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About the Book

I can’t ever forget what you did! This is war now!

Gareth is thrilled when Jake, the new boy who’s full of exciting tales, befriends him – but when Gareth is caught doing an impression of Jake’s accent, everything changes. Jake is furious and determined to have his revenge! Gareth has to draw on the memory of his beloved Grandad, and on the only thing he has left of him – the magical, mysterious Avenger mask that Grandad wore when he was a wrestler. But is Jake really the opponent he seems to be?
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A heartfelt thank you

to my agent, Jenny Luithlen,

for her constant support.


Each man is in his spectre’s power

Until the arrival of that hour,

When his humanity awake

And cast his own spectre into the Lake.

WILLIAM BLAKE
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CHAPTER ONE

‘I AM AVENGER.’

They’re magic words.

No, honestly … say them over and over and you’ll put a spell on yourself and start acting braver than you ever thought possible.

According to my grandad.

Well, just lately, I’ve tested out those magic words. For the first time in my life I found myself facing a dangerous enemy, who … but I’m jumping ahead. And I really want to tell you about my grandad first.

You see, he was also my very best mate. Maybe you think that’s a bit unusual. I suppose there aren’t many people who have best friends who are fifty-two years older than they are.

But I’d better explain one thing about me. Seven months after I was born there was a little blip in my life – my dad scarpered off. I believe he went to Australia, though I’ve never had so much as a picture of a kangaroo from him since. Yet it didn’t really matter (and I’ve hardly ever thought about him, in fact) because my mum’s dad – Grandad – stepped in.

And one day, I remember, Grandad said to me, very seriously, ‘I want you to know, Gareth, I’ll always be there for you.’ And I just said, ‘Cool’, or something like that. But I liked him telling me that so much.

Grandad taught me how to make a tree-house and how to play pool and golf. Later we went together to football matches and films and we were always making jokes about each other. I did this wicked impression of him. First time he saw it he laughed. And he didn’t just go, ‘Hee, hee.’ He put back his head and gave a deep, rumbly laugh.

Actually, he was the first person to encourage me to do my impressions. He said I had an ear for people’s voices, just like some people have an ear for music (which I most definitely haven’t).

Then, two and a half years ago, Mum, my older sister Lisa and me moved to a little village in Norfolk and Grandad came as well. He’d been living on his own for centuries (Grandma died before I was born) so it seemed a great idea for him to live with us too.

I remember coming home after my first day at school and seeing Grandad waiting in the doorway for me. Straightaway we went out to the back garden and had a kick about before tea. Other days, after school, I’d find Grandad in the kitchen cooking the meal. And I’d chat away to him for ages about … well, everything really.

I’ll tell you my absolutely favourite time with him, though: when I was all tucked up in bed and he’d come in and tell me a story. He’d sit on this rocking-chair which had originally belonged to him – but he’d donated to me – and I’d settle down, all snug and cosy, while he told me tales of ‘ancient times’ when he was an amateur wrestler.

Funnily enough, wrestling was the only interest Grandad and I didn’t share. He’d tell me how it was the oldest sport in the world and that Henry VIII liked a good wrestle. Not to mention Richard the Lionheart, and … oh, he’d reel off all these names. But I just wasn’t convinced. I loved hearing about Grandad’s wrestling experiences, though.

He’d tell me how he used to watch these lads wrestling in the Town Hall on a Saturday afternoon and wish more than anything else that he could join them. He had the knowledge all right – he knew all the moves and throws and how not to fall on your head (very, very important). But he just had no belief in himself.

You see, Grandad was small and very scrawny and no one thought he had a chance. Especially the other boys at the wrestling club, who’d jeer and make fun of him. They were always taunting him with nasty jibes. Took away all his confidence.

Then one day he made himself a mask: black, with white stripes across it. And as I write this, I can see it hanging just above the rocking-chair – as Grandad gave the mask to me, too.
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Anyway, Grandad put this mask on and called himself ‘Avenger’. He said straightaway he could feel all this power building up inside him. He felt bolder and much braver. Overnight, he was transformed.

Grandad started wrestling in this mask under his new name, ‘Avenger’. He amazed everyone with his skill and dynamic energy. He said (and this is the bit I really liked), ‘Those who’d mocked me before as puny and weak now marvelled at my mighty, costumed figure and my fantastic feats.’

He made it sound as if he’d changed into a superhero like Spiderman or someone. And all the time he was talking he’d be so intent and excited, as if his days as Avenger were happening again right now.

Then last Spring (actually, I can tell you the date exactly – it was March 23rd) Mum was waiting for me when I came out of school, something she never normally did. And I knew straightaway it was about Grandad.

He’d gone out for his morning walk as usual, come home and then just collapsed … he passed away before the ambulance arrived.

The biggest blow of my life.

I knew Grandad was getting on and he’d been having a lot of trouble with his back and he’d been to the doctor’s a few times, but I never expected to lose him so soon.

And I couldn’t help feeling too – and this probably sounds a bit cracked – that Grandad had let me down. He’d promised he’d always be there for me, but now he’d slipped off and deserted me.

All I’d got left of him now were my memories, his Avenger mask and two pictures on my wall. One was a photograph I took of him last year playing football in the garden. The other was a black-and-white one of him as Avenger.

Sometimes I’d look at Grandad in those two pictures and then tell him what I had got up to at school, just as I used to.

I missed him every single day. And I just felt so lonely without my best mate. I thought no one could ever take his place until one morning in September, when Jake appeared in my classroom for the very first time.

And immediately my whole life changed.
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CHAPTER TWO

WHEN MRS WEBBER – otherwise known as ‘Web-Head’ – told us we had a new boy in our Year Six class, this was big news. Such things only happened about once every hundred years in our sleepy little village. (Yes, I’m exaggerating, but you get the idea.)

So Jake came in, doing that slouchy walk you only usually see on music videos and everyone just gawped at him.

Web-Head then asked if someone could look after Jake and help him settle down. Tim, who sits next to me and volunteers for everything under the sun, put his hand half-up. But then he saw how warily everyone else was scrutinizing Jake and sent it crashing down again.

‘Oh, come on now, I’ve told Jake what a friendly class you are,’ cried Web-Head. When teachers try and push you, that just makes everyone more determined not to help, doesn’t it? So, no one moved a muscle until in the end – and feeling more than a bit sorry for the new boy – I stuck my hand up.

After which, Web-Head said I could show Jake round the school.

Jake was taller than average, with short, cropped hair and large eyes, so pale they seemed drained of any colour. They were rather starey, those eyes. And a bit weird. But only at first, because Jake was so confident and smiley that he just won you over. He didn’t seem the least bit shy either.

Soon he was telling me all about his last school. ‘Had a really bad rep there. The teachers just got on my nerves. I hate moany people, don’t you?’

Before I had time to even open my mouth, let alone reply, he went on.
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‘One day I just flipped out, went completely off the rails.’ He smacked his lips as if savouring the memory. ‘That’s why my parents have taken me right away from London and given me this fresh start. I’m a reformed character now. That’s what I told them anyhow.’

All this was said in a strong, cockney accent which I was immediately copying in my head. Then, Jake asked, ‘Hey, what’s that awful pong?’

‘Floor polish. Our school stinks of it the first few days of term.’ Without quite knowing why, I laughed. He did too. And we both relaxed from then on.

Just as we were going back, Jake announced, ‘Hey, you’re all right, Garth.’

I made a face. ‘Garth?’ Then said, mock-indignantly, ‘How dare you, sir, it’s pistols at dawn now, for my name is Gareth.’

‘Hey, sorry, man. I really meant to say Gareth as, in my opinion, Garth’s a real loser’s name, which you most certainly aren’t.’ He stretched out a hand to me. ‘Good to meet you, Gareth.’ He really emphasized my name this time.

As we shook hands I suddenly noticed how his fingernails were pretty chewed up, but I quickly forgot about it again. And it wasn’t important at all – except it didn’t quite go with his image, somehow.

We went back inside the classroom. Now, we have to sit in rows – Web-Head reckons we concentrate better like that. And the only place for Jake to sit was all by himself right at the front.

But if Jake minded being on his own at the front he didn’t show it, giving everyone big, confident smiles. Soon the rest of the class were circling round him. But it was me he hung around with and when school finished he invited himself round my house for tea.

Mum made a massive fuss of him and even Lisa was fairly polite. You see – and I’m going to surprise you now – in all the time I’d lived here, over two years now, I’d never had a friend round for tea before.

Does this make me sound like a mad hermit? No, I wasn’t like that (at least I don’t think I was). I chatted with people at school all the time. And I got invited to things. Well, Tim asked me round his house for tea once.

I might have gone, if only Grandad could have come as well. But I didn’t like to ask that. I mean, what could I have said? ‘Is it all right if my grandad comes with me as he’s my best mate and I know he gets a bit lonely if I leave him on his own?’

No, people just wouldn’t understand, would they? And so I got out of the habit of going round with anyone except Grandad.

Anyway, Jake got a big welcome from my family. After tea he asked me masses of questions about everyone in my class. And I could feel him concentrating really intently on my answers, just as if he were revising for an exam or something.

But I was pleased to give him a little guide to them all, even throwing in some of my impressions. Well, he just loved those and wanted more and more of them.
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Later I told him a bit about Grandad. I showed him my two photographs and the Avenger mask. Jake was very interested. I went on to say, ‘This is going to sound totally mad but sometimes I look at Grandad’s pictures and then I talk to him, just as if he can still hear me.’

Jake patted me on the shoulder. ‘I don’t think that’s mad at all.’

That night I was sure I’d found a true friend.
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CHAPTER THREE

AT BREAK-TIME NEXT day, Jake’s mobile suddenly went off. He picked it up, listened for a moment, declared, ‘Wrong one’, and then pulled out another phone from his pocket and started talking on that one.

Two mobile phones. Now, how flashy is that?

Jake explained. ‘I need two phones. One is for my general business, like doing deals, the other’s for all my mates. (He made it seem as if there were about a thousand of those.)

Now a couple of people muttered, ‘What a poser.’ But the truth was that we were all very, very impressed indeed.
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Here was someone exciting and exotic who’d landed at our school. Soon we were lapping up all his stories. So one day he’d be recounting how he’d been so seriously injured in a go-kart accident no one ever thought he’d walk again (but of course, he did). The next day we’d hear about a film premiere he’d attended, with all the stars of the film seated nearby. Of course, for us, being at a film premiere was just incredible. I mean, going to our grotty local cinema in the town (over four miles away) was a pretty big event. Never mind …

But Jake didn’t just see stars there. He met them in restaurants and hotels, and even when he was roaming about Leicester Square or Covent Garden.

I have to admit I’ve only been to London twice in my life (both times with Grandad, incidentally). Other people in my class have never been there at all. So we were very impressed by Jake’s knowledge of it. It was phenomenal. No other word for it.

But Jake’s showing off (for that’s what it was really, wasn’t it?) might have got up people’s noses after a bit, if he hadn’t been so good at getting on with everyone too.

For instance, the day after he’d been round my house Jake went up to Kieran. Now Kieran’s probably the most respected boy in my class. Everyone listens to him and he doesn’t throw his weight around either. He’s also the best footballer in the whole school. We’re all convinced he’ll be a professional player one day.

Jake asked Kieran what football team he supported.

‘Spurs,’ replied Kieran.

Well, would you believe it, Jake was a mad Spurs fan too. The two of them chatted about Spurs’ fortunes this season for ages. And a bond was formed right away.

The only thing was, Jake had told me last night that he supported Arsenal. But when I questioned him he protested, ‘Don’t insult me. I’ve been a Spurs supporter all my life. Arsenal is the enemy, man.’ He said this so positively I never said another word about it.

But Jake was always pumping me for little bits of information about people. So after I’d told him that Gary – Kieran
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