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For Sarah, Ruby and Lois.

The three brightest stars in my world.

Love you, always.
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‘Spike, you cannot do this!’ begged my radio-show producer, Holly.

‘Oh yes, I can,’ I replied.

The song came to an end. Time to speak. I suddenly remembered watching this old documentary with my dad about a motorcycle daredevil called Evel Knievel. He would jump over things on his motorbike. Cars, buses and planes. He even once tried to jump across thirteen London buses at Wembley Stadium. I felt like him, about to try to make that jump.

The MIC LIVE sign turned bright red, meaning we were on air. I spoke into the mic.

‘So, who of you listening right now is brave enough to go and get one of your Christmas presents from under the tree, without anyone catching you, and open it up live on the show? Just grab one and call us right away!’

‘This is a really bad idea,’ said Artie, but I could see he was trying to swallow down his laughter as producer Holly scowled at us both.

A few months ago, after the whole school strike situation,1 I had promised them both I would take it easy, but what’s the point in having your own radio show if you can’t have a bit of fun every once in a while?

I could see we had callers eager to take part in my ‘bad idea’. I picked one.

‘Hello, you’re live on the Secret Shed Show. Who is this?’

‘Hi, Radio Boy and the team.’

Artie and Holly mumbled back a very strained ‘Hi’, making it very clear they still didn’t approve of what I was doing. Artie is my radio-show sidekick and he also picks all the music. He doesn’t really want to be a famous DJ like me. He’s just here because he likes being part of it. Holly is my producer because she’s the smartest out of the three of us. They are my best friends, and my only friends. I guess it’s like being in a band together. Does that make Artie the triangle player?

Anyway, they knew all too well how much trouble could come from my spontaneous ideas. I’ll tell you a little secret: this wasn’t that spontaneous as I had planned to do it, but knew if I told them before the show they’d try to stop me.

‘I’ve got a present to open from under the Christmas tree,’ said our caller.

‘OK. Firstly, what’s your name?’

‘Nick.’

‘OK, Nick, describe the present to us.’

‘It’s huge, I can hardly lift it, almost the size of a door.’

‘Is this your main present?’ I asked. I was starting to get a little worried, as Christmas is all about the MP. The Main Present. Had Nick grabbed the big one from under his family’s Christmas tree?

‘Oh yes,’ replied Nick. I could almost hear him frothing with excitement. You know what Christmas is like. It almost makes you sick with anticipation. It can’t come soon enough. But for Nick, it would come right now, live, on my radio show. I looked at the terrified faces of Artie and Holly and hesitated for only a split second, then, excited by the power I had right at that moment, I shouted –

‘Open it, Nick!’

Suddenly, the full horror of what I was doing got to Artie and he grabbed his mic, yelling:

‘DON’T DO THIS, NICK! YOU’LL GET INTO HUGE TROUBLE!’

Holly’s mouth was wide open, like she was watching a car crash in slow motion.

‘DO IT, Nick!’ I demanded.

He did it. We heard the unmistakable sound of wrapping paper being torn off – no, more ripped apart like a bear attacking a tent. There was no going back now. I had put tonight’s radio show on a roller coaster. The question was, were we on the going-up bit, or plummeting down out of control?

Nick squealed in the most amazingly high-pitched way.

[image: Image Missing]

‘OH WOW! OH WOW! OH WOW!’

‘What is it, Nick?’ yelled Artie. Now he wanted to play my game!

‘It’s … it’s … it’s … an Xbox, a brand-new Xbox,’ said Nick, sounding as if he was crying with joy. The wonder of Christmas!

The moment was then shattered by the very loud footsteps we could hear from Nick’s end of the line, and the sound of a door slamming open.

‘WHAT ON EARTH ARE YOU DOING, NICK?’ yelled a very angry-sounding man.

‘R-R-R-R-Radio Boy made me do it,’ stammered Nick.

Oh dear. Time for me to hang up quickly and play a song.

Then I remembered: Evel Knievel managed to clear all thirteen buses. But he crashed on landing. Breaking lots of bones.
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I suppose I should bring you up to speed with things.

The Secret Shed Show is still doing really well. Everyone now knows that I, Spike Hughes, am Radio Boy (which is kind of brilliant). At least people know I’m good at something other than being a total loser.

[image: Image Missing]

It’s official, I’m now 17 per cent less loser (not 20 per cent less, unfortunately, as my mum still insists on making me a packed lunch, whereas everyone else in my year just has the school dinners. ‘Delicious fresh fruit to keep you regular, Spike, and gluten-free bread with nutritious mung beans, watercress and celery.’ If you want to know what this tastes like, try eating an old shoe with a dead toad inside it).

I always just quietly bin the leathery sandwich, and the dinner ladies give me a cooked lunch for free. I can see the pity in their eyes.

Being Radio Boy hasn’t exactly changed my world that much, then. Let’s look at the pros and cons of being a newly-fledged radio star in my world.

CONS:

Girls now officially find me funny BUT still just want to go out with the boys on the football A-team. I thought being ‘school famous’ would fix all this. Not so. Now I’m just their funny friend. A tap-dancing monkey is funny, but you don’t want it to be your boyfriend.
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To be honest, it’s Artie that has been getting more of the attention from girls. They send him fan letters. He didn’t seem that interested at first (or so he said), but I noticed he’d started putting gel in his hair and wearing his dad’s aftershave. I say ‘wearing’; I think it’s fairer to say it wore him. Holly’s and my eyes watered within a metre of him and his scent.

Even worse, Katherine Hamilton, the girl I once wanted to marry, is now going out with Martin Harris, the school bully and the son of my evil headmaster. I try to tell myself they deserve each other, but it’s still like a stab to the heart whenever I see them together.

MORE CONS:

Our show would always be called the Secret Shed Show, but it wasn’t really secret any more – and even though I still went by Radio Boy, I had lost my anonymity. This created problems. The biggest was, of course, my mum.

It started innocently enough, with occasional peering in through the shed window mid-show. Then it escalated to bursting into the shed studio while we were doing the show. Yeah, don’t worry about the bright red glowing MIC LIVE sign, Mum. Just barge on in.

‘There is a cold draught in here, I’ll go and get your special jumper.’

‘Are those electrical leads even safe? We had a poor young boy on my hospital ward just the other week who had been literally fried like an egg by faulty wiring. Poor kid had a permanent grin on his face. Even in his sleep.’

‘Shall I make us all some nice soup?’

BTW:

My mum puts great faith in the restorative powers of soup. Like a simple bowl of soup is some highly potent ancient brew, not straight out of a can she just warmed up. My mum is a highly trained nurse, but her medicine cabinet appears to contain just three go-to things:


	Soup.

	Vicks VapoRub.

	A cold flannel.



To my mum, this is the Holy Trinity of medicine. There is nothing that soup, Vicks or the application of a cold flannel cannot heal. If I was run over and lying in the road bleeding, my mum would go and get a stinking cold flannel and rub some Vicks on me before calling for an ambulance. By the time the ambulance had arrived she would have set up an IV drip, containing not blood, but chicken soup.

Anyway, my mum took to just bursting in on the show whenever she wanted.

So now there are two locks on the shed door. One on the outside to protect the broadcasting equipment from being stolen, and one on the inside to protect us from my mum.

‘Spike, is this door locked? What if the fire brigade needed to come and rescue you as your studio turned into a human bonfire? Oh, my poor angel, barbecued like a sausage.’

My mum wasn’t the only one trying to get in on the radio action, either. There was also Sensei Terry: our local postman, karate instructor and one-man neighbourhood watch. The man who rumbled the intruder in my garden, Fish Face, aka Mr Harris, my headmaster. Since then, Mum has given Sensei Terry permission to patrol our garden whenever he wants. It’s not exactly like being given the freedom of the city, but in his mind it’s exactly like being given the freedom of the city. The freedom to patrol at will in the garden of Number 27 Crow Crescent. The way he behaved, you’d have thought he’d caught the country’s most wanted criminal.

Without warning, Sensei Terry will leap out of a hedge or from behind a bush and shout, ‘Spike – all clear and safe!’ and then disappear again. I’m sure I saw him last week disguised as a conifer tree following a suspicious-looking door-to-door salesman down the road.
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EVEN MORE CONS:

Apparently everyone’s a DJ. Who knew?

People at school keep giving me ‘helpful’ ideas of exactly what I should do on the show and they are nearly always bad. Don’t believe me? Here are some recent gems:

[image: Image Missing] Matthew Howard in my year suggested I have a competition called ‘Britain’s Got Burps’ to find the listener who can – well, can you guess? – burp the best. Thanks, Matt. Real classy.

[image: Image Missing] Nan Fights. No, really. This came from Psycho Pete at school who even frightens the teachers. He’s already about six foot tall and has a beard. At age thirteen. His dad, Psycho Pete Senior, is rumoured to be in prison. Psycho Pete Junior told me his nan could beat up anyone else’s. I had no reason to doubt him.
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[image: Image Missing] Olivia Cooper in Year Eight suggested: ‘Which teacher would you like to see attacked by an animal and which animal?’ Olivia is a nice girl, but she talks to an imaginary friend during the lunch break.

Radio gold, all of them. One day I might do an entire show full of these bad ideas. Get ready for Nan Fights Live!

On top of that, people also want to be on the show. I have a special way of dealing with this: Producer Holly. We have a system. I’m nice to people and say, ‘I think you’d be great on the show – speak to Holly. She’s the boss.’ Then Holly will say to them very firmly, ‘We aren’t hiring right now. Ask again in a few months.’ She does this in such a way that no one would ever dare ask again. It’s in her eyes, I think.

I still feel anxious, though, anytime anyone wants to be my friend, or invites me over for a playdate. It’s only a matter of time before I get hit with the ‘I’d love to be on the show’.

HOLLY!

BUT OF COURSE THERE ARE ALSO PROS:

I’m starting to get free things. Yes, people send me free stuff in the hope that I’ll talk about it on the radio show.

So far I’ve been sent:

[image: Image Missing] Ski boots from Snow Joke, the local ski shop. I’ve never been skiing and can’t ski. Mum has given them to the local charity shop and they are in the front window next to an old wooden tennis racket and a wedding dress. The way they have positioned the boots, it looks like the wedding dress and ski boots are an outfit, ready to be sold to any passing ski-loving bride-to-be.

[image: Image Missing] School shoes from Just Shooz. This is the new shoe shop in town, a bitter rival to Shoe City. I love the fact they called it Just Shooz. Like anyone has ever walked past a high-street shoe shop, seen all the endless rows of shoes in the window, and then wandered in and asked the helpful assistant where the pet dolphins are. ‘Sorry, sir, “Just Shooz”.’

Things are going so well, in fact, that just like an actual proper radio station, we now have adverts. Well, one advert. It’s for Mr Khan, the local newsagent.

He doesn’t pay me in cash, however, as an advertiser normally would. Instead I’m allowed unlimited sweets, as is Holly. Sadly, due to Artie’s very large sweet tooth (shall we say), he’s had to have his offer limited to just one bag a week.

Mr Khan wrote the advert himself and I have to read it out twice during every show, complete with sound effects. He even has a big sign in his shop window that boasts, ‘AS HEARD ON THE SECRET SHED SHOW’.

Here is my first-ever script for my first-ever advertiser:


SFX LARGE EXPLOSIONS

They have gone SWEET C-C-C-C-C-RAZY down at Mr Khan’s!

SFX MORE EXPLOSIONS

This week Haribo Tangfastics are HALF PRICE! Hurry after school tomorrow before Mr Khan runs out!

SFX OF PEOPLE SCREAMING AND RUNNING

Also, why not check out Mr Khan’s wide array of greeting cards for all occasions. Births, birthdays and pet deaths. Yes! You heard us right, a sensitive card for someone special in your life who has lost their beloved pet. The PURR-fect idea!

Find it all at Mr Khan’s Store. Penguin Parade, just opposite the dentist. No more than three schoolchildren allowed at any one time.

SFX MORE EXPLOSIONS



However, one thing hasn’t changed – if anything, it’s got even worse. And that’s my relationship with my headmaster, Mr Harris.
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I mean, I get it.

If I was in his shoes I’d hate me. I’d spend every waking hour thinking of new and ingenious ways to make my life hell.

I would never not be out of my mind if I was him.

My headmaster, Mr Harris, carries not just deep emotional scars from the showdown in my back garden, but also a very noticeable physical one. I mean immediately noticeable. Like, you wouldn’t be able to stop looking at it if you were talking to him.

You see, Fish Face is now the only headmaster in the whole wide world with a golden front tooth. He had to have a new tooth to replace the one that to this day is still somewhere in my garden – knocked out with force by the legendary front karate kick of Sensei Terry.

Now, with his new golden tooth, Mr Harris’s face looks even more evil. Like a James Bond baddie. Or maybe a rejected Bond baddie who was turned down for being too scary.

And that’s unpleasant. But not as unpleasant as how Mr Harris must feel about it. I mean, I almost feel sorry for him. Every time he looks in the mirror he sees a reminder of what happened that fateful night in my garden. Marked for life.

Even worse, for months leading up to his manhunt for me, Radio Boy, I had made a laughing stock out of him on my secret radio show. To be fair, he started it. He launched the school’s radio station, Merit Radio, and he should’ve had me on it – I mean, I was the only pupil at the school with radio experience (hospital radio; I was fired, but that’s not the point). Instead, he put his idiot son, Martin Harris, on air and we became sworn enemies in that moment.

So, I mocked him mercilessly for weeks from my garden shed. I used a voice disguiser to mask my voice and real identity. I made up the name ‘Fish Face’ for him on air. He heard it. The school heard it. Everyone heard it. And when he finally tracked me down, Sensei Terry thought he was an intruder and knocked out his front tooth.

So it’s not really that surprising my headmaster hates me.

Which was why I found myself staring once again at my own terrible reflection in the window at school.

‘Do I really have to wear this?’ I asked.

Fish Face grinned, his gold tooth glistening. He was grinning because my evil headmaster was successfully making my school life hell. It was payback. I was on litter duty again at lunchtime and he was making me wear a high-visibility jacket with the words ‘RUBBISH COLLECTOR’ printed on the back in large letters. The ‘COLLECTOR’ bit is microscopically minute. It reads like this:
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Oddly enough, I’ve never seen anyone else having to wear this particular design of vest.

‘It’s for health and safety, you see, Spike. I wouldn’t want anything unfortunate to happen to you …’ said Fish Face with fake sincerity as his fishy grin showed all his revolting coffee-stained teeth (and one golden one). Had he even been to a dentist this century?

If he ever did find a dentist unlucky enough to take him on, they’d need the industrial-strength jet washer to get those brown coffee stains off. And they’d need to have their own oxygen supply to protect themselves from his honking bad breath. Mr Harris can wilt flowers with just one small sigh.

No better way to spend your lunch break than wandering around your school in a high-vis jacket with a giant metal claw, picking up rubbish, as I did today. A constant soundtrack of ‘Hey, you missed a bit!’, as kids deliberately dumped sweet wrappers and crisp packets on the ground behind me. Let me say, for the record, it takes an awful lot of precision and skill to pick up a Curly Wurly wrapper with a giant metal claw.

Without realising, though, Mr Harris had actually done me a favour. At least, rubbish-collecting around the school grounds, I didn’t have to listen to his lunchtime show on Merit Radio, which was blasted into every classroom and corridor. There was no escape – even in the toilets.

Things had changed on Merit Radio too. Before Mr Harris was arrested for breaking into my garden, the official school radio station had been presented by Martin Harris, with his dad barking orders in the background. Now Fish Face had decided to freshen things up and had put himself on air. This meant his son had a vastly reduced role. Martin had gone from presenting the show, to only speaking once an hour, with his new feature, Martin’s Minute. In reality it lasted no longer than thirty-one seconds.

I almost felt sorry for him. But not quite. Once again, Fish Face was behaving like a wannabe dictator. In history we learned that some countries aren’t like ours, and instead of an elected government, they have a ‘dictator’ who controls everything, even the radio and TV channels. They are only allowed to broadcast good news that’s been approved by the mad leader. I think this was what Mr Harris had modelled Merit Radio on.

I’m pretty certain Mr Harris would be far happier running a small country like a crazy dictator. Banning things like jugglers, terrapins and the colour purple.

Anyway, back to Martin’s Minute. This sound bite of radio gold had poor Harris Junior reading out official school ‘good news’ approved by his dad, to anyone unfortunate enough to be listening. All spoken like he had a gun to his head.

Merit Radio – more like Hostage FM. If this was on TV, Martin would be blinking ‘free me’ in Morse code.

‘Good news … the leaking tap in the boys’ toilets has been mended.’

Good news?! Only to plumbers and fans of all things tap-related. Back to Marty’s minute.

‘Further good news: the school cat is four years old today. If you see Cat, wish him happy birthday.’

That’s not a spelling mistake, the school cat was actually called ‘Cat’. It had been Fish Face’s job to name it. Cat. Which sums up the man’s creative powers.

Yes – it was Martin’s Minute. But it felt more like Martin’s Endless Boredom Torture Hour.
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‘Grandad is here,’ I shouted, after I spotted him coming down our front path after school. It was a cold March day and Grandad was about to brighten it up.

‘What? Why? Oh no,’ cried Dad in a horrified way. Dad is never very excited about seeing Grandad Ray, which I’ve always thought is odd. I mean, it’s his own dad.

I opened the door excitedly and hugged Grandad.

‘Spike!’ he said in his typically booming voice. He was wearing even more aftershave than Artie, as well as the big shiny gold necklace he always wore below his high, open lapels. I noticed he had two suitcases with him.

‘Dad. What’s going on?’ came my dad’s irritated voice from behind me.

‘Well, I thought I’d come and stay for a few days. See my grandkids, help out around the house. That OK, son?’ Grandad asked.

‘Um … of course. Is Mum all right?’ asked Dad suspiciously.

‘Yeah, yeah, fine,’ muttered Grandad Ray, pushing past him into the house.

Grandad Ray isn’t like a normal grandad. Let me explain.

Firstly, the hair. It’s not grey or white, like most men his age. It’s white with a black stripe down the middle. It’s also big. High and swept back. Never a hair out of place. It doesn’t even look like human hair any more, after all the years of hair-spraying. It’s actually a hair-based work of art. He always wears black cowboy boots too. No matter what the occasion. I think he even has cowboy-boot slippers. All of this would’ve looked perfectly normal if he was a part-time cabaret singer and ranch owner in Texas. Which he wasn’t. Except he was a singer, of sorts – or had been – and in his mind he still is.

Grandad Ray used to be a cabaret singer on cruise ships, which is where he met Nan. His stage name was Toni Fandango. He quit dramatically after he was downgraded to performing on car ferries to France.

‘I’m wasted trying to sing Frank Sinatra classics next to the fruit machines, Spike.’

Grandad blamed the end of his career on another, younger singer, Kriss Kristie. We all secretly knew, however, that it was due to his age and panda hair.

He opened his mouth and started to sing, right there in the front hall, at the top of his voice. He often broke into song without any warning.

‘Youuuuuuuuuu ain’t nothin’ but a—’

Sherlock, my other best friend and full-time dog, immediately started barking.

‘Bleedin’ dog, shut it!’ yelled Grandad.

‘Ray, Ray, you sweet old man!’ said Mum as she came rushing into the hallway.

‘Here she is, greatest woman on Earth, what you saw in my son I’ll never know,’ Grandad said.

‘How lovely of you to come and see us for a few days. Spike, take your grandad’s bags,’ ordered Mum.

I gladly obliged, but had a quick question.

‘Um, where shall I take them?’

‘To your room, of course, Spike. He can have your bed. You’ll have to sleep on the inflatable mattress.’ Awesome! Grandad Ray and I would be room-mates. Sure, it meant me having to sleep on the world’s most uncomfortable bed, the dreaded inflatable mattress – like sleeping on a bouncy castle – but that was a small price to pay.

It took me two trips to lug Grandad Ray’s suitcases upstairs. I passed Dad at one point and said, ‘Look, snakeskin suitcases, proper showbiz.’

‘Snakeskin! Fakeskin more like! The label on them says Poundland. Not sure a pound gets you a pair of authentic snakeskin suitcases.’ They still looked very cool to me. At least no snakes had been harmed in the making of them. I’d love my boring school bag to be snakeskin like his suitcases. That’d soon catch Katherine Hamilton’s eye.

‘Oh, I love your bag, Spike; what’s it made of?’ she would coo.

‘Python,’ I’d say casually and saunter off.

‘Here, you’ll need this,’ said Dad, snapping me out of my daydream as he threw me the foot pump for the blow-up bed.
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‘You owe me ten thousand pounds! Right NOW! Pay up! But … oh no … you don’t have enough money, which means … I WIN!’ yelled Grandad Ray as he cheerfully helped himself to me and my sister Amber’s last bits of paper money on the Monopoly board.

Now he had bankrupted his grandchildren, Grandad Ray started doing a victory lap round the living room. He looked like a footballer who had just scored a hat-trick, trying to pull his shirt over his head – though his high hair got in the way.

‘SUCKERS!! LOSERS! LOSERS!’ he shouted while pointing at us. Grandad really likes to win. ‘You snooze, you lose,’ is just one of his supportive phrases.

Monopoly is without doubt the WORLD’S WORST GAME EVER. What a fun way to spend time, financially ruining your family members, taking all their money and property. Fun for all the family. NOT. I bet the only kid who ever liked playing this was Donald Trump. I can imagine the young Donny chuckling to himself as he made his own grandmother bankrupt and homeless.

What’s the second worst board game in the world?

Pictionary.

Every Christmas Mum insists we play it. Amber and I are forced to go with a grandparent each, who, once the game starts, reveals that they cannot draw anything from the modern world.

This was my nan’s picture of a mobile phone:

[image: Image Missing]

And guess what this is?
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Alien, anyone? 

Grandad’s phone rang as he continued to point at us and jeer. He paused, and answered it. ‘Hi …’ he said, suddenly going very quiet and meek – for him.

He listened to the person on the other end, then spoke.

‘Unbelievable! I’ll pick the rest up later this week, you harridan,’ he said angrily, and tried to hang up, but it took him a while to find the right button on his phone.

‘Everything OK, Grandad?’ I asked.

‘Yes! Yes! Fine, just FINE,’ he said in a way that suggested it really wasn’t.

‘Who was that?’ asked my sister.

‘Oh … just the window salesman,’ he explained.

Amber opened her mouth to say something, but then he started doing his victory lap again.

Later, I looked up ‘harridan’ in the dictionary, and apparently it means ‘a strict, bossy or belligerent old woman’. Which I thought was an odd thing to call a window salesman.

The next two days were just so much fun. My new room-mate Grandad Ray and I stayed up late into the night, every night, playing cards. He taught me a game called ‘poker’, which was much more fun than Monopoly, and he said I was a real natural. He won all my pocket money, but assured me it was a very close game. I also had to write him something he told me was called an ‘IOU’ (which I now know stands for ‘I OWE YOU money’) for the rest of that year’s pocket money, after another very close poker game.

I wasn’t getting too much sleep, what with the late-night poker club and the bouncy bed from hell. Grandad also snored really loudly, sounding like a zombie with sinus problems.

Getting ready for school was proving problematic too. The entire family had to wait ages to use the bathroom, due to Grandad Ray’s intensive showering and grooming routine. All of this was accompanied by him singing at the top of his voice, waking up the whole house at 6am. He had a separate washbag just for his hair products.

Grandad Ray was kind enough to walk me to school, though – but not without asking to borrow my snack money. I gave it to him safe in the knowledge that my VIP fame at the school would mean I could blag some free snacks. Proper famous people never pay for anything. Cars, clothes, watches. Ask yourself this: when was the last time you saw an A-lister wandering around a swimming pool asking for a pound for the locker? Exactly. They get EVERYTHING free.1

Then, a few days into his stay, I got back from school and he was very comfortable with his feet up, reading his newspaper on the sofa. A very loud banging on our front door shattered the silence. I took a quick peek through the front window to see who it was.

‘Nan’s here,’ I cried out excitedly. She was immaculately turned out in a bright pink trouser suit with matching lipstick.

Grandad Ray leaped off
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