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Dear Cricket (Janet), this book is for you.

Though you live ten thousand, four hundred and ninety-seven miles away, there is not a day that goes by that I do not think of you and wonder …

‘What would Janet do?’
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Sometimes when I am meant to be doing something else, like for instance my holiday assignment project about endangered species, I get this urge to lie on the floor and watch the dust circling around my room. And what you notice is that you can only see it in the sun rays.

And if the sun doesn’t shine it is utterly invisible to the eye. And when you stare at it for a long time you notice how it keeps changing direction and you lose one speck of dust and follow another, and it is exactly the same with daydreaming. All the thoughts get lost in other thoughts, and before you know it you are in Australia wondering what would happen if a kangaroo got into your garden. Which makes you think how strange kangaroos are, such big feet and such small arms,

like Martians.

Not that we can be sure what a Martian even looks like. I don’t think anyone has ever gone up to anyone from out of space and asked them, ‘Are you from Mars?’

I wonder what it’s like up there.

I wonder if Martians daydream about coming to Earth.

I wonder if they daydream about growing trees on Mars.

I wonder if they even know what a tree is.

Can you daydream about things you have never heard of?

I daydream a lot.

At the moment I am daydreaming about inventing something that could change the world. I’m not sure how or what it would do, but I would like to invent something which changes everything for the better, because of all the things, it’s the better that’s needed.

They say smiling makes things better. And if you practise smiling you feel better.

Even when you are sad and you aren’t smiling inside.

It’s something to do with the chemicals in your brain and smiling switches them on.

Betty’s mum, call-me-Mol, once told me that smiling is contagious, which means it is highly catching – so when we see other people smiling it makes us feel …

more like smiling.

There are twenty-one ways to smile.

I read that in Ruby Redfort’s Guide to Totally Almost Everything. It’s not one whole guidebook all in one go – it’s a series that comes out every month, like a magazine but not.

Granny sends them to me from America.

This month’s one is the guide to unspoken language, which basically means body language and facial expressions, except it’s got a much better title than that. Ruby Redfort never bothers to make things boring when they can be interesting.

Why would she?

It’s called Smile It Up.

If you don’t know who Ruby Redfort is, where have you been living all this time – Mars? That’s the kind of thing Ruby would say.

Of course you will know that Patricia F. Maplin Stacey created Ruby Redfort – she is a very famous writer and campaigner for nature. She even started a wolf sanctuary. In case you are from Mars and don’t know it, Ruby Redfort is a thirteen-year-old school-kid codebreaker agent. She has a house-manager butler called Hitch, who is secretly an undercover agent. And she has a housekeeper called Mrs Digby, who makes pancakes. Ruby’s parents never know what she is up to and don’t realise that she spends her time either hanging on to a cliff edge, escaping evil doers, or hanging out in the Twinford Diner with her friends.

Betty and me are nuts about her.

That’s another thing Ruby would say:

‘I’m a nut for it.’

Which means I love it, which is a good thing.

Or, ‘You are driving me nuts.’

Which means I can’t actually stand you right now.

It’s funny how a word can mean a good AND a bad thing.

Someone who does drive me nuts is my younger brother, Minal Cricket. I used to share a room with him, but now I’ve been rehoused in the attic – it’s just me up here.

I was moved into the attic just after Betty Moody left, which was sad because I had imagined my room with her sitting on a beanbag.

Now she lives five thousand three hundred and fifty-four miles away in San Francisco. She’s been gone a long time and I don’t know if she’ll ever come back.

Sometimes I daydream that our doorbell will ring – even though it’s broken – and there will be Betty Moody standing on the step.

It’s what Granny would call wishful thinking.

I do a lot of wishful thinking.

Although wishful thinking doesn’t always work because you are just leaving life up to chance and chance doesn’t always go your way.

I wish Betty was here to help me with my holiday assignment project.

I have picked the category ENDANGERED PREDATORS, and once I have chosen which exact one I then have to make it into a work of art. It’s got to be decided before September, which is tomorrow.

I’m not sure where all the time went. I start off with a lot and then it suddenly drifts away. And I find myself lying on the floor watching the dust float in the sun.

I know what Mrs Wilberton is going to say – she will moan, ‘If you spent even half as much time on your schoolwork as you spend on looking at dust floating about, then you wouldn’t be struggling to know what 13x9 is.’

Mrs Wilberton is not an endangered species. She has been my teacher forever, but it feels like longer, and even though she keeps promising to leave she never does.

She says I waste a lot of time daydreaming.

She says, ‘Where on earth does it get you, staring into space all day long?’

But if we didn’t do any staring into space then we wouldn’t have the space to think, and if you can’t think then how can you think about how to change things for the better?

And it’s true. You might only be thinking about the small thoughts, but small thoughts can turn into big thoughts.

And small ideas can change the world.

Or is that just wishful thinking?
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It all starts like this.

Dad said he will stick down the flippy bit of carpet towards the bottom of the stairs because people keep almost tripping up and breaking their ankles.

And then Mum said not to worry – she’ll do it.

And then neither of them did it.

And Grandad said, ‘That’s an accident waiting to happen. I’ll fix it.’ But he couldn’t find the right sticking-tape stuff and then his friend Peggy popped in for a chat, so no one did it.

And everything went on as normal for several weeks and maybe even five months until yesterday when Minal shouted up the stairs, ‘Quick! The Ruby Redfort special is about to start!’

Of course I was in the attic – so you have to shout very loud if you want me to hear you – and I am often trying on purposely not to.

I was on my beanbag thinking about my school assignment and wishfully thinking I hadn’t left it to the last minute.
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Dad said, ‘You have had the whole of the summer holidays. Why have you left it until almost tomorrow?’

But unfortunately my brain only works at the last minute – that’s when it goes into action, which is normally panic stations. Which is where I was when I heard Minal screeching up the stairs, ‘Quick! The Ruby Redfort special is about to start!’

Everyone in our house is addicted to the modern Ruby Redfort show. This is because it is way more scary and mysterious than it used to be in the 1970s, which was before most people were born. It is impossible to watch without gripping on to the person next to you. Even my older brother, Kurt, watches it when he’s home and sometimes even Uncle Ted comes over. He says he prefers to watch when he is not alone. I asked him why he doesn’t watch with his girlfriend, Stina, but he said, ‘She’s not that into it.’

How can she not be into Ruby Redfort?

[image: ]

I used to watch with Betty Moody before she went off to San Francisco – it’s just not the same without her.

My friend Clem says maybe I should go and visit Betty in America. So I’m deciding. Either I need to save up quite a lot of pocket money so I can buy a ticket to San Francisco – this might take several years because I am only on £3 per week – or I need to get good at kickboxing. You see, my sister, Marcie, has been picked for her kickboxing team and they are going to travel abroad internationally. I’m not sure which country or which city, but who knows? It could be San Francisco. Being good at something can take you anywhere – that’s what Mum says.

So I was thinking about these things when Minal shouts, ‘Quick! The Ruby Redfort special is about to start!’

Minal’s not really supposed to be watching at all because it’s the sort of thing that could give him nightmares (everything gives him nightmares) so he mainly watches with a jumper over his head.

It’s hard to get out of a beanbag in a hurry so when I hear my brother shouting I’m not as quick as I want to be. I rush down from my room, which is three zigzags of stairs, and my socks aren’t properly pulled up and my foot catches the flippy bit of carpet and I find I’m moving without my feet. It’s a very loud fall, but not a painful one, because Cement has left one of his dog squeakers on the bottom step where my nose lands.

Minal squeals, ‘Clarice Bean’s head is squeaking!’

Which it is not.

But this causes everyone to go into panic stations.

Dad comes running into the hall, holding a pudding bowl with some custard in it.

And Marcie races out of her bedroom and runs downstairs and trips on the flippy bit of carpet – she tries to grab hold of the bannisters but actually falls on me, sort of on my actual head.

And the dog toy does another very sharp extra-long squeak,

and Minal shouts, ‘I told you her head squeaked!’

Now it is painful because I have a teenager sitting on me and something doesn’t feel quite right.

There is a very loud scream and then an ‘OW, ow, OW’.

And Dad says, ‘Oh, Marcie, that doesn’t look good.’

And it doesn’t.

Something strange has happened to her finger and Dad says, ‘We need to go to A&E.’ (Which is short for accident and emergency.)

Then he grabs his coat and says, ‘I’ll go and fetch the car …

Where is the car?’

He has it parked somewhere in another street because our road has become really busy with traffic and there is sometimes honking when you try and park. Dad says, ‘All in all, it’s an accident waiting to happen.’ We hardly ever park in Navarino Street these days, so Dad can never remember where he left our actual car.

Minal says, ‘You parked it in front of Eesha’s.’

Minal always knows things like this – he tends to keep boring things in his memory. Whereas I always try to get rid of the boring things – they use up too much space.

No one is interested in my face being squashed, which I understand because a bent-in-the-wrong-direction finger is much more interesting than a lip that’s puffed up.

Mum isn’t home because she has been filling in at the old-person’s centre doing a nightshift, which isn’t really her job, but Leonard needed cover so she offered to help. Dad asks Nice Sandra to come and watch TV with us until Grandad gets back from his Bird Club.

Dad says, ‘We may be some time.’
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My puffed lip is making it hard to talk, so Sandra has wrapped some ice in a tea towel and I have to press it on my mouth.

Sandra is our neighbour on the other side of our house from Mrs Stampney. We call her Nice Sandra because if you ask her for help she always will and she never moans, even if you kick a football into her kitchen through the actual glass. She is just always nice and Mrs Stampney always isn’t.

The only thing about Sandra is she tends to be not a good person to watch TV with.

Sandra: ‘Oh what a beautiful forest. Is this a nature programme?’

Me: ‘No.’

Sandra: ‘Goodness, there are a lot of wolves. What’s got them howling?’

Me: ‘Well …’

Sandra: ‘Oh, I hope it’s not going to be scary. Do you think it is?’

Me: ‘Yes.’

Sandra: ‘Oh dear, that woman does look mean. She has got a very nasty smile.’ It’s Smile No. 3: THE VILLAIN’S GRIN. ‘Do you think she’s up to no good?’

Me: ‘Yes.’

Sandra: ‘Oh, now we’re somewhere else – so who’s this girl coming out of school?’

Me: ‘Ruby Redfort.’

Sandra: ‘How old do you think she is?’

Me: ‘Thirteen.’

Sandra: ‘Oh, she looks older. Why is she wearing a T-shirt that says BOZO? Is that a band?’

It is hard to really lose myself in the story. I keep missing vitalish bits of the plot. One moment we are in the forest and the next we are in Twinford and Ruby is trying to persuade Clancy to go swimming with her – Clancy hates swimming because he is scared of the unknown. He is saying, ‘There is totally no way I am getting into the water with a whole load of tentacles and teeth.’

Ruby is saying, ‘You gotta get a grip, my friend – we’re only going to the city pool.’

The next scene is Ruby talking to Hitch on the telephone and he is telling her that she needs to get home ASAP – he whispers something secretly, which is probably a code word that I completely miss because Sandra is now talking about Clancy’s swimming trunks and how she saw a pair like them in Marks & Spencer’s. I doubt this because I know for a fact they don’t have Marks & Spencer’s in Twinford.

Fortunately, Grandad comes home and I can watch the last twenty-two minutes in peace while Sandra talks to him about canaries.

Grandad likes chatting even if he doesn’t get to talk.

I wait up for Marcie and Dad to get back, but by the time it’s 11PM they still aren’t home and I have to decide to go to bed.

I don’t find out what’s happened until the next morning.
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I wake up early because my front tooth is throbbing and my canine tooth is not quite where it should be – and I can actually move it with my tongue.

The other thing, which is much more serious, is that my Ruby Redfort Distract and Alert Wristband Whistle, which I always wear on my left arm, looks squashed and maybe completely broken. This is very upsetting because you never know when you might need to create a distraction.

I can’t get back to sleep.

I say good morning to Fuzzy, our cat, but the words don’t come out as normal and he doesn’t understand me, and I don’t understand me either. I walk carefully downstairs, stepping over the pudding bowl with the custard in it, which is still on the bottom step where Dad left it.

Minal, Marcie and Grandad are all sitting at the table eating breakfast and Dad is making toast and talking about the queue at the hospital.

Dad says, ‘It was a very busy night for accidents.’
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It turns out Marcie has broken her little finger and she is going to have to wear it in a special splint thing for at least four or more weeks.

When Mum opens the front door, she calls out, ‘Why is there a bowl of congealed custard sitting on the stairs?’

Dad calls back, ‘It’s a funny story.’

When she walks into the kitchen, she is surprised to see one person with a bandaged hand and another with a puffy lip and Minal with what looks like blood all down the front of his pyjama top.

Mum says, ‘It doesn’t look funny – what on earth happened last night?’

And Dad says, ‘It appears worse than it really is.’

Mum says, ‘I’m glad to hear it.’

Marcie says, ‘It was an accident.’

Mum says, ‘I would certainly hope so.’

Marcie says, ‘Except for Minal.’

Mum says, ‘That was on purpose?’

Dad says, ‘It’s raspberry jam.’

Marcie says, ‘So it doesn’t count.’

Mum says, ‘Count as what?’

Marcie says, ‘An accident.’

Minal says, ‘But it was an accident. The lid wasn’t on properly.’

Mum is looking very confused.

Dad says, ‘Marcie broke her finger slipping on the stair carpet.’

Mum says, ‘I knew we should have fixed that.’

Grandad says, ‘It was an accident waiting to happen.’

Dad says, ‘And then two came along at once.’

Mum says, ‘Huh?’

Dad says, ‘Well, first of all Clarice slipped on the carpet and then Marcie tripped on the carpet and landed on Clarice.’

I say, ‘I eels unny.’

Mum says, ‘Why are you speaking oddly?’

And I open my mouth and point to my tooth and she says, ‘Oh, that doesn’t look good.’

And that’s when everyone finally notices that something is a bit wrong.

Dad says, ‘I think you are going to need to see a dentist.’

Mum says, ‘I’ll call them now.’

I listen to her talking to the receptionist. She says, ‘That’s the earliest for an emergency? … Oh, have you? … Oh, that doesn’t sound good.’

It turns out they can only fit me in at 4.30 because there have been a few other people with emergency teeth.

Mum says, ‘It’s a bit annoying because four thirty is the only time I can’t do.’ She bites her lip and says, ‘Can you get yourself there from school on your own?’

I say, ‘Mmm umm.’

She says, ‘But you can’t be late because they are specially squeezing you in as an emergency emergency appointment.’

Marcie says, ‘Why can’t you take her?’

She says, ‘Because I am busy taking someone else to the doctor at four thirty.’

I point to Grandad and do that thing with my hands, which means, why not him?

And she says, ‘That’s who I’m taking to the doctor.’

Minal says, ‘Why can’t Dad take her?’

And Dad does a tragic smile and says, ‘There is no way Mr Thorncliff will agree to that. Not with this merger going on.’

I’m not sure what exactly is merging, but it is definitely making Dad very edgy.

Dad looks at his watch and says, ‘Oh my goodness, look at the time! I have to run or I’ll be late!’ and he rushes out of the house.
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I don’t actually mind going to the dentist – I wouldn’t even mind going on my own. I never, ever have anything wrong with my teeth, and they nearly always give you a toothbrush for absolutely free. I have a large collection of them.

Mum says, ‘I’ll drop Grandad off at the doctor’s, then I’ll meet you at the dentist’s, and then we’ll drive back to pick him up. If all goes to plan, then we’ll just make it.’

She’s looking at me, but she’s talking to herself, really.

Mum says she wants to be there, just in case. She says, ‘Teeth are so important.’

Which makes me think about the endangered predators.

And this makes me edgy.

I bet the second I walk into school, Mrs Wilberton will want to know what kind of endangered species I’ve chosen. And the problem is if I don’t decide soon, then how am I going to fill out the online signing-up form by 7PM this evening?

The other problem is my mind is an utter blank except for how strange it is that when one actual thing is taken out of the world it makes a difference to something else, to everything else.

It makes me think about Betty Moody and how her being taken out of my school and my neighbourhood has changed my world … And she isn’t even extinct.

She is just in San Francisco.

The problem I have now is I can’t think of which animal is the most important one to focus on.

There are so many.

I bet everyone will do polar bears. People always think of polar bears. But I want to say something more original, that no one has maybe thought about, so of course all my brain can think about is polar bears. This is the problem with brains: they can get stuck on one thought.

There are several reasons why I want to do this project so badly, and a lot of them are to do with Ruby Redfort and Patricia F. Maplin Stacey.

I heard her on the radio talking about her life. She said that being successful and famous made her feel lonely and frazzled, even though she was surrounded by people who thought she was amazing. She said, ‘The thing is, other people thinking you are amazing isn’t enough. You have to feel it for yourself.’

She wanted to get away from all the attention and bright lights, so she moved to the middle of nowhere to live with trees and mountains and just wolves and birds for company, and she found this was very calming. She said it made her see what was important – and that fame and successfulness was nothing compared to looking up at the moon through the trees.

Now she campaigns for the planet of Earth. That’s why the modern Ruby books are so full of information about the wild world and the wolves.

Because what could be more important than trying to save the endangered things? Once they are gone, they are gone forever.

Just like dodos. And if you don’t know what a dodo is that’s because there aren’t any.

They are famous for being dead.

If you want to see what they looked like, then go to the Natural History Museum – they have a stuffed one, which is actually a model. It’s in a glass case.

Apart from endangered species being an important world worry, it is also a subject that interests me, and it is very rare that Mrs Wilberton and I agree about what is interesting.

The thing I really like about this project is you don’t have to write anything.

I’m not that good at writing.

I can’t get the spellings to spell and I can never remember where to put the little comma whatsits and the other ones with the dots over the top – you know, these ones ; – how does anyone know where they go?

This is a project without writing because sometimes you can say more without words.

In fact, that’s sort of the exhibition title – it’s called Lost for Words because sometimes the only way to tell people how you feel is to show them. Like smiling or not smiling.

I can make my piece anyhow I want – maybe even in music or knitting.

Except the problem is I can’t play an instrument and I don’t know how to knit. I’ve been knitting a scarf for five months now and it’s getting shorter and shorter because it keeps going off in the wrong direction.

I am trying to get completely lost in my brain so I can think my way into an idea, and be extraordinary, because that’s what the exhibition people say they are looking for.


an extraordinary way of making your point



It says that in the bold writing.

It’s hard to be extraordinary sometimes.

If it wasn’t, then it wouldn’t be extraordinary.

Everybody’s work is going to be displayed at the Natural History Museum and people from everywhere will come to view it. And then it’s going to tour the worldwide cities,

and possibly, maybe even go to San Francisco.

The idea is to make people see that everyone’s feelings are equally important even if you are eleven and only have £6.67 in your piggy bank. The point is that the world belongs to everybody equally even though some people seem to think it’s more theirs than anyone else’s.

At least I won’t be the only one who is leaving it to the last minute. Karl Wrenbury is always late with his work which is why he spends half his life sitting outside Mr Pickering’s office.
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I am still daydreaming about a miracle, which is either I come up with a really good idea in five minutes flat before school, or Mrs Wilberton twists her ankle and can’t come in for the rest of term.

I am struggling to eat my Puffa-puffs because even after soaking them in milk they are still too tricky to swallow without chewing and most of them are going down my jumper.

Mum is looking at me in an odd way and then a miracle happens.

She says, ‘What was I thinking! You can’t go to school like this, not if you can’t even eat a bowl of Puffa-puffs.’

And it’s funny how having a disaster, like your sister landing on your actual head, can end up being a miracle for the good.

It’s why Granny would say, ‘There’s no such thing as bad luck.’
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Marcie has to stay off school too, but she’s not at all happy about it. I’m not sure why.

Mum says, ‘Poor Marcie.’

I am feeling sorry for her because imagine having a snapped finger, but also at the same time I’m quite envious because it’s a better injury than a puffy lip and a bumped tooth.

Mum says, ‘Go up and see if there’s anything she wants.’

So I knock on her bedroom door to ask if she might like a cup of tea or something. People are always offered a cup of tea when they’ve been in a disaster.

I have to ask in actions because my speaking is too hard to understand.

When I walk in, she looks like a cushion that hasn’t been plumped. Her shoulders are all scrunched down and her eyebrows look different.

I do the action for a cup of T and she shakes her head.

I do a shrug, which means, ‘Anything else?’

And she shrugs back.

I point to her finger and make an ow face.

And she kind of nods, but also closes her eyes.

I’m not really sure what she is trying to say, but I point to me and make the telephone sign so she knows she can call down if she needs something.

And she smiles in a sad way.

Ruby would tell you that it is Smile No. 5, the IT IS WHAT IT IS smile, and means Thank
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Smile 8: Give Me A Break!

Which sometimes means, ‘Put a sock in it,” or,

‘Do you think | was born yesterday, bozo?” Smile 11: Let The Ground Swallow Me Up

Means, ‘Could everyone stop looking at me
and maybe chat among themselves?’
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Smile 9: The Faker NG
Smiling but not smiling, aka ‘The Say Cheese’,
this is not a true smile. It's just for show.

SMILE 22: NOT AN ACTUAL SM|LE2
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An accident
waiting to
happen
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No such thing
as BAD luck





