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1

Grumblemore


If I was to say the word ‘wizard’ to you, what would pop into your head?

An old man, maybe, with a face wizened by generations of fighting evil.

He might have a long white beard, possibly plaited. He might be wearing half-moon spectacles and a long pointy hat, complete with matching gown.

He might be accompanied by a cat.

You might not have thought any of these things, of course. Some of you would probably just tut, irritated at being pulled away from your Xbox to be asked such a ridiculous question.

I mean, wizards. What a tiresome thought.

Wizards are the stuff of fiction; they belong in dusty old paperback books, or far-fetched films that last longer than a Saharan summer.

But what if I told you that old men like this really do exist?

In real life.

That there are ancient people out there who can make magical things happen, and change the fortunes of others.
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Would you believe me? Would you come along for the ride as I described what happened with one such old man and a timid, fearful girl in the crumbly seaside town of Seacross?

You would? That’s excellent news.

Well, grab yourself a biscuit, plump up your cushion, and let me tell you the tale of the Storey Street Sorcerer and one very Scaredy Catt …
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Kay Catt, Scaredy Catt, Don’t Know What She’s Looking At


Kay Catt awoke with a start.

She hadn’t had a bad dream; she always woke up that way. Nervously.

The first thing that crossed her mind as her eyes flew open was ‘AAAAAARRRGGHHHH! There’s something in my bed! I can feel it touching my hand.’

Her body went rigid, her mind cartwheeling with fear.

What was it? What was it? What?

A burglar perhaps? Or a hopelessly lost – and bitey – Amazonian beast?

It was neither. Believe me.

There was something in her bed, and it was touching her hand, but it wasn’t a sneaky thief or a wild animal. Not unless you class a ten-year-old stuffed otter called Fluffy-Poo as a predator.

‘Fluffy-Poo!’ Kay shrieked. ‘Why would you scare me like that?’

If ageing stuffed otters with overly cute names could speak, they’d defend themselves, and Fluffy-Poo would tell Kay that he hadn’t done it on purpose. He was in the same place he was every night, because if he wasn’t by Kay’s side, she struggled to sleep.

It summed our hero up, though. Kay Catt was … jumpy. Jumpier than a bunch of clockwork frogs doing their best kangaroo impressions whilst playing on a trampoline.

The second shock of the day came as soon as her feet hit the floorboards.

‘AAARRRGGGH!’ she yelled again, the surprise of the cold planks whacking the DISTRESS button in her brain. She scuttled towards her slippers on the far side of the room. But as her pinkies galloped across the floor, she passed the mirror, spotting a sight that filled her veins with ice.

A girl! In her room! With the most terrifying bird’s-nest hair and crusted eye-bogeys.

Kay threw her hands to her face, not daring to look, but her breathing sounded so terrifyingly echoey inside her hands that she dropped them – only to see the girl once more, eyes wide and staring.

This prompted a bizarre cycle of the whole ‘hands to face – loud breath – hands down’ routine, which only ended when Kay realised that the girl in the mirror was actually her, and her heartbeat dropped to its normal rate of one hundred and twenty-six beats per minute.

Oh, dear readers, it makes my heart splinter to see Kay like this.

It might seem to you that she’s more unhinged than a rotten stable door, but I promise you she’s not. She’s a brave one, is Kay: you’ll see that as the story goes on.

After another minute of mild scares and severe paranoia, Kay gathered herself enough to make the trip to the bathroom, overcoming such terrifying perils as the slightly frayed hall carpet and the bannister that looked like it might splinter some time in the next thirty-seven years.

But as she neared the bathroom door, she paused, as she always did, by a framed photograph at the top of the stairs.

The photo was as daring as Kay was timid, as in it were three figures on top of a huge snow-capped mountain: a man, a woman and a small child, no older than two years old. The child was strapped to the woman’s back in a rucksack, and all three of them were connected to a series of climbing ropes. It was clear they were standing somewhere really, really high – so high they could’ve been wearing spacesuits instead of ski jackets.


[image: images]



The most amazing thing about the photo, though, was the joy radiating from all three of them. With their arms punching the air and smiles as vast as the Alps, they looked like they’d won the lottery, on Christmas day, which also happened to be their birthdays.

Kay looked at the photo as she always did, and gulped, as she always did. Then she sweated and felt a bit dizzy, knowing that the wee girl in the rucksack was her, and the other two people were Dad, and Mum.

But she didn’t let herself finish the thought. Instead she dashed into the bathroom and forced herself to worry about something else, like being eaten alive by the teeny tiny spider that occasionally resided inside the shower curtain.

It was much better to worry about that than think about the lovely, smiley, fearless lady in the photograph.

 

Twenty minutes and thirty-two scares later, Kay was at the breakfast table, ladling rice crispies into her cereal bowl.

‘Don’t put too many in your mouth at once,’ said a voice, coming down the stairs. ‘Small mouthfuls, chewed thirty times, mean a seventy per cent reduction in the possibility of choking.’

Kay looked at her dad, Arthur, and nodded obediently, even though he said the same thing every mealtime.

Kay always ate rice crispies for breakfast. They were a safe cereal. Small, round, the explosions they made when you added milk weren’t loud enough to damage her eardrums, and after a few minutes they were left soggy.

Kay very occasionally wondered about eating something else, something exotic, like toast … or cornflakes. But she knew better than to ask for such delicacies again.

‘Toast?’ Dad would yelp. ‘I don’t think you need to be handling butter knives at your age … and as for cornflakes? Sharp as razor blades, those things. Deathtraps!’

Nope. She was best off with crispies. No lives would be lost whilst eating them.

Which made both father and daughter feel a lot less anxious.

The pair ambled through their breakfast, Kay sipping diluted orange juice from an unbreakable plastic beaker whilst Dad drank coffee, which he’d cooled down for safety’s sake with a couple of ice cubes.
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‘What are you doing at school today, sweetheart?’ he asked.

‘Er, Maths, I think, and English … oh, and PE.’

‘PE?’ Arthur’s tone carried more than a hint of worry. ‘What kind of PE?’

‘Oh, you know. Jumping over stuff and climbing up ropes.’

‘I’ll write you a note.’

‘A note? What for?’ Kay asked.

‘So you don’t have to do it. I’ll say you’ve got earache or something.’

‘But I don’t climb the rope with my ears. I use my hands.’

‘That’s irrelevant. What if you’re good at it and reach the top, only to fall? I bet the crash mats underneath won’t be anything like thick enough. Plus the rope is probably covered in germs from the other kids’ hands. Before you know it you’ll have that avian flu and it’ll be the quarantine ward in hospital for you.’

Kay didn’t like the sound of that. Not one bit. It made her pores gush like a power shower. So much so that she reached inside her bag for some paper and a pen. The sooner she had that note, the better she would feel.

As Dad scribbled, Kay turned back to her sloppy crispies. ‘What are you up to today, Dad? Busy?’

‘Phenomenally,’ he replied with a smile. ‘Business is booming. And it’s so rewarding. Much more so than the old job.’

Arthur ran his own business, one that fitted his worrisome personality perfectly. It was called You Can’t Be Too Careful Nowadays and it specialised in gadgets for those of a nervous disposition. House alarms, personal alarms, car alarms, pepper spray, bubble wrap – if you wanted a safe, anxiety-free life, then Arthur could sell you it.

It was a far cry from the company he owned before with Mum.

Wildest Dreams had been their pride and joy, selling the toughest, most durable mountain-climbing ropes ever seen anywhere in the world. You could hang an elephant holding a suitcase full of gold bullion off one of them and it wouldn’t so much as fray. But after Mum’s accident … Well, Dad took the ropes off sale, locked them in the attic and refused to sell one ever again.

Since he started his new venture, he had never been happier. Kay knew this because he told her so every day.

‘You know what, my love? Ever since I closed the old business’ – he couldn’t even bear to say its name – ‘I’ve never been happier. Did I ever tell you that?’

‘That’s great, Dad,’ she replied. How lucky she was to have a dad who was both happy and safe. ‘I’d better get off to school.’

Dad’s eyes flashed with worry as he leapt from his seat to follow her.

‘Have you got your phone?’ he asked.

‘I have.’

‘Good. Keep it charged and text me when you get to the school gates.’

‘Will do.’

‘And at lunchtime.’

‘OK.’

‘And when the bell rings at three o’clock … and when you get out of the gates.’

By the time Kay got her shoes on, she was under no doubt that something awful was going to happen to her at school. If Dad was so worried, then it had to be true.

‘See you tonight,’ she said, and they hugged, Dad squeezing her that bit too hard, like he was never going to see her again.

‘I’ll be back from work then and waiting.’

He would as well. He’d be on the front step, wringing his hands until she appeared. Only when she got through the front door and he locked it behind her would either of them be able to relax. A bit.

Slowly, Kay pulled away from her dad, opened the front door and took a deep breath. Then, and only then, did she dare to step outside into the Storey Street sunshine.
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What a Good Place to Be …


Storey Street was a wonderful place to live.

It might not have looked like much with its ragbag mixture of crumbly old terraced houses and boxy semi-detacheds, but these homes were full of the most fascinating people.

So many good eggs lived on that street, you could’ve made a human omelette that would feed an army of ogres for days.

Despite this, Kay felt on the fringes of life there. She never quite felt brave enough to allow herself to be anyone’s friend.

This morning was a perfect example. Once outside, Kay pulled a small, knobbly twig from her coat pocket before edging her way to the front gate, eyes flitting nervously up and down the street. She walked with such hesitancy she looked like a goldfish who’d swum into a piranha tank by mistake.

‘Hi Kay!’ came two voices from behind her, making her almost leap out of her shoes.

It was the twins, Liv and Daisy Smith. Identical, they were. Completely. In looks and thoughts. Even when they spoke, as Daisy would start a sentence and Liv would finish it.

‘How are you …’ Daisy said. ‘… doing, Kay?’ Liv added.

 


[image: images]



 

Kay felt nervous, legs buzzing with anxiety. Why were they asking her that? Did she look ill? Did she have a rash or spots? She started to rummage in her bag for a mirror to check, which prompted a confused look from the twins.

‘Are you OK? What are you … looking for in your bag?’

Kay didn’t answer. With a twig in her hand it was hard to search for anything.

‘Can we hold that … for you?’

Kay held on tight to the twig. No way was she letting go of that. Not for them or anyone.

‘What do you need it for, anyway? Are you one of those water diviners?’ Daisy gasped excitedly.

Liv squealed, ‘Can you find a hidden river with a bit of dead wood?’

Kay wanted to shake her head, but didn’t dare. She didn’t want to get into a conversation about the thing in her hand. You see, Kay wasn’t looking for water. Nor was she about to play tennis with the world’s rubbishest racket.

The thing in her hand wasn’t a twig at all. It was a wand.

Kay didn’t think she had special powers. She wasn’t a nutter, regardless of what anyone thought. She was just a bit obsessed with wizards.

It had started when everything had gone wrong: when Mum died, when Dad gave up his Wildest Dreams, when everything became a bit too scary.

One day, when she couldn’t have felt any lower, Kay took refuge in front of the telly to find it playing a film filled with old, bearded men in long, flowing gowns.

For the next three hours these pensioners waved their wands, righting wrongs, fighting evil and being properly powerful and fabulous.

Kay fell in love.

Imagine, she thought.

Imagine being able to sort out everything that was wrong with the world with a flick of your wrist. Imagine being that powerful!

Kay loved the idea.

It could be argued, I suppose, that for a girl who was scared of everything, all-powerful sorcerers should have been the last people for her to find solace in.

But these wizards’ powers were so removed from her reality that she was entranced by them, not scared.

Kay stared at her wand, failing to hear the twins as they walked away, defeated.

‘Why won’t she … ever talk to us?’ they asked each other with a sigh, leaving Kay to her thoughts of sorcery.

It occupied her thoughts a lot. If there was a film with a wizard in it, Kay would watch it. If there was a book with one in, she would read it hungrily, again and again, until the pages fell out and she stuck them back together with endless sellotape and lashings of hope.

That’s where the wand came in. She’d found it lying in the front garden one morning: it had fallen from a tree she and Mum had planted together. It felt like it had been left there for her on purpose, like a present from Mum, and from that moment on, when out in public, Kay carried it with her. Whenever she felt scared or overwhelmed, she’d wave it subtly and whisper a spell of her own. She didn’t do it to hurt anyone, no no no – just to make herself feel better, calmer, safer.

‘Nettlerash-aramus!’ she’d whisper at dogs who walked by her, growling angrily at something completely unrelated.
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‘Accio-itchybum!’ she’d chant, at the sight of Saliva Shreeve and Bunions Bootle, the street’s bully boys, as soon as they even glanced in her direction.
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It was moments like this, when she allowed herself to feel even a teeny bit braver and more powerful, that she felt briefly like a ten-year-old girl-wizard rather than a seventy-year-old biddy with the weight of the world on her shoulders.

As she neared the school gates, Kay had to slow down. This wasn’t uncommon; there was always a bit of a traffic jam as bell time approached, but today was especially slow, like a colossal mutant slug had stopped for a nap across the entire width of Storey Street.

On the other side of the road, Saliva Shreeve and Bunions Bootle were whooping and hollering at someone, and they were being so raucous about it that the rest of the street had stopped to see what was so funny. What it was, Kay had no idea, or interest. She knew what it was like to be stared at, and had no desire to join in.

Instead, she tucked her wand up her sleeve, leaving only the tip visible, and tried to gently weave her way through the crowd. As she beavered onwards, she continued to cast her spells at the bully boys: bogeys the size of beer barrels for Saliva Shreeve, and premature hair loss for Bunions Bootle. That’d teach them for mocking whoever it was across the road.

But as Kay reached the head of the scrum, curiosity got the better of her.

There, on the other side of the street, stood an old man, surrounded by half a dozen tatty brown boxes.

Big deal, you might think.

Yawnsville, Arizona.

I mean, old people are everywhere, aren’t they? Getting in your way as you career down the street at a hundred miles per hour on your scooter, slowing you down in shops as they count out all their pennies to buy one measly packet of sherbet lemons.

But this man – well, he was different. He wasn’t sucking a fruity sweet for starters, though his legs moved like your typical old codger, stiffly and slowly, like his joints had been put in a vice and welded shut with a blowtorch. At the same time, though, he was managing to move the boxes around him, and they looked very heavy. He balanced one in one hand almost effortlessly, completely at odds with his tiny, hesitant steps. Weird, thought Kay: the box almost looked like it was floating in mid-air.
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