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Twists, Turns and 100% Tilda

[ gazed towards the table at the back of the café,
where Si Riley was now lost in some yakkings with
his blokey mates. Tilda wasn’t joining in; she was
just sitting staring at Si, her kohl-rimmed eyes
blinking fast, flashing glimpses of the dark, pearly,
greeny-blue shadow smoothed across her eyelids.
Greeny-blue, like those two darting, dancing
dragonflies in my garden a couple of days ago.

And then I got it: what made Tilda talk to
Amber that way, I mean.

The thing about Tilda was ... as obvious to me
at that minute as being sure that Bob was a dog
and my cat smelled (strangely) of peaches and
cream.

Oh, yes, the thing about Tilda was, she had a
crush the size of Portbay on her best boy mate, Si
Riley...
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From: *stella*
To: Frankie
Subject: Full-on nuts-ness!

Attachments: Twists, Turns & 100% Tilda
Hi Frankie!

Ha - so, you said in your last e-mail that you're
“enjoying” being back at school after the holidays.
I'm sure all the teachers would be deeply thrilled
to know you added “as much as having my
eyebrows shaved off”.

Can you believe that once upon a time I was
stressing out so much about starting school here in
Portbay? And so far this first week’s been OK!
(Well, I did stress a little bit when I got muddled
up and walked into the staff room instead of the
loos...)

Anyway, the reason starting school seems such
a breeze is because the week before this,
everything was completely, full-on NUTS — with a
whole lot of spooky thrown in too.

With everything going on, it’s been hard to
explain every mad twist and turn to you properly,
so here’s the full, detailed, splurged version, on the
attached document. Hope it doesn’t fry your
brain!
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Miss you ®, but M8s 4eva ©!
*stella*

PS Counting off the days till it's half-term and I
can come and see you and the gang again. Promise
I won’t take Peaches — I'd get too many weird
looks on the train for having an enormo, scruffy
cat taking up a whole seat-and-a-half...
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Never wear ice cream near a dog. ..

“Big Banana!” I yelled, stepping out of the kitchen
into the garden and the bright, white midday
sunshine.

I wasn't insulting my friend TJ, by the way —
just trying to get him to choose a flavour of ice
cream.

Holding the tray, I squinted into the sharp light
and waited for an answer. As my eyes adjusted to
the brightness, all I could make out were two
eerily greeny-blue dragonflies swirling in a sort of
slow waltz over the centre of the garden.

Being temporarily blinded, I didn’t know if TJ
could see me clearly or not. I hoped he coudn’t —
or at least, I hoped my cheeks weren't still telltale
red. I hated the idea of TJ spotting that I was
blushing and asking what was up. I mean, how
could I explain that five minutes ago, my stupid

brain had just had a flashback? A flashback to the
(urgh) Emergency Kiss?
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Oh yes — that.

Four weeks ago, I did something seriously
freaky. I had an Emergency Kiss with my best
(boy) mate — and I'd tried to forget about it ever
since.

Then there I am, ambling around my kitchen,
thinking about ice cream when blam! it plops
unannounced into my memory banks. How
come? Well, the electrons or electrodes or electro-
whatevers that make your brain work went on a
mad meander right after I'd clocked a newspaper
cutting Blu-tacked to the fridge door. Mum must
have put it there — it was about the fund-raising
campaign she’d come up with.

So how did my brain get from a story in the
local paper to the Emergency Kiss? This is how...

Sponsor a Crystal campaign =% the grand
chandelier in the old derelict mansion in Sugar
Bay (Joseph’s house) =» how to save it before
Joseph’s house got demolished =% stumbling on a
gang who were vandalizing the place =¥ spotting
the police coming and panicking that they might
think me and TJ were part of the gang =»
pretending to be a loved-up couple instead =
having an EMERGENCY KISS so we looked
convincing!!

Urgh...
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Before I'd made it back out into the garden, I'd
had to stick my face in the cool of the freezer to
blast away the blushes, and hummed a rude
version of “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star” (taught to
me by my friend Frankie back in London) to help
nudge thoughts of the Emergency Kiss to the back
of my overactive mind.

“Big Banana?” I tried calling out again.

There was no answer from TJ.

“Or what about Cherry Berry, then? 1 got
vanilla for Bob...”

My witterings about ice cream were met by
more silence. (Well, apart from the hammering
and crashing coming from my bedroom upstairs.)

OK...

I gazed around our madly overgrown back
garden, but all I could see was thigh-high grass and
weeds.

[ glanced over at the den (a little brick outhouse
that was mine, all mine), but the latch was still on.

I frowned at the path that led down the side of
the house, but couldn’t imagine that TJ and Bob
would just take off without saying bye — specially
not when I'd promised TJ there was ice cream in
the freezer.

Hmm. TJ and his bear-sized, long-haired
Alsatian had disappeared. I'd only been gone five
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minutes, and our mutant garden had swallowed
them. Lurking under all the tangle was probably a
large, bottomless pit that my family had no idea
existed.

“LOCAL TEENAGER VANISHES,” the
headline would read in the Portbay Journal. “The
son of well-known drama teacher Caroline
O’Connell, thirteen-year-old Titus, vanished with his
dog while visiting the home of a friend...”

Stop right there — I had to find him. There was
no way I'd risk TJ’s real name being found out by
the whole town. (Mrs O’Connell must’'ve referred
to him as “Titus” at Parents’ Evenings, but
obviously the teachers at school felt sorry enough
for him to respect his choice and call him TJ too.)

“TJ1” 1 said urgently.

Nothing.

Nothing apart from the two dragonflies
stopping stock-still in the air at the sound of my
voice.

“TJI" 1 yelled louder, feeling a little spooked.

“Wuff!” barked Bob, from somewhere in the
dense undergrowth.

The dragonflies shot upwards in fright and
carried on their circling waltz from a safer height.

“What?!” said TJ, popping his head above the
long grass like a skater-boy jack-in-the-box.
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I saw he had his headphones in. He’d been too
busy nodding along to his newest favourite band
to listen out for me coming back from the kitchen.
But what was he (and his dumb dog) doing in the
the middle of our private jungle-cum-prairie?

“Great — what've you got, Stella?” asked TJ,
standing up now and flipping the headphones into
the palm of one hand.

“Um, two juices, a bowl of water, three bowls of
ice cream and some hairclips,” I said, reeling off
everything that was on the tray I was carrying.
“What are you doing over there, TJ?”

“Making a crop circle!” TJ grinned, ushering me
to join him with a sweep of his arm.

“A what-ty?” I asked automatically, holding the
tray up as I waded through the scratchy long
grasses.

I knew what he meant: fields full of wheat or
whatever, with parts flattened into intricate swirly
patterns. You saw them in the newspapers now
and then, with stories about how they must be
made by aliens. My grandad (Grandad Stansfield,
who lives in the country) says they’re nothing to
do with aliens — just guys going out armed with
long planks of wood (for flattening purposes) to
play a giant-sized practical joke on the rest of us.

Yep, so I got all that. I just didn’t get why TJ was
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talking about them — till I found myself stepping
into a metre-and-a-half wide island of squashed-
flat foliage.

“Well, T stood in what I reckoned was the
middle of your garden, lay right down, and then
sort of walked my legs around in a circle till it
ended up like this!” TJ explained, flopping himself
down beside Bob.

I joined them, plonking the tray in the middle
of our hidden oasis.

“It’s like a mini lawn!” I smiled, enjoying having
somewhere to sit in the garden at last.

“With walls!” TJ joked, pointing to the banks of
grasses surrounding our secret world.

As if his entrance had just been announced,
Peaches chose that second to wriggle his fat,
ginger cattiness through the wall of greenery and
join us.

“Hey, Peaches! Welcome to our secret world!”
said TJ, while I reached over and scratched his
head, and Bob cowered a little. (Bob knew who
was boss out of him and Peaches; i.e. it wasn’t Bob.)

“So, anyway, what flavour ice cream are these,
Stella?” asked TJ, getting back to business now
that Peaches had flopped himself into a comfy pile
of fur against my legs, his emerald eyes fixed on
the bright greeny-blue dragonflies above us.
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“Big Banana and Cherry Berry,” I repeated,
placing the bowl of water and the vanilla ice
cream in front of a panting Bob. “Which do you
want?”

“Don’t mind. You choose,” said TJ, proving why
[ liked him. I knew that he knew that we both
liked Big Banana best.

“I choose ... that we eat half a bowl each and
then swap,” I suggested, hoping I seemed like just
as good a friend.

“Done.” TJ grinned, getting stuck right in.

I started on mine a few seconds later, once I'd
snapped a couple of my spangly hairclips on to
Bob’s face fur. As soon as the floppiness was
pinned back, he looked instantly cooler, and the
fluoro pink stars matched his lolling pink tongue
very nicely.

“So ... what’s your dad actually doing in there?”
asked TJ, nodding up at my room, right above the
kitchen extension.

“Redecorating.”

“With a hammer?”

I didn’t bother replying — just rolled my eyes
instead. On the one hand, I was very grateful that
Dad had offered to fix up my decrepit room, and
on the other hand ... well, listening to the
banging, crashing and occasional swearing drifting
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out of the window, it kept reminding me that he
wasn’t exactly a natural-born DIY-er.

“I thought I'd stop working on the rest of the
house and get your room together, Stella, since
school starts in a week,” Dad had explained over a
family fish'n’chips tea on the beach last night,
“and you'll need somewhere nice and calm to do
your homework.”

Hmm ... somewhere nice and calm to do my
homework — away from my rampaging two-year-
old brothers, he meant.

And more importantly, hmm ... starting at a
new school. I'd been doing really well at putting
that to the back of my mind lately. I'd been too
busy getting used to my new home town of
Portbay (and all its weirdness) to get my head
around stuff like new schools. But at least [ knew I
had TJ — and Rachel — in my year. Amber would be
around too, even though I wouldn’t see that much
of her, since she was fifteen and a couple of years
above us.

Still, what was the point in worrying about that
now? School was nine days away, and since I'd
been in Portbay, I'd found out that a whole lot of
everything can happen in one day, never mind
nine...

“Swap!” announced TJ, holding out his bowl of

=%
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gently melting pinky-purple ice cream.

“So ... what should we do today?” I asked,
passing him my gorgeous banana and fudge gloop.

“Dunno. D’you want to go back to Pavilion Park
and take a photo of the bench?”

I know, I know ... taking a photo of a bench
doesn’t sound like any big wow — unless that dull
little park bench happens to have an inscription
on it that blows your mind.

“Yeah — that would be good.” I nodded. “How
did it go again? Oh, I know... ‘In memory of my
grandfather, Joe Grainger, who loved to sit on this
spot and gaze at the sea, and think of his faraway
home.” 1t’s kind of beautiful and tragic, isn’t it? The
idea of this old man sitting looking out to sea,
thinking about Barbados...”

Barbados was the connection I had with the
long ago, long-since-dead Joseph (yeah, the Joseph
from Joseph’s house). I'd never been to Barbados,
but a quarter of me was Barbadian, thanks to my
grandad Eddie, who I'd never met. Actually, that’s
as far as the connection went. After all, Joseph had
sailed to Portbay from Barbados as a ten-year-old
servant boy nearly two hundred years ago, while [,
er, drove in my family car to Portbay from
London, as a grumbling, complaining thirteen-
year-old all of five weeks ago...

=%
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“Yeah, well, the most tragic thing about it,” said
TJ, putting down his bowl now he’d scraped every
last dribble of ice cream off it, “is that Joseph was
obviously rubbish at geography. He was looking in
completely the wrong direction — Barbados is that
way!”

Trust a boy to spoil a romantic idea with boring
practical facts. I was toying with splatting my last
spoonful of Cherry Berry in his face when my
mobile burst into life.

“Stella? It's me.”

I was tempted to say “Who?”, just to be
awkward, but settled for “Hi, Rach,” instead.

At the sound of Rachel’s name, TJ pulled a face.
It had been a while since Rachel swapped from
being an enemy to a friend of TJ’s, but I guess old
habits die hard.

Anyway, spotting that [ was distracted with the
phone call, TJ cheekily leant over and grabbed my
wrist, turning the spoon towards his mouth.

“Listen — a couple of things,” said Rachel,
unaware of the wrestling match currently going
on between me and TJ (he was not having that last
dollop of ice cream). “First, Mum’s sold all of the
fairy pictures you and TJ did. She’s got fifty quid
for each of you and says you can collect it any
time.”

=%
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Fifty quid?! Me and TJ had done the fake fairy
project for fun, sticking my fairy paintings around
the prettily tangled gardens at Joseph’s house and
snapping them. Now, the prints that Mrs Riley
had framed and stuck in the window of her arty-
crafty souvenir shop had actually made us money.
Quite a lot of money. The electro-wotsits in my
brain whirred into action again, working out what
I might be able to buy with fifty pounds.

a) a pair of new expensive trainers

OR

b) lots of clothes if I went to the bargainously
cheap store in Westbay shopping centre

OR

c) a whole bunch of new art paper and paints
and stuff

OR

d) I could give the whole fifty pounds to the
Sponsor a Crystal campaign.

Well, it was going to have to be d).

My last pair of trainers weren't too scruffy yet; I
had lots of clothes already; I had enough art stuff
to last me a while longer ... but time was running
out to save the chandelier and get it moved to the
town’s museum before the developers came along
to smash the house — and everything that was left
in it — to pieces.
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“And another thing,” Rachel chatted in my ear,
as me and TJ carried on wrestling with the spoon.
“You have GOT to come down to the prom right
now — I'm in Mum’s shop, and I can see a whole
crew of the cutest surfer boys setting up down on
the beach right now!”

“Really?”

“Really!” said Rachel emphatically.

Distracted by the thought of cute surfer boys
clogging up the sands and waves with their boards
and nice muscles, I lost my concentration and let
go of the spoon. Oops.

Melted ice cream sprayed over TJ's face, like
splatters of strange, dark pink freckles. One dollop
in particular dangled from his nose, threatening to
drip. TJ stuck out his tongue, just in time to catch it.

“Yay! I got the last of the ice cream! I got the
last of the ice cream!” he sing-songed. “I got the
last of the — oof yuck!! NOOOQO!”

“What’s going on?” asked Rachel, catching
some of the racket TJ was making.

“He’s being eaten by Bob,” I told her, watching
as a writhing TJ (quite small for his age) was
pinned to the ground by his dog (enormously
huge for a pooch).

This was good: for me, obviously, not for TJ.
Now any time that yukky thoughts of Emergency
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Kisses pinged uninvited into my head, I could just
banish them by thinking of TJ being unexpectedly
and unattractively licked to death by a slobbering
Alsatian.

“Help get him off me, Stella!” TJ begged, as
he struggled and giggled under the mighty,
determined tongue of Bob.

There was no point shouting at Bob — he never
listened to anyone except TJ. There was no point
pulling at his collar — it would be like a wasp
tugging at a rhinoceros. There was no point trying
to tempt him away with food — all the ice cream,
apart from the splatters on TJ’s face, was gone. But
I did have a secret weapon...

Quickly, I scooped up a lumpy, heavy pile of
fluff (i.e. Peaches), then manoeuvred us both
around so that Peaches was gazing directly at Bob,
their noses just centimetres apart.

It did the trick, of course.

There was no hissing, spitting or scratching. The
silent, piercing, neon-green-eyed stare of my
weirdy cat was enough to shock Bob into stopping
dead in his licking tracks, and make him reverse
speedily into the very “wall” of the grassy oasis.

“Thanks, Stellal” TJ panted, sitting up and
wiping his face on the bottom of his T-shirt.
“You're a star!”
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Stella the star?

Actually, it was more a case of Stella the
Desperate — desperate to get down to the beach as
quickly as possible.

The unfurling mystery of Joseph had been
around for nearly a couple of centuries so far
—surely I could take a couple of hours off thinking
about it to go nosey at those cute teen surfer boys
that Rachel mentioned...?
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How not to sound pathetic
and shallow (please)

“Hurdles?”

“No.”

“Cross-country running?”

“No.”

“Synchronized swimming?”

“No.”

“Rhythmic gymnastics?”

“What’s that again?” 1 asked, trying to
remember if it had something potentially painful
to do with parallel bars or not.

“Girls in leotards jumping with big ribbons,”
said TJ, clearing up the confusion for me.

“Well, then, no.”

“Netball?”

“No.”

“Basketball?”

“No.”

“Volleyball?”

“No.”
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