin but I had long, skinny legs and because I did work a sixties mod silhouette I had a rep for being cool. In Merrycliffe it didn’t take a lot to get a rep for being cool. Anyway, that all added up to me being attractive on a good day. But not so attractive that boys wanted to get with me on a regular basis, or, like, ever.

      ‘Alice is such a bitch,’ Chris huffed. ‘I don’t know why I bothered.’

      ‘But you did bother and you agreed to her rules so don’t start hating on her just ’cause you lost. No one likes a hater.’

      ‘I’m not being a hater.’ He was, but I couldn’t be arsed to argue about it. ‘I’m just saying no wonder there’s that graffiti in the bogs…’

      ‘This isn’t some new graffiti?’ I asked sharply.

      ‘No, it’s the same old graffiti.’

      I slumped in relief, because I was worried that some boy Alice had cruelly rejected might have got nasty and written something rude, possibly involving blow jobs, but it was just the old graffiti: Alice Jenkins is the worst girlfriend in the world.

      We didn’t know who’d written it, because Alice tended to snog most boys for no longer than a week. We’d narrowed it down to Rajesh, because they’d gone out for about three whole weeks, or George, who said he’d gone out with Alice when he hadn’t. Though he had gone through a phase of leaving Alice bars of chocolate on her doorstep every morning until she’d told him to stop or she’d report him to the RSPCA because Pucci, her chihuahua, had eaten one and had explosive diarrhoea for three days.

      Anyway, it wasn’t like Alice had been offended. She’d persuaded someone to take a picture of the graffiti to use as the cover photo for her Facebook and Twitter profile and she was particularly fond of quoting it like she was doing the voiceover for a big Hollywood movie.

      ‘Alice Jenkins is,’ she’d say in a deep gravelly voice, ‘the worst girlfriend in the world.’

      No, Alice could never be accused of false advertising so there was no reason for Chris to look so mopey. There was also no reason for him to suddenly shift closer to me so that his leg was pressing against mine.

      ‘Don’t even think about it,’ I told him sternly. ‘I’m not the loving kind. I’m wedded to my career.’

      ‘You’re sixteen,’ Chris pointed out, like that had anything to do with it.

      ‘Also I’m a person in my own right. I’m not some consolation prize when you fail one of Alice’s tasks.’ It was my turn to fold my arms.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said. Then we sat there in silence and it wasn’t Chris’s fault that he’d fallen for Alice’s charms. It also wasn’t his fault that he was rubbish at nicking road safety items.

      ‘Let’s head back to the bus shelter to get your hoodie and hang out there until Alice and Joey are done, all right?’

      It was another fifteen minutes before Alice texted me. I was sitting in the bus shelter with Chris and watching old breakdance videos on YouTube on his phone. It was another fifteen minutes before she came to get me, by which time Chris had pinched the rest of my chewing gum and a blackcurrant Strepsil I’d found at the bottom of my bag. She was really pushing the limits of my good nature tonight.

      Alice, inevitably, looked remarkably unsnogged. She’d reapplied her lippy, didn’t have a hair out of place and was still managing to walk in her five-inch heels. Joey, following behind her, looked like he’d just seen God.

      ‘Let’s go, Franny B,’ she demanded. ‘We’ve things to do, places to be.’

      Which meant she needed to change into her trainers but not when there were boys present.

      ‘So, I’ll see you. We’ll make plans to hook up,’ Joey said, then swallowed hard, amazed by his own daring.

      ‘Yeah, great, BBM me or whatever.’ At least two of us knew that she would never return any of Joey’s messages, texts or invitations to chat, but at least Alice was letting him down gently.

      ‘So, Franny, thanks for the chewy,’ Chris said. ‘See you Monday then, right?’

      ‘Well, see…’

      ‘Wrong,’ Alice interrupted in a flat voice. ‘You’re not going to see Franny on Monday. None of us are going to see Franny on Monday, because Franny doesn’t go to our school any more.’

      ‘I’m going to college to do a fashion BTEC. You know, after the school got all pissy about my GCSE results.’ I shrugged. ‘Like, whatever.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter about your GCSEs, Franny,’ Alice said, like she’d been saying ever since my results had arrived. ‘You’re going to be a famous fashion designer so why do you need Maths anyway? Franny got on to the fashion course on the strength of her portfolio. Like, she actually has a portfolio,’ she added proudly, not that Joey and Chris seemed to care.

      As we walked away from the boys and I waited in the doorway of one of Merrycliffe’s eleven charity shops for Alice to change into her trainers, I wondered if I’d ever get my BTEC, then get the hell out of Merrycliffe and go to London to find fashion fame and fortune. Or would my Saturday nights always be like this?

      ‘Oh, cheer up, Franny!’ Alice exclaimed, tucking her arm in mine. ‘I wish I was going to college and not stuck at school. School is so immature.’

      ‘Your mum still won’t budge then?’ Alice’s dad owned five hair and beauty salons and Alice would much rather go into the family business than study for five A levels in subjects she didn’t care about, but her mum wasn’t having any of it. She let Alice work in the Merrycliffe salon on Thursdays after school and all day Saturdays, but she was convinced that Alice was going to be the next Alan Sugar – a younger, prettier, femaler Alan Sugar. She was also convinced that Alice was going to go to Oxford or Cambridge to study Economics. It was kind of amazing how little she knew her only daughter.

      ‘No, but Dad’s on my side.’ Alice’s dad was always on her side. ‘I just need to come up with a cunning plan.’

      ‘You’ll think of something,’ I said, as we turned on to the seafront. ‘You always do.’

      ‘Oh God, I don’t want to think about school. It can wait until Monday. Come on! Let’s run!’

      Alice and I grabbed on to each other’s hand and ran, screaming into the wind, not caring that we might wake up the residents of the many old people’s care homes that populated the seafront.

      That was the way we rolled. We lived for kicks, even if the kicks were hard to come by.

      It wasn’t long before we got to my house. It was a huge Victorian beast of a house that had been a hotel back in the days before aeroplanes, when people had to holiday in Britain. I couldn’t believe that anyone would come to Merrycliffe of their own free will. Like, on holiday, but that was the olden times for you. Now Merrycliffe was known only for being Europe’s eleventh largest container port and our house was just a house, its sky-blue paint job corroded by the salt in the air, which had also rusted its metal balconies.

      It wasn’t much but I called it home. ‘Let’s do something tomorrow,’ I said to Alice as I unlatched the gate. ‘To celebrate our last day of freedom.’

      ‘Something exciting,’ Alice agreed.

      We stood there for a while, a minute at least, trying to think of something exciting we could do.

      ‘Oh, look, come round mine and I’ll do your nails and then we can order some food and watch repeats of Jersey Shore and try really hard not to die of boredom,’ Alice said finally. ‘Sound like a plan?’

      ‘Let’s skip Jersey Shore for Made in Chelsea and that sounds like one wild Sunday afternoon right there,’ I said. Then we air-kissed three times, ’cause I’d read that up in London, if you’re in the media or generally fabulous, three kisses are industry standard. ‘See you tomorrow if I don’t get a better offer in the meantime.’

      Alice snorted. ‘Like, that’s going to happen. Here!’

    

  OEBPS/imagedata/9780748128365.jpg





