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Chapter One

The Start of the Bad Times

Maths exams! Ugh!

It was a toast-warm Friday afternoon in May. The kind of afternoon when all you wanted to do was sunbathe and fan yourself. But end-of-year exams had come around again, and all us Boroughvale Year 9s had a maths exam ahead of us. I was near the front of the queue to get into the exam room, and my brother Gib and his friend Chaucy were only a few behind me. I was pretending to talk to my friend Maggie, but really I was earwigging on Gib and Chaucy’s conversation.

‘I should be lying down in the garden with a ginormous chocolate milkshake and a whole packet of chocolate digestives all to myself,’ Gib said.

Typical of you – pig! I thought. ‘I know what you mean.’ Chaucy sighed. ‘I think I’d rather be at the dentist having all my teeth filled than having to spend the afternoon trying to answer unanswerable maths questions.’

‘Well, I’d rather be in a leaky canoe in a crocodile-infested river,’ Gib said.

Chaucy laughed. ‘I’d rather be naked at the North Pole.’

‘Amateur!’ Gib scoffed. ‘I’d rather be kissed by Vicky … on second thoughts, no I wouldn’t!’

I spun around. ‘If I kissed you, brat-face, my lips would probably drop off!’

Were real brothers as rotten as Gib always was to me? I wondered. He was only my brother because his mum and dad had adopted me when I was a baby. Then they were unlucky enough to have him. It would have been so lovely to have been an only child!

‘I wasn’t talking to you, Vicky. Don’t stick this …’ Gib tapped his nose with his finger, ‘where it isn’t wanted.’

I glared at him and Chaucy. Chaucy was grinning at me, enjoying Gib’s put-down. Chaucy – or Alexander Chaucer as it said on the school register – wasn’t as bad as Gib, but he was sure heading that way. He was at least half a head taller than Gib but he followed my scabby brother around everywhere – like a sheep or a puppy dog. Chaucy was pretty average, except for his hair. It seemed to alternate between a speckled chocolate brown and a dusty black, depending on how the light hit it. It made him look as if his hair was permanently full of dandruff.

What I didn’t like about Chaucy was that he was always laughing at me. I stuck my tongue out at both of them and turned back to my friend, Maggie. I wished I was the sort of person who could think of really funny, razor-sharp retorts on the spur of the moment, but I never could. I always came up with something really clever and funny to say about two days after the event. Gib’s good at thinking on his feet, though. He has an answer for everything.

‘Never mind them,’ Maggie said loftily. ‘They’re so juvenile.’

That was her current favourite word. Maggie read the dictionary the way I read Harry Potter books. Each week she’d pick out a new word and then she’d bore us all silly by using it in practically every other sentence.

‘Did you revise, Vicky?’ she asked.

‘Nah, not really,’ I shrugged. ‘Did you?’

Maggie shook her head. ‘No. I tried to but … no.’

I smiled at Maggie. I reckoned she’d probably been up most nights in the past week revising hard, just like I’d done.

Why do we never own up to revising? I wondered. But I guess I knew why really. No one wanted to fail their exams, but at the same time who wanted to be called an egg-head or a boffin? And worse still, what if you did say you’d revised hard and then you failed …? Shame!

Just then, the assembly hall doors opened. Mrs Bracken stood in the doorway, peering at us through her glasses which were thicker than double-glazing. They were even thicker than my glasses – and that’s saying something!

‘Less noise, please,’ she shouted at the top of her lungs. ‘You may all come in now.’

As soon as I walked into the hall, I wrinkled up my nose at the cheesy smell of feet and old shoes. There’d obviously been a PE lesson in the hall that morning. I grabbed a desk right in the middle of the hall and sat down. The sounds of chairs being dragged across the wooden floor, the clatter of pens and pencils in polythene bags and pencil-cases, worried whispers and subdued coughs filled the air. At last, even those noises died away as everyone settled down in their seats. I had to shuffle for a good minute before I got as comfortable as I was going to get. The chair seats were rock hard.

‘Right then, who needs a school calculator?’ Mrs Bracken called out. A forest of arms appeared and waved in the air. Mrs Bracken and Mr Peterson walked around the hall, each carrying a large cardboard box from which they distributed the calculators. I didn’t need one. I had my own calculator which Dad and Mum had bought me for Christmas. After the calculators were given out, Mrs Bracken walked up onto the stage and slowly scanned the hall with her beady eyes. Mr Peterson was still walking up and down and Mrs Canon, my geography teacher, sat in a chair at the side of the hall, reading through the maths paper.

Mrs Bracken turned her attention to the huge clock on the wall, so we all did. Its slow tchlock, tchlock echoed in the hall as every second was marked up to two o’clock.

‘You may begin,’ she said at last.

Instantly, the hall was alive with the rustle of papers. This term, the maths exam covered trigonometry and polygons. I flicked through the exam. Boring but not too bad …

I looked around to see what Gib was doing. I caught sight of him almost immediately. He was staring down at the first page of the five-page exam. Then he turned to the next page, then the next and the next. As I watched, he flicked through the exam paper again, hoping no doubt that with a second reading the questions would change. They didn’t! He slumped in his chair and rested his shiny, perspiring forehead on his hand. He knew and I knew that he was in deep, deep trouble! I couldn’t resist a bit of a smirk! Really mean, I know, but he deserved it for being such a pig!

I took a quick glance around the hall. Shivvy, the egg-head, was stuffing three peppermints into her mouth at once. She’d probably come out of the hall at the end boasting about how easy the exam had been. She’s a real swot and a half, that one.

There was Tristan in his new navy-blue jacket which he refused to take off for anyone. I was sure he even slept in it. Then, as I watched, Tristan pushed up his jacket sleeve to read what he’d written on his shirt cuff. I couldn’t believe it. If I was going to fail, at least I was going to do it under my own steam. I directed the filthiest look I could at him then turned away in disgust, hoping he would see me.

But everyone was at it!

My friend Maggie had her nose buried inside her pencil-case and I could see writing on the inside of the case even from where I was sitting. I was shocked. I could understand Tristan cheating – he couldn’t write his name without looking on his shirt sleeve first – but Maggie?

I felt a sudden strange prickling all over my skin. I looked up and there was Crackly Bracken, watching me. Hastily I looked down at my paper and picked up my pen. I didn’t want her to think that I was cheating. I studied the first question. My trouble was that I could learn the basic rules but I had some trouble applying them if I didn’t think for ages about it first.

After a good five minutes thinking how I should do question one, I picked up my calculator. That’s when I had my mega-brilliant idea. I looked from the exam paper to my calculator and back again. I’m OK at maths, but computing is my subject – if that’s not boasting. (I think it probably is!)

And my calculator was programmable. It looked like an ordinary calculator, except the display screen was a little bigger, and I’d written programs on it lots of times before. So why not just write a program to work out interior and exterior angles and lengths and areas and all the other stuff? I had all the necessary functions on my calculator. I could program it without even having to think about it – much!

Feeling very pleased with myself, I took a piece of paper and started to work out how I should write my program. After that, I typed it into my calculator. All in all it only took about twenty minutes. Then I whizzed through the maths questions in about two minutes flat. Just to make sure that I hadn’t got my program wrong, I worked out the first, tenth and last questions by hand on a spare piece of paper. My answers were the same as the calculator’s so I knew I had got them right.

I wanted to jump up and down on my chair I was so chuffed. I put my pen down and leaned back with my arms folded. I glanced up at the hall clock. It was only half-past two. I’d finished my test in half an hour. I couldn’t help it. I started grinning and grinning.

‘Victoria Gibson, get on with the test.’ Mrs Bracken’s voice boomed out, making me jump.

I looked up at her and smiled. ‘I’ve finished, miss,’ I said.

Instantly, I could feel every eye in the hall upon me. It felt really good! My grin broadened. I could almost feel my head growing bigger too!

‘What did you say?’ Mrs Bracken asked.

‘I’ve finished the exam, miss,’ I repeated.

Mrs Bracken stood up abruptly, the legs of her chair scraping against the wooden floor of the stage. As she marched down the steps, butterflies appeared from nowhere and started to flutter in my stomach. She made straight for me and snatched up my paper. Her eyes narrowed as she scrutinized each and every page.

For the first time I thought about exactly what I’d done. This was supposed to be a maths exam not a computing exam. Maybe I shouldn’t have used my calculator to get the answers …? Slowly I slid my calculator over the piece of paper I’d used to work out the design of my program. Then I casually covered the calculator with my hand.

‘I … I told you I’d finished,’ I said.

I only said that so that Mrs Bracken would look at me and not at what my hand was doing. Mrs Bracken straightened up to scowl at me and the butterflies in my stomach turned into stampeding rhinos.

‘So it was you, was it …? Pick up your things, Victoria, and follow me.’ Mrs Bracken had a face like thunder.

‘What’s the matter?’ I whispered.

‘Do as you’re told,’ she hissed at me.

I scrambled to pick up all the items on my desk. Something told me I was in mega-trouble. I stood up.

‘Is there anyone else who claims to have finished?’ Mrs Bracken asked.

Her piercing gaze darted over everyone else in the assembly hall. I looked around. As soon as I caught anyone’s eye, they looked away or down at their desk. I saw Gib. He had sunk into his chair, trying to look as small as possible as Mrs Bracken and I looked at him. My head, my entire body, now felt about the size of a pea. And you could have cooked several eggs on my face, no bother at all.

‘Victoria, follow me,’ Mrs Bracken ordered.

Clutching my papers and sweets and my calculator to me, desperate not to drop them, I followed Mrs Bracken out of the assembly hall. I still didn’t understand what was wrong. Maybe she knew about my calculator being programmable …

Mrs Bracken shut the hall door carefully behind me. ‘And where did you get the answers from?’ she asked me stonily. ‘As if we didn’t know.’

I stared up at her, thinking I must have misheard.

‘P-pardon?’ I stammered.

‘You heard me. Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. You and I both know how every one of your answers happens to be correct.’

I didn’t even feel good when I heard her say that. I knew I was in seriously serious trouble.

‘Miss, I don’t understand …’ I began.

‘Victoria, there is no way you could have finished this test in …’ Mrs Bracken glanced down at her watch, ‘in thirty-three minutes, unless you already knew the answers.’

‘But I didn’t … How could …?’

‘Don’t compound your crime by lying, child.’

‘But I’m not …’

‘So you just read the questions and automatically knew the answers?’ Mrs Bracken’s eyebrows were so low they touched her eyelashes.

‘No … n-not exactly …’

‘You didn’t show how you worked out any of your answers. There are no jottings on your answer paper, no workings, nothing. Or are you telling me that you worked out the answers to all my questions in your head?’

‘N-not exactly,’ I said. ‘I u-used my calculator …’

‘Don’t be facetious, child.’

‘I really did.’

Mrs Bracken didn’t let me finish. ‘Not another word. You’re a cheat, Victoria Gibson,’ she said furiously.

That word made me jump. I wasn’t a cheat. I’d never cheated at anything in my life.

‘Mrs Bracken, if you’d just let me explain …’ I began again. I rummaged through all the stuff in my arms to dig out my calculator. ‘I didn’t cheat. I—’

‘You don’t have to explain, Victoria. I know exactly how you did it. I knew I’d catch the culprit. But I must say, I’m surprised it’s you. I thought you knew better.’

Culprit? What culprit? What was she talking about?

Mrs Bracken folded her hands across her ample chest. ‘We are going to see the headmistress,’ she said with satisfaction.

At that, my heart tried to burst out of my chest. My face was burning, boiling hot, and I felt absolutely sick.

‘We’re going to see Miss Hiff …?’ The words came out in a dismayed squeak.

‘Yes. Miss Hiff,’ Mrs Bracken said with relish.

‘But I didn’t cheat, miss …’

‘Of course you did,’ Mrs Bracken said icily. ‘When it comes to maths, Victoria, you are no Einstein, and not even Einstein could have finished my test in the short amount of time it took you – unless he previously had the answers, of course.’

Previously had the answers …? I felt like I’d started watching telly halfway through a really confusing film. How could I have previously had the answers? I programmed my calculator to work out the answers. My eyes were really stinging now and there was a whole football stuck in my throat, choking me.

‘I’m surprised at you, Victoria, I really am. But I’ll tell you something. When I’ve finished with you,’ Mrs Bracken bent over suddenly so that her face was only centimetres away from mine and her breath felt horribly warm and moist on my face, ‘when I’ve finished with you, my girl, you’ll wish you’d never done it. Now follow me.’


Chapter Two

The Letter

Mrs Bracken made me wait outside Miss Hiff’s office for ages before she finally opened the door to let me in. Whiffy Hiffy’s usually not too bad – in the past she’d always smiled at me whenever we passed each other in the corridor – but I took one look at her face and I didn’t feel any better.

What have you been saying about me? I thought, and scowled at Mrs Bracken.

Whatever it was, it hadn’t been very pleasant. That much was obvious from Miss Hiff’s expression. My heart was dancing like a Mexican jumping bean as I stood in front of the headmistress. Her office was small and square, with grey filing cabinets against one wall and a huge wooden table just in front of the window. Miss Hiff sat behind the table, her arms folded and resting on it as she leaned forward. She had dark brown eyes and black hair with streaks of grey all through it. We all called her Whiffy Hiffy because she wore a really strong perfume that smelt of flowers and made you want to sneeze.

‘I have just one question to ask you, Vicky, and I want you to tell me the truth,’ Miss Hiff began. ‘I know how good at programming you are. Did you work out these answers yourself, or did they come courtesy of your considerable computer skills?’

I tried to think of something to say that wouldn’t get me into worse trouble. OK, so I’d used my own calculator instead of one of the school’s prehistoric ones. But no one had ever said I couldn’t. The thought popped into my head that no one had ever said I could either, but I made it pop out again.

‘I’m waiting, Vicky,’ Miss Hiff said.

‘I … er …’

‘Yes or no?’ Miss Hiff asked.

‘Yes … I did, but …’

Miss Hiff leaned back in her chair. ‘I see. I’m disappointed in you, Victoria. Deeply disappointed. So you admit that you cheated?’

‘I never said that,’ I replied hotly. ‘I … I didn’t exactly see it as cheating.’

‘Then how did you see it – exactly?’ Miss Hiff asked sternly.

‘Well, no one ever said I couldn’t do it,’ I muttered, which was a big mistake because I should have kept that little thought to myself.

‘Victoria! I can’t believe you said that. You know a lot better than that,’ Miss Hiff said sharply.

‘But, Miss Hiff, I—’

‘No buts, Victoria. I can’t imagine what you were thinking of. This was a maths exam, not a test of computational deviousness. Not that I would have approved of your methods in the latter case. Did you really think we wouldn’t catch you?’ Miss Hiff leaned even further forward over her desk. Her brown eyes glinted like marbles.

‘No … yes … I mean …’ I didn’t know what I meant. ‘I guess I didn’t really think about it … really … I thought I was being clever …’

‘Clever! Do you realize that at the very least I’m going to have to suspend you?’ Miss Hiff asked.

I felt like I’d been hit in the stomach. I stared at her so hard I’m surprised my eyes didn’t pop out of my head and plop on to the carpet.

‘Suspend …? You’re joking,’ I whispered.

‘Do I look like I’m joking?’ Miss Hiff said stonily. ‘This is very serious, Victoria, very serious indeed. You cheated to get the answers to your maths exam and not only that but you were disgracefully rude with it. I would never have thought it of you. I have your mother’s phone number at work, so I’ll give her a call and ask her to come and see me …’

‘NO! No, you can’t. You can’t phone Mum.’ I didn’t mean to shout but I could feel myself beginning to panic. Mum and Dad … What on earth would they say about all this? And how was I rude? How was it rude to use a calculator?

‘And why not?’ Miss Hiff asked.

I took a quick look at Mrs Bracken who stood beside me, shaking her head down at me. I could just hear ‘the youth of today’ or one of her other soppy phrases rattling around in her head. I turned back to the headmistress. I couldn’t believe it. I was going to be suspended for using my calculator. Was this fair or what?

‘M-mum is … she isn’t well,’ I said reluctantly.

‘Oh? What’s wrong with her?’ asked Miss Hiff.

I swallowed hard. This was horrible. Now I’d have to talk about private family stuff.

‘Mum … Mum’s six months pregnant. And she’s not very well. She has high blood pressure and she’s only just been let out of hospital. Her doctor said she’s got to take it easy and she mustn’t get upset.’

Every part of Miss Hiff’s face seemed to be frowning. Her lips were turned down, her eyes were turned down, even the many lines on her forehead bent down at the ends.

‘Very well then. I shall phone your father,’ Miss Hiff said.

‘Oh, couldn’t you call him on Monday?’ I pleaded. ‘Friday is his busiest day at the bank.’

‘I can’t help that,’ Miss Hiff said firmly. ‘Mrs Bracken, would you get Mr Gibson’s work number from the school secretary.’

If she ran any faster, she’d take off! I thought as Mrs Bracken fairly sprinted from the room.

‘Vicky, now that we’re alone is there anything you’d like to tell me before I phone your father?’ asked Miss Hiff.

Like what? I thought.

‘No.’ I shook my head.

‘Is everything OK at home?’ Miss Hiff asked gently.

My face felt like it was on fire. I knew what she was getting at. Did my parents quarrel or did my mum throw saucepans at my dad or me or something equally ridiculous. I got on fine with Mum and Dad. In fact, Dad and I spent a lot of time together. He was the one who got me interested in computing in the first place and he was teaching me all about the computer system at his bank. And if Gib and I had the occasional quarrel, so what? All brothers and sisters argue sometimes.

‘Vicky?’ Miss Hiff prompted.

‘Everything’s fine, miss,’ I said. I was so embarrassed I just wanted to crawl under Miss Hiff’s table.

‘Then why did you do it? I’m at a loss to understand …’

‘Here we are, Miss Hiff.’ Mrs Bracken walked back into the office, closing the door behind her. ‘This is Victoria’s card.’

A small index card was handed to the headmistress. She picked up the phone and dialled. I tried to read what was on it but it was too far away and upside down at that.

‘Ah, good morning,’ Miss Hiff said almost immediately, ‘I’d like to speak to Mr David Gibson, please.’

There was a pause and then the headmistress repeated her request.

‘Yes, that’s right – Mr Gibson … Oh, I see … Oh, I see … no, I’m the headmistress of Boroughvale School … I wanted to talk to him about his daughter … Oh, I see … All right then. Thank you for your help.’ Miss Hiff put the phone down. She was frowning even more now.

‘Your father’s not there and he won’t be back today,’ Miss Hiff explained.

It was my turn to frown now. Dad was always at the bank on Fridays. If he wasn’t there, then where was he?

‘It seems as if I’m destined not to speak to either of your parents today, but I want to see your father early next week without fail. Wait outside whilst I write a letter to him and your mother.’

Mrs Bracken ushered me outside. I racked my brains for something to say that would sort all this out, but there was nothing in my head and nothing in my mouth. The story of my life! All I could think about was what Mum and Dad would say. I’d never been in trouble at school before. That was usually Gib’s department. Mum and Dad were always saying to him, ‘Why can’t you be more like your sister?’

As I stood outside Miss Hiff’s office, I realized I’d never hear Mum and Dad ask that particular question again.

Suspended.

Even Gib had never been suspended. He’d never even come close and he was always getting into trouble. And now I’d outdone him – in one fell swoop. But that wasn’t the worst of it.

What were Mum and Dad going to say?

‘Vicky! Vicky, wait for me!’

Stupidly, I turned my head to see Gib legging it after me, his jacket off his shoulders and his school bag waving about all over the place as he ran. I carried on walking even faster. Gib was the last person I wanted to speak to.

‘Didn’t you hear me calling you?’ Gib puffed angrily once he’d caught up with me.

‘What do you want?’ I snapped.

‘I want to make sure you’re all right,’ Gib said.

I stopped walking and looked him straight in the eye at that.

‘Do I look like I’m stupid? Don’t answer that!’ I said quickly as Gib opened his mouth to reply. ‘You just want to know what Whiffy Hiffy said to me – nosy git-bag!’

Gib started to smile. ‘Well, you can’t blame me. So what did Miss Hiff say?’ The smile on his face was getting bigger and bigger.

‘None of your business,’ I replied. I started walking again.

‘Oh, go on. I won’t tell anyone,’ Gib cajoled.

‘Don’t be so bloomin’ nosy,’ I said, glaring at him.

‘Don’t be like that,’ Gib said, ‘I’m only asking. Did she expel you?’

‘NO, SHE DID NOT!’ I exploded. ‘At least … at least, not yet. If you must know, she asked me if I’d used my calculator to answer all the questions in the maths exam correctly. When I said yes, she went on and on about how cheating was beneath me and how I ought to be ashamed of myself. Then she made me sit outside her office for the rest of the afternoon. I didn’t cheat … at least, I didn’t realize I was cheating. I didn’t mean to cheat, unlike some people I saw whom I could mention. But Mum and Dad aren’t going to care about that. They’re both going to go through the ceiling!’

I slowed down. Walking so fast was making my legs ache. Gib fell into line next to me. We very rarely walked home together so it felt slightly strange.

‘Your calculator? I don’t understand. How can you cheat using a grotty school calculator?’ Gib said.

‘I … I used the programmable calculator Mum and Dad bought me for Christmas to answer the questions,’ I admitted. ‘I still don’t see what all the fuss is about. Just because I didn’t use one of the stupid, diddly school calculators.’

‘So how did you do it?’ Gib asked.

I could see he was impressed, even though he tried his best not to show it. I shrugged. ‘I wrote a program to do it for me. Then all I had to do was input the number of sides a shape had and any of the angles as given on the exam paper, or input any of the other details and get back the proper angles and areas and whatnot. It was a doddle.’

‘So Mrs Bracken told Hiffy that you used your calculator?’ Gib asked.

‘And she probably took great pleasure in doing it as well,’ I sighed.

We walked on for a while in silence. Then Gib said, ‘You didn’t help your own case much by leaning back in your chair, grinning up at the assembly hall clock. I saw you. Very subtle – I don’t think!’

‘I wouldn’t have done it if I’d known they were going to get all nuclear about it,’ I said with disgust. ‘If I was Mrs Bracken I would have been impressed with my ingenuity …’

‘Instead of which, you get accused of cheating.’ Gib’s lips twitched.

‘I’m glad one of us thinks this is funny,’ I said angrily. ‘I should have known I wouldn’t get much sympathy from you.’ I marched away from him, sorry I’d said a word.

‘Hang on, Vicky. I’m sorry. So what did happen? Did you get detention next week or what?’ Gib asked, jogging after me.

Slowly, I shook my head. ‘I wouldn’t mind if it was just detention. I wouldn’t even mind detention for the rest of the term. But … but Miss Hiff wants to see Dad on Monday and she’s talking about suspending me.’

‘Suspending you?’ Gib repeated, astounded. ‘Wow! Mum and Dad aren’t going to like that.’

‘Why don’t you do an A level in the bloomin’ obvious,’ I hissed. ‘You’d get an A star.’

‘Don’t take it out on me,’ Gib snapped back. ‘I didn’t tell you to cheat.’

‘I didn’t cheat!’ I shouted. ‘I didn’t see it as cheating for a single second.’

‘Then you’d better hope that Dad and Mum agree with you and see it your way and not Miss Hiff’s.’

Pushing my hand further into my jacket pocket, I fingered the envelope Miss Hiff had given me for Mum and Dad.

‘They won’t see my side of things,’ I sighed. ‘Not after they see this.’

I took out the now grubby and crumpled envelope and showed it to Gib. Miss Hiff had signed her name across the back flap of the envelope and stuck it down with at least three pieces of Sellotape. The front of the envelope had Mum and Dad’s names as well as our address typed on it.

‘Do you know what it says?’ Gib asked, turning it over in his hands.

‘I haven’t a clue. But I can guess.’

Gib nodded. ‘So what are you going to do?’

‘What d’you think I should do?’ I asked.

Gib looked straight at me. ‘Open it.’

‘I can’t do that,’ I said aghast. ‘I’m in enough trouble as it is. I can’t just …’

Gib raised his hands. ‘It’s all right. I knew you wouldn’t do it. You don’t have the guts.’

‘Guts have nothing to do with it,’ I argued. ‘I’ve just as much guts as you or anyone.’

‘Then prove it. Open it.’

‘OK, genius. And just how do I stick it back down afterwards? I’ll never
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