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To my dear readers,

We all read differently, and that’s OK.

If you are the sort of reader that can read and read till you get to the end of a book, then please dive in and enjoy the adventure of Storm Horse.

To my dyslexic readers, who are like me, and to those other young people who may find reading a challenge, I’d like you to dip in and enjoy small manageable chunks of this book at a time.

You will see that Storm Horse is actually broken up into sections and has lots of exciting letters from the past inserted into the story from my main character Daniel’s great-great-grandfather, who watched the racehorse Seabiscuit win races during the Great Depression in 1930s America.

So remember, one manageable chunk at a time, and before you know it you will have reached the end of the adventure.

I hope you all enjoy meeting Daniel and his friends as they plot to keep one rather special horse a secret.
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Also by Jane Elson

A Room Full of Chocolate

How to Fly with Broken Wings

Swimming to the Moon

Will You Catch Me?

Moon Dog





 

 

 

For my hero, Seabiscuit, and for all 
those to whom he brought hope

And for my dear friend Christopher Ryan, whose grandfather, Roy F. Ryan, watched Seabiscuit’s grandfather, Man O’ War, race at Kenilworth Park Racetrack, Windsor, Ontario in 1920 when he was nine years old



 

 

 

 

 

‘When I bestride him, I soar, I am a hawk: he trots the air; the earth sings when he touches it; the basest horn of his hoof is more musical than the pipe of Hermes.’

William Shakespeare, Henry V
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My great-great-grandad, Cuthbert H. Brown Junior, lived in a car. His ma slept in the front seat, his pa in the driving seat and Cuthbert H. Brown Junior, who was small like me, curled up on the back seat with his sister Dora and brother Frank – all higgledy-piggledy with their pots and pans and clothes.

When it was warm, they slept on the grass looking up at the night sky, sending the stars wishes that they could get rich and live in a house again.

Because, you see, my American ancestors – that’s why I said ma and pa (like old-time American films) – well, they lost everything, along with thousands of people, in what they called the Great Depression, and they often went to sleep with rumbling bellies.

Sometimes it’s a bit like that for me, Daniel Margate, and some of the other kids on the Beckham Estate where I live in north-west London. Two whole months and a week ago, Mum and me and my little brother Jackson went on one of our visits to the food bank ’cause Mum had nothing in her purse to feed us with. When we reached the bit of the table with the pasta, Jackson flung himself out of his buggy on to the floor and screamed loud enough to shatter windows and Mum couldn’t make him stop and started crying too. I curled up in a ball in the corner with my fingers in my ears. Then a lady called Jackie gave me a hot chocolate and a Jammie Dodger biscuit and Mum a hug and everything was all right again for two and a half minutes till Jackson started screaming again.

Anyway, back to the story I was telling you about. One day Cuthbert H. Brown Junior’s pa used their last bit of gasoline (what we call petrol) and drove the car that they lived in all the way to a racecourse, to see the horse Seabiscuit race the great War Admiral.

Cuthbert H. Brown Junior’s pa, Cuthbert H. Brown Senior – who was my great-great-great-grandfather – lifted him high on to his shoulders to watch Seabiscuit win in the most exciting race ever and the crowd went wild and their hearts felt mended again and they had hope. You see, Seabiscuit was too small to be a racehorse. He had knobbly knees, stubby legs and walked funny, swinging a foreleg out as he went. He captured the hearts of all the broken people who had lost their money in the Great Depression, thinking maybe they could be winners too one day.

This true story of Seabiscuit the racehorse from long ago gives me hope. Sometimes when it’s dark I go outside and look up and I imagine Seabiscuit riding across the night sky. After the screaming incident in the food bank, I sneaked out of my flat and I went all the way up to the eighteenth floor of the Beckham Estate and up, up on to the roof (where we are not allowed to go), so that I would be nearer the night sky and feel closer to Seabiscuit as he raced through the stars. I held up my hands to my hero horse and made a wish. I swear Seabiscuit heard ’cause the very next week my mum got a job at the Beckham Animal Rescue Centre.

I said thank you to Seabiscuit, and saved three weeks’ pocket money and bought lots of packets of Jammie Dodgers to take down to Jackie at the food bank for the other hungry kids. ‘Thank you for your kindness,’ she said and her eyes watered up. I know that Molly-May from my Silver Reading Group at school is always starving. I’ve seen her come out of the food bank with her dad. I hope Jackie gives her lots of biscuits. Whenever I’ve got enough money in my pocket I buy a packet of Jammie Dodgers to keep in my school bag for emergencies.

I daydream about Seabiscuit a lot: the racehorse who was too small, ridden by Red Pollard, a jockey who was too tall. (A jockey is the person what rides a racehorse.) Red Pollard had red hair like me, he carried a bundle of treasured books wherever he went, and walked around quoting Shakespeare to the other jockeys, saying things like ‘O for a horse with wings!’

Red Pollard could read really well, but as for me – well, I just can’t. When I try to read, the words get all jumbled and move all over the place. This is ‘cause I’m dyslexic.

I wish I was Red Pollard, not Daniel Margate.
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My jumbled brain is going to EXPLODE with all the noise in my flat – Number 33, 6th Floor, Beckham Estate. I swear it is. Instead of me, Daniel Margate, the skinny kid with red hair and knobbly knees, sitting on my bed trying to think my thoughts, there will be an explosion of blood and gooey bits everywhere. I wonder if anyone will even notice?

My mum has her favourite Sunday ZF3 radio show blaring out, and she’s … singing (if you can call it that) along to the music. I don’t know what’s more annoying – Mum’s singing or the sound of two dogs barking at each other outside. Sounds like they are going to fight.

There’s another red-headed kid here too (a littler one), bawling his eyes out. Staring at me from the bed in the corner of my room – correction: in the corner of what used to be my room – is my three-and-a-half-year-old brother Jackson, A.K.A. room invader and destroyer of all my possessions.

Mum said that he’s too old to still be sleeping in with her and that brothers should share a bedroom. I tried my best to be generous and not mind, ’cause at least I am not sharing the back seat of a car with him like Cuthbert H. Brown Junior had to with his little brother Frank.

But why is Jackson staring at me? What does he want now? He’s always staring at me, that kid. I need to find a way to sneak out of the flat with my treasure and go to my den. I keep my treasure hidden under my bed, away from Jackson’s crayons.

‘DANIEL,’ bellows Mum from the kitchen. ‘PLAY WITH JACKSON. I AM TRYING TO SORT OUT THE CUPBOARDS. CAN’T FIND MY BLENDER. I NEED TO MAKE A CHOCOLATE CAKE …’

I groan. Mum always does her chocolate-cake baking when she gets her stresses – usually when it’s time to pay the bills. So though life’s difficult at least there’s yummy cake to eat.

Mum’s so happy at work. Matt the Vet, who runs the Beckham Animal Rescue Centre, and a team of veterinary nurses have flown over to India to help with a street dog project, so Mum’s been picking up lots of extra shifts at the rescue centre to help out while they’re short-staffed. But she’s been a bit grumpy at home ’cause Jackson keeps waking up at night. That must be why she’s baking again.

At least we’ve got flour and sugar and ingredients now Mum’s got a job.

‘DANIEL! PLAY WITH JACKSON NOW!’

Why does everyone shout in this flat? Why can’t people in my family just talk?

All this thunderous noise is getting in the way of my lightning-speed thoughts. Pictures flash across my brain.

The lady who gave me this test and told me I got dyslexia said picture-thinkers think thoughts way faster than word-thinkers, and dyslexic brains are wired differently. ‘Different is good, Daniel,’ she said. Then she told me to imagine all the dyslexics in the world standing underneath this huge umbrella in the rain and she said dyslexia will be slightly different for all of you and you are all unique individuals.

‘DANIEL, ARE YOU LISTENING TO ME?’

‘Right, Daniel,’ I say to myself. ‘Do what Miss Raquel tells you to do: break life up into small manageable chunks and BREATHE, DANIEL, BREATHE.’

Manageable chunk 1 – play with Jackson

I breathe and heave myself up and stump over to Jackson’s bed in the corner, where he’s lying on his tummy surrounded by toy cars, screaming.

As soon as I’m near, Jackson miraculously stops screaming, stands on his bed and flings himself at me.

I catch him before he goes crashing to the floor which, if you ask me, is astonishing, ’cause I never manage to catch the ball in PE at school, not ever. And Jackson’s so heavy. He has a burst of red curls sprouting out of his head (like me) and a river of snot running down his face. (Not like me!) Gross! I hold him away, but he wriggles and flings his arms around me. I don’t know why he likes me so much, ‘cause I just think he’s annoying.

‘Dan-Dan, play racing,’ he says. ‘Me War Adeemal,’ which is how Jackson says War Admiral. I always let him be War Admiral ’cause it means that I can be Seabiscuit.

About halfway up the wall, I have stuck a green strip of paper over the blue wallpaper. It runs all the way around the bedroom, starting just above the headboard of Jackson’s bed in a circuit till it reaches his bed again. This is my racing track. I made two racehorses out of cardboard and threaded string through them and attached it to the race track. One is Seabiscuit the other is War Admiral. If you jiggle and pull the strings the racehorses move, and it’s our most favourite game in the world. We’ve played it a thousand times before. I should be a kind older brother and let him win sometimes, but when I’m Seabiscuit I just can’t. Seabiscuit has to win, because if he does there’s a chance that school will be less rubbish and things will be OK.

‘I’M DOING A PROPER GRAVY DINNER,’ shouts Mum from the kitchen, ‘and chocolate cake for afters.’

Sounds of the blender mixed with an old Spice Girls song blast from the kitchen. I hear Mum singing along to the ‘zig-a-zig-ah’ bits. She always pretends she’s Posh Spice, only she ain’t posh, not one bit. I tell her she should really pretend to be Ginger Spice ’cause of her hair.

I can’t hold Jackson a second longer.

‘Time to race,’ I say.

I hand him a string.

‘Are you ready?’

He nods.

‘On your marks, get set, go!’

And we’re off. Only, I am not Daniel Margate, playing with snotty-nosed Jackson. I am Seabiscuit. I do know I’m not a little kid any more. I do know I’m in Year 8, but I just have to escape from my jumbled world and give my brain a break, racing in my dreams.

I jiggle-jiggle and pull my string and behind the wardrobe the horses go and out the other side and over my bed and – YES – I pass War Admiral and – yes! – Seabiscuit wins.

This is the only thing I’m ever first at and it’s against a three-year-old kid. Jackson pulls War Admiral’s string too hard, trying to catch up, puckering up a bit of the wallpaper that has become bubbly and loose.

‘Jackson, CAREFUL,’ I say. ‘You’re spoiling my racetrack.’

‘I want ADEEMAL WIN,’ he bellows.

‘No, Jackson, Seabiscuit won. I was fastest and it’s War Admiral not Adeemal. The Biscuit won fair and square.’

This was Seabiscuit’s nickname and I like it. I wish I had a nickname.

Jackson opens his mouth and lets out a yowl and Mum’s singing gets louder and more out of tune, and I just have to get out of this flat, with my treasure, before my brain really does explode.

Manageable chunk 2 – escape to my den

Jackson, who has now calmed down, is curled up on his bed and scratching away at another bit of bubbling wallpaper. (I bet I get the blame for that!) While he’s in his own world, I creep across my bedroom, duck down and lie flat on my tummy to look under my bed.

A strange world of mountains of broken toys reaching up to the bedsprings, and pools of old socks and jumpers. A world of forgottenness.

I stretch my arm out behind a pile of old board games, and feel for my bundle of treasure wrapped in my old school jumper with a hole in the elbow.

I wriggle out from under my bed and shove the bundle under my T-shirt. I don’t want Mum to bother me with texts asking where I am, so I do my sneaky-trick and turn my ringtone up really loud and drop my phone on the carpet so it looks like it’s fallen out of my pocket. That way, when Mum phones me to see where I am she will hear it and think that I left my phone at home by mistake.

Jackson is curled up in a ball, fast asleep. Mission accomplished. I creep out of my bedroom and along the hallway.

As I pass the kitchen, Mum has her back to me. She’s spooning the chocolate-cake mix into a bowl. I nearly run into the kitchen and ask if I can lick the bowl out ’cause that is definitely up there with my favourite things, but I’m super strong and resist the temptation and creep past Mum.

I whisk my jacket off the peg in the hallway and close the door quietly behind me, stepping into the cold September day.

Manageable chunk 3 – start the adventure

I step out of the view of the kitchen window so Mum can’t see me. I pull my precious bundle from underneath my T-shirt. I grip it between my knees and begin to wriggle into my jacket, but I have trouble getting one of my arms in the right place. Eventually, my hand appears out of the twisted sleeve and I hurry along, past the next few flats to the stairwell. Red Pollard could win races and read and understand Seabiscuit, who was a complicated horse. And me? Well, I can’t even put on my jacket.

The sky darkens; it looks like it’s going to rain. I hear muffled arguing coming from one of the flats, and the sounds of lots of televisions, then a baby crying and bass music beating from the flat at the end, but it’s still quieter than it was in my flat. The dogs I heard earlier have stopped barking at each other. I dither over how to go down: lift, stairs, lift, stairs? I don’t want to bump into any of the Beckham Street Boyz, the gang that rule our estate.

They’re not the only gang I try to avoid, ’cause at my school, Heath Academy, there’s also the Cinder Street Boyz: Baz, Sol and Nico. I’ve been good at dodging them so far. They haven’t noticed me yet but they have a habit of picking on certain kids and I don’t plan to be one of them.

I hear some shouting coming from the stairwell. The Beckham Street Boyz like to sit in huddled groups on the stairs with their dogs. I press the button for the lift and jiggle from foot to foot till it comes.

I nearly fall off my own feet. I’m just not good at balancing. The lift doors open to a man with a pink Mohican standing in front of a poster stuck on the lift wall advertising the BAM FESTIVAL – which stands for Body and Mind. They’ve been banging on about it at school – and there are posters everywhere. The whole borough of Camden is taking part.

When the lift doors open at the bottom, I jump out and run across the nearly empty courtyard. I pass Michael who lives at number 5 – he’s dressed in his usual bow-tie and silver jacket. Mum told me Michael’s mum lives in Jamaica with her family, ’cause she’s sick – that’s why he lives with Aunty Lou. We catch eyes for a dot of a second as he pushes his hair-twists out of his face. The kids round here call him Prof M ’cause he’s good at inventing things. He seems as if he would make an interesting friend, but I don’t ’spect he would want to be friends with me. Although he’s looking lost and lonely lately as his best friend Nell from our estate has gone to stay with her mum in Yorkshire.

My tummy rumbles.

I feel in my jacket pocket. There’s two pounds.

‘Jubilations!’ I say out loud and then bite my tongue, ’cause ‘jubilations’ is not the kind of thing you say out loud in front of the kids on our estate. It’s from this old black-and-white film about a boys’ boarding school that I watched with Jackson. It made us laugh and we kept saying ‘jubilations’ to each other after that. Only, Jackson can’t say it properly and says ‘jubeeeealakrons’.

I look round to see if Michael heard. He’s looking at me, laughing, as if he’s going to say something but then his Aunty Lou appears at the doorway and calls, ‘MICHAEL. IN. IT’S GOING TO RAIN, I CAN FEEL IT IN MY BONES.’

I hurry towards Bernie’s Burger Bar ’cause I know he’s got a £2 burger deal on. Napoleon the ginger cat is batting an empty burger box along the ground with his paw. People on my estate nicknamed him Napoleon ’cause he invades whichever flat he pleases. He springs towards me, winding his way round my legs, sending me flying.

As I gather my legs and arms up to stand, Nathan, one of the Beckham Street Boyz, passes me, carrying a bag of chips. His nose stud and gold teeth glint at me. I pluck up all my courage and say, ‘Alright, Nate,’ which is how everyone round here greets him. But it’s like I haven’t spoken. It’s like I’m invisible.

‘What can I get for you, Daniel?’ says Bernie, smiling from behind the counter. There’s a photograph of him with all his children on the wall behind him. That’s most probably why he’s good at remembering every kid’s name on our estate. He’s had a lot of practice with his own family. I’m rubbish at remembering names.

‘I’d like a burger please, Bernie,’ I say, putting my two pounds on the counter.

‘I’ve got some fresh and hot coming right up. Ketchup?’

‘No thanks,’ I say. ‘Ketchup looks like blood. I don’t like blood.’

Bernie cracks up laughing.

‘I’ll tell you what,’ he says. ‘I’ll throw in a bottle of lemonade.’

‘Thanks, Bernie,’ I say.

‘What you got hidden there?’ he says, nodding at my jacket.

‘It’s my treasure,’ I say, clutching my bundle closer.

‘Oh, treasure,’ says Bernie, winking at me, placing the burger and bottle of lemonade in front of me and swooping up my two pounds from the counter.

I hurry out of the shop, towards the wasteland, which is what we call the scrubby grassland next to our estate. There’s a breeze in the air, and I hurry on towards the Beckham Animal Rescue Centre where Mum works.

Buster the Staffie comes running out of the entrance. He scampers up to me and puts his paws on my knees.

‘Hello, boy,’ I say, patting his head. Everyone knows Buster. He likes to explore, and he makes it his business to escape through his kitchen window on the eleventh floor of our estate and to sneak into the rescue centre and visit the dogs. Mum’s got Buster’s owner, Finn, on speed dial.

‘BUSTER,’ shouts Finn, running up behind him. He doesn’t say hi, even though I smile at him.

On I go, past the rescue centre, but there’s some kids from our school walking towards me.

They are getting nearer and nearer. Too late, I realise that it’s Nico, Sol and Baz – A.K.A. the Cinder Street Boyz. THIS IS NOT A MANAGEABLE CHUNK. This is not manageable at all. Maybe they won’t see me. No one else has today, apart from Bernie. And Michael, for a second. I stumble over a stone and when I look up they are pointing and laughing and I know that they’ve seen me all right and there is no escape.
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Baz bumps into me hard, sending me flying, and as my bum hits the ground my burger box flies out of my hands and my lemonade bottle rolls away. Nico, Baz and Sol crack up laughing. Some of my treasure digs into my leg as the bundle shifts, poking out beneath my jacket. I curl into a ball and shove it back; they must not see my secrets.

‘Never saw you there,’ says Baz, putting out his hand to haul me up.

‘Thanks,’ I say, grabbing it but he lets go halfway up and back down I fall. They laugh harder.

‘You go to our school, innit,’ says Baz.

I nod as I scramble up to standing. I spy my burger box on top of a small grassy mound and run over to get it, clutching my treasure under my jacket with one arm.

But Nico reaches my burger first. He snatches the box and holds it high up in the air out of my reach.

‘You run funny,’ says Baz and he starts running round in a circle, flinging his arms and legs in all different directions.

‘Oi, bone boy,’ says Nico. ‘You’re so thin we could use you as our goalpost.’

‘Or we could kick you around like a football,’ says Sol.

The Cinder Street Boyz laugh like it’s the funniest thing ever. Pretend you’re Red Pollard, I think to myself. Be bold.

I take a big breath. ‘Please can I have my burger?’ I say, but it comes out as a squeak.

‘Let me think about it,’ says Nico. ‘Ummm, thought about it and the answer’s NO. Come on, Cinder Street Boyz, we have food.’

And Nico passes the burger box to Sol because, as their leader, he is going to have first bite of the burger. My burger.

Sol rips the box open and grabs my burger and opens his big mouth—

‘No, you don’t.’

I swing round to find Melody Jackman, all-round superstar of Heath Academy from Year 11. She’s head prefect and I bet you anything when she goes to Heath Academy Sixth Form she’ll be head girl. There’s nothing she’s not good at – she’s super brainy and good at sports and drama. She’s even done modelling, she’s so pretty. She played Mary Seacole in the school pageant for Black History Month and was in the newspapers and everything. She towers above me and flicks her braids behind her shoulders and glares at Sol. Next to her as always is her best friend, blonde, spiky-haired Polly Stainsby.

‘Sol, give the burger back to the little kid, now,’ says Melody.

The Cinder Street Boyz are staring at her like their brains have gone mushy and Sol shoves the burger box back in my hand.

‘We was just messing.’

‘The kid wasn’t playing,’ says Polly.

‘My name is Daniel,’ I say.

‘Are you all right, Daniel?’ says Melody. She’s never actually spoken to me before.

‘You must tell us if you’re being bullied,’ says Polly.

‘We weren’t doing no bullying,’ says Nico.

‘No, we was just having a laugh,’ says Baz.

‘Not very funny,’ says Polly.

Melody walks towards me, smiling. ‘We’ll walk you where you’re going, if you’d like – won’t we, Pol.’

A panic ball bounces around in my chest ’cause I don’t want anyone to know where I’ve made my den. ‘I’ll be OK, I—’

But before another sound can leave my lips, Sol is right in front blocking me.

I do a quick side dodge before he steps back on to my feet.

‘Don’t go with the little kid, come with us, ’cause we’ve got something of interest to tell you, as it goes. You do drama, innit, ’cause you want to be on the telly, right?’ says Sol.

And I see this light of longing switch on behind Melody’s eyes as she changes before me.

‘Yes, I want to be a TV presenter,’ says Melody, flicking her braids behind her shoulders again as the wind blows them in her face.

‘Well, Melody,’ says Sol, ‘we might have some information for you, as it goes.’

‘Yeah,’ says Nico. ‘We heard some things when we was made to stand outside the head’s office.’

‘Aren’t you always outside Mr Lawson’s office?’ says Polly, rolling her eyes to the sky. ‘You might as well sleep there.’

‘We hadn’t done nothing,’ says Baz. ‘We heard ’em talking—’

‘Shut your words, Cinder Street Boyz. I’m doing the chatting,’ says Sol.

‘Our school’s going to be on TV,’ says Sol, puffing himself up like a big man.

‘What?’ says Melody, her eyes gleaming.

‘Yeah, they said they’re going to tell us in assembly tomorrow. They didn’t know we was listening,’ says Sol. ‘That Carrie Crawford, off the Seven Show, is coming into our school with a film crew.’

‘What?’ says Melody. ‘Why’s she coming to Heath Academy? She’s the best—’

‘Yeah, well, you know our enrichment reading groups?’ says Sol.

At the word reading my tummy drops with a thud to my toes.

Reading for pleasure is what Mr Lawson, our headteacher, bangs on about all the time. Our whole school is divided into ‘enrichment reading groups’ and has to have sessions in the library with Mrs Johnson the librarian. Purple Group is the best which, of course, Melody and Polly are in, and I’m in Silver, which is the worst. For me, reading is not pleasure, it’s torture! I used to really like our library reading sessions because it meant spending time with Wilbur the reading dog.

Wilbur the Staffie came in every week with his owner Marnie and he was the best to read to because, you see, Wilbur never judged me when the words jumbled up – not like people do. He would just snuggle into me, looking up with big eyes like he was treasuring the words as they started to come slowly from my lips. But Marnie has moved up to Scotland and taken Wilbur with her. I really miss him, and now the Silver Reading Group, if you ask me, is a disaster! I tune back in to Sol’s words in case they concern me.

‘What, all the reading groups are going to be put in a hat?’ says Melody.

‘No,’ says Baz. ‘Not—’

Sol glares at him and he shuts his mouth.

‘Yeah, right, two groups are going to be picked and they’re going to do this Big Read Off competition thingy and it’s going to be on the telly.’

My lightning thoughts explode. No, no, no, please, please, please no. Supposing, just supposing, the Silver Reading Group are picked out of the hat. A Read Off sounds horrendous. The thought of me struggling to read in front of my whole school, let alone on the telly, makes me feel like I’m going to be sick.

‘No,’ says Baz, hopping from foot to foot, ‘Silver Reading Group ain’t going in the hat – remember Lawson said – ’cause they ain’t up to it.’

‘Yeah, ’cause they’re too stupid,’ laughs Nico.

I burn up but massive waves of relief swim over me, putting out the flames. ‘THE SILVER READING GROUP ARE NOT IN THE HAT,’ I want to shout up at the sky, but I don’t. I just stand there looking down, feeling awkward, wanting to escape to my den.

‘Oh, wow. If the Purple Group gets to perform, I’ll be able to impress Carrie Crawford. It’s my moment to get discovered. This could be my big break!’ squeals Melody, jumping up and down.

‘Yeah,’ says Nico. ‘Supposing our Green Group gets put on the telly.’

The Cinder Street Boyz all laugh and punch each other on the shoulders.

‘What – you lot would want to actually read in front of the millions of people who watch the Seven Show?’ says Polly.

The laughter stops.

The Green Reading Group, everyone knows, is for kids who mess about and disrupt other kids wanting to read their books.

‘Oh,’ says Melody, ‘I do hope they pick the Purple Group.’

Nico struts up to Melody. ‘You know what, I got a feeling they will.’

‘Well, you’ve got a chance I suppose,’ says Polly. ‘I mean, not being funny, but it’s good that the Silver Group are not in the hat. It wouldn’t be kind.’

I want the grass to suck me into the earth right now so I disappear.

But no one looks at me. It’s like this Year 8 kid standing right in front of them doesn’t exist. They don’t know or care that I’m in the Silver Group and as I watch them I’m not hearing their words any more, just noise as they start to relax and natter. I just see laughter, hair flicking and twinkly eyes.

Time to make your escape, I think, but I step back right on to my lemonade bottle lying hidden in the grass, lose my balance and fall hard on my bum. My jumper bundle falls out from beneath my jacket and my burger box goes flying.

They all turn.

I am no longer invisible.

‘Up you get,’ says Melody and as she grabs my arm to heave me to my feet I see Nico grab my jumper bundle.

‘Don’t touch it, give it back please,’ I stutter. ‘Please don’t touch my treasure.’

‘His treasure,’ repeats Nico, and Baz and Sol crack up – all of them laughing at me, the joke.

Polly takes the bundle from him.

‘What reading group are you in, Daniel?’ asks Polly and I know she’s trying to change the subject out of kindness.

‘Silver,’ I say.

‘Oh,’ says Polly. ‘I didn’t mean …’

‘Ha,’ snorts Nico.

She hands my treasure back to me. ‘There you go, Daniel.’

‘Come on, Pol, I want some chips,’ says Melody.

‘Yeah, I’m starving,’ says Nico. ‘Coming to Bernie’s with us, girls? ’Cause I got some more information for you, as it goes. There’s also gonna be this Get Britain Fit Race. The Seven Show thinks they can get boys away from computer games and into running,’ he laughs. ‘As if that’s going to happen.’

‘Yeah,’ says Baz. ‘They’re going to film a race at our school.’

Running is my second worst thing after reading. Well, at least Mr Sugden, our PE teacher, won’t pick me to run. I’m rubbish at sport. They all walk away and I breathe again. But then a strange sadness fills me. I’m glad they’ve gone, and I would have been fearful to go with them. But it would’ve been nice to have been asked, that’s all. Just to be asked.

‘JUBILATIONS,’ I shout out, when there’s no danger of them hearing me, just to show I don’t care.

Only, I do care.

A thundercloud explodes and the rain drops from the sky, bouncing off the grass.

Shoving my jumper bundle back under my jacket, I scoop up my lemonade and burger box and run through the pounding rain, towards my den. By the time I reach Apple Tree Wood I’m soaked. Through the trees I go and at last, the Old Shed appears. I grab the key that’s kept hidden under a big stone by the door. I turn it in the lock and, struggling to lift the catch in the rain, I heave open the door, flick up the light switch and collapse on to a bale of straw and breathe.

I look around at my favourite place in the world. It’s enormous. This is where all the extra food and other donations for the rescue centre are stored. Tins of dog and cat food are piled against the wall. An old rusty pitchfork leans against a wheelbarrow in the corner. There’s a plastic bin and a pile of extra blankets for the dogs, but my favourite thing of all is the high mountain of straw bales. Loads of rabbits get abandoned and end up at the rescue centre. Camden Athletics Club held a sponsored Running for Rabbits Fun Run to buy hay and straw for them. They raised a lot of money, which is why the straw-bale mountain for their bedding is so high. I love to climb it to the top and hide from the world. There’s also bales of sweet-smelling hay in the corner.

And the best thing of all is that while Matt is away, he said I am in charge of the Old Shed and it is my special duty to keep it tidy and to bring up anything they might need to the rescue centre. I am too young to be a proper volunteer with the animals at the Beckham Animal Rescue Centre and I know that I’ve basically just been left in charge of cans of dog and cat food. I also know full well it’s ’cause no one has time to come down here at the moment, including the local vets who are all taking turns to cover Matt! But, still, it made me feel important … something I don’t often feel. And ’cause no one has the time to come down here it’s the perfect place to make my den.

Right now, I’m happy for a shelter from the rain. Water from my hair is dripping down the back of my neck and trickling down my nose. I balance my burger box and lemonade on the bottom hay bale that’s jutting out and shake my hair like a dog, unzip my soaking jacket and take hold of my treasure bundle. The jumper feels damp – I clutch it and climb up the straw bales and sit cross-legged at the top. Slowly, I unwrap my jumper with the hole in the elbow and reveal my most sacred treasure: a scrapbook that belonged to my great-great-grandfather Cuthbert H. Brown Junior. I thank all of the clouds in the sky that it didn’t get wet.

On the brown paper cover is stuck a newspaper picture of the Great Seabiscuit, head held high, posing for the camera. Underneath it, written in kid’s writing, it says: My Scrapbook, Cuthbert H. Brown Jr. He would have kept this very scrapbook in the car that he lived in. I lift the brown-paper-covered scrapbook to my nose to breathe in the fusty, dusty smell of days that have vanished into the tick-tock of time along with Cuthbert H. Junior who lived in a car. I open its crackling pages one by one to reveal my greatest treasure of all: letters that Cuthbert H. Junior actually wrote to Seabiscuit.

I lift my scrapbook to my ears and gently move the pages, and in the crackles – just like when you lift a seashell to your ears to listen to the ocean waves – I am sure I hear the sounds of Cuthbert, his brother Frank and sister Dora, running, playing, laughing, before they curl up under the night stars in their car for the night.

Then I lift out my most sacred treasure of all my sacred and greatest treasures. One of Seabiscuit’s actual horseshoes that he wore on his very hoof. I kiss the horseshoe and lay it on the straw bale next to my books.

My tummy rumbles. What I really want is … Mum’s gravy dinner and the chocolate cake that will surely be ready now. But I’ll have to make do with my burger.

I scramble down the straw bales and pick up the abandoned burger box. The bun is soggy and has come open, the burger and onions all higgledy-piggledy. I sigh and shove the burger back in between the wet bread. I take a bite. Gross! But I’m starving so I take another bite. Grosser. The bread feels all slithery in my mouth as I swallow it.

I put it in the plastic dustbin in the corner and open my lemonade. It fizzes up into my face. I’m so glad that the Cinder Street Boyz didn’t see that! I take a few gulps to take the taste of soggy burger away and climb back up the bales.

A bolt of lightning strikes as I open my scrapbook. Mum read the letters to me every night when I was a kid, so even though the words turn themselves inside out and upside down and trick me they are, as I said, stamped on every bone in my body ’cause I’ve heard them through all the years of my life. Now that I’m twelve Mum doesn’t read to me no more. I wish she did.

The letters are really old, so I barely touch them, hovering my finger just above the page.


Cuthbert H. Brown Jr

3rd Car from the Gate,

USA

November 30th 1936

Dear Seabiscuit,
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