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CHAPTER ONE


The first time I saw her was in assembly. The Year Eleven, ‘Welcome Back, This Is a Big Year, Be Scared’ assembly. I wasn’t scared though, I was ready.


Or at least I thought I was.


Turns out I wasn’t ready for her.


Five Things About This Year:


1.IT’S GCSE YEAR.


2.IT’S GCSE YEAR.


3.IT’S GCSE YEAR.


4.IT’S GCSE YEAR.


5.IT’S GCSE YEAR and the first year I have actual, real life, decent FRIENDS.


That morning it had felt strange to put the green jumper on again. The green jumper that had been stuffed at the back of my wardrobe and forgotten about for six whole weeks of summer holiday bliss. The green jumper that I’d had to magic-clean this morning (due to having forgotten about it) and which I might have accidentally shrunk slightly. I was still learning.


I’d walked down the hill, rounding the corner on to the seafront, the unusually warm September sun making the sea all gorgeous and twinkly. I had a spring in my step, for, as much as I hated the green jumper, I was actually looking forward to this year. This year which would be so different to last – no new house, no starting a new school and not knowing a soul, no trying to keep myself painfully under the radar, no legion of mean, misogynist boys making my life hell and no freaking out over unexplained powers. I wasn’t a pro at the magic yet (as evidenced by the slightly shrunken jumper) but I had definitely improved from six months ago, when my magic had been entry level, to say the least.


I’d been working on my magic over summer – or rather, we’d been working on it. We being me; my older sister beauty-blogger-extraordinaire Bella; my newly hippied, returned-to-her-roots Mum; and Nonna, the bangle-wearing, aura-reading, all-round megababe Grand High Witch of the family. It was going snail-pace slowly though, with most of our sessions consisting more of health and safety briefings than much actual magic.


Mum and Nonna had decided to break it to me and Bella earlier in the year (six months ago, to be precise) that we were witches. Actually, decided isn’t quite right; they’d had no choice but to tell us, because moving back to the Isle of Wight had kicked our powers into action. Before we knew it we were accidentally turning frogs purple and making boys’ noses grow when they lied. Unsurprisingly, we’d wanted answers.


It had taken us a while to … adjust, but Bella and I were now grasping the basics and, very gradually, in ant-sized steps, making progress – though nowhere near as fast as I would have liked. I was aiming for something along the lines of turning water into wine and we weren’t even at the turning water into squash end of the scale.


Most trainee witches only get their powers during their periods but it turns out I’m super powerful and have access to mine all the time. In a shocking twist to the tale, Bella, always the A+ student and golden child, ISN’T as powerful as me and only gets her powers when she’s on. Which is actually quite annoying and another speed bump on the learning-some-kickass-magic road as Nonna insists that we learn together.


As I neared the school, I heard a booming laugh. Libby.


‘Jessieeeeeeee!’ she squealed, breaking away from Summer and Tabs and running towards me.


‘Libbeeeeeeee!’ I squealed back, nearly toppled over by her hug.


‘You look different,’ she said, looking me up and down.


‘You’ve only been gone three weeks, I can’t look that different.’


She squinted at me. ‘You look … taller? Or does that jumper look smaller?’


‘Libby!’ Summer chided. She looked me up and down herself, her turquoise-blue eyes shining bright, her golden hair two shades lighter from a summer spent in the sunshine. ‘But seriously, Jessie, maybe it’s time for some new uniform? It does look a bit … small?’


‘It shrunk in the wash. It’ll stretch by the end of the day,’ I said, making a mental note to magic it bigger. ‘How was Spain, Libby?’


‘Amazing, since you ask, and very hot – in more ways than one, if you know what I mean.’ She attempted a wink.


Summer looked at her watch. ‘We’d better walk and talk, lads. Don’t want to be late on our first day of Year Eleven. You know what it’ll be today – serious lectures and stress-inducing exam talk.’


Tabs and I smiled at each other. She was fresh-faced and eager and organised to within an inch of her life, as always. Both of us were looking forward to the challenge.


‘So go on then,’ I prompted Libby, as we started towards school. ‘Hot Spanish love affair details please.’


‘I can’t do it justice on a walk,’ Libby said dramatically. ‘I’ll tell you later when we have time to go into all the juicy details and you can fully appreciate and marvel at the passion of it all. But the basics are – Spanish boys are thirsty and hot and I feasted on a most delightful tapas of—’


‘Chorizo?’ Summer offered, sniggering.


‘Patatas Bravas – spicy!’ Tabs added.


‘It was definitely spicy,’ Libby grinned, her face looking more beautiful and flawless then ever with her perfect tan. ‘Anyway, what’s been going on here? What did I miss?’


‘Oh let’s see …’ Summer said. ‘Working in the café, looking after the kids, working in the café, looking after the kids – on a loop basically.’


‘No foxy mainland girls or guys over for a summer romance?’ Libby asked. ‘Get it? A “Summer” romance?’


We all groaned.


‘Sadly not,’ Summer said. ‘Even if there had been, I wouldn’t have had time. I barely managed to fit in any surfing.’


‘It sucks that the café’s busiest time is over the summer holidays.’ I was still disappointed at having hardly been able to see Summer.


She shrugged. ‘Island life.’


‘And how are you and Le Fredster?’ Libby asked, nudging me.


We were closer to school now and entering prime green jumper territory. Clusters of students were feeding in to the main slipstream heading for the gate.


‘You’re obsessed,’ Summer said to Libby. ‘One-track mind!’


I appreciated the chance to pause before answering, because, really, I wasn’t sure how Freddie and I were. We’d been hanging out a lot over the summer and we’d had some nice times. There was definitely something about having a boyfriend I enjoyed, not least all the kissing – which was a whole new thing for me. I felt sad I’d wasted so many years not kissing.


But … if I was honest with myself, as lovely as Freddie was, I felt that something had shifted halfway through the summer – like a piece of our puzzle had gone missing. Beyond kissing and watching Kardashian reruns, we didn’t seem to have that much to talk about any more. There’s only so much discussion that can be had about who the best Kardashian is (Khloe, obvs). And only so much kissing. Though I hadn’t reached my limit on that quite yet.


Sometimes I wondered if I was with Freddie just for the kissing, which didn’t seem like a great reason to be with someone. We never had any deep and meaningfuls any more – never delved into our hopes and dreams and fears, our families, never discussed our feelings, or our thoughts (beyond aforementioned Kardashian favourites). Had we used up all our deep? Did he regret opening up to me in the first place? I liked Freddie – he was kind and sweet and funny – but he felt a bit impenetrable. Like a hard rock face I couldn’t chisel through – a gorgeous, very hot, hard rock face.


‘We’re fine,’ I said, trying to sound perkier than I felt.


Libby glanced at me for a moment too long before deciding not to probe further. ‘And Tabs, how’s … uh, revision?’


In our group, Tabitha and Libby had the least in common – Tabitha being very academic-focused and Libby being very boy-focused. They made it work though.


‘It’s going OK. I’ve been working at The Quay as well as revising,’ Tabs said, ‘though not so many thirsty boys there, more pensioners thirsty for tea.’


Libby linked arms with her, a gleam in her eye. ‘Well that sounds dreadfully dull and something we need to sort.’ Tabs, quite rightly, looked slightly terrified.


‘Here we go then, girls,’ Summer said, stopping abruptly in front of the main gate, to groans and tuts from people behind us, who had to swerve to avoid collision. ‘This is it. Year Eleven. One more year of the green jumper before the relative freedom of sixth form.’


‘Are we ready?’ I asked. I felt a wave of joy, standing there with my friends, soaking in the excitement of a new beginning, a fresh start. Everyone nodded. ‘Then let’s do this,’ I said, leading my friends through the gates to our first day of Year Eleven.


‘In you come, quietly please,’ Mr Sampson, our Head of Year boomed, herding us all into the hall for assembly. No one was taking any notice of him.


I shuffled along in my form line, making small talk with Heather Dunne about summer holidays and how she’d grown out of all of her skirts from last year (she obviously saw me and my too-tight jumper as a comrade). Freddie gave me a little wave from a few rows back. He looked particularly nice, I noticed.


My form took our seats a few rows from the front, breathing in the disinfectant and furniture polish of a deep clean. I was busy tugging down my jumper and wondering where I’d gone wrong with the cleaning magic. When I looked up again, my eyes met someone else’s – someone I’d pushed to the back of my mind pretty effectively all summer.


Callum Henderson.


He was staring right at me, with an expression I couldn’t read. It seemed somewhere between a sneer and … cautious interest? My chest tightened. I was determined not to look away, and held his gaze until someone next to him gave him a nudge, demanding his attention.


He turned away, but the memories had come flooding back. Callum passing notes to his mates, with scores for girls on them, Callum throwing offensive paper aeroplanes at me, Callum’s smug grin caught on video as he made fun of me, that unwanted kiss, and, worst of all, his face, angry and red after I had pushed him away. I shook my head, willing the memories out.


‘Good morning, Year Eleven,’ came a stern voice from the stage.


The last remnants of excited whispers died down and all eyes focused to the front where Ms Pritchard, the new Headteacher, was addressing us. She was tall and serious-looking, dressed in a black suit, white shirt and sensible shoes. Her hair was short, her expression a fixed half-smile. Everything about her screamed no-nonsense, ready for action. She looked poised and ready to be called to a frontline mission somewhere. It wouldn’t have surprised me if she’d had a Swiss Army knife and rations in her pockets.


‘As you’ll know from the introduction video that was sent out over the holidays, my name is Ms Pritchard and I am your new Headteacher. I am very happy to be here at Queen Victoria Academy.’


You might want to tell your face that, I thought.


‘And I am excited to begin our journey together.’ Again with the face not matching the words.


‘There is, of course, work to be done, especially after the events of last year.’ Practically the whole of Year Eleven turned in my direction at that one.


‘But I truly believe that, together, we can make Queen Victoria Academy a place to be proud of, a place where you will all thrive.’


She took a sip of water, straightening out her perfectly straight jacket.


‘I’m sure you are aware what an important year in your academic career this is for you all. Now is not the time to rest on your laurels. Now is the time to take all those years of working hard, of learning, of striving, and apply them – to rise to the challenge.’ She gestured dramatically here. She was really leaning into the Prime-Minister-addressing-the-nation vibes.


Summer caught my eye from across the hall, barely suppressing a giggle.


‘I’m not going to lie to you – it will be a challenge. But it will be worth it. You only get this chance once.’


‘Unless you do retakes,’ a voice said, from somewhere in my vicinity. I glanced over – ugh, Marcus. Another one of Callum’s misogynist cronies who had wreaked havoc on my life last year. He made my skin crawl.


Ms Pritchard paused. Her sharp eyes fixed and narrowed on where the noise had come from. I found myself shrinking back, even though I hadn’t done anything.


‘I would like to take this opportunity to remind you of our five School Pillars: endeavour, responsibility—’


Just then, the front hall door swung open. One of the school secretaries walked in, closely followed by a girl who was determinedly focusing on the floor like she was wishing it would indeed swallow her up and save her from the two hundred pairs of eyes that were staring at her.


She was tall and pale. Her dark hair, which had flashes of green dye running through it, was cropped into sharp edges that sat pointy against her chin, emphasising her big, kohl-rimmed eyes. She was wearing black jeans which were more holes than jean, a faded T-shirt that had some kind of obscure band logo on it, leather boots that looked like they could kick you into next week, and a long, grey trench coat that gave her the air of a TV detective – the type with a drinking problem and a troubled past.


My skin prickled. The energy in the room shifted, the hall blowing up in barely contained excitement. A new person! Or ‘fresh meat’, as Callum had referred to me when I arrived last year. On an island with a population roughly half the size of Sunderland, a new person definitely counts as big news.


‘That’s enough, thank you!’ Ms Pritchard boomed from the front. ‘Settle down now.’


People rearranged themselves, facing forward but keeping an obvious side-eye on the new girl.


As the hall settled, I glanced over myself, curious. And that’s when I saw the new girl was staring – unmistakably, unnervingly – straight at me.









CHAPTER TWO


‘Did you see her though?’ Libby was completely over-excited at the arrival of the new girl.


We were standing outside the gates at the end of the day, waiting for Summer and Tabitha, the green tide flowing past us in a wave of animated, first-day-back conversations: holiday romances, new teachers, timetables and Mr Anstead’s snazzy new haircut (it was pretty special).


‘I mean, she’s styling herself on some seriously extinct 90s goth. Black lipstick? Really?’ Libby continued. ‘Clearly been watching too many Tim Burton movies.’


I was looking around, searching the sea of faces – for Summer and Tabs, but also for New Girl. I was … intrigued. Or intimidated.


‘She won’t get away with it,’ Libby said. ‘Or the hair dye.’


‘It’s green,’ I said. ‘School colour.’


‘Hey, cats,’ Summer said, jumping on me from behind. ‘I think I can guess who you’re talking about.’


‘Freak Unique,’ Libby said.


‘Libby!’ I reprimanded. The word ‘freak’ made my stomach clench.


‘Her name is actually Sloane Smith and she’s in our form,’ Tabitha said.


Libby eyes widened. ‘Full report STAT, please!’


‘Not much to report,’ Summer said. ‘She sat at the back, didn’t really talk to anyone but kind of stared a lot.’


It made me feel better to hear it wasn’t only me the new girl was staring at. Maybe it was just her vibe – intense eye connection.


‘Do you know anything about her – like where she’s moved from?’ I asked.


‘Nope, she didn’t say. I clocked a cool tattoo on the inside of her wrist though, a kind of circle with funny symbols on the outside. We only had the twenty minutes of registration after lunch, so not exactly ample time to go all Miss Marple on her.’


‘Well, she looks weird,’ Libby said, like that was the matter decided.


Summer shrugged. ‘I think there’s something kind of cool about her.’


‘If your idea of cool is try-hard emo outsider,’ Libby grunted.


‘I thought you said she was a goth?’ Tabs asked.


‘Goth, emo – both weird, same difference.’


‘They’re not the same though,’ Tabs replied, ready to launch into a full explanation of the difference.


‘Just give her a chance,’ I said. ‘That was me last year.’


‘Without the all-black vamp vibes and death stares,’ Libby said. ‘Summer, your inside scoop was seriously lacking, and I have to go now.’


‘You can’t go yet,’ I said. ‘We haven’t talked about our Feminist Society plans yet.’


‘Fem Soc,’ Libby said. ‘I’ve told you, it sounds cooler. And I can’t, sorry, golden-boy brother has an away match, which means an enforced family pilgrimage to the mainland to adore him and bathe in his light. Tomorrow lunch break?’ She gave us a parting wave and started off down the hill. ‘Adios! Message me if you find any intel on Beetlejuice.’


I realised the green tide had turned to a trickle, just a few groups of stragglers left outside the gates now. I glanced at my watch.


‘Argh, I said I’d go and watch Freddie in the match against Sacred Heart. Anyone fancy joining?’ I asked, turning my puppy-dog begging eyes on.


‘Sorry, Mum asked me to cover the café,’ Summer said. ‘Speaking of which, I’d better go. Enjoy the girlfriend duty!’


‘C’mon, Tabs, I bet you’d love a bit of aimless standing around, watching boys get over-invested in kicking a ball around, right?’


She looked reluctant, but not immovable.


‘For me, pleeeeeease?’ I knew I nearly had her. ‘We can test each other on atomic structure?’


I’d found her Achilles heel. ‘You know I can’t resist revision,’ she said, giving in. ‘But can we do particle model of matter? I’ve already gone over atoms about fifty times.’


‘Of course you have,’ I said, linking my arm through hers and heading for the football field.


By the time we made it up to the pitch, the match was already in full swing. I scanned the moving maroon and green bodies to find Freddie. He was fully focused, the dark hair that was usually flopping over his eye tied back in a macho version of a hairband, knees already muddy. I tried to catch his attention to let him know I was there but he was too engaged.


‘So we just stand here for the whole match?’ Tabs asked.


‘We also have to cheer and groan at appropriate times.’


‘And how long is the match, exactly?’


‘Uh, I don’t know. Like, an hour maybe? There’s a break at some point but they all huddle and talk tactics.’


Just then, something happened on the pitch that caused the people around us, mostly parents and other Year Eleven boys, to break out in a loud cheer. Tabs and I joined in, belatedly.


‘What happened?’ she whispered.


‘No idea. Just do what they do. And if you catch Freddie’s eye, give him a thumbs up.’


‘Got it.’


We stood and tried to pay attention, clapping and groaning when everyone else did. When there was no cheering to be done, we ran through particle theory and changing states. We waved at Freddie at half-time. In the second half though, Tabs got into the match. She even turned me down when I suggested we do some practice questions.


‘Are you actually into the football or just the players?’ I asked, half watching as Freddie missed a goal.


‘Surprisingly, I think a bit of both!’ She grinned. ‘So this is sport, hey? It’s kind of fun. To watch, anyway.’


‘Who are you and what have you done with Tabitha?’


‘Seriously, it’s quite easy to get caught up in it.’


‘Um, no, it’s not – it’s a bunch of Neanderthal boys running off their testosterone by chasing after a ball and using it as an excuse to show each other some affection without being ridiculed.’


‘Except for Freddie, obviously,’ Tabs added.


‘Obviously,’ I added, feeling guilty for calling Freddie a Neanderthal.


‘And I think you’re being too harsh, by the way. It’s natural if you’re playing on a team to bond with your teammates – plus, it’s not the boys’ fault society tells them they’re not allowed to show affection in other ways. It’s not necessarily football that’s the bad guy in your scenario – I think it’s just your associations with it.’ I stared at her and she shrugged. ‘Sorry, just saying.’


‘Well thanks, Freud. I’ll give you a call next time I need to be psychoanalysed.’


‘Any time.’


Freddie had the ball now and was running with it, neatly evading a few players that tried to tackle him. Callum, I noticed, was helping to keep them at bay. Freddie and Callum – my boyfriend and my enemy, the two football amigos.


Freddie kicked the ball, sending it flying through the air towards the goal, but even I could see it was way too wide. I wished he’d score – he was always down about it afterwards if he didn’t.


And then, suddenly, the too-wide ball wasn’t too wide any more. It unexpectedly and dramatically changed course about a metre before the goal, sailing straight past the open-mouthed goalkeeper.


Everyone went crazy.


‘Oh my God!’ Tabs was jumping up and down cheering. ‘Did you see that? It was a miracle ball!’


‘Amazing!’ I said, as a coldness surged through my stomach.


I had wished the ball would go in. And the fact it actually did was absolutely no fluke.


My magic had been inadvertently responsible for his too-good-to-be-true miracle goal. My magic that I thought I had under control, my magic that hadn’t done anything off-kilter like this for ages. This was not good.


People were looking at their watches, some shouting for the whistle, which meant it must be coming up for full time. I knew I should stay and say hi to Freddie, but I was too anxious about what had just happened. I wanted to go home and gather myself. I’d worked so hard to get to my new normal, and these too-familiar feelings of being out of control were not welcome.


‘You all right?’ Tabs asked. ‘You’re doing a weird jiggling thing.’


‘Just excitement,’ I said, forcing a grin. ‘Yay, Freddie!’


‘Oh look, there’s Sloane.’ Tabs pointed to a dark figure standing alone across the pitch from us. ‘Should we go and say hi?’


I was surprised to see her; Sloane didn’t seem like the sport-supporting type. But I guess, neither did I. The thought of having to deal with more small talk didn’t thrill me.


Luckily, just then the final whistle blew. By the time I’d looked over again, Sloane had disappeared. After much high-fiving and back-slapping and general post-match high jinks, Freddie made his way over to us.


‘You came!’ he said, flashing that gorgeous smile of his. ‘Thanks, guys.’


‘I said I would.’


‘You didn’t have to, I know it’s not your thing.’ Could’ve told me that before, I thought. ‘But thanks. Nice to have some cheerleaders.’


‘Let’s not go too far, hey?’


He put his arm around me, and kissed the top of my head, the smell of earth and sweat and Freddie-ness all musky and familiar.


‘It was brilliant!’ Tabs squawked. ‘Such a good match! And your goal was …’


‘Unexpected,’ Freddie finished. ‘I don’t know what happened there, but I’ll take it.’


The coldness squeezed at me again. As we walked off the pitch, Freddie and Tabs chatted on about the match. I added the occasional ‘yeah’ and ‘totally’, but my mind was elsewhere. Surely what had happened on the pitch was no big deal, I told myself. A one-off, nothing to worry about.


The problem was, it didn’t feel like nothing.


Just then my phone beeped. A message from Mum, reminding me not to be late for the special family dinner tonight – which, in fact, I had totally forgotten about. The official Meeting of the Kids. Her boyfriend (it pained me to use the word) Handy Andy was bringing his round for the first time. I think the idea was that we would all have a wonderful, bonding time and instantly feel the Disney-level love.


I hadn’t been thrilled about the idea at the time – it would eat into our sacred magic-lesson time, which was scarce enough as it was owing to the fact we had to plan it around Nonna’s darts, Bella’s Very Important Blogging and Mum’s new clothes-making business – but I was even less keen on it now. Making small talk and fake smiling all night was the last thing I felt like doing when I needed to talk to Mum and Nonna about the witchy weirdness that had just happened. I chuckled to myself, thinking about what a difference a year makes – this time a year ago I hadn’t even known I was a witch and when I did find out, the last thing I’d wanted to do was to discuss it with them.


‘Everything all right, Jessie?’ Freddie asked.


‘Kind of. I totally forgot I’ve got this big dinner thing on this evening – Andy’s introducing us to his kids. I know I said I’d help you with your Physics …’


‘No worries, I’m sure I can find some crib guides online or something.’


‘I can help,’ Tabs offered. ‘Dad’s working late tonight and I’m always up for extra Physics. We could go to The Quay – I get free coffees.’


‘That’s the Tabs we know and love!’ I said. ‘Good to see you’re over your sporting phase!’


‘Ah thanks but I don’t want to put you out,’ said Freddie.


‘You won’t be,’ I replied, on Tabitha’s behalf. ‘Studying is her idea of fun. It’s like her version of football.’


Tabs nodded.


‘Well, if you’re sure … that would be great!’ Freddie said.


‘She’s sure!’ I was pleased to be off the hook for deserting him and I knew Tabitha was always up for studying. ‘Good luck, enjoy!’


‘Good luck to you.’ He gave me a kiss. ‘Andy’s great, I’m sure his kids are too – and what’s not to love about you?’ Another kiss.


‘Hmm,’ I muttered. There was quite a lot not to love about me; Freddie just didn’t know about any of it yet.









CHAPTER THREE


‘You’re late,’ Mum said, as I rushed into the kitchen, red and panting.


‘They’re not here yet, are they?’ I glanced around. There were dirty bowls and plates, piles of chopped food and smudges of flour and sauce on all the counter tops, but no evidence of actual people.


Dave and Chicken cowered in the corner, squeezed tight together, trying to blend in to the kitchen detritus. Dave, my needy (female) cat and Chicken, who I accidentally magicked to life as a chick when I was still getting a grip on my powers.We actually thought Dave had eaten Chicky at one point, but a few weeks later, adult Chicken clucked her way into the kitchen like she belonged there and they’ve been friends ever since … once Dave realised Chicken wasn’t for dinner.


‘No, but I wanted you to help me get ready.’


Mum was peering worriedly at whatever was in the oven.


‘I thought we decided it was best if you didn’t cook tonight,’ I ventured.


‘We didn’t decide that. You and Bella and Nonna suggested it. But I want this to be lovely and homely and welcoming.’


‘Which is why you shouldn’t cook,’ I said, going for a joke and getting a glare in response. Mum looked hot and flustered – and not in the mood to be teased. I wanted to talk to her about the magic at the football, about why she thought it was happening again and, more importantly, what I could do to stop it, but I was wise enough to appreciate the timing wasn’t exactly right.


‘Look, why don’t we just magic up dinner? Then you can go and get ready, I can tidy up and set the table. You’re getting yourself all worked up when it’s totally avoidable.’


‘We are not using magic today!’ Mum said, turning on me with a decidedly worrying glint in her eye. ‘This is the first time Andy’s kids are meeting us. We are going to be normal and non-threatening and normal and welcoming and—’


‘Normal,’ I finished. ‘OK, I got it. No magic. But you know what Nonna would say.’


‘She’d say you’re being an idiot.’ A calm voice came from the doorway, where Nonna, frizzy-haired and heavily bangled, was standing. ‘If this relationship is to go anywhere then you have to be your true self and you may as well do that now, otherwise what’s the point?’


‘Hi, Nonna,’ I said, grinning. Nonna was not one to mince her words.


‘Hi, love,’ she said, turning from Mum to me.


‘I understand what you’re saying,’ Mum sighed. ‘But I don’t want to tell Andy about … everything, not just yet. It might not even go anywhere. Let’s just see how tonight goes first. I want to be welcoming and … normal.’


‘Hmmm.’ Nonna wasn’t convinved. ‘Fine, but for God’s sake let me take over here please – there’s nothing normal and welcoming about your cooking.’


‘Nonna!’ I said, trying to suppress a laugh. Poor Mum.


‘I do need to go and get ready,’ said Mum, glancing at her watch. ‘OK, the lamb’s in the oven, and everything’s just cooking – it doesn’t need anything doing except a bit of checking and stirring. And no magic!’


‘No magic,’ Nonna confirmed, taking the spoon from Mum. ‘No magic my arse,’ she added, once Mum had left the room, grinning in that mischievous Nonna way that makes my heart sing.


I didn’t get the chance to talk to Nonna, Mum or Bella about my random football magic before dinner. There was too much going on – helping Nonna salvage the meal, a what-to-wear emergency with Mum and a late arrival by Bella. By the time Handy Andy and his crew arrived I was still angst-ridden and not at my small talk best.


‘Hello hello, come on in,’ I heard Mum say from the hallway. Nonna, Bella and I were waiting in the dining room like we were ready to receive the Queen.


Mum and Handy Andy came through, both with nervous smiles, followed by two teenagers, both tall and imposing. The girl had a wholesome-but-elegant look to her – a kind face, long blonde hair. She was wearing a simple grey jumper and jeans, but they looked expensive and classy. The overall effect was like a cross between a younger Gigi Hadid and a younger Taylor Swift. Chic and effortless and about as opposite from me and my wardrobe of holey hoodies as was possible. She handed Mum some flowers.


‘Oh, you really shouldn’t have, Neve, but thank you, they’re lovely,’ Mum said.


The boy, taller still, handed over a bottle of wine. He was what I would call well-groomed – neat hair, a shirt and jeans, wide eyes and a genuine-looking smile. As if he had mistaken this forced family dinner for something fun.


‘Neve, Jake,’ Mum said. ‘This is Bella and Jessie and my mum, Edith.’


We all smiled and did those awkward mini waves you do when you first meet people and don’t know them well enough to hug. Except Nonna, who gave each of them a huge bear hug – with added aura sniff, just to make the whole thing a slice more awkward.


‘She’s a hugger,’ I said, trying to offer some kind of explanation.


‘Sit down, sit down.’ Mum jollied everyone along. ‘Food’s nearly ready.’


‘Smells delicious,’ Andy said, stroking Mum’s back affectionately. ‘I thought you said you were cooking?’


‘Cheeky!’ Mum gave him a playful nudge.


‘Daniel’s sorry not to make it,’ Andy said. ‘He’s gone up to Exeter ahead of the semester to start work on the university paper. He’s back in a few weeks though. We’ll get together again then.’


I did a silent thank you for the absence of one more new person to make awkward conversation with.


We were eating in the dining room, which added an extra layer of formality and awkwardness to the whole event. Usually we all piled around the kitchen table.


Mum and Andy squeezed together at the top of the table, Nonna sat at the bottom and the four of us kids ended up in a potential-step-sibling sandwich in the middle.


‘So,’ Mum said, going to take the lid off one of the dishes, ‘we have slowly braised lamb with a redcurrant reduction and a—’


Nonna coughed, loudly. ‘That was the other night, love, you joker,’ she said.


‘It was?’ said Mum, blinking.


‘You decided to go for something a bit simpler. I think you cooked the chicken pasta tray bake with roast veg tonight, didn’t you?’


Mum quickly adjusted her face, big smile back in place, and took the lid off. It smelled really good.


‘Oooh, and I’m really looking forward to that warm chocolate brownie and ice cream for pudding,’ Nonna added.


‘Yes, me too,’ Mum said, glaring at her.


Everyone served up and tucked in, making appreciative noises for what was actually tasty food. Even Mum seemed satisfied.


‘The house is looking lovely, Allegra,’ Jake said, sounding all official dinner-party guest and approximately two decades older than his age.


Mum grinned and blushed, looking like she might explode with the happiness of someone taking an interest in the house renovations. ‘Well thanks, Jake – it’s all down to your brilliant dad. I’ll give you the tour later.’


‘Brilliant?’ Neve laughed. ‘Have you brainwashed her, Dad?’


‘Oi! It’s nice that someone round here appreciates my talents,’ Andy said.


Mum gave him a little leg stroke and affectionate gaze. I quickly forced in a mouthful of chicken so I wouldn’t gag.


‘Talking of brilliant, we’ve heard all about you, Jessie,’ Jake said. I nearly choked on my chicken. ‘Dad told us you made headline news last year with that video exposé about the sexism at your school. I remember hearing about it at the time, but I hadn’t realised that was you.’


‘I thought it was amazing,’ Neve said, leaning in.


‘Here we go, celebrity Jessie,’ Bella laughed.


My mouth was still full, so I had to do the painful rigmarole of animatedly chewing and pointing to my mouth by way of explaining why I couldn’t respond while basically the whole table stared at me.


Nonna took pity on me. ‘Yes, she did! Showed that pathetic little—’


‘It was a very insightful documentary about some unacceptable behaviour that was happening,’ Mum interjected. ‘Jessie’s actually been invited to an event being held by Bob Henderson off the back of it, which I think is kind of special.’


I couldn’t help giving a muffled groan at the mention of Bob’s name. Local MP, good-for-nothing, only interested in the trappings of power and – worst of all – Callum Henderson’s dad. Double-douche-whammy.


‘Really?’ Jake asked, looking suddenly interested. ‘You’re going to meet Bob Henderson?’


‘It’s just some charity thing he’s hosting at his house with the newspaper,’ I explained, finally swallowing my food.


‘You’re too modest, Jessie!’ Mum butted in. ‘They’ve invited local celebrities and regular citizens who have made a difference on the Island. It’s an honour to be invited.’


It was no such thing – it was an attempt to smooth over Bob’s reputation ahead of an election year, a reputation which had been tarnished by his son’s disgusting behaviour. And there was no way I was going.


‘It’s an attempt to get some good press and a photo of Jessie standing next to Callum to show the world he’s seen the error of his ways and reformed,’ Nonna said, voicing my thoughts exactly. To my surprise, Jake was nodding vigorously. ‘No one wants to be building any bridges with that piece of—’


‘Anyone for seconds?’ Mum practically shouted.


‘Do you know him?’ I asked Jake.


‘Callum? Yeah, through football,’ Jake said, his eyes darkening. ‘Not a fan.’


Interesting. I was very much a fan of anyone who was ‘not a fan’ of Callum’s. The enemy of my enemy, and all that.


‘Me neither,’ I said, warming to the subject now. ‘In fact—’


‘So,’ Mum cut in before I could say anything else, trying to keep the vibe upbeat and wholesome. ‘Jessie and Neve – you’re both doing GCSEs this year, aren’t you? How are you feeling about it, Neve? I know that Jessie is struggling to find the revision time …’


Way to go with the party talk, Mum. I knew she was aiming for a bosom-buddies scenario and was desperate for some common ground – but I wasn’t sure talking about our impending GCSEs was going to do the trick. I played along though, exchanging bland revision talk with Neve. It felt like we were on an awkward speed date (complete with an audience) rather than like we were forming a genuine bond though.


The rest of the evening went the same way – Mum prodding the conversation on, trying too hard for an instant bond between us all. She got Bella talking about her beauty blogging, trying to force a connection with Neve by virtue of the fact Neve very occasionally wears mascara. Every now and again Nonna came out with something slightly inappropriate which Mum tried to speak over.


And then there was the magic. Just small stuff – lights coming on by themselves, a glass correcting itself as it was about to fall. Nothing that couldn’t be explained away by luck. Once, when the bottle of wine spun around and miraculously stopped just before it was about to fall off the edge of the table, Mum laughed nervously and said we had a poltergeist – ‘but a friendly one!’


By the time we eventually said our goodbyes – which were as politely awkward as our hellos – it felt like the evening had been going on for months.


The minute the door closed behind them, the smile dropped from Mum’s face. ‘That was a bloody disaster!’ she said.


‘It was fine,’ Bella said. ‘They seemed nice.’


‘They were nice, it was us who were a disaster.’ Mum poured herself a whisky, slumped in the chair and glared at Nonna. ‘I told you – begged you – no magic!’


‘Don’t be ridiculous – it was nothing.’ Nonna shrugged her off, clearing dishes away.


‘It was more than nothing – magicking lights on? Saving a bottle from smashing? How are we supposed to explain that away?’


‘The way that we did explain it away,’ Nonna said. ‘An electrical fault and a bit of luck. They didn’t even notice it.’


I made myself small, joining Bella in helping with the clearing away, not wanting to get in the middle of anything.


‘And how about magicking up an entirely different meal to the one I actually cooked?’ Mum said, downing her whisky a bit too quickly. ‘It made me look stupid!’


I felt awful for Mum. We’d meant to tell her we’d had to scrap her food and magic something else up – her lamb dish had tasted like a mouthful of burnt tree and we weren’t even sure what she’d been attempting for pudding as it was unrecognisable – but it had all been such a rush, we’d forgotten.


Nonna paused her bustling and turned around to face Mum.


‘The only thing that’s making you look stupid is not being yourself. No one is getting to know you if they’re not getting to know the real you, Allegra. And slow-braised lamb with a poncy whatnot reduction – honestly, do you think you’re on MasterChef or something? That’s not you. As is the not doing magic.’


‘She was making an effort, Nonna,’ Bella said.


‘I’m not having this conversation again,’ Mum said flatly. She topped up her drink and walked out of the kitchen.


I didn’t want the evening to go like this. I had important things to talk to them about! I needed them to make up.


‘Thanks for dinner,’ I called after Mum, before realising that was a pretty stupid comment. Bella rolled her eyes at me and Dave wound round my legs, seeking solace from the tension.


I knew what Nonna meant, but I also felt for Mum. How are you supposed to tell the person who likes you that actually, there’s this kind of massive, important, and slightly (OK, very) strange thing they should know about you? Freddie’s face flashed into my mind. There was no way I was telling him any time soon. Things were finally normal. I was happy. I wasn’t about to blow that up quite yet. And like Mum had said, what’s the point if you don’t know where it’s going?









CHAPTER FOUR


‘Here we go then.’ Nonna waddled into the living room holding a tray. She placed it on the coffee table and started handing out teacups. I suppressed a groan. I wanted a magic lesson, not a cup of tea.


Bella had managed to work her magic – not proper magic, just her usual Bella persuasive charm – on Mum, convincing her to come down again and do some magic practice with us. Though judging by the daggers Mum was shooting in Nonna’s direction, she hadn’t fully thawed.


Nonna was either completely oblivious or choosing to ignore her. Either way, the tension in the room was off the chart. Dave and Chicken were cuddled up together at the end of the sofa, Dave’s paw resting on Chicken’s beak, both totally unaware of the unease in the room.


‘There you go, love,’ Nonna said, handing me a teacup.


‘I’m fine thanks,’ I said, impatiently waving it away. ‘I just want to get going with the lesson.’


‘Well then you’ll be needing the teacup.’


I looked at her questioningly.


‘We’re doing scrying today, petal,’ she explained.


‘Oooh, reading tea leaves!’ Bella said, grinning.


‘Seriously?’ I asked. ‘Because that sounds dull. Is that even real magic?’


‘Excuse me!’ Nonna said, straightening up and putting her hand on her hip. ‘Scrying is not in the least bit dull – it’s an extremely old magical practice and can be very useful.’


‘For what? Working out what the weather will be on Saturday and whether to move the sheep to the upper field? We’ve got an app for that nowadays. This is baby magic. We’ve been plodding our way through this boring old rubbish for ages now. I want to get on to the real stuff – the good stuff.’


‘And what exactly would the “good stuff” be?’ Nonna asked sharply.


‘Well I don’t know, do I? Because you haven’t told me! But it sure as hell isn’t this tea leaves crap.’


Mum sniggered from the armchair, enjoying the show. Nonna’s smile was beginning to slip.


‘Don’t act like a toddler,’ Bella said, holding her teacup like it was the Crown Jewels. ‘Nonna’s already explained this, in, like, every single lesson. We’re going slowly, building up the foundations. We can’t expect to suddenly be manifesting rainbows and true loves.’
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