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To the favourite of my two children.
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Mr Graham Procter would complain that his life was boring to anyone who would listen, and quite a few people who wouldn’t. He worked as the Deputy Assistant Deputy Manager of Analytical Processing in the Framework Division of Dribble, Beige and Drear Management Consultants. And, in fairness to him, his job was pretty boring – I even got a bit bored typing it out. He had to write boring reports for his boring boss, and his company car was a diarrhoea-brown Rover 65, voted by Carz magazine as the most boring car of the year for eight years running. He lived on Road Lane, which was a spectacularly boring name for a street, at number 87B, which is a pretty boring number. In fact, the ‘B’ probably stood for ‘boring’. He had a boring garden with a boring shed at the bottom, containing a lawnmower, which was reduced to half price in the sales because it was so boring.
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In short, ‘boring’ was a word that Graham Procter used an awful lot. Well, that was until one night in July ten years ago. After that night, Mr Procter dreamed of a boring life. That was the night his son Dexter was born.

Actually, I’m jumping ahead a bit. Long before that July night, Mr Procter’s wife, Ellie, had found out she was pregnant, although you could probably have guessed that – it’s quite a traditional thing that happens before a baby is born. The pregnancy itself was pretty ordinary, as pregnancies go.

Mrs Procter’s tummy started inflating like a balloon.D1 They turned the spare room into a nursery and painted it yellow, which is a colour that babies tend to like – not that they can complain if they don’t. Well, not normally. The Procters went along for all the usual check-ups at the hospital and had all the usual scans. Mr Procter would stare at the fuzzy images and pretend he could tell what everything was, even though it looked like the TV when it’s not tuned to any particular channel.

Very handily, Mrs Procter already knew the doctors and midwives at Lilydale General Hospital because she worked there herself as a nurse, so everyone was extremely nice to her. But they would have been nice even if Mrs Procter hadn’t worked there, because doctors and midwives and nurses are all extremely nice people.D2

You probably want to know what happened on that night in July that was so very non-boring. Well, first of all, Mrs Procter’s mum, Granny Bet, won a lifetime’s supply of toffees in an online spot-the-difference competition. That’s irrelevant to the story but was very exciting for Granny Bet, and it’s important that this book is thorough.D3 And, secondly, Mrs Procter went into labour.D4

She felt some extremely strong pain, screamed some extremely rude words that I’m not allowed to write in this book, and Mr Procter drove her to hospital in his diarrhoea-coloured car. And then four hours, twenty-eight minutes (and three hundred and twenty-seven more rude words) later, their son was born. If you’re not quite sure exactly how babies are born, now might be a good time to ask a grown-up. I don’t mind waiting – they’ll be thrilled to tell you, I’m sure.

How did it go?

Right, let’s carry on.

Now, literally everybody thinks that their children are special. They text their friends to say, ‘We’re pleased to announce the arrival of a beautiful baby boy,’ but never say, ‘We’re freaked out to announce the arrival of this weird thing that looks like an alien covered in pizza gunk, which won’t stop screaming and pooing.’ And their Instagram posts say things like ‘Archie has just composed his first sonata!’ and never ‘Archie has just filled the toaster with cat litter.’

But when Mr and Mrs Procter’s son arrived, they knew for an absolute fact that he was special. The first clue came about four seconds after he was born, when he turned to the midwife who had delivered him and said in a bright, clear voice, ‘Might I possibly borrow these?’ then grabbed a pair of scissors and cut his own umbilical cord – you know, that squidgy kind of see-through snakeD5 that comes out of your belly button when you’re born.

I don’t know how much you know about babies, but they don’t normally talk. Well, not unless you count words like ‘goo’ and ‘ga’. Everyone gawped at the magical talking baby. Well, almost everyone – the midwife immediately fainted.

‘Isn’t someone going to help that poor man?’ Mr and Mrs Procter’s twenty-second-old baby said. ‘A few hours of bed rest for you, Mum, then we can get home. I’m keen to check out my new abode.’

Mr and Mrs Procter stared at their son in total disbelief. How did he know the word ‘abode’? Actually, how did he know any words?
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‘Oh, sorry,’ he continued. ‘Are we doing “Mum” or “Mummy”? I guess there’s “Mother” or “Mater” as well, but they sound a bit Victorian.’

‘Mum’s … fine,’ stuttered Mrs Procter.

‘OK, wonderful,’ he replied, ‘and while we’re on the topic of names … have you thought of one for me yet?’

‘We were thinking about … Spike?’ suggested Mr Procter nervously.

‘What am I? A dog? No, we can do better than that.’

Dexter wiped some gunkD6 from his eyes, then looked around the room for inspiration.

He saw a bottle of hand gel.

Gelemy? No – too weird.

Then he spotted a poster about antibiotic resistance.

Ant? Not right either.

Oh! The bed had a label on it: DEXTERITY PATIENT MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS.

‘Dexter! Perfect. All agreed?’

Mr and Mrs Procter were too shocked to speak, so they just nodded.

As you might expect, news that there was a talking baby who’d finished off his own delivery spread through the hospital very fast, like a yawn in an assembly. Within ten minutes, the room was full of dozens of doctors measuring every part of Dexter’s body with a tape measure, shining lights into his eyes and ears, putting a cold stethoscope all over his chest, and I’ll leave you to guess where they shoved a thermometer. A doctor with a pointy little beard like a triangle wandered into the room to have a nosy. He peered at Dexter as though he had fifty-five heads, before prodding him a bit and writing things down on a clipboard.

‘We obviously need to perform some investigations, Mr and Mrs Procter,’ said Dr Triangle-Beard. ‘Nothing too dramatic. Just a swab from his cheek, a few blood tests here and there, then a quick MRI and a bit of fluid from around his spinal cord. This really is a thoroughly unusual newborn.’

‘Excuse me, beardy,’ said Dexter, loudly enough to make the startled doctor’s glasses slip down his nose. ‘First of all, kindly speak to me directly. And, secondly, you will be doing no such thing. I’m perfectly normal, thank you very much, and I don’t need investigating. I’m just … me.’

Mrs Procter could see how upset all this fussing was making Dexter.

‘It’s kind of you to offer,’ she said to the doctor. ‘But, if it’s all the same to you, we’d much rather go home and have a nice cup of tea.’

‘Just milk for me, thanks,’ said Dexter. ‘Caffeine’s unsuitable at my age.’

Another doctor, with glasses the size of coasters, stuck a thermometer in Mrs Procter’s ear. ‘Well, we certainly can’t let you go home with a temperature of 41.3 degrees,’ he said.

‘I think you’ll find her temperature is absolutely fine,’ said Dexter. ‘If you don’t leave your thermometer on the radiator before you use it, that is.’

And Dexter was right, as he would generally turn out to be in the days and years that followed, so the Procter family were discharged from hospital and headed home. And never again in his entire life would Mr Graham Procter use the word ‘boring’.
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Time moved forward, because that’s what time generally does,D7 and while other babies spent their days cooing and pooing, Dexter started reading anything he could lay his tiny, doughy handsD8 on. By three months old, he had learned all the way up to his 279 times table, which was quite useful because his favourite jar of baby porridge (the particularly disgusting-soundingD9 melon and sweetcorn) cost £2.79. By the time he was six months old, he had read every children’s book in the library.

‘That was great,’ he would say to Granny Bet, who had moved in for a bit to help with the washing-up and nappy-changing, ‘but have you got anything with more pages? Oh, and maybe a better plot? Why didn’t anyone call the police when all those children were maimed in that chocolate factory?’

By nine months old, Dexter had read every single page of Wikipedia.D10 By eleven months, he’d also read them in Korean and Polish.

‘I think I should join MENSA,’ said Dexter to Granny Bet one day. ‘It’s a special group for extremely clever people, and I reckon I’m one of them.’
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And so he did, at exactly one year of age, becoming the youngest person ever to join MENSA, although he did complain quite a lot that the other members weren’t clever enough.

Granny Bet’s short stay with the Procters turned into a long stay, which eventually turned into a permanent stay. Mr and Mrs Procter were pleased with this situation, because they wouldn’t have been able to cope on their own if she’d left. And Granny Bet was even more pleased with the situation because she loved spending time with her genius grandson. Which other babies could she discuss the latest episode of Detective LaPomme with? And Dexter loved his time with her too. Other people on the street would stare and point at him, and his mum would google things in a panic to check if what he was doing was ‘normal’, but Granny Bet always just accepted Dexter for who he was.

One Wednesday, after she’d finished watching ‘Detective LaPomme and the Mystery of the Missing Mouth Organ’, Granny got ready for her regular quiz afternoon at the Two O’Clock Club in the community centre.

‘Can I join you, Granny? I’m sure I could help,’ said Dexter, even though at two years old he was about eighty years younger than the average member of the Two O’Clock Club.

‘I think that might count as cheating, pickle,’ said Granny.

‘You don’t normally have a problem with cheating when you use Alexa to help with the crossword,’ said Dexter.

‘Cheating is always wrong,’ Granny spluttered, and her face turned the exact colour of her bright pink lipstick.

‘So you agree with Sophocles when he said, “I would prefer to fail with honour than win by cheating”?’

‘Sophocles?’ asked Granny.

‘You know,’ said Dexter. ‘The playwright, born in 496 BC in the ancient Greek town of Hippeios Colonus where he—’

‘Actually,’ said Granny, ‘maybe you should come along after all. It’d be nice for you to be out of the house – you’ll get a bit of Vitamin C.’

‘Vitamin D,’ Dexter corrected her.

There’s a famous phrase that goes: ‘It’s not the winning that counts – it’s the taking part.’ Granny absolutely disagreed with this – for her, it was all about the winning. She didn’t care if the prize was something she didn’t want or need, like an inflatable hammer or a cat-scratching post – she’d just chuck it in the shed, next to the boring lawnmower. The main thing was that she had won.

She pushed Dexter’s buggy into the hall of the community centre and took her usual seat at the far table in the back row.

‘I sit here so nobody can copy my answers,’ she told Dexter.

‘Yes, wouldn’t it be awful if someone cheated at this quiz …?’ Dexter replied sarcastically,D11 before Granny shoved a dummy in his mouth.

A loud voice boomed out from the front of the room.D12 ‘Take your seats, as the quiz will commence in two minutes!’

‘That’s Vince Mince,’ whispered Granny. ‘He’s in charge of the quiz.’

‘Mince is a peculiar surname,’ said Dexter.

‘Oh, we just call him that because he works at the butcher’s,’ said Granny.

An old man in front of them spun round. His name was Jeremy Elston, and he had a head that looked like someone had stuck four hairs onto a boiled egg.

‘Who are you talking to?’ he demanded.

‘No one, Jeremy,’ said Granny, putting on her very best innocent face. ‘I’m just playing with my little grandson. Maybe your hearing aid is on the wonk again.’

Granny leaned down to Dexter and whispered as quietly as she could, ‘You need to sit on my lap and not let anyone know that you’re, umm … giving my answers a bit of a polish. Just do the old goo-goo ga-ga stuff like some rubbish normal baby. And if I write down a wrong answer, then tap me on the leg and I’ll change it.’

Vince cleared his throat very loudly to get the players’ attention. ‘Old ladies and old gentlemen! I am very pleased to announce that the first prize is … a hairdryer for dogs!’ He held it up in the air and everyone in the room let out a huge ‘Ooh!’, even though absolutely no one there had a dog. Penelope Thrupp had a hamster called Clive, but Clive never really got wet, and a hairdryer would have blown him right over.

‘Question one!’ yelled Vince, whose voice was so loud that he didn’t need to use a microphone. ‘What is arachibutyrophobia? Write your answers down on the sheet as quickly as you can please. What’s arachibutyrophobia?’

Granny drummed her long pink nails on the table while she mulled it over, and eventually wrote down ‘fear of spiders’.D13 Dexter tapped her on the leg urgently. Granny ‘accidentally’ knocked her pen off the table and paused with her ear by Dexter’s lips as she leaned down to pick it back up.

‘It’s the fear of getting peanut butter stuck to the roof of your mouth,’ whispered Dexter as if it was a matter of national importance, and Granny quickly changed her answer.

‘Question two,’ said Vince. ‘Before he was President of America, what did Abraham Lincoln win prizes for?’

Granny tapped her nails on the table once again, so hard in fact that one of them pinged off and landed in Jeremy’s cranberry juice. Granny wrote down ‘maths’, but wasn’t particularly surprised when Dexter started tapping her on the leg again.

‘It was wrestling!’ he whispered to Granny after her pen accidentally fell off the table for a second time. And, for a second time, Granny Bet changed her answer.

‘And your final question of the first round!’ bellowed Vince. ‘How many bones do sharks have?’

This time, Granny didn’t even attempt to guess an answer – she just swept her pen straight onto the ground.

‘None,’D14 Dexter muttered to her, then added in a quick ‘Goo-goo ga-ga’ when Jeremy turned round.

Jeremy took a sip of his cranberry juice, felt Granny’s fingernail touch his tonsil and spat the whole lot onto the floor.

At the end of each round, every quizzer had to swap papers with another person to mark their answers.

‘Not bad,’ said Jeremy to Granny as he passed her paper back. ‘Two out of three.’

Dexter’s ears started to go red, and he looked as if he was about to snort fire out of his nostrils. He snatched the paper straight off the table.

‘This is disgusting, disgraceful and deplorable,’ he hissed.

‘It’s fine to get things wrong, Dexter,’ said Granny, trying to hide her disappointment that the dog hairdryer would never be hers. ‘We all do it!’

‘Well, I don’t!’ howled Dexter so loudly that Vince Mince’s wig lifted up at the front of his head. ‘You wrote “nine” and I told you to write “none”.’
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A couple of things happened after Dexter’s little outburst. First of all, a few grannies and grandads fainted. Luckily, the nice people from the ambulance crew said afterwards that it was nothing serious and they’d all be fine. Secondly, Jeremy Elston spun round with his mouth gaping open and said, ‘A talking baby?! It should be in a lab!’

Dexter’s top lip quivered. ‘Well, you should buy some mouthwash,’ he replied. ‘Your breath smells like a bison’s bumhole. Now mind your own business, you time-expired twerp!’ – which wasn’t a particularly nice thing to say.D15
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‘He needs to hang out with people his own age,’ said Granny. ‘That’s how kids learn social skills.’

‘He’s two years old!’ said Mr Procter.

Dexter lay down next to his bed and stuck his ear to the floor so he could hear what they were saying about him.

‘Children his own age like sitting in the garden, eating dirt and clapping when they see a butterfly – they don’t want to hear Dexter telling them their nappy smells like a dead rat and that singing nursery rhymes is Neanderthal.’

Well, that is the sort of thing I would say, Dexter thought.

‘What on earth are we going to do?’ asked Mrs Procter. This absolutely wasn’t in any of the parenting books she’d read. ‘It says in This Is Going to Scream that you should just ignore behaviour like this. But we can hardly do that!’

‘Of course we can,’ said Mr Procter.

‘Remember what happened last week with Mr Bernoulli, the fishmonger?’ said Mrs Procter, her head in her hands. ‘I was in there buying haddock fishcakes for tea when Mr Bernoulli ruffled Dexter’s hair and called him a “strange little thing”.’

‘I take it Dexter didn’t just smile and giggle?’ asked Granny Bet.

‘I think the words he used were: “I’ll thank you not to ruffle my hair when you’ve been handling fish guts, you string of sentient seaweed.”’
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‘Well … boys will be boys!’ said Mr Procter.

‘Why are you defending him?’ asked Mrs Procter.

Mr Procter shuffled awkwardly on his chair, like there was an infestation of woodlice in his boxers. ‘I’m not! I just think you need to consider both sides of the story.’

‘Listen,’ said Granny, looking exasperated. ‘He’s spending too much time with adults, that’s the problem. Maybe some time with other children will help with his emotional maturity—’

‘I’ve got it!’ interrupted Mrs Procter. ‘He should go to school!’

Granny looked down at her body to check she hadn’t somehow turned into a ghost and that’s why nobody had been listening to her.

Dexter gulped. He wasn’t sure about this idea. The schools he’d read about in books were horrible, awful places where you’d never actually want to go. They were dark and dingy prisons where they punish you by making you eat your lunch like a dog with your hands tied behind your back, or where there’s a giant snake-monster in the basement or a hideous head teacher who grabs pupils by their pigtails and chucks them in the air.D16

‘I don’t know,’ said Mr Procter. ‘It just … doesn’t feel right. Not yet anyway.’

Mrs Procter narrowed her eyes and stared at her husband. ‘Graham … are you sure there’s not some other reason that you don’t want him going to school?’

‘Absolutely not!’ said Mr Procter, with the kind of offended face you might use if someone accused you of stealing the Crown Jewels or weeing in the kitchen sink.D17

Dexter grabbed a huge mound of paperwork from his desk and scampered down the stairs.

‘Sorry to disturb you, Dad,’ he said. ‘But I’ve finished off that report you wanted me to do on streamlining aggregation in database management systems. Anyway, do let me know when you’ll be taking me for that lunch at Pepe Piccolino’s Perfect Pizza.’

If looks could kill, then the eyes that Mrs Procter gave her husband would have splatted him all over the kitchen wall and ruined the grouting on their brand-new Italian porcelain tiles. ‘Am I to understand that you’ve been bribing our two-year-old child to do your job for you?’

‘No …’ said Mr Procter extremely unconvincingly.

‘And this is why you didn’t want him going to school?’

Mr Procter nodded very slowly, and wondered how many nights he would have to sleep in the back seat of his car as a punishment.

Granny could see from Dexter’s face that he was worried about something – it was as clear as if it was written across his forehead with a bright green highlighter. But she knew exactly what to say.

‘Schools are wonderful places, dedicated to education. Every second of every minute of every hour of the day is all about learning, learning and more learning. I think you might enjoy it there, pickle.’

Dexter burrowed his frow.D18 Perhaps he would like it there after all …
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Elmwood School was a perfectly pleasant school with no punishments, playgrounds full of happy hopscotch-playing pupils and a perfectly pleasant head teacher called Ms Saeed. There wasn’t even an enormous evil snake in the basement. But there was one slight problem with Elmwood. They’d never had a double-mega-super-genius as a pupil before. Well, no school had ever had a pupil like Dexter before. Of course, there were some clever children at Elmwood, but the kind of clever that meant ‘did their Grade 2 piano, aged five’ or ‘can spell “vegetable”, aged six’. Not ‘wrote a 400-page novel set in sixteenth-century Vienna, aged two’.

Dexter started school at the age of two years, three months and four days old, making him the youngest person in the entire British school system. Ever. And because Reception is usually for four- or five-year-olds, everyone else in his class was at least twice his age. But Dexter was extremely excited. He was about to spend all day learning – his favourite thing in the world!D19
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Mr and Mrs Procter dropped him off at the school gates. Mrs Procter gave him a huge sloppy kiss on the cheek, which was monumentally embarrassing.

She said, ‘I’ve put an extra pair of shorts in your satchel in case you have another accident,’ which was so embarrassing that it made Dexter want to spontaneously combust.

Mr Procter passed Dexter his satchel, which was about half his height and contained an extremely long bookD20 called War and Peace, three rusks and a jar of puréed cottage pie with a melted Snickers mixed in.

Then seven long hours later, Mr and Mrs Procter waited nervously by the front door for Granny Bet to bring Dexter home.

‘Oh, I do hope he’s made some nice friends!’ said Mrs Procter. School was the big answer to all their Dexter-shaped problems, and she didn’t really have any other ideas if it didn’t work out.

‘I’m sure he has,’ replied Mr Procter. ‘But if not, I’ve got to put together a presentation on the hybrid growth pyramid, and I—’

Mrs Procter stamped on his foot, which was her subtle way of saying, Shut up, Graham.

‘How was it, coochie-cheeks?’D21 she asked as Dexter came in with Granny Bet. Mrs Procter was shaking so much that her voice sounded like she was riding a bike over a cobbled street.

‘I hate school!’ said Coochie-cheeks,D22 frisbeeing his satchel across the hallway. ‘Everyone’s so dense.’

‘You shouldn’t call other children dense, Dexter,’ said Mrs Procter.

‘Oh, I’m really sorry, Mum’, replied Dexter. ‘That wasn’t what I meant.’

Mr and Mrs Procter were slightly gobsmacked. They couldn’t remember a single time that Dexter had ever apologized – perhaps school wasn’t such a disaster after all!

‘I didn’t mean it’s the children who are dense,’ he continued. ‘Well, they mostly are, but I was talking about the teachers. Every time I asked Miss Melon a question, she pretended she had to pop out of the class to get something while she googled the answer. How can you call yourself a teacher if you have to look up basic facts like the Hungarian word for “slug”?’D23

‘Maybe you just need to give it a little longer, Dexter?’ said Mrs Procter with desperation in every syllable. ‘I just know you’re going to love it there.’ She didn’t know that in the slightest, but she really, really hoped.

And so Dexter went back to school the next day and the next day and the next day, and tried his best to love it. But he never really felt like he fitted in. It was admittedly a bit difficult for him to fit in, given he was half the height of everyone else in his class as well as half their age.D24 He was embarrassed at lunchtime, having to sit in a high chair instead of on wooden benches like everyone else, wearing a bib and eating mushy food with a brightly coloured plastic spoon. And PE was a nightmare – he was barely taller than the football he was meant to be kicking around, and everyone seemed to run fifteen times faster than him.

Breaktimes weren’t much better either. While the other kids shrieked and laughed and shouted and jumped and chased each other around the playground, Dexter preferred to stay indoors and give War and Peace another read.

‘Looks like there’s an exciting game of catch going on out there,’ said Miss Melon. ‘Why don’t you go play outside?’

Because I’m not a golden retriever, thought Dexter.

But … as he watched all the other children playing together, he couldn’t help but feel a little bit jealous of the fun they were having. It was as if they just knew how to be kids. As though it all came naturally. Why wasn’t there some kind of instruction manual that would teach him how to be the same as everyone else? Like the ones that taught him to speak Spanish, or how to build a hovercraft? Reading and memorizing facts were no problem at all. Being friends with other humans … that was trickier.
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‘Remember what it was like when you first started learning Spanish?’ asked Granny Bet that evening. ‘You didn’t become fluent immediately – it took you almost three days. Everything takes practice!’

Dexter thought about this and realized she was right. He’d started with the basics – simple phrases like ‘Me llamo Dexter’ and ‘Me gusta comer caca’D25 – and before long he was able to read all 1,085 pages of Don Quixote in the original Spanish.

He just needed to start with one friend, someone to talk to. How hard could that be?

(Spoiler alertD26 – he gets one in the next chapter.)
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Mr Kingsley was the deputy head of Elmwood primary school and everyone’s favourite teacher. His voice had a kind of in-built laugh, so that even if he was telling someone off for weeing in the sandpitD27 or shoving a rucksack down the toiletD28 he never actually sounded angry. He wore very colourful jumpers every day – his favourite was a yellow one with purple spots – and he was obsessed with TV cooking shows. His dream was to win The Great British Bake Off with a showstopper of a cherry mascarpone chocolate mousse gâteau in the shape of a working model of Tower Bridge, then open a cake shop in the middle of a tiny Cotswold village, which would specialize in choux pastryD29 … but for now he was happy enough teaching the Reception class how to bake.

Dexter felt a little nervous as he tottered into Mr Kingsley’s cookery classroom or ‘tent’, as Mr Kingsley liked to call it, even though it was built of concrete in the 1970s and didn’t contain a shred of fabric. Apparently, it was a reference to The Great British Bake Off, but Dexter hadn’t ever watched it. In every other lesson, Dexter was an expert, but baking was something he’d never done before. Sure, he’d read every single cookbook in his house and had memorized a further 6,752 recipes from the internet, but he’d never actually cooked anything himself.

‘OK, bakers,’ announced Mr Kingsley. ‘First thing to do is weigh out your ingredients.’
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He spotted Dexter struggling to reach the worktop so brought over a big mixing tub, which he placed upside down so Dexter could stand on it.

‘I’m very sorry, Mr Kingsley. How do I operate the weighing scales? I’m afraid I’ve never done anything like this before.’
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‘Nobody here has, Dexter. We’re all doing it for the first time. Well, apart from me!’ Mr Kingsley laughed slightly too loudly at what wasn’t a brilliant joke, but it made Dexter smile.
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For the next hour, Dexter didn’t have a clue what he was doing – just like everyone else in the class. He was totally normal – a feeling he hadn’t had since … well, ever.

Mr Kingsley taught them how to grease the cake tin and measure out the ingredients. They learned how to weigh the sugar, melt the butter, crack the eggs and sieve the flour so it didn’t have any lumpy bits in it. Soon, Dexter had sticky cake batter all over his hands and a huge smile all over his face.
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Mr Kingsley was so enthusiastic that it was impossible not to have fun in his lessons. He sang the recipes to Disney tunes – ‘The Circle of Baking Parchment’ was a particular favourite of his – and he juggled the eggs with a roughly eighty per cent success rate, which isn’t quite good enough when you’re juggling eggs.

Dexter couldn’t help but ask lots of questions.

‘What’s your favourite type of cake to eat, Mr Kingsley?’

‘Oh, I don’t eat them myself!’ he replied. ‘I know it sounds weird but I don’t like the texture … all disgusting and crumbly, like eating the gunk between your toes. But I like making them!’

Mr Kingsley turned back to the class. ‘One last ingredient for your bowls – the baking powder!’

Dexter shot his floury hand up into the air. ‘Did you know that baking powder contains an acid and an alkali?’ he said. ‘So, when it gets wet, they combine and produce the carbon dioxide that makes the cake rise.’

A pointy-chinned boy called Marcel screamed out, ‘Acid?! My dad says you shouldn’t touch acid because it can burn you!’

Before Dexter could explain about different levels of the pH scale and how even apple juice is acidic, every child in the class screamed and whipped their hands out of their mixing bowls, sending batter flying everywhere – up to the ceiling, onto the walls, all over the floor, in everyone’s hair and … right into Dexter’s precious leather satchel.

‘Now look what you’ve done! You’ve got earwax instead of a brain!’ Dexter shouted at Marcel, dusting off his copy of War and Peace.

Mr Kingsley showed Marcel where to pinch his nose to stop the bleeding,D30 and started to sweep up the mess and wet-wipe everyone’s hands. He explained to Dexter that it wasn’t appropriate to tell someone that they have earwax instead of a brain, and wasn’t even interested in Dexter’s explanation that it apparently came from a Shakespeare play.D31 Then he gently suggested that Dexter might want to cool off in the cloakroom.

Dexter sat among the coats and jackets and mittens and scarves, furious about his ruined book, furious that his new favourite lesson had been ruined, and most furious of all that it had very possibly been his own fault.

‘Are you OK?’ asked the coat rack.

Hmm. That was unexpected.

‘Yes, thanks,’ said Dexter, a little unnerved.

‘Mr Kingsley sent me to see how you were doing.’

A girl stepped out from behind the coat rack and stood next to Dexter, which made a lot more sense, actually. He’d seen her in class before – he remembered how nice her handwriting was, with big swirly curly ‘f’s like a treble clef – but they hadn’t ever spoken. She had a kind face and paint under her nails, and her long black hair was in messy plaits.

‘I’m sorry about your book,’ she said.

‘It’s a classic,’ whimpered Dexter.

‘I prefer books with pictures in. Do you like them too?’

Dexter thought hard. ‘I like some books with pictures in. The atlas, for example. But I don’t like it as much as War and Peace.’

‘Why don’t we go to the school library and see if they’ve got another one?’ asked the girl.

‘I doubt it very much,’ moaned Dexter. ‘Most of the books here are the ones you can wipe clean.’

The girl laughed. ‘I’m Rupi, by the way.’ She held out her hand with her fist clenched.

‘I’m Dexter,’ he replied, but he’d never heard of fist-bumping so he tried to shake hands with her fist instead.
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‘We all know who you are!’ Rupi replied, smiling.

‘Yeah, yeah, I’m the weirdo who knows the names of all the moons of Jupiter.D32 Go on, make fun of me.’

Rupi sat on the bench next to Dexter and lightly nudged him with her shoulder. ‘Why would I do that? How are you finding school? It can’t be easy because …’

‘Because I’m a weirdo?’ said Dexter.

‘Because you already know everything,’ said Rupi.

‘I don’t know everything!’ said Dexter. ‘I got my 3,486 times table wrong yesterday.’

‘Yeah, and I guess you’re rubbish at PE. And drawing. And—’

‘All right, all right!’ said Dexter.

‘What’s it like being so clever?’ asked Rupi.

‘It’s … a bit rubbish, really,’ said Dexter. ‘It’s no fun being different.’

‘You can’t be the same as everyone else,’ said Rupi. ‘It’s not possible – everyone’s different.’

‘I don’t mean like an identical clone,’ said Dexter, getting frustrated. ‘But nobody knows what it’s like to be different like me.’

Rupi sighed. ‘You don’t know what it’s like to be me either.’ She rolled up her jumper – there was a little plastic box attached to the skin next to her belly button. ‘Know what this is?’

Dexter sniffed. ‘Of course I do. It’s a … umm … I mean, it could be … a …’ He paused, then turned the colour of a lobster.D33 ‘I’m really sorry, but I don’t know!’

‘Why are you saying sorry? It’s OK not to know things!’

Dexter’s face turned back to more of a Dexter colour. It was nice to be around someone who treated him like a regular kid.

Rupi tapped her stomach. ‘It’s an insulin pump – I’ve got diabetes.D34 Do you know what that’s like?’

He knew a thousand different facts about diabetes, but he didn’t have a clue what it was like to actually have it.

‘I guess I don’t,’ said Dexter. He felt bad for moaning, but he also felt a bit better – Rupi was right. He wasn’t the only person who was different.

‘I can’t believe you called Marcel an earwax brain!’ said Rupi.

‘Neither can I,’ sighed Dexter.

‘Next time, just call them a massive poo-head,’ said Rupi with a mischievous grin.

‘I like you,’ said Dexter.

‘Come on.’ Rupi laughed. ‘Let’s go back to class. I’ll help clean your book – what’s it called? Boring Peace?’

Dexter smiled. He’d finally found his first friend.
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When Dexter got back from school that day, he wasn’t scowling; he didn’t frisbee his satchel across the hallway or bury his face in Granny Bet’s cardigan. He ran straight into the kitchen, whistling a Taylor Swift song (Rupi had taught him how to whistle – and who Taylor Swift is) and started greasing a cake tin.

Mr Procter approached him nervously. ‘Dexter … You’d tell me if something was wrong, wouldn’t you?’

‘Of course I would,’ replied Dexter. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘It’s just …’ said Mr Procter, ‘you seem … How do I put this? … Happy?’

Dexter briefly paused his whistling. ‘Nothing wrong with that, is there?’

And there certainly wasn’t. Mr Procter didn’t ask any further questions in case he accidentally changed something.

Then a few days later, everything became clear.

‘Can my friend Rupi come over and play tomorrow after school?’ asked Dexter as he sieved a huge bag of icing sugar. ‘I’m making us a mango and courgette drizzle cake.’

‘Your …’ Mrs Procter spoke very carefully, as if she was trying not to wake a hibernating grizzly bear. ‘Did you say friend, darling?’

‘Yes, Mum,’ said Dexter. ‘Pass me two hundred grams of unsalted butter, would you? And a couple of limes. Unwaxed.’

Mrs Procter opened the cupboard, in a bit of a daze.

‘Rupi likes sugar-free lemonade, so if you could stock up on that, please,’ continued Dexter. ‘Oh, and maybe get some paints – she won first prize in the school art competition for a composition in crayon on sugar paper called Dog in My Garden. A bit primitive for my tastes, but it went down well with Miss Melon.’

Mr and Mrs Procter hadn’t been this shocked since the day their talking baby was born. But, needless to say, they were delighted.

The next day, instead of sitting on his own with a Vietnamese phrasebook or the instruction manual for a Ford Focus, Dexter read a Tom Gates book to Rupi and did all the voices (although not very well).D35 And instead of building highly accurate replicas of local buildings out of Lego, Dexter and Rupi made rocket ships and dinosaursD36 together. And Rupi didn’t even find it boring when he explained why her Lego rocket ship wouldn’t have the sufficient aerodynamic capabilities to fly in real life.

‘Aside from the aerodynamics,’ said Dexter, ‘there’s absolutely nowhere for the hot gas to shoot out of.’

‘Rockets need to fart?’ asked Rupi as she painted an alien planet for it to land on.

Dexter turned the colour of a fire engine. ‘Well, not really. It’s not quite the same. Otherwise when we … ahem, fart, we’d all lift off into the air.’

Rupi laughed. And then Dexter laughed. They laughed and laughed, on and on, until Mrs Procter had to come and see what was happening because it sounded like someone was having a medical emergency.

Dexter thought back to all those other children shrieking and laughing in the playground. This is it, he thought. This is what it’s like to feel normal.
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Things were going pretty smoothly for Dexter, and that means there’s probably going to be one of those twistsD37 that authors like to put in.

The next evening, the whole Procter family went along to Dexter’s very first parents’ evening. Despite Dexter protesting on eighty-two separate occasions that it was so embarrassing, Mrs Procter insisted on wearing Dexter in a baby carrier on her back. They walked into the sports hall, all set out with tables and chairs.

Granny Bet looked at the bored faces on all the parents as they were talking to the teachers.

‘Do I need to stay here, love?’ she said to Mrs Procter, who tutted loudly.

‘Shouldn’t we be going to that table?’ Dexter asked from his harness, pointing towards Miss Melon.

‘No, coochie-cheeks. Mr Kingsley wanted us to meet him instead.’

‘Makes sense,’ said Dexter. ‘I’ve performed so well that you need to hear it directly from the deputy head. They’ll probably be naming a prize after me. Or a classroom.’

Mrs Procter placed Dexter on her lap as they sat down opposite Mr Kingsley, who was wearing a relatively restrained (for him) jumper covered with lots of different-coloured books.

Dexter cleared his throat. ‘Well, first of all, I’d like to say that the quality of the teaching at Elmwood has been distinctly patchy,’ he said. ‘With the exception of your lessons, Mr Kingsley, I have to say that—’

Mrs Procter interrupted. ‘Sorry, darling. I think this evening is more to find out how you are doing, not your teachers.’

And, as you might expect, Dexter was doing very well indeed.

‘Dexter here is unlike any other student we’ve ever had at Elmwood,’ said Mr Kingsley. ‘But he’s settling in very well and gets a gold star almost every day. We’ve even had to extend the Reception class achievement board outside Ms Saeed’s office so that it will fit all his stars.’
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Mr Procter put up his hand to ask a question. (Even adults who left school twenty years ago still feel like they should put up their hands when they ask a teacher a question.)

‘Do you think he’s doing well enough that he could take next Wednesday morning off? You see, I’ve got to write a paper on differential quantitative analysis of—’ And then Mrs Procter stamped on his ingrown toenail and Mr Procter yelped and stopped speaking.

‘The thing is,’ Mr Kingsley continued, ‘we don’t want Dexter to get bored in his classes. And Miss Melon tells me that she’s having to spend so long finding extra things for Dexter to do that she doesn’t have much time to teach the rest of the class. Last week she was teaching the alphabet and only managed to get up to the letter C.’

‘Ah, so you
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