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         It’s five past three on Monday afternoon. The summer term is only a week old and my life is so totally brilliant I want to chop it up and use it as a pizza topping.

         Me, Josh, Amir and Caitlin (aka Top Table Productions) have just uploaded our latest masterpiece, The Revenge of the Fruit (Episode Six: The Phantom Lettuce) to our YouTube channel; Clint’s made chocolate brownies for tea; and my joke about the man with a seagull on his head is going viral in the playground.

         I’m Archie by the way, Archie Ebbs, the good-looking one standing at the front of the class.

         ‘Thank you, Archie, that was really interesting,’ says Mr Blott. ‘So how about some questions for our Star of the Week?’

         Chelsey has her hand up. ‘Whose idea was it?’

         Every Monday one of the class gets to be the Star of the Week. And you have to do a PowerPoint on something you feel ‘really passionate’ about. Most of them are pretty boring. I mean, once you’ve heard one talk about gymnastics or guinea pigs with anger-management issues you’ve heard them all. But my subject is quite literally awesome.

         ‘I’m not sure,’ I say. ‘I think we all came up with the idea at the same time.’

         ‘No, we didn’t. It was me,’ calls Josh. ‘Don’t you remember? We were round Caitlin’s house filming Episode Two: The Tomatoes Strike Back.’

         ‘No way,’ says Amir. ‘I invented the whole idea of Awesomeopolis in computer club.’

         Awesomeopolis is the awesome online city we’ve been building together since the beginning of Year Five.

         ‘Well, who designed it?’ says Jayden.

         ‘It was definitely a group effort,’ I say. ‘Caitlin wanted the football stadium, Amir installed the streetlights, Josh designed a multiplex cinema with its own rocket launcher and I built the 24-hour Candy Floss and Pizza Bar.’

         ‘So it was a collaborative effort then,’ says Mr Blott. ‘I’m pleased to hear it, Archie.’

         Before we go any further, I should definitely introduce you to the best teacher in the universe: Mr Blott is a complete legend. He’s got cool hair, he hardly ever shouts, and last term he guided the Parkside football team to the semi-finals of the District Schools’ Cup. He’s a great teacher too. I’d never really understood about ‘place value’ until he got the whole class dancing to his favourite Beyoncé song. After that, I don’t think I’ll ever forget that whenever you’re multiplying, the digits move to the left (to the left).

         ‘Oi, Ebbo. Got a question for you.’

         The boy straining to punch a hole in the ceiling is another Parkside legend – but not in a good way. In fact, he’s spent so long sitting outside Mrs Goodall’s office that there’s a permanent crater the shape of Callum Critchlow’s butt in the chair.

         ‘Yes, all right, Callum,’ says Mr Blott. ‘And well done for putting your hand up. But I hope it’s a sensible question this time.’

         Callum nods, but his toothy smile is a bit of a giveaway. ‘Ebbo says that Awesomewhatdoyoucallit has got everything you could ever wish for. So where are the toilets then? And why is there no dog poo in the park?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ I say, grabbing the opportunity to tell another joke. ‘But it’s funny you should say that, Callum, because I’m going to wash my hair with poo tonight. I’ve been washing it with shampoo for years. Just think how good it’s going to look when I use the real thing!’

         ‘Oh no,’ groans Chelsey. ‘Not another one of Archie Ebbs’ jokes.’

         But at least it shuts Callum up for two minutes. Because practically everyone else is roaring with laughter – even Mr Blott has a smile on his face. And I wish it could go on forever. Like I said, my life is so good I could eat it.

         ‘That seems like an appropriate time to finish,’ says Mr Blott, running his hand through his spiky hair. ‘Now I know it seems a long way off. But before you go, guys, I want to remind you about the Leavers’ party.’

         A cheer goes round the room. Mr Blott has the best parties ever. Last year they had a chocolate fountain and laser show, plus Mr Blott filmed the whole class doing a wicked lip-sync video of that song from The Greatest Showman.

         Mr Blott claps his hands and waits for silence. ‘Because if you really want that inflatable assault course and the massive water fight…’

         Practically everyone in the class shouts, ‘We do!’

         ‘…you’re going to have to raise a bit of extra money. And I’m not talking about the bank of mum and dad here. I want you to come up with some ingenious fundraising ideas of your own.’

         Practically everyone in the class has an ingenious/silly suggestion:

         ‘What about a sponsored game of Fortnite?’ (Josh.)

         ‘Penalty shoot-out – 20p a shot. Winner gets half the money; the rest goes towards the assault course.’ (Caitlin – captain of the football team and the best player in the school by a mile.)

         ‘Gymnastics display!’ (The combined members of the school gymnastics club.)

         ‘Cake sale.’ (Zak, Jayden and the new girl with the name I can’t remember.)

         ‘I could do an auction of jokes.’ (Guess who? Yeah, me, of course.)

         ‘I could go down the seafront and win some money on the slot machines.’ (Callum Critchlow – who else?)

         ‘Yes, some interesting suggestions there,’ says Mr Blott, looking quite relieved when the bell goes. ‘Well done, guys. You’ve worked hard today. Let’s hope you’re all in the green zone and ready to learn tomorrow.’
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         We charge down the corridor, past the Modroc models of Anderson shelters and the recycling display, towards main reception. Mrs Goodall, our ‘beloved’ headteacher, steps out of her office to growl, ‘How many times do I have to tell you, don’t run!’ and Mr Meston the caretaker (aka Mr Messy – not after the footballer, after the Mr Man) stares glumly from his secret store cupboard at the dirty footprints on his beautifully polished floor.

         ‘Catch you later in Awesomeopolis,’ says Caitlin, taking out the tennis ball she carries everywhere and dribbling it across the playground. ‘See you down by the harbour.’

         ‘Nice one,’ says Josh. ‘Maybe we could start work on the nuclear weapons.’

         Callum Critchlow has just got my joke. ‘Ha ha ha ha ha, Sham poo,’ he cackles, helicoptering his rucksack at me as he charges towards his taxi. ‘You’re so funny, Ebbo!’

         ‘Gotta go,’ says Amir. ‘My dad’s here.’

         I dodge my way through an army of parents and childminders. And there they are, holding hands in the bus shelter as usual: my sister, Izzy, and her six-foot-two, curly-haired giant of a boyfriend, Clint.

         ‘Hurry up, you little melt,’ says Izzy. ‘We haven’t got all day, you know.’

         After two and a bit terms, her Year Ten makeover is finally complete: new onion-shaped hairstyle, new smartphone (I have to make do with a stupid one until next year), new vegan lifestyle, new taste in music (louder and ruder, but better if you ask me), plus a new superpower – the ability to change mood in the middle of a sentence.

         ‘I’m going as fast as I can, Izz. But it’s really hot.’

         ‘Yes, we know that,’ she says, rolling her eyes at her curly-haired giant. ‘Clint and me have been waiting for ages, so get a move on.’

         Yeah, I know what you’re thinking. Why is your big sister still meeting you from school? Good question. But we’ve been walking home together since I was in Reception Class, so I guess it’s kind of a family tradition. And at least these days I get to hang out with Clint.

         ‘There you go, Arch,’ says my sister’s boyfriend, reaching into his ‘Clint ♥ Izzy’ rucksack and pulling out a sachet of Capri Sun. ‘Get that down you.’

         Clint and I have spent the last six weeks working on a new handshake. We bump fists and launch into the full thirty-second version.

         Izzy grabs Clint’s hand back and drags him on ahead. ‘Come on, babe. Let’s get out of here.’

         I really like Clint. He’s dead funny and he gives me all his old Xbox games. He taught me how to burp too. I’m not sure what he sees in my sister (if I ever have a girlfriend, I’ll definitely check first to make sure she doesn’t play the trombone) but Clint is obviously crazy about her. And don’t tell anyone, but I’m really glad.
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         ‘Home sweet home, eh, Arch?’

         We’ve lived at 22 Station Road since I was three years old. And from the hamsters’ graveyard in the garden (Granddad made little crosses out of lolly sticks) to the family photos in the toilet, Izzy’s drawing of Dinger as a kitten that’s still on the fridge and the stain on my bedroom carpet from the unfortunate incident with Stretch Armstrong and the Diet Pepsi, I love every inch of it.

         ‘Dinner’ll be ready in twenty minutes, Arch,’ says Clint, slipping on his special apron with ‘REAL MEN COOK’ on the front. ‘Vegan spag bol followed by Clinton’s bangin’ chocolate brownies. I’ll call you when it’s ready.’

         ‘Thanks, Clint.’

         I grab Mum’s laptop and disappear upstairs to my bedroom. No one’s online yet, so I spend the next hour watching The Revenge of the Fruit movies. (Twenty-eight new views and six new comments – three of them from Callum Critchlow, none of which I can repeat here!)

         Episode Four: The Grapefruit Awakens is still my favourite. Caitlin plays the ghost of SpongeBob and Josh drops rotten apples on her from his bedroom window while I dance round the garden under a white sheet to ‘The Monster Mash’. It’s probably one of Amir’s best ideas, especially the slow-motion sequence, but the delicious smells floating up from the kitchen are so distracting that I’m really pleased when Izzy stands at the bottom of the stairs and screams, ‘Teeeeeatime!’

         Clint’s a wicked cook. He’s even made vegan garlic bread with olive oil for Izzy. We line up together on the sofa in front of the telly and get stuck in.

         ‘What do you think of the new sauce, babe?’

         ‘Good,’ says Izzy, sucking up her spaghetti.

         Clint waves the bowl of garlic bread at me. ‘Go on, Arch, have another piece. But don’t forget to save some room for your brownies.’

         ‘Don’t worry, I won’t!’

         Clint’s always kind to me. But I can’t help noticing that my sister is being unusually nice. She’s scanned through all 203 recordings for my favourite episode of The Simpsons (Season 11, Episode 22: Behind the Laughter) and hardly even murmured when I snuck into her favourite spot at the end of the sofa.

         But she’s soon back to normal when Clint sneaks across to the cupboard and takes out the Xbox controllers. ‘Fancy a quick game of FIFA, Arch?’

         ‘No, he does not,’ says Izzy, raising her inch thick eyebrows at him. ‘And neither do you, Clinton. Because we’re going to do our homework – aren’t we?’

         ‘Oh … yeah … sorry, Arch.’

         ‘No worries,’ I say, starting to pile up the plates. ‘The others will be online by now.’
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         dark_matter, joshmageddon and caitmeister7 are waiting for me in the harbour. I joined them as <archenemy>.

         
            <archenemy> Hi guys. Wassup?

            <caitmeister7> Hi Arch. Have you washed your hair in poo today?

            <dark_matter> ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha

            <joshmageddon> lol

            <archenemy> So what we doing guys?

            <caitmeister7> Build a witchtower?

            <joshmageddon> Kill some zombies.

            <dark_matter> Start work on the new airport.

            <archenemy> Let’s do all three!!!!!!!!!!

         

         But after we’ve built a witchtower and laid a bit of runway something rather weird happens. There’s a knock at my door.

         
            <archenemy> Soz guys. Gotta go for a minute.

         

         Doubly weird because she never comes into my bedroom in the first place and, if she did, she definitely wouldn’t knock first.

         ‘Hi Arch,’ says Izzy in a sickly-sweet voice that doesn’t suit her. ‘How are you doing?’

         ‘OK,’ I say, waiting for the usual sarcastic comment.

         ‘Good,’ she says, glancing down at my computer screen.

         ‘Uh huh.’

         ‘Looks quite … cool,’ says Izzy, which is weird again because last time I mentioned Awesomeopolis she thought it was ‘super-pathetic’ and a ‘total waste of time’.

         ‘What do you want?’

         She takes out a plate from behind her back. ‘Clint left me some more brownies. I thought you might like a couple.’

         ‘Great, thanks,’ I say, grabbing the plate before she changes her mind.

         Izzy starts to say something. ‘Archie, I don’t want you to get all…’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Oh … nothing,’ she says, backing towards my bedroom door. ‘I’m just going to practise my trombone. Hope I don’t disturb you.’

         I check outside my window for the alien spaceship that has abducted my real sister and replaced her with a chocolate brownie-bearing imposter. But all I can see is our next-door neighbour, Mrs Watts, putting a bowl of Whiskas on the back step for Bimbo and Margaret Thatcher.

         So the big question is:

         
            Why is my sister being so nice to me?
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         An hour later, Caitlin’s dad tells her to go and clean out Ronaldo (not the footballer, her angry guinea pig) and Josh and Amir decide they want to kill some zombies. So I run downstairs to see if there are any more brownies left and find Mum fast asleep on the sofa.

         ‘Hi, Mum. How was your day?’

         I’m not worried at first. Mum’s a staff nurse in A&E. She often crashes out when she gets home from work. In fact, I’ve devised some pretty fun ways of waking her: tickling, water torture, waving my sock under her nose and once (but never again!) using Izzy’s eyeliner to give her cats’ whiskers.

         But now I am worried. Because when I look more closely, I see that she’s not actually sleeping. She’s just sitting really, really still with her eyes tight shut.

         ‘What’s the matter, Mum, bad day at work?’

         Still no answer. I cuddle up next to her and reach down the side of the sofa for the remote. ‘I’ll find something on catch-up, shall I? What do you fancy, Mum? Celebrity cake baking or psycho brides?’

         At last, she says something.

         ‘Archie, wait. I need to talk to you first.’

         What have I done now? I’ve been loads better about not leaving mugs to go mouldy in my bedroom and I can’t remember the last time I forgot to flush the toilet. ‘It’s not something to do with melted cheese in the microwave, is it? Because that wasn’t me.’

         Mum smiles. ‘No. And it’s really nothing to worry about. But I should probably tell you – so you don’t hear it from someone else.’

         The worst thought I could possibly imagine flashes into my head.

         ‘You’re not ill, are you, Mum?’

         ‘No, of course not.’

         Mum’s tough. She has to be to deal with some of the stuff she sees at work. And apart from that rubbish film she makes us watch every Christmas, where the kids stop the train with a pair of knickers, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her with tears in her eyes.

         ‘So why are you crying then?’

         She’s also a terrible liar. ‘I’m not crying. I’m tired, that’s all.’

         ‘Please, Mum. Just tell me what’s going on.’

         She grabs a cushion and holds it to her stomach like a hot-water bottle. ‘A few days ago, I had a letter from Jerry.’

         ‘Who’s Jerry?’

         ‘You know, Jerry, our landlord,’ says Mum.

         ‘What, the guy who came round when the ceiling fell down?’

         Mum nods.

         ‘What did he want?’

         Izzy is practising Taylor Swift songs on her trombone. Mum pretends to be listening.

         ‘Come on, Mum. What is it?’

         She squeezes her cushion even tighter. ‘He wants us out of here.’

         I don’t really understand at first. ‘You mean, so he can do the decorating or something?’

         ‘No, Archie, it’s an eviction notice. He’s retiring to Spain, so he wants to sell the house. We’ve got eight weeks to get out.’

         I’ve seen enough rubbish reality telly to know what eviction means. ‘But he can’t, can he? This is our home.’

         Mum wraps her arm around me. She still smells of hospitals. ‘But it’s his house, my love. He can do what he likes with it.’

         ‘Does Izzy know?’

         Mum nods. ‘I told her yesterday. And just for the moment, she’d rather you didn’t mention it to Clint.’

         So that’s why she was being so nice. ‘OK … fine. But why didn’t you tell me?’

         ‘I just have,’ says Mum.

         Anger quickly morphs into blind panic. ‘It’s not fair. What are we going to do, Mum? Where are we going to live?’

         It reminds me of the time I cut my head open on the dishwasher. I thought I was going to bleed to death, but Mum just laughed and patched me up with Steri-Strips. ‘I don’t know yet but we’ll find somewhere else. We’ve got eight weeks, Archie. That’s plenty of time.’

         ‘I don’t want to live anywhere else. I want to live here.’

         ‘I’m sorry, my love. That’s just not an option. But don’t worry, I’ll find us somewhere even better. You’re always saying you want a bigger bedroom.’

         ‘You’ll never find anywhere half as good as Station Road.’

         ‘Trust me, Archie. Everything is going to be fine.’

         There’s no one I trust more than my mum. And our cat, Dinger, obviously feels the same way. He’s purring peacefully in his favourite chair. And, even though I know he doesn’t like being disturbed, I can’t resist going over for a quick cuddle.

         ‘You hear that, boy?’ I say, detaching his claws from the cushion before lifting him gently and pressing my face into his soft, warm fur. ‘We’ve got to leave our house. You don’t want to go either, do you, Ding? You’ll miss the garden, won’t you? And hunting mice under the shed and winding up the dog next door.’

         But Dinger keeps on purring, as if he hasn’t a care in the world.

         Cats can be very stupid sometimes.
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         Six weeks later, I’m jigging nervously from foot to foot at the far end of the school field, while Mr Messy the caretaker and his crack team of helpers clear the track of hoops, buckets and bowler hats from the obstacle race so that the hundred metres can begin.

         ‘You OK, Arch?’ says Amir, waving at his dad in the crowd.

         ‘Why shouldn’t I be?’

         ‘Dunno,’ he says, trying to look professional as he goes through his stretching routine. ‘You just look a bit … out of it, that’s all.’

         I’ve been trying really hard not to worry about our landlord’s letter. Mum keeps saying that everything is under control and Izzy’s so convinced that it’s ‘a lot of fuss about nothing’ that she still won’t let me tell Clint. The trouble is every now and then, it kind of creeps up on me.

         ‘I’m fine,’ I say, wishing I could just focus on the race. ‘At least I will be when we get started.’

         Luckily the last four weeks have been full of distractions. SATs weren’t nearly as bad as I thought they’d be. Thanks to Mr Blott, I actually remembered what fronted adverbials were. Callum Critchlow was excluded for two days for ‘accidentally’ tipping the entire contents of a Year Five’s lunchbox over her head. And the weather’s been so lovely that Josh’s dad took us down the beach for our first swim of the year in the sea.

         ‘I think we’re ready,’ says Mrs Goodall, who looks dead weird in her once-a-year trainers and black leggings. ‘Let’s have the Year Six boys to the starting line, please.’

         I’ve been waiting for this ever since the school trip to that art gallery when me and Amir had a race up and down the escalators and I suddenly realised I was faster than him. Every year so far I’ve been second. But this could be my perfect moment.

         Mrs Goodall raises her hand in the air. ‘On your marks, get seeeeeet…’

         Well, nearly perfect. Mum can’t make it this year because she’s working. It would have been nice to have her cheer me…

         ‘GO!’

         Jayden shoots off into an early lead, but by the time we pass the gate to Mrs Goodall’s conservation area, Amir and I have both overtaken him. We continue neck and neck until the halfway mark when I decide to make my move. Only, unlike in the race on the escalators, I can’t seem to shake him off.

         Amir flashes me the smuggest grin you’ve ever seen and starts to pull ahead.

         ‘Come on, Tiger,’ screams his mum. ‘You’re nearly there.’

         I try to keep up with him, willing my tired legs and pounding heart to go faster. But deep down, I know it’s useless. I might as well give up right now. At least Mum’s not here.

         And that’s when I hear a familiar voice chanting my name.

         ‘OH, AARCHIE E EBBS. OH, AARCHIE E EBBS.’

         I can’t believe it. Clint must have bunked off school for the afternoon just to watch me run. ‘Go on, Archie,’ he bellows. ‘You can do it!’

         And you know what, he’s right. Somehow I find the strength to surge past Amir and disappear into the distance. Five seconds later, I throw myself across the finishing line and collapse in a heap.

         ‘Well done, lad. Now up you get or you’ll ruin my grass.’

         The next thing I know Mr Messy the caretaker is pinning a first-place sticker on my polo shirt as the taste of victory explodes in mouth like popping candy. Like I said, my life is so awesome at the moment, I wish it could stay like this forever.
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         But I know something’s wrong the moment I see them in the playground.

         ‘What’s up?’ I say. ‘Why aren’t you at work?’

         Izzy looks like she’d rather be eating toenail clippings and Mum’s fake smile isn’t fooling anyone.

         ‘Well, that’s a nice way to greet your mother, Archie.’

         ‘Did you see my race?’

         ‘No, sorry,’ says Mum. ‘We only just got here.’

         Something else is wrong too. ‘Where’s Clint? I want to thank him for supporting me. At least he made the effort.’

         ‘I told him I had a doctor’s appointment,’ says Izzy.

         It doesn’t make sense. ‘Well, I don’t have to go, do I? We’re all going back to Caitlin’s. It’s vegetable lasagne night.’ (Plus, I’m really looking forward to teasing ‘Tiger’ about the race!)

         ‘You haven’t told him, have you, Mum?’ says Izzy.

         ‘Told me what?’

         Josh is chasing Amir and Caitlin across the playground with an imaginary assault rifle. ‘Hurry up, Archie,’ he says, unpinning an imaginary grenade and throwing it at us. ‘My dad says he’ll give us a lift.’

         ‘We’re going to finish filming Episode Seven,’ says Amir.

         (I’m playing the evil artichoke. I’ve only got a couple of scenes, but I’m pretty brilliant, if I do say so myself.)

         ‘Oh, hi Mrs Ebbs.’

         ‘Hi, Amir.’

         If anyone should be playing the evil artichoke, it’s Izzy.

         ‘Archie can’t come,’ she says. ‘Isn’t that right, Mum?’

         Mum nods. ‘I’m sorry, Amir. I’m afraid he’s got a prior engagement.’

         ‘What prior engagement? You told me yesterday it was fine.’

         ‘You know,’ says Mum, giving me the eyes. ‘That … thing I was talking about the other day. Now, say goodbye to your friends. I had to park on double yellow.’

         ‘But it’s not fair.’

         ‘It’s OK, Archie,’ says Amir. ‘We’ll do the scenes with Donald Trump’s wig. We can shoot your bits next week.’

         I try not to lose it in front of my friends but as soon as we’re in the car, I really let them have it. ‘You can’t do this to me. It’s not fair. You said I could go. You have no right. I hate both of you. Why are we going to the doctor’s, anyway? What’s it all about?’
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