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HELLO SUNSHINE


‘Cookie dough, caramel and cabbage,’ said Ishy.


‘Shut up, Ishy,’ I said.


‘OK. Coffee, cod and carrot,’ said Ishy.


‘Shush! What’s the blue one again?’ I said.


‘It’s still bubblegum,’ said the ice-cream man. ‘Like it was when I told you five minutes ago.’


I had been standing at the hatch of the Daddy Cool ice-cream van trying to decide which three flavours of ice cream to have for around ten minutes. Ishy was being helpful by listing various combinations for me, and the ice-cream man was being helpful by not shouting at me to hurry up and choose because there was a queue behind me, even though his eyes were clearly telling me that I should hurry up and choose because there was a queue behind me.


In fairness to me, there were twenty flavours of ice cream listed on the board, and if I was picking three of them to go on my wifflewaffle sugar cone, then that would mean there were potentially, ooh, let me work it out . . . 20 times 3 times the square root of . . .


There were potentially a gazillion different combinations.


Yes, I am good at maths. Thank you for noticing.


I was pretty sure I wanted pistachio, but would that go better with salted caramel or honeycomb crunch? And then what would be the topper? Bubblegum? I thought not but then again maybe?


I sighed and turned to the next person in the queue. It was Charlotte Actually, a girl from my year. Charlotte was tall, and blonde, and strong, with piercing eyes and an easy smile. Wherever she was, and whatever she was doing, she always looked right, like she was the perfect person to be there, doing that.


‘You go,’ I said. ‘I need some time to . . .’


‘Triple chocolate on plain cornet, with sprinkles, nutty crumble, no sauce, thank you,’ said Charlotte to the ice-cream man. ‘And could you do it quickly, please; my dance class starts in ten minutes. Thank you.’


Charlotte was a girl who knew what she wanted. She was the perfect ice-cream customer. But how could she be so sure?


There are a gazillion combinations, Charlotte, I said to myself, and all but one of them are not the best combination.


Perhaps she was not as good at maths as I am.


I mooched away from the ice-cream van and sat on a nearby moss-covered wall. Ishy bounded up, licking the remnants of his second ice cream of the day from around his mouth.


‘Cookie dough, cauliflower and chorizo,’ he said.


‘You’re not helping,’ I said.


‘Judging by the queue, you’ve got ten minutes to decide before the van goes. Do you reckon I can hop along the length of this wall, backwards?’ he added, because he is a total goof.


As Ishy teetered and tottered on the wall, I watched the people of Owt queueing for ice cream in the bright, golden sunshine of a summer’s early evening. None of them looked worried or confused, they just looked as though knowing exactly what ice cream you want is the easiest thing in the world. I shook my head and said ‘weird’ because they are weird and then I pushed my two-pronged infrared schnozzdongle up my nose.


‘Yow!’ said Ishy, falling from the wall and executing the opposite of a perfect dismount on the pavement. ‘Ta-daaa! And now we know I can’t hop backwards along this wall. I see you are zapping your allergies with nonsense again.’


‘Sdop gallig id donzenz,’ I said.


‘I will stop calling it nonsense when it stops being nonsense.’ He cracked open a can of Bubblejooce with a click-foooosh, fizzy fuel for his irritating banter. ‘Aaaaah yeah! The fourth can of the day is always the best, just like the first three and the ones that come afterwards.’


My two-pronged infrared schnozzdongle is a battery pack connected to two light-up plastic nodules, one nodule for each nostril. I push the nodules into my nose and they zap the pollen and other allergens that get up there with infrared light, thus a) stopping me from sneezing, yay! and b) making my nose glow red like a traffic light, no yay! I sneeze a lot this time of year, and I am lucky enough to be called Leeza, which should tell you exactly how lucky I am generally. This is one reason why I don’t like making choices – luck is against me.


‘Ow, Leeza Sneezer,’ said G-Dog. ‘How’s it glowing? Harhaaar!’


Oh, but of course G-Dog was around at this precise moment! More excellent luck!


G-Dog was in our class at school. He was almost as wide as he was tall, and muscular in a way that made him look like fifteen potatoes in a bag made for five. He was a big, clumsy pain in the bum who thought he was funny but absolutely wasn’t. He was squatting by the exhaust pipe of a nearby parked car, stuffing a banana in there. It looked a bit like he was feeding the car, but if cars did need feeding G-Dog was exactly the kind of boy who wouldn’t. Basically whatever he was doing, he was definitely hoping it would annoy somebody because G-Dog really worked hard at being annoying.


‘Whad id he doig wid dose badadas?’ I asked Ishy as we watched G-Dog move towards another parked car.


‘Dunnooooo,’ Ishy burped. ‘Did you hear that? I burped a whole word. Where’s my trophy?’ He chugged the last of his Bubblejooce. ‘Hey, do you reckon if I spin around twenty times I could walk in a straight line to the ice-cream van, and do you reckon if I did that you’d be ready to choose an ice cream?’


I pulled my schnozzdongle out of my nose.


PLOP.


Yes, it went ‘plop’. It goes ‘plop’ when I pull it out, because having to stick a glowing two-pronged plastic thing into the front of my face isn’t undignified enough, because I am lucky that way. But at least I knew I wouldn’t sneeze for twenty minutes or so.


And maybe I was ready to choose an ice cream. I was pretty sure pistachio was the way to go, although now I thought about it, chocolate would also work as a base layer, with maybe strawberry in the middle?


I could see the last person in the queue getting served at the van’s hatch so I picked up the pace a little, arriving just as the customer was handed a vanilla 99.


Vanilla . . . I always forgot about vanilla . . .


‘You again. Any chance I can sell you an ice cream this time?’ said the ice-cream man with a smile.


‘Yes!’ I said. ‘I would like . . . um . . .’


Approximately a gazillion combinations of ice cream danced and twirled in my imagination.


‘I’ll have . . .’


‘Good grief!’ said the ice-cream man.


‘I’ll choose, I will!’ I said.


‘Duck!’ he said, pointing out of his hatch at the sky behind me.


‘Duck?’ I said. ‘Is that a new flavour or—’


‘GET DOWN!’ he hollered.


I turned and lifted my eyes, peering high into the sky to see what looked like . . . OK, it was moving pretty fast but it looked like a wobbly lime-green blob of jelly, flickering with pale-green flames, streaking across the evening sky towards us. It was trailing a flume of purple smoke behind it.


‘Did someone order jelly with their ice cream?’ said Ishy.


In the time it took for him to say it, the fiery blob had halved the distance between us. It was moving like a rocket made of jam.


‘What do we . . . I mean, which way should I . . .?’


‘Shift, Leeza!’ said Ishy.


It was heading straight for me but I was rooted to the spot. I didn’t know whether to leap to the left or leap to the right. Left would be a softer landing with the grass verge, but right would mean I could hide behind a bin.


I heard the ice-cream man mutter, ‘So it begins once more’, which was odd, but then I forgot all about it as Ishy launched himself at my middle, taking both of us to the ground as the superfast gumball hit the van right where I’d been standing with a
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It bounced into a nearby alley, flickering flames illuminating mossy stone walls like a strobing green torch, and SPLATCHing off a wheelie bin as it went.


There was a moment of silence, punctured after three seconds by a mournful ‘toot’.


‘What the heck was that?’ I said from the ground.


‘I don’t know, it’s most peculiar,’ said Ishy. ‘That doesn’t normally happen until I’ve had my fifth can. It’s the Jooce. Energy fart. Or, wait, you were talking about the weird green meteor, weren’t you?’ Toot! he added unhelpfully.
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SO WHAT’CHA WANT


I picked myself up.


‘You OK?’ said Ishy. ‘You looked like you needed a push in the right direction.’


‘Thanks, Ish,’ I said. ‘What the hecky hooha was that?’


‘You should leave,’ said the ice-cream man from inside his van. His voice carried authority, and he even looked quite authoritative in his traditional ice-cream-man uniform – white cap with blue peak, white tunic with blue piping on the shoulders.


‘What? Should we?’ I said.


‘Yeah, look, I’ll do you an ice cream, any flavour you want, for free, and then you should take it somewhere else.’


‘Any flavour?’ I said, my heart sinking a little.


‘Yeah, you can even choose from the five luxury ones I’ve got in the back.’


‘There are five more options?’ I said, eyes widening.


‘Oh no,’ said Ishy.


‘Five more options, yes,’ said the ice-cream man.


I quickly did the maths. On a three-scoop cone that would be 25 times 3 times . . . ooooh dear. A bazilligillion combinations. My legs started wobbling a little. Maybe it was the narrow escape from nearly being SPLATCHED by a flying jelly comet; maybe it was the mathematical improbability that I would ever leave the hatch of this van with the exact right ice cream.


‘Oh, deary me. You’ve bodged it. You just opened the door to a world of waiting for Leeza to choose,’ said Ishy. ‘You are going to be there for a while. So while she’s choosing, do you reckon I could fish out whatever just bounced into that alley?’


‘I don’t think you should do that,’ said the ice-cream man.


‘That probably is what you think,’ agreed Ishy, and he walked straight into the alley.


A hush descended. Was it my imagination or did the sun dip slightly but suddenly, lengthening the shadows around me as Ishy disappeared from view round the bend of the cobbled alleyway?


Yes. It was. But still.


We waited.


Silence. Even the gentle summer breeze seemed to hold its breath. I could hear the beating of my heart as it quickened.


Long, slow seconds ticked by. I couldn’t bear the tension any more. I needed to know.


‘What are the other five flav—’ I started.


‘Shush,’ said the ice-cream man.


He was standing so still, the only movement was a single bead of sweat winding its way down his face.


‘Oh em actual gee, you should see this thing!’ Ishy’s voice echoed loudly from the alley. I smiled. He’s such a goof!


‘Oh, hello, what are you doing in here?’ he said.


There was a hollow, plasticky clattering, like the sound a wheelie bin makes as it topples over twenty seconds after Ishy asks if you reckon he could jump over it.


And then silence again.


‘He really shouldn’t have gone in there,’ said the ice-cream man.


‘Why not?’


But before the ice-cream man could answer, a tall, middle-aged lady in jeans and a sensible anorak strode out of the alley and stood staring at me.


It was Mrs Ramshaw, the head of Owt School. It wasn’t that unusual to see her emerging from an alley – she was a secret vaper. ‘Secret’ in the sense that everyone knew she was a vaper because if she wasn’t then how come she smelled like cake all the time? But for whatever reason she thought if she vaped in alleys, behind bike stands or in the stationery cupboard at school nobody would notice.


Mrs Ramshaw looked around, seemingly bewildered. She didn’t quite look herself. Her face, with its ruddy cheeks, stern brow and shock of white frizzy hair, usually carried an expression somewhere between slightly miffed and fully dischuffed, so seeing her confused was a bit strange.


‘Are you OK, miss?’ I asked.


‘I feel,’ she said. ‘I feel . . . I feel . . .’


She was starting to sound like a dance remix of herself.


And then her left arm lifted, then fell. And then her right arm did the same. She was holding her little pink vapeystick. She looked at it like she’d never seen it before, then she tossed it into a nearby bin.


‘I feel . . .’ Now she was rubbing her nose. ‘Aaaaachooo!’


‘I know that feeling,’ I said.


A string of green goo stretched out of her left nostril briefly before snapping back in with an audible and gross FNAP.


‘I have to go,’ she said.


‘OK,’ I said.


‘I have to get to school,’ she said, looking round.


‘It’s Saturday evening, miss,’ I said.


‘No time to lose!’ she said. And she started to walk.


I say walk; she was striding with immense purpose, ignoring me and the ice-cream man, and everyone else.


SHUNK!


The sound of the ice-cream man slamming his van hatch shut made me jump.


‘Hey! I haven’t chosen my ice cream!’ I shouted, but I don’t think the ice-cream man heard me as the back tyres of Daddy Cool screeched into life, spinning on the spot with a SQUEEEEEEE. And then off it shot, for around four metres before coming to a halt with a loud BANG.


‘WHAT THE . . .?’ said the ice-cream man as he leapt out of his van.


‘Hahaaaaaaa!’ came the distinctive, cruel laugh of G-Dog from behind a nearby parked car.


‘Who did this?’ said the ice-cream man, pulling a blackened banana from the exhaust pipe of his van. ‘That is SO ANNOYING! I’m gonna . . .’


I was just considering using this opportunity to order an ice cream – possibly banana flavoured now I thought about it – when he pulled out what looked like, but absolutely couldn’t have been, a gun. It was big, and blue, and sparkly, and gun-shaped. He waved it around menacingly.


‘WHEN I FIND OUT WHO . . . I’LL . . .’ And then he seemed to catch himself. He looked at the thing which one hundred per cent could not have been a gun, then lowered it.


‘It’s fine!’ he shouted. ‘Funny joke. Didn’t make me furious. Not one bit, actually.’


And he got back into his van and started it up again and managed to drive away quite slowly.


‘That was weird, what I just saw in there,’ said Ishy, emerging from the alley.


‘I think the ice-cream man has a gun,’ I said.


‘OK, I need to recalibrate my definition of weird,’ said Ishy. ‘But what happened in the alley was definitely odd. Whatever landed in there it . . . I think it went up Mrs Ramshaw’s nose.’


‘HAHAAAAA! Did you see the look on his face? He was proper fuming!’ G-Dog was doing a disjointed little victory jig in the middle of the road. I tried to ignore him. I had had a lot of practice at that.


‘I think you might have had one too many Bubblejooces, Ishy.’


‘Mmm. More likely I’ve had one too few,’ said Ishy as he opened another can with a click-foosh. ‘Oh yeah, feel the boost!’ he said between chugs.


I wasn’t feeling a boost. I was feeling like I didn’t have an ice cream. I was also feeling like something odd had definitely happened. I was also feeling a bit hungry. I had all the feels, as they say.


‘Let’s go!’ said Ishy.


‘OK!’ I said. ‘Where are we going?’


‘Your place! Chish and fipps!’ said Ishy, attempting to parkour over a small wall and failing spectacularly.


There we go, everything is back to normal, I thought – one hundred per cent wrongly as it turned out.
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HEAD OVER HEELS


The streets of Owt are wayward, wilful things.


I have been to towns where the streets seem to know exactly where they are going. They are all straight lines, even spacing and orderly junctions.


The streets of Owt get distracted and go exploring, heading up hills and down little dips, lined by higgledy stone walls, daydreaming themselves round mad little bends and detours. Sometimes three or four of them meet up for no real reason, crissing and crossing, playfully entwining before separating once more, each heading off in the general direction of wherever it is they are supposed to be going, in no particular hurry.


These were our streets.


They were streets for mooching along, drifting down, for wandering lonely as a cloud of sneeze-water.


Which is what we were doing, ambling in the general direction of home, our conversation meandering like the streets, probably taking up a bit more of the pavement than we should have, when there was a nervous cough from behind us.


‘Er, sorry, excuse me, sorry, can I just . . .?’ came the voice of Miss Duffield.


She had been our teacher the year before and she was as jittery as a chicken.


My mum used to say she was one wobbly wheel away from a full breakdown, and while I wasn’t quite sure what she meant there was always a look of fear in Miss Duffield’s eyes. What she was scared of, I couldn’t tell you. Maybe she couldn’t tell you either.


‘Sorry, miss,’ I said as we made room for her to get past.


‘Sorry, thank you, sorry,’ she said, and she skittered past us, head down, off round the long bend of The Longbend and maybe it was slightly our fault, maybe she would have been slightly further along the way if we hadn’t slowed her down, but she was very much in the wrong place at the wrong time when there was a
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A high-speed ball of flaming green jelly shot out of the sky and knocked her clean off her feet, through a hedge and into a garden.


I stood rooted to the spot. I knew I should probably do something but . . .


‘Whoa!’ said Ishy. ‘What the . . .’ He didn’t even finish his sentence before he was racing off down the road and reaching into the hedge that Miss Duffield had just crashed through.


I was looking around again, silently pleading for a grown-up to come and take charge of the situation, when Ishy dragged Miss Duffield out of the hedge with a leafy flourish. There were twigs and bits of flower stuck in her hair, but no sign of the green, gummy bullet that had taken her down.


‘Miss, are you . . .?’ said Ishy.


‘I’m fine, I’m fine. Everything is . . .’


And she lifted her left arm and looked at it like she’d never really noticed it before.


‘Everything is . . .’ she added, now inspecting her right arm like she’d found it in a charity shop and was checking it for scuffs. ‘. . . optimal,’ she said.


And I was glad, of course I was, that everything was good, but I was also feeling weirdly sad and ashamed that I had just stood there. Maybe if she had lain in that garden for another couple of minutes I would have had time to spring into action. But instead I had done nothing.


Although, I mean, what was I supposed to do?


Something. I was supposed to do something, I knew that.


I was so mired in a swirling cloud of guilt and shame and – hey, why not – pollen as well, I barely noticed the green gooey string swinging from Miss Duffield’s nostril.


I did notice when she stuck out her tongue and used it to push the goo back up her nose. It was quite the move, almost impressive but also massively gross and very out of character for Miss Duffield, who I reckoned was the kind of person who if she sneezed into a tissue would never even open it up for a look afterwards to see what was what.


Then she looked around as though she’d forgotten where she was. She didn’t really look OK.


‘Are you OK?’ said Ishy.


‘I must . . .’ she said, her head moving left to right and back like a boomeranged gif of a lighthouse. ‘I just have to get to school.’


And then her head snapped to a standstill, looking straight ahead of her and she was off, stomping away down the hill with the same sense of clomping urgency that Mrs Ramshaw had shown earlier.


If anything she was a little more urgent, because Mr Croker had left his vintage Mini parked on the pavement towards the bottom of the hill, and rather than walk around it Miss Duffield just walked over it, which I can tell you now was very out of character for our old teacher, or any of our teachers really, or in fact anyone I’d met in Owt except maybe for Ishy but even he wouldn’t have done it with Mr Croker staring at him, shocked, which is what he was doing right now as Miss Duffield stepped down from the bonnet of his vintage Mini and strode away.


‘Oi!’ he shouted after her.


She turned, and her face was . . . different, somehow. She was smiling. She looked happy. No sign of stress, or worry, or tiredness. I say again – she was a teacher, so you can imagine how weird it was.


‘The only way is up!’ she said happily, before continuing down The Longbend on her way to school.


‘Oh, man,’ said Ishy. ‘I think we need to adjust the weird scale again. What was that all about?’


‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Do you think we should tell someone?’


‘Who? The police? The fire brigade? A car wash? And say what?’ shrugged Ishy.


What would we say? Should we say anything? Was it our place to say anything? What exactly had happened anyway?


Ishy click-fooshed another can of Jooce, and glugglugglugged it in a noisily carefree way.


Which I suppose made the decision for me. If Ishy wasn’t bothered, why should I be?


And that’s why I didn’t mention the flying green balls to anybody else that weekend. Maybe if I had told someone, we could have avoided an awful lot of unnecessary happiness and personal improvement but sadly it was not to be.
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