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For Vinny, Zac, Ella and Jake.

And thank you, Ellen.
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I think someone’s made a mistake. The year should begin in September, not January.

 

January’s not much fun because:
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But in September:
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We buy new shirts, new skirts and trousers, new sweatshirts, new socks, new PE kit, new underwear and a new winter coat if we’ve grown out of the old one.

We choose new pencil cases, new pencils, new pens, new rubbers, new rulers, new books to write in and a new bag if the old one is falling apart.

We also get fitted for new shoes and then we have our hair cut. All because we are going up a class in school.

‘Oh dear,’ says Mum, taking more money out of the cash machine. ‘This is a very expensive time.’

[image: images]

It’s a brand new start for everybody. Especially, this year, for my two brothers, Dontie and Stanley.

Dontie – who is eleven – is going to secondary school and Stanley is going to start at my school in reception class.

It’s the first time Stanika will have been separated.

Stanika is Stanley and Anika. Stanley is going on five and Anika is going on three. They are always together, that’s why we call them Stanika.

I’m worried they are going to miss each other.

I do rather a lot of worrying. Every day I make a Worry List. I find it helps. If I write down my worries, they don’t happen. But if I don’t write them down, they do.

This summer when I was on holiday in Cornwall I stopped keeping a Worry List. Then my brother Dontie fell off a cliff.

But that’s another story.

My name is Mattie and I’m nine and a half. My sister V is seven and three-quarters. V is short for Vera Lynn but she doesn’t like her name so we call her V.

Anika’s going to stay at home with Mum, just the two of them, while everyone else goes to school, including my dad. He teaches art at the college. But sometime soon there will be three of them at home because my mum’s having another baby.

Jellico will be there too, waiting for us to come home from school. Jellico is our scruffy, scrounging, scrumptious dog.

‘Peace!’ says Mum the night before school starts as she tucks us up in bed. ‘School at last. Are you excited, Mattie?’

‘Yesss!’ I say, snuggling down and squeezing V round the middle which shows just how excited I am. My sister growls and throws my arm off but I don’t care.

I can’t wait to wear my new clothes.

I can’t wait to use my new things which I’ve packed neatly in my new bag.

I can’t wait to see my best friend, Lucinda.

‘I’m not excited!’ grumbles V. ‘School is boring.’

My sister hates school. She’s really clever with numbers and stuff but she can’t read very well.

‘You’re not like your brother and sister,’ said her last teacher, and the one before that, and the one before that. When teachers say this it makes V cross and when she gets cross, she gets into trouble.

‘It’ll be fine,’ says Mum. ‘New class, new teacher.’

‘No it won’t,’ says V, very crossly indeed.

I’m with V on this. School won’t be fine for her. It never is.

Mentally, I add her to my Worry List. Tonight it looks like this.
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Lucinda has been to the Continent for her holidays with her dad who is an Accountant and her mum who is a Full-Time-Home-Maker.

‘What’s it like?’ I ask.

‘Big.’

Apparently the Continent is made up of lots of different countries which all speak different languages.

‘What was the best bit?’ I ask. She screws her face up to think for a long time then finally makes up her mind.

‘Reading comics in the back of the car.’

Lucinda has brought me back presents from some of the places she visited. On the table in front of me are:
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I brought Lucinda back a present from Cornwall too. On the table in front of her is a small plaster figure of a Cornish piskie eating a pasty.

My part of the table looks a bit crowded. Lucinda’s part of the table looks a bit empty.

‘I love my piskie!’ she says and my face breaks into a grin.
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‘I knew you would.’

Mrs Shoutalot claps her hands and shouts.

‘Right, children. Face this way. We’re going to find out what you did in the summer holidays.’

Hands shoot up, Lucinda’s first.

‘Lucinda, you can begin.’

Mrs Shoutalot is what Dontie called my new teacher when he was in her class. Her real name is Mrs Sharratt but Mrs Shoutalot suits her better because she has a very loud voice.

We go around the class. It takes a [image: images] time to hear what everybody did in the summer holidays. Some people went away and some people stayed at home but half-way around, they all begin to sound the same. I yawn. It’s warm in the classroom. My eyelids start to droop. Next to me, Lucinda is gently snoring.

‘And last, but not least…!’ booms Mrs Shoutalot, extra-loud to get our attention. My eyes shoot open as twenty-three bodies sit bolt upright. ‘Mattie! What did you do, my dear?’

I stand up. Twenty-two pairs of eyes glaze over again; twenty-two bodies slump. No one is interested any more.

I take a deep breath and tell the class all about our holiday in Cornwall and some of the people we came across.

I tell them about Ted whose farm we stayed on.

I tell them about the beach called Sunset Cove where we played every day.

I tell them about Cormoran, the giant who lived in a castle and ate live sheep and cows for breakfast, and some people open their eyes.

I tell them about the spriggans who steal babies from their cots and some people sit up and look interested.

I tell them about the knockers, the little faery people who look after you if you give them something to eat. I tell them how I saved my last piece of pizza for the knockers and they brought us Jellico, our dog, who had got left behind.

‘Tell us more, Mattie,’ says Joby, who’s always told off for not listening.

I tell them about the silkies who look like seals, but some say are mermaids and mermen and some say are ghosts.

Now everyone is paying attention.

I tell them about Will, the friend I made, who had been trapped underground when the tin-mine collapsed a hundred years earlier.

Now everyone is sitting on the edge of their seats.

I tell them how my brother Dontie fell off a cliff and hurt his head and he would have drowned only Will led him to safety through a network of tunnels under the old tin-mine.

‘And then, after that, Will turned back into a silkie and swam out to sea, to freedom,’ I finish, and the whole class gasps.
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