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People are always looking for things in my house. Things that have mysteriously disappeared. Clean pants. A hairbrush. Their homework. The last chocolate biscuit (good luck finding that because I’ve usually eaten it). Sometimes stuff turns up; usually when Mum says the house looks like a pack of trolls have moved in and she threatens to throw everything in the bin, then we have a big tidy and we find whatever we’re looking for in the rabbit hutch or under the bath mat. But sometimes our things seem to have actually melted away.

My dad’s house is not like that at all. My dad and his girlfriend, Suvi, tell us that their house is our home too, and it sort of is, because me and my three sisters go there every Wednesday and every other weekend, but it looks very different. There are whole walls in their house that have nothing on them: no photos, no posters, and, even though they have got a seven-month-old baby, no sticky handprints.

In their hallway, there is a shelf that has just one vase on. An empty vase. All their books are organised in height order, like kids in a school photo. You have to put shoes away in a special cupboard just for shoes. You put them on a rack and close the door as if you weren’t going to have to get them right back out again in a little while anyway.

If you put anything down at my dad’s house it gets picked up and put in a little basket or hidden in a drawer.

On Saturdays, at home, when it’s time for my rugby training session, I normally do this mad run round the house to find all my stuff. My boots always seem to be in two different rooms, which is funny because I never remember hopping about with just one boot on. Then my kit is usually hanging on the clothes airer or sometimes it’s still in my bag from the week before.

Of course, at Dad’s house, it’s the complete opposite.

On the last Saturday of the Easter holidays my dad came downstairs with hair wet from the shower and said, ‘Is your rugby stuff ready?’

Normally when I go to Dad’s I have to hang my rugby things on a special peg in the hall, but this week I hadn’t brought them with me.

‘I don’t need them today,’ I said.

‘Oh? Has training been cancelled? I didn’t get an email.’

‘I’m going to a paintball party. Thunder’s mum is picking me up.’

Dad combed his wet hair with his fingers. ‘And that’s okay with your coach, is it?’

‘It’s fine. People miss sessions all the time.’

‘Seems a bit slack to miss rugby just because you’ve had a better offer.’

I stared at Dad. ‘But that’s exactly why I’m doing paintballing instead of rugby. Because it’s more fun.’

Dad’s forehead creased up. ‘But you made a commitment to rugby.’

‘I’ll be committed next week. It’s only one session.’

He hesitated and I knew he wasn’t sure. ‘Mum knows,’ I said. I was pretty certain that would seal the deal because my dad doesn’t really like making the kind of decisions where he has to get tough.

‘Well,’ he said. ‘I suppose that’s all right then.’

I nodded and went into the kitchen to get started on breakfast. When you’re going to spend the morning running about shooting people, I find it’s good to get three or four courses inside you.

My sister Amelia was sitting at the table. Even though she’s fourteen and I’m twelve, she’s much smaller and skinnier than me so it wasn’t very hard to budge her up along the bench by pushing her with my hip.

‘Hey!’ she said, trying to swat me away. ‘You could just ask politely.’

‘Would you have moved if I’d asked politely?’

‘No.’

‘That’s why I have to use muscle power.’

‘Butt power, more like.’

I leant across the table and grabbed a box of cereal.

‘Speaking of butts,’ she said, ‘I saw how much chilli you ate last night so keep that thing pointed away from me.’

I gave her my most menacing grin. ‘Don’t worry, if I feel any rumblings I’ll make sure I sit on you.’

Amelia rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t you have to get off to rugby?’ she asked.

‘Nah, giving it a miss this week.’

‘Again? I thought you liked rugby.’

‘I do. It’s brilliant.’ I crushed my cornflakes down with my spoon so that I could fit more in the bowl. ‘The problem is that what I like best is just doing it. When we go to practice, we have to do all this stretching and running laps and when we finally get the ball they make us do the same pass over and over again.’

‘Isn’t that all the stuff you have to do to get good?’

‘I s’pose.’ I stuck out my bottom lip and blew up at my fringe. ‘And I have been doing it all. It’s just that Coach thinks we should do it in silence or something. He gets snotty just because I tell a joke or do an impression.’

‘That does seem a bit uptight.’

‘He says I’m distracting everyone.’

Amelia squinted at me. ‘And are you? Because I still get distracted thinking about that time you did the warthog impression, even now. In fact, it’s probably going to affect my GCSE results.’

Amelia laughed so hard at my warthog impression that she popped her trouser button undone, but now she pretends she was traumatised by it.

‘It’s not my fault if I’m extremely funny,’ I said. ‘I can’t help it if I make people at rugby roll about laughing and then maybe one of them clutches at the drinks table and all the drinks go on the floor.’

Amelia moved her glass of orange juice further away from me. ‘Hmm. So maybe it’s not that your coach wants you to be completely silent and more that he wants you to stop causing total chaos. That sounds reasonable.’

Amelia finished her breakfast and cleared away her plate. I started on my toast course and wondered if it was true that Coach wanted me to stop ‘causing chaos’. It was easy for Amelia to say that seemed reasonable, but it really wasn’t, because I honestly can’t help the way that people laugh so hard around me. Sometimes I’m not even trying to be funny. Sometimes I’m just eating a really large sandwich in a hurry.

I polished off my toast plus two boiled eggs and a cereal bar while thinking about Coach, then I totally forgot all about rugby practice as soon as I got in the car with Thunder. There wasn’t an awful lot of room for me next to him on the backseat because Thunder is nearly six foot tall and about the same distance around the middle. Some of the Year Sevens are scared of Thunder, but he’s my best mate and I know he’s just a big softie who loves puppies and the Cookie Monster. He also loves rugby, and wrestling and pickle and crisp sandwiches, which is good because those are some of my favourite things. We hang out and do loads of cool stuff, but this was our first time paintballing together. I absolutely love paintballing. I like the running and the hiding and being on a team and getting messy and shooting people. I especially love shooting people. The one thing I don’t like is the safety lecture.

Once we’d arrived and handed in the form that your parents have to sign to say you won’t sue them if someone blinds you with paint, they kitted us out with a helmet and the guns and ammo, and then we had to sit and listen to their boring safety lecture even though I told them that I’d already heard it. While they were dribbling on, I thought out my plan of attack.

‘Okay, guys!’ the man in charge said and I realised we were finally about to start. ‘Keep it safe and have fun!’

We were in two teams. Because it was Shania’s birthday party she was captain of our team. ‘You two head over that way,’ she said to me and Thunder.

We scooted off into the trees in the direction she pointed but once we were out of sight I pulled Thunder in the opposite direction.

‘But Shania . . .’ he started.

‘Listen,’ I said. ‘I’ve been here before and I know the best spot for maximum casualties.’ I led him to a place in the woods where the trees thinned out. ‘Now, we stay hidden in the trees but every time some idiot makes a break across the clearing . . .’ I lifted my gun and mimed a shot. ‘We pick them off.’

‘Nice,’ Thunder laughed. ‘Where shall we hide?’

In the end we managed to squeeze practically underneath a bush. You wouldn’t even have known we were there until you got really close, but no one did get close because we had a clear view of anyone approaching and we took them straight down.

It was fun to start with, but after we’d taken out half of the opposite team I started to get restless. I looked at my watch and I knew that our session would soon be over.

‘This is too easy,’ I said to Thunder. ‘How about we try to make it back to base?’

‘Are you kidding? We’ve managed to get this far without a drop of paint on us. If we break cover someone will shoot us.’

‘Yeah, but it’s more of a challenge when we’re out in the open, isn’t it? Come on, let’s do it!’ I wriggled out of the bush and started creeping back towards the base building where we started.

Thunder was muttering under his breath, but he followed me anyway. We got all the way round the edge of the clearing, then I spotted someone crouched low on our left.

‘Take cover,’ I hissed to Thunder. We threw ourselves behind a tree while whoever it was fired off shot after shot in a pretty stupid way because then they had to reload and we sped off. The long, low base was in sight now but I could hear that there were people in the greenery around us. We slowed to a standstill.

Thunder was a few paces in front of me.

‘Shall we make a run for it?’ he asked.

‘No, keep down and cree—’ That’s when I saw a flash of reflected light. The sun was bouncing off someone’s goggles. Someone dead ahead in the bushes. Even as I clocked the boy he was raising his gun to point directly at Thunder. ‘Nooooo!’ I sprang forwards, knocking Thunder off his feet so we both crashed down on the grass.

I scrambled into a sitting position and let off two quick shots, hitting the boy on the shoulder.

The final whistle blew.

I looked at Thunder and raised my hand for a high five.

‘Not a drop!’ he said.

We trooped back inside base and checked out everyone else. We were the only ones to get away without being hit.

‘What happened to you?’ I asked Shania. ‘Did you get your gun the wrong way round and shoot yourself?’

She was absolutely plastered with paint splats.

‘What happened to me?’ she snapped. ‘What happened to you? I came through your section and shouted at you to cover me. You didn’t make a single shot. Where were you?’

I felt a bit bad. A good soldier should look after his comrades, but Thunder and I were pretty busy taking down the enemy and that’s the main thing, isn’t it? ‘Soz, Shania! I didn’t mean to leave you without back up.’

She was still scowling.

I don’t know why she wasn’t letting it go. I’d be pleased my teammates had done so well. ‘Look on the bright side; Thunder and I did some serious damage to the other team. We’ve definitely won.’

She grunted, though I’m pretty sure it cheered her up when our team were declared the winners. Winning is the best.

When Thunder’s mum dropped me back at Dad’s, I was still buzzing.

‘Did you have a good time?’ Dad asked.

‘It was brilliant! We slaughtered them!’

‘Well done. You certainly look like you threw yourself into it.’

‘She looks like she threw herself into a swamp,’ Amelia said, eyeing my muddy face.

‘You can’t win a war and keep your nails nice,’ I said.

Dad stepped between us. ‘Go and get your face clean because we’re going to McDonald’s for a late lunch.’

‘Yes!’ I did a fist pump. I scooted up the stairs to get clean. This day was turning out pretty well. All I needed was an action film on TV tonight and an extra-large chocolate cheesecake and it would be perfect.

Even though my dad bought a big seven-seater last year so that he, Suvi, me, Amelia and my two youngest sisters, Ella and Lucy, plus the baby can all travel together in one car, Suvi said she’d rather stay at home with baby Kirsti and have a sandwich.

‘We could bring you back a cheeseburger,’ I said.

‘I prefer my sandwich,’ Suvi said.

‘Chicken Royale?’ I suggested.

‘No.’

‘Filet-O-Fish? Big Mac? McFlurry?’

‘Thank you, Chloe, but I don’t want any of these things.’

Suvi is a bit weird sometimes. She thinks sugar is evil and she gets excited about cooking stuff for tea called things like Rainbow Salad and Chargrilled Super Vegetables. ‘Really? There’s absolutely nothing at McDonald’s that you’d like to eat?’

She smiled and shook her head.

I could hardly believe it. I like Suvi, but I will never understand her.

When we got to McDonald’s, I sat next to Ella. Ella is a year younger than me. She likes books and maths and being kind. She also doesn’t mind if you help her finish her fries.

‘Will you get into trouble for missing rugby?’ she asked me.

I hadn’t thought about rugby all morning. I wasn’t really worried about it. I can’t see the point of worrying about trouble before the trouble happens.

‘Coach will probably just think I was ill,’ I said.

Ella sipped her drink. ‘But that’s lying.’

I chewed on my burger and thought about it. I don’t really like telling lies. Mum has made me learn some of those polite lies, you know, like ‘Mm, this is delicious.’ And ‘Oh, wow, Granny, I’ve always wanted one of these.’ I still think they’re pretty stupid because how is anyone ever going to get any better at cooking if people don’t tell them that their stew is disgusting and how could Granny possibly believe that anyone would want a sewing basket? But I say them anyway because Mum says you have to so that people’s feelings don’t get hurt. I don’t lie about things that I’ve done, though, because I don’t think that’s right. Sometimes I do dumb stuff and that gets me into trouble but I don’t lie because that would be cowardly. If you do something you have to take the telling off that comes with it.

‘I didn’t say that I would actually tell him I was ill. If he asks me where I was then I’ll tell him I was paintballing.’

Ella’s forehead crumpled and I could tell that she was worrying about it for me.

‘It’ll be fine,’ I said, offering her some of Amelia’s chicken nuggets.

When we were done, we came out into the car park and I said, ‘Watch this, Lucy.’

Lucy used to be the youngest before baby Kirsti came along. She’s seven years old and has shiny red-gold curls that make her look like a little angel. She’s not a little angel. But she is the kind of person who is impressed by leapfrogging over bins, so I took a run up, gave a whoop and leapfrogged over three in a row. I’m pretty good at leapfrogging. Lucy and Ella clapped and some teenagers getting out of a car whistled. I took a bow and as I stood up, Lucy pointed across the car park. ‘Isn’t that your coach?’

I looked over. There was my rugby coach. Standing next to his car, staring right at me.

I sort of froze.

Lucy waved.

‘Stop it!’ I said. ‘He’s going to wonder what I’m doing here when I didn’t go to training.’

‘Oh,’ said Lucy, still waving. ‘I bet you wish you didn’t do such a loud whoop now.’

Even though I thought there was no reason why I shouldn’t go to McDonald’s if I wanted to, I sort of did wish it.

‘Because if you hadn’t done that he probably wouldn’t have noticed you, would he?’

‘Shhh,’ I said. I thought Coach would come over and ask me why I’d missed practice because he definitely saw me, but he just stared for a little bit longer and then got into his car and drove off. I had a sort of squirmy feeling inside but that was probably just the extra-large Fanta I’d had sloshing about.

‘Are you worried about getting told off?’ Lucy asked.

‘No,’ I said, trying to squash the squirminess down. ‘It’s just one session. Well, maybe a few sessions this year. It’s not like I’ve done a crime or anything.’ Which was true, but something about the look on Coach’s face meant that I wasn’t exactly looking forward to hearing what he had to say to me.
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It’s always a bit of shock when the holidays finish and you have to go back to school. I managed to survive the first Monday back even though I got two lots of homework from teachers who didn’t seem to care that I needed time to get used to having to use my brain again. I decided to do both pieces of work as soon as I got in so that I could enjoy the rest of my evening.

I’d just got myself comfortable on the sofa with two packets of crisps, three cushions and an episode of The Simpsons when I looked up and saw my little sister Lucy standing in the doorway with her face all scrunched up and angry.

‘Why are you looking like that?’ I asked.

She flopped down in an armchair. ‘Like what?’

I opened my packet of cheese and onion crisps and mixed them together with the spicy chilli ones. ‘Grumpy. I mean, you always look like the angry little one from The Moomins who likes shouting and stamping her feet, but your face is especially twisted up today. You look like you’re chewing on a wasp.’

‘It was the old lady,’ Lucy said, as if that was a perfectly good explanation.

‘What old lady?’

‘The one next door.’

Our next-door neighbour is a very boring man who never does anything interesting, but recently his mum has come to stay with him. She’s a little bit interesting because I have never seen anyone so wrinkly before.

‘What about her?’ I asked through a mouthful of crisps.

‘She threw a marrow at me.’

Which did sound harsh, but I’ve thrown quite a lot of stuff at Lucy myself and I can tell you that she always started it. ‘What did you do?’

Lucy scrunched her face even tighter. ‘I didn’t do anything! I was just being me in the garden and then she threw a marrow at me!’

If you know Lucy then you know that whenever she says ‘I was just . . .’ it means she was doing something incredibly annoying.

‘How exactly were you being you?’ I asked.

‘Just being happy and cheerful like I normally am.’

‘You are not cheerful.’ I had a thought. ‘Were you singing?’

‘I can sing in my garden if I want to!’

Lucy only sings one song. It’s about a duck who keeps trying to buy grapes from a lemonade stand and the lemonade-stand man keeps telling him that he only sells lemonade and he hasn’t got any grapes and the duck keeps asking and asking. He’s a very stupid duck. If I was the lemonade-stand man, that song would end up with me having crispy-duck pancakes.

‘Was it the duck song?’ I asked.

‘What if it was the duck song? I was just singing for hardly even an hour and then she throws a marrow at me.’

‘An hour? I’m amazed that she didn’t throw a spade at you.’

‘She tried to. She wasn’t strong enough to get it over the fence.’

‘Girls! Tea time!’ Mum called from the kitchen.

I crammed the last of my crisps into my mouth and we went and sat down at the table.

Lucy forgot about the old lady because Amelia was moaning and pouting and flicking her hair about so it ended up in other people’s cottage pie.

‘Are you all right?’ Ella asked her. Which was a big mistake, because when you ask Amelia what the matter is she always tells you, and she doesn’t give you the short version either.

‘Lauren’s mum says she can’t do school choir this term because she gets too tired in the late afternoon,’ Amelia whined. ‘It was bad enough when she missed the Christmas concert, but now she won’t be in the summer celebration and—’

‘I thought she was better,’ I said, so that we could get to the point.

Amelia looked down her nose at me. ‘You don’t just get better from Chronic Fatigue Syndrome.’ Then she softened a bit. ‘Actually, she has been coping better recently but her mum says that’s because they’ve worked out what she can manage and that she has to know her limits. That means no after-school clubs or going out in the evening, so no choir.’

‘That’s not much fun for Lauren,’ Mum said. ‘Is she going to cut down her school days?’

Amelia shook her head. ‘Not if they can help it. She’s already on mornings only; her mum says school has to come before extra-curricular activities.’

‘Maybe you should think about cutting down my school days, Mum,’ I said with my best puppy-dog eyes.

Lucy laughed.

Mum shook her head.

‘It’s not really funny,’ Amelia said. ‘School is pretty lame but imagine being too weak to even walk there.’

I couldn’t imagine that. I couldn’t imagine not being able to run and jump and rugby tackle. ‘Poor Lauren,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ Mum said putting an arm around Amelia. ‘It’s tough.’

Amelia took that as encouragement to start sighing again. ‘I miss singing with her,’ she said. ‘I was looking forward to rehearsing for the summer celebration but it won’t be the same. Part of the fun of doing shows is doing it with Lauren.’

‘Can’t you do singing somewhere else?’ I asked.

‘Yes!’ Ella said. ‘You could join one of those community choirs!’

Amelia didn’t look very enthusiastic. ‘It doesn’t matter where it is – she can’t do anything in the evening. Or anything after four o’clock really.’

‘Then find something in the morning, dummy,’ Lucy said.

Amelia curled her lip. You’d have thought that we were trying to get her to eat slugs. ‘Where am I going to find somewhere like that?’ she asked.

‘Online?’ Ella suggested in a tiny voice.

Amelia looked at Ella. ‘I suppose if it was at the weekend and not too late then Lauren’s mum might agree.’

Mum nodded encouragingly. ‘Why don’t you try having a look to see if you can find something local?’

‘Okay, I’ll look,’ Amelia said, as if she was doing us a favour.

I wasn’t completely convinced that she thought it was a good idea or that she’d bother going online, but I could see that she was trying really hard not to be sarky with Ella. So I thought it was best to move things on. ‘Mum,’ I said with my best winning-smile. ‘How much of a jar of peanut butter would you say it was reasonable to put into a smoothie?’

Mum folded her arms and reminded me she’d only just bought that jar of peanut butter, but she still let me make everyone choco-nut smoothies for pudding.
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At lunch the next day, my friend Amirah, who goes to rugby and is in my PE class, came up to me and asked where I was on Saturday. I told her I was paintballing.

‘Uh-oh,’ she said. ‘Coach won’t like that. He got really ratty with me just because I missed a couple of sessions to go shopping.’

I knew she was right but there was no point in getting upset about it, and anyway, I needed all of my energy because it was time for chemistry, and Mr Chadwick is the kind of teacher who thinks that you should always be on time to his lesson and on top of that he doesn’t just want your body in the classroom; he expects your whole mind too.

Some teachers will let you get away with staring into space and never answering any questions, as long as you’re quiet and get some of the work written in your book. Mr Chadwick is not like that. He expects you to totally concentrate on science and if he thinks you’re drifting off to think about something more interesting, like what’s for lunch or who would win a zombies vs. vampires battle, then he pounces on you and says, ‘Perhaps Chloe would like to explain this to everyone,’ when he knows that you would not like it, you would not like it at all because you’ve got no idea what he was dribbling on about.

I’ve worked out a system to beat him at his own game, though. As soon as he starts explaining something I put my ears on high alert and listen to everything he says and make little notes in my book so that I always know the answers to his questions. You’d think that he’d be happy that I’m listening to his blabbering, but he still finds something to moan about. If he can’t complain about me not paying attention then he tells me to stop slouching or that my shirt is hanging out. I don’t care much but it makes me mad when he starts saying the same sort of thing about Thunder because even though Thunder looks tough he gets flustered really easily. When Mr Chadwick starts picking holes in him he can’t get his words out properly and he turns bright pink. It’s really unfair to make fun of someone like that.

So usually in chemistry I have to concentrate hard to make sure I know what we’re learning and to keep Thunder up to speed. Paying attention is really tiring, though, and by home time I was worn out. I only had room in my mind for embarrassing accidents that might happen to Mr Chadwick and I totally wasn’t thinking about what Amirah had said about Coach.

I met Amelia and Ella at the gates so we could walk home together and I told them exactly what I thought of Mr Chadwick and how having to concentrate for every minute of his lessons is exhausting me.

‘What about you, Ella?’ I asked, when I’d finished moaning. ‘How was your day?’

‘It was okay.’

I turned to look at her. Normally, Ella thinks school is ‘brilliant’ and ‘really fun’. Something horrible must have happened.

‘Has someone been mean to you?’ Amelia asked.

Ella’s face was turning pink. ‘No, it isn’t anything like that. It’s a good thing really.’

‘You’re not wearing a good-thing face,’ I said.

Ella took a deep breath. ‘I’m going to be on the Student Council.’

Amelia whistled. ‘Wow. How come? I thought they chose people for that ages ago.’

‘They did, but our class chose Ibrahim and now he’s left to go to another school.’

‘So your class voted for you instead?’ I asked.

Ella looked guilty. ‘No. Miss Espinoza just remembered that there was a meeting today as we were going out of registration, so she said I’d better go because I’m tutor captain.’

‘She probably asked you because she thought you’d do a good job,’ Amelia said.
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