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About the Book

Madison Clarke used to be a lonely, loser outcast – but when she moves town and school, she jumps at the chance to reinvent herself. A hot boyfriend, parties, friends with the popular clique – the new Madison has it all.

But they say that the higher you climb, the harder you fall – and as Madison finds herself attracted to a funny, cute but totally nerdy guy, will she risk her amazing new life crumbling to pieces? Running from her past and stumbling through her present, it’s a gamble she’ll be forced to take . . .

The second published book by Beth Reekles, the internet sensation everyone is talking about!
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For the Fishbowl, whose endless antics will fuel my imagination for a long time to come


Chapter 1

‘Uh, a latte, please,’ I say, not even looking up at the waiter. I don’t know why I ordered that. I don’t even like coffee. I’m an iced or herbal tea kind of girl.

But sitting here in this smart café with its posh name – Langlois – makes me feel so . . . I don’t know – cosmopolitan? Upper class? Cool?

‘Coming right up.’

The barista walks off, and I focus all my attention back on the cell phone in my hands. It’s some swanky new model – it has a slide-out keypad, 3G internet, unlimited texts, stores tons of music . . . It sounds like a good phone. It looks like a good phone. The woman in the store said it was a good phone.

Shame I have no idea how to work it.

The manual is on the table beside me, but the spine is stiff, the book unwilling to stay open at the page telling me how to set up the internet.

I mean, it’s not like I know what I’m doing. Not only am I kind of useless when it comes to technology – unless it involves downloading and converting music files – I’ve never had a cell phone before. I’ve never really needed one. It’s not like I got out much back in Pineford.

I don’t think of it as ‘back home’. Why should I? I don’t miss it.

We’ve been here in Florida for ten days and counting. And I love it already. It isn’t just a chance for me to turn over a new leaf; it’s a chance for me to have a whole new life.

A throat clears, distracting me just as I think I’ve worked this internet thing out.

I realize why the guy doesn’t just put the steaming white mug down on my table: my purse, the empty cell-phone box, wires, and the tiny manual are covering every inch of space.

‘Oh, sorry!’ I apologize automatically. I sweep my bag off and bundle the wires haphazardly into the box.

He sets the latte down, and for the first time I really look at him. He isn’t anything special. You wouldn’t look at him and think Omigod! because he’s so hot. But he is, I have to admit, kind of cute.

The black uniform and dark green apron probably make him look a little paler than he really is. He has a long bony nose and really bright green eyes with thick, dark eyelashes. His dark hair is short, in tight half-curls. If he ever let it grow longer, I bet he’d have a mass of springy ringlets most girls would envy. He’s tall, but not insanely tall. A few inches more than me, maybe? His long limbs make him look kind of gangly, though.

‘Thanks,’ I say.

‘Anything else I can get you?’

‘No, thanks, that’s fine.’

I look back at my new cell, then at the manual again – I’m holding it open with my elbow. It sounds like a bunch of mumbo-jumbo, to be honest. But there is no way I’d ever figure out this darn thing by myself.

‘Do you, uh, need a hand?’

I blink, looking up at him. I hadn’t even realized he was still there.

‘Don’t you have people to serve?’ I probably sound like a snob, but I don’t mean to; I’m just getting frustrated with the phone. I’ve been here for at least ten minutes already trying to work out one tiny thing.

‘We’re not that busy – I think I can spare a few minutes.’

He sweeps a hand around and I see he’s right: a group of three gossiping girls, a couple tucked away in the corner, and a man typing away on his laptop.

‘Everybody’s at the beach,’ he carries on by way of explanation. ‘Enjoying the last few days of summer before school kicks in. Usually this place is heaving.’

I nod.

‘So – you want some help, or not?’ He gives me an easy, friendly smile. It’s kind of lopsided, going up higher on the left, but it looks quirky and cute on him.

I don’t know if it’s the smile or just that I really do need the help, but I give in.

‘Please?’ I say, laughing sheepishly.

He scrapes out the chair opposite me, dropping into it. ‘What’re you trying to do?’

‘I’m not a hundred percent sure. It said something about having to set up the internet before you can use it, and there’s some kind of code on the box, but I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.’

He holds out a hand and I pass the cell phone over. I hover over the manual, wondering if he needs it, or if I’m just an idiot.

He doesn’t need the manual, as it turns out.

‘What’s the code?’

I read it out off the box, and after a few taps on the cell phone he hands it back. ‘There you go. All done.’

I smile. ‘Thanks! I swear, technology has a vendetta against me. I almost broke the microwave last week.’

It was a bit of an exaggeration, sure. I’d put it on the wrong setting and my pasta had exploded, and then the microwave shut itself off automatically.

The guy laughs.

That’s nice too – somewhere between a big, hearty laugh and a chuckle. But it makes me want to smile.

Now he’s closer to me, I see there are freckles scattered all over his face, clumped around his nose and thinning out as they spread over his cheeks.

‘You’re new around here, then? I’d have seen you before, otherwise.’

‘We just moved here. From Maine.’

‘Nice. My cousins live up there. I’ve been a few times for Thanksgiving.’

‘It’s okay.’

‘You prefer Florida?’

I nod, maybe a bit too enthusiastically, since he gives a chuckle. ‘Better weather, for one thing.’

‘You haven’t seen the storms yet.’

‘Can’t wait,’ I say, semi-sarcastic, and he smiles again.

I’d been so worried that it would be hard to make friends here; that things would be just the same as they had been in Pineford; that people just wouldn’t want to get to know me. Especially being the new girl: that could go one of two ways, as I see it. They’d either be fascinated by the shiny new toy, or they’d shun me automatically.

It’s not that I can’t talk to people, or that I’m not friendly. I’d just never had people interested in talking to me. Years of that makes a person a little shy, to say the least.

But making friends is easier than I’d anticipated.

‘What school do you go to?’ I ask, feeling brave. He looks around my age, but maybe he’s a senior.

‘Midsommer. I guess you’re enrolled there too, right?’

I nod – yet again. ‘I’m a junior. Well, I will be, in a couple of days, anyway.’

He laughs again. ‘Same.’ He holds out a hand. ‘I’m Dwight.’

Dwight?

Now, that is a weird name, I think. I have never in my entire life heard of anybody called Dwight. But somehow, it fits this guy.

‘Madison,’ I introduce myself, shaking his hand. ‘Nice to meet you.’

‘Likewise. How come you’re not at the beach, then? Catching some last-minute sun, checking out the guys?’

‘I didn’t really fancy going on my own. Plus, I needed a new cell.’

I say ‘new’ on purpose. I thought it’d seem weird if I told him I’d never owned a cell before now.

‘Ah.’

‘What about you?’ I counter.

‘The waves are no good today,’ he says, ‘but I had to cover a shift anyway.’

‘Waves?’

‘For surfing.’

‘Oh. Cool.’ I scrutinize him a little. He doesn’t look like a surfer. I’d always pictured surfers as broad-shouldered, muscled guys with shaggy blond hair. And I’d have thought surfers would be tanned from being out in the sun so much. He looks too pale and gangly.

I sip the latte to fill the silence a little, and can’t stop myself pulling a face.

Yup. I will definitely never order a latte again.

‘Too hot?’ he assumes.

‘Uh, yeah . . . Thanks for the help,’ I say quickly.

‘Give me a shout if you need anything else, okay? I’ve got to get back to work before the boss tells me to stop mingling with the customers.’ He smiles at me again. ‘I’ll see you around?’

It sounds like a question rather than a statement, so I reply, ‘Yeah, sure.’

‘Nice meeting you, Madison.’

‘Nice meeting you too, Dwight,’ I say to his retreating back.

Looks like you just made a friend.

And I feel all light and bubbly inside. Maybe fitting in here won’t be so hard after all.


Chapter 2

Great-Aunt Gina’s death is probably the best thing that ever happened to me.

Now don’t get me wrong – I loved her, and I miss her now. But she had her ‘favorites’ in the family. I mean, okay, so my dad’s brother and his family live over in Nevada, so they were too far away for an old lady to visit. But it was us who Great-Aunt Gina came to for Thanksgiving and Christmases. She’d send my cousins a check in the mail instead.

When I was little, I’ll admit I was totally scared of her. She was eighty-nine when she croaked. A tall, bony lady with thin gray hair and false teeth that always fell out and clacked together noisily when she spoke. But when I saw the photos, I realized why she’d been some big-shot model in her younger years. Despite her scary old lady appearance, though, Great-Aunt Gina had been a genuinely nice person.

She’d lived in Florida, in a big house by the sea. And when she died, she left us everything.

And I do mean everything. A massive inheritance, her house, and all the vintage clothes and jewelry.

At first we weren’t sure what to do about it. Sell the property and maybe upgrade to a nicer house in Maine? Keep it as a holiday home?

I still don’t remember who suggested moving to Florida. But whoever it was, I owe them big time.

Dad looked into it. He found a private clinic near the beach where Great-Aunt Gina’s house was, and they were looking for a new doctor. Mom found a nice three-bedroom house with a big garden, and even a small pool, in the suburbs, near a high school. Being a teacher in elementary school, my mom didn’t have too hard a time getting a new job in Florida.

Jenna, my elder sister, was already out of Maine by then; she currently attends NYU, and she didn’t care if we moved from Pineford, Maine, or not. She was out of there, and she planned to stay out.

‘It’s so boring. Nothing happens here,’ she’d told Mom and Dad when they asked why she didn’t apply to college closer to home. ‘Besides, the course looks better in New York. Plus, I want to get out, see the world. That’s not happening if I stay in Pineford.’

The only thing that might’ve stopped them from going ahead was me. And I could not wait to move.

There was just nothing for me in Pineford. By the end of my sophomore year I’d pretty much stopped trying in class, and it wasn’t like I had a million friends and a busy social life I was leaving behind.

So when Mom tentatively asked me, ‘Madison, honey, do you think you’ll really, really be all right if we move to Florida?’ my reply was instantaneous:

‘Can I start packing now?’ Because moving to Florida meant I could have a whole new life.

My sister Jenna was the girl everyone knew back at my school in Pineford. She was on the homecoming committee, she was class president, the blonde cheerleader who got the beauty and the brains. The All-American It Girl.

Then there was me.

And I just . . . I wasn’t Jenna.

I tried, though. And I was happy enough to keep to myself – though it wasn’t out of choice that I’d never really gone to parties, been part of high-school gossip, had a boyfriend . . . I didn’t make myself the lonely loser; it was a spot in high school designated for me by other people.

But moving to Midsommer, in Collier County, Florida, was my big chance for a completely new life. Nobody was going to judge me by the standards my sister had set. Nobody had to know what I’d been like in the last couple of years.

I could be me.

Just, you know, a better version of me.

I pick up the little spoon that rests on my coffee saucer, and turn it over in my hands, angling it so I can see my distorted reflection in the back of it. I’m still getting used to seeing a stranger when I look in the mirror.

When I realized I could build a whole new life for myself by moving here, I also realized that this was really the perfect time for a makeover. Because that’s what people did, right? They moved someplace new and recreated themselves to be a whole new, better person, didn’t they? So that’s what I wanted to do.

Okay, I didn’t have to do anything too drastic. Fatty Maddie had disappeared over a year ago – it was just that nobody had cared enough about me to notice. I lost the braces last Christmas. I’d had contacts since February too, and lost those hideous glasses.

But when people have this opinion of you, it’s very hard to change it. They’ve judged you, and they like to label you, and they like you to stay with that label for ever. You’ve been allocated a place in their society, and that’s where they want you to stay.

So even when I lost weight, even when I had my braces taken off, even when I started wearing contacts simply because they were more convenient than glasses, nobody cared. People can be shallow and superficial, but sometimes they’re too selfish to care about you.

It got to the point where I stopped caring. Once you build up walls, it’s hard to tear them back down.

Now, though, I do care, for once, what people are going to think of me.

The new Madison is cool, spontaneous, daring.

Looking at my stretched-out reflection in the spoon, I can kind of believe I’m on my way to the new Madison.

I touch a hand to my hair – not out of vanity, but because I’m still getting used to having, like, no hair. It’s a pretty drastic change, actually: I had long hair my whole life. On anyone else – like Jenna – people might’ve envied it. But considering my hair was a bland shade of dishwater blonde, and I didn’t even have layers or bangs to liven it up a little, then you can see why I cut it all off.

Well, not all. But close enough.

Mom had flipped when she saw what I’d done at the little salon in our town. She’d gone all bug-eyed and gawped at me. ‘I thought you said you were just going a little bit shorter!’

But now I smile at myself in the tiny silver spoon, because I love my new hair. I opted for a short bob, the hair longer at the front so that it framed my face. I got some lowlights as well as highlights to try and make it look a bit less dull. Oh, and the sweeping side bangs that almost obscure my left eye give me a kind of ‘rock-chic edge’, according to Bobby, my hairdresser. I took his word on that one.

The main reason I did it, though, was so I wouldn’t have something to hide behind. Not so I’d look better – although that did factor into it. Back in Pineford, I could duck my head and hide behind my hair, put in my earphones and do my best to be invisible. I wanted to change, be the new Madison. So by hacking off my hair, I’d have to try. It’d be harder to back out.

I’m not particularly pretty – I know that, and I’ve never expected any haircut or makeup or whatever to change it. Still, compared to how I used to look back in Pineford, with the ugly glasses and braces and extra pounds, I look good – not so drab. And that is good enough for me.

One thing I did strike lucky on when it came to the gene pool was inheriting my mom’s flawless skin. Well, all right, mine isn’t that flawless – teenage hormones don’t allow that. But it’s close enough.

The new Madison is cool, daring, spontaneous.

Daring was the haircut. Cool was covered by my buying a new wardrobe – you know, one that didn’t just consist of plain, baggy T-shirts and shapeless jeans to obscure my figure. My parents were only too happy to finance all of this and see me finally behaving a bit more like a normal sixteen-year-old girl.

I had yet to tick off spontaneous, but that’s something I can’t really plan out.

I set the spoon down and pick up my mug, swallowing enough of my lukewarm latte that nobody will know I don’t actually like it.

Then I pack away, putting the phone box back in the carrier, and my swanky new cell phone, now fully functional (and with no more help from Dwight the barista, I’m proud to say), into the back pocket of my jean shorts.

Dwight is cleaning out a coffee pot when I go up to the counter. ‘Thanks again,’ I say to him. I hand over the check, leaving a ten-dollar bill, which is a huge tip for only a latte, but I feel like I owe him for the help with my cell phone.

When I speak, he looks around and then smiles at me. ‘No problem. You’re heading off now?’

I nod. ‘I need to be home for dinner, so . . . Well, um, I’ll . . . I’ll see you around,’ I stammer. Then I flash another smile and give an awkward wave before heading for the door.

‘Hey! Uh, Madison?’

One foot is poised to step through the open door, and I swivel around to look at him. ‘Yeah?’

My voice is shockingly calm, seeing as how my heart is suddenly racing, my palms clammy. I clutch the plastic carrier tightly. My mouth turns dry, and I swallow hard.

Because for a moment I think: Oh my gosh, is he about to ask me out?

Don’t be so ridiculous, Madison. You don’t look that good. You just met. He wouldn’t ask you out.

Then Dwight speaks, calling a halt to all my inner ramblings and bringing me back to reality.

‘What’re you doing tomorrow?’

I blink.

Was that . . . Did he just . . . ask me out?

‘Nothing. At least, I don’t think I’m doing anything. Why?’ I think I’m babbling, so I clamp my mouth closed.

‘Well, I was just thinking, since you’re new to town, if . . . Have you been to the beach yet?’

‘No, I haven’t had a chance.’

‘I’ve only got the afternoon shift tomorrow,’ he says, with that easy lopsided smile. ‘There’s a party there – on the beach – tomorrow night. They do it every year – you know, like an end-of-summer thing. I just thought maybe you’d like to go. You can meet some new people.’

All those rambling thoughts are gone; now my mind is blank, and it takes me a couple of seconds to respond. Because a) this guy has just asked me to a party and I’ve never been to a party before, and b) this guy, who’s actually quite cute, has not asked me out on a date. ‘Sure,’ I manage to say eventually, with a smile. ‘I’ll have to check with my parents first, but . . .’ I trail off. Was it too dorky of me to say I had to ask my parents?

He grins back. ‘Awesome. Is your cell phone working okay now?’ When I nod, he adds, ‘I’ll punch in my number. I’ll meet you somewhere before, so you don’t have to turn up totally alone.’

I know he’s just being friendly, but I can barely suppress a massive grin. He’s giving me his number! I think as I hand over my cell.

‘It usually starts up around eight,’ he tells me.

‘Okay. Um. Okay. Thanks. I’ll, uh, see you tomorrow, then.’

Would it make me look like even more of an idiot if I slapped my forehead? Jeez, can’t I just form a sentence?

‘Bye, Madison.’

‘Bye, Dwight.’

As I leave, I’m on Cloud Nine. Seriously.

I’m going to a party (as soon as I clear it with Mom and Dad)!

I bounce down the road. Here, on the outskirts of the town, there’s a small strip of shops: the Langlois Café, and the hair salon, and the library; then a drug store, and a couple of independent record and clothes stores too.

I’m not sure what it is that catches my eye, but all of a sudden I stop to look at the shop. It’s not very big, and it’s a bit dark and not exactly high-brow, like the rest of the street. In big cursive writing on the window, I see: Bette’s Urban Body Art Parlor. And the windows are covered with photos of body piercings and tattoo templates. I stand there staring, totally mesmerized by it.

I jump when there’s the noise of a door opening, almost dropping the carrier.

There’s a woman standing in the open doorway, arms crossed, looking at me. I gulp. She’s like a catalogue for the place – piercings all over her ears and face, and tattoos on her arms. The soft, slightly tinny sound of an old Guns N’ Roses song plays from inside. She’s plump, with graying wavy hair to her shoulders.

‘Can I help you with anything, hon?’ she asks me politely.

I stare at her, and I know it’s rude, but I can’t help it. She looks like she should have pit-bull terriers at her feet, and a huge Harley Davidson; she sounds like a really sweet mom who’s always baking her kids cookies.

‘Um,’ I say, ‘I’m just looking . . .’

I turn back to the window. Out of the corner of my eye I can see her scrutinizing me, and it makes me shift from foot to foot uncomfortably.

‘Ever thought of having your nose pierced, hon?’

I shake my head. ‘No.’

‘It’d suit you,’ she tells me, and there’s a smile in her voice. ‘On the right side, though, because of where your bangs are.’

‘Oh. Well, I never really thought about it.’

‘Well, you know where to find me if you ever change your mind – okay, hon?’

I turn to look at her and she gives me a warm smile.

A nose piercing? Mom and Dad would kill me. Didn’t it hurt? What if it got infected?

But the new Madison is meant to be spontaneous, right?

And it does sound kind of cool . . . Plus, it’d suit my new ‘rock-chic’ hair, wouldn’t it?

I haven’t even finished thinking it through when I hear myself saying, ‘You know what? Sure. Why not.’

The lady (I’m guessing she’s Bette of Bette’s Urban Body Art Parlor) raises her eyebrows at me. ‘You sure, hon?’

And I smile and nod before following her inside, despite the fact that I’m pretty much freaking out – because a) I have the feeling it’s going to hurt really bad, and b) I’m so dead when I get home . . .


Chapter 3

The nose piercing hurts like heck.

When I first see myself in the mirror, I can find barely any resemblance to my old self. The ‘rock-chic’ haircut and the sparkly blue stud in my nose are one thing, but the artfully ripped Abercrombie shorts and a cute blue tank top with matching flip-flops are also hugely different to the old me.

I picture myself as I was back when I started out in high school. Chubby, and with thick lenses in my wiry glasses, and braces I’d had for at least a year. A shapeless jumper and jeans, to make it less obvious that I was far from a size zero.

It would’ve been better if I’d been invisible. But I wasn’t. It would’ve been better if I was really smart; but I only got A grades when I worked for them, so I wasn’t a nerd. It would’ve been better if I was a band geek or in the chess club – but I wasn’t.

I shake my head, because none of that matters now, not here. I don’t have to be that person anymore. I’m forgetting about her.

I smile at my reflection. Definitely cool, daring and spontaneous.

I’m pretty pleased with myself as I walk home. Not just because of the piercing, and not just because a cute guy put his number in my cell phone, but because everything is finally looking up for me.

Well, until I get home, at least.

‘Is that you, Madison?’

‘Considering I’m the only other person in this state who has a key to the house, no, Mom, it’s not me,’ I call back.

The house smells of cooking, and I automatically know that Dad’s been making pasta. I breathe in deeply: Dad’s cooking always smells amazing. Mom’s cooking often smells a little more . . . burned.

‘You’re just in time for dinner,’ she says, popping her head around the kitchen door for a moment. As I take off my shoes she carries on, ‘Did you find a cell phone?’

‘Yeah. It has internet and stuff.’ I don’t specify the ‘stuff’ because I’m not entirely sure what the ‘stuff’ consists of just yet. I only know how to send a text, make a phone call, and open Google.

‘That’s good.’

She doesn’t even ask me how much it cost. She’s just glad I’m acting like a normal teenager.

I walk into the kitchen, which is all wooden units and ceramic tiling and beige walls, as Dad is dishing out pasta. I grab a plate and sit down at the table.

‘Did you finish putting the rest of the boxes in the attic?’ I ask.

‘Yep,’ Dad tells me smugly. Mom’s been bugging him to move all the old photo albums and toys from when me and Jenna were kids – you know, the usual kind of junk you keep in attics – out of the spare room for days.

They sit down, and I realize just how fast and hard my heart is beating. They haven’t noticed the nose piercing yet. Maybe they won’t – at least for a couple of days. Or maybe they’ve noticed and miraculously just don’t care about it. I don’t know, but I’m not going to question it.

After a couple of minutes Mom says, ‘You were out a long time.’

‘I went to the café. To try and set up my cell phone. There was this guy who works there, though, and he had to help me work it.’

‘There was a guy?’ Mom’s ears perk up at that. I knew they would.

‘Yeah. He said he’s – well, he’s going to be a junior at the high school, same as me.’

‘Really? What’s he like? Was he cute?’

Yes, I think, he’s very cute.

But I shrug and say, ‘Sure. I guess. He was really nice, anyway. He said there’s a party at the beach tomorrow night. Like, a back-to-school thing . . .’

‘Did he ask you to go?’

I nod, but hastily add, ‘He just meant as friends, though. So I can meet people before school starts.’ I have to specify it’s not a date; Mom would go crazy if she thought her daughter, who was finally breaking out of her shell and becoming a normal sixteen-year-old, actually had a date.

‘Oh.’ She sounds a little disappointed, but then adds, ‘But that’s nice! He sounds lovely. What’s his name?’

‘Dwight.’

‘Dwight . . .?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Where does he live?’

‘Around here somewhere, I guess. I don’t know. I didn’t ask for his autobiography.’

‘More to the point,’ Dad says, pointing his fork at me, ‘what about this party?’

‘It’s on the beach. It sounds like it’s a bunch of the kids who go to the high school. Dwight said it starts around eight.’

My parents exchange a brief look, and then my dad tells me sternly, ‘No drinking, Madison, you hear me? We don’t want you going out and being stupid. You don’t know these people, and I don’t care if they’re all drinking, you’re not.’

I’m of half a mind to argue, just because. But the truth is, I’m too excited about this party – an actual party! – to argue. I just nod and smile and say, ‘Yes, of course. Got it.’

Dad nods and gives me a stern warning look. ‘Good. And you can be home by eleven-thirty.’

‘What if nobody else leaves then? What if it finishes at twelve, or one?’ I don’t want to give anyone cause to think I’m a loser, I add silently.

‘You can be home by eleven-thirty, Madison,’ Mom tells me. ‘Like your father said, you don’t know these people, and we don’t want you staying out till tomorrow morning with them.’

‘Fine,’ I grumble, but I don’t make too much fuss. Eleven-thirty curfew is better than them telling me I couldn’t go.

We eat in silence for another minute or so, and then Mom says, ‘Madison, look at me a moment.’

So I do.

And her cutlery clatters to the plate, almost flicking pasta over the table. ‘What the hell have you done to your face?’

It takes me a moment to realize what she’s talking about.

I bite my lip, and I can feel my stomach fall away.

‘We trust you to go out and buy a cell phone and you come home with – with that?’ she cries out. She’s turning red in the face with anger now. Mom rarely gets mad. She’s that loveable kindergarten teacher who adores children. Jenna and I always knew that when our mom was mad, we were not going to get off lightly.

Once, Jenna smashed an antique vase Mom had inherited when her grandma died. It was completely by accident – Jenna had tripped and smacked into the table. Mom got so angry about it, though, Jenna was grounded for a week.

So right now, I want to turn to dust and I wish I’d never gotten the piercing.

‘It’s only a piercing,’ I mumble defensively. ‘It’s not like I got a tattoo—’

‘You got a what?’ Dad shouts, more shocked than angry. ‘Why?’

‘Yes, Madison.’ Mom’s seething. If looks could kill . . . ‘Why don’t you tell us exactly why you disfigured your face like that?’

‘I don’t know,’ I mutter. The smell of pasta, which seemed delicious when I walked in, suddenly makes me feel sick. ‘I just wanted to . . . I thought it’d look cool . . .’

‘Oh, Madison, you stupid girl!’ Mom says, and in that instant all the anger seems to go out of her. She doesn’t sound mad anymore; more like she’s upset. Sympathetic, even. It’s almost as though the anger directed at me was the only thing keeping her upright; she collapses back into her chair like a rag doll.

Then she sits back up and leans over the table, putting her hand over mine. ‘Honey, I know it’s been hard for you. I know. It’s killed me inside. And I know you want to make a good impression here, and make friends – but you don’t have to do something like that just . . .’ She trails off with a sigh.

She thought I’d done it so people would like me more.

Maybe she’s right. I mean, I thought it’d make me look edgy and cool . . . A conversation starter. Something that would stop me from being relegated to the background. So, yes, maybe my mom is right – except I’d done it for that reason on more of a subconscious level. Who knows? I’m not in the mood to psychoanalyze my actions right now.

I open my mouth, starting to argue that it wasn’t that, but she cuts me off. ‘Well, you can’t take it out now. It might get infected.’ She sighs. ‘I’m not happy about this, you know, Madison.’

‘I know,’ I mumble.

I expect her to say that I’m not allowed to go to the party tomorrow, and maybe even ground me. I’ve never been grounded before. But then again, if I’d done anything worth being grounded for, what difference would it have made? Back in Pineford, when everyone else went to a party, I just stayed in my room anyway.

But now, when I think I may actually get grounded for the first time ever, I kind of panic inside a little.

Then Mom says, ‘Have you thought about what you’re going to wear to this party?’ and that’s when I really, really begin to panic.

Jenna phones that night, and after about ten minutes Dad yells up to me, ‘Madison, Jenna’s on the line for you!’

I pull the earphone out of my left ear and lean over to my nightstand to pick up the extension. ‘Hi, Jenna.’

‘Nose piercing, huh? I’ve gotta say, Mads, I did not expect that from you. Mom’s so not happy about it.’ She laughs. ‘Good for you, though. I bet it looks hot.’

‘Heck yeah.’ I say it sarcastically, but I actually kind of hope it does look ‘hot’, now she’s said it.

Jenna laughs again, and before I can ask how the Big Apple is, she dives right in and says, ‘Tell me all about this coffee-shop guy!’

‘His name’s Dwight. He’s a junior, same as me, and he’ll go to the high school with me too. So that’s good, you know, ’cause I kind of have a friend already. He’s really nice too – he has a great smile.’

‘Aw,’ my big sister coos. ‘What’s he look like, then? Is he tall? Buff? Cute? Does he look like he plays football or anything?’

‘Well, he’s kind of cute . . .’ I twirl a piece of hair around my finger as I say it, and there’s a smile playing on my lips. ‘He’s tall. Dark hair. And he surfs,’ I add. ‘But he only invited me to the party as a friend. He wasn’t even flirting so it’s not like it matters.’

Jenna totally ignores that last part. ‘Really? He’s a surfer? Wow. That’s . . .’ She laughs. ‘That’s actually pretty cool! Sounds like you’ve got yourself a very nice guy in the bag there! And what’s this Mom said about a party?’

Jenna says party like ‘partaaay’, which makes me giggle and shake my head.

‘Dwight told me there’s a party on the beach tomorrow night. He gave me his number so—’

‘He gave you his number?’ Jenna shrieks. ‘Omigod! Are you serious? And you said he was just being friendly. Pfft.’

‘Yeah, but only so we could meet up beforehand. He was being friendly!’ I insist.

‘Um, Madison, no, he was not, trust me! A guy who gives you his number like that’ – I hear her snap her fingers sharply in the background – ‘likes you.’

‘I don’t think so,’ I say, picking a piece of loose cotton from my comforter. ‘I really, really think he was just being nice. You know, so I wouldn’t have to show up on my own and stand there like – like a lemon.’

‘Mm,’ she says thoughtfully. ‘Do you want it to be a date?’

‘Kind of,’ I mumble. I wouldn’t have told my mom that, but Jenna is different. ‘But it doesn’t even matter because it’s not a date.’

‘All right – well, next question: What are you wearing?’

‘Right now, shorts and a tank top and the sweater Gran knitted for me last Christmas.’

‘I mean tomorrow, to the party, doofus.’

We both laugh then. I say, ‘I honestly don’t know.’

‘Well, then, what are big sisters for? Shorts, definitely. Do you have any, like, distressed shorts? And when I say shorts, I mean really short shorts. The kind Mom would not approve of.’

I giggle, and roll off my bed to go open my closet. Jenna and I talk for over half an hour and she talks me through what she thinks is appropriate wear for a beach party. Considering she never went to a beach party when we lived in Maine, she seems to know an awful lot about them.

When I point that out, Jenna just laughs and says, ‘Madison, just trust me on this.’

And I do.


Chapter 4

Ever had that nauseous feeling when you text a guy you like for the first time?

Well, imagine that: the twisting in my stomach so bad I almost need to pee, the clammy hands, the racing mind. Deleting and retyping one text at least a dozen times.

Except it’s even worse – since I’ve never texted a guy before, period. I have no idea what the protocol for this is.

I spend about twenty minutes trying to compose a text to Dwight. Right now, the screen on my cell phone reads: Hey! How’re you? I was just wondering what to do about meeting you later for the party [image: image] – and all I can do is stare at it, and wonder if it’s all right. Should I delete the How’re you?, and should I add a kiss on the end?

I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know!

I drop the phone on my bed and run my hands through my hair, biting down on my lip to muffle a little scream of frustration.

Ping!

I freeze. Then I drop my hands, open my eyes wide and stare at my phone. I think my heart actually stops beating for that moment.

I lunge for my phone, snatching it up and staring helplessly at the screen.

It’s sent the message.

When I threw my phone down I pressed the send button. I hear a little whimper of worry escape my mouth, and my heart starts beating again, and beating hard.

I double-check the screen of my cell – yep, it definitely sent the text to Dwight.

It takes a couple of minutes for the panic and anxiety to subside. It was probably the kind of thing I would’ve sent him anyway. It isn’t even such a big deal. I was being stupid.

Now all I have to do is wait for him to text back.

I remember he’s working the afternoon shift, so maybe he’s still at work and won’t reply for a while.

So in the meantime I go to my closet and find the outfit Jenna helped me to pick out. It’s a pair of teeny tiny shorts that only reach a third of the way down my thigh, light blue denim and kind of torn at the hem. Then a white camisole, with a low neckline decorated with black lacy stuff. A pair of black sandals, some gold bangles, and a thin white hoodie – because according to Jenna, people won’t be too dressed up, and it might be cold, but I still want to look good.

I’m not sure about the camisole. I mean, I haven’t got much in the way of curves. Jenna always teased me (and actually still does) about being as flat as an ironing board. Which is a bit of an exaggeration, but not much.

But hey, Jenna may not have been to any beach parties, but she sure knows a heck of a lot more about parties and what to wear than I do.

I’m so busy contemplating how the outfit will look that when my cell phone goes ping! again, I jump.

Oh, gosh, he’s replied!

I hastily put my clothes back into the closet as tidily as possible, not wanting them to be creased tonight. Then I pick up my cell.

One new message: Dwight.

I grin, but at the same time I’m feeling hideously anxious. But I do it – I open up the text.

Hey [image: image] Where do you live? I can meet you at your house at eight, if that works for you?

I text him back with my address, and say that works out great, thanks! I throw in a smiley face and hit send; then I fall back amongst the cushions on my bed, and I smile.

A mixture of excitement and fear courses through my veins. I honestly don’t know what I’m thinking. I can’t stop smiling, because I’m finally being the person I want to be, and getting out there in the real world; I’m not being left behind in the shadows, or laughed at. My stomach has just totally disappeared, though, because I’ve never been to a party before and I have no idea what I’ll do there. I don’t know anybody except Dwight, and I can’t expect him to spend the whole night with me.

I know I’ll have to talk to people – I’ll have to face most of them at school on Monday. What if they don’t like me? What if I can’t find anything to say to them, or I make an idiot of myself? I feel like I’m being thrown in the deep end without anyone to toss me a kisby ring.

I know this is probably better than me just turning up at school on Monday, a lost sheep in a pool of piranha. At least with this party, I’ll get the chance to meet people, maybe even make a good impression.

And before I know it, it’s almost seven o’clock.

I jump in the shower and then take extra time to fix my hair, get dressed, and put on some makeup. Since moving to Florida, Mom had convinced me to buy a whole load of makeup.

‘Not that you even need it,’ she said. ‘You’re beautiful, sweetie. But when you just want to look that little bit better, you’re going to want it, I know. Jenna was exactly the same.’

Lately, I’d only worn mascara, since my lashes were so blond they looked almost nonexistent, and not bothered with much else. If I was going to the mall with my mom, I’d maybe add some concealer under my eyes. But that was it.

Tonight, though, I stand in front of my dresser and carefully apply it all: eyeshadow and eyeliner, foundation and blusher, mascara and lip gloss. I go all out.

And again, I’m so glad I grew up with Jenna for my older sister; I’d never worn much makeup, but at least I knew how to apply it properly.

Once I’m dressed and ready, I step back and take a good look in the mirror. I’m getting used to seeing this strange version of myself, but I am shocked by what I see this time.

I look . . .

I look good. I don’t look anything – anything at all – like I used to be. I stare at my reflection and wonder what happened to Fatty Maddie; wonder how the heck I got from being bullied and alone and, if I was lucky, ignored, to looking like . . . like this.

I would never admit it out loud, but I look more than good. The new Madison is supposed to be cool, daring and spontaneous. And I sure look like the new Madison.

A smile spreads over my face. I feel confident, like I can handle this party, like I can go out there and talk to people. Then I switch my bangles from my right arm to my left, because I don’t want anybody to see my scar and ask about it.

The doorbell rings.

I gasp. He’s here!

I laugh out loud, wondering how excited I’d feel if the guy ringing the doorbell was here for a date.

‘It’s not a date,’ I tell myself quietly, looking the Madison in the mirror right in the eye. ‘He’s only asked me because he’s a nice guy. It’s not a date.’

I exhale sharply and then realize I’ve totally forgotten that Dwight is downstairs, waiting at the door, until Dad yells up, ‘Madison! Your friend’s here.’

I practically sprint down the stairs in case Dad embarrasses me – or Dwight. I don’t want to look eager or anything, but seriously . . . When Jenna brought guys home, I saw how embarrassing my parents could be when they wanted – though they were usually pretty good. Even so, and even if Dwight is just a friend, I wasn’t about to put either of us through that experience.

But Dad decides to embarrass me anyway and says, ‘Shouldn’t you go put some pants on with those, Madison?’

I clench my teeth, and suppress a blush. Over the years I got quite good at not letting my cheeks burn after being humiliated at school.

‘And eleven-thirty curfew – I’ve got it,’ I reply. Then I turn and shoot Dwight a smile, looking at him for the first time.

He’s wearing khaki pants and a white T-shirt. It’s not a fitted tee, so it makes him look even more gangly and thin – but not in a bad way.

He smiles his lopsided smile back at me. ‘Ready to go?’

I nod. ‘Yep.’

‘Got your cell?’ Dad asks me.

‘Yes,’ I say, kind of testily, because I just want to go. ‘Good.’ He turns to Dwight then and nods briskly. ‘You kids have fun.’

‘Bye, Dad,’ I say, and move towards the open door. Dwight has to back up outside so I don’t ram into him. I pull the door shut with one hand and then stop, looking at him and letting out a puff of air so my bangs fly off my face for a moment.

He laughs. ‘It’s almost like you’re embarrassed by your father, Madison.’

‘What?’ I say, pulling a face like I haven’t a clue what he’s talking about. ‘Wherever did you get that idea?’

He laughs and smiles at me again. ‘Don’t worry – he seems nice. I know my mom’s the worst. She decided to show my friends baby pictures once. And I mean the kind of baby pictures that should stay gathering dust in the loft.’

I laugh, and remember when my parents did that to one of Jenna’s boyfriends.

‘Cool piercing, by the way. It suits you.’

‘Oh, thanks!’ I beam at him.

We start off down the sidewalk.

Walking next to him, I realize how much taller than me Dwight is. I’m a little on the short side, and since I lost the weight I’m kind of petite.

‘Thanks for asking me to come tonight,’ I say, filling the silence a little.

‘No problem. I figured you might want to try and meet some people before school starts.’

I smile, grateful.

‘It must be scary,’ Dwight carries on as we turn a corner. ‘To be starting a new school, I mean.’

I shrug. ‘Can’t be any worse than my last school.’

‘What happened at your last school?’

I’m silent for a moment, beating myself up inside. I can’t believe I just said that! How stupid can I get?

‘Sorry,’ Dwight says. I guess I paused long enough that he figured out it was a sensitive issue. ‘I didn’t mean to pry.’

‘No, it’s fine. Just . . . me and my big mouth,’ I joke, and force a laugh. ‘It’s just that, um, I wasn’t really . . . My school in Maine didn’t exactly have the nicest people.’

‘Oh.’

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t want to make things awkward. I just have a big mouth sometimes – it’s my own fault.’

I’m babbling. I don’t have a big mouth; I know when to shut up. I’m very good at shutting up. I’m also good at keeping my emotions bottled up inside. I’m extremely good at not having a big mouth. I’m talking total trash.

Dwight smiles, oblivious to what’s going on in my head. ‘It’s fine, don’t worry. I know the feeling – when you say something without thinking. I’ll forget it if you want . . .’

I shake my head. ‘I’ve said it now . . . it doesn’t matter. So, anyway, how was your
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