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I make my way quickly through the drizzle, hunched forward against the wind. I’m heading towards a sky-high block that soars over the smallest, most bog-standard park you ever saw. The building has ninety-four buzzers and I need to get to number 82, all the way up on the eighth floor. I whoosh up in the lift and walk to the door at the furthest end of the corridor and let myself in. Dumping my bag in the hall, I head to the reception area. Time to go over my caseload.


I bring up my files on the computer with a few clicks, starting, as usual, with the animal who is in the most critical condition. Yesterday, several people called in to report a sighting of a small dog bolting around the woods, apparently alone and terrified. So of course, I jumped into our rescue vehicle and raced out there as quickly as I could, which is important, because when you have a location for a lost animal, it can take just minutes for it to move a distance from the last place it was seen. You’d be surprised how much ground even a tiniest, bug-eyed lapdog can travel when it’s running scared. Trust me.


It took me hours to find her. So long, in fact, I was almost sure she must have done exactly that ‒ got spooked by people trying to catch her and run far, far away. In the end it was lucky that another walker’s Labrador (Name: Bones; Description: black with slightly greying muzzle, absolutely adorable despite struggling majorly in the recall department) had caught her scent and tried to chase her, most likely deciding she was tiny enough to play the role of a squirrel (it happens). The chase drew her out of her hiding place long enough for me to spot her, and in the end she seemed so exhausted by the Labrador hunt that I managed to catch up and lure her to me by crouching low, avoiding eye contact and offering out the stinkiest, most irresistible treat in my rescue kit: a dried sardine. Shiny and stiff, head and glassy eye still intact. Yuuum.


As she snaffled it from my palm, I saw up close what a bad way she was in. I could tell immediately she was a Shih Tzu. They’re long-haired dogs, with fur that never stops growing. If you don’t brush and cut it properly, they literally become little yetis. This Shih Tzu’s coat was matted from head to toe, the fur fused together so that you couldn’t run a single finger through it. Underneath it all, I could just about make out two tired, frightened eyes. I waited until her anxious panting slowed and she started to sniff at me a little, before scooping her up and driving her back to the centre as quickly as I could. I was focused on settling her in – building trust, and getting some food and water in her.


But today, we’re gonna need to lose the hair.


I brace myself and head to the temporary accommodation – a ward of cages where we house both dogs and cats. The cages are large and clean, each with a comfy basket and fresh water inside, but still, it’s not ideal for any animal to be here longer than they need to be. Later, I’ll call around all our regular volunteers and see if anyone can foster or even adopt the ones who have been here the longest.


Excited whines and pawing start as soon as I walk in. ‘Hey, guys,’ I say, ‘how’s everyone doing today? Don’t worry, you’ll all get some cuddles and walks soon.’ I always try to make sure every animal gets some daily individual attention. Even Mr Bojangles, the grumpiest, scratchiest cat (we’re working on it).


I approach the Shih Tzu’s cage slowly, introducing myself again before lifting her out and carrying her to a back room. ‘Don’t worry, girl,’ I keep repeating. ‘We’re going to get you fixed up. It’s going to be OK.’


I get her set up on the table and start to snip through the forest of filthy, clumped hair using clean, sharp scissors and talking to her as I go. She yelps a bit at first, but soon calms down once she realises that I really do mean her no harm. ‘Good, girl,’ I whisper into her neck. ‘What a good girl you are.’


We’re almost done, and I can hear Grogu, a large German shepherd, barking with excitement next door in his kennel. He’s a clever boy, and he always knows when it’s almost time for his walk. I sigh, running my hands through my hair in the same way Dad does. ‘There are never enough hours in the day …’ I mumble. That’s something Mum says. The Shih Tzu in front of me stretches up as much as she can and gives me a tiny lick, right on my nose. Then the phone pings and I stop what I’m doing to see if it’s about an urgent incoming arrival.


But it’s just a text from Mum:


April, Dad and I will be back from the hospital in 15 mins. Picking T up from the station too. There’s that lasagne in the freezer. Can you put it in the microwave for us and set the table? Thanks! Xx


I sigh and look back at my Shih Tzu patient to see how she’s doing.


But the thing is, she’s not a Shi Tzu any more. Or not a real one, at least. She’s just a stuffed toy dog with still glassy eyes. The ‘woods’ I discovered her in is really the park opposite our house where I hid her yesterday so I could find her today. Yesterday, back when this toy still had long luscious locks.


Now, she’s missing large sections of fur and looks kind of … wonky. Some fake fluffy toy hair is still swirling in the air, but mostly it seems to have settled inside every single wooden groove on the table top. I realise I need to get everything tidied away as quickly as possible. Mum hates mess. She also doesn’t love it when I cut up my toys. Yikes.


To make clearing up less boring, I try to pretend again that I’m sweeping up real dog hair, and after that, that I’m putting away actual animal files in reception (OK fine, our family computer). But as I press the big red button in the corner of the screen and close what is really just a fairly chaotic Microsoft Word document, I know it’s definitely too late. The moment’s passed.


It’s getting harder and harder for me to believe in my animal rescue, which I know I’m about five years too old for anyway. Having Mum and Dad bring me back bandages from the hospital where they work as doctors helps (although they can’t bring too many, since apparently there are humans who need them more), but it just doesn’t feel the same lately.


I head back into the kitchen. Mum’s text reminded me how hungry I am. I pop the lasagne in the microwave and watch it spin.
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I’m just finishing laying the table when I hear the twist of keys in the front door. ‘Hello-ohhh!’ call three voices from the hallway. My mum, dad and Thomas. I take a moment to enjoy the sound of their voices all mixed up. It’s funny, because I never used to stop and notice how nice it is when we’re all together, but now that Thomas is away a lot of the time working as a volunteer medic, I really, really do.


Thomas is my big brother. He’s actually a whole ten years older than me. Apparently, my parents did try to have more children soon after him so he could have a younger brother or sister, but it wasn’t happening. So eventually they just stopped worrying about it. And then, zing! Almost a decade later, there I was. Late. As usual.


‘Hey!’ I call back. ‘I’m in here! Just plating up!’ I stand at the counter, spooning lasagne out of the Tupperware box and on to the four plates I’ve lined up, concentrating on not splattering tomato sauce all over the walls. I know how Mum hates that. The three of them bundle into the kitchen.


‘Oh! You didn’t need to serve it up too!’ says Mum, patting me absent-mindedly on the head. I can see her eyes sweeping the room, doing a quick assessment of how much damage I’ve been able to do (and for once, I don’t think I have – phew!). ‘And a jug of water on the table too! With ice!’ she murmurs, sounding both surprised I remembered the ice, and concerned that I’ve been handling a glass item unattended.


‘Mum, I’m twelve years old,’ I remind her, trying to keep the annoyance out of my voice. ‘More than capable of putting some food on plates.’


‘Oh to be twelve!’ cries Thomas, in a pretend sad sing-song voice. ‘There was no respect for youth when I was young, and now that I am old, there is no respect for age, I missed it coming and going.’


(He does this. Talks like he’s in a play, repeating word for word what other clever people have said.)


‘Thomas,’ I say. ‘Can you cram it? You are literally twenty-two. You’re not old.’


‘Oh, but he’s an old soul,’ sighs Mum, in a voice that sounds like being an old soul might just be the loveliest thing in the world. On either side of me, various arms are snaking around me, as Dad, Thomas and Mum grab their steaming plates and take them over to the table.


As I turn round with my own plate I notice Mum rearranging my table laying. I must have put the knives and forks the wrong way round (knives are supposed to go on the right, which I try and remember by telling myself that right kind of rhymes with knife, but that’s actually not all that helpful when the issue is that left and right both look the same to you).


I roll my eyes but don’t say anything. I don’t think she can help it, to be honest. Making things perfect just seems to be like a reflex for her. She fixes the mess I create without thinking. I scrape my chair out and sit down next to Dad.


‘How was your day, sweetie?’ he asks me. ‘What have you been up to?’


‘Ummm, good!’ I reply. ‘Just, you know, getting stuff ready to go back to school.’


I don’t mention Animal Rescue. It’s not like they don’t know – my constant demands for them to bring me hospital supplies are kind of a giveaway. Not to mention the rows of cardboard boxes in my bedroom lined with old clothes and little plastic cups of water. Inside each one sits one of my stuffed animals. So, yeah – if I said that’s what I’d been doing, I know they’d ask me about it and let me go on and on about the many miracles I’d performed. Thomas would probably even offer to play it with me after dinner. But there’s just something, oh, I don’t know, the tiniest bit embarrassing about talking about your pretend animal rescue when both your parents have been saving real lives in an actual hospital all day, and your brother’s boarding a plane in the morning to go and do the same thing.


‘Anything interesting on the wards today?’ asks Thomas, turning to Mum and Dad.


‘Well,’ says Mum, ‘since you ask, let me get your thoughts on this. I saw a patient today who had transferred down from West Cumberland late last night. Apparently he’d been out wandering in the fields, where a passer-by found him collapsed. He couldn’t remember anything about the last few days, but a CAT scan showed a subarachnoid haemorrhage localised to the cerebral convexities alone. So. What caused it?’


My mum’s a neurosurgeon, by the way. Neurosurgeons treat conditions that affect your nervous system – your brain, spine and nerves. Mum focuses on brain surgery. I know enough from spending hours listening to endless conversations like these over the years that a subarachnoid haemorrhage is basically a bleed on the brain – but beyond that, I’m totally lost.


‘Ooh,’ says Thomas. ‘I’m not sure. I guess it could be … posterior reversible encephalopathy syndrome?’


‘Or cerebral venous thrombosis!’ calls out Dad.


I stare at them nodding and babbling along with each other. Using words I don’t know that float above my head like those giant bubbles that street entertainers blow. I know I’ll miss Thomas more than anything when he goes tomorrow, but I won’t miss this … feeling like all the family smarts had been used up by the time I finally got round to pitching up.


I stuff the cheesiest, gooiest forkful of lasagne into my mouth, trying to push the thought away. I get my phone out under the table to text Ben, my best friend in the whole world. Ben is actually incredibly clever also (I swear, I must be like a genius magnet or something), but one of the things I love about him is that he never rubs it in my face.


WANNA HANG 2MORROW? I text.


DROPPIN THOMAS AT AIRPORT BUT


FREE AFTER THAT


Immediately, the three little dots of typing, typing, typing show up.


You bet. Shall I bring Bumble?


Bumble is Ben’s dog. She is brilliant and loving and I so wish I had a dog like her. I can’t have my own pet because my parents say it’s too much responsibility and none of us are home enough. Also, Mum’s always saying how allergic she is to both dogs and cats (very suspicious, since she always seems fine with Bumble). But, trust me, when I’m older I’m going to run a dog and cat shelter and I will take in literally any animal who needs a roof.


Whenever I used to say this, Mum would drop really unsubtle hints like, ‘Maybe you could train to be a vet?’, never listening when I told her that I’m way more interested in hands-on rescuing and day-to-day animal care. She’s stopped saying things like that now. Probably because she knows from my grades that there is a zero per cent chance of me ever studying medicine. Anyway, Ben knows how much I love Bumble and brings her round whenever he can.


YES!!! I reply.


CAN’T WAIT 2 C U!!!
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Heathrow Airport is heaving with people – couples in flipflops and sunhats who must be going somewhere far away from this cold January morning; a tour group following a leader with a French flag on a pole; bored kids riding suitcases on trolleys, staring at iPads. I look at them enviously – I wish I was going away somewhere. The only place I’m going is back to school. Tomorrow. Great.


Mum and Dad organised their shifts so that we could all drive Thomas here together. We had to get up EXTREMELY early, so I was in total zombie mode as I pulled on my standard outfit – what Ben always calls my ‘uniform’. My ‘uniform’ is an oversized black T-shirt dress, a leather jacket with silver studs on the shoulders, leggings and chunky Doc Martens. As always, the only colour on me is my cherry-red hair, which I dye every few weeks. I’ve been doing it for almost a year now, but Mum’s only just chilled out about it – the first few times I had to do it secretly when she was out of the house, and there was always a screaming match afterwards. Mainly because my hair is so dark that in order to get the shade of red I want, I have to bleach it first, and she had zero confidence that I wouldn’t ‘fry my eyes out of their sockets’ (the medical term, apparently).


Anyway, we get here so early that Thomas’s check-in line is one of the few without a long queue. (Mum and Dad are very funny about getting to airports hours and hours before you need to. If Mum had her way, we’d probably all camp out here the night before with flasks of soup.)


Thomas flashes his passport and ticket to a man behind a desk, and chucks his giant backpack on to the moving bag treadmill that zooms off into the void. It’s not something he can ever do without looking at me and cracking a smile, because he always remembers the time we flew to India to visit my Uncle Nikel, and I kept looking out of the plane window to see if I could see our suitcases. When Thomas asked what I was doing, I told him all about how I thought the bag treadmills ran out from under the check-in desks and connected with airports all over the world. I imagined their belts snaking through cities and over mountains and seas underneath all different flight paths, millions of suitcases trundling along below us …


Thomas laughed so much he actually cried. I’d never seen anyone do that before. Then I was pretty embarrassed, but he told me not to be. ‘It’s a beautiful idea,’ he said. ‘The most beautiful, impractical idea in the world.’ I had to ask him what impractical meant. Apparently, it means ‘not sensible or realistic’. In fact, it turns out, I’m pretty impractical.


After Thomas is all checked in he says he wants to get a book, so we head to the bookshop that’s just before the security bit.


Dad goes straight to the thriller section, Mum and Thomas to non-fiction. And me … well, I just loiter somewhere in the middle.


I always get a bit edgy in a room full of books, because I don’t exactly enjoy them. Well, actually, I used to. When I was younger, I loved books that had loads of big, colourful pictures splashed across the pages, and Mum, Dad or Thomas would read them to me. But then the pictures started to fade. They went from being on every page, to every other page, to only at the end of chapters … to not at all. And it was harder to know what was going on. The sentences got so long that by the time I got to the end of one I’d have forgotten to hold in my head what was in the first half of it, and then the writing got smaller and smaller and smaller – so it just wiggled all across the page in a big letter soup and I needed a ruler to follow the lines.


You can get comics and graphic novels in the shop, and I know Ben loves them, so I did give them a go a few months ago. But to be honest, I found it tricky to follow the order of the boxes and the speech bubbles. And then Mum made a comment about them being a bit of a waste of time … So I’ve avoided them since. I guess I’m just not much of a reader. Mum and Dad did offer to carry on reading to me whenever they were around, but that felt a bit babyish. No one else in my class seems to need things to be read to them.


I sigh, and head to the snack aisle. At least sweets never let you down.


*


We leave fifteen minutes later, Thomas with three books for the plane stashed under his arm (he’ll probably finish them all by the time he lands, no joke), and Mum with a book the size of a brick called How Not To Die (you’d have thought she might have mastered the basics of this given her line of work). Dad is empty handed because he got it down to a final five and then couldn’t make a decision between them. I’ve got a bag of Skittles for the car ride back. I wanted the Skittles for now and a Twix for later, but knew I’d only be allowed one, so I put the Twix back.


Mum sees on the board that Thomas’s departure gate is showing, and no matter how much we try to tell her to chill, nothing is going to get in the way of her ushering us over to security. Thomas gives us each a huge hug goodbye, and joins the back of the queue. People around him are patting themselves down, looking for loose coins and forgotten bits of metal, and shoving little bottles of things into clear plastic bags. But Thomas is calm, his preparation done hours ago (he has a coin purse and a special clear washbag that’s just for travelling). He stands, waving at us and blowing kisses, until the queue bends round two big double doors, and we can’t seem him any more.


It’s not until we step out of the terminal and back into the cold that I put my hands in my jacket pockets and pull out a Twix. I realise Thomas must have seen me put it back and then gone and got it for me. He must have snuck it into my pocket while hugging me goodbye. I feel a lump in my throat, bobbing around like a boiled egg swallowed whole. I miss him already.
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I’m glad Ben and Bumble are coming over this afternoon, because that’s sure to keep me from thinking about how long it’s going to be before I see Thomas again. It’s hard to feel anything but happy when Bumble is around. And Ben too, obvs (he’d kill me if he thought I was actually more excited about seeing Bumble than him, and I’m not, really. It’s just. DOGS).


Ben rings the buzzer to our block bang on three o’clock. I’ve been lying on my tummy across the fluffy rug in the sitting room, inventing and sketching animal hybrids in my pad. I stand and buzz him up, staring at my drawings to kill the forty-five seconds it’s going to take him to come up to our floor in the lift. I decide my favourites are the gat – giraffe with cat’s head – and the murtle – mouse with turtle’s shell. The shork – horse with a shark’s head and fins – is really going to need some work.


Ben doesn’t even have to knock on the door because I hear Bumble bounding down the communal hallway and yelping with excitement. I know she likes coming to see us because I always give her so much attention (or spoil her rotten, as Ben says).


I open our front door and there they are. Bumble dives between Ben and me before either of us can even get a ‘hello’ out, jumping up to give my face a massive lick. When she stands on her hind legs, she’s so tall her legs can rest on my shoulders, and it’s like being given a hug by a bear. ‘Hey, guys!’ I say, trying to breathe between Bumble’s licks and my own laughter.


They follow me into the sitting room. It’s funny because I never really noticed the inside of our home or thought it was particularly cool until the first time Ben ever came over. But he took one look at the wall-to-wall bookcases, and the prints, paintings and family photos that hang at all heights in every kind of frame you can think of – from standard blacks and golds to shiny leopard print, and wood painted lemon yellow – and uttered a low, ‘Whoaaa.’ Then he flopped on his back on our orange crushed-velvet sofa, pointed at Dad’s record player and said, ‘I’ve never seen one of those in the wild.’


It should be too much, but somehow it isn’t – even Dad’s multiple crucifixes seem to fit right in. Mum’s managed to space everything out so it works, and even though there is a lot of stuff in our flat, it somehow never really feels like it. According to Mum, it is curated – which means intentionally chosen and presented. I think wherever I live when I’m older will probably be similar, just a little less curated.


Anyway, whenever Ben comes over he gets distracted by everything, and it’s always a bit like I’m seeing the place for the first time. He literally thinks it’s the best space ever and would probably move in if he could. Cue our usual battle: Ben wants to stay here and watch TV, and I want to go to the park and walk Bumble.


‘Pleeeeease?!’ I beg.


‘But there’s nothing to dooooo in the park!’ he groans.


‘How can you say that?! We’ve got a dog to walk!’


Ben laughs. ‘Dogs are amazing, but I promise you, if you had one you’d get bored of the whole walking them thing. You know, Kyle and I are always arguing about who’s going to take Bumble out.’


‘Nah!’ I laugh, clutching my chest and pretending to be totally shocked (although actually, I do find it quite shocking). ‘No way. I promise you I would never.’


Ben still doesn’t look sure. He’s eyes wander over longingly to our TV. I need to play my trump card before I lose him:


‘Plus, I don’t have a dog, do I? That’s the whole point!’ I make my saddest puppy eyes at him. ‘Aaand, I’ll use my pocket money to buy you a cola Calippo at the corner shop!’ (His favourite.)


He shrugs and caves. Since most corner shops have a very poor selection of ice lollies in January, I think Ben probably suspects that the cola Calippo is a fantasy, and he’s only agreeing because he knows that I’m in need of cheering up over Thomas leaving. He puts his shoes back on and jangles Bumble’s lead by the door with no more complaints.
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To be fair to Ben, when we do get over the road to the park, nothing much is happening. We take Bumble on a loop, and as soon as we’re far away enough from the road I unclip her lead and toss a stick for her, over and over. We walk via the playground, where there are some older-looking kids (probably around Ben’s brother Kyle’s age) hanging around on the climbing frame, eating crisps and drinking Red Bull. I kind of thought Ben and I might sit on the swings while Bumble wreaked some havoc in the sandpit, but obviously we’re not going to with them there. And I know it’s a bit rich for me to talk about how they’re clearly too old to be dominating the play area when we probably are too, and that sandpits aren’t meant for dogs, but still.


We make a second loop, then a third, but when even Bumble loses interest in her stick, it’s my turn to admit defeat and ask if Ben wants his Calippo now. Ben looks relieved. ‘I thought you’d never ask!’ he grins.


As we’re winding our way out of the park’s iron gates, I see a movement behind a row of bins belonging to the house opposite, and a noise that sounds like bottles falling on top of one another. ‘Wait,’ I say, interrupting the totally unasked-for review Ben is giving me of the new Dalek design in the latest Doctor Who episode. I stick my arm out in front of him to stop him and Bumble moving any further forward.


‘I think there’s a cat behind those bins,’ I whisper. Ben nods, understanding that I want to get closer and have a proper look. A few seconds pass, and I’m pretty sure I see a flash of tabby fur behind the brown bin for old food.


I like to keep a note of all the cats I see living near me, along with a drawing of them and a name either the one on their collar, or the one I give them if they don’t have a collar – in my cat-book (like scrapbook – get it?). Keeping a log helps me feel like a proper animal rescuer. Not that any of the cats around here need rescuing, but at least if one did go missing, I’d be the first to notice. I’ve got three tabbies on my files at the moment: Piggle, from the Bolaji family who live on the third floor of our block; Katya, who lives down the road and belongs to Mr Wright; and Twister, whose owner I don’t know. I don’t really know her name either, because her collar only has a phone number on it. But I called her Twister because she loves to wind around your legs. Anyway. I’m keen to cross the road and see if this cat is Piggle, Katya or Twister. (I doubt it’s Katya because she’s a very elegant cat and probably wouldn’t be caught dead going through bins. Wouldn’t put it past Piggle though.)


‘Stay here,’ I say. ‘I don’t want Bumble to spook it.’


I cross the road as silently as possible, poke my head behind the bins, and …


And I was right! Well, sort of. There is a tabby cat beneath me, scrounging around in the brown food bin. But she’s definitely not one I recognise. Her back is arching – she seems frightened to see me so close. I step back slowly, not wanting to scare her. She’s pretty skinny, and her fur is thinning in places.


‘Hey, puss,’ I say gently, looking at the ground to be less confrontational. ‘Where did you come from then? Are you OK?’


She’s staring up at me with wide, scared eyes, but after a few seconds, the arch of her back lessens slightly. Until …


‘Woof!’ barks Bumble from across the road at me. ‘Woof! Woof!’


Oh man. Bumble doesn’t like it when she doesn’t have my full attention. She always wants to play.


‘Bumble! Bumble! Quiet!’ Ben is trying to get her to calm down. But of course it’s too late. Whoosh! Tabby cat races off, faster than you can blink. I turn around and Ben’s looking at me sheepishly. ‘Sorry,’ he shrugs. ‘You know what she’s like.’


I sigh. Dogs are the best. But a dog is a dog is a dog. I cross the road and walk back over to them. ‘What did you see?’ asks Ben.


‘A tabby cat,’ I say slowly. ‘But not one I know. She looked hungry – I think she was going through the bins for food.’


‘Hey,’ he replies, ‘she might not have been. She might just be … exploring!’


But I know what a hungry cat looks like, and I’m pretty sure this one ticked the box. My mind is racing. Is she a stray? I wish I could have made her understand that I was just trying to see if she was OK.


‘I’m not sure,’ I say. ‘I’ve definitely never seen her before …’


I’m going to have to keep my eyes peeled and hope I find her again. As soon as possible.


Now Bumble looks up at me sadly, like she’s done something wrong. Her tail gives a single sad thump on the pavement. I give her head a good scratch. ‘Come on, let’s keep going,’ I sigh. ‘I’ll look out for her on the way to school tomorrow. Anyway, Ben – I still owe you a cola Calippo.’


‘Oh yes,’ he grins. ‘Yes, you do.’
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BRAAAAAP! BRAAAAAP! My phone is playing sirens by my head to tell me it’s time to wake up for school (I have to choose the siren alert because I sleep through literally every other alarm option. If I choose a nice melody one, my sleep-deprived brain tries to trick me by feeding it into my dream as some kind of weird instrumental. I literally start dancing in my dream rather than WAKING UP FOR SCHOOL).


I rub my eyes so hard I see ultra-violet squares and spirals whizzing. I am not a morning person, and being able to sleep in over the Christmas holidays hasn’t helped. I was in the middle of a weird and very vivid dream where Ben and I were soaring through space on a rocket that was actually a cola Calippo with fire blasting out from the back (in case you’re wondering, the corner shop didn’t have one. Ben took it like a champ).


‘April!’ I can hear Mum calling up the stairs. ‘I’ve got to go to work! Are you up? There’s cereal out on the table for you! Have a good day!’


‘Yeah!’ I call back, trying to sound more awake than I feel. ‘See you later!’ I traipse over to my cupboard and pull my uniform on like a robot before quickly glancing in the mirror. I look the same as I always look: browner than my mum, whiter than my dad; not tall, not short; red hair still the best decision I’ve ever made.


I grab my phone from my desk, about to shove it in the pocket of my school skirt, when I see I have one message from Ben:


EARTH TO APRIL! Are you awake?! See you soon!


Clearly no one thinks I’m able to wake up on my own. But still, I smile. Ben really is the best thing about school. We met last year when he joined Hilltown Secondary in Year Eight. I’d been at Hilltown Junior School since Reception, before he got here, and honestly, I don’t really know how I made it through without him. Even though it was only Lauren, Aliya and Michelle (AKA, The Squad) who made my life difficult, I’d never really found anyone I properly clicked with.


Basically, I was a bit of a loner.


And I thought I was fine with that, really. But then along came Ben, and even though we are different in lots of ways, it was like we were destined to be best friends. I text back:


HELLO HELLO HELLO
PREPAR URSELF FOR THE
AMAZING, THE INCREDBLE APRIL
WILL I CATCH THE BUS IN
TIME? WILL THE BUS EVN
COME? WHO CAN SAY! STAY 
TUUUUNED


April, stop texting me and leave the house.


I sigh and take a look around my room. Every inch of wall space is covered with all the things I love. The ticket stubs from any film I’ve ever seen, and from any place I’ve ever been. The drawings I’ve done that I especially love. The dogs, cats, exotic birds and fish I’ve cut out of animal and wildlife magazines and collaged on to the walls. And of course, my now pretty faded postcard of good old St Francis of Assisi, the patron saint of animals. Mum and Dad sent me it the only time I ever remember them going away on holiday without me. (Yes, they went on a group tour with other people from their church to look at, you guessed it, even more churches.)


I love my room. I feel so safe here. I don’t really want to leave. I wish I had just a few more days before it was time to go back to school …


OMW!! I text Ben.










[image: Chapter 7]



A miracle! A miracle! The bus came when it was supposed to! And I got a seat at the front on the top deck – my absolute favourite spot. When I was little, me and Dad used to come up here and play a game we called ‘Driving the bus’. It’s an excellent lookout position to scout for the tabby cat from yesterday too – but unfortunately, I don’t see a whisker of her. Even if I did, I’m not sure what I’d do. Jump off the bus and try and chase her down? Being late for school on the first day back wouldn’t be the best start, even if I do have a reputation for it. I sigh. Hopefully I’ll see her on the way home.


Once I get to school, I power-walk across the playground and burst into the classroom, determined to take my seat before Mr Montague can call the first name of the register.


After Ben, Mr M is the second-best thing about school. He’s a Star Trek-loving, crazy-tie-wearing legend. He’s funny and kind and always does the best to make sure lessons aren’t boring. Plus, he supported Ben all through last term when he needed to go to therapy – Ben has OCD, which stands for obsessive compulsive disorder. It means that his brain often gets full of nasty sticky thoughts about bad things that might happen, and he feels like it’s his responsibility to stop them. For instance, he has lots of obsessions about the number four, and thinks that if he doesn’t do something four times then something awful will happen to his family.


Well, he used to. Now Ben’s getting much better because he is Challenging The Bully In His Brain. Like he never used to wear red in case it made his mum and dad angry at each other, or blue in case it made everyone sad. And now he wears those colours pretty often.


Mr M was pretty great at checking in with Ben and making sure no one gave him a hard time. So great that it made me feel like I could talk to him about my dyspraxia. In case you don’t know, dyspraxia is a condition that affects your movement and coordination. It affects everyone differently, but if you are dyspraxic, you’ll probably seem quite clumsy, and struggle with carrying out movements that other people find easy. It can be hard to really organise yourself and your thoughts. You might lose things a lot, or find it hard to get to places on time ‒ or even find where they are. Presenting stuff neatly and making your handwriting readable can also be really, REALLY hard. You might notice that when other people in your class solve problems in lessons they seem to go from A to B, whereas your brain takes a trip via C, D and elephant.


Mum and Dad realised I was probably dyspraxic when I was little, because I didn’t learn to crawl like other children. Apparently, I just dragged myself from place to place on my butt and got reeeaaally muddy (which must have driven Mum mad, since she always dressed me in the daintiest, frilliest outfits). Then, when I didn’t learn to walk by myself, we had to go and see a specialist, and I had to have some physiotherapy at Great Ormond Street Hospital (which is a special children’s hospital in London) to help with my balance, coordination and muscle strength.


I’ve always been a bit embarrassed about my dyspraxia and don’t really like talking about it. But I’d already told Ben, and I knew Mr M probably knew anyway, since if you have a learning difficulty it gets added to your school file. So when I saw how great he was with Ben, I decided to drop it into conversation with him one break time. And guess what? Mr M didn’t bat an eyelid. He just told me his brother was dyspraxic too, and that if there was ever anything he could do to help, I should ask him and he’d do whatever he could.


‘Goooood morning, April!’ he calls now from the front of the room, just as the 9 a.m. bell that rings through the whole school starts to go. This clanging means it’s time to Get Down To Learning (Mr M’s words, not mine, sometimes accompanied by a little fist-pumping dance).


‘Good morning!’ I grin back at him, about to plonk myself down next to Ben. But then I remember: at the end of last term, Mr M rearranged all of our desks – he said we all needed to ‘branch out’, ‘meet people halfway’ and ‘make connections across friendship groups’. This means Ben is now next to Rachel, which is fine for him because they both love maths and actually enjoy talking about it and working things out together – usually the sums in the ‘Challenge! So you think you’re brainy? Can you do this one?’ extra-hard section at the end of our worksheets.


But I’m next to Aliya. Which was a bold, some might even say RECKLESS, choice from Mr Montague, because we have so little in common we might as well be different species. If it was any other teacher who had done this, I would think they’d lost their mind. Aliya is a popular, deputy in command only to Lauren, and the majority of her brain space seems to be occupied with figuring out how she can remind everyone around her how much better she is than them, every minute of the day. Great.


Ben catches my eye as I make my way towards my new desk. Then he paws at his face like he’s cosplaying a cat. Oh. Wait. He is cosplaying a cat. When he raises his eyebrows and shrugs at me, I realise what he’s trying to ask: ‘Did you see the tabby?’ I shake my head at him, pleased he remembered, and slide in next to Aliya.


‘Hi,’ I mumble. She doesn’t reply. She’s too busy trying to get Lauren’s attention on the other side of the room. Or she just didn’t hear me, which is very possible too since everyone’s talking over each other and ignoring Mr M welcoming us back.
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