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So there I am, sitting in Baldy Baine’s science class, staring out the window at a totally Z-list pigeon attacking an old sausage roll, when all of a sudden the Baldy One erupts.

“You, boy!” he shouts, and I turn round to see who he’s freaking out at this time. Unfortunately, it’s me. “Look lively!” he says. “How do you think I would proceed under these particular circumstances?”

I give the matter my full consideration.

“By sticking your beard in the Bunsen burner,” I almost say. Then I change my mind. The problem is, this is the third time he’s asked me a question since the lesson started, and it’s the third time I haven’t been paying enough attention to know what he’s talking about. I scan the room to see if anyone else is offering me a prompt, but they’re all just sitting there looking thrilled it’s me and not them in the firing line. Baine stares at me, the eyes blazing, and all I can really think of to say is, “What was the question again, sir?”

And that seems to be enough for him on this particular morning.

“Out!” he screams. “Stand in the corridor for the rest of the lesson. And if the headmaster doesn’t find you out there, I’ll deal with you myself afterward.”

Freakoid.

I take one last look at the pigeon, still doing battle with its sausage roll, and then I head for the door. Busted. There’s a bit of cheering and a bit of laughing, and Baine goes off the head again, but by then I’m already out in the corridor and it’s got nothing to do with me anymore.

 

And then my life changes.

 

I’m just leaning up against the wall, staring across the corridor at this poster about not getting pregnant or something, when it suddenly hits me: the Big One. The brain wave I’ve been waiting for. An idea for an app that’s so brilliant, it’s guaranteed to make me a millionaire. A billionaire.

I pull my phone out and go online to make sure the app doesn’t already exist. While I’m flicking about I’m already thinking up names for the thing—the Minder, the iKnow, the Class Monitor? I’m firing on all cylinders, and all at once nothing else matters: not the embarrassment of getting thrown out of the class again; not the fact that it’s only a couple of months till the first exams; not even the knowledge that I probably haven’t taken in a single nanobyte of information all term long, in any subject. None of that can faze me now. This idea is going to set me up for years. For decades. For centuries.

It’s total genius.

And then, just when I’m getting into the finer details of how it would work, my thoughts are rudely interrupted by the bell ringing for the end of the lesson . . .

Randoms start pouring out of the door beside me, most of them making some kind of deeply witty comment as they pass. Usually, “You, boy!” or “Look lively!” Hilarious stuff. I keep my eyes fixed on the pregnancy poster, riding it out, just waiting to see what Baine’s got in store for me this time. But here’s the thing about Baldy Baine. I mean, he’s probably some kind of genius when it comes to chemical reactions and whatever, but that’s about as far as it goes. His head is so stuffed with scientific know-how that there’s hardly any room left in there for anything else—for all the normal day-to-day business like remembering to clean the food out of his beard, or for dealing with the pupil he’s thrown out of his class for staring at a pigeon. So, basically, he forgets about me. I wait till the randoms are all gone, and a couple of minutes later my main wingman, Sandy Hammil, comes gliding out of the class and gives me the all-clear.

“Forgotten?” I ask him, and he nods.

“I kept him talking about protons for a while at the end,” he says. “Then he just wandered away into the back room.”

I push myself off the wall and follow Sandy down the stairs, feeling pretty relieved.

“What were you up to in there, anyway?” he asks me. “You really need to start focusing. Two months. That’s all we’ve got now.”

“I know,” I tell him. “But it doesn’t matter. I’ve cracked it, Sandy. I had the Big One.”

He stares at me blankly. “What Big One?” he says.

“The Big One. The life changer. The idea I’ve been waiting for. It hit me while I was standing out in the corridor. Baine’s made me a millionaire.”

Sandy groans. “Not this again,” he says. “You’re not pulling me into another one of your crazy schemes.”

I shake my head. “This is the real thing,” I tell him. “This one absolutely can’t fail.”

“Like the bike thing couldn’t fail? Like the disaster you pulled me into with the dining hall trays? Like that couldn’t fail?”

“Relax,” I tell him. “This one’s nothing like that. Anyway, I don’t even need you on this one. You’re off the hook. This one’s an app. All I need to do is find a programmer who’ll work for free.”

He looks at me in a disapproving way. “Maybe if you paid attention in your computing class, you’d be able to program it yourself,” he says.

“Maybe,” I agree. “But if I’d gone in for paying attention in class, I’d never have come up with the idea in the first place. That’s what the app does. Stops you getting in trouble when you’ve drifted off.”

Then he says something that almost gives me a heart attack.

“There’s already something that does that.”

I can’t believe it. I couldn’t find anything like that online. My legs go all weak, and I have to grab hold of the banister and take a deep breath. Then I ask him what the thing is.

“Paying attention in class,” he laughs, and the good feeling starts to rise up in me again. I give Sandy a punch on the shoulder and mess up his hair.

“This is it,” I tell him. “This is what I’ve been waiting for all my life. This is the Big Time, Sandy.”

 

I’m Jack, by the way. Jack Dawson. Most people call me The Jackdaw. If they don’t, I tell them they probably should. I look like a jackdaw. My eyes are gray, and my hair is very black, with white bits in it where the pigment died. Probably from the shock of realizing what kind of life lay in wait for me when all this exam business started. Anyway, it looks kind of weird, my hair, but I like it. So I look after it. Get it cut feathered and sweep it over. Keep it long and short. It’s important to look good. That’s my point of view, anyway.

No reason to charge about looking like a Z-list pigeon, is there?

Not that I can see . . .

 

“What have you got next?” Sandy asks as we cross the playground, and I tell him double history, with Sergeant Monahan.

“No luck,” he says, and normally I would agree. Monahan is insane. But today is different because I sit next to Mark Walker in history, and Mark Walker is a geek extraordinaire. Whenever I’m stuck on anything in computing class, which is most of the time if I’m being honest, I go to Mark. He never lets me down.

“See you at lunchtime,” Sandy says. “I’m off for an easy double in hospitality.” And he heads for the stairs up into the old block, while I cross the playground in the other direction, flying high.
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There must have been a moment, some morning or afternoon, when I actually chose to take history. What was I thinking? I certainly can’t remember it now, and given the chance again I’d definitely choose something else. Especially if I knew I was getting Monahan. The rumor is, he used to be in the army before he started teaching. I don’t know if it’s true. I don’t even know if the army would take him. I think he’s too insane for them. He has very short white hair that looks like a toothbrush that’s been used too much, and he’s got a big round face that’s bright red most of the time, usually from rage. His mustache sort of looks more like a cat’s whiskers than anything a humanoid would have on their face, and a lot of the time he wears a bow tie that seems to be strangling him.

I wish it would.

Ten minutes into the lesson today, he already has Fritter Mackenzie standing in front of the class, off to one side, holding a big thick history book out at arm’s length, for whistling while he was working on his project. I’m pretty sure it’s against Fritter’s human rights, but most of the things Sergeant Monahan does are probably against our human rights. Fritter’s eyes look all kind of poppy and red while he stands up there, and every time he lowers his arms by a millimeter the Sergeant walks over to him and lifts them back up again until they’re at a ninety degree angle to his body.

“Start again,” Monahan tells him. “Ten minutes without moving. You’re only making it harder for yourself.”

Fritter’s arms are all trembly, and the book is all bobbing up and down. Nobody usually makes it to ten minutes, which means they have to stand up there for most of the lesson.

“I need to talk to you,” I say quietly to Mark Walker, as soon as I get the chance. Monahan has his back to us, writing something up on his flip chart for another lesson, but Mark still doesn’t turn round to look at me. He just shakes his head stiffly and stares straight ahead.

“We’ll end up out there,” he mutters in a tiny quivery voice.

“Just whisper,” I tell him, but he gives me the head shake again and says nothing.

I look at him and sigh, then tear a page out of my notebook and write, “I need you to do some programming for me. In Objective-C,” and pass it across to him. He turns to look at me as if he thinks I’m a total idiot, which he probably does. Then he flips the piece of paper over and writes on the back of it.

“Do you even know what Objective-C is?” it says. He drops it onto my desk, and I stare at it for a while. Then I tear out another piece of paper.

“I know it’s the programming language for apps,” I write. “And I know I need you to help me with it.”

“But I don’t know Objective-C,” he replies.

“How come?” I write. “You’re in my computing class.”

I drop it on him and he gives me the idiot look again, then shrugs as if to say, “And?”

“So, we do Objective-C in there,” I whisper, and he frowns at me, then flips the page.

“No we don’t, doofus,” he writes, and at that moment the Sergeant spins round, all on fire.

“Silence!” he shouts. “Who’s talking? Who has the gall to disrupt my class?”

All the blood drains from Mark’s face. He goes as white as a ghost, and I look down at my desk, certain that his fear is going to give us away. I hit on the idea of staring at somebody else in the room, in the hope that Mark will follow my lead and mad Monahan will assume that’s the culprit. I focus my efforts on Amanda Gray, but then I realize almost everyone in the class has gone chalk white and it’s obvious Mark’s not giving anything away at all. I watch the Sergeant as he glares from face to face. Then he notices Fritter is letting the book slip again and he walks over and takes it off him.

“Sit down,” he says, and he puts the book back on its shelf. “This is now available if anyone else would like to come out here,” he says, and he glares at the zombie faces again. “No one? All right. Let’s keep it that way. Get back to your projects.” And he flips another page on his big chart book and carries on with his scribbling.

Mark turns to look at me with narrowed eyes, and I quickly manufacture another note for him.

“I’m sure I’ve heard Bronson talking about Objective-C,” it says, but I can’t even get Mark to look at it. I have to resort to threatening to tickle him, which he knows will cause him to laugh his way to the book punishment, before he makes any response.

His lips go thin, and he starts writing. “Of course he mentions it,” he scribbles. “That doesn’t mean he teaches it. What class have you been in all year?”

He leaves the note lying on his desk—doesn’t even pass it across to me—and I have to lean over just to read it. I’m pretty surprised when I decipher its contents. Bronson bangs on so much about apps being made of Objective-C, I’d been sure he was trying to teach us it. I must pay even less attention in there than I thought I did. I know I zone out quite a bit, but this is pretty spectacular. I suppose that’s the thing about being an ideas machine: you can’t really see the sense in spending too much of your time listening to a teacher telling you about other people’s ideas.

The main thing is always to make sure you’re looking after your own brain waves.

 

The double history feels like it goes on forever. A few more randoms have close shaves with the heavy book, but nobody actually ends up out there holding it. Emma Wilkinson gets closest when she accidentally drops her pencil and it rolls all the way across the floor to the other side of the classroom. She decides to go and find it without asking the Sergeant first, and he goes full-scale mental. Emma makes such a hash of apologizing, though, even starting to cry at one point, that the Sergeant lets her off with a warning, and calm descends on us once more. When the bell rings, and the whole sorry ordeal finally draws to a close, I grab hold of Mark before I gather up my stuff, and we walk along the corridor together.

“What about that idiotic gang of yours?” I ask him. “Surely one of those guys must know Objective-C.”

He shakes his head as if I’ve just wandered into his chess club and set up a game of draughts. It’s a bit much, but I power through. I need to know whatever he can tell me.

“There’s pretty much only one person in the whole school who knows Objective-C,” he says. “Some of the teachers might, but there’s only one pupil.”

“I only need one,” I tell him. “That’s all I’m looking for.”

“Not this one,” he says. “You’d be better off forgetting about it.”

“Who is it?” I ask him.

He shakes his head. “You should dream up something else,” he says. “You don’t want to know.”

I stop walking and grab hold of his elbow. He gets a little bit of the ghost look again, although not quite as much as he had in Monahan’s class. “Just tell me who it is,” I say. “Let me judge whether I want to know or not.”

He pulls his arm away and makes a show of brushing the sleeve of his jacket. I stand waiting, and eventually he says just one word to me, the name I’ve been asking him for.

“Greensleeves.”

I nod at him slowly and then let him walk away. Greensleeves. Elsie Green. Bloody hell.
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The school canteen is over in the new block, so Sandy gets a head start on me lunchwise. By the time I drag my terrifying sausage and onions over to his table, he’s already halfway through his ordeal.

“All right?” he asks me, and I nod as I pull out a chair and sit down. He points his fork at my sad-looking sponge cake while he’s doing battle with a mouthful of misery, and when he manages to clear some of it away he tells me I won’t be needing the cake today.

“Why not?” I ask him, and he opens a plastic tub that’s sitting on the table.

“Hospitality muffins,” he says.

They look good. In fact, they look so good, I consider bypassing the sausage and onions altogether and just making a lunch of the muffins. I realize I’m pretty much starving from all the brain work I’ve done that morning, though, so I pinch my nose and get started on the main course.

“How was Monahan?” Sandy asks. “Who got the book?”

“Fritter Mackenzie,” I say. “Emma Wilkinson almost got it, but she started crying and Monahan caved.”

Sandy looks surprised. “If I was in that guy’s class, I’d write to the European Parliament,” he says. “He needs stopping.”

“Probably,” I agree, “but the more time he spends on the craziness, the less time we spend on the history. That can’t be all bad.”

Sandy takes one more mouthful of gruel, then pulls the tub of muffins across the table toward himself. He opens the lid again, smells them lovingly, and starts demolishing one.

“So what’s wrong with you?” he asks. “What’s happened?”

“Me?” I say, suddenly confused. “What do you mean?”

“The idea,” he explains. “I know what you’re like when you’re on one. I shouldn’t be getting a word in edgeways here, but you haven’t even mentioned it yet. What’s happened?”

“Ah,” I say, catching his drift. “It hit a snag. I don’t know if it’ll happen.”

He doesn’t look too bothered.

“It was pretty stupid anyway,” he says. “Pie in the sky.”

“Grow up,” I tell him. “There’s nothing stupid about it. It’s gold dust.”

He shakes his head.

“It’s insane,” he says. “It doesn’t even make any sense. How can an app stop you getting into trouble for not listening?”

I consider laying it all out for him, explaining the combination of voice-to-text conversion and predictive text searching. But he doesn’t know much about any of that stuff anyway, so I just tell him it’s all confidential at the moment.

“Patent pending,” I say. “But the idea’s a peach—don’t worry about that. It’s the programming that’s the problem. Turns out only one person in the whole school could do it.”

“How come you don’t just pay a real programmer, then?” he asks me, and I laugh.

“Are you serious?” I say. “Do you know how much that would cost? I’d have to rob a bank.”

I consider explaining the copyright issues to him as well, but it would be a waste of time. He’s totally lost in muffin heaven for the moment. He holds his handiwork up to the light and turns it around, occasionally biting into it, and I start to feel envious. The sausages are all chewy and they won’t go away. I let out a little groan, and Sandy suddenly comes back into the real world and asks me why the one programmer in school isn’t enough.

“How many do you need?” he says.

“Two,” I reply.

“What for?” he asks. “Why can’t you do it with one?”

“Because of who the one is,” I explain. “I need two so’s I can ditch the space cadet and just work with the normal.”

He stops abusing his muffin and looks a bit stupid for a minute: it takes him a while to unzip the data I’ve sent him. Then he gets it.

“Who’s the space cadet?” he asks, and I look around the canteen and over his shoulder at the geek table, where they’re arguing about a pack of cards one of them is spreading out. Then I look at the table of popular girls, putting on lipstick and admiring their hair in tiny mirrors. I turn round in my seat to look behind me and watch a sad group of teachers all staring down at their plates and saying nothing to each other, and I see a big gaggle of first-years generally behaving like primary school morons, throwing bits of food at each other and shrieking a lot. Then I see her. Sitting at a table on her own and staring into the distance with what I’m sure she imagines is poetic intensity.

Elsie Green.

I turn back round to face Sandy and use my thumb to point at her over my shoulder.

“Her,” I say.

Sandy follows my directions, and I watch his eyes wobbling about until they finally lock on their target. Then his eyebrows go up.

“Greensleeves?” he asks.

“Greensleeves,” I reply.

He gives a low whistle. “Game over,” he says.

“Could be,” I say, and suddenly unable to carry on with the sausage and onions, I push them aside and grab one of Sandy’s muffins. They taste good. They taste really good.

I should have taken hospitality instead of history.
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That night, back at home, the Regular Madness kicks off for a while. It’s been brewing up for a few days, I suppose, but it still takes me by surprise. As usual, everything starts off calmly enough: I’m sitting at the table with my originators (Mum and Dad, to give them their formal titles) and all three of us are just quietly eating dinner. Dad has stripped down to his undershirt, rolling pinches of tobacco up tightly in little pieces of paper, making a pyramid of fresh cigarettes for later on. Mum is still wearing her suit from the office, telling a story about someone else who works there, I think. I’m not really sure. I catch bits and pieces now and again, and it seems to be about a woman who lost a lot of money for the company by pressing the wrong button on a computer. Something like that. Anyway, that’s all that’s really going on. It’s nice and peaceful. And then, suddenly, the heat turns on me. Mum asks me the million-dollar question.

“How were things at school today, Jack?”

I don’t even look up, just nod. “Fine,” I say.

“What happened?” Mum asks.

“Well . . .” I tell her, inside my head, “I had a real cosmic brain tingler, the one I thought would free me from having to sit here answering these questions for much longer. Then it turned out the only person who could help me with it is someone it’s dangerous to go anywhere near. And who hates me anyway. So the whole thing went up in smoke, and now I’m back here answering these questions for the rest of my life.”

But all I say through my mouth is, “Nothing much. Just the usual.” Which is obviously nowhere near enough for Mum.

“What subjects did you have today?” she asks, and right at that moment I can’t even remember most of them.

“I had maths last thing,” I say, and realize instantly that I should have thought about it for a little bit longer. If I’d said English, or history, Mum might well have left it at that. Just nodded and told me that was nice. But she’s big on maths. She sees herself as something of a maths expert, even though most of the stuff she got at school in the olden days isn’t even the way we do it anymore.

“What are you on at the moment?” she asks me. “What were you doing this afternoon?”

I think it over, and I’m amazed to find it’s a complete blank. I can barely even remember being there. I was mainly going back and forward between deciding I would have to teach myself Objective-C and then feeling convinced there must be someone else in the school besides Greensleeves who already knew it. But it blows my mind to realize I haven’t downloaded a single piece of information.

“I . . .” I say, “well, I had a lot on my mind today.”

That gets everything going nicely. Mum crosses her knife and fork on her plate, smoothes down her skirt, and sits up a little bit straighter in her chair.

“Oh, Jack,” she says, then she appears genuinely lost for words. “How long is it till the exams now?”

“Two months,” I mumble.

“But what could you possibly have on your mind,” she says, “apart from that?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “I think I’m stressed.”

“About what?”

“About the exams.”

“Jack,” she says. “Jack. If you were paying attention, the exams wouldn’t be a problem. You wouldn’t need to be stressed. Can you see how crazy that is?”

I nod, and then my dad steps in.

“He’ll be fine,” he says. “Look at me—I didn’t sit a single exam at school. It hasn’t done me any harm. He can come and work with us. I’ll talk to Frank Carberry about it in the morning. Don’t get yourself tied up in knots, Jack.”

“Don’t be idiotic,” Mum says. “He’s not going to work in there. He’s made for something better than that.”

“Meaning what, exactly?” Dad asks, his eyes already starting to go a bit wide at the outside.

“Meaning that’s not good enough for him,” Mum replies, and although none of this is particularly pleasant, I feel grateful that the heat has been taken off me and that it’s unlikely to come back again this evening. Normally, I would slip off at this point and just leave them to it. But owing to me losing heart halfway through the sausage and onions at school this afternoon, I’m absolutely starving. So I finish my dinner while they’re jabbering away, make my excuses—which no one appears to notice—and head for my room, where I lie on my bed and listen to the Regular Madness for about an hour and a half.

I went into the factory where my dad works one time. He forgot to take his lunch with him one morning, and Mum didn’t have time to drop it off before she went to her own work, so she asked me to take it up to him on my way to school. It was at the start of the summer, quite a warm day outside, but when I stepped inside the factory it was so hot, I was scared to breathe. I thought I might burn my lungs. For the first few minutes I just held my breath, and it was so noisy in there, I thought my ears might burst. It sounded as if a whole bunch of planes were all taking off at once, right overhead.

The woman who had asked me what I wanted in the front office led me down aisles and round spluttering machines. The place seemed as big as a city inside. It’s a bottling hall: the place where they put whisky and vodka into bottles and then slap the labels on. My dad plays some vital role in the process of getting the labels onto the bottles, although I’m not sure what. When the woman found him, he was standing beside this big long conveyor-belt-type thing, tapping a bit of plastic up above it with the handle of a screwdriver. The woman prodded him on the shoulder, and he turned round and saw me. It was too loud for him to speak, and I was still holding my breath, so I just held the lunch bag up to him and he gave me the thumbs-up. Then I tried to find my way back out of there again and got lost because the woman had gone off and left me on my own.

It was like being trapped in a nightmare or something. I kept bumping into people whose jobs seemed to be to test the whiskey, judging by the way they were staggering around and singing to themselves and everything. I passed a section where a bunch of people were just sitting sadly sticking labels onto strangely shaped bottles by hand. Over and over again. And I watched someone mopping up the broken glass and spilt whisky from a dropped bottle, and dumping it all into this metal bin, and then someone else came along and dipped a jam jar in there and started drinking the bin whisky, all full of dirt and everything.

I suppose you have to get through the days somehow in a place like that. I was just glad to get out of there alive, and s­chool didn’t seem nearly so bad as usual on that particular day.

It was quite an experience.

“It’s a good living,” I hear my dad shouting downstairs, as the Madness continues to flourish. “He could do a lot worse.”

“No he couldn’t,” Mum shouts back. “It might be a living, but it’s no kind of a life.”

“What do you mean by that?” Dad asks her.

“What do you think I mean?” she replies.

“Do you want him to spend his life at a desk?” Dad says. “All huddled up?”

“I want him to contribute something to society,” Mum tells him. “Something other than liver damage.”

And on it goes.

The thing is, though, I’ve been into the place where my mum works too. Quite a few times now. She’s managed to get me in there using all kinds of excuses, but I’m pretty sure her real motivation is to try to get me hooked on the place, to let some of its charm rub off on me, in the hope I’ll want to work somewhere like that myself one day. I have to be honest: so far it hasn’t worked. The best way I can describe it is to say it’s pretty much like school for grownups. School without any of the good bits. In fact, it wasn’t until I’d been in there that I even realized school had any good bits. But now I see that it does. Having a laugh when the teacher’s back is turned, looking out the window at pigeons attacking old sausage rolls in the playground, just generally daydreaming and working on your crazy ideas. There doesn’t appear to be any of that going on at Mum’s work. It’s pretty much just the sitting-at-your-desk-doing-your-project type stuff, slowly losing your mind from the boredom. You can’t even dress like a normal person in there. No wonder the pigment in my hair started to die when I realized I’d be going to my dad’s place if I duffed the exams, and a place like my mum’s if I pulled off a miracle and somehow managed to pass them.

I’m amazed I didn’t go gray overnight.

“People will always want to drink whiskey,” Dad shouts in the kitchen.

“They will as long as they’re living with people like you,” Mum responds.

I consider going down there and asking them to stop fighting over whose world is the best one, telling them they’ve both been an inspiration to me. The only problem is, they might ask me what I mean by it, and I’d have to explain that I’m so terrified by both their worlds, I’ve been forced to become a spectacular ideas man. I don’t know if they’d like that answer. So I lie on and continue to listen to it, and eventually I come to quite a radical decision: I decide I’m going to have to bite the bullet and attempt to hook up with Elsie Green. I can’t let her insanity stand in the way of my escape from this insanity. So I do what I can to filter out the Regular Madness, and I call up my ideas machinery. Then I set to work on coming up with a plan that will somehow convince Elsie to forget all about what’s transpired between us in the past and do some programming to help me out on the big idea.
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