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			Praise for the Bigg School series!

			‘The perfect books for anyone starting secondary school. Warm, funny and wise.’

			Holly Bourne

			‘A funny, sweet and touching “big school” book, ideal for 9+ fans of Jacqueline Wilson.’

			Guardian

			‘This funny and touching coming-of-age story will reflect the experiences of many youngsters making the transition to secondary school or experiencing changes in the family.’ 

			BookTrust

			‘Williamson’s empathy for young people shines through … As good as Jacqueline Wilson at her best.’

			The Bookseller

			‘Heartfelt and funny, this is a story about staying true to yourself, no matter what – and about real friendship.’

			Sinead O’Hart, author of The Time Tider

			‘This warm, true-to-life story will hit the spot with so many readers!’

			Karen McCombie, author of Catching Falling Stars

			‘A fresh, funny story filled with feelings around the highs and lows and ins and outs of friendship.’

			Jake Hope, Youth Libraries Group

			

			‘A delight! It’s warm and engaging, and perfectly pitched. We are all Lola and we all know a Cleo!’

			Abie Longstaff, author

			‘A warm, funny and bittersweet story of growing up and growing apart … just loved it.’

			Tamsin Winter, author

			‘Williamson shows a rich insight into the emotional life of a Year 6–7 child … I can’t wait to get this into my school library.’

			Jenny Jones, librarian, Clifton College

			‘A perfect read to show how tricky that timeless, gut-wrenching experience of changing friendships can feel.’

			Ros Roberts, author

			‘It made me laugh and cringe in equal measures … I absolutely loved it. A perfect transitional read!’

			Jo Clarke, author of The Travelling School Mysteries series

			‘Another perfectly observed and pitched story of Year 7 life, funny, warm and true.’

			Lovereading

			‘Daniel Littleton navigates challenges at home and Henry Bigg Academy in this relatable early secondary school story. Children aged 9–12 will connect with Daniel’s journey of self-discovery.’

			School Reading List
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			For Ash/Larry 

			LW

			For Camilla, my pickle pal!

			JB

		

	
		

		
			Chapter One

			It was Monday lunchtime which meant just one thing – Comic Club.

			I’ve always loved comics. When I was little, I used to steal my brother’s copies of Beano and The Phoenix, and even though I couldn’t actually read at that point, I would stare at the pictures for hours and come up with stories of my own to connect them. In the past few years, I’ve got really into graphic novels – things like Amulet and Anya’s Ghost, so when I realised that Henry Bigg Academy had its very own club dedicated to creating original comic book stories, there was no way I wasn’t going to join.
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			There was just one (pretty major) problem – I’m not really an artist. Which is how I found myself teaming up with Ollie Marsden.

			‘I still can’t believe that you’re friends with him,’ Ned said, shaking his head.

			Ned Durant-Shakesby and Ajay Chatterjee are my best friends. As usual, they were walking me to Comic Club before they headed over to the library for the Board Room (Henry Bigg Academy’s weekly board game club).

			‘I’m not friends with him,’ I said firmly. ‘He’s just helping me out with Kiki, that’s all.’

			I was talking about Kiki’s Blast to the Past – the graphic novel idea I’ve had floating around in my head for ages now. A few weeks ago, it was suggested that Ollie and I work on it together, with me supplying the story, and Ollie drawing the pictures.

			

			I really wasn’t sure at first. You see, Ollie hasn’t got the best of reputations. In fact, I’ve witnessed him being downright mean to people (including my friends) so I was totally ready to say ‘no’. Then I realised what a talented artist he is and was forced to change my mind.

			‘Well, if he takes a single step out of line, he’ll have us to deal with,’ Ajay said, flexing his left bicep.
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			I couldn’t help but giggle. Not only was Ajay as skinny as a paperclip, but he was also the gentlest person I knew.

			‘Thanks, dude,’ I replied, patting him on the shoulder. ‘But I can handle Ollie, believe me.’

			I have three big brothers, so I’m used to standing up for myself. Plus, Ollie and I have made a pretty good team so far. I was still being cautious, but until he gave me a reason not to, I was prepared to give Ollie a chance.

			

			When I walked into Mr Park’s classroom, Ollie was already there, putting the finishing touches to the panel he started last week.

			‘Can I see?’ I asked, sliding into the seat next to him.

			‘Sure.’

			Kiki’s Blast to the Past is all about a girl called Kiki who bumps her head and wakes up in the 1990s. She winds up meeting her mum, Judy (who is twelve at this point, just like Kiki) and they start hanging out and become friends.

			The panel Ollie was working on featured Kiki trying to get to grips with a landline telephone.

			‘Wow,’ I said, leaning across to get a closer look. ‘That’s weirdly exactly how I imagined it in my head.’

			Ollie turned his head to look at me.

			‘Yeah?’

			‘Yeah.’

			He shrugged. ‘Cool.’

			He was acting casual, but I could tell that Ollie was pleased.
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			‘Can I have everyone’s attention, please?’ Mr Park said.

			The entire room swivelled their heads in the direction of Mr Park who heads up Comic Club alongside Mrs Kemp.

			‘I wanted to give you guys an update about the summer term edition,’ he said.

			Every term, the Comic Club compiles all the best strips and publishes them in an actual comic that the other students can buy. Until now I’ve never had anything to submit, but with Ollie on board, I might actually stand a chance this time.

			‘The deadline is fast approaching,’ Mr Park continued. ‘To be considered, you need to submit your finished strips to me and Mrs Kemp by the Monday after half-term.’

			

			A Year Eight girl called Molly raised her hand.

			‘Yes, Molly?’ Mr Park said.

			‘Will there be enough room for all of our strips?’

			‘We’ll do our best,’ Mrs Kemp replied, ‘but our budget means we’ll only be able to print a certain number of pages.’

			I chewed on my bottom lip, the way I always do if I’m feeling a bit nervous. I had complete faith in Kiki’s Blast to the Past but knowing that we’d be competing with everyone else in the club made me feel antsy. It didn’t help that we were nowhere near finished.

			The second Mr Park and Mrs Kemp had wound up their announcement, I turned to Ollie.

			‘OK, we seriously need to get our heads down,’ I said, reaching into my bag for my folder.

			‘I have a question first,’ Ollie replied.

			‘What?’

			‘Where is it going?’

			‘Where is what going?’

			‘The story. Like all the stuff with Kiki figuring out what a VHS tape is and how a landline works is fun and everything, but what happens at the end? And why has she gone back to the nineties in the first place?’

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			‘I … I don’t know yet.’

			Ollie frowned. ‘You don’t know? But I thought you had it all figured out.’

			I hesitated. The truth was, I knew exactly how the story ended, but I’d never shared it with anyone, not even Ned and Ajay.

			I realised Ollie was still waiting for an answer.

			‘I do,’ I said, trying not to show how flustered I suddenly felt. ‘I just haven’t quite decided on the perfect ending yet, that’s all.’

			‘Well, you’d better hurry up,’ Ollie replied with a smirk. ‘We’re supposed to be getting our heads down, remember?’

			I stuck my tongue out at him and sharpened my pencil.

			

			Time always flies when I’m at Comic Club so before I knew it, the bell rang for afternoon lessons. Reluctantly, Ollie and I packed up our things and headed for the door.

			We were about halfway down the corridor when a shrill voice called, ‘Oliver Marsden!’

			A teacher I was pretty sure I’d never seen before was stalking in our direction. She was tall and thin and wore her hair in a super tight ponytail. She might have been quite pretty but the scowl on her face made it difficult to know for sure.
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			She came to a stop in front of us.

			‘Tuck in your shirt this instance,’ she barked.

			Sighing and rolling his eyes, Ollie tucked his shirt into his trousers.

			

			‘And make sure it stays that way. If I have to remind you one more time, it’s an automatic detention. Understood?’

			‘Yes, miss,’ Ollie muttered.

			‘Good. Now, get to your next lesson.’

			‘Who was that?’ I whispered once we were out of earshot.

			‘Miss Bell,’ Ollie muttered. ‘She’s new.’

			‘What does she teach?’

			‘Geography. She’s so mean.’

			‘Meaner than Mrs Dalglish?’

			Mrs Dalglish is the deputy head and known for being the strictest teacher in the entire school.

			‘No competition,’ Ollie replied. ‘She makes Mrs Dalglish look like a teddy bear.’
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			I screwed up my face. ‘Seriously?’

			There was certainly nothing soft or cuddly about Mrs Dalglish!

			

			‘Yep,’ Ollie said. ‘Her first lesson teaching us, she gave out eleven conduct marks.’

			‘What for?’

			‘Anything. I got one for farting!’

			‘You did not!’

			‘I did! I swear on my mum’s life! And when I told her that it wasn’t fair to punish me for having a natural bodily function, she gave me another conduct mark for answering back.’

			I couldn’t help but giggle.

			‘It’s not funny, Abiola,’ Ollie insisted. ‘When my mum found out she took my Xbox away for two whole days. I’m telling you, Miss Bell is the worst.’
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			Chapter Two

			On Friday morning, we were sent up to the hall for an assembly.

			Mr Da Souza, the head of Year Seven came up on stage and congratulated us for working hard on our Year Seven assessments.

			‘As a special reward,’ he said, ‘we’ll be putting on a disco for you in two weeks’ time.’

			Everyone began whispering in excitement. I was excited too. I love to dance. When I was tiny my mum took me to ballet lessons, but I didn’t like how straight and still I was expected to be, and instead of following the teacher, I’d always just go off into a corner and do my own thing. After a few months Mum switched me to street dance instead, but that didn’t feel right either. I didn’t want to learn a routine or practise technique – I just wanted to move the way I wanted to. That’s why I love dancing at discos and parties or alone in my room. There are no rules – you just listen to the music and move your body in whatever way feels right to you.
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			My mum died when I was six and Dad reckons that I get my love of dancing from her. She was even dancing when they met – in a nightclub. Dad saw her on the dance floor and reckons he fell in love with her on the spot.

			I loved getting him to describe the moment – how she looked and how he felt.

			‘She danced like no one was watching,’ he liked to say, a dreamy, faraway look in his eyes.
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			I loved hearing Dad talk about Mum full stop, but I liked hearing about the little things the most – how many sugars she preferred in her tea (one and a half), her favourite flower (dahlias), the way she laughed (with her whole body), her fear of birds, her love of the colour yellow – things I was too little to take in or remember when she was still alive.

			Everyone was buzzing about the disco all day and I was still in a good mood when I got home from school.

			As usual, I was the first one back.

			I have three big brothers. David is at uni in Liverpool, while Aaron and Jayden go to St Cuthberts (Aaron is in Year Twelve and Jayden is in Year Ten). St Cuthberts is a Catholic boys’ school on the other side of town. There isn’t a Catholic girls’ school, so I go to Henry Bigg Academy, which I’m perfectly happy about because it’s just down the road, instead of a forty-minute bus ride away. It also means that I get the house to myself for at least half an hour before the boys get home.
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			I was taking my shoes off in the hallway when I realised that I could smell Dad’s famous chicken casserole. I headed into the kitchen to investigate and discovered I was right – a casserole was gently bubbling away in the slow cooker.

			I was a bit disappointed. As much as I liked Dad’s casserole, Friday is usually pizza night and I’d been daydreaming about a twelve-inch pepperoni (with a garlic and herb dip for the crusts) all day.
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			I thought about texting Dad to find out what was going on, but he would be with patients until 5.30 p.m. (he’s a dentist) and I knew I wouldn’t get a reply.

			I was in my bedroom reading my latest graphic novel obsession (Winging It – so good!) when I heard Aaron and Jayden get home. I set my book aside and headed downstairs to see if they knew what was going on.

			‘Beats me,’ Aaron said.

			‘Same here,’ Jayden added. ‘I’m well vexed though. I’ve been looking forward to Domino’s all day.’

			

			An hour and a half later, Dad’s car pulled into the driveway. I galloped downstairs so that I was ready to interrogate him the second he walked through the door.

			‘Why aren’t we having pizza tonight?’ I asked as he hung up his jacket.

			‘Nice to see you too, Gabby,’ Dad replied.

			‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘It’s just that we’ve all been wondering.’

			‘Have you now?’

			‘Yes.’

			Before I could ask any more questions, the slow cooker started beeping.

			‘Perfect timing,’ Dad said. ‘Why don’t you set the table while I nip upstairs to get changed?’

			Ten minutes later the four of us sat down to eat. If we’re all at home, Dad insists that we have dinner together at the dining room table – no TV, no phones, no background noise.

			Although I was still a bit disappointed that we weren’t having pizza, there was no denying that the chicken casserole smelled pretty good.
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			Before Dad served up, we said grace. Despite the fact that Aaron and Jayden go to a Catholic school, we’re actually not all that religious, but Dad reckons taking a moment each day to express gratitude for our food is a nice thing to do whatever you believe in. Tonight was Jayden’s turn.

			‘Thank you, Lord, for this meal,’ he said. ‘Even though it’s not pizza and I really wanted pizza.’

			‘Jayden,’ Dad said warningly.

			‘What? I’m just being honest. And isn’t that what God wants above all else? For us to be truthful?’

			Jayden smiled angelically and batted his eyelashes, but Dad wasn’t having it for one second.

			Jayden gave in and sighed.

			‘Thank you for this delicious casserole,’ he said in a fed-up voice.

			‘Amen,’ we all echoed.

			‘So, what’s going on?’ Aaron said, once Dad had dolloped a steaming pile of casserole on each of our plates. ‘Why no pizza?’

			

			Dad cleared his throat. He seemed nervous which was weird.

			‘OK,’ he said, ‘so the reason we’re not having pizza tonight is because I thought it made more sense for you three to have it tomorrow night instead.’

			‘Yeah, but why?’ I asked.

			‘I’m going out.’

			‘Again?’

			Dad hardly ever goes out in the evening, but over the past few weeks he’s been out for drinks with his work colleague Raj three times.

			‘Yes,’ Dad replied.

			‘But you see Raj every day at work,’ I pointed out. ‘What else could you possibly have to talk about?’

			‘I’m, er, not seeing Raj.’

			‘Oh. Then who are you seeing?’

			Dad tugged at his shirt collar like it was too tight for him.

			‘I’ve got a bit of a confession to make,’ he said.

			He paused. And took a deep breath.

			‘These past few weeks, I haven’t actually been going out to meet Raj.’ He paused. ‘I’ve been dating.’

			

			‘Dating?’ I spluttered.

			At the same time, Aaron and Jayden cried, ‘I knew it!’ and reached across the table to high-five each other.
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			I turned to them.

			‘What do you mean?’ I demanded.

			‘Oh, c’mon, Gabs, it was obvious,’ Aaron said.

			‘Yeah,’ Jayden added. ‘Why would Dad be wearing his best shirt and drowning himself in aftershave to go hang out with Raj?’

			They both laughed.

			I turned back to Dad.

			‘Why didn’t you tell us?’

			‘I didn’t want it to become a big deal.’

			But it was a big deal. As far as I knew, Dad hadn’t been on a date since Mum died. Finding out that he’d been sneaking out to meet up with strangers made me feel
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