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CHAPTER ONE
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‘You’re dead.’


The thing nobody had ever told Brian about being chased was that it was fun. It was terrifying too, but that was part of the fun. Of course, the fact that he was on a bicycle, his trusty old Stringer White 5000, meant that he had an advantage over the two idiots who were after him; they were on foot. He flipped the pedals backwards, using the rear brakes to send the bike into a curving skid that spat up gravel chips from the churchyard.


It was almost one o’clock, eighteen days to the end of the school summer holidays and fifteen days to the end of the Misfits Club. A large grey-white cloud was beginning to hide the early afternoon sun as Brian straightened up the bike. On one side of him was the town of Newpark, on the other a road that bisected the town’s largest housing estate. Beyond that lay the countryside and his escape.


‘Did you hear me?’ the bigger of his two pursuers shouted.


‘I wasn’t really listening. Was it something about being dead?’


His mother had said that he had a smart mouth, just like his dad – the only thing they had in common, Brian hoped – and that smart mouths got you into trouble. She was right about that; he was often in trouble.


Of course, he’d be in more trouble if these two hairy gorillas caught up with him. Gorilla number one was flabby and out of shape and not that much of a threat. Gorilla number two was a different prospect, though. He was younger and fitter and he wasn’t issuing threats. In fact, he wasn’t saying anything at all. That freaked Brian out a little bit. His father had always warned him that the quiet ones were the ones you had to watch out for.


The gap between them was about fifty metres. Unless one of them was an Olympic sprinter, there was no way he was going to be caught.


‘You’re so dead they’ll have to bury you twice,’ the heavier of the two men roared.


Brian faked a yawn, really exaggerated it too. ‘Sorry, did you say something? You’re so far away it’s hard to hear you.’


He thought gorilla number one was going to explode with rage. His cheeks puffed out and his face began to turn crimson, from the tip of his forehead to the bottom of his chin – dazzlingly red – like it was the world’s worst superhero power. It made Brian smile until he realized that he’d lost sight of the second guy. There was no sign of him. Had he just given up?


VRRRROOOM.


Uh-oh, Brian thought. That’s not the sound of someone giving up. It was actually the sound of a car, a cobalt-blue 2004 Subaru Impreza, to be completely accurate. A souped-up car if the roaring, guttural engine sounds that sent great rumbling tremors across the ground were anything to go by. It emerged from the hidden parking space on the side of Colbert Street like a predator emerging from the undergrowth.


‘Oh, crud,’ Brian said as his stomach lurched.
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He was quick on the bike, but he didn’t think he was quicker than an Impreza. He was about to find out for certain. The car revved, took off, then stopped briefly to let the bigger guy climb in as Brian spun the bike round by the handlebars, stood up and began pedalling faster than he ever had before.


There was a left turn thirty metres ahead that led into a cul-de-sac. If he could get to the end of the cul-de-sac, he could make it over the Hennigans’ back wall and disappear into the maze of alleys behind their house. They’d never find him there.


The left turn was only ten metres away now. Another plan was beginning to form in Brian’s brain.


Form faster, form faster, he thought.


The car closed the distance between them quickly and the nose of the Impreza was just behind him as he turned into the cul-de-sac at speed, leaning low, his shoulder almost grazing the ground as the bike struggled to stay on two wheels.


Brian was almost parallel to the tarmac, but he was in the flow – completely focused, nothing existing outside of him and this moment. Time slowed. He could see everything all at once, hear the noise of children playing, smell the fumes from the car’s giant exhaust, then the whine as the car struggled to follow him into the turn.


The back end of the car swung wide, dragging the rest of the vehicle with it, followed by the look of sheer panic on the bigger man’s face as he briefly thought they were going to smack into a garden wall. The younger man corrected the spin with two sharp movements of the steering wheel. The car righted itself with a judder.


Brian launched himself on to the small green, and circled round, digging a tyre furrow in the soft grass, before heading back in the goons’ direction. He knew he wouldn’t make it to the Hennigans’ house before they caught him. It was time for Plan B.


As they watched open-mouthed, he briefly considered making a rude gesture, but instead he just waved. It was hard to tell because he was travelling at speed, but they appeared to be getting even angrier.


He didn’t want to head back towards town – they’d catch him too easily – so there was only a single possibility left. It was one he didn’t want to take as whether it would work or not depended upon how lazy a neighbour had been over the last few days, but he decided that he had no other choice. The other possibilities, ones that involved him begging for mercy or shouting for someone to call the gardaí, never occurred to him.


The turn-off was on the opposite side of the road, past the housing estate. He was nearly there when he heard the car’s tyres squeal as it joined him on the main road.


He veered the bike right again, down a narrow path with grass growing in the middle. The last of the housing estate was on one side, nothing but fields on the other. Brian hoped that the farmer who owned the fields hadn’t got around to fixing the broken fence yet. It sagged down next to the iron gate at the end of the path, leaving an opening of about a metre, enough of a gap for Brian and the bike to make it through if he was careful, but not enough space for a car to follow. Brian pedalled furiously. The adrenalin that had kept him going was running out now – his lungs were on fire and his legs felt like concrete, but he kept pedalling. He was only metres away when the car loomed up behind him.


He was going to make it.


As he slipped between the tumbledown barbed-wire fence and the concrete post of the iron gate, he saw that it was padlocked. He heard the screech of brakes as the car tried to avoid slamming into the gate. He’d done it. Even if they tried to break the lock, he’d be miles away from them by the time they managed it. The only way they could chase him now was by running after him and he knew they wouldn’t do that. They’d never catch him on foot.


He glanced behind and saw both of them standing by the car. The bigger guy was shaking his fist and shouting something at him. Something rude, no doubt, but Brian couldn’t hear it. They’d given up. He was free. Or at least he would have been if he’d been paying attention.


The grassy field wasn’t the smoothest of surfaces and as he bounced along the rutted path he hit something, a rock maybe, nothing he could clearly see. It jolted the bike and sent him flying over the handlebars. He hit the ground hard, scudded along the surface for a couple of seconds before he came to a stop, twisted on his side.


‘Ow,’ he said.


Ow was a little bit of an understatement. It hurt a lot more than an ow’s worth. He heard one of the men laugh, a hollow mocking laugh that really annoyed him, nearly as much as the severe pain he was in annoyed him.


Brian clambered to his feet. The men had taken a few steps into the field. He was in no shape to outrun them. He wasn’t even sure he could reach his bike in time.


‘We’ve got him now,’ one of them said.


 


❀ Amelia’s Journal ❀


6pm – Everything is sort of normal. If you think a screaming baby and a house being in a complete mess is normal. It’s been like that for the last six weeks since Susanna, Her Royal Highness, first arrived. Six weeks old and my new baby sister is already the centre of the universe and now it’s like I don’t exist at all. Twelve years of being an only child and suddenly they’ve forgotten about me. It’s not fair. It really isn’t. I get that she’s small and, when her face isn’t all red and scrunched up cos she’s crying (which is never), she is kind of cute, but why does she have to get all the attention?


7.15pm – Everything is HORRIBLE. More horrible than being forgotten. I hate my dad and I hate my stepmother. During dinner they tricked me into thinking everything was OK by acting all nice to me and stuff. They said having a new baby around was tough on me, but it was also tough on everybody else. They said they were glad I was helping out (I wasn’t doing that much) and then they gave me a clothes voucher as a present. For one complete second I was actually happy. Then after dessert they sat down and put on sad voices and I’m-sorry faces and said there was something we needed to talk about. Except that there wasn’t anything to talk about because they’d already decided everything. All because of a little joke!


And now here I am, writing in this stupid journal with its stupid flowers on the stupid cover for the first time in four years. I don’t even like writing, but I have to do something right now or else I’ll just EXPLODE! I can’t even talk to any of my friends because my dad took away my phone and tablet for the night when I got cross and woke the baby up. I still can’t believe what’s happening. They’re making me move out of my own home! Where I’ve lived all my life while my stepmother gets to stay here even though she’s only lived here for three years. HOW IS THAT FAIR? I don’t want to move. I like my friends. I like my room. I like my life, or I did until Susanna arrived. They say it’s only for the holidays until things calm down with Her Royal Highness, but how can I trust them? My dad is kicking his own daughter out of her own home!


When Vivienne and my dad got married she was nice to me. Always taking me to fun places. On Saturday nights, we’d get a takeaway and she’d make hot chocolate and we’d sit on the couch watching The X Factor.


‘I’m not just your stepmother – I’m your friend.’ she used to say. But what she’s doing now isn’t very friendly, is it?


I have to live with my GRANDMOTHER! I don’t want to live with my grandmother. Don’t get me wrong, Gran’s nice to me, but she’s not exactly what you’d call normal – unless you think things like shouting at crows or singing so loudly the neighbours can hear are normal. I don’t. She lives over thirty miles away and I won’t see my friends all summer. I’ve never been left on my own with Gran before, so that’s going to be completely strange, and my bedroom in her farmhouse smells old and musty. Gran likes reading all these books I’ve never heard of and she doesn’t even own a computer. What if she makes me milk a cow or something? I don’t like cows. They stare at you the whole time, like they’re plotting something sinister. And the town she lives near is nothing like my home town. It’s a really odd place. I’m not a snob, but the people there are different, kind of weird and some of them smell. Everything’s going to be AWFUL.




CHAPTER TWO
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Brian did the first thing that popped into his head. He pretended he’d become faint and flopped to the ground. It was a bit overdramatic and he wouldn’t have won an Oscar for it – in fact, his performance would have been booed on many stages – but it was all that came to mind. After falling off his bike, he wasn’t in any condition to outrun the gorillas who were following him.


He hoped that they’d just turn round and drive away, but of course they didn’t do that. He hadn’t heard them walking through the soft grass, so he was lucky he didn’t jump when he heard their voices close by.


‘Is he dead?’ one of them asked.


Brian kept his eyes tightly shut. He tried to keep his breathing as shallow as possible.


‘He’d better not be. I don’t want to end up in prison. Not again.’


‘He fell off his bike. We didn’t do anything. We’re innocent.’


‘You know how them lawyers twist things around. They’ll make out that it was all our fault. They’ll say we were trying to rob that shop when all we did was forget our wallets and they’ll say we were putting this stupid kid in danger when we were just messing around. He was the one who started the chase.’


‘I hate lawyers.’


‘Maybe we should check if he’s dead.’


The bigger guy, gorilla number one, poked at Brian’s back with the toe of his trainers. Brian groaned a little.


‘He’s alive,’ the smaller one said, sounding relieved.


‘Should we give him CPR?’


‘What? Are you mad? We’re not touching him. Fingerprints and all that. No, we’re getting out of here. The sooner we’re on the road, the better.’ He leaned over and spoke into Brian’s ear. ‘If anyone asks you questions about today, you say nothing, right? You never saw us.’


Brian groaned again.


The guy took the groan as a sign of agreement. He stood up.


‘Let’s get out of here before we get in trouble,’ the big guy said, stomping his way back to the car and bellowing in despair when one of his fancy trainers landed in a present a cow with a nervous stomach had left behind in the field.


Brian kept his eyes shut until he heard the car racing off into the distance, then he opened them and sat up.


‘Morons,’ he said.


He rubbed the back of his neck then got to his feet. He was OK. A few aches and pains, which were going to feel a lot worse tomorrow, and some ringing in his ears, but nothing he couldn’t handle. He picked up his bike and examined it closely. There was surprisingly little damage. One of the forks looked like it was out of alignment, but Chris would fix that up – his friend was really good with mechanical stuff. Better not to ride the bike until he’d had a look at it, though.


He wheeled it through the field, back along the narrow path and down the main road where the cars whizzed past far too quickly, until he was back in the town. As he reached Doherty’s Shop, old Mrs Doherty came running out to meet him. Running was pushing it a bit – it was more like she was speed-shuffling.


‘Brian, Brian,’ she cried.


‘Hi, Mrs Doherty.’


‘Are you OK?’


‘Me? I’m fine. What about you?’


‘I wasn’t the one who was chased by a couple of baloobas.’


Brian wasn’t sure what a balooba was, but he was fairly certain she wasn’t using the term as a compliment. ‘Ah, that was nothing.’


‘Nothing? Nothing? You were a brave young man taking them on. And for my sake too. You’re a hero in my eyes. Now, come in here and tell me all about it.’
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Despite his protests, she brought him into her shop and made him sit on a little wooden stool while she peered over her large-framed glasses and attended to the cuts and scratches on his hands and face. As usual, the shop was empty. Brian couldn’t understand why she even bothered opening most of the time. Newpark had three large supermarkets – and two smaller ones – where everyone went to do their shopping. Most of what Mrs Doherty sold wasn’t exactly what people bought any more either, boiled sweets, newspapers and some homegrown vegetables. Brian had no idea how old she was, but his dad had once told him she was an old woman when he was Brian’s age, so he reckoned she must be pretty ancient.


‘That was very brave of you,’ she said again. ‘Brave, but foolish.’


‘I like being foolish,’ Brian said.


He had been passing by earlier when he’d seen gorillas one and two inside the shop, hassling Mrs Doherty. They were getting cigarettes and drinks and chocolate and told her they had no cash on them, but that they’d come back and pay tomorrow. Brian knew that they had no intention of coming back and paying. And he didn’t like the look of fear on Mrs Doherty’s face either. So he’d grabbed a two-litre bottle of cola, shaken it up and emptied it all over the bigger guy. He couldn’t have much of a sense of humour because he’d taken it badly, which is why Brian ended up being chased by them. He might have ended up crashing his bike, but at least he’d got them off Mrs Doherty’s back.


‘Next time you see someone causing trouble in my shop, let me handle it. I don’t want you getting hurt. After all, you have your whole life ahead of you. The majority of my life is made up of yesterdays.’


‘You’re not that old,’ Brian said.


Mrs Doherty smiled at that.


‘Why didn’t you ring someone for help?’ Brian asked.


‘If I did, there’d be a fuss and my son would find out. He doesn’t like me working here – he’d prefer me to be sitting safe at home staring at the walls. I keep the shop open so I don’t have to do that. I know you might think it’s quiet, but people often drop in for a chat. I like it that way.’


She wouldn’t let him leave without giving him some free groceries. Since his father never went shopping, he was glad to get them.


‘They’re just to say thank you,’ she said. ‘It’s nice to know that some young people will step in and help when there’s trouble around.’


‘Any time,’ Brian said, and he meant it.


‘What in the name of all that’s good and holy is that green thing?’ Brian’s father asked, snorting to express his disgust.


‘It’s kale,’ Brian said.


‘Kale?’ His father poked at it with his fork, before repeating the word. ‘Kale.’


‘It’s a vegetable.’


Brian’s father, Patrick Duffy McDonnell, but known by most as Mucky, stared at his son.


‘What have I told you about vegetables?’


‘That you don’t like them?’


‘That I don’t like them – do you hear him?’ he asked, even though there was nobody else in the house other than Brian and himself. ‘I don’t just not like them, I hate them. I haven’t eaten a vegetable since 1983 and I have no intention of starting now.’


It was quite possibly true that Mucky hadn’t eaten a vegetable in over thirty years, unless you counted potatoes as a vegetable, which he didn’t. Even when he got his social welfare money and went to the chipper, he never got mushy peas or onion rings or anything like that. Most of the time it was burger and chips or sausage and chips. Pizza, if he was feeling fancy. But never a vegetable. If Brian’s father ever had to become a vegetarian for medical reasons, he’d be dead by the end of the week.


Mucky shifted the green contents of his plate on to Brian’s before tucking into a large portion of chicken nuggets. ‘You can eat it. And make a better lunch tomorrow, right? Where did you get it from anyway?’


‘Mrs Doherty grows it herself and she threw it in with the shopping. She said we might like it. Thought we’d give it a try,’ Brian said. He hadn’t told him the truth about what he’d been up to earlier and he wasn’t going to tell him either.


His father was looking at him strangely, as if something wasn’t quite right.


‘You been fighting?’ he asked eventually.


Brian had been home for over an hour, yet it was only now that Mucky noticed his son was in much poorer physical condition than he’d been the last time he’d seen him, which, he thought, was either yesterday or the day before that.


‘No, I fell off my bike.’


‘That’s good. If you looked like that after a fight, it means you’d have lost. Don’t want any son of mine embarrassing the family by taking a beating.’ He got up from the small kitchen table, took a packet of chocolate biscuits from the cupboard and slumped on to the couch. ‘Make me a cup of tea, like a good lad. And Sharon’s coming over in a while so tidy the place up a bit. You’ve left it in a right state.’


Mucky had never been the world’s greatest father, but he hadn’t always been like this, either. The biggest problem with Brian and Mucky was that they had nothing in common other than the ability to make smart remarks at the wrong time. People had always said Brian was like his mum and they were right. Mucky was interested in cars and football and playing cards, and Brian didn’t like any of those things. They never had much to say to each other and it had always been a little awkward between them, but Brian’s mum had a brilliant knack of making things all right. But then she left and now he only saw her every couple of months. Brian and his dad hadn’t been the same since she’d gone – they just seemed to get on each other’s nerves.


Brian’s mum used to collect fridge magnets for some reason, those ones that had inspirational quotes. They’d been stuck all over the fridge door, a couple of them falling off any time someone went to fetch milk or butter. Brian remembered a bright orange one that was stuck right beside the handle. It read: ‘Your life does not get better by chance – it gets better by change.’ The day after his mum had left, he’d thrown it in the bin. Any time there had been changes in his life things had only got worse. Yes, he thought, anyone who thinks change is good is an idiot.


‘I’m going to go out for a while, to meet the lads.’


‘Huh?’ His father wasn’t listening.


‘Once I’ve tidied up, I’m going to go out for a while.’


‘What are you telling me for?’ Mucky said.


 


Excerpt from travel book: Jottings from a Small Ireland by William Wrydaughter (2005)


The town of Newpark isn’t new and it doesn’t contain a park. And that is the most interesting fact about what has to be Ireland’s dullest town. I had been having a wonderful time travelling around the Emerald Isle when one evening, while sitting by a roaring fire in a cosy country pub being stared at by a cheerful three-legged dog – who also happened to be called William – I told the men at the next table that I hadn’t had a boring day since I’d set foot in the country. Instead of accepting what I thought of as a compliment, they took my statement as a challenge.


‘Oh, there’s some dull places here, all right. A lot more dull than you’d find in one of your fancier parts of the world,’ one of them said. ‘Baile Eilís, that place would drive you nearly mad with boredom. The dogs can’t be bothered to bark and even the crows caw wearily.’


‘There’s a place in the west called Carraig Cruach. I got so bored there once I started reading Ulysses,’ another said.


‘Carraig Cruach is like New York compared to some of the towns I’ve worked in,’ said a hairy-faced man.


I sat back, slowly draining my creamy pint of stout from its glass as they argued among themselves for a while. Each tried to top the last with names of places known for their ability to suck the life from your bones, mentioning towns and villages so dull that, according to these men, visitors frequently fell into twenty-hour sleeps, while locals spent every evening crying in despair. Each new customer in the pub was more than happy to join in the game, offering stories of how crushingly dull a place was until an old man, who had been listening intently for almost half an hour, finally spoke up.


‘Newpark,’ he said simply.


The others nodded their heads slowly in agreement, as if this was the final word on the matter. The man looked like Gandalf or Dumbledore, although his wise and wizardly demeanour was offset somewhat by the shiny blue anorak he was wearing.


‘Newpark?’ I asked with the innocence of someone who’d yet to encounter what I will loosely call its charms.


‘Dullest place I’ve ever been,’ the old man said. ‘It’s not unpretty, the people are pleasant and it’s a large enough town, so it tricks you into thinking something interesting might happen, but it never does. Nothing interesting ever happens there.’


When I heard those words, I knew I had to see it. This was exactly the sort of low-key anti-adventure I usually enjoyed. I travelled to Newpark the next day. At first glance, it looked unremarkable. It was indeed a large town by Irish standards. It had pubs and restaurants and shops, but there was something about it, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. After a day, I realized the old man was right. It was hideously, unequivocally, gut-wrenchingly dull. And I like dullness. An open fire, a crossword and a nice cup of tea are my idea of heaven, but Newpark . . . it stretched me to my boredom-loving limits. The only good thing that occurred in the two days I spent there was that I solved a centuries-old medical dilemma: I had finally found the cure for insomnia, and its name was Newpark.




CHAPTER THREE
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‘Nothing ever happens around here.’


There were only two people in the neat and tidy garden and they were brothers. Twins, actually, fraternal not identical, though they did look similar – both had thick brown hair and large brown eyes. But they were very different in personality, almost as if they had been designed to be opposites.


Chris, the slightly older of the two, didn’t look up from his mobile phone. He was in the middle of an adventure game that he’d been playing for most of the last forty-two hours.


If Chris had his way, everything would be quiet and peaceful most of the time. Peace and quiet were good, allowing him to play his games and read his books and think what he increasingly considered to be great thoughts. When Chris grew up, he wanted to be a games designer or a scientist or an engineer. The problem was a lot of the time he was stuck in a noisy environment where most of the noise was created by his younger – by twenty-nine minutes – brother who didn’t seem to have an off switch. To make matters worse, they had to share a bedroom.


‘Nothing ever happens here,’ Sam repeated. ‘Newpark is so boring.’


‘I heard you the first time.’


‘You didn’t say anything,’ Sam said.


‘Because I was ignoring you,’ Chris said. ‘And you’re wrong. Something does happen here. Something happens everywhere. The sun rises, people go to work. What you mean is nothing you find exciting ever happens here. Anyway, it’s not like you have to put up with life around here for much longer.’


‘Why do you have to be such a pain?’ Sam said. ‘And where’s Hannah?’


The garden they were in, and the large stone-grey house that it surrounded, was the home of Hannah Fitzgerald, one of their best friends and a co-founder of The Misfits Club. They had been members, along with Brian McDonnell, since they were eight years old.


‘Heads up, here’s Brian,’ Sam said, spotting him coming down the narrow tree-lined road that ended at Florence Parkinson’s farm. The Fitzgeralds and Parkinsons were the only two homes at this end of a road that was a kilometre from Newpark town centre. Florence Parkinson, who was either a charming or an eccentric lady, depending on your point of view, lived by herself. Since Hannah was an only child, the total population of the two houses was three adults and one child, meaning the cul-de-sac was usually a quiet place.


Chris didn’t look up from his game.


‘Looks like he’s been attacked by a bear or something.’


It still wasn’t enough to make Chris look up.


‘What happened?’ Sam asked as Brian limped towards him, pushed his bike through the garden gate and on to the gravelled path, which was bordered by a variety of expensive shrubs. Brian knew they were expensive because when he’d accidentally cycled over some of them six months earlier Hannah’s mother had spent a good five minutes lecturing him about how much it would cost to replace the ones he’d destroyed.


‘Fell off my bike,’ Brian said. He’d tell Sam about the chase later; he wasn’t in the mood right now.


Sam took the bike from him and inspected it. ‘Well, it doesn’t look too bad. Mostly surface stuff. I’ll get Chris to check it out before we leave.’ He looked past Brian, across the road to the farmhouse that was owned by the old woman whose name he could never quite remember. Hannah was coming out of the house, accompanied by a girl around her own age. ‘Who’s that with Hannah?’ he asked.


The girl had long red hair and unlike Hannah, who was stomping her way through the muddy yard, the pale girl was picking her steps carefully, as if she was worried about getting even a single speck of dirt on her shoes.


‘Maybe it’s one of her cousins,’ Brian said.


Hannah had a lot of cousins, but none of them looked like her because she’d been adopted from Vietnam when she was a baby and all her cousins had been born in Ireland.


‘Nah, don’t think so. She looks like she’s our age. Hannah’s only cousin our age is that weirdo with the snotty nose. You know, the guy who eats what he picks when he thinks no one’s looking.’


‘Oh, him. He is a weirdo,’ Brian agreed.


‘Hey, guys,’ Hannah said as she hopped over the wall.


The red-haired girl chose the more traditional route of going through the gate.


‘Hey, Hannah,’ Sam said. ‘Who’s that with you?’


Sam wasn’t the sort of person who had the patience to wait around for polite introductions.


‘This is Amelia.’


‘Hello,’ Amelia said.


‘Great to meet you. You can call me Sam. Mainly cos that’s my name.’


He slapped her on the shoulder a little too enthusiastically. She almost toppled over.


‘Sorry about that,’ he said.


‘That guy who’s too rude to look up from his phone is Chris. He’s Sam’s brother,’ Hannah said.


‘Not too rude. Just finishing a game.’


‘Take no notice of him,’ Hannah said.


Amelia smiled, although she didn’t feel like smiling.


‘We’re the Misfits Club, by the way,’ Sam said. ‘Me, Hannah, my brother Chris – that’s the guy who says he isn’t rude – and Brian is the battered-looking guy,’ Sam gestured to his friend, standing to his right.


‘Hey,’ Brian said.


‘Hello,’ Amelia replied.


‘We started the club when we were really young,’ Sam explained. ‘You know, for adventures and stuff. It’s kind of stupid.’


‘It’s not stupid,’ Brian said, his cheeks reddening. He hated it when anyone called it stupid. Really hated it.


‘He kind of likes this club,’ Hannah said.


‘I got that,’ Amelia said. ‘So, what do you do?’


‘Hang out, mostly. Chat, play games, stuff like that. We’re going to the cinema tomorrow.’


‘I see.’


Not, that sounds great or I think that’s cool, Brian thought, but I see, as if she found the whole thing beneath her. He was almost certain that her lip curled a little when she said it, as if she was sneering at them. He had only just met her, but he was already taking a dislike to this girl.


‘The Misfits Club isn’t just a club – it’s a state of mind,’ Chris said.


‘But it is an actual club too, right?’ Amelia said.


‘Yes, it’s a cl—’


‘Come on,’ Hannah said to Amelia. ‘I’ll show you our headquarters.’


‘This is the den. It’s where we have our meetings,’ Hannah said.


The den was a large wooden shed. There were two sheds in the garden, one was for all the gardening equipment, the other, the slightly shabbier of the two, had served as the headquarters of the Misfits Club for almost four years. It was as cosy as a warm hug on a cold night. Beanbags sat on a large old rug that crept to the walls of the shed. A small bookshelf filled with Hannah’s favourite mystery stories was placed beneath the only window and the walls were covered in film posters she’d got from the local cinema.


‘It’s really nice,’ Amelia said as she glanced around, checking for spiders and any other bugs that might be lying in wait for her.
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‘You here on holidays, Amelia?’ Chris asked. He leaped on a beanbag and burrowed his way in until he was comfortable.


‘I’m here to visit my grandmother,’ Amelia replied, a little cagily. ‘I’m going to look after her for a few weeks. She, er, needs a bit of minding.’


‘You can sit down if you like,’ Hannah said.


Amelia looked unsure. The others had settled into their beanbags, leaving the two girls standing.


Before she’d decided whether to sit or continue looking awkward and uncomfortable, she heard the click-clacking of Mrs Fitzgerald’s shoes on the paving stones outside the shed. The door swung open to reveal a round-faced woman who looked extremely jolly. Jolly was not the right word to describe either Mr or Mrs Fitzgerald, not when you could choose words like practical or serious or joyless. They may not have had much in the way of a sense of humour, but they were good parents and Hannah never wanted for anything, other than a sense of freedom – they were constantly monitoring her comings and goings and always fretting that something bad was going to happen to her.


Mrs F carried in a tray of goodies – crusty sandwich rolls, freshly baked cakes and home-made lemonade. Brian’s eyes lit up. Even though he’d just had lunch, he was always hungry.


‘You must be Amelia. How lovely to finally meet you in person rather than just seeing you through a car window as your father drives by.’


‘Hello, Mrs Fitzgerald. Nice to meet you too.’


‘What lovely manners,’ Mrs Fitzgerald said. She was impressed by things like politeness and good manners yet, for some reason Sam failed to understand, distinctly unimpressed by things like his ability to belch the first nine letters of the alphabet without drawing breath.


‘Mam, we’re having a club meeting,’ Hannah said.


‘That’s her way of telling me to get lost,’ Mrs Fitzgerald said to Amelia.


‘Is it OK to use your bathroom? I’d like to wash my hands before I eat,’ Amelia said.


‘Of course. Follow me,’ Mrs Fitzgerald said.


‘She’s a barrel of laughs, isn’t she?’ Brian said as soon as Amelia had left.


‘Give her a break,’ Hannah said. ‘She’s only just met us. It’s not easy meeting new people.’


‘Why did you bring her here, Hannah? She’s like, I don’t know, Miss Fancypants or something. Washing her hands and being polite and making conversation with your mother. It’s not natural.’


‘You just don’t want her joining the club,’ Chris said.


‘She’s joining the club?’ Brian asked incredulously.


‘Yeah, why not? The more, the merrier,’ Sam said.


‘And it’ll be nice to have another girl around,’ Hannah said.


‘Wait a second – I didn’t agree to that. I don’t want her joining the club when she could be, you know, all Goldilocksy and stuff. It’s just been the four of us for years. Why do you want to change it now?’


‘Come on, Brian, what difference does it make?’ Hannah asked. ‘It’s not like we’re going to be together for much longer anyway.’


At the end of August, just over a fortnight from now, Sam, Chris and the rest of their family – three brothers, two sisters, two parents, an elderly cat and a dog with a serious peeing problem – were moving to Galway. Their mother had been offered a place at university to study medicine even though she was in her forties, and, since their father spent a lot of time working in Galway as it was, it made sense to move. It didn’t make much sense to Brian, though, who seemed to be more upset at the thought of his friends moving than they were.


‘And what do we do these days except hang around and eat and laugh at the stupid body noises Sam makes?’ Hannah continued.


‘They’re not stupid. Some cultures would consider what I do to be verging on musical genius,’ Sam muttered. ‘Even orchestras have wind instruments.’


‘Not that kind of wind,’ Chris said.


‘We do more than hang around,’ Brian said. ‘We investigate and we have adventures. Amelia won’t have a clue what to do if we get caught up in—’


‘When was our last proper adventure?’ Hannah asked.


‘We’ve had loads of them. It’s hard to remember them all, there’s been so many. That one, you know, when we did, with the . . . This isn’t a memory test, you know.’


‘If you can remember any really exciting adventure we’ve had in the last year before Amelia gets back, then I promise you I won’t ask her to join.’


‘Agreed. Now, everyone be quiet while I try to think,’ Brian said.


He was still trying to remember when Amelia arrived back in the shed a few minutes later. They tucked into the food and chatted a little awkwardly in the way people who are getting to know each other sometimes do before Hannah got to the point.


‘Would you like to join our club?’ she asked. ‘I know it’s a bit cheesy –’


Brian rolled his eyes.


‘– but we’d love it if you did. Wouldn’t we, guys?’


‘Definitely,’ Chris said.


Sam gave the thumbs-up as he grabbed another sandwich. Brian didn’t show any encouragement, but he didn’t disagree either, at least not out loud.


‘Great, I’d really like that,’ Amelia said.


‘If she’s going to join, she has to pass the test,’ Brian said.


‘Test? What test?’ Amelia asked.


‘It’s nothing bad,’ Hannah said. ‘Just a game we invented when we formed the club. Anyone who wants to join has to play one round to see if they’ve got what it takes to be a Misfit.’
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