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‘One of the most joyful books you’ll read this year’

The Bookseller

‘Joyful, funny and heartfelt’

Katie Tsang, co-author of DRAGON MOUNTAIN

‘This joyful book has such heart, expertly navigating serious subjects. I’d recommend this book to all readers. A real tear-jerker!’

Steven Butler, author of THE NOTHING TO SEE HERE HOTEL

‘A brilliant, smart book with a good heart. It’s like a warm hug and I can’t wait for the next one’

Danny Wallace, author of HAMISH AND THE WORLDSTOPPERS

‘A powerful new voice in children’s fiction’

Aisha Bushby, author of A POCKETFUL OF STARS
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To Mum, for everything, and to my best friends, for being family.
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CHAPTER 1 SOME SECRETS TO TELL

So, you’re standing in the bookshop reading this, right? Or maybe you’ve just unwrapped this book for your birthday in front of all of your friends and you’ve quickly flicked to the first page to see what kind of story you’re in for. Well, can you do me a favour before we get started? I need you to look over your shoulder. Your right shoulder or your left shoulder, it doesn’t really matter which one. But I need you to look over one of them and double-check that nobody is behind you. If there’s one thing I know about people, it’s that they are all very curious, and by that, I mean they don’t know how to mind their own business.

Okay, so the coast is clear? Good, because I’m about to tell you some of my most secret secrets and I don’t want just anybody reading them. But, before I tell you my secrets, you have to PROMISE not to tell anybody else. Not one single soul. I mean it! This has to stay between us, okay? Also, it’s probably best that your parents don’t know you’re reading this book. I don’t want them to think that I’m giving you any bad ideas. This book is a little adventure, sure, but I don’t want you getting in trouble.

I’m Archie by the way. Archie Albright. I would tell you my middle name but I’m not sure I trust you that much just yet. Maybe later.

Right, so the first secret. I’m actually four feet seven inches tall. Yes, I told Amber Patel that I was four feet nine inches tall and yes that was a lie. But I didn’t think she would be my friend if I said I was four feet seven inches tall because Caveman Kyle is exactly five feet tall and everybody wants to be his friend. To be honest, I’m not quite sure why the first thing I ever said to Amber Patel was ‘Hi, I’m four feet nine inches tall’ but I can’t take it back now.

Fortunately, my two best friends in the world, Seb and Bell, know my true height and don’t hold it against me. In fact, they know all my secrets, even the ones I can barely admit to myself. The three of us have been best friends for a year now, since Bell joined our school from one ‘up North’ as Dad puts it. Before she came to Vale Gate High, it was just me and Seb, blundering through life together. I’m glad there’s three of us now.

The second secret is pretty much why I’m telling you all of this in the first place. It’s important to the story but it makes me cringe to think about, even now. You see, my mum and dad kind of hate each other. They try to pretend that they don’t when I’m in the room, but they’re not very good at hiding it. Adults love to think that us kids are dumb, but half the time we know way more than they give us credit for.

Mum and Dad haven’t always hated each other. In fact, they used to be in love, not that you would know it now. According to my gran, they met on Dad’s twenty-first birthday, when Dad still had a giant afro that he cared for more than anything in the world. When he tried to say hello, he tripped over and poured his drink, which was blood red, down Mum’s dress, which was white and brand new. If you ask me, that sounds exactly like something Dad would do. He can be really clumsy.

Mum is a foot or so shorter than Dad, even when she’s up on her tiptoes. But in all the photos they’ve collected over the years, she looks even smaller thanks to Dad’s afro. Back then, Mum wore clothes that made her shoulders look bigger than they were, and her hair was blown out into these dark brown curls that fell all around her face, framing it like a picture. Now, it’s always tied back because Mum thinks it just gets in her way otherwise.

While Mum still looks something like the pictures she has saved in the family photo albums, Dad couldn’t look more different. He shaved off his hair the same year I was born. He used to say that it fell out from the stress, a joke that made Mum laugh no matter how many times he told it. He wears glasses now too, although only when he reads and not all the time like he should, which Mum nags him about because his eyesight will only get worse. She used to nag him about it, anyway. She doesn’t so much any more.

Anyway, they were in love and now they’re not. Even though Dad moved out and they rarely talk unless it’s about me, Gran says they still love each other deep, deep down and I think that’s true. I’m still getting used to this weird new normal, even if it sometimes feels like a storm cloud is floating over my head. I see Dad all the time for our weekly arcade trips and video game nights, but it still makes my heart jump when he drops me off at home and drives away to his new house.

The final secret I have to tell you is something really important, so I hope I can trust you to keep it to yourself.

What happened next, it was all my fault.

Sure, Seb and Bell had their say in the matter, but the whole idea was mine and I dragged them into it. They just came along because they’re my best friends and that’s what best friends do. It wasn’t even Oscar’s or Dean’s fault, though Mum and Dad would disagree on that specific point. If I have one criticism of them both, it’s that they really should have been paying more attention. But I guess I dragged them into this whole mess too. So yeah, I take the blame for everything. Well, almost everything. I just needed to get that off my chest.

You’re probably wondering what I’m talking about and, to be honest, I’m not sure if I’m even telling this story very well. So I think I’d better go back to the point where this all started, because that seems like the obvious place to begin a story. It was the middle of the night – no really, it was, I’m not just saying that for dramatic effect – and it suddenly hit me that things were starting to get a little weird.




[image: ]

CHAPTER 2 AN AWKWARD BEGINNING

I knew there was something wrong. Don’t ask me how I knew there was something wrong, I just had this feeling. It was almost as if the Earth had tilted just a little, but I was the only one who could feel it and therefore I was the only one who knew for a fact that something was definitely, without a doubt, one-hundred-per-cent wrong.

It all started with a phone call earlier that day. I never usually answer the phone if I can help it, but Mum and Dad were across the street at the Bakers’ house, which was odd in itself. I’d watched from the window, my tummy a knot of nerves, as they walked over the road, at least a metre of space between them. I hadn’t seen them that close together in a while. Mr Baker, who is actually called Richard, is Dad’s friend, and Mrs Baker, who is actually called Annette, is Mum’s friend. I don’t go to the Bakers’ house because I think it’s boring. However, I was curious when Dad arrived at the house unannounced and Mum grabbed her coat, giving me a peck on the forehead at the door. Apparently, the trip to the Bakers’ house was for adults only, which meant I couldn’t go with them. This only made my curiosity boil even more.

So, the phone started to ring and I ignored it at first because talking on the phone is awkward and embarrassing and usually never good news. But it started to ring again so I had no choice. I picked it up and held it gingerly to my ear, hoping it would just be a wrong number and I could go back to playing video games. But it wasn’t a wrong number. It was Doctor Sammy.

Doctor Sammy’s real name is actually Doctor Ferguson. She doesn’t like that name, though, and insists we call her Sammy. She’s not a doctor doctor, like the ones you go to see if you’re ill. If I’m not well, Mum or Dad take me to see Doctor Kiligrew. But if we go to see Doctor Sammy, then something entirely different is wrong.

The first time I went to see Doctor Sammy, I was only little. Mum and Dad took me because, when I was four years old, I hadn’t started speaking yet and everybody was pretty worried about me. I don’t remember what that was like because I was four and nobody remembers that far back. I’m twelve now and, if you hadn’t already guessed, I talk way too much.

The last time we went to see Doctor Sammy was just before Dad decided to move out. Mum and Dad had been arguing for a while. It was always about nothing in particular, but it was never-ending. So they went to Doctor Sammy’s office together in a bid to make things better. But they couldn’t even agree on that and, after less than a month, they stopped going altogether and told me they were getting a divorce instead, which just started yet another argument. The only thing they seemed to agree on was that they both wanted me to see Doctor Sammy too. So they took me to her office. Doctor Sammy insisted that neither of them sat in on the conversation. It was just me and her talking over a ginormous desk about everything that was happening. It was weird and awkward and included a lot of questions like ‘and how do you feel about that?’ but it made Mum and Dad happy – or happier – that I was going.

Anyway, that was almost three months ago, so I was more than a little confused when I picked up the phone and heard Doctor Sammy’s voice.

‘Hi, Archie, it’s Doctor Sammy.’

‘Hello,’ I mumbled. Like I said, I hate talking on the phone.

‘Is your dad there?’

‘No, he’s across the street at the Bakers’ house.’

‘Ah, I see. Is your mum there instead?’

I shook my head, then remembered that Doctor Sammy couldn’t see that.

‘No, she’s with Dad and he’s across the street at the Bakers’ house.’

‘Okay, no problem. Could you get your dad to give me a call back when he’s home?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘No rush, just whenever he’s back.’

‘Okay.’

Doctor Sammy said goodbye and hung up the phone. I frowned but didn’t really think anything of it again until Mum and Dad got home a little while later.

‘Doctor Sammy called,’ I said offhandedly as I marched into the kitchen in search of snacks. I had ducked my head into the crisp cupboard, trying to sneak a second packet under my shirt, so it wasn’t until I turned around that I realized everybody was frozen to the spot. Dad, in particular, looked as if he were about to throw up. Mum was beginning to blush, breathing heavily.

‘What did she say?’ Dad said, turning greener by the second.

‘She just asked you to call her back.’ I looked from Mum to Dad. They were sharing a look between themselves.

‘Okay, sweetheart. Nothing to worry about!’ Mum patted me on the head – she does that a lot – and steered me out of the room. Just as we were leaving the kitchen, I saw Dad pick up the phone. But before I could see anything else, he closed the door behind him, which I think meant he didn’t want to be heard.

I ducked into the living room to wait for Dad because he’d promised we could play Mario Kart before he went home. That was our thing and I didn’t see why a phone call with Doctor Sammy had to ruin it. But even from the living room, I could hear Mum muttering to herself as she mounted the stairs.

‘Running up my phone bill and he doesn’t even live here any more,’ she said, without caring who could hear her. She closed her bedroom door with a little more force than necessary.

When Dad finally got off the phone and came into the living room, he looked… well, a little odd, like he might be in a daze or hypnotized by something I couldn’t see. He fell down onto the sofa in a slump, stroking his stubble absently. His eyes, a brown so dark that they were almost black, stared intently at the wall, looking through it rather than at anything in particular. But he snapped out of it when I offered him a controller, grinning mischievously and holding it aloft.

‘You’re going down, kid,’ he said, his voice deep and booming like some of our favourite movie villains. We traded trash-talk until the game finally booted to life, offering nothing but silence while we took on the important task of picking a character that would race us to victory.

‘How’s that smoke looking?’ Dad grinned, shooting out into the lead as the race started. ‘Think you can keep up?’

I ignored his gloating, leaning with my controller like I was really driving the car on screen, Baby Mario leaning with me until I was finally in second place, right behind Dad’s Bowser.

‘You were saying?’ I smirked as I drifted around a corner and slipped into the lead with one lap to go.

The race was tight until, at the very last moment, I slipped on a banana peel I’d thrown down the lap before. My car spun off the track for just a second, but it was enough for Dad to swoop in and cross the line in first place.

‘Winner!’ he hollered, jubilant and smug. ‘There’s just no beating the best, Arch. Valiant battle, though, I’ll give you that. You’ll make a fine driver someday. Just look out for any banana peels lying about.’

Dropping the controller at my feet, I leaped into action, barrelling into Dad so he fell off the sofa and landed with a soft thud on the carpet. I sat on his back and waved my hands in the air, counting to three. Dad laughed and pretended to struggle, but he let me get the win and eventually tapped out. We fell back onto the sofa in fits of giggles, exhausted. Just another casual night in the Albright household.

After that, we watched a movie – Dad, as the winner, chose Top Gun, like I knew he would – until it was finally time for him to go home. In the Before Days, Mum would’ve laid out a feast of snacks and cuddled up between us, only to complain about our choice of film and eventually fall asleep on Dad’s shoulder. Sometimes they’d both doze off, gently snoring in time with each other. There was no chance of that now.

From the top of the stairs, I snapped to attention and gave Dad an over-the-top salute as he plucked his coat off the hook. ‘Goodbye, Father, sergeant of House Albright and runner up of phone bills,’ I said in the most dramatic voice I could muster. Dad snapped to attention too, returning my salute.

‘I bid thee a good evening and goodnight,’ he mimicked. Just as he turned to leave, he seemed to think of something. ‘Runner up of phone bills?’

I shot a pointed look at Mum’s closed bedroom door.

‘Ah, of course.’ Dad smiled to himself. ‘Well, she’s called me a lot worse, I guess. Still on for Friday night?’

I nodded. We were tied three-all on the air-hockey table at Mack’s Arcade. Me and Dad had been going there every Friday for as long as I could remember. Mum was always happy to get us out of the house for a couple of hours so she could curl up on the sofa and share a scandal or two with her friends over the phone.

‘Be prepared to lose. I’ve been practising,’ I said, puffing out my chest.

‘Fighting talk, young sir.’ Dad nodded at the bedroom door. ‘Make sure she’s okay, will you?’

‘Sure,’ I said, shrinking into myself slightly at the thought that she might not be.

And that was it. Dad left, Mum reappeared, and I got into bed wondering what on Earth that phone call could’ve been about. That’s why I was awake in the middle of the night, thinking about what Doctor Sammy could possibly want with Dad now. Yes, something was definitely wrong, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what. It was kind of like a structure that from far away seemed to be standing strong, but up close you notice that a bolt is missing so the whole thing could come falling down at any moment.

I hoped that I was just being silly, that everything was actually okay and Doctor Sammy was just calling Dad because she wanted to catch up. The more I thought about it, the more adamant I was that everything was actually fine. It had to be. After all, we’d already had our fair share of bad things happen three months ago.

What else could possibly go wrong now?
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CHAPTER 3 THE THREE AMIGOS

Parents’ Evening. That’s what else could go wrong.

With all the weirdness going on at home, I’d all but forgotten about what I would call the worst day in the entire school year. Well, it’s a tie between that and Sports Day. I mean, when you are as incredibly average as me, Parents’ Evening is just not a night that you look forward to.

To make matters a hundred times worse, both Mum and Dad insisted on coming. On the surface, this wasn’t exactly unusual. After all, Mum and Dad had gone to every Parents’ Evening together for as long as I could remember. But this would be the first one that they’d go to after the whole Dad moving out drama, which made me dread the whole thing even more.

‘I’ll be there at four p.m. on the dot, okay, darling?’ Mum called from her open car window as she dropped me off for school the next morning. I always made sure she parked three streets away from the Vale Gate High entrance.

‘Is Dad still coming?’

Mum rolled her eyes and sighed heavily. ‘Unfortunately,’ she muttered under her breath, her lip half-curling around the word.

‘You don’t have to come, you know,’ I said, trying to sound casual and like it wasn’t a big deal.

‘You mean you want your father there and not me?’

‘NO!’ I said, a little too loudly. I could see tears welling in her eyes, the blue shimmering like a ripple in a pond. She was a budding actress back in her day and she’s kept a sense of that drama ever since. Her biggest success was playing the third cast member from the left in a small stage production of Grease. A framed picture from the show, with Mum blurred in the background, is hung next to the front door. She says it’s a fond memory that should be celebrated – Dad says she just wants anybody who comes over to see it and ask questions.

‘I mean both of you. Nobody else’s parents really go. It’ll basically just be a massive waste of time.’ I tend to look at the floor when I’m lying, which is exactly where I was looking when I said this.

‘Don’t be silly,’ Mum said, the tears already forgotten. Her mood could switch like the weather these days, from the brightest sunshine to the greyest rain at the drop of a hat. ‘I’ll be there front and centre to hear about all the great things you’ve done this year. I can hardly wait!’

‘Me either,’ I muttered.

‘See you later, honey!’ Mum called. ‘And please don’t shuffle, sweetheart, dreadful for your posture!’ My posture, to be honest, was the least of my problems.

Vale Gate High is a hodgepodge of old and new buildings, crammed together to make the only secondary school for miles around. The older parts sag against the newer ones for support and look as if they are one strong wind away from collapsing. Every kid from our town goes to Vale Gate High. Well, unless they fancy the hour it takes to get to the Academy.

As soon as you walk through the Science block of our school and out into the courtyard, you see it – a great mix of kids with barely two looking even vaguely similar. There are the students who have accessorized their school blazers with enough pins to hide the fabric underneath; the ones who have tried to push the strict dress code and added a flash of colour to their uniforms with jackets and hoodies and scarves; the tall kids, the short kids, the kids who’ve apparently stopped growing altogether; those who walk like zombies to their next class while others sprint between them. Like every other school, walking into Vale Gate High is like gaining free entry to the zoo, and you never quite know what you are going to see that day.

I was halfway across the courtyard, heading towards my locker, when Caveman Kyle, who was looking in the opposite direction, came barging into me. I stumbled back, already trying to locate the closest teacher in case things took a turn for the worst. But Caveman Kyle was too busy holding a student council badge above his head, laughing like pure evil as the kid he’d taken it from jumped up and down trying to reach it.

Kyle doesn’t know I call him Caveman, by the way. In fact, nobody but Seb and Bell know about that nickname and that’s only because they use it too. The reason Kyle doesn’t know about his nickname is because we call him that behind his back. I got this trick from my mum. She’s always talking about Mrs Fielder from number eleven and Mr Quarterman from number seven. I heard her telling Seb’s mum – who’s called Sabine – that Mrs Fielder and Mr Quarterman are friends, which seems to be something of a scandal if Mum’s smirk and raised eyebrows are anything to go by. However, she doesn’t tell Mrs Fielder and Mr Quarterman that she knows they’re friends. She just smiles and waves when she sees them together, then goes straight home, picks up the phone in one hand, a glass of wine in the other, and calls Sabine.

Anyway, Kyle is the most popular kid in Year Seven for reasons I can’t quite fathom considering he’s not all that nice or all that funny either. He was the first to sprout a hair on his chin and someone once told me he had three on his chest, but that was just a rumour. I think it’s because of this that he sits at the top of the Year Seven pyramid. Me and Seb are perilously close to the bottom of that heap, but having Bell by our side has boosted our status a little.

Sending a prayer to the skies that the student council kid would just leave his badge and ask a teacher for a new one, I slipped past Kyle and ducked into a throng of passing drama kids. When I got to my locker, Bell and Seb were already there, too embroiled in an argument over a video game to notice my arrival.

Seb is short and slight and always pushing his glasses up his nose to stop them from falling off his face. His jaw kind of juts out a little, but I think it’s because he clenches his teeth together when he’s doing just about anything. He’s the shortest but the oldest and by far the wisest of us all. Sometimes it feels a bit like being best friends with a walking, non-stop-talking encyclopaedia. He never brags about it, though. Not unless he’s trying to get one-up on Bell anyway.

We met when we were toddlers, and even then, Seb was smaller than I was. Our mums took us to the same playgroup, plonked us down next to each other and became fast friends, so it would’ve been weird if we didn’t become best friends too. I still hadn’t started talking by then, and it was Doctor Sammy’s suggestion that I mix with other kids. I guess you could say Seb played a huge part in how I finally started to speak, not least because he never shuts up. Seb talks a lot when he’s nervous, which is all the time and something he’s definitely inherited from his mum. He talks a lot when he’s happy or when he’s sad, when he feels awkward or angry or confused. And when his mouth isn’t doing the talking, his eyes are doing it for him, darting about like green pebbles that never quite settle. He sometimes hides behind his hair, which flops down into a sandy-coloured fringe that covers his eyes when he’s embarrassed.

Then there’s Bell. She’s taller than both of us, and we kind of look like we could be brother and sister, with our brown skin and full cheeks. She has a small scar above her left eye, a pale pink that slashes through her eyebrow. You can only see it when you’re up close. She says she can’t remember how she got it, which must mean it came about because of something really embarrassing.

Seb and I met Bell at the arcade a couple of summers ago. She was furiously shouting at one of the screens while shooting a bunch of invading aliens, her hair tied back in black waves so it wouldn’t get in her way. We watched in awe as she cleared that level, then the next one and the one after that, her usually soft brown eyes hard and full of fire. At one point, as she neared the all-time high score, she ran out of lives, a countdown flashing on the screen.

‘I don’t have any coins left!’ Bell gasped, watching the seconds trickle away along with her chance to write her name in the machine’s history books. I quickly dug in my pockets and fished out my last coin, slamming it into the machine just in time. Bell grinned and gave me a quick high-five before turning her attention back to the game. By the time she’d finished, she’d beaten the all-time high score by almost double and our friendship was confirmed.

She’s the natural leader of our little trio, confident and bold, sarcastic but kind. If Seb is the one who’s freaking out, Bell will be the one to calm us all back down. She’s also super competitive and great at pretty much every video game ever invented, which is what Seb and Bell were arguing about when I arrived.

‘I’m just saying that it’s an unfair advantage when your mum isn’t listing the dangers of mobile phones and how being outside after six p.m. increases your chances of getting a summer cold,’ Seb said moodily.

Bell scoffed. ‘I had Jack screaming from the next room the entire time we were playing, that’s no excuse.’ Bell’s baby brother had announced his arrival less than three months before. We used to go to Bell’s house all the time before he was born. Now, Bell will get out of her house at any cost – Jack’s apparently competing for the loudest wail on record, much to her disdain. ‘I got you fair and square, just like every other time. I’m starting to think I could beat you with one hand on the controller.’

Seb struggled to turn his stutters into a coherent sentence even though they’d had this argument a million times before. He glanced wildly in my direction, his mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water. I knew a cry for help when I saw one.

‘What’s up?’ I said, opening my locker and throwing some of my heavier books inside.

‘Seb’s a sore loser, but what’s new?’ Bell smiled smugly in Seb’s direction while he leaned back against the lockers, clearly exhausted.

‘Long night?’ I nudged Seb, who looked as if he were about to fall asleep standing up, and gently pulled him in the direction of our form room. Bell shrugged off the squabble and propped him up from the other side, so we were basically carrying him through the doors and across the courtyard.

‘I reached the first rank and took a beam to the head two seconds later. A full night’s work lost, completely up in flames,’ he mumbled, barely picking up his feet as we weaved between crowds of students, none of whom were in a hurry to get to where they needed to be. ‘I’m not tired. I’m just broken.’

‘How many times do I have to tell you to save the game as you play?’ Bell chimed in. Her gloating was short-lived as a Year Nine barged past, knocking me and Seb sideways. ‘Hey! Watch where you’re going!’

The squabbling about the night before continued as we joined the line outside our classroom but I was too busy thinking of the phone call with Doctor Sammy to really notice. Staring off into space, it took me a minute to realize that the back and forth between Bell and Seb had stopped.

‘Long night?’ Seb mimicked, confirming that I looked as tired as I felt.

‘You can say that again,’ I muttered, ignoring the sarcasm.

‘Hi, Archie!’

I blushed as Amber appeared, waving cheerily in my direction as she joined the back of the line. I tried to mumble something, anything, that wouldn’t make me look like I still didn’t understand the use of words. A spluttered yelp escaped my mouth instead, which made one of Amber’s friends cackle raucously. Bell rolled her eyes and tried to hide me from view.

‘I know you can’t have reached the first rank before me,’ she said, trying to bring us back to the conversation as we filed into the classroom. ‘I’ve seen you play, you’d be lucky to make it to the fifth.’ We took our seats, three chairs lined up next to each other at a table in the back of the room. ‘Soooo… what’s up?’

I usually tell Seb and Bell everything, and I mean everything. They’re still the only people who really know what happened to Dipsy, the family hamster, two summers ago, and they’ve never told a soul that I once scored three out of a hundred in a maths test. I wish I could tell you that total was a result of me not trying. Alas, I thought I’d tried pretty hard that day.

‘I’m not sure,’ I said slowly, wondering how best to explain that I knew for sure something was wrong but didn’t have any concrete evidence to back it up. ‘Things are just a little weird right now.’

‘Five?’ said Seb.

The three of us have a simple code for how bad a problem is. One is the least bad, of course. Five is the average. We haven’t had a ten in a while.

‘Five.’ I nodded. Considering I didn’t know what was actually wrong yet, I thought it was probably best not to get ahead of myself.

I quickly explained about the phone call from Doctor Sammy as Mrs Greene hurried through the door, beginning the register before she’d even sat down at her desk.

‘Hmm,’ mused Bell when I’d finished. Her eyes narrowed a little. She loves a mystery to solve and had recently become fond of diving into books about horrible crimes that made my stomach lurch at the thought of them. ‘That is strange,’ she said.

‘Very,’ agreed Seb. ‘Have you asked your mum what it’s about?’

I shook my head. ‘I’m not sure I want to hear the answer.’

‘Well, maybe start there and see what she says,’ Bell said under her breath as Mrs Greene shot a warning glance in our direction.

‘I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about,’ Seb added, although his face said otherwise.

Knowing Seb, he had probably already imagined a hundred of the worst possible scenarios that could happen. But I’m not sure even he could have guessed what was actually going on.
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CHAPTER 4 A VOLCANIC ERUPTION OF GIGANTIC PROPORTIONS

With Parents’ Evening looming over us, the day crawled by with the urgency of a snail. I couldn’t tell if my nerves were about the prospect of teachers telling my parents how distinctly average I’d been all year, the phone call with Doctor Sammy and the mystery of Mum and Dad, or an evil combination of them both.

In our fifth and final lesson of the day – Chemistry, unfortunately – I was so worked up about literally everything that I forgot to pay attention to the fizzing test tubes hovering over my Bunsen burner. By the time I’d realized that I was seconds away from setting the entire Science block on fire, they were too burnt to salvage. The heat had turned the test tubes black and a pungent smell wafted around my station. Great. Everything was going just great.

The final bell should’ve cheered me up a little, but I couldn’t stop thinking about what might lie ahead. Of course, to make matters worse, Dad was running late for Parents’ Evening. When he pulled into the car park, a whole twenty-three minutes later than planned, Mum’s lips were pursed, her face pinched. She could’ve been chewing on a lemon, which seemed to be her constant mood whenever she saw Dad these days.

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ Dad said before he’d even opened his car door. He held his hands up in mock surrender. ‘Bob needed one more file looking over
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