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Petal Pop.

Melon Twist.

Berry Crush.

Dusting three hundred and forty-eight bottles of nail polish is a lot harder than it looks. I know because I work in my mum’s beauty salon – Kitty’s Beauty Parlour.

See that word in the middle? It’s Beauty, with a capital B.

Beauty is my family’s specialty. At least, it is for my mum and sister, who can plait a fishtail braid and paint a manicure with sparkly tips in less than a minute. Probably with their eyes closed. I’ve never been good at beauty treatments. Which is why I was dusting three hundred and forty-eight bottles of nail polish on that sunny Monday morning, four crazy weeks ago. I’d just finished the pink bottles and was moving onto the silvers and, as usual, my older sister, Faye, was bossing me around.

‘Lily, can you dust any slower? Move it.’ Faye snatched the bottle of Stardust Silver out of my hands and returned it to the shelf. ‘Now, have you scrubbed out the wax pot like I asked?’

‘Scrubbed and dried and ready for waxing,’ I sighed, fiddling with my feather duster.

‘Swept up the toenail clippings?’

‘Most of them were yours, but sure, all done.’

Faye swished her shiny brown hair over her shoulder like she was in a shampoo commercial. ‘How about refilling the spray tan machine?’

I held up my brown-stained hands as proof.

This was our usual morning routine: I cleaned. Faye told me what to do.

When my sister turned sixteen, Mum gave her an official job in the salon and a purple apron with Beauty Assistant embroidered on the pocket in curly gold letters. I’d only just turned twelve, so I didn’t have an official job or an apron, but Mum kept telling me I’d get one as soon as I mastered the art of cutting hair and painting nails. The only problem? I’ve always been hopeless at both. Painting toenails is way too fiddly and I have zero patience for cutting hair (why not just snip off the ponytail and get it over with?) So most of the time it was just me and my best friend the feather duster.

I threw the horrid thing onto the salon desk and slid onto the stool behind the cash register.

‘Any morning appointments?’ asked Faye, wandering over to the door and turning the shop sign to OPEN. She stared hopefully out the window like there was an imaginary queue of people waiting to come in.

‘Uh, nope. Just another quiet day,’ I said, checking the appointment book.

‘Quiet?’ Faye leaned her forehead against the glass. ‘More like dead.’

I hate it when my sister’s right, but yeah – she was right. For the past few years, this fancy beauty clinic chain called BeautyGlow had been opening shops all over town, and gradually stealing our customers. Things got even worse when they opened at the local mall. Ever since then, we’d been losing customers faster than water gurgling down a drain. It probably didn’t help that our salon was kind of old and crumbly – in a good way. I mean sure, the old purple wallpaper was curling off in places, and the giant mirror lined with light bulbs was a bit misty, and the black-and-white chequered floor was more scuffed than stylish. But I loved every little bit of that salon.

Faye and I literally grew up there.

If you looked carefully, you could still see the green pen marks on the wall near the washbasin, where Dad used to track our height and show customers how much we’d grown. My marks stopped at age six. Oh, and if you ran your hand over the corner of the salon desk, you’d feel a little dent from the time I slammed into it playing hide-and-seek with Faye. That was back when we had fun in the salon. Before Faye got her apron and I started washing wax pots.

I flipped open my green notebook and drew an apron next to my latest secret formula: co-co-crazy deodorant. I’d mixed it up the night before out of coconut oil, shea butter and cinnamon. It made me smell like a tropical muesli bar, but I’d invented the recipe all on my own, which was the best feeling.

I really love making things.

Not things you can eat, but things you can use.

Like the salt and seaweed body scrub I mixed up for Mother’s Day (that made the bathroom smell like fish). Or the honey and garlic pimple cream I gave Faye (which she fed to the cat). Secretly, I was hoping one day my inventions would be good enough to sell in the salon. But so far, the cat was my only fan.

‘Are you going to school like that?’ asked Faye, using her I’m-an-official-beauty-assistant voice.

‘Like what?’ I flicked a page over and scribbled down some new ideas.

Mint-chocolate-chip foot cream? Marshmallow and egg-white bubble bath? Peanut butter and apple-cider-vinegar hairspray!

I underlined that last one. Brilliant.

‘Lily, seriously, look at yourself.’ Faye prodded a sparkly orange nail at my shoulder. ‘You’re a mess.’

I checked the salon mirror. My curly red hair was sticking out at crazy angles and there was a streak of pink guck on my school T-shirt. I’d tried making toothpaste the day before out of baking soda and mashed strawberries, but it tasted like a mooshy mouthful of chalk.

‘Honestly, sometimes I wonder if we’re even related.’ Faye pulled a bottle of Mango Blossom Miracle Hairspray out of her apron pocket and spritzed it at my head.

I sneezed.

The one good thing about cleaning the salon was that it gave me time to read the backs of all our jars and bottles, so I knew for a fact that most beauty products had weird ingredients in them. Like Stardust Silver nail polish – guess what? Made out of crushed fish scales. And the green face cream that Faye slopped on her face at night? It had snail slime in it. Actual snail slime.

So I was pretty sure Faye’s Mango Blossom Miracle Hairspray didn’t contain any mango blossoms. Or miracles. ‘I like my hair the way it is.’ I sneezed again.

‘This rat’s nest? Trust me, this isn’t hair, it’s a freaky, frizzy nightmare.’

I winced as Faye smothered me in another cloud of hairspray and scrunched and tugged on my curls until they hung in a stiff army of red spirals.

‘See? So much better.’ My sister squinted at my face. ‘Now, how about some cheek shimmer?’

Please, not the cheek shimmer.

Mum’s voice drifted out of the back office. ‘Girls, school starts in ten minutes!’

I let out a little puff of relief. It’s not that I hated makeup. It’s just that I’d been getting Faye’s ‘makeovers’ since I was a baby, when she figured out she could cut my hair with craft scissors and colour in my eyebrows with orange texta. After twelve years of being Faye’s makeup guinea pig, I preferred making gloop, not wearing it.

‘I have to stick on my eyelashes, so do something useful and dust the shampoo shelf,’ ordered Faye, untying her apron and hanging it on a wall hook.

‘More cleaning?’ I groaned. ‘Come on, can’t I do something else?’

‘No, you can’t.’ My sister swished through the beaded curtain that led up to our apartment. ‘You literally can’t do a single thing around here, remember?’ she shouted. ‘So get dusting, and whatever you do, don’t touch anything.’

Urgh. I shook my head – hard – until my curls popped back into their old frizzy mess. Next, I slipped on Faye’s purple apron and snuck a look in the mirror. It was too big, but the gold letters sparkled perfectly in the morning sun.

Beauty Assistant.

I wondered, if I ever got an apron, what mine would say. Expert toenail sweeper? Wax pot scrubber?

Something throbbed inside me, like an old bruise, but I ignored it and went over to the shampoo shelf. My cat, Crunch, was draped around a bottle of shampoo, catching some morning rays. Mum doesn’t like Crunch lounging on the shelves, but I let him because he’s almost as useless in the salon as I am.

‘Hey, buddy,’ I mumbled, dusting around him.

Crunch meowed and rubbed his furry white chin against the last bottle of French Orange and Organic Coconut Shampoo. It was Mum’s favourite. She imported it all the way from France, but when we started losing customers she had to stop ordering stock, so there was only one bottle left. You could tell it was expensive because it was big and twinkly with a pretty label.

‘Lily? Sweetie? I hope you have a clean shirt on!’ shouted Mum through the wall.

‘Yeah, Mum!’ I shouted back. Clean enough.

Same thing for the shampoo shelf. Clean enough. I was about to move on to the makeup shelf when I saw a flash of blue feathers outside the shop. Crunch saw it too: a girl was walking past with a blue budgerigar on her head. The new girl at school who was always drawing.

Ivy.

She must have sensed that a giant white cat was staring at her, because she paused mid-step and waved at us through the window. The budgie on her head squawked. Crunch growled. And then everything kind of … exploded.

With a hiss, Crunch launched himself at the window, knocking the bottle of French Orange and Organic Coconut Shampoo off the shelf behind him. For half a second, both Crunch and the shampoo bottle hovered in mid-air, before gravity decided to change my life. Forever.

Thunk – Crunch hit the window and fell in a grumpy heap on the floor.

Smash – the shampoo bottle hit the ground so hard, the lid cracked and flew off like a Champagne cork.

And then there was the worst sound of all – a wet glug glug glug as a gloopy stream of very expensive shampoo flowed across the salon floor.

My insides went squishy with panic. Ivy and her budgie had disappeared, and Crunch was sniffing at the shampoo river like none of this was his dumb furry fault.

‘Lily? What was that?’

Mum.

‘Nothing! Absolutely totally nothing!’ I shouted, setting the bottle upright. Too late. All the shampoo was dripping down the floor drain and I could just imagine the look of disappointment on Mum’s face when she found out what had happened.

Faye’s words flashed through my head.

You’re a mess, Lily.

You can’t do a single thing around here, Lily.

Don’t touch anything, Lily.

I had to do something, but what? The only thing I could do was make stuff.

Which gave me a brilliant idea.

Frantically, I grabbed the empty bottle and thumped up the stairs to the apartment. The bathroom door was closed, with Faye singing off-key on the other side, so I veered into the kitchen and flung open the pantry cupboards. My fingers started to tingle. Lots of ingredients stared back at me, but I went straight for the coconut milk. Boom. I cracked open three cans and glugged the fragrant white liquid straight into the bottle.

Next? Dishwashing detergent – ten squirts to be exact – and a good shake. The key to making beauty products is to find the perfect balance of texture and fragrance. Or at least that’s what I’d read online. And this was looking good, but it still didn’t smell right – I just needed one last ingredient. Something orange-y.

My eyes skimmed over the kitchen window. Nothing out there but dirt, weeds and the mulberry tree. And something else … the neighbour’s orange tree dangling over the wall at the end of our backyard.

Bingo.
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The cool morning air whipped against my face as I slid down the fire-escape ladder at the back of the apartment and thudded into the weeds below, praying that Mum would stay buried in paperwork for a few more minutes.

I sprinted towards the high stone wall that ran across the back of our garden. Peeking through the leaves of our giant mulberry tree was a single orange, as smooth and shiny as a plastic ball. For half a second I wondered if old Rosa would mind me taking it. Rosa lived behind us, and even though I’d never met her, I knew she had some sort of huge garden.

So maybe one little orange wouldn’t hurt.

I stood on tiptoe and plucked the orange. The air was still, but I could have sworn the jagged, tooth-like leaves of the tree shivered.

Weird, I thought. What kind of tree shivers?
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Two minutes later, I’d squeezed every last drop out of that orange, and Mum’s bottle of French Orange and Organic Coconut Shampoo looked (and smelt) exactly the same. And when I put it back on the shelf and wiped all the gloop off the floor, I swear, it was like nothing had happened. I even whipped off Faye’s apron seconds before she and Mum walked in.

‘Salon’s all clean,’ I panted.

‘And you’re still a mess,’ said Faye, pointing at my frizz.

Mum just licked her thumb and wiped the toothpaste off my shirt. ‘Keep being you, Lily.’ She gave me a wink, then said what she always says. ‘Girls, today is going to be a beautiful day.’

‘For some of us,’ said Faye, flapping her eyelashes at me.

I snuck a look at the bottle of orange shampoo twinkling on the shelf behind them. It was beautiful – except for the big silver bubble rippling through it.

That was odd. But at least it was full again.

And anyway, I had other things on my mind. Like the black braid with the purple ribbon that was floating past the salon window.

Violet!
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‘Vi, wait up!’ I ran down the street after my best friend while trying to scrape my hair into a ponytail.

Violet had her head buried in her phone. I don’t have a phone yet. I was supposed to get one when I turned twelve, but with business being so bad, Mum wanted to wait until Christmas. That was if things got better by then.

I stumbled into my usual place next to Violet and she looked up with a dazed expression.

‘Oh hi, Lil,’ she smiled. Her lips were covered in shiny purple lip balm that matched her ribbon and the sweep of purple shimmer on her eyelids. This was a new look for Violet. My sister would have loved it, but it gave me a strange, unfamiliar feeling, like walking into a room where all the furniture’s been moved around.

‘Um, nice purple … makeup … stuff.’ I gave up on my ponytail. ‘You realise you just walked past the salon, right?’ Normally Violet waited for me, but she’d been forgetting to for the past few days. Violet can be dreamy like that. If she were a beauty product in our salon she’d be the lavender hand cream: soft and sweet, with the occasional air bubble.

‘Sorry, I was just re-watching my latest Berry Bomb lip balm video.’ Violet held up her phone. ‘Have you seen it yet?’

I tried not to roll my eyes.

Another makeup video.

During the school holidays, Violet went to drama camp and came back with a friendship bracelet from Zoe Von Hammer and a bag full of makeup. That’s when Violet and Zoe started filming makeup videos together. I’d tried watching a couple, but I always got a stomach-ache halfway through, when Zoe would dab Champagne Shimmer eye shadow or Raspberry Ripple lip balm on Violet’s face and they’d fall over each other laughing.

Makeup videos are the worst.

‘Here, try some. Zoe gave it to me.’ Violet held out the pot of lip balm and I reluctantly smeared some on. It tasted too sweet, like fake-grape bubblegum. And the consistency was way too thick. I’d never made lip balm, but I was pretty sure I could come up with something better than that. I wiped my mouth on my T-shirt when Violet wasn’t looking.

‘Soooo, do you know what today is?’ I asked as we rounded the corner towards school.

‘Um, remind me?’

‘Invention-competition team selection, nerd!’ I nudged Violet, but she just did a half-smile, and I wasn’t sure if it was for me or the phone screen.

‘This year, it’s going to be you and me again, I can feel it,’ I said.

‘All right, but can we not make that foot-odour spray again?’ Violet wrinkled her nose. ‘We should make something pretty this year, like a super-amazing lip balm. Trust me, people love lip balm. My video already has over two hundred views.’

Now it was my turn to wrinkle my nose. Every year Mr Lee holds the school invention competition for the senior years, and first prize is a silver trophy. It’s always been my favourite event, and right then, my head was sparkling with invention ideas – none of which involved lip balm.

Still, I pulled out my notebook and scribbled super-amazing lip balm??? under my other ideas, just to please Violet. Then I yanked a brown paper bag from my backpack. ‘My latest invention. Just for you.’

‘No way!’ Violet stopped in her tracks. ‘I just hit two hundred and fifty views.’

I sighed and shoved the bag at her again. ‘Vi? I made you some lavender and chai-tea bath-bubble bars last night.’

‘Oh.’ It took a few seconds for Violet to look up from the screen. ‘You didn’t add tea leaves again, did you? Last time they clogged my tub.’

‘Um.’ I hesitated, thinking about the lumps of tea leaves wedged in the bubble bars. ‘I’m still working on that.’

Violet checked her phone again.

‘But there are bubblegum balls inside them, too,’ I added quickly.

‘Really?’ Violet blinked, and finally put the phone in her pocket. ‘I love bubblegum.’

I felt like saying I know, because I know everything about Violet. We’d been friends since year two, when Violet got superglue in her hair and her dad brought her into the salon for an emergency treatment. After that, she kept coming over. We even had a special spot under the salon desk where Violet would read our star signs and I’d steal gumballs from the customer lolly jar, then we’d stick the chewed-up wads under the desk when Faye yelled at us. After four years, the bottom of that desk looked like the surface of the moon.

Anyway, I thought it would be like that forever. But then Mr Lee messed it all up with his team list. Here’s what went down. Violet and I walked into science class that morning, and Mr Lee was standing at the lab whiteboard writing:

FERN HILL PRIMARY INVENTION COMPETITION WHAT ’S YOUR BIG IDEA?!

A giddy-pukey feeling ran through me and I went to grab Violet’s hand, but she was waving at someone at the back of the lab.

Zoe Von Hammer.

Zoe was sitting in a patch of sun like she’d ordered it to shine only on her. Sunlight bounced off her long white-blonde hair and sparkled across the web of chokers around her neck. She practically glowed. Even her silver-framed glasses twinkled in perfect harmony with her metallic ankle boots.

She wiggled her silver nails at Violet and gave me an evil smirk, and I decided right there that if Zoe were a product in our salon, she’d be the nail polish remover. Silver, slippery and super poisonous.

Violet headed towards her like a magnet, and I knew what was coming next.

‘Violet, you have to sit with me!’ Zoe patted the lab stool next to her. ‘I have this new face-glitter that will go perfectly with your eyes.’

Face-glitter fact: it’s made from millions of pieces of plastic that get washed down the drain and make turtles sad. That’s why I never use glitter in my beauty products. But I didn’t say that. Instead, I watched Violet drift away.

There were two spare seats left.

One was next to Ivy. She didn’t have a blue budgie on her head anymore, but she did have a green pen in her mouth. Ivy had started at our school a few weeks earlier. I’d never talked to her because she mostly kept to herself, either doodling in her books during class, or spending lunchtimes alone in the art room. Her dark brown hair was always a tangly mess, and every day she wore a different pair of earrings. That day, they were spiky green cactuses.

I checked the lab table next to Ivy. It was scattered with glittery pens and scrunched-up balls of paper, so I kept moving and reluctantly slumped into the only other spare seat, at the back of the lab – next to Zoe. She was blabbing to Violet about ‘lip balm’ and ‘likes’ and it made my brain hurt.

‘Listen up, budding brainiacs!’ shouted Mr Lee at the front of class. ‘I have a challenge for you!’

Someone in the back row groaned, but my fingers started to tingle.

‘In seven days you’ll be competing for the What’s Your Big Idea invention trophy,’ continued Mr Lee, ‘and this year, you must work in pairs to make something better!’

‘Like a rocket belt?’ shouted Ewan, a few desks over.

‘Not exactly, Ewan. More like a dog collar that lights up at night, or a better way to bake cookies. Find a problem, then think of a way to make it better –’

‘Sir?’ interrupted Zoe. ‘Is first prize just that old silver trophy again? Because I’ve already won it twice.’

Zoe reached behind me and tugged painfully on my curls. Here’s the thing about Zoe: she isn’t just pretty, she’s super smart. Last year, her makeup-eraser stick beat my foot-odour spray. The year before that, her glow-in-the-dark hair-glitter got top honours – not my cherry-chocolate bad-breath drops.

I was pretty sure she had a lab at her mother’s salon, BeautyGlow. That was the beauty clinic at the mall that was taking all our customers. Mum and I scouted it out when it opened and, just like Zoe, it was all shiny surfaces … glistening white tiles, tinkly chandeliers and leather chairs full of people getting primped and plucked. It made our place look like a hole in the wall.

I yanked my hair away from Zoe and kept my eyes on Mr Lee.

‘I’m glad you mentioned the prize, Zoe,’ he was saying, ‘because this year Mina and Mai from The Lab Girls will be helping me judge the competition.’

What?

I forgot about Zoe and sat up rod-straight. Everyone else was freaking out too and Mr Lee had to clap his hands to get us all quiet again.

‘As you probably know, Mina and Mai started out making science videos online, which led to their very own TV show,’ he explained. ‘But what you probably don’t know is that they were students here a long time ago.’

‘No way,’ I whispered.

‘That’s right, people – the Lab Girls sat in this very classroom, and now they want to find the next young inventor to follow in their footsteps.’

I gazed around the lab, trying to imagine the TV stars sitting on our wobbly old stools. But Zoe was more interested in the prize, because she shouted, ‘Does this mean we get on TV, sir?’

Mr Lee nodded. ‘A logical deduction, Zoe. The team that makes the most useful invention will win the trophy and a guest appearance on The Lab Girls TV show. So make your inventions big, bold and brilliant!’ With each word, Mr Lee banged his fist on the desk, and with each bang, my heart leapt.

This was big. Really big.

The Lab Girls has this segment called DO IT YOURSELF!! where Mina and Mai show you how to invent things from bits and pieces around your house. I used to watch it with my dad in the salon when I was little, before he got sick. That’s one of the few things I remember about Dad – sitting at the salon desk, watching his big hands turning castor oil into bug spray, or toilet paper rolls into bird feeders.

I think he loved The Lab Girls as much as I do.

I had to get on that show.

‘What are the teams, sir?’ demanded Zoe.

My throat tensed up.

Lily and Violet. Violet and Lily.

Mr Lee checked the team list. ‘Violet Tanaka …’

I crossed my fingers under the desk.

‘… and Zoe Von Hammer. You’re the first team.’

Nooooooo! Not Zoe!

Beside me, Zoe let out an annoying high-pitched squeal and Violet gave me a sympathetic ‘I’m sorry’ face. This was bad, bad, bad. Now the two of them would be spending even more time together, and Zoe would sink her perfectly manicured nails into my best friend for good.

I panicked, wondering if I could ask Mr Lee for a redraw, but now he was calling out my name.

‘Lily Green.’ He peered over his glasses at me. ‘Lily, your partner is Ivy Rodríguez.’

Ivy?

As Mr Lee read out the rest of the teams, Ivy turned and smiled at me. Her teeth were stained green from her leaky pen and her cactus earrings swung back and forth, jabbing their green spikes through her dark hair.

Ivy.

All I knew about her was that she liked drawing and walking around the neighbourhood with a budgie on her head. She was a bit different. And definitely not Violet. Not even close.

As if reading my thoughts, Zoe elbowed me in the ribs. ‘Hey Green, good luck with New Girl,’ she said with a voice full of poison. ‘You inventing another bad-breath cure this year? Because, just a hint, you might want to work on a miracle body spray instead. You smell like a rotten pineapple.’ She sniffed and I instantly regretted wearing my homemade deodorant. Maybe I had to work on my formula.

‘Zoe, leave her alone, you don’t mean that.’ Violet pulled Zoe away from me. ‘Lily, she didn’t mean that. You’ll be brilliant.’

But Zoe’s grey eyes said it all. She meant it, all right.

I sank lower in my chair, and as the class exploded into excited chatter, I read the words on the whiteboard over and over until they became a blur.

WHAT ’S YOUR BIG IDEA?

I had lots of ideas. My green notebook was full of them. But would any of them be big enough to beat Zoe?
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Violet didn’t walk home with me that afternoon. Instead, she went to Zoe’s house to film a face-glitter video.

I definitely was not going to watch that video.

Or maybe I’d just watch it once.

For Violet, I thought. And to see if Zoe gets glitter in her eyes.

I trudged home a few metres behind Ivy. She kept flicking a pen around her fingers, and her sneakers and school bag were covered in drawings. We hadn’t spoken all day, but I’d tried writing some invention ideas in my notebook. The problem was, whenever I wrote spray-on licorice shower jelly? or donut-flavoured toothpaste? I remembered Zoe’s smirk and crossed them out.

The more I thought about it, the more it felt like everyone around me was getting good at something. Like Faye with her Beauty Assistant job, and Violet with her makeup videos. Even Bella and Saanvi had started a year-six baking club. But there I was, still mixing up bowls of beauty products that no-one wanted to use.

It hadn’t always been like that. I was seven when Faye lost Mum’s favourite Cherry-Cha-Cha lipstick, and gave me five dollars to make a replacement. It was actually pretty easy (melted beeswax candles, coconut oil, beetroot juice) and Faye loved it because it got her out of trouble.

After that, I tried making other things. Like the time I put mud and flower petals into empty tea bags, and sold my herbal mud bath-bags to customers. Everyone thought that was adorable, and the best part? I made twenty whole dollars out of it.

But that was cute when I was seven. Not twelve. I couldn’t put mud in a tea bag and call it beautiful anymore. If I wanted to be taken seriously, I had to make something that was genuinely good – something people would actually want to use.

Not things that clog the tub and smell like rotten pineapple, I told myself.

Annoyed, I kicked at a stone. It bounced along the path towards Ivy, narrowly missing her sneakers as she made a sudden turn through a gate up ahead. Her house was shut off by a high stone wall, but when I slowed down at the gate and swished aside a tangle of vines, I stopped in surprise. Beyond the metal bars was a small brick house, and behind that, far off in the distance, was the back of my apartment and our little kitchen window. Which meant Ivy lived right behind me – with old Rosa.

Great, now we’re neighbours too, I thought, watching Ivy walk down a stone path edged with bright red roses. She opened the front door and disappeared, but my eyes hovered over the roses. The red petals were covered in brilliant white polka dots.

Polka-dot roses?

The shivering orange tree flashed through my head and I swiped the vines back into place. It had to be my imagination. As far as I knew, there was no such thing as polka-dot roses, and trees did not shiver. Still, I started running and didn’t stop until I skidded into our tree-lined street and saw the salon.

I felt the day melting away, and smiled proudly at our little shop. It was bright purple, with a purple-and-white striped awning and a line of twinkly glass bottles in the window. From far away, it looked like a beautiful purple jewellery box. It was only when you got closer that you saw the peeling paint, and the holes in the awning, and the faded gold letters on the big front window that were supposed to say Kitty’s Beauty Parlour, but looked more like Kit … B … a … t … P … ur.

Kit Bat Pur. Sounds like a weird pet shop.

I chuckled to myself and reached for the salon door, but it tinkled open, and a man with slick hair and a tight suit stepped out. He brushed past without a word, slipping straight into a black car that was parked nearby. As the car purred away down the street, I wondered if we’d had a new customer.

Maybe things are looking up, I thought, walking into the empty salon. Mum was banging around in the back office, so I stood there sniffing the air. The man had left behind a cloud of cologne that made my nose prickle.

Licorice, grapefruit, musk.

I didn’t like it. Musk is this perfume ingredient that’s made from the secretion of male musk deers who use it to mark their territory, which is just, eww. I coughed my way through the cologne cloud and picked up a golden business card that was propped against the cash register. It said:

SYLVESTER SEBOLD
TURNING BRICKS INTO GOLD!

Scrawled underneath were the words See you next Monday.

I dropped the card back on the desk.

How do you turn bricks into gold? The salon seemed to shrug back at me. I decided not to think about it and instead turned on the little TV behind the desk. The Lab Girls was on, and Mina and Mai had just finished making a lava lamp out of oil and food colouring. They both smiled at the camera – right at me.

‘That’s it for today,’ said Mina, dusting off her overalls. ‘But remember, you’re only one idea away from making something wonderful.’

‘So what are you waiting for?’ laughed Mai. ‘Get inventing!!’

My fingers tingled a little. I was only one invention away from getting on that show. Me, on TV, with the Lab Girls! Now all I needed was some inspiration. Instinctively, I pulled my green notebook out of my bag, opened it to the first page, and ran my hand over the faded drawings.

The notebook was my dad’s. He was a hairdresser, like Mum – they started the salon together – but Dad also invented things in his spare time. He wrote down all of his invention ideas in the notebook, so the first ten pages were filled with funny scribbly drawings, like a pair of gloves with scrubbers on the fingers (probably for washing people’s hair). And a big fan-looking thing, with a picture of the sun (solar-powered manicure fan?). The rest of the drawings were crossed out, with arrows and random words written next to them (Not working! Start again. Think BIGGER).

I was six when Dad died, so I only remember glimpses of him. His curly red hair. The green pen that was always behind his ear. The two of us shouting out invention ideas as we watched The Lab Girls. But that’s where the memories stop, like a movie that only plays the first scene, then blacks out. I guess that’s why I kept Dad’s old notebook. It makes me believe he’s still around, plus it’s perfect for writing all of my own secret ideas.

The salon door tinkled and I slammed my notebook shut. It was Faye, wearing bright red lipstick and a denim jacket over her school uniform. As always, she switched the TV to The Bold and the Beautiful, then opened the appointment book.

‘Anything?’ she peered at Monday’s page. There was just one appointment.

‘Mrs Dougall, as usual.’ I made sure Faye wasn’t looking, and snuck a gumball out of the customer lolly jar. Those gumballs used to go really fast, but the jar had been full for months. Thank goodness Mrs Dougall still came every Monday for a wash, set and pedicure. She was our most loyal customer.

‘So, that makes a grand daily earning of …’ Faye started counting on her fingers.

‘Ninety dollars and fifty cents,’ I said through a mouthful of gum.

‘Is that it?’ Faye flicked through more pages. ‘Miss Sparrow’s coming in for her regular manicure on Wednesday, but that’s only two customers for the whole week. Two customers.’ Faye slid the book away. ‘This is worse than I thought.’

We looked at each other and I knew we were thinking the same thing. The salon had always been full of customers when we were little, but ever since we lost Dad, it had started to wilt like a faded flower. Half the light bulbs around the mirror weren’t working, the chairs were rusty, and the once-vibrant purple wallpaper was a sad shade of lavender. Mum might be the makeover queen, but she hadn’t changed a single thing about our salon in years.

‘We really need to make Kitty’s beautiful again,’ said Faye, peeling off a piece of wallpaper and letting it fall between her fingers.

‘We could get some paint.’

‘I was thinking more like getting customers, Lily.’ Faye put on her apron just as Mum wandered out from the back office.

‘Did someone say customers?’ Mum asked hopefully. Her hair was pulled back into a neat bun and her gold hoop earrings matched the embroidery on her salon apron. But there were also dark circles under her eyes that I hadn’t noticed before.

‘Mum, we need to talk about the salon,’ said Faye matter-of-factly. ‘We’re down five customers from last week. Which was twelve short from the week before that. I’m not exactly a maths brain, but even I know those numbers are bad for business. We have to do something, now.’

Mum’s face fell a bit, but she snapped it back into her usual smile. I could tell she was trying to think positive thoughts. Mum does that a lot. Our fridge is covered with self-help quotes written on Post-it Notes.

‘There’s always a solution to every problem,’ said Mum brightly. ‘The trick is finding the right one.’ Her eyes fell on the golden business card on the desk, and she slid it into her pocket.

‘Well, we have a big purple problem, right here,’ replied Faye, waving her hand around the shop.

I half choked on my gum, then spat it in the bin. ‘Hey, don’t talk about Kitty’s like that.’

‘Lily, wake up and smell the nail polish remover,’ snapped Faye. ‘In case you haven’t noticed, beauty salons don’t look like this anymore. They look shiny and modern, like BeautyGlow. I went past there today –’

‘You did?’ Mum looked hurt.

‘For research,’ said Faye. ‘And they had customers. Lines of them. And everything’s white, and the walls are lined with incredible beauty products like Pearl-Dust Face Masks and Pink-Peppercorn Perfume.’

‘Which is probably made from the lining of whale stomachs,’ I said. ‘A lot of perfume is.’

‘Whatever.’ Faye gave me a withering look. ‘The point is, we’re falling behind. Look around, our shop sign says Kit Bat Pur, half the shelves are empty, and we don’t even have a website.’

‘Oh sweetie, I don’t have time to run a website,’ said Mum, rearranging some pots of face cream on a shelf to fill in the gaps.

‘Then let me do it.’ My sister’s voice started rising. ‘Let me start a website so we can at least promote ourselves and take online bookings. Let me make this place better, because face it, Mum, if we don’t start doing things differently, BeautyGlow’s going to put us out of business for good!’

We all fell silent. Faye was always arguing with Mum, but this time my sister looked scared, which made me scared. If the salon closed, where would we live?

‘Is everything going to be OK?’ I asked.

A wrinkle sprang up between Mum’s eyebrows, then it was gone. ‘Of course it is.’ She slipped her hands around our shoulders, forming a tight triangle. ‘A problem is just an opportunity to make things better.’

‘Dad always said that,’ sulked Faye.

‘He did?’ I felt a pinch of jealousy. My sister remembered so much more about Dad.

‘Yeah.’ Faye nodded. ‘But even Dad wouldn’t be able to solve this problem. What we really need is a beauty miracle.’

A beauty miracle? I shivered, and Mum pulled us closer together.

‘Hey, who are we?’ she asked.

Faye and I stayed silent.

‘Come on,’ urged Mum. ‘Who are we?’

‘We’re the Green Girls,’ we mumbled in unison.

‘And what do we do?’

‘We make the world a beautiful place.’

‘And how do we do that?’ insisted Mum.

Faye didn’t say anything, but I knew the answer. It’s basically our family motto. ‘We put the you in be-you-tiful.’

‘Exactly,’ beamed Mum. ‘And as long as we have each other, we’ll keep doing that.’ She hugged us even tighter just as the salon door tinkled and Mrs Dougall poked her head in.

‘Helloooo, Green Girls?’ she sang out.

We all put on our brightest smiles. That’s rule number one in a beauty salon: service with a smile.

‘Come in, Betsy.’ Mum bustled over to the washbasin. ‘Just the usual today?’

‘Yes please, Kitty.’ Mrs Dougall winked at me as she lowered herself into the chair. She’s in her seventies, and comes every week to get her blue-rinsed hair washed and set into tight little curls. ‘So, Lily dear, how’s the honey and garlic pimple cream going?’

‘Not bad, Mrs D.’ I gave her a thumbs-up. ‘The cat liked it.’

‘The cat likes dead rats, too,’ muttered Faye, shoving me aside to get to the nail polish shelf.

I slumped into my usual spot behind the desk. Mum was wetting Mrs D’s hair, and Faye was opening a bottle of Cotton Candy Pink polish, and as I watched them floating around in their purple aprons, I thought about what Faye had said.

We really need to make Kitty’s beautiful again.

But how? I wished there was a magic formula for getting customers back in the salon, but for once I was out of ideas. And even worse, Mum was reaching for the very last bottle of French Orange and Organic Coconut Shampoo, which meant she was only seconds away from washing poor Mrs D’s hair with coconut milk, dishwashing detergent and orange juice.

Please work please work please work, I prayed as the creamy orange goo slid out of the bottle and splatted onto Mrs D’s hair. The salon filled with the rich scent of oranges, and for a moment I thought maybe my homemade shampoo was OK.

Maybe, for the first time in my life, I’d made something, you know, good.

Then Mrs D’s hair started to glow.
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At first, it was just a glimmer, like a beam of golden sunshine dancing across Mrs D’s wet hair. Then it vanished.

‘How’s the water temperature, Betsy?’ asked Mum, scrubbing the shampoo into a foamy orange lather.

‘Heavenly,’ replied Mrs D. ‘Now, Lily, tell me what’s next on your big list of inventions.’

I blinked at her hair. Must have been a trick of the light.

‘Well, I’ve been thinking of a few things, Mrs D.’ I opened my notebook to my latest list. ‘I have this idea for a peanut butter and apple-cider-vinegar hairspray.’

Faye snorted and dabbed pink polish on Mrs D’s toenail. She also muttered, ‘Gross,’ but I ignored her.

‘It’s for removing tangles,’ I explained. ‘Peanut butter has natural oils in it, so it’s really good for breaking down knots. And the acid in the vinegar is good for hair.’

‘Excellent thinking.’ Mrs D tapped the side of her head, and the orange glow rippled through her hair again.

I opened my mouth to say something, but Faye got in first.

‘You have to be joking. Who would spray peanut butter and vinegar in their hair?’ She laughed. ‘I think that might be even worse than your seaweed body scrub.’

‘What was wrong with that?’

‘Nothing, darling,’ said Mum as she rinsed out Mrs D’s hair. ‘It was very creative. And the bathroom still smells faintly of, uh, the ocean. Very refreshing.’

Faye snorted again.

‘What else, Lily dear?’ asked Mrs D.

‘Oh, um.’ I stared hard at her hair. It looked fine. I’d just been breathing in too many nail polish fumes. I went back to my list of ideas. ‘I thought I could try an oatmeal and mint body cream? Mint makes your skin feel fresh and tingly, and oatmeal’s supposed to be really soothing.’

‘Yeah, if you like covering yourself in green porridge,’ mumbled my sister. ‘Honestly, Lily, everything you make is … how can I put this? Disgusting.’

Urgh, this always happens. Why do I even bother? I hugged my notebook to my chest. ‘Forget about it. They’re all bad ideas.’

‘No such thing as a bad idea,’ said Mrs D, wagging her finger at me. ‘The only way to get good at something is to keep trying.’

‘Well, I know I won’t be trying peanut butter in my hair, or rubbing mint leaves on my face, and neither will our customers,’ said Faye, screwing the lid back on the nail polish. ‘You think Mum got beautician of the year because she slopped porridge on people?’

I looked up at the dusty silver plaque on the wall above the nail polish shelf. Mum had won it twenty years ago at a beautician competition.

‘I guess not,’ I mumbled.

‘Exactly. The whole point of a beauty salon is to be beautiful,’ continued Faye, fanning Mrs D’s toes. ‘And your icky gloop is blurg, not beautiful, so keep your experiments where they belong. In the kitchen. Or even better, the bin.’

‘Faye, that’s enough.’ Mum gave my sister a warning look as she wrapped Mrs D’s hair in a towel and twisted it into a turban.

I could feel the heat rising in my face. ‘My inventions aren’t icky, Faye. Do you even know what’s in nail polish?’

Faye shrugged. ‘Nail polish, duh.’

‘Nitrocellulose, which is the same thing that makes bombs explode.’

She didn’t look impressed. Fine. Whatever. I had more where that came from.

‘And your red lipstick.’ I pointed at her mouth. ‘It’s made from squished cochineal insects. That’s what makes the red colour. Dead bugs.’

‘Not true.’ Faye looked queasy.

‘Is too.’

‘Is not.’

Faye poked her tongue out at me. I poked mine back.

‘Girls?’ whispered Mum.

Faye was now mouthing loser at me, and I wanted to kick a hole in the desk. Sometimes I just wished my sister would say one nice thing to me.

One nice thing.

‘Girls!’

We both swivelled our heads over to Mum. She had just pulled the towel off Mrs D’s head. But the old lady’s normally blue hair was glowing a soft, dreamy orange colour, and every single strand was standing up towards the ceiling as though Mrs D had put her finger in an electrical socket.

‘Mrs D?’ I whispered.

‘Mum, what did you do?!’ Faye jumped to her feet.

‘I didn’t do anything.’ Mum looked horrified. ‘It was just a shampoo and a towel dry.’

‘Oh dear,’ Mrs D prodded at her vertical, glowing orange hair. ‘Not my usual look, Kitty dear.’

‘No … I … what?’ While Mum struggled to speak, Faye picked up a section of Mrs D’s hair and dragged it sideways. It stuck there. Now Mrs D had a glowing, right-angle hairdo. Half sticking up to the ceiling, and half pointing out the door.

‘It must have been the shampoo,’ said Mum, looking at the bottle in disbelief.

My legs were turning numb with shock, but I forced myself to walk over and touch Mrs D’s hair. It felt spongy, like Play-Doh.

‘This is amazing!’ Faye started clapping. ‘Check it out.’ She separated Mrs D’s glowing orange hair into two handfuls, and wound the sections around her fingers. When she let go, two giant ringlets draped around Mrs D’s wrinkly cheeks.

‘Oh.’ Mrs D raised an eyebrow. ‘Slightly better, dear.’

I flashed Mum a look. She was sniffing the open shampoo bottle.

‘Wait, wait, let’s try something else.’ Faye was getting excited, gathering up all of Mrs D’s hair and expertly sweeping it into an orange beehive. Not a single strand wafted down, and Mrs D looked pleased.

‘I’ve never seen anything like it!’ shrieked Faye, jumping up and down. ‘It’s like, it’s like …’

‘It’s like glue shampoo,’ I said slowly. My hands trembled as I touched Mrs D’s gluey hair again, trying to figure out how it had happened. ‘It must have been the coconut milk,’ I whispered to myself. ‘Or the dishwashing detergent.’

‘The what?’ asked Faye.

I froze.

‘Lily?’ Mum’s face darkened. ‘What did you do to my beautiful French shampoo?’

I felt the room shrink. ‘I had a little, um, accident with the bottle this morning. So I topped it up with a few ingredients …’

Mum’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Like dishwashing detergent?’

‘And coconut milk?’ added Faye.

‘And a bit of orange juice.’ I hung my head, wishing I could disappear. ‘I’m sorry, Mum. Crunch knocked over the bottle and I was just trying to make things better.’

Silence stretched around me, and I got ready for it: another lecture from my sister, another disappointed headshake from Mum, and no purple apron – ever. But weirdly, Faye started laughing as she took the shampoo bottle off Mum, and I could see a plan forming in her head like a bubble on a bar of soap.

‘This is it,’ said Faye, her green eyes twinkling. ‘This is how we make Kitty’s beautiful again.’

‘Forget about it,’ said Mum. ‘No-one wants to wash their hair with dishwashing detergent.’

‘Well actually, Kitty, I do.’ Mrs D winked at me in the mirror and patted her glowing beehive. ‘It’s unusual, but I think your daughter has come up with quite the brilliant beauty invention.’

Brilliant beauty invention?

‘And the customer’s always right,’ said Faye, pointing at Mrs D. ‘Right?’

Mum frowned, but I could feel the tips of my fingers starting to tingle.

‘Think about it, Mum, this is exactly what we need to get customers back into Kitty’s,’ said Faye excitedly. ‘BeautyGlow has Lava-Rock Hand Cream and six hundred shades of nail polish, and what do we have?’

Mum gazed around our shabby salon and the edges of her eyes creased.

‘Exactly,’ said Faye. ‘But now we have something to put us back on the beauty map.’ She held up the bottle and the orange goo sparkled in the sunshine. ‘No clips, no hairspray, just a big bottle of beauty magic that holds hair perfectly in place. People will go crazy for it. And the best part is we can make this ourselves, right, Lily?’

My sister turned to me, waiting for an answer. The truth was, I had no idea what was going on with that shampoo, or if I could even make it again, but the way everyone was looking at me made me want to try.

‘I guess so,’ I said.

While Faye jumped on the spot, Mum touched my chin and gently steered my face towards her. ‘Lily,’ she said, frowning, ‘there isn’t anything … strange in the shampoo, is there?’

The memory of the orange tree niggled at me, but I heard myself say, ‘Nope.’ I wondered if that was a lie. I don’t like lying. Why didn’t I just tell her about the orange?

Because it came from a shivering tree.

‘Guys, who cares what’s in it!’ shouted Faye from the basin, where she was sticking her head under the tap and pouring shampoo on her hair. ‘For once Lily’s made something that’s not disgusting. And I have the perfect name for it.’

There was a pause as Faye lathered her hair into a mountain of orange foam. Then she pointed at her head. ‘Everyone, say hello to Glue Goo Shampoo!’
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That night, I sat on my bed with the window open. The sweet smell of flowers floated in on the cool breeze, and I imagined the scent curling up from Rosa’s garden, creeping over the back wall like wisps of invisible smoke.

I took a deep breath and went back to writing in my notebook. I’d started a new page called Glue Goo Shampoo, and so far I’d listed the three things I’d put in it:

3 cans of coconut milk
10 squirts of dishwashing detergent
1 orange

My pen hovered over the word orange. It made zero sense. I once tried making perfume out of jasmine petals, almond oil and a squeeze of orange juice, but all it did was give me a rash. This was different. This was …

‘Perfect!’ Faye stood back from the bedroom mirror and admired her Glue Goo hair. She’d experimented for hours, and her latest style was a horn-shaped spike out the top of her forehead and ringlets down her back. She looked like a unicorn, but at least the orange glow had faded. After Faye washed out the shampoo, we’d discovered that only wet hair glowed, and dry hair was just plain gluey.

‘Heads up, Lil. I think we’re ready.’ Faye threw her phone at me, then riffled through all the cosmetics on her dressing table. Our apartment is teeny, so we have to share a bedroom, and Faye’s side is all pink: pink bed, pink fluffy cushions, pink wardrobe overflowing with clothes, and a pink dressing table covered in hair straighteners, hair curlers, perfume, makeup and nail polish. My side is less pretty and more dirty, with mounds of rumpled clothes, half-eaten bowls of cereal and a stack of abandoned experiments rotting away under my bed.

I picked up Faye’s phone. ‘What are we getting ready for again?’

‘Promotional video.’ Faye dabbed some shimmer on her cheeks and glanced at a book on her bed called Be the Boss: How to Run a Business and Rule the World! ‘According to Be the Boss, promotion is essential for every business. Which means we need to tell everyone about Glue Goo. Now.’

I went back to my shampoo ingredient list. Three ingredients had somehow turned my homemade shampoo into glowing hair-glue. It made me feel excited and nervous at the same time. It also got me thinking about the Lab Girls, and how they’re always saying good scientists test their inventions first.

‘Can we wait a bit?’ I suggested. ‘I should figure out how this goop works before we start rubbing it in people’s hair.’

‘Are you serious?’ Faye tilted her head at me, and her horn wobbled. ‘Lily, do you want to get customers into Kitty’s or not?’

I nodded. Of course I did. That was all I wanted for Mum.

‘Then we need to do this, now.’ Faye straightened her pink leopard-print nightie. ‘Hit record.’

I hesitated. ‘Are you sure this is a good idea?’

‘Lily, this shampoo is the only good idea you’ve ever had. Hit record.’

My finger hovered over the red button on the phone. I’d just made something that people might pay for. Something that would help Mum and the salon. The thought was so unbelievable it made me feel dizzy.

I pressed record and Faye posed for the camera.

‘Hey everyone, big news from Kitty’s Beauty Parlour!’ She waved a hand around her head as if she were a game show host. ‘The Green Girls have just developed a styling shampoo that is going to change. Your. Life. No filter. All real. You can go from unicorn’ – Faye unravelled her horn and re-styled it into a slick ponytail that popped out from the top of her head – ‘to pony!’

I smothered a laugh. Her hair was staying perfectly in place, without a hair tie or anything.

‘Book your appointment for tomorrow,’ continued Faye, pouting at the camera. ‘Because Glue Goo will run out like that.’ She snapped her fingers and I stopped recording.

‘Did I look amazing?’ Faye replayed the video. ‘Amazing! Look at my hair, and my cheekbones. My friends are going to love this!’ She tapped at the screen, and within seconds, she’d sent it to everyone she knew.

The thought of that video slipping out into the world made me feel a bit sick, and I flopped back onto my bed. As always, Faye spritzed my side of the room with a can of Lilac and Vanilla Body Spray, then snapped off the light.

There was a gentle rattling as the light switch activated a wire on the ceiling and the mobiles over our beds started whirring to life. We’re about a decade too old to have baby mobiles, but Dad made them when we were little and we’ve never taken them down. Faye has purple flowers, and I have green. Dad invented this mechanism so that when the light goes off, the flowers start glowing and floating around in a circle all night without any batteries or anything. It’s kind of genius.

Mum once told me that Dad really liked gardening and it was his idea to call me Lily. But I could never figure out why, because here’s what I knew about lilies:

1. They’re funeral flowers.

2. They make people sneeze.

3. They’re toxic enough to kill a cat.

He should have just called me Daisy, I thought, watching the glowing green flowers rotating slowly over my head. For the millionth time I wondered what Dad was thinking about when he made it. Did he know that green would be my favourite colour? Did he know those twelve glowing flowers would keep me company every night when my brain was whirring and I couldn’t sleep? Did he ever wonder who I’d be?

‘Hey Lil?’ My sister’s voice made me jump.

‘Yeah.’

‘Want me to do your hair tomorrow?’ She sounded nicer than usual.

‘Er, no thanks.’

‘How about a bit of eye shadow? I saw a mermaid-inspired makeup video today and I want to try it out on someone.’

‘Nope, all good,’ I mumbled into the blankets.

There was a long silence. Faye’s bed squeaked as she turned over. ‘By the way, nice work today.’

I held my breath. ‘Do you really think so?’

‘I know so. This shampoo could change everything for us.’

Change everything? Faye’s words filled my chest with something warm and golden.

‘It’s pretty impressive stuff,’ she sniffed. ‘You know … for you.’

I couldn’t help but smile.

‘There’s just one problem.’

‘What?’

‘We only have one bottle. So get your laundry detergent and coconut juice and orange whatevers on standby, because you’ll need to make more soon.’

More? My smile faded, and as the minutes ticked by and Faye’s breathing eventually turned into snores, questions started circling in my head.

What if I can’t make more? What if it was just a lucky fluke? What if I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing?

I swished my curtains aside. The moonlight tumbled through the window onto my open notebook, illuminating the three shampoo ingredients. One of them must have turned my shampoo into hair glue. But which one?

There was no way I could sleep, so I yanked on my slippers, snapped on my clip-on toe-lights (another Dad invention) and padded out to the kitchen. Mum was in bed, which meant I had to be extra quiet as I picked through the recycling. When I found the empty coconut milk cans I gave them a sniff. Stinky, but normal. Same with the dishwashing detergent.

That just left the orange.

It only took a few seconds to scale down the fire escape, and soon I was scrambling up our giant mulberry tree, with my slipper lights guiding the way. I pulled myself high up into the branches until I got to the top of the back wall. Being extra careful not to slip, I crept out onto the ledge and pushed through the mulberry leaves until I reached the dark outline of the orange tree poking up from Rosa’s side. It was dead still. A sliver of moonlight illuminated the spiky leaves, but no matter how hard I stared into those gnarly old branches, I couldn’t see any oranges growing on Rosa’s tree.

It’s Ivy’s tree too, I reminded myself.

I shook the thought away and reached for my slipper lights, thinking I could search the tree for more oranges. But a strange sound drifted up from the other side of the wall and I froze. It sounded like muttering. I switched off my lights and peeked through the leaves into the garden.

It was a huge wilderness, and something about it twinkled and rustled. I leaned out further, trying to get a better look in the darkness. Directly below, the ground glowed with tiny pinpricks of purple light, and dark plants crouched like sleeping animals. In the distance, water bubbled. Then I heard the muttering again – and it was coming closer.

I held my breath, wondering if it might be Ivy, but suddenly there was a rustle and the outline of a hunched woman appeared in the weak moonlight. She had a braid coiled on top of her head, and she was mumbling non-stop, like she was talking to … the plants?

I gripped the wall in fright, but something tickled my hand, and when I looked down, a vine was slithering one of its dark tendrils towards me and curling itself around my finger.

I yelped, flicking the horrible thing away and grabbing the orange tree to steady myself. Big mistake. The tree started shaking and shivering, and the old woman snapped her head up in my direction. My heart exploded with panic as I leapt off the wall and sprinted through the weeds, a deep shiver running through me the whole way back to my bedroom.

Either my eyes were playing tricks on me, or there was something very strange growing in that garden.
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Eventually I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I knew, the morning sunshine was burning my eyes and Faye was shouting at me from downstairs because I was late for salon set-up. I slumped out into the kitchen, made myself some tea and toast, and swept the breadcrumbs down the kit-chute – that’s the tube in the kitchen bench that funnels scraps down to Crunch’s food bowl. Dad invention.

While I ate, I gave the fridge a once-over. As always, it was covered in yellow Post-it Notes. Mum’s positive thoughts of the week. There was a new one above the freezer handle: When life gives you lemons, make lemonade!!

I liked that. Although if life gave me lemons, I’d make a lemon juice and mashed-banana face mask for Mum. Or a lemon and olive-oil anti-dandruff shampoo for Faye. I was wondering if I should add that to the Post-it Note when Mum poked her head out of the bathroom.

‘Morning, sleepyhead. How’s my little shampoo inventor?’

‘Inventor?’ I thought I was hearing things until I remembered the Glue Goo and it all came rushing back: Faye’s hair, the orange tree, the vine wrapping around my finger. I gulped down the rest of my tea and told myself the vine must have been a trick of the moonlight. ‘Did you really like the shampoo, Mum? Honestly?’

‘I’m still not crazy about the dishwashing detergent.’ Mum thoughtfully screwed a heel into the sole of her purple ballet flat. ‘But I do love that you were being creative and trying to help. Your father did the same thing, you know. Tinkered, experimented, tried to make things better any way he could.’

‘Like those?’ I pointed at Mum’s screw-in high heels – another Dad invention – and we both giggled.

‘Your dad would be proud of you, Lily. But remember, it’s just one bottle of shampoo.’ Mum glanced at the calendar on the wall, which had a star beside next Monday.

The day of the invention competition.

‘Let’s not get too excited, understand?’ said Mum.

‘I’ll try, but you know what Faye’s like with a new beauty product.’

‘Oh, that reminds me.’ Mum held up a bottle of purple nail polish. ‘I found Violet’s favourite shade – Purple Rain. Tell her I’ll do her nails next time she’s in?’

I dumped the rest of my toast in Crunch’s bowl and headed for the stairs. ‘Violet’s been kind of busy lately.’

Mum gave me a long look. ‘Hey, I love you!’ she called out behind me. ‘And remember …’

‘Today’s going to be a beautiful day!’ I shouted back.

Mum’s laugh followed me down into the salon, where the clock was ticking over to eight-thirty and, right on cue, Violet walked past the window. I waved, but her face was glued to her phone.

I wondered if I should run after her.

‘Morning, frizzball.’ A frothy mountain of Ocean Mist Curl-Defining Mousse landed on my head, and before I knew it, Faye was scrunching my curls and Violet was gone and I was getting another morning makeover. I looked like I had cream pie in my hair, and Faye had Glue-Gooed hers into a giant bun with squiggles cascading around her ears. She looked like a jellyfish. But still, I felt a little splash of pride because, jellyfish or not, she was using my shampoo.

‘Nice hair.’ I winced as my sister yanked my head backwards.

‘Big day, got to look our beautiful best.’ Faye kept scrunching. ‘Scarlet, Zara and half my class messaged me. They’re coming over for a Glue Goo treatment after school. I told you that video would work and, as always, I was right.’

I craned my neck sideways to check the appointment book. There were twelve appointments lined up back-to-back all afternoon.

Twelve appointments! I couldn’t remember the last time we’d had so many customers in one day. I did the calculations: twelve wash/styles at sixty dollars each equalled … seven hundred and twenty dollars?

I wobbled with happiness, then coughed. Something smelt bad, and it wasn’t just the Ocean Mist mousse. It was musk.

While Faye droned on and on about my dirty sneakers and wrinkled shirt, I sniffed the air. Definitely musk. And there was a thin stack of papers hanging through the mail slot in the salon door, with a golden business card and a handwritten note clipped to the front.

I tugged my hair free and grabbed the papers.

‘What’s that?’ Faye put down the mousse.

I read the note out loud.

Dear Kitty,

As discussed, I have an anonymous buyer who is very keen to purchase your apartment 	and salon. Please sign the attached contract by Monday so we can proceed with the 	sale of Kitty’s Beauty Parlour. Sincerely, Sylvester Sebold
 
Turning Bricks into Gold!

The sale of Kitty’s Beauty Parlour?

I read the words over and over, but they kept adding up to the same terrible thing. ‘Mum’s selling the apartment.’ I swallowed hard. ‘And the salon.’

‘Impossible.’ Faye snatched the papers off me. They made a soft fluttering sound in her shaking hands as she read the note. ‘This has to be a mistake. Mum would have told us if she was selling. She would have told us, right?’ Faye glared at me like this was my fault.

I shrank back. All I could think about was the star on the calendar upstairs. Mum was planning on signing these papers on Monday. She was going to give our whole life away in less than a week.

‘I can’t believe she’s doing this!’ Faye’s disbelief was turning into anger. Even the blush on her cheeks was getting brighter, like little red stop signs. ‘I tell her all of my amazing business ideas, but do you think she listens? No. She just throws away the family business, without even telling us.’

‘It’s not just our business, Faye. It’s our home too.’ I slumped into a chair and stared at Dad’s old height chart near the washbasin. All I could think about were the pen marks etched into the wallpaper, and the word Lily written next to the last little line. Can you take a piece of wall with you when you move? Or would someone just paint over it like Dad never existed?

My chest was hurting. I breathed in, then out. The hurt wouldn’t go away.

‘This salon was supposed to be ours one day, Lily.’ Faye’s voice droned back into focus. ‘I was born to run this business. And Be the Boss says you should never give up on your business dreams.’

I watched Faye’s face. She was getting that look. The same scary look she gets when she’s about to give me a makeover.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked.

‘I am being the boss.’ My sister threw the papers in the washbasin, tipped an entire bottle of nail polish remover on them, then took a box of matches off the shelf.

‘No,’ I whispered.

‘Yes.’ Faye lit the match and tossed it into the basin. The papers burst into flames, throwing a bright orange glow across her determined face. ‘Nice try, Mr Sebold,’ she said as the flames died and she washed the ashes down the sink. ‘But the Green Girls aren’t selling.’

Oh, boy. I could hear Mum clacking around upstairs in her screw-in heels. ‘What do we do now?’

‘We commence Operation Beauty Miracle.’

‘Operation … what?’

‘Keep up, Lily. We can hold off this real-estate agent for a bit longer, but he’ll be back, which means we have exactly’ – she counted on her fingers – ‘six days to get customers back in here and convince Mum not to sell.’

‘Six days?’

Faye nodded. ‘Six days to make Kitty’s beautiful again.’

It sounded impossible. ‘How do we do that?’

‘Like I said, Operation Beauty Miracle.’

‘Meaning?’

‘Customers in seats and money in the till. It’s Be the Boss business basics.’

I frowned. Why hadn’t Mum told us things were so bad? Couldn’t we just try harder to make things better? But then I remembered the dark circles under her eyes, and all the Post-it Notes on the fridge, and the endless hours she spent in the back office, and I realised Mum was just trying to protect us from all of this. She was barely keeping things together, but she still managed to smile and say that today would be a beautiful day. That was so Mum, and it just made everything hurt more.

I should have helped more in the salon, I thought. I should have learnt how to paint a stupid manicure.

‘Lily, are you listening?’ asked Faye.

‘Yes. Listening. Operation Beauty Miracle.’ I blinked. Don’t cry don’t cry don’t cry. ‘But I’m twelve, you’re sixteen – there’s nothing we can do.’

‘Not true. When you want something, you have to make it happen. Now, think about it, one bottle of Glue Goo got us twelve appointments, correct?’

‘Correct.’

‘So imagine if we had ten bottles. Or a hundred. Or a thousand.’

‘A thousand?’ I squeaked.

‘You get the idea.’ Faye rested her hands on my shoulders. They felt heavy and important. And for once she wasn’t messing with my hair or forcing me to clean the salon. She was looking right at me. ‘Lily, I don’t care how you do it, but you have to make more of that shampoo. TODAY.’
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More shampoo. Today.

But how? I walked to school in a daze, thinking it over until my head hurt. I knew I could get more coconut milk at the corner store. And we had a two-litre bottle of dishwashing detergent under the kitchen sink. But the orange juice? I kept thinking about that shivering orange tree. Something told me Glue Goo’s secret ingredient wasn’t in a can or a bottle – it had to be the orange.

Which meant one thing: I needed to get into that garden to find more oranges.

Easier said than done, I thought with a shudder. I definitely didn’t want to climb that wall to search Rosa’s tree again. And taking things without asking didn’t feel right.

So find another way, I told myself.

I turned the corner, deep in thought. Up ahead, Ivy was walking to school with the blue budgie on her head. The bird squawked, and the beginnings of an idea started to sparkle inside me.

Another way.

It might work … I just hoped Ivy liked shampoo.
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I waited until the last class of the day – art class. Luckily I got a seat right next to Ivy, but we couldn’t talk straight away because Miss Birchgrove was in a bad mood and made everyone draw a vase of half-dead tulips while she read a romance novel behind her desk.

I snuck a look at Ivy. She was doing a really good sketch with her glitter pens. That day, she was wearing a stack of green bracelets and rainbow parrot earrings with little green tassels. Her hair was even crazier than mine, with a huge knot sticking out over her right ear.

Faye would go into a makeover meltdown if she saw Ivy.

‘Um, Ivy?’ I whispered. ‘I think I might have an idea for the invention competition.’

Ivy looked up in surprise and her earrings made a soft tinkle. ‘Are you talking to me?’ She checked over her shoulder like there was someone behind her.

‘Er, yes, we’re partners for the comp, remember?’ I said.

Ivy blinked her huge brown eyes. They were the colour of Chocolate Pop nail polish. ‘Sorry. Automatic new-girl reaction. Not many people talk to me.’

She smiled and flicked her eyes to the other side of the table, where Bella, Saanvi and Zoe were busy gossiping. Violet was sitting with them too. She was next to Zoe (again), and staring at her phone (as usual), and she even had dabs of silver eye shadow on the outer edges of her eyes – exactly like Zoe.

I felt a tight squeeze in my chest, but ignored it. I had to stay focused.

I turned back to Ivy and opened my green notebook. ‘Like I said, I have this idea –’

‘Wait, it’s not a robot, is it?’ Ivy looked worried. ‘Robots are scary.’

‘Nope, no robots. I was thinking more like …’ I tapped the Glue Goo recipe. ‘Shampoo.’

‘Shampoo?’

‘Sure, I made it yesterday, but it’s sort of, um, special.’ I knew how dumb that sounded, and I guess Zoe knew it too, because she laughed.

‘Shampoo? Pur-lease.’ Zoe leaned over to get a look at my notebook and I slammed it shut. ‘Take my advice, Green – boring old shampoo won’t cut it for the comp,’ she sneered.

‘I think it’s a good idea,’ shrugged Ivy.

‘Yeah, if you want to lose.’ Zoe smugly pushed her glasses up her nose. ‘Violet and I are working on something that’s going to blow your shampoo to bits.’

‘We are?’ Violet looked up from her phone. We weren’t supposed to use phones in class, but Violet had hers under the table.

‘Yes. We are.’ Zoe shot Violet a look that could have cut through metal. ‘We’re totally going to get on TV with the Lab Girls. Unlike pukey peppermint over here.’

I had a horrible memory of last Christmas. Instead of bringing in candy canes, I made peppermint-gingerbread perfume sticks for my class. But it was such a hot day, they melted in everyone’s pockets, and we all ended up with giant peppermint-oil stains on our butts.

Of course Zoe showed up the next day with thirty bottles of frangipani perfume in perfect glass bottles tied with perfect silver ribbons.

Zoe always wins. Always.

‘Anyway, as I was saying …’ Zoe turned back to the other girls like Ivy and I didn’t exist. ‘I’ve been helping Mother develop this new expanding hair mousse at BeautyGlow. It’s got silver pufferfish venom in it, so when you add water, it makes your hair expand to ten times its size.’

Ivy made a face at me and muttered, ‘Hair that’s ten times bigger? I think Zoe’s head is big enough already.’

A laugh slipped out of me, and Miss Birchgrove gave us a warning look. Ivy and I went back to our drawings.

‘Oh, you know what else your mum should make?’ Violet said to Zoe.

My ears perked up.

‘A fun new shade of lip balm! That would make a great video with serious user appeal.’ (User appeal?) ‘Getting views is all about original high-quality content.’ (Original what?)

Violet and Zoe nodded in unison and I pressed my pencil down so hard the tip snapped. What was Violet doing? In the five years she’d spent hanging out under the salon desk with me, she was never interested in makeup. Or dumb videos. Sure, one time we melted crayons into empty lipstick tubes and tricked Faye into thinking it was real lipstick. And occasionally Mum would paint Violet’s nails purple. The rest of the time we just watched the salon TV and chewed through the customer gumballs so we could add to our fossilised gum collection.

But ever since drama camp, it was all makeup and videos, and for a horrible second I wondered if Violet liked Zoe because she had a nicer salon and better beauty products than Kitty’s.

Violet wouldn’t be that shallow, I told myself. Would she?

‘No. Way.’ Violet checked her phone.

Bella and Saanvi leaned in to get a look.

‘Un. Real!’ hissed Saanvi.

‘What? Show me.’ Zoe snatched the phone off Violet and everyone went quiet.

Probably another stupid makeup video, I thought, drawing a wonky petal. Ivy had finished her drawing. She was seriously good. She’d done shadows and everything.

‘It’s a fake,’ said Zoe.

‘No, it’s real,’ said Violet. ‘It’s like glue for your hair.’

I froze.

The shampoo video.

‘I’m telling you, it’s a scam.’ Zoe held the phone up to her face, then tossed it back to Violet. ‘Makes sense.’

‘What?’ asked Bella.

‘It’s Faye Green. She’s a total airhead, there’s no way she could have made that. It’s probably a filter or CGI.’

The other girls nodded, and that made my face heat up. Sure, my sister’s annoying, but she’s not an airhead. Or a liar.

‘Actually, I made it.’ I said it quietly, unsure of how the words would come out. Most of the time when I made things, people would get this worried look, like I might ask them to try it. But not this time. Violet, Bella, Saanvi and even Ivy were all staring at me, wide-eyed.

‘You made this?’ asked Violet. ‘Lily, it’s brilliant! See, Zoe? I told you Lil was great at making things.’

She did? I am?

‘Thanks.’ My voice caught in my throat.

‘I want to try it,’ cut in Bella.

‘Me too. How did you do it?’ asked Saanvi.

‘Yeah, Green.’ Zoe fixed her icy grey eyes on me. ‘How did you do it?’

I hesitated.

‘She made it yesterday,’ piped up Ivy next to me. ‘And you’d better watch out, Zoe, because we’re making more for the invention competition. Right?’ Ivy nudged my knee under the table and relief swept through me.

‘Sure,’ I smiled weakly. ‘Making more. Invention competition.’

Everyone giggled – except Zoe. She was staring at me so hard it felt like she was boring a big black hole in my head. Instinctively, I slid my green notebook off the table and Zoe’s eyes followed it. I wondered if she was onto me. If she knew I’d fluked the shampoo and had zero idea what I was doing. But even though Zoe’s evil, I was pretty sure her superpowers didn’t include seeing through paper. My shampoo ingredients were safe. For now.

Luckily the bell buzzed and Zoe stormed out of class, yanking one of my curls as she went. Bella and Saanvi trailed after her, but Violet paused at the doorway and looked back at me.

‘I love your shampoo, Lil,’ she said.

‘Thanks.’ I tried to think of something else to say, something that would keep Violet talking to me. ‘I could make you some if you like,’ I stammered. ‘Your own special batch.’

Beside me, Ivy gave me a funny look, but Violet’s face was shining with happiness.

‘Really?’ she beamed. ‘Oh Lil, I’d love to make a video about it, I –’

‘Violet!’ Zoe’s voice blared from the hallway. ‘Are we filming this Strawberry Sunkiss blush video or what?! Hurry up!’

Violet sighed. ‘I’ve got to run. See you tomorrow.’

I watched my best friend hurry out the door, missing her already.

‘Ahem.’ Ivy let out a cough. ‘So? You and me? Shampoo? The competition’s in six days, so we should probably get started today.’

Six days. I shoved my notebook into my bag and felt my stomach twist. The invention competition was on the exact same day Mum was meeting with the real-estate agent. I had to make the shampoo, now. To help save the salon, and win the competition, and maybe even get my best friend back.

But first, I needed the right ingredients.

‘Let’s go,’ I said, swinging my bag onto my back. ‘I just have one little favour to ask.’

Ivy tilted her head and her parrot earrings jangled. ‘Shoot.’

‘Can we make the shampoo at your house?’
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The polka-dot roses?

They were real. I triple-checked them as I walked down Ivy’s front path, and when I picked a petal it smelt like caramel popcorn. But that was only the beginning.

Inside, Ivy led me down a long, dark hallway and started waving at things. ‘Dad’s music room. Mum’s music room. My room.’

I peeked in. Ivy’s room was messier than mine, with scrunched-up papers and pens all over the floor. We kept going.

‘Nan’s room. Bathroom. Nan exploring the world.’ Ivy’s bracelets tinkled as she waved at a huddle of photos on the wall. The same woman was in every one. There she was on a mountain peak. And propped on a tree branch in the jungle. And knee-deep in a swamp.

‘That’s your nan? What’s she doing?’ I squinted at a photo of a young woman in a cave holding a bucket of dripping moss.

‘She was a botanist.’

‘A bot-what?’

‘A plant scientist. It’s a fancy way of saying she studied plants. My nan, Rosa, travelled all over the world collecting plants, but she’s old now.’

‘Is that why you moved here?’ I guessed.

Violin music started up in a room nearby and Ivy flinched. ‘That, and Nan needs help with the garden.’

The garden. An excited shiver crept down my back, just as the violin music stopped.

‘Ivy, is that you?’ called a sharp voice. ‘Don’t forget violin practice. No TV or snacks until you’ve practised, understand?’

‘Yeah, Mama.’ Ivy picked up a violin case and dragged it behind her until we got to a big woodpanelled kitchen.

I hovered in the doorway, expecting it to smell like mine (microwave meals and nail polish). But this kitchen was beautiful, with hundreds of bunches of dried flowers hanging from the ceiling and yellow gingham curtains and three saucepans bubbling away on the stove. The floor was covered in muddy footprints that disappeared under the back door and out into the garden.

I stared longingly at the closed door. I have to get out there.

‘Choose a song.’

‘Huh?’ I refocused on Ivy. She’d slipped her violin under her chin and was holding the bow over the strings.

‘Wait, I know, Greensleeves. Ever heard of it?’ Ivy didn’t bother waiting for my reply. The bow came down on the violin and the kitchen filled with a horrendous screech that made my teeth feel like they were shattering.

‘My parents want me to be a musician, just like them,’ yelled Ivy over the racket. ‘I have to practise for two hours a day.’

I tried not to cover my ears. Finally, Ivy stopped and gave a little bow.

‘That was …’ I looked for the word Mum used whenever I made something bad. ‘Interesting? It was interesting.’

Ivy laughed. It sounded like a tinkly windchime. ‘You’re such a liar. I know I’m terrible.’

My cheeks flushed. ‘I didn’t mean it like that.’

‘No biggie. Even I have to wear these to survive my own playing.’ Ivy pulled two earplugs out of her ears and dropped the violin back in its case. ‘I hate violin, but Mum says I have to “practise, practise, practise” if I ever want to get good at something. The only thing I like practising is drawing. I always get As in art, Cs in everything else. You should have seen my last report card. Horror show. Hey, I love your hair today.’

‘What?’ It was hard keeping up with Ivy. Her brain was like a roller-coaster.

‘Your hair. You’ve done something new to it.’

I absentmindedly patted my stiff curls and shuffled closer to the back door, wishing we could quit the hair talk and get out into the garden. ‘My sister did it,’ I mumbled. ‘She’s a makeover witch.’

‘Lucky.’ Ivy prodded at her rumpled hair. ‘I wish I could do something with mine, but it’s so knotty.’

I looked over Ivy’s shoulder at the window. There was a crack in the closed curtains, and a greenish-yellow light seeped through the gap. I imagined a whole orchard of orange trees out there, waiting to be picked.

Ivy waved her hand in my face and giggled.

‘Um, yeah, knotty hair.’ I snapped back to attention. ‘It’s probably because your hair’s straight and fine. That type of hair tangles easily, or at least that’s what my sister says.’

Ivy looked impressed.

‘I grew up in Kitty’s Beauty Parlour,’ I explained. ‘It’s behind your back wall.’

‘I thought I saw you in there!’ exclaimed Ivy. ‘Do you think I could come over one day for a –’

Ding ding ding! A bell tinkled outside.

‘Hang on, Nan needs me.’ Ivy swung the back door open and the bright afternoon sun smacked me in the face.

‘Come along if you want,’ I heard Ivy say. ‘Just don’t touch the plants.’

Plants! This was my chance. I stumbled nervously after her, down the back steps and into the sunshine, blinking wildly. The garden smelt of honey and mud, and when the dots cleared from my eyes, I realised I wasn’t standing in an orange orchard, but rather a tangled green wilderness that seemed to stretch on forever.

Huge sprays of ferns towered over me, as tall as the house, and the ground was covered in a thick layer of spongy moss. Ahead, a dainty stone path led further into the garden, winding through clumps of hot-pink lilies and masses of silver, star-shaped flowers. It was beautiful, but my shoulders sagged with disappointment. I couldn’t see a single orange tree. I stood there, listening to bees humming and insects crackling, and then heard a familiar squawk.

Ivy’s blue budgie appeared out of nowhere and landed on my head.

‘That’s Bertie,’ laughed Ivy. ‘I think he likes you.’

‘Is he going to peck my eyes out?’

‘Not if you give him a snack.’

Ivy dug some seeds out of her pocket and sprinkled them in my hair. Bertie pecked at my scalp. It felt creepy at first, then relaxing.

‘I’ve never had a bird eat off my head before,’ I said, stroking Bertie’s tail. ‘Is this normal?’

‘Normal?’ Ivy laughed again. ‘Trust me, nothing about Nan’s garden is normal.’

She stepped away down the stone path and I followed, hoping I might find more oranges deeper in the garden. But as we walked, strange things kept catching my attention. With every step I took, tiny yellow flowers sprang out of the moss around each stone, as though they were greeting me. And overhead, giant fern fronds slowly unfurled and snatched at my hair. And when I reached out to touch a hot-pink lily, a long black tongue slithered out of the flower and wrapped itself around my wrist.

‘Told you not to touch anything,’ said Ivy without turning around. ‘Nan’s vampire lilies are carnivorous.’

‘Urgh.’ I flicked away the black flower-tongue and hurried to catch up with Ivy, my heart beating hard. ‘Did your nan plant all of these?’

‘She didn’t just plant them, she made them.’ Ivy waved her hand through the scented air and a clump of white daisies began whirring to life, rotating their petals like little plastic pinwheels. ‘Nan does this thing where she can take a few plants and combine them into her own sort of super-plant.’

A super-plant? I glanced nervously over my shoulder at the spinning daisies. ‘It looks like magic.’

‘Nah, just my nan’s crazy plant inventions.’

We crossed a little wooden bridge over a murky pond. A giant lily pad edged with razor-sharp spikes twitched and sank into the dark water as though it didn’t want to be seen. We kept going, past a crop of three-metre-high cactuses with spikes as long as my hand, and through a thicket of giant purple bell-shaped flowers bobbing in the spring breeze. A bee hovered over one. The flower lazily opened its mouth-like petals and devoured it in one snap.

I shivered. Bertie gently pecked at my cheek.

This was not a normal garden. And no matter how carefully I scanned the strange sea of plants, there wasn’t a single flash of orange. My nerves turned to fear.

I can’t make the shampoo without Rosa’s oranges.

Faye’s going to KILL me.

She’s literally going to put me in the wax pot and boil me alive.

I leaned on my knees, my pulse racing. Ahead, Ivy had stopped next to a moss-covered fountain shaped like a pineapple and was talking in Spanish to an old woman in a stripy lawn chair. They both turned to look at me.

‘This is my nan, Rosa,’ smiled Ivy. ‘Nan, Lily lives behind the wall, in Kitty’s Beauty Parlour.’

‘Hola,’ Rosa nodded.

I forced a bright smile on my face, just like Mum had always taught me to do in the salon. But inside I felt a prick of guilt, as quick and sharp as a rose thorn. I recognised the old woman from the previous night. She had the same hunched back and long grey braid coiled around her head. And her piercing stare made me wonder if she’d seen me in the darkness, spying on her garden.

A bead of sweat popped out on my forehead and I swiped it away.

‘Lily’s here to work on our school invention,’ Ivy explained to Rosa. ‘She makes shampoo, Nan. She’s really good at making things.’

Me? Good at making things? I scuffed my sneaker into the moss. ‘Not really.’

Rosa’s eyebrows wiggled. ‘Do you like my garden, Green Lily?’

‘Oh, my name’s Lily Green, Mrs Rodríguez. And yes, it’s very beautiful.’ I peered past her, towards the back of the garden. The stone path ended at a tall cherry blossom tree draped in a curtain of Spanish moss. Behind the lacy moss, the garden seemed to fall into shadows, like it was a different place altogether.

I squinted in the sunlight, trying to search the back of the garden for more oranges. But there was just the faint outline of the orange tree growing near the back wall – and it was fruitless.

Nothing. I was going to go home with nothing, and Operation Beauty Miracle would be over before it even began. I felt myself collapsing inside like a scrunched-up piece of paper, but then something caught my eye. A vine was clinging to the back wall, covered in shiny dark berries, and below it were pinpricks of glowing purple light, just like I’d seen the night before.

I stepped forward, but Rosa held out her walking stick.

‘Watch your step, Green Lily,’ she said in a singsong voice, pushing the cane against my knees. ‘Don’t get too close to my little monsters.’

‘Little monsters?’ I winced as Bertie gnawed on my right ear.

‘I think she means experiments,’ said Ivy.

‘Ever heard of the thousand-year-old Biddlewood tree?’ asked Rosa. ‘It lives on a small island in the Pacific Ocean and grows upside down, with its roots in the air and its purple flowers buried deep in the soil.’

I shook my head.

‘How about Corpus Crophilius? The deadly blue algae that creeps along the banks of the Corkscrew Swamp in Florida and can burn right through a plastic bucket. They teach you about that one at school?’

I nervously shifted my backpack to the other shoulder. ‘I don’t think so, Mrs Rodríguez.’

Rosa grunted. ‘The most beautiful was the GloggenWeed. A glowing moss from the fjords of Norway that was hairy as a bear and bright as a lantern.’ She blinked a few times, like she was lost in a memory. ‘I spent months collecting samples of that glowing green miracle, but I was so blinded by its beauty, I foolishly used it in my early plant experiments. Messed everything up, you see. Got my GloggenWeed crossed with my Biddlewood, and my Corpus Crophilius mixed with my moss molecules. The resulting plants were a little … unexpected.’ Rosa jerked her chin at the back garden.

‘Are they dangerous?’ I stared into the shadowy grove.

‘They’re different. But no-one makes things perfectly the first time, do they?’ Rosa jabbed the cane into my knees. ‘Mistakes are proof that you’re trying, that’s what I like to say.’

Mistakes are proof that you’re trying. The Lab Girls said that too.

The cane poked my knees again. ‘There’s only one rule out here. Stay away from the back of the garden, comprendes?’

‘Of course, abuela.’ Ivy sighed like she’d heard it a thousand times before.

‘Good. Now get me inside before I fall asleep out here.’ Rosa held onto Ivy and slowly pulled herself up. They began heading towards the house, but I could feel the curiosity bubbling inside me, wondering what else was hidden back there in the shadows. It did look a bit magical. I could almost imagine fairies hiding under the moss at the foot of the orange tree.

‘Lily, are you coming?’ shouted Ivy. She was disappearing over the bridge with Rosa, but as I turned to go, Bertie took off from my head in a burst of feathers and darted into the shadows at the back of the garden. He hovered over the dark vines on the back wall, then fluttered up into the cherry blossom tree.

‘Bertie,’ I called. ‘Time to go.’

The budgie ignored me and nibbled on something in his claws. It was a small vine covered in black berries, and as he pecked at them his feathers began to change colour. I sucked in my breath. Bertie was changing from blue to purple to green to yellow, then back to blue.

‘Lily!’ Ivy’s voice floated across the garden.

I stepped closer and a twig snapped under my foot. The sound ripped through the air, Bertie took off in an explosion of multi-coloured feathers, and the berries fell from his claws, landing with a soft plop in the moss right next to my green sneaker. The berries were small and black and so shiny they seemed to reflect the entire sky.

I could have left them.

I should have left them.

But there were no oranges left, and my fingers were tingling, and all I could hear was a voice hissing inside my head: Mum’s selling Kitty’s in six days. You have to make something. TODAY.

Something beautiful.

I grabbed the berries, jammed them in my pocket, and ran. Past the purple flowers that snapped at my back, over the little wooden bridge, around the pink lilies with their long black tongues lolling out to grab me, and up the back steps.

I only took a breath when I stumbled into Ivy’s kitchen and slammed the door shut behind me.



[image: image]

‘What took you so long?’ Ivy was standing in the kitchen wearing an apron that said I’M BERRY BERRY SWEET!

I leaned against the door, panting. Did I just do that? Rosa said to stay away from the back of the garden, but now I had a pocket full of berries and all I could think about was Bertie changing colour like a feathery rainbow. I felt horrible and guilty, with a splash of excitement. Like three terrible ingredients mixed together.

‘I can’t wait to make this shampoo.’ Ivy flipped open a laptop on the kitchen bench and hit play on a Lab Girls video. ‘Dad says if I can get an A in maths or science he’ll let me do art lessons as well as foul, foul violin. Do you think we’ll get an A in science if our shampoo wins the comp?’

‘Definitely,’ I nodded, then gulped, thinking of Faye’s reaction when I told her what I was about to tell Ivy. ‘But, well, I don’t think we can make the shampoo anymore.’

Ivy looked disappointed. ‘Why not?’

I watched Mina and Mai on the laptop screen. I wanted so badly to get on that show and just be, I don’t know, something. For one minute. Something my dad would have been proud of. But I knew I couldn’t make the shampoo without the orange juice. Which meant I had to come up with something else. Fast.

‘I just think we could try something new,’ I said, taking out my green notebook and running though my list of ideas. Compared to Glue Goo, they all looked horrible and amateurish.

‘Oatmeal and mint body cream,’ said Ivy, peering over my shoulder. ‘What does that do?’

‘It doesn’t do anything.’ I thought of Faye laughing at me. ‘It’s a bad idea, no-one wants to cover themselves in porridge.’

‘If you say so.’ Ivy jabbed at the list. ‘Ooo, how about the peanut butter and apple-cider-vinegar hairspray? Sounds delicious. What’s that one do?’

‘Detangles hair.’ I cringed as I said it, and wished Ivy would stop looking at my list. ‘Forget about it, stupid idea.’

‘But it’s perfect!’ Ivy pointed at the knots in her hair.

I sighed. Faye had laughed at my invention ideas. And Zoe would be in hysterics if I showed up at the comp with a bottle of peanut butter and apple-cider-vinegar hairspray. ‘Another time, Ivy, I promise. But right now, we need something better than that.’

Something so incredibly beautiful it’ll cast a spell over everyone, I thought. Something that will win the competition. And make Violet hang out with me again. And best of all – get customers back into Kitty’s.

One beauty product to solve all of my problems. But what?

I felt the weight of the berries in my pocket as I read the last thing on my list. It was Violet’s idea: Super-amazing lip balm.

It’s funny how cartoon characters always get light bulbs over their heads when they have great ideas. My ideas aren’t like that. Mine feel like they’re hidden inside me, as small and shiny as diamonds. I have to dig around for them, but when I find one, it makes my whole head sparkle.

Like lip balm.

I turned the idea over in my mind, wondering if it would work. Ordinary lip balm’s boring, but I had some berries in my pocket, and if they could make Bertie change colour, they might be able to turn boring lip balm into something magical.

Way more magical.

It won’t be the shampoo Faye asked for, I thought. But something’s better than nothing.

I turned to Ivy. ‘What about lip balm?’

She scrunched up her face. ‘How are we going to make that better? I’ve tried fifty million flavours and nothing beats watermelon swirl.’

‘I can make a better lip balm.’ Saying it made me believe it.

Ivy didn’t look convinced. ‘Can I put food colouring and glittery things in it?’

‘Do you have to?’

‘Do you want it to look good?’

I thought about that. Most of my beauty products looked pretty bad. ‘I guess, but glitter’s made of plastic.’

‘Not mine. It’s eco-friendly.’ Ivy unzipped her pencil case and a flood of art materials tumbled out. ‘Colour makes people happy. And glitter is my signature colour.’

Urgh. ‘Fine. But we’ll need other ingredients.’

‘Like these?’ Ivy opened Rosa’s pantry door and I almost dropped my notebook.

The pantry was filled with hundreds of glass bottles of oils, seeds, liquids and herbs. Just looking at them made the sparkly idea in my head glow brighter.

‘We need something to mix it in.’ I dragged a pot onto the stove, next to the other bubbling mixtures. ‘Will your nan mind if we cook the balm in her kitchen? Should we ask first?’

‘She’s having her afternoon nap. And anyway, Rosa’s always trying to get me to cook something. Let’s do this.’ Ivy clapped her fingertips together. ‘What first?’

I started with olive oil, glugging a thick golden stream into the pot. Next, a few scoops of sludgy coconut oil. The berries jumbled around in my pocket as I paced between the pantry and the stove, but Ivy didn’t notice. She was too busy peering into the pot.

‘Do you know what you’re doing?’ she asked.

‘Sort of.’ Honestly, I’d never made lip balm before, but I’d read the backs of all the ones in the salon. ‘Does your nan have any beeswax? Or something sticky to hold it all together?’

‘On it.’ Ivy raced out of the room. A few minutes later she came back holding a pot of Vaseline. ‘Nan rubs this on her feet, and I also hear it’s good for babies’ bums.’

I frowned.

‘Come on, it’s super moisturising.’ Ivy scooped out a handful and held it over the pot.

‘Fine,’ I sighed. It went in with a splat, and Ivy started giggling. I couldn’t help laughing too.

I put down my measuring spoon and opened a jar of honey, letting the whole thing plop into the pot. Ivy tipped in a few splashes of pink lemonade, which made the mixture fizz and bubble. I threw in a block of butter.

Ivy dumped in some cupcake sprinkles.

I tried a few drops of peppermint oil for extra flavour.

By then we were laughing like crazy, and my fingers were tingling. I hadn’t had that much fun for ages.

‘Cinnamon?’ I asked, holding the bottle over the pot.

‘Why not.’ Ivy shook my hand, hard, and it went everywhere. She fell over laughing, then before I could stop her, she tipped half a box of hot chocolate powder into the pot, which made me sneeze, and a huge cloud of it exploded all over us.

We were both covered in guck and breathless from laughing when we finally looked into the pot. It was full of bubbling brown sludge.

‘That is one hot mess,’ panted Ivy.

‘Oh.’ The laughter fizzled out of me. ‘Is that bad?’

‘Are you kidding me? It’s perfect! But it needs the Ivy touch.’ She brought over some food-colouring bottles.

I went to choose one, but Ivy waved my hand away.

‘Don’t just throw them in,’ she said. ‘If you do it’ll turn brown. You have to mix primary colours, then you get something really pretty.’

I watched her drip in yellow and blue until the mixture turned bright green, like a glass bottle in the sunshine. Next, she sprinkled green eco-glitter into the pot. The mixture bubbled away, filling the kitchen with the heavenly scent of honey and chocolate and peppermint.

‘See?’ Ivy stood back.

Glitter and food colouring weren’t my thing, but I had to admit she’d made it look better.

‘Now we just pour it into something big.’ Ivy rummaged around in a drawer and pulled out a cake tin. ‘Want to do the honours?’

I took the tin and got ready to pour the hot lip balm in to set. But as Ivy turned away to wash her hands, I remembered the berries in my pocket. I’d had so much fun, I’d almost forgotten I was there for a reason.

I slipped the vine out of my pocket and dangled the five black berries over the pot. They didn’t look like little monsters to me. And I didn’t know what was scarier: Rosa finding out I’d stolen a few berries, or failing Operation Beauty Miracle with a boring lip balm that would never get customers back into Kitty’s.

I hesitated, wondering if I should tell Ivy.

She’ll say no, my brain yelled at me. We promised Rosa we wouldn’t touch the plants in the back of the garden. Just do it. Make it better.

The berries dangled over the bubbling lip balm.

Ivy would never understand how much my family needed this. So I did it. I picked the berries off the vine, squished them between my fingers, and threw them in. The lip balm bubbled and slopped against the sides of the pot, and a faint hiss of black steam rose off the surface.

I checked over my shoulder. Ivy was busy wiping hot chocolate powder off her apron, so on a new page of my notebook I wrote Lip Balm, then scribbled down all the ingredients, including the most important one: Rosa’s berries. Quietly, I slipped the notebook into my bag before Ivy could see.

Ten minutes later, the shimmery green gloop was cooling in a cake tin, we’d wiped the kitchen clean, and Ivy had drawn a picture of me on the big toe of her right sneaker.

‘We did it,’ she said. ‘Or more like, we made it. I think we make a good team.’

I nodded. ‘I should go. Do you mind if I take the balm home with me? I’ll let it set overnight, and we can test the results tomorrow.’

‘Sure.’ Ivy looked excited, and I was too. Everything was riding on this lip balm. I just hoped it was as good as the shampoo.

‘Ivy, have you started practice yet?’ There was the sound of footsteps and Ivy’s mother walked into the kitchen. She had dark hair like Ivy’s, except it was pulled back into a severe ponytail. ‘Hello, you must be Lily.’ She gave me a tight smile, then raised her eyebrows at Ivy. ‘Remember what we talked about?’

‘Yes, Mama.’ Ivy picked up her violin. All the excitement from our lip balm experiment leaked out of her like air out of a balloon.

Ivy’s mum swept out of the room, calling out over her shoulder, ‘I keep telling you, Ivy, if you want to be a musician you have to practise, practise, practise.’

‘And what if I don’t want to be a musician?’ said Ivy under her breath.

She waved her violin bow at me as I headed down the hall with the lip balm. The screech of her violin followed me outside, and for a moment I wondered if I should have left the berries out of the balm. Ivy and I had had fun, and I’d lied to her. Well, not exactly lied. I just hadn’t told her the whole truth.

Stop worrying, I told myself. They’re only berries.

It was true.

So why did I feel so bad?
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I walked home in slow motion because a) I didn’t want to spill the lip balm and b) I was thinking, thinking, thinking.

Deep down, I was worried the lip balm wouldn’t work, and Faye would be furious, and I’d fail Operation Beauty Miracle, and then what? The answer bubbled up in my head: Mum will meet the real-estate agent on Monday and sell the salon.

I tried to imagine losing Kitty’s and the apartment. No more bottles, or Mrs D, or tinkling front doorbells. No more purple aprons, or names written on walls, or glowing flower mobiles. We’d have to move into a house with white walls and a bedroom with a blank ceiling, and Dad would disappear forever.

Gone.

I clutched the cake tin tighter.

How is one batch of lip balm going to change anything?

I had no idea. And if there’s one thing I hate, it’s having no ideas. I shoved the salon door open and braced myself for the usual sad silence. But instead, I heard … laughter.

I blinked. My head cleared.

It was like the salon had shuddered to life, and there were people in there. Actual real-life customers. Four of Faye’s friends sat in the salon chairs, while over in the manicure corner, eight more flicked through the nail polish bottles. And presiding over it all was my sister in her purple apron, counting money (money!) into the till, her hair Glue-Gooed into a dramatic side-flip.

I stood there gaping.

‘Is this high enough for you, Zara?’ Mum was dabbing at a girl’s glowing mohawk.

Zara beamed. The girl next to her had locks as flat as a pancake. Another was admiring the teetering cone on her head. And I think the last girl was a Star Wars fan because she had two giant buns looped over her ears, sticking there without a single elastic or bobby pin.

‘There’s my beautiful girl,’ Mum waved at me in the mirror. She had shampoo spattered all over her purple apron, and her cheeks were blazing pink, but she looked so happy. ‘What do you think, honey?’

‘It’s …’ I tried to think of the right word. ‘Busy?’

‘And beautiful,’ said Faye, sniffing a fifty-dollar bill.

The cake tin trembled in my hands and something new bubbled up inside me. A sort of squishy pride. My shampoo did all of this.

I made something good. I made something better.

‘Lily, get over here.’ Faye curled an orange nail at me.

I shuffled over, trying not to spill the balm. ‘The plan’s working,’ I whispered.

‘I told you it would.’ Faye slammed the register shut and flicked her hair. It was so stiff, the whole thing quivered and a tiny section snapped off, floating onto the salon desk. Faye didn’t notice. She was making a yuck-face at my cake tin. ‘What’s that?’

‘It’s my school invention project, and hopefully our, um, next beauty product.’ I picked up the little piece of hair, but it dissolved in my fingers. It looked like … Dirt? Did Faye’s hair just turn into dirt? I checked the rest of her hair. It looked normal. If you called a rock-hard side-flip normal.

‘Lily, I told you to make shampoo, not green sludge.’ Faye frowned at the cake tin.

‘It’s not sludge, it’s …’ I took a deep breath. ‘Lip balm.’

‘Lip balm?’ My sister’s voice dropped to an angry whisper. ‘We’ve officially run out of Glue Goo, and you go and make LIP BALM?’

I glanced at the shampoo bottle. It was empty. Mum must have used it all.

‘Lily, what part of Operation Beauty Miracle didn’t you understand?’ hissed Faye. ‘Without Glue Goo, we’re back to nothing.’ She pointed at tomorrow’s appointment list. There was just one booking – Miss Sparrow, for a manicure. ‘We have to show Mum we can turn this place around for good, not just one day. Which means you’ – she jabbed me in the collarbone – ‘have to make more Glue Goo, or we may as well turn the salon sign to “closed” right now.’

No. I gripped the tin and hurried through the buzzing salon towards the beaded curtain.

Faye followed. ‘And how hard is it anyway?!’ she shouted as we thumped up the stairs to our bedroom. ‘You said there were only three ingredients in that shampoo.’

‘I couldn’t find the right oranges.’ I remembered the dark shadows at the back of Rosa’s garden. I couldn’t tell Faye about the garden. She’d be over that wall in seconds, stealing whatever she could get her hands on. Rosa had said not to take anything from the back of the garden. And I hadn’t.

Bertie had. Technically.

‘Then forget the oranges and put something else in it,’ insisted Faye. ‘Apple juice, sardines, soy sauce, whatever other goop you use. Just make the shampoo, Lily! Not slime cake!’

I dumped the cake tin on my desk and looked out the bedroom window. A soft, blueish haze was falling over our yard, and the back wall winked at me through the darkening mulberry leaves. I thought of all those monstrous flowers growing on the other side. ‘I’m trying, Faye.’

‘Well, try harder. Which reminds me, you need to see something.’ Faye dragged me out into the hall and stopped in front of the linen cupboard. She fumbled around on the top shelf. Downstairs, the salon was still humming, but when Faye pulled down a bundle of purple fabric everything around me seemed to stop.

She was holding a brand-new purple apron.

‘Mum’s been saving this for you.’

I ran my hand over the crisp fabric in disbelief. ‘Me? Mum’s going to give me an apron?’

‘Soon,’ nodded Faye. ‘I got mine when I mastered a triple-coat gel manicure. I think Mum’s just waiting to see what you’re good at, then she’ll give you this.’

I traced around the apron pocket. It didn’t have any gold embroidery on it yet, but one day it would have my job title on it.

Junior Beauty Assistant?

My heart thudded in my ears. I desperately wanted to try it on, but Faye had already returned the apron to the cupboard and was dragging me back to the bedroom.

‘If you make more Glue Goo, it’s only a matter of time before you get that apron,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘But if we fail Operation Beauty Miracle and Mum sells the salon, there won’t be any aprons, Lily. There’ll be nothing left. Game over.’

She marched over to the lip balm tin and dunked her finger in it. ‘So, no pressure or anything, but if you can’t make more Glue Goo, your apron and our future basically depend on this.’ The goop dripped down her finger.

‘Oh.’

‘Yeah.’ Faye sighed. Maybe she felt sorry for me because she added, ‘At least it looks better than your usual brown muck.’

‘Thanks.’ I took the compliment, even though the green food colouring and the eco-glitter were both Ivy’s ideas.

‘And the consistency’s good.’ Faye rubbed the balm over her lips. ‘But …’

I waited for something amazing to happen.

Nothing.

‘It’s boring old lip balm. And I can’t sell boring.’ Faye put the cake tin on the floor. ‘Crunch!’

Right on cue, Crunch sauntered into the bedroom and I felt numb with disappointment. My invention was cat food – again – but even Crunch wasn’t interested. He gave it one sniff and scampered away.

‘Harsh critic.’ Faye frowned and a flash of colour rippled across her mouth.

I looked at the green lip balm, then back at Faye’s lips. They were morphing from a natural pink to an odd shade of yellow. ‘Um, Faye?’

‘I don’t know what I was thinking,’ she muttered. ‘Asking you to make shampoo for the salon. We really are desperate.’ Her lips changed from yellow to purple.

I leaned in to get a better look. ‘Whoa.’

‘Whoa what?’ Faye put her hands on her lips, and they transformed into a turquoise blue. Like Bertie.

‘The berries.’ The words slipped out of my mouth.

Confused, Faye looked in the mirror and shrieked when she saw her bright blue lips. The blue turned into a deep shade of black. It was like her lips were changing colour with her … thoughts?

‘Lily, what’s happening?!’ Faye shouted. Sure enough, her lips changed again, blooming into a bright, fire-engine red.

‘It’s …’ I blinked and remembered Bertie. ‘I think it’s colour-changing lip balm that’s like a mood ring for your face.’

‘Colour what?!’ Faye froze and I shrank back, waiting for a scream or a shove. Instead, Faye whipped out her phone and raced to the mirror, where she hit record and smiled.

Her lips changed from angry-red to excited-magenta.

Faye didn’t miss a beat. ‘Hey everyone!’ she shouted into the camera. ‘Major update from Kitty’s Beauty Parlour! We have a new product! And it’s called Lip Switch! Why?’ She did an expert pout. ‘Because we’ve just invented the world’s first MOOD LIP BALM!’
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You know that moment when you put a bunch of ingredients in a bottle and start shaking? When everything mixes together and you couldn’t un-mix it if you tried? That was my life. Right then. The moment Faye sent off that video and stormed downstairs to show Mum the lip balm, and everything started blurring together.

I didn’t know exactly how Rosa’s berries had done it; all I knew was I’d made something beautiful. Something so beautiful that Mum, Faye and I sat around the salon desk until late that night, trying on the lip balm and laughing at each other’s crazy happy-gold lips. And later, as the moon shone through the faded lettering on the salon window, Mum wrapped her arms around me, and Faye read out a chapter from her Be the Boss book, and we all started dreaming of a new future.

The plan? Package the lip balm into professional-looking pots and invite everyone we knew to the salon on Friday afternoon. Faye said this was called a ‘product launch’ and it would create ‘buzz’ – which was fancy business speak for showing Mum (and BeautyGlow) that Kitty’s was back in business. Oh, and hopefully everyone would book a haircut for the weekend.

Faye said it was genius. Mum said it was worth a shot. On one condition – that the lip balm was all-natural and didn’t have anything ‘strange or dangerous’ in it. Those were her exact words. She even cupped my face in her hands and asked me to recite all the ingredients.

I listed twelve.

But I sort of left out the last one: the berries.

I just couldn’t say it. And the weird thing is, my lips flashed an ugly shade of grey, which was probably the colour for big dirty liar, because only I knew the truth – my secret ingredients weren’t coconut oil or brilliant ideas or anything to do with me at all. My secret ingredients were growing in a dark corner of Rosa’s garden. And if Mum knew the truth, she’d throw the lip balm out, and our one chance to turn Kitty’s around would drip to the bottom of the garbage bin.

No. No way. From now on, the garden had to be my little secret.

So the next morning, I made extra sure to take my green notebook with me as I hurried downstairs to school. Mum was at the manicure table with Miss Sparrow, painting her nails with Fallen Angel Black. Miss Midnight Sparrow is really into black. Faye says she’s a goth. Mum says she’s unique. I just like her big black boots and handbag shaped like a spider.

I waved at Miss Sparrow and went over to the tin of lip balm, which was sitting on the makeup shelf. Excitement pulsed through me as I scooped a bit into an empty jar. The clock ticked over to eight twenty-five. Violet would be walking past at any minute.

‘Kitty, you’re such an artist,’ sighed Miss Sparrow, admiring her nails. ‘No-one else in this city paints a black manicure with glitter spider webs.’

‘Thank you, Midnight,’ Mum smiled.

‘It’s all French manicure this and natural polish that. I dropped into BeautyGlow the other day – only because I was at the mall buying a top hat, Kitty, I promise – and the woman behind the desk was laughing at my black lipstick. Actually laughing.’

‘Forget about them.’ Mum shook her head. ‘You have a beauty that’s all your own, Midnight. And as we always say at Kitty’s, we put the you in be-you-tiful.’

I rolled my eyes – so cheesy – but Mum and Miss Sparrow started laughing, and a second later Faye swished into the salon with her hair Glue-Gooed into a giant bow on top of her head.

‘Not so fast, frizzball,’ she said, spritzing some Glamour Girl Curl-Buster Spritz at my head. But I was too excited to fight it that morning. Even when Faye pulled my hair into something called a ‘twisted maiden braid’, I just grimaced and kept my eyes on the salon window.

8.28

8.29

8.30

Tap tap tap! Violet was at the window, waving her phone at me, and Faye’s lip balm video was on it! She’d seen it!

‘Bye, sweetie,’ Mum said as I dashed for the door. ‘Remember, today’s going to be a beautiful day!’

And maybe Mum was right, because when I handed Violet that jar and she jumped around squealing, I realised I hadn’t just found the formula for a world-first lip balm. I’d found something even better – the secret formula for getting my best friend back.
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The day only got better from there.

Violet didn’t care that I hadn’t made her any shampoo – she said the lip balm was way better. And as soon as we walked into science class, Bella and Saanvi practically fell over themselves to get a look at Violet’s rainbow lips. Within seconds, half the class was crowding around, begging for a sample of the green goop in Violet’s jar.

My green goop.

It seemed impossible that I’d once made pimple cream that only the cat would eat, and now Violet was handing my lip balm around to the whole class, and mouth after mouth was lighting up with a new colour. Excited magenta! Surprised silver! Grossed-out green! (That was Ewan.) The only person who didn’t try Lip Switch was Zoe. She sat in the corner of the lab with her arms crossed, sending me a toxic death stare.

Jealous? I shot her a sweet smile.

Zoe sniffed and glared at the green notebook in my hand. She was acting unimpressed, but we both knew I’d finally made something even she wanted. And it made my insides fizz with excitement.

‘Lily, sit next to me,’ Violet patted the seat beside her and I happily sat down, just as Ivy trailed into the classroom lugging her violin case.

Ivy stared at everyone’s lips, then at the jar on Violet’s desk. I gave her a thumbs-up, while everyone started gathering around me like moths around a flame.

‘Lily, spill, when can we buy a pot of Lip Switch?’ Bella leaned on my desk and rubbed her greedy-pink lips together.

‘Pleeease tell me it’s going to be soon,’ said Saanvi, checking her impatient-orange mouth in my ruler. ‘Because I need this, like, now.’

Everyone giggled. Except Ivy, who flopped down in the seat next to me. She was wearing glittery green avocado earrings and a look that said, ‘what’s going on?’ I tried to vibe back, ‘I’ll explain later.’

‘Um, so, I’m still packaging the lip balm,’ I said, turning back to Saanvi. ‘But we’re having a product launch at the salon this Friday if you want to come and buy it then?’

‘A product launch! That sounds so professional!’ Bella’s lips went from pink to gold. ‘Are you selling Glue Goo too?’

‘And anything else?’ piped up Saanvi.

‘No. But …’ I hesitated. But what? We only have the lip balm.

‘I know!’ someone shouted. ‘What about perfume that smells like baby rabbits and candyfloss?’

‘Or eye drops that make your eyelashes grow!’

‘Or a face mask that gives you freckles for a day,’ smiled Violet.

‘You could make that, right?’ asked Bella.

Everyone waited for me to say something.

‘Oh. Sure. I can make anything.’ The words just slipped out of my mouth. ‘I’m working on something new right now.’

Whoa. I had not meant to say that, but Zoe was watching me and the envy on her face made my dumb mouth start blabbing again. ‘Just come to Kitty’s this Friday,’ I said. ‘I’ll be unveiling my next invention, and it’s going to be even bigger and better than the shampoo or the lip balm.’

What? Stop it!

I bit down on my tongue, hard, just as Mr Lee walked in and everyone scampered back to their desks. For a moment, Mr Lee looked confused by the sea of multi-coloured lips, but he just readjusted his glasses and wrote on the whiteboard in big letters: FIVE DAYS LEFT!

Five days until the invention competition.

Five days to save Kitty’s.

‘What happened to the lip balm?’ whispered Ivy in my right ear.

To my left, Violet was spreading on more of it and checking her reflection in her phone.

‘The balm turned out better than expected,’ I whispered back at Ivy. ‘It changes colour with your mood.’

Ivy’s huge brown eyes got even bigger. ‘How is that even possible? Can I see the ingredients?’ She reached for my notebook, but I slid it off the table just in time. I couldn’t let her see Rosa’s berries on that list.

‘It was probably the food colouring,’ I whispered. ‘Or maybe the hot chocolate powder?’

Ivy looked doubtful and I felt a splash of guilt seep through me. Guilt, and a tiny bit of panic. Not only had I lied to Ivy, I’d lied to the whole class and told them I was making something else for Friday.

Crud.

Mr Lee tapped the whiteboard. ‘Don’t forget, just five days left to win a once-in-a-lifetime appearance ON TV with the LAB GIRLS. So get making, and remember – don’t be afraid of failing. Be afraid of not trying!’

Failing? That so wasn’t happening to me, because I had my eyes on the prize, and a cake tin full of incredible, and I could already see myself on The Lab Girls with my pot of Lip Switch.

Yep, I practically floated through the rest of the day, knowing Ivy and I had this competition nailed. I even told Ivy about the salon, and how we were planning on selling the lip balm, and was that all right?

Ivy was fine about it. In return, I invited her to the salon after school to see if Faye had any ideas for her tangly hair. Then the best thing happened – Violet passed me a note in history, asking if she could film a Lip Switch makeup video. Without Zoe, of course.

It really could have been the best day of my life.

Except for one thing: Zoe.

After the last bell, she was waiting for me and Ivy at the school gate, the sun bouncing off her glasses.

‘Where is it?’ demanded Zoe, stepping right in my way.

‘What?’ I shrugged.

‘The lip balm, you idiot.’

‘Like I said, Zoe, you can buy some on Friday. Only twelve dollars a pot.’ I went to push past her, but she blocked my way.

‘I don’t want to buy it, I want to know how you did it,’ she hissed. ‘What made it change colour like that?’

‘Food colouring,’ said Ivy matter-of-factly. ‘Or hot chocolate powder.’

Zoe ignored her. ‘Tell me, Green.’

‘Nothing special,’ I lied. ‘It’s all natural.’ At least that part was true. But still, my palms were getting sweaty and I had to hold onto my notebook with both hands.

‘You’re lying.’

‘And you’re just jealous.’

We stared at each other in a silent stand-off, then Zoe leaned in so close I could hear the silver chokers around her neck making an expensive tinkle. ‘I’ve always thought it’s funny that both our mothers run beauty salons.’

‘Hilarious.’ Must be such a laugh stealing all our customers.

‘But here’s the funniest part.’ Zoe narrowed her grey eyes. ‘The funniest part is that BeautyGlow has fourteen salons, over 100,000 customers, and twenty-five original beauty products developed in our very own lab. And what does your mum have? One pathetic little salon that no-one visits anymore.’ Zoe let out a sharp laugh that sounded like a dying magpie.

I blinked once, twice, three times to make the prickling in my eyes go away, which only made Zoe laugh harder. She pointed a shiny silver nail at me and Ivy.

‘If you two think your ridiculous shampoo or lip balm is going to win the competition, you’re wrong,’ she snarled. ‘I’m going to find out what you’re up to, and then it’ll be me and Violet on TV.’

You and Violet? My blood boiled. ‘You have a whole lab at your mum’s work, Zoe. Why don’t you just come up with your own ideas, instead of stealing other people’s?’

Zoe’s eyelids quivered, and I saw the truth right then: Miss Fancy-Lab was out of ideas. She wanted to win this competition as much as I did, and the fact that I had something she didn’t was eating her up inside.

‘Zo Zo!’ Just then, a fancy black car crept up to the kerb and the window slowly lowered. It was Zoe’s mother, Elektra. Even with the window down, her perfect black bob looked like it had never been touched by the wind. ‘Chop chop, darling, we need to get back to the clinic, now,’ ordered Elektra, looking at herself in the rear-view mirror.

Zoe headed towards the car, but not before swinging her bag painfully into my shoulder. I fell backwards, hitting the ground with a thud, and my green notebook flew out of my hands, skidding towards the gate. Zoe stooped over, and for a second I thought she might actually help me up.

Instead, her hands closed over my notebook, and then she was running, and the black car door was slamming shut, and before I could blink, the car was speeding off with my lip balm formula and Dad’s last-ever notebook inside.

I sat there in disbelief while white-hot panic bloomed inside me.

‘Ivy, we need to go to the mall. Now!’



[image: image]

The mall was crowded, and as Ivy and I glided up the escalators to the second floor, I kept thinking about Zoe’s silver claws turning the pages of my precious notebook. I had to get it back.

‘This is bad,’ I said, when we finally stopped in front of BeautyGlow.

‘Super bad,’ agreed Ivy. ‘And way too bright. I need sunglasses to even look at this place.’

It was true. BeautyGlow was so white and shiny I had to squint to see it properly: shiny white marble-tiled floors, glowing white chandeliers, and beauticians in white uniforms – all of them hovering around chairs full of customers. Zoe wasn’t kidding when she said they had customers.

There were so many of them.

I thought about Mum in our empty salon, waiting for things to get better. I thought about the blank appointment book, and Faye setting fire to the sale papers, and the tin of lip balm that was our last chance to save Kitty’s.

And Zoe’s just going to steal my formula and take it all away from us?

A computer pinged on BeautyGlow’s white marble front counter. Elektra was tapping away at a screen and handing a customer a receipt about as long as my arm. Beside her was Zoe, holding my notebook.

‘That dirty, dirty cheat,’ I hissed, pulling Ivy after me and crouching behind a bin. Zoe was now handing the notepad to her mother, and a red-lipstick smile spread across Elektra’s face as she flipped through the pages. I wanted to storm in there and snatch it back, but there was something about Elektra I didn’t trust. It looked like she wanted the formula as much as Zoe did.

Still smiling to herself, Elektra placed the notepad on the dazzling white counter and patted Zoe on the head.

I needed to get to that counter without being seen. ‘Ivy, can you play the violin?’

Ivy looked at me as though I’d asked her to eat cockroaches.

‘I need a distraction,’ I said.

‘And you want me to busk?’

‘I have to get my notebook back before Zoe copies my lip balm formula.’

‘You mean our lip balm formula.’

‘Right.’

Ivy fiddled with her violin case. ‘Why don’t we just make something else? Yesterday was so much fun. Ooo, we could try that vinegar hair detangler thing of yours. I bet it’ll be better than Lip Switch.’

I rubbed my forehead, wishing I could tell Ivy that it was impossible to make anything good without her nan’s plants. But I guess lies are like leftover body scrub in a mixing bowl: the longer you leave them, the harder they stick.

So instead I told Ivy the other part. The true part. ‘I need my notebook back because it was my dad’s. He wrote his last invention ideas in there before he got’ – I took a breath – ‘before he got sick, and that’s about all I have left of him.’

Ivy’s face softened. The mall hummed around us.

‘“Mozart’s Concerto No. 4” or “Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy”?’

My heart pulled tight. ‘“Sugar Plum Fairy” please.’

Ivy walked over to the BeautyGlow window and slipped off her graffitied sneakers, placing them neatly in front of her. She cupped her violin under her chin. She did a little bow.

Then she started to play, filling Fern Hill Mall with a sound that was half ‘Sugar Plum Fairy’, half fingernails running down a chalkboard. It was perfect. And best of all, Elektra was storming out of BeautyGlow with Zoe trailing after her.

This was my chance.

I scurried straight for the counter. Elektra was shouting at Ivy, and I was only a metre away from Dad’s notebook. My fingers stretched out to grab it, but a golden business card on the counter twinkled in the lights. I hesitated, trying to place it, but it was too late – there was a flash of long blonde hair coming towards me.

Zoe!

I ducked down and crammed myself under the counter. Within seconds, Zoe’s silver boots walked into view and plonked down at the chair. My heart sank when I saw the notebook in her hand. Moments later, there was a sharp click-clack on the tiles, and Elektra’s white heels also appeared.

‘What a horrid girl, making that filthy racket.’ Elektra stamped her heel, and I shrank back into the furthest corner. ‘I should call security.’

‘Please don’t, Mother. She’s in my science class,’ said Zoe quietly.

‘Like I care. Give me that.’ Elektra snapped her fingers and Zoe handed over Dad’s notebook.

‘So, one of the girls at your school is making this Lip Switch lip balm, is she?’

I held my breath.

‘Her name’s Lily Green,’ said Zoe. ‘Her mum owns Kitty’s Beauty Parlour.’

‘Well, isn’t that interesting.’ Elektra sounded like she was smiling, and I imagined her snake-eyes gliding over the recipe, taking in all of the ingredients. I thought of the berry vine clinging to the wall in Rosa’s shadowy garden. At least Zoe would never be able to find it.

As if reading my mind, Elektra slammed the notepad on the desk and growled, ‘Useless. These are all basic ingredients from a grocery store. And pink lemonade? Hot chocolate powder? What kind of idiot puts that in lip balm? This is all useless.’ Elektra paused. ‘Unless …’

I froze.

‘Rosa’s berries.’ Elektra read my last ingredient out loud.

Stupid, stupid, stupid. Why did I write that down? I clapped a hand over my mouth to force myself to stay quiet. I heard the cold rattle of Elektra drumming her nails on the table above me.

‘Whoever this Rosa is, she must have the secret ingredient we’re after.’ Elektra’s nails stopped tapping. ‘Find her.’

‘But I don’t know anybody called Rosa,’ said Zoe, sliding off her chair. ‘Please, Mother, can’t we just forget about the lip balm? I’m working on an idea for a spray-on nail polish –’

‘Nail polish?’ Elektra grabbed Zoe’s arm and pulled her back onto the chair. ‘I don’t want nail polish. I want the world’s first colour-changing mood lip balm that some twelve-year-old invented while you were making nail-spray. I have one word for that idea, Zoe – garbage!’

Garbage? I almost felt bad for Zoe.

Almost. But when I snuck a look past her legs and saw all the twinkling beauty products on the BeautyGlow shelves, I just felt cold, cruddy envy instead. The shelves were bursting with incredible things like Prickly Pear Golden Butter Body Lotion, and Sesame Seed Squid Ink Shampoo, and BeautyGlow’s very own Power-Puff! Inflatable Hair Mousse, which Zoe hadn’t stopped bragging about.

They had so much, and we had so little, and part of me wanted to jump out from under that counter and snatch back the one beautiful thing that was mine. But Elektra had started thumping Dad’s notebook against her thigh.

‘We can’t let Kitty’s win again, understand?’ she said in a low voice.

‘Again? What are you talking about, Mother?’

‘That prissy little Kitty Green,’ snapped Elektra. ‘She beat me at a beauty competition twenty years ago.’

Mum beat Elektra. I strained to hear more, which was hard with Ivy’s violin screeching in the background.

‘1998. Fern Hill Beautician of the Year,’ continued Elektra. ‘Kitty won the plaque and beauty scholarship, and all I got were three broken nails and a stupid second-place ribbon. I’ve never lost a single thing since, you understand, Zoe? Losing is for losers.’

‘Yes, Mother.’

I sat there in a daze, trying to imagine Mum beating Elektra all those years ago. No wonder she was so proud of that plaque. My mum was a real-life beautician magician.

‘Who are we, Zoe Von Hammer?’ said Elektra, stamping her spiky heel again and narrowly missing my hand.

‘We’re BeautyGlow,’ murmured Zoe.

‘And?’

‘We’re BeautyGlow and we’re a cut above the rest.’

‘So what are you going to do for me, darling?’

‘Find the berries.’ Zoe’s voice was barely a whisper.

‘Precisely,’ purred Elektra. ‘And chop chop. The sooner we put Kitty’s out of business, the better.’

Put Kitty’s out of business?

There was the sound of ripping paper and my notebook suddenly fell into the bin next to me. I almost choked with relief. It was covered in fingernail cuttings, but at least I had it back. Silently, I fished it out and dusted off all the muck, but there was a problem: Zoe was holding the ripped lip balm page.

As I stared at my stolen formula, I felt a dark, sludgy fear bubbling away inside me, like honey that’s been left to burn. The Von Hammers didn’t just want my lip balm, they wanted to wipe out Kitty’s Beauty Parlour for good.

Which meant one thing.

This was war.
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Ivy and I walked home from the mall in the dark. I was still fuming over BeautyGlow and the lost formula, but Ivy spent the whole time counting the coins she’d earned busking.

‘Fifteen dollars and twenty-five cents!’ she said, dancing on the spot. ‘I’ve got enough to buy a new set of pens and this magic ink-eraser I’ve had my eye on. You wouldn’t believe how many mistakes I make. Do you know it took me five weeks and three pads of paper to figure out how to draw a nose? Nostrils are hard. But practice makes perfect, right?’

‘Sure, Ivy.’

‘Hey,’ she nudged my shoulder. ‘Don’t worry about your formula. You said you were working on something even better. Let’s just make that for the competition.’

I dragged my feet along the footpath and wished Ivy would quit being so perky. How was I going to come up with something new? Sure, I had my notebook back, but it was full of all my old bad ideas. No-one would want my oatmeal and mint body cream.

We’re the Green Girls, and we make the world a beautiful place.

That’s what Mum says. All the time. But so far, the only beautiful things I’d made were the shampoo and the lip balm – and that was only because of Rosa’s plants.

Which Elektra and Zoe know about, I reminded myself. Nice one, genius.

What would happen if Zoe figured out who Rosa was? Would she ransack her garden? Make something better than Glue Goo or Lip Switch? Take the one good thing that had happened to Kitty’s and steal it for herself?

My best day ever had turned so bad I could practically see the mould growing on it.

‘I’ll have to skip the salon visit,’ sighed Ivy, interrupting my thoughts. ‘My violin lesson started ten minutes ago.’

‘Oh, right.’ We stopped at the turn-off to my street, and I noticed Ivy’s usual bubbliness had worn off. She was chewing on the knots in her hair and frowning at her violin case. I had to ask. ‘Why do you play that thing if you’re so …’

‘What?’ Ivy pulled the hair out of her mouth. ‘Bad?’

‘Sorry,’ I shook my head. ‘You know what I mean.’

‘Hey, you should have seen the looks on people’s faces when I played “Sugar Plum Fairy”.’ Ivy did her wind-chime laugh. ‘Classic. But at least my violin-playing got your notebook back.’

‘Thanks. I owe you one.’

Ivy gave me a sly smile. ‘How about you make me some of that hair detangler spray like you promised, and we call it even?’

‘Trust me, you don’t want that.’

‘Um, I’ve tried everything on this hair. Trust me, I do.’ Ivy turned to go, but stopped. ‘And you asked why I keep playing this stupid thing?’ She held up the violin case. ‘It’s not for me, it’s for my mama and papa.’

There was a beat of silence as I thought about this. ‘But if it’s not you, shouldn’t you just tell them? Be true to yourself, and that kind of thing?’

Ivy thought about that. ‘My family has always expected me to be a musician. I guess I don’t want to disappoint them. You know what I mean?’

‘Yeah.’ I hugged my notebook closer. ‘I know exactly what you mean.’ I waved at Ivy as she disappeared down the street. I felt bad for her, playing that violin for two hours a day just to please her family. Her drawings were much more beautiful than the “Sugar Plum Fairy”. I should have told her that.

I headed towards home, feeling cold and empty. Even the lights glowing in the salon window didn’t cheer me up that night, because I had one more problem to add to my list: I couldn’t tell Mum and Faye that BeautyGlow had stolen the lip balm formula. If I did, I’d have to spill about the berries.

And then, bye-bye lip balm. And bye-bye Kitty’s.

The lies were getting all mixed up in my head, like a bottle with too many colours in it, turning into sludgy brown, just like Ivy said.

I pushed hard on the salon door. A handwritten sign was stuck to the glass.

Lip Switch lip balm! Coming soon!!!

I felt a bubble of hope, but it popped as soon as the door swung open. The man from the other day was in the salon, handing my mum a stack of papers.

Sylvester Sebold. Turning Bricks into Gold.

They must have just finished a serious conversation, because the wrinkle between Mum’s eyebrows was a deep gash of worry and her normally neat bun hung in strands around her face.

‘I take it this means I’ll be seeing you Monday, Mrs Green?’ asked Mr Sebold, straightening his already perfect tie.

‘It looks that way,’ nodded Mum.

Behind them, the beaded curtain twitched and I saw Faye moving behind it.

‘My client will be extremely pleased,’ said Mr Sebold, heading towards the door in a cloud of musk cologne. ‘You’re doing the right thing, Mrs Green. As soon as you sign those papers, we can start turning these bricks into gold and your worries into wishes. Good evening, all.’

He gave me a horrible wink, like he had something stuck in his eye, then swept out into the night. I coughed, because, eww, musk.

‘Um, Mum?’ I looked desperately at the papers in her hands. ‘What’s going on?’

But before she could answer, the beaded curtain exploded and Faye stormed into the salon wearing an off-the-shoulder jumper that was almost as red as her face.

‘Seriously? You’re selling the salon and you never even thought to tell me?’ Faye pointed at the papers. ‘Kitty’s isn’t a pile of bricks! And that guy’s a creep!’

‘He also smells bad,’ I added.

Mum unscrewed her high heels, plonked them on the desk and took a deep meditation breath. She looked tired and faded, like that real-estate agent had walked away with all her sparkle. ‘I should have told you sooner. I’m sorry, girls.’ Mum rubbed her temples. ‘Mr Sebold came here on Monday with an offer to buy the salon and apartment. He said he’d drop off some papers to sign, but they never arrived, so I thought the offer was withdrawn.’

Faye and I swapped guilty looks. I could still see the flames glowing against my sister’s face as she scorched those sale papers. Not that it did much. Musk-man just came back like a fly feeding on honey.

‘Now here he is again,’ sighed Mum, slipping the new papers under the register. ‘And this time his client’s offering twice what the salon’s worth. Someone certainly wants our salon, and they’re being very persuasive about it.’

‘Well, tell them it’s not for sale,’ ordered Faye. ‘Tell Mr-I-wear-too-much-hair-gel that the Green Girls are busy making Kitty’s beautiful again.’

‘Or at least we’re trying to,’ I said quietly.

Mum wiped some dust off the cash register. ‘Look, girls, Glue Goo was a wonderful idea. But just because we had twelve customers yesterday, it doesn’t change the fact that we have no more appointments for the rest of the month.’

‘We have the lip balm.’ Faye’s voice trembled. I wasn’t sure if she was angry or afraid. ‘Everyone I know is coming on Friday to buy it. We talked about this the other night, Mum – we’re going to pack this place out and it’ll be just like old times.’

Mum blinked a few times. Her eyes glistened. ‘Faye.’ She said it slowly, and I imagined her conjuring up all the positive quotes on our fridge. ‘When it rains, we need to look for rainbows, and the salon’s been struggling for months. Mr Sebold’s offer is a very generous one. If we took it, we could make a fresh start. You could get a new makeup set. And Lily, you could get that phone I’ve been promising you.’

‘I don’t want a phone,’ I said.

‘And I don’t want a makeup set.’ Faye looked unimpressed. ‘I want to run a business. Our business. The one you started with Dad twenty years ago, remember?’

No-one said anything, but I knew what we were all thinking.

Dad.

He was nowhere, and he was everywhere – his scribbles on the walls and his inventions dangling from our bedroom ceiling and set into the kitchen bench. What would Mr Sebold turn those into?

I shook my head furiously. ‘There has to be another way.’

‘Yeah, my way,’ said Faye. ‘Like I keep saying, we just have to give this place a makeover and launch a website –’

‘No, no websites,’ Mum looked flustered. ‘No makeovers.’ She gazed around the sagging old salon and I had a sudden realisation: my sister could see a future for Kitty’s, but Mum was stuck in the past.

I slipped my hand in Mum’s. It felt cold. ‘Can’t we try selling the lip balm?’

Mum bit her lip like she was thinking.

‘Come on, one more shot,’ pleaded Faye. ‘With a brand-new range of natural beauty products, I just know we can make things better.’

‘Range of products?’ I thought I was hearing things.

‘Yes, Lily, products. Plural,’ said Faye. ‘According to Be the Boss, customers value novelty and choice, which means you need to make one more thing for the product launch on Friday. Or are you still having problems with your’ – she cocked her head – ‘ingredients?’

Mum gave me a funny look.

I panicked. ‘Nope, all good.’

‘Excellent,’ Faye patted at her stiff, Glue-Gooed hair and … urgh … a shower of brown dust floated off the ends and settled on her shoulders. I never paid attention when Mum tried to teach me hairdressing, but hair turning into dust? That did not look natural.

‘Lily, time to get working.’ Faye snapped her orange nails. ‘Operation Beauty Miracle is about to enter phase two.’

‘Operation … what?’ asked Mum.

‘Just a business term,’ said Faye quickly. ‘We’re all over this, Mum. Tell Mr Sebold he’ll have to wait until Monday for his answer, because the Green Girls have a few more tricks in their aprons. Isn’t that right, Lily?’ Faye grinned at me and her Lip Switch lips turned a shade of mud-brown. There was also some dark guck stuck to her gums, like she’d eaten a mouthful of berries.

I shivered. ‘I guess so.’

Mum squeezed my hand. ‘I suppose we should at least try to sell your inventions, Lily. You’ve worked so hard on them. But …’ Her voice trailed off, and then she added, ‘let’s not get our hopes up.’

Faye narrowed her eyes at me. We both knew hope was all we had now.

Hope, lip balm, and one more thing.
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If only it was that easy.

I lay awake in bed for hours that night, trying to figure out what I could make that would be beautiful enough to save the salon. I tried closing my eyes to think, but every time I did, all my fears started dripping down the sides of my brain and pooling into a panicky, guilty mess.

If we fail Operation Beauty Miracle, Mum’s going to sell the salon on Monday.

I told Violet and everyone at school that I’m working on something new.

I can’t make anything without Rosa’s plants.

I sat up in the dark, breathing hard. Crunch stirred near my feet and his white tail curled into a furry question mark. We both looked at the glowing green flowers whirring overhead and I wished Dad was there. ‘Help me, Dad,’ I whispered. ‘I don’t know how to make things better.’

The night felt deep and lonely. And as the green flowers spun round and round, something started to sparkle deep inside my head like an answer to all of my problems.

I snapped on my slipper lights. My feet started moving out into the kitchen, past the cupboards and towards the thing I really needed. I went down the fire escape, with Crunch bouncing down the railings after me, through the weeds, and up the mulberry tree. It was only as I crawled onto the top of the stone wall that I wondered if I was doing the right thing.

Of course you are, I told myself. You’re a Green Girl.

You have to save the salon.

And one more plant will make everything better.

Guilt seeped through me like black ink spreading through water, but I promised myself this would be the last time. Just one more plant and this would all be over.

Beside me, Crunch peered into the darkness on the other side of the wall.

Then I jumped.
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I landed with a thump on the moss-covered ground and crouched there, blinking in the dark. It smelt wild and muddy, like the bottom of a well. It felt different, too – cold and still, as though the garden was holding its breath. I looked back up at the wall, where Crunch was sitting against a backdrop of stars, snapping his tail and sniffing the air. A second later, he skittered away.

Scaredy-cat.

I was alone. But not really, because the garden was moving around me. I heard a faint rustling sound as the berry vine crept its tendrils along the stone wall. And a whispering in the silvery Spanish moss that swung from the dark trees. Below, there was a faint clicking sound as a meadow of tiny glowing purple flowers unfolded around my slippers, like little fireflies that had been disturbed by a giant.

I’d never listened to plants before. I wondered if this was the sound of them growing.

Or if you’re just a crazy thief crouching in someone’s backyard listening to plants, I told myself.

I peeked through the veil of Spanish moss towards Rosa’s house. The rest of her garden stirred restlessly in the night. The bell-shaped flowers snapped at mosquitoes, and the lily pads in the pond plopped and splashed. Even the tiny glowing flowers at my feet were spitting faint clouds of sparkly pollen into the night air.

Behind me, something rustled in the darkness. It sounded like paper unfolding, and was coming from the darkest corner of the garden, against the back wall – but before I could investigate, a light snapped on in the kitchen and the back door swung open. Rosa was standing in the doorway, squinting out into the dark.

I jumped to my feet, crushing some of the purple flowers under my slippers. I had to get out of there, but not without the one thing I’d come for. I snatched a handful of the glowing flowers and scrambled back over the wall.

The flowers glowed inside my cupped hands, shining brighter than my slipper lights as I sprinted across the yard, up the fire escape and back to bed. I slipped the five delicate flowers into an empty jar and hid it under my bed.

I didn’t know what was worse: the creeping shame that I’d stolen from Rosa and Ivy, or the desperate need to make something beautiful for my family. Only one thing was certain: I’d found my next secret ingredient.
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The next day started like any other.

I scrubbed the mould out of the foot spa, Faye styled my curls into something called a ‘French twist updo’, and Mum said it was going to be a beautiful day. But as soon as I stepped outside the salon, everything else was different.

Firstly, Violet was waiting for me, her lips shining a happy yellow and her phone glued to her hand. OK, so we spent the whole walk to school talking about her Lip Switch makeup video, which had hundreds of comments, and in just twenty minutes the views went from 1,000 to 1,351, which Violet said was a ‘big deal’.

Honestly, I didn’t care so much about the video. But I did love watching Violet’s face lighting up as she stared at the little screen. I knew that technically she was looking at herself wearing my lip balm, but it also felt like she was seeing me, in some weird way. And that wasn’t all – the lip balm was having other side effects, too.

Like Zoe spending library study hour googling ‘lip balm berries’ and asking random people in the playground if they knew anyone called Rosa. And when Violet innocently showed her the Lip Switch video, Zoe had an actual tantrum and kicked the flagpole so hard she scuffed her perfect silver boot.

I laughed right into my notebook about that.

Zoe thought she could steal her way to success, but I had a jar of glowing flowers underneath my bed, and I was one mixing bowl away from making something so beautiful it would bring the salon back with a bang.

‘Take that, BeautyGlow,’ I whispered to myself. My eyes wandered across the playground to the art room, where Ivy was sitting inside on her own, but I refocused on my notebook.

I had work to do.
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There was good news and bad news waiting for me at home.

The good news – Mum was out grocery shopping, which meant I had a few hours to make a mess in the kitchen.

The bad news – Faye was in our bedroom, scooping Lip Switch into hundreds of tiny plastic pots for the launch the next day. This was a major problem because I couldn’t pull the jar of glowing flowers out from under the bed with my sister there.

Time was ticking and I was desperate to start experimenting with the flowers.

I paced around the kitchen, not knowing what to do. The window was open, and the distant screech of Ivy’s violin floated in on the breeze. She must have been practising.

Practise, practise, practise.

I flipped open my notebook, and saw my oatmeal and mint body cream idea. It made me think of Ivy. Not just because it was green, but because she’d asked me about it that day in her kitchen.

I could still hear Ivy’s violin. It sounded like a cat crying, but she kept going, because Ivy never seemed to give up on anything. She’d even spent five weeks teaching herself how to draw a nose.

Nostrils are hard.

I laughed to myself and ran a hand over the oatmeal and mint body cream formula. If Ivy could spend five weeks drawing noses and two hours a day playing violin, I figured I could at least try making some body cream while I waited for Faye to disappear.

Just for practice, I thought, pulling some bottles out of the pantry and fridge.

My fingers tingled as I tipped a box of oatmeal into a saucepan with some water, and brought it to a boil. Next, I melted vegetable oil, honey and almond oil in another pot. When they were both ready, I tipped the two bubbling mixtures into a bowl, along with a handful of chopped mint, some parsley, and a squeeze of lemon juice. I thought of Ivy and dripped in a few drops of green food colouring too.

Not bad.

‘Beauty quiz time!’ shouted Faye from the bedroom.

Great. Faye’s always taking these ridiculous online beauty quizzes, and she makes me take them too. I kept stirring, and rubbed a bit of cream on the back of my hand. It was nice, but … boring, it’s a big bowl of boring, a voice whispered in my head.

Maybe this was a bad idea.

No such thing as a bad idea, said another voice in my head. It sounded like Mrs D. The only way to get good at something is to keep trying.

I sighed and went back to the pantry. I ripped open a chamomile tea bag, crushed the fragrant yellow flowers into a fine dust, and sprinkled that into the body cream. Next, a drop of lavender oil to make it smell better, and a dusting of nutmeg powder for warmth.

I smeared some cream on my arm. It looked and smelt heaps better. And the crushed flower dust had given it some texture without being gritty. But the mixture still didn’t feel right.

‘First question. What is your morning hair routine?’ shouted Faye. ‘Wait, don’t tell me. Nothing, just walk out the door a sloppy mess.’

I went to slam the kitchen door, but stopped: a sloppy mess.

I needed something wet and sloppy to make the body cream easier to spread.

Snapping up two pink grapefruits from the fruit bowl, I scraped out all the flesh and whizzed it in the food processor, then tipped the pink mess into the body cream, gave it a mix, and scooped some up with my finger. My oatmeal, mint and grapefruit body cream felt beautiful, and it smelt dreamy, and it was a beautiful grassy green, but …

I waited for it to do something. Anything. But it just sat there on the tip of my finger like any other body cream. Compared to Glue Goo and Lip Switch, it was blurg blurg blurg. No one would pay for this.

What are you doing? Everything you make is blurg, not beautiful, hissed the voice in my head.

Be quiet, I told it.

‘Second question,’ shouted Faye. ‘Where do you get inspiration for your makeup look?’

Inspiration. I needed inspiration, but when I went back to my notebook, it was just bad idea after bad idea. None of them were beautiful enough to save the salon. I slowly lowered my forehead onto the kitchen bench.

I can’t make anything without the plants.

‘Lily, are you even trying to come up with an answer?’ shouted Faye.

‘Unfortunately, yes,’ I mumbled. ‘But I don’t have a makeup look, I’m twelve.’

‘Fine, skipping to question three! Which lip colour makes you glow?’

I looked around the kitchen. The bench was covered in oatmeal and grapefruit pulp, and I still had nothing.

‘This is a disaster,’ I mumbled, sweeping all the scraps down the kit-chute into Crunch’s food bowl. I considered throwing out the body cream too, but decided Crunch could eat it later, so I scraped all the green goop into a container, put it in the fridge, and thumped the door closed. A Post-it Note quivered and fell off. It said: Beauty begins the moment you decide to be yourself!

I stuck it back on the fridge, wishing Mum would put normal things on the fridge, like shopping lists or receipts.

‘Here are the lipstick options,’ Faye sauntered out of the bedroom holding her laptop. She had a Glue-Gooed side-ponytail that stuck out in a horizontal woosh, like a giant fan was aimed at the side of her head. But her normally soft brown hair looked as stiff as a branch, and there was definitely more of that dirt-like powder on the shoulders of her orange crop top.

‘How can you still be using Glue Goo?’ I asked, pointing at her ponytail. ‘I thought we ran out.’

Faye swatted me away. ‘I might have kept a little extra for myself. It was my idea to sell it, after all.’

‘Wait, you still have some shampoo left?’ I asked in disbelief.

‘Well, I did.’ Faye pulled a tiny glass bottle out of her pocket. There was only a drop of orange liquid at the bottom. ‘Turns out your miraculous shampoo has one little problem: the glue effect wears off after a day. And I can’t have that.’

Hmmm. I frowned at the dust on my sister’s shoulders. ‘So you’ve been washing your hair with it every day?’

Faye shrugged. ‘Got to look my best for the launch tomorrow.’

‘But Faye,’ I did the calculations. ‘That means you’ve been using Glue Goo for four days.’

‘Good counting, genius. And your point is? Wait, I don’t care.’ My sister shot me a sarcastic smile and her Lip Switch lips twinkled green. The strange black sludge from the previous night was still stuck on her gums – only worse.

I felt a pinch of fear. ‘What about Lip Switch? You haven’t been wearing it every day, have you?’

‘Of course I have.’ Faye scoffed. ‘I wear it twenty-four seven because Be the Boss says I should always be the face for my business. Now shut up and answer the question – which lip colour makes you glow?’

I gave Faye’s hair and lips a long look. I was probably overreacting. Last year she dip-dyed the ends of her hair blonde, then went swimming at the pool, and the tips turned green. After that, half the girls at her high school showed up with green tips. Faye has that effect on people. She probably knew what she was doing.

‘So? Raving Red, Scandalous Silver, or Glow Girl Purple?’ asked Faye.

Glow Girl Purple? I rolled my eyes, because who even comes up with these dumb lipstick names? But then something in my head sparkled. An idea.

‘Glow Girl Purple,’ I murmured.

Satisfied, Faye headed back into the bedroom and I forgot all about her weird hair and strange gums, because I had an idea. A brilliant idea.

And yes, it involved the glowing purple flowers.

But I was desperate, and my family was counting on me, and my oatmeal and mint body cream was basically cat food. So as far as I could tell, there was no other option.

I just needed to wait for everyone to go to bed.
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When I woke up the next morning, my cheek was smooshed against the toilet lid and my arm was wrapped around a bucket.

I’d spent all night locked in the bathroom, working on my Glow Girl body cream. Two litres of it, to be exact, made from natural yoghurt, a few containers of Faye’s shea butter lotion, maple syrup, blueberries and – of course – the petals of Rosa’s glowing purple flowers. I’d mixed it together in a bucket with a toothbrush because I couldn’t risk Mum catching me with the flowers. But if those petals were as magical as I hoped, the body cream would be the final perfect piece in our plan to save Kitty’s. The thought sent a nervous thrill through me.

‘Lily! The salon washbasin has hairballs in it! Get cleaning!’ Faye thumped on the bathroom door on her way downstairs.

I pulled my face off the toilet lid. The bucket was heavy, but I managed to drag it into the kitchen, and when I heaved it into the fridge, the inside of the fridge started glowing. I dipped my finger into the bucket and wiped a dollop on the back of my hand. The cream was smooth and silky and within seconds it made my skin glow a soft, dreamy purple.

I’d done it. The day before, everything had seemed impossible. But now I had a bucket full of beautiful that was going to save Kitty’s and get me first place in the invention competition.

I happily flicked some squished blueberries off my rumpled uniform, squeezed the last bit of toothpaste out of the tube into my mouth, and ran downstairs.

‘Finally.’ Faye’s hair was Glue-Gooed into a dead-straight curtain down her back, with a dramatic spiky fringe. She made a face at my morning hair. ‘You look worse than usual. How is that possible?’

‘I did it,’ I whispered. ‘Beauty product number three is in the fridge, ready for packaging.’

Faye’s eyes got so big I could see the whites around them. ‘Is it beautiful? It’d better be beautiful.’

‘Trust me, it is.’ I showed her the glowing smear on my hand.

A greedy look flashed across my sister’s face, then she whipped a can of Honeydew Frizz-Fighter out of her apron and sprayed it at my head. ‘Operation Beauty Miracle is about to enter its third and final phase.’ She sounded as nervous as I felt. ‘By the way, Mum said you can stay home from school today. Everyone arrives at three-thirty, and we’ll need you working with us in the salon.’

I thought she was kidding until I saw Mum swishing through the beaded curtain with a purple apron folded neatly in her hands.

‘I think you’re finally ready to wear this, Lily.’ Mum held out the apron.

‘Told you,’ whispered Faye. She gave my curls one last scrunch and pushed me towards Mum.

I walked slowly, afraid that the apron might disappear like a dream. But when I picked it up, the fabric was thick and perfect and sent a glowing rush of happiness up my arms. Mum had embroidered Junior Beauty Assistant on the pocket in gold thread. I stared at it, mesmerised, and felt something growing inside me, like a tiny seed pushing through dirt.

‘You’ve worked so hard to help the salon this week, Lily.’ Mum dabbed at her eyes. ‘You deserve to be an official part of the team now.’

No one mentioned the sad truth – that we only had three days left as a team. But I pushed that thought aside and slipped on the apron. It fit perfectly and, even though I’m not much of a mirror person, I took a long time tying it up and looking at my reflection. It was so beautiful. And it was finally mine.

Faye patted my back. ‘Congratulations, frizzball. You can clean the drain tomorrow. Just make sure you wear gloves, because that thing is clogged with hair.’

‘Thanks. Sort of.’ I laughed, but it sounded more like a sob.

Over on the desk, Faye’s phone vibrated with a message. Seconds later, there was another one.

‘It’s happening. Everyone’s talking about the launch this afternoon.’ Faye turned to Mum. ‘Wait and see – by the end of today, Kitty’s will be back in business.’

‘I hope you’re right about this, Faye,’ said Mum.

‘I’m always right.’ My sister held out her hand. I put mine on top. Finally, Mum added hers to the pile. ‘Green Girls, today is going to be a beautiful day.’

I held on tight to the three of us, and when Mum and Faye bustled off to start packaging the body cream, I slipped my hand inside my brand-new apron pocket, just to hold onto the feeling for a while.
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Seven hours and one hundred purple balloons later, we were ready.

We couldn’t do anything about the faded purple walls, but the rest of the salon looked incredible. Faye had covered the desk with a shimmery purple tablecloth, and arranged two hundred containers of Glow Girl body cream into a pyramid, next to a neat tower of Lip Switch lip balm pots. She’d even convinced Mum to replace the old blown-out lightbulbs around the salon mirror, and strung fairy lights around the salon door.

All three of us had our purple aprons on, and when the clock finally ticked over to three-thirty, something amazing happened.

Customers started showing up.

OK, so most of them were neighbours and Faye’s friends from school. But within minutes, the entire salon was full of people chattering away excitedly, and Mum and Faye were wearing their brightest salon smiles, and it was all because of my beauty products.

‘My beauty products.’ I tried whispering the words just to make sure this was all real.

‘That’s right dear, your beauty products,’ said a familiar voice behind me, and I spun around to see Mrs Dougall. ‘Well done, Lily girl.’ She gave me a warm hug. ‘I see you finally found the courage to make your own beautiful inventions.’

Sort of. I half-smiled, because I knew I couldn’t have done any of this without Rosa’s plants. Was that cheating? I wasn’t sure. But that splodgy, guilty feeling seeped through me again.

I tried to change the subject. ‘Did you like the Glue Goo Shampoo, Mrs D?’

‘Indeed I did, Lily, it was very charming,’ she nodded, and her blue-rinsed curls quivered. ‘But I was happy when it wore off after a day. A giant gluey beehive wasn’t quite me. And I find it’s best to be oneself – no point pretending you’re something you’re not.’ Mrs D gave me another hug and disappeared into the crowd, just as a pair of silver boots caught my eye.

Zoe – great.

She pushed her way over as she eyed the stack of beauty products on the desk. ‘Wow, body cream?’ she said sarcastically. ‘Green, when you said you’d made something incredible I almost believed you. But turns out it’s just some dumb body cream.’ She almost sounded relieved.

‘Um, nice to see you too, Zoe. And for your information, it isn’t just any old body cream.’

‘If you say so.’ Zoe glared around the salon like she was afraid she might catch a disease. ‘Doesn’t matter anyway, because I’ve made something that’s going to blow away the Lab Girls at the comp and make me an instant TV superstar.’

‘Made something?’ I couldn’t believe what she was saying. ‘You mean you stole something. Like my lip balm formula.’

‘Lip balm? Nah-uh.’ Zoe shook her head. ‘My invention’s way better than that, and when I find my last ingredient, believe me, it’s going to be berry, berry beautiful.’ She snickered, and I had a sudden urge to push her out the door and into the street, when Violet, Bella and Saanvi appeared.

‘Good luck today, Lil.’ Violet waved her phone at me. ‘This is so exciting. You’re actually selling your beauty products in Kitty’s!’

‘I have no idea what that cream does yet, but I want a pot,’ said Bella.

‘Me too. I’m buying three,’ nodded Saanvi.

Zoe huffed and crossed her arms, but I didn’t care. Even the toxic fumes of jealousy radiating out of her weren’t going to spoil my big day. Plus, I had another way to get back at Zoe.

‘Um, Violet, want to stay after the launch? I asked shyly. ‘Mum can paint your nails purple.’

Violet smiled. ‘I’d love that.’

Zoe huffed again. Yesssss.

‘Lily! Lily, over here!’ Ivy was waving at me through the crowd, with Bertie bobbing on her head.

I gave her a faint wave and turned back to Violet. I had another idea. ‘And if you want, we could make a Glow Girl video together. Just you and me.’

My best friend’s eyes lit up and I’m pretty sure she was about to say yes when Ivy burst into our little circle. Everyone backed away as they took in Ivy’s look. She was wearing dangly watermelon earrings and a hair clip shaped like a paintbrush. On top of her head sat Bertie, happily pecking away at some seeds hidden in her tangled brown hair.

‘Hi guys,’ Ivy waved at everyone. She’d drawn smiley faces on all of her fingertips. Zoe laughed under her breath.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ said Ivy, turning to me. ‘I’m supposed to be practising violin.’ She made a bored face. ‘I tried convincing Nan to come, but she’s busy weeding. Typical Rosa.’

Rosa.

As soon as the word slipped out of Ivy’s mouth I could almost see it floating in the air like a soapy bubble, then popping right over Zoe’s head.

Zoe flinched.

Did she hear it?

Too late to find out – Zoe was dragging Violet and the other girls away and Mum was chiming her scissors against the lolly jar. Everyone fell quiet.

‘Thank you all for coming,’ said Mum. ‘We’re so happy to see all these faces in Kitty’s today. Things have been a little quiet around here lately, but you know what they say, every cloud has a silver lining.’

‘I think you mean a purple lining,’ shouted Faye.

There was ripple of laughter as my sister took over, standing on the stool behind the desk and holding up a pot of Glow Girl body cream. I instantly forgot about Zoe and her evilness, because my sister had never looked so happy.

It made me think how sometimes the weirdest of ingredients go together, like chilli and chocolate, or peanut butter and pickles. Maybe Faye and I were like that: complete opposites, but surprisingly good when smooshed together. Sweet, but sour. Gross, but delicious. Messy, but perfect.

I smiled and crossed my fingers inside my apron pocket as Faye unscrewed the Glow Girl pot.

‘Now, I know you’ve already heard about our world-first Lip Switch lip balm,’ said Faye. ‘Which, by the way, you can buy today for just twelve dollars a pot.’

Lots of heads swayed to get a look at the lip balm pots, but a red-headed woman in sunglasses shouted, ‘What about the body cream? What does that do?’

‘Good question, lady near the washbasin with the great hair. I’m about to show you.’ Faye dug her hand into the pot and scooped out a wad of purple cream. ‘Our latest custom-made body cream has been crafted from all-natural yoghurt, maple syrup, blueberries and …’

As Faye read out the ingredients (minus the flowers), I heard a tap on the salon door. It was the real-estate agent, and when I opened the door a crack, his musk cologne crept so far up my nose I could practically taste it. Urgh.

‘Is your mother in?’ he asked, trying to push the door open. I jammed my foot against it.

‘We’re at capacity,’ I said through the crack.

‘This is important. We have a deadline we need to talk about.’ Mr Sebold gave me a slimy smile that reminded me of dead things at the bottom of our fridge.

‘If you’re here to talk about selling, don’t bother.’ The words came out all angry and I realised how much I hated this guy for trying to convince Mum to give up our home. ‘As you can see, Mr Sebold, we have lots of customers, so we won’t be selling.’

‘That’s cute.’ Mr Sebold laughed and looked over my shoulder at Faye, who was smearing the body cream over her face and arms. ‘Just pass along a message to your mother, will you?’ he said, looking back at me. ‘Tell her she has three days left to make a decision. My buyer’s getting impatient, and they won’t wait around forever.’

I watched Sylvester-Sebold-Bricks-into-Gold disappear down the street, then I shoved the door closed with relief. We didn’t need him to save us. We were doing that ourselves. As if to prove it, Faye’s face and arms were slowly turning a soft, dreamy purple, like someone had switched on a light underneath her skin, and the floral fragrance radiating from the cream was so rich and heavenly, you could see it wafting off her in delicate purple waves.

‘Want glowing skin that will make you stand out from the crowd?’ smiled Faye. She was now surrounded by a hazy circle of purple light, sort of like a jellyfish, but in a good way. ‘Get Glow Girl. It looks like magic, smells like flowers, and the best part?’ She dipped her finger into the pot, then ate a whole mouthful of the cream. ‘It tastes Glow-Girl-gorgeous!’

By now everyone was clapping and trying to get a look at my sister’s glowing skin, and – even better – Zoe was storming out of the salon, followed by the red-headed woman in the sunglasses.

This was going perfectly … except I wasn’t so sure about Faye eating the body cream.

Maybe I shouldn’t have told her there was maple syrup in it?

I was still thinking this over when the clapping stopped.

Silence. Except for a cough, like a cat coughing up a fur ball.

I stood on tiptoe to get a look at my sister. She was still on the stool, with the Glow Girl in one hand and her other hand around her neck. She coughed again, and a speckle of tiny purple dots appeared on her arms and face. Dots that looked like pimples or freckles or … Flowers?

There were gasps in the crowd as purple flower-shaped welts started forming on Faye’s skin. Rosa’s garden flashed through my head. The purple flowers pushing up through the moss. The pollen spurting into the night.

Faye coughed again, and swiped at her fringe to get it out of her eyes, but an entire section of hair snapped off like a twig in her hands. A few people in the crowd shrieked. I felt my insides go cold.

Now Faye was holding her fringe in her hands, and the purple rash was spreading across her cheeks, and when she turned to me, her green eyes were wide with terror. She opened her panic-purple lips, revealing murky, stained teeth, then she let out another cough.

And the second I saw the sparkling purple pollen shooting out of my sister’s mouth, I knew for sure: I was in deep, deep trouble.
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The salon emptied out faster than suds down a drain. All that was left were a few scuff marks on the floor, a hundred bobbing balloons and Ivy, with Bertie squawking on her head. The budgie flew across the salon and pecked at Faye’s rock-hard hair, but she swatted him away.

‘What. Just. Happened?!’ she shouted.

I took a frightened step backwards, and the door handle jabbed into my back.

‘Faye, sweetie, let’s not panic …’ Mum did a few meditation breaths as my sister went over to the mirror and stared at her arms and face, which were now covered in the purple rash and sprinkled with sparkly pollen. Her hair hung in a stiff wooden curtain, and her snapped-off fringe gave her an eerie, crazed look.

‘This is not a beautiful day,’ Faye whispered.

‘You shouldn’t have eaten that cream,’ I said.

Faye whipped around and her voice was a wall of fury. ‘NOT. A BEAUTIFUL. DAY!’

I shrank back. Faye yells all the time, but the look in her eyes wasn’t just anger. It was something crushed and desperate. I could feel it, too. Not a single pot of body cream or lip balm had been sold and my sister was now a walking beauty disaster.

‘We failed Operation Beauty Miracle!’ shouted Faye. ‘All because of your freakish beauty products!’

‘You told me to make them,’ I said weakly.

‘Everyone, let’s keep calm,’ soothed Mum. ‘Now. We all tried the Glow Girl cream earlier today and it was fine. So there must be an explanation for this.’

The plants. My head throbbed with the truth. The orange tree, the berries, the flowers. Rosa had told me they were little monsters, but I’d used them anyway.

What had I done?

‘Maybe some of the ingredients were off?’ suggested Ivy.

My sister ran her eyes over Ivy. ‘Who are you? And why are you talking to me?’

‘I’m Ivy. I helped Lily make the lip balm.’

Faye’s mouth twisted into a grimace. ‘Great, so I’ve been wearing lip balm made by two dorky twelve-year-olds. And by the way, you need to do something about your hair.’

‘Tell me about it,’ shrugged Ivy.

‘Hair-talk later, girls. Right now we have bigger fish to fry.’ Mum paced around the salon. ‘I just don’t understand. Lily, how could the ingredients be off? You only made the cream last night.’

‘And it was supposed to be all natural,’ said Faye, turning on me.

‘It is, but …’ I tried to piece things together. The plants were definitely causing the side effects, but my sister had also taken things too far. ‘You shouldn’t have eaten the cream, Faye.’ My voice shook. ‘And the shampoo – you’ve used it four times, not once, like everyone else. And why did you have to wear the lip balm for three whole days?’

Everyone fell silent, but I could see the panic in Mum and Faye’s eyes. Five minutes ago the salon had been full of customers and all our problems were solved. Now, Kitty’s was empty and we’d have to sell up and move, and it was all because of me and my beauty-obsessed sister.

But mostly me.

I tried to tell them about Rosa’s plants, but the inky black cloud of guilt was back, creeping up my throat, choking the words. If I told them what I’d done, it would be like admitting I was hopeless. That I couldn’t make a single thing right. And then I’d just be the same hopeless me I was before all this started, only worse, because now I’d hurt Faye and lied to everyone I loved.

Just for a stack of beauty products, I thought miserably.

‘Come on, Faye,’ Mum gently steered my sister towards the door. ‘We can talk about this later. First, we need to get you to a doctor.’

‘Forget it, I’m not going out looking like this.’ Faye stubbornly plonked herself down on a chair.

Mum reached for a bottle of sorbolene cream. ‘I’ll see what I can do, but Lily …’ she gave me a worried look. ‘Lily, I think it’s best if you and Ivy stay out of the way while we clean up this mess.’

My mess.

‘No need to panic, honey,’ Mum dabbed some cream on Faye’s arms. ‘It’s probably just a little rash.’

‘You mean a freaky flower rash!’ wailed Faye. ‘And my hair’s snapping off like twigs!’ She broke off another chunk off her fringe, and sobbed when she realised what she’d done.

I couldn’t stand there swallowing my secrets for much longer – I had to find a way to fix things and make Faye better. But how?

Or … who?

Somewhere in the muddy depths of my brain an idea glimmered and I pushed against the salon door.

‘Lily, where are you going?’ asked Mum.

I slipped my notebook into my apron as I backed out the door. ‘I might know someone who can help.’
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Ivy and Bertie trailed after me as I ran towards their house. It was only when we hurried down the stone path in Rosa’s garden, past the snapping pink lilies, that Ivy grabbed my hand.

‘Lily, wait, why are we seeing my nan?’ she puffed. ‘And what’s going on with your beauty products? None of this makes sense.’

I kept pressing on down the path, ignoring the tiny yellow flowers that unfurled around my sneakers. ‘I just thought Rosa might have a plant that could help Faye, that’s all.’

Ivy stopped, and I reluctantly turned around. Her face was crumpling with confusion. ‘A plant? Why would you want to use one of Nan’s plants? They’re creepy.’ As if to prove it, Ivy picked one of the whirring white daisies and let it fly into the air. It spun away in the breeze like a tiny helicopter. ‘And you didn’t answer me about the beauty products.’

I swallowed hard.

‘Was it really the hot chocolate powder that made our lip balm special?’ Ivy spoke slowly, as though she was afraid of the answer. ‘Or is there something else in your beauty products that’s making them go bad?’

I hesitated, and caught my reflection in Ivy’s big brown eyes. My head looked huge and weird and not like me at all. ‘It wasn’t meant to turn out like this, Ivy, I promise.’

‘What did you do?’ Ivy’s voice dropped to a whisper.

I wanted to tell her. I had to, but just as I opened my mouth, a shrill voice rang out across the garden.

‘IVY!! Violin practice started half an hour ago!’ It was Ivy’s mother, standing at the back door. ‘Let’s GO!’ She clapped, and Ivy did a little jump, like a spooked horse.

She gave me one last worried look, then headed back to the house, and within seconds, scratchy violin notes filled the air. I took a shaky breath and headed deeper into the garden, with Bertie flapping around my ears. I had to find Rosa and help my sister.

If her garden got me into this mess, maybe it can get me out of it, I told myself.

But when I found Rosa, she was sitting in her striped lawn chair spraying a patch of weeds with a bottle of brown liquid, and I realised just how dumb my plan was. What was I going to say?

I took your little monsters to solve all my problems and they got me into trouble. Any chance you have a magical plant that can reverse things?

Stupid, stupid, stupid. This wasn’t a fairy tale. And Mrs D was wrong – there definitely were bad ideas, and I was full of them.

‘Nice to see you again, Green Lily,’ said Rosa, interrupting my thoughts. ‘You’re just in time to help me with the weeding.’ She held out the spray bottle, and I pointed awkwardly at myself.

‘Me?’

‘Yes, you. Make yourself useful, girl.’

I took the bottle and spritzed it at a weed near my feet. The thing shrivelled up instantly. ‘Hey, that’s amazing. What is this stuff, Mrs Rodríguez?’

‘Apple cider vinegar. The perfect solution for killing weeds. It’s an old gardening trick.’ Rosa’s eyes twinkled as she said it, and I couldn’t help but give the spray another go. More weeds fizzled at my feet as the vinegar rained down on them.

‘Pesky things, weeds,’ continued Rosa, pulling herself up from her chair. ‘They like to kill everything growing around them.’

Just like BeautyGlow, I thought, pumping the spray at another weed. If they hadn’t taken all our customers, none of this would have happened.

I watched the weed die. It felt good. I sprayed the vinegar at another one, and wished BeautyGlow had never existed. I spritzed another, and wished Faye had just used my beauty products the way they were supposed to be used. I went to attack another, but Rosa put her hand on my arm.

‘Easy now,’ she smiled. ‘Don’t kill the flowers along with the weeds.’ She tucked the spray bottle into my apron pocket and gave it a pat. ‘Keep it. It’s yours.’

I was wondering what on earth I was going to do with a bottle of vinegar at home when I heard a noise coming from somewhere near the back wall.

Rosa heard it too. We turned and stared into the dark green shadows at the back of the garden. There was another rustle, and suddenly the leaves of the berry vine trembled as a pair of silver ankle boots clambered over the wall and landed with a thud on the mossy ground.

‘Zoe?!’ I shouted.

Beside me, Rosa touched my arm to steady herself. Meanwhile, Bertie fluttered into the leafy alcove, pecking furiously at Zoe’s head.

Zoe swiped at the budgie with a small shovel, then pulled a garbage bag out of her silver backpack. ‘Not the easiest place to get to, is it?’ she said, stomping over the delicate purple flowers. ‘After Ivy dropped that hint back in the salon, I had to walk around this whole pathetic neighbourhood asking people where Rosa lived. How convenient it turned out to be just a hop, skip and jump away from your place, hey Green?’

Rosa looked at me in confusion. ‘Who is this girl?’

‘She’s evil.’ I blinked. ‘And she’s after your berries.’

‘Oi! That’s no place to play, girl.’ Rosa waved her cane in the air. ‘Those plants are dangerous.’

‘I’m not playing, lady,’ said Zoe, straightening her glasses. ‘And if you could just tell me where the berries are, I’ll gladly get out of this dump.’ She frowned at some dirt on her boots like she’d never stepped outside the pristine whiteness of BeautyGlow.

My legs shook with nerves as I stepped forward. ‘Zoe, you don’t need those berries. They’re bad news.’

But Zoe must have seen my eyes flick to the berry vine behind her, because she checked over her shoulder, then gave me a cold smile. ‘Nice try, Green, but you can’t fool me.’ She snapped the garbage bag open. ‘I know all about your secret ingredients.’

‘You don’t know what they can do.’

‘I saw the Glow Girl cream. Did you make that with something in here too?’ Zoe looked down at the purple flowers, and I panicked.

‘You left early, Zoe. You didn’t see what happened,’ I stammered. ‘The cream backfired and now my sister’s covered in a purple rash.’

Zoe’s shovel glinted in the afternoon sun. ‘Liar.’

A part of me wanted to strangle her, but another part kept remembering the way Elektra had dug her nails into Zoe’s arm that day in BeautyGlow and called her nail polish idea garbage.

‘I know your family wants you to do this,’ I said. ‘You’re just trying to be good at something, I get it.’

‘No you don’t.’

Trust me, I do.

‘This isn’t the way to help,’ I tried again. ‘Forget about the lip balm. You should make that spray-on nail polish instead. It’s a good idea.’

Did I just say that?

Zoe was shocked too. ‘How did you know about that?’ For a second her face softened and she looked almost normal. Not exactly nice. But not completely evil either.

A car horn honked in the distance, and her face got all nasty again.

‘You don’t know anything about me, Green.’ Zoe raised her shovel, and Rosa gasped beside me. ‘I’m a Von Hammer, and I’m a cut above the rest.’

The shovel came down, and there was a sickening crunch as it cut through the base of the berry vine, ripping through dirt and roots. With one hard tug, Zoe hauled the entire bush out of the ground and threw it, roots and all, into her garbage bag.

And just like that, she scrambled back up the wall, her silver boots flashing like knives.
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I flew through the undergrowth and clambered over the wall.

And the whole time I cursed Zoe and stinking BeautyGlow, because those cheats might have stolen my lip balm formula, but I was not going to let Zoe rip a whole gigantic GloggenWeed-infested plant out of Rosa’s beautiful garden and get away with it.

Behind me, Rosa was yelling and clanging her little bell, but I kept going, sprinting through my backyard and up the side path, furious at myself for letting this happen. What was I thinking putting those plants in my beauty products? So what, they made people look pretty. Big deal.

Not so pretty now.

I should have listened to Rosa in the first place and stayed out of that garden. I wanted to cry. But when I got to the street, the pricks of tears turned to disbelief. A trail of dirt led to a black car parked nearby, with Elektra in the driver’s seat. And she was shaking hands with – Mr Sebold?

The real-estate agent nodded, like they were talking business, then he walked over to the salon and slithered inside. My head spun. I ran straight towards Elektra. Her car window was closing, but I managed to slide my fingers into the gap at the top just in time.

‘That was my neighbour’s plant you stole!’ I shouted. ‘Those berries don’t belong to you.’

‘They don’t belong to you either, Green!’ shouted Zoe, who was smugly curled up in the back seat.

‘Zip it, Zoe, I’ll handle this,’ snarled Elektra, her grey eyes gleaming at me through the window slit. ‘Well, well, Lily Green. Not exactly the beauty queen I thought you’d be.’

I puffed a curl out of my eyes. ‘Haven’t you ever heard that beauty’s more than skin deep, Elektra?’

She laughed like I’d just said the sky was green. ‘Let me give you a tip about working in the beauty industry, pumpkin,’ she smiled. ‘Lesson number one: Guard your formulas and your ingredients.’

‘But I already told Zoe, those berries are dangerous.’ I clung to the window as though I was hanging off a cliff. ‘Please just give them back.’ Before anyone else gets hurt.

‘Give them back?’ Elektra’s eyes flashed. ‘Now why would I do that, cupcake, when I could make something so beautiful the whole world will want to buy it? You think I built a beauty empire by being nice? Nice gets you nowhere – just look at your pathetic salon.’ Elektra laughed again and I felt pure rage light up every corner of my brain.

‘What have you got against Kitty’s? We’ve never done a single thing to you.’

‘Oh really?’ Elektra blinked. ‘How about the time your mother cheated her way to Beautician of the Year and got a scholarship to beauty college, while I had to sweep up toenails for ten years before I got anywhere.’

I remembered Mum beating Elektra. My mouth fell open. ‘That was a million years ago.’

‘Twenty, actually.’

‘And you’re still holding a grudge?’

‘The Von Hammers never lose,’ Elektra sniffed. ‘And you try sweeping toenails for ten years. Disgusting.’

I squeezed the window. ‘So this is your twisted way of getting back at my mum? By stealing?’

‘Oh no, honeybun, I’m not stealing anything.’ Elektra smiled and her dazzling white teeth flashed bright and hard. ‘In three days I’ll be buying Kitty’s – and knocking it down to build a brand-new BeautyGlow. I can’t wait to see the look on your mother’s face. Who’ll be the winner then?’

Anonymous buyer.

The words drifted across my eyes like clouds and I remembered the golden business card on the BeautyGlow desk. Elektra was the anonymous buyer. She’d been out to get us all along.

‘Mum will never sell the salon to you,’ I said, feeling myself go limp.

‘I have unique ways of convincing people.’ Elektra winked at me. ‘And now that I’ll have my own private garden of miraculous ingredients nearby, well, just imagine the things I’ll be able to make!’

‘You’re evil,’ I whispered.

‘Yes, well, that brings me to lesson number two.’ The window started moving upwards. ‘Sometimes you have to do ugly things to stay beautiful.’ The glass snapped shut, narrowly missing my fingers.

I stood there, helplessly watching the car screech away. The back window rolled down and Zoe stuck her head out. ‘And don’t forget lesson number three!’ she screamed into the wind, her white-blonde hair whipping around her face like a bunch of angry snakes. ‘Watch out for hair mousse!’

A bright red wig flew out the window and splatted on the road.

Hair mousse? I had no idea what Zoe was talking about, but I recognised the wig straight away. The redhead in the sunglasses had been Elektra.

Footsteps thudded behind me and Ivy appeared. ‘Nan just told me what happened. Where’d Zoe go?’ she puffed, leaning on her knees to catch her breath.

‘BeautyGlow.’ My voice sounded flat.

‘Nan said we have to get the berries back, pronto.’

I looked through the salon window. Mum was talking to Mr Sebold.

She was going to sell the salon.

My beauty products had given Faye a terrible rash and twig hair.

I had a bottle of vinegar in my apron pocket and no idea how to make anything better.

I felt so close to giving up, but Ivy took my hand, and her graffitied sneakers made a determined thunk-thunk on the footpath as she dragged me down the street.

‘Come on, we’re getting those berries back,’ she said. ‘I mean, seriously, what kind of desperate jerk steals poisonous plants from an eighty-year-old botanist?’

Good question. But I was too ashamed to tell her the answer.

Me.
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If BeautyGlow had been scary-busy the other day, it was freakishly crowded when we got to the mall. There was a long line winding out of the clinic, and a cluster of people in front of a sign in the window. Ivy and I pushed our way through and read it:

Coming soon – the Spraynbow!
World’s first, colour-changing mood hair dye!
Change your mood, change your hair colour.
Be a more BEAUTIFUL you!
ORDER NOW

(Only $99)

I re-read the sign and tried to imagine having hair that changed colour. Right then, my curls would have been a rainbow of surprised silver, angry red, and furious fuchsia … especially when I realised all the customers were lining up to place an order.

I looked around. There was a faint trail of dirt leading to a door in the back that said KEEP OUT. EMPLOYEES ONLY.

‘Ivy, this way,’ I said, scurrying into BeautyGlow.

Together we snuck across the shiny white floor, past shelves of broccoli seed serum and customers covered in crocodile tear cream, until we reached the door. Ivy pushed it open a crack and we peeked inside.

It was a full-scale laboratory. Nothing like my dirty kitchen bench. This place was shiny and serious, with a long metal table running down the centre of the room, covered in beakers and jars of chemicals. A huge glass vat full of golden liquid bubbled away on a burner, and standing in front of it with their backs to us were Elektra and Zoe.

The air smelt tart and dangerous.

‘We’re too late.’ Ivy sighed in despair as Elektra dropped the long, straggly berry vine into the bubbling pot. The berries, leaves and twigs tumbled around in the liquid, releasing their secret powers, and I remembered making the lip balm all those days ago in Rosa’s warm kitchen.

I’d only added five berries. Elektra was cooking up the whole plant.

The pot bubbled away furiously.

‘Rosa’s going to be so upset,’ whispered Ivy. ‘Her plants are like babies.’

I tried not to think about the fact that one of Rosa’s babies was now cooking in a pot, and instead looked around the lab. In a nearby bin was a crumpled piece of paper with my handwriting on it: my lip balm formula. I reached in and took it, then quietly closed the door. I knew it was too late to change anything, but I couldn’t stand the thought of leaving one of Dad’s notebook pages in that awful lab.

Ivy and I trudged back through the crowds in BeautyGlow, squinting against all the bright lights. It was only when we passed the gilt-edged mirrors that I stopped.

I’d wanted a purple Kitty’s apron for as long as I could remember. But as I stood there staring at my reflection, my apron didn’t look so beautiful anymore. It was speckled with dirt from Rosa’s garden, and I must have snagged the gold embroidery on the climb over the wall, because the words Junior Beauty Assistant had already started to unravel. It felt different, too. Like it was two sizes too big and I was just a dumb kid playing dress-ups in my mother’s apron. A fake. A mess-maker.

A liar.

I turned away from myself, wondering if it was just the mirror, or if it was me.

Or if everything starts to feel ugly when it’s made out of lies.
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Ivy and I ended up sitting on a bench outside the electronics store because we were both too scared to go home. I didn’t have a cure for Faye, and Ivy didn’t have the berries for Rosa, so instead we ate vanilla-glazed strawberry-sprinkle donuts and stared miserably at the ten TV screens in the shop window. They were all playing a cartoon of a witch stirring a cauldron and laughing her evil head off.

Ivy grunted and bit into a donut. ‘Can you believe those BeautyGlow witches? Stealing Rosa’s plant and putting it in a pot. I know zero about chemistry, but it has to have something to do with the Spraynbow hair dye.’

I stuffed another donut in my mouth.

‘And is it my imagination, or does the Spraynbow sound exactly like Lip Switch, only weirder?’

I tried to swallow, but the donut stuck in my throat. I knew I had to tell Ivy the truth – I just wasn’t sure how. Pour it all out at once, like tipping a bottle upside down? Or do it slowly, drop by drop? ‘Ivy, I have to tell you something –’

‘Look!’ Ivy pointed at the TV screens. The cartoon was over and The Lab Girls blinked up on the screens. Ten giant Minas and Mais smiled back at us. ‘Oh no, the invention competition.’ Ivy slammed her palm into her forehead. ‘It’s on Monday and there’s no way we can enter Lip Switch after what happened to your sister.’

My stomach lurched. Ivy was right. I’d failed the salon, and now I was going to fail the invention competition as well – on the exact same day that Mum sold our precious salon to my most putrid enemy.

Zoe would win everything.

My fingers were so numb I hardly felt them as I slid the rumpled lip balm formula page back into my green notebook. ‘This is so, so bad,’ I whispered.

‘Agreed. But there’s only one thing to do when everything goes wrong.’ Ivy stuffed one last donut in her mouth, then whipped a glitter pen out of her pocket. ‘Start again.’

‘No, Ivy, please,’ I groaned. ‘This isn’t like one of your drawings. We can’t just erase everything and start over.’

‘Why not?’ Ivy tilted her head and her watermelon earrings swung back and forth. ‘We’re a team, remember? Sure, the lip balm turned out …’ she gave me a suspicious look, ‘creepy, but let’s just make something else. Only better.’

I was about to tell Ivy this was a terrible idea, when a familiar voice rang out.

‘Lily!’ It was Violet, walking straight towards us. She was holding a grocery bag, with Bella and Saanvi on either side of her. ‘Lily, I’ve been trying to call the salon all afternoon,’ puffed Violet, dumping her bag on the floor. ‘Is Faye all right? I almost fainted when she got that flower rash.’

Bella and Saanvi nodded.

I felt awful as the memory played out in my head like a makeup video gone wrong. But it made me realise something … Ivy. She was the only one who stayed after everything went wrong. Violet hadn’t. She’d gone to the mall. She’d gone shopping.

‘What did you buy?’ I asked glumly, pointing at the bag.

Violet, Bella and Saanvi swapped excited looks. ‘We’re baking.’

‘Baking,’ I repeated.

‘Yes.’ Violet tapped her leather loafer against the shopping bag, which was full of sugar and sprinkles. ‘It’s sort of embarrassing, but when I told my dad what happened at Kitty’s, he freaked out and made me get rid of all the makeup Zoe gave me, plus take down all my makeup videos. He also said I had to give this back to you.’ Violet handed over the half-empty jar of Lip Switch.

I stared at it numbly.

‘I’m really sorry, Lil.’ Violet fiddled with the purple ribbon on her braid. She wasn’t wearing my lip balm anymore. Or Zoe’s glittery makeup. She looked more like herself, except for the magazine sticking out of her backpack called Shut Up and Shoot! I wondered what that was about. It felt like I didn’t know anything about Violet anymore.

‘Does this mean we’re not making the Glow Girl video?’ I asked, already knowing the answer.

‘Afraid not,’ sighed Violet. ‘I don’t want to get a rash like Faye’s. And Dad said I should film something else.’

‘The only problem is, makeup videos get all the views,’ cut in Bella.

‘So I started thinking, what else can I make a video about?’ said Violet.

‘And that’s when I texted her about the cupcakes Bella and I are baking for the invention competition, and the icing spray-gun we invented,’ added Saanvi.

I tried to pretend like this was all extremely interesting, but I kept turning the jar over in my hand. Violet didn’t want it anymore.

‘So we’re texting back and forth,’ continued Violet. ‘And Saanvi’s telling me about these cupcakes, and I did a search for cupcake videos and guess what?’

I wasn’t sure if this was an actual question.

‘What?’ said Ivy, chewing on the end of her glitter pen.

‘Baking videos are HUGE.’ Violet, Bella and Saanvi all smiled at the exact same time. ‘So I’m going to film Bee and Saan baking cupcakes tonight.’

Bee and Saan? Cupcake videos? None of this made sense.

‘What about the makeup videos?’ I asked. ‘Won’t Zoe be mad?’

‘Too late.’ Violet’s face fell. ‘Zoe got so angry at me for making that Lip Switch video. And she was acting so strangely at Kitty’s this afternoon. She had all these bottles of hair mousse in her bag, and when I asked what she was doing she just shouted at me to leave her alone.’

‘That girl’s scary,’ said Bella.

‘And mean,’ added Saanvi.

At least I agreed with them on something.

‘Anyway, we should start filming.’ Violet picked up her shopping bag and I felt my chest tightening. I didn’t want Violet to go, but I had nothing to make her stay.

Violet hesitated, and her dark eyes suddenly looked sad. ‘I’m so sorry today turned into such a disaster, Lil. I keep wishing there was something I could do to help Kitty’s.’

‘Me too.’

‘See you Monday,’ she waved, and hurried to catch up with Bella and Saanvi, who were already talking about frosted flowers.

‘A cupcake icing spray-gun,’ said Ivy, shaking her head. ‘Why didn’t we think of that for the competition?’

I watched Violet’s purple ribbon disappearing into the crowd, and my eyes prickled. ‘Yep. I guess the lip balm really was a bad idea.’

‘Don’t be so hard on yourself.’ Ivy picked up my notebook from the bench and started flicking through it. ‘We have the weekend to make something better, and there has to be an idea in here somewhere.’

‘Wait, Ivy.’ I went to grab my notebook back, but a page drifted onto her lap.

The lip balm formula.

Everything around me seemed to stop. The crowds milling past, the Lab Girls on TV, my heart. Everything – except for Ivy’s huge brown eyes, which were running down the page, all the way to the last ingredient.

Rosa’s berries.

Ivy’s mouth fell open. ‘You used … you took …’

‘I can explain –’

‘Don’t bother, it’s all written down here quite nicely.’ Ivy’s face flushed a deep red and she threw the formula on the floor. Someone pushed a stroller over it. Another person kicked it as they walked past.

‘What about the shampoo?’ she demanded. ‘What did you put in that?’

I felt my neck burning with shame and guilt. ‘An orange from Rosa’s tree.’

‘And the body cream?’

‘Flowers.’ I swallowed hard. ‘Glowing flowers.’

Ivy jumped up. ‘I knew you were up to something, but seriously, Lily? You used Rosa’s plants to make all of your beauty products?’ A realisation flashed across her face. ‘And that’s why Zoe stole the berries. Because she knew they were your secret ingredient.’

I stared at my hands. There was a bit of glowing purple body cream stuck under my nails. It made me feel sick. ‘I’m so sorry, Ivy,’ I said, sliding my hands under my thighs. ‘I was just trying to make something that would save Kitty’s.’

‘Then why didn’t you make something of your own?!’ yelled Ivy.

‘My own? Are you kidding? You don’t know what it’s like growing up in a beauty salon, Ivy. In my family, everything’s supposed to be beautiful. And my ideas aren’t beautiful, they’re blurg.’

‘Oh, spare me.’ Ivy threw her glitter pen at me and it bounced off my head. ‘You know what beautiful isn’t? It isn’t stealing from your neighbour, or boasting to everyone at school that you can make things when you can’t, or letting your sister smear poisonous goop all over herself.’

I slipped lower on the bench.

‘I really wanted to believe that you made all those things.’ Ivy’s voice cracked. ‘And I had fun making that lip balm with you. But you weren’t interested in being friends, were you? This whole time you’ve been using me to get into my nan’s garden, just so you could make something beautiful.’

Her words felt like punches in my stomach. ‘You don’t understand,’ I spluttered.

‘You’re right. I don’t.’ Ivy pulled another glitter pen out of her pocket and madly crossed out the drawing of me on her sneaker. ‘I have absolutely no idea who you are, Lily Green, because this whole time you’ve been pretending to be something you’re not.’ She scratched out my face one last time, then threw that pen at my head too.

‘Hey. I said I’m sorry.’

‘Yeah, well, I’m sorry too.’ Ivy put her hands on her hips. ‘Sorry I ever thought we could be friends.’

Behind Ivy’s angry face, the Lab Girls were smiling away on the TV screens. ‘What about our invention project?’ I pleaded. ‘Come on, Ivy, we’re a team, remember?’

‘Not anymore we’re not,’ Ivy shouted over her shoulder as she stomped away into the crowd. ‘I quit!’
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I walked home feeling lost and lonely. The sun was dipping below the trees and a cold wind snatched at my apron. But all I could think about were Ivy’s angry words. I have no idea who you are, Lily Green.

Did she really mean that?

I ran a hand over the unravelling embroidery on my apron pocket. After everything that had happened, I didn’t know who I was either. I definitely didn’t feel like a Junior Beauty Assistant. And I wasn’t much of a sister.

Or a neighbour, I reminded myself. Or a friend.

Instead, I felt mixed-up and confused – just like the drawing Ivy had scratched out on her sneaker. Not Lily Green anymore. Just a mess.

I turned the corner into our street and bent into the biting wind. It stung my cheeks, and even the trees seemed to lean away from me, whipping their leaves furiously over my head. Up ahead, Kitty’s looked darker than usual. There weren’t any lights twinkling in the window, and the walls had turned a dark shade of eggplant in the fading light. I suddenly pictured all those old purple bricks tumbling to the ground, and a shiny white BeautyGlow rising up in its place.

The thought made me shiver, and I dug my hands into my apron pocket for warmth, but that just made me feel worse, because all I had in there now was a green notebook and a bottle full of vinegar. Nothing that could make anything better.

Timidly, I pushed the salon door open. The old black-and-white tiles were covered in balloons, and Mum was throwing all the pots of Lip Switch and Glow Girl into a garbage bag. Faye sat in a chair with her hair wrapped in a silk scarf, a toothbrush sticking out of her mouth and bright green cream slathered all over her face and arms.

I felt relieved that she was OK – or at least, not any worse. But as soon as Faye saw me she just sniffed and turned away. Feeling ashamed and guilty, I shuffled over to Mum. There were other boxes on the ground beside her. One was filled with all the nail polish bottles. Another brimmed with hairsprays and hand creams. And all the salon shelves were empty.

‘Why are you packing?’ I asked slowly.

‘Why do you think?’ muttered Faye through a mouthful of bubbles. ‘After today’s beauty disaster, we’re ruined. No-one’s coming back to Kitty’s, unless they fancy a flower rash.’

Mum taped up a box and sighed. There were mascara smudges under her eyes and her bun was half undone. ‘I’m afraid Faye’s right, sweetie. I’m proud of us for trying, but …’ She looked at the sale papers on the salon desk. They were folded open to the signature page, with a pen sitting on top of them. ‘There’s nothing more we can do.’

‘Wait.’ I stepped on a balloon and it popped loudly. The sound made something snap inside me, and before I knew it, the words started tumbling out. ‘Mum, you can’t sign those papers. Elektra’s trying to buy the salon. She’s always had it in for you, ever since you beat her at that beauty competition. She said you cheated or something, and that she had to cut a lot of toenails, and now she’s going to knock down Kitty’s as revenge.’ I stopped, panting for air.

‘What? Elektra? I …’ Mum looked at me, then at the plaque hanging on the wall, then back at me. ‘Well, firstly, I never cheated at the beautician competition.’

Faye groaned and toothpaste bubbles leaked down her chin. ‘Can someone please tell me what’s going on?’

Mum frowned, like she was trying to remember. ‘It must have been the spray bottle.’

‘What spray bottle?’ Faye and I said at the same time.

‘Your father designed a hairspray bottle that I used at the competition,’ said Mum. ‘I haven’t seen it for years, but it was a little piece of beauty salon genius. It had a switch on the side, and a comb and mirror that would flick out the top, so you could spray and comb at the same time. Simple, but clever, really. I won the competition because I styled three chignons, a ballerina bun, two perms and a box braid, all in one hour.’

Faye let out a low whistle. ‘Impressive.’

‘It was. And it certainly wasn’t cheating.’ Mum glared at the plaque as though Elektra was up there.

‘So don’t sell,’ I pleaded. ‘Please, we can’t let Elektra ruin us like this over a beauty competition.’

‘Ruin us?’ My sister stood up and spat toothpaste into the washbasin. ‘Oh, don’t worry, Lily, you managed to do that all on your own today.’

‘Operation Beauty Miracle was your idea, Faye,’ I shot back.

‘Girls, please. No fighting,’ said Mum.

‘Well, you should have made something better!’ Faye shouted. She turned the tap on, and just as I was about to mutter a comeback, the tap fell off in her hand.

‘What the –’ Faye jumped back as water gushed out of the broken tap and into the sink. Except the sink must have been blocked, because the water was rising and spilling over the top, dripping onto the floor and puddling around Faye’s orange wedge heels.

‘What’s going on?’ said Faye, backing away against the wall.

‘There’s something stuck in there.’ I bent down to get a better look. The old washbasin pipe was warping and slowly expanding, and within seconds a section of pipe had swollen to the size of a tennis ball.

‘Lily, did you clean the hairballs out of there like I told you?!’ shouted Faye.

‘Uh, no.’ I panicked. ‘But hairballs can’t do that. Can they?’

‘There’s something else in there,’ said Mum nervously.

We all peered at the swollen pipe. It was getting bigger, and a tiny crack had appeared. I held my breath. The pipe groaned and shuddered, then with a horrible pop, the whole thing exploded, sending a jet of water spraying across the salon. Icy water slammed into the wall behind the washbasin, drenching Faye and streaming down the purple wallpaper onto the floor. My sister screamed as more water kept pumping out of the broken faucet.

I tore off my apron and stuffed it into the broken faucet. It did the trick – the water stopped – but then something bumped into my leg. It was the salon bin floating by in the ankle-deep water, and when I saw what was inside, I sucked in my breath.

Lying there like discarded bombshells were six empty cans of Power-Puff! Inflatable Hair Mousse.

Random memories started locking together in my head. The woman in the red wig standing next to the washbasin at the product launch. Zoe telling me to watch out for hair mousse. Elektra winking at me.

‘Sabotage,’ I whispered, sticking my hand into the broken pipe. My fingers brushed against something slimy. I gave a hard tug and, just as I suspected, out came a fist-sized ball of tangled wet hair and slimy silver sludge. It looked like a giant hairball coated in gum.

Mum’s hand flew to her mouth. Faye made a gagging sound.

I threw the disgusting lump of drain-clogger into the bin as anger surged through me. ‘Elektra did this.’ I spat the words out with disgust. ‘She broke the tap and she blocked the sink today with her horrible Power-Puff! Inflatable Hair Mousse, because she hates us and wants us to fail.’

‘Power-Puff?’ Faye wiped the water off her face. Her headscarf was drenched and half the green face cream had slidden off in a goopy mess. But for once my sister didn’t care how she looked. She was too angry. ‘I watched a video about that mousse today. It makes hair expand to ten times its size. It’s ridiculous, even for me.’

‘And it’s full of pufferfish venom,’ I added.

‘And those evil beauty hags knew it’d be the perfect way to clog our old sink.’ Faye threw her toothbrush at the bin, and it bounced inside with a tinny clang.

We waited for Mum to say something, but she was looking around the ruined salon in shock. The floor was covered in water and the washbasin hung on a crooked angle, but the worst thing was the wall near the washbasin. The sodden purple wallpaper was slipping off in chunks, taking Dad’s old height chart with it. We watched in silence as his last green pen marks slid away and slopped at our feet. All that was left was a patch of old green wall that had been hidden behind the wallpaper.

Kitty’s wasn’t beautiful. It was a mess.

‘We can clean it up?’ I suggested weakly. ‘Mum, I can clean this up. I’m good at cleaning, right, Faye?’

But my sister was untying her apron. ‘Lily, face it, we lost.’ She threw her apron at the wall hook. It missed and fell onto the wet floor.

Mum took off her apron too. She folded it and held it close to her chest. The wind tore at the old stripy awning outside. More purple wallpaper slipped off the walls. And the clock ticked exactly five times before Mum finally said it.

‘Girls, our time is up. I’m afraid we have to sell Kitty’s.’
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I ran upstairs and flicked the bedroom light switch on, then off.

I lay on the bed and let my wet sneakers soak into the blankets.

Above me, the glowing green flower mobile whirred to life.

‘I’m sorry, Dad,’ I whispered. ‘I didn’t make a single thing better.’

My eyes flooded and tears spilled onto my pillow. I’d failed at everything. Failed to save the salon. Failed to make anything for the competition. Failed my family and friends.

A total failure.

I flipped onto my side and pulled my knees up into a tight ball.

I have no idea who you are, Lily Green.

I buried my face in my pillow.

I’m not a Green Girl. I haven’t made anything beautiful.

‘Lily? Are you OK?’

My sister’s voice startled me. She was sitting on her bed, prodding at the flower-shaped welts on her cheeks. They looked slightly better, but they were still there, which just made me feel even more awful.

I pulled myself up. ‘I’m sorry.’ It was hard to say at first, but I kept going. ‘I was such an idiot, making those beauty products to impress you and Mum and Violet and everyone else.’

‘Yes, you were an idiot.’

I waited.

‘But …’ Faye touched her Be the Boss book, then shoved it under her pillow. ‘It wasn’t all your fault. I was probably out of my mind asking you to make something beautiful. And it’s possible that Operation Beauty Miracle was a bit ambitious.’ She held up her hands as though I’d forced her to say it. ‘I just wanted to show Mum I could be a good boss.’

I blinked. Faye was trying to be good at something too? I’d never even thought of that.

‘You tried,’ said Faye quietly.

‘We tried.’

The two of us sat there for a while, listening to the wind rattling the window.

‘Faye?’

‘Hmm.’

‘I don’t want to leave Dad behind.’ I stared at a smudge of mud on my sneakers so I wouldn’t look up at the mobile.

My bed dipped as Faye sat next to me. ‘You couldn’t leave him behind if you tried, dumb-dumb. Where do you think you got this crazy mane from?’ She tugged on my wet curls. ‘It’s exactly like his. That’s why I style your hair every morning. It makes me think of Dad.’

‘It does?’ I wiped my snotty nose on my arm. ‘I mean, that’s why you do it?’

‘That, and I know you hate it.’

I almost laughed, even though the tears were still drying on my face.

‘And don’t forget the freckles.’

Faye and I looked up to see Mum standing in the doorway with my wet apron. ‘You’ve got your dad’s freckles,’ she smiled, hanging the apron on the door knob.

‘And his inability to keep anything clean.’ Faye kicked at a dirty bowl peeking out from under my bed.

‘And the name,’ said Mum. ‘Green. That was your dad’s, too. No matter what happens, or where we live, we will always be Green Girls.’

I sat there thinking about all this, but the inky black cloud was swirling inside me again. ‘No, I’m not a Green Girl.’ I shook my head. ‘I’ve never been able to do a single thing right in the salon.’

‘Lily, that’s not true,’ said Mum.

But it was. ‘I tried to make things better with Glue Goo, and Lip Switch, and Glow Girl, but I just made everything worse. And now the salon’s closing, and BeautyGlow’s stolen Rosa’s berries, and Faye’s a walking beauty disaster.’

‘Hey,’ whined Faye.

‘Wait,’ said Mum. ‘What berries?’

I couldn’t swallow my secrets anymore, so instead I let them all pour out as fast as shampoo out of a bottle. I told Mum and Faye everything. How I took Rosa’s most dangerous plants and put them in my beauty products. How I lied and snuck around. Everything.

For a few seconds, no-one said anything. The room seemed to shrink and I waited for a lecture, or a year’s worth of chores, or at least a lifetime ban on The Lab Girls. Anything would have been better than the look of disappointment on Mum’s face.

‘I’m so, so sorry,’ I whispered, hunching over and staring at my hands. ‘Dad made it look it easy, but making things can be really …’ I blinked back more tears. ‘Hard.’

Mum leaned against the doorway, and when she eventually spoke she didn’t sound angry – just sad. ‘Why did you do it, Lily? You’re not seven anymore, melting crayons into lipstick tubes to play tricks on your sister. We trusted you.’

‘And dangerous plants?’ Faye ran a hand over the purple welts on her arm. ‘Is there anything you don’t throw in your disgusting goop?’

‘I was just trying to make the world a beautiful place.’ It sounded so stupid when I said it. ‘That’s what the Green Girls do. Or at least, that’s what you two do. Obviously I can’t do anything.’

Mum’s face softened. ‘You can do so many incredible things, Lily. And yes, our family motto is to make the world a beautiful place, but you’ve forgotten the other part.’

I stayed quiet.

‘How do we make the world a beautiful place?’ asked Mum.

‘We put the you in be-you-tiful,’ I said in a shaky voice.

‘And what do you think that means?’

I thought about all the times Mrs D came into the salon and Mum would wash her light blue hair and set it into her usual curls. And Miss Sparrow, with her spider nails and long black goth hair.

‘You help people be themselves?’ I guessed.

Mum nodded. ‘Everyone who comes into Kitty’s is beautiful in their own way. And believe me, I’ve been a beautician long enough to know you can’t find that in a bottle.’

‘That’s ridiculous,’ huffed Faye. ‘You can get everything in a bottle.’

‘Well, you can experiment with all the makeup and nail polish in the world if that’s what interests you, Faye, but I would call that decoration. The real beauty starts inside, when someone knows exactly who they are and they’re not afraid to own it.’

‘Even if that includes spider web nails?’ asked Faye.

‘Sure, if that feels true to who you are.’ Mum shrugged. ‘Or other things, like being the boss, or making weird and wonderful beauty products.’ She raised an eyebrow at us. ‘All I’m saying is that you should be you. No beauty miracles, no pretending, just you.’

I felt so relieved when she said that. And it’s strange, because I’ve been saying our cheesy family motto since forever, but I’ve never really thought about what it means. That beauty does actually happen from the inside out. Not the outside in. It starts with you.

Or technically it starts with be. And is followed by you.

Be you. I decided I’d write that in my notebook. Which reminded me. ‘We didn’t give the lip balm or body cream to anyone else, did we?’

‘We didn’t sell a single pot,’ Mum sighed. ‘Thank goodness.’

‘What about the shampoo?’ Faye readjusted her headscarf. ‘My friends will kill me if their hair starts snapping off too.’

‘You said yourself, the effects wear off after a day,’ I said hopefully. ‘And Mrs D looked fine.’

‘True,’ nodded Mum. ‘But Faye, you should still call your friends to check if their hair is back to normal. And Lily, you need to clean up your side of the bedroom and apologise to Rosa right away. I haven’t seen her for years, but tell her I can give her the full mani-pedi treatment in exchange for forgiving my daughter.’

‘The beauty-product bozo,’ added Faye.

‘And you,’ Mum turned to my sister. ‘Time to wash off the rest of that body cream, because we’re going to a doctor whether you like it or not.’ She wiped a smudge off Faye’s arm. ‘Where did you get this cream anyway?’

‘You left it on the kitchen table. There was a whole container full of it.’

‘Oh sweetie, that was Lily’s invention. I took it out of the fridge last night to make room for the groceries.’ Mum shot me a worried look, but I shook my head.

‘No plants in that batch.’

‘Phew.’ Mum swept out of the bedroom and headed downstairs. ‘Let’s go, girls. Life isn’t about surviving the storm, it’s about how we dance in the rain.’

Faye’s head whipped back to me. A blob of green cream dripped off her chin onto the carpet. ‘No. No, no, no.’

‘Um, yes. I think you used my oatmeal and mint body cream.’

‘Oh god.’ Faye ran for the bathroom.

‘It’s all natural!’ I shouted, a smile spreading across my face. At least I knew there was nothing dangerous in it.

I started clearing up all the dirty bowls on my desk. Outside, the wind was rippling through the mulberry tree, and I decided the dishes could wait. Instead, I grabbed the vinegar bottle and headed for the fire escape.
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By the time I climbed up the mulberry tree and onto the wall, the last streaks of light were fading from the sky and the wind was whistling through Rosa’s garden. I couldn’t see her, but I could hear Ivy’s violin screeching in the house.

‘Rosa!’ I shouted into the windy gloom.

There was a flutter of wings, and Bertie flew down from the cherry blossom tree, landing on my head. Then Rosa appeared, shuffling off the last stone in the pathway. She swept aside the Spanish moss with her cane and we both looked at the gaping hole where the berry vine had been.

‘That girl’s in for a big surprise when she uses those berries,’ said Rosa.

I nodded. No more lies. Tucking the vinegar bottle under my arm, I climbed down the wall and carefully walked through the glowing purple flowers towards the old woman. ‘Rosa, it wasn’t just Zoe who stole your berries. I took some as well. And an orange. And a few of these.’ I miserably pointed at the flowers at my feet. ‘For my beauty products.’

Bertie gave me a sharp jab in the ear, which I definitely deserved. But Rosa just leaned on her cane for a while, then nodded. ‘Ivy told me.’

She did? I felt about as dirty as the mud on my sneakers.

‘I should have listened to you,’ I said quietly. ‘Those plants of yours are definitely little monsters.’

‘Most of them.’ Rosa poked her cane at the trunk of the orange tree and it started shivering, all the way from its roots to its spiky leaves. ‘But there are a few successes growing back here among all the mistakes.’

‘Like what?’

Rosa shuffled over to a plant crouched in the corner near the wall. It didn’t look like much, but when she prodded it with her cane, the bundle of dark green leaves began to unfurl, stretching their way upwards until they formed the unmistakeable cone-shape of a giant lily.

‘The Green Lily,’ said Rosa. ‘It was your father’s favourite plant.’

‘My dad came here?’ My heart swelled as I joined Rosa beside the lily.

‘All the time. He would come over in spring to help with the weeding and we’d talk about our latest inventions. He particularly loved my Green Lily.’

I peered into the giant green flower. ‘What did he like about it?’

‘It’s not as showy as all the others,’ explained Rosa. ‘But I designed it to grow anywhere and flower instantaneously, even in the shade.’

Green Lily.

Lily Green.

The green flowers dangling over my bed.

I wasn’t named after a funeral plant, after all. I was named after my dad’s favourite flower.

‘Here.’ Rosa snipped a cutting off the Green Lily and handed it to me. ‘Put it in a vase and let it grow. Just don’t make any hair whatsits or lip thingies out of it, comprendes?’

I turned the little green bud over in my hands. ‘Thanks. But you don’t have to worry about me inventing any more beauty products. After all my disasters, I’m not making anything ever again.’

‘Nonsense,’ scoffed Rosa. ‘You think everything you try has to come out perfectly the first time? Your papa made lots of mistakes.’

‘Dad?’ I don’t think so. ‘Everything he made was great, Rosa.’

‘Ha!’ Rosa’s gunshot laugh rang out in the fading light. ‘What about those screw-in high heels? They were supposed to be roller skates. And the baby mobiles he worked on for over a year? Started out as glow-in-the-dark frisbees. Making things is messy, girl. Don’t be a baby, just learn from your mistakes and make things …’ Rosa paused, looking for the word.

‘Better?’ I guessed.

‘Si.’ The old woman nodded. ‘Make things better.’

I thought about all the sketches in Dad’s notebook. Things crossed out. Things circled. Good ideas, bad ideas. He didn’t get it right all the time, either. It made me think about the invention competition and my fight with Ivy.

‘Rosa, I don’t think Ivy wants to make things with me anymore.’

The old woman pulled out her little golden bell and, before I could stop her, a tinkle rang out across the garden. The screechy violin music stopped. Seconds later, Ivy appeared through the Spanish moss.

She stopped as soon as she saw me and crossed her arms. ‘Oh. It’s just you.’

Bertie took off from my head and hovered between us, finally settling on Rosa’s grey braid.

‘I’ve been working with plants a long time, girls,’ said Rosa. ‘And in my professional opinion, ivy and lilies go beautifully together.’

‘Pfffsh,’ said Ivy.

I flicked the last of the purple cream out from under my nails and said it. ‘I’m a cruddy friend, aren’t I?’

‘Yes, you are extremely cruddy.’ Ivy chewed on a knot in her hair, and I wondered if I’d lost my new friend – the one and only good thing I’d made all week. I looked over at Rosa, feeling hopeless. Her dark eyes sparkled, and it made me think of something. I turned back to Ivy.

‘Maybe there’s something I could do to make things …’ I scuffed my sneaker in the moss. ‘Better?’

After all of my messed-up mistakes, I wouldn’t have blamed Ivy for giving up on me. But instead she tilted her head, like she was thinking.

As I waited for Ivy’s verdict, Rosa stepped away down the stone path towards the house.

‘Wait, Rosa.’ I held out the vinegar spray bottle. ‘This is yours.’

‘Keep it,’ she called out over her shoulder. ‘It was your papa’s invention.’

‘This thing?’ I pumped the spray and the tangy smell of vinegar drifted through the air.

‘Flick the switch on the side,’ said Rosa, disappearing through the garden.

There was a tiny button hidden under the spray pump that I’d never noticed. I pressed it, and a silver comb unfolded out of a hidden compartment in the nozzle.

‘And the other switch!’ yelled Rosa.

No way, there was another one. I tried it, and a beautiful little silver-plated mirror popped out of another hidden compartment.

‘Ooo, nice,’ said Ivy.

We gave each other a giddy smile and my spirits lifted.

This has to be the spray bottle Mum used at the beauty competition. I turned it over and over. It was simple and super cute. But best of all, it was my dad’s.

My eyes went from the spray bottle to Ivy and back again, and I started thinking how we’re all made up of so many ingredients. But there’s one secret ingredient in all of us that makes us special. The you in be-you-tiful.

I closed my eyes and looked deep inside myself. Something sparkled and I followed it, groping and fumbling in the darkness, pulling out the idea that had been waiting for me all along. I’d just been too scared to use it.

‘Ivy.’ My eyes flew open. ‘I think I know how to make it up to you.’

‘Does it involve glitter?’

‘It can. I mean, it will.’ I laughed. ‘And we might even be able to use it for the invention competition. Can you come over tomorrow morning?’

Ivy rubbed her hands together. ‘Can I bring my pens?’

‘Bring all of them!’ I shouted as I climbed over the wall towards home.

The shiny thing in my head was getting brighter, and when I burst into our apartment, I put on my wet apron and headed for the fridge. The Post-it Note was still there; the one that said Beauty begins the moment you decide to be yourself!

I opened my notebook, and stuck the Post-it on a new page.

I’m a Green Girl, I thought. As green as the lily in Rosa’s garden.

‘Lily, you need to see this.’

It was my sister, but I didn’t have time to talk. I had to follow the sparkle in my head. ‘Not now, Faye, busy.’ I started pulling things out of the pantry in preparation for tomorrow. Peanut butter. Olive oil.

‘Lily, I’m serious, turn around.’

‘Faye, I don’t want to do another beauty quiz. Like I said, busy.’

I felt a hand on my shoulder and my sister spun me around. She still had her headscarf on, but the purple welts on her cheeks were fading fast, like dewdrops evaporating in the sun. And the ones on her arms were also disappearing right before my eyes. Soon, all that was left of the rash was a sprinkle of purple dots across her nose.

‘I smell like minty oatmeal,’ said Faye.

‘But your skin,’ I stammered.

‘And these.’ Faye bared her teeth; they were back to normal white. ‘You took the last of the toothpaste this morning, so I had to use that disgusting baking soda and strawberry toothpaste you made the other day.’

‘Do you know what this means?’ I said, my eyes widening.

‘I covered myself in porridge?’ Faye tried to look unimpressed, but I could see her lips twitching into a smile.

‘It means my body cream …’ I couldn’t say it.

‘It worked.’ Faye finally broke into a wide smile. ‘I have no idea how, but it worked.’

‘It must be the oatmeal. Or the grapefruit. Or the –’

Faye held her hand up in my face. ‘Whatever, Lily. Just tell me you can make something for my hair too. I have a date next week and even though I have the perfect face for headscarfs, I need my old hair back. Immediately.’ She wafted off to the bedroom, leaving behind the faint scent of chamomile and mint.

‘How about a mayonnaise and avocado hair treatment?’ I called out after her.

‘Sounds horrible,’ she shouted back. ‘And perfect. I want a tub of it on my dressing table by tomorrow afternoon.’

I chuckled to myself, thinking that maybe beauty miracles really do happen. But the hair treatment would have to wait a little longer, because the sparkle in my head was getting brighter, and now my fingers were tingling. And even though the calendar still had a star on Monday, I told myself not to think about Mum selling the salon, or Zoe beating me, or Violet forgetting about me, or all the things I couldn’t control. I just focused on the one thing I could do.

Apple cider vinegar. Green food colouring.

I kept pulling down more bottles from the pantry. I could do this.

I could make something beautiful without Rosa’s plants.

Everything I needed was already inside me. And sure, it wouldn’t be as dazzling as Glue Goo or Lip Switch, and it wouldn’t be enough to save the salon, but if I kept trying, maybe I could make one little thing better.

And for the first time, I realised that was enough.

Now all I needed was some eco-glitter.



[image: image]

‘Ten minutes until judging commences!’ shouted Mr Lee.

It was Monday afternoon, and all the senior years were setting up their invention displays in the school hall. Ewan and Raina had an impressive umbrella with a built-in cup holder. Jack and Ahmed were fussing over an alarm-clock headband. And Saanvi and Bella were using their icing spray-gun to put the finishing touches on a tray of pink cupcakes.

Me and Ivy? We had Dad’s old hairspray bottle between us.

‘Did you test it again last night?’ I asked.

Ivy paused mid-chew on her glitter pen. ‘For the millionth time, yes. And quit messing with your hair, it’s a masterpiece.’

I stopped twiddling the curl that was hanging in my eye. Faye had gone into full makeover mode that morning and styled my hair into natural ringlets with a mini side-braid. The weird thing was, I didn’t completely hate it. Maybe because my sister was smiling the whole time she styled my curls, and now I understood why. Or maybe I was just so used to our morning makeover routine, it hurt to think it would all be over soon.

See, the salon sign had been turned to CLOSED all weekend, and the shop was still a soggy mess, so Mum was going ahead with selling. And this time, there was nothing we could do about it. But we did our best not to mention it that morning. Instead, Faye talked non-stop about my mayonnaise and avocado hair treatment, which had definitely made her hair softer and shinier. The only thing it didn’t cure was her missing fringe. But Faye’s solution for that was an orange headband – at least until her hair grew out again.

I told her it looked good, and she gave me a little hug before I left for school. Honestly, I don’t think either of us wanted that morning to end. For so many reasons.

But now I was sitting in the school hall with one side-braid, one spray bottle and a million butterflies in my stomach.

‘Five minutes, people!’ shouted Mr Lee.

My eyes snapped to the hall door, just as Zoe marched in wearing a stripy silver dress and dragging a roller suitcase behind her. Violet trailed in a second later, staring at her phone. They both headed for the empty table next to ours, and Zoe started taking things out of the suitcase: a hairbrush, a poster board with a rainbow on it, and a glass spray bottle filled with silver liquid that shimmered like a liquefied disco ball.

The colour-changing hair dye.

I felt sweaty just looking at it.

‘Wow, you guys look so … cute,’ Zoe sneered down at us. ‘Like garden gnomes.’

Ivy and I had agreed to wear green for the comp, but I just had on a green T-shirt and denim shorts, while Ivy wore a green dress covered in purple cactuses, purple tights and earrings shaped like watering cans. Her knotty hair stuck out all over the place, and the drawing of my face was back on her sneaker.

‘Some gardens are scarier than you think, Zoe,’ said Ivy. ‘Prepare to lose, dirty plant-thief.’

‘Losing is for losers,’ replied Zoe, just as Violet slid into the chair between us.

‘Lil, check this out.’ Violet held her phone in my face. ‘I filmed my first cupcake video on the weekend and it already has two hundred and forty views.’

Videos? Again?

‘I can film your presentation if you like,’ said Violet brightly.

‘Sure, but Vi, you’re not going to use that, are you?’ I pointed at the hair-dye bottle.

‘Why? Jealous?’ Zoe flicked her hair over her shoulder, but something about it was off, and I realised she was wearing a platinum blonde wig.

What the … ‘Zoe, listen, you don’t want to do this.’

‘You mean beat you? Oh believe me, I do. Prepare to have your little mind blown, Green.’

The hall door burst open and all the parents started filing in. I gave up on Zoe and did a quick scan for Mum, even though I knew she wasn’t coming. She had to meet Mr Sebold to sign the sale papers, and the thought of her signing away the salon forever made me feel empty and hopeless. It didn’t help that Elektra was strutting into the hall, eyeing me like a cat about to devour a bird.

She’d won, and she knew it.

She was going to knock down Kitty’s and it would be like we’d never even existed.

‘I took your advice,’ whispered a voice in my ear.

I blinked Elektra and the salon away. ‘What?’

Ivy nodded at her parents, who were taking their seats. ‘I told them I don’t like playing the violin.’

‘You did?’

‘Mmm, but they said I have to keep at it. You know, practise, practise –

‘Practise. I remember.’

Ivy nudged the spray bottle, and the sparkly green liquid sloshed around inside. We’d spent the whole weekend at my house working on the formula together. I think we made five different batches, just to get it right. And by the time we were done I was covered in peanut butter and vinegar, and Ivy was a walking glitter monster, and I was laughing so hard I had to lie down on the kitchen floor while Crunch licked peanut butter off my cheek.

It was so much fun. Afterwards, we sat on my bed and Ivy designed a green label with silver bubble lettering that said Happy Hair Sparkle Mist. There were little flowers and leaves floating around the words, and underneath was a drawing of me holding my notebook and Ivy holding a pen.

Looking at that drawing made me smile, because it was just us, being ourselves, and that felt a million times better than any beauty miracle.

‘Listen,’ I whispered. ‘Your dad said that if you get an A in one subject this term, you get to do art classes, right?’

Ivy nodded.

‘Well, let’s make it happen.’ I tapped her glitter pen against the bottle. ‘Let’s win this thing, so you can swap an A in science for something you actually love doing.’

Ivy looked like she wanted to hug me. Except right then, the Lab Girls walked through the doorway.
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They seemed bigger in real life. Mina was dressed in purple overalls, and Mai was wearing a pink dress patterned with test tubes and molecules. Everyone stared at them in a star-struck way. Especially Mr Lee.

‘Welcome to the What’s Your Big Idea invention competition!’ shouted Mr Lee. ‘We’re so excited to have the Lab Girls judging for us today. Mina, Mai, get on over here!’

There was a bit of a kerfuffle as the Lab Girls shook hands with Mr Lee and made awkward chitchat into the microphone, while the parents went crazy taking photos. I could hardly believe Mina and Mai were at our school, judging our inventions. Dad would have loved it, which just made my heart squeeze tighter.

Before long, Mr Lee, Mina and Mai started making their way up the line of tables, interviewing each group about their invention. I kept nervously rearranging our spray bottle. I loved it, but when I snuck a look at Zoe’s bottle of hair dye, doubt crept in. Hers just looked so much better than ours. And what if she really had made something beautiful out of those berries – something with no weird side effects? Something that not only won the trophy, but also made BeautyGlow an even bigger success? I could handle losing the trophy, but the thought of that poisonous weed of a beauty clinic taking over the world made me feel sick.

Soon, the Lab Girls were in front of Zoe and Violet’s table. A hush fell across the hall. Violet went to stand up, but Zoe pulled her down and stood up instead.

‘Good morning pupils, parents, and science professionals,’ said Zoe, patting her wig. ‘Today, I’ll be presenting a miraculous beauty invention that I formulated in my very own lab.’

Violet coughed and I knew what she was thinking: they were supposed to work as a team. Zoe must have realised this too, because she added unconvincingly, ‘Violet helped a bit too.’

I puffed some air out the side of my mouth.

‘Now, prepare to be amazed,’ said Zoe, holding up the bottle. ‘And meet my incredible colour-changing mood hair dye, the Spraynbow! Spray your way to a better you!’

Mina and Mai chuckled, in the same way you laugh at a kid doing a magic trick. But then Zoe pulled off her wig, and a mane of bright blue hair tumbled down her back.

Mina’s mouth fell open.

‘I call this Berry Happy.’ Zoe shook her blue hair. It was so bright I had to squint. ‘But let’s try Super-Excited Yellow.’ Zoe snapped her fingers, and just like that, every single strand on her head turned yellow. Like a daisy. Or a poisonous frog.

‘Holy wow,’ murmured Mina.

‘It’s a complex carbon-based molecule, undergoing a reversible reaction with itself,’ added Mai.

She did it. She did it. She’s going to win.

I couldn’t stop staring at Zoe’s beautiful butter-yellow hair.

‘Hmm, not sure if yellow’s my thing,’ said Zoe, playing it up for the audience. A few people were taking photos, but most of the parents were just sitting there in shock. ‘How about my absolute favourite, Perfect Purple.’ Zoe gave me a smug look, and bam! the colour changed again, this time to a bright purple.

Whoa.

Mr Lee grabbed the desk to steady himself. Mina started laughing in delight.

Mai rubbed a few strands between her fingers. ‘Interesting,’ she said. ‘And you’ve tested this hair dye thoroughly, I assume?’

‘I sprayed it on three days ago,’ Zoe pushed her glasses up her nose. ‘And I can safely say there are no visible side effects.’

Three days. I thought of Faye’s teeth after three days of wearing Lip Switch.

‘Extremely interesting,’ mused Mai, stepping back to inspect the bottle. ‘Can you show me how it works?’

‘Of course I can.’ Zoe pumped the spray to demonstrate, and the silver liquid spritzed over her Perfect Purple hair. ‘It works just like magic, and it’s only ninety-nine dollars a bottle.’ She turned to the audience. ‘Only available at BeautyGlow stores. Place your orders TODAY, people.’

Everyone clapped like mad. Of course they did.

Elektra and Zoe had done it, and I wanted to slide down in my chair and disappear, but the judges were already walking over to our table.

Mr Lee cleared his throat. ‘Lily and Ivy, the green team!’

‘What have you got for us today, girls?’ asked Mina kindly.

I couldn’t stand up. Ivy had to literally haul me up by my T-shirt, and even then my mouth wouldn’t work. My sparkling idea suddenly felt bad, bad, bad. I’d told everyone in my class that I could make anything and now I was holding a bottle of vinegar, and it wasn’t going to work, and the Lab Girls would laugh at me and I was going to fail, again, in front of the entire school.

‘What are you “making better” today?’ prompted Mr Lee.

Ivy prised my frozen fingers off the bottle and held it up for everyone to see. The green liquid sloshed around and it looked so ridiculous compared to Zoe’s invention. I felt my face burn with embarrassment.

‘We worked together on this,’ said Ivy in her biggest voice. ‘It’s called Happy Hair Sparkle Mist, and even though it smells bad, it works great.’

A few people in the audience smiled. Elektra swiped through her phone in a bored way. And at the back of the hall, the door creaked open, and a girl with shiny brown hair and an orange headband snuck into the hall.

Faye?

My sister leaned against the back wall and gave me a little nod.

Ivy kept going. ‘Happy Hair is made from apple cider vinegar, peanut butter, olive oil and environmentally friendly glitter, and all you do is spray’ – she squirted the glittery green liquid at a knot in her hair – ‘then comb!’ Ivy flicked open the comb, just like I’d shown her, and ran it through her dark hair, instantly detangling the knot. She popped open the mirror, checked her reflection, then waved a hand around her head. ‘See? Hair! Happy!’

At the back of the hall, Faye started laughing – in a good way – and it made me think how exactly one week ago, she’d laughed at my vinegar hairspray idea, and I’d given up on myself. Just because one person thought it was a bad idea.

I decided not to do that again. And as an experiment, I forced myself to feel proud instead of mortified. I cleared my throat. ‘Um, it’s also one hundred per cent natural,’ I said in a shaky voice.

‘And you can even eat it, if you want,’ said Ivy, spraying some in her mouth.

‘But you probably don’t want to do that.’

‘Nup.’ Ivy’s mouth puckered and she wiped it on her sleeve.

‘But, there are definitely no …’ I made myself say it. ‘Definitely no strange side effects.’

Faye shook her head, but I could tell she was loving it.

‘And let’s not forget, it looks beautiful,’ Ivy added, holding up the bottle so everyone could see her label.

The hall filled with clapping, and I think I even saw Ivy’s parents proudly taking a photo of us.

Mina shook our hands. ‘Nice work, girls,’ she said. ‘A thoughtful invention, great presentation, and I love the label.’

‘You’re on film, guys! Wave for the camera!’ said Violet behind us.

We all waved at Violet’s phone, just as Mai put her arm around Ivy and me and said, ‘Watch out world, these green girls are taking over the beauty world, one hair knot at a time!’ She gave me a high five, then headed towards the stage.

I wasn’t sure if I was breathing. Did that actually happen? The Lab Girls liked our hairspray?

The Lab Girls liked our hairspray.

‘The Lab Girls liked our hairspray!’ said Ivy, jumping up and down next to me. Across the hall, Elektra was sending us evil death rays, but I didn’t care about her or Zoe anymore. All I cared about was that I’d made something I was proud of. No plants, just me – Lily Green – and Ivy, and a bit of my dad, too. Which, when I thought about it, was the perfect combination of ingredients.

So I was fine. Cool as a cucumber, really, when Mr Lee, Mina and Mai got up on stage and huddled together to decide the winner. Violet told me to give the camera one last wave, so I did, and she happily finished filming. Beside her, Zoe tossed her purple hair and got ready to collect her award. It was done. Dusted.

Then something really weird happened.



[image: image]

Zoe yelped and scratched her purple head.

Everyone turned in their seats to see what was going on. Zoe yelped again, even louder, and scratched her scalp so hard I wondered if she had nits.

‘Zoe?’ I asked. ‘Are you all right?’

But Zoe only managed to scream in reply, because the ends of her hair had begun to twitch. I’d never seen anything like it. Her hair was moving all on its own, dividing into thick strands that flicked and wriggled like vines, searching for something to grab onto. One of them wrapped around Zoe’s ear. Another slithered across her glasses.

Panic pulsed through me.

The berries. I remembered the side effects from just five berries. Zoe had used the whole bush. This was way worse than a rash. It looked like the berries had made her hair … come to life?

Violet screamed and fell sideways off her chair, while Zoe tore at the hair-vines, trying to rip them away. A thick purple strand curled around her wrist. Another one crept around her neck. Within seconds, Zoe’s whole head was a twisting mass of purple, vine-like hair.

‘Muuuuuum!’ she screamed, tugging at the vines, which only made them move faster. ‘Do something! Get this disgusting hair off me NOW!’

Across the hall, Elektra started shoving parents out of the way to get to her daughter, but even I knew a hairdresser couldn’t deal with an out of control weed. The purple hair-vines were wrapped tightly around Zoe’s neck, and the look of desperation on her face jolted me into action. I’m not a gardener, but I know the one thing weeds hate.

Vinegar.

Which gave me a brilliant idea.

I picked up the bottle of Happy Hair Sparkle Mist and unscrewed the nozzle in three quick twists.

‘Somebody help me!’ screamed Zoe, clutching at her neck. Her face was turning a weird shade of blue. I had to do it, now.

I tipped the Happy Hair bottle upside down. The sparkly green liquid fell through the air and splashed all over Zoe’s head. There was a strange sizzle, a flash of steam and a nose-tickling stench of vinegar. The liquid dripped through the hair-vines and they seemed to wriggle in pain.

I thought about Rosa’s weeds fizzling.

Slowly, the hair-vines unwrapped themselves from Zoe’s neck and slithered back across her shoulders. There was a high-pitched deflating sound, like air rushing out of a balloon, as the hair twitched, jerked, and finally gave up, hanging limply down Zoe’s back. Dead as dead weeds.

The air whooshed out of me.

Zoe and I swapped terrified looks, and for a second I thought she might say thank you, or sorry, or something. But she didn’t have the chance, because Elektra pushed me out of the way and grabbed Zoe by the shoulders.

‘What happened?’ Elektra hissed. ‘What did you do to the hair dye?’

‘Nothing,’ whimpered Zoe. ‘It just attacked me.’

‘Nonsense. You did something wrong, as usual.’ Elektra glanced at the judges. ‘Get up, now. We’re going straight back to the lab to fix this.’

‘But my hair,’ sobbed Zoe. ‘It’s still purple.’

Which was true. The colour-changing effect must have worn off so quickly it got stuck on purple, and now Zoe’s hair looked like vinegar-drenched grape bubblegum.

‘Your hair can wait,’ Elektra said through gritted teeth. ‘We have more important things to worry about, like the six hundred people who’ve already paid for the Spraynbow.’

Zoe let out another sob, and as Elektra hustled her out of the hall, I heard her say, ‘We don’t fail, Zoe Von Hammer. We’re BeautyGlow, and what are we?’

‘We’re a cut above the rest,’ moaned Zoe, disappearing through the doorway.

They were gone. All that was left was a puddle of vinegar hair-detangler on the floor. I looked at the empty bottle in my shaking hand, then at Ivy. Her brown eyes were shining brightly and her hair looked disturbingly neat, and I wondered if she was thinking the same thing as me: that we were probably the first people in history to save someone with hairspray.

Everyone else must have been thinking that, too, because it took ten minutes for the hall to calm down, and Mr Lee needed three cups of tea and a little lie-down backstage before he and the Lab Girls finally came back out and announced the winner.

And nope – it wasn’t us.

We came second, so at least Ivy still got her A in science, but we didn’t get the trophy. It turned out Violet was right. Everyone really does love cupcakes, because Bella and Saanvi won with their genuinely genius cupcake icing-gun. I watched them collect their prize, and kept thinking how the old me would have seen that as one giant fail. But the new me remembered Dad’s green notebook lying under my pillow at home, and I figured we hadn’t lost anything at all. My one idea had solved Ivy’s hair problem.

And saved Zoe from a near-death hair-dye disaster.

I had a feeling Dad would have seen that as one big success.
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We all walked home together: me, Ivy, Violet and Faye.

The four of us kept going over what had happened at the competition and re-watching Violet’s video, with Ivy pausing it every single time to admire her hair. After our seventeenth viewing, Violet asked if she could post the video to her new channel. Faye said, ‘Do it.’

‘This is so brilliant.’ Violet started tapping at the screen. ‘The camera work’s a bit shaky, but your presentation was amazing, and I got the Lab Girls on camera! I think this might be the one to send in to Shut Up and Shoot!’

‘Shut up and what?’ I stopped walking.

‘My favourite magazine.’ Violet stopped too. ‘Didn’t I tell you?’

You haven’t told me anything lately.

Violet pulled the magazine out of her backpack. There was a guy with a camera on the cover. ‘I did some filmmaking classes when I went to drama camp, and the teacher gave me this movie-making magazine. It says to start small, so I made all those makeup videos with Zoe.’

‘Makeup videos?’ Faye’s ears perked up.

‘And then there were the baking videos with Saanvi and Bella,’ continued Violet. ‘But now that I’ve shot this, I think I might be able to do more live-action stuff, like real short films.’ A light seemed to go on in Violet’s eyes. A light I’d completely missed.

She held up her phone and showed us her new channel. It was called VioletBlooms.

‘Great name. Garden-y, in a good way,’ said Ivy, and Violet grinned at her.

‘And look, the hairspray video’s already getting views,’ said Faye, pointing at the screen.

‘Does my hair still look good?’ asked Ivy.

My sister laughed. ‘Way better.’

Violet turned back to me. ‘Anyway, Shut Up and Shoot! does profiles on young filmmakers, so fingers crossed they like my work. I really think this might be my thing, Lily.’

Filmmaking. How had I missed that?

I thought about all the stupid things I’d done to get Violet’s attention over the past week, when the whole time she was just experimenting and trying to make something too. I wasn’t sure if this changed things between us, but something felt different. Like there was more space between me and Violet now, but in a good way – the way flowers need space to grow. I smiled, thinking Rosa would like that one.

‘I’m really happy for you, Vi,’ I said, and kept walking, with Violet on one side and Ivy on the other. ‘This could be the start of something beautiful.’

‘Ooo, speaking of which …’ Ivy spun around and walked backwards, her scribbly sneakers sliding against the footpath. ‘We need to make more Happy Hair. Can we come over to the salon now?’

‘And your mum could paint our nails purple?’ suggested Violet.

The salon. My footsteps slowed as we turned the corner into my street. Ahead, the salon glowed a deep purple in the afternoon sun. My watch said it was three-thirty.

‘I’m not sure if it’s even our salon anymore,’ I said.

‘Only one way to find out.’ Faye pushed the door open. Mr Sebold was sitting at the desk with Mum, stinking up the place with his musk cologne.

He gave us an annoyed frown and turned back to Mum. ‘Like I said, Mrs Green, we need your signature here, and here, so we can officially turn these worthless old bricks into gold.’

Mum’s pen hovered over the sale papers.

‘Lots of gold,’ added Mr Sebold, running a hand over his gelled hair.

I felt a twist in my gut. Ivy and Violet were giving me confused looks, and my sister – what was she doing? She just kept staring into her phone.

‘Faye, do something,’ I whispered.

‘In a minute,’ she whispered back. ‘The Lab Girls just shared Violet’s Happy Hair video.’

‘What?’ Violet peered over her shoulder. ‘8,800 views??’

‘And counting,’ hissed Faye.

‘Girls, I know you’re all WhoTubing and CatChatting these days,’ quipped Mr Sebold, ‘but can you please do it elsewhere while the adults do business?’

‘Mum –’ Faye was about to say something when the salon phone rang.

We all jumped.

‘I don’t have all day, Mrs Green,’ said Mr Sebold.

‘I understand, just one moment.’ Mum answered the phone. ‘Hairspray?’ she frowned.

‘Oh my gosh, it’s happening.’ Faye slid her phone across the desk and it landed right in front of Mum. The Happy Hair video was running, and as Mum watched it, she slowly put the salon phone down.

‘The Lab Girls endorsed Lily and Ivy’s hairspray,’ said Faye, her voice rising. ‘Be the Boss says a celebrity endorsement is the first step to major business success.’

‘And the whole world is watching.’ Violet checked her screen. ‘12,003 views, and rising by the second! I mentioned Kitty’s Beauty Parlour in the video description, but I had no idea people would call you.’

Ivy looked pale. ‘Does this mean we got on TV?’

‘Sort of.’ My head was spinning, and it didn’t help that the salon phone was ringing again, filling the space with a shrill buzz. This time Mum didn’t pick it up.

‘Mrs Green, I must remind you my client’s offer ends today,’ insisted Mr Sebold.

‘They can wait,’ snapped Faye. ‘We’re in the middle of an important business meeting. Look.’ She held up her phone. The screen was lighting up with comments.

Saw the video. Where can I get HHSM?

All-natural hair detangler?! How much??

Do you ship to Paris?

I need this. NOW! Five bottles please.

‘What’s your point, Faye?’ sighed Mum.

‘These are customers.’

‘They’re comments on a video.’

‘Written by real people!’ Faye burst out laughing. ‘All over the world.’

‘And there are hundreds of them,’ said Violet, scrolling through her phone. ‘Everyone’s saying they want to try Happy Hair.’

‘But that’s impossible.’ I puffed a stray curl out of my face.

‘Not impossible.’ Faye gave me a funny look. ‘A beauty miracle.’

‘I’ve never heard such nonsense.’ Mr Sebold stood up, just as a dark car squealed up to the kerb outside. The car’s horn honked. ‘Ladies, we need to finalise the sale of this salon immediately.’

‘Not if I have anything to do with it.’ Faye snatched up the papers and stuffed them in the wax pot. ‘Mum, you wanted a solution, and you’ve got one. It’s made of vinegar and it’s called Happy Hair and we can sell it to the world.’

Mum rubbed her forehead. ‘We already tried this.’

‘And we failed. So what?’ Faye put her hands on her hips. ‘We just try again.’

Try again?

Ivy gave me a nudge. ‘Lily has a whole notebook full of other great ideas.’

Confused, I looked down at the black-and-white tiles under my feet, then my eyes travelled up the walls, along the ruined purple wallpaper and over to the patch of bright green wall where Dad’s height chart used to be. The green bricks seemed to wink at me.

‘I can already see the business plan.’ Faye’s voice hummed in the background. ‘We start with the oatmeal body cream and the avocado hair treatment, but we make them better. More professional, with lots of high-end, natural ingredients, instead of stuff out of the fridge. No offence, Lily.’

‘None taken,’ I murmured.

‘And Mum, with your beauty expertise, and my business skills, and Lily’s ideas, we could put a whole new spin on Kitty’s.’

‘But our reputation is a mess.’ As soon as Mum said that, Dad’s crossed-out inventions flashed through my head.

Not working! Start again. Think BIGGER.

‘So we start something new,’ I said slowly.

‘Yes!’ Faye snapped her fingers. ‘A new business name. House of Beauty.’

‘Glimmer Girls?’ suggested Violet.

‘Hair We Are!’ shouted Ivy.

‘No, it has to have us in it,’ I said, still thinking.

‘Right. Put the you in beautiful,’ agreed Faye.

Everyone fell quiet, and the phone kept ringing and ringing, but all I could see was that green patch of wall where Dad used to be, and something sparkled inside me. ‘Let’s just be who we are,’ I said, looking at Mum. ‘The Green Girls.’

Faye’s eyes widened. ‘Green Girls Natural Beauty.’

Mum put her pen down with a clatter, and I knew that she was in.

‘Mr Sebold? I don’t think we’ll be selling the salon just yet,’ she said in a small voice.

‘You’re making a big mistake,’ he snarled, storming out of the salon.

‘Not a mistake, Mr Sebold,’ said Faye to his disappearing back. ‘Just making the world a beautiful place!’

‘One experiment at a time!’ I added.

I’m pretty sure I heard Elektra screaming in her black car before it skidded off for good. But I didn’t care what was happening out there. Everything I needed was in here. Ivy was jumping around excitedly, Violet had slid behind the desk to show Mum the video again, and after Faye flipped the salon sign back to OPEN, she turned to me and her eyes were shining so brightly they practically sparkled.

‘Lily, I think this time you actually did it,’ she said.

But I shook my head, because everyone knows it takes more than one ingredient to make something beautiful. ‘We did it.’



[image: image]



[image: image]

Can you change your life in three weeks?

I’m beginning to realise that if you have an idea, you can change anything, because so much has happened at the salon.

Firstly, we didn’t turn our bricks into gold – we made them green again. It took five days and four broken fingernails, but Mum, Faye and I managed to scrape off all the old purple wallpaper, and now Kit Bat Pur – I mean, Green Girls Natural Beauty –is officially green again. And it looks beautiful.

The washbasin is fixed, the pipe is mended, and the salon shelves are full of our brand-new beauty products. There’s the oatmeal, mint, pink grapefruit and vanilla body cream, also known as Calm Balm. (Mum added the vanilla pods – Faye came up with the name). And the avocado, egg-yolk and orange-flower hair treatment that we like to call Pretty as a Petal. Oh, and of course there’s Happy Hair. That shelf empties out every day, because if there’s one thing I’ve learnt lately, it’s that a lot of people around the world have knotty hair.

Four hundred and fifty-two at last count.

That’s how many people contacted us after they saw the Happy Hair video. Four hundred and fifty-two! And we keep getting more orders every day. Sometimes, I re-watch Violet’s video and think how funny it is that I’ve been making weird things for her since forever, but the first thing she made for me has changed everything.

I feel a ripple of excitement at the thought of what’s about to happen, and peek in the salon mirror. This morning Faye styled my hair into a ‘half top-knot with scrunchy waves’ – not bad – and last night Mum re-embroidered my apron pocket.

That’s the other thing that’s changed. I’m not a Junior Beauty Assistant anymore. The job title on my apron is CBPI, which is short for Chief Beauty-Product Inventor (Mum couldn’t fit it all on the pocket). I run my hand over the gold lettering and for the first time in ages, I feel like myself, but somehow … bigger. Kind of like the Green Lily cutting, which is growing in a vase on the windowsill. It already has a green flower bud ready to burst open.

When Mum saw it, and I told her the story about the Green Lily, she got this funny look on her face and said something about how nature is a good reminder that everything has to keep growing. Then she did a strange thing – she got Faye and I to back up against the wall beside the washbasin, and she drew two purple lines over our heads. They’ll never replace Dad’s old lines, but they do feel like the start of something new.

There’s a tap on the salon window and I squint out into the afternoon sun. Ivy’s standing on a ladder outside, waving at me. Bertie’s on her head, pecking at the seeds in her dark brown hair, which is perfectly untangled and pinned back with a hair clip in the shape of a pencil.

‘How does it look?!’ she shouts, pointing at the new gold lettering she’s painted on the window.

Green Girls Natural Beauty.

‘Beautiful!’ I shout back. ‘Don’t forget, ten minutes until show time!’

Ivy gives me a thumbs up, Bertie squawks, and I manage to grab Crunch before he throws himself at the window.

‘No more shampoo disasters, Mr Crunch,’ I whisper, tucking him into my arms and swishing through the beaded curtain. When I get upstairs into the kitchen, the smell of mulberries envelops me like a warm blanket.

‘Lily, when’s the new Mulberry Madness hair masque going to be ready?’ asks Faye. She’s sitting at the kitchen table with her laptop, wearing a purple apron that’s also been re-embroidered. It says one word: Boss. ‘We already have three hundred preorders. People are going wild over it.’ (Faye doesn’t talk to me me like I’m her slave anymore. She talks to me like I matter. I’m still getting used to it.)

‘Um, should be done today?’ I say, peering over Mum’s shoulder into one of the pots on the stove. Crunch meows hungrily.

‘Tomorrow,’ says Mum, squeezing some lemon juice into the purple mixture. ‘We need to get the formula right. Do you still want to give some to Zoe?’ Mum looks sideways at me and I say, ‘Definitely.’

We’ve been working on this new mulberry-lemon hair masque that can brighten blonde hair. I’m hoping it might help Zoe – her hair is still purple. She wore a beanie to school for two weeks, but then she started letting it hang out and got new purple-framed glasses to match. The crazy thing is, two other girls showed up to school last week with purple streaks, and now Faye’s thinking of dying her ends purple.

I still don’t get beauty.

But I sure love making it.

‘Eight minutes to go, Boss,’ I say, tapping Faye’s well-worn copy of Be the Boss.

She gives me a little salute and goes back to typing on her laptop. Faye and Ivy designed our new website, and Ivy does the artwork for all our labels, too. There’s a tiny green notebook hidden on every one. It’s pure Ivy genius.

‘Any updates on that idea you had for spray-on licorice shower jelly?’ asks Faye without looking up.

‘Still working on it.’ I pull my notebook out of my apron. ‘But getting there.’ I scribble down a few thoughts about ingredients, then run my pen down the list of other beauty product ideas Mum and I have been talking about. Like seaweed and sweetpea hand cream. And chocolate and crushed-violet body butter. I’m even thinking of making an all-natural red lipstick for Faye – one that uses beetroot powder instead of squished bugs.

See, even though we still see Mrs D, Miss Sparrow, and a few customers here and there for a haircut or a manicure, our main business now is selling our own custom-made beauty products. And ever since the competition, I have not been able to stop thinking about what to make next. It’s just one sparkly idea after the other.

Some of them I know will definitely work (coffee and tea-rose body scrub!) and some might not (kiwi fruit and clove-powder toothpaste?), but I figure I have to give it a try, because there is definitely no magic formula for making something great. It’s just practice.

Five minutes left.

I slip the notebook in my apron pocket and climb out the kitchen window onto the fire escape. Crunch follows me down, and soon we’re scrambling up the mulberry tree onto the back wall. I look for Rosa. She’s spritzing vinegar on a patch of weeds that are trying to overtake the glowing purple flowers.

‘Ready for your big day, Green Lily?’ she asks.

‘Not sure.’ I feel really nervous, but looking out over Rosa’s strange, beautiful garden calms me down a bit. ‘When it’s finished, I’ll come back and do the weeding like we agreed, OK?’

Rosa throws me the bottle of vinegar. It’s Dad’s old bottle. We share it now. ‘Two months and five days of weeding to go, Green Lily,’ she reminds me.

‘Or longer,’ I shrug. The idea was that I’d do Rosa’s weeding to make up for all my mistakes, but I’ve started enjoying it. Ripping out evil weeds feels good.

We don’t talk for a few minutes, just listen to the wind swaying through the Spanish moss. Eventually Rosa says, ‘He would be very proud of you for making things so much better.’

‘Thanks, Rosa.’ The words come out all squeaky because now I’m thinking of Dad and how I wish he was here.

I could sit on this wall all day, but there’s no time left.

The show’s about to start.
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Mum, Faye and I crowd around the little TV on the salon desk. An ad is on. We’ve been waiting days for this moment, but now that it’s about to happen I feel a bit pukey-nervous. Instinctively, I look out the window for Violet, but instead I see Ivy walking in with gold paint smeared on her green polka-dot jumpsuit. She has a paintbrush in one hand and her violin case in the other.

‘I’ve got practice later today,’ she says as she puts down her violin case, which she recently covered in drawings.

‘When do art classes start?’ I ask.

‘Tomorrow,’ Ivy flourishes her paintbrush. ‘I’m thinking of painting a mural dedicated to the “Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy”. And there’ll be lots of evil fairies setting violins on fire.’

‘Fire. I like it,’ nods Faye.

Ivy flops into the seat next to mine and gives me a side hug. We see each other a lot now. She stops by most mornings to walk to school together, and sometimes Violet joins us too, although I don’t wait around for Violet the way I used to. She’s really busy with her filmmaking these days. Shut Up and Shoot! just got back to her and they’re running a profile on the success of her Happy Hair video. I get that she’s busy doing other things now, and I’m happy for her, but I might keep the wads of old bubblegum under the desk a little longer. It’s good to hang onto a few memories.

‘Shhhh, it’s starting,’ says Faye, turning up the TV volume.

The Lab Girls appear on screen.

‘Hi everyone,’ smiles Mina.

‘Welcome to The Lab Girls,’ says Mai. ‘In last week’s episode, we met two clever girls, Bella and Saanvi, who invented quite the cupcake icing-gun.’

‘Wow. Those cupcakes were super sweet.’

‘And those girls were super smart.’

‘But for this very special DO IT YOURSELF!! segment, we thought we’d introduce you to two other inventors, whose quirky hair formula has been making waves in the beauty world.’

‘I think you mean untangling waves,’ says Mai.

The shop door tinkles behind me. It’s Mrs Dougall.

‘Have I missed anything?’ she whispers.

‘Nope,’ I whisper back. ‘It’s just beginning.’

Mrs D’s blue curls bob cheerfully around her face, and even though I know she’s here for her regular Monday afternoon appointment, I also know she’s here for me.

The door tinkles again, and this time it’s Rosa.

‘Guys, hurry up already, I’m trying to listen,’ orders Faye. I guess there’s a reason why we all call her Boss.

Rosa sneaks me a bunch of her caramel-scented polka-dot roses. ‘For a vase only,’ she says seriously. ‘No shampoo, comprendes?’

I do a little cross sign on my heart, and shuffle over to make room for her.

We all turn back to the TV, just in time to see the camera panning over to a mini-Ivy and mini-Lily. We’re standing at a lab table with the Happy Hair ingredients spread out in front of us.

‘Thanks, Mai,’ says TV-Lily, and I feel my eyes prickling as Mum pulls me closer. ‘A lot of people helped make Happy Hair a success, and it took a bit of, um …’ TV-Lily looks nervous.

TV-Ivy takes over. ‘It took a bit of practise. But with the right ingredients, we managed to turned a bit of blurg into a lot of beautiful.’

This makes everyone around me giggle.

And as the TV voices keep talking, I look over at the Happy Hair shelf, where Crunch is sunning himself like he owns the world. I say a silent ‘thank you’ to him. When he knocked over that bottle of shampoo four weeks ago, I thought he’d ruined everything. But it turns out one (OK, maybe three) epic failures helped me find a way to make myself, and our little salon, so much better.

‘Lily, are you watching?’ whispers Ivy.

I nod, but really I’m counting.

I’m counting all the things I’ve made in the past four weeks:

Three disastrous beauty products.

One life-changing (and life-saving) hairspray.

Four brand-new beauty products.

A family business with a name that will always help me remember my dad.

And one special friend.

I feel good inside. Sparkly. And that’s how I know Mum was right all along – today really is going to be a beautiful day.
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So many ingredients went into making this book.

I’ll be forever grateful to the wonderful team at Hardie Grant Egmont, especially my publisher, Marisa Pintado, who was a constant source of inspiration and encouragement. And a huge debt of gratitude goes to my editor, Luna Soo – thank you for seeing everything and for all your brilliant, beautiful ideas.

Special thanks to Maggie Cole for her magnificent cover illustration, and to all the proofreaders, designers and typesetters, whose hard work turned this story into a gorgeous thing to behold.

Mum and Dad, thank you for finding me a sunny desk where I could write uninterrupted.

And hugs and kisses to my niece Claudia – you were my very first reader, and I loved all of our chats about the story.

The truth is, Lily Green might not have happened if it weren’t for my children, Gus and June, who kept asking, ‘What next?’ Thank you, my lovelies.

And Jeff, thank you for everything, always.
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Lisa Siberry is a freelance writer and content producer who spent many years working at the ABC. She lives in Sydney with her husband and two children. Her debut middle-grade novel, The Brilliant Ideas of Lily Green, won the 2017 Ampersand Prize, the premier award for debut authors in Australia and New Zealand. Like Lily Green, she made lots of things when she was a kid, including a very dreadful squashed-jasmine-flower perfume.
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