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            THE NIGHT BEFORE
      

         

         Above the town of Morfield, a red light and a green light danced across the night sky.

         The green light dodged and spun and darted between the stars. The red light chased after it, getting closer and closer, until eventually …

         
            FLASH
      

         

         The green light was gone. It left behind a dark shape that fell towards the earth. The red light was still for a moment, almost like it was watching the object fall. Then it vanished too.

         The stars in the night sky carried on twinkling, as if nothing at all had happened.

      

   


   
      
         
            THE MORNING ROUTINE
      

         

         Tyler was going to be late. It was Friday, which was a bad day to be late. This was because The One Who Doesn’t Understand dealt with late pupils on Fridays. When it came to The One Who Doesn’t Understand, if you were late, you were in trouble. Even if you had a good reason.

         ‘It’s time to get up now,’ Tyler said to his younger brother, Levi.

         ‘Mrmppphhh,’ said Levi, still in bed.

         Tyler suspected Levi had got out of bed in the night to look at the stars again. Levi loved astronomy, and he’d left his round glasses on the windowsill.

         ‘Please, Levi,’ said Tyler, trying to stay calm. ‘It’s only my third week of secondary school. I don’t want to be late again.’

         Levi kept his eyes shut. Tyler knew he was only pretending to be asleep.

         ‘You have maths today. That’s your favourite lesson. You’d feel rotten if you missed it,’ urged Tyler.

         Levi opened one eye suspiciously, but didn’t get out of bed. Tyler needed to really get his attention.

         ‘We can talk about space on the way to school,’ added Tyler.

         That did it! Levi jumped out of bed, suddenly full of energy. He was wearing rocket-ship pyjamas.

         ‘We have to talk about space,’ Levi announced brightly. ‘You said we could.’

         ‘Pinky promise?’ offered Tyler. ‘Pinky promise,’ Levi repeated. The brothers hooked pinkies.

         ‘Come on now,’ Tyler said. ‘Let’s do your morning routine.’

         Levi put on his glasses and gave Tyler a double thumbs up. Tyler did Levi’s morning routine with him every day. It went like this:

         
            
	
                  Wash their faces.
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Brush their teeth.
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Chat while getting dressed.
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Levi: pour out two bowls of cereal. Tyler: pour the milk.
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Tuck kitchen roll into Levi’s collar, to stop any milk getting on his top.
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Eat breakfast together.
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Tyler: wash the dishes. 

Levi: dry and put away.
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

            



         Even when they were late, Tyler never rushed the routine. They had to do it all properly, or Levi became very upset.

         Levi was autistic. This meant he thought in a different way to Tyler. One part of this was that Levi liked patterns, and he needed certain things to be done the same way every day. The morning routine was one of these things.

         On this day, by the time they got to Number Seven on the list and Tyler was putting their dishes in the sink, the digital clock read 8.40 a.m. That was when he was meant to start school. He sighed as he scrubbed their bowls in the hot soapy water. He still needed to bring Mum her morning cup of tea. He was definitely going to be late.
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            MUM’S YELLOW BEDROOM
      

         

         ‘Hi Mum,’ said Tyler, holding the cup of tea he’d made for her.

         ‘Good morning, my angel,’ said Mum. She was sitting up in bed, in her pyjamas. Her blonde hair was sticking up, like it often did in the morning. Mum called it her rock star hair. She looked tired, but smiled at Tyler anyway.

         Mum’s bedroom was small and cosy.

         She’d given Tyler and Levi the bigger room to share. Mum liked matching colours, so there was lots of yellow in the room. She had yellow bedding, yellow pillows, yellow curtains and a painting of a yellow sunflower.

         Tyler put the cup of tea down on her bedside table. Mum always had Earl Grey tea. Tyler liked the flowery way it smelled. ‘Thank you,’ said Mum.

         She looked at the bedside clock. It was an old-fashioned one, with bells on the top. It was, of course, yellow. The hands showed it was quarter to nine.

         ‘I’ve told you before, you don’t need to worry about my cup of tea when you’re late for school,’ she scolded him softly.

         ‘I like making your tea,’ said Tyler. He spoke quietly in Mum’s room, because her room felt like a quiet, gentle place. It was the opposite of the school corridors, where everyone was always shouting.

         ‘It’s Friday, though,’ Mum spoke in a spooky voice and wiggled her fingers. ‘That means, The One Who Doesn’t UnderstaaaaAAAND!’

         She said that last part as if she was talking about a ghost or ghoul. Mum didn’t like The One Who Doesn’t Understand. In fact, it was Mum who came up with the nickname.

         A few of the things that The One Who Doesn’t Understand didn’t understand were:

         
            
	
                  Mum’s illness and why she couldn’t take Tyler to school.
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  That posting Mum scary brown envelopes didn’t help.
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

               	
                  Why spoons were VERY IMPORTANT.
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

            



         ‘There’s my other little angel,’ said Mum.

         Levi shyly entered the room. He stood in the doorway with his hands clasped together.

         ‘Are you looking forward to your day, Levi?’ asked Mum.

         ‘Yes,’ said Levi. His face lit up. ‘Tyler and I are going to talk about space.’

         ‘That’s nice of you to let Tyler talk about his favourite topic,’ Mum said, winking at Tyler.

         ‘No, I love space!’ Levi exclaimed. Mum and Tyler both laughed. Levi realised he was being teased and started laughing too. It was nice being in Mum’s bedroom, all laughing together. Tyler wished he could stay there forever, rather than going to school. At school, trouble was waiting for him.

         Far more trouble than he knew.

      

   


   
      
         
            AN INTERGALACTIC WALK TO SCHOOL
      

         

         As the brothers walked through the kitchen, a man on the radio said:

         
            ‘Our top story today is the strange lights seen over several areas of the county last night. Our guest, astronomist Peter Ladley, says it was most likely meteor activity.
      

            However, conspiracy callers hav — ’
      

         

         Tyler turned off the radio as they passed. ‘Peter Ladley is wrong,’ Levi said.

         ‘Meteors don’t move like that.’

         ‘Like what?’ asked Tyler, confused.

         But Levi had already picked up his school bag and left through the front door. Tyler followed his brother out.

         ‘Meteors don’t move like what?’ he asked again, as he caught up to Levi.

         ‘I saw those lights last night. They were turning in the sky. Meteors just move straight,’ said Levi.

         ‘I knew you got up to stargaze!’ They were on their way to Morfield Primary School, which wasn’t far from their house. Morfield was a small town, where you were never more than ten minutes from the countryside. There was lots of green grass, and trees, and flowerbeds.

         ‘Did you   Earth-like planets in our galaxy?’ said Levi.

         ‘What’s an Earth-like planet?’ Tyler asked. Levi liked to be asked questions about his facts.

         ‘Planets that are a similar size to ours, that have water on them. They’re the planets scientists think are most likely to have life.’

         That caught Tyler’s attention. ‘Aliens?’ asked Tyler. ‘Are you talking about aliens?’

         ‘Yes. They might come from a planet that looks a lot like Earth.’

         They arrived at Morfield Primary. Tyler was disappointed that they were there already. He wanted to hear more about aliens. He walked Levi into the school’s reception. They were late, so the other pupils were already in form time. The only person around was the receptionist, Mrs Summersby. She waved them over to her.

         Mrs Summersby was a plump lady with rosy cheeks, who always wore brightly coloured dresses. Tyler knew her from when he was in primary school, which felt like ages ago now, even though really it had only been a few months.

         ‘Aren’t you the best big brother, Tyler!’ Mrs Summersby exclaimed. ‘Bringing Levi into school every day.’

         ‘He’s the best big brother,’ confirmed Levi, with a grin on his face. Everyone liked Mrs Summersby.

         ‘Levi can wait with me for his teaching assistant,’ said Mrs Summersby. ‘You hurry along now, Tyler. You need to get to school yourself.’

         Tyler nodded. As he left, he looked back longingly over his shoulder to where Levi was chatting to Mrs Summersby. He’d rather have stayed there.

          
      

         Everything had changed since he’d moved up into Year 7 at Morfield Secondary School. At primary school, everyone had known that Tyler looked after his family. They’d understood why Tyler was sometimes late and hadn’t made a big deal out of it. At secondary school, there were too many pupils with too many families.

         It felt like none of the teachers wanted to hear about Levi and Mum.

         Plus, at primary school he’d actually had mates. Now everyone else had split off into their own groups, and he spent breaks and lunches alone. He thought it was probably because he wasn’t usually able to hang out after school, so they all became closer friends while he wasn’t around.

         Tyler checked his watch. It was past nine o’clock. Registration was over and the first lesson of the day would have started. Despite this, he dragged his feet on the pavement. What was the point in rushing when he was too late to avoid being told off? And when no one would talk to him all day in lessons and breaks?

         Eventually, Tyler reached the tall steps with the metal railing that led up to Morfield Secondary School. Sure enough, The One Who Doesn’t Understand was waiting at the top.

      

   


   
      
         
            THE ONE WHO DOESN’T UNDERSTAND
      

         

         The One Who Doesn’t Understand’s real name was Miss Penn. She was the head of Year 7, which meant she was supposed to help pupils get used to secondary school. All Tyler ever saw her do was tell them off.

         She was very neat. Her black hair was tied in a perfect bun. Her shirt was perfectly white and perfectly tucked in.

         Her trousers were perfectly ironed, and her shoes were perfectly shiny.

         The perfectness of Miss Penn’s clothes made Tyler feel messy. His shirt was baggy and untucked at one side, and his trousers were creased. There was a blue ink stain on his tie that hadn’t come out in the wash.

         ‘Late again,’ said Miss Penn. ‘Yes, Miss,’ said Tyler.

         Miss Penn had a way of looking at Tyler that he hated. She looked at him like he was a problem to be solved. She was looking at him like that now.

         ‘Oh dear, Tyler. You did say you were going to try harder,’ said Miss Penn.

         Miss Penn sighed. Tyler didn’t like the way she sighed either. She always sighed like seeing Tyler ruined her day.

         ‘You were warned of what would happen. That’s an after-school detention today,’ said Miss Penn.

         ‘No!’ shouted Tyler. ‘I can’t have an after-school detention! I have to pick up Levi!’

         Miss Penn gave him another look. ‘It’s not one rule for you and one rule for everyone else. I’ll see you at half past three in my office.’

         Tyler always walked Levi home from school. It was one of Levi’s important routines. When things changed, it was like a thousand alarm bells went off in his little brother’s head, making him feel awful.

         If Tyler wasn’t in Morfield Primary’s reception at the end of the day, Levi would get completely overwhelmed. He’d shout and throw things and cry. Even if Mum was able to collect him instead, Levi would still find it really difficult that things hadn’t gone according to plan.

         If Mum couldn’t do it, she’d have to call the primary school and tell them to look after Levi until Tyler was done with detention. The whole time his little brother would be feeling absolutely awful. This was bad. This was very bad.
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