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      “Poignant, funny, and utterly unputdownable, Joe All Alone paints a picture… that is somehow life-affirming and heart-warming – even while it will break your heart.” Catherine Bruton, author of I Predict a Riot and We Can Be Heroes

      “A real boy’s voice, nailed hard to a tale rich with wrong decisions, hopeless plans and stabs at redemption. I loved it.” Steve Cole

      “Frightening and funny, bleak and tender, serious and surprising, Joe All Alone is a gem of a book that catches the heart and lifts the spirits (just like a flock of parakeets in Peckham!)” Tanya Landman
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      For the two Joes
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      I should know something’s up right from the off, because when I get in Dean isn’t on the sofa playing Xbox, there’s just that big dip there instead and a stain from where he spilt Cherry 20/20 that time. And Mum has this smile on her like she’s on a TV game show, all stretched so wide you think her face is going to crack. And then she gives me a Mars bar and we haven’t had them in yonks. But my head’s too busy being happy that it’s the last day of school, which means no Perry Fletcher for a whole week, and that I get a chocolate bar instead of a biscuit or bread and marg, and that I can play Xbox without getting kicked off or kicked. So it’s not until Dean comes back four hours later with his breath all sour and two plane tickets in his hand that I know any better.

      “Think of it like a holiday,” Mum says.

      And I try, but I can’t. Because there are too many other thoughts all saying stuff like, Who goes on holiday to Peckham? To their own flat? Not anyone I know, that’s for sure. Stacey Hale went to Disneyland last Christmas. And Kyle Hoskins went to Malaga yesterday with his mum and stepdad, even though Mr Pruitt sent a letter home saying it was breaking school rules when they did it in the summer.

      “Why can’t I come with you?” I ask.

      She looks down, starts scratching at a patch of dried-out tinned spaghetti. “We can’t afford it, love,” she says. Then she looks up again. “And Dean’s got a little job while we’re out there. You don’t want to be hanging around while he’s working, do you.”

      I shrug and wonder what she’ll be doing when Dean’s working, and what the little job actually is. If it’s carrying bricks like he does sometimes for Chinese Tony, or something else.

      Then I remember something Bradley said, about when his mum and dad went to see his Aunty Reenie in Cyprus that time. “Nan could come,” I say. “She could stay here and look after me.”

      “Don’t be daft.” Mum tries to laugh, but it comes out all mangled, like a choking noise.

      “I’m not. I just don’t get —” But I don’t finish the sentence because Dean has got something to say. Dean’s always got something to say.

      “You don’t need your nan. You don’t need anyone. It’s only a week and you’re thirteen not flaming three.” He’s back in the hollow on the sofa with his Bensons and his beer and the joystick in his hands. He shoots at something and ash falls from a cigarette on to his crotch. “Christ, when I was your age I was living in the caravan, working down the pier and smoking twenty a day.”

      Mum swears at him when he says that but Dean just laughs. “Welcome to the real world, son.”

      I’m not your son, I think. And it’s not up to you, it’s up to Mum.

      But that’s not true and we all know it.

      “Dean’s right, love. You’ll be OK, won’t you?”

      She’s up in my face now, so close I can see those pores like little pinholes in her nose where I used to think the rain would get in. And I can smell that her breath is sour too and see her smile is thinner. And I know she needs more than anything for me to say yes so I say it.

      “OK.”

      “Good boy.”

      And when she says that I feel a rush of warmth in my stomach like syrup on Ready Brek and I know I’ve done the right thing.

      And the more I think about it now the more I reckon it’s like being in a book or a film or something. Like I’m Tom Sawyer. Or Huckleberry Finn even, all on my own, lighting out for the territory. Mum read me that book three times even though it’s 368 pages long. She wasn’t keen because it took three months to do them all but I begged and begged and in the end she gave in. Only the book got taken to the charity shop with my old clothes when we moved here because Dean said if I’d already heard it all what was the point of keeping it. Mum hasn’t read me anything since but Dean says that’s because I’m not a little kid.

      And Dean’s right: I’m not a little kid, I’m not three, I’m thirteen, just like Huck was, so I don’t need a babysitter. And everyone at school says this kid Dane Fenwick was on his own in Chelsea House for two days when his mum had Letisha and that was when we were only eleven. Plus it’s just for a week. That’s only five days more than Dane. And they’ll back in the blink of an eye, Mum said. Back before I know it.

      It’ll be like an adventure, she said.

      A holiday and an adventure.

      Only without the Mississippi or a boat or Tom Sawyer at my side.
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      They go at five in the morning to get the plane and I’m too tired and there’s too much shouting and packing and panicking to say goodbye properly. But then, when they’re nearly out the door, Mum flies back in, Dean trying to grab her like she’s one of the Dooleys’ Staffies running off after a cat. “There’s just one rule,” she says. “You can’t tell anyone. It’s our secret.”

      “Why?” I say.

      Mum shakes Dean off and he swears again, but quiet, so’s the old guy in the flat opposite doesn’t wake up and want to know what’s going on.

      “Not everyone will understand,” she says. “Not everyone will think you’re old enough. Not everyone knows you’re… special.”

      “Special flaming needs,” mutters Dean. But I ignore him like Mum always tells me to.

      “Promise me,” Mum says.

      I pick a crust of sleep out the corner of my eye. “All right,” I say. “I promise.”

      “And don’t answer the phone,” adds Dean.

      “Why not?” I say, panicked.

      “Because I say so.”

      “Dean…” Mum gives him a look.

      “What if you need to ring me? Say if —” I rack my brains “— if the flight back’s delayed or something.”

      Mum starts before Dean can get in. “If we need to call, we’ll call at, say, six exactly, OK?” She’s looking at Dean not me.

      Dean looks back at her like she’s retarded but he agrees anyway ’cause they’re late and he can always change his mind, can’t he.

      “Whatever. But only at six, right. And while you’re at it, no drink and no girls.”

      “What?”

      He laughs. “You heard me.”

      “Jesus, Dean.” Mum pulls a sorry look at me.

      Dean ignores it. “I know what I was like at his age.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s not like you. Are you, Joe?”

      I shake my head. I am nothing like him. Not one cell of my body, not one atom of me.

      “Don’t I know it.” Dean smiles, only not the good kind, the kind when someone knows something you don’t. The kind Perry Fletcher does when he’s stuck something on your back or in your locker or told Lacey Barton that you fancy her even though she smells of dog and damp.

      I think he’s about to say something else then, something worse. But Mum gets in the way to give me another hug and then he’s pulling her off and down the stairs and they’re gone. And the flat is empty, and silent save for the hum of the fridge in the corner.

      And then I’m awake. More awake than I’ve ever been, as if there’s electricity instead of blood in my veins like I’m some kind of superhero. Because I feel it, what this means: that I’m on my own now. I’m Joe Holt and I’m all alone.

      At first I sit very still in the hollow on the sofa, like I can’t move with the weight of it. But then it starts to build up inside me; the electricity is too much and suddenly I’m up and jumping on the cushion like a kid, then on to the floor and I let out this whoop, this rebel yell, until the Polish woman underneath bangs on the ceiling with her broom and I remember about the secret and I flop down on the sofa again, my heart bang-banging loud enough to drown out the fridge.

      I’m on my own. I’m on my own and it feels good.

       

      It’s amazing what you can do when no one’s there to tell you you can’t, or you shouldn’t, or if you do then you’re just flaming mental. Like, for breakfast I have a Mars bar, a packet of Hula Hoops and half a tin of peaches, which is one of my five a day so I don’t feel too bad about the other stuff. And I figure I can have cereal for tea anyway so it’ll all even out in the end. And who decided what you eat when anyway? Dean probably. Though I’ve seen him eat a kebab at six in the morning once so he’s not that clever.

      Anyway, the point is, Dean’s not here, which means I can eat what I want and watch what I want on telly, so I watch Man versus Food, which is where this guy Adam Richman tries to eat the world’s biggest pizza for instance without chucking up, only this time it’s ice-cream cake called Death by Chocolate and I start to feel a bit sick from the Mars bar so I switch over to Homes Under the Hammer and decide which house we’re going to live in when I’m old enough to have a job. I pick a three-bed terrace in somewhere called Larkhall because every bedroom has its own sink so’s I’d never have to share with Dean who leaves shaving stuff in ours, and once he peed in it when the toilet was blocked. Plus from the window of the house you can see this big hill in the distance, covered in trees like Middle Earth in that film Lord of the Rings or something. It would be good to live in Middle Earth instead of Peckham. All you can see from our windows is the bus stop outside Crackerjack, the roof of the Wishing Well pub where Dean goes, and the Prince Albert where he doesn’t because he’s barred. Mum says it’s what you make of somewhere that matters, but she didn’t grow up here, she’s from Cornwall. I’ve Googled it and it looks a bit like Lord of the Rings too, only with beaches and clotted cream and girls with tans that don’t come out of a bottle.

      It would be better if there was someone good who lived in the flats; someone to hang out with. But they’re mostly old or foreign, and Dean doesn’t like us talking to people like that. Like on the ground floor is this big black woman called Mrs Joyful King. I only know her name because I’ve seen a magazine for her stuck in the letterbox. And opposite her are some Polish men only it’s never the same Polish men, it changes every month. On the second floor is an empty flat and some students who aren’t old or foreign but Dean says you can’t trust them because they have beards and their trousers are too tight. Then there’s the Patels who have kids only they keep themselves to themselves, and the old Polish woman. Then on the top floor is us and the old black guy. He smiles and says hello and when he does you can see he has three gold teeth. But I don’t usually say anything back. Dean says it’s better that way or everyone starts poking their nose into your business.

      Even Dean hates it here. It’s about the one thing we agree on. That and that Man United are overrated.

      I think about what he said then, about staying away from girls, and I think chance would be a fine thing. Bradley says he’s kissed fourteen girls now, including Caz Beasley who’s in Year 10 and has 34C breasts, which is a good size according to him. He says he touched one once only it was through her jumper and shirt and bra which I don’t think counts but he says what do I know. He’s probably right. I’ve not even held hands with a girl unless you count in country dancing at primary, which I don’t, because it was Letitia Betts and her palms were all sweaty.

       

      I know I should turn the telly off, because I’ve already watched seven hours, which is more than even Bradley does in one go. If Mum was here, she’d say to get out from under her feet and get some fresh air and see Bradley or Mason Venning who I used to hang out with before big school. But Mason got sent to Fourways for headbutting Mr Dimitri. And Bradley mostly hangs out with Perry Fletcher these days. I don’t know why, because Perry spent most of Year 6 tripping me and Bradley up and calling me a gay mentalist for washing my hands before and after lunch and sometimes after class too, which is quite common according to Dr Khalil but not according to Perry. And once he stuck Bradley’s bag down a toilet and when we got it out it had paper stuck to it and everything and next day he had to use a Morrison’s carrier.

      Maybe that’s why. ’Cause at least he doesn’t get that any more. Perry’s going to end up in Fourways too if you ask me. The sooner the better. Though it’ll probably be me he headbutts to get in there.

      Anyway, Mum’s not here and nor are her feet to get under so I might as well stay in and play Xbox. I could play it all afternoon if I wanted. Even all night. I could set a new world record for the most hours playing, say, Grand Theft Auto, in a row. Only I don’t know what the actual record is because I can’t Google it because Mum spilt Coke on the laptop and the screen went black and Dean went mental though I don’t know why because he didn’t even pay for it, he got it off Gerry Finn down the Wishing Well in exchange for an Alsatian puppy called Fritz, which he got off the Dooleys in exchange for something else Mum won’t tell me about.

       

      I did about nine hours I think, not including the times I got up to get crisps and Cheestrings or to pee. The person who has the record must have some kind of special system so’s he can pee in a bottle hidden inside his trousers. That or he wears a giant nappy. It’s weird what thoughts you have when nobody’s about to interrupt them with farting or swearing or trying to burp the National Anthem.

      At some point I must have fallen asleep though because it’s gone one in the morning and the only light is the weird glow from the TV screen. I should turn it off so’s I don’t waste electricity because it costs a tenner every time Mum has to recharge the key and she has to do that twice a week as it is. She’s left me twenty pounds for one recharge plus emergencies. I asked her what sort of emergency might happen and she said if she knew that it wouldn’t be an emergency because they’re things you can’t predict like hurricanes or tidal waves or a tiger on the loose. I said a tenner wasn’t going to be enough in that case. But Dean said if any of those emergencies actually happened I’d be brown bread anyway i.e. dead, so money wouldn’t be an issue so to keep my mouth shut before he shut it for me.

      I’ve turned the TV off but I’m going to keep the hall light on. Because what if someone thinks we’re all away, not just Mum and Dean, and tries to burgle us? That happened to Ali Hassan’s mum two years ago. She woke up with two men in hoodies in her bedroom trying to get her gold jewellery. She hit one of them with the crowbar that’s by the bed but not before they’d smashed her nose in. I don’t want my nose smashed so I’m keeping the light on. And I don’t care if Dean says I’m a spaz for being scared, because Dean’s not here.
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      My eyes and hands hurt and I’m like a snail or a sloth or that kid called Jamil in Year 10 who’s clinically obese and goes everywhere in slow motion. I feel like I did after Mum’s friend Jeanie married Gary Menzies down the Liberal Club and I ate too many Jammie Dodgers and did karaoke until one in the morning. Not a hangover though like Mum had because you need Lambrini or cider for that and I’m not touching them. Mum says Lambrini’s the only reason Jeanie married Gary in the first place, and now they’re divorced and she goes out with one of the Dooleys so it’s obviously bad for you. My mouth tastes weird too and when I looked in the mirror there was fur on my tongue and I realised I hadn’t brushed my teeth last night either.
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