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For Agnes.
The world is your oyster, little pearl.
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From The Hollywood Reporter:


BREAKING NEWS

Scandal at the Oscars!!!




Amazing scenes at tonight’s Oscars Ceremony at the Dolby Theatre, Hollywood:

The award for Best Supporting Actress went to child-sensation Beatrice Bonnie. The audience of celebrities and movie-makers cheered when Bonnie – known as ‘BB’ to her fans – was announced as the winner for her role in the controversial smash hit Planet of the Unicorns. However, the child who went up to collect the award was not the real BB but an impostor – a boy from the UK.

He is currently being questioned.






Scene 1

We are famous.

OK, we’re famous for all the wrong reasons (possible impersonation of the world’s number one child star, travelling on a plane without a passport, theft of a wig). But as Mum likes to say, we’re not perfect. If we were, we’d have wings, and then how would we get our coats on?

How famous are we?

They’re going to make a film about us. That’s how famous. I’m not messing. They are going to make an actual film all about how we bunked off school and onto a private jet and into the actual Oscars Ceremony in actual Hollywood with twenty million people (worldwide) watching on TV.

Imagine the trailer . . . Fella with a deep voice going:


‘Two brothers!

One epic quest!

They braved the great unknown.

They fought a monster with tentacles.

They survived car chases!

They crossed oceans.

All this to find . . .

Each Other.’



All those things really happened to us, by the way. Even the monster.

The film will probably start with the car chase. But this isn’t the film. This is me telling you the real story of what happened to us.






Scene 2

The real story started at the 81 bus stop in Prescot. Ms Greenwood was taking us to see the new special Shakespeare theatre. She was completely buzzing off this trip. ‘To think,’ she said, ‘we have travelled back in time. On the 81.’

‘It doesn’t look very back in time,’ said one of the girls. ‘It’s all concrete and glass. It looks like Birkenhead Leisure Centre.’ It was Mabel who said that. I call her Blunt Mabel. She tells the truth no matter what. ‘Everyone else is always telling lies,’ she says, ‘so I’m only going to tell the truth. All the time.’

One of the boys said, ‘This place is amazing. It looks just like the Jedi Temple on Coruscant in Star Wars.’ That’s Arvin. The reason that the building reminds him of Star Wars is that nearly everything reminds him of Star Wars. Or Avengers. Or anything Marvel. Or Batman. Not kidding, sometimes he must be streaming his favourites in his head because when you ask him something he kind of buffers before answering. Nickname: Arvin Popcorn.

Quiz is wearing a big white coat. Much too big for her. She looks like a big walking marshmallow. She says, ‘Does Shakespeare live here then? Are we going to meet him? Are we going in?’ You can probably see why I call her Quiz.

Quiz, Arvin, Mabel and me – we’re the Greenwood Group (it’s a nurture group). Ms Greenwood looks out for us.

The answer to all Quiz’s questions, by the way, is ‘no’. No to the first two because (spoiler) Shakespeare is dead. No to the third because there was a line of crash barriers across the entrance to the theatre.

The sign said: CLOSED. NO ENTRY.

And in case you missed the sign and the barrier, a woman in plenty of weatherproof clothing, carrying a walkie-talkie, was standing at the barrier saying, ‘Closed.’

It was Definitely Closed. But Definitely Closed is not closed enough to stop Ms Greenwood.

‘WHY is it closed?’

‘Special event,’ said Walkie-Talkie Woman.

‘We are a special event,’ smiled Ms Greenwood. ‘This trip was certainly a VERY special event for us. We are the Star of the Sea Primary School Greenwood Group. These children are VERY excited. They have been researching Shakespeare all term. Do I speak truth, my companions?’

Arvin and Mabel knew how much Ms Greenwood liked Shakespearey words so they said, ‘Yea verily.’ I was new so I just said, ‘Yes.’

‘All school trips were cancelled,’ said the woman. ‘You should have got an email.’

‘We didn’t get an email.’

‘Check your junk folder. I can’t let you in. As you can see . . .’ She pointed behind her. The car park was jammed with trucks and vans and trailers and caravans. There was a bright yellow crane. And people. Crowds of people dashing about the place. ‘We are quite busy.’

‘What are you busy doing?’

‘Making a film.’

‘What film?’

‘Genius Squad, Part One: Dawn of the Genius.’ The woman smiled. You could see that she was thinking, ‘Look at you lot, all wishing you were all working on Genius Squad, Part One like me.’

[image: The narrator, Arvin, Mabel, Quiz and Ms. Greenwood, with disappointed faces, stare at the No Entry boards.]
‘Whoa,’ said Arvin, ‘Genius Squad as in the famous comic?’

‘Sorry, babe, I’m not allowed to say anything else about the film. It’s all embargoed, if you know what I mean.’

Not going to lie, we had no clue what she meant. It didn’t matter because she walked off, talking into her walkie-talkie.

‘This is so disappointing,’ said Ms Greenwood.

‘Disappointing?’ said Arvin. ‘Miss, this isn’t disappointing, this is FIRE. They’re making a movie in there. There’s film stars and cameras and everything in there and we can nearly see them. Thank you, miss.’

Ms Greenwood looked at him. Then she looked at the rest of us. Then she looked at the barrier with the closed sign on. It was starting to rain. ‘Children of Star of the Sea Primary Greenwood Group,’ she said, ‘as long as I draw breath you will never end up in anyone’s junk folder. The world, as Shakespeare said, is our oyster, which we will open with our swords.’

Mabel said, ‘I don’t think swords are allowed, miss.’

‘The swords are a metaphor,’ said Ms Greenwood.

‘We also don’t have oysters,’ said Mabel. Like I said, she likes facts.

‘The oysters are metaphors too. And if you don’t know what a metaphor is, I’ll explain when we get back to school. Meanwhile, stay close to me. I am going to give you a day to remember.’

Which she did. When you think about it, she gave us a week to remember.

Not going to lie, being on a film set was way better than Shakespeare. That day, thanks to Ms Greenwood, we actually got to meet the star of Genius Squad. Namely BB; that’s THE BB. We got selfies with her even. But when I took out my phone to look at those selfies later, I realized it wasn’t my phone.

This phone was lavish.

Its screensaver was a shot of BB smiling into the camera, on a wide white beach by a bright blue sea.

It was BB’s phone.

I had BB’s phone. And she had mine.

What do you do when you’ve accidentally swapped phones with a film star?






Scene 3

If this was a movie, BB’s phone would turn out to have secret plans on it or an app that lets you travel in time or read people’s minds or something. And I would try to give it back to her, but I’d end up being chased by a secret criminal organization.

But nothing like that happened because this is not a movie. Yet.

And I didn’t want her lavish phone. I wanted my own phone.

If you want to know why, you’ll need a flashback.

So, here’s a flashback.

The Flashback

A house. On a terraced street. The front door opens right onto the street. There is no garden, front or back. But there’s an alley along the back that goes into the park. Two boys live in this house with their mum. They play football on the five-a-side pitches with their mates.

The boys are me and Cillian. We have the front bedroom. We’ve got bunk beds. We like to sit on the top bunk and pretend we’re flying a plane. We like seeing what’s going on in the street. Mum likes to say, ‘If you notice fun or interesting things, life will be fun and interesting.’ One time we noticed The Rock looking out of the window of number eleven. Holy Moly, we were so lit about The Rock being our neighbour. It turned out to be one of those life-size cut-outs people get for parties. We only realized it was not the actual Rock when he was replaced by Paddington Bear. Our neighbours were famous and life-size, but made of cardboard.

On Wednesday nights the three of us would get on the couch and watch Six Shots on the telly. We loved Six Shots. It’s like a big version of hide-and-seek, but instead of playing it all over the house, you play it all over the world.

[image: The narrator, his brother Cillian, and their mother, dressed in nightgowns, sit on the couch watching television.]
And instead of looking for each other, you’re looking for a house. First one to ring the doorbell keeps the house. The guy in charge is called The Big Shot and he gives the House Hunters one clue every week. The clue is always a photo. No words. Just a photo. It’s tense! The Hidden House is always somewhere amazing – on a beach or in a forest or in one of those faraway towns with spires and domes and fountains. They called it a ‘dream holiday home’ but Mum always said, ‘When we win Six Shots, we will not save that house for holidays, will we, lads? That will be our forever house. Who’d want two houses? All that hoovering.’

Not going to lie, we thought the little house with the bunk beds by the park WAS our forever house. Then one night just after Christmas, while the decorations were still up, we heard Mum arguing with someone on the phone. We tried to listen in but she took her phone into the bathroom and locked herself in.

Next morning when we got up, Mum was waiting for us in the hallway with three bulging backpacks, one each.

‘Right,’ she said. ‘We’re going on an adventure. We’re going over the water.’

We thought ‘over the water’ meant across the sea, maybe to Ireland on the big ferry.

It didn’t.

We thought we were going on holiday.

We weren’t.

We took two buses and a train and ended up in Riverside Heights – the block of flats where Uncle Miles lives. Uncle Miles (he never smiles) is tall and thin – like an exclamation mark in a hoodie. His name’s not really Miles. Mum calls him that because he used to drive a lorry all over the world – thousands and thousands of miles. He doesn’t do that any more. He just does parcel and takeaway deliveries in his car.

Mum showed us a little room with a small bed and a big boiler.

There was a box of tinsel and fairy lights on the bed.

‘I took the decorations down when I heard you were coming,’ said Uncle Miles.

‘Harsh,’ said Cillian.

‘He just wanted to make a bit more space for you,’ said Mum. ‘You’re going to be staying here for a while.’

‘What? Why?’

‘The thing is,’ said Mum. ‘We’ve got a bit of a situation.’

The situation was that the little house by the park did not belong to us. We were renting it. But the owner didn’t want us there any more so we had to move out. That’s what she’d been arguing about.

‘But,’ she said, ‘everything’s going to be OK.’

‘How?’

‘Boys, I’m going to be really busy for a while with work and house-hunting. I promise, when I come back, it’ll be worth it. Now don’t be worrying about me. I’ll be living my best life, sleeping on Viola’s sofa. She lives right next to work. So I’ll get an extra half-hour in bed every day. And in the meantime, you’ll be living YOUR best life here with Uncle Miles.’

‘But doesn’t Uncle Miles go driving off all over the place at all hours? Isn’t that why we call him Uncle Miles?’

‘Normally, yes. But for now he’s going to stay here and look after you. Isn’t that right?’

Uncle Miles shrugged. ‘Do I have a choice?’

‘No,’ said Mum.

Cillian said, ‘But what about taekwondo?’

‘This is just temporary. It won’t hurt to miss a few lessons.’

‘We haven’t even started yet. And what about all our stuff?’

‘Uncle Miles has got one of the lock-ups behind the flats. All our stuff is going in there. We’ll bring it out again when I’ve got everything sorted.’

‘What about our bunk beds? Can’t we have them here?’

‘Yeah. Good idea. Meanwhile, you cuddle up in there.’

‘Cuddle up?’ said Cillian.

‘Don’t fuss. Like I said. This is only temporary.’

‘Very temporary,’ said Uncle Miles. ‘As temporary as possible.’

‘You’ll be good, won’t you, lads?’ she said. ‘Don’t forget to say your prayers. Cillian, come with me for a minute.’

I could hear her chatting with Cillian, then I heard the front door go. When Cillian came back in, we watched her walk across the park, past the lock-ups and off to the bus stop. She stopped and looked up, and we waved like mad. She didn’t wave back. Probably couldn’t see us because we were thirteen floors up.

I asked Cillian what she said to him. ‘Wanted me to remind you that I’m your big brother so I get the biggest slices of pizza.’ I gave him a shove. ‘She told me to look out for you,’ he said.






Scene 4

Uncle Miles was not happy about any of this.

‘I’m not happy about any of this,’ he said.

Cillian said, ‘We’re not happy about it either.’

‘Great,’ said Uncle Miles. ‘We can all be miserable together then.’

We had to change schools for the time being. Cillian went to Marine High on River View Road, Birkenhead. I went to Star of the Sea Primary on Endswell Road, Seacombe. When we mentioned to Uncle Miles that we would need new uniforms for our new schools, he said, ‘Who do you think I am? Uncle Primark?’

And when we mentioned that we might need packed lunches he said, ‘Who do you think I am? Uncle Kentucky Fried Chicken?’

When we asked him the way to school, he asked us if we thought he was Uncle Google Maps.

We didn’t have Google Maps because we didn’t have phones.

‘What should we do?’ said Cillian. ‘Just go out and look for a school?’

‘Why do you ask so many questions? Am I Uncle Siri? You were just like this when you were little. Questions, questions, questions.’

We already knew that Uncle Miles was not a shop or a search engine or a KFC. We were a bit surprised to find that he was also not that much of an uncle.

We were in danger of being unhappy. We were definitely not happy about sharing a bed.

‘This is how sandwiches must feel,’ I said, ‘when we squeeze them into that little lunch box.’

‘It’s OK,’ said Cillian. ‘We’ll top and tail.’

‘Top and tail?’

‘I sleep with my head at the top and you sleep with your head at the bottom. Cosy!’

‘So when I go to sleep will your feet be in my face?’

‘And vice versa,’ said Cillian. ‘Vice versa and temporarily.’

So we did that and – know what? – it wasn’t that bad.

Cillian said, ‘Remember what Mum said about noticing interesting and fun things? Do that. It’ll work.’

That’s what Cillian’s like. He makes things work.

We began to look for fun and interesting things in Uncle Miles’s flat.

There was an interesting model of a lorry on the windowsill. The lorry was interesting because it had a name – Milly – and because the trailer came off and you could look inside. Not that there was anything in there apart from a key and some dust. So that was not interesting or fun. Uncle Miles is not fun ever but he’s peak not-fun when you get too near to Milly (that’s because Milly is a model of the very lorry that he used to drive).

[image: A melted candle, a Milly model lorry and a chocolate tub arranged on a windowsill.]
Cillian found out that Uncle Miles’s real name is George, by the way.

We were more interested in the big tin of Cadbury’s Heroes chocolates which was on the shelf next to Milly. We thought if we kept staring at it in an interested way, chocolate might come our way. ‘Help yourself,’ said Uncle Miles.

We were too polite to open it there and then. We waited until he’d left the room. It was full to the brim with screws and fuses and curtain-hook bits. Not going to lie, this was disappointing. I noticed Uncle Miles watching our disappointment from the hallway.

Watching Six Shots with Uncle Miles was the opposite of watching it with Mum. Mum used to shout and cheer. He just rolled his eyes. She loved it when passers-by helped the House Hunters. ‘See?’ she’d say. ‘Everyone wants to be kind. Sometimes they’re just waiting to be asked.’

Uncle Miles said, ‘Sure. Everyone wants to be kind WHEN THERE’S A CAMERA WATCHING. Everyone wants to be on TV. Everyone wants to be famous. If the cameras weren’t there, those people would beat them up and steal their money.’

At the end of the episode there was the teaser trailer for the next series; the contestants were all lined up with their backs to the camera facing a brilliant sunrise. They looked like superheroes. The presenter – what’s her name? She’s got a fringe – was saying, ‘Six runners. Six Shots. No phone calls. No internet. Just a small budget and a map of the world and a new picture clue every week. Where in the world is this? The first to ring this doorbell gets to keep the key.’

‘It’s all a fix,’ said Uncle Miles.

‘Imagine if we won a house,’ I said. ‘Then we wouldn’t have to live here with you.’

Uncle Miles looked like I had bitten him. ‘You don’t want to live with me?!’ he said.

We were surprised that he was surprised.

‘YOU don’t want to live with US, remember?’ said Cillian (he does think quickly). ‘You said so. Often.’

‘Yeah, you’re right. I don’t want to live with you. I forgot. Go to bed.’

To be fair, Uncle Miles did put a wooden chest at the end of our bed, so we could finally unpack our backpacks. That’s when Cillian found a letter neatly wrapped up in his Under Armour T-shirt. It was from Mum, it said:


Dear Boys, for the next few weeks, you’re going to be so busy meeting new people and seeing new places that you won’t remember to miss me. Don’t worry, I’ll be doing enough missing for the three of us. I promise it’ll all be worth it. I know Uncle Miles isn’t very homey. He never cooks. He doesn’t even have a cheese grater. So, you’ll have to look out for each other until he learns. One day – when everything’s sorted out – we’ll look back on this and remember all the interesting and funny bits. It’ll be our adventure!

Love and two kisses,

Mum



Mum always puts a note like this in our stuff if we go on a school trip. For a while she even put them in our lunch boxes until Cillian told her to stop. He seemed to like getting this one though. He folded it up and put it in his back pocket.

Not going to lie, having your brother’s feet in your face might be cosy but it does make it harder to get to sleep. The night before I had to start at the new school, I said, ‘Cillian, are you awake?’

‘No.’

‘I want to go home.’

‘Well, just at the moment,’ said Cillian, ‘we haven’t got a home. We’ve got an adventure. Like Mum said.’

‘It’s not an adventure. It’s just uncomfortable.’

‘I’m asleep.’

‘I’m worried.’

‘What about?’

‘I . . .’

‘Before you answer, remember I’m asleep.’

‘I don’t know the way to my new school.’

‘I’m awake now. Put your shoes on and your hoodie and come with me.’

We made sure that Uncle Miles was asleep. We sneaked out and took the lift to the top floor. There was a staircase there that led up to the actual roof of the flats.

‘Where are we going? School’s not on the roof, is it?’

Cillian waved his hand towards the edge and said, ‘Just for you . . . Adventure.’

Down below us, I could see water shining. ‘Is that the sea?’ I said.

‘It’s the river.’ It wasn’t a little river with bridges and rowing boats like you see in a storybook. It was a wide, brown river, miles wide. All along the bank, there were giant cranes leaning over the water like fishing rods (but fishing rods big enough to catch ships). They had different coloured lights twinkling all over them.

On the far bank, there was a row of buildings, all lit up. There were domes and towers. Their reflections reached down into the water so it looked like two cities topping and tailing. It was Baltic cold up on the roof, but pretty too. The city lights looked like someone had decorated the river for Christmas. And left the decorations up.

[image: The narrator and Cillian stand on the terrace, watching the river, boats, huge cranes, and buildings along the bank.]
I said, ‘Is that America or what?’

‘Mate,’ said Cillian. ‘Are you messing? America –’ he pointed down the river to where a big white ship was chugging into a huge blank space – ‘is that way. About five thousand miles that way. That,’ he said, pointing to the towers and domes and cranes, ‘that is Liverpool, where we normally live.’

‘How come we didn’t see the river when we came?’

‘We came on a train. Through a tunnel under the river.’

‘How did you know this river was so near?’

‘These flats are called Riverside Heights. That down there is Riverbank Road. There were clues.’

There was a big white-and-blue building in the middle of the river. Why would anyone build a building in the middle of the river?

‘It’s not a building. It’s a ship. Maybe it’s a cruise liner or something just arriving in port.’

The ship made a long, sad, deep sound.

‘That’s what that noise is!’ I said. ‘I hear that noise all the time at night. It’s a ship. I thought it was the boiler.’

‘I’ve got a plan,’ said Cillian.

‘What did you mean an adventure? Are we going to run away to sea or something?’

‘No, I’ve got a plan,’ he said, ‘to get you to school in the morning. I know the way. I’ll walk you there. Let’s get some sleep.’
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