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CHAPTER 1

BIRTHDAY BOY

Sam Green was really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really, really looking forward to his eleventh birthday.

I mean: really. He couldn’t wait. In the days leading up to it – his birthday was on the eighth of September – he simply wouldn’t talk about anything else.

“Have you sorted your school bag, Sam?” his mother, Vicky, would say in the morning.

“I’m thinking an Adventure Time cake this year, Mum,” Sam would reply. “With Finn, Jake and Ice King figures. What do you think?”

“I think you should get your school bag sorted,” she’d answer.

“Do you want to play football?” his friends would say to him at break-time.

“What about a magic party?” he would reply. “You all come, having learnt a different magic trick, right, and then we each perform it in turn – me last, of course – and then … where are you going?”

“To play football,” they’d answer. “Break’s nearly over.”

“What would you like for dinner?” his dad, Charlie, would say to him and his younger sister, Ruby, in the evening.

Ruby would open her mouth and say:

“Actually” – she said “actually” a lot – “I fancy shep—” but before she got any further Sam would be saying:

“I’d like a telescope. And a skateboard. And new trainers. And a guinea pig. And a tool kit. And an iPod. And some of David Walliams’s books.”

“—herds pie,” Ruby would say.

“For dinner, I said, Sam,” his dad would say. “Not for your birthday.”

Obviously, Sam wouldn’t always say these things (and so, obviously, the people he was speaking to wouldn’t always say those things back). No. Sometimes it would be a different type of cake, a different style of party and a different list of presents (although always including a telescope: Sam was a big fan of Star Trek, and sci-fi generally, and wanted to see as much of the solar system as he could from the window of his room in order to watch out for visiting aliens). Which did mean that he had ended up with a very long present list, and a very long selection of party-theme ideas. Which, in turn, presented a bit of a problem for his mum and dad, both in terms of choice and in terms of money, because they didn’t have a lot of that.

But the thing that never changed was Sam’s excitement about the day.

And then, finally, it came.


CHAPTER 2

UM …

“Oh, Mum! Dad! That was amazing! What an amazing day!” Sam was saying as he undressed in his bedroom. It was 10pm on Saturday the eighth of September. The last of his friends, all of whom went to Bracket Wood, the local primary school, had left. Vicky and Charlie were smiling at him.

“So! Did you like your party?” said Vicky.

“Yes! Especially the sci-fi cake! In the shape of the Starship Enterprise! With six different gobstoppers for planets all round it! And candy Klingons and other aliens on the sides! Great idea, Mum!”
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“Yes, well, it was your idea, Sam … I think it was cake suggestion number four – you made it last Monday …”

“And the film-theme fancy dress really worked, didn’t it, Dad? Everyone’s costume was great! Barry Bennett looked brilliant as Gru from Despicable Me! And Ellie and Fred Stone as Minions! And Malcolm Bailey as the sloth from Zootropolis! And Morris Fawcett as Homer Simpson!”

“Well,” said Charlie, “that was your idea too. Party suggestion number seven …”

“And you looked great!” said Vicky, grimacing as she pulled off Sam’s Wall-E head and feet.

“Well, that’s why I won the Best Costume Prize …”

“No, actually, that’s because it was your party,” said Ruby, wandering into the room. She’d been allowed to stay up a little bit later as it was Sam’s birthday. Ruby had a tendency to be very direct about everything, in a seven-year-old way. But she was a very clever seven-year-old. “So everyone thought you had to win. In fact, Mum and Dad basically bribed all your friends to vote for you by giving them extra cake and—”

“Yes, all right, Ruby. Time to clean your teeth,” said Charlie, taking her hand, and leading her – a little forcefully – towards the door.

“Dad? Mum? For my birthday, can I have a kitten?” said Ruby as she was leaving the room, books tucked under her arm, to do extra homework as usual. This was another thing Ruby said a lot, as well as “actually”. Sometimes she combined them and said, “Actually, Mum and Dad, can I have a kitten?” Even when no one had asked her what she wanted.

“Well …” said Vicky.

“Um …” said Charlie.

Ruby didn’t look surprised. She was used to her mum and dad saying “um …” in answer to the kitten question. But that didn’t mean she was going to let it go, either.

“Sam got a guinea pig,” she said, pointedly. “Spock!” Which, indeed, was something else on Sam’s birthday list that his parents had managed to get him. They looked over to said guinea pig, in its cage on the floor. It was a brown-and-white one, with a little tuft on its head. Sam had decided to call the guinea pig Spock after the extremely logical, cold character in Star Trek. Spock looked back at them with quite a strong sense of, “I think that name is very unfair.”

“Ruby,” said Charlie, “you know what a kitten will become?”

“Yes, actually, I do, Dad. I’m seven, not an idiot. A cat.”

“OK, so a grown cat, unlike Spock, will need some outside space. We haven’t got any.”

“Yes, we have,” said Ruby, pointing to the window. “What’s all that stuff out there?”

“Oh right. I see. Is the cat going to go down by itself from the seventeenth floor? In the lift that smells of wee?”

Ruby sighed, as if that question was ridiculous. Which it kind of was.

“We’ll think about it,” said Mum.

“Um …” said Dad.

Ruby nodded, feeling her point had been made, and turned to go out of the room. “Night, Sam! Hope you had a great birthday!”

“I did!” he replied.


CHAPTER 3

THE STAR-WATCHER EXPLORER

Sam looked up at his mum. She was buttoning his new pyjamas, which were covered in little UFOs. Sam, of course, being eleven, could do up his own pyjama buttons. But he knew it was something his mum still liked to do. “And I loved all my presents! The skateboard and the computer games and the new trainers and the DIY tool kit and the books …”

“Everything on your list,” said Vicky. “Well, apart from the iPod. Sorry about that, Sam. Maybe next year …”

“It doesn’t matter, Mum. You got me the telescope. That was my big present. I love it!”

They looked over to the window. There it was: the Star-Watcher Explorer. Sam’s dad had already set it up on a tripod, and angled it against the window, pointing at the moon. It was black and sleek and long, with a computerised tracker to allow Sam to find particular constellations.

Sam and his family lived in a tower block – Noam Chomsky House – on the seventeenth floor. So it was the best present ever! They were so high up that Sam had an uninterrupted view of the night sky, and all its stars.

“You should be able to see any aliens out there with that, eh, Sam?” said Charlie.

“I don’t think so!” shouted a voice from outside the room. It was Ruby’s. “Actually, the nearest planet capable of sustaining life is four light years away!”

“How far is that?” said Sam. “In miles?”

There was a silence. But only for a few seconds. “Two hundred and thirty-five billion billion. Give or take the odd mile.”

“Um … OK …” said Charlie. “But we don’t know how fast their spacecrafts travel, do we?”

“Well, anyway,” said Vicky, looking out of the window at the night sky above the city, “I just have a feeling that there is life out there somewhere.”

Charlie smiled: he knew that his wife had a lot of faith in her feelings. He loved that about her, even if he didn’t have so much faith in her feelings.

“Is that like the feeling,” he said, putting his arm round her, “you had yesterday, about how I shouldn’t walk under that ladder – and so I didn’t, and fell in that huge puddle instead?”

She pushed him away, but smiled as she did it.

“It didn’t cost too much, did it?” asked Sam, going over to the telescope.

Sam’s dad was a manager at HomeFront, a big building supplies store, and his mum worked at home, buying and selling stuff on the internet, so they weren’t exactly rich – though it did also mean that Dad had been able to get a staff discount on the tool kit, something Sam had really wanted, as he loved making and fixing things.

“Don’t worry about that!” said Vicky. “It’s your birthday!” She looked over at the telescope. “Are the stars out? If you see a shooting one, you can wish on it! You should wish on it!” 

“Really?” said Sam. “Does that actually, y’know … work?”

“Yes!” said Vicky confidently.

Charlie looked at her, and raised an eyebrow.

“Well. No one really knows. Do they?” she said defiantly.

“Um …” said Charlie, bending down and checking the telescope lens. “Well. What I would say is that tonight is too cloudy to see the stars anyway.”

“Never mind,” said Sam. “We’ll look through it tomorrow!”

He climbed up the little ladder and got into bed. It was a bunk bed, and sometimes Sam would show how good he was at balancing on that ladder by walking up without using his hands, although tonight he was too tired for that. 

“Oh! And I liked it when the grans and grandpas came round for lunch,” he said. “They didn’t even fight!”

“I know,” said Vicky, clearly surprised herself. “They were on their best behaviour.”

“Yes …” said Sam, settling his head on the pillow. “Grandpa Sam didn’t even swear at Grandpa Mike. And Grandpa Mike didn’t even punch him or threaten to get his boys on him or anything. And Grandma Glenda and Grandma Poppy even smiled at each other.”

“I think that might have been a snarl …” said his dad.

“Shush, Charlie. Anyway … you should go to sleep now, Sammy,” said Sam’s mum. “I imagine you’re exhausted …”

“Specially,” said his dad, “having got up at the dot of six in the morning!”

“Was that the time?” said Sam.

“Well. It was one minute past six when you were knocking on our bedroom door, demanding presents. I’m sure of that …”

“But that was my favourite bit!” said Sam.

“Of what?”

“Of my birthday! I love how exciting it is to wake up on your birthday! And realise that it is your birthday! This day you’ve been waiting for, for so long, it’s finally here!”

“Yes,” said Vicky. “That is very exciting.”

“Not quite as exciting when you get to forty-three, though,” said Charlie, and Vicky laughed at his joke in a grown-ups-laughing-at-grown-ups’-stuff kind of way.

“Isn’t it?” said Sam.

“Pardon?” said Charlie.

“Exciting. Isn’t it exciting any more, your birthday?”

His mum and dad looked at each other.

“Well,” said Vicky, looking back at Sam kindly, and pulling his duvet back across him. “It’s always nice, yes. But maybe not quite as nice as it was when you’re ten … or when that of course turns into eleven.”

Sam nodded, but then shook his head.

“I’d like it to be my birthday every day!” he said.

His parents smiled, and then both of them got on the bed with him – climbed up the ladder and everything – and put their arms round him, something that in this family was referred to as a bundle-hug.

“Wait for me!” said Ruby as she hurried back into the room. She climbed up and joined the bundle-hug. She was holding a big science textbook, which made it a bit uncomfortable.
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Then, after that, Vicky said:

“I’m glad the day went so well. Ruby, back to your room. Sam, time to go to sleep …”

And Sam smiled at her, and shut his eyes.


CHAPTER 4

11.59PM

Normally, Sam had no problem sleeping. Normally, he was out as soon as his head hit the pillow. And his parents were right: he should have been more ready for sleep than ever, given how early he’d been up that morning.

But his birthday had been so great, and he was still so excited, that Sam just couldn’t sleep. He found himself tossing and turning in his bed, thinking of how much he just wanted to stay up and play with all his presents.

Also, he thought, looking at the numbers on the clock by his bedside – 10.24 – it’s still my birthday! For another hour and thirty-six minutes! What am I thinking of, going to sleep?

No – he also thought – I should be up, doing birthday stuff!

So Sam got out of bed. And tried on his trainers. And ran on the spot with them for a little while. Then he stood on his skateboard, which was great: his parents had splashed out on it – it was exactly the one he wanted, a flexiboard, customised with cool silver wheels and the right trucks and everything.

It would have been more fun to ride on it outside, obviously, but even in his quite small bedroom Sam was able to do some 360s and some frontside flips. Then he got Spock the guinea pig out of his cage, and did some more 360s, but this time with the guinea pig balanced on his head. The guinea pig didn’t look that keen on this. In fact, he looked down at his new master with quite a strong sense of, “If it’s all going to be like this, I’m going to be escaping to Peru. Which is where guinea pigs come from. In case you don’t know. Which I get the impression you don’t.” 

(He had a pretty expressive face for a guinea pig, Spock. Which made him somewhat different, it has to be said, from the original Spock.)
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Then, he – Sam, not Spock – ate some of the leftover marshmallow from the cake that his mum had brought up on a plate. Then he read the first few chapters of Demon Dentist, which was very funny.

After thirty pages, Sam looked over at the clock, which said, now, 11.55pm. He still, amazingly, didn’t feel that tired. What he did feel was a bit sad. Mainly, he felt a bit sad that his birthday was ending, officially, now. He sat up, and said to Spock, who was lying on his chest – had, in fact, tumbled down into his lap as a result of him sitting up – “Oh, Spock! I wish it was my birthday every day.”

Spock looked up at him with quite a strong sense of, “I wish I could live in a cage made out of parsley, but we can’t have everything.”

Just at that point, though, a light fell across the room. Sam looked up to see that the source of the light was beyond his bedroom curtains. Moonlight.

Aha! he thought. If I can see moonlight, the clouds must have parted. And, if the clouds have parted, I can use my telescope!

So Sam got out of bed and moved over to the window. He drew the curtains, and looked out.

He was right. It was no longer a cloudy night. Noam Chomsky House stood on a hill, and the road from it ran down, after a few miles, to the river that wound through the city. Sometimes, when – like now – the sky was clear and the moon came out, Sam could see all the way to the river (even without a telescope); he could even see the reflection of the moonlight on the water, lighting up a small tree-filled island that sat between the banks.

But Sam wasn’t interested in looking down at the water. He wanted to look up at the sky. He wanted to look up at the sky through his telescope, and see the stars and the moon. All of which were suddenly out.

He put his eye to the lenspiece at the bottom end of the telescope. It was hard to see anything – all he could make out, in fact, was what appeared to be three or four massive spider legs, which at first, excitedly, he thought must be aliens but then realised were just his eyelashes. Gradually, though, his vision got used to it, and then he could see the moon!

All white and shining and pockmarked, like Grandpa Sam’s face (although that was only the pockmarked bit, as Grandpa Sam’s face was sort of leathery and brown, and, though friendly, very rarely shining).

“I can see the moon, Spock!” he said to Spock, who was now on the floor, by his cage. Spock looked back at him with quite a strong sense of, “When you can see a planet made of parsley, let me know. Meanwhile, open my house, please.”

When Sam turned back to the telescope, though, he couldn’t see the moon through it any more. This was a thing about telescopes: even small eye movements meant that you could end up a long way from what you’d been looking at before. He scanned right, left, up and down, but couldn’t see where the moon had gone – and then— 

What was that? A spaceship? It was black, and oblong, and had a series of enormous flickering green numbers on the front of it …

… Oh. It was his clock. Made to look much bigger and more spaceship-ey because he was seeing it through the telescope. He’d turned the thing all the way round, away from the window, and was looking back towards his bed.

Feeling a little silly, Sam began to move the telescope back round again. But not before noticing that the time was about to turn – the 59 of 11:59 had been there for a while – to midnight. And then his birthday really would be properly over. He sighed, shook his head and looked through the lenspiece for one last sight of the stars.

And then he saw it.


CHAPTER 5

WHEN YOU WISH UPON A STAR

A shooting star! A really big one, tearing up the sky! Through the telescope, it looked amazing, like a comet, or a rocket, or a firework. And it didn’t just go in a split second, like shooting stars do: no. It stayed travelling across the night sky for what seemed like ages, in a long arc from one end of the horizon to the other.

It was astonishing, beautiful. Sam couldn’t believe he was the only person in the world seeing it: surely NASA, or Jodrell Bank, or Brian Cox, or someone from the Star Wars Resistance, was also watching. But he didn’t think about that for too long, because – while the star was still shooting across his vision – he remembered what his mum had said.

You can wish upon a star. You should wish upon a star.

Sam wasn’t superstitious. In fact, he had been pretty tongue-in-cheek about it when saying to his mum, just as she was putting him to bed, “Does that actually work?” But this was different. This was a star so bright, and so fast, and so present in the sky that it really did feel to him that it might be magical.

And so – he wasn’t to know this, because he was looking through the telescope – on the stroke of midnight (it wasn’t actually a stroke: it was a small, almost silent click, as 11:59 became 12:00 on his clock) – he said, out loud, towards the star:

“I wish it could be my birthday every day!”

At which point the star seemed to burst into even greater light – it seemed to glow, extra-brightly, for a second – and then it fell from the sky, straight down. Sam tried to follow it with his telescope, and for a moment he could, even though it was travelling really quickly. This star looked as if it was on a mission to come to Earth! Or as if someone had shot it out of the sky! Perhaps, unbeknownst to Sam, his telescope was mounted with a laser beam that had blasted into the heart of it!
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Unfortunately, these thoughts got in the way, and meant that Sam couldn’t track the journey of the star all the way down. It appeared – but this couldn’t be right – to land in the middle of the river, either in the water itself, or maybe on one of the islands. Sam could see one of these through the telescope. But it was dark, and covered in trees, and definitely not lit up by a falling celestial object.

Sam lifted his eye from the lenspiece. He looked around. Nothing, it had to be said, very magical appeared to have happened. His room, with its posters of the Starship Enterprise and Battlestar Galactica, was the same. On the floor stood his new skateboard, and trainers, and book, and guinea pig. Who was looking at him with quite a strong sense of, “Wishing on a star? Who are you – Jiminy Cricket?”

Sam felt a tiny bit disappointed. Not being superstitious, there was no real reason for him to think that wishing on a star would have any effect, but he had somehow felt wishing on this star, being so bright, would mean something. Clearly, he thought, I was wrong there.

Never mind, he thought, and went over, picked Spock up, gave him a quick stroke, opened the cage and put him inside. 

“Happy birthday, Sam,” he said to himself, one last time.

Then he realised he was, at last, tired, and so went up his little ladder to his top bunk bed, shut his eyes and fell asleep, immediately.


CHAPTER 6

BIRTHDAY TWO

KNOCK-KNOCK!

It must be Ruby, Sam assumed. She still got up really early, like little kids do. So he just ignored it.

But then the knock came again. And, to be honest, it sounded a bit too … full, and high on the door, to be Ruby. It sounded like an adult’s knock.

He stretched his arms, and sat up.

“Sam! Sam-my …!” came his mum’s voice, from behind the door.

“Hey, Sam!” came his dad’s voice, as well.

It was his mum. And his dad. So why were they up, and waking him up, so early on a Sunday morning?

Well, there was an easy enough way to find out. Sam got out of bed, climbed down the ladder and opened the door … to see his mum, dad and sister standing there with a tray, on which lay a full English breakfast, a glass of lemonade and a doughnut. Around the plate were eleven candles. Sam looked up, frowning. They were all smiling.

“Happy birthday!” they all said as one.

“Sorry?” said Sam.

“Happy birthday! We’ve made you breakfast in bed!” said Vicky.

“Your favourite! Full English! With lemonade and a doughnut!” said Charlie.

“Yes!” said Ruby. “Not very healthy! Actually.”

Sam watched, amazed, as they marched in. His mum reached up to the top bunk and placed the tray on his bed. Then she went over to the window and opened the curtains.

“Come on, Sam! Back to bed, and tuck in!” she said.

Sam shook his head, but smiled.

“Well … OK … thanks. Is this a joke?”

“What?” said Vicky. “No, I’ve made it exactly as you like it …”

“No, I can see that,” he said. “It looks lovely … but it’s not my birthday! That was yesterday.”

“Well,” said Charlie. “That was the anniversary of the day you were actually born, yes.”

“But we woke up this morning,” said Vicky, “both with exactly the same words in our head. And those words were: ‘Happy birthday, Sam!’ And it made me think: there’s no reason to celebrate your birth just on that date because every day we’re happy that you were born! So we should celebrate it every day!”

“She’s right,” said Charlie. “I woke up with those exact words going round and round in my head too. ‘Happy birthday, Sam!’ And I figured, why not?”

“Really?” said Sam.

Vicky nodded. “I knew you were thinking the same thing, Charlie. In fact, I had a feeling.”

“Um …” said Charlie. But he was nodding, and looking a little surprised at himself for going along so fully with one of Vicky’s feelings.

“It happened to me too, actually,” said Ruby. “I woke up, and the first thing I thought was, ‘Happy birthday, Sam!’”

“So we went straight downstairs and started making you your birthday breakfast in bed!” said Vicky.

Sam nodded. He looked out of the window. He walked over, in fact, to the window. The view was the same as ever: the estate, and then the roads and houses leading down to the river. There was no sign that anything amazing or magical or … starry had happened during the night.

“We should celebrate my birthday …” he said, still looking out of the window, “every day?”

“Every day,” said his mum.

“Every day,” said his dad.

“Every day. Actually,” said – most surprisingly – his sister.

Which made Sam think about something. He’d spotted a flaw in what they were saying.

“What about … Ruby?” he said. “Why aren’t we celebrating her birthday … every day?”

Charlie and Vicky frowned. They looked at Ruby. Ruby looked back at them. Then Vicky’s face cleared.

“Well, we will do. When she’s eleven. That’ll be when we have the same thought about her. It’ll be a family tradition, I imagine.”

“Yes! That’s right! You’re all right with that, aren’t you, Rube?” said Sam.

“Fine,” said Ruby. “It’s only four years. Which, as I’m sure you know, to a child of seven, seems only like about four hundred.”

“Er … right,” said Mum.

But then Charlie said: “Great! OK, I’m off out!”

“Where to?” said Sam.

“Never you mind …” his dad replied, with a nod and a wink at Vicky, who smiled back. Which, Sam knew, was grown-up code – really obvious grown-up code – for, “I’m going to go and buy Sam some presents.”

His dad left the room, and Sam looked back at his smiling mum and somewhat less smiling sister. Could it be real? Could the wish he made last night have come true?

“Come on, Sam,” said his mum. “It’s not going to be here forever …”

Sam frowned at her. “My birthday?”

“No! That is going to be here forever. I meant: your breakfast!”

And it did smell, it had to be said, very tempting, especially the mix of bacon and doughnut. So Sam said: “Thanks, Mum!” and scampered up the bunk-bed ladder, and tucked in.


CHAPTER 7

EVERYDAY MAGICAL

“You what? You what? You what?” said Grandpa Sam, later that day.

“Ah, now, you see, you – stupid – ’ave started to say things over and over again,” said Grandpa Mike. “You old fool! You ’ave gone completely gaga.”

“Me, gaga? You’re the one that’s gaga! You, in fact, are Lady Gaga!” said Grandpa Sam.

“Oh. What a good joke. You should be doin’ a blinkin’ comedy act with material like that. Hang on, I’ll phone Michael McIntyre and tell him ’e may as well retire.”

“Oh, shut up,” said Grandpa Sam. “You boomdonking dipthong!”

Grandpa Sam swore a lot. But luckily it was all swearwords he made up, so it’s OK for you to hear them. Fudgeblaster, piggle-dandler, dungpie, snotbum (OK that one is getting quite close to real swearing), blobnoodler and great big fragglestooping bustyplop were all in his repertoire.
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Secretly – if you ever meet the others, don’t tell them – Grandpa Sam was Sam’s favourite grandparent. It was partly because Sam was named after him, and partly because Grandpa Sam was the first person apart from his parents who saw him on the day he was born, but mainly because of the funny swearwords. Whenever he did one – like now, when saying boomdonking dipthong – he would wink at Sam (and Ruby), as if to let them know they were in on the joke.

“You shut up!” said Grandpa Mike. “I’ll do yer if you call me stuff like that! I will! I’ll do yer!”
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Grandpa Mike didn’t swear as much as Grandpa Sam, but he did speak in an accent that sounded as if it came from an old British film, and he waved his fists around a lot and suggested he was going to fight people (mainly Grandpa Sam). This was because he thought of himself, even though he was seventy-seven, as hard. As a tough guy. He sometimes referred, with a dark air of mystery, to time spent in his earlier life “inside”. Which sometimes means prison, which is what Grandpa Mike wanted you to think. But what he actually meant was inside. His house. Because he didn’t much like going out.

Grandpa Sam reacted to Grandpa Mike’s aggression by whistling a happy tune. Which he always did when Grandpa Mike got cross, which only made Grandpa Mike more furious.

“Shut your whistle ’ole! I said I’ll do yer.”

“He will! That’s right! Don’t call my husband stupid names!” said Grandma Glenda to Grandpa Sam. She was married – as you may have been able to work out – to Grandpa Mike.

“Don’t you tell my husband not to tell your husband to shut up!” said Grandma Poppy, who – I don’t have to tell you this, do I? – was married to Grandpa Sam. Poppy was very thin. She ate an awful lot of sponge cake, and toffees, and biscuits with jam in the middle, and other stuff that old people like, but without ever putting on weight.

This was not true of Grandma Glenda, who ate virtually nothing – constantly counting calories, and demanding no butter on her bread, and refusing pudding unless it was the dullest puddings, rice ones with skimmed milk and NO JAM, for example – but was shaped not unlike a large balloon. Although one filled with flesh, rather than air.

“Oh yeah?” said Grandma Glenda, getting up from her chair and leaning over the table and putting her face very close to Grandma Poppy’s. “And who’s going to stop me?”

“I am!” said Vicky, coming into the living room with a teapot. “Come on, Mum, Dad, Glenda, Mike … We’re not going to be fighting today, remember, because” – and here she glanced significantly in Sam’s direction – “it’s a special day.”

All the grandparents looked at each other.

“Oh yes!” they said at once. “Happy birthday, Sam!” they chorused.

“Yes, it’s strange,” said Grandma Poppy. “We all woke up with those words in our heads, didn’t we?”

“I suppose so,” said Grandma Glenda, as if it was hard to agree with Grandma Poppy about anything. “Well, I mean, yes, we did. All of us.”

Then they folded their arms and sat back in their chairs and did their best to smile at each other.

That was when Sam really started to believe it was true. Because what his grandparents usually liked to do, when they came round, was fight. And shout and swear at each other. 

The only days they didn’t do that were his birthday, and Ruby’s birthday. He knew it wasn’t Ruby’s birthday. So it must be his birthday. Again. Today.

For a second, it bothered him that his mum had referred to today as a special day. Because if it was a special day, what did that make the day before, which had been Sam’s real birthday?

But, then again, today was feeling pretty real, birthday-wise. His dad had come back from the shops with loads of new presents. Stuff left over from his birthday list that he hadn’t got the day before. A chess set, a lava lamp, two video games, three new T-shirts and a pair of headphones! Wireless, with Bluetooth, and noise reduction! Plus his mum had nipped out when his dad had got back and got him a book to go with his telescope, with maps of stars and constellations to find and check against the night sky.

And his grandparents had brought him presents too! Rubbish ones, of course, but they always did that. Well, not rubbish ones – ones that they would have got when they were children, basically. Grandma Poppy had got him a pipe that blew bubbles; Grandpa Sam gave him an old watch, which he said he’d like to see him – Sam – wear every day; and Grandpa Mike and Grandma Glenda had got him a pack of cards with which you could play Happy Families. So … yes, rubbish ones.

But Sam still thought: Well, it’s not actually going to be like a birthday. Yes, I’ve got presents, and, yes, my mum brought me breakfast in bed, and, yes, my grandparents aren’t fighting, but it’s not— and then the doorbell rang.

“Who’s that?” said Sam.

“Why don’t you go and see?” said his dad.

Sam shrugged, and went to the door, assuming that it would be the man with the shaven head and the tattoos on his face who sold dusters and kitchen cloths for £10 each and had a card saying he’d recently come out of prison. He often came round on a Sunday afternoon.

But, as Sam approached the door, he could tell that it wasn’t him. It looked like a much bigger person, with about ten strange heads. When he opened the door, though, it wasn’t a much bigger  person with about ten heads. It was Finn and Jake and the Ice Queen and … and a whole bunch of other characters from Adventure Time! And, weirdly, Richard the rabbit dad from The Amazing World of Gumball.
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“Oh!” said Sam, with some surprise.

“Happy birthday again, Sam!” chorused Finn and Jake and the Ice Queen from Adventure Time. And Richard the dad from The Amazing World of Gumball.

Except it wasn’t actually them. This story isn’t that magical (it’s more … everyday magical). It was all Sam’s friends from Bracket Wood, in costume: Barry and Lukas and Taj and Fred and Ellie and Morris and Isla. It was Morris who’d got it wrong and dressed as Richard.

“Oh!” said Sam again. “Come—”

He was going to say “in”. But by then everyone had already piled in, rushing past his astonished face.


CHAPTER 8

NEW KID

After the party was over, Sam realised he hadn’t properly had time, what with all the second-birthday-in-two-days activity, to play with his skateboard. So, while it was still light, he took the lift down to ground level, holding his board.

The lift at Noam Chomsky House was a massive silver (not real silver, obviously: painted silver) box. It smelt not unlike a big toilet, particularly in one corner, and when they all took the lift together Sam and Ruby would always try to push each other into that bit. And it creaked a lot. But Sam didn’t mind that. It got him to the bottom all right, and on the ground outside the tower block there were loads of concreted-over areas, some of which had humps and tunnels and ramps that made it almost like a little skate park.

The lift doors opened, and Sam got on to his board and skated out to the concrete. He sailed easily over the paved path, and then down one of the ramps into a small bowl-like section, which cut underneath the main tower. It was a touch grim in there – sometimes Sam felt that it looked like a place where one of those crime dramas that his parents watched on TV would have their final big shootout scene – but it was the best part for skateboarding. Then he stopped. Because someone was already there.

It was a kid about his own age, but a little smaller. He had cropped short hair, and dark skin, and wore a grey hoody. But these things were not important. What was important was that he was an amazing skater. Alpha flips, Ollie norths, Ollie souths, 720s, spins, tail grabs, pull-ups – he could do them all. He made the grim bowl-like area under Noam Chomsky House feel like a skate park in one of those places Sam had seen on YouTube, in America or wherever, where the sky always seemed to be blue and the wheels and helmets of the skaters dazzled in the sun.

Sam watched for a while, awestruck. Then the boy must’ve noticed him, because he flipped the board round, and skated effortlessly towards him. At which point, Sam noticed that, despite being a brilliant skater, this kid was not riding a brilliant board. It was scratched and battered, and although that did make it look kind of cool, the wheels were pitted, the grip-tape was worn out, the trucks were bent and none of the parts were from any top-level brands.
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And then, looking up from the board, Sam noticed something else. The skater wasn’t a boy. He was a girl.

“Hello!” she said.

“Hi,” said Sam. “Do you live round here?”

“Yes,” said the girl. She had a strong accent, which Sam couldn’t place, but sounded similar to the way frightened people spoke on the news in reports from countries that always seemed to be at war. Except she didn’t sound frightened. “Fifteenth floor. My family were just placed here. By the government. I don’t know how long we will be staying.”

“Oh right,” said Sam. “You’re a great skater.”

“Thanks,” she said. “Where I come from, we had to stop going to school. And we lived near a car park, but no cars ever came there any more. So just to keep me busy my father” – and here she held the board up, a little apologetically, as if knowing it wasn’t quite as flash as it should be – “he built me this board and I went to the car park every day and learnt a lot of tricks.”

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why did you stop going to school?”

“Because the school was bombed.”

“Oh …” said Sam, feeling a bit stupid, because up to that point he’d quite liked the sound of not having to go to school.

“That’s OK,” the girl said. “Hey! Who wants to go to school?”

Which made Sam laugh. But she was too busy looking down at his new present to notice. “Nice board …”

“Thanks. Do you want to have a go?” he said, holding out his shiny and sparkling new board. “Sorry … I don’t know your name …?”

“My name is Zada. And you should try out your board first. It’s your birthday, isn’t it?”

Sam stared at her. “How do you know that?”

Zada frowned. “I’m not sure. Good guess, I suppose.”

Sam considered saying, “Well, now that my birthday might be happening every day, you were on fairly safe ground with that guess,” but thought that might be a bit complicated for a girl he’d just met.

“OK,” he said instead, and kicked off. He felt a little nervous, actually, skating in front of someone who was so good. He tried a few of his more limited tricks, but as he went round the bowl, he went too fast, and ended up falling off.

Zada was really nice about it, though.

“Doesn’t matter,” she said. “Get back on! Keep going! Just move your weight more gently … yes! That is right …!”

She kept shouting encouragement, helping Sam  through the turn of the bowl, and down again. And, as night started to fall, and the streetlights started to come on around the estate, Sam relaxed into his skateboarding stride, and learnt from this new expert he’d just met.

It was one of the best parts of this, his second birthday of the year.


CHAPTER 9

THIS COULD GET COMPLICATED

As Sam tucked into his third birthday breakfast in three mornings, and saw his mum and dad smiling at him (although the smiles were rather tired – it had been a long party the day before, and his parents must have been up late wrapping all his new presents, because there was a whole new batch sitting in front of Sam on the bedclothes, all tied up with coloured ribbon), he wondered how far, basically, he could push this.

“So …” he said, washing down a delicious bit of doughnut and bacon with a gulp of lemonade, “I don’t think I fancy going to school today.”

“Oh!” said Sam’s mum. “Really?”

“Yes,” he said. “After all, it is my birthday.”

His parents glanced at each other.

“Um …” said Charlie. “Of course it is.”

“Every day is your birthday,” said Vicky. Sam looked up at her as she said this, to see if there was a hint of any undertone in her expression – sarcasm, or jokiness, or just uncertainty – but there wasn’t.

“You do normally go to school on your birthday …” Charlie continued, “if it’s a school day.”

“I know …” said Sam, “but – thanks, Mum! Thanks, Dad!” He’d unwrapped the first of today’s presents – a big electric toy car with remote control – “… I don’t think it’s fair.”

“What?” said Vicky.

“To have to go to school on my birthday.”

“Actually, I went to school on my birthday this year,” said Ruby, coming into the room. “My one birthday.”

Sam nodded. He’d noticed that whatever magic was making everyone – including Ruby – accept that his birthday was happening every day, it hadn’t stopped his sister from being quite annoyed about it.

“OK,” said Sam. “But did that feel fair?”

“… No,” said Ruby, after the tiniest second of thought.

“And also,” said Sam, “if I’m going to be having my birthday every day, I should be able to mix it up a bit. Otherwise most days are going to be the same.”

His parents looked at each other.

Vicky shrugged. “Well, I suppose I could call the school and ask if they’ll let you have the day off.”

“Is that … legal?” said Charlie.

“Not without permission from the head teacher, actually,” said Ruby. She was, as I say, quite advanced for a seven-year-old.

“OK. But I think Mr Fawcett” – that was the head teacher – “won’t mind if I tell him it’s just for this one … special … day.”

At that point Sam’s parents looked at each other again. They were both thinking the same thing: Oh. It’s not just this one special day. It’s every day. This could get complicated.
“Great!” said Sam. “And then you’d better call work, and ask them if they’ll let you have the day off …”

“This could get complicated,” said Sam’s dad.

But this birthday, at least, wasn’t that complicated. 

First a theme park, then Five Guys for lunch, then go-karting in the afternoon, then the new Pixar movie, then Byron for dinner (Sam liked burgers). It was a great day. There was a slightly difficult moment when Vicky and Charlie had a row about paying the bill at Byron, where they’d had to have a cake, as well, of course, but by the time they got home it was all forgotten. 


CHAPTER 10

THE WHOLE SCHOOL

The next day, Sam went to school. He hadn’t been sure about this – he’d thought about demanding another day off, seeing as it was, after all, his birthday – but then remembered that every day was now his birthday, and decided he couldn’t stay off school every day.

When he got to school, though, things weren’t quite as they usually were. As he arrived, he could see there was an enormous banner placed on top of the main gate. Getting closer, he saw that it said:


HAPPY
 BIRTHDAY, SAM!!



And just to make sure no one confused him with any of the other Sams at Bracket Wood Primary School it said underneath:


(Green, 6B)



Then, when Sam walked into the playground, the whole school was there! The school orchestra – actually just five children, with a violin, a guitar, two recorders and a pair of cymbals – started playing the opening chords to “Happy Birthday”! Everyone joined in: even Reception, who, like all Reception kids, didn’t really know the words or the tune, and, obviously, one of them was crying.

At the end of it, Mr Fawcett, the head teacher, came forward with an enormous cake. It also had the words “Happy birthday, Sam (Green, 6B)” on the top, and a figure with his arms in the air that looked like a man who, some time ago, had melted.

“Here you are, Sam!” he said.

“Thank you, Mr Fawcett …” said Sam, bemused. “Is that a clay model of … me?”

“Yes. It was made by that boy in Reception. The one who’s crying.” Mr Fawcett looked at the boy, and then at the clay model. “Sorry,” he said.

“It’s fine,” said Sam. “Thank you.” It did occur to Sam to ask Mr Fawcett why they hadn’t made anything like this fuss last year on the eighth of September, when he’d had to go to school on his actual birthday. But the idea of that day being his actual birthday was fading in his mind, so he forgot about it, and blew the candles out.

The whole school went, “Hooray!”

“Make a wish?” said Mr Fawcett.

“Um … no, that seems a bit pointless,” said Sam. “Seeing as my birthday’s happening every day now …”

“Oh! Yes! We don’t want to be greedy, do we? Wish-wise!” said Mr Fawcett.

Sam nodded. Then another thought occurred to him.

“Um … did you have all this ready to do yesterday …? When I didn’t come?”

Mr Fawcett looked slightly embarrassed. As did Mr Barrington, the deputy head, and Sam’s form teacher. As did the orchestra. And everyone else there.

“Yes!” shouted the crying boy. Tearfully.

“It was the oddest thing,” said Mr Fawcett. “I woke up yesterday morning with some words in my head, and those words were, ‘Happy birthday, Sam!’ And I thought, Why not make it his birthday every day?”

“So did I!” said Barry Bennett.

“And me!” said Malcolm Bailey.

“Us too,” said Fred and Ellie Stone.

“So we all got everything ready,” continued Mr Fawcett. “And again today.”

“Oh, sorry, everybody!” said Sam.

“No problem, really. After all, we’re going to be doing some sort of celebration for you every day from now on …”

“Shall I cut the cake?” asked Sam, looking around for a knife.

“Well, no,” said Mr Fawcett. “You are not – in fact, no pupils are – allowed to eat any of it. Not on school grounds. Due to new dietary rules established by Jamie Oliver.”

Sam thought for a moment. Then he said: “But … it’s my birthday!”

Mr Fawcett frowned. He glanced over at Mr Barrington, who shrugged.

“Oh, all right, then!” he said. And the whole school tucked in. With their hands. Which meant the crying boy stopped crying.


CHAPTER 11

HODGEPODGE

When Sam got to his class, Mr Barrington, who was also his form teacher, said:

“Right! OK!”

He used his usual schoolmasterly tone, but then found himself saying – almost against his will, it seemed: it was like someone else was making him say it – something not very schoolmasterly.

“So. Right. Well … because it’s Sam’s birthday again today” – he glanced at Sam, who was sitting at the front of the class – “he is going to choose what subjects we do!”

“Really?” said Sam.

“Yes,” said Mr Barrington, although he looked as surprised as everyone else about it. “Ahem. I suppose. I seem to have said so now, anyway. So. What would you like? English? Maths? History? DT?”

Sam thought about it for a moment. He was beginning to realise something about the way this worked. Something powerful.

“Silly Words!” he said.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Silly Words!” said Sam. “A lesson on which words and phrases are the silliest!”

A noise came up from the rest of the class. One that sounded like a combination of “Yes!”, “Definitely!”, “That sounds fun!” and “Let’s do that!”

Sam wasn’t sure where that idea had come from, although if he had to pin it down it was probably something to do with Grandpa Sam and his funny swearing.

“No, no. I meant … you know … the usual subjects …” said Mr Barrington.

Sam raised his eyebrows and said what he was now starting to realise were the magic words.

“But, sir: it’s my birthday.”

“Bottom!” said Morris. For the fifth time.

“I’ve told you, Morris, we’re not allowing rude words.”

“Bottom isn’t a rude word, Mr Barrington!” said Fred.

“Well, it can be …”

Mr Barrington held his magic marker up to the whiteboard. The way the lesson worked was this: members of 6B put their hands up, said a silly word and, if the general response was that the word was silly enough, Mr Barrington wrote it down on the board. In no particular order, although there was a sense that at the end of the lesson there would be a vote on the silliest. Word, that is.

So far, written up, were the words:

stickleback

portion

muckle

knickers (just got under the rude bar, apparently)

ballyhoo

stinky

nosehole

flappy

blubber

hodgepodge

shrub

“Lukas?” said Mr Barrington, in response to a hand going up.

“Fart?”

“Definitely rude,” said Mr Barrington. “Ellie?”

“Puddleduck?”

“Hmm. That’s a name.”

“Of a duck, sir.”

“Yes. But still. A name. A surname, in fact. Are we allowed proper nouns, Sam?”

“Sir,” said Sam, “it’s your lesson. I just suggested the topic …”

Mr Barrington considered for a moment. A part of him seemed pleased that, at least, in amongst all the silly wordage, there had been a moment of grammar.

“I think … not,” he said. “Any more for any more?”

“BOTTOM!”

“That’s it, Morris! Detention!”




CHAPTER 12

A PACKET OF WERTHER’S ORIGINALS, SOME SHOELACES AND A JAR OF DURAGLIT

A few days later, Sam was walking home with Ruby, who was at the same school, in Year Three.

“So … you’re enjoying it?” said Ruby. “Y’know. Having your birthday every day …?”

“Of course!”

Sam thought this was a weird question. He’d told Ruby about the Silly Words lesson. Today, they’d done a whole class on Who Can Blow The Loudest Raspberry (strangely enough, Mr Barrington, as it turned out). And then a final session on the Stupidest Food (a tie between Cheese Bananas and Cat-food Crumble).

“It’s not getting at all … boring …?”

“No!” said Sam.

“Because when we get home Mum and Dad will have made a cake and party food and stuff. And they’ll have organised some treat, like they did yesterday and the day before … What did they do again …?”

“Oh! It was great!” said Sam. “They …” He paused. “We …”

That was weird. He couldn’t remember.

“… had pizza!” he said. “We went out and had pizza, and then we went to the late-night showing at the Planetarium. It was fun!”

Ruby shook her head. “No, actually, Sam. That was three days ago. Yesterday we went to the zoo!”

She gave him a look as she said it. A look Sam didn’t like one bit.

“What are you saying?” said Sam.

“Nothing,” said Ruby.

“You are. You’re trying to spoil everything. Which is a horrible thing to do … on my birthday!”

Ruby nodded, and seemed to sigh. “OK. Sorry!” she said, and skipped off ahead.

Despite Sam’s refusal to think about what Ruby was saying – he knew it was something troubling, but he couldn’t quite say what it was – he did make an unusual decision as he walked home behind his skipping sister. Which was, a few minutes later, not to go straight home. He suggested to Ruby, because it was on their way home, that instead they should pop in to where their grandparents lived.

His grandparents lived in a place called Abbey Court, which was a building that provided something called “sheltered accommodation”. This meant that it was a place where old people could live and have some help, but not actually an old-age home. It wasn’t, to be honest, somewhere that Sam usually wanted to go, but – apart from wanting to make it clear to Ruby that she wasn’t always the good one – something about what she’d said had made him not want to rush home and get the cake and the party food and the treat straight away, like he normally would. Something about it had made him want to put off the next birthday moment for a little while.

Plus, perhaps Grandpa Sam would say some of his funny swearwords.

They went in through the front gate, and up to the lobby with ABBEY COURT written on it. As Sam opened one of the glass doors, he thought again about how strange it was that he wanted to put off going home and having more birthday-time, more birthday-ness. He thought that was very odd. He also thought it was odd that it was so dark in the lobby. It was normally quite brightly lit.

Then, suddenly, the lights went on! To reveal Sam’s grandparents and everyone else who lived at Abbey Court standing there in party hats, blowing party horns. Grandma Glenda and Grandma Poppy were holding a cake between them. It had a model of Abbey Court on it, including the sign – SHELTERED ACCOMMODATION – in green icing. They were holding it in a slightly uncomfortable diagonal way, as Poppy was a lot taller than Glenda. The model of Abbey Court was, in fact, sliding dangerously towards Glenda.
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“Happy birthday, Sam!” said the residents of Abbey Court. Not entirely together, as some of them got his name wrong – one said Sammy, another Samantha and one, Dick – but it was still an amazing thing to see.

And then, even more amazing: each resident of Abbey Court came up to Sam with individually wrapped presents. Some of these wouldn’t, it has to be said, have been on any of Sam’s birthday lists – a packet of Werther’s Originals, some shoelaces, a jar of polish called Duraglit and something else that turned out to be a case for false teeth – but he said, “Thank you!” as he unwrapped every one.

Each of the residents said, “It’s a pleasure!” and, “Don’t worry about sending a thank-you card!” before wandering back into the main building.

“But …” said Sam, “but … how did you know I was coming?”

“I’m not sure!” said Grandpa Mike. “It was you, wasn’t it, Glenda? You said Sam would probably pop in today! Didn’t you?”

“Oh, typical!” said Grandma Poppy. “It had to be your side of the family that knew! Of course!”

“Don’t be so stupid!” said Grandma Glenda. “Why shouldn’t it be?”

“Yes!” said Grandpa Mike. “After all, it wasn’t gonna be Grandpa Sam, was it? ’E wouldn’t have known. Because ’e doesn’t know anythin’ any more!”

Sam frowned. It was at that point that he realised that Grandpa Sam hadn’t been there. At all. During the whole party. And he still wasn’t there now. Where was he?

“Grandpa Mike! Grandma Glenda! Grandma Poppy!”

They all stopped and looked round. It was Ruby who had spoken.

“Remember: it’s Sam’s birthday. Isn’t it?”

“Oh yes.”

“Oh yes.”

“Oh yes,” the three of them said. And then they looked at each other and did a very bad attempt at smiling. At each other.

Sam looked at them. “Um …” he said. “Where’s Grandpa Sam?”

They all turned to each other. Grandma Poppy frowned. “I don’t know,” she said. “He was here at lunch …”

“Oh no,” said Grandpa Mike. “The old codger’s done a runner.”


CHAPTER 13

IT ALWAYS JUST POINTS STRAIGHT BACK AT ME

But at that moment the doors of the lobby opened again.

“By the beard of Drayton Park! Noam Billybags! What the pluperfect naughty aches are you lot all doing down here?”

It was Grandpa Sam, coming through the door, led by Carmel, a nice lady who worked at Abbey Court.

“Found him by the bus stop! Said he was going to the countryside for the weekend!” she said, laughing.

“I don’t get out enough at this place,” said Grandpa Sam. “I like being outside. I used to be in the Boy Scouts, y’know!”

“I know, Grandpa,” said Sam. “You told me all about it once. About the knots and the uniform and the tents and learning Morse code and everything!”

“Sam!” he said. “How raspberringly mordacious it is to see you!”

And opened his arms. Sam ran in and gave him a hug.

“I see you’re wearing that watch I gave you!”

This was true. When Sam had set out for school that morning, he’d put on the old watch, for the first time, in fact, since he’d got it. Perhaps subconsciously, he’d already been planning to pop in to Abbey Court and see his grandpa – who he knew would be pleased he was wearing it.

“Keeps fabulous time, that one! It was my dad’s!”

“Was it?” said Sam.

“Oh yes.”

Sam looked at the watch with new eyes. It was nice, in an old-stuff kind of way. The strap was all brown and leathery – a bit like Grandpa Sam’s skin, although not quite as pockmarked – and the face of the watch was gold and white. He could see that even though it was old, Grandpa Sam was right that it worked: the second hand was gliding smoothly round the numbers with no sign of hesitation.

He decided he might wear it every day, after all.

“Hey!” said Grandpa Sam, spotting Glenda and Poppy, still holding the cake. The model of Abbey Court had now slid on to Glenda’s hands. She was of course refusing to lick off the icing. “What a shambozlingly terrible idea for a cake! What’s going on?”

“It’s Sam’s birthday, you silly old fool!” said Grandpa Mike.

“Is it?”

Sam nodded.

“But Sam’s birthday is the eighth of September. Is today the eighth of September?”

There was a pause while everyone frowned.

“Well …” said Sam, “no … but …”

“I don’t remember much,” said Grandpa Sam, rubbing Sam’s hair. “But I always remember that, don’t I? Eighth of September: Sam’s birthday! I was the first person to visit him in hospital, you know.”

“Yeah, yeah,” said Grandpa Mike. “And you never let us forget it neither.”

“But he has forgotten …” whispered Grandma Glenda, bending down towards Sam’s ear. “About your birthday being every day now. Never mind. We all know.”

“Oh well. If we are all giving you more presents, here!” said Grandpa Sam. “Have this too!”

He rummaged in
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