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Cora finished brushing Star’s silky mane and hugged him, breathing in the sweet smell of pony. “On Christmas Day, I’m going to decorate your mane with tinsel and give you a big feed with lots of carrots and apples,” she told him. Outside, in the frosty stable yard, she heard a car horn beep for the second time. Reluctantly, she put the brush away in her grooming box. Star nudged her with his nose, looking for treats.

Cora rummaged in her pockets and found a couple of pony cubes. They were a bit fluffy, but Star didn’t mind. He snaffled them from her open palm, the whiskers on his muzzle tickling her skin. Cora kissed him.

BEEP … BEEP!

The car horn sounded even more impatient now. Cora sighed. “I guess I’m going to have to go before Horrible Helena explodes.” She pulled a face. “I wish she would explode and disappear, Star. She’s so annoying. I can’t believe she’s going to be my step-mum by Christmas.” Star snorted softly.

BEEP … BEEP … BEEP!

Cora knew she had put off going home for as long as she could. She gave Star a last hug, checked he had enough water and left the stable. She walked slowly over to where the shiny, black car was waiting for her, its engine running. Her dad was sitting in the front passenger seat, Helena was in the driver’s seat and behind her sat her five-year-old daughter, Mollie May. Mollie May was chattering to Helena and Dad, her hair a halo of blonde curls around her head.

Cora opened the door and got into the back beside Mollie May, her boots and socks shedding straw on to the pristine car mat.

“What took you so long? Didn’t you hear the horn?” asked Dad.

“Yeah, I heard it,” Cora said.

Her dad turned to look at her over his shoulder. For a moment, she thought he would tell her off, but he just sighed and turned back to the front. “Right, well, let’s get going.”

“Can we have the music on, Mummy?” asked Mollie May as Helena started to drive away. “Pleeeease!” As usual, Mollie May had a princess dress on. She had a whole wardrobe of them, along with a shelf of tiaras and sparkly shoes. Today, she was dressed as Sleeping Beauty in a frothy, pink outfit.

“Of course, sweetie,” said Helena, turning the sound system on. The music from Frozen filled the car and Mollie May started to warble along.

Cora groaned. “Do we have to listen to this again? Can’t we listen to the radio?”

“But this is my favourite!” said Mollie May, her mouth turning pouty as she started to frown.

“Don’t I know it,” muttered Cara.

“I want Frozen!” said Mollie May mutinously, glaring at Cora.

“We can have your choice of music in the car tomorrow, Cora,” said Helena. “And Mollie May’s today. OK?”

Cora scowled. Why did Mollie May always get first choice? Helena and Dad spoilt her rotten. Mollie May started to sing again.

“Dad!” Cora protested, leaning forwards. “We always do whatever Mollie May wants. It’s not fair!”

“That’s not true,” said Dad. “Stop being so grumpy and join in. You used to like this song.”

“Yeah, when I was a baby!” said Cora.

“I’m not a baby!” Mollie May protested. “I’m a big girl!”

Cora slumped down in her seat as her dad joined in with the song and encouraged Mollie May to sing with him too. He didn’t get it. He really didn’t understand how much she hated living with Horrible Helena and Mollie May. Just because he loved them didn’t mean she did, too. When they’d moved in a few months ago, he’d said she might enjoy having a sibling. But Cora liked being an only child. She didn’t want a little sister, particularly not an annoying one like Mollie May who just wanted to play princesses. And she didn’t want a step-mum either, especially not a glamorous, fashion-obsessed one like Horrible Helena, who was now joining in with the singing and throwing soppy glances at Dad. Yuck!

Cora pulled out her phone to see if there were any texts from Emily, Shanti and Sophie. She and Emily had been best friends ever since they had started at Crosshills Primary School but they had only really got to know Shanti and Sophie, from the other Year Six class, a few months ago. At the beginning of the school year, the four of them had discovered they were all going to be bridesmaids and had formed the Bridesmaids Club, with the aim of helping each other be the best possible bridesmaids. They agreed that being a bridesmaid wasn’t just about wearing a pretty dress and carrying flowers; bridesmaids were supposed to help the bride and make sure the wedding ran smoothly.

Sophie had been a bridesmaid at her mum and dad’s wedding. They’d planned to have a wedding abroad but then Sophie’s dad lost his job and it had looked like the wedding would be called off. The Bridesmaids Club had come to the rescue and organised an amazing wedding on the beach at home instead.

Then Shanti had been her sister Rekha’s bridesmaid and had been desperate to find the perfect wedding gift to give her. The Bridesmaids Club had helped her solve that problem too, by performing a special dance for the bride.

The next wedding was going to be Cora’s dad’s. It was taking place right before Christmas in just a few weeks’ time. Cora knew her friends thought she should feel more excited about it – it was going to take place in a real-life castle, just like in a fairytale. It’s exactly like being in a fairytale, Cora thought crossly. I’ve got a wicked stepmother and an annoying stepsister. I just wish I had a fairy godmother too, one who could grant my wish – of cancelling the wedding!

There were no messages from her friends when she checked her phone, but of course Sophie would still be at her swimming training and Shanti and Emily would only just have finished their dance class. I’ll text them later, Cora thought as Helena parked the car in the driveway of their house.

They lived in a large modern house with big windows and a semi-circular driveway in front of it. Cora and her dad had moved there two years ago – a year and a half after her mum had died of cancer. He’d wanted a fresh start, but Cora had wanted to stay in their old terraced house that was full of memories of her mum. That was the problem with being a kid – you didn’t get a say in where you lived, or who you lived with. You just had to put up with whatever the adults decided.

Cora got out of the car and marched to the front door. It had a huge holly wreath on it with big white bows. Cora much preferred the pine wreaths her mum used to make each year. They had dried orange slices in the oven and then Cora and her mum would tie them on with red ribbon. Just looking at the new, shop-bought wreath made her heart clench.

While her dad brushed the mud and straw out of the car, Helena, who was wearing a tight, dark pink dress, teetered round in her high heels to Mollie May’s door. She undid the seat belt and helped her daughter out of her car seat. Mollie May started dancing round on the front lawn, making her long dress swirl out. “Look at me, Mummy! I’m a princess!”
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Helena laughed. “You’ll be even more like a princess tomorrow when we go to the wedding dress shop and you and Cora try on bridesmaid dresses!”

Cora’s heart sank. She preferred jeans and hoodies and she was dreading shopping for bridesmaid dresses. But Mollie May squealed in excitement. “Can we have pink dresses? Please, oh pleeeeeease can we have pink dresses, Mummy?”

“Oh, no, not pink!” Cora burst out.

Dad was beside her, opening the front door. “What’s wrong with pink?”

“I hate pink!” Cora exclaimed, all of her unhappiness spilling out. “People who wear pink look stupid!”

Helena and Mollie May looked at each other. They were both wearing pink. Cora saw the hurt in Helena’s eyes. Mollie May’s face fell.

“Cora, that was rude,” Dad said.

He was right, Cora knew that, but too many emotions were swirling through her – frustration, guilt, anger. She couldn’t bring herself to say sorry. Instead, she ran upstairs to her room.

When she got there, she flung herself down on her double bed with Max, her cuddly toy horse. The blue walls of her room were covered with pony posters and clothes were scattered over her floor. The door to her en-suite bathroom was open and that wasn’t any tidier – there were towels on the floor and a jumble of shampoo and shower gel bottles on the shelf.

She heard the sound of footsteps coming up to her bedroom and then there was a knock on her door. “Cora?” Dad said softly, looking in.
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