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Chapter 1

My mum is the luckiest person in the world.

She said so on her birthday last week. Her special thirtieth birthday. We made her Queen for the Day and put on a surprise Royal Variety Show for her in the church hall. Everybody came.

There were more than 200 people in the audience, mostly from our school. Even Mrs Dunnet (our headteacher), Mrs Shoutalot (my teacher), Miss Pocock (V’s teacher), and Mr McGibbon (Stanley’s teacher) plus his wife and kids came to watch. Everyone in our family was in the show except Mum, Dad and baby Will.

It was fun.

‘I never knew I had such a talented family!’ said Mum.

She’s right, we are talented! But that’s another story.

Now the Royal Variety Show is over, everything’s gone a bit flat and boring. And crowded.

It’s always crowded in our house. That’s because there are nine of us in our family: Mum, Dad, my big brother Dontie, me, my sister V, my little brother Stanley, my little sister Anika, my baby brother Will, and Jellico the dog. Our ages range from thirty-two years to six weeks.

My name’s Mattie and I’m nine.

Since Will arrived on Christmas Day our house feels like it’s bursting at the seams. Will takes up a lot of room for a little baby.

Actually, it’s not him, it’s his stuff. We can’t see the telly because his pram’s in the way. And now V, Anika and I are packed like sardines into one bedroom, Mum, Dad and Will are squashed like tomatoes in another, and Dontie and Stanley are squeezed like toothpaste onto a single bed in the tiny third bedroom.

V says, ‘This house is stunting my growth.’

Dontie says, ‘This house is stunting my intellectual development.’ This is because he wants his own computer in his room but Mum says ‘No, and anyway, there’s nowhere to put it.’

Grandma says, ‘There’s no room to swing a cat in here,’ which is something she says quite a lot.

Mum says, ‘It’s a tight squeeze’.

Uncle Vez says, ‘Stop moaning, the lot of you. When I was a youngster we slept ten to a bed and it didn’t do us any harm.’ But I think he’s fibbing.

Uncle Vez is Mum’s foster father. He’s very old and looks like a garden gnome.

Grandma and Granddad are Dad’s mum and dad. They’re nearly as old as Uncle Vez.

Uncle Vez and Grandma and Granddad spend a lot of time in our house. Today the only one who’s missing is Dad, and he’s not far away. He’s out in the shed, painting a picture.
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It’s Saturday afternoon and Grandma’s come over to help, but somehow she’s making things worse. She’s got the ironing board out and is tackling a jumble of school uniform with an angry, spitting iron. Anika and Jellico streak past, get tangled in the lead and pull it out of the socket. The iron topples over and Mum grabs it before it hits Stanley who is lying on the floor reading.

‘Ouch! That’s hot!’ she says and slams down the iron. The pile of newly-pressed clothes topples onto the floor.

Mum’s had enough.

‘I know Grandma means well,’ she hisses, holding her hand under the cold tap. She sounds like the fizzing iron. ‘But she just gets in the way. Hasn’t she got a home to go to?’

I’ve noticed Mum gets a bit short-tempered when she’s feeling crowded. And our house is fit to bursting at the moment because it’s the middle of winter and the weather’s bad and we can’t go out to play.

It’s not Grandma’s fault. We’re all the same. We keep tripping over each other and stepping on Jellico and sitting on baby Will and breaking things every time we turn around.

The kitchen is hot and steamy and there’s washing hanging everywhere. Last night I came downstairs for a drink in the middle of the night and screamed with fright, waking everyone up. Wet babygros were dangling from cupboards and worktops like scary baby ghosts.

‘What I’d give for a tumble dryer!’ moans Mum.

‘We could get you one,’ offers Grandma, who’s feeling really bad about Mum’s hand.

‘No thanks!’ says Mum, automatically. ‘We can manage.’ Then she adds with a sigh, ‘There’s no room for one anyway.’

She’s right, you know. You couldn’t cram another thing into our house if you tried.
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Chapter 2

In school we’re doing division.

My sister V is brilliant at numeracy. I’m not. I don’t really get the point of it. It’s not my teacher’s fault – Mrs Shoutalot is very enthusiastic and tries to make it interesting and relevant.

‘How many people live in your house?’ she shouts at us.

A forest of hands shoot up.

‘Alfie?’

‘Three, Miss.’

‘How many rooms do you have in your house, Alfie?’

Alfie counts them on his fingers. ‘The living room – one, the kitchen – two, Mum’s bedroom – three, my bedroom – four, my sister’s bedroom – five, the bathroom – six.’

‘Six rooms. Excellent. So how many rooms is that for each person living in your house?’

Alfie looks as blank as I do, while all around us hands wave excitedly in the air.

‘Divide the number of rooms by the number of people,’ explains Mrs Shoutalot. ‘Divide six by three and what do you get?’

‘Two, Miss?’

‘Brilliant!’ booms our teacher. ‘In Alfie’s house there are two rooms per person. Who wants to try next? Tia?’

Wow! Two whole rooms for each person. And I haven’t even got a bedroom to myself.

Tia’s got 2.5 rooms for each person in her house. That’s two and half rooms each!

‘I know! Let’s make a graph on the whiteboard for the whole class!’ shouts Mrs Shoutalot, who has lots of good ideas. ‘Work out how many rooms there are in your house per person, and as soon as you’ve got the answer put your hand up. Morgan? You’re fast!’

Morgan’s got four people and eight rooms in his house. That means he’s got two rooms for each person in his family as well. Easy-peasy. Mrs Shoutalot writes his name on the graph next to Alfie’s. Beside me Lucinda is scribbling away like mad.

‘Holly?’

‘Um … Five people, nine rooms, 1.6 rooms per person,’ says Holly (who’s brainy at maths). She gets it right, and her name goes on the graph beneath Morgan’s.

‘Lucinda?’

‘I haven’t worked it out yet, Miss,’ says Lucinda, still scribbling.

‘Lewis?’

Lewis has got 1.8. Mrs Shoutalot inserts his name between Morgan’s and Holly’s.

Kayleigh, who lives in a flat, has got 1.25. That’s one and a quarter rooms each. Her name is written beneath Holly’s.
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I get this! Bending my head over my maths book I work it out carefully. Three bedrooms, one kitchen, one living room, one bathroom. Six divided by nine. Better check.

‘Miss? Do I count Jellico?’

‘Who’s Jellico?’

‘Our dog.’

‘No, Mattie. No pets, just people.’

Divided by eight.

‘Miss? Do I count Uncle Vesuvius?’

Mrs Shoutalot clears her throat. ‘Oh dear. This is getting more complicated than I thought. Does he live with you, Mattie?’

‘No.’

‘No then. Lucinda? Are you ready now?’

‘Yes, Miss.’ Lucinda puts down her pencil and reads aloud from the notes she’s been making. ‘There are three people in my house, Mum, Dad and me. Upstairs we’ve got five bedrooms, all ensuite, so that’s ten rooms in fact, plus a dressing-room, family bathroom and Dad’s study. Downstairs, we’ve got a living room, sitting room, dining room, breakfast room, den, kitchen, utility room, cloakroom, wet room and conservatory.’

The class stares at her in stunned silence.

‘Oops!’ says Lucinda. ‘I forgot! We’ve a granny annexe in the garden but we haven’t got a granny in it. Does it count?’

‘No,’ says Mrs Shoutalot faintly. This is very unusual for her because normally she shouts. ‘Definitely not.’
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