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To Lucy and Nell—

I couldn’t wish to have met a better duo.

And to Rose, who is pure magic.




CHAPTER ONE
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I wasn’t sure how, but I’d survived! Five whole weeks of school, and if I could just get through two more days, I’d have made it to spring break, a glorious weeklong break in the school year.

GO ME!

I air-fived myself.

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

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

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

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

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

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

A whole new, normal Nelly.

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

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

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

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

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

The room was spinning. I clutched my chair.

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

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

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

“Just as well,” I hissed to Clara, who snorted. I hoped it was laughter, but it could be because she hadn’t breathed for a full minute. As much as Jas loved attention, Clara went mute if there were more than three other people in a room. She was the smartest person I knew—and 100 percent the shyest.

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

Mr. Chen was a MONSTER.

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

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

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

I was actually deceased.

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

As she picked up the Students’ Student of the Year award and said something about us all being her student of the year, I read through the list of what she’d already won. Wow. How could one person be so good at everything, from cheerleading to first aid? It all came so naturally to her. We might go to the same school but we couldn’t be more different. Marli breezed through life. Me? I kept tripping over the start line. Even our families were opposite. Marli’s mum was a lawyer for some of the biggest pop stars in the world. My dad ran Living on the Hedge, a one-man hedge-cutting business. Despite our house being tiny, he’d managed to fit four hedges on our front lawn that he’d cut into the shape of his favorite band, the Beatles. Our garden was now rated “2,314th Most Popular Local Attraction” on HolidayAdvisor. And it wasn’t like our house was normal before—the previous owners had painted it bright pink. That isn’t a shade of house. Cotton candy, puppy tummies, yes. But not houses!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But why was Clara tapping my foot?

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

In fact, why was everyone looking at me?

And why could I hear my name?!

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

“ELEANOR YOUNG.”

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

“ELEANOR.”

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

I stood up, smiling nervously as people clapped.

What could it be?

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

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

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

“First,” she mouthed. “First winner.” My best friend was quicker than Google.

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

I stopped dead. The what?!

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

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

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

And as I stood onstage, posing for a photo, everyone shouting “Breaking-News Nelly,” I knew that if I wanted life to be different in senior school, I had to do something big. And do it fast.




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

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

Clara gave me a comforting smile as she folded herself up at the other end of the sofa. “Teamwork makes the dream work!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Onscreen a dog whimpered in the hallway—he was a brown Newfoundland like Clive!

It’snotrealNel. It’snotreal.

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

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

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

Click. The door handle twisted.

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

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

“WELL, HELLO THERE!!!” the silhouette yelled.

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

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

Was that a chain saw above their head?!

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

“Stand back!” I shouted. But the lights flicked on.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And just like that I waved goodbye to the supercool shoes of my dreams, and hello to yet more secondhand shoes of fear.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I did not.

Was Clara saying that bad luck did exist?

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

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

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

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

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

Jas turned to me.

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

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

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

That’s the thing with Jas.

She could always make the worst ideas sound quite good.




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

“Soon, I hope.” Clara looked at her watch. “I need to be asleep in T-minus eighty minutes.”

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

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

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

Jas hadn’t even given us time to change. So not only was I waving a twig over a greasy popcorn bowl in public, I was doing it in my ALL LLAMA NO DRAMA fluffy sweater and secondhand internet sneakers. They were silver with purple stripes down the side, and the glittery laces had sparkly purple stars on. Maybe I should have sniffed them first, because Clive was refusing to sit anywhere near my feet. But it had been an emergency and they were better than squirrel slippers, and weirdly they fit perfectly even though the label said they should be a size too big.

Jas closed her eyes and hummed like Dad’s coffee machine when it ran out of water.

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

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

I peered into the bowl. “And the jar of pizza herbs?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“S-spell?” Clara actually spluttered.

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

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

Jas nodded, very serious. “Abso.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Fine with me.” Clara took one of the ripped pages and I did the same.

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

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

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

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

What was I going to wish for?

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

I began to write.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Because there was no way any of this would work…

Was there?




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

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

And now she was standing outside the bus looking at her watch as I galloped up. I was the last to arrive, and everyone was drumming on the windows as I hurried past, which made my stomach clench and my walk go wonky. Especially as the rumor was that the last person to arrive was the one that got picked to wear the giant potato costume. If only Clara, Jas, and I had our sleepover last night, and not two nights ago, maybe we could have shared potato-costume-wearing duties.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Clara squashed her face into the gap. “You mean science experiment.”

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

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

Ouch!

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

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

Nope. Today DEFINITELY was not going well at all.

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

“Nothing for me,” Clara said with a shrug. “But I’ll keep you posted.”

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

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

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

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

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

“How come?” Clara took another large piece of whatever it was.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Even swimming horses?” Oops. Did I say that out loud?

“Yup, even them.”

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

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

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

“Ten thousand, here you come!” But I only got halfway as Noseboy did another alarmingly loud slurp/laugh/nose-dribble combo.

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

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

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

Pretty sure “greatest” could factually be replaced by “only.”

“Hey-ho, let’s go, po-ta-to…” How was Jas doing a dance in her seat at this prospect?! “And don’t worry about that whole costume thing, Nels. If anyone can rock being a potato, it’s you.”

Was this a compliment? But I knew she was trying to help so I said thank you. Maybe spud-chic might suit me? I caught sight of Marli as she stood up to reach everyone’s bags down. She looked perfect as usual—I bet she had never had to dress as a giant vegetable. Not even a fancy one like an aubergine or an artichoke.

C’mon, Nelly.

One more day, then it’s spring break.

Having no plans could be a good thing? More time to throw myself into putting my first twelve years behind me and working on the sparkly new version of myself.

A sparkly new, totally brilliant, yet totally normal version of myself!

What is it Jas says to do? Speak it into existence?

I CAN get through today.

I CAN be totally normal and cool.

I CAN be totally normal and cool while dressed as a potato.

“You can’t.”

Sorry, what?! I almost choked on a piece of cashew nut that had failed to get swallowed with its friends. I hadn’t summoned the power of the universe. I’d summoned Noseboy.

“These broke last year.” He lifted his headphones off one ear and let them ping back against the side of his head. “I just like how they keep my ears warm. So I heard that.” He squinted at me. “And I don’t think you can make looking like a potato cool. No one can. That’s just a fact. Even Mr. and Mrs. Potato Head, who have actual potatoes for heads, can’t really pull it off.”

He looked down and started exploding penguins again.

I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. But there wasn’t time for either.

Because the bus was beeping. Were we reversing out of the potato museum?!

I squashed my nose against the window.

Adios, spuds!

See you later, potata. Because were my eyes playing tricks or… were we really heading next door?

Into… the not-yet-opened theme park?




CHAPTER FIVE
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Change of plan. CHANGE OF PLAN?!

How could Mrs. Wilson say it so calmly? That did NOT do what was happening justice!

Apparently the potato museum had been hit with a food-poisoning outbreak. Something to do with reusing their fry oil. So, to make up for the last-minute cancelation, the owners had provided passes to their new attraction. And it was only actual ADVENTURE WORLD X-TREME?! The brand-new theme park opposite the museum that hadn’t even opened!

When Mrs. Wilson had broken the news, there had been complete silence. Which shocked her so much she fiddled to check her ears were still working. Apparently the owners needed people to “test the rides and help their staff learn the ropes.” And my class were those people?!

Our parents had been in on it too! I couldn’t believe Dad hadn’t told me!

Now Mrs. Wilson was trying to run through all the rules and warn us of the dangers of log flumes, but it was too late. Everyone was cheering and grabbing their stuff and running off the bus as fast as they could.

“Is this actually happening?” Jas panted, taking photos as we sprinted underneath the huge shiny new WELCOME TO ADVENTURE WORLD X-TREME sign.

“Need for Speed II is meant to have a g-force of almost six!” Clara shouted as she pushed through the turnstile. “Almost SIX?! Can you believe that?”

I could, as I didn’t really know what it meant, other than that eating all of Jas’s snacks probably hadn’t been my best idea. I also hadn’t quite admitted to the others that I was scared of any ride faster than the kids’ Crazy Caterpillar. Here’s hoping I could fake it.

I jogged after them.

“Does anyone know if they have bumper cars?” I tried to ask casually. “Or spinning teacups? They’re actually really underrated,” I added feebly, but Jas and Clara weren’t listening. They’d stopped dead, taking in the whole park that had opened up in front of us. It was HUGE—rides in every direction, carriages hurtling through the air, music blaring out from food trucks. It was so shiny and new—and empty!

The only other people here were staff. We watched as Marli and Finn ran over to someone dressed in a giant panda costume and, squashing in their massive group of friends, threw up peace signs for a selfie. How were they making a giant furry purple panda look cool?! The park owners clocked it too, as two guys in caps ran over and handed Marli and her gang free T-shirts and hoodies. I shouldn’t feel jealous, buuuuuut, well, was it wrong to wish that me and my friends would get the same treatment?

“You girls want pizza?” A lady leaned out of the food truck next to us. “We’ve fired up the ovens and need some guinea pigs.”

“Never have I wanted to be a furry rodent more,” Clara whispered under her breath. The lady pointed to the menu. Choose your own toppings, it said. But Jas was already ordering, debating if she had enough room for her normal favorite and a chocolate-and-marshmallow one. Turns out she did.

“Guys,” I said, picking up a fallen piece of veggie pepperoni from the brand-new picnic table and dunking it in the garlic-and-herb dip. I might have gotten fries too, but when it was all free, it was rude not to. “Did either of you have a clue that days could be this good before ten a.m.?”

I held the pepperoni up, smiled at it like it was a long-lost friend, then stuffed it in my mouth. But as I chewed an idea started to come to me.

A totally-ridiculous-couldn’t-be-true idea.

Could it?

“Well, that looks deeeelicious!” Uh-oh. Mrs. Wilson was walking over, her waterproofs making a swoosh-swoosh sound as she moved. Why had she chosen our table to come and talk to? Mrs. Wilson peered at our pizza boxes. “Glad to see you were sensible and went for savory.” Jas wiped a marshmallow blob from her lip. “Everyone else seems to be over there.” She pointed to where half of our year were cheering. “Can you believe you can 3D-print yourself in cotton candy?” She shook her head in disbelief.

Jas and I nodded politely, like you have to do when teachers try to make chitchat with you. But Clara’s eyes had pinged super wide.

“3D printing? Cotton candy?” Clara didn’t normally talk to adults outside of class, but the combo of technology and snacks had pushed her over the edge.

Mrs. Wilson sighed. “I actually came over to ask a little favor. Seeing as you three are some of St. Augustine’s star pupils…” Erm, the truth was it was more like one Clara-shaped star, with two slightly confused non-stars trying to chase after it. “Would you mind having an extra buddy for the next hour?”

And that’s when Mrs. Wilson pointed. At Noseboy. “Bear would love to hang out with some cool young things rather than his embarrassing old mum.”

Bear.

Mum.

WHAT?

Noseboy was Mrs. Wilson’s son?!

“You’re his mum?” I didn’t mean to shout. But I did. Loudly. In fairness, Jas yelled, “He’s called Bear?!” even louder.

But Mrs. Wilson had already scurried off, leaving Noseboy standing on his own. He smiled at us. Then splatted his whole face into his massive stick of penguin-shaped cotton candy.

Great. Just as things had been looking up we’d got stuck babysitting a teacher’s son. The totally ridiculous idea I’d started to have popped and disappeared. And in its place was a sugar-smeared child.

“What are we going to do?” Jas hissed, even though Bear was staring right at us, his eyebrows now pink and fluffy. He 100 percent looked more like a Henry. Or maybe a Sam.

“Well, we can’t ditch him,” I whispered back through gritted teeth. All three of us were processing how much less fun today was going to be with a fourth wheel. “So I guess we just make the best of it?”

“Agree,” Clara said firmly. Although she looked increasingly unconvinced as Noseboy, oops, I mean Bear, poked his finger in his ear, then ate whatever it was he fished out.

“Beeeear.” Jas beckoned him over. “What are you like with epic rides?”

He shrugged. “I’ve never ever found one scary. Ever.”

And he was surprisingly tall for eight years old so he’d probably already been on more than me.

Jas grinned. “Just the kind of challenge we like!” She pulled the park map out of her pocket. “Shall we get going?”

Bear nodded so fast cotton candy flew off his eyebrow. “Yeah, but I need to finish this first. You want some?” He held out his penguin candy. Did it have bits of his hair in it?

Taking some would cement that we were okay with him hanging out with us. When I really just wanted to have a fun day with my friends, like every other person in our year. But, well, he looked so happy to be hanging out with us that, much to his delight, I aimed for a non-hairy bit and munched away as Clara marked up our map. She had the same look as when she finished her homework and knew it was on track for an A. Which was every time, really.

“Okay. I’ve done a quick scan.” Clara flicked out the map. “If we go this route”—she’d plotted a line with times along the way—“we’ll fit in all the rides at least twice, get an hour to spend at the food court, AND still have half an hour to deal with any unplanned activities.”

The look in Noseboy’s eyes confirmed he already loved Clara as much as we did. She turned to me. “Nels, don’t worry. I’ve included substantial gift shop time.” Oh yessss. My favorite bit of any day out. The rainbow erasers! The boxes of fudge! The pens with water and things floating inside them! “Then we can finish it all off with the Triple Terror Throwdown. Follow me!”

We marched off, buzzing with excitement again—it was super sunny, there were no queues anywhere, and Clara was walk-dancing to Harry Styles blaring out over the speakers. Everything was amazing. And since we were doing the smaller rides first, I was only moderately terrified.

It was awesome having the rides to ourselves. This must be what it felt like to be a super famous person. We even got vouchers to spend in the gift shop as a “thank you for being star testers!” Sure, I kept my eyes closed on most (all) of the rides, and yes, Noseboy kept yelling “Fandabbydozee,” which Finn definitely thought was me, but other than that it was a pretty perfect morning. And by lunch I was dying for it to just be the three of us so I could tell Clara and Jas about the suspicion that was gnawing away at me. Even if it made no sense.

“I couldn’t decide if you’d want a veggie burger, nachos, or…” Jas had her hands behind her back. “… more pizza. So I went with all of them.”

I grabbed a nacho.

“Correct answer. Thank you.”

I tried not to laugh as the Pandemonium thundered past, Mrs. Wilson in the front row, her arms in the air like she just didn’t care. Which reminded me. I looked around to check Noseboy was still chatting to some other teachers. Phew! Privacy to say what I needed to. I leaned over the table and beckoned Jas and Clara to come closer.

“Okay, so I didn’t want to say anything earlier, but…” I did another quick check over my shoulder. “… Jas, I think you might be onto something!”

Jas wrinkled her eyebrows. “You mean my nacho-on-pizza topping?”

“Well, yes, that, obviously.” It was surprisingly delicious. “Deffo nacho average pizza…”

“Bit like us.” Clara laughed. “Nacho Average Team.”

“Too right.” We spontaneously group high-fived. “But no, not that…” I HAD to spit out what was bugging me. I waggled my eyebrows. Could I say it without saying it? “The you-know-what.” Nothing. “Last night?!” Still nothing. I rolled my eyes. “C’mon, don’t make me spell it out.”

It was time to tell them my big news. I’d wanted to be sure before I shared it—there was too much risk of Clara’s brain popping,

“This was it.” I pointed my fingers either side of me and twirled my hands like I was stirring the air. “THIS was my wish.”

Jas’s mouth dropped open. “Your what?!”

I knew how ridiculous it sounded, but it was NOT normal to have such a bad day turn out this good.

Even Clara stopped chewing.

“Well, I figured it was okay to tell you after it had been granted, right?” I really wasn’t sure what the rules on summoning magic were. “But I wished for today’s trip to be epically good. And then this happened.”

They were both speechless—frozen like they were playing two-person musical statues.

I crunched a nacho, watching their faces as they took it in.

And then did up one of my laces, which had just come undone.

And then sipped my soda.

Okay, I was going to have to break the silence.

“Uh-huh.” I nodded. “I know, right?”

Jas grabbed my arm. “Nels, this is HUGE.” She gulped. “I mean, I knew it would work, but now that it has, I am shooketh.”

Clara was staring at me like I was the world’s hardest sum and she was trying to work me out. “Okay. I need to process. Everything logical is telling me it can’t be true, but then…” There was a delighted roar of “MYYYYYYYYYDELILAHHHHHHH!” from Mrs. Wilson as she zoomed back past us upside down and in reverse. “The evidence IS clearly here.” All around us our classmates and teachers were having the best time ever. “Today has done a full one-eighty.”

“Exactly. So the question is: Is it coincidence?” I lowered my voice. “Or something more?”

Jas bounced up and down on the bench. Which made us bounce up and down on the other side of it. “I TOOOOLD you we could do this!” She closed her eyes and inhaled. “We didn’t even need a firepit! We’re magical enough on our own. Ohhhh.” She rubbed her hands together. “I’m already seeing all the things we can wish for.” Her eyes pinged wide open. “A new camera. Think of the collaborations I could do! Clar, we could build a supercool science lab in your garden.” She paused for a millisecond. “And Nels, we could get everyone to forget about the whole Breaking News thing. Oooh!” Jas jumped up, waving a finger. “Can I cancel school?” She looked serious. “All school. Everywhere. I know you like it, Clar, but seriously. Do we need it? Isn’t that what the internet’s for?”

Finally she took a breath.

“Well, count me in.” I nabbed another nacho. “I mean, we’ll have to suss out if Mrs. Aneke minds a lab next to her gnome collection, but sure? Why not? Although, before we get too carried away”—I tried to ignore Jas typing an ever-growing wish list into her notes—“any updates on what you guys wished for?”

If the answer was still no, then, as exciting as it was, maybe we should chalk today up to coincidence, not cosmic change.

Clara shook her head. “Sorry, but it’s a no from me.”

Jas slid her elbows across the table, deflating slightly. “Same.”

We looked at one another, not wanting to admit that maybe the initial excitement was a bit premature. But where was the fun in that?

“Well.” I drummed my fingers on the table. “Maybe the magic we summoned for you guys is just really slow-acting?”

Clara wound a bit of dangly pizza cheese round her finger. “Totally. Slow-moving magic. Definitely a thing.” She was trying not to grin. “Although there is a way to know for sure.” She reached into her bag, her whole arm disappearing, then passed us some paper and pens. “Make some new wishes!”

“Do you think it matters that we haven’t got our diiiiviiiine toooools?” Jas wailed slightly, like a ghost.

“If you mean the twigs, we should be fine,” Clara replied, already scribbling something down. I fished out the three longest fries from the carton in front of us.

“We can wave these if it’ll help?” I accidentally ate mine. And theirs. But they were both writing, so I did too. And this time I knew exactly what I wanted. I folded my paper and put it in the middle of the table.

“Nice.” Clara nodded. I shuffled on the bench, my feet feeling tingly. Was it excitement? Or nerves? Or had I just done up my laces too tight? “Did you both wish for something that can happen in the next few hours? I should have said that before. So we can tell quickly. No point in waiting.” I nodded slowly, but in a circular way that was neither up nor down. That was an excellent idea. Which I’d totally failed to have. Jas bundled the folded papers together and we began to whisper the chant from last night.

“What you up to?” Noseboy plonked the largest fizzy drink ever on the table, totally squashing our wishes. “It looks secretive.”

“Nooooooooo!” we all said so quickly we might as well have said “THIS IS ONE HUNDRED PERCENT A SECRETIVE THING.” Jas retrieved the soggy wishes.

“Just talking about what we’re missing at the potato museum. All that… potato.” Noseboy definitely looked like he didn’t believe me. I offered him a strategic fry to distract him. “Where have you been anyway? You look…” Dazed? Slightly electrocuted? Even more covered in cotton candy than before?

“I went on LightningLoop!” Noseboy gasped, almost too excited to speak. “It goes upside down TEN times!! My face went wobbly!!”

“And what else?” I asked. He’d been gone for ages.

Noseboy looked at me as if I’d said something mad. “No, that was it. I went on it twenty-three times.”

Right. And he was about to make it twenty-four, as that’s exactly where Clara’s schedule was taking us next. Time for me to offer to be the official photographer as it was way too terrifying for me. But Noseboy was already running toward it somehow both slurping his drink and chanting “LightningLoopLightningLoop.” We raced after him—and ran straight into Finn and Marli.

“Awesome day, huh?” Marli said with a smile. Was she talking to us? I looked behind me in case. We’d never really said anything to each other before, unless “Can you pass me a Bunsen burner, please” counted as friendly chat.

I nodded. “Uh-huh.” How could she have gone on all those roller coasters and still look so perfect? Her blond ponytail didn’t have a hair out of place. And were her shoes the even more limited-edition pair of the sneakers I wanted?! I walked sideways so she couldn’t see my worn old ones.

“Sucks that you got put on babysitting duties.” Marli looked confused as Noseboy spun in circles chanting “LightningLoopLightningLoop.”

“At least we know he likes the LightningLoop.” Jas laughed. She was never fazed by anything. “Genuinely worried he might actually explode when we go on it. I call not sitting next to him.”

“Or us. We’re heading there too,” Finn said, watching as a carriage looped over our heads. “Looks sick.”

And I was so busy concentrating on not saying “No, it looks terrifying” that I ended up saying “Fandabbydozee.” Fan-actual-dabbydozee. Finn definitely snickered, but I was too busy looking at Clara’s hands. They were clenched, which meant only one thing—she was going to speak.

“You know it’s possible to dislodge a kidney stone by riding a roller coaster?” Clara gulped. I knew exactly what she was trying to do. Dazzle Finn with her science knowledge. Make him think of her when they needed a new Big Bang captain. But he was staring at the shiny silver coaster, hardly listening.

“Well, Clara, that was a really EXCELLENT science fact from your MANY million great facts,” I said as slowly and deliberately as I could, but Finn was paying zero attention and just whistled as his mates flew by upside down.

“So, who’s coming?” Marli said with a huge smile. And despite wanting to say “Not me,” I said “Absolutely”… and now I was sitting in the LightningLoop carriage wanting to be anywhere else in the world. Even at one of Dad’s Mysterious Martin magic shows. My heart was racing, my mouth felt like it was chewing a sand sandwich, and as the shoulder harness clicked into place my arms went on strike.

This was a nightmare. Except at least with actual nightmares you got to be in bed.

Then a horn sounded.

Jas and Clara whooped. Noseboy yelled “LIGHTNINGLOOP!” (which now seemed to be the entire content of his vocabulary) and I… willed myself not to cry.

We were off!

So fast. Reeeeally fast!

And going up!

And flying down!

And spinning in one direction.

Then into the pitch black!

Then into lights!

And were we going backward?

Was I upside down? Or were my cheeks just pushing up into my eyes?

I couldn’t tell anymore.

And I kind of liked it!

And then it was over.

And I was alive! I staggered off. Feeling dizzy. And sick. And not sure which way was up.

And it felt… amazing! Maybe even fandabbydozee.

“You guys want the official photo?” Photo? A lady dressed in a red uniform with a matching SAY CHEESE cap pointed to a screen that was as large as my house. On it was a picture of a carriage of four people all smiling, their hands in the air. I hadn’t seen a camera. “It’ll be up there any minute. On all the screens across the park. If you like it, give me a thumbs-up. They’re all free. Six copies, right?”

But I was distracted. Had I spilled something on myself? My pale blue T-shirt was splattered with something that looked like vanilla milkshake but stickier. Eww. The ends of my shoulder-length hair too—my ponytail had completely fallen out.

And that’s when our photo popped up.

This could NOT be happening.

I glared at Noseboy. To be fair, even he looked grossed out.

But there it was. For the world to see.

“Oh, that is not okay,” Clara said to no one in particular as she realized what had happened. Jas ran in front of the screen, waving her arms around to block it out.

But it was too late. Everyone in the whole park could see.

There were Jas and Clara at the front, huge smiles on their faces, hands in the air. Marli and Finn in the third row smiling and laughing.

And in the middle row. Me. Both eyes scrunched shut. Hands hanging on to the harness for dear life. Mouth screaming in what would be a wail if one cheek hadn’t wobbled so much that my face looked like a giant question mark.

And Noseboy. Next to me. Mouth open. A long stream of beige coming out of his mouth. Right toward… me.

Forget making new wishes. If we wanted proof of Clara’s hypothesis that I wasn’t suddenly blessed with magical good luck, here it was.

“Sorry.” Noseboy shrugged, a slightly surprised but definitely proud look on his face. “I did wonder if three milkshakes were too many.”

THREE?

Now really was NOT the time to tell me. BEFORE I’d sat next to him would have been ideal.

“Not cool,” Jas said, helping me scrape away at the splodge with tissues Clara had produced out of nowhere.

Clara shook her head. “Don’t worry, Nels. We’ll sort this, okay?” I tried not to splutter as she sprayed me with blueberry body spray she’d also packed in her bag.

That’s when Marli stepped over. “Gutted, Nicky,” she said, looking genuinely sorry for me. I chose not to point out I was Nelly. “Here…” She pulled something out of her bag. “I’ve got this if you need it.” It was one of the free T-shirts she’d been given. “Sorry, it’s the only one we’ve got left.”

And that’s how I ended up spending the rest of the day in a bright neon yellow XXXXL I LOVE FUN! T-shirt that came down to my knees. At least it made it easy for everyone else to spot me and yell “Hurrrrrrl!”

Spring break hadn’t even started and I was already failing in my mission. There was no way I was going to make it through this stupid presentation.

Why couldn’t I just be normal?




CHAPTER SIX
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KNOCK.

Eurgh.

KNOCK KNOCK.

I pulled a pillow over my head.

“Nellington? You awake?”

Well, I was now Dad was shouting at me to ask if I was awake. What ungodly hour was this? I looked at my phone. 7:00 a.m.?!!

“It’s the first day of spring break, Dad! This is not okay!”

But he was already walking in, holding out his phone. I rubbed at my eyes. Who was onscreen? Was it… Jas? And her mum?!

I scrambled upright. Were they okay?

“Morning, sleepyhead.” Jas laughed, giving me a big wave. Phew. She seemed happy.

“What’s going on?” I asked, trying to scrape last night’s toothpaste off my lip.

Dad sat on the edge of my bed. “Jasmine and her mum checked into Camp Chaos last night, Nels.” Of course! That’s why they were on a sunny beach. “But…” He paused. “There’s been a problem.” Uh-oh. My stomach fell. Was Jas being forced to share a room with Jake and Alfie? Did I need to figure out a rescue plan? Despite only being half awake, I was ready to set off to sneak her out in one of Clara’s massive bags.

Jas’s mum smiled. How did Mrs. Sanderson look this perfect at 7:00 a.m.? Was she definitely human? “There’d been a booking glitch with the lodge we wanted.”

Why were they all smiling? What was happening? Why were we having this chat at 7:02 a.m.?!

“They’ve upgraded us, Nels!” The words burst out of Jas. “So you and Clara can come!! There’s a hot tub and an outdoor cinema and a ball pit and we’ve got three spare bedrooms and PLEASE SAY YES.” She crossed her fingers and held them up to the screen. “Your dad says it’s OKAY! PLEEEEEEEEEEEEASE!”

But I didn’t say yes. Because I was too busy throwing my duvet off and running round my room screeching. Luckily Dad did, though. Less luckily, he then made me pack my stuff into one of his weird secondhand suitcases. But four and a half hours later I was staring out of the car window, Clara sitting next to me, a forest on one side, sea on the other, still trying to work out if this was all a big dream. A big, amazing dream.

I felt my feet. Yup, I was wearing socks. This had to be real life. Surely if it were a dream I wouldn’t have been boring enough to have bothered putting on dream socks? I also hoped I wouldn’t be dreaming Dad singing Coldplay at full volume, punching the air and pointing at Clara whenever he wanted her to “harmoniiiiiize.” But Clar was laughing, and my phone was pinging with the 150th message in our group chat, and I was spending spring break with my best mates at Camp Chaos and LIFE WAS GREAT.

Which meant the thought that had been doing loops around my brain all morning waved another big hello.

I’d been trying to make it have a quiet sit-down, but it kept leaping back up.

I knew Jas’s and Clara’s new wishes from yesterday hadn’t worked because Clara’s laptop hadn’t upgraded, and Jas hadn’t got home to discover a tiny house-trained pony in her kitchen.

But…

“You two okay back there?” Dad’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “Need any rrrrrrefreshments?”

He passed back two bottles of water. He loved making me and my friends sit in the back so he could pretend he was a VIP chauffeur.

“Thanks.” I took them. The fizzy laces I’d had for breakfast had made me thirsty. “Although Clara knows you’re a hedge-cutter extraordinaire, not a chauffeur.”

He put his left finger up to his ear. “Sorry, didn’t catch that. My next job’s coming through.” Clara laughed—did she not know encouraging him only made him worse? “We’re almost there. So please don’t forget to rate me five stars!”

He flicked on the turn signal.

Wait. Were we really here?! Clara and I grabbed each other’s hands. Dad caught my eye in the rearview mirror and winked. As soon as we’d got the call, he’d canceled his Saturday magic class and sorted out driving us all the way down. Sometimes he could be kind of a legend. I gave him a big smile back. Yes, he was absolutely bonkers, but he was my bonkers, and in a weird way I was going to miss him. And his new gelled hair, which he was currently smoothing down on either side of his hat. For the last few weeks he’d been “mixing up” his “look.” I’d caught him reading Men’s Style magazine (alarming) and tearing pages out of it (incredibly alarming), and now he was parting his hair weirdly and he kept smelling of weird furniture smells (although he called it “smoked wood’) (still alarming).

“It might be four stars unless you solemnly swear to take that chauffeur’s hat thing off the second you get out of the car.” He pretended to be offended. “C’mon, Daaad. Remember what we agreed?”

He rolled his eyes. “Nothing embarrassing. Though I wouldn’t call this hat embarrassing.” He flicked the brim. “I’d call it very stylish indeed.”

But Clara was tapping my leg. She had her face pressed against her window, steaming it up with her breath. “Nels! It looks even better than in the pictures! It looks…”

“Fan. Dabby. Dozeeee,” I accidentally finished, as we turned under a big wooden archway that had CAMP CHAOS written above it in words made of logs. It had taken almost five hours to drive here, but I’d need five years to deal with this. I’d won the spring break lottery!

And… yup, there it was again. The big “YOU CAN’T PRETEND I’M NOT HERE” thought doing the running man in my head. The one next to “must stop saying ‘fandabbydozee.’ ”

Last night I’d realized my first wish hadn’t been for the trip to be “epically good.” It had been to “go somewhere epically good.” Which we had. Then yesterday, after Jas had been sad about going away with Jalfie, my wish had been for the three of us to spend spring break together and… well, now this was happening.

Should I tell Clara? She’d wound her window down and was taking big gulps of sea air, eyes closed, a big grin on her face.

No. I’d wait a bit longer, see if I could get any more evidence. Or clues.

Plus, this moment was all about our amazing bestie Jas, and how awesome she’d been to invite us, and I didn’t want to take anything away from that. Especially as she was right there, jumping on the spot in a super-bright-purple top and matching shorts. She’d been filming our arrival, but the second she was certain it was us, she ditched her camera and waved her arms around.

“Yoooooooooooooohhhh!” I yelled, almost falling out of the car. I’d been going for yes and wooo but that’s what came out.

“You all right there?” Dad emergency-stopped the car.

“It’s been almost twenty hours since we saw each other, okay?” I laughed, flinging open the door. Dad hadn’t even turned off the engine by the time the three of us were hugging. We leaped about, whooping and cheering and not believing this was happening. Who cared if I was wearing my slippers? They were squirrel ones anyway, so forest appropriate.

“You do know you and your mum are officially the best?!” I squeezed Jas so hard her breath came out in a wheeze like an accordion.

“Erm…” She stepped back. “YOU guys are! Coming all this way?!”

“We had to give it lots of thought.” Clara tried to look serious. “Like 0.00002 seconds, right, Nels?”

I snorted as Dad plonked two massive suitcases down on the ground beside us.

“Installment one.” He stood up and put a hand on his back. His hat was very much still on. “Ms. Clara, a less professional chauffeur might ask if you had packed for seven days or seven years?”

He said it with a grin but Clara’s face dropped.

“Sorry, Mr. Y! It’s not that much, I promise. Just with all my books, and not knowing what clothes I’d need, and then my computer stuff, and this new experiment I’m working on, and…” Clara paused. “Okay. Maybe it is that much.”

We helped him unload the rest. Even with four pairs of hands we still ended up balancing stuff on one another to make it in one trip. We weaved along the wooden path that ran through the trees. Camp Chaos was like something from a film—and not even a British one. An American movie where the sun always shines, and everyone says hello with big smiles.

On one side of the track was a forest, but on the other was a sandy path that led down toward some sand dunes. The views were incredible. And dotted among the trees were wooden buildings with signs saying things like CHILL ZONE! and COME MAKE MAYHEM >>>. Did I just spot some tree houses too? Yup, there were ladders and walkways above us in the trees.

But very best of all, as we walked past the huge tepee tent with a REGISTRATION signpost outside, and turned toward Jas’s chalet, the trees dropped away and in front of us was the hugest, sandiest beach I’d ever seen. I stopped dead.

I’d thought this spring break was going to be helping Dad with supermarket trips, rearranging my posters and, if I were lucky, finding an old Solero when I defrosted Pepe and Noodles’s freezer. But here I was standing on a sand dune, watching a surfing lesson near a group of people my age laughing as they barbecued burgers on an open fire.

Was this amazing luck—or something else?

Either way, it was pure brilliant. Every single thing. Well, except the squirrel slippers I’d just remembered I was wearing. I needed to get us inside and quick. Because during the drive I’d decided something. Something big. Camp Chaos was going to be the start of New Nelly. No one here knew anything about me, so it was the perfect place to test out my new, cool, completely confident, totally normal and absolutely disaster-free self.

I mumbled something about not having any sunscreen on and picked up my pace to the chalet. I was expecting a sort of posh shed, but wooden mansion would be a better description. It was huuuuuge! And not a hamburger clock in sight—just white sofas and cushions at perfect angles, and floor-to-ceiling windows like one of those houses on TV.

This place got better and better.

Jas’s mum and Patrick were having lunch on their balcony when we arrived, so we said our millionth thank-you and left them to chat with my dad while Jas took us on a tour.

“So this is the kitchen.” Jas slid across the shiny wooden floor toward the lounge sofas. This room was so huge it could fit a netball court! She pointed to some brightly colored buckets dangling by the front door. “Main thing to note is these bad boys. I think they’re meant to be used for sandcastles but I’m not even joking—there’s a help-yourself snack shop, so I take one of these.” She nodded proudly. “Maximum efficiency. Maximum snackage.” Impressive. She’d been here less than twenty-four hours but Jas already had all the important details figured out. We followed as she marched past the four massive sofas, each bigger than my bed at home, and up the huge wooden staircase. Every single room had huge black-framed windows that overlooked the forest or sea. “Up here…”—Jas headed to a door at the end of the corridor—“… is us. This is my room.” Whoa! It was more like a flat. The bed was big enough to lie sideways on. Next to it was a massive dressing table and chair and in the window was a comfy-looking sofa, and was that a brand-new iMac on the desk?! Clara was already stroking it.

“I know, right! Walk-in wardrobe AND the sofa pulls out into a bed.” Jas pushed open the doors that led off the room. “Who needs wishes when this happens?! My own bathroom.” She lowered her voice. “Which is a total lifesaver when I’m living with you-know-who.” She meant Alfie and Jake. “Don’t worry. They’re out for the day surfing. Hopefully they’ll get pulled to France by a dolphin or something…” She trailed off. “Now, do you guys want a room each?” Jas pointed up to the next floor. “Or…” She paused. But it was too late. I’d already thrown my bag onto the sofa bed.

“Seven nights of sleepover?!” I leaped onto her bed. Was I too old to bounce around on it? Sure. Was that going to stop me? No way. “Yes, puhhhlease.” I catapulted toward the bedside table. “We already have too much to talk about to fit into day hours, so sleeping anywhere else is a waste, riiiiiight?”

“Couldn’t have said it better!” Clara high-fived the air as she connected her phone to the speakers. “This is going to be the best week EVER. All this stuff to do! Wi-Fi that holds up. No Mum and Dad around to nag me about screen time.” She shook her head and put her hands together. “Jas, we are truly not worthy!”

I agreed. 100 percent. And decided not to say anything about the thought that was living rent-free in my head. The whole wish thing. Yes, on first look it did seem like my luck had massively changed, but in reality today was all thanks to Jas and her mum. It wasn’t magic that had made them invite us—it was them being awesome. And also—NEWSFLASH, BRAIN—magic doesn’t exist. Especially not for people like me.

Jas shrugged, suddenly embarrassed. She hated compliments from us. “S’what you would have both done…”

Uh-oh. Awkward silence as Jas stared at the floor, her nostrils flaring, and we tried not to laugh at how awkward she was, and she tried not to laugh at us knowing how awkward she was. It took less than a second for us all to crack up.

Clara clicked play on the playlist she’d made on the journey (every Harry Styles and BTS song ever released, but I wasn’t complaining). We started flinging our limbs about, grabbing Clara’s mouse to sing into, and bouncing across the massive bed. Jas even filmed my finest flamingo dance yet—my own invention. Dancing on one leg with a confused face, head jutting and an occasional arm flapping. We only stopped when Clara got a notification on her watch saying her heart rate had gone funny.

As we got our breath back, Jas talked us through how it worked with all the activities. There were SO many to choose from and we could pick ANYTHING. I definitely wanted to try surfing, and I’d always wanted to ride a horse. The wild campout sounded awesome, and there were things I’d never even heard of, like kite-buggying. On Wednesday there was the annual all-day Camp Chaos Championship where the whole camp competed against one another in teams. I kept shaking my head, hardly able to believe this was happening. I could already see how good the holiday photos were going to look! My senior presentation was going to be awesome after all! Me and my spring break were going to be awesome! My classmates weren’t going to know what had hit them!

Excitement fizzed in my stomach like a cherry Coke.

Day one of spring break and my plan to be a new and improved version of me was going better than I could ever have hoped.

“Knock knock!” Dad opened the door, failing miserably to actually knock. Mrs. S and Patrick followed him in. “Well, heavens to Betsy! Isn’t this the bee’s knees!” he exclaimed. “Just wanted to say bysie-bye.”

Jas’s mum tried and failed not to raise one of her perfect eyebrows as he did a double-handed wave. Mrs. S and my dad looked actual lols next to each other. I wasn’t sure Dad had owned a hairbrush until three weeks ago (I’d once caught him using a plastic fork as a comb) and he was wearing a charity shop T-shirt he’d found that said I HEART PARIS over a picture of the London Eye. Jas’s mum, however, looked like she’d been created in Photoshop, with her super glossy black hair, huge smile, and perfect eyeliner.

Patrick was peering over her shoulder. “I see you’ve had a look round the acres of space and spare rooms here and decided to…” He shook his head with a smile. Mrs. S finished off his sentence.

“All squeeze in here.” The grown-ups looked at one another and laughed. “Figures.”

Dad wrapped me up in a big hug and nuzzled his face into the top of my hair. “I’m going to miss you, Boot!” Yup, most parents had cute nicknames for their kids. Mine was Boot. It had started off as Nelly the Welly, then it became Welly Boot, and finally Boot had stuck. Long gone were the days when Dad called me by the name he’d chosen when I was born! “What am I going to do with myself while you’re busy gallivanting and abandoning me?”

I shrugged. “Learn how to make coins appear from behind ears and buy things we don’t need off the internet?”

He nodded, grinning ever so slightly. “You know me so well.” He kissed my forehead as I hugged him back. “Now don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, okay?” That didn’t narrow things down at all. “And you take care of one another.”

The three of us nodded, but if there’s one thing every single person in this room knew, it was that we would always do that, no matter what.

“They’ve got the boys too,” Patrick said, rubbing Mrs. S’s back. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Jas attempt to hold back a grimace and smile politely, but she ended up looking like the straight-mouth emoji. “Alfie just messaged. Apparently they’ve found a pretty cool group of chums who I’m sure they can introduce you to.”

I had a distinct feeling that’s the last thing Jalfie would want to do, but we all murmured something vague but positive so as not to set off any parent alarm systems. And it worked. Mrs. S looked pleased and turned her attention to suggesting we “unpack to really feel at home, as who wants to live out of suitcase for a week?” (Answer: Me; it saves on packing it all back up.) With one final Dad-instigated group hug, they headed off.

We cranked the music up and Clara and I emptied our suitcases double quick so we could head out. I didn’t need much wardrobe space, as it turns out that when under pressure I pack the following:


	One flip-flop

	A pack of cards. No idea why. I’d never even played. Dad’s magic chat must be getting to me.

	Three sets of pajamas. But only one pair of jeans.

	Half a packet of Pringles

	One swimsuit

	The photo of Clive I keep by my bed

	And zero pairs of shoes. ZERO. And I’d traveled in my slippers! And with size-eight feet, no one could lend me theirs except Patrick. How could I ride a horse in leather loafers?!



Just as I was about to freak out, Clara threw something in my direction. “Our stuff must have got jumbled up in the trunk.”

I fished under the sofa to retrieve it.

“You SUPERSTAR-ANGEL-BEING!” It was one of the sneakers Dad had given me the other night. Clara chucked the other one over.

“I can’t believe you packed them!”

Clara tilted her head on one side. “I… didn’t?”

It wasn’t like her to forget, but I wasn’t complaining! I wasn’t going to have to spend the week in slippers. Result! But whereas I hadn’t remembered to pack shoes… (Or deodorant. And I’d picked up Dad’s magic cape instead of my dressing gown)… Clara had remembered EVERYTHING. In the same time it took me to arrange the nail varnishes I’d brought, she’d hung up every item of clothing, laid out her whole chemistry set, and pinned up three Harry Styles posters. I gave up putting stuff away and we left to check out the rest of the camp.

There was so much to explore. Everywhere I looked there were huge colorful flags that Jas explained marked the meeting points for outdoor activities like treetop rope courses and waterskiing. There were about fifty chalets and cabins dotted along the trees, and at the far edge of the beach was a steep cliff with a sandy path cutting through it. As we followed the signs at the back of the dunes toward Camp HQ, we came into a clearing with two massive wooden buildings.

“That’s the Live Lodge,” Jas said, pointing to the one on the right. “For performances and bands and stuff. And that…” She smiled as she pointed to a building that had its doors open, leading right onto the beach. “Is the Grub Hub. It’s help yourself to anything. Twenty-four-hour food. All free! And on Wednesday they’re firing up the pizza ovens.” She pointed to some brick domes alongside it. “Hello, chocolate pizzzaaaa, my old friend! And down there…” I followed her gaze down to the far side of the cove, where the sun was sparkling off the bright blue water. A bunch of staff in matching Camp Chaos T-shirts were refereeing a game of beach volleyball.

“That’s where the campfires are every night,” Jas continued. “We should go. Toast some marshmallows. Join in some sing-alongs. Or scrap that—ghost stories for Clar.”

“Divine.” Clara said with a grin. “And maybe one night we could sit up there.” She pointed to the bench on the top of the cliff. “I bet the views are awesome.”

She was right. This whole camp was like a magical, secret place that didn’t feel part of the real world. Even the camp supervisors had glitter on their faces. In fact, did we just pass a whole GLITTERATI station with help-yourself glitter and body paint? Thank goodness Dad hadn’t spotted it or he’d be driving home looking like a rainbow had exploded.

My phone vibrated. Dad. Wow. It was like he knew I was thinking about him.

    Dad: Stay safe! Have fun! Don’t miss me too much [image: black heart emoji] [image: dog face emoji] [image: beach with umbrella emoji] [image: waving hand emoji] [image: party popper emoji] [image: house with garden emoji] [image: volcano emoji]

No idea why the volcano, but I appreciated his ongoing efforts to leave no emoji unloved. I sent back loads of hearts and a thumbs-up, told him I’d call soon, and linked my arms through Jas’s and Clara’s. This was bliss.

“Guys.” I pointed out to the ocean. “I swear I just spotted a dolphin.”

“Well, they do live here,” Clara said as if this wasn’t a mind-blowing discovery. Jas got out her camera. “I did a bit of a google about marine life in Cornwall.” And as Clara hit us with sea-based facts (a blue whale’s heart is as big as a car! The biggest-ever iceberg was larger than Belgium!), I tried to take it all in. Not just the sea, or whale hearts or being on holiday with my best mates, but everything. I’d wanted to go back to school with something interesting to say about my spring break, and here it was. The best spring break ever.

And I felt so free. Here no one had a clue who I was, so I didn’t even need to worry about everyone thinking I was Breaking-News Nelly. Or Pink-House Girl. Not even Roller Coaster Vom Sponge. Here I could try out New Nelly. Confident and cool! And by the time we got home maybe it would have stuck.

I pulled my shoulders back, closed my eyes, and let out a happy sigh.

Maybe my luck really had just changed.

“No. Actual. Way?!” Jas stopped dead. Either she’d just spotted a unicorn dolphin or something was up. Seriously up.

And when I looked over to where she was staring, I inhaled so hard I accidentally sucked a fly up my nose. Something wasn’t just up.

It was beyond-all-imagination bad.




CHAPTER SEVEN
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I didn’t know you guys were coming here?” Marli looked genuinely pleased to see us as she waved from a bench on one of the dunes. C’mon, face?! Stop panicking! Remember how to smile!

How was this happening?! I’d just been celebrating being on holiday from real life, getting the chance to become a whole new me, and now here was one of the people who knew what a total disaster I was. I couldn’t even speak normally around Marli, let alone be a new composed Nelly!

And she looked even more cool than she did back home—how was that possible? She was wearing a matching top and shorts, the ends of her hair had been dyed pink and purple, and were those the sneakers Olivia Rodrigo had on in her latest video?

Marli looked us up and down. I wasn’t sure if she’d meant to, but I zipped my hoodie up, suddenly self-conscious. “Small world, huh?”

Yes! Way too small! And now things were going from bad to worse. Marli was beckoning someone else over. Finn! And he wasn’t alone. He was with Jake and Alfie.

Finn and Marli must be the friends that their dad was talking about! How was this much bad luck possible?!

Jake and Alfie were about a foot taller than when I’d last seen them. Alfie had shaved his head and looked about sixteen and Jake had grown his brown hair longer and had a pro-skater vibe. Only Finn bothered pretending to be pleased to see us as they sat next to Marli.

The seven of us looked at one another in what I think was an awkward silence. I couldn’t be sure as my eyes were still watering from breathing in a fly. But someone needed to say something. And as Clara couldn’t speak in front of more than three people, and Jas was making a noise like a malfunctioning electric toothbrush, I guessed it was over to me.

Deep breath. Maybe this could be the official launch of the new, confident, totally cool me?! I just needed to think of something to say. Something fascinating.

“A fly just flew up my nose.” Blank faces. “Well, I guess it flew. It could have walked. But then it should really be called a walk.”

Clara and Jas supported me with a loyalty laugh, but it wasn’t loud enough to cover up Alfie saying, “Riiiiiiight.” Did I have anything else? “Erm. Did you know it was the Romans who invented concrete?”

Finn laughed. He’d been in class when I’d done my talk on Pompeii and got too emosh and accidentally cried, so I wasn’t sure if it was with me, or at me, but it felt like an improvement.

“That I did not.” He grinned. It wasn’t my fault that the school project wouldn’t leave my brain. “But thank you, Breaking-News Nelly.”

“Why breaking news?” Jake asked, but there was no way I wanted anyone to explain.

“Anyway,” Jas said cheerily, shooting Finn a look to keep him quiet. “We didn’t know you guys were friends?”

Alfie leaned back, a smile on his face. He’d got braces too since I’d last seen him.

“We only met last night, but…”

Finn finished his sentence. “When you meet people who love golf as much as you, you know they’re good guys!” Eurgh. Golf? Was that even a sport? Whacking something then walking after it? Finn punched Alfie in the arm. Alfie punched him back even harder. They both laughed. A lot. Boys could be really weird.

“Good to see you’ve recovered from the barf-fest, Nels…” Finn, almost, but not quite, managed not to snicker. “I cannot believe you got stuck with that kid. And that photo…” He was laughing too much to finish.

“That photo was nothing.” Jas jumped in. “So, what are—”

But Finn spoke right over her. “Honestly, Jake. Alfie. It was CLASSIC. I wish I could show you. A have-to-see-it-to-believe-it kind of thing.” Jas opened her mouth, but Finn wasn’t stopping. “Nelly was freaking out with her eyes closed and they took the photo just as some weird kid threw up. Right on her.” He threw his hands up and pulled a screaming face to recreate my pose and cracked up all over again.

“It really wasn’t that funny,” I said, but the boys were all doubled over laughing.

At least Marli didn’t join in. Instead she gave me a gentle smile. “That ride was legit terrifying. I swear I had my eyes closed for half of it too.” Wow. She’d been nervous? I’d had no idea. “So, Jas.” Marli elbowed her cousin to try to get him to stop laughing. “How come you never told us you had such legendary brothers?”

Marli asked it like it was a genuine question, despite us never really having chatted before.

“Mum’s boyfriend’s sons,” Jas calmly corrected her.

Alfie grinned. “C’mon, sis.” Eurgh. He nudged her foot with his. “Don’t be like that. Not on our supercool family holiday.” He laughed as he said family holiday like it was the worst punishment in the world rather than a free trip to this amazing place. Jas stiffened beside me. I knew for a fact she didn’t have any problem with her mum and Patrick dating. She wanted her mum to be happy. But she did have a problem with the conversations that had started to pop up about Patrick, Jake, and Alfie moving in, and how Jalfie always seemed to do whatever it took to get one up on her.

“Oh no! Is that the time?” Jas said, looking at her phone. She turned to me and Clara. “We need to get to that thing.”

Clara nodded. “Yup, that urgent thing.” Whoa, was Clara talking? This really must be an emergency! “That we were, er… urgently on our way to.”

“Oh yeah.” I tried to look sad. “We really would stay if it wasn’t so urgent. Great to see you guys, though.”

Marli lifted up her sunglasses and smiled. “You too! Nice sneakers, by the way.” She was squinting at my feet. “Are they the ones Zendaya had?!” She looked impressed. But unless Zendaya also got secondhand bargains from her dad’s manic internet purchases, I highly doubted it.

“Erm…” was all I said. Shuffling about, trying to stop her spotting how definitely not-at-all cool they were.

“What she means is yes.” Jas prodded me in the arm. “But you know Nels. Doesn’t like to brag.”

“Sweet,” Marli said, impressed. She must never know the truth! But we had a fake urgent plan to get to, and I had old sneakers to hide, so we waved bye and hurried off to our imaginary thing. Which would have been more convincing if the three of us didn’t all go in completely opposite directions.

Oh well.

To get over the shock of Finn and Marli being here—and them being besties with Jas’s not-brothers (as we’d started calling them to even things out)—the three of us headed back to grab the buckets to fill up on pick-and-mix. As we chewed jelly fried eggs and tried to see who could throw rocks the farthest into the sea (should have guessed it was Clara after all that lugging about of oversize bags), we decided that no one was going to make this holiday anything less than perfect. Especially not Jake and Alfie.

And as the strings of lights flicked on in the trees and fires on the beach started to pop up, I thought less and less about the shock of earlier and more and more about how we were living in a fairy tale. On Clara’s request, we visited the stables where Jas and I signed up for riding lessons the next day (Clara chose the less fur-allergic option of archery.) Once Clara had finished sneezing, we headed back down through the forest, and as the sun set, we filmed ourselves writing giant messages in the sand. “NACHO AVERAGE TEAM FOR EVER [image: black heart emoji]”

By the time we were in bed, we were exhausted. So exhausted I kept half-falling asleep and speaking in my dream, and then realizing I was saying things like “kidnap the pineapple” out loud, which woke me back up. But when we turned out the lights, it gave us another energy burst and we stayed up chatting for another hour. And something about being in the dark meant I felt brave enough to tell the others the Thing. The Thing that had been spinning round my head all day, almost popping out at all the wrong moments.

Maybe it was a bad idea to share it.

But I couldn’t keep it to myself anymore.




CHAPTER EIGHT
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So let me get this straight.” Jas was on attempt ten of trying to have this top secret conversation. We’d talked about it for an hour last night, before we went to breakfast in the Grub Hub this morning, but neither Jas nor Clara could make sense of it. And Clara could make sense of physics lessons, so this must be really bad.

I’d chosen my words carefully. But I needn’t have worried. Jas didn’t take it badly—well, unless badly meant switching on her phone’s flashlight and running round the room whisper-yelling “NELLY IS A WIZARD! NELLY IS A WIZARD!” until Patrick knocked and asked why she was shouting about lizards at 1:30 a.m.

“You’re saying…” Jas took yet another deep breath. “Your you-know-what came true? AGAIN.” She was trying to be discreet, which was hard when she was bouncing around on a horse, trying to whisper at me while I was bouncing around even more on a horse behind her. But the instructor told her to trot on, and I couldn’t reply.

That’s what I’d finally admitted last night. That my wish at Adventure World X-Treme had been for us all to be together for an awesome spring break. And now… this.

Today I was meant to be defrosting Pepe and Noodles’s freezer and here I was on a horse! Not a bag of frozen peas in sight! I patted my horse’s neck—he was browny-orange and white, which is apparently called skewbald, and supersoft to stroke. He smelled of digestive biscuits dunked in tea (I knew this because I kept wobbling headfirst into his mane) and his name was Fire. Which was funny, as that’s how my legs felt. Why had no one warned me horse-riding was like trying to stay balanced on a moving washing machine?!

Still, I couldn’t believe my dream of riding a horse was coming true. And even better, the photos would make the perfect start for my senior presentation.

Jas already had some good ones of me in my riding helmet, rubbing Fire’s nose, but she was so dedicated to my mission that she had her camera bouncing round her neck to “capture any more spontaneous gold.”

“Nelll, speeeak to meeeeeeee!” Jas hissed as she got back from trotting all the way round the arena. Luckily the instructor was busy with the other two people in the lesson—a guy our age who was so tall his feet almost touched underneath his horse, and a girl with a shaved head wearing a T-shirt covered in smiley faces.

“I KNooow iTTTT’S Nooooot Possiiiiibleeee.” The bouncing was making my voice wobble. “BUT It IS WEeEEIrrD, RiGHT?”

Firstly I wanted the school trip to be somewhere great. Then I wanted Jas, Clara, and me to be together for spring break. And against all odds, both things happened.

Clara reckoned it was just a really big coincidence whereas Jas’s first words today had been, “Good morning, wizard.”

And me? I had no idea what I thought. It could just be coincidence. But I never normally lucked out like this… Then again, I didn’t usually change the course of fate that much either.

Clara waved from the edge of the field on the other side of the arena as I jiggled into her eyeline. She was standing in front of the archery targets, looking like she could give Wonder Woman a run for her money. That girl really could do anything. Well, everything except own a rabbit. Or a llama. For someone who loved animals as much as her, her fur allergy really wasn’t fair. I wished she could have a pet and it not be a big deal. Still, at least I was making her laugh with my inability to stay upright.

“Sit up, Ellie!” the instructor yelled. Not my name, but sure. “Trust the process! I’ve never had any beginners fall off in the twelve years I’ve been teaching here. These horses are safer than armchairs!”

All I could say back was “EUUURRGHHHHHHHHAAHHHHYYESSOOOORRY.”

I must look ridiculous. The advice was to wear tight trousers, but I’d only packed shorts and jeans that didn’t stretch enough to sit on a bench, let alone a horse. But I was a foot taller than Clara, and too big to squeeze into Jas’s clothes, so we’d had to get creative. Which is why I was now in my chipmunk-pattern pajama bottoms that I’d tucked into my socks and sneakers. I’d had to run from tree to tree to avoid Finn and Marli on the walk over and Jas had solemnly sworn not to take any photos that went below my waist. There could be no other eyewitnesses.

But… wait! If I really could make wishes come true, I could wish to never have to wear pajamas in public again!! Although maybe I should start with world peace. Or ending global warming?

Jas trotted alongside me.

“When do you think we’ll know? About the ones this morning?”

I shrugged, but it was hard for her to decipher that when my whole body was pogoing up and down. This morning had been hectic. Clara had ruled out the idea that she and Jas could make any wishes come true, as none of theirs had. She was unconvinced that I could too, because, well, of course I couldn’t. However, she did say “All good scientists keep an open mind until the evidence confirms one way or another.” And she’d made me make some more wishes to check. This time we chose them together and made sure they were impossible things that absolutely couldn’t happen by coincidence. We’d figured we didn’t need to stick to all the rules from Jas’s tutorial video, and this time I’d read them all out as I’d written them down.

I looked at my hands clasped tight around Fire’s reins. Even under a layer of horse grime, I could make out the three words scrawled on my left one.

Chocolate.

Flamingos.

Woof.

Ouch. Another sharp twang of guilt. Really there should be four words. Because another wish had popped out of my mouth later on—before I even knew it was happening. And I hadn’t told the others.

Over breakfast we’d all been chatting about the Camp Chaos Championship on Wednesday. Teams were meant to be four people, but Clara, Jas, and I had decided to stick with three. And with a drum roll on the picnic table Jas had unveiled our team name. Nacho Average Team.

Mrs. S and Patrick had let out polite oooh’s, but Jake and Alfie had laughed. Well, more cackled, then declared that their team, with Finn and Marli, was going to “smash the whole championship.” Mrs. S and Patrick looked genuinely impressed. When Alfie had shouted, “See you later, losers!,” Patrick had whooped so loudly he’d made Ms. Badger, the boss of the whole camp who was sitting at the next table, drop her croissant.

The more Jalfie went on (and on) about trashing us, the quieter Jas had gotten. I guessed she didn’t want to argue in front of her mum, so I changed the subject to how awesome it was they’d made an extra place for Jas in this afternoon’s filmmaking workshop. She’d been buzzing that, with their posh cameras and edit suites, she could make her best video yet, which could help her mission to hit ten thousand followers by the end of the week. But Alfie had just suggested she make a film about them if she really wanted to get followers. Cue my blood boiling more than the camp’s coffee machine. And all her mum had done was look up from the menu and say, “Do you think they’ll have waffles on tomorrow?”

Maybe Mrs. S hadn’t heard Jas? Or maybe she didn’t understand how hard it was to get followers? Or how epic Jas’s videos were? I mean, Mrs. S was dating a man who didn’t have the typing volume off on his phone and called Facebook “the Book of Face.”

My super chatty friend didn’t say another word the whole meal. Which is why I’d kept what happened next a secret. The wish I’d said by accident as I went up to grab a tiny muffin. I’d only said it loud enough for myself to hear. But it popped out nonetheless. A wish for one of Jas’s videos to go viral. By the end of the day.

All morning I’d been telling myself not to feel that guilty. Jas was already on her third camp vlog, and they’d all been amazing. It wasn’t like she didn’t deserve to go viral. And deep down I knew nothing would actually happen. I didn’t even get picked for the rounders team—I doubted the universe would choose me as the one human to have magical powers.

“Nelllls!” Jas’s voice snapped me back to reality. She steered her horse in front of me and held up her camera. “Smile!” I bunched the reins into one hand, ready to give her a thumbs-up despite still bumping around everywhere. I tried to turn my grimace into a grin. A grin-ace.

“ABOOVE THE WAAAIST, REMEEEMBER?!” I yelled.

I let go with one hand!

The flash went off!

And WOOOOSH! Fire’s bouncy run accelerated into a gallop.

And… he wouldn’t stop!

It felt like when Dad used to let me stick my head out of the sunroof of our car when he was driving fast. But also like being in an elevator that had hiccups. But also like I was maybe about to fall to my death.

My eyes watered. The fences around me blurred. Had someone left the arena gate open? Were we heading toward it?

Someone was definitely yelling “NOOOOOOOO!” And that person was me.

Why was Jas the wrong way round?

Why could I see hooves?

Why was everything moving so quickly?

Then not moving at all?

Ouch.

Everything went black.



“Nelly…”

I recognized that voice.

“Nelly…”

But oww.

I tried opening my eyes but my head was pounding.

“Don’t sit up!” Yup, I definitely knew that lady’s voice. But where from? “The doctor says you’re fine, but you’re to take it easy today, okay?”

I rubbed at my head. Then opened my eyes a tiny bit. All I could see were my own eyelashes and a shape. Why could I hear running water? Why did everything smell of onions?

A hand gripped my arm. “She’s aliiiiiiiiive!” It was Jas. That’s who the shape was.

“Yay. But also, I think we always knew that,” Clara said calmly.

“But it sounds better than ‘You’re awake,’ right?” Jas replied, making me smile despite the headache. I felt my feet lower as she sat down. I must be in bed. Wow—had they been keeping a tense vigil waiting for me to wake up? My friends were the best.

A chip packet rustled. A flash of yellow and green. Funyuns! So that was the smell. Here I was on my deathbed, and there Jas was eating chips.

And that’s exactly why they were the best.

“How are you feeling?” The cool back of a hand pressed against my forehead. “We were all very worried about you.”

Bits came back to me.

Hooves. Jas yelling for help. Me realizing I’d never seen the underneath of a horse before.

I should reassure everyone I was okay.

“Did you know male horses apparently don’t have nipples?” Somehow that’s what I chose to say.

“Try to keep still” was all the lady said.

I needed to open my eyes. Slowly the room came into focus. I was in my bed in Jas’s room. And—

I wasn’t sure if it was possible to jump backward when you were lying down. But my limbs tensed so hard that I did an accidental leap up. Like when a fish gets caught.

WHY WAS I HALLUCINATING MRS. WILSON?!!

I must be more traumatized than I thought!

And did something pink just go past the window?

I jammed my eyes back shut. They were not to be trusted.

“Guys, I’m okay. Honestly. Although. Not being weird. But”—I rubbed at my eyes, trying to wipe the hallucination out of them—“I am seeing things.” I felt out in front of me. And came into contact with something squishy. But what? It felt like a fluffy warm marshmallow. “Mrs. Wilson, to be exact. Sure it’ll pass in a sec.”

But Jas and Clara didn’t laugh. Or gasp. Or even offer me a chip.

Unless that was Jas prodding my right foot?

“What is that?” I said, feeling around some more. The Mrs. Wilson apparition was still there. And the soft furry thing I was holding was her cheek. I had to smile. Brains were SO clever. But so weird—they pulled up such random things when they were left to their own devices. “It’s full-on weird. Like I’m holding Mrs. Wilson’s face.” I gave it a wobble. “Soft little marshmallow. Wobbly.”

And that’s when the face I was holding coughed.

“That’s because you ARE holding Mrs. Wilson’s face,” the voice said. Uh, WHAT?! My eyes shot wide open. The hallucination smiled. “It’s me, Susan. Aka Mrs. Wilson.”

My foggy head immediately cleared.

I looked over at Clara, who was sitting on the big bed, slowly nodding. Jas was perched at the end of mine. Also slowly nodding. Still eating chips.

And Mrs. Wilson was rubbing her cheek.

“Could someone please explain what’s going on.” I scrambled up in bed. “One minute I was on Fire, and the next I’m…”

Mrs. Wilson coughed gently.

“Well, first things first. You were never on fire, Nelly.” I didn’t have the energy to explain it was the name of my horse. I also didn’t have the energy to ask if that fish tank on Clara’s desk with a goldfish had been there before. “But then you took a tumble.”

I punched the air. “I knew armchairs were dangerous!” Was it an achievement that I was the first-ever beginner to fall off?

Mrs. Wilson ignored me entirely.

“So we brought you back to your room. Luckily Finn and Marli were walking by and helped peel—I mean, lift you—off the grass. Extra hands came in handy for the stretcher.” Oh. Great. “Heavens to Betsy, you had us worried.”

I’d totally humiliated myself in front of my classmates.

In chipmunk pajamas.

Mission New Nelly really wasn’t going well. At all.

“It was sooooo cool.” A boy’s voice interrupted my cringe-out. “You went all gray and floppy but kind of… smiley. And dribbly.”

WAS NOSEBOY IN OUR ROOM?

Mrs. Wilson put her hand on his arm.

“I’m sure Nelly doesn’t need all the details, Bear.” Correct! I needed NONE! “But as Camp First Aider I offered to stay with you and fill out the paperwork.” Mrs. Wilson held up her lanyard.

And in tiny letters:

[image: first aid cross] TRAINED FIRST AIDER

“Thought it would be a fun way to spend the break.”

Well, this was awful. Although, the shock of seeing Mrs. Wilson had scared my headache away. Every cloud has a silver lining.

“Well, thank you.” I shuffled my legs out of the blanket, putting my shoes firmly back on the ground. “I appreciate it. All of you. But I’m fine.”

I stood up. I did actually feel fine (other than being crushed by embarrassment and wanting to disappear down a drain). But it took another ten minutes of answering questions and walking in straight lines before Mrs. Wilson would believe it.

“You take care now.” Finally she was edging out of the door. “And make sure you let your father know you’re okay.” She paused. “And don’t be down, love. I always find listening to a bit of Tom Jones can cheer anyone right up.”

And at last she headed out, taking Bear with her. I collapsed back onto the bed.

“Please tell me this isn’t as bad as it seems.”

Clara threw me a packet of Funyuns from across the room. “The main thing is you’re all right.” Which meant it was as bad as it seemed. Maybe even worse.

“Mrs. W was right, though. We were worried.” Jas leaned back and rested her head on my sneaker. “You actually passed out.” She paused. “Although do people snore when they’re unconscious? Or is that sleeping?”

Another wave of mortification washed over me.

“I think it’s probably just what happens when someone is incredibly cool.” I coughed, then pulled a pillow over my head.

“Wanna see the pics?” Jas picked the pillow straight back off me. “They’re… impressive.”

I put my hand in front of her camera screen. Some grass was sticking out from under my nails. “Too soon. Maybe in…” I calculated. “Ten to twenty years?” But my stomach rumbled. Near-death accidents were clearly hungry work. “So until then… Anyone fancy a jacket potato and cheese?”

Of course they both did—they were only human. So with everyone else out at sessions, and Mrs. S and Patrick out for a “lovers’ hike” (according to the note left on the table, which made Jas groan in at least eight different ways), we headed to the kitchen and grated enough cheese to bury my misery.

As the microwave whirred, Alfie arrived back, covered in sand. No “hello,” just “You smell like cheese.” before running up to shower. It was midday, so the morning sessions were just ending (well, for everyone who hadn’t prematurely hurled themselves onto the ground). That meant Jas and Clara had missed more than an hour of their sessions to look after me.

“Can I say again that you two really are the best?” I grabbed the first potato out of the microwave but threw it up in the air, as if it was, well, a hot potato. “I can’t believe I dragged you out of activities.”

“To be honest”—Jas did a weird sort of squat lunge—“that saddle was all kinds of uncomfortable. And you know today is alllll about filmmaking later.”

Jas had been excited about riding too, but she was being her usual ace self and trying to stop me feeling guilty. I gave her a big grin, so she knew I knew, even if she wouldn’t admit it.

“Well, Clar, please tell me you at least got to finish off archery. You looked like you were KILLING it.”

Clara shrugged. “I guess I was okay.”

Jas waved a buttery knife in the air, bits of potato showering off it.

“What Clarington means is she got straight bull’s-eyes. Check out her targets.” Jas reached over and spread them on the kitchen table. “Did you know we were best mates with an assassin-in-waiting? Need someone taken out…?” Jas pretended to aim and fire. “May I present you, Ms. Aneke!”

Clara laughed as she scooped the targets back up. “Well, I wouldn’t say that.”

Jas rolled her eyes. “Nels, for real. We can never accidentally sit on one of Clara’s robots again. Because if one of us wakes up with an arrow in the neck”—Jas pretended she’d been hit and keeled over clutching her throat—“we’d know who’d done it.”

Clara hauled her back up, both of them laughing. Sorry, what was that pink thing that just flashed past the window? I blinked, but it had already gone. “I’m sure it was just beginner’s luck.”

Jas and I caught each other’s eye. Clara was so good at so many things—but the only person who never saw it was Clara. But we didn’t have time to try to tell her again, because a roar came from upstairs.

Jas ran to the bottom of the stairs. “EVERYTHING OKAY?”

Footsteps thudded along the floor, and as Clara and I stood—well, hid behind Jas—an angry, soggy Alfie appeared on the landing, a towel around his waist.

“Is this something to do with you?” He rubbed at his wet hair, looking furious. He really did speak to her differently when there were no adults around.

Jas crossed her arms. “Err, I’m going to need more details.”

He huffed. “I needed a shower before I go rappelling. Got covered in mud, feathers, all sorts trying to round up those birds.” What was he talking about? Had he hit his head too? “And now something’s up with the water—and the only people here who could have messed with it are you lot.”

“Nope,” Jas said, probably too cheerily. “Not us. Although I can let reception know?”

“Don’t bother,” Alfie mumbled, and disappeared down the hall.

“Such a drama king.” Jas tutted as she walked over to the kitchen sink, reaching to turn the tap. But another flash of color darted past the window.

And another.

I needed a closer look. I slid over to the window, Jas and Clara next to me.

None of us said a word. We couldn’t.

But we didn’t need to speak to know exactly what we were all thinking.

Outside in the forest a bunch of people were shouting and running in circles. Trying to round up some escaped birds, just like Alfie had said.

But he hadn’t said what the birds were.

Flamingos.

Clara calmly walked to the sink. And turned on the tap. A stream of brown water gushed out.

“Eww,” Jas said. “I thought this place was meant to be posh!”

But Clara held her glass out, smiling at the tap like it explained the meaning of life. She filled her glass and, without flinching, glugged the brown liquid straight down.

“I don’t know what Alfie’s problem was,” she said with a grin. “Showering in chocolate sounds just fine to me.”




CHAPTER NINE
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There had only been a few times in our friendship when all three of us were entirely lost for words.

One was when my dad had first shown Clara and Jas his Adele impression. Complete with sequined dress and wig.

One was when Jas accidently cut off her bangs using the paper guillotine in art. It was incredibly straight, though.

One was when Clara rigged up a light-up, life-size Christmas polar bear outside my house, but I plugged it into the wrong socket and blew the lights for the whole street.

And one was now.

“You all right, girls?” Mrs. S couldn’t have picked a worse time to arrive. “Can’t stop. Patrick’s outside.” She grabbed a Diet Coke from the fridge and glugged it down. Weird. One of Mrs. S’s favorite parent rants was that fizzy drinks were evil. Still, at least she didn’t get a glass of water. “Are you feeling better, Nelly?”

She finished the can and crunched it up in one hand. Maybe we weren’t the only ones having a weird day.

“All good; thanks, Mrs. S. Though I might not be getting back on a horse anytime soon.”

“Wonderful,” Mrs. S said, her mind clearly somewhere else. Jas looked concerned.

“How was the hike, Mum?” Jas left out lovers’. “Everything okay?”

“Yes, yes. All fine.” Mrs. S winced, looking totally not fine. “Just saw something odd, that’s all…”

“Flamingos?” Clara asked innocently.

“No, Clara,” Mrs. S said, not even reacting. She really was distracted. “Just a dog, that’s all.” She shook her head, as if trying to flick out the thought. “That looked so much like Lord Barkington.” She shook her head again. “Uncannily so.”

Ah.

I finally understood.

Jas kicked me in the shin. Clara spluttered on her chocolate milk/water and I breathed out so hard I dislodged the last remnants of yesterday’s fly. Sure, seeing a dog wouldn’t normally be that weird. But Lord Barkington was Jas’s dog. Who only had three legs. Who’d died a year ago. Mrs. S waved her hands in front of her face.

“Honestly, I need to get these checked.” She waggled her glasses. “It even had Lord B’s collar on! And for a minute it looked like it was walking through a wall…” But as she laughed nervously, we all gulped.

We’d wanted proof and now we had it.

Not only were we able to make wishes come true.

We’d used them to make a dead dog undead.

“I reckon a good cuppa should fix it. I’ll make a takeout for me and Pat.” She rubbed Jas’s arm. “Tea fixes everything, right?”

It took at least half a second before we realized what was happening. All three of us yelled “NOOOOOOOO!” as Mrs. S reached for the tap.

“We’ll make it, Mum. You just sit here.” Jas yanked a stool toward her, almost slamming her mum down onto it. “Nice to treat you for a change.” Mrs. S did not look any less confused. Not one bit. “Have you seen these?” She spread Clara’s targets out. “All Clara’s work. Bang bang bang. Or whatever noise archery things make.”

“Oh, hi, Mrs. S.” Alfie reappeared. Good. The distraction we needed. Jas speedily filled the kettle with the water bottle from her bag. Alfie peered at the targets, his smile disappearing. “These yours?” He narrowed his eyes at Clara, who was staring at the floor like she wanted the ground to open up and swallow her. “Decent. With some practice you could be hitting only the bull’s-eyes. I’d be happy to show you how it’s done if you wanted.”

Eurgh, was Mrs. S seeing how annoying he was?! Jas slammed down two travel mugs of tea.

“Here you go, then, Mum!” Jas slid them right into her mum’s palms. “Don’t want to keep lovely Patrick waiting.” Suspicious, but better than “We don’t want any more ghost dog chat or you noticing the chocolate plumbing situation.”

Poor Mrs. S was so confused she didn’t even resist as Jas semi-marched/slid her along the shiny floor and out the front door. Luckily Alfie followed her and we ran to our bedroom for a debrief.

We lay on the floor, staring up at the ceiling. “Okay.” Jas was panting like she’d run a marathon. “We wanted proof. And, wellll…” She blew a big breath out. “I think we have it.” She held up her fingers and counted them off. “The theme park. This trip? Flamingos? Chocolate taps?”

All the wishes I’d made this morning that were meant to prove that of course I couldn’t make wishes come true.

“Don’t forget zombie dog,” I added quietly. Nothing was making sense.

“The evidence does seem to be mounting,” Clara said softly. “Kind of cool. Kind of… terrifying.”

“A hundred percent,” Jas replied just as quietly. Jas was never quiet. Maybe raising her dog from the dead and making it walk through a wall in front of her mum was the one thing that could do it. “I mean, I know I said I did—but I didn’t really think it would actually work.”

None of us had. Wishes coming true happened in films. Or to people who found magic lamps. Not to three girls from Hereford who ranked chips and did bad bird dances.

I stood up. And sat down. And stood up. And walked in a circle. And sat down.

“So…” But what could I say? Life as we knew it had turned on its head. “I mean… Does anyone have a clue what’s going on?” I paused. “Or why?”

“Nope.” Jas sat up. “It’s making as much sense as Mr. Chen’s handkerchief. Aka zero.”

“And why me?!” Should I be excited? Or terrified? Terrified was winning.

Had there been a mistake, and whatever this was, was meant to be happening to confident Jas or super wise Clara?

“The scientist in me reckons we’re all missing a clearly obvious solution,” Clara said calmly. “But the non-scientist in me is saying…” She made a noise that sounded like Clive having a bad dream. It was a good fifteen seconds before she ended it with a full headfirst, face down collapse onto the bed.

I patted Clara on the shoulder, hoping she hadn’t actually passed out as I couldn’t face Mrs. Wilson again. Luckily she sat up and pulled her short braids back into a ponytail.

“Okay. I had a power think.” So that’s what that was. “We just need a plan.” Clara fished her silver holographic notebook that had a number combination lock on it out of her bag. “We’ve got thirty minutes before filmmaking and sea kayaking start, so we need to be quick.” She pinged open the lock. “For your eyes only. The code’s Nel’s birthday, but you know that.” We all used one another’s birthdays for passcodes. “Step one.” Clara cracked her knuckles. “Let’s do whatever we can to figure out what’s going on, and until then”—she stabbed her pen down onto the pad—“NO ONE can find out. Agree?”

We nodded and Clara scribbled it down. I was very okay with not making headlines around the world by being some kind of accidental wish-wizard. Breaking-News Nelly was hard enough to shake off.

“If we don’t want anyone finding out”—I looked to the window—“should joint step one be putting everything back to normal? No more flamingos. No more chocolate.” I saw a flicker of horror on Clara’s face. “Yes, obviously melted chocolate is better than water, but what if Patrick tries to take a bath and realizes he’s living in Willy Wonka land?”

Clara sighed. “The wishes giveth—and they taketh away.”

Jas looked just as somber. “And can we take a moment to mourn the loss of Lord Barkington?”

“Yes.” Clara put her hand on Jas’s arm. “RIP, Lord Barkington. Again. And a sad farewell to melted Lindt Balls on demand.”

Did she just sniff? I gave them both a few seconds.

“Great. Right. Brilliant.” My brain was hula-hooping round my head. “You two deal with that and I’ll just wish…” I paused. “Sorry, did that sound as ridiculous to you?”

“Yup,” they both said.

“Okay, well, I’ll just you-know-what things back to normal.” But as I turned to go to the bathroom, I stopped. “And while I’m on totally weird questions I never thought I’d ask, is that goldfish anything to do with either of you?”

Clara and Jas looked at the tank on the desk, then back at each other, confused.

“Erm, nope,” Clara replied. “We thought that was you.”

“He is cute, though. Maybe it’s a camp thing we don’t know about yet?” Jas stroked the bowl near his face. “Look at dat liddl’ goldfish face. Maybe we could call him…” She paused, thinking through options. “Fish?”

Yup, things were getting weirder by the second. And they didn’t get any less weird as I sat cross-legged in the bath, fully dressed and wearing my sneakers, wishing for all flamingos, chocolate taps, and dead dogs at the camp to go back to how they had been yesterday.

I looked at my reflection in the shiny bath tap. Would something happen to me as I said it? I waited… but nothing. It felt just like reading out a shopping list. No finger tingling, no hair standing on end. Absolutely nothing. Well, except pins and needles in my feet, but that wasn’t magic—it was a cramp from sitting cross-legged.

When I walked out of the bathroom, the others stopped speaking.

“Sorry.” I couldn’t help but laugh at their faces. They were studying me like I might be about to burst into flames. “Just same-old boring me.”

“Never boring,” Clara said firmly as she walked into the bathroom. “Ready for the moment of truth?” She turned the tap on. And… water.

Nice, clear, ordinary water.

I wasn’t sure if three people had ever cheered a bathroom tap before, but here we were. Today was becoming a day for firsts. Maybe this was all one big dream and I was still asleep after my fall?

I ran the water ice-cold and splashed it on myself.

Nope. Still here. And now I had a giant wet patch on my top too.

“So now what?” I checked outside the window. “Because I can confirm we’re back to pigeons out there.”

“Yay, pigeons!” Jas said, shimmying. “I guess that means we’re officially back to normal.”

“Well, as normal as life can be when I seem to be able to make… you-know-whats”—I still couldn’t say wishes—“come true.”

Could I, Nelly Young, really make wishes come true?

Nope. Brain. Not. Dealing.

I collapsed on the bed.

Could I really wish for anything? ANYTHING?

Surely it wasn’t possible. I twisted my head into the pillow, and with my heart racing whispered the first thing that came to me. “I wish for an exceptionally delicious snack.”

And as I rolled over, there was a crinkle. I hoisted up the massive bag of Cadbury Mini Eggs that had appeared beside me. It weighed a ton. “Don’t say I’m not already using my, er, powers”—I actually cringed—“to do excellent work?!”

As we chewed, the others tried to make wishes, just in case theirs had started working too, but nothing. I even wished for them to have wishes, but nada. It really was only me.

How was this happening?! I once had to babysit my neighbor’s hamster and even that responsibility was too much. Being able to change the future was definitely a level above that.

“Permission to freak out?” I asked the others, prodding at my own face in my phone reflection, searching for any clues.

“Don’t worry, Nels. We’ve got you.” Clara sat next to me. “We just need to make it fun. Not terrifying, that’s all. And you know what makes everything less terrifying?”

“My hundredth Mini Egg?” Jas said optimistically.

Clara clicked her pen nib in and out. “Lists. Or more specifically…” She opened her notepad back up and wrote in her perfectly neat writing.


RULES FOR NELLY’S WISHES



Then she underlined it.

Jas’s nostrils flared. “We just need some rules while we figure this out,” Clara said. “Then we can start deciding what to wish for!” I’d already said we were sharing them and Jas had yelled, “Sri Lanka, here we come!” and done a celebratory dance. I caught myself smiling—my friends were already making this less stressful. “And thinking of wishes is going to be SO cool. As long as we don’t…” Clara chewed her pen. “You know…” I didn’t. “Disrupt the course of the world and eradicate all humankind.” Okay, I no longer felt less stressed. I clutched my stomach, as it added a “destroying humanity” ache to the “overeating Mini Eggs” one.

“Nel. Nels, please…” Clara rubbed my back. “What I’m saying is we don’t need to panic. As long as we set some rules, this is a good thing. A great thing!”

I squeezed out a whimper, like I was a human toothpaste tube. “Can the first rule be ‘Do not accidentally eradicate all humankind,’ then?”

Clara scribbled it down, remarkably calm. “Done.”

“And while we get used to how this all works, maybe there should be a rule about making sure we don’t ask for anything that lasts longer than a week?” Jas peered outside. “In fact, maybe a day. Stop us unleashing any zombie dogs to roam around for eternity?”

“Good idea. Controlled parameters.” Clara jotted it down.


	Make sure no one finds out. Do not accidentally eradicate all humankind.

	Make sure no one finds out.

	Make no wish last longer than a day.



I think Clar was actually enjoying this. “And that will mean less chance to do anything we can’t quickly put right.”

I loved that she was saying we. It made it feel like we really were all in this together.

“Anything else?” Clara poked me. But I was finding it hard to blink, let alone bring in control parameters for potential magical powers.

“What about something to do with other people?” Jas asked. “Cos my mum was really freaked about Lord Barkington.”

“Good idea.” Clara tapped the page. “We don’t want to drag anyone else into this.” I tried to ignore the pang of guilt that I still hadn’t told them my accidental wish about Jas. “How about this?”


	No making wishes about other people. Unless it’s an emergency. Or we all agree it’s okay.



“Sounds fair.” Jas nodded in approval. “Then we can still do nice things if we want to.”

“Like Pepe and Noodles’s freezer to get defrosted?” From Jas’s and Clara’s faces I realized I’d thought that out loud.

Jas threw a cushion at me. “Orrrrr you could wish for them to win the lottery and get Magnums on demand FOR LIFE.” Yes, maybe once I’d got my head round this, I should start thinking bigger.

“Oh!” Clara waved her pen like she’d had a flash of inspiration.


	No time travel.



“I saw a film once and honestly, even when you think you can make something better, it just ends up creating a wormhole or something. Same with winning the lottery, actually. And swapping ages. And trying to wish for more wishes. All big disasters.” She sighed, but with a grin on her face. “Like the end-of-the-world kind of thing.”

I gulped. “With great power comes great responsibility, right?” If I made a mess of things when I was normal me, imagine what me with weird wishing powers could do?

But Jas was grinning. “Nah, with great power comes serious fun. So now we have the rules, can we get started on the, er… wish list?!” She looked at me. “C’mon, Nels. Don’t look like that. You said you wanted this spring break to be epic. To go back to school as New Nelly. And HERE. IT. IS.” She spread her arms out. “You can get literally ANYTHING you want! Oh”—she clicked her fingers urgently—“that should be another rule, though! Not asking for anything that gives the game away.”

Clara added it to the list.


	Don’t wish for anything we can’t explain. People could get suspicious.



“We can’t have people sussing what’s going on before we’ve even figured out what’s happening. The wishes could stop. Or, worse…” Jas put her head in her hands. “EVERYONE would start asking you for stuff! The prime minister! Everyone! Nelly. The real-life superhero! Like Catwoman. But erm… Nelgirl?”

I couldn’t help it. As bonkers as this all was, something about Jas’s enthusiasm was cheering me up.

Maybe they were right. Maybe I should stop worrying. I had everything I could wish for at my still-muddy fingertips! And if it went wrong I could wish it better!

We still had five minutes before the next session, so I opened up the timer on my phone. And finally smiled.

“Let’s start getting some wishes down, then!” I pressed start. “I declare the epicness officially ON!”

After three and a half minutes of frantic scribbling from every angle, we were ready to share what we’d come up with.

“Okay, from Jas…” I started to read.


	A wide-angle lens for my camera.

	To get a world record in golf. (Is that a thing? Basically whatever will annoy Jalfie the most.)

	A waterproof GoPro for underwater filming.

	To be able to do the splats.



“Splits,” Jas corrected me, which made a lot more sense. I carried on.


	Mum to agree to decorating my room.

	New lights for my studio at home.

	A Polaroid camera. And films.



“And for Clara…” Her list was so neat.


	To be able to lick my elbow AND take a photo of it.

	To find unreleased Harry Styles songs on the internet for my ears only.

	To discover one of the missing elements—and no science people to complain if I give it a really cool name (like Harryionium, for example).

	For Big Bang to win the national quiz championship.

	To perfect my exploding foam experiment.

	For camp dinner one day to just be dessert. All dessert.



I paused before sharing mine. I’d had so many thoughts in the last 210 seconds—getting my ears pierced, having normal hedges in our garden, painting our house a house-color, Dad finding a priceless antique at a car trunk sale, the hamburger in our clock to just be a cuckoo, doing something so impossibly cool everyone would stop calling me Breaking-News Nelly, getting an invite to one of Marli’s parties, making Pepe and Noodles’s garden into a giant ball pit like they’d always wanted.

But for some reason, out of all the life-changing things I’d thought about, this is what I’d written. Slowly I read it out.

“And here’s mine…”


I wish people would stop thinking it’s okay to put raisins in things. They look like rabbit poo AND taste gross.



Clara looked up at me, puzzled. “And THAT’S the one thing you want most in the world?”

“Well, it’s a thing I want?” I grinned sheepishly. “And I can add more later, right?”

“You better!” Jas laughed as she looped her arm in mine. “So maybe we should ask for some before our sessions start. Get the magic going. Nels, as wish caster you can choose first.”

But what did I want?

“Well, there is one thing…”




CHAPTER TEN
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There were actual gasps as we walked into the Grub Hub.

Ms. Badger even dropped a sausage.

I’d never experienced anything like it.

The long tables that stretched up to the buffet were packed with campers.

But all chatter stopped. Every single pair of eyes shifted to us. (Well, except Noseboy’s, as he was too busy exploding penguins and accidentally dipping a roll into his hot chocolate instead of his soup).

Deep breath, Nelly. Shoulders back. Remember, this is what you wanted. For once this isn’t because you’ve done something stupid. It’s not even because they’ve all heard you rode a horse the wrong way round.

It’s because this wish thing really is working.

And what I’d wished for was something to help me get back on track with my mission to become New Nelly by the end of the week. With Jas’s and Clara’s approval, I’d wished that for one evening we’d find out what it felt like to be the coolest, most popular people at camp.

And it was happening.

All the staff and campmates were waving and smiling. Even Finn was doing that double-point circle with his fingers in our direction.

Weird. But I liked it!

I smiled, mouthing a mix of “hi,” “hello,” and “how are you’s,” not jumbling my words once.

“You guys want to sit here?” A waiter appeared out of nowhere, pointing to the very best table right by the window with an amazing view out over the bay. I felt like a superstar. Was this how Marli always felt? “We got it cleaned and ready.”

“Thanks,” I said calmly, and Jas and I made our way over.

We may have made some other wishes too.

We may have wished for our wardrobe to become full of clothes we’d picked out of one of Jas’s magazines. So instead of wearing my usual hand-me-downs, I was rocking the latest version of the shorts and top Marli had on yesterday. And instead of my hair being its normal sticky-out self, I’d used a wish to style it up into buns complete with cool accessories. Sure, Mrs. S had served some serious raised eyebrows when we’d come downstairs, but Jas had the genius idea of telling her that Jalfie’s new mates had lent us the clothes, which she seemed to believe.

It was SO worth it. The three of us had all gone for tops from the same range and, with the Polaroid camera we’d wished for, Jas had directed a photoshoot on the balcony. We looked like a band! I almost didn’t recognize myself. I still felt like me—just the very best version. The photos were going to look EPIC on my presentation!

As we sat down, I saw Clara peeping through the window and beckoned her in. She’d wanted to wait till after we’d made our entrance so she could slip in quietly without all the attention. She’d also wanted some “alone time” with the equipment we’d wished for to make progress on her exploding foam experiment. She’d shown us an example vid online and it was bonkers—basically turning dish soap into a massive explosion of colorful foamy-bubbliness.

“Can I squeeze in?” Marli climbed on the bench beside me. Well, this was a first. “HOW A-Maze-Ing do you guys look?!” She leaned back to see better. “I didn’t think these tops were on sale yet?”

I shrugged, out of my depth. People didn’t usually ask where I’d got my dad’s secondhand band T-shirts from. “Guess we were lucky.” Slight understatement.

“Sweet! I wish I had one.”

Gulp. Little did she know that’s exactly what I’d done.

“Aaanyway.” Subject change before she asked more questions. “Did I see you surfing earlier?” It was a guess—all I’d seen was someone gliding through the waves like a film star.

“If you can call it that.” Marli laughed. “I was rubbish. I only stood up three times.” That sounded like a lot! “And the sea is so…” She thought. “Wet?!” Well, I wouldn’t argue with that. “We’re doing round two tomorrow morning if you guys want to join?”

Okay. The wishes were definitely paying off. My first-ever Marli invite!

But instinctively I paused. Normally me + surfboard + being out at sea would equal me headbutting the board or me getting caught on an aggressive passing fish. But now that I had you-know-what’s on my side, I could wish away my worries!

“That’d be awesome, thanks!” I looked around. Clara and Jas were busy filling two plates each with food. “I’ll check with the others too.” On the table behind us, Alfie and Finn were arm wrestling, Jake commentating like it was a World Cup final. “Are the, er, boys going to be there?”

“Yup, so be prepared. Finn is some kind of natural. Figures.” Marli laughed, just as Finn smashed down Alfie’s arm, a big cheer going up. “Him and Alfie spent the whole time racing.” Well, that confirmed it. We were using a you-know-what to be surprisingly brilliant at surfing tomorrow. I couldn’t wait to see Jalfie’s faces when Jas sped past them!

“Ms. Young!” A hand plonked down on my shoulder. “Glad to see you’re recovered.” Mrs. Wilson put down her tray and did a double-take at my glittery hair. “In fact, it looks like you’re doing really well.”

“Nelly!!!” Noseboy pushed his head underneath Mrs. Wilson’s arm, causing her soup to slosh. “I got to level ninety!” He was running on the spot with excitement. “I exploded the dino-robot! Its insides were greeeeen!”

I wasn’t sure what to say to that, but luckily Mrs. Wilson headed off, taking him with her.

“Seconds?” Clara asked, appearing with an empty tray. “Well, maybe thirds, but does taking two plates at a time count as two trips?”

“Who’s keeping track?” I laughed, following them to the buffet area, strutting in time to the music (the band was doing Harry Styles covers. Only Harry Styles covers.) And at the front were desserts. SO many desserts. They’d had to get two extra tables out to fit them all. Profiteroles, ice cream, apple pie, sticky toffee pudding, coconut tapioca, crème brûlée, chocolates, rice pudding, fruit, and even one of Jas’s favorites, watalappam, the wobbly coconutty pudding we sometimes had at her house. And scones—with not a raisin in sight!

Clara, Jas, and I looked at one another and burst out laughing. We’d only meant to make a few wishes, but maybe we’d got a little carried away.

“I’m standing by the decision,” Jas hissed, taking a Polaroid of them all. “Dessert for dinner was an INSPIRED choice, Clar.”

By the time we’d loaded up our plates, Finn had joined Marli at our table. Alfie and Jake had tried but there wasn’t enough room. It was weird, the five of us chatting away. Normally I could only watch from the sidelines, wondering what Finn and Marli were talking about. I always thought it was cool plans, or things I hadn’t heard of. But now I knew it was the exact same kind of stuff as us—who fell off the most in surfing, why wet suits smelled of feet, why glue doesn’t stick to its own bottle. Oh, and they loved finding out that Noseboy’s name was Bear. Jas and I took the opportunity to big up Clara’s new experiment and told Finn all about the inventor session she’d signed up for earlier. But Clara being Clara hardly said a word, played the whole thing down, then dashed off to restock her profiteroles. When she got back, Marli was singing along to Harry Styles, so I zoned out as they went deep, DEEP into their shared fandom.

“Nels.” Clara poked my arm. “Marl’s got a question…” Marl? I tried not to react.

“Friday.” Marli grinned. “We’re having a party for our last night. Do you guys fancy it?”

Clara wiggled her left eyebrow at me. A second Marli invite! To one of her legendary parties!!

“I mean…” I turned and looked at Jas, trying to play it cool. “Well…” Who was I fooling? I smiled. “Yeah! We’d love to. Right, Clar?”

“As long as no one tries to talk me into dancing,” Clara said with a wink, but I could tell she was excited.

Marli looked pleased. “Awesome. That’s”—she counted up a list on her phone—“thirty of us. Should be fun. Which I’m going to need a seeerious amount of after the talent show!”

“The talent what?” I asked. This was news to me.

“Haven’t you seen the posters?” Marli flicked through her camera roll until she found what she was looking for. Her, Jake, Alfie, and Finn all throwing peace signs by a big official camp poster. Marli rolled her eyes. “Please someone tell me why I said yes to doing a song with Finn? I haven’t played the guitar in for-EVER.”

“You’ll smash it,” Clara said gently. I agreed. Marli had the win in the bag—she was an awesome singer and guitarist. My singing sounded like when a doctor sticks a thing on your tongue and makes you say ahhhhhh.

“I wouldn’t be so sure.” Marli slurped her milkshake. “But it’s too late to back out, and anyway, Finn is desperado to get his photo taken with Jess K.”

JESS K?!

Marli zoomed in again on the poster. And this time I saw something I’d missed before. Jess Khan was my favorite-ever family YouTuber. Even Dad loved her! She presented his favorite Saturday night TV show, What’s That Smell? “He reckons no one at school will believe it if we meet her IRL!” Finn was right—no one would believe we’d met Jess K. I could already see everyone’s faces.

I could see the photo.

Whoever won the prize, holding the cup, standing next to Jess Khan.

And an idea bubbled up.

Mr. Chen had said he wanted our photos to tell a story. And here was the perfect big finish for mine. What could be better than meeting Jess K and winning the Camp Chaos Cup?!

I wouldn’t just impress the years above, I’d impress everyone! If I had a photo with Jess K, Breaking-News Nelly would be forgotten. Forever!

Jas, Clara, and I HAD to win the talent show. I had no idea how, but it had to happen. The noise around me receded as I took in the enormity of what that meant.

First, I’d have to convince the others this was a good idea. Then we’d have to think of something that could impress everyone at camp!

Although… I guess we did have a secret weapon.

Marli bit her lip. “We’re going to practice loads this week. And not think about the cameras.”

“Cameras?” I asked.

“They might be filming it for the Camp Chaos website. As if it wasn’t stressful enough already!” Wow, I really didn’t think Marli would be bothered by being filmed.

“Talking of cameras…” Jas appeared, sliding her elbow across the table, right into our convo. She waved her SLR camera. “Everyone get together.”

Jas winked. Ohhhh, I got it. Another shot for my presentation. Us three, Finn, Marli, the dusky beach behind us, ice-cream sundaes on the table, our new looks for the night. Jas was a certified genius!

“Nels, you okay?” She’d noticed I was running on slow, like when my laptop had too many tabs open. “Oh.” Jas chuckled when she saw my grin. “It’s your I’ve-got-a-cunning-plan face.” She tapped her nose. “Fill me in later!”

So with my mind racing, we bunched up, struck poses, and stuck our tongues out as Jas triggered her camera from her phone. Random people jumped into the background. It took me back to watching Marli and her friends pose at the theme park, except this time I wasn’t looking on, I was IN it. Guess that was the power of being able to wish myself popular.

“Nice job, guys.” Jas flicked through the photos. I wasn’t blinking in a single one. This magic stuff really was powerful! “Would you be up for me filming a bit for my minute-a-day Camp Chaos hotmixes I’m making every day?” What she’d already shot had made the activities and campfires look UNREAL, so it was no surprise everyone was keen.

But my phone was ringing. I ran outside for some quiet.

Dad’s big, goofy face was onscreen. The wrong way up, but onscreen. I tilted my head while I got him the right way round.

“HELLOOOOOOO,” I yelled, jogging over to a fallen tree that had been carved into a bench, fairy lights twisted in the tree above.

“Well, someone looks like they’re having fun.” Dad was sitting in his armchair, wearing his matching THIS IS WHAT A STYLISH DAD LOOKS LIKE loungewear, Clive’s face resting on his knee. “I saw all those new chums in your background!”

He looked delighted.

“I am having a pretty excellent time, to be fair.” I did a double take at seeing my new image onscreen. It still surprised me! “Had a slight incident with a horse, but I’m sure brains heal quickly?”

Dad inhaled and closed his eyes. “Yes, I did hear.” Mrs. S must have told him. “Did you not get my voicemail?” Oops. I’d forgotten to open them. “Well, voicemailSSS?”

I scrunched my mouth up. “Sorrreeeeee. Promise I’ll listen after the call.”

He shook his head. “You’ll be the death of me, young lady.” But he was laughing. “At least tell me you got my wake-up call this morning?”

I laughed. I really had. A 7:00 a.m. audio note of Dad yodeling “GOOOD MOOOOORNIN’, CAAAAMPERS!”

“It was quite the start to a day.”

“Well, expect one every morning.” He squinted. “Although, whoa there, Nelly. You’re looking rather t-rendy today.” I held my phone out so he could see the whole outfit. “Oooooh. I give the outfit a nine out of ten—but it’s not a patch on this.” He held his wrist up. What was that black-and-white plastic monstrosity?! “Can you believe this was only five pence?” It looked like… a dog. Dad pressed an ear, its mouth dropped open, and on its teeth was the time. “Such a steal for a Snoopy watch. You want to hear it bark?”

Both Clive and I shook our heads. “Erm, it’s okay. Maybe when we’re in person?” Fingers crossed it would have malfunctioned by then.

“Sure thing. So what have you got planned for tomorrow? Tell your fabulous father everything!”

So I did. All about the surfing lesson and the camp championship on Wednesday, and helping Jas with her new video, and a little bit about some flamingos, and Clara’s face when she saw the science labs and the 3D printer. His smile got bigger and bigger with every sentence.

“Well, that all sounds VERY impressive. And a lot better than my day of cutting a hedge into a panda shape, then a meal deal from Tesco.” He took a sip of tea from his MYSTERIOUS MARTIN mug. “When you three are running the world, please don’t forget your old pops.” But when he put the mug down, he looked different. Maybe sad? “You would not believe how quiet it is here without you.” He rubbed Clive’s head. “And I think this old furball is getting a little tired of my jokes.”

Ouch. Suddenly the thought tangled in my head unknotted with a snap.

I knew exactly what was making me feel weird.

Dad looked lonely.

He loved being around people, and it looked so wrong for him being in our house all alone. Oh, hello, overwhelming urge to cheer him up.

“Well, if it’s the joke about the racing snail losing its shell and becoming sluggish, I’m with Clive.”

Dad sat up, shaking his shoulders and pretending to be indignant. “How very dare you! I took ages thinking of that one!” Good—his smile was creeping back. But I wanted more.

“Thanks again for letting me come, Dad. You’re the best. Although it sucks missing Pepe and Noodles. Tell them I love them! And their tattoos are… interesting?” They’d had each other’s initials inked on their wedding fingers—Jas had discovered footage of it on their PipPop page last night.

“They love you too, Boot. And they’re dying to hear ALL about the camp.” Clive opened an eye and shut it. “In fact, they asked me to ask you… what was it… oh yes! If you can come back with some ‘challenging routines’ for them?”

Despite being almost eighty, there wasn’t an internet dance challenge that my grandparents hadn’t nailed. I looked back at all the other campers in the Grub Hub and wondered what on earth they’d think if they saw them in action. Actual shudder.

“I’ll do my best.”

Dad sighed. “Did I tell you the drive back was actually quite tough? It was so hard to walk away from the camp…” His voice slowed. Uh-oh, was he getting emotional again?

I smiled extra hard. “I’ll be home soon, promise!”

“Okay, big head!” He laughed. “I didn’t mean from you! Camp Chaos had some very impressive hedges that I would have loved to get a closer look at. I almost asked Mrs. S if I could stay the night in one of those spare rooms. Imagine that, your old papa up in the grill”—he really didn’t understand how to use words—“cramping your style.”

I laughed.

“That Snoopy watch could only ever add to someone’s style.” Sometimes when it came to Dad’s choices, the kindest thing was to say the opposite of what I thought. But the truth was, he’d love it here. “I wish you could have stayed too. Y’know, there’s even a Magic and Mayhem session later this week.”

His face lit up. “Oooooh. I wonder if they’re doing the sawing-in-half trick?”

Surely not. Mrs. Wilson’s health-and-safety brain would pop!

“Who knows? But there’s a talent show at the end of the week so maybe I’ll get to see what they’ve been teaching.”

“Well, that sounds like a bit of all right!” he said, rubbing his hands together. “What Mysterious Martin would give to finally be able to perform my magicomedy”—he was still trying to make “magic comedy” happen—“for a gathered throng! Imagine that, Nellington!”

I’d rather not. It would be worse than camera-smashing-live-on-TV terrible. I loved Dad, but if I was going to carry off brand-new cool Nelly, having him around would be the worst thing that could happen. Well, second only to my grandparents turning up in matching outfits and leading the camp in one of their dance routines.

A yell cut across the courtyard.

“NELLLY.” Uh-oh. It was Clara. “NELLLLS!!!” Why was she running?

“And that’s probably my cue to go,” Dad said, blowing me a big kiss. “Send everyone my love. Especially you, Boot!”

“Love you too, Dad,” I said, hurrying back toward the Grub Hub and shoving my phone away. Clara grabbed my arm.

“Nels! You are not going to believe this.”

Which, considering that today I’d fallen off a horse, helped resurrect a dead dog, and discovered magical powers, was a bold statement. But there was no time for details—Clara was dragging me back into the canteen. A huge crowd had gathered round our table.

Or rather a huge crowd had gathered round Jas. As soon as she saw me, she stood up and waved frantically.

“Nels!” She was grinning from ear to ear. “You NEED to sit down.”

But when she held out her phone, even a wish couldn’t help me keep my cool.

ONE MILLION VIEWS.

Jas’s video had gotten one million views.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
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I swirled my spoon in my Coco Pops and stared at them like they might start speaking and fill me in on the meaning of life. At this point, nothing would surprise me.

Anyway, I needed all the help I could get.

After the madness of yesterday, I’d got about ten minutes’ sleep—and that was if you added it all together. Now my head felt like it had been stuffed with cotton wool. Dad’s yodel wake up at 7:00 a.m. hadn’t exactly helped either.

Even my blinks were on go-slow. But Jas—well, she was buzzing so much she hadn’t sat down for more than five seconds.

“So let me look again.” Patrick nudged his glasses up his nose and moved Jas’s phone backward and forward in front of him until he could focus on it. After the huge news about Jas going viral, Mrs. S had suggested we should have “family breakfast” in the chalet together, all seven of us. Jas reckoned her mum and Patrick weren’t happy, but Clara and I thought Mrs. S had suggested it as more of a celebration. Now it was happening, I couldn’t quite tell.

I shuffled on the high stool, bowls of fresh fruit and pastries spread out in front of us across the breakfast bar. Clara, Jas, and I had our swimming stuff under our clothes, ready for surfing, our bags packed by the front door. Jake and Alfie hadn’t even dragged themselves out of bed yet.

As the now-familiar noise of the video played, Jas shimmied behind Patrick. I was glad she couldn’t see his confused face. Mrs. S was next to him, sipping on a tea, her expression totally unreadable. It was always hard to work out what she was thinking (except the time she saw a zombie dog).

“And this video of the two of you”—Mrs. S looked at me—“has been liked by how many people?”

“645,293,” Jas said, not missing a beat. “And shared by over a hundred thousand!” She nodded double speed.

“One. Hundred. Thousand.” Patrick whistled through his teeth, a croissant flake dancing on his lip.

Mrs. S’s eyebrows lowered. “That’s a lot of people, Jasmine.”

Did she mean that was a good thing? Or something terrible?

I crunched my cereal. In the last twelve hours I had learned many things.


– Jas could make a celebratory running-man dance around the canteen look so cool, it escalated into a fifty-person conga line.

– Mrs. S and Patrick had even more questions than my dad about online privacy settings.

– My grandparents had discovered how to stitch videos, and had uploaded a video response to Jas, which already had over a thousand views of its own.

– I needed to be a LOT more specific about what I wished for.



When I’d wished for Jas to go viral, I guess I thought if it did happen it would be with one of her amazing daily camp videos. Or the one from her filmmaking session.

But no. Over 640,000 people had liked the video of me doing my flamingo dance on day one. I already had my work cut out trying to make the world think I was Nelly 2.0, and this video really wasn’t helping.

When Jas had been in the shower, I’d quietly asked Clara what she thought about using a wish to switch it for a different video, but the look on her face told me I needed to suck this up and be happy for Jas. And she was right.

I’d just have to make sure my presentation—in fact, the whole new me from this point on— was extra total fire. No more slipups. Which meant it was time to put my “winning the talent show” plan into action. I hadn’t had a chance to talk to the others about it yet, because when your best friend is on the WatchThis! PipPop homepage, there isn’t anything else that’s worth talking about. Especially when Jas was on cloud nine about all her new followers, with no clue about my wish. Eurgh. I shoveled in more cereal hoping I could swallow down some guilt too. Should I tell her the truth or…?

Jas’s current status was shimmying round the kitchen island repeating, “I did it… I did it…”

Nope. I couldn’t. Not yet. It was an accident, so maybe I should just accept the world seeing me flamingo dance as karmic punishment? And make sure I never had any emotional wish outbursts again?

Eurgh. I’d never had a secret from my friends before, and I already hated it.

“I really think I’m going to hit ten thousand followers ahead of schedule.” Jas took her phone back, still smiling from ear to ear. “Less than nine hundred to go.” She flicked back her long, shiny black hair. “Yup, yup. You maaaay refer to me as an influencer. My agent will handle any sponsorship deals.” She stood behind Clara, putting her hands on her shoulders. “Twenty percent for you, right, Clar?”

Clara laughed. “I’ve got the spreadsheet ready.”

I laughed too, but it felt like a lie.

“Morning, dudes.” Jake slid down the banister, landed right by the island, and grabbed a piece of toast. “Everyone ready for another excellent day?”

Patrick slapped him on the back. “Love the ’tude, Jakey!” That’s how Patrick said attitude. Gross. He took a bite of Jake’s toast. “In our family we always aim to make every day…”

“… a masterpiece,” Alfie said as he ambled down.

Jake and Alfie hugged Mrs. S and we all said polite good mornings.

“Did you see Jas’s video has over 1.2 MILLION views?” I rounded up, as last night Jalfie hadn’t seemed that bothered. I slid my phone across the table in their direction. Jas grinned proudly. “1.2 ACTUAL MILLION?!”

“Cool,” Jake said, picking up my phone and putting it straight down. Alfie didn’t even look.

“Nice one, Jas.” Alfie said it like she’d just passed him some Marmite, not become a global hit.

That was it?! Their entire response? How dare they pop Jas’s perma-smile for the first time?! She’d even been sleep-grinning!

“So, what are you kids up to today?” Patrick asked, closing the subject. Eurgh, may all his croissants be forever soggy.

“A boat trip thing in the afternoon,” Alfie replied between chews. Oh, that must be the same one as us. “And more surfing this morning. Apparently we’re naturals.” He high-fived his brother, bits of toast raining down into my tea.

I growled into my orange juice, tiny bubbles rising up. I’m sorry? All they’d done was stand up on a surfboard! Jas was on the homepage of the most popular app on the planet?! They should be making announcements over the camp speaker system about it!

“I reckon we’ll smash Finn in the race today,” Alfie continued. “Hey!” He looked at Jas, a smile on his face as he clicked his fingers. “That could be a SICK thing for you to film. Probably get more than a million views.”

Erm. Was that a joke? Jas didn’t need their help to be awesome. I looked over at her, but she was blinking, her jaw clenched. Uh-oh. That meant an outburst was imminent. Time for me to step up as a best friend and intervene.

“No offense, Alfie,” I white-lied, “but Jas’s footage is already sick. Majorly sick. And you might just have a surprise coming when us gals take to the waves.” I tried to sip my juice mysteriously.

“Have you surfed before?” Patrick asked, sounding impressed for once. My mysterious sip switched to a panicked gulp.

“Erm… well… no.” How could I explain this?! “But we watched a video last night and practiced on the, er, floor, and we all looked pretty pro.” I ignored Alfie’s snicker. “Great, er, balance. So what with that and Jas’s new boardcam…” I immediately realized my mistake. We’d wished for it this morning—Mrs. S’s nostrils flared, ready for an interrogation. “… that my grandparents lent us, Jas’ll probably hit her ten-thousand-follower target by the end of the day. And we’ll all be officially sharing a house…” Jas glared at her toast. Oh no! I meant this holiday house, not the rumor about them moving in together back home?! “… with an actual internet celeb.”

Wow, I really sucked at trying to smooth things over.

Alfie smiled weakly, while Jake gave a single nod.

“Yeahhhh, cooooool.” Jake said it like he really didn’t think it was. Eurgh. Jas was so right. They never took her stuff seriously. “Oh, and Dad, did we tell you? You know the talent show? To win a holiday next year? Alfs and I put our names down.” He cracked his knuckles. “Thought we’d put the new soccer tricks we learned to good use.”

“The only thing better than a family holiday is…” Alfie smiled round at all of us. “A free family holiday!” I could practically hear the ker-ching just from his cheesy smile! “First place has our names all over it.”

And that’s what did it. Jalfie really thought this was ANOTHER thing they were going to win. Just like that.

“Well, you’ll have to beat us first.” I smiled sweetly. I’d never seen smiles disappear so quickly. And Jas and Clara looked more than a little confused. But I had a plan. Well, a bit of a plan. Well… at least a plan to make a plan.

“You girls?” Did Mrs. S look impressed? “You’re doing the talent show? In front of everyone?” She definitely glanced at Clara.

But I couldn’t let my friends say no. Not until I’d had a chance to talk to them.

“Yes,” I answered quickly. “The plans are top secret, obvs. That’s why Jas and Clara are looking so…” I couldn’t find a word to describe it. Shocked? Bewildered? “Excited. So, erm. Watch. This. Space.”

“We sure will,” Alfie said, taking a bite of toast so big that half the slice disappeared. “Cnn ajlhkkdsfffff.” Crumb spray. “Ssss.”

“I think what he means is, using sibling telepathy…” Jake laughed at his brother. “We sure will. When we beat you!”

BANG.

Jas’s mug hit the table with more speed than it should, her hand getting fully sloshed.

“Oh, think again.” She stared right at Jake. Then Alfie. Then Jake again. It was so intense he actually stopped mid-chew. “We’re unleashing something EPIC.”

Then someone whispered. “We’re coming for youuuuu.” OMG, it was Clara.

Yes! They were both on board! We were really going to do the talent show! And Clara had spoken at a family meal for the first time!

Thankfully Mrs. S and Patrick were busy trying to hand-squeeze an orange and were oblivious to the war that had just been declared.

And by the time we were lined up on the beach, the surf instructor talking us through a recap of the basics, we were further than ever from a truce with Jalfie.

On the walk down, I’d apologized to Clara and Jas for not checking with them before I blurted about the talent show. They’d both been really lovely and totally understood why I’d had the idea—and why I’d had to tell Jake and Alfie about it when I did. Clara looked semi-terrified, but they promised they both wanted to do it to show the boys what we were made of. Anyway, it was too late to change our minds—Jas had officially added Nacho Average Team to the performers list. The receptionist said as there were three of us we’d get a fifteen-minute slot, so “we’d really need to dazzle.” DAZZLE. The only idea we’d had so far for a performance was the recorder trio of “Yellow Submarine” we’d learned in Year Five, and that was so bad even my dad had discreetly put his hands over his ears.

I wasn’t worried about the other two, but if we were going to win, I needed to find a talent, and fast.




CHAPTER TWELVE

[image: ]

So, who’s ready to hit those waves?” KJ, our surf instructor, hoisted her board under her muscly arm like it weighed the same as a packet of Monster Munch. She had a wave-print headband knotted over her black hair, which was twisted up into a bun, and instead of a boring wet suit, she was wearing a bright neon yellow-and-purple one that looked amazing against her dark skin. It was the sunniest day yet and the sandy cove stretched out for what felt like miles, bright blue waves rolling onto the shore. KJ grinned at the scared faces staring back at her. “The surf couldn’t be better, so as those of you who were here yesterday will remember, this is the time we go get those wet suits nice and wet. Let’s grab our boards, trust in the process, and GO!” She sprinted into the water, not even flinching. I looked along the line of students, all of us in wet suits, all looking at one another, no one wanting to be the first to follow. I recognized the girl with the shaved head at the end of the line as the one from my riding class. Today she had on a smiley-face necklace. Smiley-face Girl was dedicated!

Next to her, Noseboy looked positively petrified. He was half the size of everyone else and was clutching a foam paddleboard, getting paler by the second.

“C’mon, guys.” Jas turned to me and Clara. “Time to surf up some serious skills.” She winked at us before turning to the rest of the group. “Last one in has to wash out the wet suits!”

And just like that she ran full pelt into the water, Clara right behind her. And was that a “whoop”?

Guess they had more confidence in the wishes than me. I quietly repeated the words I’d said just before we hit the beach.

“I wish that Jas, Clara, and Nelly will be amazing at surfing today and none of us will feel scared when the sea suddenly goes cold and dark and it feels like a shark might brush against our legs.”

It REALLY needed to work. Not just because of what I’d said to Jalfie at breakfast (and their stupid faces when I did), but because all the progress I’d made yesterday being the new me at dinner was in serious danger of unraveling with the viral video thing. Today needed to be a fresh start. I needed to prove I really had turned a corner. A cool new Nelly corner!

I crossed my fingers, gripped my board tight, and ran after my friends.

Oof! The water was freezing! But I didn’t turn back.

Please let the wish work.

Please let us somehow be amazing at surfing despite me not even being able to stay upright on Clara’s skateboard back home.

Please let this be okay.

“GET READY TO PADDLE!” KJ pointed out the first big wave we could try to catch.

Had I lost my mind?

Normally the things I could catch were limited to buses and colds.

But the three of us were out at sea, face down on our boards, paddling away. I looked back to the shore hoping no one was watching. Oh no. EVERYONE was watching. And Jalfie were making an “OOOOOOOOOOOOHHH!” noise as a massive wave rolled toward us.

The sea began pulling me back, a mega wave roaring higher and higher. Clara, Jas, and I looked at one another and nodded.

“Nacho Average Teeeeam! Let’s do this!” Jas yelled. She looked tiny next to the massive wave speeding toward her. “Remember what KJ said! Trust in the process!”

She winked. She meant the wish. And right now it was all I had, or I was about to go flying. Or sinking. Or maybe both.

But the wave was lifting me up. I paddled faster, picking up serious speed. All I could see or hear was water whooshing around me. Like KJ had told us, I put my hands on the board, and with all the strength I had, pushed myself onto my knees. The wave was carrying me forward so fast I didn’t have time to think.

I didn’t even know which way I was facing anymore.

All I knew was it was now or never.

I held my breath. And put everything I had into jumping up into a stand. KJ said it was almost impossible for a beginner but… I felt the board underneath my feet. And… yup!

I was surfing along a wave!

WE WERE SURFING ALONG A WAVE!!!

Arms out, chest down, knees bent, whizzing toward the shore like I was flying!

I was on top of the WORLD, not just the water!

KJ was cheering, and the other students were clapping and whooping too. Well, maybe not Jake and Alfie, but everyone else. On either side of me, my best friends looked like something out of an action film. Jas was throwing peace signs at the camera she’d mounted on the front of her board and Clara was laughing her head off.

This felt amazing.

I felt amazing.

And by the time we got to the shore, I was buzzing like I could achieve anything.

“Oh. My. Days!” I jumped off my board and hugged Jas and Clara, their smiles as big as mine. “Tell me you enjoyed that as much as I did!”

For once it was Jas who was silent. She was just grinning and nodding and pointing out to sea.

“I mean, I knew we’d be good.” Clara blew on her nails. “But that good?!”

“I’m sorry?!” KJ sprinted over. She put a hand up to her chin, shaking her head. “I thought you said you guys hadn’t done this before? You looked RAD out there. Absolutely unreal!”

“Beginner’s luck,” Clara said, grinning. But Noseboy trudged over.

“I can’t even stay on my paddleboard on the sand!” he huffed. “You made that look so easy!”

“Just luck,” I said, which wasn’t exactly a lie. But I knew just how he was feeling. Without some magical intervention I’d probably be in his shoes. “You’ll get there too, Bear. Just don’t give up, okay?”

KJ went to help him, and Clara, Jas, and I headed straight back out. For the next two hours the three of us paddled out to take on bigger and bigger waves. After I’d caught my biggest one yet, breathless and with aching arms, I took a moment to sit in the shallow water and watch Jas and Clara speed past. Yup, Clara was officially now doing this on one leg. And did Jas have her eyes closed?!

“Incoming.” Marli sat down with a splash next to me. She dug her phone out of her wet suit. “I HAD to show you this. I posted it earlier.” It was a live video of the three of us in action. “A hundred likes already!” She paused. “I hope that’s okay?”

I laughed. All these times I’d watched Marli post about her supercool life, and now me and my friends were a part of it. “Oh, it’s more than okay.” I watched as the video played again. “To be honest, I’m just a bit shocked that that’s us.”

I was also shocked at something else. The wish to be popular was only for last night—did this chat mean Marli actually wanted to hang out with me?

“Notice how Jake, Alfie, and Finn suddenly stopped wanting to race anyone?” Marli chuckled. They were surfing the other side of the bay, as far away from Clara and Jas as they could get. “I just wish I was as good as you guys.”

I couldn’t help but laugh to myself. Here I was on a beach in the baking sunshine, me and Marli chatting about how excellent my friends were, as people liked a video of us surfing. Thank you, spring break. You really were delivering.

“Clara’s got some serious skills, hasn’t she?” Marli turned to face me. “Which reminds me! Rumor has it you guys are taking part in the talent show?”

“The rumor may be correct.” Please don’t let Marli ask for more details.

“Detailsss?!” she immediately said.

I gulped. “Well, I don’t want to give toooo much away.” (Seeing as Jas, Clara, and I were using this evening to figure out what we could actually do.) “But let’s just say it’s going to be…” I searched around for a word. “Something.”

Marli nodded, impressed, like I was playing down a big secret talent. I nodded mysteriously to keep the illusion up but under the water I crossed my fingers. With time ticking by, I’d come to the conclusion that if we had any hope of winning I didn’t just need to find a talent, I was going to need a little bit of magic on our side too. My wishes HAD to keep working! I needed to end spring break, and my presentation, on the biggest, best thing yet.

“LUNCH!” KJ yelled from the other side of the beach. “Be back here in an hour, please. It’s boat trip time. And seeing as you’ve all done so well, I may have a little surprise too.”

Well, that sounded interesting, and as we tucked into our beach picnic of huge fluffy sandwiches, more freshly baked cookies than even Clara could eat, and strawberries and ice cream, we all tried to guess what KJ meant. Was it a visit to the seal sanctuary? Or Puffin Island maybe? Ideas were flying about and by the time we met back up the whole group was buzzing. Especially me. Not only was I convinced I was about to see my first-ever dolphin, but thanks to Marli’s video we’d been getting compliments all lunch. And there hadn’t been a single comment about my flamingo dance horror!

Ignoring our pleas for a hint, KJ led us through the forest to a pebble beach we’d never seen before and lined us up next to a wooden jetty. “Since your group was SO good, as a one-off this afternoon we’re also going to be…” But the rest of her words got lost under the growl of a speedboat that roared up. The driver grinned as she sprayed us all with water.

“Right on cue.” KJ laughed. She pointed to the tiny blond lady behind the steering wheel. “Cassie is going to be your kitesurfing instructor today.” Everyone cheered. Wait. Did everyone know what kitesurfing was except me?! “So, Cass, wanna show them how it’s done?”

“I thought you’d never ask!” Cassie yelled back. KJ jumped on board the boat, clipping a thick cord to herself.

“Don’t worry, we’ll take you through all this. Safety first,” KJ said cheerfully as she dangled her legs over the side and strapped what looked like a mini oblong surfboard to her feet. The boat sped out to sea, a huge spray of water whooshing out behind them. When they came to a stop about sixty-five feet away from shore, KJ jumped into the water. Cassie tossed her a wide black bar that was attached to a huge yellow-and-black kite and KJ grabbed hold of it. Okay, so far this didn’t look too terrifying?

But then the boat whizzed back to shore, leaving KJ bobbing about all alone in the middle of the sea. When the wind picked up, the kite soared in the air and the line between KJ and the kite zinged tight, and KJ was off! Speeding along the waves!

I lied. Kitesurfing looked ALL THE TERRIFYING.

KJ was going faster than when she was in the boat!

“And we’re expected to do that?” I whispered to no one in particular. “She’s… flying?!”

KJ did a triple somersault midair as the kite lifted her up.

“Dope,” Alfie cooed.

“Unreal,” Clara agreed, so impressed she’d forgotten to not speak.

As Cassie brought KJ back we clapped in stunned silence.

KJ laughed. “Close those mouths. We’re not expecting somersaults… yet.” She winked as she jumped back onto the jetty. “Maybe in an hour or so, right, Cass?”

Cass nodded. “Absolutely. Step one is basics on the beach. Then we hit the water. Then you have some serious fun!”

KJ slapped her wet hand on my shoulder. “And I think we all know which star pupils can go first! Nelly, you can be our first victim.” She laughed. “Sorry, I mean kitesurfer!”

I really, really didn’t want to go first, but I really, really tried and failed to talk KJ out of it. We yanked our wet suits back on and tried to nail the basics. But my mind was on something else—I’d learned the hard way with Jas’s video that our wishes HAD to be specific. And we’d only asked to be amazing at surfing. Not kitesurfing.

Was the wish going to be any help to us?!

I waited till no one was watching and huddled Jas and Clara together to tell them my worst fear.

“In that case we’ve got about…”—Clara looked at Cass striding toward us—“… fifteen seconds for you to wish this all to be okay.”

Clara was right. I was the only one who could sort it.

I grabbed their hands—no time to worry if anyone saw—stared down at my feet and took a deep breath. “I wish that Clara, Jas, and me, Nelly, are amazing at kitesurfing for the rest of the day. Starting now!”

“Whatever you’re plotting…” Cassie laughed. Little did she know. “Time’s up.”

I followed her down the jetty, my heart racing. Please let this have worked. Everyone was watching. Clara and Jas climbed into the boat with me, knowing I needed their support.

“Trust in the you-know-what…” Clara said firmly as I climbed down into the freezing water.

“You’re going to be a starrrrrr!” Jas yelled as the boat zoomed away, her camera already filming. The shore felt miles behind me. Marli was giving me a double thumbs-up, but Alfie and Jake were just staring.

The boat switched off its engine, leaving me bobbing about in the ocean. The deep, cold ocean. I’d never felt more alone.

The wait for a gust of wind felt like forever.

But when it came it felt too soon.

I held my arms out, tensed my body to pull myself up, and…

Flew along the water!

At super speed!

Unfortunately I was doing it headfirst, my feet and board trailing behind me as the cord round my waist yanked me along.

“WAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!” I yelled. But got a mouthful of pure sea so stopped.

I didn’t know much about kitesurfing, but I did know I was meant to be upright. Or at least not face down repeatedly headbutting the waves.

I was basically a human surfboard right now.

Why wasn’t the wish working?

Seaweed splattered me in the eye.

PLEASE let this stop.

“Helllp!” I tried to yell, but I couldn’t breathe! Oh, now I could, cos I was five feet in the air. Now I couldn’t, as I sploshed down into the water.

Where was that safety catch?! I’d been so busy thinking about the wish that I hadn’t paid attention!

“She looks like a fish! A drowning fish!” Noseboy’s yell carried across the water.

I WISH I could be on dry land!

I mumbled between gasps of breath.

I WISH I could stop drinking the ocean!

The water was hitting me hard. In the face. Arms. Ears.

I WISH this wasn’t happening?!

BUT NOTHING.

Why was I going up in the air? So far in the air!

I looked down at the speeding boat racing after me. So that’s what KJ’s worried face looks like.

My stomach lurched as I plopped back into the water.

And lifted out again.

And dunked back down.

Another gust of wind propelled me forward. But why was I turning? Like I was about to be dragged along the beach.

Pleeeeeeease don’t let me be dragged along the beach.

What was it KJ had said about stopping?!

Ouch. I hit the pebbly beach, my board flying off.

Ouch. Oof. Ouch. I was speeding along, stones flying up either side of me as I careered toward the group. They needed to move! Not just stand there with their mouths open!!!

“Looook oouuuuuut!” I yelled.

Good news: At least I now knew how to stop. Bad news: Had I chopped Alfie in half? Millimeters away from everyone? Sort of like one of Dad’s tricks, but a lot more successful.

“I didn’t expect the wind to suddenly pick up so much,” KJ cried as she sprinted up the beach. I tried to say it wasn’t her fault but just dribbled some water as I lay splatted on the wet stones.

“I’m so sorry. I really have never seen anything like it.”

That’s exactly what the riding instructor had said. Alfie was rolling around hugging his knees, groaning like Clive did when he ate a whole loaf of bread. Oh, phew. At least he was still whole.

Jas and Clara skidded down on the pebbles and hugged me.

“You okay, Nels?” Clara sounded worried. I nodded, despite the answer being very much no. “You’re SO hard core.”

She sat me up and squeezed me tight. A small crab fell out of my nose.

“Just a baby porcelain crab. Harmless.” Clara said it matter-of-factly, like it was totally fine for a crustacean to make its home in a person’s nostril.

Jas showed me the footage. I couldn’t look. “We didn’t know if you were flying. Or drowning?”

I was still too shocked to speak, and a crowd had gathered round us. Noseboy looked impressed. “I didn’t know humans could bend that way!”

Jake crouched down by Alfie, who was still in full fetal position. “Genuinely thought that was the end of my brother.”

“I’mfiiineokay.” Alfie waved him away. I was so glad I hadn’t killed him. Not least because Mrs. Wilson would have SO many forms to fill in.

I closed my eyes, trying to process what had happened.

Why hadn’t the wish worked? What had I done wrong?

Or… I panicked even more. Were the wishes already over?

Because now they’d started, I kind of needed them if I was to have any hope of putting the old Nelly behind me.

Which was why I rubbed my eyes. Hard.

Please let my eyes be playing tricks on me?

It looked like someone was running down the beach. Someone with a white torso and the brightest pink sunburned arms, neck, and face. Hands in the air. Bright yellow swimming trunks covered in sunbathing polar bears.

And they were yelling the worst four words I could imagine.

“My baby Welly Boot!!!”

As the shouting man pushed his way through the crowd around me, my worst fear came true.

“STAND BACK, SURFDUDES AND DUDETTES!” Dad reached down and scooped me up. “This special sausage is coming with me.”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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Let’s look at the evidence.” Clara picked her way along the river, ducking to avoid the low-hanging branches. It was evening but even in the forest it was so warm we were both in shorts and T-shirts. We’d left Jas back in the chalet working on her latest video edit. She said she was going slow because Fish was giving her judgy looks, but Clar and I had both noticed that since the burst of new followers she’d been super stressed about making sure her next posts did just as well. So we’d given her space and come to explore the forest trail up to the top of the cliff. The plan was to hunt for cool places for Jas to film and see if we could get any clues about the games for the Camp Chaos Championship the day after tomorrow.

Plus I needed to flee the house as Dad had decided to show Alfie and Jake his “name a card” trick, where he named a card Roger. I’d had six hours to get my head round it, but I still could not believe Dad was here.

Word had already spread round camp about his “dramatic rescue,” and there was a picture of the exact moment I careened toward Alfie up as the “Don’t Do This!” of the day on the Camp Chaos noticeboard. If you looked hard enough in the background you could see my dad sprinting so fast one of his flip-flops was flying through the air.

“You didn’t have an, erm…” Clara fumbled, trying to find the word. Oh yes. That. Figuring out what was going on with the wishes. “Natural talent for kiteboarding.” Understatement of the year. I was never going to get some of the sand out of my ears and armpits. It was lodged for life. “And then your dad turned up… which was…”

“A yellow swimming trunk–based nightmare?” Apparently after I’d told Mrs. S that Dad had sounded lonely, she realized that because we were all bunking up in one room they still had two spare. So “for a surprise” she’d asked him down for the rest of the week.

Now my holiday of a lifetime had a big extra helping of Mysterious Martin on the loose. He’d already tried to sign up for the talent show, but in actual, genuine, undeniable good luck, they didn’t have any spaces left.

“I wouldn’t say that, Nel. Just unexpected, that’s all.”

Clara really was the kindest soul. But I knew what she was getting at—it was what the three of us had been talking about all afternoon.

Why hadn’t the kitesurfing wish worked?

Once the shock had died down, and we’d persuaded Dad it was just bumps and I didn’t need to go to the emergency room, the three of us had gotten changed out of our wet suits and snuck off to test whether the wishes were gone for good. Huddling in one of the tree house lookouts I’d nervously wished for Fish the fish to get some amazing new items for his tank. And back in our room, we’d had a big surprise. There was Fish. Loving life with a new mini fish castle, a fish roller coaster that actually moved, and even a fish-shaped mirror (which I swear he posed in front of). Disturbing BUT a massive relief. We could still wish! We just had no idea what made them work. Or, more important, what made them not work.

And with the talent show only days away we needed to find out—and fast.

Eventually Clara and I spotted the edge of the trees and the stone steps up to the top of the cliff and began hiking them. It took ages as they were super steep but the view was worth it. Down below the warm orangey setting sun was reflecting off the water, and music and bonfire smells were wafting up from the beach. I felt a million miles from home—this place really was paradise. When we got to the top I took a photo of the sunset—and then remembered that every single sunset photo looked terrible.

“Well, wishes or not…”—I flicked out the red-and-green tartan picnic rug onto a flat bit of rock and laid out our snack shop haul—“… this is the best spring break I’ve ever had. Definitely the most eventful.”

But Clara was craning her neck, not listening as she pointed down at the beach. “Nelllls… Is that… Is that your dad?”

Where? Someone was playing a guitar by a firepit, and about forty people were standing around something, clapping. And then I saw it. In the middle of the crowd was a grown man doing the worm.

“I think you know the answer.” I sighed and took such a long slurp of my Kinder Bueno milkshake from the make-your-own-milkshake bar I accidentally finished it all. I loved my dad, I really did. But this holiday was meant to be about me reinventing myself. And that was going to be impossible if everyone knew I was the offspring of a man who breakdanced in public (with occasional rests for “back issues”). I peeked through my fingers as he attempted a head spin, almost knocking over Marli’s mum, who was walking past.

I sighed. “And just as we were making progress with Marli too.”

Dad scrambled up, to applause, and went straight over to chat to… Noseboy. Weird.

Clara nodded. “Yeah, she’s even nicer than I imagined.”

Same. I’d always assumed she was too perfect to be normal, but she was really cool.

“Is this a HILL or a certified MOUNTAIN?” An out-of-breath Jas appeared on the path, closely followed by Marli and Finn. Clara and I looked at each other—oof. That was close! “Thank goodness I ran into these two. I was ready to go back and start shouting at my laptop again.”

So Jas was still working on her edit? She normally turned them around super quick.

“Are you feeling better, Nelly?” Marli asked gently. She had her hair styled in the exact messy double braids I’d never been able to get right (hello, new wish idea!) and had cool dangly M earrings on. I’d given up asking Dad to let me get my ears pierced. “Y’know, after earlier.”

I loved that Marli clarified, like every single person at camp didn’t know what she was talking about. Truth was, my shoulder felt like it had dislocated, I’d grazed my right foot, and my pride had fractured in twenty-one places. But who needed the truth?

“Oh, totally. No big deal really.”

Finn shook his head. “You just got unlucky. You guys were pro at surfing.”

I laughed the compliment off. “Something like that. So where are you off to?” I peered at the guitar Finn was clutching. He twanged a cord.

“Practice. For Friday night. Got some time while our parents are doing a beach chess tournament.” Finn took a deep breath. “For real, my Camp rhymes just flow.” Oh no. He was rapping. Well, trying to. “With Marl-ster’s pipes we’re gonna rock the show!”

He flicked his hand out, like he had just delivered lyrical gold.

Wow.

That was awful. Seriously awful. But we said “oooh” and “cool,” which felt kinder than suggesting maybe his rhymes should stop flowing immediately?

“You got to do what you love, right?” Finn said with a smile.

“Speaking of which”—even Marli looked thrown by his rapping—“we saw Jake and Alf earlier; they were showing your dad their soccer skills routine.” Oh, fandabbydozee. Jalfie, Finn, and Marli had been hanging out with my dad. Would this torture never end? “It’s looking sick already.” Jas’s face didn’t move a muscle. “As were your dad’s trousers, Nels.”

Nels?! Marli had never called me that before. “I didn’t know you could get pets printed on adult stuff?” Actual shudder. Dad must be wearing the ones covered in Clive’s dribbly face. I breathed out the last remaining hope of leaving this camp with any dignity intact. Jas gave me a supportive smile but Marli didn’t notice and just twanged one of Finn’s guitar strings. “Finbo, please remind me again why I agreed to this?”

“Because, dear cousin, you’re going to be awesome,” Finn said without any hesitation. “And I bribed you hard with Haribo.” It was weird seeing Marli worry about performing. I’d always thought it came so easily to her. “And what about you guys? You still haven’t told us what Nacho Average Team have got up their sleeve.”

The killer question. “Welllll…” I looked at the others awkwardly. “It’s early days for us too.”

But Finn lifted his head up like a meerkat.

“Can you hear that?” He ran to the edge of the cliff and scanned the horizon. Marli and Jas were doing the same. “Is someone in trouble?!”

I didn’t move an inch. I already knew full well that those weren’t the last sounds made by a drowning soul. It was my dad doing Coldplay karaoke.

“Stand down, guys. I think it’s just, er, someone singing.” I pointed down to the beach, where luckily it was now dark enough for them not to twig who was causing the crowd to back away. Great. Finn and Marli’s parents were playing chess and my dad, who had been here for less than six hours, was already causing a beach evacuation.

Why was I the only one with a parent like this? I wish I could know what it was like to have a normal dad. Just for once. That instead of all the magic tricks and collecting weird hats, he could do nice, normal, non-embarrassing parent things, like moaning about homework or spending time with someone he loves doing normal grown-up stuff.

“Well, at least whatever happens on Friday, we’ll be better than that, right?” Finn cackled, not realizing I was getting hotter and more uncomfortable by the second. I couldn’t help but sigh with relief when the song finished. “Although shame this whole talent show isn’t happening in a few months’ time. I’m starting Lyrics and Beats club when I get back, so I can pursue my rapping.” Finn winced like he’d shared a secret he shouldn’t. “Ah… Clara, can you pretend you didn’t hear that? I haven’t told anyone yet, but it means I’m handing the Big Bang captaincy back. Need to focus my energies.”

Jas and I both spun round to look at our best mate. C’mon, Clar. Feel our friend telepathy! This is the PERFECT time to tell Finn your dream of being captain. You could ask him to put you forward!

“And with nationals coming up, they’re going to need a new captain ASAP.”

That meant Clara needed to be quick! She opened her mouth to speak! YES, CLAR! I willed her on with everything I had.

“Cool.”

Was that it?! I gave her a go on, then nod. Which she returned with a stop giving me that look look. And then we both had to stop the stare-off to say bye to Finn and Marli.

After checking my dad had cleared the area, the three of us relocated our snack-nic to the beach and went for a paddle. As we dried off, Jas showed us her cut of that day’s vlog. I had no idea why she was worried—it looked like a film trailer!

“Honestly. That surf cam?! Jas, I think this is your best yet. And you know how good I think your stuff is.” I scrolled back along the timeline.

Jas’s face scrunched. “You think?”

Clara nodded. “Uh-huh. Even Jalfie are going to be liking it. Patrick too! They’ll all be subscribing any day now—just wait and see.”

But Jas didn’t smile. Instead she picked up some sand and let it run back down through her fingers.

“Y’know, I don’t think even my mum has watched one of my videos, let alone Patrick or Jalfie.” I squeezed her knee. I bet that wasn’t true—but then again, I hadn’t seen Mrs. S asking too many questions.

“I’m sure she has—” I started to say but Jas cut me off, her enthusiasm back.

“Enough about me! Clarington, can we talk about the awesome news of Finn stepping down? Is this finally the time? I mean, it has to be, right, if they’re going to choose a new captain when we get back?”

Clara shrugged.

“C’mon, Clar! You’ve GOT to put yourself forward for that spot.” But Clara wouldn’t look up at me. “You’ll be the best one Big Bang has ever had. Ever will have! And we’ll be cheering you on every step of the way.”

Clara picked at a tuft on the picnic blanket. “Maybe. I’ll have a think about it when we get back…”

Knowing she wasn’t watching, Jas and I rolled our eyes at each other. Clara hated putting herself out there, but if she didn’t try, she really would never know. And time was running out.

“Clara, you KNOW I wouldn’t lie to you.” I waggled her shoe. “You are the absolute best person there could be for it! They’d be SO lucky to have you. What is it Patrick always says? ‘You miss a hundred percent of the shots you don’t take.’ And look”—Jas opened the PipPop app—“If I can put this video up, you can put yourself out there too.”

Clara looked up, her nose wrinkled. “I do put myself out there!” She definitely didn’t, but now didn’t seem the time to push the point. “It’s not that…”

But as she went quiet, I had an idea. One that she’d either love or hate.

One that could maybe help us all out.

“Okay, I’ve had an idea.” I stood up. This wasn’t the kind of thing I could say cross-legged. “You know what Finn said earlier?”

“About his rhymes flowing?” Clara asked suspiciously. We all simultaneously shuddered.

“No. I’m trying to forget that.” I think we all were. “About doing what we love in the talent show?” They both nodded. “Well, Clar, you want to be Big Bang captain, right? Let Finn see how good you are.” Clara side-eyed me—but that didn’t mean I was wrong. “And Jas, wouldn’t it be awesome to show your mum, Jalfie, all of them, how amazing your content is?”

Jas looked suspicious. “Go on.”

“Okay, well, how about this for the talent show. Jas, you could show a week wrap-up video. A highlights edit of all your daily hotmixes. And Clara, you could do that experiment you’ve been working on. Imagine”—I put my hand up in the air and moved it left to right—“exploding foam. The biggest foamy explosion the world has ever seen! Happening right here, in the Live Lodge!” I held my breath. Neither of them said yes. Buuuut they hadn’t said no either. “And I’d be there too. Doing something on my own.” I tried not to gulp as I said it. What talent did I have?! What on earth could I do if I wasn’t with the others?! Reciting emotional Pompeii facts was a hard no. “So we’d all be in it together.” The thought of going solo was terrifying, but it was only fair. “And, if we wanted, we could…” I lowered my voice, “use a you-know-what to make sure the judges vote for us.” I didn’t mention the glaring fact that we had no idea how to make the wishes work anymore. “Guaranteed win for Nacho Average Team. Guaranteed photo with Jess Khan.” I wiped my hands together. “Free holiday next year! Job done!”

“So what would you do, Nel?” Clara asked, her head on one side. She’d immediately spotted the biggest problem. That I was seriously lacking in the skills department.

“I could, erm…” What impressive things could I do? “Fold a chip packet into a perfect equilateral triangle?” Hmm. Probably not going to keep the audience hooked for a full three hundred seconds. “Look, I’ll figure it out. But I promise if you guys say yes, I’ll think of something to dazzle at.” I just needed to figure out a talent. And get good at it in three days. No biggie. And if all else failed maybe I’d have to ask the others if I could use a wish to make me super skilled at something. Hopefully. “So…” I sat back down. “What do you think? Is that a yes?”

With my eyes closed, I held my hands out for high-fives.

As terrifying as it was, this really could be the perfect way to help my friends out. I just hoped they felt the same.

Thwack. Thwack!

Two hands slapped mine. And when I opened my eyes, Jas was grinning. “Nacho Average Team is a go!”




CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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The alarm had gone off painfully early (8:30 a.m.), but it was an emergency. The camp championships started at ten, and with so much resting on the wishes, we needed every spare second to figure out what was making them work. I couldn’t risk anything going wrong for the talent show. My hope had been that when the wish had worked for Fish the night before last, we’d unclogged the pipe and they’d keep on flowing (even better than Finn’s rapping). So after sleeping in, I’d quickly put the theory to the test before we left our room for forest ropewalking. Then again as we paddled over lunch before our 3D-printing session. And in even more of a panic, last night while Jas had been editing and Clara had been running through her foam experiment. I’d sat on the bed in my PJs and slippers and said a wish. Then another. Then one with my eyes closed. Some holding on to the other’s hands. Even one chanted while trying to do a headstand. And out of a hundred, not a single one had worked. NOT ONE!

Which meant I’d lain awake all night worrying and was now freaking out!

“Okay.” Clara calmly scanned down the “control factors” column. She’d crossed them all out one by one. “Yesterday you tried writing them, thinking them, singing them, and even miming them.” That was a low. “And this morning we’ve done them in the dark, in the light, loudly, softly… and”—she squinted to read the one I’d just added—“while eating chocolate.” I’d had to try to take some positives from the situation. Clara sighed. “And still nothing. Not. A. Sausage.”

I felt guilty. Was it something I was doing?

“Hey, Google, play Harry Styles,” I said, trying to lift the mood. Jas was down in the dumps too—I suspected it was because she hadn’t woken up to as many views on yesterday’s video as she hoped. “Don’t panic, guys. I really think by the end of today we’ll know what’s up.” I said it with more confidence than I felt.

But before they could reply Dad shouted “BREAKFAST’S READY” up from the kitchen. I braced for an installment of his daily “AND G’D MORRNNNINNNN’, CAMPERS” yodel. But like yesterday, it didn’t come. Just a “Make sure you’re showered and down ASAP.”

Wow. Maybe being with Mrs. S and Patrick was having a good effect on him? We headed downstairs to find Patrick doing his manic morning tidy.

“Morning, girls.” He nodded toward the utility room. “Before you tuck in, I’d appreciate if you could tidy up the mess you left last night. I’ve put it in the washing room—most of it can go up to your room.”

Eurgh. What kind of a monster made you do tidying when there were fresh pancakes on the table? But the quicker we moved our stuff, the quicker we could eat, so we hurried into the washing room.

“Well, he certainly puts the fun in…” Jas flicked sand off her hoodie from last night and paused. “Nope. Couldn’t think of any breakfast words starting with fun.”

I lowered my voice. “I WISH our stuff would all tidy itself!” But… nothing. “Guess changing location doesn’t make them work either.”

I turned my sneakers over to empty out the sand, but there wasn’t a grain in there. To save tidying them, I pulled them on and folded up Jas’s tripod. Next to it was a half-drunk can of Fanta Lemon. Could that be the missing magic wish ingredient? I took a swig. “Okay, this time I wish for… green hair, don’t care.”

I flicked the end of my ponytail.

BANG.

Clara slammed the door shut behind us, suddenly hopping from foot to foot.

“Nels! What did you just do?! Exactly what did you just do?”

Erm… What was going on? And why was Jas giving me that look?

“One of you is going to need to explain.”

But neither of them said a word. Jas just flicked on her front camera. Was now really the time for a selfie?

BUT.

OH.

MY.

PETIT-POIS!!!

“I look like a pea!” I tugged at my hair. My bright green hair. What was happening?!

Dad was little more than six feet away and would EXPLODE if he saw it. Patrick might faint onto the pancakes.

“Sorry, but this can’t go by without at least one picture.” Jas snapped a selfie of the three of us. I was too shocked to smile.

“C’mon, Nels.” Clara finished posing. “Deep breath. This is GOOD. The wishes are back! We finally have a clue!”

But what was different? I looked around.

“It couldn’t be the Fanta, could it?” It was the first one I’d had all holiday, so that made no sense. “The only other thing I did was…”

And then the penny dropped.

The one thing that had arrived in my life the day the wishes started.

The thing that hadn’t been with me on the beach, when the wish didn’t work for kitesurfing.

The thing that wasn’t with me sitting on the bed last night trying and failing to make the wishes come back. Or when I was paddling. Or shouting wishes from the shower in the morning.

The things that were on my feet right now.

“SNEAKERS.” My heart raced. I dropped to the floor and grabbed at my feet. “It’s my… sneakers?!”

“Oh. My. Dayyyys.” Jas slid down the wall and crumpled onto the floor. “OF COURSE! You got them the night before the school trip!”

Clara’s eyes lit up. “And were wearing them at the theme park when you wished about spring break.”

I gulped, a memory coming into sharp focus. “I might have also been wearing them when I said to Dad that I wished he could have stayed here.”

Wow. So him arriving out of the blue was all my own doing.

KNOCK KNOCK.

We spun round.

“DON’T COME IN!” Jas yelled non-suspiciously. Patrick harumphed. “WE’LL JUST BE A SEC. GIRL THINGS.”

“Well, your food’s getting cold,” he said as if he wasn’t the one who had made us tidy. Clara waited till his slipper-steps shuffled off.

“This is… HUGE,” Clara whispered, her eyes closed as she processed what this meant. What it meant was… And it was totally ridiculous. But I had magical wish-granting sneakers. And there was no way of making sense of that. “But first things first, Nels, you need to wish your hair back to normal.”

Excellent point (though I got a few smiling selfies first). In a weird neon-green way it actually looked really cool. Shame I couldn’t use these photos in my senior presentation. I then did a couple of quick wishes with my shoes on and off (including making the pancakes stay super warm, just to confuse Patrick) until Clara agreed we’d rigorously tested our hypothesis, and it had to be true. It really was the sneakers. Jas stroked my left sneaker with such loving eyes, it was like she was touching the world’s first puppy-unicorn.

“Who would have thought…”

Clara crouched down to the other one. It was grubby, and the glittery laces with purple stars were dangling down covered in mud. “All hail the sneakers!”

“So our next mission”—I put my hand on the doorknob—“is to try to get whatever info we can from Dad on where he got these…” How to describe them? “… surprising shoes from. I wonder if the owner knows I’ve got them?”

“Ooooh.” Clara rubbed her hands together. “They could be tracking you down right now.”

“Or not,” Jas said, raising an eyebrow at Clar. “Maybe the sneakers chose you?”

“Or maaaaybeeeee”—Clara had a glint in her eye—“the owner is a creature from another world who is currently hunting down whoever took away their magical relic!” She turned to the window. “If so, we need to be on alert. Nowhere is safe!”

Erm, could we not?! But there was a hard knock at the door. It was my dad, and he never knocked.

Jas hissed “Act normal!” and together we walked out. Although it’s hard to act normal when you’re suddenly aware you’re wearing the power of the universe on your feet, and you’ve just dyed your hair twice in two minutes.

C’mon, Nelly. Act normal!

But now I knew what my sneakers were capable of, I couldn’t stop smiling. (Even if I was scared to put my feet down fully in case I triggered a tornado or something, so was walking on permanent tiptoes.)

“Morning, campers!” I said to Dad, leaning in for a hug. He was wearing a plain blue T-shirt and jeans, no dog print in sight. I had to do a double-take to make sure he wasn’t Patrick. “Wow, how come you smell so good?” He smelled like a normal aftershave for a change. I waited for a joke about it being “because he had a great nose.” But all that came was a soft smile.

“Thanks, Nel. The man in Boots said it’s what Tom Holland wears.” He paused. “Although I have no idea who that is. Anyway.” He turned to the amazing spread of food on the breakfast bar. “How did you not mention how good Mrs. S’s breakfasts were?”

Jas grinned as she jumped up onto a stool.

“Pancakes for the win, I say!” She looked at me. “Kinda wish we could have them every day.”

I’m not sure where in Jas’s definition of “acting normal” blinking-ten-times-while-wiggling-her-nose was. But we got the hint. We’d add it to the list.

“Well, your mum is pretty special.” Patrick kissed Mrs. S on the forehead. Dad noticed, and I hated that his smile faltered just a bit. It was the same thing that I’d seen happen around Clara’s parents too.

“Kind of you both to say.” Mrs. S poured a tea. “But pancakes are for special occasions only. Get everyone’s energy up for the championship. I think there’s going to be more than a little competition today.” Jake and Alfie sloped down the stairs. “And talk of the devils…”

“Here come the boys!” Patrick hammered his chest.

“So, if these guys are Nacho Average Team, who are you lads?” I’d never heard Dad say lads in my life.

“Camp Champs,” Alfie said without missing a beat. He grinned. “Thought we’d save everyone else the bother of thinking they’re going to win.”

Yup, I was a bit sick in my own mouth. Did Alfie not realize we were sitting right here? Or was he still mad at me for almost chopping him in half on the beach? But Dad breezed right over it.

“Well, we’ve got a team too.” I braced myself for whatever name they’d come up with. “Patrick, Priya, Martin, and Susan.”

Silence. “But what’s your team name, Dad?”

He looked offended. “Patrick, Priya, Martin, and Susan?”

Oh. That was their name? “I see. And who’s Susan?”

“Oh, sorry. Mrs. Wilson. She can’t really take part, as she’s supervising, but we needed the magic number of four people. Which reminds me. I was chatting to her son the other night, and he said he didn’t have a team, so…”

“Soooooo?” I said back. Why had Jas dropped her head into her hands?

“Well, you’re allowed four people, so I thought Nacho Average Team might be able to handle a little extra enchilada?”

I saw bubbles shoot up in Alfie’s juice as he snort-laughed into it.

“What your dad’s saying is, that annoying kid is now in your team.” Alfie tried—and failed—to hold in another laugh. “Soooo, good luck with that.”

Oh great. Just what we didn’t need. But as annoying as it was, I felt bad for Bear. I knew what it was like to be the odd one out.

“He’s actually not that bad. And anyway”—I checked that the adults were busy with the coffee machine and not listening—“don’t be too sure you’re going to win.”

“Yeah.” Jas folded her arms. “You might be surprised what three girls and an annoying kid can do.”

Clara said, “Too right!” then took a panicked mouthful of pancake. But Dad was washing his plate—time to get info about the sneakers while the others were around to hear.

Super spy mode ACTIVATED.

“By the way, Dad. Meant to say, where’s your Snoopy watch?”

He looked at the bog-standard leather strap and normal watch on his wrist and shrugged. “Must have left it back home.”

“Shame.” I truth-bent. Although I did prefer his fun ones to the one he had on now. “It was such a great bargain.” His favorite compliment. “Just like those suitcases.” I heard a snort from Jas’s direction. Guess my subject change hadn’t been that subtle, then. “Where EXACTLY did you get them from?”

“Oh, just some man off the internet. From Norwich, I think. Said something about clearing his loft. Although funny you should ask. He messaged last night.” My jaw froze mid-chew. “Something about a mix-up. That he might have left something in one of them…” Gulp. GULP. “Something he urgently needs back. He’s going to pop by on Sunday when we’re home.” Dad sipped his coffee, like he hadn’t just announced that our one chance for a perfect life might be about to get snatched away by a man from Norwich. If he even was a man?! He could be a SOUL-SUCKING DEMON?!

Clara’s eyebrows had shot up and she was nodding slowly.

“Gotta hope he doesn’t want that eight-wheel cabin case back.” Dad looked into the distance. “It’s got such a lovely smooth locking action.”

I nodded weakly.

I also hoped he wasn’t actually an all-consuming magical power who had realized he’d given away his one relic into the human realm and was coming to devour my soul.

I pushed a strawberry around my plate. Wondering if I was being hunted down by a soul-sucking, suitcase-selling creature had really put me off my fifth pancake. As everyone else cleared the rest of the plates, Dad beckoned me into the sofa area. He held out a pen.

“Postcard for Pepe and Noodles.” We always sent my grandparents holiday postcards. Once we even sent one from Birmingham IKEA, just because we’d driven over an hour and a half to get there. They kept each and every one. They used to stick them on their fridge but had branched out onto the kitchen walls and ceiling, along with every birthday and Christmas card I sent too. I read what Dad had written.


GREETINGS FROM VERY SUNNY CORNWALL!

NELS AND I ARE HAVING A MAGICAL TIME, ALTHOUGH NOT SURE MY KNEES ARE UP FOR SKATEBOARD TRICKS ANYMORE!



Oh no—did this mean he’d been out at the ramps yesterday reliving his youth?


FOOD IS GREAT, WEATHER IS POSITIVELY SAINT-TROPEZ, AND COMPANY IS EVEN BETTER.

MISSING YOU BOTH, BUT THERE’S NO MARKS & SPENCER FOR MILES, SO YOU’RE PROBABLY HAPPIER WHERE YOU ARE (JOKE).

MARTY XX

P.S. DON’T FORGET TO EAT THE FISH PIE I LEFT.



I started to write:


Hello P&N aka Poodles!

I fell off a horse! Clara, Jas, and I can surf really well! Kitesurfing should be banned! Did you know male horses don’t really have nipples? Well, I couldn’t see any. Apparently rats don’t either!!!! Anyway, I’m doing a talent show on Friday! Not sure what I’m doing yet! Wish me luck (even if you don’t get this until after I see you!!!!).

Can’t wait to see you and tell you all about it, Nels xxxxx



“I’ll post it now so it should arrive tomorrow,” Dad said, sipping his coffee. “I’m sure they’ll have lots of cracking ideas of what you can do at the talent show.”

“Good.” I laughed. “I need ’em!” Even with wishes on my side, I needed to find a talent that was something believable that I could do. There were a lot of parents, teachers, and classmates in the crowd and I didn’t want to risk them suspecting anything.

“Well, you play the recorder beautifully,” he said seriously. “And you’ve always excelled at sight reading.”

Who on this green earth would vote for me after enduring five minutes of that?! I clutched a cushion, hoping it would bring me mental strength.

“Which reminds me. Have you been keeping on top of your spring break homework?”

Obviously not. But in the distance a horn went. Panicking about the talent show would have to wait.

Nacho Average Team had a championship to win.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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It was the hottest day of the year so far, and the whole camp was buzzing for the championship. The staff, in their glittery Camp Chaos Championship T-shirts, were lining up all the teams of four on the beach in front of the stage that had gone up overnight. I scanned round the gazillions of teams. So many faces I hadn’t seen before, and everyone had made SUCH an effort. Smiley-face Girl’s team were in matching fancy clothes as Crayola crayons! Marli, Finn, Alfie, and Jake were wearing all black with Camp Champs written in Sharpie down their arms. Jas, Clara, and I had coordinated in denim shorts and pink T-shirts, and we each had on one of Jas’s bright headbands. I’d donated one of my smallest matching T-shirts to Noseboy and he’d already written Nacho Average Team on it in fabric pen.

“Give me a cheer if you’re ready to take on the Annual Camp Chaos Championship!” Ms. Badger, the camp director, yelled into the microphone. A roar came up from the beach. She smiled. “Now THAT is what I like to hear! We’ve got five surprise challenges, and more teams than ever before—forty in total—so mark my words, there will be something to test you all!” This time everyone said ooooohhhh. “We’ve got things to test your mind.” Another ooh. “Things to test your creativity!” This time an ahhhhh. “Things to test if you really have all managed to leave your phones at home.” We groaned. “And best of all, things to truly test your team spirit!” I squeezed Clara’s and Jas’s hands. This sounded like fun. “All ending with Bouncemageddon: Battle on the Beach. The most fun it’s possible to have on not-dry land!” We all cheered again. This was going to be great! I looked at my feet, my freshly cleaned glittery star laces catching the light. Yup. Really great. “When I sound this horn, the first challenge starts. So head over to the beach huts, grab your team instructions, and give it your ALL! And remember, whatever you’re doing, the key word is…”

Ms. Badger held out the mic for Mrs. Wilson, who was wearing a high-vis vest and green deely boppers and clutching a first aid case. “SAFETY!”

A small clap, and one lone cheer that sounded like my dad, spluttered up from the crowd. Ms. Badger grabbed the microphone back. “Well, yes. Safety and of course… FUN!” The big cheer returned. “So all that’s left for me to say is…”

Ms. Badger put down the microphone, grabbed the airhorn, and:

BLEEERUUUURRPPP!

We were off! More than a hundred people sprinting across the sand, Jake leading the way. Annoyingly our team was one of the last to get to our instructions. Jas tore open the gold envelope.

“A treasure hunt!” she yelled while somehow still managing to film the chaos around us. Clara excitedly read out the first clue.

“If you want to set a level for the others to reach, leave this mark.

Then think of a tall man’s name beginning with sea, and up the hill embark.”

Well, that made zero sense.

The other teams had hushed. They were huddled together, whispering and trying to figure it out. Some were trying to sneakily use their phones. But we had something none of them did.

“Follow me!” Clar said, already sprinting toward the milkshake stand. She might be little, but she be speedy.

“Is this it?” I asked, panting as we came to a stop by the… Wrecking Room Cabins? They sounded cool, but I had no clue what was going on.

“Nah,” Clar said as if it was obvious. “But the other teams were watching and I wanted to put them off the scent.” She leaned forward, talking even more quietly. “It’s bench. Bench-mark. The line for others to reach. And the tall man’s name that begins with sea. Well, letter C, is…”

“Carl?” A wheezing Noseboy offered.

“Carlos?” I blurted. Then realized I hadn’t added much.

“Not quite. Cliff.” Clara’s brown eyes sparkled—she was in her element. “The next clue must be at the bench at the top of the cliff!” Yup, she was a genius. So off we ran. Which would have been way more secretive if Noseboy didn’t yell “GO, CLARA, GO, CLARA!” between gasps. But we were first to the next clue, and with such a big head start, we stayed in front as we raced to the clues hidden in the brick pizza ovens, dangling off the tree houses, and then hidden among the surfboards. We were still in the lead when we got to the final spot. Noseboy saw it. An X made out of white stones on the pebble beach where we’d kitesurfed. We dropped to the ground and dug frantically.

“I’ve got it!” I yanked up a black box. Inside was a giant inflatable unicorn. “I think?” I took a huge breath and blew into it. “We have to blow it up.” PUFF. “And get to there!” I nodded across the bay to a floating jetty with a bell on it. PUFF PUFF. “The finish bell!”

By the time we’d got the unicorn in the water, Marli’s team were right behind us. But having Noseboy was a real advantage as he was so little he hardly added any weight to our wobbly inflatable and we picked up more speed. DING DING DING!

With hands and water flying everywhere, Clara rang the bell so hard we wobbled off the unicorn and splashed into the water, laughing.

WE’D DONE IT!

One challenge down, and we were in the lead with a hundred points!

We really were Nacho Average Team!

It took almost an hour for all the other teams to finish, Smiley-face Girl’s team coming in last as their unicorn kept sinking and they had to be bailed out with a giant inflatable crocodile.



“Ready to put the chaos into Camp Chaos?!” Ms. Badger yelled into the megaphone as we lined up for the second event: the biggest game of beach dodgeball ever! They’d divided the whole camp into two and on the horn we had to run to the other side of the beach. If you got hit you joined in the throwing and the last three players standing would win points for their team.

BLEEERUUUURRPPP!

We were off! Bodies and balls (and some confused seagulls) flying everywhere! Noseboy was the first player out, because he didn’t understand the rules and ran straight at a ball to catch it. But Clara and I put everything we had into it and ten minutes later we were exhausted but in the final six, along with Marli, Jake, Smiley-face Girl (who’d we’d realized was called Elsa), and Tall Guy from riding.

There were so many people ready to throw balls at us! I had to catch my breath before making another run for it. I looked for Dad among the spectators. At netball he was always easy to spot, doing something completely cringe, like waving a poster he’d made. But he was just standing politely, clapping. He must be as exhausted as me! And then I saw my chance! A gap in the balls. Clara did too! And side by side we sprinted out across the beach.

DOINK.

A ball whacked into my leg. And nooooo! Bounced straight into Clara! We were both out, meaning we got no points! An ecstatic Marli grabbed first place, Elsa was second, and Jake came third.

We broke for lunch with Nacho Average Team behind Marli and Jalfie’s team.

“If pizza-eating was a challenge…” Noseboy dangled a slice into his mouth. “We’d win.” The pizza ovens had been fired up, and we’d all chosen our toppings. Normally everyone chatted to everyone over lunch, but today all the teams were sticking to their own picnic benches, plotting how to win.

“We still might, young Bearington,” Jas said, closing her empty pizza box. “We’ve still got three challenges to go.”

Wherever we came, I wanted to finish higher than Alfie and Jake, to serve them right for assuming they’d beat us. It was a shame Marli was on their team, but hopefully she was so used to winning she wouldn’t miss another medal.

Noseboy grinned at Jas, blissfully unaware he had tomato on at least five different bits of his face. “Nacho Average Team forever!”

I chucked him a napkin. “Too right. I could not w-i-s-h for a better team.” I winked at the others and laughed. And as Jas took more photos, the airhorn sounded. We all raced back to the beach, but every single campmate stopped when we saw what had been set up. One really, really long piece of string had been tied to the top of a series of posts. Like the world’s longest washing line.

“Ding-dong, who’s ready for a donut?” Ms. Badger shouted. Oh yes! Dangling off the line were hundreds of donuts, each one tied up with a piece of string. I suddenly had a gooooood feeling about this challenge. Despite having just stuffed ourselves with pizza we all cheered. “Just as I thought! Get together in your teams, making sure your donut is above mouth height. Adjust the string if you need to.” She pointed to the far end. “Vegan, gluten-free, and other dietary requirements this end. It’s a relay: fastest team to eat all their donuts wins. No hands to be used AT ALL. One at a time and no starting on your donut until your teammate has swallowed their last bite.”

I felt a flush of confidence. I’d been training for this my whole life.

“Bear, you can go first.” Clara nudged him forward, but he didn’t need any encouragement. “Then me and Jas. Nels, you okay to finish?”

I nodded and waggled my jaw to get it ready for the chew of a lifetime.

“Hands behind your backs,” Ms. Badger bellowed. “Ready…” But Mrs. Wilson grabbed the mic.

“And just a quick fun reminder to only swallow after a sensible amount of chews.” She scrunched her face. “I think…” She did some fast air chews. “Around thirty maybe? Any choking will not be the responsibility of Camp Chaos, as per the waiver you signed.”

Well, that was one way to make a crowd go silent. But Mrs. Wilson looked happy, oblivious to the major groan now coming from Finn.

BLEEERUUUURRPPP! We were off!

Noseboy chewed like a double-speed rabbit, dough and sugar flying everywhere! Clara was slower but didn’t stop even when a sprinkle went in her eye. By the time Jas started we were in tenth place. Everyone who had finished was standing in front cheering—it was deafening! And suddenly it was my turn. I felt like an Olympian walking to the start line for the hundred-meter race, the whole world watching. Except I had a baked good dangling in front of my face and Jas was doing the running man, chanting, “You can dough it!” I HAD to do this! For Nacho Average Team! For us! Even if most of the camp were now watching.

But noooooooooo! I went in too quickly with my first bite and the donut bounced off my nose!

Keep calm, Nelly, and chew on.

Chew! Chomp! Lean! Bite! Swallowswallowswallow.

Once I’d got the right angle, I picked up speed, everything else blurring out.

Chew! Chomp! Swallowswallowswallow.

I felt like a woodpecker playing swingball with a pastry.

But, one more bite, and…

I FINISHED! I threw my hands in the air, swallowed, and looked around.

EEEEEEEP! No way?!

I’d come… first.

We’d really won!

“YOU DONUT-EATING DEMON!” Clara threw her arms round me, just before we got hit by a charging bull. Which turned out to be Jas. The three of us fell onto the sand laughing as the other teams finished.

“And that decisive chewing from Nelly ties up Nacho Average Team with Camp Champs!” Ms. Badger shouted, “It’s anyone’s game!”

I sat up grinning. Maybe donut-eating could be what I did at the talent show? Everyone is meant to have one true calling—was this mine? Although when Jas showed me the video she’d shot of me in action, my pride had a quick time-out. I looked like a supercharged squirrel.

But there wasn’t time to celebrate—or even digest. Mrs. Wilson was herding us into the forest (and handing out what looked like heartburn tablets). We gathered round the river that was flowing really fast as Ms. Badger revealed our challenge: to use the random equipment they’d laid out in the cabin behind to build a raft that could get all team members and an open bottle of blue liquid across without spilling a drop.

Clar huddled us into a circle. “Guys, we’ve got this. I saw it on WeGotChemistry.” (Clara’s favorite YouTube channel, and the place she’d first seen the exploding foam experiment.) Turned out it was also where she’d seen how to build the perfect raft from long poles.

So that’s exactly what we did. Yes, we were the only team not to use the plastic barrels from the cabin, but we trusted Clara and helped her tie the poles together with rope as fast as we could. But the knots were fiddly, and by the time we launched our raft out onto the water Alfie and Jake’s team were halfway across.

“PADDDDDDDLLLLLLEEEEE!” I yelled, paddling like I’d never paddled before, Jas doing the same. Clara thrust her long pole into the water, propelling us forward. Next to her Noseboy was clutching the bottle of blue liquid like it was a priceless pureed diamond. Mrs. S, Patrick, and my dad were on the opposite side having given up, soggy but cheering.

Could we catch up with Marli’s team?

Could we?!

But… Wait…

Were they getting lower?!

The barrels on their raft didn’t have lids.

Oh my hole-y donuts! Their raft was going down!

“C’moonnnnn,” I yelled, now paddling so fast I looked like a cartoon dog digging for a bone.

Forget donut-eating! This was the most important sporting event of my life! We drew alongside Jake and Alfie, only a few other rafts ahead of us. But as Jas, Clara, Noseboy, and I cheered one another on, the boys were just shouting at one another, Marli trying desperately to bail out water.

With a final push HMS Nacho reached the riverbank! We jumped off and flung ourselves over the finish line. But had we kept the blue liquid in the bottle? I looked at Noseboy. What a legend! He hadn’t spilled a drop!

“Fandabbydozeeeee!!” Noseboy screeched as we got officially announced in fifth place, throwing his arms—and the bottle—up in the air. The liquid rained down on us, turning us slightly blue. But who cared?! With Clara’s help I hoisted him up onto my shoulders. My blue shoulders.

“Three cheers for the bottle-holding genius that is Bear!” I whooped. “And, Clar, you LEG-END!!!” With my free arm I hugged her so hard she squeaked. We were the only team that had done it our way, and it had paid off!

“Smileeeee.” Jas pulled out her phone, I think from her pants, and started filming our celebrations. Dad and Mrs. S were clapping in the distance—low-key, but I’d take it.

“I knew watching so much YouTube would pay off one day.” Clara grinned.

Behind us there was a huge splash. Jalfie and Finn had thrown their oars into the river in a huff and started a massive water fight—I guessed that was them giving up. I put Noseboy down and Jas and I jumped back in to help Marli, who was trying to drag the remnants of their raft to the shore. Then we began grabbing any other rafts that had gotten stranded, loads of people diving in to help us. When the water fight finished, Alfie channeled his frustration at not finishing into barking orders through the megaphone. He had no idea that with water in our ears none of us could hear him, but at least he looked happy.

Enjoy it, Alfie. Because I’ve got a feeling we’re going to wipe that smile right back off your face.

Nacho Average Team had gold in our sights!




CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Bonus points!” Jas drummed her fingers so hard on the wooden picnic bench that our milkshakes wobbled. “BONUS POINTS?!”

She nose-breathed. Hard. It was all she’d said for the last ten minutes since we’d checked the scoreboard after finishing afternoon break. We’d thought our win would mean catching up Jake and Alfie in first, but despite them not even finishing they’d been awarded twenty points for “team spirit” because of Alfie’s “rescue mission.”

“Nice of them to point out it was actually us who started it.” She glared in their direction.

Clara put her arm round Jas. “It’s still all to play for. We’ve got Bouncemageddon to go.”

I looked out at the huge course bobbing away on the water. It was the biggest, brightest, bounciest obstacle course I’d ever seen. There were floating slides, stairs, a sort of hamster wheel you had to run in, a pyramid to climb—even a bouncy castle you had to boing across.

“The stage is set for a timeless showdown,” I muttered, picturing us boinging across. “A gladiatorial battle to last the ages!” Uh-oh. The Roman facts were dangerously close again.

“Mind if we join you?” Patrick sat down next to Jas. He looked over to where my dad and Mrs. Wilson were chatting, right beside Jake and Alfie playing a game of soccer with what looked like half the camp. Jas was a better player than all of them, but she was staying put. “Nice to sit and watch after all the action of this morning!” Then he yelled, “C’mon, Jake! The goal’s wide open!”

“Well, I’m looking forward to sitting and watching Jas’s video later.” It popped out before I could stop it. “Your footage from today has been…” I did a chef’s kiss. C’mon, Mrs. S. Say something?

“I’m sure it has.” Mrs. S smiled. “But don’t you forget to put that camera down, Jas.” Eurgh. The opposite of what I’d hoped for. “It’s been so lovely seeing you today, doing all that outdoorsy stuff for a change. Just a shame us oldies couldn’t keep up.”

Patrick put his hand on hers. “Maybe we should get practicing. Saturday dodgeball sessions? In the field behind our garden once summer starts?”

Did he mean the field behind Jas’s garden? Because he’d definitely said “our garden.” Our garden?

Had Patrick confirmed he and Mrs. S really were planning to move in together? Judging by how hard Jas had grabbed my knee under the table and how Clara was suddenly interested in something on my phone (even though I knew for a fact it had run out of battery), they’d picked up on it too.

“Our garden?” Jas repeated Patrick’s words, but she was staring at her mum.

“Well. Our garden, my garden… the garden.” Mrs. S sounded unusually flustered.

Jas raised an eyebrow. She wasn’t getting brushed off that easily.

“C’mon, Mum. I’m almost twelve years old. You can be honest.”

Patrick gave Mrs. S’s hand another squeeze. I didn’t like where this was heading.

Under the table I gave Jas’s hand a squeeze too. I could be her Patrick.

“Okay then. This isn’t how I imagined this going, but fine.” Mrs. S took a breath and composed herself. “We wanted to make sure we weren’t rushing into anything. But this holiday was a bit of a test, and well.” Jas’s mum swallowed, then looked at Patrick. “You kids have all been getting on so well.” We had? “And it would be a lot easier than traveling about all the time, wouldn’t it?” Patrick did live miles away. We’d once driven there and it had taken almost an hour. I was surprised Dad didn’t send Pepe and Noodles a postcard. “Our spare rooms could work for Jake and Alfie.” Including the spare room Jas had spent months making into a filming studio? Wow. This was a lot to take in, and I wasn’t even part of the family. “We’ve more than enough space…” Mrs. S tried to continue, but when she saw Jas’s sullen face, she couldn’t keep steamrollering her positivity through. “How about we talk about this later, Jasmine? The two of us?”

“Uh-huh” was all Jas said. I squeezed her hand again so she knew that whatever happened, she wasn’t on her own. Mrs. S and Patrick attempted to restart some polite chat, but with one of us not speaking, and one of us not able to speak, that only left me. And as interested as they pretended to be in my discovery that male rats didn’t have nipples, or that Romans used to wash their clothes with wee, they soon made their excuses and left.

“So, who’s ready for Bouncemageddon?” Jas grinned, like the last five minutes hadn’t happened. “We’re only two points behind Jalfie and I reckon we can take them!”

“Erm, totally,” I said, confused. “Although do you want to talk about what just happened?”

But Jas rolled her eyes. “No time for talking when there are giant inflatable pizza slices we need to jump on. So… who’s coming?”

Clara sighed, looking as worried as I felt. I guessed we’d just have to try again later, maybe after Jas caught up with her mum.

Because right now we had some bouncing to do. But midway round the course, despite bouncing, leaping, and hurling ourselves around like we were human ping-pong balls, we were nowhere near the front. Noseboy was doing really well, flying up in the air like a human pinball as he hurtled round, but Clara, Jas, and I were boinging off in all the wrong directions.

And after one extra-large fall onto an inflatable giraffe, I flew up and landed face down on an inflatable burger. I wobbled as someone bounced past me.

“You snooooze, you looooose!” Alfie yelled, almost landing on me as he jumped over a giant inflatable flip-flop.

But that gave me an idea.

“Jas! Clar!” I yelled, scrambling on all fours toward them across a giant pepperoni slice. “Do you think we should…?”

Jas was already nodding. “I had the exact same idea. I say DO IT!”

I looked at Clara. “Clar? Whaddya think?”

She rubbed the water off her face, weighing it up. Never had three people contemplated such a weighty moral dilemma on such a giant inflatable pepperoni slice. But as Jake rocketed past us, shouting, “LATER, LOSERS!” Clara’s face hardened.

“Sure.” Clara glanced over at my sneakers on the shore. “But be quick!”

I didn’t need to be told twice. I leaped onto the sand and yanked them on. I must have looked seriously weird but who cared? I had an urgent wish to make.

I clenched my fists and quietly but firmly said the words.

“I wish that Nacho Average Team would win Bouncemageddon today.”

I tore the sneakers off my feet, ran back into the water, and from that moment on every bounce we made had rocket propulsion. Instead of going sideways, or falling in the water, we landed exactly where we needed to.

As the finish line came in sight, we bounced right past every single other competitor, helped by the fact so many teams had stopped to gawp at our bouncy brilliance. We flew past Jake and Alfie, crossing the finish line just in time to see their shocked faces seconds behind us.

As we stood onstage at the big beach camp party that night, accepting first prize, I couldn’t stop grinning. Finally I was getting to experience what it felt like to win something good. And I liked it! If this was what it was like being Marli, I could get used to it!

We even got official photos! A professional photographer snapped away as we posed with our Camp Chaos Championship Golden Donut medals. This was going to look awesome in my presentation! And that final photo with Jess Khan would be the icing on the new-Nelly cake!

I wiggled my toes. Thanks, sneakers. Thanks to you, little lace-up lovelies, life was already loads better. I just had to hope that I could hide you from the man/soul-sucking demon from Norwich.

“Congrats, peeps.” Marli hugged us as we walked offstage. “You smashed it.”

“Congrats to you too!” I hugged her back. “Four points was pretty close.”

Noseboy was already on the dance floor proudly wearing his winner’s Camp Chaos Champ hoodie. The fact that it almost came down to his knees was not fazing him at all. His dance moves were… expressive.

Finn watched him busting a particularly wobbly high kick. “Anyone surprised he’s got moves like that when Mrs. Wilson’s his mum?” I accidentally snorted. Finn should try having a Beatles-hedge-cutting enthusiast for a dad. “Did you see the video of what happened with her car?” He grinned. “No wonder it gave up. Skip on wheels, anyone?”

This time I didn’t laugh along. Truth was their car was really similar to ours (although theirs didn’t have a sticker that said I LIKE TO LIVE ON THE HEDGE!). Clara had seen what had happened, along with half of the camp. Apparently Mrs. Wilson had been really upset when it conked out and slid out of the parking lot and into a sand dune. In fact… maybe I should ask the others if we could use a wish to do something nice for her and Noseboy to make up for it?

“Anyway, how’s stuff going for the talent show?” Marli waggled her eyebrows. “After today everyone reckons you’ll be the ones to beat!”

“They’re right!” Jas shimmied her shoulders, chuffed at our reputation. Clara and I looked decidedly more worried. “We might just have a little magic up our sleeves.” Well, on our feet, really. “We’re running through everything tonight, but it’s looking BIG.”

Jas meant literally. Before the party we’d wished the lab at camp to have all the chemicals and containers Clara needed, but supersize. Clara’s foam experiment wasn’t just going to be big—it was going to be HUGE.

But when the three of us went to bed, despite hanging up our medals right in the kitchen where Jalfie couldn’t miss them, there was a weird atmosphere in our room. Normally we fell asleep still chatting, but tonight was strangely quiet.

I turned over and threw my leg out from under the duvet. But no matter how much I wriggled, the same old thought was stuck in my head. What was I going to do at the talent show?

I could wish to be able to sing, but Dad knew I’d inherited my foghorn voice from him.

I could wish I could suddenly dance, but Finn and Marli had seen me in PE and knew I looked like a robot with a power surge.

And five minutes of silent donut-eating could be awkward. Not to mention potentially fatal.

This was my big chance to be the new dazzling Nelly—leave everyone with a lasting impression of the successful human I’d become (rather than the upside-down-horse-riding disaster I’d been). And I had zilch.

Had my plan been a big mistake?

And not just for me. I’d really thought Jas would love showing everyone her videos, but they seemed to just be bringing her stress. Sure, her follower count had been creeping up, but so was the pressure she was putting on herself. I looked across the room to see a blue light coming up from her bed. Even though she was exhausted, she had her laptop open under her duvet and was following and liking to help her latest video do well, as she was still five hundred followers away from ten thousand. She’d even missed hot chocolate and watching an old Spider-Man movie so she could stay upstairs and reply to all the comments and requests for new vids. In fact, she’d been lost in her laptop ever since we got back from the party and she’d had a chat with her mum. Mrs. S had confirmed the plan was for Patrick, Jake, and Alfie to move in at the start of summer. Which was soon. But when Clara and I had asked Jas how she felt about it, all she’d said was “I’ll deal with it.”

I rolled over again.

Eurgh. I couldn’t even talk to Clara about it. She was in the bathroom running through the script we’d written together to make her talent show experiment a super fun watch. Clara wasn’t worried about the potentially life-threatening explosion she was creating. Oh no. She was just full-on freaking out about speaking for five minutes in front of everyone.

I stared up at the ceiling, doom-scrolling through all my worries. It didn’t make sense. This was the holiday of a lifetime, so why did no one seem like themselves? Even my dad hadn’t tried a magic trick or a terrible joke all day.

If only there was something I could do to lift everyone’s sprits.

Although… THAT’S IT! Maybe the perfect thing was staring me right in the face! Or at least staring me in the feet.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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Eurgh. It was raining so hard it sounded like someone was paintballing our window.

I prised my eyes open and checked the schedule Clara had stuck up on the wall. Lunch was the Bring and Bite Picnic, where everyone had to bring something to share, and in the evening the whole camp was wild camping, sleeping in tents on the beach. I’d chosen to do the Great Camp Chaos Bake-Off this morning. My plan for the picnic was to make a cake for Mrs. S to say thanks for letting us stay.

I fumbled for my phone to search “most chocolatiest cake ever.” Ouch. Every limb hurt. I’d definitely paddled more than my body could handle yesterday. And—ouch OUCH. So. Much. Bouncing.

I held my phone straight up above me to take a funny photo of my morning face for the other two but it slipped out of my fingers and slammed down onto my head. Ouch OUCH OUCHHH.

Guess it was going to be one of those days.

But… it didn’t have to be.

My big idea from last night flashed up in my head.

Nacho Average Team didn’t have to accept bad days anymore—we could wish a good day to happen!

“Anyone mind if I you-know-what for a super sunny day?” I heard murmurs that I’d take as a yes. “Morning, by the way.” I unlocked Clara’s book to jot down the new wish idea, scanning the ones we hadn’t ticked off. “Oh, and for everything at lunch tomorrow to be breakfast?” This time I definitely heard a “hell yeah!” from Clara’s pillow area.

I pulled on my sneakers and said the two wishes. Yup, pajamas and sneakers looked bonkers, but wishes came before style.

And by the time I’d showered, I opened the curtains to what felt like Spanish sunshine.

Having wishes was the best! I couldn’t wait to tell the others what else I had up my sleeve. Well, in my sneakers. As soon as they’d opened at least one eye, I blurted out my big idea. My two big ideas.

Just as I’d hoped, they were totally on board. And as excited as me! Phew. Maybe last night’s weirdness had just been a blip. But a delicious smell was luring me downstairs, so I left them to get ready.

“What do you think, Nels? Up to Mrs. S’s standards?”

There was chopped fruit, yogurt, even plates of pastries still steaming.

“Did you make all this?” I prodded a croissant. It was so fluffy! “Since when did you know how to make croissants?”

“Since 6:30 a.m.” I couldn’t help but gasp. Dad never got up early! “It’s amazing what you can learn on the internet. Isn’t that what you always say?” Well, yes, I did, but that was normally when he was nagging me to turn off my phone and I was pretending to be watching something educational, not baby seals sneezing. “I’ve been working on my skills.” He winked. “Maybe I should become an influence like Jas?” I think he meant influencer. “MartinMakes? That could work?”

I smiled. I loved seeing him happy, and I loved that there was at least one adult in this house who got how impressive Jas was.

“You’ve even got your picnic stuff ready.” I picked up a Tupperware box of chopped strawberries that were next to some food-shaped parcels wrapped in brown paper and inspected the mini bottle of posh champagne he’d put out. “Someone’s feeling a bit extra.”

Dad blushed. But I liked him treating himself for a change. He unknotted his apron. I expected to see a funny slogan on his black T-shirt, but it was a plain one. Must be one of Patrick’s.

“Talking of home.” Were we? “We’re going to have to leave early on Saturday.” Shudder. I liked early mornings as much as I liked upside-down horse riding. “I’ve got my magic class, then I need to go up to the attic and get all the cases out if that man’s calling round on Sunday morning.” Dad sighed. “He’s actually been quite demanding.”

Demanding? Or demon-ding?!

“What exactly did he say?” I said, way too fast to not be suspicious. I wasn’t sure why I was asking. It’s not like demon-Norwich man would have said, “By the way, I’m a creature from another realm and I accidentally bestowed magic on the sneakers your daughter now has. And also, yes, it IS a superb eight-wheel carry-on.”

Dad shrugged. “Just something about it not being able to wait.” I tried to swallow the croissant I was chewing before I choked. “And wishing he’d checked first.” Too late.

Croissant flakes went flying.

Which was pretty much the same reaction I got back in our room when I told Jas and Clara.

“On the positive side, we still have…” Jas opened up her calculator. “Sixty hours of wishes. So what I’m thinking is…”

“Make as many as possible,” the three of us chorused together.

The good news was we’d already made four this morning.

The weather.

The one for Mrs. Wilson and Noseboy that I’d thought of yesterday.

And the two I’d suggested for the others. My big idea from last night.

Seeing as the sneakers wouldn’t work on their feet, I’d suggested that Jas and Clara made a wish that was just for them. The best one they could. No judgment. No questions asked. All they had to do was write them down for me to read in private. And I’d cover for them until the picnic so they could go and enjoy them.

I’d gone to the bathroom and done Jas’s first.

At 9:00 a.m. today, I wish for Jasmine Sanderson to go to the place she’s thinking of—and make it back to Camp Chaos whenever she clicks her fingers.

It was weird. They hadn’t told each other their wishes, but when I’d read Clara’s, she’d asked to go somewhere secret too. I had no idea where they’d both chosen. I just had to hope it wasn’t Harry Styles’s house, because I didn’t know how I’d explain a potential trip to an American prison to Mrs. S.

I was glad they both had something to look forward to. Jas had been quiet all morning after the chat with her mum, and Clara had been lost in rehearsing her script.

“If we’re making as many you-know-what’s as possible, can I check we’re still sticking to these?” Jas held out the “Rules for Nelly’s Wishes” page in Clara’s book. “This one about not making wishes for other people?”

Gulp. I couldn’t look her in the eye as I pushed down the guilt that I still hadn’t told her about my wish for her video to go viral.

“Why are you asking?” Clara said, taking a break from packing her backpack.

“Well, I was wondering if we could wish for Nelly’s hair to go green again.” But Jas was grinning. “No… rainbow this time.”

Clara raised an eyebrow. “And now the real reason?” It was like she had a direct line to our subconscious.

Jas shuffled on her bed and uncrossed her legs. Then crossed them again. “Erm… Well…”

“It’s us, Jas,” I said softly. Sometimes she needed reminding. “No judgies.” But she still didn’t say anything. “Look, if I can admit that I used to think I was invisible when I wore sunglasses, you know your secret is safe.”

“Okay.” She rubbed between her eyebrows. “I know we’re not meant to do things that involve other people, well, unless it’s nice like the Mrs. Wilson one. But…” She sighed. “Well, I was thinking last night. After my chat with Mum. I mean—did you know Alfie’s already saying he wants my studio as his room? He’s going to get rid of everything.” She sighed again. “And, well, I was just wondering what it would be like if, y’know…” She shrugged. “Well, if it could just be the two of us. Me and Mum. For a bit longer. If the others didn’t have to move in after all. Not yet, anyway.”

Clara and I let the word dust settle. What should I say?

I didn’t blame Jas, not one bit. As much as I wanted Dad to find someone, I’d never thought what it would be like to actually share him with another person. As long as I could remember, it had just been the two of us. And if there was a third, or fourth, or even fifth, what would that mean for Pajama Saturdays? Or Thursday Takeout? They might not even like takeout?!

“It’s your call, Jas. We’ll always back you,” Clara said gently. “But maybe give it a bit more time.” Jas’s eyebrows lowered. “Just a little.”

But our conversation was cut short by a noise outside.

VROOOM.

It sounded like a jet landing.

VROOOOOOOM.

I ran to the window. Everyone—staff and campmates, even Ms. Badger—had stopped to stare at what was coming toward them.

“Guys…” I stuttered. “Guyyyysssssss.” Clara zipped up her bag. “You NEED to see this.”

VROOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOMMM!

The noise was right outside our window. And so was what was making it.

A bright yellow sports car, top down, was roaring toward us, gold and silver balloons flying along behind it. The driver looked like a film star, with shades on and a headscarf blowing in the wind. And alongside, someone was speeding on an electric skateboard. Despite the bumps in the track, they were making it look an absolute breeze. As the car crunched over the gravel to a stop, skateboard dude zoomed round to the driver’s door.

“Someone check the schedule,” Jas said, her face pressed up against the glass. “Did it say Margot actual Robbie was rocking up?” Jas knocked on the window, but no one could hear us, the crowd was too big. The driver waved to someone in the throng of people.

“Wait…” I pushed my face so hard against the window my nose flattened. She was waving at a middle-aged man in a boring black T-shirt. “Is she waving at… my dad?” I couldn’t tell for definite. “We need to get down there. NOW.”

Jas grabbed her camera and we pelted downstairs—just in time to see the dust fly up as the car finished doing a donut. The driver finally got out of the car, smiled at everyone’s cheers, whipped off her headscarf, lifted up her sunglasses, and…

Oh.

My.

Chou-Fleur!

(I wasn’t sure why I’d started to think of French vegetables in moments of crisis, but it had been a weird week.) I grabbed Clara’s or Jas’s arm. Whatever limb was nearest.

“Well! I wasn’t expecting this welcome.” The driver grinned. “My car wasn’t ready so they lent me this one. And who’d have thought?” She turned to look at skateboard dude. “They threw in one of these. Bear’s been riding it all the way up the drive.”

It was Mrs. Wilson. And Noseboy.

They were the two A-list stars who had arrived at the camp.

“Guess it worked, then,” Clara whispered. “Even better than we could have imagined! Nice one, Nels.”

I grinned. I’d asked for a car to cheer Mrs. Wilson up, but the wishes had really added some glam!

“Doing nice things for other people is almost as cool as wishing all the raisins out of camp.” I thought for a second. “Almost. But not quite.” I grinned as Finn, Jake, and Alfie begged Noseboy to let them have the first ride on his board. “Speaking of which, isn’t it time for yours?”

My stomach filled with butterflies as we headed back inside. These were going to be the biggest wishes we’d made yet.

“See you on the flipside!” Jas grinned, diving into the bathroom and slamming the door shut just as the clock hit 9:00 a.m. I felt a tingle in my shoes, and when we opened the door, there was no sign of her. Okay. It was what we’d asked for, but still, this definitely wasn’t getting less weird.

“Mine now.” Clara grabbed her backpack. “Before I chicken out.” She took a deep breath. “C’mon, Clara.” She was talking to herself. “You know this works. It’s been tested. Trust the evidence.”

“Yeah, it’ll be—” But she’d already closed the door. And my feet prickled as my laces pulled tighter. Nervously I peeked back into the bathroom. Empty.

I guessed I was alone. Just me and Fish.

Had I really just used magic to make my two best friends disappear?!

Without them, this whole thing suddenly felt too enormous.

What if they never came back?!

I looked down at my shoes.

“If you pull anything funny, ANYTHING AT ALL, you’re going in the washing machine, the hottest, spinniest cycle EVER. So don’t even think about it, okay?”

I headed off to baking, already counting down the moments till they were back safe and sound. Where even were they? But that’s when my phone buzzed.

Jas: You are officially THE BEST.

Along with a picture of her with the hugest smile. I tried to make out any clues in the background, but all I could see was a tree. At least she was having a good time, wherever she was.

And suddenly things didn’t feel that bad after all.

Dad hadn’t done anything weird for days.

I had loads of excellent pictures for my presentation.

I’d just bumped into Marli and she’d asked for my number to arrange meeting up for wild camping tonight.

Nacho Average Team had won the championship.

And if I could just think of an idea for the talent show, winning it might really be within our grasp.

Maybe my life had changed?

Maybe new cool and in-control Nelly was finally here?

Maybe with these shoes on my feet, anything really was possible.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

[image: ]

Anyone seen my daughter?” Mrs. S asked as she piled up my plate at the picnic. Everyone from camp was here, all stretched out on the massive lawn in front of the Grub Hub. Mrs. S being Mrs. S had cooked enough food to feed them all. “I’ve made grilled jaggery sandwiches, her favorite, and now she’s decided to pull a disappearing act.” She held up a jar. “Pickled gherkin?”

I took one and said thanks. But I’d been wondering the exact same thing. Not about the gherkins, about Jas. The three of us had been meant to meet twenty minutes ago.

And it was getting more obvious by the second as people kept coming over to say well done on winning the championship and I was still all on my own. The only other person missing was my dad. Oh, and Mrs. Wilson, but she was probably off doing stunts in her new car and signing autographs.

I looked at Mrs. S. “Probably just got held up at…” But where could I say? Jas was AWOL and Clara’s phone was making a weird ringtone whenever I tried it. Still, at least that meant she hadn’t gone back in time. Unless she’d gone back in time and invented the first mobile phone? Eurgh. My head hurt. But Mrs. S was still staring. Right into the very core of my being. “… at… computoball.”

Yup. I’d mumbled a cross between the computer-game-making session Jas was doing this afternoon and soccer. Mrs. S gave me a very strange look. “It’s a new sport.” Gulp. “Very popular… an internet thing.” I stared around for something, anything else to change the subject. “Cake?”

I pushed what I’d just baked in her direction. It was meant to be a gift for her—a round hedgehog with chocolate flakes sticking out, but it looked like a mutant bacterium with teeth. I’d wanted to use raisins for eyes, but thanks to me they were running too low in the kitchen, so it had two chewy fried eggs instead. When I’d offered Noseboy a piece, he’d actually run off.

Mrs. S mumbled something about not ruining her appetite and hurried away.

Alone again, I chomped into a samosa and nodded along to the music. See! I’m having a great time! Yessss. Loving partying here on my own. Just me and a legitimately terrifying baked good. Watching Tall Guy choreograph a dance routine for the show tomorrow. I did NOT know he could backflip like that?!

But where were my friends?

They needed to get back here and fast. Please don’t let them be any later! Or permanently sucked into a sneaker-based black hole?!

“Want some?” Jake sat down next to me, holding out a jug of what looked like a pink milkshake. “Priya said it was called falooda. Honestly, if you haven’t tasted this you are in for A. Treat.”

He topped up my glass. Yum! It was like nothing I’d ever tasted before—sort of refreshing and rose-y, but also with jelly bits. I liked it! I said thanks but felt instantly guilty.

Was it bad-friending to be nice to him when Jas was so upset about them moving in?

Or was it worse-friending to make things more awkward by being rude to him?

I wasn’t sure, so I tried to both smile and look aloof at the same time.

Jake shuffled round on the picnic blanket. Uh-oh. Were we about to set off for destination: Full Conversation?

“So, did Jas tell you”—he took another spoonful of delicious dahl for his plate—“looks like we could be schoolmates?”

“Schoolmates?!” I literally yelled it in his face.

He laughed. “Take that as a no, then.”

JALFIE WERE COMING TO ST. AUGUSTINE’S? I guessed that did make sense if they were moving in with Jas?

But still. This was HUGE. And not in a good way. BAD HUGE. BUGE.

Which classes would we have together? Would Patrick make us walk to school in a big group? Would they want to sit with us at lunch?!

My panic manifested itself as double-quick chewing.

Next year was meant to be the start of our new life in Year Seven! And Jas was going to have to do it with Jake in our year and Alfie in the year above!

That didn’t seem fair.

“So what’s St. Augustine’s like?” Jake asked calmly, unaware I’d run through every moment until university since his last sentence. “Have you had a chance to visit the senior block yet?”

Erm. How should I handle this question? Handle this whole conversation. What would Jas want me to do?!

Should I emergency-wish Clara and Jas back?!

No—what if they were in the middle of getting changed and I made them appear at the picnic in just their pants? That surely wouldn’t be better?!

I was just going to have to deal with this myself.

“I have not yet visited the senior school of St. Augustine’s. No.” Why was I speaking like I was reading subtitles that were coming up too slowly? “But we will soon be paying a visit to present to the current Year Seven, so will have more information after that date.”

“I see,” a confused Jake said. “Maybe Clara might know?” He grinned. “That girl knows everything.”

“Agreed!” Robot-Nelly said. “My dad proclaims she’s faster than Google.”

“I don’t doubt it!” Jake cooed.

But maybe this was the perfect time to talk to him about Jas too? Make Jake see how awesome she was? I took a deep breath and brain-begged Robot-Nelly to power down.

“Y’know, Jas is just as smart. But in different ways.” Phew. Thinking about my friends was helping my words come back. “She’s completely figured out the algorithm for PipPop.” He looked impressed. “Yup. And she’s top set for everything. AND the soccer captain.” He looked surprised, like he had no idea. I grinned. “A pretty excellent human.”

“Don’t I know it.” Jake nodded. What exactly did that mean? I thought he hated her? “It’s hard enough having Alfie to deal with and now there’s going to be two.” He laughed to himself. “But to recap. What you’re saying is”—he clearly didn’t want to talk more about Jas, then—“you don’t know anything about your new school?”

I felt bad giving him nothing. The truth was I’d heard the senior school was actually quite good. They seemed to get amazing grades. And their netball team was in the national finals. But maybe Jake didn’t need any more encouragement to move, so I just nodded and kept quiet. He took another sip of falooda, but looked like he wasn’t enjoying it so much anymore. “What about their soccer? I’ve heard mixed reviews.”

I hadn’t got a clue, but could planting a seed of doubt about sports put him off moving? Really he should ask Jas. But I was distracted by a crouched figure scurrying toward us—cap on, sunglasses pulled down. It looked like Clara—if Clara had just had a bath in her clothes.

“Clar!” I waved her over. Her footsteps sounded like wet sponges splatting on the lawn. “Where have you been?”

“Don’t ask.” She squatted down beside me, keeping her head down, as I wrapped a blanket around her. “Did anyone see me run over?”

I looked round. Pretty much everyone was staring.

“Nah, not really.”

“Have these. If you want them.” Jake passed over his towel, and a spare T-shirt he pulled from his bag. “Although I’m with Nels here—where have you been?”

Clara took her sunglasses off and looked him right in the eye. Wow, she seemed way more confident than normal. “Mumbai. India.” She blinked. “And then the English Channel. But that’s only because I got my arrival point slightly wrong.” Jake’s mouth dropped open in disbelief. But Clara laughed. “Obviously A JOKE.” It really wasn’t. Not one bit. “This was”—she looked down at her soaking clothes—“just a dare in the last session. So, Nels, if you have the key, I might pop back and get changed?”

As quickly as she arrived, she ran off. What just happened?! But a few seconds later my phone vibrated.

CLAR: I got to see WeGotChemistry LIVE!!! The whole team did a demonstration! BEST MORNING EVER #gooooooals #soooinspired #foamfoamfoam #noplacelikefoam #ithinkmysockhasafishinit

But that’s when Finn and Marli came to join us so I shoved my phone away. No one could EVER see that.

Where was Jas?! At least chatting to Marli was a welcome distraction from her absence. She’d been rappelling and was taking the afternoon off sessions to practice with Finn for the talent show. She really was taking it seriously.

“C’mon, then—any clues as to what you’re doing?” Marli grinned. It was getting super awkward not having an answer. In truth, all I was doing was crossing my potential talents off the list (bye-bye, baking).

“I promise we’ll tell you soon!” I laughed, as if it was a secret I couldn’t wait to share.

OUCH. A soccer ball bounced off my head.

“Oi!” Marli rolled her eyes and threw it back toward Alfie, who was now having a kick-about with Jake, Elsa, and some of her mates. “Well, whatever it is, I’m sure it’ll be worth the wait!” Erk. I had a horrible feeling it might not be. Was it too late to pull out? “Although I’m not sure why I’m putting so much effort in. Did you know it’s an audience vote for the winner? And those two”—she nodded toward Jalfie and the massive crowd that had joined their game—“are going to walk away with it if they get all their mates to vote for them.”

Uh-oh. This was a disaster!

An audience vote made wishing for us to win so much harder!

We couldn’t have people realizing something was up by magically changing their minds! I had to hope Clara and Jas would have some ideas on how to handle it.

And that Jas wasn’t stuck in an eternal time-space loop either.

I got so lost in worrying that I forgot to warn Marli not to try my hedgehog cake. She didn’t even spit it out when I admitted I’d used a tablespoon, not a teaspoon, of salt. Instead she stayed and chatted—about how she was hoping to try out for the netball team next year too. And how, just like me, she also had no idea what to put in her presentation. She also let slip something I really needed to share with Jas—that last night Jake had been freaking out about leaving his old school behind. His sports teams too.

I guess I’d been so busy thinking about how Jas’s life would change, I hadn’t really thought about what Jake and Alfie were giving up.

“THERE SHE IS!” Mrs. S shot up, her hands going straight on her hips. She must have had spidey-senses as even I couldn’t tell the dot on the horizon was Jas. “The wanderer returns!”

When Jas saw us all on the grass, her mum towering above us, she picked up the pace. By the time she reached us she was shiny with sweat and her favorite white T-shirt was sticking to her.

“And what time do you call this?” Her mum pointed at the food, not even noticing Clara slipping in behind her. “I go to all this trouble and you don’t even manage to be punctual?” She huffed. “Jasmine. Please tell me this wasn’t all for one of your videos?”

Mrs. S ranted on, everyone around us listening. Jas was staring at the floor, clearly wanting the ground to open up. Should I wish for the ground to open up? It would help with getting her out of the public shaming, but falling into the fiery core of the Earth might be worse?

“Eurgh,” Jas groaned when she finally managed to escape. She sat down with two plates of food already loaded up by her mum. “I’m only fifteen minutes late. You’d think I’d arrived in 2031 the way Mum was going on.”

“So…” I whispered, checking no one could overhear. “Anything to tell us?”

Jas grimaced as she chewed. “Is Mum still watching me like a hawk?”

I nodded, and she forced down what looked like a painful swallow.

“Jas?! What is going on?” Clara hissed, her lips hardly moving.

Jas shuffled round, so her back was to her mum. And finally she grinned. “All I can say is… wishes ROCK.” She breathed out. “I’ve had THE ACTUAL DREAM of a day.”

Clara’s eyebrows shot up. “Did you go to WeGotChemistry Live?”

“Nah, it wasn’t that.” Jas laughed but couldn’t stop a yawn, still tired from working on her video all night. She fished her camera out of her bag and flicked it on. “Make sure NO ONE sees.”

Clara and I leaned in as Jas shielded the screen from prying eyes. She pressed play and we both gasped at what was on screen. “What the…”

“I know, right?”

It was a herd of elephants marching into a huge river, followed by some supercute baby elephants. They were splashing one another with water. I swear the tiniest one looked like it was smiling, its little trunk waving around happily.

“You didn’t, did you?” Clara asked in awe, knowing exactly where Jas had been.

On the screen, the camera swung round and Jas’s face appeared, almost entirely covered by a hat and sunglasses. She pushed the glasses down her nose and gave a big thumbs-up.

“Well, I’ve been asking Mum if we can visit for years. See where she grew up. So…” The video paused, and Jas scrolled forward. There were pictures of Jas in front of some brightly colored red-and-blue buildings. Jas giving a thumbs-up on a gorgeous beach. Jas grinning as she bought a mango the size of her head. Or was it a papaya? “I had to make sure I kept away from any aunties. So don’t judge me on the hat. Incognito was the only way forward!”

Jas’s mum was born in Sri Lanka, and Jas had always wanted to go. And now, thanks to these scruffy sneakers, she had. Wow. I felt weirdly proud of them.

I flicked through more photos. In every single one, Jas looked so happy she might burst.

“Jasoline! This is ep-ic!” I had to hug her. I was emosh just looking at where she’d been! “What was it like?”

She grinned. “Even better than I imagined. And I’d imagined it being AMAZING.” She stopped on a picture. “Yup, that’s me in a put-put!” There was my best mate, leaning out of a tiny sort of open-sided red taxi as it sped along. “There was so much to see! And the tour guide knew allll the best places! And everyone was so friendly! Not that I had long.” The next picture was a table full of dishes and plates, and a huge glass of pink creamy-looking milkshake, just like the one I was drinking now. “I mean, obvs I had long enough to eat!” She flicked to another picture of food. “And eat… And eat!”

“Jasmine…” Mrs. S put her hand on Jas’s shoulder. Jas jumped so high I saw actual daylight underneath her. Mrs. S watched with suspicion as Jas stuffed her camera behind her back. “There’d better not be anything going on here that I’d disapprove of. Or is this just one of those things I might not understand? Like computoball?”

I pressed my foot as hard as I could into Jas’s. She got the hint.

“Something like that.”

“I saved these till you were here.” Her mum held out a tray of the sweets we’d had on the bus to the theme park. Yum. Clara and I each put one straight into our mouths, but Jas sat hers on her plate. “Jasmine Sanderson. Aren’t you even going to have any kalu dodol? You know how hard they are to make.”

Jas did a groan only I could hear and took a reluctant bite. “Amazing, Mum.” Each chew was making her sweat more and more, but she couldn’t exactly tell her mum she’d already eaten a Sri Lankan feast.

“Another…?” Her mum held the tray out further. Marli came over and took three, and with a whimper Jas took another two, which luckily seemed to satisfy Mrs. S and she finally left.

“So, Clar, tell us.” I checked no one else could hear. “What was it like finally seeing WeGotChemistry in the flesh?”

Jas put her hand over her mouth. I’d forgotten she didn’t even know! “Yu-huh, she did!”

“Full review to come later. But headlines… They were iconic!” Clara laughed. “They even did the foam experiment! I got soooo many tips. The whole front row nearly got blasted with foam! Although I have no idea how they can be so relaxed onstage.” Clara suddenly stopped. Was her panic about the show getting bigger than she was letting on? “Y’know, with my extra-large bottles of chemicals, my foam might be even bigger.” Her smile pinged back. “I had to duck behind a seat.”

“To avoid the explosion?” Sounded scary.

“No.” Clara shook her head. “To avoid the videos. Everyone was filming and I couldn’t risk my face popping up on the internet. If Mrs. S isn’t dealing well with Jas being fifteen minutes late, I don’t think she’d be that cool about me being 4,500 miles away in India.”

I loved that Clara knew that fact without even having to check. How in a week had our lives gone from almost being at a potato museum to spending the morning whizzing around the world (give or take me holding down the fort with a baked mutant hedgehog)?

Still, it was our duty to make the most of the wishes if Norwich-demon was going to try to take them back. And potentially obliterate me.

“All I want to do is go back…” Jas was taking another sneaky look at her pictures. “Better upload all this footage so I can clear my camera before anyone asks questions.” A video of her bottle-feeding a baby elephant played. She’d really been doing that when I’d been washing up cake bowls? Sometimes I made terrible decisions. “SUCH a shame I can’t use any of this in the video for the talent show.”

She quickly plugged the cable into her laptop and started the transfer.

“Why not?” Jake appeared right behind Jas’s shoulder. “Did the files corrupt?”

He sounded concerned. Jas pushed her camera to one side, wanting to hide it, but not wanting to interrupt the upload. “Something like that.”

“I can take a look if you want?” Jake reached out for the camera.

“No, it’s okay,” Jas snapped back. I wasn’t sure if it was because she didn’t want him looking at the pictures or didn’t want his help. “I can figure it out.”

But Jake didn’t get the hint and reached out to take a look. Just as Jas moved her laptop farther away.

And all Jake’s hand hit was my glass of falooda. It flew straight over Jas, and her camera.

“YOU IDIOT!” Jas yelled so loud everyone looked round. She scrambled up, clutching her camera, pink liquid dripping off it. In a panic, she patted at it with her T-shirt—it was white and would get ruined, but her camera came first. I looked round for something to help.

“I’m so sorry!” Jake grabbed the spare T-shirt he’d got out earlier and started mopping up anything he could, but Jas was pushing the camera’s power button, again and again and again.

“Well, sorry’s not going to make it turn back on! What if I’ve lost everything?” Her voice was breaking. She’d only just made amazing memories and now they were being taken away from her. Not that Jake could have a clue.

“I was trying to help, I promise.” Jake looked gutted. “I’ll make it up to you.”

“The only way you can make it up to me is by leaving me and my family alone.” Jas spat her words out.

Whoa. This had gone from zero to sixty in three seconds.

And now Jas was marching off, her long dark ponytail dripping falooda down her back.

Her mum called after her, but Jas was too furious to even look back.

Jake looked mortified. Mrs. S was still shouting. And my dad, who would normally try to lift everyone’s spirits, was nowhere to be seen.

I guessed it was up to me.

I stood up, Clara doing the same. “Jake. She’s just upset.” He was pulling on his shoes to run after her, looking like he’d been punched in the stomach. “I wouldn’t; maybe just give her a while.”

“And Mrs. S.” I jumped over plates of food to get to her. “Please don’t be mad. It’s just a shock, that’s all. Her camera wouldn’t even switch on. We’ll go speak to her…”

Mrs. S didn’t look delighted, but I had to hope she understood. The whole picnic had gone quiet, everyone pretending not to notice what was going on while all watching out of the corners of their eyes. But I didn’t care what they thought. I had to find my friend.

I sprinted off toward the cabins with Clara. Marli said she’d try the stables, then we’d meet back at reception; Clara and I raced to our chalet, but Jas wasn’t there, so we ran down to the beach. Clara messaged and called Jas’s phone as I yelled her name as loudly as I could. But nothing.

This was a disaster. Today was meant to fix things, not make them worse!

But finally we heard a noise in the woods near where we’d done the raft building. Phew.

I waved Clara over and put a finger to my lips. If Jas thought one of the supervisors was looking for her, she might run off again. Hand in hand, Clara and I crept toward the noise. Through the branches it looked like someone was sitting down.

But… was that giggling?

Everyone else was at the picnic, though. It had to be Jas?

“Can you hear that?” I whispered to Clar as I took another step forward.

“It sounds like…” But she didn’t need to finish. I knew exactly who she meant, even though the laughing had stopped.

As I stepped into the clearing, nothing could have prepared me for what I saw.

Two people sitting on a picnic blanket, plates and two empty wineglasses beside them.

And they had no idea we were there, because they were busy… kissing.

I felt dizzier than the day I fell off Fire.

Dizzier than when I’d headbutted the beach in kitesurfing.

I’d never thought about what it would be like if my dad got a girlfriend.

But now I was SEEING it.

And it wasn’t just any girlfriend.

It was MRS. WILSON!!!

OH MY PICKLED GHERKINS. Why wouldn’t they stop kissing?

If these stupid shoes were so magical, couldn’t they have warned me this was going to be the WORST DAY of my life?!

And now my phone was pinging with a message.

And another one.

And another.

I looked down. Phew, it was Jas.

JAS: Nels.

But uh-oh. We only used names when things were big.

JAS: Don’t panic.

Which of course meant I did. Even more than I already was.

JAS: Your grandparents are in reception.




CHAPTER NINETEEN
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Despite Jas’s warning, I was still completely and utterly unprepared to see Noodles and Pepe, in full matching pink T-shirts and shorts, standing by the Camp Chaos check-in desk.

“Well, there she is!” Noodles went straight in for the biggest kiss on my cheek. “Welly Boot!” She hugged me, oblivious to the fact I was so shocked I’d gone silent. “What a surprise, huh?”

She could say that again. How was this happening?! Pepe swapped in for the hug, also oblivious to the fact I hadn’t breathed, blinked, or moved since I saw them.

“All aboard the family holiday fun express!” He pulled an imaginary cord. “TOOT TOOT!” I loved my grandparents but how was this happening? I’d never known them to leave Hereford, let alone travel down to the south coast! “And great to see your two gal pals too.” He waved at Clara and Jas, even though they’d only met IRL a handful of times.

I tried to process what I was seeing.

This holiday was meant to be my escape from real life! Not my real life coming on holiday with me.

I was barely dealing with Dad being here, and now this!

How was I meant to be new, normal Nelly if everyone discovered I had grandparents who wore exclusively matching clothes and still did actual dirty dancing?

Let alone the fact my dad was dating Mrs. Wilson?!

I wobbled into a canvas tent wall as a sound came out of me that I didn’t know I could make. The noise of a cow getting caught in a revolving door.

Was this my brain finally shutting down? It was all too much.

My friends traveling halfway round the globe and back in a morning—fine. But this?! At least Jas looked happier than when she left the picnic.

“You okay, piglet?” Noodles linked her arm through mine. “That was quite the noise…”

Pepe looked disappointed. “Your father sounded pretty flat on the phone. We really thought you’d be pleased to see us.”

Ouch. They’d come all this way and I’d made them feel unwanted. Not cool, Nelly. Get yourself together.

“No!” I said, loading up a smile. “It’s awesome. I’m just…” Dealing with my dad snogging my teacher? Wearing magical sneakers? Having the weirdest week of my life? “A little surprised, that’s all.”

“Well.” Pepe held up the postcard we’d sent him. “I’m doing a talent show on Friday…” He wiggled his eyebrows, the white hair on his head moving too. “How could we miss that?”

Noodles nodded at the big screen next to the reception desk that was playing an interview with Jess Khan about how “excited” she was “to see what talent Camp Chaos has in store.” “And seeing Jess K in real life! Maybe we could show her some of our talents?” Noodles winked at Pepe as she wiggled her hips in an alarming way.

Well, this was great—my grandparents had traveled three hundred miles to see me in a talent show in just over a day and I was still seriously lacking a talent. My grandparents had dancing. My dad had hedge cutting. How could I be the only one with nothing?!

It was too late to pull out now. Wasn’t it?

And that’s when I saw it. The front of the postcard in Pepe’s hand.

A picture of the Camp Chaos beach.

And the words…

“Wish You Were Here.”

Suddenly this all made sense.

Pepe and Noodles being here wasn’t a coincidence; I’d signed the card and made this happen. Wow. These wishes were even more powerful than I thought. They came true when I didn’t even mean to make them! I was going to have to be even more careful.

“Want to show us where we’re staying?” Pepe said. Clara’s nostrils flared as Noodles patted him on the bum. “We’re here for a good time, not a long time.”

Noodles laughed. “He means Camp Chaos, though we like to apply that to life too.”

Yup, another bum pat. The receptionist coughed and pretended not to be looking. He was SO looking.

I had to get Pepe and Noodles out of here, especially as Marli might turn up any second.

“Let me take your bags.” I grabbed one of their cases, and Jas and Clara picked up the others. “Although, where are you staying?” I thought the camp was fully booked.

Noodles grinned. “Well, Jasmine’s mum kindly offered us a room in your super swish chalet, but we thought in for a penny in for a pound. So we’re joining in with your wild camping!” She nudged Clara in the ribs. “Sleeping bags at the ready! Show you youngies we’ve still got it!”

Clara and Jas laughed. It was so nice to see Jas smiling again.

That’s the thing. My grandparents were awesome. And I loved them to pieces. I just wasn’t ready for the world to meet them yet.

So when Marli appeared, I was relieved Pepe and Noodles were distracted watching the full Jess Khan interview.

“You… GASP… found… WHEEZE… her!” Marli waved at Jas, then bent double to catch her breath. She hadn’t clocked my grandparents. Could I keep it that way? “Just as well. I couldn’t handle any more running.”

“Sorry.” Jas winced. “The dramatic walk-off wasn’t planned.”

Marli shrugged. “I’ve got Finn as a cousin. I get it. Main thing is you’re okay?”

“Totally, thank you. And by some miracle, this”—Jas held up her camera—“is too. I even managed to get the footage off. Although can someone pleeeease explain why a guy who hardly knows his way around a camera thought he could help me? Someone who spends all day every day with one in my hand?”

I got what she meant, but I felt a bit bad for Jake. He’d been genuinely gutted—and I still needed to tell Jas what I’d discovered about him being stressed about the move. Time to be brave.

“It sucks, Jas. Jake should have backed off when you said. But…” She wouldn’t want to hear this bit so I chose my words carefully. “I think he was just trying to help.”

Jas glared at me. It did not feel nice.

I mouthed sorry, but deep down I knew she wasn’t really mad at me. She was mad at what happened. At the move. At everything.

“I just wish things weren’t the way they were,” Jas replied, stressing the wish, looking right at me. My stomach twisted.

I got what she meant. She’d done what Clara had suggested—given it more time with Jalfie—and now she didn’t want to wait any longer. Jas wanted to use a wish to stop them moving into her house.

I didn’t feel comfortable about it, but I understood why she felt so strongly. I pictured coming downstairs in my home to find Noseboy and Mrs. Wilson tucking into breakfast in their pajamas and… it felt all kinds of no.

“Looks like you found some new friends, though.” Marli grinned at Pepe and Noodles. Why oh why had they walked over?! “Nice outfits, by the way!”

Noodles did a full twirl. “Why, thank you.”

Was there any way I could steer this so Marli didn’t realize quite who they were? “So this is Marli. And this is…” I pointed at my super smiley grandparents. Surely I could be honest? “Two of the most rad old people you’ll ever meet.”

My grandma snorted. “Less of the old! We’re just matured; thank you, Nelly. I’m Noodles…” And just like that she started to chat away to Marli. But Pepe gave me a look. Had he picked up that I hadn’t exactly completely and utterly said who they were?

I felt a stab of guilt, so there was only one thing I could do. Flee. I grabbed the bags.

“Anyway, we better be off. Need to get these two a tent before all the good ones get claimed.”

I strode off, going so fast I accidentally marched right through Elsa and her friends rehearsing a sketch they’d written about a magical cat called Purrmione Granger.

Argh! Why was everything going so well for everyone else?

Why was I the only one with nothing in my life under control?! And still NO talent!

I channeled my panic energy into unpacking my grandparents’ stuff at double speed, finishing in time to catch afternoon sessions. Jas was making a computer game (probably not computoball), and Clara was in the lab 3D-printing props for the show tomorrow. I was down to do rappelling, but I did a last-minute swap to the Wrecking Room Cabins. Time to wear goggles, a padded suit, helmet, and ear protectors and smash whatever I liked, while yelling whatever I wanted. Just what I needed after today.

I walked into the first room to find colorful items dangling off the ceiling and scattered around the floor. I was all on my own, and the music was so loud no one could hear.

Where to start? I looked round the room, wielded my rounders bat, and took aim at a pile of Bubble Wrap.

As the bubbles popped, so did some of my anger.

TAKE THAT, BREAKING-NEWS NELLY!

It felt good.

I braced myself for a bigger hit. And whacked the pineapple pinata.

IN YOUR FACE, TALENT SHOW!

I crushed some cans!

BYSIE-BYE, FLAMINGO DANCE VIDEO!

And thwacked a fluffy cushion.

SEE YOU LATER, STUPID KITESURF BOARDS!

NEVER AGAIN, ROLLER COASTER REGRETS!

YOU SUCK, SENIOR SCHOOL PRESENTATION!

Bang. Bang. Bang. Yes, this was helping! I took aim at a vase. Lifted my bat, and…

DEAL WITH YOU LATER, DAD AND MRS. WILSON.

But my arms froze in midair.

Why hadn’t Dad told me he was seeing someone?

Why hadn’t he told me it was Mrs. Wilson?!

Mrs. Wilson. Was that why he’d started wearing boring clothes and being zero fun this week?

The image of them kissing popped back into my mind. I took a swing at the vase. And another. And another. China was flying everywhere.

BASH THE BLUE VASE! BASH THE BLUE VASE! BASH EVERYTHING IN SIGHT! ARGGGGGHHHHH.

A hand lightly touched my shoulder.

“You okay there?” It was the supervisor. “Normally most people don’t make…” The lady looked at where the vase had been. “Dust…”

I lifted my helmet, hoping a supersweet smile might erase what she’d just witnessed. “Yes, thank you. I’m having a delightful time.”

“Okay, cool.” She stepped back, eyeing my rounders bat with genuine fear. “Well, this time stay away from the light.” We looked up at the bulb now dangling from the ceiling, the shade on the floor. “That’s actually, y’know. The light. Not something to be hit.”

Oops. I apologized as she showed me into the next cabin. This one was a paint-throwing room. Cans of bright pink and blue and yellow lined up in front of me and splooshes of bright colors already covered the walls and empty boxes.

How long had Dad been with Mrs. Wilson?

Was it just a… holiday romance? I picked up the brightest pink can of paint and took aim.

Eww. If I hadn’t wished for him to be here, none of this would have happened.

Although…

As the pink paint hit the wall, an even more shocking thought hit me.

The postcard had just proved it wasn’t only the wishes I said out loud that worked, it was the ones I wrote down. Even wishes I hadn’t meant to make!

I scrambled to fit pieces of a memory back together. But they were like the tiny bits of the vase I’d just annihilated. I couldn’t quite make them fit.

I wished for Dad to be here.

And then when he was, and he was singing on the beach, I’d wished for him to…

Yup. There it is.

The thought ran down me like a cold chocolate shower.

I’d wished for him to be normal.

To spend time with someone he loved doing normal things.

That’s why this was happening.

I’d wished for Dad to come here, I’d wished for him to be normal, and I’d wished for him and Mrs. Wilson to like each other.

This was ALL my fault.

I’d even caused Mrs. Wilson to make that amazing entrance this morning!

Had that sealed the deal?

This was a disaster!

Eurgh. I thought back to our conversation in the kitchen. I’d even wished for him to care about my homework!

I had to fix things ASAP.

But before I could start to figure out how, the horn rang for the end of the session. I lifted my helmet and realized every single one of my paint tins was empty, and there was paint dropping off every surface.

Apologizing on repeat, I peeled off my protective suit and stomped over to the wild camping tents. People had already started barbecuing. And by people… yup. My grandparents were manning one of the grills, sizzling veggie sausages and handing out buns. And there was Noseboy sitting on his own stacking up a kebab stick with marshmallows. I hurried past, not wanting to speak to him. How could I look him in the eye now I knew his mum had been…

The sick feeling came back.

I broke into a sprint. I wasn’t ready to face my dad either.

I was so relieved when our tent came into sight between the trees. Clara, Jas, and I were all sleeping in the same one, despite it only being designed for two people. I crawled inside and burrowed down into my sleeping bag to wait for them.

But an hour later, there was still no sign of the others, and I was desperate to talk everything through. Tell Jas what Marli had said about Jake. Figure out what to do about my dad. About Pepe and Noodles. Figure out what on earth I could do at the show tomorrow.

Was getting the winners’ photo with Jess K really worth all this? Didn’t I have enough for my presentation already?

ME: Where you at? [image: Thinking face emoji]

I sent it to the Nacho Average Team group and gave it plenty of time. Thirty seconds. But still no reply.

    ME: My head is [image: Face with Crossed-Out Eyes emoji] [image: shooting star emoji] [image: cooking emoji]

I put my phone next to my head and tried to be patient. Which lasted ten seconds.

Why weren’t they replying?

C’mon, Nelly. Do something useful. Brainstorm ideas for what talent you can wish for. But thirty minutes and four hundred phone checks later, all I’d written was “Not baking. Or horse riding.” At last, my phone lit up.

    JAS: I’m in the room. Need to reply to some new comments and finish today’s video. Then work on the one for the show [image: Skull and Crossbones emoji] [image: Skull and Crossbones emoji]

Eurgh. The show. I hadn’t told them about the whole audience vote thing either.

JAS: Once my laptop’s charged I’ll come work in the tent #backtonature

CLAR: I’m in the lab

CLAR: Guys, I really don’t think I can do this??!

I quickly typed back.

ME: Clar, you can do anything!

As the show got nearer, Clara had started to hint she might not be able to go out onstage without some magical help.

ME: Remember the [image: Running shoe emoji] will make it all okay!

I said it so casually, as if all these wishes weren’t just making things more complicated. If it weren’t for them, Jas wouldn’t have gone viral and been so stressed about keeping up with all the comments, with making her new videos perfect. And I wouldn’t have signed us up for the talent show, which Clara was now talking about in her sleep. Maybe when they got back I should talk to them about dropping out before it got too late?

JAS: Talking of [image: Running shoe emoji] … Can you sort the one we talked about earlier?

JAS: I CAN’T live with [image: Robot emoji] [image: Robot emoji]. Not yet.

And then an audio note came through from her.

Nels, sorry.

She sounded upset.

That wasn’t really a text thing, was it? What I meant was, please can you wish for Patrick, Jake, and Alfie not to move in to my house? That EXACT thing? Please? I know it doesn’t fit the “one day only” rule, but I need some more time. I promise Clar says it’s okay.

Then Clar messaged a [image: thumbs up emoji] to confirm. Guess it was agreed, then.

I sighed. I really didn’t like using wishes to mess with other people’s lives. But I was beginning to feel like that was happening whether I liked it or not.

ME: Consider it done [image: sparkles emoji]

Before I could talk myself out of it, I let myself think it.

I wish that Patrick, Jake, and Alfie weren’t moving into Jas’s house.

I looked at Jas’s message and added some extra words in case she ever changed her mind.

Well, not yet anyway.

Eurgh.

I felt terrible, not helped by hearing Jake laughing outside as he kicked a soccer ball about with Alfie and their friends. It felt so weird to be dabbling in their lives without them knowing. But maybe they’d be happier too?

I unzipped the tent. BANG. Their ball hit me hard on the head. Okay, maybe I could get over the guilt.

“CAMPERS!” Mrs. Wilson’s voice crackled over the speakers. I trudged over to where everyone was gathering by a small stage they’d made in one of the forest clearings. Mrs. Wilson looked incredibly cheery. Disgustingly cheery. “We hope you all had a fun day.” I raised an eyebrow. I knew full well she had. “This is a reminder to not get too close to the barbecues. The fire can be as hot as… well, fire, really.” She cleared her throat. “I also wanted to read out the final list of performers for the talent show tomorrow.” Uh-huh. It really was cutting it close to drop out. “There’s Camp Champs with their soccer skills…” She reeled off name after name and all the cool things they were doing. I felt more queasy by the second. “And finally, it’s the three young women from Nacho Average Team.” Everyone turned to look at me. I held up my hand limply. Winning felt very far away right now. “Jas will be showing her latest video.” A woo went up. “Chemical Clara is making an EXPLOSION OF DOOM.” Everyone clapped as Mrs. Wilson squinted to double-check she’d read it right. “Safely, I hope. And Nelly will be… oh, there’s nothing here. Guess it will be a big reveal tomorrow. Something for us all to look forward to!”

Mrs. W smiled at me as everyone cheered. Noseboy even yelled, “Go, Nelly!”

But all Mrs. W had done was made this worse.

Well, that and kissed my dad.

GROSSGROSSGROSS.

And I couldn’t even avoid her, because when she came offstage she headed straight over. “Any clues on your performance?” she said merrily, as if the sight of her and my dad wasn’t burned into my soul. “Do we need to get any safety equipment in?”

If I wanted to back out it was now or never.

And I really, really wanted to back out. Even with wishes on our side, I had no talent, and no idea how they could help us win.

But then I thought of Jas working so hard on her video, determined to show everyone what she could do. And Clara and all the props we’d wished for and the script she was practicing over and over. And Finn realizing she’d be the perfect Big Bang captain. And there was no way I could do that to them, not without asking. Not after all their effort. Not when it had been my idea in the first place. Wishes or not, my best friends had done everything to help our team win. To help me get that Jess K photo. It was time I did the same.

“Watch this space,” I replied, my voice shaking.

“You’re going to be my FAVE,” Noseboy said as he ran over and cuddled my leg. I looked down at him. Poor innocent boy who just wanted to explode penguins in peace, not have his mum compelled by the force of the universe to temporarily be in love with my dad.

“Well, I’m sure your dad”—Mrs. W turned to look at Pepe and Noodles, who were now squirting whipped cream directly into a small child’s mouth—“or in fact your whole family will be very proud.”

I snorted. How would Mrs. Wilson know what my dad thought? She hardly knew him. That was the problem. If she knew what he was really like, not this weird sensible version I’d magically made happen, she’d stay well away. Although… maybe that’s how I can get things back to normal. Before anyone found out what was going on between them.

For the first time that evening I felt a glimmer of hope. “Fingers crossed. Because I don’t know how well you know my dad”—Mrs. W blushed—“but he can be very unpredictable. He’s surprisingly into Snoopy.” Yup. It was time Mrs. Wilson found out what the real him was like! “And sometimes when he cuts pizza he likes to pretend he’s a chain-saw-wielding ax murderer. And”—I couldn’t seem to stop—“he has an alter ego called Mysterious Martin. And he loves suitcases. And has an Adele wig in our airing cupboard.”

But instead of looking horrified Mrs. Wilson… giggled.

“Heavens to Betsy. That all sounds very impressive.” Was she grinning?! “And who doesn’t appreciate a good suitcase? Especially if it’s got a smooth wheel action. Makes traveling such a breeze.”

WHAT? This wish magic must be MEGA powerful if she thought that. I looked at Noseboy—could he speak some sense?

“Your dad’s chicken dance on the beach was the best thing I’ve EVER SEEN!” Noseboy strutted about doing an impression. Dad’s chicken dance was actually very good and had inspired me to branch off with my flamingo one, BUT THAT WASN’T THE POINT RIGHT NOW. So I suggested Noseboy and I go and toast his marshmallows and fled the conversation. But by his bedtime, the others were still nowhere to be seen. And as I sat on my own, staring out at the moon glinting off the sea, as painful as it was, I made a decision.

I needed to speak to Dad—and I eventually found him sitting on some rocks at the far end of the beach. Normally it would be hard to miss him doing karaoke, or joining in with all the glow-in-the-dark face painting. But tonight, sitting quietly with a flask of tea, in his beige shorts and black T-shirt, he blended in with all the other parents.

“Mind if I sit down?” I clambered onto a rock next to him. He had no idea what I knew. And I wanted to keep it that way. “I missed you at the picnic earlier.”

He blushed as much as Mrs. Wilson. “Sorry, darling. I had plans.”

I nodded. So he wasn’t ready to tell me either. Never mind; by the time he was, I could have spoken to the others and wished for everything with him to go back to how it was before camp. Maybe I could even wish for the memory of the kiss to be wiped from my mind? All our minds?

“Pretty great that Pepe and Noodles are here, isn’t it?” he said before looking over at where they were setting up a limbo contest. I already knew they would be the first ones to try it. Thank goodness no one had figured out they were related to me. That was exactly the kind of family photo I would NOT want to share in my senior presentation.

“I hope I’m like that when I’m their age,” I said with a gentle laugh. Pepe was clapping and stomping his feet as Noodles bent backward under the pole. They did not care what anyone thought as long as they were having fun. “You having a good night?”

“Sure am.” He put his arm around me. “Getting to spend some proper time with the person I love most? In a place like this?”

It was weird. Dad being like other dads was definitely less traumatic. But something felt wrong. Normally he’d be halfway under the limbo pole by now.

Or at the barbecue wearing an apron that said LICENSE TO GRILL.

Or cutting one of the trees into the shape of a pop star.

And if I was honest… I kind of missed it.

The way he made everyone laugh. The way he cheered people up with his style that was even worse than Pepe and Noodles’s. The way that I never quite knew what would happen whenever he was around. The way he was always there to put a smile on my face, tell me he loved me, and have my back no matter what.

I looked at my sneakers. How much trouble could one pair of shoes cause?

It had only been a week. I could hardly even see any stars on the laces now. I hoped the man/demon from Norwich hunting me down wasn’t going to be too angry. A rage-induced world-ending apocalypse was just what this week didn’t need.

Still, they were mine for another two days, which was just as well as I needed to put things right with Dad. And help Clara’s experiment go okay. And make sure Jas’s wish had worked. And find myself a talent to win the show, or it would be the most awkward five minutes of my life. In the lives of all 160 people in the hall.

“Not too shabby, are they?” Dad looked at my shoes. “Maybe your old pop did good?”

I put my arm round him. “He definitely did.”

He paused. “I’m glad I’ve got some dad points in the bank, actually, because there’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about…”

But he trailed off as we noticed Jas running toward us, Clara chasing after her.

Dad had never seen Jas cry. And neither had I.

And I would use all the wishes in the world to never see it again.




CHAPTER TWENTY
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Despite struggling to walk up the super steep cliff steps the other day, now the three of us were sprinting up them in the pitch black. We needed somewhere Jas could let everything out without anyone overhearing us.

“I got what we wished for.” She sniffed, the wind whipping her ponytail across her face, the ends getting stuck in her tears. “Jake, Alfie, and Patrick aren’t moving in.” I looked at Clara, confused. Wasn’t this good news? “But now.” Jas gulped some air in as Clara brushed her hair out of her face. “At the end of the summer.” Another sniff. “Me and Mum are moving to Patrick’s instead.”

Oh. My. Goodness. My mouth dropped open. They lived an hour away from us! Clara nodded at me softly. We all knew what this meant.

No more walking to one another’s houses every day.

No more school together.

Nacho Average Team was being ripped apart. And it was all the wish’s fault.

My eyes prickled. I had to jam my fists together to stop myself crying. The last thing Jas needed was to see how upset I was. I gave her the longest hug instead.

“We’ll figure this out. I promise.” But I had no idea how. This was normally where Clara would tell us her amazing idea. But she was quiet. This was bad. Really bad. And when we eventually got back to the tent Jas crawled into her sleeping bag. It didn’t just feel like she was giving up on the video she was making for the talent show; it felt like she was giving up on everything.

Clara and I said we were popping out to grab some more layers, but really we just needed to talk.

“Any ideas?” I whispered optimistically.

“Not yet. But we can’t let this happen.” Clara looked so determined. I knew we’d both do whatever it took. But what?

We stopped as Tall Guy backflipped past us, getting a cheer from the next tent.

“And we can’t mess up the talent show either.” Clara sighed. “As if I didn’t want us to beat Jalfie enough before!”

I nodded, relieved I hadn’t told Mrs. Wilson about maybe dropping out. I SO wanted to get Clara’s advice on what on earth I could do about my lack of any talent. The problem with the audience vote for the show. My dilemma about how to fix things with Dad. But right now, my priority was cheering them up, not focusing on my stuff.

“Well, you guys are both going to rock it. And maybe Mrs. S will realize that Nacho Average Team cannot be split up.” It was a long shot, but I needed any hope I could find right now. “EVER!”

Clara put her hand over her face. “Maybe now isn’t the time to tell you that I ran through my experiment and script with Bear earlier, and, Nels… I froze. Totally. There’s no way I’m going to be able to get through it tomorrow. Well, not on my own.” She looked at my feet. “Thank goodness we’ve got those.”

Guess it was decided. We were definitely using a wish for Clara then. But I still had no idea how to use them to help us win without anyone figuring something was up. I walked Clara back to the tent so she could practice her script and we found a bleary-eyed Jas reluctantly working on the film for the show. I felt awful. This whole talent show had been my idea, and now Clara and Jas were both super stressed because of it. I wanted to help, but didn’t know how, so offered to go on a snack run. The one bit of good news was that it was so dark no one else noticed the pile of pink clothes at the edge of the beach. I knew exactly whose they were—Pepe and Noodles were having a moonlight swim. Without enough clothes on. Without any clothes on. I ran to get the largest towels I could find and left them by the pile. I then grabbed pocketfuls of marshmallows and headed over to the fire where Marli was sitting. Jake and Alfie were on the other side, their faces flickering in the light of the flames, chatting to Finn. Even they seemed more subdued than normal. Maybe everything with their dad and Mrs. S was hard for them too.

“Are Jas and Clar okay?” Marli asked, looking over to our tent. It was the second time she’d seen me today without the others—she must be figuring something was up.

But what could I say? “Just stressed about the show, I think.” I paused. “I’m sure they’ll be better tomorrow.”

Yup, once I’d had a good sleep and me and my sneakers could sort this mess out.

“Same.” Marli stretched her arms out. “I’m not sure why I’m so freaked out about it. It’s not like I didn’t sign up for it.”

I laughed. “Snap.” It was weird to think Marli and I had hardly spoken before this week. I’d seen such a different side to her than the one from school. One that was scared of roller coasters, and tried really hard in the sessions, and had time to help me and my friends. It was a side I really liked. “But I’ve heard you sing and honestly, you have NOTHING to worry about.”

She bit her lip. “It would be so cool to win, though. I mean, imagine meeting Jess Khan.”

Even in the low glow of the fire, I was sure she could see my eyes light up. Winning the prize, meeting Jess Khan, getting that photo was what this whole thing had been about. The final step in me trying to be a whole new person when I started at senior school. The end to the story I was trying to write here. Saying goodbye to the old me. But I didn’t want Marli to know how much it meant to me.

“Imagine having a photo with her!” I pulled my chin back and rolled my upper lip up. “I don’t think Jess K would be ready for a photo face as bad as mine!”

Marli laughed. “Nels, you crack me up.”

But the marshmallows were dripping. Time to take my gooey treasure back. I pulled one off its skewer, shoved it in my mouth to stop my fingers burning—and burned my mouth instead. I fanned my face and pointed at the tent. Marli got what I was saying and we waved bye.

“Delivery for Nacho Average Team. Pure deliciousness coming through…”

But when I poked my head in the tent, I only got half smiles. I needed to try harder.

“C’mon, you two.” I crawled in and flicked my sneakers off. They definitely were looking weird. Still, it was comforting not having them on my feet. It felt like the pressure was off for a bit. Just some nice non-magical socks instead. “We can sort this out. All of it. I promise. We just need a plan, and I can make any you-know-whats in the morning.” I fumbled for Clara’s notebook where we’d written down the wishes. “So, first things first.” I opened it up to our list of wishes to be made. “We’re not letting you leave us, Jas, no way—we just need to change your mum’s mind. That’s all.” I said it with confidence, like there was no possibility we wouldn’t figure this out. Jas quietly pressed her laptop closed.

“As long as you’re both okay with that?” she asked nervously.

“Course!” I said firmly. A wish had gotten us into this mess. A wish could get us out. I handed her the notepad and watched as she wrote.

My mum Priya Sanderson and Patrick Jackson to carry on being happy together but to decide to stay in their own houses for a while.

“Sounds good to me.” Clara chewed marshmallow glue off her fingers. “You’re not abandoning us to go to school with Jalfie.” She crossed her arms. “It’s just not happening.”

But as brave a face as she was putting on, Clara had her own worries.

“Your turn.” I held out the pen. “We both know you’ll be amazing tomorrow, but if you want a wish to help you out, I’m down with that.”

“Me too,” Jas said, resting her head on Clara’s shoulder. But that reminded me…

“Although before you do, did you guys know it’s not a judges’ vote? It’s an audience one?”

“Hmm, we don’t want to raise any suspicions,” Jas said, her eyebrows wrinkling. “We can’t just wish for everyone to change their minds and vote for us.”

“Maybe that’s not such a bad thing?” Clara sighed. “I don’t know about you, but winning that camp championship didn’t feel half as good when we used the wishes.” She had a point. “The rounds we won fair and square felt way better.”

Yes! It had been niggling at me, but now Clara had said it that was exactly how I felt. And if we just wished to win tomorrow then it would mean people like Marli, who had been trying really hard and might deserve it more, stood no chance. And that didn’t make me feel good at all. But I did still need that winner’s photo.

“So whaddya want to do?”

Clara began to write.

For Clara Aneke to say her script in the talent show just as well as she can when no one’s watching.

“I guess that’s it.” She flicked her sleeping bag zip, embarrassed. “I just want it to go okay, that’s all.” That was so Clara—she wasn’t using a wish to be something she wasn’t, just to help her get the confidence to show what she was made of.

“Sounds good to me,” I said super cheerily. Maybe this big mess was fixable after all. “It’s not like you need any help with the actual science part.” I laughed. “I mean, why worry about all those chemicals and an actual explosion, right?”

I was joking, but I so wanted Clara to see how great she was. That if she just believed in herself then she’d see she didn’t need a wish to be amazing. She already was.

“So that’s me and Clar.” Jas passed me the pen. “What about you?”

But I knew exactly what I wanted. I’d been thinking about it all evening and wrote it straight down.

For everything with Nelly Young’s dad to go back to normal, before any you-know-whats were made.

Sure, that would mean embarrassing-Dad was back in full force, but I’d rather that than being stuck with the person he’d been ever since I’d wished for him to be normal. And wishing him back to his normal un-normal self would also mean no more Mrs. Wilson holiday romance.

“I’m sorry, I just can’t undo the mental image I have of…” I stopped talking and pretended to be malfunctioning as my brain exploded. No way could I say “Mrs. W and my dad snogging.” So instead I crumpled down onto the floor repeating, “Can.Not.Un.See.Can.Not.Un.See,” in a robotic voice that made both Clara and Jas laugh. Job done. “Oh.” I sat back up as if nothing happened. “And please can I have one more?” How could I forget?! I’d finally figured out a talent I could use tomorrow! It was after Marli had said I’d cracked her up. Something that wasn’t so ridiculous people would be suspicious, but that I might have been practicing in secret.

For Nelly Young to become the world’s funniest stand-up at the Camp Chaos talent show tomorrow.

I pushed down the guilty twinge that it meant we weren’t competing fair and square, but I couldn’t see any other option.

Jas peered over my shoulder. “In-ter-esting.” It wasn’t great but it was the best I could come up with. But she was grinning. “I didn’t see it coming, but I like it! You literally make me laugh ALL the time—even when I’m having the worst day of my life. Aka. Today.”

Well, that made me happy. And Clara was nodding enthusiastically too. “It’s a great shout, Nel.”

“I suppose I do like making people laugh. Although normally it’s at me, rather than with me…” I trailed off, remembering kitesurfing. And the photo at the theme park. “ANYWAY. I thought tomorrow I could flip it. Say all the right things for a change?”

“And you’re going to wish these in the morning once we’ve slept on them?” Jas asked. I nodded.

“Sounds like a plan,” Clara replied, already sounding happier. “And you know if there’s one thing I love it’s…” She snapped the book shut, as we all chorused “a plan.” And laughed. A lot.

Finally, things were beginning to feel a bit more normal, so without even brushing my teeth I snuggled up in my sleeping bag and let myself drift off to the gentle noise of Jas’s fingers tapping away on her keyboard and voices in the distance singing along to Finn’s guitar.

Yes. Things were going to be okay after all.

Tomorrow morning I was going to pull my sneakers on and sort this mess out once and for all.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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EURGH.

A blob of freezing cold water dripped on my head, waking me up with a start.

The others were fast asleep. Perfect! I could get everything sorted by the time they woke up, then surprise them with good news, hot chocolate, and Pop-Tarts from Grub Hub. The ideal start to any day in the wilderness.

I pulled on my sneakers, quietly unzipped the tent, and headed to our chalet. I was damp all over, rocking serious face creases, and my hair felt like one giant knot. But who cared!

I had the best mates in the world and I was about to sort everything out for all of us.

I picked my way around the puddles, taking more care of my sneakers than ever before. When they had so many important wishes to make, I could not take any risks.

But when I pushed open the door to Grub Hub something was wrong. The lights were off and the place was empty except for Mrs. Wilson on her hands and knees by a plug.

“Think it was the torrential rain overnight. We’ve lost power everywhere!” Mrs. Wilson glanced up, but I still couldn’t look her in the eye. “There’s no hot water, either, for the whole site!”

Normally I’d be stressed about a cold shower—or maybe even more, no Pop-Tarts—but, for once, I could help. So I told her not to panic, grabbed a campfire-toasted smoked salmon bagel for the journey (sure, it was under forty seconds’ walk, but tent-sleeping was hungry work), and hurried back to our room. I jumped on the bed, my legs hanging over the edge, and looked at the list of wishes I needed to say. I HAD to get them right.

I needed to take my time. Say them word for word.

But first—I stared at my sneakers and said the additional wish, confident the others wouldn’t mind me doing this without them. Weird, though—I could have sworn the laces used to be covered in purple stars. But now I was looking, really looking, were there only three left? I was going to have to seriously clean them before Norwich demon/man on Sunday.

“I wish for the power and hot water to come back on at Camp Chaos and everything to work as it should today.”

I waited a few seconds—yup. There they were. Lights on. Actual cheers.

But I wasn’t celebrating.

I was freaking out. I dropped to the floor and yanked my feet toward me for a closer look.

There were only two stars left on the laces!

When I’d made the wish, one had disappeared.

Which meant…

I almost couldn’t think it.

I stood up. And sat down. And took my shoes off. And pulled them on again.

But there were still only two stars left.

Did one go every time I wished?!

Did this mean… that despite me coming here to make everything better… I only had two wishes left?!

I ONLY HAD TWO WISHES LEFT!

Two?! TWO?!

How had I not noticed this sooner?!

THIS WAS NOT PART OF THE PLAN!

I flopped back on the bed. Even sitting up felt too complicated right now.

What was I going to do? How could I tell the others?

Two wishes?!

Jas couldn’t move house! And Clara couldn’t bail on tonight or she’d never be Big Bang captain! Or ever put herself out there again. And Dad… well, was I ready for him to be with Mrs. Wilson FOREVER?

And the talent show was only hours away! How was I meant to suddenly be funny on the spot and help us win?!

I grabbed a pillow and yelled right into it.

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

“You okay up there, Nelly?” Oh great, Dad was downstairs. “I’m about to head out for a jog.”

I ran to the door and yelled “mmmmeeaahhhh,” which was the closest I could get to a yes. Dad didn’t jog!

THE WORLD HAD GONE TOO WEIRD.

SOMEONE STOP IT, I NEED A QUIET SIT-DOWN.

“Good stuff. And can you make your grandparents a tea, please? I think they got a touch of hypothermia last night.”

And my grandparents were on the loose.

This was a nightmare.

I lay on the floor and fanned myself with Clara’s book, trying to breathe.

Could this be okay? Could I deal with a normal dad? And find a winning talent in the next few hours? And make Clara confident and Jas’s mum not move and … No, this was terrible. Maybe we should bail on the talent show after all?!

But just then a piece of paper floated down from Clara’s book. I opened it up.

I wish that Mum would be proud of me.

I recognized the writing immediately. Jas. But what was it? I shook the book, two more pieces of paper falling out. I wasn’t sure whether to open them. But curiosity got the better of me.

I wish that tomorrow’s school trip would be somewhere epically good (aka not the potato museum).

Right. I knew what these were. The original wishes we’d made when we were twig-waving back home. That was mine, which had actually come true thanks to these sneakers. I opened the final one.

I wish I was good enough to be the Big Bang team captain.

Yup, the super neat handwriting was Clara’s.

I hadn’t thought it was possible to feel worse than I already did. All this time we’d been making wishes, asking for silly stuff, even using them to sort little things, but had these sneakers made me miss fixing the most important things?

Of course Jas’s mum was proud of her! How could she not know that? Was that what this video stress had really been about? Maybe even Jalfie moving in too? Mrs. S thought Jas was incredible—it was so obvious, from the way she did her small smile whenever Jas was telling her what she’d been doing, to how she always, always filled my dad in on all of Jas’s news. But I hadn’t done enough to make Jas know that. I’d been clueless!

And of course Clara could be captain—she didn’t need a wish for that either. She was more than good enough—she was better than anyone! She just needed to believe in herself like we did!

Eurgh.

This was awful.

And I couldn’t even speak to the other two about what to do, because they were stressed enough and relying on me to sort everything out with these wishes.

Wow. I really had messed EVERYTHING up.

I took a bite of my smoked salmon bagel, hoping a monumental idea might come to me. I wish I had someone wise to talk to who could help me figure this all out.

“You called,” said a posh male voice.

WHAT WAS THAT?

Had I triggered our smart speaker?

Nope. It hadn’t turned back on.

“Hello?” I called out, my voice shaking.

“Yes,” the plummy voice said back, sounding almost annoyed.

Which left… the bathroom?

I crept toward it and flung the door open… but nothing.

I peeked under the bed. Then opened the wardrobe. I even pulled out a drawer in case it was a gnome-size person. But there was no one.

Was my mind playing tricks on me?

“Oh, for goodness’ sake! I’m right here.”

Right where?! I walked backward slowly until I was pressed against a wall.

Had I pocket-dialed someone? I checked my phone. Nothing. This was getting seriously creepy.

“Okay.” I tried to sound braver than I felt. “WHO is right there? And right where?”

“Here.” The voice harrumphed. “Coo-ey. In the bowl.”

The bowl? The bowl?!

And that’s when I heard a little splish of water. No. No!

It couldn’t be. Could it?!

With my hand out for protection, I edged sideways toward Clara’s desk.

“Look, Eleanor.” Uh-oh—the voice had gone full-on parental cross. “If you wish for someone to speak to, don’t look so surprised when you get it.” I sat down—well, more collapsed—on Clara’s chair, which brought me to eye level with the tank. I couldn’t believe what I was about to say.

“Fish… Is that you?”

“Of course it is.” The goldfish darted in and out of a castle window before coming to the rim of the bowl to stare right at me. “And I’d really appreciate it if you stopped eating that around me.”

OMG. My smoked salmon bagel?!

“I’m so sorry!” I said, shoving it underneath my bum. Was I really apologizing to a fish? “Although… What is going on?”

I rubbed my eyes. Was this a hallucination from the worst night’s sleep of my life?

“Well, you wished for someone wise to talk to.” Little bubbles rose up as he spoke. “And that someone is ME. Derek. Although you humans seem to insist on calling me Fish.” He flipped his tail with an air—well, a water—of disgust.

But hang on. If I’d wished for Fish—I mean Derek—to talk… I looked down at my feet.

Derek hit his tail against the glass. It made a slow clapping sound. “And yes, well done, brainbox. You did use one of your two last remaining wishes for this.”

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

I yelled to no one, slumping my head down onto my hands. HOW could I have been so stupid?! I should have learned by now!

“You also used a precious wish to get a pet for Clara. Which is why I’m here,” Derek said matter-of-factly. So THAT’S why he’d appeared! “Of course I approve of that one. But you also went for… now let’s see.” He did a circuit of his tank. “No raisins in scones. Green hair for under two minutes and, oh yes. An enormous bag of Mini Eggs.” He sighed, making his biggest bubble yet. “I heard you talking about all of them. Hope you’re feeling good about your choices.” He did a little somersault.

“I didn’t know I only had a limited number, okay?” I couldn’t believe I was being judged so harshly by a fish.

The bedroom door opened. I jumped to my feet, looking way more suspicious than if I’d just stayed put.

“Nelly, are you okay in there?” It was Mrs. S. “I heard yelling.”

I nodded, triple speed. “Totally fine. Totally, totally. Couldn’t be better. Going swimmingly.”

Did Derek chuckle? I put a hand on my tummy like it had made a weird rumble.

“As long as you’re all right. It sounded like you were talking to someone.”

“Oh nooo. No noooo. That was just me…” Arguing with a goldfish? “Practicing for tonight.”

“Okay, then.” Mrs. S stepped back. But she was looking at me with alarm. “Do you know you’ve got a bagel stuck to your bottom?”

No. I did not. But it did make sense. I peeled it off and dropped it in the bin, wish—NO, NOT THAT WORD—hoping that she’d leave me and Derek alone.

“Y’know, I’m really looking forward to seeing you girls in action tonight.” She checked behind her and lowered her voice. “And don’t tell Patrick I said this, but Jake and Alfie have nothing on what the three of you have got planned.” She smiled. “Jas’s videos this week have been her best yet! Can’t wait to see the big one tonight.”

So she did watch them?! I properly smiled for the first time that day. I knew Jas didn’t need a wish to make her mum proud.

“Me too, Mrs. S. Me too.” And with a big, beaming smile, she closed the door.

“So now what?” Derek waited till she was gone. “From over here, it seems like you’re not having the best day. Unless you yell noooooo into pillows for fun?”

“You could say that.” I rolled my eyes. Was I really about to confide in a fish? “I’m down to one wish, as you know, and I have NO idea what to do with it.” I sighed. “Somehow I’ve managed to make my dad boring. But also fall for my music teacher, Mrs. Wilson.” I looked at Derek. “Do fish kiss? Because if not, then at least you never have to witness what I did yesterday. But I also need to be good in the talent show tonight so we can win, or I’ll let my team down. Not to mention totally humiliate myself in front of EVERYONE. Which is the opposite of what I’ve been trying to do all week. And then Jas needs me to sort out a whole family thing, and Clara, well, she needs to show Finn and everyone her amazing foam experiment she’s worked so hard on. But right now she’s saying she won’t even get onstage without a wish backing her up.”

“I see” was all Derek said before swishing his way round the bowl. “Although…” He paused. “I do wonder if you’ve been so caught up in your wishes you might be missing what’s been real here and what’s not.”

“What do you mean by that?” How was this fish better at my life than I was?

“Well, I saw Mrs. Wilson looking after you when you fell off that poor horse.” I loved that his sympathy was with Fire. “And didn’t she mention your dad? Use one of his phrases?”

I thought back. Heavens to Betsy! Derek was right. “So maybe this romance isn’t something you’ve just conjured up.” Gosh. Suddenly it fell into place. Why Dad had started picking me up from school. The new hairstyles he’d been trying out back home. The new smells he’d been wearing! Why he’d chatted to Noseboy on the beach. BEEN HUMMING TOM JONES AT HOME.

I gulped. “They’ve been together a while, haven’t they…?”

Derek flapped about. “Well, what exactly did your wish say?”

I thought back. “That I wanted him to spend time with someone he really loved.”

“And could that possibly be anyone else?”

The conversation I had with Dad yesterday started playing back in my head.

Oh…

That’s exactly what he’d said… to me.

Was I the person he’d loved? Had my wish brought him here to spend time with me? And all I’d done was avoid him. Change him. Make him into a rubbish version of himself.

Wow. Forget Nelly Welly Boot. I was a full-on Ninny Boot.

“Fish…”

“Derek, if you please.”

“How come I didn’t see this? Any of this?”

“Maybe you’ve had other priorities?”

I really had. I sucked! I’d been so focused on winning this talent show. Getting photos for the presentation back home. Showing Marli and Finn and everyone the New Nelly.

Clara and Jas were stressing about tonight, but it was me who’d been all about winning it. Me who’d signed us all up in the first place. Clara and Jas had only ever been determined to do their best, to show everyone what they were made of.

And that’s when I knew exactly how I had to use my last wish.

MWAH.

I kissed Derek’s bowl.

“Derek, you are FINTASTIC.” He swished his tail, a proud look on his fishy face. “But I have work to do. Serious work.”

I scattered some fish food in his bowl. Not exactly a big thank-you but it was the best I had.

“You’re welcome,” he said, hoovering it up. “And remember, anyfin is possible.”

He was right. I’d got a heck of a lot wrong this holiday, but there was no way I was going to not put things right.

And if I didn’t have wishes to help me, I was just going to do it all on my own.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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I stood in the wings, my two best mates beside me. I hadn’t been inside the Live Lodge before and I was glad. I would have been freaking out even more! It was at least three times as big as our school hall—it even had two huge tree trunks growing near the back that the wooden walls and ceiling had been built around. There must be two hundred seats laid out. And in the middle of the room, on a raised platform, Jess Khan was sitting next to Ms. Badger. Jess K always looked glamorous on TV, but in real life, with her shiny brown short bob, wide green eyes, and perfect red-lipsticked smile, she somehow looked completely unreal.

I turned to Jas and Clara and smiled. A cool, calm smile. They didn’t need to know that inside I was a mess.

I hadn’t told them about the wishes.

Or that I’d spent the morning chatting to a goldfish called Derek.

“She’s amazing, isn’t she?” Clara peered through the curtain at Marli, who was singing onstage. Her voice sounded effortless, yet she could still belt out all the top notes. She and Finn had performed lots of covers but were ending with a song they’d written about the week. As the final minute of the huge timer ticked down, the crowd were on their feet clapping along, as Finn rhymed “cool hat, bro” with “sweet potato.”

Clapping loudest were my grandparents. They’d made even more effort than normal with their outfits—matching black trousers and T-shirts that had tuxedos printed on them—and had arrived two hours early to bag front-row seats with Dad. They’d saved places for Mrs. S, Patrick, Mrs. Wilson, and Noseboy too. Noodles had already headed the ball when one of Jake and Alfie’s soccer tricks had gone wrong and she’d got a proper cheer. Of course she’d milked every second of it, standing up to bow. Three times.

As Marli and Finn walked off the other side of the stage, Clara grabbed my hand. “Nels, this is going to be okay, isn’t it?” She looked at the table of equipment beside her, and the cards she was holding in her hand. Her script was written on them, and she’d read them so often they were worn at the edges.

“Just do it like you did in rehearsal and you will D-AZZLE everyone.” I squeezed her hand. “Especially Finn.”

She breathed in. “Thank goodness you wished for me to be okay out there. Without it I’d freeeeeze.” She laughed. “Imagine. Musical-statue Clara. In front of all these people. You’d have to carry me off like a plank of wood.”

I saluted. “Reporting for carrying duties as and when required. Although to be clear, they will not be needed. YOU’VE GOT THIS.”

Please, please let me have used my final wish for the right thing. I hadn’t even had time to tell Jas about the chat I’d had with her mum earlier, after I left Derek.

I just had to hope my decision was the right one.

“We’re next,” Jas hissed, sounding excited. “Fingers crossed nothing goes wrong with my film.” She’d finished so last minute that she’d sent the file over with only twenty seconds to spare before the show started. We hadn’t had a chance to watch it, but I knew if Jas had made it, it would be epic. Earlier she’d been struggling with the edit, but when I told her how much her mum was looking forward to seeing it, she’d got a burst of enthusiasm that had powered her through. And Jas being on her laptop, and Clara being busy in the lab, meant neither of them had noticed what I was up to.

“Nothing will go wrong. You’re going to boss this!” I said firmly. They both looked relieved—like I knew something they didn’t. Which was true—but I wasn’t sure I was ready to share exactly what. “Thanks SO much for doing this.” I felt emosh. “You’ve put so much effort in. You are the literal best.” They told me to shut up, but it was true. “Although can I check? Whatever happens out there, we’re still Nacho Average Team?”

This is what everything had been building toward. I so wanted to do them proud but was worried I was going to let them down and make a huge mess of it.

“Course,” they said in unison before we went in for a three-person hug. “Nachos forever!”

Jas nudged my foot, grinning at my sneakers. “And don’t say thanks. We’re the ones dying to see your you-know-what in action, Nels. You’re going to be hilarious!”

Clara looked at my empty hands. “Such a pro she doesn’t even need notes!”

I smiled, but inside my pocket I tightened my fingers round the folded bit of paper I’d spent all afternoon working on for Ms. Badger. The intros for Clara and Jas.

Maybe I should have spent the time working on my comedy routine, but Derek and I had decided that making Jas and Clara look good was the most important thing. (Yes, I had resigned myself to taking life advice from a fish. He’d been great with the script too, despite yelling “for cod’s sake” a surprising amount.)

I just had to hope that once I was onstage I could pull something off and not let the team down. And that, once I’d explained, Jas and Clara would understand the impossible decision I’d had to make.

As the crowd finished cheering for Marli and Finn, I found Ms. Badger and handed over the intro cards for her to read. It suddenly felt real. Too real. In seconds, we’d be up there in front of everyone. Should I give Clara and Jas a heads-up after all?! I raced back to them.

“Guyssss.” But they couldn’t hear me above the noise. “GUYSSSSSSS.”

And that’s when Ms. Badger’s voice boomed out.

“And now for Nacho Average Team… Jasmine Sanderson.” Jas strode out and waved. She looked so calm in the spotlight. “Clara Aneke…” Clara looked petrified. I was so proud when she stepped forward. “… and Nelly Young!” But my legs wouldn’t budge. Clara had to reach out and slide me onto the stage. Pepe put his fingers in his mouth and whistled. C’mon, Nelly! Smile! Be normal.

But my heart was thumping so hard I was doing tiny involuntary bounces.

“First up we have Jasmine!” The crowd cheered. Jess Khan clapped four times, although she looked like she was thinking about what to have for dinner. “This talented young filmmaker has already gone viral this week, and has almost ten THOUSAND followers on PipPop—like, follow, subscribe?” Ms. Badger sounded confused. “Anyway.” She cleared her throat. “As a one-person videographer, editor, and producer, Jasoline”—oops, didn’t mean to write that—“is one to watch. No doubt you’ll be telling future generations you saw her here, so please give it up for the exclusive first look at her film Camp Chaos: Uncut!”

The room went dark, and we stepped to the side of the stage, Jas’s film projecting up behind us.

“GO, JAAAASSSSS,” someone yelled.

“Was that Jake?” Jas hissed, her mouth not moving.

“I think so,” I whispered back.

But the music had kicked in. And footage of Clara and me pulling up in the parking lot on day one was playing. How Jas had made us look so cool I did not know—but she had! I looked so happy I didn’t even notice I was wearing my squirrel slippers. And it just got better and better. All the coolest moments from the week! So many friendly faces from camp popping up! Elsa skateboarding, Marli catching her first wave, Noseboy dancing with his Camp Champions winner’s medal. Cheers kept going up as people spotted themselves. It looked SO professional. The sunsets and surf footage and campfires looked epic and Bouncemageddon in slow-mo made even Alfie crack up. I nudged Jas in the ribs.

I squinted to get a better look. “Is your mum… crying?” Mrs. S was definitely dabbing her left eye.

Jas’s mouth dropped open. “Whoa.”

But we didn’t have time to discuss, as the credits were rolling up.

Filmed and edited by Jas Sanderson

With extra help, snacks, and entertaining moments from Clara Aneke and Nelly Young

And there it was, the final frame. The three of us hugging in our wet suits on the beach after surfing.

The audience erupted! Even Jess K was on her feet! Jas couldn’t have fitted any more smile onto her face if she’d tried! And I felt SO proud to be up there, along with my two superstar friends. But as Jas’s applause died down Clara grabbed my arm. She was shaking.

“You’ve got this,” I whispered in her ear. “Trust me. Trust the process!! You’re going to be amazing.”

Clara whimpered as the clock at the back of the room reset for another five minutes.

I clicked my sneaker against her foot. She looked down and gulped. But Ms. Badger was reading my next intro card.

“Great work there from Jasmine. And next up for Nacho Average Team. Who needs the Nobel Prize when you’ve got Ms. Aneke?” I looked to see if Finn had picked up on my subtle hint. MY FRIEND WOULD BE THE BEST POSSIBLE CAPTAIN FOR THE BIG BANG TEAM. “Prepare to have your minds BLOWN. Maybe your eardrums too. Front row, it’s time to put on those safety goggles.” Jas jumped down offstage and handed them out. Patrick zipped up his coat and Mrs. Wilson made a human shield in front of Jess K.

“Prepare to be wowed. Prepare to be amazed. Prepare to maybe get covered in foam! It’s Clara Aneke…”

But would Clara walk back out? I turned around—just as she strode past me, giving my sneaker a little kick, a grin on her face. She didn’t look worried. Not one bit. She looked like one of my favorite versions of her, with the same determined face as when she opened an exam paper. The one she got when boys in our year tried to tell her they knew more about science than she did. The face when she knew exactly what she was talking about—and was ready to make sure other people did too.

“Word of warning.” Clara walked to the front of the stage. Her voice was strong and confident. “If you don’t like loud bangs, extreme science, or”—she grinned at my dad—“getting covered head to toe in foam, then now is your time to leave.” She picked up a massive container marked EXPLOSIVE and smiled sweetly.

“You have been warned.”

And she was off.

Clara had shown Jas and me the video she was trying to recreate loads of times. Mixing chemicals to make brightly colored foam spurt out of containers, each one getting bigger until the last one shot up a jet so huge it hit the ceiling. And just like the video, Clara started small, getting a helper onstage (she chose Finn—yes, she was feeling epic today!) and asking him to carefully pour a catalyst into a Coke bottle–size flask. The audience gasped as a jet of blue foam spurted right out and oozed down the front of the table.

Unbeknownst to Mrs. Wilson, Clara had also asked Professor X-otherm (the camp science supervisor—her real name was Mary) for her help going even bigger and better. She’d agreed, so with two minutes left on the clock, Jas and I rolled out a cart for the final part of the experiment: three enormous tubes of colored liquid. One pink, one green, and one yellow.

I knew for a fact Clara had never tried the experiment with such a large amount of chemicals. This really could go super wrong, which is why Professor X-otherm was onstage with her. I hadn’t expected the pro to look so twitchy, though, or wear so much protective clothing. If Clar didn’t get this exactly right, the experiment could do absolutely nothing… orrrr send acid and other chemicals flying everywhere. I looked at Clara. Was she worried? Nope.

There was nothing in her face but pure excitement.

“So, Finn, Professor X-otherm, on the count of three, pour in our catalyst and step back.” There was total silence in the hall—a mix of excitement and probably nerves after Mrs. Wilson made an impromptu announcement about fire procedures. Clara smiled. “In fact, maybe run.”

Finn looked pale. “Are you sure this will work?” he whispered to Clara. But she grinned.

“There’s no way it won’t.” She raised her voice loud enough for the room to hear. “Three…” Everyone joined in. “Two…” The people at the back were on their feet. “One… POUR!”

And then it happened.

PPSHHHHHHHHH.

A pink, green, and yellow explosion. A cloud of cotton candy–like foam erupted from the table, filling up the stage. Clara whooped, Finn almost fell over scurrying backward to watch it, and Professor X-otherm swore, then muttered something about insurance. And the foam was still shooting up! Camera flashes were going off everywhere.

Clara ran over to us cackling as the audience was mesmerized by the ever-growing foam mountain.

“You sure did!” I couldn’t be prouder of my best mate. She wasn’t just a scientist, she was a total star! Jas shouted from behind her tripod, where she was filming the whole thing. “WeGotChemistry are SO getting a link to this!”

But the foam had started to fold in on itself and dissolve. So, to huge applause, Clara rushed back to thank Finn and Professor X-otherm before Mrs. Wilson grabbed the mic to talk about slip hazards.

And then Clara was pushing the equipment into the wings. And the countdown clock said five minutes.

My best friends had both been amazing, just like I always knew they would.

And the only one left to entertain the whole camp was me.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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The moment of truth was here.

The spotlight was on me.

The microphone was in my hand.

Everyone was waiting. Jess Khan, Marli, Finn, Jake, Alfie—all eyes were on me.

Pepe and Noodles were double-hand waving. I threw them a smile but HAD to focus. What would New Nelly do? Smile. Stand extra-straight. Not run off screaming.

All I’d wanted this whole week was to prove to people at Camp Chaos I wasn’t the walking disaster everyone thought I was. That Breaking-News Nelly was no more. That I could be cool and composed just like everybody else. To win this show and get the photos for my presentation to prove it to everyone back home too.

So choosing what to do with my final wish had been hard.

I REALLY needed the next five minutes to go well.

I looked out at my dad. He was giving me a thumbs-up while holding his iPad in his other hand, his finger over the lens as he filmed.

I lifted the microphone up to speak. Opened my mouth and—

“Go, Welly Boot!” Dad yelled before I’d even got a word out.

Everyone laughed.

But… I didn’t feel embarrassed. Well, maybe a tiny bit. But I didn’t mind. In fact, I smiled. Hard. Because it meant my dad was back. My normal un-normal Dad.

That’s what I’d used my last wish for. The one thing I couldn’t try to put right without some help from my sneakers. My dad might be a hedge-cutting, fake-chain-saw-wielding, terrible-joke-making weirdo, but he was my dad, and that’s why I loved him.

And Clara was right. Winning didn’t feel right when it hadn’t been fair. Guess I was just going to have to try to do it the hard way.

“Well, at least now I don’t have to introduce myself.” I gulped. “Although to be clear, it’s Nelly. Not Welly. Welly would be a terrible name.” I looked up at the clock. Four minutes and fifty-two seconds to fill. But what did I have?

“So…” I stared out. “Erm…” C’mon, brain, give me something! Anything?! “In Rome…” Oh no. I was going there. “Did you know…” Finn shot Marli a look. Not another over-emotional recounting of facts about Pompeii. “At one point only men could wear togas. Women’s ones were called stolas.” Silence. Except an oooooooooh from my dad. “And did you know”—why couldn’t I stop the historical facts?!—“they used to use powdered mouse brain to clean their teeth?” What was I doing?! This was meant to be comedy! Shout out to Pepe for yelling “fascinating,” though. “And there was a job…” Please, no. Don’t let me be about to say this. “That was getting paid to.” Nope. I couldn’t think of any other way to finish the sentence. “Pluck other people’s armpits.”

Yup, total silence. Jess K looked like she was smelling rotten eggs. I thought “a second” was a fixed unit of time, so why was each one taking two and a half minutes to tick down?!

Except… Wait. Was that a small laugh. I looked out into the crowd.

Yes! Jake was smiling. He was actually enjoying this.

“And fun fact. Platypuses… sss.” What was the plural of platypus?! “Don’t have nipples. So if you want to milk a platypus…” Confused faces. “You can’t.” I looked at the clock. Four whole minutes left. “In fact, that reminds me.” It didn’t but I wasn’t sure how else to switch subjects. “How many people in America do you think are called Donut?” I’d found out the other day when googling to see if our donut-eating times could be a world record.

Noseboy’s hand shot up “Two?”

“Great try, but no… TEN.” I knew I was losing Nacho Average Team votes by the second, but how could I fix it? “TEN PEOPLE ARE CALLED DONUT.”

This was awful. Worse than awful. I’d really wanted to show everyone I could be a brand-new me, but instead I was being my 100 percent normal embarrassing self. Maybe even worse! Jess K had her actual head in her hands.

I glanced over at Jas and Clara. Did they hate me for doing so badly for our team? There was no way anyone was going to vote for us after this, and it was all my fault.

But no… They were both grinning. In fact, Clara was mouthing “Go, Nelly!” and pumping her hands in the air and Jas was giving me a big wave from behind her camera.

And Dad was taking photos with a big, proud smile. Pepe and Noodles were grinning. Mrs. S, Patrick, Marli too. Noseboy, Finn. All of them rooting for me.

And that’s when I realized.

Maybe being the old me was just fine. Because without it, I wouldn’t have any of them. I wouldn’t have my best mates cheering for me even when I messed up. I wouldn’t have my family who drove for hours and hours to spend time with me and support me no matter what. Who loved me just as much on my bad days as my good. And I wouldn’t have my new friends like Marli and Noseboy, who’d hung out with me when no wishes were at work, giving me some of the best moments of this week.

The sneakers hadn’t made any of that happen. I had.

Maybe it was time to finally stop pretending I was someone I wasn’t and start embracing me instead.

Yup.

I suddenly knew exactly what I needed to do.

Forget winning. Seeing my best mates do well was better than any stupid photo. And if I didn’t have a talent to share, I knew someone who did. Someone who would love being on this stage. Someone who would definitely entertain everyone—even if I never lived it down. I looked at the piece of material I’d left folded up at the side of the stage.

I didn’t really know why I’d brought it, but I was so glad I had.

“Change of plan.” I walked over and grabbed it. “Would anyone mind if I invited someone up onstage?” There was a confused murmur, although I think a lot of people were still dealing with thoughts of milking a platypus. “They have NO idea this is about to happen, so you’re going to have to be kind to them.” Jess K looked up. But I needed more. “I’m going to need to hear a ‘heck, yeah.’ ” I held the microphone out. This time I got one. “Better! Everyone give it up for…” I unfurled the material in my hand, the gold of the M’s glinting in the light. “Mysterious Martin!” I grinned down. “Also known as… my dad!”

Dad’s mouth fell open. After five stunned blinks he pointed at his chest and mouthed, “Me?”

I nodded and held out his cape, the crowd cheering as he raced up onto the stage. Then slipped on the wet foamy floor. Then threw his arm up like it was all part of the act and clipped his cape on.

I don’t think many people had witnessed a sunburned man in flip-flops—complete with his prototype flip-socks—and bright pink narwhal swimming shorts swishing about in a huge purple cape before, but hey, if I could deal with a talking fish, they could deal with this.

“I don’t have anything with me!” Dad hissed as he flicked his cape in a big circle. But he didn’t look worried, or nervous—he looked excited. I reached my hand into my pocket and passed him the thing I’d hunted down earlier in case of emergency. His pack of cards.

“Will these do?” And as the crowd chanted Mysterious Martin, Mysterious Martin (most definitely started by Jake and Alfie), he planted a big kiss on my head.

“You star!” He turned to the audience without missing a beat. “Before you is Mysterious Martin! Magician by night! Hedge-cutter by day! And also some evenings too if the client is being difficult. Now for my first trick I’m going to need some volunteers.” He did another three-sixty spin, loving the attention. Hands shot up but I already knew exactly who we should use.

I pointed to the front row. “Two willing victims.” I reached forward to give them a hand onto the stage. “Everybody, give it up for Pepe and Noodles. Also known as… my grandparents!”

Pepe gave my hand an extra-hard squeeze. I couldn’t help but smile.

The crowd went wild as they shimmied up onstage together, hand in hand, lifting an arm to tell everyone to be quiet. Then be noisy. Then be quiet.

“And lastly…” My dad looked out into the crowd. “A glamorous assistant.”

But I knew exactly who it should be, and was relieved when his hand shot up. I leaned into the mic.

“Bear… come on up.”

I looked around the stage, at my family, and at my two best mates standing to the side, cheering and loving the mayhem. But someone was missing.

“Dad, I think we might need two.” I was going rogue and hoped he’d approve! “Everyone give it up for…” I drum-rolled on the microphone. “Everyone’s camp hero… Mrs. Wilson!”

Dad looked at me, confused. But I smiled. “You wanted a glamorous assistant, right?”

And I grinned.

Letting him know I knew. And it was all okay. In fact, now the initial shock had died down maybe I even kind of liked it.

I wasn’t sure if it was a very magician-y thing to do, but Dad gave me another massive hug, his eyes misting up. “What did I do to get a daughter like you?” his wobbly voice said into my hair.

“Oi.” I stepped back, making sure the microphone was away from my mouth. “Emotion later. AMAZING TRICK NOW.”

And with that, I jumped down offstage to watch Dad do his thing. I squeezed myself into the empty seat by Jake as Dad pulled coins from behind his ears, named Pepe’s and Noodles’s cards (Paul and Wendy), and even demonstrated his “amazing levitating” with a cry of “Abraca-dad-ra!” (which very much looked like him standing on his tiptoes, and definitely didn’t work, but that’s what made it so fun).

“Your dad is dope!” Jake said between laughs. “Imagine mine doing that?!” He creased forward as I looked at Patrick in his still-zipped coat and jeans politely clapping away. “In fact… please don’t!” I grinned. Jake was right. My dad was kind of a legend.

“He might get my vote, y’know.”

Wow! Big talk.

But Dad was having the time of his life, and we all knew that Jake’s and Alfie’s mates would just vote for their friends. Maybe winning didn’t matter that much after all. Maybe Jas and Clara and even my dad being so awesome up there was better than any picture I could get with Jess K.

In fact, I already couldn’t wait to celebrate with them at the party—then go back and tell Derek all about it.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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What were you meant to do with the most magical item—pair of items—that had ever existed? Lock them in a box? Put them in a museum? Who knew? But I was pretty sure jumping around on the beach to Harry Styles while wearing them wasn’t on the recommended “Guard Them with Your Life” list.

But I didn’t care. It was our last night at Camp Chaos, Marli and Finn had organized the biggest beach party yet, and in just over a day, a man/demon from Norwich was coming to get the sneakers back. These shoes deserved some fun.

“I still can’t believe it!” Clara said as we shimmied around the object we’d carefully put in the sand in the middle of our dancing circle. The Camp Chaos Talent Show Cup. After Dad had finished, I asked Ms. Badger if she could tell people that they could vote for Jas, Clara, and Dad as individuals. I didn’t want me to cost them votes, and even though they hadn’t been bothered about winning, Clara had won by a mile.

“Well, we can!” I said, shimmying my shoulders. Clara’s face when they read out the results had been the best thing I’d seen all week. And that included flamingos, a roller coaster–riding fish, chocolate taps, and Noseboy rocking an electric skateboard. Clara had already asked her family if me and Jas could come on the prize winner’s free holiday with her next year. I felt so, so lucky and already couldn’t wait to come back.

Jas raised her hand in the air and pointed down at Clara’s head. “Get in now for selfies! Limited time only!”

She chuckled as Clara buried her head in her hands. I couldn’t love Jas more. Or should I call her “Winner of Second Place, Jas”? She’d been really happy. Finn and Marli had come third and Dad had picked up “Most Memorable Performance.”

Jas and I had had a long chat when we were clearing up after the show. She was still upset about the house move and I’d hated having to tell her about running out of wishes, and my whole dilemma. But she’d given me a big hug and told me she understood why I hadn’t been able to use the final one to sort it out. Especially as so far all the wishes had done was make even more trouble. I’d also let her know about Jake and Alfie being as stressed as her about the move, which had come as a bit of a shock, and promised her I’d do whatever it took to fix things.

So tonight, instead of stressing about the move, Jas wanted to throw herself into enjoying her last night here. Not that I hadn’t already tried to fix things without wishes—earlier, after talking it through with Derek, I’d had a really honest chat with Mrs. S to explain how much we’d miss her if Jas moved away. I couldn’t tell if I’d made her mum cross with me for interfering, but I had to do it.

As if she knew I was thinking about her, Mrs. S started waving me over.

“So, can you tell me again how I share this with the family WhatsApp?” Mrs. S held out her phone. Ahh. She was trying to share the file she’d asked me to get. Jas’s video from the show. I grinned. I couldn’t wait to see Jas’s face when she saw the message that went with it.

    PRIYA: Couldn’t be prouder of my wonderful Jas! Can you believe she filmed and edited all of this! Not sure what I did to deserve such a [image: glowing star emoji] [image: glowing star emoji] [image: glowing star emoji] [image: Smiling Face with Hearts emoji]

I attached the file and she sent it immediately. Patrick instantly replied.

PAT: Such a talent!!

I looked over at Jas, her face lit up by the incoming messages. As she tapped at the screen, her smile grew and grew.

“She’s the best, right?” Mrs. S nodded in agreement. “Thank you so much for inviting us here. I’ve had THE most amazing time.” I looked at Clara side-stepping around the trophy. “How did I get to have such awesome best mates?”

Mrs. S smiled. “Well, Nelly, good people attract good people.”

I didn’t really know what she meant, so thought the best thing was to change the subject.

“Seeing them both onstage was epic.” I laughed. “Even if I kind of let the side down.”

Mrs. S tilted her head to one side. “What do you mean by that?”

I shrugged. “Oh, y’know. Just me slightly lacking in the talent department. Kind of the opposite of these two!” I smiled. I wasn’t moaning, more just appreciating the others.

Mrs. S put her hand on my arm.

“There is nothing lacking about you, young lady. And don’t you ever forget that.”

I nervous laughed. “Um, yes.” Mrs. S never had serious chats with me.

“I mean it.” She’d fixed her brown eyes right on me. “I saw you cheering Jasmine on. Every single day. Helping with her filming. Looking after her when her camera broke. Looking after Jake too. Working on Clara’s script with her. Helping Marli with her raft.” I had no idea she’d seen any of those things. “Gosh”—she looked over at my dad by the bonfire, trying to show Noseboy how to do the worm—“it was even you who made sure that Bear never got left out. Just like your dad—always there to help get a smile back on someone’s face.”

I gawped, slightly like Derek. I was not expecting that. But Mrs. S hadn’t finished.

“Don’t think I didn’t listen when you spoke to me earlier about how much you three would miss one another if we moved away.” Did that mean the decision hadn’t been made for good?! “You girls really do look out for one another. Although Nelly, sometimes instead of always cheering on other people, you should try doing it for yourself.”

And then, out of nowhere, she hugged me. A short, strong hug.

Wow. “Thanks, Mrs. S. I appreciate it.” And I really did. But Jas was dragging me back to dance to our favorite song. There was nothing better than leaping around on the sand with my best mates, but when I looked over to Mrs. S she was still smiling at me.

When the song finished, Clara quietly stepped out of the dancing group and sat on her own in the shadows. For Clar not to be smiling when Harry Styles was playing was worrying. I side-step-danced over. What was up? I even tried my flamingo dance to cheer her up—but nothing.

“You okay, Clar?” I sat down next to her and plonked down her winner’s cup. “Or should I say, CHAMPION OF THE WHOLE CAMP Clara Aneke?”

Clara shrugged. “Well, that’s the thing…” She paused as a cheer went up from Pepe and Noodles’s long-jump competition. “I don’t deserve it, do I?” She kicked some sand toward my feet. “Cos without those bad boys, I wouldn’t have stood a chance.”

Okay. I’d waited long enough to tell her.

“Oh, hey, Jas.” Clara shuffled along to make space for Jas. She must have noticed something was up too. “You arrived just in time for Nels to drop a bomb…” Clara thought she was joking. I knew she wasn’t.

“Clar, you will remember that I, Nelly Young, love you to bits and was just trying to do the right thing?”

“Enough of the build-up, Nel. Spit it out!”

Well, here went nothing.

“I… I didn’t use a wish to help you at the show.”

“You what?” Clara blurted the words out, her usual composure totally gone.

“I couldn’t. I’d run out. Long story.” Great. I was suddenly sweating. “Which is why I didn’t exactly say yes when you asked if I had.”

Clara’s eyes were super wide. “But you didn’t say no either!”

“But if I had, would you have gone onstage…?” Please don’t let Clara hate me. It had been SUCH a hard decision. “Honestly, I talked about it forever with Derek.”

“Who’s Derek?” Jas asked, looking as confused as Clara.

Ah. I’d forgotten I hadn’t yet told them about that little situation. “Erm, can we come back to that?” Right now I had to get Clara to understand why I’d done what I did. “Clar, I promise all I wanted was for you to go out there and show everyone how amazing you are.” Most of all herself. “And look!” I pointed at the cup. “You didn’t need a wish to do that. You smashed it! All on your own!”

Clara blinked. I felt like the world was on pause.

But after what felt like eternity… Clara grinned. “I guess maybe I did!”

Phew-EEEEE. I think I smiled even more than Clara.

“Can I join the winners’ circle?” Marli jogged over. She was clutching the Campmate of the Week shield that she’d bagged and was wearing the exact top I’d had on the night I’d wished for a new outfit. “Look at us cleaning up!” She put her shield down by Clara’s.

Jas wiggled her eyebrows, a grin on her face. “I’m sure the boys love it!”

But Marli smiled. “Well, after you guys were onstage, Jake and Alfie did tell all their friends not to vote for their mates but to vote for who really deserved it.” She threw her long ponytail from side to side in time with the music, as if she hadn’t just blown our minds. “So maybe they won’t be too mad?”

Wow. I looked at Jas and laughed. Maybe we really didn’t need magical sneakers for strange things to happen?! And as we walked over to dance with Finn, Jake, Alfie, and Elsa, I made sure I was next to Marli.

“Thanks for the invite, by the way. And sorry you’re having to witness that…” I nodded to where Noseboy was teaching Pepe, Noodles, my dad, and Mrs. Wilson the latest dance challenge. I wasn’t sure hips that old were meant to shake that much, but at least flames from the fire were only lighting them up every other second.

“Promise you won’t shout? Or… explode me?” Clara raised an eyebrow.

Marli laughed. “You’re kidding, right? I want to get in on it! My parents didn’t even stick around for the show. Something about going to an outdoor theater.” She shrugged and carried on dancing as if it were no big deal. Oof. Her parents hadn’t even bothered to see her perform? Maybe just because someone’s life looked amazing from the outside it didn’t always mean it felt like that on the inside.

“Well, I’m putting the full video of the show online tomorrow.” Jas tapped her camera. “I’ll send you the link. They can watch that. In fact, you should do the song as your senior presentation! That would be next level!”

“I guess I could ask Finn.” But then Marli exploded into a laugh. “Or…” And we all laughed. “Maybe not?!” But Marli hadn’t finished. “Is your film going up on your channel?”

Loads of people had been asking Jas where they could see her Camp Chaos: Uncut film.

“Good question.” Jas looked like she was weighing something up. “I guess the answer is kind of. Cos now I’ve hit ten thousand followers.” It had happened just after the show. “Well”—Jas refreshed PipPop—“eleven actually. I’ve decided to start a new channel, WhatJasSees. Start from scratch. A different vibe this time.” She laughed. “No people demanding daily videos. No shouty comments from a load of strangers. Just videos that I like. When I like.” Wow. That was so Jas. Prove she could hit ten thousand followers, just like she wanted. And then do it all over again. “And this time hopefully no being featured on the homepage.”

She winked at me. I’d had to tell her when I was coming clean about not having any wishes left earlier. The secret had been too much. But like the star she was, instead of being cross I’d accidentally used a wish to help her go viral, she told me she was flattered that I’d cared so much. And anyway, she figured the world seeing my flamingo dance had been karma enough. Which was just the idea I needed to celebrate her news and say a final sorry in my own way. Time for my first-ever public flamingo dance. Balancing on one leg, I started to hop around, my neck jutting about. Everyone cracked up. Then started to join in. Marli, Finn, Alfie, Jake, even Ms. Badger, Mrs. Wilson, and all our parents. And as Jas climbed up onto a rock, set her camera up, ran back, and yelled, “EVERYONE SAY FLAMINGOOOOOO,” I already knew one thing.

Yes, I looked a total banana. A flamingo-dancing banana.

But I didn’t care—because thanks to my friends, I’d had a week better than any I could have ever wished for.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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All eyes were on me. The hundred people in my year, plus Year Seven and Year Eleven. Not to mention the billion teachers that had appeared from nowhere. The presentations before me had all been really impressive.

I wiped my sweaty hands down my school skirt.

Lisa had shown pictures of her building a skate ramp in her garden. Max had designed and written a full comic. Sidney had shown selfies of them posing around the town but had used inspirational quotes with each one, so despite it being kind of low effort, they’d brainwashed me into thinking it was amazing. And Clara, well, she’d shown pictures of her experiment from start to big foamy finish. Her last photo had been one she’d added an hour ago. Her wearing her CAPTAIN badge. Before the registration bell had gone, Finn had handed in his Big Bang captaincy and had shown our chemistry teacher the video of Clara onstage. Then, as a total surprise, the new Big Bang captain had been announced in assembly. Clara didn’t flinch as she headed up onstage to collect it, and even gave a shout-out to everyone at Camp Chaos for making it happen.

Now, an hour later, here we were at our new senior school—and it was my turn to make my first impression.

Ten photos and three minutes to show my new schoolmates who Nelly Young really was.

I picked up the clicker and looked out to the left side of the hall where the rest of my year was sitting, searching for familiar faces to help power me on.

And there they were.

Clara giving me a thumbs-up, Jas mouthing “Go girl, go girl,” and the person next to her grinning as they moved their neck in a mini flamingo dance. I couldn’t help but smile right back. Jake had actually turned out to be quite funny. Especially after we started to realize all the weirdness with Jas had just been because that’s how he and Alfie functioned—making everything a competition. It wasn’t Jas they were trying to beat—it was everyone. (We should have guessed earlier in the week when Alfie challenged me to a Pop-Tart-eating competition.) Jas had had a heart-to-heart with them on the journey back, and the three of them had figured out that maybe they had more in common than they thought. They were all just as nervous about what being in a new family would mean—but all up for finding out.

So when they got back, both families had a big chat. Jas, Alfie, Jake, Patrick, and Mrs. S—and the plan of moving into Jas’s house was back on—but not for at least another year when they might all be ready. And in the meantime, Jake was coming to the Year Seven taster day with us.

“Miss Young? When you’re ready?” Mr. Chen waved his hanky.

Oh yes.

Terrifying presentation.

I was still here.

Well, here went nothing.

The plan had been to pick the coolest, most glam photos from the week. Of us winning the camp championship, posing at sunset, or having a selfie with Jess K after she came to congratulate Clara and Jas.

“I’m Nelly Young.”

But the truth was, those bits hadn’t been my best bits. Not at all. In fact, I hadn’t even bothered with a photo with Jess Khan—Clara and Jas deserved it for winning. Not me. And anyway, we’d all been shocked by how unfriendly she’d been in real life. Dad had even decided to stop watching What’s That Smell?

“Before we start, be warned. Things like this happen to me.”

Photo One: Us on the roller coaster, Noseboy being sick on me.

A laugh went up. But after thinking long and hard, especially after my chat with Mrs. S, I’d figured… why pretend to be someone I’m not? Why not just love the person I am instead?

I’d got Dad to ask Mrs. Wilson if Noseboy, sorry, Bear, was okay with me showing this photo, but he’d said it would be “legendary.” So I thought I’d tell a different story instead. The real story of my spring break.

“I normally spend my spring breaks doing this.”

Photo of me tidying my room, as taken by Dad.

My room looked a state, even though I’d chosen one from after an hour’s tidy. I might be embracing my authentic self, but even I had my limits (although, if you looked carefully you could see John Lennon Hedge peeping up in the background).

“But on Saturday morning we found out one of my awesome best friends, Jas, aka WhatJasSees, like and subscribe,” I said it so quickly it was almost one word, “managed to get us a place here… Rizzzzolt!”

Photo of Clara, Jas, and me posing it up at the Camp Chaos entrance sign.

“Camp Chaos. An adventure camp in Cornwall. And yes, I’m wearing squirrel slippers. But if you’d had to endure a five-hour journey with my dad singing Coldplay, you’d need all the comfort wear you could find too.” I grinned as people laughed. “We found out there was going to be a talent show at the end of the week, so Jas, Clara—our other best friend and Big Bang captain who you just met—and I decided to enter. But there was one problem. I didn’t have a talent. So we started trying new things out—some things we were great at!”

Photo of Clara, Jas, and me on our surfboards, whooping as we caught a wave in the sunshine.

“Honestly. This photo doesn’t even do it justice! Although not everything worked out as planned…”

I gulped as I shared the next one, a photo montage.

Me face-planting on the beach. Me looking deranged as I bit into a donut. The three of us Smurf blue as we celebrated finishing the raft competition.

“In case anyone is thinking of trying kitesurfing…” I paused. “Don’t. Although maybe I just have issues with gravity in general…”

One of the photos Jas had taken of me upside down on Fire.

“In between all the beach parties and barbecues, and…” I stopped. “Yes, yes… I know it’s a hard life, but I swear this isn’t normal for me.” Another laugh. “Anyway, I’m running out of time. So, let’s just say, we worked hard on coming up with an idea…”

Photo of the three of us in our room, working on ideas for the talent show. I’d made sure Derek was in the background.

“And Jas and Clara blew everyone away…”

Me cheering on Jas as her name came up on the credits of her film. Me cheering on Clara as the foam went everywhere.

“And I really, really wanted to win. But this happened…”

Me standing onstage grimacing as I talked about Romans.

“Although I’m sure you’ll all be fascinated to know that instead of adhesive bandages, Romans used to use cobwebs. Because adhesive bandages hadn’t been invented yet. But I guess spiders had.”

I heard someone say “Not more Roman facts.” I think that person was Finn. He had a point. “ANYWAY, ANYWAY, I didn’t win. But I did have the most epic spring break ever thanks to my best friends… And to the awesome new friends we made along the way.” I looked at Marli.

Photo of the whole gang at the final beach party—Jas, Clara, Marli, Finn, Jake, Alfie, Bear, Dad, Mrs. Wilson, everyone—and in the center was me, doing the biggest, best impression of a flamingo I could.

“So, erm, yes, that’s it. That’s me. Nelly Young. And yes, yes, I’m aware that I’m over my limit, so I’ll leave you with this. Take it away, Clive…”

Picture of Clive styled to channel Harry Styles sitting in Dad’s armchair.

It had taken me hours to do yesterday, but I needed something to distract me from potentially having my soul disintegrated by a man/demon from Norwich. Who had then postponed his visit to tonight!

I did an unplanned curtsey. “I am here for all your dog-styling requests.”

And as Years Seven and Eleven laughed, and I admired Clive’s excessively long tongue, I stood and wondered.

Maybe this was the exact start to my new school life I should have wished for. Maybe even better—because they were getting to know the real me. And just in time too, because as soon as the end-of-day bell went, I was heading back to potentially be devoured by a magical demon.



“So…” Clara rolled over on her bed. “Tell us ev-er-y-thing. Leave no detail unturned!”

I’d come straight from the demon encounter to Clara’s for a sleepover. In honor of our surfing, the plan tonight—if I survived—was to watch this scary old film Jaws, which was about a shark rampage.

“Take one of these.” Jas was on Clara’s bed, sitting cross-legged. She held out some Pringles. “Then tell us. EVERYTHING. Although can I be the first to say we’re very glad you haven’t been banished to a life of infernal damnation?” She scrunched her face. “Or turned into dust, or whatever it is that demons do.”

“I’m pretty stoked too.” I crunched a chip. I had been quite worried I might be disintegrated, but what with the presentation, it had been downgraded to second place in the list of today’s stresses. “But I can report that the demon was…” I took a dramatic breath. “A man called Simon. From Norwich. And he didn’t seem to be a warlock.”

I thought back to the small person in beige trousers and a tucked-in shirt who had come to our door. “Or any kind of demon really. He seemed more like… well, a Simon from Norwich.”

“And…” Clara jabbed me in the ribs. “What about the sneakers?”

“Well, I answered the door. With Dad, of course. Who had the suitcases out ready, and, like we planned, I said, ‘Oh, you’ve come a long way. I bet you WISHED we lived nearer. Is there anything you’d WISH for right now?’ Maybe not that subtle in retrospect.”

“And Simon said?” Clara jumped in. I clearly wasn’t getting to the point quick enough.

“ ‘A tea, two sugars.’ ” I shrugged. “That was it! And I swear I really wiggled my eyebrows, but he just asked if I had something in my eye. And then told us he’d come all this way because he’d ‘left his Tesco club card’ ”—I did air quotes with my fingers—“in the front pocket of the ‘eight-wheel soft-shell case that was a real bargain.’ ”

Jas and Clara looked as confused as I had felt.

I nodded. “I know! And he didn’t want us to post it as he loves a good day out in his car.”

So, he wasn’t after your sneakers?” Jas said in semi-shock.

“Or your soul?” Clara said, equally astounded.

I took the opportunity to crunch through a triple Pringle stack. “Nope. Just a nice stop at the services on the M5 and some points on his shopping.”

“So have you still got them?” Jas asked. It was a good question, because as hard as I’d tried, I couldn’t make my sneakers grant any more wishes or get any stars back on the laces.

“We dropped them off at a charity shop. Dad didn’t mind cos Marli had given me one of the pairs she got sent that were too big for her, and he found a Tom Jones commemorative mug for ten pence, so was made up.” I grinned as I thought back to what had happened when the assistant had put the sneakers on the shelf. I was sure I’d seen the laces sparkle, which is why I’d quickly scribbled a note and stuffed it inside.


To whoever wears these. Look after them and they will look after you.

And please don’t rush into any decisions about raisins.

Best wishes,

Xx



“Well, if you’re asking me, I think it’s a great decision.” Derek swished his tail. With no more wishes, there had been one thing I hadn’t been able to put back to how it was. Derek. And when I’d asked Clara if she wanted to be the proud owner of a talking fish, she’d been even happier than when she was exploding foam. “Although could you please reconsider the film? Jaws? Is this really the time and place?”

And as Jas threw a cushion in his direction, and Clara told him to stop complaining as he might spot a relative, I flopped back on Clara’s bed and laughed.

Life as Nelly Young was never going to be normal—and I wouldn’t wish for it any other way.
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