
[image: Cover for Lies We Told This Summer]



[image: Penguin Random House]




About the Author

Emily Barr worked as a journalist in London but always hankered after a quiet room and a book to write. She went travelling for a year, which gave her an idea for a novel set in the world of backpackers in Asia. This became Backpack, a thriller that won the WHSmith New Talent Award. Her first YA thriller, The One Memory of Flora Banks, has been published in twenty-seven countries and was shortlisted for the YA Book Prize. Lies We Told This Summer is Emily’s ninth YA novel. She lives in Cornwall with her husband and their children.




Books by Emily Barr

THE ONE MEMORY OF FLORA BANKS

THE TRUTH AND LIES OF ELLA BLACK

THE GIRL WHO CAME OUT OF THE WOODS

THINGS TO DO BEFORE THE END OF THE WORLD

GHOSTED

THIS SUMMER’S SECRETS

A GIRL CAN DREAM

THE OTHER GIRL




[image: Lies We Told This Summer by Emily Barr, published by Penguin Books]



For Adam – thank you for always being there




Prologue

I’m alone in the house. Just me, the cat and you, my imaginary listeners.

It’s time to do it.

Do you hear that? … Exactly. There’s no sound. Except this …

That clink. It’s me taking the key off its hook. The key has a label on it, saying ET. ET. Like the alien, but not, in this case.

I’m leaving the kitchen. Walking through the entrance hall.

Everyone is out. I can see them on Find My Friends. They’re fifteen miles away, and heading further every time I refresh it.

What the fuck am I doing?

Walking up the stairs. That’s what. Honestly, I wish you could see this place. The staircase is massive. Stone, but carpeted, and the carpet’s squishy under my bare feet. Still brutal, though, if you fell. The air smells of polish and summer. I know my way around this house – when I arrived here I would never have imagined that. I’m getting a feel for its secrets. Its ghosts.

I’m upstairs. And here we are, in front of the door.

This is it, people. Yeah, I feel quite stupid talking to what is currently no one. Still, I have faith that one day you’ll be out there, and knowing that you’re listening is the only way I can make myself do this. First: is it the right key?

My hand’s shaking. This is where we find out what’s behind the door. At least, it could be. There we go. The key’s going straight in. I don’t feel great about myself for doing this. They invited me into their home and here I am, creeping around.

Should I turn back?

I should.

…

I’m not sure if you can hear that. It’s the sound of the key turning.

You definitely heard that creak. Wooden door, opening inwards. They probably heard it creaking down in the village.

It smells musty. Like no one’s been in for a while. But here we are.

Let’s do it.

I took a deep breath and stepped across the threshold.




Part One
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Cornwall

Six weeks earlier

Josh was wriggling around in my arms. I didn’t want to get up so I lay back and pointed at the sky. The grass was muddy, and I knew it would stain, but I wasn’t going anywhere. No one would see.

‘Look,’ I said to Josh. ‘Birds!’

I wasn’t going to start feeling jealous of the birds freewheeling across the sky. Swooping to wherever they wanted to go. That was an insane cliché. They did look happy, though.

‘Run, birds!’ said Joshie.

‘Birds don’t run. They fly,’ I told him.

‘No! Bird run,’ he said, and I couldn’t be bothered to argue with a one-year-old. He turned over on to his tummy and grabbed something from the grass. I tried to pull him back.

‘You’re right,’ I said, giving up. Some birds ran. Road-runners, if they existed. ‘See the birds running across the sky?’ He turned back and looked up. I wondered whether I could make a recording of me and Joshie talking about birds. I wasn’t allowed to listen to podcasts around the babies any more, but there were no rules about making them, and in fact I needed to make one this summer. I had to, and I had to do it in secret. It was hardly going to be true crime, given my boring life. It might as well be me and Josh talking about birds.

Josh had something in his fist. He moved it towards his mouth. I reached out and intercepted his arm and we had a little struggle as he tried to pull away.

Everything had kicked off a few days ago when I had been (not through choice) entertaining Joshie and Mia while listening to the season finale of Serial on the portable speaker. The babies hadn’t minded because they were too little to understand, but when Mum appeared in the room unexpectedly, just as the recap of the murder was going on, she certainly had. I had hoped for a while that I was going to be banned from unpaid babysitting, but no: I was banned from listening while they were with me instead, and my life had become even more boring.

I prised his fingers apart and took out a snail. My little brother was constantly trying to eat snails. Maybe one day he’d go to France and try them properly. I put the snail as far away as I could reach and wished it a happy life. Time to go inside.

‘Oh, Cat! Thank goodness.’ Mum was in the kitchen with Mia, Josh’s twin – the smaller of (can you believe it?) two sets of twins in our house – on her hip. Mum was arranging the nice tea things on a tray with one hand. ‘Sophie and Owen are here! They just … dropped in. They want to talk to you. To both of us, but “mostly Cat”, they said.’ She shrugged. ‘About watering the plants, I guess.’

Mum hated unexpected visitors. She considered dropping in on someone to be an aggressive act. If she knew someone was coming, she’d tidy for half a day, and now she’d been caught out. Because she was stressed, it was, as always, my job to step in and keep things going. This was not the mother I’d grown up with, the one who used to tell me I could do anything and go anywhere and make my own decisions. The second set of twins had been too much for her, had broken her, and now I seemed to be trapped.

‘They’re not the housework police.’ I didn’t bother to try not to sound pissed off. ‘It’s Sophie. Your friend. Do you want me to do the tea, or talk to them?’

I saw the answer on her face and held out my free arm for Mia. With a baby on each hip and a pack of biscuits in one hand, I set off to talk to Sophie and Owen, delighted that they were here. I’d been planning to drop in on them later, to see if we could use their pool.

Sophie had lived my dream career as a radio producer and was a former BBC radio commissioning editor. ‘You remind me of me,’ she sometimes said, though that was clearly not true because she was glamorous and fun. I guessed she meant the part about being interested in media. She and I talked often. It was Sophie who had recommended that I apply for the media course at Queen’s University in Belfast.

The Allens had moved here six years ago, ‘escaping London’, coming to our part of Truro because Sophie and Mum were old school friends. They lived in an old manor house and had a swimming pool, and they had big parties, inviting everyone. Also, they always went to France from July to September, because they had an apartment there, and when their house here wasn’t lent to friends they allowed us to use their pool. So, of course, we all loved them. Kitty and I followed their bougie summers in France avidly through Instagram.

I hesitated before going into the room. Sophie would definitely ask about my plans, now exams were over. It was good to get that one out of the way because Mum would start to spiral if she heard me airing any ideas that didn’t involve staying at home to babysit.

I took the toddlers into the living room and dumped them into the playpen, ignoring the protests.

‘Hi, Sophie,’ I said. ‘Hey, Owen. Mum’s getting tea. She’ll be here in a sec.’

When they visited, it felt a bit like finding film stars sitting in your living room, pretending not to notice that the sofa was covered in crumbs and stains. Sophie had glossy dark hair. Owen was a bit older than her but still looked OK. They were our friends, but they were from a different world.

I pulled my T-shirt straight and sat on the chair opposite them, crossing my legs to try to appear ladylike, aware of the mud stain down my back. Everything in their house was designed and beautiful. Everything in here, on the other hand, was from the Heart Foundation shop. It was tattered and second hand, and generally covered in snot, vomit, dribble and worse.

I also knew it didn’t matter. Were Mum’s stresses starting to infect me too?

‘It’s actually you we wanted to speak to, Cat,’ said Sophie. ‘As well as your mother and Bill, but primarily you.’

It was a small thing, but I always appreciated them saying ‘Bill’ rather than ‘your dad’. Lots of people called Bill my dad and he wasn’t. He was better than my dad had been, but that wasn’t the point. You could tell by looking at us that he wasn’t my father, but that didn’t stop people saying it.

‘Yeah, Mum said. Bill’s at work right now. Is it about watering the plants?’

‘You’ve finished your exams,’ said Owen. ‘Is that right?’

‘Last week.’ I wasn’t going to think about them until results day on August the fourteenth. It was weeks away and I was dreading it, because that would be crunch time. It was the day on which I would have to make a decision. I imagined Queen’s, Belfast shimmering on the horizon, then pulled myself back into the room.

Sophie was leaning forward.

‘And what are your plans for the rest of the summer, Cat?’ she said. ‘What are you doing between now and results day?’ I had never seen someone with an actual twinkle in their eye, until now. I watched as she flashed a quick look to her husband, a tiny smile, and then her attention was back with me, and I felt sick at how disappointing my answer was going to be.

‘Umm … basically I’ll be here?’ I tried to inject a bit of an upbeat tone into my voice. I looked over at the whingeing twins. They’d be OK for a few more minutes. ‘Helping with these monsters. And the others. So yeah, if you need anything doing at your house, then …’ Listening to true-crime podcasts and pining for an adventure I wasn’t allowed to have. That was the basic summer plan. Making a few token attempts to record something. Anything.

All my friends had interesting summers ahead. They were at least going camping, or to festivals. Working holiday jobs, meeting new people, trying things out.

‘If circumstances were different,’ said Owen, indicating the babies with his head, ‘then you’d want to get out into the world and do something fun, right?’

‘Oh God! Yes!’

‘And you have your place at Queen’s?’ said Sophie. I nodded, glancing quickly towards the door. ‘You need to make a summer project for that?’

I shrugged. ‘Ideally. I’ll do something.’

‘Well – we’ve come to you with a proposal,’ said Owen. ‘A proposal, and a solution. As you know, we summer in Antibes. And we’ve been thinking about you, Cat, and your … situation.’

Sophie took over. ‘Your siblings are adorable darlings, of course.’ She stopped and grinned at the babies, who looked guilty. ‘But you have ambitions and passions, and I think we could help. I feel strongly that a change of scene could work for you and … well, we want to make it happen.’

I had no idea what to say.

‘Cat,’ said Owen. ‘We’d love you to come with us to Antibes for the summer. What do you say?’

I stared at him. I stared at Sophie. I swallowed hard.

I knew their Antibes world. Their apartment there had balconies and sea views, and just like their house here, it was rented out and lent to friends when they weren’t there. Sophie had invited Mum many times, but she’d never been. I’d followed their summers to the point where I felt I knew all their friends out there. The people who walked around wearing the best clothes, who swam in the sea and went to cafes and restaurants, looking beautiful. I had pored over the pictures, had matched them up with the Instagram accounts of people I didn’t know. I was familiar with their friends the Thorpe family, and the glamorous Eva Santoro, the artists called Anthony and Alonzo … It generally formed an embarrassingly large percentage of my summer entertainment.

The Thorpes were my favourite. When Isabella Thorpe made her Instagram private last year, I’d taken it personally. Her brother, Jonathan, was good-looking. Very. I’d studied his picture way too much.

Sophie and Owen were looking at me. I looked back. I felt my face starting to smile.

‘Seriously?’ I said. ‘Me?’

‘Seriously,’ said Sophie. ‘You.’

There was an awkward thing that I didn’t want to say, but I knew I had to try. ‘I mean, I don’t have any savings really and I don’t think that Mum and Bill can –’

Owen was so put out by that that he stood up. He waved his hands around, cutting through the air in a ‘stop that right now’ gesture.

‘Absolutely not!’ he said. ‘We will not hear of it. We are inviting you as our guest, Caitlin. For the whole summer. We go next week. You can join us whenever you’re ready.’

I opened my mouth to say something, but nothing came so I didn’t.

‘You’ll like the apartment,’ said Sophie. ‘You’ll have your own space, of course. Your own bathroom. Your room doesn’t have a sea view, I’m afraid, but it has a balcony with a lovely vista of the hills.’

Am I going to have to start saying things like ‘lovely vista’? I was sure I could do that if I tried. I smiled at them both, looking from one to the other and back as if we were at a tennis match. I’d never been to a tennis match. Maybe they had them in Antibes.

‘And,’ Sophie continued, leaning forward, speaking confidentially, ‘I thought you might like to record your impressions. I could help you make it into an audio series about your summer. Show you how it’s done. To get you off to a head start with your studies. And, of course, your career.’

I couldn’t help myself: at that I let out a little scream.

‘Oh my God,’ I said. ‘Seriously?’ She nodded. ‘If you’re sure – I’d love it so much! I can’t even … But …’ I looked over at the playpen. Joshie and Mia had gone quiet, but that was because they were on a joint mission to push and pull each other over the fence, which they had just done. They rampaged over to us, looking for biscuits.

Sophie reached over and opened the packet. She handed one to each twin. That was why the Allens were so great. It was why I could imagine spending the summer with them. They were thoughtful and generous. Even if Sophie was way too well dressed for me, and Botoxed and tanned in a way that made me feel that we came from different species, I was comfortable with her. And she was offering to mentor me.

‘You’re worried about your family, of course,’ said Owen, pulling Joshie up on to his lap. ‘Well, fear not! We have a proposal for your mother and Bill. A friend’s daughter who’s coming down to house-sit our place for most of the summer. She’s training in childcare, actually, as a Norland Nanny, so she’s very trustworthy. Summer. She loves it here and has a girlfriend in Cornwall, so she’s going to take care of things while we’re away. Summer’s keen to help your mum and Bill out with childcare, and all they have to do is to write her a reference at the end of August. So we’ve found a way of getting you to the Riviera, Cat, with no adverse effects at this end.’ He looked extremely pleased with himself.

Mum was going to hate this. She’d hate everything about it.

Was that my problem?

Mia scrambled up on to my lap. As I put my arms round her gorgeous squishiness and smelled her lovely hair, I felt a pang of jealousy over the fact that some posh girl called Summer – a Norland Nanny, whatever that meant – might spend the summer with the babies. My siblings. They were mine, not hers.

It passed instantly.

Mum came in carrying a tray with a teapot and four cups on it. She looked around the room, smiling vaguely.

‘Can you clear that table, Cat? So – what’s going on? What did I miss?’
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‘Hello, and welcome to Cat’s Hot Summer. I’m Cat, your host. It’s not me that’s hot – it’s the summer. Temperature-wise. Not yet, but soon. So you join me today as I leave home, against my mother’s wishes, I might add, and head to …’

I stopped. Deleted. That had been shit. How did people know what to say? Who was I supposed to be? What was my podcast voice? It wasn’t that one. That was for sure.

I tried again. I took a deep breath, dropped down to a lower register. I would try to be husky and cool. I’d lose the Hot Summer stuff as that was embarrassing. I had to look round the hallway and check that no one was anywhere nearby. No one had heard me say that.

I tried again. Sensible voice.

‘Hello, and welcome. You join me today as I leave everything I’ve ever known and head to the French Riviera for a summer of fun. I’m Cat, I’m seventeen, and I’ve never done anything like this before. I’m passionate about podcasts, but so far as a listener. This is my first recording, and it’s also my first trip abroad. I’ve never been to London, let alone France. I had to get a passport for this trip.

‘I’m travelling with family friends Sophie and Owen. They have an apartment in Antibes, and that’s where I’ll be living for the next six weeks. I’m about to set off. Wish me luck! And come along for the ride!’

I paused. Was that enough? Should I be a bit more open? What if I said exactly what was in my head?

I’d try that.

‘Here’s the thing: I’m excited. This is everything I wanted to happen. Up until a couple of days ago, I was walking on air. Then it caught up with me and now I’m … not so sure. Scared out of my skin. We’re heading into the world of rich people in the South of France, and I’m feeling like Alice in Wonderland. I one hundred per cent don’t have the right clothes for this shit. I don’t know how to talk or what to say. I have twenty-three pounds fifty in the bank. So … let’s see what happens. Find out if I can fake it till I make it.’

I switched off the recording and took a deep breath. I was jittery in anticipation of Sophie listening to everything I’d just said, but I had to do it. I’d left this first attempt to the very last minute, and now it was time to leave. I forced myself not to delete this one.

I double-checked the bag again. I had my brand-new passport, stiff and unused. Everything else was on my phone, so as long as the phone and charger were in the bag I was basically fine. Phone! Where was it? I panicked for a second before finding it in my hand.

I took a deep breath and walked into the living room.

I’d been putting this off, but it was time to deal with Mum.

Dash and Ethan were out on a play date, so I’d said goodbye to them already. Mabel was at her mum’s. The only people left were Mum and the babies. She was on the sofa with a little twin on either side of her, watching Hey Duggee. She didn’t look up when I came in.

‘Hey.’ I sat on the sofa next to Mia, who climbed on to my lap, grabbed a strand of my hair and stroked it while sucking her thumb. Mum still didn’t look at me.

‘I’m off,’ I said.

Her face was tight. ‘I’m sure you’ll have a wonderful time,’ she said to the television.

I buried my face in Mia’s hair. ‘Mum,’ I said. I didn’t know how to do this.

Mum had plummeted since we’d told her. She’d kept it together with Owen and Sophie, and then she’d turned on me. She’d told me I wasn’t allowed to go because she needed me.

But I was going anyway, and now my own mother appeared to hate me. She was furious with Sophie. With the posh stranger who was going to help with the kids, and with Bill for siding with us. She said we’d played her.

‘Just go,’ she said.

‘I really didn’t plan this.’ My voice was small. ‘I didn’t know. But, Mum, it’s Antibes. I can hardly not go.’

She turned to me then and there was fury in her eyes.

‘Guess what – you don’t have to go. She invites everyone! All the time! You’re not special, Cat.’

I felt my own fury rising. ‘Right. Got it. My own mother says I’m not special. Thanks. I already knew that.’

She actually rolled her eyes at me.

‘I know you’ve been planning this for months. A mother can tell. I’ve known for ages that you were up to something. Great job. You pulled it off. Enjoy your holiday.’ She paused. ‘You could have gone for a week, you know. Two. It didn’t have to be the whole summer.’

‘I …’ I wasn’t sure what to say. Yes, I had been hiding something from her. But it wasn’t this. It was university. Not now: I rode my anger instead. ‘I’m seventeen. I’ve finished A levels. I’m sorry, but I’m out of here.’

‘You said you’d be here. I needed you. But no. Get a better offer, and abandon us to lie on the beach. Off you fuck. I thought you were better than this.’

I stared at her. Mum never swore, particularly not when the babies were in the room. She glared back. Outside, Bill beeped the horn. I felt as if I was moving through fire as I stood up carefully from the sofa. I kissed Mia and Joshie on the tops of their heads, walked out of the room and slammed the door.

Kitty was standing in the hall. I could see from her face that she’d heard.

‘Never. Having. Kids,’ I said.

‘Same.’

When Mum and Bill got together, they’d both already had children (Mum – me; and Bill – Ben and Jim, all grown up, then Kitty and Mabel), but decided to have one more to seal the deal. That one had turned out to be twins – Dash and Ethan, now five years old – and then a few years later they’d had an accident, which had also been twins – Mia and Josh.

No thanks.

‘Dad’s waiting.’ Kitty’s voice was gentle.

I looked at the living-room door. Towards Mum.

‘I can’t leave like this. You heard. She said fuck. She actually told me to fuck off.’

‘So?’ said Kitty. ‘She’ll regret it and you’ll be gone. I’ll keep an eye on everything here. Go.’

I took a deep breath. I looked at my stepsister. Kitty, and Cat. No parent would have done that on purpose, but Kitty and I had met for the first time when we’d been seven and eight so there was nothing anyone could have done about our matching feline names. We were a year apart, the best of friends.

Kitty was awkward and gorgeous, currently smelling of vanilla perfume and lip gloss, constantly trying to find her own style as well as navigating the complexities of growing up mixed-race in a very white corner of the country. Her aesthetic changed every week. Today she was doing nineties US teen movie. She wore a bubblegum-pink playsuit she’d found in a charity shop and was shivering. Her hair was in its natural Afro and she looked utterly gorgeous.

I followed her into the kitchen. She put the kettle on.

‘Or I’ll go for you.’ She struck a pose. ‘You stay here with a million kids. I’ll head for the Riviera. You need to go to my politics class at eleven, b-t-dubs.’

‘Nah,’ I said. My heart lifted. ‘Actually, you’re all right.’ There was no way I was letting Kitty step in and have this adventure for me. She was going to be the one in politics class. I was done with that stuff.

She hugged me. A little hug, a very Kitty one. Light and barely there but sincere.

I pulled my case out of the house, put my head down and ran through the rain. I had tried to make my hair look nice, though it never did what I wanted. It just hung there. Today, I’d put a flower clip into it and attempted to make it look cool. By the time I reached the car, that had gone. It was rats’ tails around a wet flower. Classy.

Bill jumped out, head down, and put the case into the boot, while I slid into the front seat with two damp tote bags on my lap. The rain pounded on the windscreen.

Bill gave me a sideways look as he indicated and pulled out.

‘OK?’

I shrugged.

‘Your mum’s gonna be fine,’ he said. I looked away. It was hard to speak.

When I looked back at the house, Kitty was waving wildly from the upstairs window. I waved back.

‘You better have a great time,’ said Bill, as he drove. ‘If you spend one second worrying about us back here, that’s a second wasted. We’ll be fine, Cat. You need to make the most of every moment. I need you to promise me that.’

I nodded. Bill didn’t say any more (that had been a long speech for him), and in the end I swallowed hard and said: ‘Thanks. It’s hard to leave Mum when she’s so …’

Bill put the windscreen wipers up a level and indicated to turn left, on the road down towards the station.

‘I know,’ he said after a while. I waited, but there was nothing more.

Bill pulled into one of the dropping-off spaces outside the station building, and I prepared myself to step out on to the wet tarmac, to run into the ticket office, ready to catch the train to London, then the Heathrow Express and then the plane to Nice. Mum was right: I could have gone for a week or two. Why wasn’t I doing that?

I stepped out of the car.

I was hardly ever alone and I felt weird. Inside out. Wrong. I kept looking around for children who needed me, and there weren’t any. What was I going to do without them?

The station was on a hill, on the side of a main road that led down into central Truro. Cars and buses trundled past, splashing through the rain. Other people were getting out of cars. They had backpacks and suitcases. Catching a train was a normal thing to do. People did it all the time.

Bill gave me a hug and stood to watch as I scanned my phone to get through the barrier. It closed behind me. We waved, and he turned away to head to work, and that was it.

I was on my own and on the move.

I was fucking doing this.

Cross the bridge to platform three, and wait for the London train. It was due in fifteen minutes: I had plenty of time. I regulated my breathing. I was doing it! I was getting away. My own mother hated me, but, on the plus side, I wasn’t going to see her for weeks. I was having an adventure.

The journey to London was long and I spent the first hour swinging between excitement and guilt. When I settled in, I started to wonder about my podcast project. Sophie had been so enthusiastic and I knew it was going to give me a head start on my course. A bit of a calling card. I wanted it to be good. ‘You can look at Antibes with an outsider’s eye,’ she said, ‘and I’ll help you edit and show you how it all works. The recording quality doesn’t matter since we’re not doing it for broadcast. Just record your impressions and speak from the heart. We’ll set up interviews with people out there if you like. That could be fun.’

I took out a notebook and started jotting things down. I didn’t write much, but still lost myself in the planning. At one point the train track ran alongside the ocean, and I stared through the drizzle-spattered window at the sea and the smudged horizon. I looked at my notes and put my earphones in, turning my face sideways and keeping my voice quiet.

‘Um. Hi. So I’m on the train to London. Being on my own is weird: I keep trying to check up on kids who aren’t here. Out of the window, right now, is the sea. There are people on the beach, walking their dogs. Some are swimming. A few people are lying down reading, though it’s about to rain on them. And here I am, speeding past. On my way to the South of France.’

No one spoke to me except the ticket woman. The seats were less comfy than I had expected them to be, and I kept changing positions, eventually kicking my shoes off, pulling my legs up on to the seat and curling into myself.

I barely thought about the argument at all.

I didn’t text Mum and she didn’t contact me.
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‘I’m at Nice airport, straight off the plane. First impression: it’s evening but it’s hot. Views from the plane were amazing. I was a mix of scared and excited all the way and haven’t felt relaxed in forever, but hey. I’m here so better work out how the hell you get out of an airport. More later.’

I put the phone into my pocket. I was getting used to this. Leaving voice notes felt good: it was a bit like having a friend. Even though I was telling my news to no one, I was still sharing things.

I couldn’t think about home. I was looking forward instead.

I followed everyone into the building. When I reached the front of the line at passport control, I saw my hand shaking as I pushed the pristine document under the Perspex screen. I was suddenly certain the impassive man on the other side would find a reason to detain me and send me home, but he scrutinized it for a while, scanned it in a machine and finally stamped it.

When he passed it back, he gave me a surprisingly nice smile.

‘Bienvenue,’ he said, and I managed a merci.

Then I was waiting for my bag. I’d seen this scene on TV, and it was exactly the same in reality. Most people from the flight stood around staring at an empty carousel.

I knew from the telly it would take ages, so I ducked into the ladies.

A few minutes later, I was washing my hands next to an older woman who had bright-orange hair and wore a green sundress. I looked down at myself. My jeans, bobbly T-shirt and fleece looked shit. I was dressed for Cornwall, not the Riviera.

The woman caught my eye in the mirror and smiled, and I realized I knew exactly who she was. I’d seen her on Sophie’s Instagram. In fact, I’d stalked her quite a lot. I was standing next to the fabulous Eva Santoro, and she was taller than I’d expected.

‘English?’ Her voice was husky. I laughed.

‘Is it obvious?’

The woman shrugged. ‘You’re on vacation?’

She didn’t know me, of course, and I tried to make myself look as if I didn’t know her either.

She had an Italian accent, which I should have expected. I knew she was Italian and lived between New York, Italy and her home here, somewhere between Antibes and Cannes. She was often pictured in bars with Sophie.

‘I’m here for the summer,’ I said. ‘I’ve never been here before. Or anywhere.’ For a moment, I wanted to bolt back to the plane and ask the pilot to take me home. I could run back to my mother and say sorry.

She grinned widely at that. ‘Welcome! You’ll have a ball. The best place in the world. Usually, anyway.’

When I got back, the carousel was moving and after a few minutes my suitcase appeared, casually gliding round as if it had lived in the Riviera all its life, and I managed to drag it off. Then I was walking through customs, certain that I was somehow smuggling drugs and was about to be caught and jailed for life, but it didn’t happen and then I was in Nice airport arrivals and Sophie was running up to me.

She swept me up in a huge hug, and my face was full of her hair and her perfume.

‘Cat!’ she said. ‘Oh, darling. You’re here. Wonderful. Let me take that. How was the journey?’

I tried to say all the right things as I followed her out of the building. The sky was a velvety dark blue, but it was a million times hotter than home. I wished I wasn’t dressed in dorky stuff: Kitty and I had agreed that it was a practical travelling outfit and that the fluffiness of the jacket cancelled out the horror of it being a fleece, but when I looked at Sophie in her floral jumpsuit and strappy sandals I knew I was going to have to up my game. Not only that, but I’d met Eva Santoro and she was spectacular. And her first impression of me was as a person who wore a fleece.

I had a suitcase full of summer clothes, but none of them were game-upping. Nothing was in the realms of the floral jumpsuit, the gold strappy sandal, the silky green dress. I thought back to Eva Santoro. Could I dye my hair orange like hers?

‘The journey was great,’ I said as we walked across the car park. ‘Everything worked. I was a bit … anxious. It was hard leaving home. But now …’ I paused. ‘Now I’m totally up for it. Thank you, you know. Again.’

She turned and flashed me a lovely smile. ‘You’re totally welcome,’ she said. ‘Did you record your impressions as you went like we talked about?’

This made me feel shy, but it was also my opportunity. ‘Yeah, a bit,’ I said, glad that she wasn’t looking at me and couldn’t see me blushing. ‘I did one on the train, and at Paddington, and at Heathrow. I didn’t do one on the plane because someone was next to me and I was embarrassed. But I did one as soon as I arrived.’

Sophie laughed, and I knew she wouldn’t have been embarrassed in that position. ‘Fair enough,’ she said. ‘We can look at them tomorrow and I’ll show you how to edit them together. Here we are. This is us.’

She pressed a button on her key ring and a car beeped and unlocked itself. It was a small blue Renault. We put my case into the boot and I went to get into the passenger seat.

Sophie laughed.

‘Other side.’

I looked in at the window and saw that, yes, I’d been going for the driver’s side. I walked round the car and got in.

I took out my phone to text Mum to tell her I’d arrived safely. Then I remembered, and messaged Kitty instead.

Sophie set off into traffic that made me glad I couldn’t drive.

‘Even though it’s dark,’ she said, swerving lanes casually, ‘we’ll take the coast road. I want you to see it at its best, and it’s a starry night so the water should look lovely.’

There were lanes and lanes of cars, all driving on the other side of the road to home. There were road signs I didn’t understand, cars with bikes on the roof and boats on trailers. There was honking and sudden bursts of speed, and more traffic jams. A little boy stared at me through the back window of a car in the next lane, and when I waved he poked his tongue out and I thought of my four little siblings and smiled.

And then we were out of Nice, on the open road, and there was the Mediterranean Sea looking dark blue and brooding, the moon reflecting off it, the stars scattered above. I thought of the stretch of train track in Devon that had run beside the reddish sand and the muted greys of the Atlantic. This was a gorgeous version of that. It was like a painting, a vibe. I felt the excitement unfurling inside me. This was everything.

‘Oh, there are boats!’ I said it without thinking. There were sailing boats, a whole flock of them, anchored out at sea.

‘We’ll get you out on the water,’ said Sophie, ‘if you like. There’s always someone going out.’

Sophie indicated, changed lanes, and put on a burst of speed to pass a row of three Fiat 500s.

‘You must be a great swimmer, darling.’ Sophie was turning to look at me, which made me tense as she didn’t slow down at all as she did it. ‘I mean, growing up in Cornwall. Your family are forever piling into the car with all the beach stuff.’

‘I mean, yeah, I can swim,’ I said. ‘But I’m not one of those people who ploughs up and down pools. I’m not brilliant.’ I cast my mind back to school swimming lessons. ‘We learned to swim at school, but it was just for half a term now and then. I do swim in the sea, but mostly I’ve got at least one kid with me.’

‘I love to swim in the mornings,’ said Sophie, looking back to the road just in time to swerve past a van. ‘Will you come with me, Cat? What I do is I wake as early as I can, maybe six, and then by six twenty I’m on the sand, and at six twenty-one I’m in the water. I promise you it’s different from the Cornish ocean. It’s like stepping into silk. And it’s warm, and it doesn’t have waves. A day that starts with a swim is a perfect day.’

I did not, in fact, fancy getting up to swim at six. Swimming: yes. Six o’clock: no. But Sophie wanted me to go with her so I had to.

‘I’d love that,’ I lied. ‘Mum used to go sea swimming before she had the boys. All year round. I never went with her in winter, because, well, the obvious reason. Freezing!’

‘Well, you’ll love this. It’s glorious. And when we get back Owen always has breakfast waiting. Loves popping to the boulangerie. Honestly, darling. I’m so glad you’re here. Welcome, welcome, welcome.’ She paused. ‘Was your mum OK in the end?’

‘Yep,’ I said, because it was easier. ‘She was fine.’

‘I know she’s struggled lately. Anyone would. And seeing you going away must remind her of when she was young. When she went through all that stuff.’

I turned to her. ‘What do you mean?’

There was a pause. What had happened when Mum was younger? Before she had me?

Sophie hesitated, then shook her head slightly.

‘Don’t worry. Have you let her know you’re here?’

‘I messaged Kitty.’

There was a brief pause.

‘OK. I’ll check in with your mother. Don’t worry.’

A sign welcomed us to Antibes. The indicator was clicking. There were buildings on either side of the car and many more ahead, lit up by street lights.

Sophie drove through the town until we were in a car park right beside the water. There were boats on the left, hundreds of them, and a town made from honey-coloured stone on the right.

‘OK,’ she said. ‘So. This is as close as we get to the apartment. It’s just down there. Welcome!’

I stepped out of the car into the warm night. We had arrived.
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The air was hot and the sky was filled with stars. I stood for a moment and stared at them. Millions and billions of distant suns above us. I could have watched them for hours. Instead, I pulled myself away and followed Sophie to the back of the car, and then I was dragging my suitcase across the car park, and bumping it across uneven pedestrianized streets.

A couple of minutes later, we were at a wooden front door in a stone building, and Sophie was searching her bag, looking for her key.

I had the dizzying sensation of being in a world I already knew. I had stepped through a portal, and felt that I was now living inside my phone. Every part of me was buzzing. I had studied this place on Instagram and Google Earth. I’d seen the stone buildings and the little streets.

And now I was here, and it was real. I reached out and touched the wall of the building. It was warm and rough under my fingers.

I heard the clip of shoes on stone, and someone called: ‘Sophie! Bonsoir!’

Sophie turned and waved. I looked too and saw … Eva Santoro. She was hurrying along, a denim jacket over her green dress. She recognized me too and did a comical double take.

‘Hey!’ she said, slowing down. ‘Oh, you’re Sophie’s girl!’

‘Hi, Eva!’ said Sophie. She looked at me. ‘You’ve met?’

‘In the loos! So glam! I’m dashing, but we’ll catch up soon!’ called Eva. She was walking fast away from us, the sound of her shoes echoing in the night. When she was a little distance away, I saw her turn round. She took a few steps back towards us.

‘Actually, I wanted to talk to you, Soph,’ she said. ‘You around tomorrow?’

‘Always! Message any time. And, Eva? Cat here’s a budding podcaster. She’s making a piece about her summer out here. Maybe she could interview you? Nothing heavy. Just about Antibes life.’

Eva laughed. ‘Literally what I wanted to talk about. Everyone wants interviews. Anyone would think I was interesting! But yes, Cat. Of course! Ask me anything. I’ll ping you, Soph! A domani!’

‘Impressive,’ said Sophie as she opened the heavy front door. ‘You’ve been here five minutes and you’ve made a friend. And we’ve arranged an interview. Eva’s a darling. Great first subject.’

The apartment was on the top floor. The building had twisting spirals of stone stairs and also, luckily for my suitcase, a tiny lift, which just fitted me, Sophie and the bag as it juddered up. When we reached the fourth floor, the apartment door was already open and Owen was standing there, a glass of red wine in hand, casual in shorts and a faded Radiohead T-shirt.

‘Caitlin!’ he said. ‘Welcome.’ He stood back and gestured for me to come in. ‘I knew you were in the building.’ He looked at me and fake whispered, ‘I track her phone.’

We stepped in, and I gasped. What had been three separate rooms in my head was actually one big living space, with terracotta floor tiles and rugs and squashy sofas. Instead of a television, all the furniture pointed at a fireplace containing bouquets of dried flowers, which had a huge bright painting above it, some kind of abstract art with blues and yellows that settled into being a seascape when you looked at it for a while. The whole place smelled like food and perfume. I felt myself smiling so hard that my cheeks hurt.

‘It’s gorgeous!’ I said. ‘Oh wow. I’d seen it on your socials, but it’s even better in real life. I didn’t realize it was open plan. I love the painting.’

‘Isn’t it fabulous? A friend of ours painted it years ago. But come and see the view.’ Sophie grabbed my hand, and so I left my suitcase right there and followed her over to the French windows and out on to the balcony. We stood under the stars and looked at the moonlit sea, stretching out to the horizon. I’d seen this view many times, but being inside it transformed everything.

‘This is … amazing.’ I wondered how many times I was going to be saying this over the next six weeks. I’d need to find new words. Gorgeous, cool, brilliant, stunning, awesome. What else was there?

‘Isn’t it?’ said Sophie. ‘Right, we need to get a picture, Cat. Is that OK? I’ll put it on my story. If you’re all right with that?’

I thought of her thousands and thousands of followers. I looked down at myself. If I was going to make my debut on Sophie’s summer stories I would not be wearing a fleece.

‘Um,’ I said. ‘Can I … well, can I take this off and put on a different T-shirt maybe?’

She and Owen both laughed and then Sophie nodded before fast-walking away.

‘Don’t stand still around her,’ he said. ‘Honestly. One minute you’re relaxing in your comfy things and minding your own business, and the next a hundred people on Instagram are commenting “love the fleece, Owen”. I speak from experience.’

‘Oh, be quiet,’ said Sophie, coming back, laughing. She handed me a kind of blazer, navy blue with gold buttons. It actually wasn’t very different from my old school blazer except that it was made from lighter material and was tailored. I pulled off my fleece and put the blazer on. Instantly, I didn’t feel like myself any more. Sophie arranged my hair over one shoulder and told me I looked lovely, and a minute later I’d approved a picture and there I was. On Sophie’s Instagram story, wearing a blazer with a Reiss label inside it. I didn’t know who Reiss was, but I was sure it was expensive.

Her caption said: ‘Our lovely friend Cat @catincornwall is with us for summer fun! Let’s all welcome Cat to Antibes!’ I stared at the phone, wondering whether this would lead to Antibes people following my lacklustre account, which had two posts on the grid (one of the sea, one of the babies with a caption making it clear they were my siblings).

I waited. It didn’t. After a moment, Sophie looked at her phone.

‘Oh, Eva wants to meet tomorrow afternoon.’ She looked at Owen. ‘Can you believe Cat met Eva Santoro in the airport loos? Just casually made friends while they were peeing or whatever.’

I was mortified. ‘Washing our hands!’

‘Sophie.’ Owen was laughing. He looked at home here, far more relaxed than he ever did in Cornwall. ‘Soph, I can’t believe you’ve got the poor girl on your story and planning meet-ups before you’ve shown her to her flipping bedroom! There’s plenty of time for Eva Santoro. Come on, Cat.’ He pulled my suitcase down a small corridor with wooden floorboards, and opened a door. ‘This is you.’

‘I’m sorry you don’t have a sea view.’ Sophie clicked the light on. ‘But you’ll see the mountains on a clear day. And you can watch the world go by from the balcony. There’s a lot going on in that square down there. The queue for the museum goes along that wall on busy days, and it’s always fun to spy on. Will it do?’

I stood on the threshold and looked at my bedroom.

There was a small double bed, whitewashed walls, a bunch of dried flowers in a metal jug. The window had full-length doors on to my very own balcony. The floorboards were polished and shiny in here. There was a little desk and a chair, a chest of drawers and a small wooden wardrobe. Plenty of plug sockets, including one beside the bed for optimal overnight phone charging.

Again, I didn’t have to second-guess my reaction.

‘It’s wonderful,’ I said. ‘I absolutely love it. I can’t believe I get to sleep here!’

‘I’m afraid you don’t have an en suite,’ said Sophie, and I grinned. At home I shared a bathroom with up to seven other people. ‘Your bathroom is down the hall. The door on the left. It’s all yours. We have our own.’

‘Now, Cat,’ said Owen. ‘I’m sure you’re exhausted, but the question is: are you hungry?’

Was I hungry? Now that he said it, I was starving.

‘I hope so,’ said Sophie. ‘Because I made an onion tart earlier. And some salad. It’s not much and it’s all cold, but please humour me by having a little snack. I’m certainly having some. And a glass of wine, of course.’

Owen said, ‘Soph has perfected the onion tart over the years.
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