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Chapter One


Newbie Time


‘It will be fine, honey. You’ll make friends before you know it. Text me later, OK?’ said Mum as I got out of the car into the cold, wet February day.


I shut the door and waved goodbye to her from the pavement. I turned and looked at the pebbledash buildings spread out in front of me, into which hundreds of pupils were swarming like bees into hives. Like me, they were dressed in a grey uniform with white shirt – but unlike me, they all knew each other. I felt terrified. Easy for Mum to say it will be fine, I thought as she drove off, leaving me to face the unknown. I’d been dreading this day for weeks. I’d be the new girl at a school with over a thousand pupils in Somerset. I’d never felt so alone in all my life. Mum didn’t understand. I’d be going into Year Seven halfway through the winter term. Everyone would already have their friends sorted, from the start of the school year in September.


Groups of girls with their arms linked, chatting away, passed me by. One gave me a brief, curious look, then carried on walking. Others called to each other; one threw a book that caught her mate on the back of the head. I knew I had to go in but I felt stuck to the spot, as if my feet had grown roots. The bell went and everyone speeded up. I took a deep breath. I can do this, I told myself. I’m not scared. But I was. I made myself remember the pep talk given by Mum and Dad this morning over breakfast. ‘A new chapter. Be brave. Yadah yadah,’ they’d said, and they were right. The move from city life in Bristol to the countryside village of Compton Truit was a big change for all of us. I wanted to be strong. I wanted to walk in with my head high, not skulk in like a scaredy cat.


What would Lady Gaga do if she was about to start a new school? I asked myself.


She’d strut right in with mad hair and a rubber chicken hat on her head. The answer came back from my inner Lady G. Head high. Get in there, girl.


I was about to assume Lady Gaga attitude (without the chicken hat, obv) and join the moving crowd when I noticed a girl had come to stand next to me. Her shoulder-length hair was the colour of dark rubies and her eyes were jade green. With my mousey-brown hair pulled back from my face in a ponytail and my normal, hazel-coloured eyes, I felt pale and boring next to her.


‘You new?’ she said.


I nodded.


‘Thought so,’ she said. ‘Me too. Shall we do a runner?’


I liked her immediately. She had an open, friendly face and her eyes were full of mischief.


I laughed. ‘That’s exactly what I feel like doing.’


She linked her arm through mine. ‘Well now there’s two of us,’ she said, ‘so it won’t be so bad. My name’s Caitlin O’Neill.’


‘I’m Amy,’ I said. ‘Amy Westall.’


She looked at the school and, just as I had a moment earlier, she took a deep breath. ‘We’ll get soaked if we stay here much longer, so come on, Amy Westall, let’s do it. Now, tell me all about yourself . . .’ she said as we marched in, arms linked, like the best of old friends.


‘So what brings you to this part of the world?’ asked Caitlin at lunch, when we’d found two empty seats in the dining room. Every table was full of girls eating, talking, laughing, making loads of noise. It was the first chance we’d had to talk properly because as soon as we’d got inside the school we’d been grabbed by a tall skinny lady with blonde frizzy hair and watery blue eyes. She turned out to be our class teacher, Mrs Lawson, and she escorted Caitlin and me round the school, showing us where we had to be for classes, where the cloakrooms and the dining room were. Caitlin kept a few steps behind her and mimicked the way she walked (briskly with stiff arms and legs) and mouthed the words that she was saying as though Caitlin was a ventriloquist and Mrs Lawson was her dummy. I would never dare do something like that, but it didn’t stop me cracking up at Caitlin, then having to pretend I was having a coughing fit. After the tour, we went in to meet our new classmates – and Caitlin was right, it wasn’t as bad as I’d imagined. Now that I had a friend who seemed like she was going to be a laugh, my shyness and anxiety about meeting so many evaporated.


‘Long story,’ I replied, as I got out my cheese and tomato sandwich and an apple. ‘Short version is that my parents have gone insane—’


‘Mine too,’ interrupted Caitlin. ‘Actually not just recently, they’ve always been bonkers.’


‘Mine too, but it got worse this year.’


‘What happened?’ asked Caitlin through a mouthful of crisps.


‘They went to Glastonbury—’


‘The music festival?’


I nodded. ‘That part wasn’t so bad, but while they were there, they went to a workshop run by an old friend of my dad’s. They were at school and uni together, then Dad became a vet—’


‘Your dad’s a vet? Cool. I love animals, especially cats. Our old cat, Smokey, died before we moved. I blubbed for weeks. Sorry. I’m always interrupting people. Go on. Your dad’s old mate?’


‘Yeah. He went to India to find himself—’


‘He should have just looked the mirror then he’d have gone: “Oh, there I am. I’ve found myself.”’


‘I so wished he’d stayed in India,’ I laughed, ‘but he didn’t. He came back and set himself up as a New Age guru. We used to laugh about it. “Uncle Robin. Haha. What a nutter.” Then he invited Mum and Dad to go to Glastonbury, to stay in his posh yurt, and attend his “find yourself” workshop for free. At first Mum and Dad didn’t want to go, but seeing as they’d never been to a festival, they thought why not? A weekend in the country, some good music and a few of Robin’s boring lectures thrown in. “We’re not old yet,” they said. And off they went with their camping gear and wellies like a pair of old hippies. So embarrassing.’


‘Didn’t they take you?’


‘No, they packed me off to my aunt’s house. They weren’t the same when they came back. Dad especially. He said he wanted to change his life. That “life isn’t a rehearsal and we all have to make the most of the time we’ve got”.’


‘Unbelievable,’ said Caitlin. ‘Something similar happened to my dad. He used to be a teacher. We lived in Swindon and he taught geography. Everything changed for him when Grandad died. After that, Dad was different. He said, and I quote, “Life is too short to waste and I want to do something I feel passionate about,” so he packed in his job and we moved down here.’


‘Mid-life crisis,’ I said.


Caitlin nodded. ‘Exactly. Must be their hormones.’


We both sighed and looked out of the window for a moment.


‘So what does your dad do now?’ I asked.


‘Organic farming. He’s got this idea about growing vegetables. He’s actually a lot happier, but I don’t think courgettes earn him as much money as his last job. He’s always going on about “following his heart” though.’


‘I don’t believe it! That’s exactly what Dad said when he came back from Glastonbury. Those very words. “We have to follow our hearts.” He packed his job in too.’


‘What? Isn’t he a vet any more?’


‘Well yes, but it’s different here. Where we lived before, it was posh poodles and pedigree cats, that sort of thing. Here, he’s hoping to work with all sorts of animals but the practice isn’t open yet because—’


‘What town did you live in?’


Wow – Caitlin really did like interrupting.


‘Bristol. But Dad was brought up in a tiny village in Somerset and he wanted to get back to his roots.’


‘And all this happened after Glastonbury?’


I nodded. ‘It all happened so fast. Mum and Dad put our house on the market and it sold really quickly, then they saw a place down here and suddenly, as if someone waved a magic wand, abracadabra, here we are. Old life gone, new life started. Josh, my brother, and I—’


You have a brother?’


I nodded.


‘How old?’


‘Thirteen.’


‘Handsome?’ Caitlin asked with a cheeky grin.


I nodded. Here we go again, I thought. Girls were falling over themselves to get close to Josh recently. ‘He doesn’t know it though. He only likes animals and designing stuff on his computer. He’s not interested in girls.’


‘He hasn’t met me,’ said Caitlin.


I laughed. ‘What about your mum?’ I asked.


‘She’s a nurse,’ said Caitlin. ‘Dad moved here first, the summer before last. He came to get things set up and start planting the vegetables, and then when Mum got a job at the local hospital last month, we all came too. That’s Mum, me and my two younger brothers. What about your mum?’


‘She used to work as a receptionist for a dentist. She’s not sure what she’s going to do down here yet. She wasn’t as keen as Dad to move, but he talked her into it.’


Caitlin grinned. ‘Did he talk her into following her heart too?’


I nodded.


‘Imagine,’ Caitlin continued, ‘if your heart jumped out of your body, out of your chest, budoink, splat, on to the pavement and you literally had to follow it as it splat, splat, splatted down the road.’


‘Ew! You’ve been watching too many horror films.’


Caitlin nodded. ‘My brothers love them. We’re not supposed to watch them, but whenever Mum or Dad leave the room, over the channel goes into spook or zombie land. What about you? Did you want to move?’


I sighed. ‘No. Nobody asked about my heart,’ I said. ‘If they had, they’d have heard it saying “Nooooo,” very loudly.’


Caitlin nodded. ‘Me too. I was so freaked out about leaving my old friends. But nobody listens to me in our house.’ She looked around the packed room. I thought again how glad I was to have met with Caitlin. It would have been awful sitting here on my own like a loner. ‘I reckon we can either sink or swim here, Amy Westall,’ Caitlin continued. ‘We can be miserable for the rest of our lives, or make the most of it.’


I liked her attitude. ‘Let’s swim!’ I said.


We both mimed front crawl at the same time and then burst out laughing. We were completely in sync already. Our air swimming caused a few funny looks from people nearby, but I didn’t care. For me, it sealed the deal. My new friend was super fun and didn’t care what people thought of her.


‘Great,’ said Caitlin. ‘We can’t change the fact we’re here. Maybe it won’t be so bad and maybe we’ll get to follow our hearts when we’re older. I want to be an actress. What about you?’


‘Not sure yet. Maybe artist. Maybe writer. I like making up stories.’


‘Cooool,’ said Caitlin. ‘Maybe you can write me a part and we can both be famous.’


By the time we left school that day, we’d already swapped phone numbers and email addresses and had arranged to meet at each other’s houses. Life in Compton Truit was looking up already.




Chapter Two


Sad Cat, Stray Cat


‘Mum, it’s freezing,’ I called down the stairs, ‘can’t you put the heating on?’


‘It is on. Put another layer on,’ Mum called back. All week she’d been saying, ‘Put another jumper on . . . put another pair of socks on . . .’ It’s because the heating system here is prehistoric and the boiler gurgles, which is spooky late at night. I thanked God my old friends in Bristol couldn’t see me sitting here on a Saturday morning with a woolly hat on indoors. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror on my wardrobe. A girl with long hair wearing a green bobble hat stared back. I tried pulling the hat over to one side to make it look more stylish but it looked even madder. I didn’t care. It was cold.


Caitlin was coming over later so I got out my diary while I was waiting for her.




Dear Diary


I have landed on the moon. Might as well be, as it’s a million miles away from life as I know it.


Nearest shops: over half a mile away. Nightmare.


School: Some snooty girls, some boring teachers, but mostly OK and not as bad as I thought it would be. Love the art teacher, Mrs Rendall, which is good because art is one of my favourite subjects. She’s mad (in a nice way), très stylish, and made me feel very welcome. She loves interior design and got us looking at loads of ideas for decorating houses, which I can pass on to Mum.


New house: not so new. Where we live is called Silverbrook Farm and it was built in the 1800s. It’s a draughty farmhouse that has been extended over the years. It has low beams in every room which Dad keeps banging his head on. If he carries on this way, he is going to get concussion. I bet the house is haunted. We don’t even have a satellite dish because we are in the middle of NOWHERE surrounded by fields, trees, sheep and barns that are falling down. Also empty stables that are full of cobwebs and stink of horse poo, and there’s a barn at the end which is run as a tea shop by Mrs Watson, who is the widow of the vet who was here before Dad took over. Mr Watson died last year, which is why his veterinary practice came up for sale. I wonder if he’s haunting the place. Perhaps it’s not the boiler that’s making a noise in the middle of the night, but his ghost. Wooooooooo. Agh! I’m scaring myself. I say tea shop, but it’s basically a big shed with a couple of rickety old tables and chairs and a counter with a large tea urn for the people who come by with their animals and want a drink while they wait. I think Dad would prefer not to have to provide tea as part of his services but he’s a real softie and Mrs Watson’s been doing it for years. ‘Gives her a reason to get out of the house in the morning and see people,’ Dad says. I think he’s a bit scared of her. She’s not very friendly and is always telling Dad how her husband used to do things.


My new bedroom: paint is peeling off the ceiling. It is in every room. There’s a damp patch in the corner and the wallpaper looks like it was put up about a hundred years ago. It was probably was. Pale green with little pink roses on it. So last century. The floorboards creak (also spooky at night). Plus the whole house has a musty smell. Yuck. Mum says it’s a new room spray called Eau de Damp. She thinks she is being funny.


Dad and Josh love it here. They are bonkers. I can tell Mum still has reservations. She says she has found the locals unwelcoming but she is being Cheery Mum which is Very Annoying. I’m not sure I like it here either. I miss my old life despite having met Caitlin. In Bristol, I knew loads of people.





I closed my diary and texted Natalia, my best friend back in Bristol. Help! I’m in the middle of Nowhereland, I wrote.


Her reply pinged through a minute later. I’d swap with u any day. Ur so lucky.


I knew she wouldn’t be sympathetic. She’d always wanted to live in the country. When I first got to Silverbrook, she insisted that I Skype her then carry my laptop around and show her exactly where we were. She loved it, saying it looked romantic.


I texted back. Knickers to you.


Underpants to you, she texted back. Exploding ones.


Natalia and I can have deep and meaningful conversations that go on like that for hours. We pride ourselves on them. Mum said it’s juvenile to text such silly messages to your friend. She can talk. She says ‘Oh, poo!’ when she’s fed up – and if that’s not juvenile, I don’t know what is.


I put the phone aside and got up to look out of the window. Caitlin was coming to hang out. I did explain to her that hang out was all we could do because there is nothing to do here apart from look at trees or go New Age mad and hug them.


‘That’s cool,’ she’d said, but I got the feeling that she was as much a townie as I was.


As I stared at the grey skies and mist outside, Ginger, our cat, leaped up on to the windowsill and sat looking out longingly. ‘Countryside, lots of it to see,’ I said to him, ‘and lots and lots of rain.’ There were views from every window and some days, you could see for miles over fields to hills in the far distance. But for the last week, all I had seen was drizzle.


Ginger’s the family cat, but everyone knows that he’s really Josh’s. Ginger loves my brother and follows him around the house like a dog would. He sleeps in his bed, sometimes actually on Josh’s head. Mum wasn’t too happy about him being in Josh’s room most of the time, but when she told Josh to close his door at night, Ginger howled the place down, clawed at the door and kept us all awake so Mum relented. He’s a funny cat. We think he imagines that he’s from royal blood because he always likes to sit above the rest of us if he can – on a shelf or top of cupboard – and look down on us as if we are his loyal servants – which we are – running about opening doors for him when he cries, giving him food or water when he goes to his food bowl. He’s been stuck in the house for over three weeks now, since we arrived, and he’s not happy about it but Dad said under no circumstances were we to allow him out, no matter how much he paws at the window or cries, or he might run away from our new house. We don’t want to lose him, but he’s dying to get out there and start exploring. I asked if I could have a pet of my own but Mum said no. I’ve a good mind to write to the prime minister and let him know that I am being ignored in this family on every level.


‘I know, Ginger,’ I said as I stroked his head. ‘So unfair.’


He butted my hand with his head in reply.


I felt so lonely when we first arrived in Compton Truit. I even cried myself to sleep the first few nights. I’m not usually a cry baby but I missed Natalia and I’d been brought to this bleak cold place where the only sign of life outside is chickens. Dad went and bought those last week. ‘This is just the beginning,’ he said and looked at me as if he expected me to do a dance of joy. Over chickens. I know. Mum wasn’t too pleased either. She often gets cross with Dad and says that he has his head in the clouds. She’s right. He does live in his own world. Mum’s always saying, ‘Earth to Richie, Earth to Richie . . .’ It seems like he lives in a happy world though. He looks like an absent-minded professor, with his messy dark hair and glasses, and he doesn’t care about clothes at all. He often wears odd socks or puts his jumper on inside out. He especially annoys Mum when he does his tuneless humming. It’s never a song you can recognise. I can tell how Mum is feeling about Dad by the way she comments on it. If she’s in a good mood and Dad comes in going, ‘Lala, mnn, nn,’ she will say in a normal tone of voice, ‘Richie – humming.’ If she’s in a bad mood, she will say, ‘Richie!’ then add in a sharp voice, ‘Humming.’ He takes notice to begin with, then forgets he’s doing it and wanders off again going, ‘Hmm, nmm, hmm, nmm.’ I don’t mind it, plus it lets me know when he’s coming, which isn’t a bad thing when I’m reading under the covers past my bedtime. Mum and Dad are an unlikely pair; opposites really. She’s small, blonde and neat and used to dress in smart clothes when we lived in Bristol, though she’s taken to wearing fleeces, jeans and wellies since we got here. With all the mud outside, we have no choice. She used to take a lot of pride in her appearance and liked the getting-dressed-up part of her job. I wonder if she misses it.
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