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To Lucy and Nell – I couldn’t wish to have met a better duo.


And to Rose, who is pure magic.


[image: ]










[image: ]



CHAPTER ONE


I wasn’t sure how, but I’d survived! Five whole weeks of school, and if I could just get through two more days, I’d have made it to half term.


GO ME!


I air-fived myself.


Which was a mistake, as to my classmates it looked like I’d given our headmaster one single, random clap for absolutely zero reason. I looked behind me, my best confused face on, trying to pretend I was working out where the noise came from.


Freedom was SO NEAR. Then it would be goodbye to St Augustine’s for ever! Well, the middle school anyway. And hello, St Augustine’s Senior School!


Where people wouldn’t know me as the girl who turned up for her first day all on her own, in the middle of a term, wearing the wrong uniform.


Where they wouldn’t know me as the girl who accidentally sent my music teacher an audio note of me sleep-talking instead of our homework.


Where they wouldn’t yell ‘BREAKING NEWS NELLY’ whenever I stuck my hand up. (Why did it have to be me who had tripped playing netball and smashed a TV camera during the live report on our new sports hall opening?!)


Senior school wasn’t just a new start. It was a chance to be a whole new me.


A whole new normal Nelly.


Ahhhh, yes! New, normal, Nelly. It already sounded brilliant.


I closed my eyes and breathed in, excited for what could lie ahead. I had ninety-eight days to work on my big relaunch and my best mates Clara and Jas had promised to help me do whatever it took.


‘Year 6, did you all take that in?’ Mr Chen, our headmaster, pushed his glasses up his nose and peered round our form room. ‘Because I saw the grand total of… not one of you take down any notes.’ A groan went up as we fished out our homework planners. I rolled my eyes at Jas, who grinned back. But when I swivelled the other way to do the same for Clara, she looked like she did when her home chemistry experiment set fire to her lounge curtains.


‘So, to recap.’ Mr Chen wiped his nose with a hanky. Our suspicion was he used the same one. Every single day. ‘The first day back after half term won’t be lessons as normal.’ Uh-oh. Please don’t let it be another bring-your-parents-to-class day. I still hadn’t lived down the time when Dad came in riding a unicycle. ‘Instead, Year Six will be heading over the road to meet St Augustine’s current Year Seven. And Year Eleven too, who will be your senior prefects.’ Ouch. That sounded scary. ‘You’ll take it in turns to do a short…’ Mr Chen hunted for Jas in the audience. ‘And by short I mean three minutes ONLY…’ He glared right at her. He didn’t trust Jas after she’d won an award for one of her films and her acceptance speech in assembly had run over first bell. ‘… presentation.’


Wait. WHAT? My image of Jas on stage evaporated. And a vision of a panicking, sweaty, not-knowing-what-to-say me took its place. Was Mr Chen really expecting us to stand and talk in front of the seniors?! No wonder Clara looked like she was in physical pain. Talking in public was her worst nightmare.


The room was spinning. I clutched my chair.


‘Your presentation should be a fascinating look at what you get up to this half term.’ Actual GULP. How was I going to spin ‘helping Dad with the supermarket shop’ and ‘doing experimental grooming on our dog Clive’ (Clara had sent me ‘Hairy Styles’, a YouTube channel that showed ‘how to groom any dog to channel Harry Styles’) into three fascinating minutes. HOW?!


Mr Chen, pass me your multi-used hanky – I think I’m going to be sick.


‘This is about Years Seven and Eleven getting to know you – the real you.’ But that was the problem! The real me was a disaster! I needed them to get to know the BETTER me! ‘So they can help you transition into senior life. You’ll need to bring ten photos to present on the big screen, and we want the pictures to tell a story. We’re not looking for anything flashy.’


‘Just as well,’ I hissed to Clara, who nose-snorted. I hoped it was laughter, but it could be because she hadn’t breathed for a full minute. As much as Jas loved attention, Clara went mute if there were more than three other people in a room. She was the smartest person I knew – and one hundred per cent the shyest.


‘Eleanor.’ Uh-oh. Mr Chen stepped in my direction. ‘If you’ve got so much to say about Introduction Day, how about you share it with the rest of the class?’


Mr Chen was a MONSTER.


‘I was just saying… that, err…’ I looked round the desks, everyone staring back with relief it wasn’t them being picked on. ‘That, err, I’m really looking forward to hearing all the presentations.’ Lie. Lie. Lie. ‘And that it’s going to be, err, great to have a, erm… fresh start.’


I emphasized the last two words, so Jas and Clara would pick up on what I meant. My plan to become a shiny new version of myself over the summer.


‘Yes.’ Mr Chen tutted. ‘I can quite see why you’d want to put Breaking News Nelly behind you.’ Wait?! What! Mr Chen knew people called me that?!


I was actually deceased.





I still hadn’t finished feeling mortified by the end of the afternoon as I sat in our assembly hall cheering Marli Dean as she walked up on stage for the fourth time. It was the student awards we did every year before summer half term and my hands were already hurting from doing one single ninety-minute-long clap. Still, breaking my fingers was better than lessons. The awards were meant to celebrate ‘student community’ and ‘The best St Augustine’s students have to offer!’ and Marli cleaned up every year. It would have been annoying if she wasn’t actually really nice.


As she picked up the Students’ Student of the Year award and said something about us all being her student of the year, I read through the list of what she’d already won. Wow. How could one person be so good at everything from cheerleading through to first aid? It all came so naturally to her. We might go to the same school, but we couldn’t be more different. Marli breezed through life. Me? I kept tripping over the start line. Even our families were opposite. Marli’s mum was a lawyer for some of the biggest popstars in the world. My dad ran Living on the Hedge, a one-man hedge-cutting business. Despite our house being tiny, he’d managed to fit four hedges on our front lawn that he’d cut into the shape of his favourite band, The Beatles. Our garden was now rated ‘2314th Most Popular Local Attraction’ on HolidayAdvisor. And it wasn’t like our house was normal before – the previous owners had painted it bright pink. That isn’t a shade of house. Candyfloss, puppy tummies, yes. But not houses!


I shuffled on my plastic chair, the seat sticking to the backs of my legs like old Sellotape. My mind drifted back to wondering how I could survive this stupid senior presentation.


How could I fix half term so that I could get photos of good stuff? Not like the ones of my grandparents’ new dance routine currently filling my camera roll.


How could I make the next week so unbelievably epic it would dazzle an entire new school?


Hmm. Tomorrow was the annual Year 6 trip to ‘Potato World! The West Midlands’ One and Only Potato Museum’ which I had a feeling wasn’t going to be the strongest start unless my new schoolmates were going to be dazzled by a picture of me next to the world’s longest chip.


Maybe I could persuade Dad to take us somewhere new? Imagine if we could sneak into the grand opening of Adventure World X-treme? They’d been building the new theme park for years and every single ticket had been snapped up till Christmas.


Or I could try and talk Dad into letting me dye my hair a radical new colour? Although knowing my luck, it would go wrong and I’d end up looking like a walking pea.


Still, I had to dream. If I could pull off becoming a whole new Nelly, we might even get our first-ever invite to one of Marli and her cousin Finn’s legendary parties?! People still talked about the one where a machine printed selfies on to ice cream.


But why was Clara tapping my foot?


And why was Marli looking at me as she slid back into her seat?


In fact, why was everyone looking at me?


And why could I hear my name?!


I gulped. And stopped thinking about my face on a Cornetto.


‘ELEANOR YOUNG.’


Yup. My name. Well, sort of. I was actually christened Nelly, but no teachers ever believed me so they called me ‘Eleanor’ anyway. Even my name didn’t like being normal.


‘ELEANOR.’


My stomach knotted. Had I actually won something?! For the first time since I started here three years ago?


I stood up, smiling nervously as people clapped.


What could it be?


I had tried hard with netball this year. And played bass recorder in Mrs Wilson’s Tom Jones Fest (I didn’t actually play bass recorder, but Mrs Wilson said it was so low no one would notice if I missed any/all of the notes). And I hadn’t had any days off (apart from that one time when I went to A&E with Dad after he’d been practising the ‘sawing someone in half’ magic trick and broke his own finger).


I squeezed along my row, bum-shuffling past everyone’s knees, and looked up at the stage.


Finn, the head of year, smiled his perfect movie-star smile, and flicked his scruffy brown hair that only he seemed to get away with. ‘Here she is.’ Wow. Finn knew who I was? ‘The inaugural winner…’ I wasn’t sure what inaugural meant, so glanced round to Clara.


‘First,’ she mouthed. ‘First winner.’ My best friend was quicker than Google.


Somehow I made it up the steps without tripping, and as I stood at the side of the stage, a thought hit me. What if right here, right now, was the start of the new non-embarrassing me?! Finn held out a certificate. C’mon, me! This was my moment. Don’t panic. Enjoy it! ‘Eleanor Young…’ I pulled my shoulders back, and with a confident walk strode out ‘… Winner of the Most LOL Person Ever’.


I stopped dead. The what?!


I looked down at the hundreds of students, clapping and cheering… and laughing. In the wings Mrs Wilson was flapping her hands.


‘Not person, Finn. Moment,’ she hiss-shouted, tapping the list on her clipboard.


Finn smiled sweetly. ‘Of course.’ He waved the certificate and winked at me – was I meant to be finding this funny too? Because this didn’t feel funny. Or even OK.


And as I stood on stage, posing for a photo, everyone shouting ‘Breaking News Nelly!’ I knew that if I wanted life to be different in senior school, I had to do something big. And do it fast.
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CHAPTER TWO


I wasn’t normally allowed sleepovers in the week, but Dad owed me one after picking me up from netball last night in his apron that looked like a hairy chest. Plus he was out tonight at his new obsession: Magic Masterclass. He’d been going for a few months, and his dream was to do a big performance. He’d even bought a personalized cape with two Ms on for ‘Mysterious Martin’ and come up with his own catchphrase, ‘Abraca-dad-ra!’ My mind actually boggled.


‘So what first?’ Jas looked up from her phone. ‘Scary movie, or start on Nel’s half term plan?’ Both were equally terrifying. Jas leaned over on the sofa and prodded me with her phone. ‘Don’t look like that! I promise we’re going to nail it. Right, Clar?’


Clara gave me a comforting smile as she folded herself up at the other end of the sofa. ‘Teamwork makes the dreamwork!’


I tried to smile back. I loved my best friends, even if we were totally different. Jas had a new big idea every day and never took no for an answer. Clara’s one true love was a well-planned list and making sure she was always one step ahead. And me? Well, I just wanted to have fun, hang out with my friends and try and be normal, for once. But together, the three of us just worked.


And earlier when I’d admitted how worried I was about the Introduction Day presentation, Jas and Clara had gone into overdrive, figuring out how to help make mine awesome. It was super kind of them, as Jas already had the best half term lined up, and Clara’s plan was to perfect the exploding foam experiment she’d been working on.


Eurgh. The sick feeling from the awards lurched back. I wanted to delete it from my memory for good, but it was clinging to my brain like an evil koala bear.


‘How about we do the scary film?’ I suggested, even though anything over a PG terrified me. It was Clara’s turn to pick, and she loved nothing more than calmly chewing her way through popcorn while watching zombies feast on brains. ‘Although…’ I walked over to the window. Hedge Paul McCartney had a large pigeon sleeping on his left ear. ‘Just a thought…’ I tried to sound spontaneous and breezy and not like I’d practised this line in my head ten times already. ‘Would a comedy be better? Is it too summery to get really scared?’


Jas nodded. ‘Good point.’ Mwahahaha! I was a cunning genius. ‘We should wait till midnight, get those extra-creeeeeepy vibes in.’


I stopped silently evil-laughing and crossed out ‘cunning genius’ on my skills list.


With Jas lining up the film, I emptied the bag of snacks the two of us had picked up on to the coffee table with an ‘Abraca-dad-ra’. For someone so tiny, Clara had unlimited snacking potential and her brown eyes lit up as she scanned the Frazzles, popcorn, family pack of Nerds and a baguette that had been reduced to 16p. Dad would love the bargain.


‘A haul of the highest order! Good work, my friends. Now all we need is…’ Clara pulled the curtains shut and flicked off the lights. ‘Hmm. Not pitch black, but better. So,’ she rubbed her hands together, ‘who’s ready to be terrified?’


Definitely not me. I nestled myself between Jas and Clara and curled my feet up on to the sofa. Clive rested his scruffy brown head on my knee, his warm dribble oozing into my tracky-bs. How could I be cross when he looked that cute?


‘You love horror films, don’t you Clivey?’ Clara scruffed behind his ears – then sneezed. Five times. She’d always wanted a pet, but it was a no-go due to her fur allergy. Dad and I had done a ceremony to declare Clara Clive’s official dogmother, but when Jas’s dog, Lord Barkington, had died, Jas had been so upset we’d made her co-dogmother too. Now Clive almost got more Christmas presents than me.


‘He sure does.’ Jas leaned forward and dangled her long black hair over either side of Clive’s head. She opened the PipPop app and started to film herself and Clive. ‘Clive’s ready for the #ChainsawKing action, but am I?’ She pretended to bite her nails in fear, then pressed post. ‘My followers loooove anything with Clivey baby.’ She waved her phone about. ‘Although it’s never going to post if the wifi keeps cutting out.’


‘Soz. That normally only happens when Dad’s on his Hedge Enthusiast video calls. They go on for hours…’


I flopped back as the film started. Eyes open, Nelly. I can do this! I can watch a scary film and enjoy it like a normal person!


Who was I kidding? Nothing about me was normal. And when the screen went black, I forgot to breathe for ten whole seconds. Clara, however, was smiling so wide she’d activated all four of her dimples. She was almost as terrifying as the film.


C’mon, me. Get a grip. This isn’t real. Just some actors.


Just a shadowy figure walking up a road just like ours. With a very creepy walk. And a long flowy coat. Up to a dark house.


The figure peered through the curtains into a lounge. A TV was on. Three people were watching it from a sofa. Just like us. It’snotrealNelly, it’snotreal.


On screen a dog whimpered in the hallway – he was a brown Newfoundland like Clive!


It’snotrealNel. It’snotreal.


The creepy person broke the glass of the front door and reached inside. There was something hidden in their hand. I had a feeling it wasn’t a bunch of flowers.


‘He’s going to burst in on them, isn’t he?’ I whispered as if I could somehow stop it happening.


Clara grabbed a handful of popcorn from the bowl on Jas’s lap. ‘Prepare for hell to be unleeeeeeashed!’


Click. The door handle twisted.


But it wasn’t the door on screen that burst open. It was ours.


And in our doorway was the silhouette of a man! The same floor-length coat as on the TV!


‘WELL, HELLO, THERE!!!’ a voice yelled.


I screamed. Clive leaped vertically off my knee. Jas threw her popcorn so hard it hit the ceiling. Clara looked mildly alarmed.


WHAT WAS HAPPENING?! And what was that noise…? WHRRRRR-RRRRR.


Was that a chainsaw above their head?!


I leaped into the middle of the room and grabbed a weapon to protect my friends (impressive, if I hadn’t grabbed the baguette with the 16p-reduced yellow label on).


‘Stand back!’ I shouted. But the lights flicked on.


‘Sorry, girls. Did I scare you?’ Dad said as if we were the weird ones, and he wasn’t wearing a cape and brandishing a chainsaw.


All Jas and I could do was blink. Clara carried on eating the rest of her handful of popcorn, already back to the film.


‘Scare us?!’ I huffed, once I got my breath back. Slowly, I lowered the baguette. ‘Dad. How about you don’t burst into rooms waving a chainsaw?’


‘Oh, this old thing.’ He gave it another whirr. It looked smaller now it was by his side. ‘I thought you’d like it! A client gave it to me. See, it looks like a chainsaw, but…’ He pulled the handle making it whir again. ‘It’s just a pizza cutter.’ He chuckled to himself.


‘You scared the life out of us. Well, me,’ I said, wondering why I was the only person with a parent like this. But before I could say anything else a piece of popcorn fell on my head. I looked up at the curved glass lightshade that hung from the ceiling – it was full of the sweet’n’salty that Jas had hurled up there.


‘Well, Ms Jas. Ms Clara. I’m sorry if I ruffled any feathers. Although…’ Dad looked up at the ceiling. ‘Top tip. Popcorn’s a lot easier to eat from a bowl. Ba-dum-tushhhh.’ Jas and Clara laughed. Had they not learned not to encourage him?! ‘Oh, and, Nels . . You know you were hinting about needing some new shoes?’


No way! Had Dad been listening when I pointed out Marli’s new trainers? Mine had a hole in the toe that let in road-dust, but Marli’s were a hot new vegan brand, which came in loads of colours. Since she started wearing them, everyone at school seemed to have a pair.


‘Well, I might just have a surprise for you.’ Dad raised his arm up to his face, flicking his cape out dramatically. Had he worn that home on the bus?!


‘All will be rrrrrrrevealed. They don’t call me Mysterious Martin for nothing, y’know.’ I was too chuffed to point out that no one called him that at all. I’d never had cool new trainers before! I didn’t think we could afford them! ‘Who’d have thought you could buy eight empty suitcases on Facebook Marketplace and find shoes inside?!’


And just like that I waved goodbye to the super-cool shoes of my dreams, and hello to yet more second-hand shoes of fear.


I said thanks anyway, and as Dad headed out to pick up pizza, I collapsed on the sofa. Clara was balancing on a chair, flicking bits of popcorn out of the light using the baguette while Clive jumped around underneath trying to catch them, and Jas was trying to weave a large crust crumb out of her hair.


Why was I the only one with a life like this?


Was it because Mum had moved out before my first birthday, and my dad had decided to bring me up on his own, with no other adults to remind him what was normal? Well, none except my grandparents, Pepe and Noodles, who thought it was normal to wear T-shirts with each other’s faces on. And mine, on my birthday. Recently they’d started following Jas’s PipPop account, and now they spent their evenings learning dance routines and posting them under #stillgotit.


‘I’m so sorry, guys…’ Luckily, my mates never moaned at me for landing them in situations like this.


Jas shush-ed me. ‘Don’t. You know we’re only friends with you so we get to hang out with your dad.’ She gave me a big smile. ‘Sorry… Mysterious Martin.’ But I knew she was joking. When I’d started at St Augustine’s in the middle of term, most people hadn’t bothered talking to the random new girl. But my best friends weren’t most people. They were the BEST people, and straight away they had made me feel like maybe I could belong here after all.


‘As my two besties, can you be honest with me?’ I sighed. ‘Is this…’ I scanned the room. The popcorn lightshade. The picture of Dad in a wind tunnel, one of his cheeks smooshed up over his eye. A random eBay clock he’d bought where a hamburger popped out on the hour, every hour. ‘Normal?’


‘It’s normal for us?’ Clara said kindly, like that wasn’t just a nice way of saying no.


I sighed. ‘Maybe it’s just in the stars. A life of bad luck. Maybe I, Nelly Young, am just destined for disasters.’


Clara flicked a clump of kernels through the air – it landed in Clive’s open mouth. He blinked like his wildest dreams had come true. ‘Did you know that people who believe in bad luck have more accidents on Friday the thirteenth?’


I did not.


Was Clara saying that bad luck did exist?


Or that it only existed if you thought it did? My brain hurt.


And why was Jas doing the running man across the carpet?


‘Jaaaaaas?’ Clara threw a piece of popcorn at her head. ‘What’s up?’


Jas danced a little more, her grin getting bigger. ‘Just an idea.’ Uh-oh. Jas’s ideas always meant trouble. ‘Anyone up for a little… life changing?’


‘Go on,’ I said, clutching a cushion to help with whatever was going to come next.


Jas turned to me.


‘Nels. Did you mean it? Do you really think you’ve got bad luck?’


I nodded. How else could I explain last term when the handle of my sports bag caught the emergency bar on the fire exit and triggered the evacuation of the whole school?


‘In that case, it ends tonight! FOR GOOD.’ Jas wiggled her fingers in the air, like she was conjuring some of Dad’s magic. ‘All you two have to do is… follow me.’


That’s the thing with Jas.


She could always make the worst ideas sound quite good.
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CHAPTER THREE


‘So remind me again…’ I stopped waving the twig above my head for a fraction of a second, but it was long enough for Jas to gesture for me to carry on. ‘When exactly does the magic happen?’


‘Soon, I hope.’ Clara looked at her watch. ‘I need to be asleep in T-minus eighty minutes.’


‘And do we really have to be sitting by some dead trees?’ I asked. ‘Trees’ was a strong word. It was basically three large upright sticks around a broken bench at the back of our garden fence just before the children’s playground started. And it was getting dark and creepy.


‘Oh no, dear Nellington.’ Jas put her hand on my arm. She was doing the same deep voice she did when she was pretending to be her mum on the phone. ‘These are not just treeeees. These are…’ she sucked in an extra-long breath, ‘enchanted woods.’ She then exhaled as if she’d got a puncture. ‘And right now we – Jasmine Sanderson, Clara Aneke and Nelly Young – are,’ she waved her twig around manically, ‘SUMMONING THE POWER OF THE UNIVERSE!’


That was one way to describe it. The other was that we were three people, one in wet-patch-dog-dribble tracksuit bottoms, the second extra-small and propped up against a bag that was bigger than her whole body, and the third very enthusiastic, with a pigeon feather stuck in her ponytail ring, all waving twigs with varying degrees of conviction. Next to a snoring dog (with popcorn in its ear hair).


Jas hadn’t even given us time to change. So not only was I waving a twig over a greasy popcorn bowl in public, I was doing it in my ‘All Llama No Drama’ fluffy jumper and second-hand internet trainers. They were silver with purple stripes down the side, and the glittery laces had sparkly purple stars on. Maybe I should have sniffed them first, because Clive was refusing to sit anywhere near my feet. But it had been an emergency and they were better than squirrel slippers, and weirdly they fit perfectly even though the label said they should be a size too big.
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Jas closed her eyes and hummed like Dad’s coffee machine when it ran out of water.


‘And these twigs are meant to do what, exactly…?’ Clara did not sound convinced.


‘Not twigs, dearest Clara. Nature’s wands.’ Jas poked us both with hers, a technique I suspected Hermione Granger would not approve of.


I peered into the bowl. ‘And the jar of pizza herbs?’


‘Well, we were in a hurry. And I wasn’t sure your dad was well stocked on moon-dried sage.’ Jas would be right there. Plus I’d warned her off rooting through our cupboards. A few weeks ago I’d discovered a jar of gherkins that was older than me.


‘So…’ I shuffled about on the dry ground, trying to avoid the nettles. ‘What exactly are we doing?’


‘We are…’ Jas paused dramatically. ‘Taking destiny into our own hands.’ She said it so firmly I almost just accepted it. ‘Well, Nel’s destiny anyway.’


‘And does destiny know about this?’ Clara asked suspiciously. Jas was the kind of person who would salute a magpie. Clara was the kind of person who’d point out it was actually a male blackbird.


‘It’s something I was watching earlier. A tutorial.’ Jas placed a battery candle in the bowl and flicked it on. ‘Sure, they said use a firepit but I’m sure this will be fine.’


‘And when you say tutorial? In what exactly?’ I had a worrying feeling I knew.


Jas sat up extra-tall. ‘It’s what you said earlier, Nels. You have way too much bad luck.’ Not my exact words. ‘So I thought we could do something about it. A little manifestation spell to get you what you want.’


‘S-spell?’ Clara actually spluttered.


‘No, I definitely didn’t say spell.’ Jas cleared her throat, realizing her mistake. ‘I think I said, err, scientific method to channel nature’s energy?’ She grinned.


‘And is the stick-waving completely necessary?’ Clara asked, though I noticed she didn’t stop doing it.


Jas nodded, very serious. ‘Abso.’


‘So how precisely do we do this not-spell?’ I waved my twig double-speed. I knew it wouldn’t work, but with the presentation looming, and nothing on our fridge calendar for half term except ‘defrost Pepe and Noodles’ freezer’ and ‘Nelly dentist’, I’d give anything a try.


‘Well, we’ve got the ingredients.’ Jas sounded completely confident. ‘And I’ve got the words we need to chant.’ She cleared her throat. ‘I mean say. So all you have to do, Nel, is write down what you want to happen. Just write ‘I wish that…’ And make it one clear thing. ‘Jas tore some paper from her maths book. Clara winced like she’d plucked actual hairs from her own head. ‘Oh, and BELIEVE. You can’t magic things if you don’t believe you can magic things.’


Fine, I’d just have to tell myself I believed that this would work, even though I definitely knew it wouldn’t. Although… every time I thought about pretending I didn’t think it, I remembered that I thought it and then… no. Brain. Melting.


I wobbled my head trying to shake the thought out, but Jas mistook it for me saying no.


‘You don’t have to do this, Nels. It’s totally up to you. Orrrr…’ Jas scrunched her mouth. ‘How about we all do it?’ She tore out two more pages. ‘We can all write something, so we’re in it together?’


‘Fine with me.’ Clara took one of the ripped pages and I did the same.
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‘Cool! Then all we have to do is put them in the cauldron. Popcorn bowl. I mean, scientific vessel.’ Jas gave it a gentle shake. ‘Then channel the whole power of the universe. And… they’ll come true.’ She said it with a shrug, like it was completely inevitable this was going to work. ‘So get writing. And THINK BIG.’


Jas turned on the final battery-powered candle, our faces now lit up by all the fake flames flickering away. ‘We won’t get to see what each other writes. The tutorial said not to tell anyone what you put down. That way the results are GUARANTEED.’


‘Well, if it’s scientifically proven – how can I say no?’ Clara started to write. ‘Big Bang captain here I come!’ She laughed. Then stopped. ‘Forget I said that. That’s completely and utterly not what I’m writing, no way not at all, na-hah.’ We all knew it would be. Clara’s dream was to captain the school science quiz team, especially since we’d heard a rumour that current captain Finn might be stepping down. Only problem was, despite Clara being waaay smarter than anyone, when it came to answering quiz questions in public she struggled to transfer the knowledge from her brain to her mouth. It was like there was a block. Which is maybe why she hadn’t told anyone but us that she wanted to put herself forward.


As my friends scribbled away, I stared at my blank paper.


What was I going to wish for?


All I really wanted was to not feel like I was the only person who always made a mess of life. To not be constantly lurching from one disaster to the next. For things to be as easy as they seemed for people like Marli and Finn.


I began to write.


I would like to go back to school as a non-embarrassing, totally normal person.


I read it back. Hmm. Maybe that was something that needed more power than the entire universe could provide? I scribbled it out.


‘Jas, serious question. How big can we go with these?’ I uncrossed my legs and recrossed them. Were the trainers making my feet itchy? Eww. Maybe I should write down ‘cool shoes for once’.


Jas shrugged. ‘As big as you want, Nels. Although the tutorial said that “interfering with the time paradigm could be problematic”. Whatever that means.’


I didn’t have a clue. But I’d decided what I wanted. Things to go my way for a change. I just needed to think how to phrase it.


But that’s when Dad rang to say the pizza had arrived. And could I ask Jas and Clara if either of them would be up for taking part in his next sawing-in-half rehearsal.


In a rush, I scribbled down the first wish that came to mind, threw the paper into the bowl, and joined Jas in some double-speed chanting.


Because there was no way any of this would work…


Was there?
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CHAPTER FOUR


If there’s one thing that makes you really want to spring out of bed extra early… a trip to a potato museum is not it.


Yesterday, Mrs Wilson, our music teacher (who is totally and utterly tone deaf and only ever lets us play music sung by Tom Jones, written by Tom Jones, or is that one song called ‘Tom Jones’) had tried to get us in the mood for the trip by promising ‘some really fascinating-shaped peelings’. But weirdly, that hadn’t changed things.


And now she was standing outside the coach looking at her watch as I galloped up. I was the last to arrive, and everyone was drumming on the windows as I hurried past, which made my stomach clench and my walk go wonky. Especially as the rumour was that the last person to arrive was the one that got picked to wear the giant potato costume.


I’d been on time-ish, until Dad had made me do a fashion show of my new ‘funky and fashionable’ trainers in the garden. Coming from the man who had invented ‘flip-socks’ – socks with a toe-space for flip-flops – this description was worrying. Still, Dad was pleased with the trainers (if there was one thing Dad loved more than hedge cutting, it was a bargain), and in fairness, they weren’t that bad. Maybe I was getting used to being the only one in my year always wearing something different and never quite fitting in.


‘Settle down and seatbelts on.’ Mrs Wilson’s voice rang round the coach speakers. She was at the front dressed in a waterproof jacket and matching waterproof trousers that she’d rolled up and pinned at the knee. It wasn’t forecast to rain for a week. ‘It’s going to be a f-u-n packed day.’ She punched the air as she spoke each letter. ‘So try and save your energy for when we get off the coach.’ Too late, I’d already used all my energy running to the coach. ‘And remember, the most fun we can have is when we… stick to the rules!’


The driver beeped the horn. Everyone cheered. One of Mrs Wilson’s trouser legs flopped down. And the chatter immediately resumed.


Jas and Clara had bagsied me a place in front of them. I was SO RELIEVED I was sitting with them. But then A LOT LESS RELIEVED when I realized it also meant sitting in the front row, next to a random boy-child I’d never seen in my life. He was sucking a Capri-Sun like he was a baby goat. Was he the driver’s son? He didn’t look up as I sat next to him, too engrossed in a phone game that involved exploding penguins.


‘So…’ Jas whispered, sticking her head between the headrests. ‘Feeling anything yet?’


‘Only a bit travel sick.’ Not helped by the slurping noises next to me. ‘But that could be Dad’s homemade cereal.’ It tasted fine, but when I asked what the brown chunks were he’d looked into the distance and said ‘Not entirely sure.’


Clara gestured in front of us. ‘If you’re going be sick, do it forwards.’ Hint taken. I popped a Polo in my mouth to take the edge off.


‘Agreed. But that’s not what I meant.’ Jas waggled her eyebrows and stared at me. Reaaaallly stared. ‘Feeling anything from the…’ She checked slurp-boy wasn’t listening, but his headphones were on and not only had he just exploded a mega-penguin full of tiny mini-penguins but Finn and Marli had started a coach song with their backseat mates.


‘… s-p-e-l-l.’ Jas’s mouth dropped open. ‘OMG!! I literally just spelled spell.’


Clara squashed her face into the gap. ‘You mean science experiment.’


Slurp-boy’s straw made an extra-loud gurgle, making him laugh so hard juice came out of his nose. We watched in horror as it tricked down towards his lips and he licked them clean.


Well, if Jas wanted to know whether last night had worked, here was the answer. My wish had been to make today’s school trip EPICALLY good. And this didn’t feel epically good. Not even vaguely good.


Ouch!


Something whacked into my head. I pulled it out of my hair. A paper plane.


‘Sorry, Breaking News!’ Finn shouted down the coach, everyone laughing. ‘I wasn’t aiming for you!’ He plucked it out of my ponytail and ran back down the coach.


Nope. Today DEFINITELY was not going well at all.


‘Well, that wasn’t embarrassing.’ I did a single laugh, not sure what at. Probably myself. ‘Although it kind of answers your question about what’s happened on the s-p-e-l-l front. The answer being… not a sausage.’ Jas’s face immediately fell. Time for an emergency U-turn. ‘Well, not yet anyway. What about you guys?’


‘Nothing for me,’ Clara shrugged, ‘but I’ll keep you posted.’


Jas’s big smile returned. Zero glimmer of hope wasn’t enough to stop her being convinced something great would happen. ‘Cool. That means we should be on alert. HIGH alert.’ She rubbed her hands together. ‘The tutorial said it normally takes less than a day, so something must be coming…’ She shimmied her shoulders. ‘And until then,’ she rummaged in her bag, ‘anyone want one of these?’


Jas was blessed with many great things. Eternal optimism. The ability to touch her nose with her tongue. The energy of twelve people. But best of all: she always, always had excellent snacks in Tupperware boxes. Her mum loved nothing more than cooking – and we loved nothing more than eating whatever she made. ‘Perfect cure for travel sickness, Nels. Cake.’


Sold! Having half a mint in my mouth wasn’t going to stop me. Maybe it should have, but it didn’t.


‘These are something else!’ I chewed away. Mmm. Chewy. Sweet. Coconutty. Slightly confusingly minty. But DELISH. ‘Tell your mum she has excellllled herself!’ I let out a satisfied grunt. ‘Again.’


‘Will do.’ Jas nodded slowly. ‘They’re my fave.’ She paused. ‘I reckon that’s why she made them. She’s in full bribery mode.’


‘How come?’ Clara took another large piece of whatever it was.


‘Eurgh.’ Jas rolled her eyes. ‘Well, last night she finally admitted that this half term holiday is all one big lie.’ She sighed so hard a bit of cashew flew off her lip and landed on my face. I brushed it away, not wanting to interrupt her dramatic moment. ‘I KNEW it was too good to be true. Of course it’s not just a half term holiday. Of course she’s actually dragging me off me to spend the whole week with new boyfriend and Jalfie.’ She meant Patrick, her mum’s boyfriend of two years, and his sons Jake and Alfie. Jake was our age and Alfie was one year older and it was fair to say they and Jas weren’t the best of friends. I’d only met them twice, but they’d been with their dad and Jas had warned me that when he was around they would pretend to be complete angels. ‘Mum went on about bonding and getting to know each other but it basically translates as she’s kidnapping me for seven days of enforced fun pretending to be happy families.’


Jas was talking about Camp Chaos. A super-cool holiday camp in Cornwall where you slept in wooden chalets by the beach and got to choose from loads of activities like coasteering and surfing and chocolate-making and robotics! To be honest, it looked epic. Jas had been once before, and her stories had sounded amazing. She’d swum on a horse! I didn’t even know horses could swim. But I could get why going there with Alfie and Jake wasn’t her idea of fun.


And when I looked at Jas she had that same sad look she got whenever we talked about Jalfie. How could I cheer her up?


‘I’ll swap you the epic car boot sale trip my dad’s planned if you want?’ I winced. ‘Last time we ended up in a bidding war for a mothy old top hat that he spotted for his magic act. He ended up wearing it ALL weekend. Even in Sainsbury’s.’


‘Sounds kinda fun to me,’ Clara said between chews. ‘Not the car boot sale. Camp Chaos.’ I didn’t think she needed to clarify. ‘Jas, just do everything you can to not let Jake and Alfie ruin it for you.’ Clara said it like it was easy. ‘They don’t deserve that power. Especially when that Makers Lab looks all kinds of awesome.’ She whistled to herself. If there was one thing that Clara loved more than finishing all the snacks, it was making her inventions and experiments come to life.


Jas sighed. ‘I know, I know. You’re right. I know I’m lucky. It’s just when those two are around, it’s like I don’t seem to get a look in…’ She trailed off. But then, like a switch had flicked, she gave us a big grin. ‘I’ll just have to do what you said, Clar. Show them how things work. The Jas way.’ She put her arm round Clara and squeezed. ‘Though I really would swap all the fancy stuff at camp for you guys to come with me.’


[image: Image]


‘Even swimming horses?’ Oops. Did I say that out loud?


‘Yup, even them.’


Clara and I nodded, feeling the same. A few months ago, Clara and I had asked our parents if we could join Jas there for a couple of days. In fact, it wasn’t just an ask, it was a carefully planned week-long sucking-up campaign. I’d done the drying-up every night! For two weeks! And cooked a surprise meal (who knew you could set fire to spaghetti?!) But our parents had still said no. Not only was Camp Chaos super-expensive, but even worse, it turned out all the lodges booked up a year in advance. Our chores had been for nothing. Double ouch.


‘You’ll just have to fill us in when you get back.’ I grinned. ‘We could have a sleepover at mine? Get. Every. Single. Detail.’


Clara caught my eye. She got what I was doing – keeping Jas’s spirits up. And she knew just how to help. ‘And obvs we’ll watch all your vlogs and lives. In fact, I’ll make a viewing schedule.’ Jas wanted to hit 10,000 followers by the end of half term, then show how she did it in her senior presentation. If anyone could make it happen, Jas could – she always shot the most amazing videos, and made whoever she chatted to really relaxed on camera, even Clara. And her editing was music-video level good – she’d even invented her own signature transition.


‘10k here you come!’ But I only got halfway as Noseboy did another alarmingly loud slurp/laugh/nose-dribble combo.


‘It’s like he’s made his own water cycle,’ Clara muttered, either quietly impressed or totally horrified. I was guessing the second.


‘Yeah, the most gross water cycle EVER. Buuuuut…’ Jas tapped on the window. ‘Woop-woop! We’re here!’


Being Jas, she said it with such enthusiasm that I felt excited. For a millisecond. Until I saw the sign and remembered the impending horror. And potential spud costume with my name on it. Eurgh. ‘WORLD’S GREATEST POTATO MUSEUM’.
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