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Praise for


The Extraordinary Adventures of Alice Tonks


 


“Exciting, deftly plotted and full of surprises, this fantastic tale of Alice and her friends – both animal and human! – will sweep you away.” 


Sinéad O’Hart, author of The Eye of the North
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“Shades of Enid Blyton and Harry Potter and a fresh, wonderful magic of its very own. Twists, turns, friends, animals and a brilliant autistic heroine called Alice Tonks!” 


Nicola Penfold, author of Where the World Turns Wild
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“This is a beautiful book with the charm of goldfinches and the empathy and colours of chameleons, and I really loved it . . . I can’t wait to see Alice out in the world, doing her magic!”


Zillah Bethell, author of The Shark Caller
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“Everyone says stories have heart but The Extraordinary Adventures of Alice Tonks has heart, soul and so much spirit.” 


Lindsay Galvin, author of Darwin’s Dragons
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“I absolutely loved it! An instant classic, in my opinion. Boarding school and animals and magic? Yes, please! An autistic girl getting to be the hero in her own thrilling adventure, unravelling a mystery and not having to change or be a different person to fit in . . . Young readers are going to find a firm favourite in this story, with the promise of more Tonks excitement to come!” 


Kate Foster, author of Paws 
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“A charming adventure, filled with the kind of magic I wished for as a child, with an autistic protagonist. A great addition to the magical school stories shelf, absolutely chock full with animals.” 


Lizzie Huxley-Jones, editor of Stim
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“A sumptuous middle grade mystery that will intrigue and enchant animal lovers of all ages. I LOVED IT. Can’t wait for the next instalment in the series!” 


Jessica Scott-Whyte, author of The Asparagus Bunch


[image: The Extraordinary Adventures of Alice Tonks (exported)_img1]


“A fabulous boarding school mystery with disappearing animals, twists and turns, and an amazing autistic protagonist.”


Rashmi Sirdeshpande, author of Dosh
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“A tale of friendship with an autistic protagonist, by an autistic author, this promises to be a great new series.”


Bookseller
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To my mother, for giving me the gift of books
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Alice Tonks was having the worst day ever.


“What kind of school holds its Welcome Day on a beach?” she grumbled. She trudged down the steep cliff steps, Gran’s polka-dot cool bag over one shoulder and her battered copy of The Life and Times of Beatrix Potter wedged under her other arm.


“Come on,” Gran said, flashing her a smile. “Give it a try. You might even enjoy yourself?”


“Hmph.” There was nothing enjoyable about sitting on a too-hot beach with a bunch of strangers. In fact, Gran really ought to have known better than to force her to attend her fancy new secondary school’s Welcome Day. There were two things in life that Alice really, really hated: school and beaches, and somehow today’s ‘fun family event’ at School Bay managed to combine both.


It did not bode well.


Finally they reached the foot of the steps and a sign-in desk surrounded by lavish gold balloons. “Welcome to Pebblewood School!” cried an overexcited teacher in a too-tight blazer. Further around the bay, a small group of teachers huddled round a tartan rug gave them energetic waves.


“Hi,” Alice said, not lifting her eyes from her flip-flops.


While Gran signed them in on the teacher’s clipboard, Alice gazed moodily at the other Year Seven students and their families splashing in the waves and sunbathing on the sand. Everyone was wearing designer trunks or bikinis and Alice tugged self-consciously at the bobbly swimming costume Gran had dug out of her wardrobe. It was too tight and clung in all the wrong places. The letter had just said ‘wear swimwear’. How was she to know that meant something new and expensive?


“Let’s pick a spot, shall we?” Gran said, striding off across the strip of golden sand. “Then maybe we can go for a swim.”


“You can forget about me going in the sea,” Alice muttered. Just the thought of not being able to see her feet in the murky English water made her feel all iffy. “You go. I’ll just sit here and read . . .”


She glanced down.


Seaweed.


Alice hated seaweed. Slimy stuff that squelched under her toes. She hated it even more than she hated sand and she really, really hated sand. Sand felt scratchy and she worried about it grating all the skin off the soles of her feet if she stood on it for more than a minute or two, but seaweed absolutely stank. And now there was a long, gloopy green rope of the stuff curled round her right foot . . .


She closed her eyes. Don’t panic. Don’t panic.


She had tried really hard to be Nice Alice today. Nice Alice was smiley. She’d shaken hands with the teacher who greeted them at the train station (even though the teacher had sweaty palms and smelled faintly of boiled ham). Nice Alice tried not to worry about whether all the other students would already know one another, and when the worries did creep into her brain to moulder there, she tried not to upset Gran by talking about them. It was hard work being Nice Alice but somehow she’d managed it.


When Gran had packed her creaking trunk with endless new uniform items, announcing there was no space left for her precious animal encyclopedias, she’d not said a word. She’d kept her Nice Alice act going on the train down to school, even when the carriage got super busy and she was squashed against a window that was home to three dead flies (and those were just the ones she could see).


But now there was the matter of the seaweed. Congealed. Limp. Coiled round her foot.


“Come on,” Gran said. “You promised you’d give today a go. Please, for me?”


Time slowed down. Alice felt the familiar tickle at the back of her throat. Her fingers began to twitch. She’d tried so hard to hold it all together but the octopus who’d been squirming in her belly all day had finally had enough and was rearing up, fierce and angry, waving its tentacles.


“UGH!” she exploded. “I hate this beach, I hate this school . . . and . . . and I HATE YOU!”


Gran’s mouth formed a tight, round ‘O’ of shock. “Alice,” she gulped. “I . . .”


Suddenly Gran was no longer the only one looking at Alice. All along the bay her new classmates had stopped what they were doing to stare. Conversations halted. A hundred pairs of eyes gawked.


“I’m sorry,” Gran said. “I just wanted . . .” But Alice didn’t hear the rest. Her lip wobbled and she blinked very hard and very fast. All her worst nightmares were coming true. She’d known all along that Pebblewood School wouldn’t be the fresh start Gran had promised. She should never have let Gran talk her into coming today.


Alice had to get away. But where? Everywhere she looked families were goggling at her from their picnic blankets and inflatables. The waves smashed behind her and her nose filled with the stench of salt. Overhead, seagulls wheeled in dizzying circles up and up and up . . .


Her eyes fixed on the towering black cliffs and the steep stone steps that led to the school. Surely Gran wouldn’t try to follow her all the way back up there?


Alice opened her mouth to say something, anything, but the words lodged in her throat like lumps of gristle so instead she turned on her heel and ran. Welcome Day? More like Disaster Day! Her cheeks burned with fury, shame and embarrassment. She’d been so determined to give this new school a try but it had all been for nothing. Everyone would think she was stupid. No one would be her friend. Even the teachers would think she was weird.


Sometimes being autistic really sucked.


Alice ran back past the Welcome Desk and pounded up the winding stone steps. About halfway there was a flat shelf of black rock. It was shady here and no one could see her cry. She flicked her fingers as quickly as she could against her thumbs. Sometimes, if she did it super fast, it made her feel better, but today wasn’t one of those days. She just felt miserable.


Alice sat and watched as the other kids and their families went back to enjoying the sunshine. One family darted in and out of the crashing waves, hooting with laughter as the sea yanked their legs from under them. Another boy and two younger girls with the same podgy cheeks and chestnut-brown hair dug a giant hole, sand flying in all directions.


From her hiding place, Alice kept an eye out in case Gran or any of the teachers tried to come after her. Although Gran was always trying to make things better, even she couldn’t mend today. After a few minutes, Alice guessed she’d probably decided to give her some space. Gran was good like that.


A girl around Alice’s age was sunbathing on the sand in an emerald-green bikini, her blond hair splaying out beneath her as if she was a mermaid. She’d fry to a crisp lying there like that in this heat, Alice thought, wondering if she should go and warn her. But Alice’s eyes still felt itchy and sore and she wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone, especially not the boy she’d just spotted stomping up the steps towards her with a slightly drippy ice cream in his hand . . .


“I, er, thought you could do with this.” He thrust the cone in Alice’s direction.


Alice looked the boy up and down. He was tall and gangly with an Afro and big brown eyes made still bigger by his spectacles. Bizarrely he was the only student dressed in the full Pebblewood uniform, his boater hat clutched under one arm and chocolate ice cream smeared on his collar. Hadn’t he got the letter?


“Thanks.” Alice forced the word out and accepted the ice cream.


The boy watched her catch the chocolatey drips with her tongue.


“My name’s Alice,” she said between slurps. Ice cream always cheered her up.


“I know,” he said. “I heard when your gran, er, shouted . . .”


Alice’s cheeks flushed.


The boy shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. My mum can be pretty embarrassing too. I’m Timothy Crossley-Herbert the Third.” He held out a slightly sticky hand for Alice to shake. Alice gave it a quick wobble and then discreetly wiped her own hand on the back of her swimming costume.


“Hello, Timothy Crossley-Herbert the Third.”


He gave a hiccup of a laugh. “Most people just call me Tim.”


“Why are you wearing your uniform?” Alice asked.


There was an awkward silence. “Mum must have forgotten,” he eventually mumbled. “Anyway, better be getting back. See you around.”


Tim mooched down the cliff steps and back across the beach, his heavy school shoes dragging in the sand. Alice watched as he picked his way past the newspaper-readers and Frisbee-throwers to the circle of teachers standing stiffly in their smart trousers and blazers, clipboards in hand. One of the teachers greeted him, ticking his name off on her register. Alice wondered where his family were. Maybe they’d gone off to get fish and chips or something. Tim plonked himself down on the tartan rug and started poking about in the sand with a stick.


Alice sat back down on the rocks and stared up at the school, perched high on the clifftop like a bird of prey about to swoop. Tomorrow she’d be a student there. She tried to imagine herself hurrying between the buildings, her schoolbooks under her arms, but she could only see herself cowering in a corner, lost and afraid.


Just as Alice finished her ice cream, a seagull flew over and swooped down to land beside her. It was white with grey wings and tail. There were actually loads of different types of gull and if Gran hadn’t made her leave her encyclopedias at home she could have looked up which type this one was when they got back to the hotel. The bird dipped its head and pecked at the furry black lichen growing in the cracks between the rocks. Taking in the red on its bill, Alice figured it was probably a herring gull.


The gull had a good look around, peering over its shoulder as if checking whether anyone was about.


“I’ve no chips to give you,” Alice warned.


The bird cocked its head to one side, looking at her the way teachers did when they were working out whether or not you could be trusted. “It’s not your chips I’m after, Alice Tonks,” the seagull said sternly. “We’ve got a job for you.”


Alice sat up a bit straighter. Had that seagull just spoken to her? She put a hand to her hot forehead. Perhaps it was sunstroke . . . She did feel a little queasy. She rubbed her eyes but the seagull was still there, watching her.


“Alice? Alice! Where are you?” Gran was calling. “We can get the bus back to the hotel if you like?”


“We’ll be in touch,” the seagull hissed. “We know where to find you.” Then he gave Alice a one-winged salute and flew away.
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That night, Alice dreamed of seagulls.


She tossed and turned on her lumpy hotel mattress until morning slid its impatient fingers round the room’s beige curtains. Gran was stirring too and for a brief moment as she lay in bed stretching and rubbing her eyes, Alice considered telling her about the talking gull. But she quickly decided against it. She didn’t want Gran to think the bird was part of some silly, made-up game. She hadn’t imagined the gull . . . had she?


Alice slipped her feet into her lovely fluffy slippers and boiled the hotel-room kettle. As she stood in the thin grey morning light stirring a spoon and a half of sugar into Gran’s mug of tea, Alice convinced herself that the talking gull must have been down to sunstroke. What else could it be? Nevertheless something about the bird still seemed so real. Perhaps it was the clipped tone the seagull had used or the way it had known her name . . .


“You’re a good girl,” Gran sighed, sitting up in bed. Alice handed her the tea and she took a long, grateful slurp. “You know, Alice,” she said. “You don’t have to go to Pebbles if you don’t want to. Just because me and your mum went there, it doesn’t mean you have to too. We can get the next train home and find a different school for you, one not so far away?”


Alice’s eyes flitted over Gran’s crumpled nightie and her tired, puffy face. Gran had been working really long hours recently and going on more and more work trips, leaving Alice in the care of their terminally boring next-door neighbour Miss Pinkerton.


“It’s okay, Gran,” she said. “I’ll give it a try.” She paused, dropping her gaze to the carpet. “And I didn’t mean what I said yesterday. You know that, don’t you?” There was a tight, sharp feeling in Alice’s chest at the idea of Gran thinking she hated her. It had been just her and Gran for as long as Alice could remember.


“Oh, don’t worry about that!” Gran flapped the thought away with a gnarled hand. “We all say things we don’t mean when we’re upset.” She put a finger under Alice’s chin. “I am very, very proud of you, my darling girl, and your mum and dad would be too.”


Alice fiddled with one of the lacy frills on Gran’s nightie. She never knew what to say when Gran mentioned her parents. The only reason she even knew what her mum and dad looked like was because of the photographs that sat atop Gran’s Welsh dresser.


They’d disappeared while on holiday in the Amazon rainforest, back when she was just a baby. The other kids at school said having no parents made her an orphan but she certainly didn’t feel like one. In the books she’d read, orphans were always poor, measly children begging for more gruel, or sad, lonely creatures shut away in attics. Her bedroom at Foxden Cottage was snug and sunny, and the kitchen was warm and full of the sound of Gran’s great shaggy mutt Roger snoring on the rug. Alice loved waking each morning to the sound of the chickens clucking outside her window. The thought of waking up somewhere new filled her with a sadness so thick and heavy that wading through it felt impossible.


“Goodness me, is that the time?” Gran cried, gawping at the chunky round face of her watch. “We’d better get a move on. You need to be there for noon.”


While Gran rushed around the hotel room gathering Alice’s uniform together and collected a heavy wooden tray of breakfast things from the room-service boy, Alice squeezed her pyjamas and toiletries into her new maroon rucksack. Her heaving trunk had been sent ahead a few days ago and the rucksack was all Gran would let her carry on the train down.


“Come and have something to eat,” Gran said. “You can’t be going off to school on an empty stomach.”


Alice smiled weakly as Gran lifted the shiny metal lid from the plates and they sat down at the fold-out table to eat. The air in the muggy hotel room clung to Alice like a too-tight sweater and the cold, greasy eggs and burnt toast did little to settle her stomach. The window overlooking Pebblehampton-on-Sea refused to budge so Alice peered through the frosted glass. The bright sunshine of Welcome Day had been replaced by a smudge of grey rain clouds. Not long, Alice thought, and we’ll be saying goodbye.


Once Alice stopped picking at her breakfast, it was time to get changed. She pulled on her summer dress, straightening the collar, and tugged at the ridiculous knee-high white socks that pinched her calves. Gran brushed her hair, taming it into two long plaits before handing Alice her new blazer. She wriggled into it and checked herself out in the wardrobe mirror. Her arms had disappeared inside the sleeves. She looked like a turtle with an oversized burgundy shell.


“You’ll grow into it, love.” Gran popped Alice’s straw boater on her head before she had a chance to dodge out of the way. “Now hurry up or we’ll be late!”


[image: The Extraordinary Adventures of Alice Tonks (exported)_img1]


After a short drive past the harbour, up the high street and along the twisty cliff road, the bus ground to a halt outside two tall black wrought-iron gates.


“Righto, here we are,” the bus driver said as the doors opened with a hiss and a fart.


Alice stepped down on to the grass verge, her rucksack bumping against her back, and stared up at the gates. ‘Pebblewood School. Established 1902’ the large black metal letters announced.


“Ready?” Gran said, giving Alice’s hand a squeeze.


The gates swung open and Alice followed Gran up a long and winding driveway, gravel crunching underfoot. They passed a smart stableyard overlooking a sawdust-strewn arena full of show jumps. A little further up the drive, sleek white dinghies floated on a silver boating lake like overgrown swans. It was a far cry from her tiny village primary with its grey concrete playground and rusty climbing frame.


By the time they reached the top of the driveway, black clouds were threatening to pour rain on to the crowd of new students and their families gathered on the neatly manicured lawn. Alice stopped to stare up at the sprawling grey stone buildings that loomed before her, with their beautiful arched windows that reminded her of cathedrals and steep roofs that disappeared into the mist.


Atop the school’s enormous clocktower, the brass hare on the clock’s hour hand edged ever closer to the moment Gran would have to leave. So this was Pebblewood School, or Pebbles as it was known to its students. Her home for the next seven years. No turning back now.


“And you’re quite sure this is what you want?” Gran asked, twiddling her hands the way she did whenever she was worried.


Alice nodded, afraid that if she opened her mouth to speak the truth would come flying out before she could stop it.


“Well, then, best we get it over with.” Gran looped her arm through Alice’s and strode off to peruse the cream cakes and brightly coloured macaroons that had been laid out on long trestle tables. Alice wished she was more like Gran. Nothing ever seemed to faze her. She shoved up the sleeve of her blazer and gave her elbow a quick scratch.


On another table were flutes of golden bubbles for the grown-ups and glasses of strawberry lemonade for the kids. The lemonade looked delicious but Alice eyed the other Year Sevens warily, too self-conscious to take a glass. Everyone else already seemed to have made friends, and were standing around chatting in groups. Although she recognised one or two faces from the beach, Alice stuck close to Gran as serving staff in smart black-and-white uniforms bobbed about, refilling glasses and offering canapes from large silver trays.


“Look, there’s Mr Marlowe, your headmaster,” Gran said between mouthfuls of flaky pastry.


Alice looked up. She’d refused to attend the Open Day with Gran but had heard there was a new headmaster. She’d expected him to be an old man with a wise, friendly face, half-moon spectacles and silvery hair but Mr Marlowe’s face was neither friendly nor wise. He had overly white teeth, slicked-back hair and a champagne flute balanced between two pink fingers.


The headmaster was busy talking to a blond lady in a lilac suit. As Alice watched, he slid an arm round the woman’s back and whispered something in her ear. She smiled demurely, one perfectly manicured hand resting on her pearl necklace. Alice decided she didn’t like her new headteacher very much. He reminded her of a peacock, prancing about in his expensive suit.


Gran slipped a couple of cakes wrapped in a napkin into Alice’s blazer pocket. “In case you get peckish later,” she said.


Alice couldn’t imagine ever eating again. Her stomach clenched as the toast and eggs from breakfast threatened to resurface. She’d give anything to go home with Gran and forget all about this fancy school and all the people in it.


The boy from the beach stood in front of a pyramid of cream cakes, his cheeks puffed out like a hamster’s. His eyes lit up when he saw Alice and he swallowed quickly, licking the last of the icing from his mouth. He was about to say something when the sombre echo of a gong rang out. Alice and Tim looked at one another wide-eyed. The hare on the clock face said it was twelve. There was no going back now.


Standing at the top of the flight of marble steps leading to the school’s atrium was a tall, dark-eyed woman. She was smartly dressed in a pinstripe suit with long red talons that tapped impatiently against her leg. If this teacher were a bird of prey, she’d be a buzzard, fierce and quick. Alice could imagine her swooping down and carrying off an unsuspecting Year Seven for her tea. A hush descended over the crowd.


“If all new students could kindly make their way inside, please.” The woman’s tone made it clear this was not a request.


Just then, the rain began to pour down.


“Would you look at that!” Gran exclaimed, her bright yellow umbrella springing open. She was never wrong about the weather, just like she always knew when to have a bag of toffees in her coat pocket for Alice to dip into at desperate times. Alice would miss Gran’s jam roly-poly and the way she did all the voices when she read stories aloud. But most of all she’d miss knowing she always had Gran to fall back on. How on earth was she going to manage at this great big school without her?


“Ottoline! Ottoline!” The lady in the lilac suit and pearls dived under a gazebo for cover. “Wherever has she got to?”


“Here, Mother,” a quiet voice said and Mermaid Girl stepped forward.


“Oh, there you are,” her mother said, straightening her daughter’s blazer and rearranging her boater. “Come out of that rain. You know how limp your hair goes! Have you been mingling like I told you? Networking is key, remember.”


“Yes, Mother,” Mermaid Girl intoned.


The lady smiled, her teeth perfectly neat and square. “Right, then, off you go,” she said curtly, giving her an air kiss on either cheek. “And make us proud. No one remembers runners-up, do they?”


“No, Mother.” Ottoline turned and went to join the line forming at the bottom of the marble steps.


“Quickly now!” the buzzard-like teacher barked. “No dawdling!”


There wasn’t time for Alice to say a proper goodbye to Gran. She stepped back and studied every part of Gran from her chunky green Doc Marten boots to her snuggly red jumper, not wanting to forget a single detail.


“Bags over here!” called an old man with a flat cap covering his shaggy white hair. “Leave your bags here!”


Alice gave Gran a hug that didn’t last nearly long enough. She smelled deliciously of toffee and Alice breathed the yummy scent in, unsure when she’d smell it again. Not trusting herself to speak, Alice released Gran and ran over with Tim to put their bags in a pile with everyone else’s. The old man said the porter would bring them along later. Alice felt grown-up but also slightly worried about someone else bringing her luggage to her room. The maroon schoolbags all looked the same. What if they got her bag mixed up with someone else’s?


As Alice joined the line of pupils surging forward, she glanced back at Gran’s distant figure, waving and blowing kisses from beneath her yellow umbrella. Then the heavy wooden doors to Pebblewood School slammed shut. Alice realised too late she hadn’t told Gran she loved her, like she usually did each morning. If something bad happened, she’d never forgive herself . . .


A chorus of oohs and ahhs reverberated around the school’s oak-panelled atrium as the crocodile of Year Sevens filed past gilt-framed portraits of previous headteachers, whose beady eyes stalked Alice all the way. At the far end of the corridor hung a particularly massive gold frame housing a portrait of a ginger-haired man with a terrier on his lap and a twinkle in his eye. The inscription below read ‘Sir Rudyard Jessops. School founder and headmaster’.


Ornate chandeliers dangled from high ceilings and a plush plum carpet muffled the students’ steps. A faint smell that Alice could not quite place lingered in the air. It smelled a bit like the stinky cheese and mulled wine the old lady next door served up at Christmas. Alice sped up, keen to get out of the corridor as quickly as possible.


The students were herded into the school’s magnificent glass-domed hall and Alice and Tim squeezed on to the end of a packed bench. Alice felt hemmed in on all sides. The other kids were too close and one of them smelled of pickled onion. The students around her had bright, excited faces so Alice tried to arrange her own expression to mirror theirs.


“Good afternoon, Year Sevens. My name is Mrs Salter and I am the housemistress here at Pebblewood School,” the teacher announced, one red talon twitching against her skirt. “Please stand for your headmaster.”


All the students rose smoothly to their feet and Alice stumbled after them.


Mr Marlowe strode across the hall, his shiny shoes squeaking on the wooden floors, his black gown flowing, and stepped up to a huge golden lectern with some kind of bird carved into it. Alice took in its claws and massive wingspan. Eagle, she decided. Golden eagle.


“Welcome, scholars, to this most exceptional of schools,” Mr Marlowe boomed. “Do take a seat as we embark on this adventure together, setting sail in search of academic excellence.”


Embark? Alice felt more like she’d been shoved off a short plank into a very deep sea.


Alice sat down quickly, determined not to be the only one standing. The last thing she wanted was for anyone to notice her. Mr Marlowe was saying something about opportunities and the school’s great time-tested traditions.


“Witness all around you the accomplishments of your predecessors.” Mr Marlowe gestured to the wooden plaques decorating every wall of the hall. Alice scanned them – Rugby Team, Lacrosse Team, Sporting Excellence. There was even a board recognising Choral and Orchestral Talent but there didn’t seem to be a plaque for most books read.


“I can’t wait to check out the school band,” Tim whispered. “I’ve been practising all summer. Did you see the music studio on Open Day?”


Alice didn’t want to admit that she had refused flat out to attend Open Day but she tried to smile encouragingly. Gran always said the right thing was to cheer other people on but Alice found it hard to feel excited about anything at the moment. In this huge, grand hall she felt like the tiniest ant, miniscule and unimportant.


Mr Marlowe wished everyone the very best of luck and implored them to ‘make Pebbles proud’. Then it was time to go for their tour of the school and the boarding house.


Alice and Tim got to their feet. As they shuffled forward, Tim nudged Alice. “Cool, huh?” he mouthed, nodding in the direction of the stained-glass window that stretched the full length of the far wall.


Alice stopped and looked up. In rich autumn colours of russet and amber, the window depicted the school crest: a fox, a badger, a hare, and a white bird looking out from beneath the branches of a mighty oak tree at an expanse of blue ocean. The gull had the same grey-tipped wings as the bird from the beach.


Just as she was about to look away, Alice spotted movement out of the corner of her eye. There! She gasped. The gull’s wing was moving. It was waving at her, she was sure of it.


“Did you see that?” Alice said, turning quickly to Tim. But he was already lining up with the other boys to go on their tour of the school with the headmaster, while the girls queued up with Mrs Salter.


When she looked back, the stained-glass window was perfectly still, as if nothing had happened at all.
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“And here we are, girls,” Mrs Salter announced at the end of her two-hour-long tour. “Home sweet home. The boarding house.”


Alice and twenty-nine other girls stared up at the large stone building. “I wonder which room will be ours?” one blond-haired girl said to her identical twin but Alice’s thoughts were elsewhere. The gull in the stained-glass window really had waved at her, she was sure. If only Tim hadn’t disappeared off on his tour with Mr Marlowe before she’d had the chance to show him . . .


“Follow me inside, please,” the housemistress instructed, leading the group into a neat, cream-painted lobby with a black-and-white-tiled floor and a doormat that implored you to ‘Wipe your feet!’.


Alice passed three old-fashioned dial-up telephones mounted on the wall. For a moment, she considered ringing Gran to tell her about the talking seagull and the stained-glass window before realising what a terrible idea that was. ‘Telling porkies’ Gran would call it and Alice didn’t think she could bear the shame. She’d never lie, especially not about something like this. Magic, Alice whispered to herself, the word tingling on her tongue like a tiny, flickering fire.


“And this,” Mrs Salter said, “is the common room.” She pushed open the door to reveal a large, open space crammed with squishy sofas and tatty armchairs piled high with cushions. School flags fluttered from the rafters and the walls were adorned with dog-eared film posters and sign-up lists for sports clubs. “Consider it your space to relax in at the end of a busy school day, though all Year Sevens are expected to be in their dormitories by nine o’clock sharp. Do I make myself clear?”


“Yes, miss,” the girls chorused, Alice joining in half-heartedly.


“Excellent. Lights out is at a quarter to ten.” Mrs Salter’s eyes settled on every girl in turn. “No exceptions.”


“Are those for us?” asked one particularly brave red-headed girl, staring hungrily at a huge platter of cookies resting on the kitchen counter.


Mrs Salter glanced at the platter, her lip curling. “I assume so,” she said sniffily. “I do not eat sugar. It does not agree with me.”


No sugar? Alice thought. That explains a lot.


The housemistress strode out of the common room, leaving the girls to it. The feeding frenzy that followed would have put a pride of lions to shame. Alice watched from a safe distance.


“Look!” a pretty, dark-haired girl cried on discovering jugs of creamy chocolate milk and freshly squeezed orange juice in the gigantic fridge. As the others gathered round, Mermaid Girl brought out some beakers from one of the cupboards. While everyone was distracted, Alice took the opportunity to help herself to the last of the cookies.


When everyone had finally eaten and drunk their fill, the crowd splintered off to play table football or flop on the squishy beanbags. While the other girls laughed and chatted, Alice stared up at the skylights in the high, vaulted ceiling, hoping to see a white flash of wings soaring past.


“Chop-chop, girls!” Mrs Salter announced, reappearing in the doorway a few minutes later. “We’ve dormitories to sort before dinner.”


Sighing, Alice took one last look up through the skylights before following the housemistress up the narrow staircase. First the seagull on the beach and now the moving window. In stories, magical things always happened in threes. What would be next?


The long line of girls filed past the boys’ dormitories on the first floor and carried on up another flight of steep stairs to their own landing on the top floor. “Strictly no boys allowed up here,” Mrs Salter said sternly, only to be met with a chorus of rousing cheers. The housemistress glanced around, unnerved. It clearly wasn’t quite the reaction she’d been expecting.


Alice stepped on to the landing and gasped. It was perfect. All along the corridor, nooks and crannies were tucked beneath the rafters – a bookcase here, a table there – and cosy window seats nestled under curtains. The light was soft and shadowy and for the first time since arriving, Alice thought she’d found somewhere she could truly feel at home.


As the other girls ran over to the bannisters to peer down at the boys’ corridor and the common room below, Alice wandered over to a little square window and pressed her nose to the glass. She could just make out the domed roof of the school hall and the stained-glass window sparkling in the post-storm sun. There, at the end of the line of animals, was the seagull. Tingles of excitement rushed up and down her arms, giving her goosebumps.


Alice scoured the school roofs for the gull, her eyes peeled for a flash of white wings. But the only birds in sight were a posse of plump pigeons and a handful of starlings.


“Alice Tonks?”


Alice jumped, turning from the window with a start. Mrs Salter was glaring at her, hands on hips. “Come along, Tonks! I haven’t got all day,” she snapped.


The landing had emptied and Mermaid Girl stood alone outside the furthest door on the landing. Alice hurried to join her.


They hovered awkwardly while Mrs Salter checked their names off a list and fumbled with her keys. Mermaid Girl’s long blond waves were neatly pinned back today but she still looked as fresh-faced and immaculate as she had sunbathing on the beach. Alice gave her elbow a nervous rub, wishing Gran hadn’t put her hair in plaits like she was still in primary school. Standing around with nothing to say was another of Alice’s Pet Hates. The pressure to make small talk always made her feel like a spotlight was burning down on her.


“So have you got brothers and sisters at Pebbles?” Mermaid Girl asked when the silence became unbearable.


“No,” Alice said flatly.


For a moment, Mermaid Girl looked taken aback. Asking a question and then acting surprised by the answer was something neurotypical people did a lot, Alice thought. It was very odd.


A smile tugged at the corner of Mermaid Girl’s mouth. “Me neither,” she said. “It was a stupid question really.”


Finally Mrs Salter unlocked the door. “Well, in you go.”


Alice stepped forward tentatively. To her delight, the room was much homelier than she’d been expecting. The walls were painted a cheery yellow and there was a set of wooden bunk beds, a pair of desks, two wardrobes and a stripey rug. It looked a bit plain compared to her bedroom at home, with its animal posters and her collection of soft toys piled on the bed, but it was still much nicer than the damp, gloomy dormitory she’d been picturing.


“You’ll find your trunks already here,” Mrs Salter said, nodding in the direction of the two huge boxes sitting on the rug. “Unpack before dinner, please.” Then she turned and left them to get on with it, her footsteps fading away down the corridor.


Mermaid Girl stuck out her hand. It was tanned and slender, her nails neat pink squares, shiny and clean. “How do you do?” she said. “I’m Ottie.”


“Alice.” Ottie gave her hand a very energetic shake. Alice tugged her hand free and gave it a wipe on her dress. Ottie didn’t seem to notice.


“Would you mind if I have the top bunk?” Ottie asked.


“Not at all!” Ever since Alice had seen the bunk beds in the school prospectus, she’d been tormented with visions of toppling out in the middle of the night and cracking her head open.


Ottie deftly swung up and started making herself at home while Alice stared out of the nearest window, keeping her eyes peeled for seagulls.


“Want to know a secret?” Ottie said, jumping down to land beside Alice with a thud. She pointed to the quad and the spectacular fountain that sat directly below the window. “There’s a path that goes all the way down to the beach. Look, can you see it?”


Alice peered down and could just make out a narrow alleyway running alongside the boarding house.


“It’s just for sixth-formers, of course!” Ottie rolled her eyes. “More’s the pity.”


On the other side of the dormitory, a second window looked out on to the kitchen gardens behind the boarding house and the dark woods beyond. Suddenly Alice noticed a flash of gold.


“Ottie, look!” she cried as a dog burst out of the bushes. “It’s a golden retriever!”


The two girls watched the large dog gallop a loop around the garden. Then a second dog, much smaller and white with a brown patch by its ears, shot out of the hedgerow and tore after the retriever, yapping all the while. The terrier had a slight limp like it had hurt its back leg, though it wasn’t letting that hold it back!


“That’s a Jack Russell, I think,” Ottie said. “My old housekeeper had one.”


The dogs chased each other excitedly in and out of the vegetable patch, barking, before disappearing off in the direction of an old shed. No one told her they had dogs at Pebbles! Things were starting to look up.


“Come on,” Ottie said, throwing open the lid of her white-and-gold trunk. “We’d better start unpacking.”


Alice immediately pulled the lilac-and-white chequered curtains shut. It was much nicer without the bright sunshine flooding in. Too much light gave her a headache. Ottie was humming to herself as she rifled through her trunk and only now did Alice remember she had a roommate to consider. She was used to having her bedroom all to herself. What if Ottie liked the curtains open? Alice knew her habits would probably seem petty to other people but she really wouldn’t get a wink of sleep unless the window was wide open and her body wrapped tight in her favourite blanket. It was just one of the many things that worried her about boarding school.


Ottie placed her shiny rose-gold tablet on the nearest desk and switched it on. With a sudden blast of horns and a thumping beat, pop music blared out. Alice cringed, fighting the temptation to cover her ears. Maybe Gran had been right and she should have brought her ear defenders after all. Alice didn’t know much about pop music but the song was one she remembered her classmates loving at the Year Six leavers’ party. She’d spent most of the disco out in the playground listening to the thunderstorm crackle overhead, the summer rain pattering against the tiles of the school roof. That was her kind of music.
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