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For Vera,
who lives far too far away,
and yet is always here with me
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THE WORLD’S WORST DISASTER


If your best friend tells you that she’s moving away, it is time for Red Alert. Absolute state of emergency. What can you do? You urgently need to come up with a way to prevent it. And it might be that you have to do things that are a teeny tiny bit forbidden. The kind of things that make grown-ups press their hands against their faces in despair or furrow their brows, or both at the same time.


And that’s why, on the day my dearest friend Lottie was supposed to get on the train and move away to a new town with her mum, I wanted to make sure she disappeared. I mean Lottie, not her mum. Lottie had of course agreed to this plan of action and had helped me with the preparations. We also had two accomplices. Not the shifty kind that you get in gangster movies. No, our accomplices were far more refined, or perhaps we should say a bit more unusual – because they were a rhyming cat and a talking mirror.


Gustaf the cat and Mr King the mirror lived in Mrs Owl’s Bookshop, and that was exactly where I planned to hide Lottie.


The plan was actually quite simple. Mrs Owl arrived every morning at eight o’clock on her bright green bicycle, with Gustaf the cat perched in the front basket. First, she opened up the shop, let Gustaf in and then went next door to Chocolate Heaven to get some chocolate brownies for breakfast.


Lottie and I planned to use this opportunity to scamper into the bookshop and hide. Fortunately it was still the summer holidays and luckily, no one seemed to have noticed that we had sneaked out of the house at a very un-holiday-like time of day.


“But Clara, what if we get caught?” Lottie asked for about the hundredth time since I had told her the plan. We were huddled together behind the smelly bins near the entrance to Mrs Owl’s shop.


“That’s not going to happen,” I whispered back for about the hundredth time, even though I wasn’t really sure myself. “At least not right away. We’re going to hide you, and then when your parents look for you, they’ll talk to each other and finally realise that maybe they need to think about you, not just themselves.”


This was the problem, you see. Lottie’s parents weren’t speaking to each other and hadn’t done since her dad fell in love with another woman. I could understand that Lottie’s mum was furious and that she didn’t want to live here any more, in our small town where they constantly bumped into each other. But moving a hundred miles away and taking Lottie with her? That simply wasn’t acceptable.


“I hope it works,” said Lottie.
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I squeezed her hand to give us both courage.


“Look – she’s coming!”


My heart started pounding as Mrs Owl leaned her bike against the tree in front of her shop.


Gustaf, who was sitting as always in the little basket on the handlebars, craned his black-and-grey stripy neck to peer around attentively. When he spotted us, he quickly looked the other way.


Lottie and I held our breath as Mrs Owl opened the bookshop door with a whistle, let Gustaf in and headed back out for Chocolate Heaven.


Phew – so far, so good.
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Mr King often scolded Mrs Owl for leaving the shop open for every Tom, Dick and Harry to come in and steal the books, but then she always just stroked his thick gold frame and said, “My dearest mirror, books cannot be stolen. They always come back to their owner.”


And most of the time this reassured Mr King.


As soon as Mrs Owl disappeared into the cake shop, Lottie and I leaped out of our hiding place.


“I’ll keep watch,” cried Mr King as we stormed into the bookshop and dashed upstairs to the children’s books section.


Gustaf leaped after us, chattering away excitedly. “I can’t believe what I’m seeing,” he mewed. “It’s like a thriller with you two fleeing!”


Lottie was the first to reach the small staircase and she climbed at lightning speed up to the mezzanine level. This cosy corner overlooking the rest of the shop, with its wooden floorboards and handrail, was the children’s realm, and for Lottie and me there was no better place in the world. We spent whole days lounging around on the comfy beanbags, reading our favourite books. But there would be no browsing today – I had to make sure of that.


“Lie flat on your tummy at the back,” I whispered, and Lottie pressed herself against the floorboards, just as we had discussed yesterday. I pushed two beanbags in front of her until she was completely hidden from view.


“Is that OK?” I asked Gustaf, who was now standing at the shop door, looking up in our direction with his green eyes.


“For all I stare and all I know, not even a strand of hair on show!” he confirmed. “Perfect!”


“Are you OK, Lottie?” I asked.


The response was a muffled “hmpf”, which I interpreted as “yes”.


A weight lifted from my heart, because the first part of our mission was complete. Now Lottie just had to stay undetected until her parents started looking for her – together!


I dashed down the steps from the mezzanine level. And not a second too early.


“Attention, Mrs Owl’s coming in to land!” Mr King’s voice boomed through the shop, so I quickly dropped down onto the beanbag at the foot of the staircase, grabbed a book and pretended to read.


Gustaf jumped into his usual spot, a green armchair in front of the poetry shelves, curled up and closed his eyes. “I’ll curl up in this heap and pretend to be asleep,” he hissed, before the door opened with a loud tinkle of the bell.


“Good morning,” chimed Mrs Owl, as she walked into the shop carrying a large paper bag from Chocolate Heaven. She flung her shoes into a corner, for there was nothing Mrs Owl liked better than walking around barefoot.


Although I hadn’t made a sound, her gaze drifted straight towards me. “Clara!” she called out, a cheerful smile spreading across her face. “Couldn’t you sleep? Or…What else would drive you out of the house so early in the holidays?” She held her nose in the air and sniffed. “Mmm, what’s that interesting smell?”


For a moment I was afraid Mrs Owl would sniff out Lottie’s presence, because it was the sort of thing I could imagine her being able to do. But then I smelled it too. It was a bit like cinnamon and tangerines.


“Ah, I think I know where that’s coming from,” said Mrs Owl, no longer interested in my answer to her question. She put the bag down on the counter and walked with determined steps over to the shelf of cookery books. She ran her nose along the row of books until she finally stopped in front of a thin volume. “I knew it!” She pulled out the slender book and addressed it sternly. “We’ll be opening in an hour – then you can start showing off. I’m sure someone will buy you straight away. But for now, please pull yourself together,” she said, placing the book back on the shelf. “If all of you cookery books start pumping out your aromas, people will think they’re in a restaurant, not a bookshop.”


I no longer found it unusual that Mrs Owl spoke to the books. Or that the books suddenly began to smell or draw attention to themselves in other mysterious ways. This was just how things worked in Mrs Owl’s Bookshop.


Mrs Owl had a knack for finding the perfect book for every customer, before they even realised what it was they were looking for. As soon as you came into the shop, she had an incredible ability to sense precisely what mood you were in. She could always tell straight off if someone was in a good mood or bad, happy or sad. She also had help from Mr King, whose years of experience of reflecting people meant he could see inside people’s innermost thoughts and even reveal what didn’t show on the outside.


Now Mrs Owl turned back towards me. “So, your world’s a bit topsy-turvy today, is it?”


I could feel myself blushing – could she tell from looking at me that I had something to hide? That I had helped Lottie hide up on the mezzanine?


“N-no,” I stuttered. “Everything’s fine.”


“That was my idea,” Mr King intervened. “Clara looked rather tired, so I suggested she reads a book upside down, to stimulate the brain cells and revive the spirit.”


Only now did I notice that the writing in the book I was holding was upside down.


“That’s right,” I agreed. “Thank you, Mr King! I feel much more awake and invigorated than five minutes ago.”


I nodded at the mirror, whom I hadn’t yet had a chance to say hello to properly. Mr King was a grand mirror about two metres high and a metre wide, with a thick gold frame. He had the best position in the shop because, leaning against the wall opposite the front door, he was always the first to see who came into the shop.


“Ah, well, that’s good to know, Clara!” said Mrs Owl. She leaned over the counter and reached towards the till with her index finger. “And what are you doing here? Shoo! Back in your book!”


I saw a small yellow butterfly excitedly flap its wings as Mrs Owl gently pushed it on to her palm.


“How are people going to notice your wonderful book if there’s just a blank front cover?”


Mrs Owl went over to one of the bookshelves and blew the butterfly from the palm of her hand back on to its book.


Then she shook her head. “Funny. What’s going on today? What has happened that has got all the books so excited?”


She let her gaze wander thoughtfully through the shop, and I felt my hands get hot and sweaty from nerves, sure that our cover would be blown and the plan would be over before it had even started.


“I’ve got it, I’ve got it!” Gustaf yelled suddenly.


Mrs Owl stopped looking around and walked over to the green chair. I silently thanked the cat for distracting her.


“I thought you were asleep,” said Mrs Owl, laughing, and she sat down beside him.
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“Yes,” he mewed. “But I was dreaming about how I could become famous and rich, and that was when I awoke with a twitch.”


“And how are you going to do that?” Mr King asked in a sullen voice.


“I shall write a book. What do you think of that? Gustaf’s Verse for Better or Worse – a title well suited to a rhyming cat.”


“Couldn’t you think of a duller title?” muttered the mirror.


“Why, I can make anything rhyme, please don’t give me strife! While you are stuck in one place, I lead a fulfilling life.”


I couldn’t resist a grin. Gustaf and Mr King bickered constantly.


Mrs Owl got up, clapped her hands and declared, “That’s quite enough of the squabbling! As you know…” and here we all joined in, “…today’s no day to be down in the dumps!” She often said this to cheer us up, and it was true – you could hardly be down in the dumps for long when you were in her shop, even today, with Lottie hiding from her imminent move.


I’m not sure whether it was because of Mrs Owl or the colourful characters she shared her shop with or the countless books – it was hard to say – but whatever the reason, the bookshop was my absolute favourite place in the world. It wasn’t far from our house, and I probably spent more time there than with my family – my parents, my two brothers, Jacob and Finn, and my grandma. My grandma told me recently that the bookshop and Mrs Owl were there when she was my age – ten and three-quarters – but Dad says that’s nonsense and Grandma is starting to lose her marbles. He probably thinks she must be wrong because Mrs Owl doesn’t look any older than Mum.


Mrs Owl had long, dark blonde hair, which she usually had tied up in a slightly scruffy bun. She had green eyes surrounded by lots of little wrinkles, a nose that was rather large for her face and a mouth that was always laughing – or smiling at least. She often wore green dresses because dresses are so comfortable, and green is her favourite colour.


But as young as Mrs Owl looked, it was possible that Grandma was right. Because in Mrs Owl’s bookshop, time didn’t seem to work in the same way as anywhere else. Today, for example, time passed by very slowly. It seemed to me that Lottie had been in her hiding place on the mezzanine for hours, but in fact it was just twenty minutes. But it also happened the other way around. Sometimes, when I thought I’d only been flicking through books for a few minutes, I would look out of the shop window and find it was already dark.


Mrs Owl disappeared into her office and came straight back out with a tray. On it were two plates with a chocolate brownie each. “One for you and the other…” she said, winking at me. “Just in case.”


I didn’t even want to imagine what she meant by that. Instead I got up from the beanbag and walked past the fully laden shelves to the counter. The shop almost had the feel of a living room belonging to a very well-read old lady who had an unbelievable number of books. And yet Mrs Owl always knew exactly where every book was. And if she did ever lose one, she could be sure that it wouldn’t be long before it caught her eye.


In the middle of the shop were two tables where Mrs Owl laid out a range of her new favourites each month, and this month they were all about France. She had guidebooks, novels by French authors and recipes for French cuisine. And to set the right musical atmosphere, she had been playing CDs of French chansons. Amid all the books there were always a couple of green “eye-catchers” (as Mrs Owl called them): the lamps, Gustaf’s armchair, where he liked to doze off when there wasn’t much happening in the shop, and the beanbags in the children’s area and downstairs under the mezzanine.


Mrs Owl picked up a stack of books and started to put them on the shelf next to the till. “Here,” she said, holding one out to show me. “Wouldn’t that be a good one for Lottie?”


I flinched when Mrs Owl mentioned Lottie’s name and then stared at the blurb of the book without really reading it. “Yes,” I said. “Right. Can I take it with me when I say goodbye to her later?” I gulped. Oh, please, don’t let it come to that.


“It’s not going to be easy to say goodbye, is it?” Mrs Owl peered at me with her green eyes, as if searching right inside my head for an answer.


“Aaaaaaaaatchoo!” Gustaf’s sneeze was unnaturally loud for extra effect, but this time Mrs Owl didn’t let herself be distracted by him. She kept her eyes fixed on me.


I was just about to say something when the shop door flew open and in rushed a customer, who seemed to be in a hurry. Everyone in the neighbourhood knew that Mrs Owl wasn’t very strict about her opening hours and you could sometimes pop in a little earlier.


When I turned around, I realised that unfortunately it wasn’t a normal customer: it was my dad. He was wearing his slippers and pyjamas, and on his head he had the embarrassing I love Dad baseball cap that my older brother Finn had bought him during an exchange trip to the USA last year.


“Clara!” Dad shouted, rushing towards me. “There you are! Why aren’t you asleep in bed? And what’s with the note? ‘Don’t worry’?” He stamped his foot. “Of course I was worried! And so were Mum and Grandma and…”
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