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         Once upon quite a while ago, St Grizelda’s School for Girls was, well, just for girls.

         But nowadays it’s home to random boys too.

         And I’m explaining all about the latest random boy right at this second.

         “SQUEEEEE!”

         Wow, that’s quite an ear-piercing shriek of excitement in response to my news. AND it’s coming all the way from the South Pole!

         The person doing the shrieking is a teeny figure on the screen of my mobile phone, who is…

         a) bundled up in a duvet-sized parka and wearing chunky goggles, and

         b) my very own mum.

         “So, quite a surprise, right?” I say, smiling at the screen even though I’ve just leant in something gloopy on the sticky-from-breakfast table in St Grizzle’s dining hall.

         “Hi, Mrs Dexter!” says my best friend Arch, leaning in beside me and waving at Mum. 
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         “So, Arch Kaminsky, you’re a Fungi now, are you?” Mum laughs.

         She’s not being rude – since Arch is eleven, he’s in Fungi Class, along with me and sweet ’n’ shy Zed (the OTHER random boy at St Grizzle’s). Not forgetting Zed’s definitely-NOT-sweet-’n’- shy twin sister Swan, of course (I wouldn’t dare).

         “Yep,” says Arch. “Dani was missing me SO much, she BEGGED me to come!”

         Well, that’s not exactly true, but I’m still superglad my best buddy is here. 

         “I can’t believe it!” says Mum, slapping a fat padded glove to her forehead with a dull flump. “First, your gran and Downboy turn up, Dani, and now Arch?”

         When my zoologist mum dumped me here and went off on a three-month penguin-studying expedition to Antarctica I was in a VERY BAD MOOD INDEED. I didn’t want to go to a stupid boarding school. I didn’t want to be apart from Arch. I didn’t want to be away from my excellently mad Granny Viv or my daft dog Downboy.

         But the thing is, there’s a real shortage of staff at St Grizzle’s, so when Granny Viv got caught spying on me (“CHECKING on you, darling!”) head teacher Lulu ended up offering her the job of live-in cook, homework-helper, bedtime story teller and whatever-else-er-er … and Downboy came too.

         Speaking of shortages, there aren’t too many pupils here either, so when Arch turned up out of the blue there was no problem with him becoming a temporary student.

         “Oh, hello … who’s this?” Mum suddenly asks, leaning in a little closer to her propped-up phone.

         I spin round, thinking it’s probably Twinkle the school goat meandering by – but it’s not, it’s the New Girl. She started at St Grizzle’s last week, same as Arch. However, she DID get dropped off in a posh car by her parents. Arch … well, he turned up via three buses, a trudge through a marsh, a short-but-frantic chase by a cow and a tight squeeze though a spike-tastically thorny hedge.

         “Boo!” says the New Girl, in response to Mum’s question.

         Mum’s furry hood tips to one side as she wonders why a small stranger 10,000 miles away might be trying to make her jump.

         “Mum, this is Boudicca Featherton-Snipe,” I explain. “Only she likes to be called B—”

         “SQUEEEEE!”

         OK, so that’s NOT Mum shrieking this time – it’s Boo who’s burst my eardrum.

         “Ha! NO WAY! Check it out, Dani!” roars Arch, pointing at the phone screen.

         Uh-oh … the view of Mum has been blocked on HER side by a large, looming, black-and-white head and a pair of circular, staring, yellow eyes.

         “PENGUIN!” yelps Boo, who is crazy for anything winged and feathered.

         “Oi!” I hear Mum shout, as the bird starts clunking on her phone’s screen with its beak. “Leave that alone, you nosey old—”

         The screen goes blank as the connection is lost.

         Uh-oh.

         Seems like Mum has been the victim of a fishy-breathed mobile-phone mugger…
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         “Please make it work again, Dani!” Boo urges, as I try to reconnect with Mum. “I want to see the penguin!”

         “Yeah, and I want to see my mum,” I say, clicking, waiting … and imagining Mum lolloping across banks of snow after a speedily waddling penguin, trying to barter a nice fresh sardine in exchange for her smartphone.
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         A few minutes and a few re-tries later, I sigh and give up.

         “So, what’ll we do now? What happens around here on Sundays?” asks Arch, looking at me hopefully, just like Downboy does when he wants a walk, or half my toast.

         Boo blinks at me, too, but then again she does everything that Arch does. Eight-year-old Boo instantly bonded to my best friend the way orphan animals do in YouTube clips. You know – a dainty baby deer who’s being brought up by a baboon, or some diddly little ducklings snuggling with an aardvark or something.

         Yesterday, Boo even copied Arch’s hairstyle by chopping off her mega-mega-long hair.

         “Sunday’s when most people check in with their parents, depending on which country and time zone they’re in,” I tell Arch.

         This morning I narrowly missed being splatted by Klara, who was cartwheeling down the corridor yelling to her parents in German, “Mutti! Vati! Schau, was ich tun kann!” while her classmate Yas filmed her.

         And straight after breakfast, Angel Skyped her mum and dad on the set of their latest Bollywood film in Mumbai. They must be giving her a sneak preview of the movie – bouncy Bhangra music is still ra-da-da-da-DA-ing along the corridor…

         But at the mention of parents, Arch wrinkles his nose. Right now he’s not a big fan of his OWN mum and dad, because they’ve just announced they’re splitting up. It’s why he did the stupidest, riskiest thing EVER and ran away from home to come and see me. Luckily for Arch, the worst that happened to him on the way here was getting attacked by prickly shrubs.

         I notice Boo’s got an equally wrinkly nose and it’s not just cos she’s copying Arch. Her parents aren’t exactly warm and cuddly types, so Boo’s probably dreading her OWN catch-up phone call – it’s bound to be about how many hours’ homework and violin practice she’s done, and if she’s remembering to brush her mega-mega-long hair a hundred times a day. (Oops…)

         “Hey, you guys,” says Swan, suddenly swinging around the doorframe of the dining room while blowing a giant bubble of pink gum. “Lulu’s back from the village with the shopping – we need to help her unload.” 
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         Don’t think I’ll ever get used to the fact that Swan and Zed call their mum by her first name, I think to myself, as we follow Swan into the huge, dark-panelled entrance hall and out of the grand double doors into the sunshine. The school minibus is parked on the driveway next to Daisy (Granny Viv’s camper van) and the stone statue of St Grizelda (who’s wearing gardening gloves this morning and has a yellow party tooter taped to her grey lips).

         “There!” says Lulu, piling family-sized packs of toilet roll on to Zed’s lap while her daughter pads across to them. We hear Swan POP! her gum in surprise as she’s divebombed by a passing pigeon.

         “Marvin!” Boo calls out, so pleased to see her feathery best friend that she skips off after him.

         “Cute, huh?” I turn to say to Arch – just as a toilet roll bounces off Arch’s forehead.

         “Oi! You were meant to catch that, you numpty!” Zed calls out as he speeds towards the school building in his wheelchair.

         “Yeah? Well, we’ll soon see who’s the numpty!” Arch yells back, scooping the unravelling missile off the ground and aiming it at the teetering pile of toilet rolls on Zed’s lap. “Ha ha ha! Bullseye!” 
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         “Aw, man! Why’d you do that?” groans Zed, struggling to catch the tumbling packs.

         “Loser! Loser!” Arch chants, so busy doing a victory dance that he doesn’t see Zed sneakily taking aim again. “Oof…!”

         I walk past them, tsking and rolling my eyes at their daftness – till I spot that Boo is watching their exchange with a worried expression, as well as a pigeon on her shoulder.

         “Why are they being so horrible to each other, Dani?” she squeaks in a scared little voice.

         “Oh, don’t worry – they’re fine,” I try to reassure her.

         “Honest?” asks a clearly stunned Boo.

         Because she’s an only child who’s been homeschooled till now, I guess Boo has no idea how boys work. Or girls, for that matter. Boo’s only friend in her lonely big house was the cooing pigeon that’s now gently pecking at her shorn tufts of hair. And she had to keep Marvin secret, since her parents are the complete opposite of animal (and bird) friendly.

         “Honest,” I carry on as I steer Boo towards the minibus. “Bantering, mucking about—”

         “Thumping each other,” Swan joins in as she passes us, swinging a couple of shopping bags. “It’s how boys show they like each other. The big idiots.”

         “You know, I think I’m quite glad there are only two boys at St Grizzle’s…” Boo says thoughtfully, glancing back at the sniggering, play-fighting Zed and Arch over the shoulder that doesn’t have a pigeon on it.

         “You can say that again,” I agree. “I’d rather have a whole herd of goats than any more boys!”

         “Who’s heard what?” Lulu asks brightly, having mistaken what I said just now. “Oh, whoops… Can you catch that, Dani?”

         Quickly, I stamp my foot on a drifting piece of printed paper that’s fluttered out of a shopping bag.

         “There you go,” I say, picking it up and passing it back to Lulu.

         “Thanks!” she says, stuffing the slightly crumpled sheet into her pocket while slamming the door of the minibus shut. “It’s a flyer I was handed at the supermarket – seems the village school are holding a fundraising fair this afternoon.”

         “Hurumph!”

         Whoops – the snort comes out of my mouth without it meaning to.

         “Ooh, that didn’t sound like a very positive noise, Dani!” Lulu says with a mix-up of a frown and a smile. “Not a fan of school fairs?”

         “Just not a fan of the kids at the village school,” I tell her, thinking I might as well.

         “Ah, yes, Swan and Zed have said something in the past about them not being very friendly, which is a pity,” Lulu says with a sorry-sort-of-sigh.

         “It’s more than not being friendly,” I grumble. “They’re pretty rude to us, too.”

         “Oh dear!” Lulu frowns. “What, ALL of them?”

         I think for a second and realize that’s not exactly true. There’s one particular group – and one particular ringleader – that’s guilty of the rudeness.

         “Well, most of them tend to stare and not smile,” I reply, thinking back to the times I’ve seen the local kids in the village, or during the schools’ film awards a couple of weeks’ back. “But there’s this one boy, Spencer, and his mates who always give us a hard time.”

         “Really?” says Lulu. “What sort of things do they do exactly?”

         “Oh, just dumb, name-calling stuff,” I reply, realizing I don’t want to spoil a nice morning by thinking too much about an idiot like sneery Spencer.

         “Hmm, we’ll have to do something about that,” Lulu says thoughtfully. “And I have JUST the idea…”

         An idea?

         To do with Spencer and how to get back at him?

         Yesss!

         And then I look at Lulu’s kind and trusting face – lit up with a sparkly smile – and realize this ‘something’ of hers, it isn’t about getting revenge, is it?

         OK, so now I’m beginning to worry big-time…
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         Tinkle-inkle-inkle ink!

         It sounds as if St Grizzle’s really does have its own herd of goats.

         Blossom’s dad – a soldier stationed in Afghanistan – posted her a package of trinkets he’d bought at a local market. Inside were heaps of bell-covered anklets and bracelets – enough for Blossom and all her Newts classmates. They’re all merrily jingling and jangling as we pass the sign that says…

         ‘WELCOME TO HUDDLETON’

         …and head into the village and down a side street.

         Up at the head of the straggly crocodile of St Grizzle’s students is Lulu, holding Twinkle and Downboy by their leads. She turns round to nod at Granny Viv at the tail end of the crocodile and they give each other a quick thumbs up, which is the international teacher signal for ‘Phew, we haven’t lost any kids so far.’

         In between Lulu and Granny Viv, the rest of the crocodile looks like this…

         
            	
Newts Class (all ten of them), with teachers Miss Amethyst and Mademoiselle Fabienne shepherding our sound-a-like goats.

            	
Otters Class, who are nine-year-old triplets Tia, Tiane and Tineesha. Japanese student Toshio – the school’s temporary receptionist – is ‘in charge’ of the three sisters, which seems to mean listening to music on his chunky headphones and sharing his Tic-Tacs with them.

            	
Conkers Class, ie ten-year-olds Angel, May-Belle, Yas (all chatting) and Klara (sulking, as she’s been banned from cartwheeling on a main road).

            	
Fungi Class, which is, of course, me, Swan, Zed and Arch … with little, tag-along Boo.

         

         “Must be nearly there,” says Granny Viv, as we hear the unmistakable sound of laughing, roaring and music that has to mean we’re close to the village school and the fair.

         In next to no time we’re walking alongside railings looped with colourful, flip-flapping bunting, and straight away spot the playground packed with rickety stalls and milling people. The boxy school buildings are as modern-looking as St Grizzle’s is old-fashioned, but like ours, it’s in a nice setting – St Grizzle’s has woods wrapped around it, while the village school has the river practically lapping right up to its doorstep.

         “This is a totally rubbish idea of Lulu’s,” Swan says with a sigh, before blowing and POP!ing a pink bubble of gum.

         “Yeah, Swan, but you know Lulu thinks us coming today will help,” Zed adds in their mum’s defence. “She’s hoping it’ll mean everyone in the two schools will become friendlier.”

         “Yeah, like THAT’LL happen,” Swan growls. “Check out the looks we’re getting already!”

         Uh-oh, Swan’s right. Even with all the bustle and noise going on in the playground, smile-free faces have begun to turn towards us, stares are being stared. Gulp. I reach for Boo’s hand so she doesn’t feel nervous. But then maybe it’s the other way around.

         “Ha! Of COURSE people are looking,” Granny Viv says breezily, as our crocodile comes to a standstill in front of the open school gates. “With all the tinkling going on, they probably think Santa’s sleigh is on its way. They’re just curious. Well, except for THAT bunch of scowlers…”

         Ah, no surprise that the ‘bunch of scowlers’ Granny Viv has nodded towards is Spencer and his cronies – three boys plus one girl. They’re hovering by a coconut shy, switching on their very best sneers as they spy us coming. Granny Viv is no fan of Spencer’s. When he was rude to her on a shopping trip to the village, she got her own back by photo-bombing a film project he and his classmates were doing for a local schools’ competition. (Go, Granny Viv!)

         “What’s their problem?” says Arch.

         “Us,” says Swan with a weary sigh.
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         “See the sneeriest one, in the middle, with the stupid big blond quiff?” I whisper to my best friend. “That’s Spencer – the boy I’ve moaned to you about.”

         On the right of Spencer is a tall boy with even taller hair, and then there’s a guy with dark, curly hair whose jaw drops and whirls around in a circle as he chews gum, making him look a bit like a really mean cow. On the left is the girl, with her face all pinched like she’s just stepped on a drawing pin.

         “Huh, well, him and his mates look like no-fun numpties to me,” Arch announces, summing up Spencer and his crew pretty perfectly, I think.

         As we get closer to the entrance, all four no-fun numpties cross their arms and look plain cross, making it obvious that they’d like it VERY much if the smiley lady selling tickets at the gate told Lulu she’d run out.

         But tough for them – the smiley lady is taking money from Lulu and giving her a clinking handful of change with an extra-wide smile.

         “Yoo-hoo! Spencie, sweetheart!” The lady turns round and calls to a startled Spencer. “Can you do Mummy a favour? I’ve run out of coins… Can you grab me some more from the Soft Toy Tombola so I have enough for the next customer?”

         “Yes, Mum…” Spencer mumbles darkly, as he walks over and snatches the twenty-pound note she’s wiggling at him. He goes to slouch off, but his mum has other ideas.

         “Oh, Spencie, sweetie, can you take Katniss with you? Just till I finish my shift, darling?” she asks, pointing to a chubby baby in a buggy, who’s holding an ice-cream cone in her pudgy fingers. 

         With a grunt and a groan, Spencer grabs the handles of the buggy and trundles off, nodding at his mates to follow him. They all try to swagger, but it’s kind of hard to look like a cool crew when you’re pushing a small kid that’s mostly covered in ice cream.

         And that’s the reason a giggle wriggles in my chest – and bursts out, too loud.

         Spencer gives me an ‘I’ll-get-you-back’ glower over his shoulder in return… Gulp.
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         “Gather round, everyone!” Lulu suddenly calls out, ushering us into a half-circle huddle.

         With some shuffling and tinkling, we do.

         “Now, you’ve all got your pocket money, haven’t you?” she asks.

         Lots of heads nod and things jangle.

         “Good. Well, I want you all to have LOTS of fun at the fair,” she tells her St Grizzle’s brood, “but remember, I DO expect you all to be on you very best behav—”

         Lulu doesn’t get to finish her sentence.

         “BOUNCY SLIDE!” yells Blossom.
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