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‘Are you sure?’ my sister Tally asks me. It’s late on a Saturday afternoon and she’s hanging over the side of an open taxi door. ‘You’re, like, literally sure you don’t want to come? To NEW YORK. Lola Powell, you’ve always wanted to go to New York.’

It’s true. New York has the most amazing art galleries – the Whitney, MoMA, the Met, the Guggenheim. I bet half the stuff I’ve studied at school this year is hanging there somewhere. For people who love art, there’s no place you’d rather be in the world. And don’t get me started on the Empire State Building. The Statue of Liberty! Central Park in the summertime! I’ve been seeing all those things in the movies since I was tiny. I have a poster on my wall of the giant Chagall paintings that hang at the Lincoln Center, where people go to see theatre and ballet and opera and concerts. And between you and me, life’s been tough this year. I’d love to soar over the world and forget all about Clives (that’s my art school) – the massive assignments and not being as good as the geniuses there and the terrible thing I did earlier this week that I really don’t want to think about right now.

I swallow. Tally raises her eyebrows. Against the setting winter sun, her curls are outlined in the most amazing orange light. My head is telling me, ‘It’s New York! If you don’t go, you’ll regret this! Your sister will only get a free trip there once in her lifetime! GO!’ But my heart is telling me, ‘Stay here, at home, in Sunnystream. You promised the others. Be true.’

Since we all started at different high schools this year, holidays are for my besties: Isobelle Brodie, Maisie Zhang and Sophia Hargraves. We were so close in primary school, but we barely see each other now. I live on the other side of the city with Aunty Claire during the week so I can be closer to Clives. On the weekends I mostly have to stay to do homework in the studios.

Belle, who’s a super nerd and a super genius and my official BFF, got a scholarship to a boarding school called Hollyoakes, at the foot of the mountains, so she’s away all term. She’s the leader of our group, which is code for the bossiest, but that’s half of why we love her. The last couple of weeks, though, she’s been missing our group FaceTimes, which is weird. She’s been posting strange stuff on her Instagram, too – lots of pics of waffles, and random quotes from song lyrics. Obviously I need to check what’s going on with her.

Maisie’s at gymnastics training 24/7, of course. Last holidays she broke two ribs, but she’s recovered, and sometime soon – maybe even these holidays? – she’s going to be in the State Championships. And sometime after that she wants to be in the Olympics, which sounds crazy, but she is seriously good. I guess you’d say Maisie’s the quiet one, but not in a shy way. She just doesn’t show off – even about gym.

And Sophia’s busy doing dance lessons and swim squad and Girl Guides again – which is great, don’t get me wrong. After her twin sister, Gracie, died at Christmastime, she stopped doing all those things, so I’m happy she’s getting back to her old self. She’s always been the goofy, dreamy one – always into craft and baking and all the whacky activities that happen here in Sunnystream, which is the name of our town.

So the holidays are the only time we get to hang out IRL – though even that seems quite tricky now. It took a zillion messages to arrange to finally meet up tonight, which means we still haven’t seen each other and the holidays are over twenty-four hours old! Nobody was free for milkshakes this morning or for a picnic lunch in Corner Park. I need to make the most of every second we can actually be together. So I shake my head and tell Tally, ‘Truly, that’s so nice of you. But I’ve … I’ve got stuff to do.’

‘You’re not just staying to watch the Sprint Musical, are you?’ Tally asks. ‘I know you love it, but it comes around, like, every two years. You’ll see it next time.’

She means the Biennial Sprint-Musical Triangular Trophy Competition, which isn’t just a musical competition – it’s one of the most important events on the Sunnystream calendar. We compete for a giant trophy against our ultimate rivals, Cloud Town (the suburb next to ours) and Willowbank, the (no offence) loser town nearby. But it’s about more than that. Belle would say it’s about civic pride and fanning the flame of community enterprise (which is literally how she talks, by the way). That basically means everyone in Sunnystream comes together to make something great. My family loves musicals, so I’ve watched it every second year for my whole life. Usually Tally is the star. This time, it’s being held in Sunnystream – at the Corner Park Clubhouse, which my friends and I saved from being bulldozed by our evil mayor last holidays. But that’s a whole other story.

‘I’ll send you live updates, I promise. And Tally? Have the best time. You deserve it,’ I say, and I mean it.

Tally grins and puts her palm on my cheek, just for a second. ‘I’ll bring you back those eye shadows you asked for. And the art magazine,’ she says. ‘I’ve got your list. And don’t forget your part of the deal, OK?’

I sigh. ‘Yeah, yeah. I’ll visit Nana Marjorie.’ That’s our mum’s mum, who’s a grump. Tally loves Nana M. She finds it funny how sour and snappy she is, but I think Nana Marjorie’s just mean. She doesn’t like much – and she really doesn’t like me. Tally goes to her nursing home all the time. I avoid it as much as I can.

‘The trick is, you just can’t take her insults personally,’ Tally tells me. ‘She’s actually a total champ. You’ll see. OK, love you, bye.’ She folds herself into the taxi and as it pulls away, I realise I’m going to miss her.

But if anyone deserves a free trip to the Young Influencers for Peace conference in New York City, it’s Tally. In case you haven’t put it all together yet, my sister is Tally Powell. The Tally Powell. The sixteen-year-old YouTube star who hangs upside down from a specially designed towel rail and sings songs with her ukulele. When our town’s miniature horse, Pony Soprano, needed emergency surgery last year, she sang him a Beatles song called ‘Yesterday’. (Our dad is kind of obsessed with the Beatles.) Then she was asked to play it at a giant fundraiser in a football stadium, and that concert was put on TV. That’s how she got picked for this conference – the organisers saw a clip online.

You might think it’s easy being a YouTube sensation and having two million followers – over two million, as Tally would point out – but, boy, she works hard. People write mean things about her on the internet allll the time and she has to deal with that. She has to keep thinking up new ideas, learning new songs. She gets a truck-load of emails that she has to sort through, trying to figure out which ones are from weirdos offering to buy her old socks and which ones might actually have interesting stuff in them, like the one about this trip.

I should remind myself about this more often because I can get super jealous of Tally. I hate it when people mix us up, and truthfully? I can get a little snappy. When people suck up to me just to get to her, it makes me want to, I don’t know … shave my head and move to France. But, come to think of it, heaps of people in France love Tally. The comments on her feed always have thousands of people saying ‘Je t’adore!’

As I watch the taxi weave out of view, wondering if I’ve made the right choice, my little sisters come barrelling out of our front door and slam into my legs, wrapping themselves around me.

‘Mum says you need to come inside and help pack the wrapping paper NOW,’ says Gwynnie (six and a half, bossy, loud).

‘And that we’re leaving for the market in TWENTY MINUTES,’ says Poppy Jean (four, sweet, also loud but not quite as loud). She’s talking about the Why Would You Lie About Christmas in July Market, which is a Sunnystream tradition in winter and also a terrible name. That’s where I’m meeting my friends. I’ve been counting down the hours all day.

‘And Dad says that it will be YOUR fault if we’re not there in time to get a pudding before they sell out,’ says Gwynnie.

‘Yeah, yeah, yeah,’ I say, shaking Gwynnie off and scooping up Pop and blowing a raspberry on her cheek. ‘I’m almost ready – just gotta change my earrings.’

‘Can I come?’ asks Pop, nuzzling into me as we walk across the lawn.

‘No,’ I say.

‘That means you’re going to steal Tally’s!’ says Gwynnie, who has a strong sense of right and wrong when it comes to other people’s property. ‘But if you buy me a gingerbread elf at the Christmas market, I promise I won’t tell,’ she adds.

‘Me neither,’ says Pop. She wriggles to get down as I hold open the front door.

‘You do realise blackmail is illegal?’ I ask them.

‘What’s blackmail?’ asks Gwynnie.

‘Why an eagle?’ asks Pop.

‘It means you guys are basically criminals,’ I say. ‘Like, bad guys who go to jail.’

‘What?’ they say, sounding worried.

‘LOLA!’ scolds Mum from the kitchen. Truly, her hearing is supersonic. ‘People in jail aren’t bad. They’ve just made bad decisions. You hear that, girls?’

‘I think Lola is about to make a bad decision,’ says Gwynnie. ‘About some earrings.’

‘Well, Lola is going to have to think long and hard about that decision,’ says Mum. ‘Because once she makes a decision, she can’t go back in time, and she might really regret the choice she’s made.’

I freeze. Are we still talking about the earrings, or does she mean another bad decision – the one I made earlier this week at school? Has my Studio Art teacher, Miss Ellershaw, called my parents while I was outside?

If I have to spend the next two weeks in my room, grounded, while the others hang out at the clubhouse drinking ho chos from Mikie, who runs the local coffee cart, my heart will actually break. I’ve been missing those guys so much that I’m half thinking about asking if I can drop out of Clives. I could make a fresh start at Sunnystream High next term and then I’d never have to go back. Life at Clives is … well, complicated.

I got into that school because I used to do these really big black-and-white murals that looked like photographs. I don’t wanna boast, but for a while everyone in Sunnystream went crazy for them.

Then I went to Clives, and it dawned on me that realistic art – art that actually looks like something real – is totally babyish, like tracing someone else’s work, and not creative or at all original. Not compared to covering yourself in paint and rolling down a piece of canvas that you’ve dragged onto a hill, which was Skye’s end-of-term project about freedom. Not compared to dyeing the school pool red and filling it with floating candles, then filming it from a drone, which was Herod’s assignment about peace after war. Compared to all the other kids, I feel like a total nothing who can only make cute earrings. Speaking of …

‘I’ve rethought my decision about the earrings,’ I say, trying to keep my voice light. ‘And I won’t be making that decision. So everyone can calm down.’ I shoot an ‘I’ll-get-you-later’ glare at Gwynnie. ‘Hey, um, did anyone call the home phone?’

‘Anyone like who?’ Mum asks.

‘Like a boy!’ says Gwynnie.

‘Not a boy.’ I frown at her, though that would have been nice, TBH. ‘Like … um … Sophia?’

‘I thought she got a new phone, so she can message you now,’ says Mum, and I can’t help but smile. Trust Mum to remember about Soph’s phone. My mum adores my friends. When she was growing up, I don’t think she had a best friend aside from her dog, Hutch. She was one of the only kids in her neighbourhood with brown skin, and back then other kids made her feel bad about it. How stupid is that? I think that’s why Mum loves our friends so much. She remembers their news better than I do – like Soph and her old phone, which she threw out a window last summer.

‘Oh. Oh yeah, that’s right,’ I say, relieved that my secret is safe and I’m free to roam the streets of Sunnystream once more. These holidays are going to be all about Soph, Maisie, Belle and me, together. Not just the together that looks good in a selfie, but the kind you remember for always.
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The Christmas market has never been so full, and truly? Handkerchief Place (which is like our town square, but it’s a circle) has never looked so pretty. Tonight, market stalls are lined up around the edge of the grass. Each one is decorated with its own quirky style – snowflakes and bats and neon cactus lights. People are wandering through with steaming drinks, colourful packages under their arms. The gazebo in the centre has so many crisscrossing strings of fairy lights, they look like the glowing strands of a spider’s web. Everyone’s in jackets and beanies, their breath coming out in those cool wispy puffs, which totally adds to the atmosphere. The streets around Handkerchief have been closed off so you can walk on the road, which always feels a little magical. Sunnystream really is one of the cutest towns there is. Aunty Claire’s apartment is in a chic area across the river, with warehouse apartments and lots of shops, but it doesn’t feel cosy like this.

‘Um, Dad?’ I say, wrestling with a roll of sticky tape. It’s hard to see where the tape ends, and my fingers are clumsy in the freezing night air. ‘I, uh, really respect our family enterprise, but could I have a break to see my friends?’

I’ve been at this market table doing Wrap Music with my family for two hours, and before you tell me it’s spelled ‘rap’ music, I’m not actually rapping. We sing carols as we wrap people’s gifts in homemade wrapping paper and, in return, people donate money. Last year we raised heaps for a sanctuary for miniature ponies that people don’t want because they’ve got too big or have weird legs, or because the owners realised you can’t keep a pony in a backyard. Pony Soprano, our town mascot, came from that sanctuary. He’s the most popular person in Sunnystream, and, yes, he counts as a person even though he’s a tiny horse because he totally has his own personality. He’ll be where he always is at the Christmas market: pretending to be a reindeer pulling Santa’s sleigh at North Polaroid. That’s the Santa photo opportunity Belle runs every year.

‘But we haven’t got to “Silent Night” yet,’ says my dad, sounding a little hurt as he tries to wrap up an octopus plush toy. ‘And you love Wrap Music.’

That’s true, but I also REALLY want to see my friends – to squash them into a giant group hug and smoosh their faces between my hands. I know they’re all here – Soph’s at the gingerbread stand, Maisie’s with her parents, selling vintage ornaments from their antique shop, Belle’s bossing Santa around – but I haven’t spied them yet. Sometimes when I think about life without them, I feel like I can’t breathe. It’s been way too long. ‘Two more songs?’ I ask Dad. ‘And I’ll bring you back some of Soph’s gingerbread.’

‘You sing the descant of “O Come All Ye Faithful” and a duet with Gwynnie of “Away in a Manger”,’ he bargains back.

‘Nooo,’ I groan. ‘Anything but that.’ Gwynnie is the only Powell with zero musical ability. Mum (who – fun fact! – was training to be an opera singer when she got pregnant with Tally) has tried to teach her to sing in tune. But it’s like she hears something completely different – a song being played on another planet in a parallel universe. I’d feel sorry for her, but she’s so confident (about singing, about everything) that it’s actually annoying.

‘Just go.’ He sighs dramatically. ‘Abandon me! See if I care.’

I give him a kiss on the cheek just as Mum comes back to the table with a tray of four hot chocolates from Mikie’s cart.

‘I’m going to find the girls,’ I tell her. ‘Just in case you’re looking for a home for those hot chocolates.’

‘I’ll have you know I queued for twenty minutes to get these,’ she says. Then she breaks into a giant smile. ‘And there’s nobody I’d rather give them to. Off you go.’

‘Can you hold them for one more sec?’ I ask, whipping out my phone to text: GAZEBO! HO CHO! NOW! Then I kiss Mum’s cheek too. It’s nice to be back around these guys, even if they can be annoying sometimes. Aunty Claire is cool and she’s super good at doing hair, but my parents are … well, they’re my parents, you know what I mean? It feels like my life at Clives is a million miles from their dorky jokes and movie marathons and warm, strong arms.

Even for a hurdler like me, ducking and weaving with the tray is quite tricky on account of the giant crowd. I almost drop it when I squeeze between Sookie La La’s Mince and Tinsel Pie table and the No Snowflakes stall, which sells Punk Sherman’s homemade anti-dandruff shampoo. Punk Sherman is Belle’s mum’s boyfriend – though I wonder if they’re still together? She hasn’t mentioned him in a while.

Eventually I push through a gap and there they are – my girls, under the fairy lights, all wearing beanies. Maisie’s swinging off the gazebo’s roof beam. Soph’s sitting on the steps with Togsley, her pug, on her lap. Belle’s standing next to her, frowning at her notebook.

When I see them together, it’s like the black cloud that’s been following me all term morphs into a rainbow. This is the opposite to how I feel at Clives – like I’m a fake and I don’t belong. I smile. ‘Bring it in!’ I say. ‘Group hug!’

But before I even have time to put down the drinks, someone comes up behind me and says, ‘Hey, everyone.’

I turn around to see a girl, tall and blonde, with smiley brown eyes and this incredible baggy peach jumper that has a wedge of Swiss cheese stitched onto the front. A girl Belle and I had a huge fight about last holidays when Belle wouldn’t stop talking about her and it got super annoying. My heart sinks. It’s Belle’s friend from boarding school. It’s –

‘Matilda – hi!’ I say, handing her a hot chocolate. Even though a part of me feels sulky that she’s gatecrashing tonight’s precious friend time, she looks a little nervous, so I give her a big smile. ‘How are you going?’

‘Hey, Lola. No, that’s OK – you keep that one for you,’ she says, waving away the ho cho as she realises I only have four.

‘You can have mine,’ calls Maisie, who prefers caramel to chocolate any day of the week.

‘Thanks, Mais,’ I say, handing the rest around and sitting down next to Soph. Togsley looks up at me like he’s saying, ‘Hey! Haven’t seen you in a while!’ I scratch his ears. ‘What’s up, Togs?’ I ask him. ‘What’s up, guys?’

‘Matilda’s staying for the holidays,’ Belle explains.

(WHAT?! The whole holidays?!?)

‘Thanks for the drink,’ she says, ‘though maybe next time you could bring your own mugs because –’

‘Disposable cups are killing the planet!’ we all finish together, because we’ve heard it so often. Belle’s right (she always is), but when it comes to saving the planet, she is intense.

Matilda laughs and, no joke, her laugh is like money dipped in honey – tinkling and rich.

‘So, um, you’re staying the whole holidays?’ I ask her. Usually Belle’s embarrassed to have anyone even visit her house, which is tiny and could do with a few repairs. She and Matilda must be really tight if Belle’s OK with her staying for two weeks straight.

‘Yeah,’ says Matilda. ‘I hope that’s not a hassle. I promise I’ll try not to be in the way.’

‘It’s great to have you here,’ says Soph as she tries to stop Togsley licking her cup.

‘Loles, can you take a picture of me doing this?’ Maisie asks as she does a pull-up on the gazebo roof beam and scissors her legs into splits between the loops of fairy lights. Since she broke her ribs, Maisie has been posting photos of her recovery to her Instagram to inspire other gymnasts who might be injured.

‘Sure.’ As I climb the steps, I notice Belle is wearing a T-shirt from a very cool band that Tally loves – the Huckle Roses. WHOA. This is like being in a national park and stumbling across a wombat wearing a tiny cowboy hat. My mind is blown.

‘Nice shirt,’ I say as I snap Maisie from lots of different angles. Boy, Maisie is strong!

‘Matilda got it for me. I’ve been listening to this band a lot,’ Belle says.

Since when does Belle have time to listen to music?! Every second of her day is scheduled, divided into blocks for studying and doing extracurricular activities and waging war on climate change. And how does Matilda know about the Huckle Roses?! A sour feeling rises at the back of my throat. It’s a feeling I have a lot when I’m around Tally. I try to swallow it down because, as my mum always says, jealousy is not a productive emotion.

‘They’re awesome,’ I say enthusiastically. ‘In, like, a gloomy way. And the lead singer has those amazing zombie contact lenses.’

‘I’ve been listening to RexRoy’s new album nonstop,’ says Sophia. ‘It’s so good.’

‘WHAT?!’ Maisie and I say together.

RexRoy is my brother’s band and, TBH, lots of people are listening to them right now because they have a song on the radio. But even I haven’t heard their new album, which they still haven’t finished recording. And Sophia is usually clueless when it comes to music. I didn’t even know she owned headphones. This is totally weird.

‘How did you get a copy of it?’ I ask. ‘It’s not finished yet.’

‘Patrick and I ran into Rishi at the shops and he sent me the latest version,’ she says.

Patrick was Gracie’s best friend. Between you and me, he’s kind of dreamy.

‘And then she sent it to me,’ says Belle. ‘I’ve been listening, too. I like the songs based on those Edgar Allan Poe poems. Very deep.’

‘Well, nobody sent it to me,’ I say hotly.

‘Dude, he’s your brother,’ says Maisie. ‘Why didn’t he send it to you? Did you ask?’

‘No …’ I say defensively. ‘I’ve been kind of busy.’

‘Oh yeah! How did your big end-of-term project go?’ asks Sophia.

I pause. Should I … do I dare? Do I tell them about what I did at Clives last week?

Turns out, I don’t dare. I’m never telling anyone. Ever. Full stop.

‘OK, I guess.’ I shrug. Yick. Liar! ‘Guys, let’s do a selfie,’ I say as Maisie drops down off the roof beam. ‘Someone put a beanie on Togsley.’

Belle whips off her beanie to put on his head, and I get the second massive shock of the evening …

She’s cut her hair!

This is truly monumental. Belle has had the same haircut since she’s had hair, and that haircut is ‘long and straight’. Is it possible … has Belle the mega-nerd suddenly become cool? Is that why she hasn’t been in touch as much this term? It kind of fits with the whole Huckle Roses thing. Is she too cool to be friends with us anymore, now that she has Matilda?

‘Say gorgonzola!’ says Soph as I angle the phone and click away.

When I’m done, we all jostle to see ourselves. Belle is tucking her hair behind her ear, looking proud of her haircut. Maisie is crossing her eyes and sticking out her tongue. Togsley is licking Soph’s face. Matilda’s smile is a little shy, like she’s not quite sure if she belongs. And me? I’m frowning, like I’m literally, that second, figuring out that my lifelong best friend has become a completely different person, and it doesn’t feel good.
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‘It’s called a lob,’ Belle says, seeing me gawking at her hair. ‘That’s a long bob.’

‘I know what a lob is,’ I say frostily – and then catch myself. ‘It looks really good,’ I tell her.

It looks way beyond good. It looks incredible – chic and sophisticated. It frames her face and sits in this perfect way that makes her look older. It looks grown-up. It looks expensive.

‘Who did it?’ I ask, wondering, because Belle and her mum don’t have a lot of money. Belle’s mum is quite a well-known artist, but she’s what Belle would call ‘irresponsible with her finances’. That means that when she gets money for one of her paintings, she spends it straight away.

‘Matilda’s mum took us to a place,’ Belle says, and as I look at Matilda, she seems kind of embarrassed.

Here’s the thing about Matilda: one of her mums (she has two) is a famous movie actress. Like, super famous – the kind who has people hiding in her bushes to take photographs to sell to trashy magazines. Every movie she’s in is HUGE, and she gets the best part – well, the best part for a woman, which isn’t always the best part. (I know about how unfair that is because Belle did an assignment on it in year six.) When there was a new movie version of The Sound of Music last year, MATILDA’S MUM WAS MARIA VON TRAPP!

I think how beautiful that hair salon would have been, and how my own curly hair would never sit as straight and perfect as that lob, and how they were there together, Belle and Matilda, and I feel envy crackling in my heart. I try desperately to push it down. Our group isn’t jealous or bitchy like some snooty girl gangs. We support each other. We LOVE each other! It’s our thing. And even though she’s crashing our BFF time, Matilda is nice. Argh! Conflicted. This isn’t how I imagined our reunion at all.

‘Guys, I’ve missed you,’ I say as I plonk myself onto one of the little benches in the gazebo. ‘Whose dumb idea was it to go to different high schools?’

‘You’re the one who convinced me to apply for that scholarship to Hollyoakes,’ Belle points out, sitting down on my right. The others squish in around us. Maisie has to sit on my lap because there aren’t enough seats with Matilda here too.

‘And you’re the one who said that I’d have better access to tech stuff at Cloud Town Girls Grammar,’ says Maisie, ‘so I shouldn’t make a fuss about going there. Even though I wanted to go to Sunnystream High with Soph. You were right, by the way,’ she adds.

‘And you’re the one who went away and left me,’ says Soph. ‘And promised to come back every weekend. Which you definitely have not.’

‘I know, I know,’ I groan. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘I’m just joking,’ says Soph. ‘Except I really do miss you.’

‘Sounds like the situation is all your fault,’ says Matilda with a wink.

‘It always is,’ I tell her. ‘OK. Holiday tradition: one line of family gossip.’

I go first. ‘It’s our family’s turn to look after Pony Soprano these holidays! Starting tomorrow.’ (He lives in a stable in Corner Park, and each school holidays one family brushes him and feeds him and all that jazz. Gwynnie and Pop have been waiting for this moment for practically their whole lives. They’re going out of their tiny minds with excitement.)

Soph: Her mum and dad are back together FOR REAL (it’s complicated, but they were sort of split up for a while after Soph’s sister died). They renewed their vows on a beach in New Caledonia last week, which is why Soph has so many more freckles than usual. She doesn’t mention her birthday’s next week. Maisie already messaged me and Lola to say Sophia misses Gracie too much to celebrate it, so we don’t mention it either.

‘Is that all you want to say?’ says Maisie a little slyly, like she has a secret. ‘Nothing else you want to share?’

‘Shut UP!’ says Sophia, who, even under the fairy lights, is clearly glowing red with embarrassment.

‘About what?’ I ask.

‘Someone has a cru-ush,’ Maisie says in a sing-songy way.

‘Ooooh!’ we chorus – except Belle, who just frowns. Maybe she’s too cool for things like crushes now.

‘On who?’ I ask.

‘She won’t tell,’ says Maisie, ‘but she has definitely been writing love poetry. She’s always texting, or smiling to herself, or disappearing somewhere.’

Soph buries her head in Togsley’s fur. Cute!

‘Well, good luck with that,’ Belle says swiftly, like thinking about boys is a waste of time.

I give her a look, like, Be supportive! After everything Soph’s been through, she deserves all the good things in the world. ‘A mystery romance!’ I say. ‘Love it. And we’ve got two whole weeks together. We’ll get it out of you by the end. Maisie – family gossip?’

Maisie: Her parents have started an Instagram account called @gymcrazymaisiescrazyparents

‘That’s kind of a long name, isn’t it?’ I ask doubtfully. I spend a lot of time on Instagram, so I know this stuff.

‘That’s what I told them,’ says Maisie. ‘It’s the internet! Everything’s got to be bite-sized so you can read it in three seconds.’

‘You’re just saying that because you don’t like reading,’ teases Sophia, who loves reading. She always knows what the good new books are before anyone else does. Kind of like our family knows the good new things on TV and the cool bands before anyone else, and Maisie knows when new emoji are released, and Belle knows all the depressing new statistics about how long we have until the planet overheats and we have to live on Mars.

‘How did you convince your parents to let you do gym again, anyway?’ I ask, remembering how they freaked out about her injury and tried to pull the pin on the whole gym thing.

Maisie doesn’t say anything for a moment, just fiddles with the zipper on her puffer jacket. Soph reaches over and squeezes her knee.

‘When I couldn’t train for all those weeks, I got kind of … down. Depressed, I guess you’d call it. That’s what the doctor did call it. And I guess my parents saw how much gym meant to me.’

‘Oh, Maisie,’ I say, wrapping my arms around her and squeezing, feeling as if I could cry. Maisie is so chirpy and positive and steady. She must really have been in a bad place. ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t realise. I’ve been on another planet this term. I haven’t been a good friend.’

‘That’s OK. I’m just glad I can train again. Hey, thanks for those graphic novels you sent me when I was recovering,’ Maisie says to Matilda. ‘They were awesome, and Soph’s right – I usually hate books.’

‘That’s what Belle told me,’ Matilda says, ‘but I thought I’d send them just in case. Raina Telgemeier’s my favourite. Glad you liked them.’

Now I really do nearly cry. Even an almost-stranger has been a better friend to Maisie than me. I vow in my heart to make it up to these guys next term.

‘You didn’t do your lines of family gossip,’ Maisie says to Belle and Matilda.

‘Oh – umm, my mum’s away filming. Again. And my other mum’s gone too this time,’ says Matilda. ‘So that’s why I’m here.’

‘My hair’s my gossip,’ Belle says briskly. ‘There’s nothing else to tell.’

Matilda coughs – that kind of fake cough you do when you’re saying something’s bull-shirt. Belle glares at her. Matilda raises an eyebrow.

‘Fine,’ says Belle. ‘Pete and I aren’t together anymore.’

Pete was her tall, gorgeous, one-eyed boyfriend, who she’d had a fifteen-year plan to marry.

‘WHAT!’ I say. ‘I can’t believe you didn’t tell me! Why did you break up? Who dumped who?’

‘I didn’t feel ready to be in a relationship,’ Belle says.

Matilda raises her other eyebrow.

‘OK, fine. He beat me on our Chinese exam and I threw a waffle at his head,’ Belle confesses.

‘You didn’t!’ says Soph.

‘In his face?’ asks Maisie.

‘The waffle hit his hair, the syrup slid down his face,’ Matilda tells us, ‘and he had to go to sick bay because it also had peanut butter on it and he gets an anaphylactic reaction.’

‘What’s Anna-Phil-whatsit?’ asks Maisie.

That’s the thing I love about Maisie – she’s never afraid to ask when she doesn’t know something, like whether there’s a bridge between Hawaii and the mainland of the United States. Everyone at Clives pretends like they know everything, so it makes it scary to ask questions when you don’t have a clue what’s going on. You feel as if you’re the only dunce.

‘Anaphylaxis is when your body goes into shock and you have to use an EpiPen, which is basically a syringe full of medicine,’ Belle explains. ‘Anyway, we broke up.’

Matilda clears her throat. She might have muscled in on my friend territory, but I’m kind of loving the fact that there’s someone at Hollyoakes who’s keeping Belle in line.

‘Fine. He dumped me,’ says Belle. ‘But I’m over it now. Mostly,’ she adds quickly, before Matilda can do the eyebrow thing again. And suddenly it all makes sense – the new hair, listening to the Huckle Roses (whose most popular song is ‘Misery Love’), missing our FaceTimes, seeming distracted. She’s not too cool for us. She’s not coping because she’s having feelings. Sweet relief!!

‘Do you have a broken heart?’ I ask gently. Boys and romance are two of my top twenty-five areas of interest.

‘Of course not,’ she says immediately. ‘But, um, if I did … how would I know?’

‘Well, do you think about him all the time?’ I ask.

‘I think about the two marks higher than me that he got on that Chinese test. Is that the same?’

‘For you, it could be,’ I muse. ‘Have you written anything – a poem about him, an email begging him to get back together, a song?’

‘I emailed asking if he wanted to join a group who are committed to spending next term memorising the digits of pi to twenty thousand places,’ Belle says seriously.

‘Sure,’ I say, trying really hard not to poke fun at that. I can’t believe two seconds ago I was worried she was too cool to be our friend.

‘And I dream about him,’ Belle says quietly in a voice I have literally never heard her use before – sad and still. ‘I dream about him every night. And from a distance, I think every boy is him, coming towards me. But it never is. He’s avoiding me at school. I haven’t seen him for fifteen days, nine hours and thirteen minutes. Approximately.’

We’re all silent for a moment. None of us has ever had a boyfriend so it’s hard to know what to say.

‘We’re here for you,’ I tell her. ‘And these holidays are going to be epic. Tomorrow let’s have breakfast and plan what we’re going to do each day, starting with –’

Soph’s phone starts to ring. ‘Sorry – one sec,’ she says, ‘but I can’t do tomorrow. I’ve got a Girl Guides first aid thing. And later this week I have – hello?’ she says into her phone, running away to have some privacy. (Totally a boy call!)

‘I’m so sorry too, guys, but it’s past eight-thirty and I really have to go,’ says Maisie, jumping off my lap. ‘I’ve got training tomorrow at six.’

‘Even over the holidays?’ Matilda asks.

‘Especially over the holidays,’ says Maisie.

‘Are you free after that?’ I ask, but I bet I already know the answer.

Maisie looks pained. ‘I’ve got a leotard fitting at ten and choreography at two. State Champs is only two weeks away. But I’ll see you on the Snaps?’

‘Sure,’ I tell her, keeping my voice light and breezy, like I really don’t mind, even though I really do.

‘We should go, too,’ says Belle as Maisie runs off.

‘Already? I thought … I thought we’d all be hanging out tonight,’ I say. ‘I thought we’d be hanging out all holidays.’

‘Yeah, well, between Sophia’s new boyfriend and Maisie’s gym and my commitment to memorising pi to twenty thousand places, that might not happen,’ says Belle flatly. ‘Sometimes life doesn’t go how we planned.’

‘I could help you memorise pi,’ I offer. ‘I could, like, test you.’

‘Matilda’s already taught me a great technique called the memory palace,’ Belle says. ‘Hey – you should go call your mums,’ she tells Matilda. ‘You promised you’d ring to say good morning, or whatever it is where they are now.’

‘Oh yeah,’ says Matilda. ‘Nice to see you again, Lola.’ She wanders off to make the call, and it’s just me and Belle.

‘What are you doing tomorrow?’ I ask her. ‘We could buy new notebooks from Pig Pen and Paper and write out our hopes and dreams.’ (Literally Belle’s favourite thing to do.) ‘I think what you need is a distraction.’

Belle groans. ‘Punk Sherman is taking us to an alpaca farm in the hills. Don’t even ask. It’s this whole stupid thing with my mum. She’s sick of painting horses, apparently.’

I wait for her to invite me along to the hills. I love chatting about art with her mum, Francine, who’s a hero of mine.

But she doesn’t say anything else.

I swallow and try not to seem like I care. ‘That’s cool they’re still together, your mum and Punk. Well, Monday, then. Let’s get ice-cream at eleven. And Belle? Time heals all wounds. I saw that on Instagram.’

She sighs as she walks away to responsibly dispose of our takeaway cups, and then it’s just me and the fairy lights, and a sore feeling in my tummy that’s part rejection and part worry and part hot chocolate. I can’t help but wonder: Was it stupid to give up New York for this? And will our group ever be the same again?

When people meet me, I’m pretty sure they don’t suspect I worry about that kind of stuff. They just assume I’m all smiley and sparkly and confident and positive. The other girls even have a dumb name for it: The Lola Effect, which is apparently my superpower to make people like me straight away. But between you and me, half the time it just feels like a part I’m playing. Not a part like in the Sprint Musical, but a version of me that’s only half true. Sometimes I wonder if anybody really knows me at all. Maybe nobody really knows anybody. Maybe everyone has a bit of a secret life.
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On Sunday, I should visit Nana Marjorie, but I sleep in till noon. Then I feel guilty, so I take Gwynnie and Pop over to Corner Park to feed Pony Soprano. Brushing him is outrageously cute, and I do a special braid in his mane. Pop sings him her audition song for the Sprint Musical, which is also outrageously cute. I film it and send it to Tally, but she doesn’t reply. Maybe she hasn’t arrived yet.

But do you know what mucking out a stable means? Basically cleaning up his poop, which for a small horse is pretty big and quite stinky. Pop steps in some and screams, and Gwynnie starts this epic sneezing. Turns out she’s allergic to hay. Then she starts crying because she thinks that means she can’t ever visit Pony Soprano again. I have to take turns carrying them all the way back from Corner Park. Exhausting!

When we get back, Rishi helps me make a cheer-up playlist for Belle of bands that sound like the Huckle Roses (helpful), but then he borrows my black nail polish and leaves the lid half off, so when I pick it up, it spills on the coffee table (unhelpful). Then Mum turns off the wi-fi because she thinks I’ve spent too much time on Instagram. Everyone gets mad because I ate the marshmallows she’d hidden away for a post-lunch snack. How was I to know?! All term I’d dreamed about being home, but I’d forgotten all the annoying bits. And I didn’t imagine I’d be stuck in the house so long. Usually I’m only ducking in and out between the clubhouse and the main street and Soph’s tree house and Merry Creek. I’ve got a weird feeling in my heart. I think it’s disappointment.
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So on Monday morning, I’m at Judy’s Eye-Scream at exactly eleven. Of all the cute shops and cafes around Handkerchief Place, Judy’s is my favourite and it’s the number-one place for town news. Judy Jones has only just finished uni but she set up the business herself and it’s already SUPER successful. Apart from Tally, she’s the person I’d most like to be when I grow up (don’t tell Tally I said that – she’ll get a big head).

Now it’s four past eleven and I’m reading the labels of the latest flavours, but I’m distracted because Belle’s not here yet, which is weird. Belle is always forty-five minutes early to everything.

Just as I’m starting to worry, she and Matilda come up behind me – and get this: they’re wearing exercise clothes and they’re all sweaty, like they’ve been jogging. BELLE JOGGING?! It’s like seeing a seal driving a tractor. I’ve never even seen her run for a bus, though maybe that’s because she’s never late enough to almost miss one. She’s definitely not the sporty one in our group.

‘Sorry we’re late. Somebody didn’t sleep because they were looking at their ex-boyfriend’s Instagram account late into the night,’ Matilda explains. ‘But we had to go jogging because it was on the daily schedule.’

I have to try really hard not to smile. Staying with Belle would be so intense! Of course there’s a daily schedule. ‘No probs,’ I say.

‘He’s got a new girlfriend,’ Belle says, puffing. ‘I can feel it.’

‘You have zero evidence of that,’ says Matilda soothingly.

‘Not true,’ Belle says. ‘What about the post where he wrote cray-zee about you?’ Her voice has a hysterical tone to it. ‘That means he’s crazy about another girl!’

‘Eek,’ I say.

‘That was a photo of him on his uncle’s crayfishing boat,’ Matilda points out. ‘With a crayfish in his hands. It wasn’t about anyone specifically.’

‘Love problems?’ Judy asks Belle as she replaces the container of Turkish Delight-ed To See You with Honey, Comb Your Hair (the only flavour Belle ever orders).

‘There are no problems, only solutions,’ Belle quotes. ‘Your dad would like that one, Loles – it’s from John Lennon, that guy from the Beatles. But, um, yes,’ she says to Judy. ‘I got dumped.’

‘Bad luck, kid,’ says Judy. ‘First time’s the worst time. Have a free ice-cream – my shout. Nice lob, BTW.’

‘Thanks,’ says Belle. ‘It won’t ease the excruciating pain of unrequited love, but I’ll have Honey, Comb Your Hair, please.’

(See?!)

‘So, Judy,’ says Belle, ‘is there any pressing town news I’ve missed out on this term? I’m already across the pavement weed plague,’ she adds. ‘I subscribe to the Friends of the Sunnystream Sidewalk’s newsletter.’

‘Well, news just in! Sunnystream’s not entering the Sprint Musical this year.’

‘WHAT?’ I cry. ‘What are you talking about?’
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‘The Biennial Sprint-Musical Triangular Trophy Competition?’ Belle asks. ‘But Sunnystream has to enter. We need to get revenge for what happened last time!’

‘What’s the, um … the triangle trophy?’ Matilda asks.

‘It’s a competition to put on a musical. It only happens every two years, and the town that wins gets a giant gold cup,’ I explain. ‘The triangular part is because it’s between three towns – get it? Sunnystream, Willowbank and Cloud Town. That’s who won last time. Booo!’

Matilda laughs and Belle frowns. She thinks booing Cloud Town is bad sportsmanship, even though we all do it because Cloud Town is undoubtedly, undeniably Le Worst. Do you know how they won the last Sprint Musical? They paid for a professional singer to rent an apartment there so he’d be eligible to sing in the musical, even though he wasn’t technically a true resident of Cloud Town. Dodgy, am I right? The actor played the main role of Joseph in Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Hairspray. That guy was beyond. Cloud Town got found out and had to give back the trophy, and now they’re dark at us for complaining! Rude.

Every act is the combination of two musicals or musical movies – like the musicals Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat and Hairspray. Or Phantom of the Opera Music, which is The Sound of Music crossed with Phantom of the Opera. The director from each town puts the names of two musical shows in a hat. They get drawn at a big meeting, and you have to make a musical out of the two names you pull out.

You can do the songs from one and the costumes from the other, or you can rewrite the whole thing so it has bits of both stories. You get points for things like originality and innovative set design. You also have to choose one song that’s not in either musical but reflects the broader themes of your show. The best one I’ve ever seen was when Sunnystream did Mary Mia, which was Mary Poppins crossed with Mamma Mia! The extra song we chose was Somewhere Over the Rainbow and it was a HIT. Do you know who had the starring role that year? Tally Powell. Afterwards, she couldn’t walk three steps down the street without people coming up and fan-girling about it. It got super annoying, TBH.

‘What does the sprint part mean?’ asks Matilda, when we’ve explained about the two-musical mash-up.

‘You have less than two weeks to do it,’ says Belle. ‘And the performance can’t be longer than an hour including interval, which is extremely challenging. And there’s only five minutes to set up before, so you have to be super speedy with the props. It’s pretty serious.’

‘But Sunnystream’s not entering this year because Coach Sanders is in hospital,’ says Judy as she scoops me up some Cookie Dough Ray Me. ‘He had a heart attack. But he’s OK,’ she adds, seeing our shocked faces.

‘Poor Coach Sanders!’ says Belle. ‘He’s the guy who runs Maisie’s gym,’ she explains to Matilda, ‘and he used to be a football star with the Sunnystream Beamers. He always runs the musical – he writes the script and does the music and everything.’

‘And Mrs Green, one of the owners of Sookie La La – that’s the diner over there,’ I say, pointing beyond the gazebo, ‘always does the costumes and the sets. Can’t she take over?’ I ask Judy.

‘Mrs Green says she’s too old now,’ says Judy. ‘She thinks the musical needs someone who knows how to work the Google. Her words,’ she adds.

‘So it’s over?’ I say. ‘Just like that? No musical?’ Are these already the worst holidays ever?!

Judy sighs. ‘I’d do it myself, but there’s so much to organise, and who’d help out here? And I’m not artistic at all – costumes, sets, dancing. I wouldn’t have a clue about any of that stuff. Besides, the first official meeting is tonight in Cloud Town. There’s just no time for Sunnystream to enter.’ Judy shrugs. ‘I guess it’s gonna be Cloud Town versus Willowbank this year.’

‘NO!’ Belle and I practically shout, thinking about how Cloud Town will stomp all over dear hopeless Willowbank, and then gloat about it for another two years. I think about Pepper Peters’s face, so sneery and superior. She’s the captain of our rival netball team, the Cloud Town Cougars, and truly, she’s like a villain from a movie about mean girls. I play centre against her and once she elbowed me so hard in the face that I got a black eye. Actually, it looked really cool in my year five school picture, but still. Cloud Town a hundred per cent cannot win this. There has to be a way Sunnystream can still enter – and hang on …

Maybe there is!

‘What if … What if we did it?’ I say slowly, thinking it through. ‘Maisie and Belle and Sophia and me. And you too, Matilda,’ I add. I stop licking my ice-cream for a sec, that’s how serious I am. This could totally work!

Judy frowns.

‘Look how we saved Corner Park Clubhouse from being knocked down last holidays,’ I remind her. ‘If you did the writing and directing, Judy, we could take care of the rest.’

‘Of course we could!’ says Belle. ‘Why didn’t I think of that? I could take on the logistics and planning. And Lola could do all the creative stuff. Loles is the most incredible artist,’ she says to Matilda. ‘Look at some of her stuff.’ She pulls up my mum’s Instagram account, which is full of pics of those giant black-and-white murals I used to do last year. Blurgh.

‘Don’t look at those,’ I say, trying to grab Belle’s phone and almost dropping my ice-cream. ‘That stuff ’s really old. It’s embarrassing.’ It feels like those murals were done by a stranger, rushing around town, full of excitement and ideas. Those days were the polar opposite of this term, when I felt about as creative as a teaspoon. But maybe the musical will help with that – a fresh creative challenge, as Miss Ellershaw would say. And maybe doing something nice for the town would also make me feel better about what I did at the end of term. ARGH – sick feeling! Quick, think about something else!

Belle ignores me and keeps scrolling through Mum’s feed because she doesn’t like us talking ourselves down, which she believes women do too often. ‘Soph’s a dancer so she can do the choreography,’ she goes on. ‘Maisie can help out if there are any scenes where the actors need to jump off high things. This is the perfect post-break-up distraction project. Not that it’s all about me,’ she adds.

I roll my eyes. I love Belle, but it kind of always is about her. As well as being heaps of fun, this could really be about us – all of us, doing a giant group project. The musical would need brainstorming and rehearsals and all hands on deck – aka maximum hanging-out time.

‘I know you girls are awesome – duh,’ says Judy, wiping down the counter. ‘But do we have any clue about putting together a whole production – scripts, rehearsals, lighting?’

‘Well, have you officially met my best friend, Matilda?’ Belle asks. ‘Her mum’s a professional actress, as in a movie star, so she knows all about movie sets and this kind of thing.’

Judy looks closely at Matilda, like she’s realising who she is but doesn’t want to make a big deal. At the same time, I feel myself go all trembly, and my face gets hot – sweaty hot. My stomach is suddenly thinking about ejecting my breakfast.

Because Belle is my best friend. At least, she was up until three seconds ago.

She’s been my best friend ever since my first day of school, halfway through year one, when we moved here and Sebastian Weekes made fun of my hair, which was a full afro at the time. Even at age six Belle was into standing up against injustice. Nowadays she gives really passionate speeches, but back then she just tried to throw a basketball at Sebastian’s head. It missed and hit Maisie, who was hanging upside down on the monkey bars behind him, and got her right in the face, which made her fall off. She landed on Sophia, who was looking at a ladybug under the bars. We all ended up crying – Belle and Maisie and Soph and I – and because of that random recess accident, we became the closest friends you can imagine.

I’m secretly grateful to Sebastian Weekes for bringing Belle into my life because, since then, she’s always been by my side, sticking up for me, supporting me, bossing me around and driving me up the wall. People think we’re a weird match because I’m into fashion and art and creative stuff, and I hate rules and love things like memes and practical jokes. And Belle’s so serious, always thinking about the future and maximising opportunities (her words) and following rules – and making her own – and saving the world and getting things done.

But, secretly, I think she likes that I find her things on the internet that she wouldn’t otherwise know about – like the scholarship to Hollyoakes and the FOCR channel on YouTube (Friends of the Climate Rally). I think somehow being friends with me helps her believe she’s good enough to do all the things she’s trying to achieve. I stand up to her when she clicks over from being bossy to being a total monster. And I need Belle in my life to remind me to be a good person, because you know what? I can be a bit selfish. Belle makes me focus my energy – put down my phone, stop changing my outfit for the zillionth time and actually do things. She makes me want to choose a bigger life. I love that she doesn’t care about how she looks or what people think of her. She understands how I feel about Tally. She knows just how much maple syrup I like on my pancakes. With Belle, I’m totally, completely myself. Not to get all emo about it, but her heart is my home.

Now, though, it seems like that special place isn’t mine anymore. I don’t want anyone to see that my eyes are full of tears, so I rustle around in my bag for my money. Then I take a deep breath and clear my throat. ‘So, what do you say?’ I ask Judy as I hand over the cash. ‘Are you in? Are we doing this? Does the Sprint Musical live to fight another day?’
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We’re squished into a corner booth at Just Say Cheeseburger (that new Cloud Town burger joint), having dinner before the meeting with all three towns to decide who is going to perform which musical. Since Judy said yes (YES!!!) she and Belle have already had a planning session. I got Rishi to convince the RexRoy boys to help out at her ice-cream shop. And this afternoon Maisie met up with me and Belle and Matilda to design posters advertising the auditions on Wednesday. Soph was dropping her dad off at the airport so she couldn’t make it, but she’s going to ask her mum to print them out at work tomorrow morning. We’ll get the Eco Worriers (Belle’s environmental action group of year threes) to hang them up around town. Maisie’s going to put it on her Instagram, too.

If only Maisie were here, it would feel like last holidays all over again. But she’s at her sister June’s harpsichord recital, and if you’re thinking (a) who the heck would learn the harpsichord? and (b) who even has a harpsichord, well, the answers are (a) you haven’t met June Zhang, who is, umm, quite ambitious (and one of Belle’s Top Ten Living Inspirational Women), and (b) the harpsichord is actually an antique in their family’s shop, but luckily nobody ever wants to buy it.

Still, it’s nice being snug in a booth with Belle beside me, and also? I don’t want to admit it, but these Cloud Town burgers are good.

‘Is it true that you know how to do calligraphy?’ Sophia asks Matilda as I eat the pickles Sophia’s pulled out of her bun.

‘Yeah,’ says Matilda. ‘When you grow up on a farm miles from anywhere, you’ve got to make your own fun.’

‘Could you write a fancy get-well card for Coach Sanders?’ Belle asks. ‘Sending warm regards on behalf of us all?’

‘Totally,’ says Matilda.

Huh. I’ve always made cards for people on behalf of our group, but whatever. All afternoon I’ve been trying to squish down my sore heart feelings, and Belle was right – the musical is a great distraction.

‘You could do the program design for the musical, too,’ says Soph to Matilda. ‘That would look cool.’

Now I have to really pretend not to mind that I’d been planning to do the program design using the font I drew for my Design and Technology assignment. I do that a lot – pretending like I don’t care, like everything’s fine. I think of the quote Tally posted on her Insta last night: Take your broken heart and turn it into art.

U OK?? I texted her, with the broken heart emoji, when I saw it.

My plane seat was next to the toilet, she texted back with a spew-face emoji.

Sophia is totally into the whole holiday plan because Gracie adored the Sprint Musical. It’s nice hearing her talk about Gracie again. She couldn’t do that for ages after she died. She couldn’t even say Gracie’s name.

‘Gracie wanted Sunnystream to do a rap musical called Okla-Home-Boy,’ Soph tells us. ‘She thought it could be like Oklahoma! and Oliver Twist mashed together. Hey! Do you think we could hold fundraising buckets outside when people are arriving at the musical? To collect money for, um, for cancer research?’

‘Great idea,’ I say. Gracie had a really rare type of cancer in her brain. I don’t even have the words for how sad it was. I didn’t know what to do to help and then I saw this thing on the internet where kids with cancer in America had beads – white for an overnight stay in hospital, black for chemo, a heart for when their hearts stopped beating and had to be started again, a little locket for when their hair fell out so they could keep a piece. I helped Soph make one for Gracie, and by the end it was so long, it was a necklace instead of a bracelet. Gracie was really proud of that necklace. You know Corner Park Clubhouse? It’s named after her now. The Grace Hargraves Memorial Clubhouse. I don’t want to boast, but I came up with that.

‘That’s a fantastic suggestion, Soph,’ says Belle. ‘I’ll add it to the Sunnystream Sprint Musical Spreadsheet.’ (Of course she already has a spreadsheet.)

‘Maybe Maisie could be in charge of organising the buckets.’ I know she’ll be super busy the next couple of weeks, so that’s an easy job.

‘Oh – about that …’ says Sophia, pushing a bit of burger bun around her plate. ‘I spoke to her last night. She wants to tell you something, but she’s worried what you’re going to say.’

‘She’s auditioning for the lead?’ I ask, which is funny because, aside from gym, Maisie hates being the centre of attention. Being in a musical would be her worst nightmare, tied with living in a world without caramel or the internet.

Belle shoots me a glare. ‘Go on,’ she says to Soph.

‘State Champs are on the same day as the musical. If we’re on first, she might miss the whole show.’

‘Can’t we ask to be last?’ says Matilda.

I shake my head. ‘I’m pretty sure they draw the order out of a hat.’

‘And Maisie would never say this,’ Soph continues, a little hesitantly, ‘but I can tell that she’s worried she always misses things, or leaves halfway through, and that …’ She glances quickly at Matilda, and I can guess what she’s going to say next.

‘She’s worried that she’ll get left behind and we’ll forget about her and replace her with someone else,’ I finish. ‘But she knows there’s zero chance that would ever actually happen, right?’

‘I hope she’s not worried because I’m here,’ says Matilda. ‘Maybe I should –’

‘You’re not going anywhere,’ says Belle flatly. ‘I need you here. I’ll talk to Maisie.’

Has Belle forgotten I’m here too? ‘Hey – Soph,’ I say, changing the subject. ‘Look over there!’

Sophia turns her head and I steal four chips off her plate.

But as I’m about to shove them in my mouth, she grabs my wrist and pins it to the table.

‘Mercy!’ I cry. ‘Since when do you have such good reflexes?’

‘Since I arm-wrestled Gracie, like, every day,’ she says, letting go.

‘If I moved back to Sunnystream High, would you join the Streamers with me next season?’ I ask. The Streamers are our women’s footy team.

‘Why would you move back to Sunnystream?’ Belle asks.

‘Just something I’ve been thinking about,’ I say.

There’s an uncomfortable silence.

‘Not that I wouldn’t love to have you at Sunnystream High,’ says Soph, ‘but there isn’t even an art room, really. It’s just a shed out the back of the chemistry labs.’

I shrug. ‘Fine by me.’

‘Lola, what are you talking about?’ says Belle, frowning. ‘What’s going on at Clives?’

‘Nothing’s going on,’ I say quickly – maybe too quickly, because Matilda looks at me, like, really looks at me, an intense expression on her face. ‘Forget I said anything,’ I mumble.

Luckily, just at that moment Soph’s phone dings and she practically knocks over her milkshake as she pulls it out of her mini backpack and gets up.

‘Ooooh!’ I say in an ‘oooh ahhh you’re talking to a boy!’ kind of way, wishing Maisie were here to do it too. But then I remember that boys are a bit of a sore spot with Belle, and I need to change the topic.

Matilda must be thinking the same thing. ‘So, um, tell me more about the musical. Who do you think will audition?’ she says. ‘Hey – nice earrings, by the way.’

‘Thanks,’ I say, my mouth half full of burger. ‘Wore them specially.’ The earrings are tiny silver clouds. Mine, not Tally’s, FYI. The jacket I’m wearing is hers, though. It’s lilac velour, which feels like what I imagine the velveteen rabbit would feel like. Do you know that book? So good.

‘My little sister’s trying out,’ I tell Matilda.

‘Not Gwynnie?’ says Belle, looking panicked.

See? It’s not just me – Gwynnie’s terrible singing is legendary.

‘No. Pop,’ I say. ‘Thank goodness. Mikie from the coffee cart usually auditions. Moose, who works at the deli, and Acer, from Better To Be Read Than Dead, and Dr Chockalingam, the local vet. And Soph’s mum. Basically everyone. It’s kind of a big deal. I know Belle’s probably told you that already,’ I say, imagining them chatting about it on the train trip down from Hollyoakes, tucked in a carriage, cosy, eating snacks. I wish it were me at Hollyoakes with Belle, but there’s no way I’d be smart enough to get in. ‘There are awards at the end and everything.’

Belle nods, waving a chip at Matilda for emphasis. ‘Three awards. Best set design, best actor, winning production. And if you win all three, that’s called the golden hat-trick. It’s never been done before. Not even the year we did Mary Mia!,’ Belle adds, ‘and Tally won best actress.’

I try my hardest not to frown. ‘Yeah, well, we all know Tally Powell is amazing. But this could be our year. A golden hat-trick. Revenge for Cloud Town’s sneakiness last time.’

‘Sounds fun,’ Matilda says, as Soph slips back into the booth. ‘Does the crowd vote for the winners?’

‘There are proper judges,’ I tell her. ‘Wait till you see them.’

‘Monsieur Flutard is my favourite,’ says Sophia. ‘He’s this tiny French dude from Willowbank.’

‘My favourite’s Fury Freckle,’ I say. ‘Even though he’s from Cloud Town. He’s a dancer and his outfits are incredible.’

‘And then there’s Charisma Bloom,’ says Sophia. ‘She’s really young and she was on one of those reality TV singing shows. They filmed her tap-dancing in the gazebo! She grew up in Sunnystream.’

‘The judges are all renowned music theatre professionals,’ says Belle. ‘And Fury Freckle wrote the official competition rules. Speaking of … Tilly,’ she says to Matilda, ducking under the table to pull something from her bag, ‘while Judy and I are writing the script, you have to memorise the rule book.’

Matilda takes a bite of her burger and looks directly at Belle while she chews it. When she finishes, she says, ‘I have to, do I?’

‘Sorry – my bad,’ says Belle. ‘I’d really appreciate it if you could please memorise the rules at your earliest convenience. I’m working on making my communication style less demanding,’ she tells the rest of us. ‘Matilda is coaching me.’

Lol! That really makes me laugh but I’m drinking my milkshake, so it comes out my nose and spurts onto the velour jacket. Shoot! ‘I’d better go clean this up,’ I tell the others. ‘Meet you there?’

You’ll never guess who’s in the bathroom queue. It’s two girls from the Cloud Town Cougars: Lucy Coop (goalkeeper) and Heather Winkelmeyer (goal shooter).

‘What are you doing here?’ sneers Lucy.

‘Going to the town hall meeting because I’m running the Sunnystream Musical,’ I say breezily. OK, maybe that’s a bit of a stretch but it’s based on the truth. Sort of. What can I say? Cloud Town brings out the worst in me.

The Cougars snicker, like that’s really funny.

‘What are you doing here?’ I ask.

‘We’re helping with the Cloud Town choreography,’ says Heather. ‘Pepper’s aunt has come from New York to be the director. So who’s doing your choreography? Sophia?’

‘Good old Carrots!’ says Lucy and they turn to each other and laugh.

Now I remember that Soph used to do dance classes in Cloud Town with Miss Claudine, and these guys always picked on her for being a redhead. The idea of anyone being mean to Sophia makes my brain explode. ‘You guys just wait,’ I hiss. ‘We are going to smash you.’

Heather smirks like she just shot a goal from the edge of the circle, which she’s really good at, BTW. ‘Not if we smash you first.’
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Tonight’s meeting is being held in the Cloud Room, which is the grand old ballroom in the Cloud Town Town Hall. It’s the most beautiful room I’ve ever been in. The clouds painted on the ceiling are purple and orange and pink – and they’re puffy, the type an angel would lounge on. There are chandeliers. The floorboards are in an up-and-down pattern that I think is called herringbone. It’s the kind of room that makes you go quiet as soon as you walk in.

‘But Harry Potter isn’t a musical! It’s not even a musical movie! It can’t be put in the hat,’ I hear Belle say loudly from the front as I slip through the door. Sounds like she’s fighting some injustice. The place is packed, and it takes me a moment to find my friends. This whole event feels big, and important, and official, and very grown-up. And now I really want us to win. I can feel that my cheeks are still red from my run-in with the Cougars. Grrr! Oh – and I need to remember to tell Belle the bit about Pepper’s aunt, the famous director, too. Is that even allowed?

‘Cloud Town have put Harry Potter into the hat,’ Soph whispers as I slide into the chair she’s saved for me, ‘and Belle is contesting it. They also put in Matilda.’

‘Ooh! That’s a good one. What about Willowbank?’

‘They put in Cats and Chitty Chitty Bang Bang.’

‘And us?’

‘The Wizard of Oz and Charlie and the Chocolate Factory.’

Awesome! Any one of these combinations would be fun to see. Coming from a musical-loving family really comes in handy at times like this.

‘Attention,’ says Fury. ‘The judges have reached a decision.’ He’s wearing a bullfighter’s jacket covered with giant turquoise sequins. Love! His long reddish-blond hair is in a type of plait called a fishtail braid that I wish I could do. I make a mental note to watch a YouTube tutorial. Pony Soprano’s tail would look great with a fishtail braid.

‘We’ve concluded that even though it’s technically a movie, Harry Potter is ripe for musical adaptation and, as such, it will be put in the hat. Plus, we’re running out of musicals,’ he adds.

‘I love ’arry Potter,’ says Monsieur Flutard, giggling. ‘That Voldemort! Quel scamp.’

All three judges are pretty dramatic people, so it’s fun watching them draw the musicals out of Monsieur Flutard’s top hat. Willowbank will perform second. Their show will be the combination of … The Wizard of Oz and Chitty Chitty Bang Bang.

‘Ooh!’ says the crowd.

Truly, though? Willowbank just aren’t that good at short-form musical mash-ups. They always come last but they seem to like doing it anyway. The real competition is always Sunnystream v Cloud Town.

Cloud Town will be ... first! (YES! That means we’ll be last, which means our show will be the freshest in the judges’ minds. Plus Maisie will be back in time!) And their performance will be based on … Harry Potter and Charlie and the Chocolate Factory.

‘Ahhh,’ says the crowd.

‘But are they allowed to pick out their own suggestion?’ Matilda whispers to us.

‘You can get one,’ Soph explains. ‘But not both.’

‘And the final performance will be given by Sunnystream, whose original musical will be based on … Cats and Matilda,’ says Charisma Bloom.

‘All right, people,’ Fury calls. ‘Good luck, and remember: there will be fears, there will be tears, there will be cheers.’

That’s what he says before the start of every show. There’s a rumour he has a tattoo of it on one of his butt cheeks. The hall fills with excited chatter. People begin to leave, as if they can’t wait to sprint off and work on their shows. Up the front of the hall, Judy and Belle have their heads together.

‘Cats and Matilda,’ says Soph thoughtfully. ‘Any ideas for the sets?’ she asks me.

And then it happens. Oh no.

Just thinking about designing the sets makes me feel panicky. This has been happening all year, and it’s getting worse. Suddenly it’s hard to breathe. My chest goes all tight, like little shards of ice have frozen all around my heart. My tummy squidges up. And my mind is a total blank. I can’t think of a single thing.

‘Well, uh, the stage isn’t that big,’ I say, trying to act cool, ‘so I guess I’ll just do one big painting to hang at the back of the stage. For each scene. I think the rules say five scenes max, don’t they?’

‘Four,’ says Matilda, holding up the rule book. She grins. ‘I can lend it to you if you want. It’s actually a good read. Fury has a really dramatic narrative style.’

‘How have you read that whole thing already?’ I ask in wonder. She shrugs, and suddenly I can see why she got into Hollyoakes.

‘Are the RexRoy guys going to play?’ Soph asks.

I shake my head. ‘I don’t think they’ll have time. They’re trying to get their album finished before Jules goes snowboarding.’ I can’t help smiling when I say Jules’s name. I get like that when I have a crush. (He plays the electric banjo, FYI.) Unfortunately, Jules has a girlfriend called Cinnamon who lives in Willowbank and has pink hair. But there’s nothing wrong with dreaming, is there?

‘Hey,’ I whisper to Sophia as we follow Matilda out, her head deep in the rule book again. ‘Who are you texting? Do you have an actual boyfriend?’

‘No!’ Soph says, looking flustered. ‘He’s not – He’s just … I should actually maybe tell you that –’

But, right at that moment, Belle comes rushing over with her clipboard, smiling like a maniac.

‘We’ve nailed it,’ she says as we head outside. ‘Our show’s going to be called Catilda. About a genius cat girl called Catilda who is being bullied by Cat Trunchbull because she’s from the wrong side of the junkyard. It basically writes itself.’

‘What part will Pony Soprano play?’ Soph asks.

Matilda laughs, but quickly realises Soph is deadly serious. Pony Soprano is a talented actor. He’s in every Sunnystream production.

‘Matilda, you need to understand. If Sunnystream were Paris,’ Belle says earnestly, ‘Pony Soprano would be the Eiffel Tower. That’s how important he is.’

‘I can’t wait to see him in person,’ says Matilda. ‘He must really be something.’

‘I’ll take you over to the stables to meet him if you like,’ says Sophia.

‘Thanks, Soph,’ says Matilda. ‘I guess I’ll need something to do while Belle’s writing the musical.’

The way she calls her ‘Soph’, so naturally and easily, makes spew rise up in my throat. Jealousy is not a productive emotion! I remind myself. I whip out my phone and make an Insta post that says exactly that.

‘Judy and I will be writing the show all day tomorrow. So I’ll see you at auditions on Wednesday evening,’ says Belle. ‘You’re all expected to be there.’

Matilda crosses her arms and raises her eyebrows.

‘Err,’ says Belle. ‘I mean, please come to the auditions. I’d really appreciate your support.’
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‘Me me me MEE me me MEE,’ Mum sings up and down the scales, warming up her voice. The sound drifts from the basement, where she’s teaching her first-ever singing lesson. She says she’s bored now that Pop’s started kindergarten and she needs a job to keep her mind active.

You’ll never guess who her first pupil is, so I’m just going to tell you: Pepper Peters, the captain of the Cloud Town Cougars, that netball team with the too-long fingernails and too-cool-for-school attitude. Last year Pepper Peters puff-painted their nicknames onto their shirts, and they’re all called things like Princess A! and Sassy Sister and Hugz Machine. She put love hearts where the dots on the i’s should have been. Triple urgh.

To avoid starting on the musical sets, which are still freaking me out, I volunteered to look after Gwyn and Pop while Mum’s teaching. But they’re at Corner Park with Dad right now, giving Pony Soprano a snack and learning some Raptor moves. Dad’s taken some leave from his job in advertising to become a Raptor instructor. That’s a kind of exercise where you dance around pretending to be different types of dinosaurs. Dad’s mad for it. He thinks it’s going to be Sunnystream’s next craze, too. His exam is next week and he’s ramping up the practices. I’m starting to see where we Powell kids get our obsessive nature. He Skypes his teacher, Jean-Pierre, in Paris almost every day, and they prattle away to each other in French. (Dad speaks French because he’s from Mauritius. I can understand quite a bit, but I definitely can’t speak any. Tally’s way better at it than I am.)

I sneakily listen to Mum’s singing lesson from the top of the basement stairs while I answer a list of questions from Belle.

Chairs – do we have enough at CPC? Yep – stored under the stage. Will show you when we’re there.

Choreography? Will Sophia have time? Seems busy? She’s good at doing lots of things at once.

Costumes? Me? Matilda?

Backstage – is it big enough? Sigh. Not really.

Speakers?? Think there are some there already. Will check.

Soph – birthday??

Hmm. I really need to talk to Maisie about this, but she’s at the orthodontist today getting a new retainer.

I don’t want to sound catty, because Belle says we should support the sisterhood at all times, but truthfully? Pepper Peters cannot sing. It’s like … like a donkey. Who’s just swallowed a cactus. And is voicing its regrets. But, boy, she is confident.

‘Maybe this time with a little less … force,’ says my mum after Pepper has sung some scales that sound like train-brakes screeching round a bend. ‘Maybe let’s start with humming.’

‘But I want to audition for Harry and the Pottery Factory,’ Pepper complains. ‘Auditions are tomorrow. I need to learn a song right now.’

‘And what are you hoping to, ah, sing?’ Mum asks. Her voice has a little sprinkle of desperation.

‘That RexRoy song, “Who Stole My Mango?”, but a slowed-down version so I can also play my ukulele.’

‘You play the ukulele?’ Mum asks, sounding surprised.

‘No, but I’m going to teach myself off YouTube tonight,’ says Pepper. ‘I’m naturally musical.’

I can’t help it – I snort with laughter, and Pepper says, ‘Who’s that? Is that Rishi? Do you think he can come and teach me personally? My dad will pay extra.’

Pepper’s dad is an online poker champion, so they’ve got quite a lot of money. Like, skiing-without-needing-to-borrow-people’s-brothers’-ski-clothes money. I wonder if our dad could learn online poker. Maybe I should suggest it. I’m not entirely convinced by the whole Raptor thing.

‘Honey, let’s just focus on the basics,’ says Mum soothingly, in her trying-to-distract-a-slightly-annoying-child voice. It’s the one she uses on Gwynnie allll the time. ‘Let’s do some clapping. To help us with the beat, you know? That’s, uh, important for the ukulele. We’ll try the song at the end of our lesson.’

When Pepper’s dad comes to pick her up, I watch from behind the living-room doorway because I want to see what she’s wearing. It’s usually something expensive and annoyingly cool, and today she doesn’t disappoint. She has on these incredible forest-green leather high-top sneakers that I saw on the Insta of a New York fashion influencer called Styx L. Queen. I have been dreaming about them for at least three months. Seeing Pepper wearing them on a regular day, not even to a special event, just about kills me.

‘How was it?’ asks Pepper’s dad. ‘Is she a natural or what?’

‘Oh! Ah, well, she’s a real –’ Mum begins.

‘Mrs Powell is the best teacher,’ Pepper says happily. ‘That was sooo fun.’

Mum shuts the door and I pop out from my spot. I think she’s going to blast me for laughing at Pepper’s singing. Instead, she starts laughing – like, hold-onto-your-ribs laughing – and that makes me laugh too. We’re wiping away laugh-tears when the doorbell rings.

‘My next pupil!’ Mum says, looking panicked. ‘Oh, gosh, can I handle it?’

‘Who’s this one?’ I whisper.

‘Some guy called Mark,’ Mum whispers back, smoothing her dress. ‘Wish me luck.’

And, yes, it is some guy called Mark … I hardly recognise him without the purple sparkly cape he used to wear everywhere, but it’s Mark Magnus, the (former) town mayor. The most hated man in Sunnystream. The mayor who tried to bulldoze our clubhouse. And also – wait for it – he’s Belle’s dad.

We only found that out last holidays, and it was like discovering her dad is Darth Vader, who’s the evil guy in Star Wars. Every time I think about it, I still get this little shock, like a sting of electricity. (Maisie is obsessed with Star Wars, so our group has watched all the movies, like, heaps of times. One year we wore Princess Leia buns to the swimming pool all summer. The photos are epic.)

‘Oh! Hello, Mayor. Oh – but. Should I say … Hi!’ Mum is totally flustered, and I bet that’s partly because the mayor’s actually not the mayor at the moment, so she’s not sure what she’s supposed to call him. He’s been suspended while they investigate all the dodgy things he’s been doing in Sunnystream, like building the Shark Tank without following safety regulations. ‘Suspended’ means you’re not allowed to show up for a while, and I literally stop in my tracks as a dark thought crosses my mind. OMG – is that what’s going to happen to me at Clives? Am I going to be suspended for what I did at the end of term? My parents would be so disappointed. And what would Tally say?! And Rishi. I can feel myself starting to sweat (between you and me, I’m a weirdly sweaty person).

Mayor Magnus takes off his cap and does a little bow. Mayor Magnus – in our house! Awkward. I’ll have to tell Tally when we Skype her later. ‘Madam Powell,’ he says. ‘Call me Mark. And thank you for taking me on. I know I’m not every dog’s favourite bone at the moment.’

Sorry – what? Aside from that being a strange thing to say, Mayor Magnus is usually rude and abrupt and what Belle refers to as ‘fundamentally lacking in manners’. But he seems kind of … humble or something? Polite, even!

I narrow my eyes and look him up and down, trying to figure out if he’s punking my mum. But he seems genuine. I take in his slumped shoulders and the frown line in the middle of his forehead and the slight squint of his eyes. I’ve been looking in the mirror at this exact expression all year. And then it hits me: Mayor Magnus is sad.

‘Well, come on in,’ says my mum politely, if a little uncertainly. ‘Any student of music is a friend of mine.’

‘I’ve got all this time now that I’m not the mayor, you see?’ Mayor Magnus says as he follows Mum down the stairs. ‘Thought I should do something with it. The old folks’ home doesn’t want me volunteering there. Dog shelter doesn’t either. Then I saw your flyer up at Handkerchief Place, and I thought, gee, why not give something new a go?’

‘So you’ve never sung before?’ Mum asks.

‘Never,’ says the mayor-who’s-not-the-mayor. ‘Always thought I’d have a knack for it, though, and then one day – KABOOM! I’d just get up onstage and a star is born.’

Holy guacamole – is this going to be another Pepper Peters situation?! Poor Mum. I microwave some Milo, bung in two marshmallows, and sit on the stairs again to listen. They start with scales, and MM can keep in tune, at least, so that’s something. Then Mum asks if he has a favourite song, and do you know what it is? Nope – not ‘Who Stole My Mango?’. It’s ‘All I Want for Christmas Is You’ – you know the one? The kid sings it in that movie Love Actually, which is Pop’s favourite.

‘Well, would you like to try?’ Mum asks, a little hesitantly, as I suck on a marshmallow, contemplating whether I should spit it out in case I choke when I’m trying not to laugh.

But here’s the thing.

Wait for it …

Mayor Magnus.

Is.

AMAZING.
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From the opening notes, it’s like an angel has swooped into our basement and is singing out the glory of heaven. He clicks to give himself a beat to play around with, and he makes his voice all trilly – I think that’s called vibrato? When he sings ‘Make my wish come truuuue’, I get chills up my back. Goosebumps! This is next-level incredible. If he were on a TV talent show, all the judges would be out of their chairs, doing an awkward kind of clap-dance and miming that their brains were exploding. Then he’d get perfect scores from every single one of them. Get the picture?

Halfway through, Rishi comes through the front door.

‘Hey, Horse Face. What are you –’

‘Shut up!’ I hiss, gesturing wildly to the basement.

He listens for a second, and then his eyes go super wide. ‘Who is that?’ he whispers.

‘Guess!’ I whisper back. ‘You never will.’

And then, because I’m terrible at waiting for anything, I mouth, ‘Mayor Magnus!’ and Rishi mouths back, ‘No frigging way!’

Mayor Magnus belts out the last chorus and I get goosebumps again. Rishi’s mouth is literally hanging open. When MM finishes, Mum claps so wildly that Rish and I can’t help but join in. That was NEXT. LEVEL. We just have to run downstairs.

‘Mayor Magnus, that was incredible,’ Rishi says at the same time as I say, ‘OMG, you could be on YouTube!’ and Mum says, ‘Children! I’m trying to teach a lesson here. Though, Mark – I don’t know if there’s anything you could learn from me. That was … phenomenal. You’re sure you haven’t had lessons before?’

‘Ha! I come from a poor family. No money for things like that in my house. That’s why I became a hypnotist. Left school and travelled around so I could send money back for my little sister. She was a real bright girly, that one.’

I frown at him. If he ever wants Belle to be a part of his life, he needs to stop saying ‘girly’. But he’s standing up straighter than when he walked in here, and his face looks brighter. I feel as if everything I’ve known about this guy has been turned upside down. I always thought he became a hypnotist because he was an idiot, and that he was obsessed with making money because he was greedy. Do you know who’s the idiot? Me. Kaboom! Next thing I know, I’ll find out that his evil sidekick, Bart Strabonsky, is volunteering in a school in Kenya. (He’s actually working at Just Say Cheeseburger. We saw him before the Cloud Town meeting, taking photos as part of their Just Say Cheese promotion.)

‘Would you like to sing a duet?’ Mum asks.

‘I could play the keyboard,’ Rishi offers, running over to the corner, where it lives next to his drum kit. Rishi’s annoying like that – he can pick out the tune of any song and make up the rest. Tally is the same.

‘Well, gee! I could try,’ Mayor Magnus beams.

I can’t wait to tell Belle about this. Wait – should I tell her? She still says she wants nothing to do with him ever, full stop.

Mum and Mayor Magnus sing ‘Edelweiss’, which is from The Sound of Music. They harmonise perfectly – as if their voices are coming from the same machine – and they look at each other with sparkling eyes and glowy cheeks. OMG – is this some kind of love thing?! Ew! I glance at Rishi, who’s playing the keyboard. He has the same eyes, the same cheeks, and I realise it’s a music thing. And sure, I can sing well enough, but not in that magic-stardust-floating-around-you way. I feel as if I’m trying to see over a wall into a secret garden, but I’m just not tall enough.

I cross my arms and try not to get the Sour Feeling, try to concentrate on how beautiful the music is. They sing it twice, and when they finish, I clap so hard my palms sting.

‘Mark, you’ve got great potential,’ says Mum, and I can hear the wonder in her voice. ‘You could be in a professional production.’

He scratches his head. ‘Well, gee, I don’t know. Not sure I’m good enough for that. But I guess I’ve got nothing but time.’ And then it’s like he’s remembered what his life is now – no job, no weird sidekick, no hypnotism show. His shoulders slump, his face droops, and – I can’t believe this – I feel sorry for the guy.

A thought pops into my head, and I blurt it straight out. ‘Mayor Magnus, you should try out for the Sunnystream musical. We’re doing Catilda. Auditions are tomorrow night.’
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‘Lollyshop? Is that you?’ Dad calls from the kitchen as I wander down the stairs, still half asleep, the next morning. That’s his special nickname for me, and I hate it but I love it. You know that feeling?

‘Yep,’ I croak. ‘S’me.’ I can barely open my eyes to look at the hallway clock, which says 10.03. Belle sent twenty-three messages during the night with screenshots of Pete’s Instagram account of inspirational graffiti. She wanted to know whether we thought he was sending her coded messages through the pics, asking if she wanted to get back together with him. I tried to send supportive answers. I was the only one still awake, I guess, and, well, I kind of wanted to show her that I’m still here – that I’m still best-friend material.

But by the time she sent a photo of a spray-painted dove at 4.12am I’d had enough. I think he just saw that in a car park and IT MEANS NOTHING, I messaged her before turning off my phone, which is a first for me. Then I turned it back on and looked at Tally’s Instagram, and there was a photo of the Lincoln Center fountain. For you, Tiny. Wish you were here was the caption. I wished I were there too. Anyway, Belle was in such a spiral that I didn’t tell her I’d accidentally invited her dad to audition for the musical tonight. I wasn’t sure she’d cope. Hoo boy.

‘Get in here!’ Dad calls. He sounds serious, and I wonder if it’s because I was meant to help Pop with Pony Soprano but I slept through the alarm. And then I remember the whole school thing and I am wide awake with panic. Have they emailed him about it? Is this it? Am I going to be suspended?!

‘Come give your old man some love,’ he says as I stumble into the kitchen. He holds out his arms, his hands covered in washing-up suds. ‘I miss seeing you in the mornings when you’re away at school.’

Phew.

I lean into his chest as he wraps me in a giant hug and then rubs suds into my hair, like I knew he would.

‘When are we getting a dishwasher?’ I ask, breathing in his smell – aftershave and laundry and the butterscotch lollies he sucks when he’s stressed.

‘When Pop is a very wealthy doctor and can pay for it,’ he says as he lets me go and kisses the top of my head. ‘Mmm. Soapy. How’s the musical going? Your mum says you’re helping out this year.’

‘We’re actually kind of running it,’ I tell him proudly. ‘Auditions are tonight.’

‘Well, then I s’pose you don’t have time to do a quick Raptor session with me now? My exam’s next week and I need to film myself giving a practice class.’

‘Sure,’ I tell him. ‘I’d love to. Just let me have a shower.’

‘Shower after!’ says Dad, practically clapping his hands with glee. ‘You’ll sweat like a hog!’

‘Great.’

Raptor is … kind of ridiculous. It’s also surprisingly good cardio – like dancing – and apparently very good for relaxing your jaw, which most people clench when they feel tense. Who knew?! The music is fun and the moves are satisfying when you get them right.

‘Now the T-rex!’ Dad calls, which means you bend your elbows and wrists like you’re a kangaroo and open your mouth really wide and circle your body like you’re hula-hooping, then do these big sideways stomps. ‘This is great for core strength!’ he pants. ‘Triceratops – three horns!’

That’s when you tap your head three times in this complicated way where your hands cross over, which Dad says is great for getting your left and right brain to work together.

‘Diplodocus neck!’

That’s sort of like Egyptian dancing, where you toggle your head around.

‘Brontosaurus jaw!’

That one makes you look like you have a massive underbite.

‘Pterodactyl wings!’

Good for building shoulder strength.

‘Clap, clap, T-rex! Triceratops! TA-DA!’ We finish up kneeling on the floor, our arms outstretched, fingers twinkling. We’re both sweating. We’re both smiling. Maybe Dad’s right – maybe this is going to be the latest big craze after all.

‘That was actually really fun,’ I tell him. ‘Can I go now?’

‘Don’t you want to come to my study and analyse my teaching style?’ Dad asks. ‘How were my cues? Did you feel supported in your pursuit of prehistoric greatness?’

‘You gave a great explanation of every move’s positive impact on strength and mobility,’ I tell him. (Belle would be proud of me.) ‘But now I’m going to visit Nana Marjorie. Wanna come?’

‘Ah … no,’ Dad says. ‘Not even a little bit. Have fun.’

He is completely terrified of Nana Marjorie. We all are, except for Tally – and Gwynnie, who Nana loves for no apparent reason. Even my mum – her own daughter – avoids visiting. Nana Marjorie is one of those people who make you hate yourself and wish you were someone else. But I promised Tally I’d visit, and Belle’s busy writing the musical, and Maisie’s at training, and Sophia’s at a choux pastry class. It’s just me, again, on my lonesome, and I should be starting the sets for the musical, but … I have zero ideas. Like, none.

I have a shower and choose an outfit Nana Marjorie won’t like because I know it gives her pleasure to criticise my fashion choices, and Mum says she doesn’t have many pleasures left in life, aside from complaining. Nana Marjorie particularly hates clashing patterns (my personal fave) and high-top sneakers, so I put on both, along with a quilted kimono, and then I go downstairs, filled with gloom.

Truly? I despise visiting Sunny Heights, even though it’s probably the nicest nursing home in the world. In primary school, our choir visited some other ones and they smelled like pee and strawberry-scented cleaning product and soup. The people just sat and watched the same DVD on a loop, which was a concert of a blind Italian opera singer. It was horrifying.

But Sunny Heights is small and pretty. It’s an old red-brick building with big arched windows that let in heaps of light, and it has a wide green lawn that slopes down to a beautiful old stone wall. You can see the lights of the city in the distance, and there’s a rose garden. Only twelve people live there, and they’re called the Goldies – short for golden oldies. They have a book club (which Nana Marjorie hates) and a Scrabble club (which Nana Marjorie hates) and there’s a grand piano that professional musicians come and play.

‘I’m going to Sunny Heights now,’ I call to no-one in particular. ‘Want me to take anything?’

‘The bag of magazines by the door,’ calls Dad from his study.

‘Cut a magnolia from the tree,’ calls Mum from the lounge.

‘Take me!’ calls Pop from her bedroom, which breaks my heart, because Pop is also on the list of things that Nana Marjorie hates. How could anyone hate Pop?! It’s like hating a baby llama.
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As I skateboard over to Sunny Heights in the cold winter sunshine, I try to prepare myself. Nana Marjorie will tell me how great Tally is, implying that I am not. She’ll complain that I never visit. She knows how much I love Pop, so she’ll manage to slip in something about her being spoiled (not true) or fat (what four-year-old doesn’t have a little belly?!). She’ll give me some kind of treat to give to Gwynnie. She’ll hate everything I’ve brought, even this stunning magnolia from the tree outside the kitchen window, which is our first for the year. It’s the flower I’m named after, FYI, like Tally’s named after the Tallahassee rose and Pop’s named after poppies. Nana M will start a sentence with ‘When I was a girl’ and the end of the story will make me mad.

‘The residents are in the rec room,’ Candy, the receptionist, tells me when she’s let me through the security door. (She has the most epic rose-gold glitter nail polish.)

‘Oh – am I interrupting Activity Hour?’ I ask as I sign a sheet on a clipboard to say who I am and what time I arrived.

Candy shakes her head. ‘Donna, the chair aerobics instructor, isn’t here yet. I’m not even sure if she’s coming today. So go right ahead.’

The rec room at the end of the hall looks out over the rose garden. The Goldies are all sitting on chairs in there, waiting. Except Nana Marjorie, who’s in her wheelchair. She’s the only one who can’t really walk. The rest of them have frames and sticks and things. I wonder if that’s why she’s always so snippy.

‘What’s that you’re wearing?’ Nana Marjorie sniffs before I’ve even said hello.

‘It’s a quilted kimono,’ I explain. ‘I sewed it myself. Without a pattern or anything.’ For some reason, she makes me feel like I have to prove myself and so I end up weirdly bragging about things and then hating myself afterwards. No wonder she prefers Tally.

‘That’s an unflattering garment,’ she tells me. ‘You look enormous. Almost as large as your sister.’

Oh, brother. Here we go. I take a deep breath and give her a dazzling smile. ‘Are you guys waiting for aerobics?’

‘We’re actually just waiting to die,’ says Joel, who’s this really funny old guy. He beams. ‘Hi there, young Lola. How’s art school?’

‘She’s not the one at art school,’ says Edna, who can be a little muddled. ‘She’s the one in the band.’

‘The one in the band is a punk,’ says Joyce. ‘This is the movie star.’

‘Oh, that’s right,’ says Flora. ‘I’ve seen you on YouTube.’

‘That’s my sister,’ I say politely, trying not to get the Sour Feeling. ‘What have you been doing today?’

‘Breakfast was terrible,’ says Nana Marjorie. ‘Did you bring me an almond croissant?’ Nana M is obsessed with almond croissants.

‘Ah, no,’ I say. ‘But I brought you magazines and a magnolia.’

‘Fouf,’ says Nana Marjorie. ‘Horrid things, magnolias. When I was a girl …’ Then she tells a story about frangipanis that goes on for a million years. I tune out, wondering if morning tea is anytime soon, and if I’ll be allowed one of those lemon biscuits that melt in your mouth.

‘… and that’s why you’ll never understand the first thing about true loneliness,’ she finishes.

‘It’s a little cold in Sunnystream for frangipanis,’ I say, tuning back in. ‘Guys, I don’t think Donna is coming. Maybe it’s time for morning tea.’

‘But we haven’t done any cardio,’ says Joel. ‘We need to earn those sweet treats. Perhaps you’d like to lead the aerobics?’

‘Can you hook your phone up to the speakers for the music?’ asks Flora, who is clearly a tech geek. ‘Donna’s musical tastes are a little outdated.’

I smile. This is what Maisie will be like when she’s older, I bet. ‘I’ve used all my phone data for the month, Flora, so I can’t stream anything,’ I tell her.

‘We’ve got a CD player,’ says Nana Marjorie. ‘Will that suffice?’

Sigh. I guess I’m doing this. I check what’s in the CD player. It’s the Beatles’ Red Album. That’s the one from when the Beatles were young and dorky and had bowl haircuts. I choose Dad’s favourite song, ‘I Want to Hold Your Hand’.

Then I stand there, wondering how you do aerobics in a chair. I wave my arms in the air, feeling stupid. Joel frowns. Nana Marjorie gives me a death stare, like I’m embarrassing her.

‘Hey!’ I say, stopping the song for a second. ‘Have you guys heard of Raptor?’

‘Of course,’ says Flora. ‘It’s the new Zumba.’ Why couldn’t Flora be my grandma?!

Turns out, you can do a lot of dinosaur-inspired dance cardio when you’re sitting down. I remember most of my dad’s explanations, and the Goldies pick the moves up pretty quickly.

‘T-rex! Brontosaurus jaw! Diplodocus neck!’

By the end, I’ve kind of cobbled together a routine and everyone’s really into it. I play the song one last time and everyone claps when we finish. Even Nana Marjorie isn’t glaring anymore. Her cheeks have a tiny flush of pink. Truly? It was fun. If my dad passes his exam, he should totally teach here. Maybe this could be a bonding thing for him and Nana.

‘Good job, everyone,’ I call as one of the carers, Regina, comes in with the tea trolley.

‘Thanks, Tally,’ says Edna.

‘That’s not Tally,’ says Nana Marjorie. ‘Tally has a much better sense of rhythm.’

‘I’m off,’ I tell her. ‘I’ll see you soon.’

‘If you call next year soon,’ sniffs Nana Marjorie. ‘Wheel me to those biscuits.’

I sigh and take the brake off her chair. ‘I’ll be back sometime this week. And remember, Tally’s in New York so she won’t be around.’

‘I know that,’ says Nana Marjorie as she wraps up three melting moments in a napkin. ‘Flora’s been showing us her Instagram. Take these for Gwynnie. And put that kimono in the first bin you see.’
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‘You did what?’ Belle hisses. We’re sitting in Corner Park Clubhouse in the front row of some folding chairs that we pulled out from under the stage – well, all of us except Maisie, who’s at strength training. Belle has a clipboard on her lap and a dark expression on her face. Also, wild eyes. I kind of don’t blame her. If my father was my sworn enemy, I probably wouldn’t want my friend inviting him to audition for my musical either. Plus, she hasn’t had much sleep.

I squirm in my seat. I want to tell her about Mayor Magnus’s eyes – how sad they were. How shiny he looked when he sang. ‘Well, he’s not here,’ I say. ‘He probs won’t come. I just thought I should warn you.’

‘How DARE you,’ she begins. ‘You know I don’t want anything to do with that slimeball.’

‘People can change,’ I say. ‘I think he really has changed. And don’t you always say everyone deserves a second chance?’

‘Oh, come on, Lola. You and I know that that guy is not everyone. For a start –’

So you can imagine how relieved I am when Judy calls, ‘Places, please!’ from the stage, where a group of people are milling around.

‘We’ll talk about this later,’ Belle whisper-roars.

Soph, who’s next to me, shoots me an apologetic look. Matilda buries her head even deeper into the rule book.

Judy explains the audition process – one song, one dance and one poem each. Seeing everyone here, all hopeful and serious about the musical, I wonder if we really can pull this off. I thought doing this would bring us together, but we haven’t even been in one place since it started. So much for my great plan. Belle’s been watching online directing tutorials in every spare second, so I see her even less than before. Matilda told Soph, who told me, that she showed up at Judy’s house at 3am to discuss Catilda’s emotional journey. Mikie thought she was a robber and started to cry.

My tummy growls and I remember about the melting moment biscuits and pull them out of my backpack. I pass one to Soph and Matilda and save none for Gwynnie. Take that, Nana Marjorie!

As Belle leads the crowd in some warm-up tongue twisters (You know New York, you need New York, you know you need unique New York.) I chomp the last biscuit and gaze around the clubhouse. The polished wooden floor is still shining bright, and the black curtains we hung look very professional. It’s weird to think that last holidays the building was a total dump. Now it’s getting used, like, all the time – especially since the Shark Tank closed. They hold Dads-only hair-braiding workshops, and fermenting classes, and flower-arranging courses here ... I read about it in the Sunnystream Gazette. Thinking about how we saved this place makes me feel hopeful; like maybe I shouldn’t give up on the musical just yet.

Soph sees me looking around admiringly, and she smiles. ‘I still can’t believe that we saved it,’ she says. ‘It’s like a good dream that I hope I never wake up from.’

We all love the clubhouse, but Sophia loves it most. Being here, it’s like Gracie feels closer. Like she’s watching from behind a doorway. Like she isn’t really gone at all.

‘What did you get up to today?’ I ask Sophia.

‘Today? Oh! Uh … Matilda and I went op-shopping. For the costumes,’ Soph says, blushing. ‘I hope you don’t mind? I thought you’d be busy with the sets.’

Now it’s my turn to blush – with guilt. I spent the afternoon making myself tiny cat earrings out of felt. And I do mind. Op-shopping with Soph is one of my fave things to do, because she’s charmingly terrible at it. (You know who’s the actual best at it? Tally Powell.) But I pretend I don’t care that they went without me. ‘Find anything good?’ I ask.

‘A whole lot of leopard print,’ says Matilda, looking up from her book. ‘Like, coats and headbands. We thought we’d just go maximum leopard. Does that sound OK?’

‘It sounds great,’ I tell her. ‘Has Belle worked out the money stuff?’

‘Yep,’ says Matilda. ‘The budget. The schedule. The sound system. She’s channelling her heartbreak into organisational tasks.’

We grin at each other. Of course she is.

‘Seriously, though,’ says Matilda, ‘even for Belle, she’s acting kind of –’

‘Matilda?’ Belle calls from the front. ‘I need you.’

As Matilda jumps up to join Belle and Judy, I get the Sour Feeling again. They’re school friends, I remind myself sternly, trying to be positive. You wouldn’t want Belle to be lonely at school, would you?

Truly I wouldn’t. Something niggles at my memory – something Nana Marjorie said today – but I can’t quite remember what it was. You know who feels lonely at school? Me. Everyone at Clives is so busy with their projects, their research, their art. Sure, there are people I sit with in every class – I’m not a total loner. My friend Sam, who’s into directing Claymation movies. Zadie, who does these incredible sculptures of giant seashells. Candor, who’s into performance art, which seems to mean filming herself riding unicycles over giant piles of rubbish. But I don’t have a bestie. Nobody who I could ask: Do you ever feel so much pressure to be good at this school that you just freeze up? Do you ever worry that you’re not actually talented at all? Could you help me think of ideas, because I have literally none? If I’d had someone like that, maybe I wouldn’t have –

‘What are you thinking about?’ Soph asks me quietly. ‘You look … worried. Or scared. Or something.’

Soph is so gentle and understanding and wise, it’s like she’s the love-child of Dumbledore and Miss Honey, the super-kind teacher in Matilda. She and Gracie were always this pair of smart, energetic, cheeky pixies, flitting round Sunnystream doing good deeds. You could trust Soph with anything: your dog, your secrets, your life.

So I lean in close, and I whisper, ‘I did something really bad. And I feel sick about it.’

Instead of just asking ‘What?! What did you do?’ straight away, like I would, she looks at me with her big brown eyes and says, ‘I’m sure it wasn’t as bad as you think.’

‘It was,’ I whisper back. ‘I –’

‘Quiet, please!’ calls Judy. ‘First up, we have … Steve Morrison.’

Mr Morrison is an old guy with a white beard who’s the town building inspector, so when he says he’s going to sing ‘Single Ladies’ by Beyoncé, everyone is shocked. But he’s good! His poem is also great – it’s called ‘The Highway Man’ and it’s very dramatic. The problem is that Mr Morrison is not a great dancer on account of his knee replacements, which are those fake knees old people get when their original ones are worn out. I bet he’s going to go on the ‘Maybe’ list.

Next up is Mrs Van Den Berg from the drycleaners, whose song goes for a really long time, and I keep wanting to check my phone, but every time I reach for it, Soph frowns and shakes her head a little. After that are some kids from Sunnystream Primary (no offence, but they’re terrible).

Then Pop and Dad bring in Pony Soprano to do his tap-dancing routine. He kills it, of course. And Pop does really well in her audition! I film it for Tally and send it to her with the caption WATCH OUT! A STAR IS BORN!

Soph’s mum is actually excellent and you can tell she’s practised super hard. She’ll get a part for sure. I clap her so hard that my hands hurt, and Sophia looks super relieved. By this stage, I’m really hungry again and zone out until the last audition: Mikie.

Mikie is Judy’s boyfriend. Most of the time. Unless they’ve broken up. It’s Sunnystream’s greatest love story. At the moment, they’re engaged to be married, but Judy’s already threatened to throw the ring into Merry Creek because Mikie spilled a cappuccino over her laptop. He’s a clumsy guy. If the wedding actually happens, Judy wants Pony Soprano to carry the rings down the aisle in a little bag in his mouth while wearing a flower crown. CUTE.

‘I’d like to excuse myself from the judging process,’ says Judy when Mikie comes onstage. ‘For obvious reasons. Belle, this one’s yours to call.’

Belle’s face lights up – she’s glowing with the responsibility, and probably also a little with the power. ‘Accepted,’ she says dramatically. ‘You may begin.’

Soph and I grin at each other.

Mikie closes his eyes and sings a song called ‘Hallelujah’, which I know from a movie called Shrek. He’s a little off-key, but I can tell nobody minds because he’s trying so hard. For his dance routine, he synchs his phone up to the speakers and does breakdancing, which is basically spinning around on the floor. At the end, he does a headstand. There’s loud applause from the doorway at the back of the clubhouse. Everyone turns to look and …

It’s Mayor Magnus. GULP.

‘Gee, you nailed that, son!’ he says. ‘Give him the part, girly!’

Belle and Judy glare at him so intensely that I think I’m going to burst trying not to laugh. I look across at the others, and I can tell Matilda feels the same as me.

‘Aren’t you, like, banned from Sunnystream?’ Mikie asks curiously as he stands up.

‘Nah. Only from being the mayor,’ says Mayor Magnus, walking towards the stage. ‘So I thought I’d try out for the show. Am I too late?’
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Judy looks at Belle. Actually, we all look at Belle. If there were a ticking clock on the wall, you’d be able to hear it really well right now. Things are tense.

‘Fine,’ says Belle. ‘I believe in equal opportunities for everyone. Go ahead.’

From the second Mayor Magnus opens his mouth, everybody is hypnotised – and not in a cheesy, shopping-centre-show kind of way. In a can’t-look-anywhere-else kind of way. His voice rings out through the clubhouse, rich and full. He’s singing a song called ‘Just a Little Bit of Your Heart’, and when it gets to the key change, we all burst into applause. When he dances, he can do these impossibly high kicks, like a French can-can dancer. He recites ‘In Flanders Field’ for the poetry part, which is a really beautiful poem about war. By the end, Soph is wiping tears from her eyes. Then her phone dings and Belle glares.

Judy clears her throat as everyone holds their breath, wondering what’s going to happen. Surely they have to say yes? ‘I’d like to take five to talk to Isobelle outside,’ she says.

‘I don’t need five,’ says Belle, standing up and looking straight at Mayor Magnus – right into his eyes. ‘If you promise to turn up to every rehearsal, every choreography session – and I mean every. SINGLE. ONE – and if you’re willing to take our directions, and be a team player, and learn the lines, and –’

Belle goes on about demonstrating commitment and partaking in a shared vision. To get what an enormous deal it is that she’s even talking to him right now, you have to understand that Belle’s dad left her mum when she was three. She was so ashamed that he was her father, she didn’t even tell us who he was. We only found out last holidays at the clubhouse rally.

But now his head is bobbing up and down earnestly, and at the end of her speech he says, ‘You bet.’ He seems serious, and maybe … imagine … what if …?

‘Do you think they’ll end up, like, loving each other?’ I whisper to Soph. ‘Like a real family, I mean?’

‘If they do,’ she whispers back, ‘it’s because you brought them together. This was a really good plan, by the way – the musical, I mean. It’s going to be epic.’

I grab her hand and squeeze it quickly, feeling my worries melting away a little. Maybe even a lot. Duh – it’s going to be fine! Better than fine. Usually when you have a Big Idea, you’re lucky if it turns out half as well as you imagined. But when I’m with these guys, in this place, life truly feels magical.

And as Belle calls, ‘That’s it. The cast list will be posted on the clubhouse door tomorrow at nine,’ I jump to my feet and run past the neatly set-up chairs. I yell, ‘BYE!’ as I keep running out that sweet blue clubhouse door and all the way back home, where my paints have been waiting for exactly this feeling to arrive.
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Before any great artist creates anything, they need nachos. So I’m in the kitchen grating cheese when Pop comes hurtling in and throws herself against my leg. I bend down and give her the squeeziest hug imaginable. Her hair smells like apricot baby shampoo. She also smells a little like farts. ‘You did great today at the audition. But don’t you ever get any bigger, you hear me?’ I tell her. ‘Don’t you ever get older than four.’

‘I won’t,’ she says earnestly as I let her go. ‘I’ll always be four. Until I am five.’

‘True that,’ I say. ‘Wanna help me paint?’

‘Really?’ she asks.

‘Really,’ I say. ‘You got an art smock?’

‘In the dress-ups,’ she says, and choofs off to find it.

‘Meet me in the basement,’ I call.

There are four scenes in Catilda, so I’m going to try four different styles of painting. I don’t have any canvas that’s big enough, but I can use the back of some drop sheets that Mum put on the floor when she and Aunty Claire painted our ceilings. I find them in the garage and lug them into the basement, pushing back the big sofas and the ping-pong table so there’s room to lay them all out at once.

I’m not going to do those boring old black-and-white paintings that look like photos. These will be different – what Miss Ellershaw would call ‘conceptual’, which sort of means you have to think about them to really understand what they mean. From Cats, I’ll do the junkyard and the alleyway. From Matilda, I’ll do the school and Miss Honey’s house. I put the disco ball on for Pop to dance around to while I look at Insta and Pinterest, searching for inspiration, which is suddenly everywhere. Where was this on-fire feeling last week, when I was trying to do my end-of-term project and coming up with literally nothing? If I’d felt like this, I wouldn’t have ... never mind.

I sigh a big sigh – so big that Pop asks, ‘What’s wrong?’ I put my cheek in my hand and look at her spinning in her art smock as the disco-ball sparkles rotate all around her like a galaxy of tiny orbiting moons. ‘I made a bad choice,’ I tell her.

‘Why?’ Pop asks earnestly. ‘Were you tired? Were you hungry?’

I try not to smile. She’s clearly been paying attention to the Mum logic. If only life were as simple as tired + hungry = bad decisions. ‘I was scared,’ I say eventually. And as the words come out of my mouth, I realise with relief that they’re true. I’m not a terrible person. I was scared and I made a dumb choice.

Pop doesn’t ask ‘Of what?’ like I predict she will. Instead she says, ‘Are you still?’

‘A little,’ I admit. ‘But now I’m feeling a bit braver.’

Hmm. There could be something in this. Courage. Bravery. Brave artists. People who tried something new that people laughed at because it seemed ridiculous. Sort of like Dad with Raptor, actually.

The first one that comes to mind is Jackson Pollock, an artist who dripped paint over giant canvases. They looked like a big mess of dribbles and spots, but in a great way. That would be a good style for Matilda’s school – sort of chaotic and maybe a bit menacing.

For the alleyway, I want something confident, brash, and immediately I think of the artist Skye did a presentation on in a subject at school called Classic Modern: Yayoi Kusama. I could try to explain her, but seriously? Just google her. She is AMAZING. She makes giant pumpkins with dots on them. She puts dots on heaps of stuff, actually. She uses these great bold colours, and gives zero cares to what anyone thinks. Instead of a painted scene as a background, maybe I could just make a wall of papier-mache pumpkins? They could be like the brick wall of the alleyway – magical and fantastical. After all, it’s a musical about people wearing giant cat costumes. It’s already quite whacky. Papier-mache takes forever to dry so I make some prototypes with my old soccer balls, covering them in masking tape and Sharpie dots.

For Miss Honey’s house, I think about dark times, and how she’s had to really struggle against her insane, power-hungry aunt, (spoiler alert) Cat Trunchbull. And you know who else had to struggle? Vincent van Gogh. He was the painter who had so many troubles he cut off part of his ear. My favourite of his paintings is called The Starry Night, which is exactly what it sounds like – a big swirly sky of stars. I’ll put Miss Honey’s house in the corner, and make it small – actually, maybe I’ll represent it as a pot of honey – and the sky will be huge, speckled with stardust.

What’s left? The junkyard. Hmm. I could just collect bits of rubbish and stick them on a background, but that seems kind of lame. The Eco Worriers pick up all the rubbish around Sunnystream anyway, so it would take ages to find enough. I want something you wouldn’t automatically think of when you think ‘garbage’. I’m trying to work that out when my phone pings – a message from Belle. Have drawn up rehearsal schedule – on council website. How are sets going?

EPIC! I reply, relieved that it’s true. WILL SHOW YOU TOMOZ!!!!!

Pop comes over and snuggles next to me on the sofa. ‘What’s the opposite of garbage?’ I ask her.

‘Flowers,’ she says super confidently, and truly, I’m impressed.

Oh man, seriously? Georgia O’Keeffe’s close-ups of flowers are wild. The colours are soft, but the shapes are strong – it’s like she’s saying beauty can be strong too. A giant O’Keeffe flower could say that beauty can be found in even the ugliest places. Miss Ellershaw would go mad with happiness about this one.

Suddenly I’m a ball of creative fire – like a meteor crashing across the sky. I paint through dinner, through Pop’s Skype with Tally, through Gwynnie’s tantrum about washing her hair, through Rishi reading them Goodnight Stories for Rebel Girls. Suddenly it’s my bedtime but I just keep going. I cannot wait to show the others. We might really have a shot at the golden hat-trick. Instead of Tally up on stage, winning best actor, this year it could be me up there with a trophy in my hands. Is it bad that I’m also wishing Nana Marjorie is in the imaginary audience? Is it weird that even though she’s the meanest, I want her to think I’m the best? Confusing.

I fall into bed at midnight and, for the first time these holidays, I don’t worry about anything. I don’t fret about what I did at Clives. I don’t think about what Tally’s up to in NYC, or replay my convo with Nana Marjorie over and over in my head. I text Belle: If you’re awake, put your phone away. PS I love you!

Then I text the rest of the girls: Come to the clubhouse at 10am to have your minds BLOWN!!!
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‘Are those boobs?’ Maisie asks incredulously as she looks at the wall made of masking-taped soccer balls that I’ve set up on the clubhouse stage.

This meeting is not quite going how I imagined. Sophia isn’t here, for starters, because she’s doing a one-on-one tap-dancing session with Pony Soprano to get him ready for his solo in the musical. And the others aren’t understanding my vision.

‘No, they’re giant eyeballs,’ says Belle. ‘With lots of pupils.’

‘They’re … interesting,’ says Matilda encouragingly.

I glare at the alleyway wall. ‘They’re pumpkins,’ I say. ‘Inspired by the work of Yayoi Kusama.’

‘Is that an anime person?’ asks Maisie as Mikie walks past.

‘Cool,’ he says, picking one up, but they’re stacked in a really specific way, and half the wall falls down. ‘Sorry, sorry!’ he cries. As he scrambles to pick them up, he accidentally kicks one and it flies right off the stage and into Judy, who’s passing round some donuts for the cast and crew. It hits her in the nose, and not just a little tap, either. Luckily Belle has a first-aid kit on hand with an auto-freezing ice pack.

Once we’ve dealt with that, I lay The Starry Night down on the floor. ‘Imagine it’s hanging up at the back of the stage,’ I say. ‘Obviously.’

‘But they visit Miss Honey’s house in the daytime. No teacher would be allowed to take their student home for a cup of tea at night,’ says Belle. ‘That’s creepy.’

‘It’s symbolic,’ I say. ‘Of dark times, and struggle.’

‘Where’s the house?’ asks Maisie.

‘The honey pot is the house,’ I say, pointing to the corner. OK, admittedly it’s pretty small. Like, tiny.

Everyone looks uncomfortable.

I am really relating to van Gogh right now. I’m so frustrated I could cut off my own ear.

It doesn’t get any better when I show the Jackson Pollock one of the schoolyard with the dripping paint.

‘Is that the back?’ Maisie asks.

‘Nope,’ I say, trying hard to keep my voice light. ‘The front.’

‘Did you accidentally spill paint on it?’ she asks.

‘It’s a reference to Pollock, right? I love Pollock,’ says Matilda.

‘They’re really … original. And creative,’ says Belle. ‘It’s just not what we were expecting. Maybe you need more time to, uh, percolate your ideas.’

‘Well, what were you expecting?’ I ask. This feels way too familiar, this not-good-enough vibe. It’s like being back at Clives. Urgh.

‘I was expecting a wall that looks like a wall. That a cat would climb on,’ says Belle bluntly. ‘A house that looks like a house.’

‘These are interpretations of those things,’ I say, trying to be patient.

‘What’s an interpretation?’ asks Maisie. ‘Like, from French?’

‘No, that’s an interpreter – like, a language interpreter. An interpretation is your … it’s like your own specific take on something. Your point of view. How you see it.’

‘You see pumpkins as boobs?’ Maisie asks.

‘Look, I get that you’re trying to be innovative,’ says Belle, rubbing her eyes. ‘But I just don’t think this is the right time to be doing such big experiments with your art. We need things that people will recognise. A house. An alley. The audience isn’t supposed to be thinking about the backdrops. A musical isn’t about that. Could you just make it all a little more … straightforward?’

Suddenly I have a stomach-ache – the kind I get when I’m being told off. I’m not original enough for school, but I’m too creative for Sunnystream. Great.

There’s silence as I roll up the drop sheets, like no-one knows what to say to such a giant failure. Matilda starts to help me put the pumpkins back in the netball bag, but I just say, ‘Don’t.’

I pick it all up.

I turn and walk out the door, and nobody tries to stop me.
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On the way back from putting all those stupid paintings in the dumpster down the side of Corner Park, I stop by Pony Soprano’s stable. Soph must have just dropped him back because he’s looking pretty sweaty and super pleased with himself.

I feed him a carrot. Then I take him out of his stall and lead him over to a gum tree – one of those tall ones with the smooth, apricot-coloured trunks. ‘Here, buddy,’ I tell him.

I sit and lean back against the tree, and he lies down and puts his head on my lap. I stroke his mane, pulling knots out with my fingers, and his warm, steady breathing calms me down.

My phone starts pinging and I guess it’s the others, sending me messages to see if I’m OK. I ignore them, feeling stupid for running off like that. After a while, Pony Soprano looks up at me, as if he’s saying, Well? Are you going to face up to what you just did, or not?

The answer is not. I pull my phone out of my pocket and switch it off. I swear Pony Soprano snorts his disapproval. ‘For that,’ I tell him, ‘I’m going to pick the muck out of your hooves.’ (Which is something he hates, FYI.) ‘Serves you right for being so judgey.’

I get home just as Pepper Peters arrives for her singing lesson.

‘Hiiii,’ she says, looking me up and down in that way she does so often – like she’s X-raying you to see if you’re cool enough to be bothered with. She peers carefully at the skirt I sewed from my dad’s eighties jeans with the giant pocket at the front. Then she smiles a fake smile. She’s wearing the green leather sneakers. ‘How’s it going?’

‘Come in,’ I say, trying to keep my voice steady. ‘Mum’s in the basement. Hey – umm, how did your audition go?’

‘I got a part!’ she says, beaming.

‘Truly?’ I ask. That’s confusing.

‘I’m the third tree,’ she says.

‘Congratulations,’ I say, trying not to laugh. Gwynnie has been the third tree many times. I totally know what that means.

‘FYI, my aunt’s arrived from New York and she’s –’

‘– a director on Broadway,’ I finish for her. ‘Yeah, yeah, we know.'

‘An award-winning one.’ She smirks as Mum calls her to the basement. ‘So, you know ... good luck.’

Seriously? What’s the point of even trying?

Soon Pepper’s donkey-screeches are floating up from the basement and they’re not brightening my mood. I don’t know what to do about the sets. So instead, I do what every great artist does when they’re stuck. I procrastinate. I reorganise the toy boxes in the playroom, try on about sixty of Tally’s outfits, which she’d kill me for if she knew (#sorrynotsorry), check to make sure nothing’s come in the post from Clives (nope), and eat two-thirds of a jar of pickles. I turn my phone back on and send the others a gif of a baby hedgehog, hoping they’ll know that means ‘sorry I ran off like that’. I look at Tally’s Instagram about 7000 times and wish I was with her in New York about 8000.

When you’re stuck, artistically speaking, you’re supposed to just draw something – a dot, a line, a scribble – and your ideas are meant to flow from there. I sit at my desk and draw on my arms with a Sharpie, wondering how old I would have to be for Mum and Dad to let me get a tattoo. Probably about forty-five. They wouldn’t even let Tally shave the side of her hair for a photo shoot last summer.

Then I think about Belle’s haircut, so chic and grown-up. I think about how good it would feel to do something bold and daring – how the scissors would feel as I closed them, biting into my hair. Like I was actually doing something. I think about Maggie Mair, who is this skater girl and teen movie director with a perfect fringe, straight across, that makes her look like an old-school bad-ass folk singer. I’m thinking about all that as I wander into the kitchen to get the scissors and then into the bathroom and shut the door …

Oh.

Here’s the thing about curly hair – truly curly, tiny-ringlet hair like mine. When you pull the top bits down over your face and cut it straight across with the kitchen scissors, it doesn’t sit there all nice and neatly in a straight, bad-ass, folk-singer fringe, like Maggie Mair’s. It springs up, like waving fingers doing jazz hands. I look in the mirror and it’s as if I have a cockatoo’s crest on top of my head. THE HORROR.

Someone knocks on the door. ‘DON’T COME IN!’ I cry, as I frantically try to flatten the fringe against my forehead. But the more I flatten it, the more it wants to flick up – like it’s deliberately disobeying me. I get hot with panic, and the fringe starts to look greasy. I splash water on it, and it goes frizzy, like I’ve stuck my fingers in an electrical socket. Could today get any worse?

I run into Tally’s room and rifle around on her dressing table until I find some bobby pins so I can pin the fringe back in a giant quiff. I put on one of her head wraps, which she’ll never let me borrow once she’s back from New York. I guess I could make some? I head to the dress-up box and pick out some old camo pants from when Tally did cadets, and a lime-green leotard that Maisie gave Gwynnie, which has fake diamonds along the neckline. I find the blue gingham dress Tally wore when she was Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, and a piece of red velvet that my friends and I used as a curtain when we put on circus shows in the basement, the summer Belle won tickets for us all to go to Cirque Du Soleil.

Soon I am picking them all apart and cutting and stitching. I don’t think about the fringe because it’s like I don’t have a body. Downstairs, doors open and shut and people come and go and there’s the smell of my mum’s tacos and the sound of the Raptor music, and Pop practising her one line for Catilda over and over, and then leaving for her rehearsal. But it’s like I’m hovering above it all, circling among the stars. It’s just the colours and the cloth, and the spirit in me that is flying.
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New day = fresh with no mistakes in it, I post on my Instagram the next morning. Then I delete it and post the selfie I took yesterday with Pony Soprano. I add the caption Back on the horse. I tag the others, hoping they’ll get what I mean. Time to get painting again. But I’ll definitely need a break to eat something.

Lunch? I text Belle.

Can’t, she replies. Busy.

Sigh. As I put on the blue-and-white gingham head wrap, I hear the flap on the front door open and the thud of the mail on the doormat. I race to grab it, and …

GULP.

There’s a letter from Clives.

The envelope looks pretty official. Like the kind you’d send if you were going to tell parents that their kid had done something against the rules. Maybe even against the law.

‘Just going out for a bit,’ I call, picking it up and grabbing my coat from the hall closet.

‘Loles?’ calls Rishi from upstairs. ‘If you got some more peanut butter, you’d be my favourite sister.’

‘I literally heard you say that to Pop yesterday when she made you a Milo,’ I call back.

When I’ve been to the shop, I sit in the gazebo and pull out the letter. I peel back the top of the envelope really carefully so you can’t tell it’s been messed with. I take a deep breath and unfold it.

Dear Mr and Mrs Powell, it says.

Attached please find the account for Lola’s first semester at Clives, as well as a schedule of events, including the annual Clives Alive Family Trivia Night!

Then there’s a list of all the materials I’ll need next term (a loom, a ukulele, a pair of one-metre-long knitting needles and a Krups Egg Cooker). And that. Is. All.

I sink back into the wooden bench and clutch the letter to my chest. The relief slushes through me like a wave. Then I look at the letter again and read the account. HOLY MOLY. It’s worse than I thought. If I fail because of what I did last term and I have to repeat Studio Art, then I have just wasted a lot of money. A lot lot lot of money. My poor parents. I sink my head into my hands and close my eyes.

When I was in primary school, I was grounded all the time, but it was mostly for things like doing dangerous skateboarding tricks and riding my bike into a swimming pool and taking Tally’s stuff without asking. I used to look at teenagers and think, Oh, I’ll never do anything really BAD. But now I can see that nothing’s as clear as it used to be. Everything is complicated.

It reminds me of the summer Belle and I went to surf camp, and she thought she could master surfing by doing mathematical equations about each wave and using the answers to tweak her technique. But you don’t have time for maths when you’re surfing – the waves just come at you, fast and strong. All you can do is hope that the things you’ve learned stay in your brain as you’re facing them. Maybe growing up is a bit like that.

When I open my eyes again, I see Matilda and Belle jogging around the other side of Handkerchief Place. Matilda is going slowly so that Belle can keep up. Their steps match perfectly. And I can hear Belle chanting something to the rhythm of their strides. ‘Three. Point. One. Four. One. Five …’

Oh, gosh. She’s reciting the numbers of pi! My heart aches for that goon, and I wish she were sitting here, beside me, swinging her legs off the side of the gazebo as she listened to all my problems. She’d know what to do. Belle always does.

But she hasn’t even noticed I’m over here. As she and Matilda turn the corner and jog out of sight, I get a torn-apart feeling in my chest. It’s like I’m watching Belle on an iceberg, floating further and further away from me. Like the more I reach towards her, the bigger the gap will get, until I’m leaning out over the edge of a big, cold sea and she’s just a fading speck of darkness against a huge, white sky.
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‘Are you ever worried you’re going to run out of ideas for songs?’ I ask Rishi as I hand him the peanut butter. ‘I feel like I’ve got zero for the sets. Do you ever think that maybe you’ll never make anything good again?’

‘No,’ he replies. ‘Because I’ll never run out of feelings.’

I roll my eyes. ‘Don’t you ever get tired of being the emotional one in the family?’ I ask him.

‘What do you mean?’ he asks defensively. ‘I’m not emotional. I’m sensitive.’ He’s been especially sensitive lately and Mum thinks it’s because he has Girl Problems, but we’re not allowed to ask.

I raise my eyebrow at him. ‘Fine. You’re the sensitive one. Tally’s the famous one. And the responsible one. And Gwynnie’s the bossy one and the loud one. Pop’s the cute one. And I’m …’

‘The happy one?’ he asks. ‘The arty one? Hey – we really do all have “ones”! How did that happen?’

I shrug. ‘Big family, I guess. I’m kind of over it. Maybe I just thought I was creative because everyone was always, like, Lola’s the arty one.’

‘But are you still the happy one?’ he asks gently. ‘You haven’t seemed that happy since you’ve been home.’

I think about Clives, and the musical, and Belle and Matilda. I think about Tally Powell, YouTube star. I sigh. ‘I don’t know which “one” I am anymore. It feels like things have changed while I’ve been gone.’

‘Speaking of … uhhh, I need to talk to you about something.’ He looks squirmy. He’s got the same expression he had the night he had to tell me that he’d killed my axolotl. ‘So … there’s this song on my new album called “Red-headed –”’

‘Hey – I meant to ask you about that! Why haven’t you given me your album? And don’t say it’s not ready yet, because Soph already told me she’s living for it. Even Belle’s into it. You could have sent it to me at Aunty Claire’s, Rishi.’

‘Soph likes it?’ he asks.

‘Yeah, and Belle likes the bit with the Edgar Allan Poe poems.’

He looks pretty pleased with that, and five minutes later he comes and finds me in the basement, where I’m frowning at my blank sketchbook. He holds the USB of songs out to me, but as I reach to take it, he snatches it away.

‘A piece of advice from your big bro.’

I roll my eyes, but secretly I love that he’s the kind of brother who gives advice. In case you hadn’t picked up on it, Rishi Powell is actually a pretty sweet guy.

‘With your art? You’ve just got to stop overthinking it. Go back to what makes your heart sing.’

So I lie on the couch and stare up at the ceiling. Nothing. Except some thoughts about pie. Turns out, looking into your own heart isn’t easy. To be honest, I give up pretty soon after I start and head to my room to listen to RexRoy’s album. Holy moly, it’s amazing. You were right about the RR album … so good, I message the girls. PS I miss you guys.

Maisie sends through a video of her landing her beam dismount, and a photo of Coach Sanders in hospital, giving a thumbs-up. Belle sends a selfie of her and Matilda dressed head-to-toe in leopard print, which probably means they’ve been working on the costumes today. So I guess I’m not involved in that, even though fashion is one of my favourite things. I tell myself that I don’t care. Nothing from Soph.

It’s almost sunset, so I look out the window, and there she is, sitting up in the tree house in her backyard, like she often is at this time of day.

I wonder if she wants to be alone, or if I should go and see her. Then I get sick of wondering, so I decide to take action.

When we were eight, Soph’s dad hooked up a flying fox between her tree house and the tiny balcony outside my window. We’ve been riding it back and forth ever since. I do a long, low whistle to warn her I’m coming, and then I swing through the sky on the wire. When I land, I can see that she’s been crying. I sit next to her and put my arm around her shoulders.

‘Hey, stranger,’ I say.

‘Hey,’ she whispers.

Then there’s silence again.

‘Are you thinking Gracie thoughts?’ I ask, trying to be brave because, as my mum would say, sometimes it’s hard to ask hard questions.

‘Yeah,’ she squeaks, sniffing.

‘Any particular ones or just general?’

Soph doesn’t speak for ages, and we just sit there. From up here, the spikes of the town are silhouetted against the purpling sky. Already the full moon is giant and the first stars are out. The stars come early in winter.

‘It’s my birthday on Wednesday,’ she says eventually.

‘I know,’ I say. ‘You won’t shut up about it.’

Soph smiles, because she’s the exact opposite of the kind of person who’d tell you it’s their birthday. ‘I’ll be thirteen,’ she continues. ‘And Gracie … She’ll never be thirteen. She’ll always be twelve.’

‘True,’ I say.

‘She’ll be twelve her whole life. It’s like … Like she’s trapped. Forever,’ she says. ‘And I can’t set her free.’

The wind is icy. I lay my head on Soph’s shoulder and snuggle into her for warmth. ‘You know who else will never grow up?’ I say. ‘Peter Pan. And everyone loves that guy. But that probably doesn’t make it any easier, huh?’

As Soph shakes her head, one of her tears plops onto my forehead, and I wish so desperately that she didn’t have to feel this way. But if I could take the sadness out of her heart, I’d also be taking away the memories, and then there would be nothing.

Soph is very still, looking up at the sky. The stars seem extra-crisp, like Christmas tree lights. It’s as if she’s searching for something among them. I imagine I’m seeing through her eyes as I try to figure out what that might be. In her pocket, Soph’s phone dings (the boy!!) and it’s like it pings the answer into my brain.

‘Gracie would want you to be happy,’ I tell her. ‘She’d want you to do all the things that she never got to do.’

Soph keeps staring up at the sky. Eventually she whispers, ‘She always wanted to make a snow angel. You know, when you lie on the ground in the snow and make an angel shape?’

I smile. ‘Sure.’ That doesn’t surprise me one bit. Gracie wasn’t the kind of kid who’d mind lying on the ground getting slushy.

‘And before she … before she died, she wanted to make me a flower crown. Like the one on the cover of Anne of Green Gables. Anne has red hair too, you know? But Gracie … by then her hands weren’t strong enough to bend the wire.’

‘I love Anne,’ I tell her. ‘And Soph … Gracie wouldn’t want your life to stand still just coz she’s gone. She’d want you to know what it really feels like to be thirteen.’

‘Thirteen!’ says Soph. ‘It sounds so old. I remember when we were seven and we did that Dancing Through the Tulips class and you tied me up with a scarf.’

Oh gosh. It’s possible I’ve been naughty my entire life. Poor Mum. ‘I remember when we were six and you pretended you couldn’t see properly so you could get glasses like Gracie’s, but you were a terrible liar. Still are, actually. BTW, are you going to tell me who’s messaging you all day, every day?’

‘Your mum?’ Soph says cheekily, and I pretend-pummel her stomach.

‘Hey, want to come to the Powell Friday Night Movie?’ I ask. ‘It starts in an hour. But I’m just warning you, it’s Gwynnie’s choice. So that means –’

‘The Sound of Music,’ Soph finishes, laughing. ‘And cheddar popcorn.’

Gwynnie has literally never chosen anything else, and she is definitely not open to suggestions. If you think Tally and I are stubborn, you should meet Gwyneth Yvette Powell.

‘Sure,’ Soph says. ‘But do you mind if I go to the clubhouse first?’

‘Course not,’ I say. ‘Are you taking something over for Belle? I thought she didn’t want anyone at the rehearsal.’ Belle texted earlier to tell us she needs time alone with the cast to build an atmosphere of trust. I checked her schedule online and there’s going to be a rehearsal every night – all weekend, too. I hope she doesn’t wear everyone out.

Soph shakes her head. ‘No. I just … I want to be close to Gracie.’

Of course! Duh. Soph’s going to look at the mural I painted on the side of the clubhouse next to the eucalyptus trees. It’s Gracie’s face, close up, wearing her glasses. I did it last holidays and Soph seemed to really like it.

‘Do you mind if I come with you?’ I ask, because it breaks my heart to think of her sitting there by herself. ‘Or would you prefer to be alone?’

‘You can come,’ Soph says quietly.

It’s only a short walk. The lights at the park are on, and the oval in front of the clubhouse is a field of gold as the Streamers run around doing their training. The clubhouse lights are on, too. As we approach, we can hear someone singing, loud and high and clear. It’s the song Catilda sings about how noisy her brain gets, on account of how smart she is. The door is shut, but we climb the steps and sit at the top so we can listen.

‘Who is that?’ Soph whispers.

‘The person who’s playing Catilda, I guess.’

I have a hunch, but surely, it can’t be … can it?

The singing stops.

‘Great work, Mark,’ Judy says as people clap.

MARK! I was right!

‘But the chorus needs a bit more breathing space,’ Judy adds. ‘Can we take it from the second verse?’

‘And I didn’t hear the “d” sound on sailed,’ Belle says.

‘Gee, sorry,’ says Mayor Magnus. ‘I’ll keep that in mind on the next round.’ He sounds so earnest, like he really wants to please them. This is unbelievable!

‘We shouldn’t interrupt, should we. But can we look through the windows?’ Soph asks.

We race down the steps and around the side of the clubhouse, where there are some trees we can climb. But somebody has beaten us to it. Three pairs of feet are dangling down.

And one is wearing green leather high-top sneakers.
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‘You’re sure?’ Belle says, going over it for the hundredth time when we meet for emergency Saturday-morning pancakes at our favourite diner, Sookie La La (everyone except Maisie, who’s at Chinese school). ‘Couldn’t someone else have those shoes? Someone else in Sunnystream?’ Belle suggests.

‘Are you out of your mind?’ I ask with my mouth full of blueberry pancakes. ‘Do you know how much those shoes are worth? Even Tally can’t afford those shoes,’ I say, and swallow. ‘Your dad would have to be an online poker millionaire to be able to buy them. They belonged to Pepper Peters. I should have stayed to make sure, but I had to get home for movie night.’

‘But why would she be spying on us?’ says Matilda, cutting her pancakes and bacon into neat slices.

‘She’s from the Cloud Town Cougars,’ Soph explains. ‘They’re, like, the meanest, most competitive girls you can imagine.’

‘The kind that all look the same,’ I add with disgust.

‘I bet they’re trying to find out stuff that would help them beat us,’ says Belle, bristling with anger. ‘This isn’t just an inter-suburban musical contest.’ (Isn’t it?) ‘It’s a war.’

‘Like what kind of stuff?’ asks Matilda.

‘How organised are we? What’s our system? What’s our process? How professional is our set-up? Are we a threat or just a bunch of goons?’ Belle is on a real rave now, and her eyes are popping out of her head, and she’s talking really quickly. She’s usually already thought of every possible problem and put a system in place, but I guess it’s hard to have a system to fight spies who have green leather high-top sneakers.

Matilda puts down her knife and fork, takes hold of Belle’s hands and pushes her face into Belle’s. ‘Hey!’ she says sharply, but not in a mean way. ‘Quit the dramatics. You’re fine. I was at that rehearsal, and all they would have seen was that you’re incredibly professional, and that your lead actor has the voice of an angel. So just keep going. As you were.’

‘As we were,’ Belle says, more calmly now.

This is a real insight into what their school life must be like. ‘Or … you could go and spy on them,’ I suggest. ‘Just to even things up.’

‘Never!’ Belle cries. ‘They go low, we go high. That’s a quote from Michelle Obama,’ she adds. ‘It means we won’t stoop to their level. But now we know they’ve infiltrated, we’ll keep our ears to the ground.’

‘And our eyes on their Snapchat accounts,’ I add. I clear my throat. ‘Guys? Sorry I bailed on rehearsal the other day after the whole sets thing. I guess I was bummed because I was trying something new and, like, original, and it didn’t work out. But I’ve started again and they’re, err, they’re going really well now.’ Liar!

‘Do you want me to come over and offer constructive feedback?’ Belle asks, stifling a yawn.

‘No!’ I say quickly. Maybe too quickly. ‘My, um, my dad’s really stressed about his Raptor exam. It’s not a good time for visitors. How’s your dad?’ I ask her in a swift topic change.

‘He hasn’t missed a rehearsal yet,’ says Belle approvingly. ‘He shows up early and helps pack away at the end.’ (These are the exact kinds of things that would impress Belle.) ‘He’s already word-perfect. And you know what? Last night, after rehearsals, he bought Judy’s ice-cream for the whole cast. Judy said that if we win the golden hat-trick, she’s going to make a special ice-cream in our honour.’

The others start naming the triumphant special (Choc-Chip-Chip-Hooray, Number One-derful), but the golden hat-trick relies on having kick-ass sets, and that reminds me that at the moment we have no sets, not even lame ones.

‘I don’t know what the standard is usually, but I think Sunnystream has a great chance,’ says Matilda. ‘The script’s great – funny, sad, sweet. The trifecta.’

‘And Judy’s an amazing director,’ says Belle. ‘She’s now top of my list of Living Inspirational Women. And she’s letting me do some actual directing! I hope I’m performing well enough, given my personal circumstances.’

‘How are you feeling?’ I ask, reaching for the maple syrup.

‘I did an online quiz about coping with lost love. The results suggested that I was losing my mind.’

‘You haven’t lost your mind,’ I tell her. ‘You’re just going through something emotional.’

‘I’ve barely slept in weeks. I’ve memorised pi to eight hundred and thirteen places,’ she says unhappily. ‘I’ve joined an online support club for people who are addicted to the Huckle Roses. I’ve taken up jogging. And yesterday, I left the folder of scripts on the top of Punk Sherman’s car, and they flew off on the highway, which is … littering.’ She shudders. ‘I’m definitely losing my mind.’

This might not sound like a big deal, but Belle never forgets anything. ‘Want to talk about it?’ I ask. ‘The break-up, I mean?’ When I was in primary school, I always imagined that this is what high school would be like: sitting round, talking about who you liked and drinking coffee. ‘It might make you feel better.’

‘I’d rather channel my woe and discomfort into action,’ Belle says briskly.

Matilda starts to laugh but she’s sipping her coffee and some of it comes out her nose.

Belle glares at her. ‘How’s it going with Pony Soprano’s big dance number?’ she asks Sophia.

‘Good!’ she says. ‘He’s a natural. Obviously.’

‘I just … I just still don’t get how a horse can dance,’ says Matilda. ‘I’m sorry.’

We all look at her blankly.

‘He dances how anyone else dances,’ says Belle. ‘With his soul.’

‘And the rest of the choreography?’ I ask Sophia, trying to figure out if she’s been procrastinating, or if it’s just me.

‘Almost done. I just need to finish it off this afternoon. I’d love to show you guys tomorrow before I teach it to everyone. And I need to pick the song – you know, the one that isn’t from either musical.’

OK, it’s just me who’s been putting off their responsibilities. Eek. ‘I could come to the clubhouse in the morning – before the rehearsal?’ I say. ‘Are we allowed to watch yet?’

‘Yes,’ says Belle. ‘We’re moving on to a new phase in our creative journey.’

I wait for Belle to ask about the sets, but it’s like she’s completely forgotten. Which is good, I guess. Just … out of character.

‘Sorry to cut this short,’ she says, ‘but Matilda and I need to do an hour of power on the lighting cues.’

Matilda raises one eyebrow.

‘I mean, would you mind please casting your eye over these with me, Matilda?’ Belle says sweetly.

I guess you’d call that progress. ‘Can we help?’ I ask.

Belle shakes her head. ‘It won’t make sense because you haven’t been to any rehearsals.’

‘You told me not to! You said you needed time for the actors to build trust in your directorial authority!’

‘And I thank you for giving me that space to grow into the role,’ Belle says. Then she and Matilda bend their matching blonde heads over Matilda’s iPad, turning their backs to us.

As I sip my chai latte, silently fuming, Soph leans over and whispers, ‘You never finished explaining that bad thing you did. At the auditions, remember? I just thought I’d ask in case you needed to tell someone.’

I groan. ‘That’s really nice of you,’ I say. ‘But … I’m just pretending that whole thing never happened right now.’

‘OK, well, I’m here if you need me,’ she says.

‘Right back at you,’ I tell her. ‘Hey, do you have any plans for Wednesday?’ Her birthday’s coming around super fast and we still haven’t planned anything!

She shakes her head. ‘My dad’s still away for work. And I kind of want to pretend it isn’t happening.’

‘Well, can I hang out and pretend with you?’ I ask.

‘Can we just not mention birthdays?’

‘Never again,’ I promise.

‘But can I tell you something else?’ she asks.

‘Sure.’ I lean in close.

‘I miss Maisie,’ she whispers.

I nod. ‘I miss Belle,’ I whisper back. ‘Even though she’s right here.’

‘Nothing’s the same,’ she whispers. ‘Is it?’

‘Nope,’ I say quietly.

We smile at each other, kind of sad smiles.

‘Want to go dress Lemon Tart up like a yodelling milkmaid and take pictures of her in the clubhouse garden?’ I ask. People on Instagram will go nuts seeing Sophia’s giant rabbit in a frilly apron.

‘I’ve got to finish the dances,’ says Soph. ‘And don’t you need more time for the sets?’

‘Come on,’ I say. ‘I need some inspiration. Lemon Tart can be our muse.’
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It’s six o’clock on Sunday morning and I’m awake because I just got a text from Tally. She sent me a picture of a painting Belle’s mum did of a pink horse in a jacuzzi. And do you know where she saw it? MoMA – the Museum of Modern Art! That is, like, a SERIOUSLY big deal. I’m so excited that I can’t get back to sleep, so I FaceTime Tally.

‘Yo, Squirt,’ she says.

‘Where are you?’ I ask. Wherever she is, it’s dark, but there are glowing lights scattered around, and there’s kind of a hum of people in the background. Is this what a nightclub looks like?

‘It’s the lobby of my hotel,’ says Tally, swinging her phone around to show me. ‘Those lights are all people’s laptops. They’re all still working here. City that never sleeps and all that. I’m finishing something for tomorrow.’ She looks serious.

‘Is this a bad time?’ I ask, even though I really want to tell her about the Cloud Town spies, and Mayor Magnus and Belle and the play. I want to ask her for advice about Matilda, how I want to like her – I do like her! – but I’m jealous of her too, all at the same time.

In the background, someone yells ‘YIP!’ and then the whole lobby yells, ‘YIPPEE!’

‘What was that?’ I ask.

‘Some really lame thing we’re supposed to do,’ Tally whispers. ‘YIP stands for Young Influencers for Peace. Get it? So we’re supposed to yell about it all the time. It’s intense.’

‘Good intense or bad intense?’ I ask.

‘Huh,’ she says, distracted. ‘You been visiting Nana Marjorie?’

‘Yup,’ I tell her. ‘All the time.’ Which might be, well, a slight exaggeration. Note to self: visit Nana Marjorie today.

‘Is that my velvet spaghetti-strap dress hanging in your wardrobe?’ Tally asks suddenly, leaning forward to get a closer look. ‘ARE YOU –’

‘Gotta go! Bad connection!’ I say, frantically pressing the ‘end call’ button.

I pull up the camera roll on my phone and scroll through old photos of my friends – at camp last year, all squashed into a giant tyre with mud on our faces, pushing up each other’s noses so we look like pigs. At Belle’s Compact Disc-o fundraising dance, where the whole town gathered to responsibly dispose of old CDs. At my birthday last year, which was a rollerskating party in Willowbank where my dad fell over and sprained both his wrists. He couldn’t drive us home in his mini-van so we got a lift in the back of Coach Jack’s old ute. We were supposed to be holding on tight, but I let go for a second to snap a sneaky picture of the others with the wind in their hair and their eyes closed, laughing into the sun. It sounds like a cliché, but you never realise how good something is until it’s gone. That’s how I feel about primary school, anyway.

So now it’s six-thirty, and the only thing that’s open at this time, aside from Buck’s general store, is the farmers’ market. Even though it’s freezing outside and I’d love to snuggle back under the covers, I force myself to get out of bed to pull on my black jeans with the white ghosts, my black lace-up boots, and the orange-and-white-diamond bomber jacket that Rishi and Tally gave me for Christmas. I clip back my fringe. I can hear Dad’s Raptor soundtrack going in the basement as I quietly open the front door. His exam must be coming up pretty soon.

Handkerchief Place is buzzing. The Christmas lights are still up, and there are people at all the stalls, stamping the cold out of their feet.

I head to Nuts About You and buy two almond croissants. I was going to get thirteen, but do you know how much an almond croissant actually is?! How have I lived so long without realising the true cost of pastries? That’s what I’m pondering when I almost bump straight into Matilda.

‘Hey!’ she says in surprise. ‘You’re up early.’

‘Aren’t you freezing?’ I ask, because she’s only wearing leggings and a singlet.

‘I came here on a run,’ she explains. ‘But I thought I’d get some things for breakfast. Belle needs some cheering up. What’s good?’

‘Well, Nuts About You has the best almond croissants in the world.’

‘YUM,’ Matilda says, wiping her sweaty red face on her singlet.

Something about the way she does it makes me like her even more. This sounds weird, but Matilda feels real – like she’s just herself. She doesn’t care that when she lifts up her singlet, you can see a little of her tummy rolls, and that the sweat makes dark patches on the grey cotton.

‘What are you up to this morning?’ she asks.

‘I’m taking these to my nana,’ I tell her, gesturing to the croissants.

Matilda grins. ‘Well, don’t tell Belle, but I was thinking of going over to Cloud Town to spy on their rehearsal.’

‘OMG – great idea! But how will you know when their rehearsals are on? Hang on – how do they know when our rehearsals are on? And is it always Pepper who shows up?’

‘Mostly,’ says Matilda. ‘And sometimes her friend with the curls and the one with those gold leggings?’

‘Lucy Coop is the curls,’ I say. ‘The worst. And Heather is the leggings. What does Belle do?’

‘At first she ignored them. But yesterday she tried to sweep them out of the tree with a broom. Then she called the council about getting the tree cut down.’

‘Eek,’ I say sympathetically.

‘I think she’s, um, feeling the strain. I guess I probably shouldn’t go over to Cloud Town. She might want to join me with her broom. I need to sit at Sookie La La and learn lines, anyway,’ she says.

‘Are you actually going to understudy every single part?’ I ask.

Matilda shrugs. ‘What Belle wants,’ she says, ‘she usually gets. And yet she’s not a brat,’ she adds. ‘I think she has you guys to thank for that. You’re a good crew.’

‘We think so,’ I say. And then I don’t know why, but I tell her, ‘You know what? Don’t tell the others this, but I had the chance to go to New York with my sister these holidays. She had a free ticket because she’s doing this Young Influencers thing. But I stayed because I wanted us to all be together.’

‘Whoa!’ says Matilda. ‘New York. But I totally get that. Your group ... you’re worth staying home for.’

We smile at each other, and I find myself wanting to tell Matilda everything – about Clives and my big mistake and how I have no idea about what to paint for the sets.

But I don’t, because she says, ‘I should let you go. It’s freezing. See you at the dance rehearsal?’

‘Yup. Mr Green from Sookie La La makes an amazing peach pie,’ I say. ‘It was Gracie’s favourite. Have a piece for me.’ I turn to go, and then I turn back. ‘Oh – and Matilda? Thanks for taking care of Belle these holidays.’

‘No big deal,’ says Matilda. ‘You’d have done the same if I wasn’t here.’

I know she means this in a nice way and a supportive way, but her words are like a knife in my heart. She’s right. If she wasn’t here, I’d be sleeping over at Belle’s, taking her phone away in the middle of the night and distracting her from memorising the digits of pi. She’d know I hadn’t been spending time painting. She’d be on my case. I wouldn’t be in this mess.
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I have to stop myself from eating the almond croissants about seven times on the walk home. They smell like heaven. You know what smells like the opposite of heaven? Powell HQ. The moment I walk in to our house, I gag. It smells terrible. And it’s not one of Pop’s rank farts.

In the kitchen, Mum’s cutting up octopus legs, which means she’s making octopus vindaye. That’s a dish from Mauritius, which is where my parents were born, and it’s Nana Marjorie’s favourite. Between you and me, it tastes like the fake spew Rishi got in a showbag once. I know because I’ve tried both.

‘Did you actually eat this stuff when you were kids?’ I ask Mum. ‘Or did you feed it to Hutch under the table?’

‘You’re insulting your heritage,’ Mum tells me. ‘But for the record, I agree – it’s disgusting.’

‘Couldn’t we make her rougaille instead?’ I ask her. That’s a delicious spicy tomato dish, sort of like a Mauritian stew, which Mum makes when someone needs cheering up. My friends are mad for it. ‘Surely she had that in her childhood?’

‘But sweetie,’ says Mum. ‘The octopus –’

‘Reminds her of going to the fish markets at Port Louis with her grandma,’ I finish. ‘Before she came to Australia. And she came here and then she never went back to Mauritius. Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard it a zillion times.’ But have I ever actually paid attention to any of this stuff? I’ve definitely never asked Nana Marjorie. I usually spend most of my visits finding excuses to leave.

‘You were the same age as Pop when you came here, right?’ I ask Mum as she shoves the octopus into a jar, where it pickles while I measure out the spices. ‘So do you remember how to speak French? Or, what’s that other language – Clingon?’

Mum frowns. ‘Creole,’ she says. ‘I knew them both back home, but after we arrived here, Nana Marjorie made us speak English only. She was strict about it.’

‘I’ll bet,’ I say, washing turmeric off my fingers.

‘But when she wasn’t around, your grandpa spoke to me in French.’

‘That’s Grandpa Teddy, right? What was he like?’ I ask. ‘It couldn’t have been fun being married to Nana Marjorie.’

‘She wasn’t always as cranky as she is now. In Mauritius, she was a dancing champion. Did you know that? She was famous for her sega.’

Sega is a Mauritian dance that Tally taught herself off YouTube. She’s great at it.

‘So what happened?’ I ask Mum.

She hands me the jar. ‘You should take this to her and ask her yourself.’

I pick up the bag of almond croissants. ‘Yeah. Maybe I will.’
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‘I Want To Hold Your Hand’ is blaring on the stereo as I enter Sunny Heights. What the?

It turns out the Goldies are doing the Raptor moves I taught them – actually, they’re doing the whole routine perfectly! Brontosaurus jaw, T-rex move, triceratops, jazz finger wave. Most of them are on chairs, but Joel is up and doing the full movements.

‘How did you remember that?’ I ask when the song is finished.

‘Not all old people have memory issues,’ says Joel. ‘You need to check your assumptions.’

‘No, I know – I didn’t mean … It’s just that I only showed you one time,’ I stutter. ‘And you did it perfectly.’

‘We’ve been practising,’ says Edna.

‘Well, you’re really good at that routine,’ I tell her. ‘Hey, are you guys coming to the musical? Pony Soprano is going to be the star, and it’s in Sunnystream this year – at the clubhouse.’

There’s an awkward silence.

‘No,’ says Nana Marjorie eventually. ‘We have chosen not to attend.’

‘Oh, will you already be in bed by then?’ I ask.

‘Not every old person goes to bed at five o’clock!’ says Joel. ‘That’s an ageist preconception.’ Everyone else murmurs in offended agreement. Jeepers.

‘Why don’t you come, then?’ I ask.

‘How would we get there?’ asks Joel.

‘My dad could drive you,’ I say. ‘We have a mini-van.’

‘Does it fit twelve people, four Zimmer frames, five walking sticks and a wheelchair?’ asks Nana Marjorie. ‘Because all of us go, or none at all.’ She sticks her chin out, fierce and loyal. Boy, she reminds me of Tally.

‘Uh, no, it doesn’t,’ I say. ‘He could do two trips. Or does the council have, like, a little bus?’

‘Even if you found this magical bus, and somebody to drive it, and to lift us in and out, how would I get into the building?’ asks Nana Marjorie, gesturing to her wheelchair. ‘I don’t recall Corner Park Clubhouse having a ramp.’ Her eyes twinkle, like she’s trumped me. Like she’s won.

Shoot. She’s right. Why didn’t we think of that when we were fixing it up? Equal access for all seems like something that Belle would have been passionate about. This is a major oversight!

‘If it doesn’t have one now, it will soon,’ I tell her. ‘Write it in your diaries. Or add it to the electronic calendars on your iPads,’ I add hurriedly, in case I’ve offended them again. ‘Nana Marjorie, want to go sit in the garden?’ I ask, because I know that’s what she and Tally do sometimes. I lean in and whisper, ‘I brought us almond croissants.’

Outside, it’s sunny but cold, and I’m glad I’m wearing Tally’s beanie. We eat our croissants in silence. Boy, they are good.

When Nana Marjorie finally speaks, though, it isn’t to say thank you. ‘I’ve never seen you here so early,’ she says. ‘Don’t you have places to be?’

I shrug. I could make something up, but truthfully? I’m getting tired of lying. ‘I guess I’m feeling kind of lonely these holidays.’

I wait for her to say something mean. But instead she just nods her head, like she gets it.

‘Nana Marjorie, why didn’t you ever go back to Mauritius once you moved here?’ I ask as she brushes the crumbs from her lap.

‘My family didn’t approve of Ted,’ she says. ‘And if I couldn’t take him with me, well, I didn’t want to go at all. And he wouldn’t travel without me. He loved me too much.’

‘Why didn’t they like him?’ I ask.

‘My family were Indian and his were Creole,’ she says, as if that explains everything.

‘And?’ I ask.

Nana Marjorie rolls her eyes, like I’m an idiot. But instead of being offended, I have to try really hard not to smile. ‘Indians thought Creole people weren’t as good as them. They always have. Fools. Teddy had a better job here than my father ever had. He had the most beautiful manners. But that’s just the way things were back then. They never gave him a chance. That’s why we moved here.’

A family scandal! This is actually better than TV.

Nana lowers her voice so I really have to lean in to hear. ‘Teddy missed it so much, that island. And then he died of a broken heart.’

‘Wasn’t it a heart attack?’ I ask.

‘Oh, that’s what they said.’ Nana Marjorie shrugs. ‘But he was younger than Sunny is now.’

‘Really?’ I’m shocked. Sunny is my dad, FYI. That is really young to die.

‘I’ve never told this to anyone,’ she says, and I wonder, Not even Tally? And then I feel a little smug, and then I catch myself not paying attention, and then I feel guilty.

‘But I blamed myself,’ finishes Nana Marjorie. ‘I broke his heart when I kept him away from his home – from everything he loved. From that beautiful island. From the Indian Ocean. You’ve never seen anything like it – you wouldn’t understand,’ she says haughtily. She pauses. She whispers, ‘I still blame myself.’

Whoa. No wonder she’s a hater and Xtreme grump. It all makes sense! ‘Nana Marjorie, I don’t think that was your fault,’ I tell her. ‘You were trying to make the best of a bad situation. But things are different now. You don’t have to feel guilty. You can let it all go, I reckon.’

‘That’s what Teddy said,’ she responds. ‘That’s what he still says sometimes. In my dreams.’

‘What was Grandpa Teddy like?’ I ask.

‘Teddy?’ Nana Marjorie closes her eyes and a smile spreads across her face like I’ve never seen before. It reminds me of how I feel when I think about the all-you-can-eat breakfast buffet we go to sometimes.

‘He had dimples and he knew how to use them,’ she says. ‘He had the longest legs – up to his armpits. He loved to run. People fell in love with him the instant they met him. And his smile – so cheeky!’ She giggles – Nana Marjorie actually giggles! ‘He had the Babaret hair – curly and wild.’

‘Like me,’ I say. ‘And Pop.’

Nana’s eyes snap open. She looks at me – a long, searching look.

And that’s when I realise. Nana Marjorie doesn’t hate me. I just remind her of Grandpa Teddy and his broken heart, and maybe her broken heart, too.

‘I’m cold,’ she complains. ‘Tally would never keep me out in this chill so long. Take me back inside.’

I wheel her into the living room, where there’s a fire in the fireplace, and open my bag. ‘Mum made you this,’ I tell her, pulling out the jar of octopus. ‘I hope it reminds you of happy times.’

And I really, truly mean it.
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On my way to the dance rehearsal at Corner Park Clubhouse, I can’t stop smiling. Finally – FINALLY! – we’re all going to be together, Belle and Sophia and Maisie and me. And Matilda, too, I guess. It’s finally all going to come together, just like I planned. I am dying to tell them about my revolutionary croissant breakthrough with Nana Marjorie. TBH, I’m also dying to show off the earrings that I made last night. They’re tiny gold medals to inspire Maisie at the State Champs. I wonder how her training is going. So much of it!

I told Soph I’d fetch Pony Soprano so he can be at the rehearsal. On the way I swing by Belle’s house to see if she and Matilda want to come with me to get him.

To my surprise it’s not Belle who answers my knock on the door. It’s Francine, her mum.

‘Lola,’ she says in surprise. ‘I haven’t seen you for ages. How is everything?’

‘Tally saw your painting!’ I tell her. ‘At MoMA!’

‘Jacuzzi – that old thing?’ Francine grimaces. ‘How embarrassing. How are you going at Clives?’

‘Oh … er,’ I say, feeling myself blush. ‘OK, I guess.’

She frowns. ‘Not a glowing review. Isn’t it any good?’

I think about Clives – the teachers who are so passionate, like Miss Ellershaw. The kids who don’t even notice it’s the weekend because they’re so in love with what they’re doing. The studios, bursting with the most delicious art supplies. No, it’s not that the school is bad. I try to put together the words for everything I’ve been worrying about at Clives, but I can’t explain it all. ‘It’s just – I … I feel like every other artist there is better than me,’ I blurt eventually.

Francine looks amused. ‘Lola, I paint horses for a living – sometimes horses in space. Every second day I feel like I’m not a serious artist – that everyone else is better than me. It’s just part of being creative. You feel that way but you do it anyway.’

‘And it doesn’t ever, like, go away?’ I ask.

She shakes her head. ‘But, Lola, when I’m painting, when I’m really inside the painting …’

As she searches for the words, I think about Mayor Magnus singing. I think about Rishi at the keyboard. I think about Maisie at gym. ‘It’s like you’re flying,’ I finish for her. ‘And you wouldn’t be anywhere else.’

She nods as Matilda walks up behind her, pulling her hoodie over her head. ‘Don’t give up,’ Francine says, letting Matilda past. ‘See you, Tilly. Oh – and Lola, tell Rishi that Punk and I love the new album.’

‘You’ve heard it, too?’ I ask, but she’s already shut the door. ‘Where’s Belle?’ I ask Matilda.

‘Sleeping,’ says Matilda.

‘WHAT?!’ Belle, sleeping in? Are we living in a parallel universe?

‘I couldn’t bring myself to wake her up. She must have been up all night.’

‘Memorising pi?’ I ask. ‘Listening to the Huckle Roses?’

‘And making this.’ She hands me a long list, written in kind of wild, jerky handwriting – not like Belle’s usual robot cursive. ‘All the things she still needs to do for the musical. She thinks that she’s dedicated too much time to her directing career and has neglected the planning and she was freaking out about it, so I told her we’d sort it out, you and me. Hope that’s OK?’

So much for all of us being together today. But actually? It will be fun to tackle this with Matilda, and without Belle there to boss us around.

‘No worries,’ I say. ‘Let’s do this.’
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Half an hour later, we’ve crushed Maisie in a giant group hug and got the lowdown on her gym routines (floor – going well! It’s inspired by Spanish bullfighters. Beam – not so well! Tricky dismount. Urgh.) Now she’s brushing Pony Soprano in the clubhouse garden as Soph and Matilda and I sit on the steps. She looks so happy to be out in the sun, and I’m reminded of how hard she works, shut away in the gym day after day.

‘Item one,’ I say, reading from Belle’s list. ‘Lighting. Well, that’s obvious. Punk Sherman can do it.’ Belle doesn’t usually let her mum’s boyfriends have anything to do with her life. But Punk knows a lot about lighting because he’s a circus engineer.

‘I’ll ask him,’ says Matilda. ‘He’s usually around a lot.’

‘Belle might crack it,’ says Maisie, running the curry comb over Pony Soprano’s back.

‘I can handle that,’ says Matilda.

‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘Item two: Backing soundtrack. Version without words for cast. Easy. Rishi could make that with ProTools – that’s music software,’ I add.

I go through items three to seven and come up with some solutions: Putting chairs in rows, spaced at identical intervals (can do that ourselves with a tape measure, I guess, though it sounds quite boring); Fundraising buckets (ask the Eco Worriers to hold them); Microphones (ask Punk Sherman again); Make-up (Francine – she can paint cat faces) and hair (Aunty Claire). By Item eight: How to make costumes more ‘cat-like’? (with cat-head hats), the others are looking really impressed, especially Pony Soprano.

‘Is there anything else?’ asks Matilda.

‘It says, NOTE: Cloud Town unhappy with our backstage area – are providing marquee at their own expense. So I guess that’s done? Oh! Here’s something that’s not even on this list. Do you realise this place has no access for people in wheelchairs?’ I ask.

‘Oh, yeah,’ says Maisie slowly. ‘Who knew?’

‘I knew,’ says Sophia quietly. ‘I brought Gracie here in her wheelchair. I had to piggyback her inside because she wanted to say goodbye to the clubhouse.’

We’re all quiet for a second, remembering when Gracie got so tiny she could be piggybacked anywhere. Once I carried her onto a ferry and it was like holding a girl made of cotton and fairy floss and air.

‘Well, I’m going to get a ramp installed somehow,’ I tell them. ‘I reckon Gracie would approve of that.’ I run down the rest of the list:

Refreshments? (Soph will bake cupcakes for all the actors. We’ll see if Grey Dare, the singer from RexRoy, can operate Mikie’s coffee cart for the audience.)

Program printing? (Soph’s mum can do it at work.)

Program folding? (Belle thinks of everything.)

Program distribution? (This means putting them on people’s seats. See? Everything. Gwynnie can do that.)

Then we’re up to the second-last item: Final dance number – song choice and choreography.

We go into the clubhouse so Soph can show us the dance, and truly? It’s excellent, even without music. She’s used some classic moves – the Pony Punk Funk and the Big Lasso and the Dip and Roll. Pony Soprano’s solo is really jazzy. The whole thing ends in a human pyramid that will bring the house down.

‘It’s genius,’ I tell her.

‘But I can’t decide on the song. It has to be, like, warm and fuzzy,’ she says.

‘And the audience need to know it straight away,’ I add, ‘so they go “Awwww!”’

‘And it’s got to demonstrate that the character of Catilda has learned to trust people through her relationship with Miss Honey,’ says Matilda.

She’s right. I try not to mind that I didn’t think of that. ‘Well, you know what song’s popular at Sunny Heights right now?’

‘You’ve been visiting your nana?’ asks Maisie.

‘I’ve been going since Tally’s been away,’ I tell her. ‘And they’ve been playing “I Want to Hold Your Hand” by the Beatles. Could that work?’

‘Can you sing it?’ says Soph.

‘You know I don’t sing solo,’ I say crossly. That’s Tally’s thing.

Matilda starts humming, and her voice is surprisingly pretty – deep but soft. No wonder Belle has made her the understudy for every part.

Soph tries the steps and they match the rhythm perfectly. Yes! We run through the whole dance, and finish just as Judy comes into the clubhouse. She applauds from the back of the hall.

‘Did we read to the end of the list?’ Matilda asks.

‘Yep,’ I tell her.

But we didn’t, actually. There’s one more item.

Sets – back-up plan? I feel hurt that she thinks we need one, but ...

Gulp. There is none.
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Sorting out the stuff from Belle’s list is SUPER satisfying. By Monday morning, I’ve ticked everything off. I’ve even painted the fundraising buckets with Gracie’s face and got Grey Dare to run the coffee cart on Saturday night. Unfortunately that means I’ve run out of excuses. This morning, I tell myself, I will DEFINITELY start those sets. Only six days to go. And I can’t even procrastinate by seeing my friends. Sophia has holiday swim squad this morning. Maisie has her final leotard fitting before State Champs, and then she’s visiting Coach Sanders and taking him the card Matilda made. (It looks really good, BTW.)

Soph’s mum has convinced Belle to do a Slo-ga class with her at lunchtime, which is where you do yoga while wearing a sloth mask to remind you to take things slowly, and by some miracle, Judy and Matilda and Francine and I have persuaded her to take a day off the musical. And Matilda and Gwynnie are taking Pony Soprano to have his hooves painted so he looks smart for the show. But we haven’t been together since last week. Can you believe that?!

‘Seriously, are we not going to hang out at ALL these holidays?’ I ask Rishi when I head down to the basement, where he’s drumming.

‘You and me? We’re hanging out right now,’ he says distractedly. ‘Though I kind of wish we weren’t because I’ve got to finish re-recording this.’

‘No! Me and the girls.’

‘Isn’t it Soph’s birthday soon?’ he asks. ‘Can’t you all hang out then?’

‘Yeah, but she doesn’t want to do anything, like, birthday-ish,’ I tell him. ‘And everyone keeps having other things on. The musical was supposed to bring us all together, but …’ I guess if I were over at the clubhouse painting the sets and putting them up, it still would be. Hmm. My bad.

Rishi shrugs. ‘Then make it an un-birthday party for the rest of you. People can’t cancel on their own party.’

‘An un-birthday like in Alice in Wonderland?’ I say. ‘Rishi … you’re a genius!’

‘And if you like,’ he says, adjusting his snare, ‘RexRoy can play. We’ve been looking for a chance to do our new set live. Well, most of us. Jules is at the snow. Can we have it in the clubhouse or somewhere, like, private – in case we suck?’

‘WHAT?! You’d do that? For me?’ I ask.

‘More for Soph,’ he says. ‘Because, you know, it’s her first birthday since Gracie … you know.’

What other big brother remembers stuff like this? I literally can’t stop myself throwing my arms around him, almost knocking him off his drum stool.

‘Can I borrow fifty bucks?’ I ask him after I’ve kissed his cheek.
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The next few days are a total crush of un-birthday madness. I tell Soph I need her help painting backdrops at the clubhouse after the rehearsal on Wednesday night, and that we’re going to all meet to say good luck to Maisie for her gym competition before the musical really hots up. I tell everybody else that Soph doesn’t want to make a big deal of her birthday so we’re all having an un-birthday instead, and miraculously, EVERYBODY IS FREE! Though I’ll believe that when I see it.

We tell Belle Tuesday’s rehearsal has been cancelled because Gwynnie fed Pony Soprano too many sugar cubes and that the actors are memorising lines at home. She believes us (phew) and takes the opportunity to stay home reading Knitting For Anxiety. Within hours she’s doing the most complicated and elaborate patterns and really getting into it. Matilda texts me updates. (Sort of sick of listening to the Huckle Roses, BTW!!) I drop off a cup of Honey, Comb Your Hair.

In the meantime, I go into some kind of party-planning frenzy. I won’t bore you with the details, but it involves pulling things out of our garage, a lot of sewing, a trip to Better To Be Read Than Dead, some graphic design work on the computer, some epic paper garland folding, and three Raptor sessions with Dad. That’s how many I had to trade him in return for a trip to Cloud Town to buy a bucket of chalk and some canvases from the Arty Farty Party, my favourite art supply shop, and a half-spherical tin at Bake the World a Better Place. By the end, I feel as if I’ve really located my inner-dinosaur, which is apparently the point of Raptor, along with the benefit of improved heart health.

I’ve lined up Judy and Mikie and Patrick, Gracie’s bestie, for special jobs. I’ve gone to Maisie’s gym and watched her practise (ARGH! SHE’S INCREDIBLE!) and then brought her back to Powell HQ for an emergency drumming lesson with Rishi. I’ve convinced Candy, the receptionist from Sunny Heights, to let me pick every flower in their garden. I’ve lost (and then found) Gwynnie and Pop in an op shop when getting the last bits and pieces for the Catilda costumes (traumatic) and sewn a lot of cat hats out of old towels and talked to council about installing a ramp at the clubhouse. By Tuesday night they’ve agreed to install one just in time for the musical (VICTORY!), and on Wednesday morning the Sunnystream Gazette even runs an article saying it was my idea. It has my photo and a description of Catilda and everything, although it does describe me as ‘Chief Set Designer’. Eek.

Needless to say, I’ve done nothing about the sets and the clock is seriously ticking. Only three days to go!
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During the full-cast rehearsal on Wednesday night, I see Pepper Peters and Lucy Coop (the Cloud Town Cougars’ goalkeeper) sitting up in a tree, looking in the window and making faces like it’s terrible. But Catilda isn’t terrible. It’s spectacular.

Belle is back, wearing a knitted scarf so long that Mikie trips on it. Mayor Magnus is fantastic as Catilda. The costumes? Matilda’s done an incredible job. They look good. Punk Sherman’s lighting is sensational. And the dance number at the end with the human pyramid and the Beatles song? Well, it’s everything. When it finishes, I wolf-whistle so loudly that everyone covers their ears.

At the end, we all form a big circle with our arms around each other. Matilda runs through the call times and the schedule. Judy goes around the circle and gives feedback to every cast member. Belle is beaming. I bet this was her idea. Probably from an online masterclass.

‘Lola Powell,’ Judy says when she gets to me, ‘you’re being very mysterious about the sets, but I’m assuming they’re magnificent.’ Boy oh boy, does that make me feel guilty. ‘Guys, I don’t want to jinx it,’ Judy says at the end, ‘but seriously? I think that for the first time in the history of the Biennial Sprint-Musical Triangular Trophy, a golden hat-trick is on the cards.’

Cheers bounce off around the clubhouse – you can almost see them, pinging around like those stars that spring out of birthday sparklers. It’s weird and kind of amazing to think that all this has happened because of … well, because of my idea to do the musical, I guess. And sure, it hasn’t been exactly how I imagined, but Catilda feels warm and funny and full of love. You know what? It feels like Sunnystream.

On the way out I give every single person their cat hat. They high-five me, and I feel like a hero. And I feel like a fraud. Seriously, what am I going to do about those sets?

Maisie arrives from gym just as Matilda and Soph are about to take Pony Soprano back to the stable and then go with Soph’s dad to pick up a bubble machine from the Willowbank Rec Centre (Punk Sherman’s idea!). While they’re away, Belle and I are going to transform the clubhouse for Soph’s party – it’s all arranged.

‘Did I miss anything?’ asks Maisie.

‘Only the greatest show on earth,’ I tell her. ‘Seriously, Belle? It’s sounding good. Like, really good.’

‘Like, really good,’ I hear someone mimic in a super-annoying baby voice down the side of the clubhouse, and then there’s giggling and the sound of people running away.

‘Why are they even still coming here?’ I ask Belle. ‘It makes no sense.’

‘They’re trying to get inside our minds so we panic and make a mistake,’ she explains. ‘But little do they know, we’ve got a secret weapon.’

‘You mean Pony Soprano?’ I ask.

‘I mean you,’ she says as the others set off. ‘Thanks for taking over while I got on top of my –’

‘Knitting,’ I finish her sentence with a wink. ‘It was nothing,’ I say, but I can tell my dimple is popping. It gets like that when I feel proud.

I grab her to give her a knucklehead and muss up her beautiful lob, but my thumb gets caught in something around her neck, like a chain of some kind. But Belle doesn’t wear jewellery. ‘What’s that?’ I ask.

‘Nothing,’ she says frantically, trying to tuck it back into her T-shirt.

But it’s too late – I’ve seen it. It’s one of those necklaces that come in a pair. Each pendant is half of a heart, and when you push them together they spell something. Belle’s says BE-FRI. And you don’t have to be a genius to figure out that Matilda will be wearing a matching one that says ST-ENDS.
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I know Tally’s the famous one, the dramatic one, but at Soph’s party I give such a good performance that I wonder if maybe I could be a professional actress. I play the part of ‘generous party host with no personal problems’, especially not the kind that involve being officially best-friendless.

‘This is definitely not a birthday party for you,’ I tell Soph when she arrives and stands at the clubhouse gate, looking up at the strings of fairy lights that we’ve hung over the verandah. ‘It’s actually for the rest of us. See?’

I point at the path up to the steps, where I’ve written ‘A Very Merry Un-birthday to You’ in loopy chalk writing and decorated all around it with giant flowers. Along either side are tea light candles in paper bags. Gracie’s tree, over in the corner, is hung with strings of paper flower garlands that kept Gwynnie and Pop busy for ages while I made the most important part, which I’m holding behind my back. I pull it out. ‘For you,’ I say. ‘And we’ve all got one – even Lemon Tart,’ I add hurriedly, who was Gracie’s giant rabbit, but is now Sophia’s.

Soph takes the flower crown from me. Do you know how hard it is to make a flower crown from actual flowers?! But #ipersisted, and I’m pretty happy with how it looks – like part of a costume from a Shakespeare play we saw last term called A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

She looks up at me, and her eyes fill with tears. Actually, people get teary a lot at this party, like when Judy shows up with the ice-cream that I got her to make specially, called Snow Angel (coconut with those little silver-covered sugar balls). And when I give Soph the Anne of Green Gables book with Anne wearing a flower crown on the cover, and when Patrick shows up with Pony Soprano wearing the tuxedo I sewed for him from op-shop offcuts. And when we finally walk into the clubhouse and Soph sees the long table that I set up, decorated with the giant tablecloth I sewed myself. RexRoy are standing on the stage – and Maisie’s sitting at the drums in her flower crown because Rishi is playing electric banjo while Jules is at the snow, and Maisie is the only other drummer I know.

They play a song I’ve never heard called ‘We’re All Howling at the Same Moon’. I wish I could press rewind and listen again immediately, it’s that beautiful. The end of their performance is the only slight hiccup of the whole night. Soph jumps up onstage and goes to give Rishi a giant hug – I guess to say thank you – but they do it totally awkwardly and end up clashing noses. Rishi leaves with Belle’s self-freezing ice pack strapped to his face, and then it’s finally just us.

As we eat pizza, sitting at the table in our flower crowns, we fill Matilda in on some of the things we’ve got up to as a group over the years. We tell her about the schemes Belle has come up with, and the good things she’s done in her own bossy way – incredible things, actually. In return, Matilda tells us funny stories from Hollyoakes and how Belle has a campaign to fight their anti-homework policy. We deliberately don’t talk about Gracie, but I imagine she’s here – listening in from the kitchenette, or behind one of the stage curtains, enjoying everything. When I bring out the cake decorated like a baseball – Gracie’s favourite sport – well, there are tears then, too.

‘Hey – Soph!’ I say as I cut a second piece. ‘You’re a teenager! What does it feel like?’

‘Random,’ she says. ‘But the weird thing is, I don’t really feel that different.’

‘I guess I don’t either,’ says Maisie, who turned thirteen a few months ago. ‘Maybe nobody ever really changes. Maybe we just stay exactly the same but everything around us changes.’

She’s got that right. Your friends find other friends. You think you’re one person, then you act like another. But I try to squish all those thoughts down. Tonight’s not about me.

‘Maybe we spend our whole lives trying to be people we’re not,’ I say as I look up at the stage – at the word kintsugi, which I painted there last holidays. It’s Japanese and means ‘the broken bit is beautiful’. I’m surprised by how good it is – like I’m looking at someone else’s work. It feels big and loose and free.

‘Sorry to break this up when it’s getting deep,’ says Maisie, ‘but guys?’

‘You’ve got to go,’ we all say together.

‘Killer?’ I say, sweeping her up in a huge hug and spinning her around. ‘You’re a champion, however the comp goes.’ I put her down and pull something out of my pocket. ‘Here’s an un-birthday present for you.’ It’s a pair of tiny earrings that I’ve made her out of felt. They’re very small Pony Sopranos, and he’s wearing a cat hat. ‘I know you’re not allowed to wear jewellery when you’re competing, but put these on for the next few days. So you feel like we’re with you.’

‘And I knitted you these,’ says Belle, pulling a pair of purple legwarmers out of her bag. ‘To wear between apparatuses.’

Soph has baked her caramel brownies and Matilda has recorded a phone message from her famous mum, saying good luck, which she’s a little embarrassed about. ‘It was her idea,’ says Matilda. ‘My mums know pretty much everything about you all.’

‘You guys,’ Maisie says, looking really pleased and a little embarrassed at the fuss.

‘And if you feel scared up on the beam, think about this,’ I say, quickly pulling off my flower crown. My fringe springs up straight away.

‘Did you stick your fingers in an electric socket?’ Maisie asks.

Soph’s hand flies to her mouth. ‘Oh, gosh,’ she says. And then she starts to laugh. ‘Sorry!’ she gasps. ‘Sorry! It’s just …’

Belle can’t even get the words out. She is literally crying. When we’re finished laughing, I remember that there’s one last treat.

I grab Soph’s hand and lead her out of the clubhouse. Mikie is at the bottom of the steps with his coffee cart, waiting patiently, ready to make hot chocolates for us all. He has a giant jar of pink marshmallows. Gracie’s favourite. Sophia’s too.

‘Oh, Lola,’ says Sophia as she puts two into her drink. ‘I don’t know what to say.’

‘It wasn’t for you,’ I say, winking, ‘so you don’t have to say anything at all.’
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On Thursday, I wake up with true panic in my heart. It’s the same panic I felt at Clives on the morning that my big project was due. The same sick feeling that I’ve wasted all this time and done nothing. I bolt out of bed and run down the stairs two at a time. Oh. It’s already past midday. Whoops.

But as soon as I get to the kitchen, I know something else is wrong. It’s dead quiet. I can smell rougaille simmering. Everyone’s sitting around the table, not talking. Not even Gwynnie. Their faces are sad and quiet. It reminds me of the day that Gracie passed away.

‘What happened?’ I ask. A terrible thought pops into my mind. ‘Nana Marjorie didn’t die, did she?’

‘No, honey,’ says Mum.

‘Pony Soprano? TALLY?’ My voice is starting to go all hysterical.

‘Everybody’s alive,’ says Dad.

Oh. Hang on. Has Clives called?

Oh no.

Oh, brother.

‘I failed my Raptor exam,’ he adds sadly.

‘Oh, Dad!’ I say, running over to throw my arms round his neck. ‘I’m sorry. What happened? You practised so hard. I thought you were really good!’

‘I got stage fright, I guess. Mixed up my diplodocus and my brontosaurus. And then …’ His voice cracks. ‘I stuffed up the pterodactyl.’ He starts to sob.

We all nod and make sympathetic noises as he wipes his eyes.

‘Anyway,’ he concludes eventually. ‘I feel as if I’ve let you all down. And Jean-Pierre too,’ he adds.

‘I think you’re teaching us all a valuable lesson about the necessity of failure and the importance of resilience,’ I tell him, channelling my inner Belle, which reminds me of the whole necklace situation. Yick.

‘I am?’ asks Dad.

‘You totally are,’ says Rishi, standing up. ‘I’m off to fail again at the drums.’

‘And we’re going to fail at cleaning up after ourselves in the play room,’ says Gwynnie, and she and Pop slither down from their chairs.

‘And if you want to go cheer-up surfing, I can look after the littlies,’ I say.

‘Thanks, Lollyshop,’ he says, and goes to find his wetsuit.

Mum smiles at me, then checks her watch. ‘I’ve got Pepper Peters coming over for a singing lesson soon.’

Ugh. No, thank you. ‘How about I take Gwynnie and Pop to feed Pony Soprano,’ I suggest, ‘and then take some rougaille to Nana Marjorie?’

‘Good thinking, honey,’ Mum says. ‘Just don’t let Gwynnie spend too long near the stable – maybe take Pony Soprano out for a stroll. You know how she gets sneezy with the hay.’

‘Sure,’ I say.

But by the time I’ve gone through the hand-washing basket to find my peach jumper with WHO CARES? YOU CARE stitched on the front in silver, and waited for the coast to be clear so I could sneak Tally’s Styx L. Queen jeans from her wardrobe, I realise I really don’t have time to exercise Pony Soprano, visit Nana Marjorie AND do those sets. So I decide to multitask.

Gwynnie and Pop and I go and fetch Pony Soprano at the stables and walk him all the way to Sunny Heights. People in cars honk and wave at him as we pass, and slow down to let us cross the road in front of them. Moose comes out from behind the counter at the deli to throw me an apple for his morning tea. Little kids clap their hands, and he blows air out his nostrils to say hello. In the cold winter air, it comes out in a white puff, like he’s a baby dragon, and they squeal with happiness. It must be nice to be Pony Soprano, spreading joy wherever you go. We drop him in the conservatory, where Flora’s got the screen hooked up to her phone and they’re all playing Words with Friends. I bet he’ll be good at that.

‘Back so soon?’ Nana M says when we find her by the window reading a magazine.

‘Nana Marjorie,’ I say, ‘I brought you rougaille. And did you hear about the musical? You can come! There’s going to be a ramp and everything.’

‘Of course I can come,’ sniffs Nana Marjorie. ‘But do I want to? Not much point without Tally in the show, is there?’

UMMM. WHAT?!

‘I’m in the show!’ Pop says. ‘Come and see me!’

‘You have one line,’ says Gwynnie. ‘It’s not a big deal.’

‘I don’t think it’s healthy for a child so young to be on the stage,’ says Nana Marjorie. ‘It will give her a giant head.’ Then she looks at me pointedly – or at my head, to be precise. I’m wearing Tally’s sparkly silver head scarf to cover my fringe.

‘Are you coming on Saturday or not?’ I say. ‘Because we’ve got handsome rock stars to help escort you if you’re interested.’

Nana Marjorie drops her eyes to her lap. Then she whispers something so softly that I can’t hear what she’s saying.

‘What was that?’ I ask, bending closer.

‘I said, I don’t have anything to wear,’ she whispers. ‘I haven’t been clothes shopping for years. Nothing here except trackpants and windcheaters.’ She sniffs. ‘Hideous.’

‘What about that skirt you wore at Easter?’ asks Gwynnie, who has a freakishly good memory. ‘That was nice.’

‘If you were attending a nun’s hundredth birthday,’ says Nana Marjorie.

‘You know a nun?’ asks Pop, impressed.

‘Nana, I’ve got three words for you,’ I tell her.

‘Harden up, princess?’ she asks, and I grin. Tally’s right – she is quite funny.

‘No,’ I tell her. ‘Tally. Is. Away.’
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By the end of the afternoon, the Goldies are obsessed with Pony Soprano. They think I’ve brought him along as a therapy pet, and Candy, the receptionist, says she’ll look into whether he can do regular visits. Flora’s found his Instagram account and Pony Soprano is watching on approvingly as they scroll through it on the big screen. And Gwynnie and Pop and I have rolled a giant suitcase of Tally’s stuff to Sunny Heights for Nana Marjorie to try on. We’ve finally decided on an outfit with the help of Regina, who dresses the Goldies in the mornings. Trying out all the different combos was super fun. Nana Marjorie got into it in a big way.

‘It’s not too much?’ Nana M asks as she admires herself in front of the mirror in her little sunny bedroom, looking very pleased.

I lean over the back of her wheelchair and put my arms around her neck. In the mirror, it’s easy to see that we have the same eyes, brown and sort of mischievous, and the same teeth, big and white, and maybe even the same mouth. A large one.

I can’t remember the last time I hugged Nana Marjorie. She doesn’t like it when people fuss over her, and she shoos Pop away when she tries to climb into her lap. But now, with her smart outfit on, she doesn’t shrug me off. She reaches up and pats my arm.

‘Nana,’ I say. ‘It is everything. Except …’

I reach up and take off Tally’s silver sequin head wrap. Then I fasten it around her thick, white hair. With the rest of the things we’ve chosen, it looks incredible. Like one of those older ladies who have their own Granny-glam Insta accounts.

‘There,’ I say. ‘You couldn’t wear that to a nun’s hundredth birthday.’

‘Most certainly not,’ says Nana Marjorie. And she actually smiles. At me.
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As I arrive at the clubhouse for Friday’s final dress rehearsal, with Gwynnie and Pop and Pony Soprano in tow, the new concrete ramp is in place. Wow!

‘It’s still wet,’ calls Belle to everyone as they arrive. ‘Take the stairs, people.’

Soph and I clear the backstage area of some random bits and pieces, and then our duties are over. We can sit and watch and take pics to show Maisie, who’s resting up because tomorrow is the State Champs. EEEK! I wish I could tell you that the dress rehearsal is a repeat of Wednesday: word-perfect and a total triumph.

But … it’s not.

To start with, Mayor Magnus is really late and Belle freaks out that he’s not coming. He turns up with a box of cupcakes with her face painted onto the icing, which come from this really expensive shop over in Willowbank. He’s wearing the purple sparkly cape he used to wear when he was hypnotist/mayor.

‘For the apple of my eye!’ he says as he holds the box out to her, all sweet and proud. ‘Apple and cinnamon flavour.’

‘Take that cape off,’ Belle hisses. She’s so stressed she picks up a cupcake and throws it at his head. And then another and another.

Do you know who loves cupcakes – especially apple ones? Pony Soprano. He breaks free of Pop, who’s holding his lead rope, and trots over to gobble them up, paper and all. Nobody can stop him. And after that, hoo boy, he’s frisky. It’s hard to get him to focus on anything. Especially tap-dancing.

When they make the human pyramid in the dance number, Pop farts as she climbs on the top. Mikie, who’s on the bottom row, starts laughing, and that makes Soph’s mum, who’s above him, start to wobble. The whole pyramid collapses. I have to sprint to Buck’s to grab a whole heap more self-freezing ice packs.

Belle and Judy ask me about the sets and I have to lie and say they’re still drying, and convince the backstage crew to practise changing the backdrop using an old sheet we find.

Pony Soprano gets impatient. He also gets hungry. Somehow, he sniffs out Mayor Magnus’s icing-covered cape. Gwynnie was supposed to be minding him but she was playing hide-and-seek with Pop behind the theatre curtains, so there’s nobody to stop him when he canters out the clubhouse door and down the ramp, leaving hoofprints in the wet concrete.

The cast members who aren’t nursing injuries chase him round and round the oval. He thinks it’s a funny game and the chase only stops when he lies down on the cricket pitch and goes to sleep. Major sugar crash.

‘I guess that was a good group-bonding activity,’ I say to no-one in particular as we all troop back inside, sweating.

By the time we finish the rehearsal, it’s getting late.

Judy gathers the cast around for a final pep talk. ‘You know what they say,’ she says grimly. ‘Bad dress rehearsal, great opening night. We have the strength of Cat Trunchbull and the wits of Catilda and the courage of Miss Honey. I believe in you guys.’ Then she tells everyone to meet her at Judy’s Eye-Scream for a free double-scoop cone.

I’ve got to grab Belle and confess about the sets – it’s now or never. I can actually taste the vomit in the back of my throat. But I see her looking at her dad leaving, as if she wants to follow him. Maybe to apologise.

‘You should go,’ I tell Belle. ‘Go get ice-cream.’

‘Are you sure? I need to go through this Set-up Checklist,’ she says, waving it around.

‘I’m sure. Hand that over,’ I tell her. ‘We’ve got this. But only if you promise to try a new flavour.’

Soph and Matilda stay behind to help put the chairs out for tomorrow night. When we’re halfway through, there’s a whole lot of beeping, and when we go outside to see what’s up, a big truck is reversing on the oval. It’s the delivery of the marquee for the backstage area. Apparently Pepper Peters’s aunt organised the whole thing through her theatre friends. By the time we’ve finished the chairs and swept the stage, it’s up and it’s huge and it looks professional.

‘It has its own generator,’ Soph says as we stand to the side, watching lamps and heaters being carried inside. ‘How much do you think it cost?’

I shrug. ‘I bet Pepper’s aunt paid.’ Turns out, Belle investigated and Pepper’s aunt owns a house in Cloud Town, so she’s allowed to take part in the competition. Bummer. I tick off ‘Cloud Town marquee delivery’ on the list. I tick off ‘put out chairs’ and ‘sweep stage’. I can see why Belle gets so into this.

‘We did it,’ Matilda says in wonder when there’s nothing left to tick. ‘And mostly we did it ourselves. No parents. No boyfriends.’

‘That we know of,’ I say, giving Sophia the side eye. ‘Do you really think it’s going to be OK? That rehearsal …’

‘It wasn’t great,’ Matilda admits. She shrugs. ‘I guess time will tell.’
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When I get home from the dress rehearsal, I lie on my bed and look up through my window at the moon. If I were in New York right now, I wouldn’t be in this predicament. I could be standing in front of a Chagall painting at the Lincoln Center without a care in the world.

Need to talk to you, I text Tally. Skype?

Yzz, she messages back. All OK?

HUH, I reply, and then the emoji with crosses for eyes, as in, I’m dead.

Here’s what you need to know about me and Tally. Quite a lot of the time, she wants to kill me for stealing her clothes/nail polish/hair products. But in my defence, she gets sent heaps of stuff for being a celebrity, and I need to spend my pocket money on milkshakes at Sookie La La, so I figure the least she could do is share. Then there are the times I’m dark on Tally for being so famous and successful, which I really should just get over already. But when something goes wrong, Tally and I are really there for each other. And sure, that’s about two per cent of our total lives. But, if I’m honest, it’s my favourite part.

Tally is a great listener and she gives great advice – much better than Mum, who has all those cheesy sayings, and Dad, who gets completely offended if anybody is mean to us or leaves us out and wants to show up on their doorstep waving a rake in their face. When I think about what I want to be like when I grow up, I don’t think about a profession. I think about how Tally runs straight into the ocean, even in winter, never stopping to shriek at the cold bit where the waves meet the shore.

Which is why it’s such a shock to answer her Skype call and see that Tally has been crying. I mean, really crying – I can tell because when she’s upset her voice gets croaky and she sounds older, like she’s at uni and has spent the whole weekend out dancing.

‘What’s wrong?’ I ask, trying not to sound as worried as I feel. ‘Aren’t you having a good time?’

And then Tally starts sobbing. It’s one of the saddest sounds I’ve ever heard.

‘Can I help?’ I ask. But I don’t think she can even hear me. I wish I could bust my arms through the laptop screen and throw them around her. But even love isn’t that powerful.

Eventually, though, she calms down enough to tell me that the Young Influencers for Peace Conference is filled with people who are incredibly brilliant and incredibly ambitious. ‘Seriously, Loles, they will stand on your throat if it means they can get ahead of you even for a second. When people hear that I hang upside down from a towel rail and sing, they think it’s some sad joke.’

‘That’s mean,’ I say defensively. ‘What do they do that’s so special?’

‘One guy teaches breakdancing in an orphanage in India. Another girl invented a machine that turns takeaway coffee cups into pyjamas for homeless people.’

‘That sounds made-up,’ I say.

‘Oh, it’s real,’ Tally says. ‘I watched her do a slideshow about it. Mostly nobody talks to each other because they’re on their phones the whole time, posting stuff about how great it is to be here. And when they do chat, it’s like, Oh, excuse me, I’ve got to take this phone call with the Queen.’

‘No,’ I say.

‘Yes!’ she says. ‘One time someone literally got a call from Buckingham Palace. And someone else is being followed around by a documentary crew. I feel like … I feel like I’m nobody. Now I’m wondering why I do this stupid stuff. Maybe I should be in Angola, helping street kids by teaching music therapy.’

‘Don’t do that!’ I say. ‘I’d miss you too much. Besides, you help people too, Tally. Remember how you helped us save the clubhouse?’

‘I love the clubhouse,’ she says, ‘but it’s hardly programming drones to deliver medicine to infectious disease zones. I have to do a presentation tomorrow and I have no idea what I’m going to say. That people think my videos are funny because I’m upside down?’ She groans. ‘Why didn’t I ever realise I’m so lame?’

‘You’re not!’ I say angrily. ‘And you shouldn’t let those bozos make you think that. People love your videos because you have a beautiful voice, and the world needs beautiful things as well as all that serious stuff. Tally, just think about that Coco Chanel quote – remember the one that you had on your lunchbox? Be yourself. Everyone else is already taken.’

There’s a pause, and then Tally smiles. ‘You’re right. No use pretending I’m some tech genius who’s saving the forests of Costa Rica. I’ll just be me, someone who sings out all their feels.’

‘Well, if you need cheering up, check this out,’ I say, pulling off my Sunnystream Beamers cap. My fringe, predictably, springs up like it’s ready to party. ‘So, this is my life now.’

Tally laughs so hard, she slides off the bed.

‘Hey – is this a cry for help?’ she asks when she’s composed herself. ‘What did you want to talk to me about, Squirt? Seriously, is everything OK?’

‘No,’ I say quietly. ‘I haven’t done the sets. For the musical. And it’s on tomorrow. And I haven’t told the others.’

‘Why not?’

‘Tally, I did something really wrong. And it’s making me crazy. I can’t paint, or anything. I can hardly breathe.’

‘Just how wrong are we talking, Lola? Like, wore-my-terrazzo-earrings-without-asking wrong?’

‘I did that too.’ Of course I did. ‘But this is way worse.’ I take a deep breath. ‘I couldn’t think of what to do my end-of-term project on. Like, I had no ideas. Clives … The people there, the other kids, they’re all so good. I just make these big stupid photo drawings. I don’t feel like … anyway, it’s been stressful. But that’s not an excuse for what I did.’

‘Which was what, Tiny?’ Tiny was what the family called me before Gwynnie and Pop were born, when I really was the tiniest. I can still remember what that was like, being the baby who was always picked up, given all the head-pats and the fuss. How safe it felt.

‘Loles, I’m gonna have to go in five minutes,’ Tally says gently.

‘I found some artwork at the back of the kiln studio. It was old. Squished between two shelves. And so I took it … and I copied it. Exactly. And I pretended it was mine. Then I wrote a whole explanation about why I’d painted it. How it was about power and …’ I cover my eyes with my hands. ‘And I handed it in.’

There’s a pause while Tally breathes in sharply and crosses her arms. ‘You don’t need me to tell you that was a seriously dumb move. That’s plagiarism! That’s an actual crime. Like, an end-up-in-court crime. They could kick you out for that. They could expel you.’

My whole body goes cold – like shame is dripping through my insides. It seems so obvious now that she says it. Expelled. Truly, I would die.

I swallow. ‘I was thinking … Maybe … Maybe I shouldn’t go back, anyway. To Clives, I mean. Maybe it’s not the place for me. I just won’t go back next term and they won’t know.’

‘WHAT? You listen to me, Lola Powell,’ Tally says in a voice that could only be described as ‘menacing’. ‘Over my dead body. You’re so good at art, it actually makes me sick. And, sure, maybe it’s tough there, maybe you’re not the star. Maybe you’re struggling. But if you waste that opportunity, I am going to slit you open with a sword and pull your spine out through your stomach.’

WHOA. (Also, GROSS.)

‘You don’t just quit when things get hard,’ she says. ‘You tell Mum and Dad what you did. And then you go back to that school, and you confess, and you hold your head up and you start again. And you do the same with these sets – you fess up and then you get painting. Do you hear me?’

‘It’s too late,’ I mumble, suddenly finding some threads on my sock really interesting.

‘DO YOU HEAR ME?’ she shrieks, right as Rishi walks in.

‘I heard you. The whole town heard you,’ says Rishi. ‘Hey – your voice! Have you been crying?’

‘GO AWAY!’ we tell him.

‘And people say I’m the emotional one,’ says Rishi, and slams the door behind him.

‘It’s too late,’ I tell Tally again.

‘Bulldust,’ she says dismissively. ‘It’s never too late to do the right thing. Don’t be a coward, Magnolia Powell. Anything but that.’

Then neither of us says anything for a while.

‘I wish I’d come with you to New York,’ I whisper eventually. ‘I wish I could run away from here.’

‘Yeah, well, believe me: problems follow you everywhere,’ she says. ‘And the longer I’m here, the more I miss Sunnystream. I guess … I guess there’s a part of everyone’s heart that’s always longing for home.’

And I’m still thinking about that for ages after we’ve hung up.
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Meet me at CPC ASAP, I message the others. EMERGENCY. PS Except you, Maisie!!

And now here they are, Maisie too, sitting on the stage of the clubhouse in their jackets and beanies.

‘I need to fess up about something,’ I tell them.

‘It WAS you who farted on the bus to year four camp,’ says Maisie triumphantly.

‘Ew. No. That was Sebastian Weekes for sure. Should you be here?’ I ask her. ‘Your competition’s tomorrow!’

‘You said EMERGENCY, all capitals. Of course I’m here,’ she says, and my chest feels tight with love.

I rub my hands together and blow on them. Boy, am I nervous.

Matilda is gazing at me steadily, and I remember that she’s the only one who knows that I could have gone to New York these holidays. It’s like she’s trying to say sorry with her eyes. About New York. About everything. I just can’t hate her, even though it feels like life would be so much easier if I could. I gaze back at her, and everything feels so complicated.

‘I don’t know how to say this so I’m just gonna say it … I haven’t done the sets.’ I’m so ashamed, I want to stare at the shiny wooden floorboards, but I force myself to look them in the eye.

‘Like, you haven’t quite finished?’ asks Matilda.

‘Like, I haven’t quite started.’

Maisie starts chewing her fingernail. Soph looks shocked. Matilda looks concerned.

‘But you said …’ Belle begins, her eyebrows almost crossing she’s frowning so hard.

‘Yeah. I know,’ I say. ‘And that was awful, and I’m sorry. But I want to make it right.’

‘You still have time,’ says Soph quietly. ‘You’ve got tonight and all day tomorrow. We could help?’

‘I’m great at doing assignments at the last minute,’ says Maisie.

‘But why?’ Belle asks, crossing her arms. ‘I don’t get it. You lied. To my face.’ She looks shocked. And something else, too – hurt, maybe.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I tell her. ‘But when I sit down to paint, my stomach gets all tight, and I think I’m going to spew, and I have to stand up and go do something else or I feel like I’m going to have a panic attack.’

‘That sounds awful,’ says Soph.

‘That sounds like anxiety,’ says Belle. ‘I’ll lend you my knitting book.’

‘This is what Coach Jack asks me all the time,’ says Maisie, ‘so I’m going to ask you. What are you scared of, exactly?’

The answer comes to me so quickly that I must have been thinking about it without realising. ‘I’m afraid I’m not good enough. I’m not a Tally or a Rishi,’ I tell them. ‘And the kids at that school – they’re geniuses too. I’m scared that I’m not creative anymore. That it sort of … disappeared. And I’m not the arty one after all. So then I’m just nobody.’

‘OK, so I haven’t known you guys for that long,’ says Matilda evenly, ‘but Lola, everything you do is creative. You don’t have to try to be creative – you just are. It’s in every single thing you do. Those cat hats. The flower crowns you made for Soph’s birthday.’

‘And my party! Like, every single thing about it,’ says Sophia.

‘And how you dress every single day,’ Maisie adds. ‘You dress like it’s art.’

‘But that’s just clothes,’ I say. ‘And, like, everyday stuff. Those things aren’t big or important.’

‘Gym is mostly just little everyday training drills,’ says Maisie. ‘Alone, they’re not big or important. But together they add up to a big life. And a big dream. Why’s your art any different?’

That’s the thing about Maisie. She doesn’t say much, but what she does say is powerful. She’s kind of right.

‘Lola?’ Matilda says. ‘Nobody ever feels good enough. You know my mum?’ She blushes. ‘The, uh, movie actor one?’

‘You have a famous mum?’ I say in pretend disbelief, and then I wink.

She smiles back and looks down, fiddling with the cord of her hoodie while she talks. ‘Before every single movie, she freaks out that she’s not going to be able to do it. She never thinks she’s going to be any good.’

‘Even the one she won an Oscar for?’ I ask.

‘Especially that one,’ Matilda says. And then she looks me straight in the eye, and it feels like she really cares. The Matilda Effect, I guess. ‘But you just gotta keep going. You keep going in spite of the voice in your head telling you that you should give up. That’s what courage is. Being brave isn’t about being fearless. It’s about being scared and doing things anyway.’

It sounds so straightforward when she says it. Maybe Rishi’s right – maybe I’ve been overthinking things. ‘Well, that makes sense. And I’ve definitely got the “being scared” part down.’

‘Me too,’ says Maisie quietly.

We all turn to look at her because Maisie never talks about her feelings.

She shrugs. ‘I’m scared about tomorrow. I’m scared about falling and hurting myself again. And I’m scared about failing. I’ve tried so hard, but what if I bomb?’

‘Then we go out for ice-cream tomorrow night,’ I tell her, ‘and we spend the rest of the holidays watching Star Wars and eating caramel and you start again next term. If you want to.’

‘And whatever happens, remember we’re proud of you,’ says Sophia.

‘And next competition, we all come and cheer,’ says Matilda.

Now we all turn and look at her. She blushes. ‘Oh – I didn’t mean to invite myself. Forget I said that. But if we’re all being brave, I’m going to say that these were the best holidays of my life and I’m going to be sad when they end.’

‘Even though I’ve been having a meltdown?’ Belle asks doubtfully. ‘And I’ve been making you listen to me recite the numbers of pi?’

‘Especially because of that,’ Matilda says. ‘It’s nice to see that you’re actually human. Though you’ve ruined the Huckle Roses for me forever.’

‘I’m going to miss you,’ I blurt out, surprised that I’m saying it, and even more surprised that it’s a hundred per cent true. ‘I never thought I’d want anyone else to be part of this group, but now I don’t want you to go.’

‘Me neither,’ says Soph.

‘Me threether,’ says Maisie.

Matilda laughs, but she also wipes at her eyes. ‘It’s like I’ve seen through a door into a magical kingdom,’ she says, ‘and it’s about to shut again.’

‘We’ll always be here,’ I tell her. ‘Guys, bring it in. Group hug.’

I promise Belle, on Tally’s terrazzo earrings, that I’ll get the sets done.

‘I wish you’d told me,’ she says. ‘You know, you don’t always have to act like everything’s so great and sparkly. It’s OK to just be you.’

‘Right back at you,’ I tell her.

I ponder what Matilda said about Sunnystream all the way home. It really is like a magical kingdom. I think about all the things I love about it: Judy’s and the lookout above Merry Creek and Corner Park Clubhouse. I think about the mosaic sundial I made that’s out in the garden, the tree that Gracie carved her name into. I think about sitting on the steps with my friends until nightfall, and running across the park under the stars. I remember how close we came to losing it, and how hard we worked to save it – Belle and Maisie and Sophia and me. About the people who have given me advice these holidays – Tally and Francine and Matilda and Nana Marjorie. I think about Sunny Heights. I think about home.

Paint what’s in your heart, Rishi told me. And now I truly know what’s in my heart. It’s been there all along.
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It must be almost midnight and I’m deep in my second painting when my phone lights up with a message.

Out the front. Have pickles [image: image]

It’s from … Matilda?

I run up the stairs two at a time and creak the front door open – and she’s really there, smiling, a heavy backpack slung over her shoulder. I can’t help but smile back.

‘Hey. I thought you might want some company,’ she whispers. ‘Or at least a midnight feast.’

‘Come in,’ I whisper back. ‘Follow me down the steps. And jump over the last one – it’s really noisy.’

‘Wow!’ she says as she looks at the first painting, laid out in the middle of the basement floor. ‘Oh … Lola. WOW.’

‘Is it OK?’ I ask, frowning at the very wet paint.

‘It’s next level,’ she says, and truly? Her voice is full of wonder. ‘It’s perfect.’

‘But what if it doesn’t dry in time?’ I ask. ‘How am I going to transport it to the clubhouse?’

Matilda puts the backpack down and pulls out a giant jar of polski ogorki, my favourite type of pickles! How did she know?

‘Well … on the sets with my, um, my mum,’ she says, opening the lid, ‘I know they use big fans to dry things quickly. Do you have a fan?’

‘Hmm. The summer stuff is stored up in the attic, and that’s above Gwynnie’s room,’ I tell her through a mouthful of pickle. ‘If I woke her up, she’d never go back to sleep.’

‘I don’t want to boast,’ she says, ‘but I’m pretty great at sneaking around. It comes in handy at boarding school.’

No joke – Matilda could be a ninja. Ten minutes later, the fan is whirring quietly in the corner. She’s made a clothesline from some curling ribbon that she’s strung between the disco ball and the top of the TV and hung up the painting. I don’t want to boast, but it really does look pretty great. You know what else is great? The peanut M&Ms that she’s cracked open, and the flask of chai latte she’s pouring out for us. I wonder what else she has in that Mary Poppins bag.

‘Do you want me to stay for a bit, or would you prefer to work alone? Totally fine if you do,’ she adds quickly. ‘I was just popping in.’

‘Stay,’ I say immediately, surprising myself with how much I don’t want her to go. ‘Please?’

There’s something about Matilda that’s so steady and capable. It’s like when she’s around, you feel safe. She sneaks upstairs to wash some of my brushes, and when she comes back down, she pulls out the Catilda script and settles into a beanbag – practising lines, I guess. It’s cosy being here together. I wish next term I could get the train with her and Belle to Hollyoakes, and have midnight feasts in their boarding house, and do cross-country running around the forest, and swim in the lake. Matilda and I could hang out while Belle memorises pi.

‘I guess Belle’s asleep?’ I ask as I pour some more black paint onto my palette.

‘Yeah,’ says Matilda. ‘She’s nervous about tomorrow.’

‘She is?’ I ask in surprise. I’ve never seen Belle act nervous before.

‘She wouldn’t say so, but she’s doing that fast blinking – you know what I mean?’

‘Oh yeah,’ I say slowly. ‘I totally do. I guess I’ve known her so long I kind of don’t see all that stuff anymore.’

‘You guys are lucky,’ Matilda says, putting her script down. ‘Growing up, I never had a group of friends like that.’

‘Seriously?’ I ask, because Matilda is smart and sporty and kind in the way that the head girl of a primary school usually is, and I can’t imagine everyone not loving her – kids and teachers and parents.

‘It’s hard to explain,’ she says, looking over at the ping-pong table, and for a second her eyes have a flash of something in them. Something defensive, maybe, or pain. ‘I didn’t … I didn’t do friendship very well.’

There’s a whole heap of stuff she’s not saying, and I bet I can guess what it is. ‘You were worried that people were just being your friend because your mum’s famous?’

‘Yes! And it was stupid. Because most of the time, I’m sure nobody cared. I was probably just being paranoid.’

‘I get that. For sure. Sometimes that’s how I feel about my brother and sister, too,’ I admit. ‘When I meet new people. Like they’re looking through me – like I’m glass – because they want to get to Tally and Rishi on the other side.’ I can’t believe that I’m saying this, but I keep going. ‘Has Belle ever said … Never mind.’

‘No – say!’ Matilda insists.

I take a deep breath. ‘Has Belle ever said this thing … it’s kind of stupid. About, um, the Lola Effect?’

‘Ha! Of course,’ says Matilda. ‘Your mysterious power to make people like you in three seconds. Personally, I think Belle’s jealous of that. And she’s not jealous of much because she’s so good at everything.’

‘Except ball sports,’ I say, thinking back to the first day we met. ‘But most of the time, I’m not that confident. And so I smile wider when I’m nervous. I wink at people when I’m feeling shy. I dress like I don’t care what people think – like I don’t care if they’re comparing me to Tally. And I put things on the internet that make me seem like my life is, well … breezy. But it’s not real. And sometimes I feel as if I’m not real – like I’m this weird art-project robot that I’ve created.’ The words have all rushed out of me, and I have to pause to take a breath. ‘I worry about weird stuff. And that, I guess, is the secret life of me.’ I’ve never said this to anyone before – not even to Belle – but Matilda is so easy to talk to.

‘The Secret Life of Lola,’ Matilda says. ‘Well, your secret’s safe with me. Now can I tell you something?’

‘Sure.’ I put my brush down so she knows I mean it.

‘You know how there are heaps of photos on the internet of me holding a book?’

I nod. It might be weird to admit that I’ve googled her, but I have. I’ve seen them all.

‘That all started because I thought, well, I’m never gonna be as interesting as people think I am. I’m never gonna be a child star, and I’m quiet, and I feel awkward when people are looking at me, and I know there are all these people with cameras with massive lenses hiding in the bushes wherever we go. So I thought, wherever I go, I’ll have a book, that’ll be my thing – like, a talisman or something. And if people think that’s boring, well, that’s their problem.

‘But holding a book on my first day at Hollyoakes, that’s what led me to Belle. She was like a missile, straight away wanting to know everything I’ve ever read and what I thought about it. And that’s what led me to this place. Which I love. It’s like a town from a storybook.’

‘It is, isn’t it!’ I say, chuffed. ‘And FYI? The Secret Life of Matilda is safe with me too.’

‘I should go,’ she says reluctantly. ‘I need to be sharp tomorrow in case I have to fill in for any of the roles.’ She pulls out the rest of the stuff in her backpack to leave with me. Corn chips! Maltesers! Wagon Wheels! CHICKEN IN A BISKIT!!

‘Thanks,’ I whisper as I let her out the front door. ‘For this – but for also for everything.’ I wonder if she’ll know what I mean. I feel a weird happy-sadness in my heart: happy because it’s like I have a new friend. And sad because she’s so awesome, I can see why Belle would like her best.

‘No,’ she says, looking deep into my face. ‘Thank you. I know it must be weird … with Belle and everything. But you’ve been really great about it. And also?’ she adds. ‘You’re killing it with those sets. And you can always finish them off in the morning with a hairdryer. Good luck!’

It’s already 2am. I don’t need luck. I need a miracle.
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I stay up painting all night – as in, I see the dawn break. I paint through the time that should be breakfast, but I don’t have time to eat. I start drying the giant canvas sheets with the hairdryer, which wakes up Rishi.

‘Sorry,’ I whisper as he comes down into the basement, holding another hairdryer.

He doesn’t say anything. He just sits and dries them with me as the sun climbs higher into the sky. As we lay them out on the basement floor, he looks over them. Then he looks at me. His whole face breaks into a smile.

I send a thumbs-up emoji to the girls. Then I sleep for the rest of the day and, suddenly, the sun is setting and it’s almost time to leave for the Biennial Sprint-Musical Triangular Trophy.

Luckily, I’ve pre-planned my outfit: bright-yellow silk puffy balloon shorts, kind of like a pirate might wear, with black stockings underneath. My leopard-print high-top sneakers that used to belong to Aunty Claire. A black turtleneck jumper and a houndstooth blazer. Do you know what houndstooth is? It’s a type of chequered pattern. I roll up the sleeves of the blazer. Then I slick my hair down and pull it into a low bun, and borrow Tally’s giant gold hoop earrings. I’m technically not allowed to wear make-up, but I sneak a bit of gold glitter onto my cheeks and hope Mum’s too busy to notice.

It looks cold outside, so I pull out a scarf – a bright red knitted one. Rishi says it’s vain, how long I take getting ready, but it’s not about how I look – not really. When I’m standing in front of the mirror, I’m focusing on the colours together – how today the red and the yellow are so fierce and strong and opposite, it’s almost like they’re biting each other. How the busy houndstooth pattern makes the plain yellow shorts seem so smooth. Now that I’ve put on the red scarf, I switch the leopard-print sneakers for my red Cons, and I get that feeling that lets me know I’m ready – the feeling like you’ve tapped a tuning fork against a table and the note rings out, steady and pure. Then a bit of my fringe pops up, like it wants a part. I sigh and run to Tally’s room and grab her lucky red beanie, the one she wore in her first video that got over a million likes.

And now it’s five o’clock, it’s dark, and Dad’s already left to drive the first lot of Goldies in the mini-van. Mum has taken the littlies to the clubhouse so that Pop can get her cat make-up done and Gwynnie can put the folded programs on people’s seats. So Rishi straps his banjo onto his back (he’s going to play some bits for us while the sets are changed), and he carries one end of my rolled-up canvases to Corner Park Clubhouse while I carry the other, hoping it isn’t going to rain and ruin my insane, glorious, one-night-only creative frenzy.

We cross the oval round the back of the clubhouse, past the garden where Gracie’s name is carved into the tree. I can hear excited chatter coming from the giant marquee, and the squeak of the floorboards in the clubhouse as people move around, setting up, taking seats. Gracie would have been so into this, I think to myself as we shuffle along. She would have loved every second. I LOVE YOU, GRACIE! I shout out with my heart, hoping she can hear it from wherever she is – maybe somewhere up in the star-dusted sky.

By now I’m super sweaty. Boy, these are heavy. ‘Rishi?’ I pant. ‘You’re a really – good – brother.’

He flashes a smile at me, and it’s the kind of warm, sparkly smile he should definitely do in RexRoy’s next photoshoot instead of his awkward photo smile. ‘I’m not just saying this because you just said that, but these backdrops … Tiny, they’re your best work yet.’

‘Aw, shut up,’ I tell him, smiling at the ground.

The first person we see when we get to the CPC – aside from the Eco Worriers and their fundraising buckets? You guessed it.

‘Oh, hi, Rishi,’ Pepper Peters says in this super-fake voice. She’s standing at the top of the clubhouse stairs wearing the tallest top hat I’ve ever seen and a kind of creepy clown outfit with a cape made of cobwebs. Actually, that part’s pretty cool. Like something Tally would wear to a Halloween party.

‘Um, hey…’ I can tell that Rishi is desperately trying to think of her name while he’s climbing the stairs, puffing, thinking she might be a friend of mine.

‘This is PP,’ I tell him. ‘Nice hat,’ I say when we reach the top and rest for a second.

‘Pepper,’ she says. ‘Nice roll of … what even is that?’ She wrinkles her nose in disgust as she looks at my canvases. ‘An old rug?’

‘Art,’ I say. I want to add something else – something clever and snippy, but I think about Belle and Michelle Obama and They go low, we go high. ‘That’s an interesting costume choice for a tree.’

‘A tree no more,’ she says, smirking. ‘Annabel had a ski accident yesterday and shattered her leg so I’m playing the part of Wonka-mort. That’s Willy Wonka and Voldemort.’ She turns to Rishi. ‘It’s a huge deal.’

‘Do you have to sing?’ I ask, trying not to sound too enthusiastic because I know that if she does, the chances of Cloud Town winning are going to rocket to the ground.

‘Two giant solos,’ PP says triumphantly. ‘Your mum’s going to be so proud.’

I can feel myself beaming. ‘She sure will. Congrats! Hey, uh, these are kind of heavy. We’d better keep going. Break a leg and all that.’

‘Well, that’s rude,’ Pepper says, pouting.

‘Break a leg’s what they say in the theatre,’ Rishi explains. ‘It’s bad luck to say good luck – wait, is that right? Yep, I think it is. See ya, Pee Pee.’

‘Byeeee. Hope you guys don’t get … psyched out,’ she says, grinning.

What does that even mean?! ‘Back at you,’ I say breezily, like I have a clue. She makes eyes at Rishi and flounces off, her cape flittering behind her. Ugh. She is the literal worst.

We lug the canvases to the tiny backstage area, which is already packed with the most insane collection of things, including a replica model of Hogwarts made entirely out of gingerbread. It’s insane – the detail is amazing – but straight away I know the audience isn’t going to be able to see it that well from below the stage and so it won’t be very effective. Between that and Wonka-mort, I think we’re in with a shot against Cloud Town.

‘Let’s lean them here for now,’ I tell Rishi.

‘Sure. I’m just gonna go see about miking up the banjo. Don’t get too psyched out,’ he says.

‘Shut up.’ I head over to the marquee. Inside, it’s noisy and warm. I’ve always loved the energy of the Sprint Musical, but behind the scenes it’s a hundred times better – a thousand. An electric feeling ripples through the air. There are lights and a heater and different sections for the three different towns. Thanks, Pepper’s aunt. To one side, the RexRoy boys (minus Rishi) are serving coffees out of Mikie’s cart. That was Matilda’s idea. Apparently in the movies it’s called craft services.

There are people in all kinds of costumes, dashing around or sitting still in make-up chairs, having their hair done. There are racks for all the clothes, the hangers clattering as people swipe through them. In one corner of the marquee, a bunch of Willowbankers are warming up with some dance moves and they’re actually not half bad. A group of Cloud Towners about our age are doing stretches bang in the middle, so everyone has to walk round them, and two of them can do full splits. Oh – and they’re wearing white contact lenses so it looks as if they’re zombie freaks. I bet they’re Dementors. Cool.

I head for the corner that looks like a leopard-print convention. Suddenly, I’m nervous. Like, really nervous. Like, Is there a bathroom backstage? kind of nervous. I need Belle to calm me down, but I can’t see her. Weird. Eventually I find Judy painting a cat nose onto Mikie.

‘Where’s Belle?’ Judy asks me. ‘SIT STILL,’ she barks at Mikie.

‘I thought you would know,’ I tell her. ‘I just got here.’

‘Well, please find her, like, now,’ Judy says just as Mikie turns his head, causing her to poke him in the eye with the eyebrow pencil.

‘BABE!’ he yelps.

‘BABE,’ she yells.

‘I’m on the case,’ I say, backing away. Tense.

Soph is gathering up the dance troupe for one last practice, but she says she hasn’t seen Belle either, and neither has Matilda.

‘She was here,’ she says. ‘She went to check that her watch was exactly synched with the official timekeeper’s clock. But that was a while ago. And Lola? Her dad isn’t here yet.’

Oh, jeepers. ‘Are you ready to go on? If you need to?’

Matilda nods. She looks sad. ‘Got the costume. Know the lines.’

I run back outside to go see if Belle’s stuck in a bathroom queue or something, and I run smack bang into …

Nana Marjorie. She’s sitting in her wheelchair at the bottom of the clubhouse ramp, waiting for Grey Dare to help the other Goldies out of the van. They’re here! And is there anything hotter than a guy helping grandmas?! Umm, no.

‘Hello, Magnolia,’ she says as I bend to kiss her papery cheek. ‘That’s some outfit.’

‘Back at you,’ I say, taking in her peach silk shirt with the bow at the neck, and the black-and-white gingham pants, and the elegant black leather ankle boots with the gold circular detail, and the headscarf. She’s wearing Tally’s second-favourite denim jacket with the collar popped. Could she look any cooler? ‘I hope you enjoy the show. Even though Tally’s not in it.’

‘A great shame,’ says Nana Marjorie.

‘It might still be good without her,’ I tell her. ‘You never know. If you’ll excuse me, I’m looking for my friend.’

‘Oh,’ says Nana Marjorie. ‘I thought you were going to wheel me up that ramp.’

I grin. ‘Sure thing.’

I’m not going to lie – wheeling her chair up that ramp is a thrill. Because of me, she can be here – so can all the Goldies. And, sure, she’ll hate it. She hates everything! But I’ve done something to make her world a little bit bigger.

When I’ve wheeled her to every possible position in the front row (she doesn’t like any of them), she finally agrees to sit on the side, next to Flora, who’s next to Joel. I whack the brake onto her chair, and then I sprint off, looking for Belle again. She’s not backstage, but Fury Freckle is, and – SPOILER ALERT! – he’s wearing a ball gown made of ice-cream wrappers and it looks incredible. He’s playing cards with Monsieur Flutard. They haven’t seen Belle either.

She’s not in the bathroom, or the bathroom queue, or the kitchenette. The hall is filling up now, most of the chairs are taken, and Cloud Town’s performance will kick off in twenty minutes. With Belle not here, I need to get back to make sure that everyone on Team Sunnystream knows what’s going on – that the performers are all here, that they’re all done up.

Has Belle disappeared because her dad’s a no-show? There aren’t that many more places she could be. I could check her house, I guess. But first I sprint back to the marquee, just to make sure. She’s not there but Sophia is, trying to juggle her phone while holding two bunches of flowers: a giant posy of pastel wildflowers in one hand, and an enormous bunch of red roses in the other.

‘Mayor Magnus just dropped off one of these for Belle,’ she says.

‘He’s here!’ I am SO relieved. ‘Phew!’

‘Tell me about it,’ says Sophia. ‘He’s just getting changed. But Belle’s going to freak out because you’re not supposed to get flowers before the curtain goes up. It’s bad luck.’

‘Could we hide them somewhere? Give them to me – I’ll find a spot.’ I hold out my hands and she passes me the roses. ‘Who are the other ones for?’ I ask, secretly wondering if Tally has sent them for me.

She blushes so much, she looks like a strawberry crossed with a tomato crossed with a pimple. ‘They’re … they’re for me.’

‘Who from?’ I ask, going out of my mind with curiosity now and craning my head to see if there’s a note on her wildflower posy. ‘Is it someone from Sunnystream High?’

She ducks her head and looks kind of panicked, trying to shove her phone back in her jacket, but being all fumbly. ‘Nobody.’

‘It is, isn’t it!’ I crow. ‘Did he go to our primary school? Do I know him? Is he here tonight?’

Now she looks like she’s actually in physical pain, and it’s CUTE.

‘Sophia’s got a cru-ush, Sophia’s got a cru-ush,’ I sing with a little shimmy. ‘But seriously,’ I say eventually. ‘Who is it?’

‘I can’t tell you,’ she croaks, her voice strained. ‘I can’t tell anyone.’

Oh. Whoops. I think this is actually serious.

I immediately stop with the dancing and start thinking about potentially devastating crushes. Yikes.

‘It’s not … is it Patrick?’ I say. I can see how it would be weird for Soph to be in love with Gracie’s best friend. It would give her some complicated feelings, I’m sure.

‘It’s not Patrick,’ she says. ‘He’s just my friend.’

Hmm. Who else could give you some complicated feelings?

‘Is it … is it Maisie?’ I ask. My parents were best friends before they got together. It can happen.

‘No,’ says Sophia. ‘I love Maisie, but I’m not in love with her.’

‘So you ARE in love with someone!’ I say, and she groans a little. It’s like she wants to tell me but she can’t for some reason. Her phone pings again.

‘Look,’ I say gently, putting the roses down on a stool. ‘I’m going to make this easier on you.’

Then I tickle Soph under her arm with one hand and grab her phone with the other.

It’s still open on the message chain. Thanks so much! she’s written. Flower emoji. Pink sparkly heart emoji.

The response says: Good luck, Hargraves! With a dancing girl emoji and an orange heart and the winkkissy-face emoji.

And the person who sent it?

Rishi Powell.
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I hand the phone back to Sophia, my head turned away so I don’t have to look at her face. Then I turn and run out of the marquee – out into the cold.

Sophia Hargraves and my brother – EW! MY BROTHER! – are having some kind of … flirty something. The dancing girl emoji! An orange heart! WINK KISSY FACE. Flowers!! How he sang that song at her birthday party! The party that I organised!!

Tally would say this whole thing is none of my business. But it is my business! It feels as if two of the people I love most in the world have snuck off into a different room and shut the door in my face. This isn’t what love’s like in the movies. Or maybe it’s exactly what love is like, but I’m not the lead character. Instead, I’m playing the part of the jealous friend.

I run over to the clubhouse garden and let myself through the gate so I can rest my head against Gracie’s tree and think it through.

But do you know who else has remembered Gracie Hargraves’ special spot? Isobelle Brodie. She’s sitting with her back against the red Japanese maple, her knees tucked up and her head in her lap so I can’t see her face.

‘There you are! Did you know about Rishi and Sophia?’ I demand as I plonk down on the woodchips next to her. ‘Did you know that they’re having some kind of … something?!’

Belle nods a little into her knees. Huh!

My voice is getting all high and wobbly with anger. ‘You knew and you didn’t even tell me? Did everyone know except me?’ Even though it’s freezing, I feel hot and shaky. ‘I thought we were friends,’ I say, my voice as chilly as the night air around us. ‘But maybe that’s only the kind of info you’d share with Matilda.’

‘I didn’t know for sure – I only suspected,’ Belle says into her knees, her voice muffled. ‘And besides, I didn’t think it was my news to tell.’

She lifts her head, and … boy. She is a hot mess. Her lob is all mussed up. Her eyes are so swollen with crying that they’re practically shut. Her lips are tinged with purple, and that’s when I realise that it’s freezing on the ground – so cold it feels like the dirt’s literally frozen – and Belle isn’t even wearing her jacket. I unzip my puffer and throw it over her shoulders.

I take one of her hands. ‘He’s here – he came!’ I tell her. ‘He even brought you flowers. You don’t have to worry anymore.’

‘But he doesn’t love me,’ she says, burying her head again.

‘He said that?’ I ask. That seems strange.

‘He says there’s someone else now.’

Whoa! ‘He has another kid?’ I ask.

‘How can he have a kid?’ Belle asks in between shuddery breaths. ‘He’s only thirteen!’

‘Your dad is thirteen?’ I ask incredulously.

‘What are you talking about?’ Belle asks, sounding annoyed.

‘Who are YOU talking about?’ I ask.

‘Pete – he’s here. At least, he was. I invited him. I thought that if he saw me doing something impressive, he’d change his mind.’

‘Ohhhh, right.’ That makes more sense. ‘I’m sorry,’ I tell her. ‘That sucks.’

She wipes furiously at her eyes. ‘It’s stupid, I know. It’s just … I would never have let myself love anyone if I knew it would hurt this much. Don’t ever love anyone, OK?’

‘Too late,’ I tell her. ‘I love you. And that was brave, inviting Pete here. I’m proud of you. Oh – and Belle? Your dad’s arrived,’ I tell her. ‘He’s getting ready.’

‘Really?’ She sounds SUPER relieved and the tiniest bit surprised. She wipes her teary hands on her jeans and stands, then sticks out a hand to pull me up. ‘Lola? This whole thing – it only happened because of you. The musical, my dad …’

‘And it almost didn’t happen because of me. I’ve done plenty of dumb things, too,’ I remind her. ‘I also just wanted to say…’ I take a deep breath. ‘I know Matilda’s your bestie now.’ Completely out of nowhere, my voice cracks, like I’m going to cry. ‘But I will always be here if you need me. You just remember that.’

‘What do you mean?’ Belle asks, sounding kind of panicked. ‘We’re not besties anymore?’

I shrug. ‘I saw your necklace. And you told Judy …’

‘Loles, that’s just jewellery. You think that the complex landscape of human relationships can be expressed in a piece of jewellery? And Matilda is my school bestie. But that’s different. Think how long we’ve been friends! Nothing – nobody – would ever replace you. You’re half of my actual heart. You always will be.’

Now I’m the one crying – with relief, I guess – as Belle pulls me into a very Belle hug: short and tight and filled with wordless feelings.

‘We need to get ourselves together,’ she says when she lets go. ‘What time is it? How long till curtain up? Have you delivered the backdrops? What’s the hair and make-up situation?’ She’s starting to talk in that super-fast way that she does when she’s stressed.

I grab her by the shoulders. ‘We’ve got this,’ I tell her. ‘I’m not going to let you fail. You need to start by ticking off the cast, OK? To make sure they’re here. There’s plenty of time.’

As we walk by the clubhouse on the way to the marquee, we hear Fury on the mic. ‘The Biennial Sprint-Musical Triangular Trophy will commence in ten minutes. Butts on seats, people!’ I wonder how Nana M is going to cope with hearing the word ‘butts’.

And then – BAM!

That is someone slamming into my back – literally jumping onto it and throwing their arms around my neck as I stagger around, trying not to fall. It’s too heavy to be Pop or Gwynnie. It’s someone who smells like they’ve just been eating caramel.

‘Zhang Ai Mei!’ I cry. ‘You’re here!’

‘Wouldn’t miss it,’ Maisie says as she slips off and lands on the ground.

‘How did you go at the comp?’ Belle asks. ‘You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,’ she adds quickly. ‘It’s the participation that counts.’

‘Have you guys been crying?’ Maisie asks, confused.

‘Ha!’ I say, reaching out to unzip her puffer jacket in what turns out to be such a swift move even Maisie isn’t fast enough to stop it.

‘Ohhhh!’ Belle and I say together.

There, hanging around Maisie’s neck, are not one, not two, not three, but FOUR gold medals!! They are big and chunky and shiny, hanging on ribbons striped in red and white and blue.

‘I didn’t win the beam,’ Maisie says modestly as I run my fingers over each one: floor, vault, bars – and the last one. ‘But I’m … I’m the overall Level 10 state champion.’ Her voice is full of wonder, like it totally hasn’t sunk in yet.

‘Oh, Killer,’ I say, wanting to cry AGAIN. Truly, Fury wasn’t lying when he said there’d be tears and fears and cheers. ‘After all your hard work. Have you told Soph?’

‘Just going to find her now. Is she in that giant igloo?’ Maisie asks, gesturing to the marquee.

‘Yup – meet you in there,’ I say, and I sprint off into the clubhouse, past the Cloud Town huddle, where Pepper Peters’s aunt is giving a speech about the long tradition of theatre they’re upholding that even predates Shakespeare. (Belle would totally be digging this.) I grab my dad from the audience and ask him to help me carry the sets to the marquee, so I can show them to the girls. And I kid you not: as we walk outside, it starts snowing. Dad and I stop and look up at the sky.

‘I’ve never seen snow before,’ he says with a catch in his throat. He looks across at me, and now his eyes fill with tears. What is happening tonight?! Tear frenzy!

‘I’m so proud of you, Lola,’ he says.

‘Of the sets?’ I ask. ‘But you haven’t seen them yet.’

‘No – of you. Of who you are.’

‘I’m proud of you too,’ I tell him. ‘And Dad? I’m sorry about the Raptor exam.’

‘I am, too. I guess the holiday won’t happen till next year.’

‘What holiday?’ I ask, confused.

‘The holiday your mother and I have been saving for. To Mauritius. I thought Raptor would earn enough to take us all. Maybe next year.’

UMM, WHAT?!

‘We’re going to MAURITIUS?!’ I ask. ‘That’s amazing! Can we take Nana Marjorie?’

‘WHAT?!’ he says, incredulously. ‘You want to bring her?’

‘She’s actually pretty funny once you get to know her,’ I tell him.

‘Do you need to lie down?’ he asks.

‘CURTAIN UP IN SIX MINUTES, PEOPLE,’ Fury booms from the clubhouse, as we carry the giant roll through the door flap of the marquee, which is a little quieter now. I give Dad a little pterodactyl-wing wave. Mauritius! Wait till I tell Tally!

Mayor Magnus looks incredible in his costume. I don’t want to boast, but the cat hat is A+. He’s doing stretches and Soph is wearing Maisie’s medals, running her fingers over and over them. ‘Was your dismount from the beam OK?’ she’s asking. That’s what Maisie was practising when she had her accident last holidays.

‘Well … at the last minute I chickened out of the second flip,’ Maisie admits. ‘So I lost points. But Coach Jack says he’ll work on it with me this term. Hey, Loles. What did you want to show us?’

‘I don’t want to interrupt your glory,’ I say. ‘Keep going.’

‘Glory over,’ she says, looking relieved that there’s a distraction because she hates the limelight.

‘Well, if you’re sure, come look at my backdrops for a sec,’ I say.

‘Shouldn’t you have taken them backstage already?’ Belle frowns. ‘The rule book states that we’re supposed to drop them off half an hour before curtain up at the latest.’ OK, so somebody’s recovered from her love-related meltdown.

‘I’ll take them back in a second,’ I tell her, herding everyone over to the Cloud Town dressing space. ‘I really want you to see them.’

I pull the giant roll into a clear space and give it a push so one end unfurls.

And there, right down the middle of the top canvas, is a giant, violent slash.
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‘WHAT?’ I shriek.

‘What?’ asks Belle.

‘It’s incredible,’ says Soph, looking at the painting.

‘It’s beautiful,’ says Maisie, nodding. ‘Seriously.’

Matilda looks at me. ‘That cut down the middle. That’s not …?’

I swallow. ‘No, that’s not supposed to be there. It wasn’t there, when I dropped it off.’

The others gasp.

‘Maybe Gwynnie did it by accident?’ Soph suggests. ‘Or Pop? Although … that kind of looks like someone cut it with a knife.’

I can’t talk. The tears are all glugged up in my throat. I shake my head. I know who did this. Someone who saw me carrying this in with Rishi. Someone who wants us to fail.

I bend down and lift the top canvas up to see if the other three are OK, and TRIPLE PHEW, they are. But the first one droops in the centre, split open like a giant wound. I tried so hard with this painting. I don’t think I’ve ever tried harder. I don’t think I’ve ever been prouder. Now it looks how I feel – torn apart.

And that’s what gives me the idea.

I rip off my beanie and hand it to Soph, not caring that the whole world is going to see my cockatoo fringe. ‘Can you make a hole in this?’ I ask Soph quickly, trying to ignore the fact that my voice is all husky. ‘And Belle, do you have the emergency repair kit?’

‘Of course.’ She runs off to find it.

‘Maisie, can you and Matilda carry the rest of the canvases back to the clubhouse? And Maisie, can you slip into the back and watch Cloud Town’s performance so you can tell us what it’s like?’

‘Sure,’ she says.

I hear applause from the clubhouse, which sounds like the sudden slap of rain on a roof. The Biennial Sprint-Musical Triangular Trophy is beginning. But I don’t have time to be nervous right now.

‘Done,’ says Soph, handing the beanie back to me.

‘Thanks.’ I rip open the hole, poke my fingers in and start unravelling it. Belle returns with the emergency kit. ‘Needle and scissors?’ I say, feeling like a doctor in one of those medical emergency shows. My hands shake as I cut the end of the thread and try to pull it through the needle. The wool’s too fat. The needle’s too small. I’ve wrecked Tally’s beanie for nothing.

‘Could you make a needle?’ Soph asks. ‘Out of something else – something pointy?’

‘It still needs to be pretty sharp to get through the canvas – and the paint,’ I say. This is definitely the fears part of the tears and fears and cheers.

You know what’s sharp and readily available on a winter’s night? The spoke of an umbrella. It’s my mum’s idea. Matilda finds pliers in the back of Mikie’s truck. Together we bend the end of the spoke to make an eye for the wool to fit through. Truly, it’s the kind of teamwork they do on a reality TV show while they play inspirational music in the background that is supposed to make you think, THIS IS A TRIUMPH OF THE HUMAN SPIRIT!

When I’ve sewn it up, it looks … rough. It looks like I imagine Coach Sanders’ chest looked after his heart operation. And that gives me what Miss Ellershaw would call the Spark. I grab more of the beanie wool and I keep stitching. I know I don’t have a whole heap of time, but hopefully it’s worth it.

Quickly, Sophia and I roll up the canvas. A huge round of applause is coming from the clubhouse. We’ve missed the first half of Cloud Town’s show, but at least we can slip in at the end of the interval. Belle leaves to do a final run-through with Judy, and we do the complicated handshake that we made up on the year four excursion to the Refuse and Recycling Plant. I hear people start spilling out and suddenly Maisie and Rishi are ducking through the flap, into the marquee. I can practically feel Sophia blushing next to me.

‘Well?’ I ask.

‘It was … magical,’ Rishi says reluctantly. ‘Pepper Peters was awful, though,’ he adds. ‘She’s playing Wonka-mort and she gave him this really bad accent.’

‘But Maggie Mair played Charlie,’ Maisie says, ‘and she was … beyond.’

‘How is it fair that she can sing like that and also skateboard AND do those movies?’ asks Soph. ‘Have you watched the one on YouTube – Cactus Dreaming?’

‘Yeah.’ I shrug. ‘She’s just one of those people, I guess. Pretty, smart, talented. It’s so unfair. What were the sets like?’ I ask, trying not to mind that it seems like I’ve missed the theatrical event of the century.

‘Honestly? They were a mixed bag,’ says Rishi.

‘They made Hogwarts out of gingerbread, but it was so small, you couldn’t really see it from the audience,’ Maisie explains.

‘I knew it!’ I say.

‘That candyland place was kind of great, though,’ says Maisie. ‘Where Augustus Gloop gets sucked up the tube, you know? Somehow they projected these lights from a disco ball to look like M&Ms, and they had an actual bathtub filled with hot chocolate. It must have cost, like, a zillion dollars.’

‘Wasn’t it supposed to be a pottery factory?’ I ask.

‘They used spells to turn the pottery into chocolate,’ Rishi explains. ‘Hermione figured it out. In the second half she’s going to get rich and give the money to Charlie’s grandpa, I just bet. It’s kind of genius.’

We head into the clubhouse and grab seats right at the back. The lights go down. The spotlight goes up. The show starts again. The Dementors, the grandparents, Ron and Harry and Hermione. They all crouch down, like they’re ready to dance. Music starts to play and –

Oh. My. GOSH.

The song is ‘I Want To Hold Your Hand’. And beat for beat, step for step, the dance is an exact copy of ours.
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‘It’s our dance,’ whispers Maisie furiously. ‘They’ve stolen the whole thing!’ We look at each other in confusion, look back at the dance – at the Pony Punk Funk and the Big Lasso and the Dip and Roll. Even without Pony Soprano tap-dancing in the middle, it’s still completely spectacular. The human pyramid reaches up to the roof. From the corner of my eye, I see Sophia reach out her hand, and Rishi take it in his. WHAT is going on?

At the end, the audience all spring to their feet as one, like they’ve planned it – like they’re a flashmob at a train station – and go totally nuts, cheering, stomping, whistling. I don’t blame them – it’s an epic dance. It’s Soph’s dance. So that was why PP kept coming to spy on our practices! Suddenly it all makes sense.

The stomps and the whistles ring out from the crowd as the Cloud Town cast come onstage for their bow. I can see Monsieur Flutard waving his top hat in the air and Fury Freckle standing on his chair, swinging his hips like he’s hula-hooping. Willowbank and Sunnystream may as well not even perform. Cloud Town has this in the bag.

Then the curtains are closing and the lights come up and …

Now what?

We can’t do that dance – it will look like we copied. But they’re the ones who copied US! It’s so unfair!

‘Meeting. At the sundial. Now,’ Belle says as she storms past me and out the door.

I grab Soph’s arm and thread mine through it, pushing the Rishi stuff out of my mind. Soph has gone white, which always makes her freckles look darker.

‘I don’t get it,’ Maisie says bluntly as we stand in a huddle, stomping our feet in the cold. The snow has stopped and everything looks like it’s been dusted in icing sugar, but this is no time to stop and admire it.

‘This is outrageous,’ I fume. ‘It’s criminal.’

‘Well, it’s not technically against the law,’ says Belle. ‘But it’s against all morals and ethics.’

‘Why would they do this?’ Soph whispers.

Nobody has an answer. The garden gate squeaks and Judy marches up. ‘I just heard what happened,’ she says. ‘Jerks. What’s the plan?’

We only have one hour – the length of Willowbank’s performance – to fix this.

‘Plus the ten-minute break between towns,’ Belle reminds us.

But it’s not like that’s going to make a huge difference. We can’t move the whole show around. It’s not like there’s a spare dance we’ve been secretly teaching. It’s too late to make a big change. We haven’t rehearsed anything else. That dance number is the point of the whole show! And Pony Soprano is smart, but there’s no way he could learn a new routine in an hour.

Poor Pony Soprano. I think of how hard he practised. I think of how disapproving Nana Marjorie will be if we go up there and do that same dance routine. ‘Unoriginal,’ she’ll sniff. ‘Disappointing. This would never have happened on Tally’s watch.’ She’ll probably enjoy the chance to gloat, so maybe that’s one good thing that will come out of this disaster – the chance to make an old woman happy.

But then I think of Nana Marjorie’s face when she did those Raptor moves – how it glowed, like Rishi’s does when he’s deep in a piece of music. Like mine does when I paint, I guess. How she was once a girl who loved to dance. How perhaps she is cranky because it’s frightening to be old and she’s scared. Like I was at Clives when I stole that painting.

There’s a snowstorm of ideas swirling through my mind and …

‘Guys,’ I say urgently. ‘Huddle round. I think I can fix this.’
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At the end of one hour of mayhem and rushing around and talking to what feels like everyone in Sunnystream to get them to help, our cheeks are flushed. We’re sweaty. We’re pumped.

Maisie returns to the marquee panting, having run back to her house to fetch an essential prop. ‘Got ’em,’ she says. ‘And guys? Guess what! It’s snowing again!’

But we don’t have time to even process that because the cheer for the end of Willowbank’s play goes up. Fury Freckle gives the ten-minute announcement. We go over everything one last time.

‘So you understand the bit we just changed?’ Belle asks Mayor Magnus. ‘With the final dance number?’

Mark nods. ‘Stand to the side, sing like an angel.’

And then Judy shows up, wearing one of those pop-star microphones and says to him, ‘It’s time. Seven minutes to go. Come with me.’

As they leave the marquee, we all turn to look at each other, scared and proud and probably a bit wired. Is this going to work?
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We settle back into our chairs. The others look as nauseous as I feel. Usually the set designer would be in the wings, helping change the scenery, but Matilda is doing it for me so I can see my paintings like the audience will see them. Eek! I hope they’re OK.

‘One minute till curtain up,’ calls Fury.

Mark belts out the first note and the lights go up. He is beyond amazing. He is electric. He’s incandescent. His voice is so powerful that the audience accepts straight away that he’s an eight-year-old cat girl. Then my first backdrop painting is lowered down, and the audience gasps and then cheers. Because the cats’ alleyway isn’t a giant pile of polka-dotted pumpkins, or a laneway with a brick wall and a couple of garbage cans. Their home is the gazebo at Handkerchief Place. I’ve painted it as though it’s shrouded in mist – all shadows and puddles of milky moonbeams. I’ve tried to paint it as if it’s a photo, even though there’s no photo of this actual scene because Handkerchief Place, pretty as it is, has never looked so spookily magical. On the edge of the stage is a lamppost just like the ones in town.

Soph grabs my arm and squeezes it – squeezes it tight. ‘It’s perfect,’ she breathes in my ear. She holds on for the rest of the first act.

Mark Magnus prances around on all fours. He dances. He swings around the lamppost as he sings a song called ‘Memory’. Truly, I have goosebumps. Then, unfortunately, Mikie comes in as part of the chorus and knocks over the lamppost when he’s breakdancing. It falls frighteningly close to Charisma Bloom’s head. She shrieks, throwing herself into Monsieur Flutard’s lap.

Luckily, it’s not long before the scene changes, and it’s Catilda’s school.

‘Ooooh!’ says the audience, the way you’d say ‘Ooooh’ if a garbage truck swung round a corner and was heading towards you. I get it. I’ve painted the main building of Clives, which is big and old and a tiny bit like Hogwarts if you squint really hard. But I’ve painted it from a really low angle, which makes it look as if it’s looming down menacingly over the audience. It’s in my style, but I’ve tweaked it a little to make it look a bit like an Escher painting. He was that artist who did optical illusions, like staircases that go on forever.

This one is what Miss Ellershaw would call ‘a study in fear’, which means that I’ve put all my feels about Clives into it, and my worries about my friends growing apart. All of these scary thoughts are coming out in the dark shadows, the row of windows like rotten teeth, the octagonal towers at either end like two heads of a giant monster. This painting represents exactly how I feel about going back to Clives.

This is also the scene when Pony Soprano comes in and he and Catilda do a synchronised jazz routine. As soon as Pony Soprano clops onto the stage, the cheers are so loud that my ears buzz. His jazz is perfect – of course it is! He’s a true professional. And, look, Mayor Magnus isn’t the most natural jazz dancer, but he does a pretty great job. Soph’s mum is great as Cat Trunchbull, stomping around in leopard-print gumboots. They finish the song and the curtain goes down, and the clapping is epic. So far, so good.

Now there’s a tiny interval, just long enough for the lights to come up and a couple of costume changes, and for the school backdrop to be pulled up, and for us to breathe a sigh of relief but also get jittery about what’s coming next. I wish we were allowed to go talk to Belle, but she said she’ll be fine, and that it’s too crowded backstage to have us there anyway.

Maisie leans across from the other side of Soph and says, ‘Mayor Magnus is good, right?’

‘He’s beyond good,’ I reply. ‘No jokes, he could be a professional. Even Rishi thinks so.’

At the mention of Rishi’s name, Soph turns red as cranberry juice. And then, as if he’s heard us, Rishi’s there. Soph looks as if she wants to slide under her seat.

‘Loles, I’ve practised the new bit,’ he says. ‘And I can play for as long as you need to get it all set up.’

‘Thanks so much. You’re a lifesaver,’ I tell him.

‘No sweat,’ he says. ‘You’ve really saved the day here with this new plan. Those Cloud Town jerks.

‘You OK, Hargraves?’ he asks Sophia, and his voice is so gentle and concerned, it’s like a little blade in my heart. I think of how stressful these holidays have been – and great and lonely and intense, all at once. It would have been comforting to have someone to ask, ‘You OK?’ like that – like they really, truly, actually cared what was going on inside your head. I wonder if that’s what Belle misses about Pete. Someone who cares about the little thoughts, like fireflies that flit around your brain at night.

‘TWO-MINUTE WARNING,’ calls Fury.

‘Shoot,’ says Rishi. ‘Gotta go.’ As he goes out the clubhouse door, I watch him look over his shoulder – back at Soph. I turn and she’s watching him go like she wishes he didn’t have to.

And then it’s happening. Holy moly. Curtain up.

For this scene, I have wrapped fairy lights around giant black cardboard letters, so it looks like the words are made of light, and those words say: THE JUNKYARD. The painting is of the Shark Tank, boarded up. As soon as people see it, they recognise it, and everyone laughs. Truly, has there ever been a bigger piece of junk in Sunnystream history than the Shark Tank?

The second act was supposed to be what Belle refers to as a giant sandwich: big dance number, emotional solo song, big dance number. The final dance performance is the one Cloud Town stole, but luckily I think the other bits of this act are just as strong. As Pony Soprano trots back out, the crowd goes WILD. It’s by far the biggest cheer of the night.

The Junkyard scene is very cat-focused. The cast swish their tails and do the robot to a song called ‘Magical Mr Mistoffelees’. At one point Mikie trips over someone’s foot and sprawls onto the ground, and Pony Soprano steps right up onto his back and then lies down, as if he’s really tired. Poor guy, he’s had a lot going on lately. The crowd says, ‘Awww.’ Hopefully we get extra marks for the cute factor, but I’m starting to feel really worried about the final dance scene, which is where he really needs to bring it.

I hold my breath as they change the backdrop. This is the one I took the most time on. It’s the one that means the most to me. And maybe, just maybe, it’s the best piece of art I’ve ever made. A spotlight shines down, and there it is. Miss Honey’s house. But instead of being a tiny jar of honey, it’s a building – one that’s filled with love and hope and the promise of better things.

It’s an itty-bitty version of Corner Park Clubhouse.

Around it is the garden, wilder than it is in real life: the plants lush, flowers blooming in a rainbow of colours, surrounded by bees buzzing. And beyond that, an ombré sky that fades from deep blue to the lightest purple. The sun breaks through the clouds in thick beams, like it does in old Italian paintings, like the fingers of God. The bright-red sewn-up slash through those clouds adds what Miss Ellershaw would call dramatic tension. And around the building, in bright-red stitches, is a giant heart.

Looking at it from back here, my whole body feels full of wonder. It’s as if I didn’t do it myself – as if I’m looking at the work of a stranger. And I don’t mean to brag, but truly? It’s good.

When the audience sees it, the dear old clubhouse, the beating heart of Sunnystream, they break into applause, cheering and clapping and whistling and stamping their feet. The actors can’t start their dialogue because there’s too much noise, and I hope Belle isn’t mad about that. I look across at Soph and see that she is silently crying.

By the end of Miss Honey’s solo, Soph’s not the only one crying. The whole audience is weeping, including me. When she sings about there being no place she’d rather be, we feel it deep.

But now the moment has come. The lights go down and I can see people dressed in black putting chairs out onto the stage, making sure to leave a big enough gap at the front, just like I told them, and hauling out a couple of giant paint tins.

What happens next is completely, totally out of our control. The final dance will decide who wins the Biennial Sprint-Musial Triangular Trophy. And it’s all in the hands of …

Nana Marjorie.
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Rishi starts to pluck the banjo, playing an instrumental medley of all the songs in the musical, as the Goldies rise from their seats and start walking up the stairs to the stage, where Mark Magnus is ready to help them. Joel practically gallops up and takes his place on a chair near the middle. Edna needs her stick but she still makes it at a quick clip. I can’t quite see from the back, but if it’s all going to plan, Grey Dare is bending on his knee in front of Nana Marjorie. She will put out her arms and wrap them around his neck. He will lift her up, and – there they are!

As Grey Dare carries Nana Marjorie up the stairs and to the chair in the middle of the stage, the crowd says ‘Awwww!’ The sequins of Tally’s silver head wrap sparkle like the disco ball at the year six social, which, FYI, is where I first kissed a boy. She beams out at the audience and does a wave like the Queen, and the audience laughs, and I breathe the world’s hugest sigh of relief. Rishi and Mark start to sing in harmony, sweetly and slowly, their voices weaving together like strands of DNA in a YouTube clip about genetics.

When I grow up, I will be tall enough to reach the branches that I need to

Reach to climb the trees you get to climb when you’re grown up

The lyrics coupled with the sweet, beaming Goldies onstage are enough to snap your heart in two – and then bubbles from the bubble machine start floating around them, like the shiny dreams they had when they were younger. I grab my phone and film it for Tally. I have goosebumps. Then the singing stops. The spotlight turns up on Maisie, sitting on a stool in front of the paint cans at the back of the stage. She clicks her drumsticks together and yells, ‘ONE TWO THREE.’ Rishi morphs the song into a fast version of ‘We’re All Howling at the Same Moon’, faster and brighter and louder with the drumbeat. And Nana Marjorie leads the Goldies in the Raptor routine I taught them, dancing as if her life depends on it, her eyes half-closed with delight as the audience starts to clap along.

T-rex! Three horns! Diplodocus neck! Right wave, left wave, brontosaurus jaw!

Click and click and wink and clap. ‘Hey!’

Led by Nana M, they are miraculously in time, and Maisie keeps the beat perfectly. And when they get to the chorus, Judy sends Pony Soprano in from the wings for his final tap-dancing solo. For a second he hesitates, confused by all the chairs, I guess, but then it’s like he shrugs and thinks, ‘Oh well!’ And as Mark joins him from the other side, they dance a duet that’s as tight and synchronised as the ice skating at the Winter Olympics.

The clapping gets louder, and Nana Marjorie’s face is a sunbeam of joy. At the end, on the final line, she raises her arms and looks up. I wonder if she believes in heaven – if she’s saying to my grandpa, ‘Can you see me, Teddy?’ The next time I visit, I’ll ask her. For the first time ever, I feel like I want to cup her face in my hands and never let her go.

A chant goes up from the crowd: ‘Sunny – STREAM! Sunny – STREAM!’ All the cast come onto the stage and each person finds a Goldie and shakes their hand and they do a bow together. I don’t want to brag, but that was my idea. I thought it should look like we’d planned to have the Sunny Heights residents up there all along. People cheer and stomp and whistle. Someone in the middle of the audience stands up – someone really tall. I can only guess from where I’m sitting, but I think it might be someone with one eye. And then everyone joins him in a standing ovation as Belle and Judy walk onstage. I look at Mayor Magnus, who’s watching Belle as the cheers roll around Corner Park Clubhouse. I grab Soph’s arm. ‘Look,’ I say, pointing at him.

In year three, we went on a night-time excursion to the observatory in the hills, away from the city, to look at the stars. There was a room at the top where the ceiling was made of glass – the walls too. As every single person walked into that room, they said, ‘WHOOOAA!’ and their eyes opened wide, like they never could have imagined what they were seeing. When I walked in, I felt my heart grow bigger. That’s the expression on Mark’s face. Like he’s having his own Observatory Moment. Soph and I look at each other and grin, and then I let go of her arm and start wolf-whistling, which is truly one of my superpowers.

And then the curtains close. Fury Freckle climbs onto the stage, the ice-cream wrapper dress glittering under the lights. ‘There will be a ten-minute break while the judges confer – and this is not going to be an easy decision, people.’

Soph and I run out of the clubhouse door and round the back so we can help with getting the Goldies off the stage. Plus, I really want to hug Nana Marjorie. When we get there, though, I can hardly reach her because she’s surrounded by fans, and she is loving it.

‘You guys could have your own Instagram,’ someone is telling her.

‘I think we’d prefer a YouTube channel,’ she says airily. ‘Social media is such a time sink.’

Ha! Like she’s short of time.

I channel Belle and do some assertive walking to get through the crowd. ‘Nana Marjorie, you were great,’ I say. ‘You were born to perform.’

As I lean in to kiss her, she grabs my cheeks between her cool, smooth hands. ‘And you were born to change the world,’ she says to me sternly. ‘And don’t you ever stop trying.’

Then Grey Dare shows up to carry her back to her wheelchair, and the other Goldies are being escorted back to the audience, and Maisie and Soph are hugging and Matilda is instructing the props people to clear away the chairs, and the casts of all three plays are trying to fit on the stage, and the three stage crews are lining up along the sides of the clubhouse, and the audience is chattering excitedly, and I’m looking through the crowd, trying desperately to find Belle.

But when I spot her, I don’t run and jump on her, like I’d planned. She’s tucked in a corner at the back of the stage, deep in conversation with her dad. He has his hands on her shoulders, looking into her face, and I wish I could hear what he’s saying. She’s looking back up at him, listening, as if it’s just the two of them, far from this mad, swirling crowd.

And then the lights flash on and off to tell everyone IT’S TIME, and we have to get back down to our seats, and, boy oh boy, I am NERVOUS.

‘Killer, you were incredible!’ I tell Maisie as we race around the clubhouse.

‘Thanks. Good idea, Loles. Are we going to win, do you reckon?’ she asks.

‘Honestly? I have no clue. Pony Soprano might get best actor again, maybe?’ We tried so hard, but so many things went wrong. But it wasn’t a disaster. In fact, was it an actual hit? Or am I dreaming? Cloud Town were pretty impressive, and let’s face it, that last dance number was incredible. But if they win, that sucks! Nobody saw Willowbank’s musical, but the chances of them winning are about the same as the odds of Belle quitting school to join a motorcycle gang.

Just as we plonk onto our chairs, the curtains open to reveal Monsieur Flutard, Charisma Bloom and Fury Freckle standing at the front of the stage. There’s a microphone, too. The trophies are lined up on a little table: best performer, best sets, best show. EEK. The crowd falls silent, waiting. I can barely breathe.

Charisma grabs an envelope. ‘I could give a long speech,’ she says, batting her eyelids, ‘but I’m not a jerk.’ The crowd laughs. ‘And so. Tonight’s award for Best Actor is …’

She pauses, and suddenly I wonder, IS IT GOING TO BE NANA MARJORIE?!?!

‘… Mark Magnus for his role as Catilda!’

‘ARGH!!!’ We scream as Mayor Magnus comes to the front of the stage.

‘Well, gee!’ Mark booms into the microphone as the cheers die down. ‘I don’t know what to say!’ Then he giggles, and the crowd giggles with him. Was it really only a few months ago that he was standing outside the clubhouse, trying to persuade the crowd that we should tear it down?

‘It’s hard to believe it was only a few months ago that I was standing outside this clubhouse, trying to persuade you all that we should tear it down,’ he says.

Ha!

‘But thank goodness the people of Sunnystream intervened,’ he goes on. ‘Because if I hadn’t failed at that, and been dumped as the mayor, and if the Shark Tank hadn’t closed … Actually, turns out I’ve made quite a few doozies!’ He giggles again, and truly? He’s totally charming. ‘Seriously, though. If I hadn’t failed, I wouldn’t ever have known what it’s like to discover what really lights up my heart. Some people spend their whole lives searching, but I found it here tonight.’ He lifts up the trophy in both hands. ‘Thanks for the second chance.’

Then he steps back into the crowd of actors as the audience goes wild again. Soph and Maisie and I stomp our feet. Onstage, Belle is beaming.

Monsieur Flutard steps up to the microphone. He takes off his top hat and the next envelope is sitting on his bald, shiny head. He plucks it off, puts his hat back on, and clears his throat as he opens it. ‘I’m sure you’ll agree that the set design tonight has been nothing short of luminous. Magnifique! Parfait!’

‘Like the dessert?’ Maisie whispers.

‘It’s French for “perfect”,’ I whisper back.

‘But there can only be one winner. And the winner for the most original set design is …’
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‘Lola Powell for Catilda!’

‘WHAT!’ Soph screams so loudly I think I’ve burst an eardrum.

‘Get up!’ cries Maisie. ‘Get up onstage!’

She literally has to climb over Sophia and drag me up out of my seat and push me down the aisle because I can’t believe what I’m hearing. The clapping sounds like rain and thunder and, as I approach the stage, it feels as if I’m floating.

Monsieur Flutard continues, ‘We were particularly impressed with the bold use of embroidery in the final scene.’

The what? And then I realise he means the heart!

I climb the stairs and Charisma holds out the trophy to me. Fury grabs one of my hands and holds it above my head, and then he sweeps down into a bow so that I have to bow too.

As I look out into the audience, Rishi gets to his feet, and then my mum does, and Dad, and Gwynnie stands on her chair and Pop jumps up and down. Maisie is wolf-whistling and Soph is cheering. The RexRoy boys are calling my name: LO-LA, LO-LA! Soon the whole audience is giving me a standing ovation. Corner Park Clubhouse rings with cheers, and from that stage, looking out, it feels as if love is bouncing around the walls, pushing up at the ceiling.

‘SPEECH!’ calls someone from the audience, and then more people join them. ‘SPEECH!’

I don’t have a speech prepared (obviously) but I know I should thank somebody. That’s what people do on those TV award shows, right? And as I look around the clubhouse, I know exactly who it is.

‘Thank you, Grace Hargraves,’ I say. ‘This is for you.’

I bow one more time and run back off the stage, feeling my heart racing as I sit down, realising that my breathing is fast and tight. I wonder if this was how Tally felt when she sang on TV. I wish she was here to see me. At the start of the holidays, I felt as though I’d lived my whole life in Tally’s shadow. But in this moment I realise I’ve grown up with Tally as my sun.

The audience quiets down because it’s time for the final announcement. Judy grabs Belle’s hand.

‘And now, the big one.’ Fury pauses dramatically.

Monsieur Flutard goes over to the table with the giant gold trophy on it. He goes to pick it up, but then acts like he can’t because it’s too heavy, and pulls a really hammy face. Everybody laughs.

Fury rolls her eyes and then winks at us. Everyone’s quiet again. He says, ‘The winner of the Biennial Sprint-Musical Triangular Trophy is … Willowbank for Wizzy-Wizzy Bang Bang!’

WHAT?!?

The whole of the Wilowbank crew starts jumping up and down and squealing and hugging each other.

I look over at Belle, expecting her to be devastated or glaring or both. But she’s not. She’s stomping her feet and cheering, so I do too. I’ve never seen her so happy.

Their director steps forward to take the trophy, and it turns out it’s my dentist, Dr Cooper. He also pretends to almost drop it, and he makes a really nice speech about how lucky they all were to work together. It’s the first time he’s been involved, he says, but it’s been one of the happiest two weeks of his life. ‘And one of the most dramatic,’ he adds. ‘What a rollercoaster.’

Boy, do I relate to that. And then there are the final thank yous, and Fury and Charisma and Monsieur Flutard do a group hug. CUTE!

‘See you in two years!’ they yell, and dance offstage arm in arm.

Two years! I’ll be fourteen then – an actual teenager. I wonder what I’ll be like.

Corner Park Clubhouse explodes into excited chatter. Soph launches herself at me and Maisie jumps on top of her as Belle runs down the aisle to join us.

‘You did it!’ she yells.

‘I’m so sorry we didn’t win,’ I say as the others climb off.

‘But, Loles, we did!’ Belle says, looking over at where a whole gaggle of people are crowding around her dad to congratulate him. ‘In so many ways, we won. Also, it’s cool that Willowbank got their chance.’ She leans in close and whispers, ‘Anyone but Cloud Town, right? Now, come with me – we’re going to find Pepper Peters.’ She grabs my arm, and the others trail behind us. On the way, we grab Matilda, who has been consoling Pony Soprano. I guess he really thought he had Best Actor in the bag.

Pepper Peters is standing by the kitchenette, turning a paper cup over and over in her hands. She looks up as we all line up in front of her. Belle frowns at the paper cup.

‘You should bring your own water bottle,’ she tells Pepper Peters. ‘Disposable cups are killing our planet and it’s up to each of us to reduce our environmental footprint.’

Pepper Peters looks really confused.

‘Well?’ says Belle. ‘What do you have to say for yourself?’

‘About the cup?’ Pepper asks, and then smirks at us, like she knows exactly why we’re here.

‘YOU’RE A THIEF!’ Belle explodes. ‘You stole that dance!’

‘What dance?’ says Pepper innocently, crossing her arms. ‘And we didn’t even win, so who cares?’

‘That’s not the point!’ Belle fumes. ‘The point was … The point was …’ She turns to Matilda. ‘What was the point again?’

‘Stealing other people’s stuff is wrong,’ Matilda says.

‘Right,’ says Belle. ‘Totally wrong. And did you slash Lola’s painting?’ she demands.

Pepper flinches. She looks SO guilty. Hoo boy.

‘Why are Cloud Town always so evil?’ asks Belle, throwing up her hands. ‘Don’t you have any shame?’

Pepper Peters sticks out her chin. She doesn’t say anything. Something in her stubborn face reminds me of Nana Marjorie. Maybe it also reminds me of myself. I think about Mayor Magnus – how we always thought he was a bad guy, and nothing else. How everyone is many things, all at once. And suddenly I get it.

‘You’re not evil. You just felt scared,’ I tell her. ‘You didn’t think your ideas were good enough. Or maybe you didn’t have any. You were worried what your aunt would think. I bet she has no clue you stole that dance, am I right?’

Pepper’s eyes fill with tears. ‘Are you going to put in a complaint?’ she whispers.

‘No,’ says Belle.

‘We’re not?’ says Maisie.

‘Because Pepper’s going to go and tell her aunt,’ says Belle. ‘Right now. She’s going to tell her the whole truth.’

I swallow. ‘And I’m going to go and find my family, and tell them the whole truth.’ It’s time. I’m ready. I’m in the Grace Hargraves Memorial Clubhouse. What better place to be brave?

‘And I’m going to find my family,’ says Belle. ‘And say thanks to Punk Sherman and check in with my dad.’

‘Oh, Belle,’ says Sophia. ‘You said “dad”! You said “family”!’

And then Belle has tears in her eyes too. Tears and fears and cheers to the extreme. ‘I always wanted a family,’ she says. ‘Then I thought, well, if you guys are what I got instead, if that’s my consolation prize, then that’s more than enough for me. That’s already winning the jackpot. But maybe … Maybe that’s not the end of my story.’

‘I don’t get it, though,’ says Maisie as Pepper walks off. ‘How did Pepper Peters always know exactly when to spy on our rehearsals so that she could learn the dance? She can’t have been waiting there, like, all day every day.’

‘Probably a drone,’ says Belle, ‘that beamed footage to her phone. Her dad could afford it.’

‘Guys,’ says Sophia. ‘The rehearsal schedule was on the council website, remember? The whole timetable for the clubhouse is there.’

‘Oh,’ says Maisie.

‘Oh,’ I say.

‘Oh,’ says Belle. ‘Right. I submitted that paperwork.’ Then she notices someone on the other side of the hall. Someone tall. Someone who might have just the one eye, though you can’t quite tell from this far away.

‘BRB,’ says Belle.

‘I’m coming with you,’ says Maisie. ‘Just in case there are any waffles around that you feel like throwing.’

‘Wait,’ Soph says to me as the others walk away. ‘Got a second? I need to talk to you.’ She looks nervous, her hands all fluttery.

‘About Rishi?’ I say. ‘It’s fine, Soph. I don’t mind. Honestly. I was just surprised.’

‘We’ve only been texting – that’s all, I promise. It’s not like he would ever like me back,’ she says. ‘Like me like me. He’s just … he’s so nice.’

‘He sure is,’ I say. I think of how sweet Rishi is, and how good, and true, and thoughtful. And what a dork. And you know who else is all those things? Sophia Jane Elizabeth Hargraves. Lola Powell, I think to myself, stop being so goshdarn selfish.

‘You guys would make the best couple,’ I say, and I really mean it. ‘And if he ever asked you out, or if you asked him out, that would be totally fine by me. Because if you got married, you’d be my sister. And that would be, like, my dream. Mum’s too. FYI, Pop would make a really cute flower girl.’

‘Thanks, Loles. Not that it would ever happen, but that’s nice of you to say.’

I wink at her. ‘You never know. You should go find that dork. He’s probably looking for you.’

‘Lola?’ she says. ‘Thanks for what you said about Gracie. For … for including her. She would have really loved tonight.’

‘I reckon she’s here. And she’s here, too,’ I say, pointing to my heart.

And now, it’s time. I look around for my family. I can’t see them and I guess they must have gone outside already, which is where I’m heading when I see …

Miss Ellershaw.

She is here, in Corner Park Clubhouse, and she’s walking straight towards me.

WHAT?

‘Lola Powell,’ she says. ‘I’ve been waiting all holidays to see you.’
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GULP. Oh, man. This is it. This is where my career as an artist ends.

I look around to see if my parents are nearby. Miss Ellershaw might already have spoken to them. Oh, jeepers.

‘Hi, Miss Ellershaw,’ I say. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I saw your picture in my local paper. You’ve changed your hair!’ she says in surprise.

WHAT? I throw my hand up to my head and realise my fringe is sticking up in full cockatoo mode. It’s been like that the whole time. I went onstage like this! I gave a speech! But nobody seems to have cared. Maybe everyone is too busy worrying about themselves.

‘And I’ve been wanting to talk to you,’ Miss Ellershaw continues.

‘About … about my assignment?’ I ask.

She nods seriously. ‘Lola …’ she begins.

I can’t breathe. I can’t look at her. Suddenly, I care about going to Clives. I care a whole lot more than I ever realised. Suddenly, I don’t want to leave. Being an artist is who I am – I get that now. Like Nana Marjorie said, I can’t ever stop trying.

‘Now, I know you’ve been struggling this year,’ she goes on. ‘It’s not always easy, is it, being a small fish? But your final assignment –’

‘LOLA!’ Belle yells across the hall, and I turn to see she’s standing with Matilda – and Matilda’s famous mum!

I make a ‘just a sec – busy – teacher!’ face. Belle looks confused and shrugs. I turn back.

‘Your last assignment … It was exquisite,’ Miss Ellershaw says. ‘And your essay was just phenomenal. Such sophisticated ideas. One of the reasons I came tonight is that I’d like to seek your permission for it to be published in Young Arts International. It’s a magazine that’s made in America, but they include work from talented artists all over the world.’

‘I know it,’ I say. Of course I know it! It’s the magazine Tally’s bringing me back from New York. ‘But … but Miss Ellershaw? I need to tell you something. That painting?’

‘Scorched Rye,’ Miss Ellershaw says, smiling. ‘Such a clever title.’

‘Yup. Umm …’ I close my eyes. I think about becoming the person you were always meant to be. ‘It wasn’t mine. I found it. In one of the studios. I hadn’t done one in time. Nothing I did was working … So when I found that painting between some shelves, I took it. And I copied it exactly. And I gave it a name and I wrote an essay about it and I’m really, really sorry.’

Miss Ellershaw doesn’t respond – not for ages. Eventually she says quietly, ‘Oh, Lola. So am I.’

‘Will I fail?’ I don’t want to hear the answer but I have to ask.

Miss Ellershaw hesitates, and then she says, ‘I can’t help but think that it’s Clives that’s failed you, Lola.’ Oh, brother, she looks sad. ‘You came in with those big paintings and that big smile and such a big, inquiring mind. But I’ve watched all of those things shrink smaller and smaller. I can only imagine how desperate you must have been to steal someone else’s work. I don’t believe that’s like you at all. You’ve always struck me as such an original person.’

‘I am original,’ I whisper fiercely as tears prick my eyes. ‘But everyone else was so good, and I was just … I was just me.’ I look down at the floor, willing my tears to defy gravity and slip back up into my eyes, but I guess you can figure out that’s not what happens.

Miss Ellershaw reaches out and tilts my chin up so I have to look into her eyes.

‘Lola Powell, you are enough, just as you are.’

Mayor Magnus’s trophy-acceptance speech flashes into my mind. About how lucky he was to find what he loved, even though it took all those failures to get there. My whole life, I took it for granted that I loved art. I never realised that I was so lucky – to have been born with something in my heart that lights me up and pours out of me, like it’s using me as a way to burst into the universe.

I think about what Nana Marjorie said when I went to congratulate her. Have I lost my chance to change the world? Will I have to find another way? In that moment, though, I know that whatever happens – if I’m kicked out, if I have to come back to Sunnystream High, if my parents ground me for the rest of my life – I will never stop making art.

‘Miss Ellershaw, what’s going to happen to me?’ I ask. ‘Will I be kicked out of Clives?’

‘Plagiarism is serious. We’ve expelled students for this before.’

So Tally was right. She’s always right. I feel as if I might be sick.

Miss Ellershaw looks me in the eye, fiercely. ‘The paintings you created tonight were outstanding – no, they were exceptional. And if, by the end of your holiday, you can write a compelling essay to explain your process and inspirations AND if it’s thoughtful and original and reflects the real you, I won’t take this up with anyone else. BUT,’ she says sternly, ‘you will be on turpentine duty for the rest of the term.’

I’m so relieved, I start to cry again. ‘I’ll do it for the whole year,’ I say, and I mean it, even though cleaning the oil-paint brushes with turpentine is a really stinky job that always makes my fingernails sting.

‘Plagiarism is stealing, Lola,’ Miss Ellershaw says. ‘It’s cowardly.’

‘I know,’ I whisper.

‘It’s OK to borrow – all great artists borrow ideas!’ she says. ‘Look at van Gogh, borrowing from the Japanese print artists. By all means, go looking for inspiration. But copying? That’s forgery. People go to jail for that. In the art world, there is no bigger crime.’

I swallow. ‘I knew all that. But I did it anyway.’

‘So, you’re a human. Newsflash! Me too.’

We’re all howling at the same moon, I think. But it would be weird to say that now.

‘Wipe those eyes,’ says Miss Ellershaw, ‘and go and celebrate with your friends.’

‘Thanks, Miss Ellershaw. I … I really mean that,’ I say. ‘I feel like I don’t deserve a second chance.’

‘Everyone deserves a second chance, Lola. There’s not a person alive who hasn’t made a shameful mistake. It’s what you do next that counts.’ She reaches out and squeezes my arm. ‘And after what I saw tonight, I’m so excited to see what you do next.’

I’m not sure if this is even allowed, but I can’t help it. I lean in and throw my arms around Miss Ellershaw. Then I wipe my eyes again and walk away.

‘Lola!’ she calls, and I turn around. ‘Remember: comparison is the thief of joy.’

And when she says those words, I feel my heart rumble in my chest, my fingers buzz with electricity. That is what I’ll call my project. Comparison Is the Thief of Joy. That’s what the sets were all about – what I felt when I was making them: all the times I felt like I didn’t belong. Like I wasn’t good enough. All the times I tried to make myself feel big when I should have been OK starting small.

That’s when I feel a tap on my shoulder. I turn around. It’s Matilda.

‘Hey, Lola? This is my mum,’ she says, and she looks kind of worried, kind of shy.

I wink at Matilda to say, Hey, don’t worry, I’ll be cool, and I stick out my hand with a big smile. ‘Hi!’

Her mum, well, she is beautiful – like an angel crossed with a pixie. Her eyes are brown and enormous – bigger than Matilda’s. Her hair is short and dyed peroxide blonde, so that it’s almost silver but not quite, and almost white, but not quite. Her hand, when she holds it out to me, is so fine and soft, I feel as if I’m shaking hands with a princess. She’s wearing a lilac skirt that looks like it’s made of unicorn’s breath, it’s so shimmery.

‘Hey, Lola,’ she says, and her voice is lower than I was expecting, kind of husky. Is it possible that her eyes are shinier than a normal human’s?! ‘I’m Ingrid. Congrats on your award. Those sets were incredible! Till said you were talented, but I couldn’t have imagined just how good they would be.’

ARGH! A movie star thinks my sets were incredible! Truly, I am dying.

‘Till didn’t want me to mention this,’ Ingrid says, and scruffles Matilda’s hair, ‘but if you ever want to visit me on set and see how they do things there, you’d be very welcome. Heaps of amazing artists get into set design.’

‘Mu-um,’ Matilda says, all embarrassed.

‘Everyone, get out here!’ someone yells. ‘Snowball fight!’

There’s a mass exodus from the clubhouse as people run out to see.

‘Go!’ say Matilda and Ingrid. ‘We’ll be out in a sec.’

‘Lovely to meet you, Ingrid,’ I say. ‘And if it’s OK with Matilda, I’d love to come and look at the sets.’

By the time I jostle my way down the clubhouse steps, the snowflakes are falling thick and fast. It’s like being in a Christmas carol, in a snow dome, in heaven. I stand there, fixated. I think about new beginnings, fresh starts, blank slates. And then a snowball goes whizzing past my nose, breaking my philosophical haze, and hits someone in the face.

‘Hey!’ yells Rishi, brushing the snow out of his eyebrows. ‘No fair!’

Judy laughs and says, ‘Sucker!’

‘Right,’ says Rishi, gathering up his own snowball. The thing about Rishi, though, is that, like Belle, he’s not very good at ball sports. He misses Judy completely and hits Fury. Fury tackles him to the ground, so Belle and I make our own snowballs and throw them at Fury. Mayor Magnus – I mean Mark – joins them. Charisma comes to Fury’s defence and puts snow down the back of Mark’s jumper. Meanwhile, Pop is building a snowman and steals Monsieur Flutard’s hat to put on top. Punk Sherman gives her his leather jacket to put around its shoulders. Mikie comes by to give it some arms made of sticks, but somehow he knocks the poor guy’s head off. Pony Soprano trots by and picks up the top hat in his teeth, and everyone ends up chasing him again, the scamp. I’ll miss looking after that guy.

Eventually, Soph and Maisie and Belle and I end up puffed and hot, catching our breath on a patch of snow on the oval that nobody has touched yet. It reminds me of a blank page in my sketchbook, calling me to turn it into something meaningful, something beautiful.

‘Guys,’ I say. ‘Want to make snow angels?’

And so we lie, looking up at the sky, our arms swishing back and forth, rubbing our heads into the snow. And then we jump up to see if it’s worked, and there we are, four angels in a row, like a string of paper dolls. Two tall, one short, one medium-height. It worked! Just like in the movies. Truly, tonight is once in a lifetime.

There are so many things I want to say – sorries as high as the sky, thank yous as deep as the sea. But I don’t want to break this spell, so I just link elbows with Maisie and pull Belle close to me with my other arm. Soph slings her arms around Maisie’s neck. As the snow falls, we don’t say anything. It’s almost too perfect, this moment together in the white, silent world.

We look down at those four snow angels, and it feels like something’s missing. Like someone’s missing. Well, two people actually. One can’t be with us. But the other one can. We turn to look at each other, and I can see we’re all having the same thought at the same time.

‘MATILDA!’ we yell across the oval, waving our arms. ‘We need you!’

As she runs towards us, the glow from the clubhouse is behind her, lighting up the swirl of snowflakes, so it looks like she’s running through golden glitter. She throws her head back and laughs, and her eyes squint up into little half-moons of happiness. I know that feeling because it’s in my heart every time I’m with these guys – a feeling that’s bigger than the Empire State Building.

Like there’s a place in this world to belong.
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