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Tuesday

The	front	door	slams.	Mum’s	back.
It	sounds	like	a	dead	body	hitting	the	ground	as	she	dumps	her	stuff	in	the	hall

and	goes	straight	to	the	kitchen.	I	hear	the	thud	of	a	bottle	on	the	table,	the	crack
of	the	cap,	then	the	slow	glug	as	liquid	spills	into	a	glass.
Mum	coughs,	drags	a	chair	across	the	floor,	and	sits	down.
The	smell	of	cigarette	smoke	drifts	into	the	front	room,	where	me	and	Jay	are

being	quiet.	Keeping	out	of	the	way	until	Happy	Hour—when	the	first	drink	has
worked	its	magic	and	made	her	smile	again.
“Where	are	my	beautiful	boys?	Where	are	they	hiding?”
That’s	the	signal,	the	all	clear;	it’s	safe	to	go	out	there.	Happy	Hour	has	begun.
We	go	into	the	kitchen.	Jay	runs	into	her	arms	and	she’s	all	smiles	and	kisses.	I

hang	back	by	the	door	until	she	waves	me	over	and	pulls	me	into	the	hug.	The
smell	of	chip	fat	and	cigarettes	is	suffocating.
Jay	 tells	 her	 about	 his	 day	 at	 school.	 She	 listens	 and	 smiles	 and	 refills	 the

glass.	The	liquid	inside	is	thick	and	red.
Slowly	she	stops	listening.	Her	eyes	glaze	over	and	the	smile	sags.	Jay’s	still

talking,	 his	 high,	 six-year-old	 voice	 too	 loud.	There’s	 a	 knife	 on	 the	 table	 and
he’s	spinning	it	while	he	talks.	“And	then	at	playtime,	Matt	said	…	”	swish	“	…
but	we	didn’t	want	to	play	that	…	”	swish,	clink	“	…	so	I	said	we	should	play	…
”	clink,	swish,	tink	as	it	clips	the	bottle	and	Mum’s	eye	starts	to	twitch.
I	put	my	hand	over	the	knife	and	tell	Jay	it’s	time	for	bed.
He	scowls	at	me.	“Not	going	to	bed.”
“Yes	you	are,	it’s	bedtime.”
“Not!”
“Come	on,	Jay.”
“It’s	not	up	to	you	anyway.”	He	looks	at	Mum.
Her	eyes	stumble	back	into	focus.	“What’s	that,	sweetheart?”
“I	don’t	have	to	go	to	bed,	do	I?”
“Of	course	not,	darling.	Come	and	give	Mummy	a	cuddle.”



My	little	brother	gives	me	a	triumphant	look	and	clambers	into	her	lap.	I	shrug
and	leave	them	to	it.	But	I	stay	within	earshot.

Happy	Hour	lasts	for	approximately	one	hour.	Sometimes	less.	It’s	worse	when
she	 doesn’t	 drink,	 when	we’ve	 run	 out	 of	money.	 No	 drink	 equals	 no	 Happy
Hour.	Mum	storming	round	the	flat,	shouting	at	me	and	Jay	because	everything’s
in	a	mess.	Either	that	or	she	stays	in	bed	all	day,	or	locks	herself	in	the	bathroom
and	 you	 can	 hear	 her	 crying	 through	 the	 door.	 Sometimes	 she’s	 in	 there	 for
hours,	so	I	have	to	take	Jay	outside	to	wee	behind	the	bins.
I	get	Jay	 into	his	pajamas	by	eight	o’clock.	He	shuffles	along	the	hall	 to	 the

bathroom	on	all	fours,	then	looks	back	at	me	and	barks.	This	is	perfectly	normal
behavior—at	least,	it’s	not	unusual	for	Jay.	I	don’t	remember	when	his	thing	with
dogs	began,	but	he	only	started	pretending	he	was	one	just	after	we	moved	here.
He	doesn’t	do	it	all	the	time,	just	when	he	knows	it’s	going	to	wind	me	up—like
now.
“Come	on,	Jay,	do	your	teeth.”
I	squirt	some	toothpaste	onto	his	toothbrush	and	offer	it	to	him.
He	shakes	his	head.
“If	you	don’t	do	your	teeth	they’ll	fall	out.”
Jay	woofs	and	grins	up	at	me.
We	haven’t	got	 time	for	 this.	If	Mum	finds	out	he’s	not	 in	bed	yet,	she’ll	go

gorilla	on	us.
“Come	on,	get	up!”	I	grab	his	arm	and	try	to	pull	him	to	his	feet.
Jay	growls	and	sinks	his	teeth	into	my	wrist.
I	drop	the	toothbrush	in	surprise.
“You	bit	me!”	It	doesn’t	hurt,	but	he’s	left	a	perfect	imprint	of	his	teeth	in	my

skin.
Jay	looks	at	me,	and	there’s	a	glint	of	a	smile	in	his	eyes.
Now	I’m	mad.
“Right!”	This	time	I	pick	him	up	by	the	shoulders	and	dump	him	on	his	feet.

Jay	twists	and	squirms,	trying	to	bite	me	again,	but	I’m	too	strong	for	him	and	he
knows	it.	I	pick	up	the	toothbrush	and	push	it	to	his	lips.	He	glares	at	me,	mouth
clamped	shut,	cheeks	flaming.	Then	suddenly,	his	face	crumples	and	he	starts	to
cry.



I	panic—try	to	put	my	arms	round	him—anything	to	stop	the	noise.
That	sound	is	one	of	the	few	things	that	will	penetrate	the	Cloud.	The	Cloud	is

what	 follows	 Happy	 Hour,	 and	 it	 lasts	 a	 lot	 longer.	 A	 force-field	 of	 cigarette
smoke	and	booze,	with	our	mum	inside.	It	reminds	me	of	that	old	TV	program
Stars	in	Their	Eyes—when	the	contestant	goes	through	the	door	as	one	person,
then	 emerges	 from	 the	 smoke	 looking	 completely	 different.	 Except	 in	Mum’s
case,	 she	 comes	 out	 looking	 exactly	 the	 same—it’s	 her	 personality	 that’s
changed.	I	don’t	suppose	that	would	make	much	of	a	TV	show,	though.
I	hear	her	coming	now,	crashing	down	 the	hall	 like	King	Kong,	swearing	as

she	bounces	off	the	walls.
“What	the	hell’s	going	on	in	here?”
For	a	second	Jay	stops	crying.	His	eyes	widen,	but	he’s	still	too	young	to	hear

the	warning	in	her	voice.	He	starts	blubbing	again	and	points	at	me.
“Lau—rence—hurt—my	arm.”
Mum	snatches	Jay’s	toothbrush	from	me	and	thrusts	it	in	my	face.	“For	God’s

sake!	Can’t	you	do	anything	without	making	a	fuss?”	Her	tongue	has	gone	black
and	her	breath	makes	my	stomach	twitch.
She’s	waiting	for	an	answer,	but	how	do	you	reply	to	a	question	like	that?	So	I

shrug.	Bad	choice.	Mum	hates	it	when	I	shrug.	I	make	a	mental	note	to	try	and
remember	in	future,	right	before	she	slaps	me,	hard	across	the	face.
“Don’t	shrug	at	me!”
“Sorry.”
She	shoves	 the	 toothbrush	at	Jay.	“Clean	your	 teeth	and	get	 to	bed—both	of

you.	I’m	sick	of	the	sight	of	you.”
It’s	five	past	eight.	I’m	fifteen,	and	I’m	being	sent	to	bed	at	five	past	eight.
Jay	starts	brushing	his	teeth.	He	won’t	look	at	me.
My	face	stings	and	I	can	feel	the	skin	around	my	eye	starting	to	swell.	It’s	my

own	fault.	I	should	have	known	what	would	happen.
I	lie	on	Jay’s	bed	and	read	him	a	story.	He’s	forgiven	me	for	the	Great	Teeth

Cleaning	Incident.	I	think	he	feels	guilty	because	Mum	slapped	me.
“You	were	crying,”	he	says.
“It	wasn’t	crying.	 It	 just	stung	a	bit.	Sometimes	your	eyes	water,	but	 it’s	not

the	same	as	crying.”
“Didn’t	it	hurt?”



“Nah,	not	really,”	I	lie.

There	are	stars	on	the	ceiling	in	our	room.	They	used	to	glow	in	the	dark.	When
Mum	stuck	 them	up,	 she	copied	 real	 constellations	 from	a	book	 in	 the	 library.
She	decorated	the	whole	flat	when	we	moved	here,	painted	each	room	a	different
color.	There	was	 this	horrible	brown	 flowery	wallpaper	 in	 the	 front	 room,	and
one	night	Mum	just	started	 tearing	 it	off	 the	wall	 in	big	strips.	 I	 thought	she’d
gone	mad.	Then	me	and	Jay	joined	in.	The	three	of	us	dancing	round	the	front
room	with	Mum’s	Queen	CD	on	full-blast,	chucking	bits	of	wallpaper	 into	 the
air	until	it	was	swirling	round	us	like	a	snow	storm.
That	was	ages	ago.	When	Mum	was	still	trying.
Moving	here	was	supposed	to	be	a	fresh	start—a	place	where	nobody	knew	us,

a	place	with	no	history.

We	 live	 on	 the	 top	 floor	 of	 a	 building	 called	 Parkview	 Heights—which	 is	 a
stupid	name	because	it’s	only	three	stories	high	and	the	view	is	of	the	car	park.	It
looms	like	a	tombstone	over	the	actual	park,	the	one	with	the	grass	and	the	trees.
The	 ground	 level	 is	 occupied	 by	 a	 line	 of	 dingy	 shops,	 laughingly	 called
Parkview	Parade.	The	two	floors	above	contain	equally	dingy	flats,	accessed	by
an	exterior	flight	of	stone	steps	and	a	set	of	double	doors	with	metal	bars	over
the	 glass.	When	we	moved	 in,	 I	 assumed	 they	were	 there	 to	 keep	 people	 out;
now	I’m	not	so	sure.	There’s	a	saying	round	here	that	goes:	How	do	you	know
when	you’ve	hit	rock	bottom?	Answer:	You	wake	up	in	 the	Heights!	We’ve	got
cockroaches	 in	 the	 kitchen	 and	 the	 toilet	 leaks—and	 if	 you	 open	 any	 of	 the
windows,	 the	 smell	 from	 the	 fish	 and	chip	 shop	 in	 the	Parade	 stinks	 the	place
out.
But	it’s	all	we	can	afford.	Mum’s	too	scared	to	apply	for	benefits	in	case	they

trace	us	back	to	Bridgewell	and	start	asking	questions.	When	people	start	asking
questions,	 they	don’t	always	 like	 the	answers	you	give,	and	 that’s	when	 things
get	scary.
Like	 last	 time—when	 the	woman	with	 the	 clipboard	 came	 round	and	 said	 it

would	be	best	if	me	and	Jay	went	to	live	with	someone	else,	just	while	Mum	got
back	 on	 her	 feet.	 That	was	 approximately	 ten	 seconds	 before	Mum	 threw	 her



out.	 The	 same	 night	 we	 were	 on	 a	 train	 coming	 here—the	 Incredible
Disappearing	 Family.	 I	wondered	what	 the	 kids	 at	 school	would	 think	when	 I
just	vanished,	then	realized	
that	half	of	 them	probably	wouldn’t	even	notice.	To	think	that	you	could	leave
somewhere	 and	 nobody	would	 even	 realize	 you’d	 gone,	 because	 they’d	 never
noticed	you	were	there	in	the	first	place.	That’s	hard.

The	Scooby-Doo	alarm	clock	next	to	the	bed	says	08:55	p.m.	It’s	time.
I	 check	 that	 Jay	 is	 asleep,	 then	 reach	 under	 my	 mattress	 and	 pull	 out	 the

envelope	 with	 the	 phonecards	 inside.	 Mum	 stole	 them	 from	 the	 newsagent’s
shop	where	she	used	 to	work.	She’d	still	kill	me	 if	 she	 found	out	 I’d	nicked	a
load	 from	 her,	 though.	 Free	 phone	 calls,	Mum	 said,	 but	 she	 never	 used	 them
because	she	couldn’t	be	bothered	to	walk	to	a	phone	box.	We	both	had	mobiles
at	 the	 time	 anyway,	 until	Mum	 lost	 hers	 and	 pinched	mine.	 That	was	months
ago.	 I	haven’t	 seen	her	with	 it	 for	ages,	 so	she	probably	 lost	 that	one	 too.	She
said	she’d	buy	me	a	new	one	when	she	gets	a	better	job,	but	I’m	not	holding	my
breath.	Until	then,	at	least	I’ve	got	these.
I	slip	the	cards	into	the	back	pocket	of	my	jeans	and	open	the	window.	The	air

is	thick	like	custard	and	smells	of	frying	fish.	I	lever	myself	up	onto	the	sill	and
swing	my	legs	through	the	gap.	I	wait	a	moment,	feeling	the	heat	close	around
me,	then	let	myself	slide.
Directly	 outside	 our	 bedroom	window,	 the	 roof	 of	 the	 floor	 below	 forms	 a

two-meter	 ledge	 that	 runs	 the	 length	 of	 the	 building.	 The	 surface	 looks	 like
melted	 gray	 cheese,	 and	 smells	 like	 electricity	 in	 the	 heat.	 Black	 sticky	 stuff
oozes	from	cracks	around	the	edges,	and	if	you	get	any	on	your	hands	it	leaves	a
brown	stain	for	days.
I	walk	along	 to	 the	end	of	 the	 roof,	 then	 turn	 round.	This	 is	 the	bit	 I	hate—

lowering	myself	over	the	edge.	I	feel	with	my	feet	for	the	fire	escape	bolted	to
the	side	of	the	building—rickety	steps	of	rusty	metal	that	boom	and	rattle	under
me.	There’s	 a	 chain	 across	 the	 flight	 down	 to	 street	 level,	 so	 I	 climb	over	 the
side,	onto	one	of	 the	big	bins	 lining	 the	access	 road	behind	 the	 shops.	 I	 check
that	there’s	nobody	around,	then	jump	down.
So	 far	 I’ve	been	 lucky.	 I	 don’t	 think	 about	what	will	 happen	when	my	 luck

runs	out.	 It	 could	be	 tonight.	 I	 tell	myself	 it	doesn’t	matter.	 If	 I	don’t	 care	 too



much	I’ll	be	OK.	Most	of	all,	 I	don’t	 think	about	what	Mum	would	say	 if	 she
knew	what	I	was	doing.	Leaving	Jay	on	his	own	with	her	is	a	risk,	especially	in
the	mood	she’s	in	tonight,	but	I	have	to	do	this—for	all	our	sakes.
Most	of	the	shops	in	the	Parade	have	their	shutters	down,	but	SavaShoppa,	the

launderette,	 and	 the	 off-licence	 are	 still	 open.	 I	 cross	 the	 car	 park	 to	 the
telephone	box	and	pull	open	the	door—a	smell	of	wee	and	cigarettes	steps	out	to
greet	me.	I’m	shaking	already,	but	that’s	normal.	The	thing	is	not	to	think	about
what	you’re	doing—just	do	it.
I	 lift	 the	heavy	receiver	and	check	 that	nobody	has	 left	chewing	gum	on	 the

earpiece	 or	 spat	 in	 the	 end,	 then	 fish	 one	 of	Mum’s	 hot	 phonecards	 from	my
pocket	and	punch	in	the	code.	I	know	the	number	off	by	heart.	I	dial	and	listen	to
the	buzz	in	my	ear,	waiting	for	somebody	to	answer.
There’s	graffiti	sprayed	all	over	the	glass	walls	of	the	phone	box,	but	I	can	see

the	windows	of	our	flat	through	the	gaps.	If	Mum	looked	out	she’d	be	able	to	see
me—but	she	won’t.	She	 thinks	 I’m	 in	my	room,	 in	bed.	She	won’t	move	until
she’s	 run	 out	 of	 booze,	 and	 I’ll	 be	 back	 long	 before	 that	 happens.	Unless	 Jay
wakes	up	…	but	I	can’t	think	about	that	right	now.
A	cheery	female	voice	answers	the	phone,	and	I’m	on.

If	 I	don’t	 think	about	being	on	 the	radio,	 it’s	OK.	It’s	 just	me	and	Baz	 the	DJ,
having	 a	 conversation.	He’s	 asking	me	 some	questions,	 that’s	 all.	 I’m	not	 live
on-air,	pretending	to	be	my	dad	and	trying	to	win	a	luxury	holiday.
What	I	have	to	remember	is	to	keep	the	voice	going.	You	have	to	be	eighteen

to	 play,	which	 is	why	 I’m	 impersonating	my	dad—don’t	worry,	 he	won’t	 find
out:	 he’s	 dead.	 His	 name	 was	 Daniel,	 and	 he	 didn’t	 actually	 have	 a	 Scottish
accent,	 but	 I	wanted	 to	 disguise	my	voice	 so	 I’m	using	my	 impression	of	Mr.
Buchan,	 our	 Head	 of	 Year	 at	 school.	 The	 people	 at	 the	 radio	 station	 seem	 to
believe	me	so	far,	and	this	is	my	third	day.
Baz	is	talking	to	the	listeners,	getting	ready	to	introduce	me.	I	wish	he’d	get	on

with	it.	It’s	the	waiting	I	can’t	stand.
“Welcome	back	to	our	current	champion,	Daniel	Roach!	How	you	doing,	Dan?

D’you	 feel	 lucky?	 That’s	 what	 you	 gotta	 ask	 yourself—DO	 YOU	 FEEL
LUCKY?”



That’s	 how	 he	 says	 it—in	 capital	 letters.	 I	 don’t	 feel	 lucky.	 My	 legs	 are
shaking	and	I	need	to	go	to	the	toilet.
“Pretty	lucky.”	I	shrug,	but	it	doesn’t	matter—this	is	radio.
“PRETTY	 LUCKY?”	 repeats	 Baz.	 “Well,	 let’s	 see	 if	 pretty	 lucky	 will	 be

enough	 to	 keep	Daniel	 in	 the	 game.	Remember—ALL	he	 has	 to	 do	 is	 answer
three	 questions	 correctly	 and	 he’ll	 be	 one	 step	 closer	 to	 that	 all-expenses	 paid
family	 holiday,	 courtesy	 of	 our	 friends	 at	 Hardacre	 Holidaze.”	 The	 Hardacre
Holidaze	 jingle	 chimes	 down	 the	 phone—Not	 just	 a	 holiday,	 the	 best	 daze	 of
your	life!
“So	…	Danny	boy,	 it’s	 in	YOUR	HANDS,	 fella—no	pressure!”	Baz	pauses

for	effect,	or	maybe	he’s	waiting	for	me	to	answer.
My	mouth	has	gone	dry.
“Daniel,”	says	Baz.	“Are	you	ready?”
I	lick	my	lips.	“Yeah.”
“First	question.”
A	car	screams	past	outside,	stereo	blaring.
“The	First	World	War	ended	in	which	year?	Was	it	A:	1945?	B:	1918?	Or	C:

1939?	I’ll	read	those	again.	The	First	World	War	ended	in	WHICH	year	of	our
Lord?	Was	it	A:	1945?	B:	1918?	Or	C:	1939?”
I	breathe	out.	It	must	sound	like	a	hurricane	on	the	air.	“B:	1918.”
Silence	from	Baz.	“That’s	the	FIRST	World	War,	Danny.	And	you’re	saying	it

ended,	finished,	packed	up	and	went	home	in	1918?”
“Yes.”	I	know	I’m	right.	We	did	the	First	World	War	in	Year	Nine.	Or	was	that

the	Second	World	War?	I	go	cold.	Suddenly	I’m	not	sure.
“CORRECT!”	says	Baz,	and	I	can	almost	hear	him	grinning.	“A	nice	easy	one

to	start	you	off	there,	Dan!	Bit	of	a	historian,	are	you?”
“Not	really.	We	did	it	at	school,”	I	say	without	thinking.
Baz	 laughs.	 “I	 probably	did	 too—but	 I	 find	 it	 hard	 remembering	what	 I	 did

YESTERDAY!	In	 fact,	 if	anybody	can	TELL	ME	what	 I	was	doing	yesterday,
give	me	a	call!”
I	could	kick	myself	for	being	so	careless.	I’m	supposed	to	be	a	forty-year-old

man—I	don’t	go	to	school	anymore!
“A	GOOD	 start	 from	our	 champion!”	 says	Baz.	 “You	 obviously	 know	your

history,	Daniel,	but	what	are	you	like	on	sport?”



“OK,”	I	tell	Baz,	but	I’m	lying.	I	know	nothing	about	sport.
“That’s	a	pity,”	he	says,	“because	this	next	question	…	is	a	MUSIC	one!”	He

laughs	 and	 triggers	 one	 of	 his	 famous	 sound	 effects.	 “Sorry,	 fella—not	 really
TRYING	to	put	you	off!”	He’s	still	chuckling	to	himself	as	he	asks	the	question.
“Daniel,	which	of	these	three	was	NOT	in	the	legendary	pop	group	the	Beatles?
Was	 it	 A:	 Richard	 Starkey?	 B:	 Pete	 Best?	 Or	 C:	 Julian	 Lennon?	 Are	 you	 a
Beatles	FAN,	DAN?”
“They’re	OK.”	My	mouth	has	gone	dry	again.	I	don’t	know	the	answer,	but	I

think	 it’s	a	 trick	question.	 I’ve	not	heard	of	any	of	 them,	but	 the	only	one	 that
sounds	like	one	of	the	Beatles	is	C	…	but	it	was	John	Lennon,	not	Julian	…	at
least	I	think	it	was.
“You	still	with	us,	champ?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m	going	to	have	to	HURRY	you	for	an	answer.”
I	swallow.	“C:	Julian	Lennon.”	The	moment	it’s	out,	I	know	I’m	wrong.
Baz	 sighs.	 “Let	 me	 get	 this	 right,	 Dan.	 You’re	 telling	 me	 that	 C—Julian

Lennon—was	NOT	one	of	the	fabulous	Mersey	Mop	Tops?	Is	that	right?”
“Yeah.”	There’s	no	point	 asking	 if	 I	 can	 take	 it	 back.	 It’s	 in	 the	 rules.	They

have	to	take	your	first	answer.	I’m	an	idiot.
“You’re	absolutely	CORRECT!”	says	Baz,	as	the	sound	of	taped	applause	fills

the	studio.	“Richard	Starkey,	better	known	as	Ringo	Starr,	and	Pete	Best	BOTH
drummed	for	 the	Fab	Four.	Julian	 is,	as	Danny	knows,	John	Lennon’s	son,	but
NEVER	ACTUALLY	PLAYED	with	the	band.	Well	done,	Dan!	See—I	told	you
it	was	easy!”
“Yeah,”	I	say,	wiping	the	sweat	off	my	forehead.
“Just	 one	 more	 and	 you’re	 through,”	 says	 Baz,	 his	 voice	 low	 in	 my	 ear.

“Daniel.	Are	you	ready?”
“Ready.”
“Question	number	three.”
A	light	goes	on	in	the	flat	above	the	chip	shop	and	I	can	see	the	flicker	of	the

TV	in	the	window	of	our	front	room.
“What	do	you	call	 the	small	pieces	of	colored	paper	we	throw	into	the	air	at

weddings?	Is	it	A:	confetti?	B:	papyrus?	Or	C:	paprika?”
“Confetti.	A.”



“Whoa!	Quick	off	the	mark	with	THAT	one,	Daniel!	Something	tells	ME	that
you’ve	been	to	a	wedding	recently!”
“No.”
“But	you’re	married	yourself,	right?”
Just	in	time,	I	remember	to	say	“Yeah”—and	realize	I	just	told	the	thousand	or

so	people	listening	that	I’m	married	to	my	own	mother.
“How	long?”
“What?”
Baz	 laughs.	 “How	 long	 have	 you	 and	 the	 lovely	Mrs.	Roach	 been	married?

Don’t	tell	me	you’ve	FORGOTTEN?	I	hope	she’s	not	listening	to	this,	Daniel,	or
you’re	going	to	be	in	TROUBLE	tonight,	my	friend!”
He	doesn’t	know	how	right	he	is.
“No,	she’s	not	…	I	hope.”	That’s	the	first	honest	word	I’ve	said	all	night.
“You	could	well	be	 in	LUCK,	my	friend,”	says	Baz.	“Because	you	are	quite

correct!	People	DO	NOT	throw	paprika	or	papyrus	at	a	wedding—at	least	they
don’t	where	 I	 come	 from.	Rocks	 and	bottles	 sometimes,	 but	 never	PAPRIKA!
Imagine	trying	to	get	THAT	out	of	your	frock!	No,	when	people	go	to	weddings,
they	do	in	fact	throw	CONFETTI.	WHICH	MEANS,	Daniel	my	friend,	that	you
are	still	in	the	game!”	The	Baz’s	Bedtime	Bonanza	theme	music	starts	to	play	in
the	 background.	 “SO,	 I’ll	 see	 YOU—HERE—TOMORROW	NIGHT!	 SAME
TIME—SAME	PLACE—RADIO	HAM	on	the	medium	wave	…	”

I	 heave	open	 the	 door	 of	 the	 phone	box	 and	 take	 a	 gulp	 of	 air.	 I’m	 soaked	 in
sweat,	but	I	can’t	help	grinning.	I	did	it.	Three	down,	only	seven	more	to	go.	If	I
can	stay	 in	 for	 ten	days	 I’ll	win	 the	holiday.	 If	 there’s	anything	 that’s	going	 to
cheer	Mum	up	enough	 to	 stop	her	drinking,	 it’s	 a	 two-week,	 all-expenses-paid
holiday	in	the	sun.



Whensday

A	 distorted	 blast	 of	music	wrenches	me	 from	 sleep.	 I	 reach	 out	 and	 slam	my
hand	down	on	 the	Scooby-Doo	alarm	clock	beside	 the	bed,	and	 let	 the	 silence
hang	…
The	 flickering	 red	 digits	 read	 05:01	 a.m.	 Across	 the	 room,	 Jay	 grunts	 and

mumbles	but	doesn’t	wake	up.	The	flat	is	silent.	My	eyes	close	for	no	more	than
a	second,	but	somehow	the	clock	now	says	05:07	a.m.	I	swing	my	legs	over	the
side	of	the	bed	and	stand	up—still	asleep,	but	moving.
I	 switch	 on	 the	 light	 in	 the	 kitchen	 and	 the	 cockroaches	 scatter	 for	 cover.

Roaches	 for	Roaches!	Mum	always	 says—she	 thinks	 it’s	 funny,	what	with	our
name	being	Roach.
It’s	a	joke	all	right,	but	that	doesn’t	make	it	funny.
I	pull	a	cup	from	the	dirty	stack	in	the	sink,	rinse	it,	and	wait	for	the	kettle	to

boil.

As	 well	 as	 working	 at	 the	 chip	 shop	 in	 the	 Parade,	 Mum	 does	 a	 dawn	 shift
cleaning	offices	on	the	industrial	estate	across	town.	She	has	to	be	there	by	six
thirty,	but	 if	 she’s	been	drinking	 the	night	before—which	 is	pretty	much	every
night—she	doesn’t	get	up.	Mum	needs	both	jobs	to	earn	enough	to	pay	the	rent,
which	 is	why	every	morning	I	have	 to	get	up	at	 five	o’clock	 to	make	sure	she
gets	out	of	bed.
Some	days	she	won’t	get	up	at	all	and	I	have	to	do	the	shift	for	her.	It	doesn’t

matter	which	one	of	us	goes,	so	long	as	somebody	swipes	the	little	plastic	card
through	the	machine	to	prove	she’s	been	there.	If	the	offices	get	cleaned,	Mum
gets	paid.	So	long	as	Mum	gets	paid,	we	have	food	to	eat	and	a	place	to	live.	We
all	live	here,	so	why	shouldn’t	we	all	help	pay	for	it?	Mum	says,	and	you	can’t
really	argue	with	that.	But	then,	arguing	with	Mum	about	anything	is	a	bad	idea.

I	put	two	spoons	of	coffee	powder	into	the	mug	and	stir	in	the	water:	Mum	likes
her	 coffee	 strong.	There’s	no	milk,	 so	 I	 add	extra	 sugar	 and	 then	 take	 the	 cup



along	the	hall.
Mum’s	bedroom	door	is	shut.	I	knock	and	turn	the	handle.
The	smell	of	booze	hits	me	like	a	burp.
“Mum?”
She’s	asleep	with	her	mouth	open,	still	wearing	most	of	her	clothes.
I	weave	my	way	through	the	debris	on	the	floor	and	put	the	mug	by	the	bed.
“Mum?	Mum!”
It’s	 a	 waste	 of	 time.	 I	 know	 she	 won’t	 answer—there	 are	 two	 empty	 wine

bottles	on	the	kitchen	table.
I	 get	 the	 urge	 to	 dump	 the	 coffee	 over	 her	 head,	 but	 I’m	not	 sure	 even	 that

would	wake	her	up.	Instead	I	switch	on	the	radio,	turn	up	the	volume,	and	leave.
I	crawl	back	into	bed	and	listen	to	the	noise	through	the	wall.	It	stops	abruptly

and	Mum	shouts	something.	I	don’t	catch	exactly	what	she	says,	but	the	meaning
is	 clear	 enough.	 I	 lie	 in	 the	dark	waiting,	 listening	 to	Mum	slam	around;	 then
finally	the	door	bangs	shut	and	I	can	breathe	again.	She	won’t	be	back	until	after
me	and	Jay	have	left	for	school.
There’s	 no	 point	 trying	 to	 go	 back	 to	 sleep,	 even	 though	 I’m	 so	 tired	 I	 feel

sick.	So	I	go	to	the	kitchen,	scrape	the	mold	off	another	cup,	and	make	myself	a
coffee	with	extra	sugar.	Then	I	slip	out	onto	the	roof	to	watch	the	sun	come	up.

Mum’s	been	sick	in	the	bathtub.	I	have	to	wash	the	dark	brown	ooze	away	before
I	can	have	a	shower.	The	smell	twists	my	stomach	and	sends	the	bittersweet	taste
of	 coffee	 back	 up	 my	 throat.	 There’s	 no	 soap	 so	 I	 wash	 myself	 in	 shampoo,
standing	under	the	water	until	it	goes	cold.
When	 I	 turn	off	 the	 taps	 I	 can	hear	 the	TV,	which	means	 Jay	must	 be	up.	 I

wrap	a	 towel	around	my	waist	 and	 follow	 the	 sound	 to	 the	 front	 room.	 It’s	 an
episode	 of	 Scooby-Doo.	 Cannibals	 are	 chasing	 Shaggy	 and	 Scooby	 across	 an
island	 and	 Jay’s	 laughing	 so	much	 he	 almost	 falls	 off	 the	 settee.	 I	 tell	 him	 to
come	and	get	dressed.
We	need	to	go	to	the	launderette.	I	sniff	the	three	school	shirts	strewn	across

the	floor	and	choose	one	that	doesn’t	smell	quite	as	bad	as	the	others,	then	give
my	armpits	an	extra	spray.
There’s	nothing	to	eat	for	breakfast,	so	I	take	two	pounds	from	the	scatter	of

coins	on	Mum’s	dressing	table.	We	can	stop	at	the	shop	on	the	way	to	school.



Nosy	Nelly	 is	waiting	 for	us	 as	we	cross	 the	 lobby,	 though	 she	pretends	 it’s	 a
coincidence.	She’s	still	wearing	a	dressing	gown,	with	her	ridiculous	dyed-black
hair	smothered	beneath	a	hairnet.	Her	real	name	is	Mrs.	Ellison	and	she	lives	in
flat	number	one,	by	 the	main	door.	Whenever	you	go	 in	or	out	she’s	 there	and
she	knows	everything	about	everyone.
“Good	morning,	boys!”	Nelly	smiles	like	a	dog—all	yellow	teeth	and	gums.
I	nod,	 and	 Jay	 just	 stares	 at	 her.	But	Nelly	 likes	 Jay—everybody	does.	He’s

one	of	those	blond,	angelic-looking	kids	that	strangers	coo	over.	Lots	of	people
mistake	him	for	a	girl	because	he’s	so	pretty.	That	gets	him	mad,	but	it	makes	me
laugh.
Nelly	 bends	 down	 and	 shoves	 her	 face	 into	 his.	 “Aren’t	 you	 a	 lucky	 boy,

having	your	big	brother	walk	you	to	school!”
Jay	shrugs.	“He’s	not	my	full	brother,	he’s	my	half	brother,	because	his	dad’s

not	the	same	as	my	dad.”
I	wince.	Nelly’s	going	to	love	that	juicy	piece	of	information.	Mum’ll	go	ape	if

she	finds	out	he	told	her—not	that	Nelly	couldn’t	have	worked	it	out	for	herself.
Jay	and	me	look	nothing	alike.	If	Jay’s	the	kid	people	smile	at	in	the	street,	I’m
the	one	they	cross	the	road	to	avoid.	I’m	over	six	feet	tall,	for	a	start,	and	there’s
something	about	my	face	 that	makes	people	uneasy.	 It’s	as	 though	my	features
don’t	 quite	 go	 together,	 like	 clothes	 that	 don’t	 match.	 Imagine	 one	 of	 those
composite	mug	shots	the	police	put	out	on	TV,	add	a	frame	of	mud-brown	curly
hair,	and	you’ll	get	the	picture.
“Mummy	having	a	lie-in,	is	she?”	Nelly’s	voice	is	all	syrup,	but	I	know	where

she’s	leading.
“She’s	at	work,”	says	Jay.	Of	course	Nelly	already	knows	this—she’s	had	the

front	door	staked	out	since	dawn.
“I	hope	you	boys	have	been	behaving	yourselves,	all	on	your	own	upstairs?”

She	looks	at	me	as	she	says	it.
I	avoid	her	eyes	and	grab	Jay’s	hand,	pulling	him	towards	the	door.	“Come	on,

Jay,	we’re	going	to	be	late.”
“You’re	hurting!”
“Well	come	on	then!”
Outside,	he	twists	himself	free.	“You	didn’t	have	to	pull	my	arm	off!”



I	don’t	answer,	but	when	we	get	to	the	shop	I	let	him	choose	what	he	wants	for
breakfast,	 as	 compensation.	He	grins	 and	hands	me	a	packet	of	Pickled	Onion
Monster	Munch.
We	sit	on	the	wall	at	the	end	of	the	Parade	and	share	a	can	of	lemonade.	It’s

still	early	but	I	can	feel	the	heat	closing	in	already,	making	my	armpits	prickle.
A	bus	goes	past	with	kids	on	it	from	my	school,	which	means	it’s	time	to	go.
I	nudge	Jay.	“You	ready,	Monster	Boy?”
He	scowls.	“I’m	not	a	monster!”
“Are.”
“Not!	If	I	was,	I	wouldn’t	be	eating	these.”	He	waves	the	Monster	Munch	at

me.
“Why	not?”
“It’s	Monster	Munch.	I’d	be	canniballing!”
I	laugh,	even	though	he’s	deadly	serious.
“If	 there’s	 no	 food	 again	 tonight,	 will	 we	 have	 to	 be	 cannibals	 and	 find

somebody	 to	 eat?”	 he	 asks,	 quite	matter-of-fact,	 as	 we	walk	 down	 the	 hill	 to
school.
“Maybe.”
He	thinks	about	this.	“I	wouldn’t	like	to	eat	Nosy	Nelly.”
I	laugh.	I	wouldn’t	want	to	eat	her	either,	but	I	wouldn’t	mind	if	someone	else

did.

Jay’s	school	isn’t	far.	I	walk	him	to	the	gate	and	wait	until	he	goes	inside,	then
start	to	run.	Hardacre	Comprehensive	is	on	the	other	side	of	town.	If	I’m	lucky
I’ll	get	there	just	as	the	bell	goes.	Twenty	minutes	flat-out	with	a	bag	of	books	on
your	back	is	bad	enough	in	normal	weather,	but	in	this	heat!
By	the	time	I	get	to	school,	the	playground	is	empty.	I’ve	missed	registration

and	assembly	has	started,	so	I	have	to	go	to	the	office	and	sign	the	Late	Book.	I
make	 it	 back	 just	 in	 time	 to	 join	 the	 queue	 lining	 up	 for	 first	 period—out	 of
breath	and	sweating	like	a	kebab.

It’s	so	hot	in	here.	My	legs	ache.	I	can’t	keep	still.	At	least	there’s	only	another
half	 an	 hour	 until	 hometime.	 I	 try	 to	 focus	 on	 what	 Mr.	 Buchan	 is	 saying,



running	 my	 finger	 along	 the	 words	 on	 the	 page,	 but	 they	 might	 as	 well	 be
hieroglyphics	for	all	they	mean	to	me.
The	 teacher’s	voice	 is	warm	and	rhythmic,	 the	page	soft	under	my	fingers.	 I

stop	 fighting	 and	 let	my	 eyelids	 drop	 for	 a	moment.	 This	 is	 better.	 I	 can	 still
listen	with	my	eyes	closed;	it’s	no	problem.
I	wake	up	when	Mr.	Buchan	drops	 the	Complete	Works	of	Shakespeare	onto

my	desk.	For	a	few	seconds	I	don’t	know	where	I	am.
“Glad	to	have	you	back	with	us,	Laurence!”	Buchan’s	eyebrows	twitch.
I	don’t	say	anything,	just	wipe	the	drool	from	the	corner	of	my	mouth,	hoping

nobody	noticed.
“Maybe	 you’d	 like	 to	 explain	why	Macbeth	 says,	Wicked	 dreams	 abuse	 the

curtain’d	sleep?	Any	recent	dreams	you’d	like	to	share	with	us?”
Somebody	sniggers.
“No,	sir.”	I	can	feel	all	eyes	in	the	room	nudging	me.
Buchan	sighs	and	shakes	his	head.	“Try	to	stay	with	us,	Laurence,	at	least	until

the	end	of	the	lesson.”
I	 nod	 and	 turn	my	 burning	 face	 back	 to	 the	 page,	 but	 the	words	 still	mean

nothing	because	now	I’m	thinking	about	the	Dream.	My	dream—the	one	where
the	woman	with	the	clipboard	comes	to	take	Jay	away.
It’s	always	the	same:	Jay	in	his	Scooby-Doo	pajamas	being	carried	down	the

hall.	 He’s	 screaming	my	 name,	 reaching	 out	 to	me,	 but	 I	 can’t	move.	 Then	 I
notice	there	are	empty	bottles	all	over	the	floor.	I’m	trying	to	walk	through	them,
but	my	feet	keep	slipping	on	the	glass.	I	realize	the	floor	is	no	longer	solid	but	an
ocean	 of	 bottles,	 bobbing	 and	 clanking	 around	me.	 I’m	 sinking,	 drowning.	 A
thick	red	sea	invades	my	mouth	and	nostrils,	sucking	me	under	until	I’m	trapped,
helpless,	as	the	woman	with	the	clipboard	takes	Jay	away.
That’s	the	part	when	I	wake	up.
Sweating.
In	the	dark.

The	bell	 goes	 for	 the	 end	of	 school	but	Mr.	Buchan	 asks	me	 to	 stay	behind.	 I
know	what’s	coming.	I	just	hope	it	won’t	take	too	long	because	I	have	to	collect
Jay.



“Looks	as	if	you’ve	been	in	the	wars,	lad!”	The	teacher	perches	on	the	edge	of
the	desk	opposite	and	peers	at	me.	“Nice	shiner	you’ve	got	there.”
I’d	forgotten	about	my	eye.
“I	was	fighting	with	my	brother.”	Lying’s	easy	when	you	do	it	all	the	time.
“Must	be	a	big	lad,	your	brother,	to	put	one	on	you.”
That’s	funny,	so	I	laugh,	relax—and	make	a	mistake.
“He’s	six,”	I	say.
“Six	foot?”
“Six	years	old.”
Buchan	laughs,	so	maybe	it’s	OK.
“We	were	playing—he	gets	a	bit	excited	sometimes.”
Buchan	nods	and	folds	his	arms.	“I	take	it	you’re	not	a	fan	of	Mr.	Shakespeare

then?”
I	shrug.	Truth	is,	I	don’t	mind	Shakespeare.
“I	 know	 students	 get	 bored	 sometimes,	 but	 I	 think	 you’re	 the	 first	 who’s

actually	fallen	asleep	on	me!”
“Sorry,	sir,	I	didn’t	mean	to.”
“I	can’t	 say	 I’m	surprised,”	 says	Buchan,	 frowning.	 “You	 look	awful.	When

was	the	last	time	you	had	a	decent	night’s	rest?”
I	 feel	his	 eyes	probe	beyond	 the	 skin	 and	bone	of	my	 skull,	 like	he	 can	 see

right	 into	my	head.	 I	need	 to	keep	 talking,	distract	him	so	he	won’t	see	what’s
inside—
“The	bloke	in	the	flat	next	door,	he’s	always	got	his	telly	on	full	blast.	I	think

he’s	deaf	or	something.”	I	shrug.	“It’s	hard	to	get	to	sleep	sometimes.”
“I	can	imagine.”	Buchan	strokes	his	chin.	“Could	your	mother	not	have	a	word

with	him?	Explain	the	noise	is	keeping	you	awake.”
I	nod.	“Maybe.”	My	armpits	are	burning.	I	can	smell	the	sour	stink	of	sweat,

mixed	with	that	stuff	I	sprayed	on	this	morning.
“I	 take	 it	 that’s	why	 you’re	missing	morning	 registration?	 Struggling	 to	 get

up?”	Buchan	glances	 at	 a	 sheet	 of	 paper	 I	 didn’t	 notice	 he	was	holding.	 “I’ve
received	this	memo	from	your	Form	Tutor,	Miss	Connolly;	she	says	you	missed
morning	 registration	 three	 times	 last	 week,	 and	 you	 were	 late	 again	 this
morning.”



“Sorry.”	 I	 can’t	 tell	 him	 I’m	 late	 because	 I	 have	 to	 take	my	 little	 brother	 to
school.
“I’m	afraid	sorry	isn’t	quite	good	enough,	Laurence.	Year	Ten	has	a	big	effect

on	your	GCSE	prospects,	and	you	don’t	want	to	be	getting	into	bad	time-keeping
habits	 with	 important	 exams	 coming	 up.	 I’m	 pleased	 to	 say	 that	 I’ve	 had	 no
complaints	 about	 your	 classwork,	 and	 you	 seem	 to	 be	 getting	 your	 homework
and	assignments	in	on	time,	but	promptness	is	an	important	part	of	school	life,
Laurence.”	 Buchan	 sighs.	 “As	 for	 falling	 asleep	 in	 class—not	 all	 of	 my
colleagues	would	be	as	understanding	as	I	am.”
I	nod.	Buchan’s	OK.	As	our	Head	of	Year,	he	acts	like	he	might	actually	care.

Trouble	is,	that	makes	him	dangerous—one	of	those	people	who	thinks	they’re
helping	 when	 really	 they’re	 making	 things	 worse.	 Much	 better	 that	 nobody
notices	me.	 I	couldn’t	care	 less	 if	 I’m	 invisible	 to	most	of	 them.	 Invisibility	 is
fine;	it’s	the	superpower	I’d	pick	every	time.	Most	people	want	strength,	X-ray
vision,	 or	 the	 ability	 to	 fly.	Not	me.	 Just	 to	 be	 able	 to	 fade	 away—how	good
would	that	be?
“I’ll	try	to	get	up	earlier,”	I	tell	him,	thinking	about	watching	the	dawn	come

up	this	morning.
Buchan	smiles	and	waves	his	sheet	of	paper.	“Good	idea.	Three	more	strikes

on	here	and	I’m	afraid	we’ll	have	to	put	you	on	daily	report.	That	would	mean
getting	 a	 signature	 from	Miss	Connolly	 at	 registration,	 and	 from	 each	 of	 your
subject	teachers	throughout	the	day.	You’d	also	need	to	see	me	with	the	report	at
the	end	of	school,	and	get	your	mother	to	sign	the	card	each	evening.”	He	folds
his	arms.	“I	imagine	you	could	do	without	the	hassle—I	know	I	could.	So	let’s
see	if	we	can	avoid	it,	eh?”
I	nod.	So	much	for	being	invisible.	Plus,	if	I	have	to	see	Buchan	before	I	leave,

I’ll	be	late	collecting	Jay—which	reminds	me.	“Can	I	go	now?”
“Yes,	of	course.	Get	yourself	off	home.	An	early	night	perhaps?”
“Yeah.”
“Sleep’s	important,	Laurence,	a	great	healer.	As	Macbeth	says,	it	knits	up	the

ravelled	 sleeve	 of	 care	 and	 is	 chief	 nourisher	 in	 life’s	 feast.”	 He	 smiles	 and
stands	up.	“Did	you	know	they	use	sleep	deprivation	as	a	form	of	torture?”
I	shake	my	head.	I	didn’t	know	that.



I	 can	 feel	Buchan	watching	as	 I	 pack	away	my	books,	 and	 I	know	 the	 look
that’s	in	his	eyes,	one	that	says	I	know	there’s	something	you’re	not	telling	me,
and	the	smile	offering	You	can	talk	to	me.	I	can	help.	There’s	a	part	of	me	that
wants	to	tell	him.	Maybe	he	could	help,	make	everything	better?	All	I	have	to	do
is	open	my	mouth	…
I	make	it	into	the	corridor	with	my	secrets	intact.	Sweat	has	glued	my	shirt	to

my	skin	and	my	heart	feels	like	it’s	trying	to	break	out	of	my	chest.	I	take	a	few
deep	breaths,	then	head	for	the	exit.	I’m	going	to	have	to	run	all	the	way	to	get
Jay.
I	turn	the	corner	and	almost	trip	over	Hanif	from	my	English	group.
“Hey,	Roach!	You	OK,	man?	Buchan	give	you	a	hard	time?”
I	shrug	then	frown,	trying	to	make	my	eyebrows	meet	in	the	middle	like	Mr.

Buchan’s.	“I	know	students	get	bored	sometimes,”	I	say	in	what	is	a	near-perfect
impression	 of	 the	 teacher,	 “but	 I	 think	 you’re	 the	 first	 who’s	 actually	 fallen
asleep	on	me!”
Han’s	 laugh	 echoes	 down	 the	 empty	 corridor.	 He	 slaps	me	 on	 the	 arm	 and

shakes	his	head.	“That’s	brilliant!	You	should	be	on	the	telly,	man!”
Or	on	the	radio,	I	think.
I	feel	bad	making	fun	of	Buchan,	but	what	can	you	do?	I’ve	been	the	new	kid

in	 school	 too	many	 times.	 Sometimes	 it	 helps	 if	 you	 can	make	 people	 laugh.
With	 a	 face	 like	 mine	 you’ve	 got	 two	 choices:	 hard	 man	 or	 comedian.	 One
fighter	in	the	family	is	enough.
Han	 closes	 his	 locker	 and	walks	 beside	me.	 “I	 can’t	 stick	 that	 Shakespeare

stuff	though,	man.	I	mean,	what’s	that	all	about?”
“Yeah!”	We	push	through	the	doors	and	the	heat	hits	us	like	a	bus.
“Man!	 It’s	 hot!”	 Han	 yanks	 off	 his	 tie	 and	 stuffs	 it	 into	 his	 pocket.	 “You

coming	up	the	Arcade?”
“I	can’t.”
He	shrugs.	“See	you	later	then,	man.”
I	watch	 him	 go,	 then	 turn	 up	 the	 hill	 and	 start	 to	 run,	 frustration	 and	 anger

smelting	an	iron	weight	in	my	guts.

You	can	hear	them	halfway	up	the	drive:	kids	shouting	their	heads	off	inside	the
House	of	Fun.	I	spot	Jay’s	voice	among	the	others.	It	seems	a	shame	to	take	him



away,	but	Mum	can	only	afford	to	pay	the	childminder	for	an	hour.
I	 press	 the	 bell	 and	 see	 Angie	 approaching	 through	 the	 frosted	 glass:	 a

kaleidoscope	of	primary	colors.
“Hello,	Laurence	love!”	She	beams	at	me,	as	though	I’m	the	one	person	in	the

whole	world	she	hoped	would	be	standing	on	her	doorstep.	“Come	in,	come	in!”
Then	she	frowns.	“What	happened	to	you?”	She	means	my	eye.
“Rugby,	at	school.”	I’m	such	a	good	liar.
“Rugby?	In	the	summer	term?”	Or	maybe	not.
I	shrug.	“Just	a	one-off	game,	interhouse	thing.”
“Well,	 I	 hope	 you	 won.	 I’ve	 always	 thought	 rugby	 was	 a	 barbaric	 game.”

Angie	 shakes	her	head.	 “Let	me	get	you	a	drink.	You	must	be	parched	 in	 this
heat?”
“No,	I’m	fine,	thanks.”
It’s	the	same	ritual	every	time.	She	offers	me	a	drink,	or	a	biscuit,	or	a	packet

of	crisps	and	I	refuse.	Not	because	I	don’t	want	them;	I	 just	need	to	get	out	of
there.	Angie	makes	me	feel	like	a	vampire	caught	in	daylight.
I	wait	in	the	hallway	while	she	goes	to	fetch	Jay.	I	hear	him	complaining	that

he’s	in	the	middle	of	a	game.	Then	he	appears,	sweaty	and	glaring.	A	couple	of
the	other	kids	come	out	and	stare	at	me	until	Angie	shoos	them	away.	Jay	takes
ages	 putting	 on	 his	 shoes,	 then	 finally	 we’re	 back	 outside	 and	 I	 can	 breathe
again.
“Harry	thinks	you’re	weird,”	Jay	says,	trailing	behind	me.
“Who’s	Harry?	The	little	fat	one?”
“Harry’s	not	fat!”
“I’m	not	weird.”
Jay’s	eyes	flick	to	my	ankles.	“He	says	your	trousers	are	too	short.”
“Maybe	my	legs	are	too	long?”
Jay	shoots	me	a	look	of	contempt	but	doesn’t	say	anything.
Harry’s	 right,	 though—my	 trousers	 are	 too	 short,	 but	 that’s	 the	 least	 of	my

worries.	I’m	thinking	about	what	Buchan	said,	and	wondering	what	Han	is	up	to
in	town	while	I’m	stuck	here,	babysitting	my	miserable	little	brother.

I’m	listening	to	Baz	on	the	radio	in	the	kitchen.	It’s	nearly	time	for	the	quiz	to
start.	I	need	to	go	down	to	the	phone	box,	but	Mum’s	not	back	yet.	She	should



have	been	home	ages	ago.	On	a	Wednesday,	she	finishes	work	at	seven,	so	even
if	 she	 stops	 at	 the	 off-licence	 on	 the	way	 home,	 she’s	 always	 back	 by	 quarter
past.
I’ll	 have	 to	 take	 Jay	 down	with	me.	 I	 can’t	 risk	 leaving	 him	 here.	 If	Mum

comes	back	and	finds	him	on	his	own,	she’ll	go	ballistic.	She’s	probably	staying
on	late	at	the	chippy	to	help	Mrs.	Choi,	so	there’s	a	chance	she	might	see	us	in
the	phone	box.	It’s	a	risk	I’ll	have	to	 take.	If	I	don’t	phone	the	radio	station	in
time,	I’ll	be	disqualified.
I	leave	Mum	a	note	on	the	kitchen	table,	telling	her	I’ve	taken	Jay	to	the	park.

I’ll	probably	get	it	in	the	ear	for	keeping	him	out	late,	but	I	can	cope	with	that.

“You’ve	got	to	be	quiet,”	I	tell	Jay	as	we	squeeze	into	the	phone	box.
He	pulls	a	face.	“It	smells	funny.”
“I	know.	Don’t	worry	about	it.”
“Why	are	we	here?”
“I	told	you—I	need	to	make	a	phone	call.”
“Who	to?”
“Somebody	from	school—a	friend.	It’s	about	some	home-

work.	Be	quiet.”
Jay	sticks	out	his	tongue	as	I	dial	the	number.
“Radio	Ham,”	says	a	voice	in	my	ear.
“Hello.	It’s	Daniel	Roach	for	Baz’s	Bedtime	Bonanza.”
“Hi,	 Mr.	 Roach,	 are	 you	 on	 the	 usual	 number?	 I’ll	 get	 Cheryl	 to	 call	 you

back.”
“Thanks.”	I	put	the	receiver	back	onto	the	cradle.
Jay	 is	 frowning	 at	 me.	 “You’re	 not	 Daniel	 Roach.	 You’re	 Laurence	 Roach.

Why	did	you	tell	them	that?”
“It’s	a	code.	We	have	special	names	for	each	other.	Just	a	game,	really.”
“Oh,”	says	Jay.	“Me	and	Matt	do	that.	I’m	Growl	and	he’s	Wild	Beast,	but	if

Billy	plays	 then	he	has	 to	be	Wild	Beast	and	Matt	 is	Swift,	but	Billy	normally
plays	 football,	 so	Matt	can	be	Wild	Beast,	and	sometimes,	 if	 I	 feel	 like	 it,	 I’m
Swift	…	”
The	phone	rings.
“Hi,	Daniel.	Cheryl	here.”



“Hi,	Cheryl,”	I	say,	doing	my	Mr.	Buchan	impression.
“How	are	you	this	evening?”
“Yeah,	fine	thanks.”
“Good	stuff.	Almost	halfway	there—you’re	doing	really	well.”
“Thanks.”
“We’re	 going	 straight	 to	 the	 quiz	 when	 this	 record	 finishes—in	 about	 two

minutes.	 So	when	 you	 hear	 Baz	 talking	 that	means	 you’re	 on	 air.	 OK?	Good
luck!”
“Thanks.”
“Why	are	you	talking	funny?”	says	Jay,	looking	up	at	me	with	his	arms	folded.
“We	do	voices	too.	Now	you	have	to	be	quiet.”
Jay	frowns.	“Why	do	I	have	to	be	quiet?	It’s	not	up	to	you	anyway.”
“Please,	Jay!	Just	for	a	few	minutes.	I	have	to	concentrate.”
Jay	pulls	a	face,	then	turns	his	back	on	me	as	the	record	fades	…
“The	HOUR	 strikes	 nine!”	 says	Baz,	 his	 voice	 booming	 in	my	 ear.	 “Which

means	 it’s	 TIME!	 For	 the	 BIG—BAZ—Bedtime	 Bonanza!”	 The	 sound	 of
klaxons	 and	 wild	 cheering	 fills	 the	 studio.	 “Please	 welcome	 back—for	 his
FOURTH	 day	 in	 the	 game—our	 REIGNING	CHAMPION—MR.	DANIEL—
DANNY	BOY—ROACHAAAA!	How	you	doing,	champ?”
“OK.”
Baz	 laughs.	“That’s	what	 I	LOVE	about	you,	my	 friend.	Nothing	 fazes	you.

COOL	as	ice!	Even	though	you	are	now	just	seven	days—count	them,	boys	and
girls—just	SEVEN	DAYS	away	from	WINNING	an	all-expenses-paid	trip	of	a
LIFETIME,	 courtesy	 of	 our	 very	 good	 friends	 at	 Hardacre	 Holidaze!”	 Cue
jingle.	“So	Daniel,	I’ve	got	to	ask—do	you	feel	lucky?”
Jay	presses	his	lips	against	the	wall	of	the	kiosk	and	licks	the	glass.	I	pull	him

away.
“Get	off	!”	He	glares	at	me.
“Whoa!”	says	Baz,	in	my	ear.	“Are	you	all	right	there,	champ?”
“Yeah,	fine,	sorry!”	Too	late,	I	realize	I	forgot	to	do	the	accent.	I	just	spoke	to

Baz	in	my	normal	voice!
“Sounds	like	you’ve	got	some	HELP	tonight,”	says	Baz.
Did	he	notice?	He	must	have	noticed!
“No!	Er	…	just	one	of	my	lads.”



“Ah!”	says	Baz.	“And	who	might	that	be?	INTRODUCE	US!”
“Um,	I’ve	got	James	with	me.”
“HELLO,	JAMES!”	says	Baz.	“And	how	old	is	he,	Daniel?”
“Six.”
“I’m	not	your	lad!”	says	Jay.
“What’s	that?”	Baz	chuckles.	“Hey,	put	him	on,	Dan,	let’s	SPEAK	to	him.”
My	heart	thumps	a	warning.	The	last	thing	I	want	is	Jay	live	on	the	radio.	“Er

…	I	dunno,	he’s	a	bit	shy.”
“I’m	not	shy!”	says	Jay,	very	loudly.
“Yeah,	 I’m	 feeling	 lucky	 tonight,	 Baz,”	 I	 say	 quickly,	 trying	 to	 change	 the

subject.	I	glare	at	Jay	and	put	a	finger	over	my	lips.
“Glad	to	hear	it,	my	friend,”	says	Baz.	“Glad	to	HEAR	IT.	Let’s	hope	young

James	will	be	a	lucky	mascot	for	you	tonight.”
“Yeah,”	 I	 say	as	 Jay	 sinks	his	 teeth	 into	my	 leg	 and	 starts	 to	 chew.	At	 least

with	a	mouthful	of	my	jeans	he	can’t	make	too	much	noise.

We	get	back	to	the	flat,	and	there’s	nobody	waiting	for	us	except	the	roaches.	I
crumple	up	my	note	and	bury	it	in	the	bin,	then	tell	Jay	it’s	time	for	bed.
“Not	going	to	bed.”
“Yes,	you	are.”
“It’s	not	up	to	you!”
“Mum’s	not	here,	so	it	is	up	to	me,	actually.”
Jay’s	face	twitches	while	he	tries	to	think	of	a	reply.	“I’ll	tell	Mum	you	made

me	go	to	the	telephone	with	you.”
“So?”	I	hadn’t	thought	about	that,	but	it	doesn’t	matter.	I’ll	say	I	had	to	phone

Han	about	some	homework.	Mum	hardly	listens	to	what	Jay	tells	her	anyway.
Jay	 growls	 and	 drops	 to	 all	 fours,	 then	 advances	 towards	me,	 snapping	 his

teeth.	I	wonder	if	all	six-year-old	kids	are	like	this,	or	is	it	 just	me	who’s	got	a
lunatic	for	a	brother?

At	least	I	got	through	tonight,	no	thanks	to	Jay.	The	questions	were	easy—three
out	 of	 three	 again.	 Only	 six	 more	 days	 to	 go.	 Just	 eighteen	 questions.	 I’m
starting	to	believe	I	might	actually	win.



I	imagine	Mum’s	face	when	I	present	her	with	the	holiday	…	She’s	just	back
from	the	chippy,	sitting	at	the	kitchen	table,	cigarette	in	one	hand,	glass	of	wine
in	 the	 other,	with	 that	 dead	 look	 in	 her	 eyes.	 I	 give	 her	 the	 envelope	 and	 she
stares	 at	 it,	 frowning.	 She	 probably	 thinks	 it’s	 a	 letter	 from	 school,	 telling	 her
I’ve	been	 expelled	or	 something—until	 she	 sees	 the	Hardacre	Holidaze	packet
inside.
Mum	 leans	 forward	and	 rests	her	ciggie	on	 the	ashtray	 so	 she	can	use	both

hands,	because	she’s	 interested	now.	She	pulls	out	 the	 tickets	and	 the	brochure
showing	us	where	we’re	going,	then	looks	at	me.	The	dead	glaze	has	gone	from
her	eyes.
Her	whole	face	is	changing.	It’s	as	if	the	person	she	was—the	one	I	remember

from	years	ago—is	coming	back.	She’s	smiling	and	there	are	tears	rolling	down
her	cheeks,	but	they’re	happy	tears.	They	make	her	eyes	sparkle.

I	do	my	homework,	then	make	myself	a	coffee	and	go	into	the	front	room.	Jay’s
asleep	on	the	settee.	I	switch	off	the	TV	and	carry	him	to	bed.	He	squirms	and
mutters	something	about	Wild	Beast,	but	he’s	not	really	awake.	The	Scooby-Doo
alarm	clock	says	10:37	p.m.
Mum	must	have	got	paid	tonight	and	gone	to	the	pub.	She’ll	come	crashing	in

around	midnight	and	fall	asleep	on	 the	settee,	which	means	I’ll	have	 to	do	her
cleaning	shift	in	the	morning.
That	reminds	me	what	Mr.	Buchan	said:	 if	 I’m	late	 three	more	times,	 they’ll

put	me	on	report.	Mum	won’t	like	that.
I	 touch	 the	 tender	 area	 around	my	 eye.	 Somehow	 I	 need	 to	 start	 getting	 to

registration	on	 time.	 I	wonder,	 could	 I	have	 invisibility	and	 super	 speed?	That
might	do	it.

I	 lie	 in	 the	dark,	 listening—waiting	 for	Mum	to	come	home.	 It’s	midnight	and
I’m	wide	awake.	In	five	hours’	time	the	alarm	will	go	off.
In	some	countries	they	use	sleep	deprivation	as	a	form	of	torture.
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