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CHAPTER ONE

Barry Bennett was always very upset at being called Barry. It was a stupid name for a modern nine (nearly ten) year old boy. All his friends were called things like Jake and Lukas and Taj.

In fact, they weren’t called things like that, they were called exactly that. Jake was his best friend, Lukas was his second best and Taj was his third. Although sometimes that order was reversed and Taj was first. But, either way, none of them were called anything like Barry. Barry didn’t even know anyone called anything like Barry. He didn’t know, for example, anyone called Brian. Or Colin. Or Derek. Or any other name that no boy had been called since 1953.

Being called Barry was just one – although it was pretty near the top of the list – of the many things Barry blamed his parents (Susan and Geoff: go figure…) for.

Here, in fact, is that list, which Barry kept hidden under the pillow on his bed (a bed that didn’t, by the way, have the fantastic Lionel Messi duvet on it that Lukas had):

THINGS I BLAME MY PARENTS FOR


	Being boring.

	Calling me Barry. (You see – told you it was near the top of the list.)

	Being tired all the time.

	Not letting me play video games.

	Not buying me any video games. Or a Lionel Messi duvet.

	Being REALLY, REALLY, REALLY strict. Examples: making me go to bed at 8.30 when all my friends stay up MUCH later; not letting me eat any sour Haribos in case they give me a tummy ache; and saying, “That’s a swear,” when all I’ve done is say BUM, which isn’t even a proper swear.

	Being always much nicer to my twin sisters TSE than to me, just because they’re a pair of goody two-shoes.

	Not being glamorous or famous or all the things that the grown-ups in Mum’s magazines are. (Barry realised after he’d written this that it was a bit similar to Number 1, but he’d already started the list when he got to this point, and had written in pen, not pencil, so didn’t want to cross it out and start again.)

	Being poor. (Barry felt a bit bad about writing this one as he did sort of know it wasn’t his parents’ fault. His dad worked in IKEA, checking the flat-packed stuff into the warehouses or something, and his mum was a primary school assistant. So he knew that meant they didn’t earn very much. But he did think that if only they had more money then a fair amount of issues 1 to 8 – although not being called Barry – would probably not apply.)

	NOT EVER MAKING MY BIRTHDAY REALLY GOOD.



This was the biggest thing. All his friends had had their tenth birthdays recently, and all of them had been fantastic. Jake had had a go-kart party. Lukas had had a bowling party. And Taj had had a limo! They’d all gone in it to the cinema to see the latest James Bond film!

Barry loved James Bond. It was partly why he hated being called Barry, as he knew that James Bond would never have been called that. I mean, he knew James Bond’s name was James, but even if it hadn’t been it would probably have been John or David or Michael. Or – as Jake often pointed out – Jake. Barry said this wasn’t true, although in his heart he knew it kind of was, what with Jake being, in name terms, really quite like James.

Sometimes, Jake would even raise one eyebrow – which Barry, try as he might, just couldn’t do: both of them always went up at once – and say, “The name’s Bond. Jake Bond.”

Barry agreed, without saying so, that it sounded kind of OK. Certainly better than, “The name’s Bond. Barry Bond.”

Jake (and his eyebrow) were at Barry’s house on that Sunday, six days before his birthday, when Barry got really cross with his mum and dad.

All three of Barry’s best friends were on the doorstep, listening to Geoff Bennett say, “No, sorry,” which, Barry thought and not for the first time, was something his dad said a lot.

Jake was holding a Nike Premier League football, Lukas had on a pair of black Converse trainers and Taj was wearing a brand-new, this-season Chelsea top. Which made Barry feel, in his discount-store jeans and discount-store top and discount-store shoes, a bit rubbish. Although not rubbish enough to stop him wanting to go out and play with them.

“Dad,” said Barry, “it’ll only be for half an hour!”

“No, sorry,” said his dad again. “You know we don’t let you go in the park without a grown-up…”

Barry looked back at his father’s frowning face. He looked very tired, although Barry couldn’t work out how tired, as Geoff Bennett always looked tired these days. There were bits of grey in his hair. In fact, it would be more accurate to say there were bits of black in his hair, because most of it was now grey. He was wearing his navy IKEA shirt, which he didn’t have to at weekends. Barry wished he wouldn’t, especially in front of his friends. Every time he’d seen them, Jake’s dad had been wearing a smart suit, Taj’s a leather jacket and Lukas’s dad – who, some of the time, played in a band! – skinny jeans and sunglasses (even, Barry noticed, when it wasn’t sunny).
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“But…” said Barry, indicating with his hand the three boys on the doorstep, “all my friends are allowed to!”

“Well, that’s up to their mums and dads, I’m afraid.”

Barry turned and looked at his friends. At which point, Jake raised one eyebrow. Which gave his face an expression that seemed to say, very clearly, “Oh dear, Barry – such a shame that you’re lumbered with these silly, strict (and tired, bad-clothes-wearing) parents…”

He didn’t say this, though. He just said: “Sorry, Barry,” and turned round, bouncing the football as he went.

“Yeah, sorry, Barry,” said Taj, joining Jake.

“Me too. Sorry…” said Lukas, who for some reason waited until he’d got to the end of the Bennetts’ front path before turning round again to say, “Barry.”

And even though Barry knew that it was good to feel sorry for some people, like starving children on the sad bits of the news, he found that he really, really didn’t like it that his friends were feeling sorry for him.


CHAPTER TWO

But that was just the start of Barry’s bad day. It got worse later, when he was trying to talk to his dad during tea.

“…so I thought maybe on my birthday – next Saturday – when I wake up, it would be good if waiting outside was an Aston Martin DB6…” Barry was saying, in between forkfuls of Asda low-sugar, low-salt baked beans on jacket potato.

“An Aston Martin! Write that down, Ginny!”

“I’m writing it down, Kay!”

Barry carried on looking at his dad. He had chosen not to recognise his younger twin sisters. Barry often snuck a glance at his dad’s Daily or Sunday Express, as he knew that James Bond would have to be aware of when dangerous stuff was happening in the world, and he had read that some countries did this to other ones. He had read that Iran, for example, did not recognise Israel, calling it instead – his dad had read this phrase out for him – the Zionist entity. Which made it sound all villainous, like Spectre (the secret world-controlling gang in James Bond). So, similarly, he did not call his eight-year-old twin sisters Ginny and Kay, but The Sisterly Entity. Or TSE for short.

He did, however, out of the corner of his eye, catch them doing that sarcastic thing they did, where one of them – Barry didn’t like separating TSE into two, as that was kind of recognising that they existed, but if he had to, he would refer to them as Sisterly Entities One and Two – would pretend to write down something he said, as if it was really important. Which of course was their way of saying that it wasn’t important at all. Barry really hated it when they did that.

“…so, Dad, on our birthday can you take us somewhere in a Rolls-Royce? Which you can keep in the garage next to the Aston Martin!” said Sisterly Entity One.

“Ha ha ha!” laughed Sisterly Entity Two, who was still running her index finger across her palm as part of the pretending-to-write-down-stupid-stuff-Barry-says mime.

“Yes, well, they’re not that expensive to hire. I checked online,” said Barry, trying as much as possible not to look at them. “And then maybe you can have, like, a tuxedo ready for me to wear and a cake with 007 on it, and all my friends can come dressed as Bond villains, and maybe you can have the film soundtrack playing, and you, Dad, can be Q, showing me gadgets, like a jet pack and a pen that’s actually a gun, and—”

“Sorry, Barry, what?” His dad put down his Sunday Express.

“Weren’t you listening? Da-ad!”

“Barry, please don’t say Dad like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like when you give it two syllables. And go right down on the second one. On the -ad.” This was Barry’s mum speaking.

Barry looked over, but couldn’t see her because, as usual, she was speaking from behind the dishwasher. As far as Barry could tell, Susan Bennett spent her whole non-working life either loading or unloading the dishwasher. Days would go by when he never saw her, but only heard her voice, in between the clanking of plates and saucepans.

“I don’t do that!” said Barry.

“Yeah, Mu-um!” chorused The Sisterly Entity.

Barry’s mum and dad both laughed at that. His dad did that laugh which was also half a cough, and Barry could hear his mum’s high-pitched giggle in between the clanking of plates and saucepans.

“Don’t laugh at that!” said Barry, annoyed at having to acknowledge something said by The Sisterly Entity. “It’s not even funny!”

“It was quite funny,” said his mum, still not coming up from behind the dishwasher. All Barry could see, in fact, was her collection of egg timers – she had them in every colour of the rainbow – sitting above the dishwasher on the kitchen counter. “You do make me laugh, you two girls…”

“Excuse me!” said Barry, feeling like he wanted to stamp his foot, but couldn’t because his feet still didn’t quite stretch to the floor from his chair. “Did anyone hear what I was saying at all?”

“Write that down, Ginny!”

“Well, I would, Kay, but I couldn’t actually hear anything…”

“Oh yes, you’re right. I thought I heard someone say something, but it must just have been the dustbin men shouting in the street!”

Barry pulled a face at The Sisterly Entity. Then felt annoyed at himself as he realised that this meant that he was, in effect, recognising them. But it still made him feel better. Until Sisterly Entity One said:

“Write that face down, Ginny!”

“I’m… a… really… stupid… looking… boy…” said Sisterly Entity Two, moving her finger slowly across her palm.


CHAPTER THREE

Having broken his resolution never to recognise The Sisterly Entity, Barry thought he might as well kick them under the table (his feet, being free-floating, were well placed for this).

The last time Barry had kicked his sisters he had lost his pocket money for the week. But, seeing as that was only 75p, he reckoned it was just about worth it, and he had actually swung his feet back, in readiness to swing them forward towards their dainty little shins, when his dad said:

“Were you talking about your birthday party again?”

Barry let his feet swing back to their midway point. “Yes!”

“Oh, OK. Well, it’s all sorted.”

Barry’s heart lifted at this. His dad was really going to organise the car and the casino and the gadgets and everything?

Geoff smiled at him, revealing his yellow bottom teeth, and bent down to rummage in his IKEA bag (one of those enormous blue ones made out of, as far as Barry could make out, a tent: his dad always had one to hand). “I was going to save this as a surprise for the day, but you’ve forced it out of me…”

He sat up again, holding a DVD with the title: CASINO ROYALE.

“What’s that?” said Barry.

“What do you mean what’s that? It’s a James Bond film. One of the most famous. Come on, Barry, I thought you of all people would know that.”

His dad handed it over. On the front cover was a man with a pencil-thin moustache who sort of looked like James Bond, but not one Barry had ever seen before. It wasn’t Sean Connery, or Roger Moore, or George Lazenby, or Timothy Dalton, or Pierce Brosnan. And it especially wasn’t Daniel Craig. Who Barry knew was in Casino Royale.

“And I’m not just going to put it in the DVD player. We’ve got a projector at work that I can borrow and we can project it on to the living-room wall. That’s probably white enough if we shut the curtains really tight – although they never close completely in that room, do they, Susan? Oh well, it’ll probably be all right. Anyway, I thought that would be a great thing to do at your party…”

Barry looked up. “What? That’s it?”

“Huh?”

“No casino? Or car? Or tuxedo? Or gadgets?”

“Susan, what’s he on about?”

“I knew it! I knew you weren’t listening!”

“Barry, calm down…” said his mum.

“And this isn’t even the proper Casino Royale!”

His dad frowned. “It isn’t?”

“No.” Barry turned it round, reading off the back. “‘An all-star cast spoof the James Bond films in this hilarious 1960s comedy!! 007 has never been so funny!’ It’s a joke version! It makes fun of the whole thing!”

“Oh, Geoff,” said Barry’s mum. “You haven’t gone and got the one with David Niven in it?”

“I don’t know, Susan! I just went for the cheaper one on Amazon!”

“Da—” said Barry, and then realised he’d started to do the two-syllable thing again. Seeing The Sisterly Entity looking at him eagerly, as if willing him to do it, Barry made a fatal mistake. Which was to just repeat the first syllable again.

“…Da,” he said.

“I beg your pardon?” said TSE One, grinning madly. “Did you say… Da-Da?”

“I think he did, Ginny!” said TSE Two. “He said Da-Da. Like a baby. Like a baby trying to say its first words. To its da-da!”

“I didn’t! I didn’t! Shut up shut up shut up!”

“Barry, don’t tell your sisters to shut up!” said his mum sharply. Still no sign of her head above the dishwasher, though.

“Does Diddums want his dummy from his da-da!?”

“Or does he want Da-Da to change his Nap-Nap?!”

“OK, Ginny. Kay. That’s enough,” said Geoff, although not very strictly, and like he was trying not to smile. “But Barry, that’s enough complaining too.”

“No it isn’t! I hate you!”

“Oh, do you?”

“Yes! And Mum!”

And suddenly a feeling that had been welling up inside Barry for… well, since his dad had closed the door on Jake and Taj and Lukas just before tea, but in another way for much longer than that, maybe ever since he’d understood that, unfortunately, his name was Barry – a feeling that he wanted to both cry and shout and break something all at the same time – exploded out of him.

“I hate you because you’re boring! And tired ALL THE TIME! And always TELLING ME OFF FOR NOTHING! And saying, ‘That’s a swear,’ when all I’ve done is say BUM!”

“Barry. That’s a swear!” said his mum.

“NO IT ISN’T! And because you’re so much nicer to THEM…” He pointed at TSE. They both grinned at the same time. “…than to ME! And because…” Barry realised by now that he was doing the list in his bedroom. He decided to miss out Numbers 8 and 9 – ‘Not being glamorous’ and ‘Being poor’ – since even in his rage he knew that they might just sound a bit too horrible out loud. Especially as loud as he was speaking now. “And… YOU NEVER, EVER MAKE MY BIRTHDAY REALLY GOOD!!”

There was a short pause after he shouted this. Then Sisterly Entity One said:

“Write that down, Ginny.”

“I’m writing it down, Kay.”

“Right,” said Barry’s dad. “Well, if that’s how you feel, we won’t have a screening of Casino Royale on your birthday!”

“GREAT!” shouted Barry and he threw the DVD across the room. It spun round in the air as it made its way towards the sink area. Barry was secretly quite proud of the throw; his wrist had flicked sharply as he’d released the disc, like an Olympic discus champion.

“BARRY!!” his dad shouted. So loudly that, for the first time this dinner time, Barry’s mum looked up from the dishwasher. Just in time to be hit in the eye by a copy of Casino Royale, starring David Niven.

“OW!” she said, falling backwards and out of sight again. Barry heard a bump; then one of the egg timers, the red one, fell off the kitchen counter and smashed.

Uh-oh, he thought.

“RIGHT, BARRY, THAT’S IT! GO TO YOUR ROOM!” said his dad, pointing upstairs – stupidly, really, as Barry knew the way.

“ALL RIGHT I WILL!” Barry shouted back. And because he was a little frightened by now, he ran out of the kitchen as fast as he could, swerving at the last minute to avoid the bits of glass and sand from the egg timer which were sprinkled all over the floor.


CHAPTER FOUR

Barry lay in his bed, fuming. He’d gone straight to his room, without cleaning his teeth or anything, and slammed the door. But it had just come back at him as his door didn’t really shut properly unless you closed it carefully, jiggling the handle up as you did it. So he’d had to do that after his slam, which felt completely at odds with a show of rage.

He lay there in his onesie – a zebra one, with ears and a tail, which was too big for him because it had been passed down from Lukas – and stared at his room. His head hurt. He wasn’t sure why that was, but he’d read in another part of the Sunday Express once that stress brought on headaches, and he knew that he was very stressed at the moment.	

It wasn’t that easy to sleep in his room at the best of times as the Bennetts lived on a main road called the A41, and Barry’s room faced it. The Sisterly Entity had, of course, been given the quieter room at the back facing the garden, which was BIGGER as well: some rubbish about them needing to have the bigger room because there were two of them. Barry did not recognise this.

As each vehicle went past, it would light up a different section of Barry’s room, depending on which way it was going.

A car driving down the road would light up his wardrobe, or DEJN NORDESBRUKK as it had been called in IKEA.

A car driving up the road would illuminate the ceiling and the browny-yellow patch of damp immediately above Barry’s bed, which he sometimes pretended was a map of Russia that he had to study for a secret mission.

A car turning into the road from the other side would throw a sweep of white light across the far wall, which had a James Bond poster on it – Daniel Craig in a tuxedo – and another poster, of FC Barcelona, which was a couple of years out of date but still had Lionel Messi sitting in the front row. Barry had always liked the way that both of his heroes stared out of the posters with intense eyes: Lionel like he was ready to go and beat eleven players single-handedly and score with a back-heel chip, and James Bond like he was ready to kill someone.

Every so often, his bed would shake as a lorry went by.

But today he wasn’t trying to get to sleep anyway. He was too angry. And he knew that, if he went to sleep, by tomorrow the argument would all be forgotten about, and he didn’t want that. He had meant it. In his anger, he had come to a deep and important realisation: his parents just weren’t very good parents. It made him sad to have this thought – his tummy fell as the words appeared in his mind, like it sometimes did when he was scared – but another part of him felt brave: like he was facing up to something.

“I wish I had better parents…” he whispered. He could feel, as he said it, a tiny tear squeeze out of his left eye. It blurred his vision, making the damp patch look less like a map of Russia and more like a smear of poo. This got in the way of his train of thought a little. It was very distracting, the idea of someone somehow getting their bottom on the ceiling to plop upside down, and so, to get back into the moment, he repeated, slightly more loudly: “I wish I had better parents.”

Then, from underneath his pillow, he grabbed the list he’d secretly written down of all the things that made his mum and dad a bit rubbish at their basic job of being his mum and dad. He held it up above his face and said, a third time, the loudest so far: “I wish I had better parents!”

And then suddenly the entire room started to shake.


CHAPTER FIVE

The walls were shaking like crazy; it was as if Barry’s bedroom had a really bad fever.

The windows rattled and his little Aston Martin DB6 model car fell off the shelf behind his bed. Barry had never been in an earthquake, but he had seen them on the telly, and thought this must be what they were like. He clutched his duvet (MYSA ROSØNGLIM, white) in fear, frightened that maybe this was happening because of what he’d just said out loud.

He was about to say, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it!” (he didn’t quite know who this was addressed to – his parents, even though they weren’t in the room, or, he supposed, God) when he realised… Oh, of course: it’s a lorry.

He sat up.

It must be a very big lorry, he thought as the room continued to shake. It must have really powerful headlights as well, he thought next as the far wall, the one with the posters on it, began to glow. What was odd about this glow, though, was that – unlike what usually happened when a lorry or a big car turned on to the road, which was that its headlights would light up the whole wall as the vehicle moved past – only the area around his posters seemed to be glowing.
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And the glow wasn’t moving. Nor was it fading.

If anything, it was getting brighter. Maybe the lorry had stopped outside the house? Barry did notice that the shaking seemed to have died down. But you weren’t allowed to stop on the A41.

As he continued to look at the posters, a very strange thing happened. Lionel Messi’s and James Bond’s stares seemed to turn towards him. Like they were looking at him.

And then an even stranger thing happened.

Lionel Messi said: “Barry! Hey!”

Lionel didn’t move from his sitting position, in between Iniesta and David Villa (see: told you it was out of date), with his hands on his knees. But his mouth did move. Definitely.

Barry, shocked and frightened, said nothing. But, through the shock and fear, he was also very, very curious. So he didn’t look away.

“Eh! El Barrito!” said Lionel. “Ven aquí! Rápido!”

“He means come over here. Quickly,” said another voice. A voice Barry recognised.

Barry moved his eyes sideways. James Bond was in exactly the same position he always was, but he had, quite clearly, raised his left eyebrow.

“He does?” said Barry hoarsely.

“Yes. I speak Spanish,” replied James Bond. “And French, and German, and Italian, and Mandarin, and a smattering of Portuguese. Should be better, but y’know: very little action in Portugal.”

“…Right,” said Barry, who by now was wondering if he should just start screaming.

James Bond raised his other eyebrow. Something that Jake couldn’t do. “So?”

“So… what?”

“So come over here! Like he says! Otherwise I might just have to shoot you…”

Barry gulped. He thought it best to go along with it. So he got out of bed and walked towards the glowing wall.


CHAPTER SIX

As he approached the wall with the posters on it, Barry kept a close eye on Bond and, more importantly, on the Walther PPK with silencer now pinned to his chest. Barry could feel the too-big feet of his onesie dragging across the carpet (BJORNO MASTERLIGN): it was the only familiar feeling about this whole thing.

He walked towards the 007 poster, but James Bond flicked his cold, suspicious eyes to the right, so Barry moved over to where Lionel was smiling at him.

“Eh! Barrito! Me recuerdas al niño en el avión en ese anuncio que hice!”

“Pardon me?”

“He says you remind him of the little boy on the aeroplane in that advert he did,” said James Bond. “You remember, the one with the basketball guy and the ice cream and stuff. God, Lionel, why did you do that? It’s not like you don’t earn a million pounds a minute as it is.”

“Estós celoso!”

“I am not jealous. I do my work for the love of my country. And the ladies, of course.”

“Er… hello?” said Barry. “I think you wanted… to talk… to me…?”

“Si!” said Lionel.

“Oh, speak English for crying out loud, Messi. You’ve played against John Terry. You must have at least learnt some swear words.”

“Culo.”

“That’s not a swear.”

Barry looked at Lionel, who tutted, but then looked back at him and said, in a strong accent, “Barry. Would you mind pleeze to stand in between me and the guy dressed like a waiter?”

“I am not dressed like a waiter! What waiter has a gun?!”

Barry shuffled across. “Here?”

“Yes, nearly. Just a beet to the left,” said Lionel.

Barry shuffled a bit more. Now he was precisely in between the two posters. “Yes, good. Espléndido! Now shut your eyes and say the thing again.”

“What thing?” said Barry. He dug his hands into his pockets (the onesie had quite deep ones), which was something he always did when asked a question he wasn’t sure how to answer. In the corner of his mind he noticed that, crumpled up in the corner of the left-hand pocket, was the list of things that he blamed his parents for.

“Oh, you know the thing. What is it? Is hard for me in English. Remind me, 003 and a half.”

“Seven! You know it’s seven!”

“Yes, but on that poster you are a leetle half-size version of yourself! So 003 and a half! Ha ha ha! You see, Barrito, what I did there! Ees clever, no?”

James Bond raised his eyes to heaven. “Can we please get this over with? In two hours I have to be strapped to the underside of a stealth bomber.”

“What thing?” said Barry again.

“Pardon?”

“What thing am I meant to say?”

“Oh. The thing about your mum and dad. Your wish.”

“Oh right,” said Barry. He shut his eyes.

“Loudly. Like you did last time.”

“OK,” said Barry. “Ahem.” He didn’t know why he said that. It just felt appropriate. “I wish I had better parents.” He opened his eyes. “Why? Why do I have to say tha—”

He was stopped from finishing the question by noticing that both Lionel and James Bond were waving at him. Little waves: like goodbye ones.

Barry frowned.

Then the glow behind the posters got super-strong, and the wall vanished in a huge burst of white light.


CHAPTER ONE

When Barry’s eyes recovered from the shock, he couldn’t see his room any more. In fact, he wasn’t in his room any more. Nor was he in his house. Nor was it night-time. The only thing that was the same was that he was still wearing his zebra-print onesie.

He was walking up some steps. He didn’t know why he was walking up them. He felt scared, but something stopped him from doing what he would normally do when frightened: crying out for his mum and dad. He simply kept on going.

Just before he got to the top, Barry felt a fluttering by his feet. Looking down, he saw a creased, coloured bit of paper, half-trodden into the step: a map. Barry bent down, peeled the pages off the concrete and unfolded it.

The map was brightly coloured and showed a city marked out with cartoon drawings of all the most important places, like the ones Barry had seen held by tourists on the odd occasions when he and his family would go to London. The city seemed to be called, as far as he could make out from the name written at the top, Youngdon.

Geographically, it looked a little like a map of London. The drawings showed all the big buildings in the same places, except instead of the Houses of Parliament there was something that looked like a cross between the Houses of Parliament and a soft-play centre, called the Playhouses of Parliament (it included a clock called Little Ben). Hyde Park was called Hide-and-Seek Park, Nelson’s Column was entitled Nelson-the-Bully-From-the-Simpsons-Column and both Oxford and Piccadilly Circuses appeared to be actual circuses.

In the middle of the map, though, there was a large, official-looking building that didn’t match anything from the real London, above which was written, in big red capitals, three letters:
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Barry looked up. While examining the map, he’d moved up a couple of steps and now he could see that he’d reached the top of a subway, looking out on to a street. It was a very busy street, in what looked like the centre of a big city. There were shops, and tall buildings, and traffic, and more shops, and more tall buildings, and more traffic.

Barry was, frankly, disappointed. He knew he had come here by magic. And he reckoned that if you went somewhere by magic then it should be – well – a really different world, where people drove floating cars, or monsters spoke to you in computer code. Or maybe – and the map had led him to think this might be the case – it would be a world where everything was designed for children: where sweets grew on trees and Xboxes fell from the sky.

Here, though, all he could see were lots of grown-ups doing their boring, grown-up stuff: going to work, shopping, speaking very seriously on their mobile phones about money and offices.

Barry decided, therefore, that he had simply been transported to a big city he didn’t know, perhaps one off the A41. As such, he thought it would be best if he just went home. He didn’t know how to get home, though, so he shouted, at the top of his voice: “EXCUSE ME!”

It came out very loudly. Quite a lot of the grown-ups stopped what they were doing and looked at him.

“I’M BARRY AND I’M TEN YEARS OLD,” he said. “WELL, NEARLY TEN. IN FIVE DAYS. AND I’M HERE ON MY OWN. CAN SOMEONE PLEASE HELP ME?”

Barry expected that, by shouting this, he would make at least one of the grown-ups come over and take him to a police station, or phone his parents or something. But one of the grown-ups didn’t come over. They all came over. At once.

There were loads of them, crowding round him. Couples mainly: fat couples, thin couples, old couples, young couples, hairy couples, bald couples (even the women), well-dressed couples, couples who both wore slacks, smelly couples, couples who weren’t easy to describe one way or another. They were all saying things.

“Barry!” they were mostly saying at first. “Barry!”

“Yes?!” said Barry to some of them, before realising it would take too long to answer everybody.

“Barry!”

“We’d be great for you!”

“You’d love it at our house!”

“Come and be with us, Barry!”

And others were saying: “Here! Please! Have a look at this!”

“Take our card!”

“Here’s our CV!! Would you mind just reading it? Take your time!”

While they were saying these things, they were trying to hand him bits of paper or cards. On the bits of paper were photos of the couples, looking smart and smiling. There was also lots of information about each couple – where they lived and what kind of car they owned and how much money they earned and stuff like that – but Barry didn’t have time to read one to the end before another was thrust into his hand.
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“Hey! OK! Thank you, but I just need to get back to my house!”

“No, Barry! Come and live with us at our house!”

“No, our house is much nicer!”

“We live next door to a theme park!”

“Our house is made of candyfloss!”

“That’s not true!”

“OK, it isn’t, but we’ve got a lot of candyfloss under the stairs!!”

“What?” Barry said. “Why are you saying all this?”

They were all around him, bumping him and knocking him in their desperation to get him to look at their bits of paper. He was starting to feel afraid. Then, suddenly, he heard a voice, a kid’s voice. Which made him realise, for the first time, that he hadn’t seen any other children on this street, or in this crowd. The voice was tinny and amplified.

“OK, get back,” said the voice. “Come on! All of you! Back we go!” It sounded strangely familiar. “You know the procedure!”

The adults all fell silent, moving away from Barry, who squinted and saw, coming across the crowd, two figures he immediately recognised. One of them was talking through a loudhailer.

Barry stared at them. “Lukas!” he said. “Taj! What are you doing here?”


CHAPTER TWO

“Sorry, but we don’t know who you’re talking about,” said Taj. “I am PC 890 and this is PC 891.”

“PC?” Barry realised then that they were wearing uniforms. Not exactly like police uniforms – they were more, in fact, like dark blue… onesies – but similar enough for Barry to say: “Like Police Constable?”

Taj looked at him as if he was talking gibberish. “No! Parent Controller, of course!”

“Huh?” said Barry. “What’s that?”

“Watch and learn,” said Lukas. Which made Barry think that he definitely was Lukas as that was exactly the sort of thing he would have said.

Lukas and Taj turned round. Lukas raised the loudhailer to his mouth again and Taj took out of his pocket a large silver whistle. Lukas looked at the crowd, who were still all standing there, waiting. “OK, everyone! Go back to your homes!” he said.

“But I’m on my way to work!” came a voice.

“Well…” said Lukas, “all right. Go back… or onwards… to your place of work! Whatever! You all know the procedure!”

“You said that before!”

“Yes, all right! Anyway. We will be taking this boy to the Agency. You are, of course, all welcome to send your applications there, those who aren’t already on file. And now…”

He nodded to Taj, who blew on his whistle as loudly as he could. The blast was deafening and went on for quite a long time. Barry put his fingers in his ears. The crowd began to move silently away. Well, Barry thought it was silently; as he had his fingers in his ears, it was hard to tell. So he took his fingers out. In fact, the grown-ups were all murmuring.

“I’ll get our updated file sent in straight away…”

“He’d be perfect for us…”

“Stupid PCs, always turning up from nowhere…”

When they had finally all gone, Barry turned to Taj and Lukas. “Do you really not know that your names are Taj and Lukas?” he said.

“PC 890,” said Taj.

“PC 891,” said Lukas. “And now, if you don’t mind…?” He paused, doing a questioning face. Barry knew what the question was, although it made no sense that Lukas – his best friend, or his best friend sometimes – was asking it.

“Barry,” said Barry.

“Really? It’s really Barry?”

“Yes, of course it is! You know that!”

“And you’re really about to be ten? In five days?”

“Yes,” said Barry, “you know that too!”

Lukas turned to Taj and shook his head as if they couldn’t understand what Barry was talking about. Taj frowned and looked concerned. About what, Barry had no idea.

“OK, Barry,” said Taj. “Would you please… follow us?”

They took the tube from a station called Green Bogey Park. Barry sat in between PC 890 and PC 891. Every so often he would notice a grown-up in the seat opposite look over at him meaningfully. One mouthed at him something that looked like, “Pocket money: we’re talking three figures.” Another, as she was getting off, tried to slip him a card, but PC 890 – Taj – flicked her away.

They got off at another station called Ha Ha Ha This Station Is Called Watery Loo (the name took up the entire wall along the platform). When they came out, standing in front of them was a large, important-looking building, like the ones Barry had seen on a school trip to Downing Street once. (They hadn’t gone into Downing Street, just looked at it through the gates, while Mr Podmore, their form teacher, had read something out from the internet about it.) Around the building were a lot more grown-ups, some of them just standing there, others sitting by tents or lying in sleeping bags. They looked up expectantly when they saw Barry.

Lukas got his loudhailer back out.

“Move away, please!”

The grown-ups looked disappointed, shuffling backwards to let them through. The three boys walked up to the door, which was large and black and on which were written, in big brass capitals:
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Barry stepped back and looked again at the building. It looked exactly like the drawing at the centre of the map of Youngdon he had found on the subway steps. Except, of course, much bigger.

Lukas knocked on the door. It was opened by a girl in an orange onesie, with dog ears.

“Hello, 890 and 891. Stray, is it?”

“Yes.”

“Through you go…”

Inside was not a grand hallway, as Barry had imagined, but a very, very busy office, with lots of people working there. By people, I mean children: all the workers seemed to be about Barry’s age. He and Lukas and Taj walked through them. They were all wearing orange onesies – although some had cat ears, and some bunny ones, as well as the standard dog version that the girl who answered the door had been wearing. Some of them were carrying files; some were talking; some were at desks on computers. Others seemed to be having meetings.

Barry, Lukas and Taj carried on walking.

“Where are we going?” said Barry.

“To the Head,” said Lukas. “That’s the proper procedure when we find a stray.”

“A stray?” said Barry, remembering that the girl at the entrance had used the same word.

“Yes,” said Lukas. “A stray kid.”

By now, they had reached a big oak door. A plaque on it read: TPA HEAD. Lukas knocked.

“Come in,” said a posh, stern-sounding voice.


CHAPTER THREE

Lukas opened the door into another office. It was plush, with wood panels and a thick rug. At the other end of the room was a big wooden desk.

Behind this desk sat Jake. He was wearing a black onesie, with a built-in shirt and tie pattern, and no ears.

“Ah, 890 and 891. This would be the stray, I believe?” His voice sounded nothing like it normally did. He normally said “innit” a lot. Now he sounded posher than someone out of Downton Abbey.

“Yes, sir.”

“Splendid.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Taj and Lukas started to back out of the door.

“Hang on, where are you going?” said Barry.

“Done our job. And, besides, we have to be home for tea,” said Taj.

“Home for tea with who?” said Barry.

Taj looked at him like he was mad. “Our parents, of course.” He shut the door.

Barry looked over at Jake.

“Do sit down,” said Jake, gesturing to a chair on the other side of the desk. On the desk was an antique wooden box and some kind of machine with buttons and a microphone. “Your name again is…?”

“Barry. It’s Barry. You know it’s Barry!” He sat down, feeling, by now, quite frustrated and cross.

“Yes, I should know. But when they told me I didn’t quite believe it. We’ve never had one called that before, you see.”

“Right. And I suppose your name isn’t Jake?”

Jake raised one eyebrow, just like Jake always did, which only made it more infuriating when he said: “I’m just known as the Head, I’m afraid.”

“The Head of what?”

Jake gave a big sweep of his arm. “This. The Parent Agency.” He opened the antique wooden box. “Sour Haribo?”

Barry looked down. Jake – or the Head as Barry was indeed starting to think of him – had taken out of the box a pink and green sweet, the type that are circular but also have a point.

“Thanks,” Barry said, taking it and popping it into his mouth. He very much wanted to know what the Parent Agency was, but halted for a moment to savour the sourness, before it dissolved to just being an ordinary sweet.
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“Do you really not know how it works here?” said the Head.

Barry shook his head.

“Oh, I see. Sometimes that happens with strays. Memory loss, etc.”

“No, I haven’t lost my memory. I come from another place – a place that you’re in.”

“I am?”

“Yes. Where you’re just my friend at school. You don’t work in an office or anything. And grown-ups have children, and they live with them. They don’t… do whatever it is they were doing when…” Barry struggled to remember their numbers. “…PCs 890 and 891 found me.”

“Well, never mind,” said the Head, in a way that suggested that Barry was, of course, deluded, but there was no point in trying to tell him that. It reminded Barry of how his dad was sometimes with his grandpa, who had an old person’s disease which meant he couldn’t remember anything. “The way things are in this place, which is the real place everybody lives in, is that grown-ups don’t…” – and here he did an inverted commas mime – “…‘have’ children, whatever that means. Here, children choose their parents.”

“Choose…?”

“Yes, of course. A childhood is far too important to just randomly let grown-ups…” – he did the mime again – “…‘have’ children. No. What we do here is work with children who have yet to choose their parents, like yourself – you’re nine, yes?”

Barry bristled at this. “Nearly ten. In five days.”

The Head’s eyebrow went up. It actually went up even further than it usually did, the top disappearing somewhere under his hairline. “Oh my God!” he said, instantly hitting a button on the machine in front of him, and bending his face down to the microphone. “Secretaries! We have a Code Yellow, Orange, Green, Blue and Red!!”

Barry sat up in his chair. He’d begun, while listening to the Head, to like the sound of this world. But he didn’t like the sound of that. And he liked even less the sight, coming through the door of the office, of The Sisterly Entity.


CHAPTER FOUR

Barry was about to refuse to even look at TSE, and certainly not listen to them, but it very quickly became clear that, in this world, even The Sisterly Entity were not quite the same as they were in his world.

To begin with, like everyone who worked at the Parent Agency, they were wearing onesies, which they would never have done at home. Plus their hair had gone weird: it had been combed up, a bit like their granny’s hair used to be in black-and-white photos. And, crucially, they were looking at him – Barry – not like they were about to make fun of him, or tell on him to Mum or Dad, but as if he was really, really important.

One reason Barry felt this was because it was actually quite hard for them to look at him. They had come in sideways, carrying a large silver tray, but were still turning their heads as far as they could towards him, and smiling politely. On the tray were five very large egg timers. They were made of glass and each one was a different colour: yellow, orange, green, blue and red. The Sisterly Entity set the tray down on the Head’s desk, between him and Barry, and went to sit on two chairs at the side of the room.
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Then they took out, from the pockets of their onesies, notepads. Real pads – they both flicked them open – followed by real pencils, sharpened and ready to write. Neither of them was getting ready to mime with their palm.

Not wanting to look at them, Barry said to the 	 Head: “Those are very big egg timers.”

 “Egg timers? These, Barry, are Hourglasses.”

 “Oh yes, I’ve heard them called that too.”

 “These are 24-Hourglasses.

 Dayglasses,” said the Head. “So. Five day glasses. And in five days’ time…” He picked up the first glass, the yellow one, and dramatically – a bit overdramatically, Barry thought – turned it upside down so that the sand started to fall and said, “…you, Barry, will be ten!”

“Yes,” said TSE One. “Hardly any time to make sure he doesn’t end up…” She trailed off.

“You know…” said TSE Two, also trailing off.

The Head did a small, quick and supposedly-but-actually-not-very-secretive headshake at them. Barry knew this was body language for “Shhh, don’t tell him about that”.

“Hold on!” said Barry. “What happens to me if I don’t find…” He could hardly believe he was saying it. “…um, parents… by my tenth birthday?”

“As you can see, Barry,” said the Head, ignoring the question again, “the sand in the 24-Hourglass trickles down very slowly. It will take, in fact, exactly…”

“Twenty-four hours?” said Barry.

“Yes,” said the Head, looking a little put out, since – Barry now realised – he had only been pausing for effect, and had wanted to say that himself.

“So! Secretaries!” said the Head, moving on. “What would you suggest? In terms of parent-finding?”

They frowned. One turned to the other and started whispering furiously, while the other nodded furiously, and went “hm”, “yes”, “right”. Furiously. Then they turned back to Barry and the Head.

“We think, sir, that, given the… you know… circumstances…” said TSE One.

“Yes, the…” said TSE Two, glancing significantly at the row of Dayglasses, “circumstances…”

“…the best thing might be our One-a-Day Parent Package Offer, which we could run for five days,” said TSE One.

“We don’t, as you know, sir, normally offer that for five days running, but in the circumstances…” said TSE Two.

“Can you please stop saying circumstances in that… that… whispery, looking-around-as-you-say-it way!” said Barry, breaking the rule of a lifetime – well, of the last month – by addressing The Sisterly Entity directly. Although he’d already started to think of them as The Secretary Entity.

“Interesting,” said the Head. “I like it.”

Barry looked at him. It was as if he hadn’t spoken at all. He took a deep breath and decided, for the moment, to forget about his circumstances. “This… package,” he said resignedly. “How does it work?”

“We’ll match you with five different sets of parents,” said Secretary One.

“And you can then try them out. A daily trial. Each set of parents for a day,” said Secretary Two.

“And then…” said the Head, “you can tell us which set you like best. And Bob’s your uncle! Or rather your parents! Sorry, I shouldn’t have said Bob’s your uncle; that’s confusing. Unless one of those parents did indeed have a brother called Bob, in which case Bob would indeed… be your uncle.”

“Right…” said Barry, confused.

“Also,” said Secretary One, “if you let us know of anything you might want to do with each set of parents… go to the zoo, visit a theme park, a trip to the cinema… we can take a note of that now and let them know in advance!”

This, Barry had to admit, was starting to sound interesting.


CHAPTER FIVE

The Head took out, from under his desk, a gold laptop. “So…” he said. “Let’s begin by having a quick look at the profiles…”

He opened the lid, pressed a button and then turned the laptop round so Barry could see the screen. On it, a series of pages, a little like Facebook ones, were flicking past in a slide show.

“These are the Parent Profiles,” said the Head. “Every prospective parent has to create one of these and send it in…”

Barry could see, as the pages went by, photographs of grown-ups smiling, mostly posing outside their houses. Some of them stood in front of trampolines, or swimming pools, or big collections of toys. Others in front of tables laden with delicious-looking food.

“Each one includes a short filmed message too…”

The Head clicked on a box on one of the pages. A couple in their front garden suddenly started moving. “Hello, I’m Sheila,” said the woman.

“And I’m Michael!” said the man, who was holding a guitar. “And this is our song about us!”

“And hopefully…” said the woman, pointing at camera, “you…”

Strum strum strum went Michael’s guitar. “We are the Radcliffes,” they sang cheerfully. “And we never have any bad tiffs! We like to go to parks and zoos. And our house…” At this point, they turned and gestured towards their front door. “…has seven loos!”

The Head clicked pause. “I don’t like them much,” said Barry.

“No,” said the Head, doing, by his standards, quite a small eyebrow-raise. “They seem a bit weird. But you get the general idea.”

The slide show carried on, each new page showing a new set of parents with their photos. Then a page came up on which the photo of the parents was really blurry. Barry couldn’t make out what these two looked like at all, although there was something familiar about them. But he didn’t have much time to think about it as the Head turned the laptop away from him.

“So,” said the Head. “That’s just a few of the couples on our books. There’s many more…”

“And,” said Secretary One, “as we said, if you let us know what you might want to do with each set of parents, we can inform them of your preferences.”

“Oh… right,” said Barry. This being a question that he didn’t quite know the answer to, he dug his hands in the pockets of his onesie. And felt, in the left-hand one, a piece of crumpled paper.

He took it out and unfolded it. It was the list of things that he blamed his parents for.

For a second, just seeing this familiar object made him feel homesick. But he put that feeling out of his mind quickly and looked at the list. It had suddenly become really useful.

The last item, Number 10 – the one about his parents never making his birthday any good – gave him an idea. “Well, it’s my birthday in five days’ time,” he said. “I was going to have a party. Maybe… maybe each set of parents could organise a… party?”

The Secretary Entity looked at each other, then at the Head.

“You want to have… five parties?” he said.

Barry nodded. The Head thought for a second, then shrugged and nodded back at The Secretary Entity. On their pads the Secretary Entity started writing down a word. It seemed to be the same word, beginning with G. Barry frowned. G, he saw, R, E, E, D and what looked like the start of a Y, when the Head spoke again.

“So, Barry. Perhaps if you could tell us what kind of parents you’d like to have…? Then we can begin.”

The Secretary Entity turned a leaf together and looked up at Barry expectantly.

“Uh…?” said Barry.

“Shoot,” said the Head.

“Shoot what?” said Barry.

“Say what sort of parents you’d like. In an ideal world. Which this is.”

Barry looked back down at his list. The first thing that caught his eye was Number 9, the one he had always felt most guilty about: ‘Being poor’. He realised with a rush that this was a big problem, perhaps the biggest, with his parents. He looked up and saw The Secretary Entity with their pencils poised over their pads.

“Rich,” he said. “I’d like to have rich parents.”

“Write that down, Secretary Two,” said Secretary One.

“I’m writing it down, Secretary One,” said Secretary Two.


CHAPTER SIX

“Champagne, sir?” said Lord Rader-Wellorff’s butler.

Barry didn’t quite know what to say. He was overwhelmed as it was, sitting in the back of a stretch Rolls-Royce. He hadn’t even known such things existed until Lord Rader-Wellorff’s chauffeur pulled up in it outside the Parent Agency.

“I don’t think I’m allowed to drink champagne. I’m only nine,” he said.

“Ha ha ha! This is special children’s champagne, Barrington!” said Lady Rader-Wellorff, who was sitting at the other end of the stretchy bit of the car with Lord Rader-Wellorff.

Peevish (the butler) had filled their glasses and moved over to Barry, holding out the bottle and a glass on a silver tray. They had been driving for about an hour down a long road.

“Yaahs!” said Lord Rader-Wellorff, which Barry had realised by now was how he said ‘Yes’. “Château Bolly-Wolly-Doodle-All-the-Day 1993. Seven hundred pounds a bottle! Tastes of grapes, lemonade and Sherbet Dib Dab!”

“All right then,” said Barry. “Thank you… Peevish.” Peevish bent his head towards him – well, his whole body in fact, as Peevish didn’t seem to be allowed to sit down and so could only stand in the car by bending over – and filled his glass.

Lord and Lady Rader-Wellorff lifted their glasses towards Barry.

“Cheers!” they said.

“Cheers!” said Barry, raising his own glass. This, he thought, is going to be brilliant.

 It had all happened very quickly. Well, quite quickly. After Barry said the words “rich parents”, the Head had smiled and nodded at The Secretary Entity, who were writing the words down. Then there was clearly a moment where no one quite knew what to do next; and suddenly the Head went, “Oh! Right!” and pressed another button on the machine in front of him and said: “Send up the Rader-Wellorffs!”

Then there was a second slightly awkward moment when no one said anything for a bit. The Head offered Barry another sour Haribo from his box, but Barry knew that if he ate a lot of sour sweets in one go he’d get a tummy ache, so he said no. And everyone just sat in silence for four or five minutes.

Then there was a knock on the door and after that things did start happening very quickly. The Head stood up and said, “Come in!” and suddenly into the room burst a man in plus fours and a tweed jacket, holding a pipe, and a woman wearing a huge flowery dress with pearls and a wide-brimmed hat which had what looked like a model of an enormous country house perched jauntily on the top of it.

“This is the most exciting day of our lives!!” she said, and the two of them immediately circled round to give The Secretary Entity an enormous hug.

“No, er… Lord and Lady Rader-Wellorff,” said the Head gently as The Secretary Entity began to look quite frightened. “Your one’s over there. He’s called Barry.” He
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