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Books by Ross Welford

About the Publisher


My dad died twice. Once when he was thirty-nine, and again four years later when he was twelve. (He’s going to die a third time as well, which seems a bit rough on him, but I can’t help that.)

The first time had nothing to do with me. The second time definitely did, but I would never even have been there if it hadn’t been for his ‘time machine’. I know – that sounds like I’m blaming him, which I’m totally not, but … you’ll see what I mean.

I suppose if you’d asked me before, I’d have said a time machine might look something like a submarine? Or perhaps a space rocket. Anyway, something with loads of switches and panels and lights, made of iron or something, and big – I mean, really big, with thrusters, and boosters, and reactors …

Instead, I’m looking at a laptop and a tin tub from a garden centre.

This is my dad’s time machine.

It’s about to change the world – literally. Well, mine at any rate.
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Just across the road from the house where we used to live before Dad died (the first time) is an alleyway that leads to the next street with a patch of grass with some bushes and straggly trees growing on it. I called it ‘the jungle’ when I was little, because in my mind that was what it was like, but looking at it now I can see that it’s just a plot of land for a house that hasn’t been built yet.

And that’s where I am, still in my full-face motorbike helmet, sitting hidden in a bush in the dead of night, waiting to break into my old house. 

There’s an old fried-chicken box that someone’s thrown there and I can smell something foul and sour, which I think might be fox’s poo. The house is dark; there are no lights on. I’m looking up at my old bedroom window, the small one over the front door. 

By day, Chesterton Road is pretty quiet – a long curve of small, semi-detached houses made of reddish bricks. When they were first built, they must all have looked exactly the same, but now people have added fancy gates, garage extensions, even a massive monkey-puzzle tree outside old Mr Frasier’s, so these days they’re all a bit different.

Now, at nearly one a.m., there’s no one about and I’ve seen enough films and TV shows about criminals to know exactly how not to behave, and that’s suspiciously. If you act normally, no one notices you. If I wandered nervously up and down the street waiting for the right time, then someone might spot me going backwards and forwards looking at the houses, and call the police. 

On the other hand, if I’m just walking down the street, then that’s all I’m doing, and it’s as good as being invisible. 

(Keeping the motorbike helmet on is a gamble, or what Grandpa Byron calls ‘a calculated risk’. If I take it off, someone might notice that I’m nowhere near old enough to be riding a moped; if I keep it on, that looks suspicious – so I’m still in two minds about it. Anyway, it won’t be on for long.)

I’ve worked all this out on the journey here. About a year ago, when we still lived here, the local council turned off every second streetlight in a money-saving experiment, so where I’ve stopped the moped it is really pretty dark. 

As casually as I can, I come out of the bushes, take off the helmet and put it in the moped’s top box. I pull my collar up and, without stopping, walk over the road to number 40. There I turn straight up the short driveway and stop in the shadows, well hidden by both the hedge that divides number 40’s front garden from the one next door and the small Skoda that sits in the driveway.

So far, so good: the new owners of our house have not yet got round to fixing the garage doors. In fact, they’re even less secure than they were. There’s a brick in front of them to keep them shut, and when I crouch down and move it out of the way the right-hand door swings open, then bumps against the Skoda. For a dreadful moment I think the gap will be too small to let me in, but I just manage to squeeze through, and there I am, in the garage, which smells of dust and old oil. My torch is flashing round the walls to reveal boxes that they still haven’t unpacked and, in the middle of the floor, the dark wooden planks covering up the cellar entrance.

Here’s another tip if you’re thinking of breaking in anywhere: don’t flash your torch around too much. A flashing light will attract attention, whereas a still light doesn’t. So I put my torch on the ground and start to lift up the greasy planks. 

Under the planks there’s a concrete stairway, and once I’ve gone down it I’m standing in a space about a metre square and to my right is a small metal door that’s about half my height with a dusty, steel wheel for opening it like you get on ships. The wheel is secured into place by a stout bolt with a combination lock.

I try to give a little whistle of amazement, a “whew!”, but my lips are so dry with nerves and dust that I can’t. Instead, I set the combination lock to the numbers Dad instructed in his letter – my birthday and month backwards – grab the wheel with both hands and twist it anti-clockwise. There’s a bit of resistance but it gives with a soft grating noise, and as it spins around the door suddenly pops open inwards with a tiny sighing noise of escaping air.

I grab my torch and aim it ahead of me as I go through the little doorway, crouching. There are more steps down and a wall on my right and my hand finds a light switch but I daren’t try it in case it’s a switch for something else, like an alarm or something, or it lights up the garage upstairs, or … I just don’t know, but I’m too nervous to flick the switch so I look at everything through the yellowy-white beam of torchlight.

The steps lead to a room about half the size of our living room at home, but with a lower ceiling. A grown-up could just about stand up.

Along one long wall are four bunk beds, all made up – blankets, pillows, everything. There’s a wall that juts out into the room, and behind it is a toilet and some kind of machinery with pipes and hoses coming out of it. There are rugs on the white concrete floor and a poster on the wall. It’s faded orange and black with a picture of a mum, a dad and two children inside a circle, and the words ‘Protect And Survive’ in big white letters. I’ve seen this poster before when some guy came to talk about peace and nuclear war and stuff in assembly once, and he’d made Dania Biziewski cry because she was scared and he was really embarrassed.

This is what people built years ago when they thought Russia was going to kill us with nuclear bombs.

I turn round and see what’s behind me. The torch beam picks out a long desk with a chair in front of it. On the desk is a tin tub, like you would bath a dog in or something. In it is an old-style Apple Mac laptop, the white one, and a computer mouse. There’s a lead coming out of the back of the computer leading to a black metal box about the size of a paperback book, and coming out of that are two cords that are about a metre long, with strange sort of hand grips on the end.

Next to the tub is a coffee mug printed with a picture of me as a baby and the words ‘I love my daddy’. The inside of the mug is all furred up with ancient mould.

And beside the mug is a copy of the local newspaper, the Whitley Bay Advertiser, folded in half and open at a story headlined ‘Local Man’s Tragic Sudden Death’ above a picture of my dad.

I sit down in the swivel chair and run my hands over the underside of the desk. When I can’t feel anything, I get on my knees and shine the torch upwards, and there it is: an envelope, taped at the back, just as Dad said there would be.

But there’s no time machine. At least, not one that looks how I imagine a time machine might look.

That’s how I end up staring at the tin tub and its contents.

Surely, I’m thinking, Surely that’s not it?

But it is.

And the craziest thing? It works.
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This whole thing – the breaking and entering, plus robbery, arson, stealing a moped and killing someone (sort of, anyway), not to mention time travel – started on my twelfth birthday. 

That day, I got a hamster, and a letter from my dead dad. 

I suppose, if you were being precise – and precision, as Grandpa Byron says, is everything – it started when me and Mum moved in with Steve and The Stepsister From Hell, Carly. That was just after Mum and Steve got married in the world’s smallest wedding (people there: Mum, Steve, Grandpa Byron, me, TSFH, Aunty Ellie.)

If you were being super-precise, it kind of started when Dad died, but that was a long time ago and I don’t really want to get into that. Not yet, anyway.

So there we were, on my twelfth birthday, which is May 12th, so I was twelve on the twelfth, which only happens once in anyone’s life, and some people have to wait until they’re thirty-one by which time I guess it’s not so much fun.

Steve is always trying to make me like him so he spent a lot of money on my present, a replica Newcastle United shirt with my name and age on the back: “Albert 12”. Except my name’s now Al, not Albert, and I don’t really like football. I’ve sat and watched a few games with him, because it makes Mum happy to see us ‘bonding’, but to be honest I don’t really see the point of the whole thing.

“Well, put it on, Al – see if it fits!” says Mum, and she’s smiling this too-smiley smile, and I’m smiling too to make up for the fact that I don’t like the present, even though I know it’s kind of him, and Steve’s smiling a sort of puzzled smile, and about the only one smiling properly is Carly, probably because she can tell I don’t like the present and that makes her happy.

It’s on the big side, so no chance I’ll grow out of it soon, which is a shame.

Mum’s present is much better. It’s there on the countertop: a big box, wrapped up in coloured paper, with a ribbon and a bow, just like presents look in drawings, and I have no idea what it is until I unwrap it and the box inside says ‘Hamsterdam – The City For Your Hamster’. There’s a picture on it of tubes and boxes and a cage and everything, and I’m grinning so hard because I have guessed what’s in the small box that Mum’s holding, and sure enough there’s a hamster in there – a cute, small one that’s not fully grown yet, and he (or she, I don’t know how to tell yet) has got this twitchy nose and light brown fur and I love him (or her) already. 

I’m wondering what to call him, when Steve says, “I’ve got a great name for him!”

“Steve,” says Mum, “let the boy choose his own name.”

Steve looks a bit disappointed, so I say, “It’s OK. What’s your idea?”

“Alan Shearer!” Steve sees me blinking, blank-faced, so he repeats: “Alan Shearer. Greatest striker the toon ever had? Premier League’s all-time top scorer?” I still look blank. “Bloke on Match Of the Day?”

I nod and force a smile, but as I’m doing so, it kind of turns into a real one, because whichever way you look at it, giving a hamster a proper name like ‘Alan Shearer’ has got to be better than ‘Fluffy’ or ‘Hammy’ which was as far as my imagination had got. So Alan Shearer it is.

I notice that Carly has stopped smiling. She comes over to me as I’m unpacking the plastic tubes and bends down close so that only I can hear. “A hamster?” she murmurs. “They’re just rats for babies.”

You know what, though? I don’t care. 

Then Grandpa Byron arrives to give me a ride to school like he always does since Mum and I moved further away to live with Steve and Carly.

I open the front door and he’s standing there in his long saffron-coloured robes, grey hair in a braided plait, little round sunglasses and huge biker boots. Under one arm, the bad one, he’s holding his motorbike helmet, and in the other, the good one, is a birthday card in an envelope.

“Happy birthday, bonny lad,” he says, and I give him a huge hug. I love Grandpa Byron’s smell. It’s a mixture of the minty oil that he puts in his hair and these sweet-smelling cigarettes he sometimes smokes called beedis that he buys in boxes from a man who runs a Lebanese takeaway, even though he’s from Bangladesh, and the liquorice-flavoured toothpaste he uses, which I have tried and is pretty gross, but it smells nice.

As I hug him I take a deep breath. He waves through to the kitchen, which isn’t far from the front door. “Morning, Byron!” calls Mum. “Come on in!”

Carly shimmies past me to go up the stairs. “Hi, Byron,” she says, sweetly. “Lovin’ the robes, dude!” It’s only when she has passed him and is out of his sight that she turns to me, wrinkles up her face and wafts her hand in front of her nose, as if Grandpa Byron’s smell is something bad, which it totally isn’t.

He’s got a funny way of talking, my grandpa: his Indian accent sounds Geordie and he uses Geordie expressions and old dialect words all mixed up together. He’s my dad’s dad, but my dad didn’t really talk Geordie, not much. 

Grandpa comes in and sits at the breakfast bar. “Sorry, mate – I wasn’t having a chance to get your present.” He wobbles his head in that Indian way, probably just because he knows it makes me laugh, and he’s smiling as he does it so I can see his big gold tooth.

“S’OK,” I reassure him, and I open the card. Out fall two twenty-pound notes.

“Thanks. Thanks a lot!” And I really mean it.

Then Mum says, “I’m glad you’re here, Byron. It’s time to give Al the letter,” and she gets up and goes over to a drawer. She’s behaving a bit strangely, like flighty and excited and nervous when she skips back with this big fat envelope. Steve’s watching her, smiling quietly, but it’s clear from Grandpa Byron’s face that he hasn’t got a clue what this is about. Mum puts on her serious face.

“Now, Al. This is for you, from your dad.”

I don’t know what to say.

“We found this in your dad’s things after he died. He must have written it ages ago.”

I’m staring at the envelope in her hands. Grandpa Byron’s expression hasn’t changed.

“What is it?” I say eventually.

“I don’t know. It’s personal, addressed to you. But I think you should regard it as highly private –” and here she pauses – “not to be shared with anyone else.”

I take the envelope carefully and read the spidery writing on the front. My dad’s handwriting, and my full name: Albert Einstein Hawking Chaudhury. Below my name is written: IMPORTANT: Do NOT open this envelope until SIXTEEN hours after receiving it. To be delivered on his twelfth birthday.

I look across to Grandpa Byron. “Did you know about this?” I ask. 

He shakes his head, and there’s something in the quick side-to-side movement and the tightness of his mouth that is odd. I even think he’s turned a bit pale, and he’s staring at the envelope.

Steve, meanwhile, is just sitting there with this big daft smile that looks slightly forced and I get straight away that he’s jealous. He wants so much for me to like him that he’s angry that my dad has come back between us, and this makes me like Steve just a little bit less.

“Well, I can’t open it till later anyway,” I say, pointing at the instructions on the envelope. Now obviously I’m boiling inside to see what it says, but there’s something about seeing my dad’s handwriting that’s like getting an instruction directly from him, and I want to be respectful. That, and Grandpa Byron’s stony face, has kind of freaked me out.

“Ha’way, son, you gonna be late,” he says, picking up his helmet from the breakfast bar. And that is the last thing he says to me until he drops me at the school gate, saying, “You coming round after school?” 

I nod, and he scoots off on his bike, not even waving.

All of which makes it a very unusual morning.
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Twelve Things I Know About Grandpa Byron


	His full name is Byron Rahmat Chaudhury-Roy and his birthday is on New Year’s Day, although he never celebrates it. “Why celebrate getting one year closer to death?” he once asked me. “It’s just passing time, it’s not important.” He still gets me birthday presents, though, so he can’t be that serious. He’s around sixty or so, but he looks much younger, apart from his nearly white hair.



	He has got the most awesome memory; I mean, like, unbelievable. From the age of ten until he came to England, he studied under some Indian guru who taught him all these meditation tricks, and it means he can remember anything. He’s never forgotten anyone’s name that he’s ever met.



	He was born in a part of India called Punjab, and his mum and dad sent him to Britain in the 1960s because there was a lot of fighting there. Some people call it ‘the swinging sixties’, but Grandpa Byron said he didn’t see much swinging in Wallsend. 



	He lived with an auntie and uncle, but they died yonks ago and I never met them.



	He married Grandma Julie in 1972. I know that because he told me that a song called ‘Without You’ by Nilsson was number one and I looked it up on the internet. Grandma Julie died before I was born.



	Grandma Julie’s parents didn’t come to their wedding. Grandpa Byron says they were too busy, but that seems odd to me. Perhaps they were racists and didn’t like her marrying Grandpa Byron. Everyone was a racist in 1972, apparently.



	He didn’t always dress in yellow robes. Actually, he still doesn’t always. But when Dad died he went away for a while, for months Mum said, and when he came back he had grown a beard and started wearing the long robes. (The beard didn’t last long. He said it itched.)



	He wrote a book while he was working in a factory in North Shields. He would write it in the evenings on a typewriter, which is like an old-fashioned computer but with no memory, just a keyboard and printer in one, which is pretty cool. No one would publish it in England, so it was published in India.



	His right arm got wrecked in a fireworks calamity, of all things. He was setting some off for a big display and part of the metal rig that they were resting on had a loose bolt or something, and the whole thing came down and crushed his arm. He can’t use it much and it looks a bit weird, kind of twisted to one side. He got some money from the insurance company, and he stopped working at the factory.



	He put some of his money into the first Tandoori restaurant in the area: the Spice Of The Sands, on the Culvercot seafront. (It’s still there, but it’s run by some Bangladeshis now, and serving much nicer food, said Grandpa Byron once, but he was laughing.)



	He won a trophy from the factory when he was in a talent show with the other workers. Everyone else was singing or telling jokes, and one guy could imitate the voices of all their bosses brilliantly, but Grandpa Byron just did memory tricks and he won! Someone shuffled a pack of cards and read them all out, and Grandpa Byron remembered them all in order. He told me that was ‘Level One’ stuff, in other words not even remotely difficult.



	He doesn’t own any photographs. He says the best pictures are in his head and that taking photographs is just lazy.
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So school is OK. 

Miss Henry, who’s usually quite nice to me anyway, is especially smiley and tells everyone it’s my birthday. Freddie Stayward – who last week started a chant of “loser, loser” when I dropped an easy catch (until Mr Springham yelled at everyone to stop it at once) – even gives me his sponge pudding at lunch. Obviously I check it for spit/hairs/bogies, but once it has received the Chaudhury All-Clear, I eat it.

(I knew exactly no one on my first day at St Eddie’s, by the way. We had moved in with Steve and Carly during the summer holidays. Mum did that grown-up thing of making it all seem like a big adventure, and kept telling me how much fun we’d have, but I wasn’t sure, and I’m still not, to be honest. I suspect – don’t know, mind, but I suspect – that finances came into it. Dad left us not very financially secure, Mum once told me. It’s about the only time I can think of her saying anything negative about him.)

Anyway, after lunch I’m sitting by the coats in the little alcove where you can’t really be seen if you pull your feet up. I discovered this spot on my second day at St Eddie’s back in September when I didn’t know anyone and there’s no way I was going to sit on the ‘buddy bench’. Besides, I quite like it there among the coats and the musty smell of muddy wellies and gym shoes. 

I’ve taken a book from the school library about hamsters, and I open it. That’s when I hear Jolyon’s voice. I draw my feet up, but too late.

“Reading, eh?” Jolyon drawls, pointing at the book. His whole tone is caring, concerned and so warm that it sends a shiver down my back. My hands give an involuntary little tremble, which I hate because it looks like I’m scared. It makes the book in my hand shake.

Jolyon Dancey talks in this sort of fake, mixed-up posh-and-Geordie accent. He gets a new mountain bike every Christmas and his dad (who he hardly ever sees) does a late-night weekend jazz show on Radio Metro, which is about as micro as micro-celebrity can get, but which I’ve heard Jolyon boasting about more than once.

What’s worse is that Carly sort of hangs out with him, even though she’s in the year above, and she’s standing there with him now, chewing gum. It’s not like she’s his girlfriend or anything, but she’s definitely in his circle, or would like to be. She has hitched up her skirt so high that you can’t really see it under her school blouse, which is not tucked in. It’s like she’s standing there in just her shirt and tights.

He’s a complete pain, and almost a class bully, except that nothing that Jolyon Dancey does could ever get him into trouble for bullying, because he’s being nice. Not nice nice, but nasty nice.

“Reading!” he repeats, pointlessly, and he crouches down so that his face is level with mine, getting really close, grinning insincerely like one of those crocodiles on nature documentaries.

“What we got here, matey? A book? Aw, I love hamsters, don’t you, Carly?” Carly nods again. “Can I see it?”

He puts out his hand, and I find myself handing over the book. Jolyon takes it and stands up, and starts to read the cover.

“Hamster Fancying for Beginners, by Dr A. Borgström.” He gives a little snort. “You fancy hamsters, do you, Albert? Really fancy them?” He smirks at Carly. 

“It just means, you know, looking after them …”

“Right, I believe you. Can I borrow this? Can I?”

A wave of nausea starts in the bottom of my stomach as he starts to put the book in his blazer pocket, even though it’s just a library book. Then Carly says, “Leave it out, Jol. Not today.”

Jolyon pauses, confused. 

At that moment, Mr Springham’s voice booms from down the corridor: “Walk on the left!” His heavy footsteps are getting closer.

Jolyon hands the book back to me and moves away, giving me another grin and a wink. A wink. Honestly. And he probably thinks I’m a loser.

That’s the thing with St Eddie’s: I don’t really have any friends. To be honest, it’s not St Eddie’s, it’s my life generally. It’s not that I don’t like people, or even that people dislike me. But even when people are being nice to me, they still just seem to sort of look through me. It’s a good thing I like my own company otherwise it could all make me quite sad.

I’ll give you an example: hugs. I don’t think I have ever hugged or been hugged by a friend. It’s no big deal, really – I mean, I get hugs all the time at home from Mum and Grandpa Byron (and sometimes from Steve which is less good, but still) – but there are boys at school who are forever doing this back-slapping hug thing and it looks kind of fun.

Anyway, like I say, school is OK.
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Grandpa Byron is meditating when I let myself into his house with my own key. The curtains in his sitting room are drawn, and a stick of incense is smouldering, a smell of sweet leather permeating the house.

He sits on the sofa, cross-legged, hands resting on his knees and his back dead straight. He raises a forefinger to acknowledge my presence, which I am relieved about, because sometimes he doesn’t do that and it’s like he can’t hear me or anything. I once stayed until he opened his eyes and it was ages. I had finished my homework, run down the battery on my MP3 player and read most of his Daily Telegraph and all he said was, “Oh, hi – how long have you been here?”

This time I don’t have to wait long. He slowly opens his eyes and unfurls his long brown legs from underneath him.

“You are just in time for chai. Why not put on the telly? Maybe today you will be faster than those clots.” There’s a crinkling around his eyes when he says this because he doesn’t think the contestants on TV quiz shows are really stupid, just not as smart as he is. Not many people are.

We sit in front of the TV drinking the super-sweet Indian tea and eating badam barfi, which is an Indian fudge that Grandpa Byron has made because it’s my birthday.

There is always a TV quiz on at around this time of day. Usually we’ll watch one of the main channels, but if it’s a show Grandpa Byron doesn’t like, he’ll find an old show on Challenge or one of the other channels instead.

For him to like it, it has to involve questions that require you to know stuff, what he calls ‘General Knowledge’. Stuff like capital cities, or obscure foreign presidents, or dates of wars, or chemical compounds, or great works of art, or … well, you get the idea.

Today’s programme is a new one on BBC2 called MindGames in which six contestants try to kick one another out of the contest by forming alliances with each other and betting points on how certain they are of the answer. The thing about it – and the thing that Grandpa Byron likes – is that the questions are really hard, to me at any rate.

The presenter is a bloke who usually reads the news, except here he’s dressed in a black polo neck and jeans, which look a bit weird on him. He’s talking really fast.

“All right, Darren, you’ve teamed up with Celia, let’s see how you get on – together can you eliminate Adnan from the competition and get yourselves closer to the big prize? Three questions on popular music coming up, you have thirty seconds starting from … now. What was the last UK number one hit for The Beatles before they—”

“‘Ballad Of John And Yoko’, number one for three weeks in 1969,” says Grandpa Byron before the guy on telly has even finished.

“Which record album, released in 1982, became the biggest-selling album of all t—”

“Thriller,” barks Grandpa Byron, “by Michael Jackson!”

“And finally, which artist paired up with Alicia Keys to record hit single ‘Empire State of Mind’ in 2010?”

I know this one. “Eminem!” I shout. Grandpa Byron shakes his head and smiles. “Jay-Z. And it was 2009 not 2010.”

Of course, he gets them all right.

He always gets them all right – or nearly always, anyway.

“How do you do it?” I ask for what must be the hundredth time. “How do you know so much?”

And he gives the answer he always gives. “Don’t confuse knowledge with memory, Al. I have got a good memory because I have trained it, but that is not the same as knowledge, and neither memory nor knowledge is the equal of wisdom.”

He gives me a grin and takes a large swig of chai.

There’s this thing with Grandpa Byron: when he’s done watching a TV programme, he turns the television off. At my house we normally just leave the room, or flick around to see what else is on – either way, the telly stays on. But not Grandpa Byron. It’s like when he’s reading the paper: he folds it up carefully when he’s finished an article. 

So when MindGames finishes, off goes the telly and we sit in silence for a bit. Grandpa Byron’s got this half-smile. Perhaps he’s pleased that he got all the questions right, or that for the first time I got one or two of them within the thirty seconds.

“One of these fine days you will be memorising better than me,” he says. He’s looking at me through half-closed eyes. “You see, with the power of your mind you can do almost anything, Al. That, plus, of course, The Memory Palaces of the Sri Kalpana.”

This is the book that Grandpa Byron wrote ages ago that’s now so rare that he owns the only copy, which I have never seen. He has mentioned it to me before, but only in passing, whereas now he’s looking right into my eyes and smiling. 

He kind of bounces to his feet effortlessly (without that oof sound that most old people make when they get up from a sofa). He takes a book down from the shelf and hands it to me. It’s a thinnish paperback with a plain yellow cover, the same colour as his robes. The only writing on the cover is the title, The Memory Palaces of the Sri Kalpana and underneath it says ‘by Byron R. Chaudhury-Roy’.

“I was going to wait before giving you this,” he says, “but, well … now seems like the right time. Now you are twelve.”

“Really? I mean, thanks a lot …” 

He holds up his index finger to quieten me. His eyes go a bit blank until he blinks hard. “We’ll study it together. Meanwhile, feel free to take it with you.”

I grin and shrug. “Cool!” 

There is something going on here, though, and I can’t put my finger on it. It was the way Grandpa Byron said “now you are twelve” that made me think that giving me this book was somehow connected with him going all weird when he saw that letter from my dad. I don’t have to wonder long.

“That letter from your father …” he begins, without looking at me. He is being altogether too casual, like he’s practised this. I just nod, and wait while he sits down opposite me and looks at me intently.

“Your father and I, we had some disagreements. Over the work he was doing.”

“Over his work?”

“Not his job. But some research he was undertaking in his spare time. He told me about it and … well, I didn’t really approve.”

“What was it?” (Remember, at this stage I have no idea about my dad and time travel.)

Instead of answering directly, Grandpa Byron reaches over and takes the book from my hands.

“Life, Al, is such a wonderful gift that we should open our minds to every possible moment and cherish the memory of those moments. Because people change. Places change. Everything changes, but our memories do not. Accept life the way it is, Al. That’s the way to be happy.”

I think I narrow my eyes sceptically, because Grandpa Byron takes a deep breath, closes his eyes, and continues. “In my head, Al, in my mind, are some most wonderful places. Some are like palaces, huge and ornate; others are much more humble. And all of them, room after room, are crammed to brimming with memories. Some of these imaginary rooms are like offices, with drawers and filing cabinets – that’s where I keep all the facts, like football scores, and dates, and horse-racing winners, and presidents. But the most precious rooms, in the the grandest palace of all, they contain the memories I love the most: the day your father was being born, for example, the day me and your grandmother married, or just five years ago when you and I had that picnic in the rain in Druridge Bay and you were losing your Crocs. There’s a memory for every day of my life, back to when I was about your age. I can revisit these rooms whenever I like, take out the memories, re-live them, spit-and-polish them up, then put them back for another time. I am going there any time I like.”

“Is that what you do when you meditate?”

“Aye. Usually, anyhow. Keeping my Memory Palaces clean and tidy. They can get a bit cluttered, you know, just like real rooms. Memories can go astray, or get a bit faded, and I am liking to keep everything ship-shape and Bristol fashion!”

“And what’s that got to do with Dad’s letter?”

Grandpa Byron opens his eyes and looks at me as if he’d forgotten about it. Eventually he says, “I’m not sure. It might not have anything to do with it. But read my book anyway. Well, if you want to, that is.”

Well, of course I want to. But what I want more is to understand why he is telling me all this now.
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When I get back, Alan Shearer is asleep and Mum tells me not to wake him. My book says that hamsters are ‘crepuscular creatures’ which I think means ‘sleepy’, so I just sit for a bit and watch him sleep. I try accidentally bumping the bit of Hamsterdam where he’s sleeping to see if it wakes him, but it doesn’t.

The letter from my dad is still in my school bag. I am itching to get it out, but at the same time, I don’t dare to, in case I am disappointed.

Steve comes back from work. “Hey, champ,” he says, “glad you like the shirt!” I had put it on to please him. Well, to please Mum really, because I knew that she’d be happy if I liked the thing that Steve had got me.

He goes straight to the TV. Newcastle United Under-21’s are playing in some European game with a team whose name I have forgotten.

“Come on, son – they’re about to kick off!” He pats the sofa next to him.

“You know what, I think I’ll just, um … I’ve got homework to do.” I hold up the memory stick on my key ring that I keep my homework on and back out of the sitting room. It isn’t fast enough to avoid a glimpse of Steve’s crestfallen face.

“But it’s Dortmund! The Germans!” he calls after me, a bit sadly, I think.

That’s the thing with Steve. It’s so obvious that he wants me to be the son he hasn’t got, but even if I was his son, there’s no guarantee I’d like football, is there? I mean, take Daniel Somerset in my old class. His dad does brilliant magic tricks and once made a coloured hankie appear in my pocket at a party. Daniel thought the whole idea of magic tricks was totally lame, but his dad didn’t seem to care, and even went off for weekends with other amateur magicians and didn’t drag Daniel along with him every time.

So I’m up in my room, lying on my bed trying to read Grandpa Byron’s book, and The Letter is now propped up against my clock. By midnight the sixteen hours will be up. 

I can’t concentrate on the book. It’s not like it’s boring or anything. It’s just that Grandpa Byron wrote it years and years ago, so the language is a bit difficult, and there are no memory tricks or anything. I haven’t quite grasped it.

So I put the book down carefully, marking the page I’ve got to with a bookmark. Normally I would fold a corner over, but as this is the last remaining book by Grandpa Byron I don’t think he’d like that.

I turn to stare again at The Letter. I stare for ages, then reach out and pick it up, as I lie with my head on the pillow. Dad’s instructions say not to open it until sixteen hours after I receive it. But surely a few hours won’t make a difference? 

“Al!” Mum calls from the kitchen. “Dinner!”

I sigh and put the letter down again on my bedside table, then go downstairs.

Because it’s my birthday, Mum has made lasagne. She’s been trying to ring Carly to come back for supper, but she’s got her mobile switched off again. Steve’s phone is on the counter and it pings with a text.

“She’s with that Jolyon Dancey again,” says Mum, reading the screen. I can’t tell whether she’s pleased or not. “Is that her boyfriend?” she asks me.

“How would I know?” Where Carly and Jolyon are concerned, I figure it’s wise to steer a very cautious path.

“I just think it would be nice if she had come home for her stepbrother’s birthday supper.”

I say nothing, using a mouthful of lasagne as cover. Mum has timed the serving up for half-time and Steve joins us.

“Nil-nil,” he says.

I grunt and raise my eyebrows in pretend interest. 

Come bedtime, I still haven’t opened The Letter, but I am wide awake when I hear Carly’s key in the door at ten thirty, and then there are raised voices – hers and Steve’s – from downstairs.

By eleven p.m. I’m dizzy with tiredness and I can’t wait any longer. I reach for the envelope from my bedside table, and, one hour sooner than I should, I ease my little finger under the glued-down flap.
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Dear Al,

With luck, you won’t ever be reading this.

And that, I reckon, is the oddest start to a letter I will ever read. No ‘how are you?’ or anything like that. Anyway …

But let us assume you are. I have given this letter to your mum to hand to you when you are older. 

Did you wait the sixteen hours? 

I sort of shake my head in reply to the question. Like he can see me.

That was just a test of your resolve. If you did, then well done – you may find what I am about to ask a little easier. If you didn’t … well, I’d still like you to do it.

If you are reading this, then what I fear will happen has happened, and that means I am not around to help you into adulthood. This, then, will be the only gift I can give to you, my most precious son.

First, let me reassure you: I am not scared of dying, although it makes me sad to think of the times we will miss together.

I won’t see you going up to secondary school, or graduating from university, or marrying and becoming a father yourself.

These are the big things. Yet it is the small things, the tiny little things, that make me sadder. I love your smile, and our shared jokes, and the way you liked my lousy stories. I love the smell of your hair when I hug you and the way you are so glad to be awake in the morning.

Yet … all these things may not be gone forever. For if you follow my instructions, and if you are as brave and smart as I think you are, then you will be able to prevent my death.

Right now as I’m writing this, you’re just eight, and far too young to understand the implications of what I am about to tell you. You have had to wait, and now the time is right.

You are about to learn, Al, how to travel in time. 

At this point I stop and re-read what I’ve just read. ‘Prevent my death? Travel in time?’ What in God’s name is my dad talking about?

The ability to travel in time has fascinated humans ever since we came up with the idea of time itself. 

Just imagine, Al, if we could go forward in time to see what happens in the future? Or go back and correct our mistakes? 

The Greeks, the Egyptians, the Chinese – all the ancient civilizations tried.

The ancient Sumerians, who lived in what is now Iraq between maybe four and six thousand years ago, left behind texts and archaeological evidence that suggest they discovered the secret. Trouble is, it was so long ago that the answer – if it was real and not just mythology – has been lost to us.

I have recently had a huge breakthrough, using the power of modern computing which was unavailable to the ancients.

Al: are you ready to travel in time?

No, Al: this is not science fiction, and you will not be battling strange monsters in far galaxies. Instead it is mathematics: pure, but very, very far from simple.

For I have discovered the formula that allows for the physical movement – ‘travel’ we might call it – between parallel dimensions allowing us to seem to be ‘travelling in time’.

Notice that I say ‘seem’. 

You see, as Albert Einstein first described it, time is ‘relative’. I’m sure you’ve heard of Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity? There was another one too: his Special Theory of Relativity.

One day, perhaps, you will understand them, for believe me: they are fabulously complex. We all happily acknowledge Albert Einstein as a ‘genius’ – but very few of us have any idea at all of just how amazing his discoveries were. Our brains and our thoughts are so firmly rooted in our lives on earth that most of us are simply unable – unequipped mentally – to imagine the true meaning of Einstein’s theories.

I pause in my reading and look at the Newcastle United team poster that Steve put on my wall, as if it might help me, but the players just stare back at me, blankly. 

Of course, I’ve heard of Albert Einstein, after all I was named after him. Wild hair, bushy moustache – a completely mad scientist and a nickname at school for anyone a bit clever. And
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