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  You cant keep me trapped up here forever!


  Jess folded her arms, looking very pleased with herself. Sure I can.


  Let me down at once!


  Let me think about that. She acted thoughtful for a moment, stroking her chin, and then shrugged. No.


  I huffed as my best friend looked up at me, a victorious grin on her face.


  You know, Anna, Jess began, its not difficult. You tell me exactly what happened yesterday and I will put back the ladder so you can get down from the attic.
  Everyone is a winner.


  I dont see how Im a winner in this situation, I argued, shining my head torch about me just in case there happened to be a spare ladder handily up here somewhere.
  Im going to tell Dad to never open the front door to you again. I hope you have thought through the consequences of your actions.


  I have considered them deeply. She smiled, bending down to get her camera out of her bag. Im pretty sure this is worth it. She pointed the lens up and I heard
  a sharp click as I peered down angrily at her.


  Well, that is definitely a keeper, she laughed, examining the image. You look so cross! Also, you are very pale. Wow, like a ghost peeking out from the darkness of the
  spooky attic. Good thing were going on a school trip where youll see a bit of sun. You could really use some vitamin D.


  You know, you are being extremely insulting.


  I guess the head torch isnt helping, she continued, completely ignoring me. With that on you look like a mole. A ghostly mole.


  Seriously. Very rude.


  Actually, maybe more like a ghostly guinea pig. I cant tell. Let me go ask your dad what he thinks. You wait there.


  WHY ARE WE FRIENDS?


  As Jess walked off to consult Dad on which rodent I resembled, I kicked myself for listening to him this morning when he insisted that my big suitcase must be stored away in the attic and then
  for thinking it would be a good idea to go and get the stupid suitcase myself instead of asking him to get it for me.


  Of course, I couldnt have guessed that while I was rummaging about in said attic, head torch attached, that my unfunny best friend would come over and steal the ladder, using it as a
  weapon to gain information because I had refused to tell her some minor details about a date.


  Well, I wasnt going to let her win, I decided as I heard Jesss footsteps returning to the landing. I would have to find another way of getting down. There wasnt much in the
  attic that could help me in this predicament but Id have to be resourceful and think outside the box.


  Your dad reckons you look more like a ghostly guinea pig than a mole, but Im still undecided. Hows it going up there? Jess called as I tried not to sneeze from all
  the dust I was disturbing in the search for materials to aid my escape.


  What is going on? I heard my dad ask, attempting to join in on the fun.


  Im refusing to let Anna down from the attic until she tells me all about her date with Connor yesterday, Jess explained.


  Right, Dad replied as though that was totally a rational thing to do. You havent read about it in the papers or online? I can show you if you like. Its just
  awful.


  THANKS, DAD, I yelled.


  I dont trust reporters to give the whole story, Jess informed him. But I cant imagine it was as bad as they made it out to be.


  Oh, Dad said gravely. It was.


  I groaned. Youre not helping, Dad. Shouldnt you be working on your book?


  I was actually doing some baking.


  Classic procrastination. And you always have a go at me when I have homework and I . . . Aha! I cried victoriously, coming across some old curtains that Dad had never
  thrown away.


  I shuffled eagerly back to the gaping hole in the floor with my new find and began to lower the curtains down. I am just like those dudes in The Great Escape!


  Anna, Dad coughed, did you just compare yourself getting out of an attic to British soldiers escaping from a German prisoner-of-war camp?


  I will simply tie this material to something up here and climb down it, I announced proudly to my audience, ignoring Dad. And, Jess, you thought you were clever! You thought
  you could defeat me! HA!


  Jess reached out and yanked the curtain hard so that it flew out of my hands and landed in a heap on the floor next to their feet.


  Oi!


  I quite liked these curtains, but your mother forced me to take them down, Dad piped up, nudging them with his toe. They might come in handy. Thanks for the reminder that
  they exist, Anna-pops!


  No offence, Mr Huntley, but they look like Dog vomited the sixties on them. Jess patted him sympathetically on the arm. Your taste is terrible.


  Fine! I switched off my head torch in defeat. Ill tell you about the date and you can put the ladder back. I wrinkled my nose. I think I might be losing
  air supply.


  Ill leave you girls to it, Dad chuckled, walking back down the stairs. I look forward to Dannys arrival when I might hear some sense in this house.


  Come on, then. Jess reached for the ladder teasingly. Fill me in.


  I was dressed as a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle.


  Which makes total sense for a first date with the boy youve liked forever.


  Right.


  I was joking. What were you thinking going on a date with Connor dressed as a TURTLE?


  Because it was the London Comic-Con! I protested as she shook her head. I went as Michelangelo. Hes the best one. You know, the one who likes all the pizza and says
  stuff like cowabunga!


  Jess looked at me blankly.


  Really? Nothing? I sighed and carried on. So there I was dressed as a turtle and Connor was dressed as a Jedi and at first when I saw him I was kind of disappointed because
  I wanted us to match and Im pretty sure that when I said we should go as Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles he agreed that was a really good idea, but he must have changed his mind at the last
  minute or maybe the shop had run out of green face paint or something. And then I wished that he had told me hed made a last-minute decision to go as a Jedi because I could have gone as
  Princess Leia, although her outfit choices are questionable and I dont think I could have pulled off the hair. I guess I could have gone as R2-D2, though, which would have been quite cute,
  so he should have told me about changing his mind, dont you think?


  Oh, totally.


  I squinted at Jess, trying to work out whether she was being sarcastic or not. Anyway, the long and the short is that when we got to Comic-Con, I tripped over and knocked into the leg of
  someone dressed in a giant Iron Man suit, who in turn fell into the side of the big Marvel comic-book stand, which then collapsed on to everyone inside it and some of the smaller stands surrounding
  it. A pretty cool example of the domino effect, really. I mean, if were looking for positives. I paused. Can I have the ladder back now?


  So how did you leave it with Connor? Jess asked, neglecting my request and looking flabbergasted.


  It was so chaotic, what with me running about apologising to everyone and helping people up, checking they werent dead and stuff . . . I sighed. I got a bit caught up
  in explaining everything to the organisers and asking people not to take photos of me, so Im not really sure what Connor was doing. He was probably helping people out from under the canvas.
  I kind of abandoned him a little. I buried my face in my hands at the memory of it all. Eventually, he found me and we waited outside in silence for Dad to pick us up.


  He didnt say anything?


  Not really. I think we were both in shock still. He sent me a nice message after we dropped him off, though. He said that he had a really great time, that I wasnt to worry about
  knocking over the Marvel stand, that he thought it was actually very funny and that he was disappointed he might miss out on such dramatic events when Im in Rome. I rolled my eyes.
  He must think Im such a klutz. I finally get a boyfriend and Im already screwing it all up.


  What did you say? Jess whipped up her head to look at me. Why would Connor miss out on events in Rome?


  Hes not going. Didnt I tell you that bit already? He told me yesterday right before I took down Iron Man.


  My heart sank a little all over again as I filled Jess in on Connors plan for the summer holiday. A plan that turned out to be the opposite of what I was expecting. I thought
  wed be spending two romantic weeks in Rome together  albeit with everyone else there  but he pulled out of the school trip so that he can work on his second comic
  book.


  He did what? No way! Jess put her hands on her hips. That is not cool!


  Its very dedicated of him, I said sternly, reminding myself not to be so selfish. I am fully supportive of his decision.


  Jess snorted. Whatever. He couldnt take two weeks out of his comic-book drawing schedule to go on an awesome holiday with his friends and girlfriend?


  Excuse you, but as a fellow talented artist, you should surely be the most understanding when it comes to sacrificing a social calendar for your creations. Photography projects
  surely come before holidays.


  Wrong, you philistine, she sniffed. The best work comes from capturing moments of truth, for example photographing friends having the time of their lives on their summer
  holiday, not shutting yourself in a room away from everyone. Tell Connor he will be missing out on inspiration.


  I will be sure to pass on the message. I rolled my eyes. Now, can you put the ladder back?


  Yeah, sure, I just cant believe . . . Hang on. Jess held up her hand and sniffed the air. What is that?


  What?


  I think I can smell 


  Hey, girls! Dad called up the stairs. Brownies fresh out the oven! Any takers?


  Without a moments hesitation, Jess let go of the ladder and darted down the stairs. Yes, please! Im starving!


  Jess? JESS? I called desperately, listening out for her footsteps coming back up the stairs. JESS! I need the ladder! Im still up here! Is anyone
  listening?


  I switched on my head torch and a moth fluttered by.


  I hate my life.
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  It turns out that, when it comes to packing, asking your two best friends to come over and help you is very unproductive.


  Especially when the two best friends in question are Jess and Danny.


  What is THIS? Jess held up one of my T-shirts. You cant bring this. She threw it away from her dismissively.


  My yellow Labrador, Dog, equally as unhelpful with packing, immediately galloped excitedly across the room to fetch it.


  Hey, Anna, Danny said before I had the chance to chastise Jess for causing more mess, one of your dads jumpers got mixed up with your stuff.


  Thats not one of Dads, I huffed, snatching the jumper from him and holding it to my chest. Its mine.


  Oh right. He paused. Its nice. Very . . . trendy?


  Jess sniggered. This is nice. You can bring this. She plonked a summer dress into my open suitcase lying on the floor.


  You guys are worse than Marianne, I sighed, slumping down on to my bed and encouraging Dog to hop up and join me. Youre all a nightmare.


  Yes, it must be so hard when your dad is marrying a super-famous actress and your future stepsister just happens to be Marianne Montaine, the most famous It Girl in Britain, who is able
  to give you fashion advice, Jess said, rolling her eyes. What a tough life you lead.


  I narrowed my eyes at her. I dont remember you getting trapped in an attic for hours.


  It was about ten minutes, she argued. And that was your own fault for being so uncooperative.


  Its lucky you arrived when you did, Danny. A few more minutes and I might have passed out from inhaling too much dust.


  He laughed and came to sit next to me on the bed, leaving Jess flinging around clothes from the pile spilling out of my wardrobe, and allowing me to rest my head on his shoulder. Is that
  the one about Helena? he asked, pointing at the glossy magazine sitting on my bedside table.


  Yeah.


  I passed it to him so he could admire the picture of my future stepmother wearing a sparkling green sequin dress, her hands on her hips, the wind machine blowing her glossy hair out and an
  easy-going smile framing her pearly white teeth. Its weird to think that shes on the front cover of magazines, Danny said, a famous movie star with a legion of
  fans . . . and then at the same time shes just Helena, the lady your dad is getting married to. Big year for you.


  Um, just slightly. A big year for most people would be, I dont know, passing all your exams with flying colours, for example, winning an academic school prize, maybe, or riding an
  elephant on holiday, perhaps.


  So far this year, this is what has happened to me:


  
    
      1. I set someone on fire.


      2. My dad went to interview a famous actress, fell in love with her and then got engaged to her. Without my permission, I might add.


      3. I started getting photographed for websites and newspapers all the time.


      4. They said I was an It Girl, because my soon-to-be stepsister was an It Girl and we became really good friends, even though she gets compared to Audrey Hepburn in the
      press and I get compared to ghostly moles and guinea pigs by my friends.


      5. I got stuck in a waterfall. Upside down.


      6. I got stuck in a plant pot. Bottom first.


      7. I got a boyfriend. Which is hard to believe when considering the above.


      8. I went on a date with my FIRST EVER BOYFRIEND! Then I destroyed the venue.

    

  


  Youre missing something, Jess said when I mentioned all this in order to demonstrate Dannys amazing power of understatement.


  I know  Danny clicked his fingers  singing terribly in front of the whole school and no one clapping and it was really awkward.


  No, thats not it, Jess said thoughtfully.


  Hitting Connor when he tried to kiss her?


  Thats the one!


  As I buried my face in a cushion, Danny put the magazine down and picked up the Italy guidebook my dad had given me, flicking to the Rome chapter.


  What exactly is there to do in Rome? Jess asked, making a disgusted face at one of my skirts and throwing it back into my wardrobe. I held on to Dogs collar so he
  couldnt make a running leap after it. Its basically all about the food, right? Spaghetti Bolognese and ice cream and stuff.


  Danny threw an irritated look at Jess. Rome is one of the most beautiful cities in the world, he muttered, scratching behind Dogs ears. Dog looked up at him adoringly, his
  tongue lolling out in appreciation. It is full of history and culture as well as spaghetti Bolognese.


  Whatever. I just hope a gorgeous Italian guy asks me out. Maybe we can go on a double date, Anna, she said, winking at me.


  I cant. Connor isnt going to Rome, remember?


  Oh yeah. Jess smiled mischievously. I forgot. He cant have fun because hes an artist. She threw two pairs of flip-flops into my suitcase.
  When I meet my dream Italian boy, Ill just have to go on a double date with Stephanie and Danny, then.


  Danny immediately went bright red at the mention of his new girlfriend, Stephanie, the girl who I mistakenly thought Connor fancied last term because she is really cool and artistic and has one
  of those blunt fringes that I sometimes find myself staring at because it is just so neat.


  Im not going on a double date, Danny stated firmly, returning his focus to the guidebook. I wonder if well have time to visit all these
  recommendations.


  Why wouldnt you go on a double date? Dont you loooooooove Stephanie? Jess pouted and made kissing sounds.


  Shut up. Danny blushed, throwing one of my pillows at her and making her laugh.


  She stood up and rushed over, poking Dannys cheeks and saying, Are you embarrassed, Danny-wanny-woo-woo?


  Gerroff! he yelled as she continued to squidge his cheeks. Dog got excited at the commotion and felt left out so he headbutted me.


  OW, DOG! I cried, rubbing my forehead. You gave me no warning!


  Anna! What is all this racket? My door swung open and Dad stood in the doorway, his arms crossed, his hair sticking up all over the place, his eyebrows leaping about his face at
  every pronounced syllable. He looked at the state of my room in despair. There are clothes everywhere.


  Hey, Mr Huntley, you know what would really help our packing? Jess looked at him innocently. More brownies. The ones you made this morning were truly remarkable.


  Oh. Well, thank you, Jess, Dad said, his hard expression softening. Baking is one of my hidden talents.


  I snorted. Dads face immediately switched back to his Anna-I-dont-have-time-for-this-nonsense expression. Anna, I dont have time for this nonsense. Im trying
  to write a chapter about parachutes in my study. Its not easy when youre 


  I promise well be really quiet now, I interjected before he could use this opportunity as an excuse to drone on about how writing another boring book about weapons used in
  the war is for my benefit because who else is putting bread on the table and blah blah blah. I mean, why cant he write interesting books like romantic comedies? Why does he have to write
  bestselling books on OLD stuff? Probably because he is old.


  How is the book going? Danny asked politely, as though he were actually interested.


  Its . . . er coming along, thank you, Dad said, hesitating. A lot of pressure with the wedding on top of it all. It would be a bit easier if we werent hounded
  by reporters the whole time, of course, but, he smiled, you have to make sacrifices when youre marrying the woman of your dreams.


  Ew, Dad, GROSS! I wrinkled my nose.


  He laughed. Right, keep the noise down. I better get back to my parachutes.


  Are you seriously writing a whole chapter about parachutes? What can you even say? They are just big floaty bits of material. Jess shrugged, receiving a pointed look from Danny,
  which she failed to notice. I dont think you should write a parachute chapter. If you ask me, Mr H, I would stick to explosions and stuff. Give the people what they want. Throw in a
  love story and youre golden.


  Thank you, Jessica, Dad replied drily. I cant tell you how much I appreciate your advice on my lifes work.


  Jess smirked.


  Your dad is seriously cool, Danny announced, looking at me enviously when he had gone. He is writing army books AND dating a movie star.


  All right, Danny, careful you dont drool too much on the pillow, Jess snorted. It is quite sweet the way he talks about Helena, though. You can tell theyre the
  real deal even though theyre celebrities.


  What does that mean? I asked.


  You know. She shrugged and picked up the magazine, flicking to a page inside and pointing at the showbiz news pages. Theres always drama with famous people and their
  relationships. They fall in love, they split up, they start dating someone half their age, they go into politics, they get back together and so on and so forth. She slapped the magazine back
  on the table again. Maybe its because your dad and Helena are older and wiser. Its very refreshing that theyre different.


  Your dad is very patient to put up with all the press attention, Danny added solemnly.


  I guess it is tiring for him, especially when hes trying to plan a wedding and write a book. And then I make things worse by destroying comic book conventions and the photos are on
  every front page in the country. I felt my cheeks go hot as I remembered the look on Connors face when someone insensitively asked him to take a photo of them with me when we were
  desperately trying to find the exit. At least he laughed about it afterwards. Connor is very patient too. He can have a break from it while Im away.


  Dont worry, Anna, Jess said, moving back to my pile of clothes and beginning to sift through them again. Look at Notting Hill. It worked out for Hugh Grant
  and Julia Roberts.


  Is Connor really not coming on the trip? Danny looked disappointed. Who am I going to hang out with when you girls are being . . . girls?


  Who am I going to hang out with when you lot are on your double date? I said glumly.


  Jess rolled her eyes dramatically. Maybe its time to make new friends in Rome.


  No way. I groaned as Jess threw one of my skirts across the room. Its taken me fourteen years to make friends in England. And I speak the same language here. In Italy
  they wouldnt even know what I was saying.


  That could work to your advantage, Danny said under his breath with a smile before I threw him an evil glare.


  Stop being so pathetic  you are a particularly awesome friend and . . . Hey, Anna . . . Jess hesitated. Whats this? Wait a moment. Is this . . . is this . . .
  a CAPE?


  She yanked out a large red piece of material from the pile of clothes and held it up so that Danny could get a good look.


  Does that big glittery gold A on it stand for Anna? Danny asked, sitting upright and looking mesmerised by it.


  Uh . . . I blushed. No?


  There was a moments pause before they both burst into hysterical, uncontrollable, tear-inducing laughter.


  Note to self: its time to make new friends in Rome.
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  Things you would normally expect to happen at a bridesmaid-dress fitting:


  
    
      1. You are cheerily greeted by the bride and anyone else present.


      2. You try on your bridesmaid dress.


      3. The bride and other bridesmaids tell you how wonderful you look.


      4. You all laugh together and excitedly talk about the wedding.


      5. Everything goes perfectly.

    

  


  Things that happen at a bridesmaid-dress fitting when the bride is Helena Montaine:


  
  
  1. You enter the brides house and are greeted by an angry Chihuahua.


  2. You are introduced to the prime ministers wife, who has dropped by for a cup of tea, while an angry Chihuahua slides along the floor behind you, refusing to let go of your
  shoelace.


  3. The angry Chihuahua is removed from your shoelace by a member of the brides wedding team, and Fenella, the wedding planner, makes a remark when she sees you about how hairbrushes must
  have gone out of fashion with teenagers.


  4. As you wait for the brides daughter to arrive, your own mother decides to fill the time with demonstrations to the bride and the prime ministers wife of some Chinese martial-art
  moves she learnt on a recent business trip.


  5. Everything is a disaster. And nothing has started yet.


  

  
  Sorry Im late, everyone! Marianne sang as she breezed into the hall, placing her huge designer handbag down on the ground and whipping off her sunglasses,
  looking every inch the perfect British It Girl as she swept her glossy brown hair away from her face. Did I miss anything?


  Tai chi, I informed her as she came over to give me a hug. And the prime ministers wife. She just left.


  Sounds like a normal day in Mums household. She gripped my shoulders. How are you? After the events of your first date, I mean.


  Trying to forget about it. The internet wont let me.


  Oh, have I been there. Marianne grinned. It will go away. Tom thinks you looked adorable, by the way, in that avocado costume.


  I was a turtle, but please thank Tom on my behalf.


  Marianne laughed and went over to say hi to Helena and my mum. Tom Kyzer was her rock-star boyfriend, who she was completely in love with, to the point where she could hardly talk about anything
  else. As a couple they were a particularly big attraction for the paparazzi  they couldnt do anything without the whole world knowing about it. But unlike my dad  and even
  Marianne who was indifferent to it all  Tom seemed to love the attention. I was born for the cameras, he once said to me with a wink.


  So, Rebecca, Marianne said to my mum as she ignored Fenellas Chihuahua yapping at her from the arms of the dismayed-looking man holding him, I hear that, unlike Anna
  and me, youve had the privilege of already seeing the bridesmaid dresses.


  My mum smiled mysteriously. You can never know what its going to look like until you see it on.


  Speaking of which, lets get going, shall we? Fenella encouraged our two mothers to take their place on the sofa and bustled Marianne and me behind separate screens that had
  been set up in the sitting room. Two elegant ladies followed me and began to help me undress.


  I heard my mum chuckling about something with Helena on the sofa. Mum is a travel journalist and is often the other side of the world on some kind of weird assignment, but she was staying in
  England for the summer. Even though my parents werent together romantically  they never really had been in the first place  they were best friends and Mum completely ADORES
  Helena. So, when it came to the wedding, Mum was very much involved with the plans and Helena seemed to need her approval on every aspect of it.


  I cant wait to see you girls! Helena crowed as one of the elegant ladies yanked my hair into a bun to get it out the way and the other one began to unzip a suspiciously
  large clothing bag hanging up on the screen.


  Marianne and I had already been subjected to a traumatic dress moment when Helena made us try on bridesmaid dresses that looked as if they had been snaffled from the cast of Sesame
  Street, but I had full faith that everyone had learnt from that experience and that Helenas excellent taste as an international fashion and acting icon would shine through.


  Hmm . . . whatever was being pulled over my head by various assistants did feel quite heavy.


  And there was a lot of puffing going on.


  There we are, one of the ladies said, panting as though shed just finished a workout.


  You look like you belong in a fairy tale, the other lady whispered, as she looked me up and down wistfully.


  Yeah, for sure, I did look like I belonged in a fairy tale.


  AS ONE OF THE GOBLINS.


  Helena! I yelped, as the lady fiddling with the waistline of the dress practically knocked the breath out of me.


  Divine, isnt it! Helena exclaimed. Diana designed them  shes with you right now  so you have her to thank for it!


  The lady who had just finished winding me, tilted her head to the side and then smiled. Its perfect. You look like a princess.


  OK, so I know Im no fashion designer, but is this woman BLIND?! She had put me in some kind of lavender monstrosity that contained enough netting to catch a pod of killer whales.


  Let me see! Helena squealed, and Mum added, Yes, were dying to see.


  Diana shooed me out from behind the screen and at the same time Marianne appeared from behind hers. The expression on her face reflected exactly how I felt.


  Oh, girls, Helena whispered, her eyes welling up.


  THANK GOD. She must have realised that this was the worst decision shed ever made and now it was going to be an absolute pain to change the bridesmaid dresses again  and with
  hardly any time to go before the Big Day. Plus it would cost a fortune so Dad wouldnt be too happy about it. I actually felt a little sorry for her.


  I prepared myself to say in my most comforting and reassuring voice, Dont worry, Helena, we can achieve this feat together, when her face broke into a Cheshire Cat
  smile.


  You look so beautiful! Its just what I wanted  the dresses are perfect! She jumped up and tottered over to Diana, embracing her and, as a tear of joy slid down her
  cheek, turned to us again and said, I could not be happier. This was so terribly important to me. Im so proud of my girls!


  I stood in shock, confused about whether there had been some kind of chemical leak nearby and everyone in the room was losing their vision or something.


  I turned to my mum for confirmation but even she was nodding slowly, a hand on her heart as she took us both in. I made a face at her, attempting to convey through the medium of my eyes that she
  needed to speak up and say how awful we looked.


  I think they look splendid, Helena; you are truly talented, Diana. What are you doing with your face, Anna? You look like youre trying to impersonate Fenellas dear little
  Chihuahua.


  Mum, Marianne began, picking her words carefully, I love the colour bu


  Oh, Marianne, Helena interrupted, breezing across the room and pulling Marianne into her arms, which in
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