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Dedicated to everyone both young
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Do you have a secret? Is there anything about you that you’d much rather keep to yourself? Maybe you’ve done something in the past that you’re ashamed of? You might have told a big fat lie, or invented wild stories about yourself and your family, when really you don’t live in a mansion or own a pony but actually live in a perfectly ordinary house or flat.

You might have an unusual hobby or interest that you don’t talk about in case people who don’t understand these things think you’re weird. Then, of course, there’s that nasty habit you might have that you’d rather no one knew about, like nose-picking, eating belly-button fluff or not wiping your bum. Ugh.

This story is about a young boy called Eddie Albert who had an amazing secret. If you sat next to him on a bus or walked past him in the street you’d be forgiven for thinking he was just an ordinary ten-year-old boy. A bit scruffy, perhaps, not very tall and with an unruly mop of blond hair, but nothing in the least bit remarkable about him.

Well, you’d be wrong, for Eddie Albert possessed a truly extraordinary talent, a unique skill that he really should have been very proud of. Only he wasn’t. He was extremely secretive about his hidden talent, determined that nobody should ever find out about this awesome gift that he saw as more of a curse. It had got him into trouble at school several times, and today was one of those days. It all started because of a mouse …
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Eddie wasn’t really what you’d call naughty. He wasn’t a bad kid at all – in fact, he was quite the opposite. But trouble seemed to have a nasty habit of following him around, and it usually involved animals.

Once, Mr Broad, the PE teacher, had gone ballistic when he found Eddie on the school roof. But Eddie hadn’t shinned up the drainpipe and on to the flat roof for a dare or to show off. In fact, he’d wanted to rescue a seagull that was trapped between two planks left there by the builders who were repairing the roof. Nevertheless, Eddie had been hauled off to the headmaster’s office and given a long lecture on health and safety and the stupidity of little boys who liked to impress their friends by climbing on roofs.
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He’d been late for school on a number of occasions as he was always stopping to help lost or injured animals when he took a short cut through the park. One winter’s morning he came across a grass snake that was half frozen from the cold, so he popped it into his rucksack to get warm. Once it was nice and toasty, the snake woke up and decided to go for a little slither around – which of course happened during English class. Eventually, it settled on Miss Pike’s foot. The English teacher fainted and once again Eddie found himself standing before the headmaster’s desk. The man couldn’t understand how it was possible for such a quiet little boy to get into so much trouble.

Eddie loved all animals, and people thought he had a special way with them.

‘It’s as if he can understand them,’ Mr Ali, who ran the local shop, would say. ‘My cat likes to sit on the step and Eddie always stops to talk to her on his way to school. Now, my cat is very fussy and doesn’t take to strangers, but she loves Eddie. She meows and purrs and wriggles about and he answers her. Quite a conversation they have! As I said, it’s as if he can understand her …’

The thing was: Eddie could understand animals.

Highly improbable as it sounds, Eddie Albert could converse with mammals, birds, fish and even snails (although snails do tend to have a limited vocabulary that involves a lot of slurping and hissing) just as well as with humans. It was an incredible gift, but Eddie didn’t see it that way. He was the kind of boy who didn’t like to draw attention to himself, preferring to get on with his work rather than mess about, which made him a frequent target for bullies.

Eddie was determined to keep his special talent firmly under wraps. He was scared that if it was discovered he’d be seen as an oddity, a freak. He’d be ridiculed by the tabloid newspapers and people would point at him in the street. He’d be all over social media and made to go on daytime television and have to prove his talents weren’t just a trick. He’d be world-famous, unable to go anywhere without people wanting selfies and demanding that he speak to their dogs.

No, no, no! That wasn’t going to happen. A bit of fun with Mr Ali’s cat could be taken for a young boy play-acting, but apart from that he kept his amazing capabilities to himself and only used them when no one was around.

Now, where was I? Oh yes, I was telling you about a mouse, the one that caused all the trouble. It appeared from underneath the radiator in Eddie’s classroom during a maths lesson one afternoon and, for something so small, it caused a lot of problems.
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From the way the mouse was just sitting there, staring round the classroom, Eddie could see it was lost. He bent down as if he were looking for something in his bag so he could talk to it.

‘Psssst!’ he hissed. ‘What are you doing here? Go home.’

‘You couldn’t tell me how to get to the boiler room, could you?’ the mouse asked politely, giving his whiskers a quick wipe with his paws. ‘I seem to have taken a wrong turn.’

‘Why don’t you go back the way you came? Only head downwards as the boiler room is in the basement,’ Eddie whispered.

Unfortunately, he was overheard.

‘Miss!’ Quentin Harris, the class snitch and a grade-A bully, shouted out so loudly that the entire class turned round.

Quentin sat at the opposite end of the same table as Eddie and he loved nothing more than to suck up to the teachers by ratting out his classmates.

‘Miss!’ he shouted again, even louder this time.

‘What is it, Quentin?’ Miss Taylor asked. She stopped writing on the whiteboard and looked round in irritation.

‘Eddie Albert’s talking to himself, miss,’ Quentin replied, beaming with smarmy self-importance and sheer delight at the thought of getting Eddie into trouble.

‘I was not, miss,’ a red-faced Eddie protested, sitting up quickly in his chair.

‘Then you were talking to the radiator. I heard him, miss,’ the smug Quentin whined on, determined not to let the matter drop. ‘He told it to go home to the boiler room. He’s a nutter, miss. Fancy talking to a radiator!’

The entire class thought this hilarious and started laughing and sniggering until Miss Taylor told them to be quiet and reminded Quentin that the word ‘nutter’ was offensive.

‘Eddie,’ Miss Taylor said, leaving her desk and walking over to him, ‘you wouldn’t have a phone in your bag, would you? Because you know I don’t allow phones in my classroom.’

‘No, miss,’ Quentin assured her. ‘He hasn’t got a phone because his dad works in a supermarket and can’t afford to buy him one. I’ve got a phone, a tablet and a brand-new computer, miss.’

‘Then you’re a very lucky boy, aren’t you?’ Miss Taylor told him with just a hint of sarcasm in her voice. ‘When you get home, why don’t you look up the words bragging and boasting on this brand-new computer of yours. Now, be quiet.’

Turning to Eddie, she asked him what all this fuss was about. Had he been talking to anyone and, if so, who?

Eddie liked Miss Taylor. He wasn’t very good at maths but she was very patient and kind, taking time to explain the really hard things to him. Today he thought she looked tired and, as he didn’t want to lie to her, he told the truth.

‘I was talking to a mouse,’ he said to her calmly.

Eddie might just as well have announced that he’d been talking to a six-metre-long man-eating snake, as the word mouse caused immediate mass panic.

Miss Taylor quickly glanced at the floor, wrapped her skirt round her knees and moved away. If speed-walking backwards, knock-kneed because you’re holding your skirt tightly round your legs, had been an Olympic sport, then Miss Taylor would’ve won the gold medal.

‘Calm down, children!’ she shouted as pandemonium broke out. A lot of the girls were screaming and climbing on to their chairs, as were a few of the boys. Some of the children were adding to the mayhem as they ran round the classroom, shouting, ‘There it is!’ and ‘I’ll catch him!’ One of the boys picked up a girl’s cardigan from the floor where it had fallen from the back of a chair and gave it a good shake. In doing so, he sent a chunk of chocolate that had been in the pocket flying across the room in the direction of Miss Taylor.

At the sight of this little brown thing coming towards her, Miss Taylor let out a scream that could have shattered glass and leapt on to her desk with the speed of a kangaroo.
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Just then Mr Pickard, the headmaster, walked in.

‘What’s going on here?’ he demanded, clapping his hands loudly in an attempt to silence the class.

‘There’s a mouse!’ Miss Taylor gibbered from her perch on top of the furniture. ‘It’s underneath my desk right now … a big brown mouse! Oh, dear me.’

Mr Pickard – known to quite a few of his students as Mr Pick-on because that’s what he did to you if your work wasn’t up to scratch – bent down slowly and looked under Miss Taylor’s desk. The class fell silent as everyone held their breath.

‘Is this what you’re looking for?’ he said, standing up after a while. He held something in his clenched fist.

A girl started screaming again as Mr Pick-on held out his arm, slowly opening his hand. ‘Voilà!’ he shouted, like a magician who’d just sawn a lady in half.

Miss Taylor, who’d been just about to let out another bloodcurdling scream, saw that the ‘mouse’ the headmaster was holding was actually just a piece of chocolate.

‘I feel such a fool,’ Miss Taylor stammered, blushing a deep red as she climbed down from her desk. ‘You see, Eddie Albert saw a mouse over there by the radiator and I went—’ But before she could finish her sentence Mr Pick-on stopped her.

‘Eddie Albert again,’ he sighed, shaking his head slowly. ‘I might have known you’d be responsible for this chaos. My office, please. Now.’

Just as I was telling you, trouble seemed to follow poor Eddie around, and it usually involved animals.
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‘It’s not fair,’ Eddie said aloud to no one in particular as he walked home from school. He hadn’t had a good day. It had started badly when he got up and discovered an empty fridge with no milk for his breakfast Weetabix because his dad had forgotten to buy any again. He poured water on them instead, which wasn’t that nice but, as he told himself, was better than nothing.

His dad had left the house already for an early shift at Wise Prices, the budget supermarket where he worked, but Eddie was used to that and quite capable of getting himself ready for school. Even if it did mean wearing the same shirt for three days on the trot, which he was having to do today as he didn’t have any clean ones.

Then he’d had a rotten day at school, culminating in that trip to the headmaster’s office for a telling-off for something that wasn’t his fault.

‘I hate that school,’ he said aloud, kicking a bottle top into the gutter. ‘I’ll be glad when the summer holidays start so I can get away from the whole stinking lot of them.’

‘Talking to yourself again, Albert?’ Quentin Harris shouted as he came out of the fried-chicken shop, carrying a bucket of wings. ‘Or have you got that mouse in your pocket?’

Just ignore him, Eddie thought to himself and carried on walking.

‘You’re crazy, you are, a loony lunatic. You should be locked up for talking to yourself all the time. Are you listening to me, mouse boy?’ Quentin goaded, poking Eddie in the back as he walked closely behind him.

Determined not to give in, Eddie simply pretended that he hadn’t heard. He very rarely lost his temper but Quentin was certainly pushing his buttons at the moment.

‘Are you deaf as well as daft?’ Quentin went on relentlessly, trying to trip Eddie up now. ‘You should go to a school for freaks. It’s not safe having someone like you around. That’s what I think and I’m going to tell everyone to keep away from you because you’re dangerous.’

‘Whatever,’ Eddie muttered as he kept on walking.

‘You won’t even eat chicken,’ Quentin continued, waving a greasy wing about. ‘You’re weird.’

‘Why?’ Eddie replied calmly as he carried on walking. ‘Because I don’t believe in eating animals?’

‘A sausage isn’t an animal,’ Quentin scoffed. ‘You’re a nutter, that’s what you are. I love eating meat – we have it every night for dinner in our house,’ he bragged. ‘You only eat rabbit food because that’s all your dad can afford.’

‘Why don’t you keep your stupid opinions to yourself?’ Eddie snapped. He spun round to face his tormentor. ‘You’re always creeping around the teachers and telling tales. You’re a snitch, and it’s no wonder you’ve got spots all over your face, and your bum is bursting out of your trousers with the amount of junk food you eat,’ he added for good measure.

Quentin’s face turned scarlet with rage and he started to shake. ‘I have not got spots … it’s a heat rash. And I have not got a big bum!’ he spluttered.

‘Yes, you have,’ Eddie teased. ‘There’re two things you can see from the moon – the Great Wall of China and your bum.’

‘You can’t talk to me like that,’ Quentin whined. ‘You’re not allowed to because I’m special,’ he said proudly. ‘I’ve got anger issues and get very upset if anyone’s nasty to me because I’m sensitive. The school psychologist said so – she told Mum and Dad. So there, mouse boy – stuff that up your jumper.’

Eddie looked him up and down slowly. He was feeling very brave right now and all the anger and pent-up frustration from his rotten day gushed out like air from a burst balloon.

‘Call it what you want,’ he replied, ‘but really you’re just a spoilt mummy’s boy with a spiteful temper that you can’t control. Where is Mumsy today? Isn’t she picking you up in the car?’ he teased, really going for it now. ‘Don’t tell me she’s letting her lickle baby walk all the way home by himself?’

Quentin looked as if he were about to explode, but, as his rage had temporarily robbed him of the power of speech, all he could manage was a gurgling noise that sounded like an ostrich having a drink.

‘And another thing! Stop texting Sandra Ellison – she doesn’t fancy you and wouldn’t go out with you if you were the last boy on earth. I heard her telling Devorshka,’ Eddie went on, oblivious to the steam coming out of Quentin’s ears and nostrils, ‘that she thinks you’re a great big pig-faced—’

But, before Eddie could continue, Quentin completely lost his rag and punched him as hard as he could.
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‘Honestly, Eddie,’ his dad said, frowning and tutting as he dabbed antiseptic on Eddie’s cut lip. ‘First I get a phone call from your headmaster to say you’ve been disruptive in class and then you come home with blood all down your shirt and a cut lip because you’ve been fighting. What’s the matter with you?’

‘I wasn’t fighting, Dad,’ Eddie protested, wincing as he patted his lip with a bit of kitchen roll. ‘Quentin Harris just punched me in the mouth.’

‘For no reason?’ his dad enquired. ‘He just hit you?’

‘Well, we were having an argument, you see, but he started it. And then he hit me,’ Eddie explained.

‘And what did you say to rile him up like that?’ his dad asked.

Eddie kept quiet, pretending that his cut lip made it hard to speak.

‘Come on, out with it. What did you say?’ Dad persisted. ‘I know you’ve got a sharp tongue if somebody gets your back up.’

‘I said he had spots and a fat bum,’ Eddie replied, smiling as he remembered the expression on Quentin’s face.

‘Did you now?’ his dad said, trying not to laugh in spite of himself. ‘That’s not very nice, is it?’

‘Well, he’s not very nice,’ Eddie responded. ‘He’s a bully and he’s always telling tales to the teachers and he said you were poor cos I haven’t got a phone and he has.’

‘Listen to me, son. Boys like Quentin aren’t worth wasting oxygen on. Just ignore him, pretend he doesn’t exist and don’t let him get to you,’ his dad advised. ‘There’s a lot more to life than mobile phones – and they’re certainly not worth getting into a fight over. I’ve told you before: you can have a phone when you go to big school.’

‘But I didn’t start it,’ Eddie almost shouted. ‘He hit me!’

‘Well, you did give him a right mouthful and, whether he deserved it or not, you know he has problems controlling his temper,’ Dad replied. ‘A cruel word can be just as hurtful as a punch.’

Eddie folded his arms and sank down sulkily in his chair. He felt like exploding with the injustice of it all. It wasn’t fair that his dad considered him to be partly to blame, even though he was the one with the split lip and not Quentin Rotten Harris who’d started it all in the first place.

Typical, he fumed silently. I always end up getting the blame for everything. I bet if the street fell into a sinkhole it would somehow be my fault. It just isn’t fair. It’s rotten.

‘I’m going to start a union for kids,’ he told his dad, ‘and, if a kid’s got a complaint against an adult, then they have to go to court where the evidence can be looked at properly before innocent people get blamed for something they didn’t do.’

‘You do that,’ his dad replied absently. ‘Now, why don’t you go to your room and feed your animals while I rustle up something to eat? And then I’ve got some important news to talk to you about after tea. I’ll let Butch out of the kitchen first; he’s been driving me mad with his yapping.’

Butch was a Jackawawa – that’s part Chihuahua and part Jack Russell. On his way home from work one night, Eddie’s dad had bought him from a man who’d been staggering around outside a pub, waving the tiny puppy in his hand. Eddie’s dad was determined to get the poor creature off this sleazy-looking character as it was obvious he was incapable of looking after himself, let alone a dog.

Dad had known that if he was to get the pup away from this bloke he’d have to be extremely crafty.

‘Can I have a look at your dog, mate?’ he’d asked casually, putting on a cheerful voice. ‘What sort is it?’

‘Dunno,’ the man slurred, leaning against the wall of the pub. ‘I’ve been trying to flog him in there –’ he nodded towards the pub door – ‘but the landlady chucked me out. Here, have a look at the little rat, if you’re interested.’

Eddie’s dad had held the tiny pup in the palm of his hand. It was dirty and half starved and one of its eyes had closed over, the eyelid swollen and clearly infected. He was sickened at the state of this pathetic little dog and he desperately wanted to tell the man what he thought of him, but he bit his tongue and played it cool so as not to make him angry.
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‘Doesn’t look like it’ll last the night,’ he said casually. ‘How much do you want for it?’

‘’Undred quid,’ the man replied, belching loudly and putting his hands on his knees to steady himself.

‘You won’t get a hundred pounds for this,’ Eddie’s dad said, shaking his head as if he was an expert. ‘It’s a mongrel, and half dead at that. And besides I haven’t got that kind of cash on me.’

‘How much you got, then?’ the man asked, lurching towards him.

‘I’ve got five quid,’ Eddie’s dad said, for that was all the money he had on him. ‘Take it or leave it. I’ll be doing you a favour taking this off your hands.’

The man thought about the offer for a moment before eventually shouting, ‘Done! Now, gis the money and you can ’ave it!’ He’d snatched the five-pound note out of Eddie’s dad’s hand and staggered off down the road, leaving him alone on the pavement with the tiny pup shivering in the palm of his hand.

‘Come on, little one,’ he’d said, putting the puppy inside his coat to keep him warm. ‘You cost me my last fiver, which means beans on toast for dinner for Eddie and me. Now, let’s get you home.’

Of course, Eddie had fallen in love with the pint-sized puppy the moment he set eyes on him. He was really very sick, though, having been taken away from his mother far too early, but Eddie decided to nurse him back to health.

‘What shall we call him, Dad?’ Eddie asked as he cleaned the little dog’s eye.

‘Call him an early birthday present,’ Dad said. ‘But we’ve got to keep an eye on the little fella as he’s quite poorly.’

The dog really was very sick indeed. But Eddie, who was in tune with all animals, knew what this little pup needed – and that was lots of love and constant care, which Eddie was only too happy to provide by the bucketload.
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Eddie’s bedroom had become a sort of animal hospital over the years. He’d looked after a wide assortment of injured birds and had become quite an expert at mending broken wings. He’d hand-reared baby hedgehogs, a barn owl chick and even a stoat with a broken leg. Once they were well again and able to care for themselves, Eddie released them back into the wild where they belonged. So for the moment he only shared his bedroom with Butch, two goldfish named Dan and Jake, and a hamster called Bunty.

Believing that the news Dad was about to break to him was more than likely going to be bad, Eddie stomped moodily into his bedroom, followed closely by Butch, who was yapping his head off as usual.

To anyone else’s ears, Butch’s yapping would be just that – an excitable little dog barking incessantly. Nothing in the least bit unusual. However, Eddie heard something else entirely.

‘So tell me what happened?’ Butch asked Eddie eagerly as he ran round the room. ‘Did you let him have it? Eh? Did you run him out of town? I’d have bitten him on the ankle and ripped his trouser leg off,’ he continued without pausing for breath. ‘How did it start?’

‘A mouse came out from behind the radiator in class,’ Eddie explained. ‘He was lost, you see, and just as I was telling him how to get to the boiler room—’

‘Why?’ Butch interrupted. ‘Was there a
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