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To all those who have felt lonely during
 any holiday or festival. This one’s for you.
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Description

An illustrated map shows the area around Crongton Heath. Situated within it are Crongton Recreation Grounds to the west and the site of the Summer Fair in the east. South Crongton Estate is in the north and Crongton Hills is to the south. The locations of Braga Ben’s and Mrs Corkstone’s remains are marked with gravestone symbols. The former is located north-east of the heath, and the latter is south-east in Crongton Hills, close to the houses of Boy from the Hills, Wendy Reynolds and Mrs Smythe-Watson.













My name is Gordon Colin Scott. Some broccoli brains at school say I only look twelve, but I’m fourteen years old. I turn fifteen next March. I prefer folks to call me Colin cos it doesn’t sound as posh as Gordon. At school, because of my wild hair, I was christened ‘Boy from the Hills’. It kinda stuck. I don’t mind it too much. I’d rather have a nickname than folks not even noticing me.


I live by Crongton Heath in a six-bedroom mansion with a gravel driveway and a circular front lawn. I attend South Crongton High School. I do my best to keep my address on the low profile, otherwise South Crong estate kids would take the living piss out of me.


Already I’ve been called ‘Glory Tory Boy’, ‘Lord of the Squires’ and ‘Billionaire Kid’.


My dad is a top-rated barrister and my mum’s a psychiatrist. I don’t know how much they’re worth, but my dad keeps an Aston Martin DB5 that he never drives in the garage. His friends love to wheel it out and sit in it. I laugh to myself when they pretend to be James Bond. I’m not even allowed to touch the damn thing. My mum books last-minute-dot-com holidays to places like Tibet and Peru. She likes hiking up hills and going camping.


My parents are hardly home these days. They’re always going on this campaign or that march. When I complain about it, they say, ‘What’s the problem? Do you realise how lucky you are? You have everything you want.’


At school, my best friends are McKay, Jonah, Liccle Bit, Venetia, Saira and Juniper. I’ve been through dramas with all of them. Last time, I barely escaped with my young life. We had to hot-bike it away from Fireclaw Heath, trying to get away from G-Gore’s Notre Dame crew.


Oh, my daisies, that was a close one.


It scared the ribs out of me, but it was much more exciting than watching Dad and Mum entertain guests at their boring dinner parties. They expect me to play the perfect son, but sometimes I’m tempted to place bull-crap on their well-expensive dinner seats.


Nearby lives Wendy Reynolds. Her parents are horsey folk. She spends more time on a nag than she does walking. She comes around now and again to watch films on my big screen in the basement. She’s the only friend I have around these rich ends. I can’t lie, I have a thing for her. I haven’t told her yet. Probably never will. Other local kids think I’m weird.


Things have calmed down between the gangs of North and South Crong. The king G of South Crong, Manjaro, is now staring at a long sentence, and we haven’t heard much about Major Worries in North Crong. The feds patrol the streets of South Crong much more frequently these days.


Nobody has been deleted for months. There was a shanking in Crong Park in November, but it wasn’t gang related. It was over a girl.


As Christmas approaches, me and my friends have started to relax and live the good life. We’ve been making plans for the holidays. Venetia has made me promise that I’ll do something with my hair for her dad’s Christmas church service. I said to her that I’ll think about it. She punched me in the arm. ‘You better! You’re not gonna embarrass me!’


’Twas the week before Christmas. I never imagined that my life was about to get cradazily dramatic again. And what’s more, the headlights would be on my ass instead of one of my friends.
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Bossi the Boerboel


Thursday.


School had finished for the day. Only one more day to go before we broke up. My friends and I linked up just outside the school gates. Liccle Bit had a blob of blue paint on his cheek. I sniffed something tasty coming from McKay’s bag. Banana cake? Juniper wore different brand trainers on each foot.


‘Is everyone on it then?’ asked Liccle Bit. ‘Cinema on Saturday?’


‘I don’t wanna see no boring Christmas romcom movie,’ moaned Jonah. ‘Why can’t we see something with a bit more action?’


‘Because the world is about more than Avengers, Spider-Men and Black Panthers,’ said Venetia. ‘For once in our lives, can’t we watch an everyday romcom? Or even a Christmas movie.’


‘Jonah, you might learn something,’ joked McKay.


‘Boy from the Hills,’ called Saira. ‘What about you? What do you wanna watch?’


‘Er … I’m easy either way,’ I said. ‘If pushed, I nudge towards something with a dose of action.’


‘Yes!’ said Jonah.


‘Juniper?’ asked Liccle Bit. ‘What say you?’


Juniper twirled her green and purple hair around her fingers. She offered a mischievous smile. ‘There’s this horror film,’ she said. ‘It Came Out of the River. A lot of people die cos this thing pollutes whatever it touches. Faces fall off and all that. Politicians’ fingers and hands just drop off. It sounds so cool.’


‘I’m not gonna watch a horror movie over Christmas,’ said Venetia.


‘Venetia, you’re not being diverse enough,’ argued Juniper. ‘These days horror movies don’t get any love. It’s not like there’s a guy in it who deletes kids with a long blade at some cabin by a lake.’


‘Can we have a vote on this?’ asked Liccle Bit. ‘Hands up for the romcom.’


Venetia and Liccle Bit raised their hands. After a bit of thought, McKay and Saira put up their hands too.


‘Who wants to go for that action movie,’ asked Liccle Bit. ‘What’s it called again?’


‘Escape from Littleville Mall,’ replied Jonah. ‘It’s about how this heroic guy who works in an Apple store helps to kill this other guy who goes on a shooting rampage. He’s just armed with one of those cardboard cutter things.’


Only Jonah and I raised our hands for that one.


‘So only me wants to see It Came Out of the River?’ asked Juniper. ‘You don’t know the ending of that one and who’s gonna survive. In your romcom, the boy gets the girl or the girl gets the boy. End of.’


‘Or girl might get girl and boy might get boy,’ said Saira.


‘OK,’ said Liccle Bit. ‘So romcom it is then. Let’s meet Saturday on Crong Broadway. Evening showing is seven-fifteen.’


‘I’m gonna smuggle in my snacks,’ said McKay. ‘Not paying those extortion rates for popcorn or a dog roll. Scandalous!’


McKay shared out slices of banana cake before we said our goodbyes. It was good.


I was the only one from my school who lived on the southside of the Heath. I took the shortcut through the long grass where dog folk walked their Saint Bernard mutts and Afghan Hounds, and young couples made out in the summer.


Reaching home twenty minutes later, I found Mum and Dad loading the green Range Rover with cabin cases and crates of tinned food. The Christmas lights on the naked cherry trees lit up the front lawn.


Dad was in his tear-up jeans and raggedy pullover. Mum wore her rubber boots, corduroy trousers and body warmer.


‘Where’re you going?’ I asked.


‘The Highlands,’ replied Dad. ‘A little north of Aberdeen. There’s this company that’s polluting the local river for fun and we’re—’


‘Going to support a campaign,’ I finished the sentence. ‘Are you going to save the little fishes and liberate little Loch Ness monsters?’


‘No need to be sarcastic, Colin,’ Mum said. ‘It’s important. You must make a stand on these things. These big companies can’t be allowed to get away with it. If there’s enough of us, the media will get hold of it.’


‘And run the story,’ added Dad.


‘It’s only a week till Christmas,’ I said. ‘When are you back?’


Mum and Dad swapped a glance. I guessed they wanted each other to answer my question.


‘Christmas Eve,’ Mum finally replied. ‘We’ve invited friends up there on various days. It’ll be rude to leave early.’


‘That’s … six days,’ I said. ‘What am I supposed to do? Step to Lapland and ask Santa if I can volunteer this year?’


‘Maria has agreed to stay over until we get back,’ said Dad. ‘We’re giving her a nice Christmas bonus.’


‘We’ve also left fifty pounds with Maria in case you want a couple of friends over one evening,’ said Dad. ‘You can buy snacks or a takeaway and play pool or something. Don’t they enjoy that?’


‘Er, yes, they do,’ I said. ‘But that’s just the one evening.’


‘Oh, and Mrs Utili wants to see you,’ said Mum. ‘She asked me to give her a call as soon as you came home from school.’


‘No!’ I protested. ‘I’m not doing it!’


‘Doing what?’ Dad asked.


‘Looking after her dog. Definitely not. It’s Christmas time. I’m going to the movies with my friends on Saturday, and then I’m going to church on Sunday morning to watch my friend do a solo.’


‘Church?’ Mum repeated. She looked baffled. ‘You never go to church.’


‘It could be something else other than dog-sitting,’ said Dad. ‘She might have a job for you in her back garden or in her big greenhouse. I thought you enjoy that kind of thing? You know, landscaping and all that.’


‘No, she’s gonna ask me to look after that monster of a dog of hers while she goes shopping in Paris or something. Not doing it! And it’s the wrong time of year for landscaping.’


‘She might pay.’ Mum smiled.


‘And her dog, Bossi, is so tame,’ added Dad. ‘He’s so playful. Just remember to feed him on time.’


‘He’s lovely,’ said Mum. ‘And she hasn’t got anyone else. She can’t leave him alone. It’s been tough for her since her husband died.’


‘Her husband was thirty-seven years older than her,’ I said. ‘He smoked thirty a day and was ripe for a heart attack. What did she expect?’


Mum shook her head. ‘That’s unkind, Colin.’


‘She did make you soup the last time you had flu,’ Dad reminded me. ‘She checked in every day with you while you were sick.’


‘Yeah, she did.’ I nodded. ‘Cos you two were too busy!’


Dad shook his head.


Two seconds of silence.


Mum broke it. ‘One good turn deserves another,’ she said.


‘But that dog’s a monster! I’m not even sure if it’s a dog. It’s something between Godzilla and a Tasmanian devil.’


My parents laughed.


‘You’ll be fine,’ said Mum. ‘What more could you want? You’ll have the house to yourself, you can have a couple of friends over, and you can watch what you want on the big screen in the games room. We’ve just downloaded new films on to the hard drive. Most kids would—’


‘Love that opportunity,’ I finished the sentence. ‘Blah de blah blah. I’ve seen this movie.’


Mum took out her phone and called Mrs Utili.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Merry Christmas to you too! Of course Colin will look after Bossi. He’s looking forward to it … Yes, we know Bossi’s as gentle as a cuddly toy. Of course, he won’t feed him rubbish … only what you ask for. Bring him straight around. I’m sure Colin would like the company.’


My Christmas is dead. Bossi will be taking me for walks. He might eat me. Maybe I’ll slap a saddle on him and join Wendy Reynolds when she rides out her horses. Then again, I should take him to school. No bullies will trouble me when they see Bossi.


Dad placed the last crate into the boot and stepped up to me. ‘We’re trying to raise an independent-thinking young man,’ he said. ‘One who stands on his own feet and appreciates his privilege.’


‘All I ever do is appreciate my privilege,’ I snapped. ‘It should’ve been my middle name.’


‘Yes.’ Mum nodded. ‘You’ll soon be a man. I don’t want you to be like the other spoilt kids around here.’


‘No chance there,’ I replied.


Mum hugged and kissed me on the cheek. ‘Be good. Maria has finished the decorations. It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas.’


‘If you do have one or two friends over,’ Dad said. ‘Don’t let them inside the garage. Is that clear? I’ve just had the DB5 waxed.’


‘It’s clear, Dad. You don’t have to remind me.’


‘There aren’t too many original Aston Martin DB5s left in the UK,’ Dad said.


‘So you keep saying,’ I replied. ‘You have a nice time with slugs and ugly things that live at the bottom of the river. You obviously love to spend more time—’


‘Colin!’ Mum told me off. ‘That’s enough.’


Dad started the car and pulled away. He left gravel dust in his wake. A deep part of me wanted them to stay, but my brain screamed at me to enjoy my freedom.


What freedom? Bossi’s gonna take up all my free time.


I went inside and headed for the kitchen. We had three Christmas trees: one by the staircase, another in the lounge and a smaller one in the dining area. They were all real. Mum had chopped them down herself. Not too much caring for the environment there.


Maria hadn’t cooked anything.


‘Maria! Maria!’


No response.


I headed to the basement. There she was, watching an episode of the Power Universe on the big screen. Tommy had just killed another of his enemies.


‘Maria, what’s for dinner?’


She was holding a gold star and had a bit of glitter in her black hair.


‘No dinner today,’ she said, staring at the screen. ‘Takeaway. What do you want?’


‘Er … I dunno. What do you want?’


Before she could answer, the doorbell rang.


‘I’ll get it,’ I said.


I opened the front door. Mrs Utili wore knee-length black boots, brown leather trousers and something white and furry that a polar bear might have been missing. Tiger-striped earmuffs covered her ears. Her long black hair was tied into a ponytail.


‘Merry Christmas!’ she greeted in her Italian accent. ‘Buon Natale!’


‘Merry Christmas,’ I replied.


Bossi looked a bit sleepy beside her. He was sitting down but his head almost reached the shoulder of his owner. He had a brown coat, but his nose, mouth and cheeks were black. His paws were about the same size as a rhino’s foot.


I’m not scooping up anything that he craps. It must be enormous.


Mrs Utili bent down, grabbed Bossi by the neck and kissed him on the cheek. This monster tongue came out of Bossi’s mouth and slobbered Mrs Utili’s face. She seemed to enjoy it.


If he does that to me, I’ll cut his tongue off!


‘Your parents said it’s OK for you to look after my sweet Bossi until Boxing Day,’ she said.


‘Boxing Day!’ I repeated. ‘You’re going away for a week?’


‘Sì,’ Mrs Utili replied. ‘I’m off to Salzburg. That city knows how to celebrate Christmas with all the Mozart music and festivals.’


‘Boxing Day!’ I said again.


‘Sì, and it’s been snowing there recently. It’ll look very pretty. I’ll be dancing to the music. Bella!’


‘Can’t you take Bossi with you?’ I asked.


Mrs Utili angled her head and thought about it. ‘Bossi doesn’t like travelling too much. It upsets him. He would miss running about the Heath and the woods around here.’


‘I haven’t got any dog food,’ I said. ‘Can’t feed him.’


‘Oh, nessun problema,’ replied Mrs Utili. ‘Earlier I dropped off Bossi’s food to Maria – rabbit and duck meat. It’s in your fridge. Make sure you bring it to the boil and let it simmer for an hour or so. Serve it with a bit of gravy.’


‘I have to cook?’


‘Sì.’ Mrs Utili nodded. ‘Your parents said you’ll be OK with that.’


‘I’m not a good cook. In fact, I’m a bad, bad cook. I have issues boiling an egg.’


Mrs Utili smiled. Bossi licked his cheeks and stood up on his hind legs. I’m sure he could pull Santa’s sleigh on his own.


Maybe he could hunt for his own food. There’s plenty of foxes and rabbits around here.


‘As it’s Christmas, I will pay you,’ she said.


She handed over an envelope. It was sealed. By the feel of it there were more than four notes in it.


They’d better not be fivers!


‘Take him for walks first thing in the morning and at about six at night,’ Mrs Utili instructed. She handed me a roll of green toilet bags and a scoop shovel. ‘If you don’t … well, you know what might happen.’


‘Yeah, I know,’ I replied.


The mischievous side of me was tempted to lock him up in my parents’ bedroom. Bossi could do his business there.


Mrs Utili stooped down to kiss Bossi one last time. Bossi stuck his mega-tongue into her left ear.


Eeeeewwww!


‘Arrivederci,’ she said. ‘Buon Natale!’


She handed over Bossi, turned and left. Bossi simpered and pulled a bit on his lead. I led him into the house and closed the double doors.


The lead was as thick as a rope.


I took him downstairs.


Maria paused her show. ‘I know what you’re going to ask,’ she said. ‘Here’s the deal. I’ll cook his rabbit and duck meat and you take him for walks.’


‘That’s good with me.’ I nodded.


‘For a price!’ Maria added. ‘That thing should really be showjumping.’


I opened my envelope. I counted one hundred and forty pounds.


Wow!


‘Fifty pounds!’ Maria demanded.


‘Forty,’ I replied.


‘Fifty!’


‘Forty-five,’ I negotiated.


‘Fifty!’ Maria insisted. ‘You’ll be going to school tomorrow, the cinema on Saturday and you’ll be going to your friend’s church service on Sunday morning. Fifty!’


‘Keep the fifty Mum and Dad gave you for when my friends come over,’ I said. ‘I’ll keep the one hundred and forty.’


‘Hmmmm.’


‘Is that a “yes”?’ I asked.


‘Depends how well that thing behaves,’ Maria replied. ‘I reserve the right to change my mind.’


For a moment, I loosened my grip on Bossi’s lead, and he headed for underneath the pool table. He made himself snug and closed his eyes. Ten minutes later he was asleep.


This might be easier than I thought. A sleepy hound is a good hound.


An hour or so later, Maria had boiled Bossi’s duck meat and placed it in a large soup bowl. He sunk it in about three minutes. Our nearest neighbours were fifty metres away but I’m sure they heard Bossi licking his lips.


For my own dinner, Maria ordered Chinese: I had chow mein with spring rolls. Meanwhile, Bossi went back under the pool table and got his nap on.


I had to wake him up for his evening stroll at 6 p.m. I tried to walk him through the Heath, but he wasn’t having it. He dragged me to the woods. He sniffed, farted, scared the living kidneys out of other hounds and did his business. At least in the woods I didn’t have to scoop anything. And, my God, Bossi could crap a heavy load.


By the time I returned home, my arms felt like I had pulled in a cruise ship. Maria had placed an old blanket under the pool table. After nosing around the empty Chinese food cartons in the kitchen, Bossi crashed out.


Yes!


I played some pool before I went to bed. My head hit my pillow as I wondered what my friends would think about Bossi. If Maria changed her mind, I wouldn’t make the cinema and Venetia’s solo at church.


Could I take him with me? Tie him up outside the church? No, bad idea. He’ll scare away the congregation.
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Party Time


Friday morning. Six days before Christmas.


First lesson of the day was biology. All my friends had opted out of it, but from the very start, I loved to learn how living things work and grow. Splitting animals apart was gross at first, but after a while, I found it fascinating.


Now we were studying evolution and how the human body had changed over thousands of years.


At break, I was the first out of the door – I had to find my crew. I didn’t want to tell them my breaking news about having to look after Bossi in a group text.


Blam!


I ran into the back of Vincent Chapman.


Oh no!


He dropped to one knee, almost falling over.


‘Sor-sorry,’ I managed.


Vincent looked at me like I had pissed in his favourite soup. He always rolled up the sleeves of his school blazer to show off his thick forearms. He was the second-best shot-putter in the school. He was only fifteen. ‘I’ll have to dry-clean my blazer now!’ he said. ‘It’s polluted. You know how much that costs these days? No, you wouldn’t! Cost of living crisis doesn’t touch your squire boy behind.’


‘Yeah.’ His friend Donald Thompson nodded. ‘Well expensive. Especially after you polluted it.’


They both blocked my way. I glanced behind me to see if there were any teachers about. There weren’t. Other students kept a safe distance from us.


Vincent’s blue eyes narrowed. His blonde hair was nearly as long as mine. ‘That’ll be a brown note, Mr Squire Boy.’


‘You know I don’t carry cash,’ I replied. ‘Especially ten-pound notes.’


‘That’s not our problem,’ said Donald Thompson. He stepped towards me and reached out his hand. His lopsided Afro still didn’t look right, but I’d never tell him. ‘Pay your tax by the end of the day, otherwise there’ll be interest.’


‘Yeah,’ Vincent chuckled. ‘Fifty per cent.’


Donald clenched his fist. ‘Otherwise, you know what’s coming,’ he added.


I glanced over my shoulder again. Mr Soares, my biology teacher, had just come out of his classroom.


‘You can fling that tax and fifty per cent where the devil sleeps!’ I said to Vincent. ‘See ya later, gangster fakers!’


I hot-footed it past Mr Soares along the corridor and into the playground. I frantically searched for my friends.


Relief.


There they were by the table tennis tables. Jonah was playing against Liccle Bit. McKay, Saira and Venetia watched.


I panted for a few breaths before I could say anything.


‘I’m in a situation,’ I said eventually.


Liccle Bit caught the ping-pong ball. Everyone looked at me.


‘What kinda situation?’ asked Jonah.


‘I have to babysit a dog,’ I revealed. ‘And it’s not a little poodle.’


Venetia stepped towards me, hands on hips. She had red, white and black coloured braids in her hair – the Trinidad colours. ‘Does this mean you’re not coming to my solo ting? Look how much notice I gave you! I told you weeks ago. You don’t wanna go cos you don’t wanna do something with your hair.’


‘No, no. Maria should be able to look after him,’ I said. ‘My parents set it up. I didn’t know a damn diddly till I got home from school yesterday. That’s when they hit me with it. It’s a neighbour’s dog.’


‘Did it eat your homework too?’ asked McKay.


‘Hate dogs,’ said Saira. ‘Can’t believe you have to spend Christmas with one of them.’


‘I’m getting paid,’ I admitted. ‘Getting paid neatly.’


‘You are?’ said Jonah, stepping towards me. His eyes lit up. ‘You need any help?’


‘Er …’ I said.


‘How much are you getting paid?’ McKay asked.


‘Er … one hundred and forty.’


‘One hundred and forty!’ Jonah repeated. ‘For looking after a hound?’


‘It’s not your normal hound,’ I replied.


‘Care folk get less than that for looking after grey people,’ Jonah went on. ‘I’d babysit a man-eating tiger for that kinda money.’


‘I’ll … I’ll be on my lonesome,’ I said. ‘My parents have gone away till Christmas Eve. To make up for it, they’ve said you can all come around to my place over the holidays to hang out. I’ve got funds for takeaways. We can shoot some pool and watch a few films. What do you say?’


McKay nodded. Something brewed inside his head. He then broke out into a wide smile. ‘You know what I’m thinking?’ he said.


‘What’s for school dinner today and how you’re gonna complain about it?’ laughed Liccle Bit.


‘A Christmas cake?’ wondered Saira.


‘That new blueberry cheesecake that is on discount at the Cheesecake Lounge?’ asked Venetia.


‘No.’ McKay shook his head. ‘I’m thinking … party!’


‘You’re … you’re not serious?’ I replied.


‘I’m double serious,’ replied McKay. ‘From the moment I planted my toes in your palace, I thought, great place for a party.’


‘My parents said I could have one or two friends over,’ I said. ‘That’s all.’


‘They left you in Christmas week,’ Jonah said. ‘That’s cold.’


‘Brutal,’ added Liccle Bit.


‘Neglect!’ McKay shouted.


‘They’re always going away and leaving you on your lonesome,’ said Saira. ‘It’s not right. Do they care more about their campaigns than you?’


‘And you can’t choose just two of us to enter your gates,’ Jonah said.


‘Yeah.’ McKay nodded. ‘We Crongton Knights are a package. It’s the perfect situation for a party.’


‘And it’s gotta be a fancy-dress party,’ said Juniper.


Where did Juniper come from? Jonah has a point about the package thing. I can’t invite two to my gates and leave the others out.


‘Doesn’t a party mean music, food and stuff?’ I asked.


‘DJ Teaspoon!’ jumped in Venetia. ‘He’s got a laptop and beats. Sometimes, he helps us out with music for our dance lessons. We can ask him.’


‘DJ Teaspoon?’


‘He’s in our year,’ said Liccle Bit. ‘Tall, mixed-race brother. He’s always wearing headphones. Loves his coffee.’


‘How comes I’ve never heard of him?’ I said.


‘He’s only had one proper gig,’ replied Saira. ‘At the reopening of the youth club. He played a set, and it went down well. He got South Crongton folk fizzing and bubbling.’


‘And how much is he gonna cost?’ I wanted to know.


‘He’ll do it for free,’ said Venetia. ‘He’s trying to make a name for himself.’


‘And I can do the food,’ offered McKay. ‘I’m gonna try out my new spicy chicken rolls and I’ll bake my mince pies. We’ll get some patties in too. You’ve got a whop-a-duper budget. One hundred and forty pounds. That’ll cover all the ingredients and soft drinks we need. And there’s enough space in your oven to cook a buffalo.’


‘And Brontosaurus ribs,’ added Juniper.


‘I’ll have to ask Maria,’ I said.


‘She works for your family,’ said Jonah. ‘Works for you. We’ve had untold near-death experiences this year with G-Gore and other dramas. Can’t we finish the year with a party?’


‘A fancy-dress party,’ added Juniper. ‘Like it’s 2199.’


I thought about it.


‘Will you guys help me clean up afterwards?’


‘Of course,’ replied Saira. ‘As if we wouldn’t.’


‘And we can’t let Vincent Chapman and Donald Thompson know,’ I said. ‘I’ve already got on their demon side by crashing into them just a minute ago. I don’t want them two coming around to my gates and terrorising everyone.’


‘News about your party is not gonna leak from me,’ promised Venetia.


‘Nor me,’ said Saira. She made a zipping motion over her mouth.


‘Yes!’ said McKay. ‘When are you gonna give me the funds to do the shopping?’


‘We’ll go before the cinema, so we’re not eating into Venetia’s singing thing on Sunday,’ I replied.


‘Thing!’ Venetia repeated. ‘Thing! I’ll be singing a solo carol. God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen.’


‘Aren’t there any carols about merry women?’ asked Saira.


No one could provide an answer.


‘When the holidays are done,’ I said, ‘someone might rap about a kid being swallowed by a great hound.’


‘Stop griping,’ Jonah said. ‘You’re getting paid neatly.’


‘Before you get munched,’ Venetia cut in, ‘fix up your hair and step to the church to hear my solo.’


‘Catch up when school is done?’ asked McKay.


‘Yeah,’ I replied. ‘But I can’t hang for too long. Got to take Bossi for his evening trod.’


‘See you at the cinema as well,’ Venetia said. ‘You always say you never get invited to stuff. Well, you are now.’


I nodded. ‘I’ll remind Maria to look after Bossi when I get home.’


‘And don’t forget to do something with your hair!’
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