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‘A funny and heartfelt preteen drama with a cunning twist. Stewart Foster is a grandmaster’

Ross Welford, author of The 1,000-year-old Boy

‘So many children will relate to Felix in this marvellous story that crosses generations, deftly weaving history, modern life and chess. Check Mates is sure to warm your heart’

Vashti Hardy, author of Brightstorm

‘An inspirational underdog story and a chilling Cold War mystery! A winning combination’

David Solomons, author of My Brother is a Superhero

‘A story to open minds; finding passion, ambition and redemption. A story of loyalty and friendship that will totally steal your heart. Fantastic’

Jo Cotterill, author of A Library of Lemons

‘A touching underdog story, featuring a protagonist with ADHD’

The Bookseller
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For Dad
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The Staring at the Wall Club

I stare at the wall. It’s as wide as my cubicle and stretches up to the ceiling. A white blank space full of nothing. Mrs Ewens says it’s supposed to help me think about what I’ve done, the effect it has on the class, the effect it has on me. But staring at the wall doesn’t feel like it helps me. It feels like punishment.

All I did was ask Mr Fields if he was wearing a wig.

My class laughed, but he didn’t think it was funny. What did him wearing a wig have to do with geography?

‘Nothing,’ I said.

‘Yes, nothing, Felix. So get on with your work.’

But I couldn’t concentrate. Jake, my best friend, was sitting next to me laughing and that made me worse.

‘Sir, do you like crumpets?’ I asked. I don’t know why it was crumpets; it could have been anything – last week it was beetles, orange peel, fishing nets, but this morning it was the word ‘crumpet’ that randomly jumped into my head and out of my mouth.

‘What?’ Mr Fields looked as confused as the kids in my class.

‘Do you like crumpets? I don’t. They’re full of holes like they’ve been eaten by worms.’

That’s when Mr Fields snapped. That’s when he said, ‘Felix, out!’

So that’s how I got to talk to Mrs Ewens.

That’s how I ended up here in the Staring at the Wall Club again.

*
It’s actually called the Isolation Room, but we call it the Staring at the Wall Club, because that’s what we do – stare at the wall. It’s my second time this week, the ninth time this month. It’s not because I do anything really bad, it’s just that I can’t concentrate or keep still. Apparently it’s called ADHD – attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, which my mum and dad say is a complicated way of saying I’ve got ants in my pants. All I know is that I can’t help it, but it does mean I get sent to stare at the wall a lot. But not as often as James King in Year Nine. He tells me he gets sent here every day. He’s sitting the other side of the partition wall right now, tapping his foot against his chair leg. And there are four other kids here – two boys from Year Eight, two girls from Year Nine. We don’t talk to each other, but sometimes we smile or nod like we’re members of a secret club. But most of the time we sit in our cubicles and stare at the white wall, thinking about the things we’ve done, except all I can think of is going home with Jake to fight the cavalry.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

‘James, I think we’ve had enough of that!’

Tap. Tap. Tap.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

‘James.’ Mrs Ewens looks over the top of her computer. ‘Can you stop it?’

‘But, miss, I’ve been here for ages.’

‘And whose fault is that?’

‘Mine.’ James King sighs.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

I stare at the wall.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

‘Hey, you!’ James King whispers like we’re in prison. I ignore him. He’s always in here because he’s been fighting, or has sworn at a teacher. I’m only in here because of crumpets. I try to concentrate but I can’t stop getting carried away by my imagination or the tiniest thing that grabs my attention, like cars going by outside and a spider crawling down the wall, along the floor. I slide my shoe across the carpet tile. The spider crawls up the toe of my shoe, over my laces.

‘Oi!’

‘What?’ I jump out of my thoughts as James King pokes his head round the edge of the partition. I don’t want to talk to him and get in more trouble, but Jake says the worst thing you can do is ignore James King because he’ll think you’re scared of him.

‘What?’ I whisper back.

‘Did you get sent to Mr Mclugash?’ James King talks like he’s my friend but he never says my name.

‘No,’ I whisper back.

‘I did,’ he boasts. ‘Says he’s going to expel me if I do it again. What did you do?’

‘Nothing much. Just couldn’t sit still.’

He pulls a face like that’s no big deal then says, ‘You’re the kid with the weird granddad, right?’

‘You say this every time we’re in here,’ I sigh.

‘I know I do – that’s because he is weird.’

‘You don’t know him.’

‘Don’t have to,’ James King says. ‘But picking you up every day in a pink car is weird.’

‘He’s just my granddad,’ I say.

‘James, move along, away from Felix.’

‘Get him to move.’

‘No,’ says Mrs Ewens. ‘I asked you.’

James King huffs, then picks up his bag and moves.

It’s only a few seconds before he starts tapping again.

I stare at the wall, and try to block him out. Some kids do homework in here, some read books. Jake said he fell asleep once, but I just stare at the wall to make time go quicker, to forget where I am. If I stare long enough, I see colours and shapes and they merge together and it’s like I’m watching a film – my house, Jake’s house, my granddad’s house, around the edge of a grass square. And in the middle of the square is my and Jake’s tree.

In the winter we’re soldiers crawling across the grass on our bellies with guns, talking on a two-way radio, and when the coast is clear we fix our bayonets and run through the snow. In the summer we load cannons and fire them at the horizon where the enemy are camped. Sometimes I get grazed by a bullet; sometimes they hit me full on, right between my ribs. I can still feel the stabbing pain in my heart, and if I lift up my shirt I can run my fingers over the ridge in my skin where the scab fell off.

Me and Jake take everyone on. It doesn’t matter who they are or what country they come from, it’s any soldier who dares to come near us and threaten our tree. I imagine I’m there now and I can see them advancing through my binoculars. There’s a sniper on top of Mrs Flower’s roof, sweeping around the square, over the parked cars at the front doors of our houses. He keeps sweeping, sweeping, until he suddenly stops dead in line with our tree. I need to stop him. I need to . . .

I pick up my rifle and rest the butt against my shoulder.

Snap!

The sniper locks right onto me and I’m locked onto him. We’re two eyes at the opposite ends of a giant telescope.

‘Don’t shoot!’ he whispers.

‘Don’t shoot!’ I whisper back.

Click.

He’s pulled his trigger.

Click.

I’ve pulled mine.

I duck as a bullet whizzes past my ear.

Ha. Got you! The sniper’s head explodes like a giant tomato.

‘Felix! Felix!’ Someone taps me on my shoulder.

I jump and turn around. Mrs Ewens is looking at me weird.

‘Yes, miss . . . I was just . . .’ My brain scrambles back to this world.

Mrs Ewens taps the table.

‘Felix,’ she says. ‘Your granddad is here.’
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The Pink Car

James King says a lot of things – some of them are funny, most of them are nasty. Luckily, because he’s two years above me, I don’t get to hear everything he says, but unfortunately for me the things he says about my granddad are true. No, he’s not weird, but he really has got a pink car and he’s just picked me up from school in it. My grandma used to pick me up from primary school, but when she got ill, Granddad took over, and he kept going even after she died. I thought he would stop this year when I got to secondary, but he kept turning up. I told Mum that it was embarrassing, but she said it gives Granddad something to do, a routine and company. I go to his house for tea each evening too, but that’s only temporary while Mum does double shifts at work. I think Granddad does enjoy picking me up, but not when I get sent home early, because he misses his favourite programmes on TV.

‘You must concentrate, Felix!’ he shouts over the crashing of the gears. ‘You can’t be getting sent home from school all the time!’

‘It’s not all the time, Granddad,’ I say. ‘It’s only twice this week.’

‘And that’s twice too many!’ Granddad looks at me sternly. ‘Maybe they should think of tying you to a chair.’

‘Bit drastic, Granddad,’ I say brightly, trying to cheer him up.

Granddad shakes his head slowly then looks ahead at the road.

I hug my bag as he drives on. I do love my granddad loads, but I wish he didn’t have a pink car. People can see it for miles. Even Jake says it looks like an ice-cream van. Granddad doesn’t even like pink. Sometimes I wonder if he bought it because he’s so short-sighted, but I know he got it because it was my grandma’s favourite colour. One day I woke up, looked out of my bedroom window and saw it parked across the square outside their house. Grandma loved it and drove it everywhere – to the shops, to the bowls club, to rumba classes, to the cinema when she took me there for a treat once a month. After she died, Granddad put an advert in the local paper and a for sale sticker in the back window of the car. But nobody telephoned him and the only people who stopped by were those that stopped to let their dogs pee on the wheels. But I don’t think he wanted to sell the car anyway, because after four days he took the sticker down and sold his blue Ford Fiesta instead.

Granddad winces as he pushes the gearstick again.

‘Should have bought an automatic!’ he says. He seems to be getting louder and madder the closer we get to home. I think maybe he’s had a bad day with his diabetes. When his sugar levels go weird it makes him short-tempered, or maybe he really is getting fed up with picking me up early. Maybe he’s getting bored of picking me up full stop. I don’t like it when he looks tired and he looks tired a lot since Grandma died. I told him once that he didn’t have to, that I would walk home with Jake. He said he’d promised, but I’m not sure if he meant he’d promised Grandma or me.

As we drive past the shops I think about what I can do for the rest of the afternoon. I don’t like being sent home because it makes the teachers annoyed with me and Mum and Dad mad. But it did get me out of double English and Romeo and Juliet! I’ll have to catch up, but it’s hard when I’m already behind. Last term I tried to catch up in the holidays, but it’s like starting a race after the starter gun has gone. All I want to do now is go up the tree and wait for Jake to come home. Or I could just play Angry Birds, but Granddad took my phone off me yesterday evening when he discovered me playing it behind my maths book.

I glance across at him. We’re now past the chip shop and his grumpiness is making me nervous. It gets even worse when we’re stuck in traffic at the lights. I wish the school hadn’t bothered him. If only I’d sat still and not said anything about a wig.

‘Granddad,’ I say cautiously. ‘Have I made you miss the snooker on TV?’

He stares at the lights.

‘Granddad.’ I lean forward to get his attention. ‘I’m sorry I made you miss the snooker.’

‘What’s that?’ Granddad blinks like I’ve just woken him up.

‘I said, I’m sorry if you missed the snooker.’

‘Ha!’ He shakes his head. ‘I am not caring about snoooka! I just care about the things going on in there!’ He takes his hand off the steering wheel and raps his knuckles on my head. ‘Now, let’s get back to base.’

He knocks my head again. Grandma used to tell him not to do it. He’d tell her he was only messing. He is, but he doesn’t know how much it hurts.

I rub the spot as tears well in my eyes.

I love my granddad and I think he loves me, but sometimes it’s hard to tell.


[image: image]

Teatime in Germany

It’s not just my granddad’s car that is pink; lots of other things in his house are pink too. All the walls are pink, and the bathroom carpet is as bright as a flamingo. The cake mixer is light pink, so is the toilet roll and so is the flowery duvet on their bed. Mum says it’s like Grandma has gone but there are still pieces of her everywhere; even her pink raincoat hangs on the coat hook next to Granddad’s hat. The only room that isn’t pink is the sitting room, where the curtains are always pulled over, making it as dark as a cinema. Mum is always asking Granddad to open them – wouldn’t he be happier if he let the light in? But Granddad just barks that he prefers them closed. So that’s where me and Granddad sit and eat our tea every evening, in the dark, while he watches the German news on TV.

‘Do you want more bread?’ he asks.

‘No thank you,’ I reply.

‘But I am thinking you must eat something.’

‘I’m full up, Granddad,’ I say.

‘Just another sausage.’

I sigh as Granddad slides another sausage onto my plate. Grandma used to bake fruit cake and cook shepherd’s pie and fry the best chips ever. Now all Granddad seems to eat is tinned sausages and tinned beans and packets of ham and bread from Lidl and Tesco.

I don’t like sausages, but luckily Samson, Granddad’s ginger cat, loves them. I squeak him over, listen for the clink of Granddad washing the plates in the sink, then I break the sausage into three pieces and feed it to Samson, who gobbles it up.

‘Have you homework?’

I jump as Granddad walks back in.

‘Yes, Granddad,’ I say, trying not to look guilty.

‘Then I am thinking you should get on with it.’ He nods at my bag beside me on the table.

I sigh. I wish I’d tried harder and stayed at school. All my work would be done and I could be watching TV or talking to Mum and Dad – if they were in. They’ve been working stacks since Dad’s plumbing business went bust last year. Mum says we need the money, and I know we do, but I’d like to see them too.

I slide the bag towards me and get my books out.

‘Did you want more light?’ asks Granddad.

‘No, I’m okay,’ I lie.

It doesn’t matter if the room was lit by football lights, I still won’t be able to concentrate long enough to read what’s on the page. Mum and Dad are right when they say I’ve got ants in my pants. I’ve always been that way, but since last year it’s like I’ve got a colony of them crawling all over my body and niggling at my brain. I must concentrate, but the harder I try, the worse it gets. At primary school I used to get extra help from Mrs Lowes – she helped everyone in my class, so nobody really noticed. But at secondary school it’s different; I didn’t get help at all in the first term. After Christmas, Mrs Hudson, the support assistant, thought it would be a good idea to sit with me in maths and English, but it felt like everyone was staring at me, which made concentrating even harder. I told her I didn’t need her help. All I wanted to do was get rid of her, because having her sitting beside me was more embarrassing than going to town with your mum. So now I just have ‘catch-up’ lessons instead.

I open my maths book as Granddad sits in his chair and flicks through the TV channels – Das Erste, Bayerischer Rundfunk, ZDFneo, RTL. There are pictures of floods in Bremen, people marching down the street in Munich, and bolts of lightning flashing across the sky and hitting the TV tower in Hamburg. Then the picture switches to a reporter talking outside the parliament building in Berlin. I see it every day of the week because Granddad has a satellite dish that beams all the German TV channels into his sitting room. He can get English channels too, but mostly he just watches the German news. He says it’s one way he keeps in touch with Germany. The only other way is when he goes to meet his friends at the German Friendship Group every Tuesday. He took me once when I was little and I thought it was scary because it was full of strangers talking in a language I didn’t understand. Grandma said I came home crying, but I don’t remember that bit.

Back on the TV, the picture changes back to the floods with people being rescued from their houses by firemen in yellow dinghies. Then the picture flicks to people gathered in a hall with blankets around their shoulders. It’s like . . . It’s like Noah and . . .

‘How big was the ark, Granddad?’

‘What?’ Granddad turns round.

‘Noah’s ark, Granddad,’ I say. ‘Was it as big as an ocean liner? Or bigger . . . like an aircraft carrier?’

Granddad shakes his head. ‘Felix,’ he says. ‘Sometimes you are really confusing me.’

‘I know, Granddad, but just say how big you think it might have been. Would have to be massive to get two of every animal on.’

‘Felix, I am watching the news. This is serious – people are in trouble.’

‘I know, I’m only asking.’

Granddad turns back to the TV. I think of asking him again, but he seems very worried about what is happening in Germany. I’d like to chat to him about it, but he hardly ever talks to me about his country. I think that’s a bit strange. I don’t know where he lived or worked. I don’t even know the city where he was born. The only time he talks about growing up is when he tells me how he met Grandma at a dance at Bühlers Balhaus, a famous dance hall in Berlin. Then his eyes light up like a disco ball. He says he noticed her because she was wearing a pink flowery dress, but most of all he remembers she was sitting on her own reading The Little Prince in the corner of the room. There is nothing before. My dad says that’s just Granddad being Granddad and no one can change him, but I find it weird that Granddad’s life only seemed to start when he was eighteen.

I rest my head on my hand and look around the room. It’s so dark and quiet that all I can hear is the sound of my breath and the ticking of the clocks. There are clocks everywhere. There’s a big wooden one on the mantelpiece, and another on the sideboard, and another on the shelf by the door, and there’s a giant grandfather clock with a pendulum, which knock-knock-knocks in the hall. It’s another hour until Jake is back. Maybe I could just go home and watch The Amazing Spider-Man, or play Fortnite on my PS4. No. I have to try. I need to work or otherwise he’ll tell Mum and Dad when they get back. They’ll get annoyed, but they’ll be even madder once they find out I’ve been sent home early again. Mum said I was running out of chances – and that was two weeks ago.

Granddad turns the TV off and picks up his giant chess book. It’s the thickest book I’ve ever seen, even thicker than the Bible, and Granddad seems to read a page of it every day.

I shuffle along the table so I can catch the tiny bit of sunlight shining through a gap in the curtains. My maths book is full of my scrawly blue ink, and in the margins Mr Andrews’s scrawly red. Every page seems to have more of his ink than mine. I blow out my cheeks. In the corner of my eye I see Granddad peering at me over the top of his book.

‘You okay?’ Like he’s telling me I am, not asking me a question.

‘Yes, Granddad,’ I nod.

He looks back at his book. He doesn’t understand how I feel, like everyone else.

I open my exercise book to page sixty-three.

Simultaneous equations.

Complicated equations.

Too-hard-for-me-to-do equations.

The Amazing Spider-Man?

Fortnite?

Angry Birds on my phone?

I shake them all out of my head. I have to concentrate, all my teachers say it. I must concentrate. I must sit still. But I can’t. Last week in cookery, Mrs Lennon said I’m so easily distracted I’d follow a bee out of the window.

I push the maths books aside and switch to history.

Question 1: Imagine you are a suffragette. Write an account of what it would be like if people did not have the right to vote. What would it feel like not to be heard or have a voice? What actions would you take so that people took notice of your opinion?

I wonder what’s for tea?

Oh. I already had it.

Imagine you are a suffragette . . .

Granddad turns the TV up louder.

It’s still raining in Germany. The floods are getting worse.

Imagine you are a suffragette . . .

I hear a faint tinkle of a bell and look up. Samson slinks through the hall.

‘Would you like me to feed Samson, Granddad?’ I say this like it’s the most exciting thing I could do.

‘No.’ Granddad shakes his head. ‘I think you should work.’

I sigh. It never used to be boring like this when Grandma was alive. I glance at the picture of her smiling face on the mantelpiece and imagine her voice when she used to sing along to the radio in the kitchen in the mornings and her hugging me every time I walked through the door, even if I’d only gone to the shops for bread. I’d go to give her the change and she’d press the coins into my palm, telling me to save them for a rainy day or spend it on sweets, spend it on one of those computer game things, spend it on anything you like. But since she’s been gone it’s like it’s raining all the time, like the closed curtains have drained all the colour and her laughter from the house. All that’s left is her pink car, German TV and the tick-tick-ticking clocks. She didn’t look like my grandma when she was ill, not even in her pink dressing gown. But she still smelled of roses and told me stories about when I was born, when I was growing up, how she and Grandma used to dress me in a furry zip-up suit that made me look like a seal and then take me for a walk in the park.

Granddad doesn’t talk about things like that. All he does is talk about the news or the weather, or spend his time cutting the garden hedge or mending the hinges on doors.

Imagine you are a suffragette . . .

Imagine . . .

Imagine . . .

Imagine the person you loved loads isn’t around any more.
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Writing for Dummies

‘Felix,’ says Mrs Hudson with a concerned look on her face. ‘Where’s your coloured overlay?’

‘I forgot it.’

‘But you’re always forgetting it.’

‘And I forgot my lunch,’ I say.

Mrs Hudson shakes her head. ‘Have you done like I said – put notes on your bedroom door and on the fridge?’

‘Yes, but I forget to look at them too.’

Mrs Hudson sighs. ‘Use this one,’ she says, sliding a yellow overlay across the desk.

‘It doesn’t work.’ I slide the overlay back to her.

‘It might help,’ says Mrs Hudson.

‘It doesn’t,’ I say. ‘I’m not dyslexic.’

‘No.’ Mrs Hudson pushes the overlay back to me. ‘But you are behind in English.’

She’s got me there. I didn’t do any work at Granddad’s and I didn’t get to do any when I got home because Mum was giving me earache about getting sent to the Isolation Room. She went on and on, things like, ‘Can’t you just be quiet and sit still . . . you won’t learn anything from staring at a wall . . . was it Jake’s doing . . . ? is he a bad influence . . . ? because if he is I will go down the school . . .’ I told her it was nothing to do with Jake, it was just me. She just shook her head and went downstairs and said she’d talk to Dad when he came home, but luckily for me I was asleep when he did. Or at least I pretended I was when I heard his van pull up outside.

Mrs Hudson tells us to open our books. As I skim through the pages I glance at the others in the student support group – Michael, Ross and Laura all have yellow overlays in front of them to help them read. They never forget their overlays, but then neither did I. I left it behind on purpose, because I’m not like them. I can read okay, it’s just I can’t concentrate. People try to help and I know that they and Mum and Dad care. I’ve had loads of tests – a reading test, a reasoning test, a hearing test. One time Mum even took me to get my eyes tested at Specsavers. I had to rest my chin on a piece of plastic and look through mini binoculars and read letters through the lenses. The person doing the test said I had perfect twenty-twenty vision, so the next month they sent me for a hearing test instead. But there’s nothing wrong with my ears or my eyes. I can hear dogs barking in the park from my bedroom window and I can see that fly landing on Mrs Hudson’s book from here.

‘So,’ she says, brushing the fly away. ‘Laura, if you read the first page, then Ross can take over.’

I look down at my book and follow the words as Laura reads slowly. We are all behind in our work but for different reasons. Michael gets stuck on words with silent letters like the C in muscle and scent. Ross can read okay in his head but stutters when he reads out aloud, and Laura gets stuck on words with three or more syllables, which makes her sound like a broken-down robot, like she does now . . .

‘Tran . . . Tran . . . Tran . . .’ She looks up from her book.

‘Break it down into parts.’ Mrs Hudson leans over and places her finger on Laura’s book. ‘Tran . . .’

‘Tran . . . Tran . . . Tran-sit-on. Transiton!’ Laura smiles.

I glance at Ross and Michael, but their heads are down, looking at their books. They used to laugh at each other’s mistakes and sometimes they are funny, like when Ross reads ‘limp noodles’ instead of ‘lymph nodes’, but now they just keep reading, staying serious, like they really want to get better at it. And so do I, it’s just that I can’t sit still long enough to do it.

‘Transition,’ says Laura.

‘Do you watch Transformers?’

‘What?’ Mrs Hudson looks at me, startled. ‘Felix, where did that come from?’

‘No idea.’ I shrug. ‘But do you watch them – Transformers? You know, the robots that turn into cars and machines.’

‘We all know what they are.’ Mrs Hudson looks around the table. ‘But, Felix, we all need to concentrate on this.’

‘It’s good.’ I lift up my fists and bring them together. ‘They all smash into each other like this and—’

‘Felix!’ snaps Mrs Hudson. ‘We need to concentrate.’

‘Sorry.’ I sit back in my seat. ‘I was only saying.’

Mrs Hudson takes a deep breath, then says, ‘Well done, Laura, now, Michael, you take over from there.’

Michael starts reading, but he immediately gets stuck.

‘Invis . . . Invis . . .’

‘Keep trying,’ says Mrs Hudson.

‘Invisible,’ says Michael, reading on.

I try to follow the words, but it’s hard when Optimus Prime, Bumblebee and Megatron are now smashing into each other inside my head. There’s metal grating, grinding, sparks flying everywhere. Optimus Prime turns into a sports car, Megatron into a massive truck, Bumblebee into a helicopter, and they chase each other along streets between giant cranes and skyscrapers. Crash! Bang! Smash! Shards of glass fly through the air between the helicopter’s rotor blades. Optimus Prime changes into a—

‘Felix?’

‘Tank,’ I say, without thinking.

‘What?’ Mrs Hudson narrows her brow. Michael, Ross and Laura are looking at me like I just walked off an alien spacecraft.

‘Oh! Nothing.’

Mrs Hudson shakes her head. ‘Felix, it’s a pity you can’t use your imagination in your writing.’ She looks at me for a long time, like the longer she looks, the more chance her words will go into my head. I shrug and look at the ground. It’s pointless worrying about something that can’t happen.

‘Okay,’ Mrs Hudson says eventually. ‘You can go now. That’s us done for this week.’

We all pack our books in our bags and I follow Laura towards the door until Mrs Hudson says, ‘No, Felix, not you. I’d like a quick word.’

‘But I’ve got cookery,’ I say.

‘I know. But I wanted a word about what happened yesterday with Mr Fields in geography.

I smile.

‘It’s not funny,’ says Mrs Hudson, catching up with me. ‘You can’t just shout out random things – you might think it’s humorous, but you’re affecting the rest of the group.’

‘I’m not laughing at that, and I don’t mean to get into trouble, it’s just geography – Mr Fields. See?’

‘You’re avoiding the issue.’

‘Am I?’ I say brightly, trying to make the situation less serious. ‘Sorry, I won’t do it again.’

‘But you said that last week, and the week before that.’

‘I know, but I mean it this time.’

‘Do you?’

‘Yes,’ I say with my serious look. People think I don’t care, but I do, it’s just I can’t help what I say or the funny expression they say I have on my face.

Mrs Hudson looks at me for a long time, like she’s wondering if I mean it, then she says quietly, ‘Felix, is there anything in particular that’s bothering you? I know you have trouble concentrating, but some of your teachers tell me your behaviour has been getting worse lately. Like just now.’

I shrug.

‘So is there anything?’

‘Nope.’

‘Are you sure? Do you think it would help if we sat down and had a chat with your mum and dad? What do you think?’

I think they are too stressed. I think they can’t afford to take time off work.

‘I’m okay,’ I say. ‘I’ll just try harder.’

‘Promise?’

‘Yes. So can I go now?’

Mrs Hudson smiles wearily as she takes her hand off the door frame. ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘You can go now.’

I walk out into the corridor. Everyone seems to think there’s something wrong. I don’t know if there is, but I do know I’m getting into more trouble. Just like Mum said last night. I went up to my room to get away from her, but she still went on, saying that if I don’t behave I’ll end up having to work long hours packing at the factory like she does, or have to stay on an extra year to pass my exams. She started to say something else about Dad, but I didn’t hear because I closed the door.

*
When I get to cookery class, everyone has their heads down kneading dough on the benches. I look around for Jake, but he’s already paired up with Rebecca, which is weird because he doesn’t really like her.

‘Ah, Felix!’ Mrs Lennon turns round from an oven. ‘You’re too late to start, so just join a pair.’

‘Over here, Felix.’ Jake waves his floured hands at me like a clown. Rebecca shakes her head, like she thinks Jake’s an idiot.

I drop my bag by the door and walk over to them.

‘Where have you been?’ Jake asks.

‘Nowhere.’ I shrug.

‘Reading for dummies?’

‘Don’t call it that,’ I say.

‘Writing for dummies then.’ Jake grins. He’s my best friend, but best friends can be annoying sometimes.

‘Don’t listen to him, Felix,’ says Rebecca. ‘Just check the instructions and turn the oven on.’

Rebecca is always on my side, trying to keep me calm. She’s one of the brainiest in the class and was my best friend in primary school. She used to come round my house lots, but her mum and mine fell out, so she doesn’t any more. She still is a best friend, but not as best as Jake now.

I look at the oven temperature on the recipe: ‘Temp 210 for 35 min’.

I walk over to the oven.

Jake’s mixing flour with his hands, like he’s forgotten what he just said. Writing for dummies. Reading for dummies. I was doing both, but everyone doesn’t have to know about it. I can read. And there’s nothing else wrong.

I bend down and turn the oven dial. The smell of gas stings my nose, reminds me of making bread with Grandma. When I’d sit on the kitchen floor and watch the bread rise through the glass and start to daydream of catching a train or a plane. And Grandma would join in and somehow we’d always end up in Nova Scotia, where neither of us had ever been, but it was always there because Grandma liked the name. And because it’s got coloured wooden houses – most of them are blue or red, but she remembered seeing a picture of a pink one in a magazine.

Was it two hundred and ten or two hundred and fifty? Thirty-five minutes or forty-five?

Two hundred and fifty?

Yes. Two hundred and fifty.

I set the dial.

Behind me I can hear Jake and Rebecca talking, something about the mix being too thick, but all I can think of is wishing I could go to Nova Scotia with Grandma again.

*
‘It’s okay, Felix,’ says Jake. ‘Maybe we just feed them to the birds.’

‘No, better not do that,’ says Rebecca.

‘No, don’t want to kill them.’ Jake laughs.

Rebecca puts her hand over her mouth, trying to stop herself doing the same, but I can see the water in her eyes and the creases in her cheeks. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says, ‘but they are as hard as bullets.’

‘It’s okay,’ I say. ‘I meant to do it. Something had to get us out of that lesson early.’

‘Yeah,’ says Jake. ‘But setting off the fire alarm?’

I laugh even though I know I shouldn’t as we walk out of the school gates.

‘Maybe I could cut the tops off,’ says Rebecca, looking down at the burnt rolls in her container.

‘You’re joking,’ says Jake. ‘A shark couldn’t bite through those.’

We laugh again, but all the time I’m wishing Rebecca had thrown them in the bin. She said she couldn’t because her mum told her it’s bad to waste food, but I really wish she had. I’m making out that I meant to do it, that it was a joke, but all the bread rolls do is remind me that I was daydreaming about making bread with Grandma when I should have been checking the oven.

We reach the zebra crossing. Rebecca looks down at her container again.

‘Tell your mum I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I’ll pay for the ingredients.’

‘It’s okay. I’ll tell her I did it.’

‘No, you don’t have to,’ I say.

‘It’s fine, Felix.’ She smiles. ‘Don’t worry about it.’ She looks at me like somehow she knows I am. I try to force a smile back. ‘I’ll see you both tomorrow,’ she says as she turns away. Since she stopped coming around my house, she doesn’t hang out with me so much at school either. I think it might be because I irritate her now – I know Jake definitely does, because he’s always going on about her being brainy and he hated it when last term when me and Rebecca did a school project on the Romans together. Mum says I should try to work with her again, because I concentrated better when I did and got better marks, but now I think I’d mess around too much and put her off her work.

As me and Jake turn the corner, I think for a moment that Granddad hasn’t turned up and I feel bad for hoping that he won’t. Now I get to talk to Jake about the things we did at school and the tactics we can use against the enemy later, but just as I’m about to say something a white van pulls away and I see Granddad’s pink car parked tight against the kerb.

Jake steps into the road.

‘I’ll see you later,’ he says.

I nod. I used to ask if he wanted a lift, but he said he didn’t want to be seen anywhere near my granddad’s pink car, let alone get in it. I’ve got no choice. He’s my granddad. He smiles and waves as I get closer. I check around. I know Granddad made someone a promise to keep picking me up, but it is embarrassing getting into Bristol’s only pink car.


[image: image]

I’ve Got Problems

The TV weatherman is pointing at a map. Tomorrow it’s going to be raining in Hamburg, sunny in Frankfurt and Stuttgart, and raining in Dresden and Berlin.

I’m stuck with Granddad again. I thought this was only going to be temporary while Mum took extra shifts, but she seems to be working them every night. Dad is always working, but I’m used to that.

Granddad sighs like the rain is falling on him in his chair. I don’t know why he watches the weather for any country. Since Grandma died, he hardly ever goes out in England, let alone Germany.

I open my books. The trouble with not doing my homework yesterday evening is that the same question is staring at me now:

Imagine you are a suffragette. Write an account of what it would be like if people did not have the right to vote. What would it feel like not to be heard or have a voice? What actions would you take so that people took notice of your opinion?

Underneath there’s a drawing of a woman running in front of a horse, and another chained to the railings outside the Houses of Parliament, and another in a prison cell. I look around the room. It’s as dark as a prison in here and I’m so hungry my stomach is rumbling, but Granddad hasn’t heard because he’s busy ripping up envelopes and bills into tiny pieces. He does it to everything that comes through the letter box. Dad told me Granddad has always done it, because he is scared people will find out his bank balance or how much his gas bill is, or they might use his identity like people do on the internet, but why would anyone want to steal the identity of someone who is seventy-two years old?

I sneak a look through the gap in the curtains. The sun is shining on the grass, between the branches of my tree, on the roof of my house. I wish I was out there, but Granddad will go mad if I just get up and disappear. I could pretend I need the toilet. A pee wouldn’t give me long enough; it’d have to be a number two. That would give me ten minutes. I could push it to fifteen if I pretend I’ve got constipation like Aunt Sophie. I could run across the grass, take cover behind the tree, then bolt as fast as I can for my house. I’m so hungry that I’d grab anything from the cupboards – crisps, chocolate, yoghurt, Ryvita even – anything but tinned sausages. I’d stash it all in my bag then grab Mum’s iPad and run back before Granddad had a chance to notice I’d gone. I’d put the iPad between the covers of my book and pretend I was reading when I’d actually be watching police car chases on YouTube.

I could do it. If I slide my chair back quietly, I could be—

‘How is it going?’

‘Uh! What?’ I jump like I’ve been hit by an arrow.

‘I said, how is it going?’

Granddad is standing right behind me.

‘Erm, it’s okay, Granddad,’ I say.

‘But this page is blank.’

‘Yeah, umm . . . er . . . It’s because it’s too dark, Granddad,’ I say. ‘I can’t see what I’m doing.’

‘But we can solve that.’ He bends down and flicks a switch on the wall. A side lamp flashes in my face.

I cover my eyes.

‘Sorry.’ Granddad directs the beam down to my book. ‘There,’ he says. ‘I am thinking this is better.’ He reaches across the table and picks up Of Mice and Men.

‘Umm,’ he says. ‘I have not seen this one. Is it any good?’

‘It’s okay,’ I say. ‘But it’s better when someone else reads it out.’

Granddad chuckles. ‘You are crafty,’ he says. I screw my eyes as he raps his knuckles on my head. ‘Come on,’ he says. ‘I will try to help you. Start here.’

‘It’s okay, Granddad,’ I say. ‘I can do it.’

‘But I know you have problems.’

‘Problems?’

‘Your mother said when she came over last night. She said she was telling you to behave at school, but you wouldn’t listen. You locked yourself in your room.’

‘I didn’t lock it. I just closed it.’ Granddad nods but I’m not sure he believes me. ‘It’s true, Granddad – my door hasn’t even got a lock . . . So what did she say?’

‘Oh, it was nothing,’ says Granddad. ‘Just things like this – that you don’t settle to do anything and of course that you are having special lessons at school.’

‘But I don’t actually need them,’ I say. ‘And what does Mum know anyway? She’s always too busy working at the factory. Nobody’s got any time since Dad’s business went bust and Grandma di—’

I stop myself.

Granddad looks up at me. I think we both know the word I was going to say, but we’ve never spoken it since Grandma went. We never say the D word, we always say ‘gone’, like she has just gone to the shops for a paper, or like she went to see Mrs Danes next door. We don’t say she never came back.

Granddad looks at my book.

‘Maybe we should just try,’ he says softly.

I take a deep breath. Maybe I should at least have a go because he is making an effort to help.

Granddad taps his finger on the first word and starts to read.

‘The bunkhouse was a long, rectangular building. Inside, the walls were whitewashed and the floor unpainted.’ His words come out slowly and loudly but I’m not hearing them. Problems? Did Granddad really just say that I’ve got problems? Who’s been talking about me? Mum
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