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THE ANTI-BOREDOM EQUATION:
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The plan was simple.


Hang out with Dominic and Danny. My oldest friend and my newest friend.


All summer.


That’s it.


Six weeks packed full of jokes and adventures before we started Wakens Tip secondary school in September.


I was having montage daydreams of the three of us laughing and shouting as we zoomed down hills on our bikes one-handed, licking the fattest Flake 99 ice creams as we went.


Chicken ‘n’ chips and practical jokes.


Sleepovers.


Popcorn and movies.


Brand-new secret handshakes.


[image: A bag of popcorn, a box of chicken with fries, and a bolster pillow.]


Not a boring day in sight.


Perfect.


I loved a good plan and, if I do say so myself, as planners go, I was pretty damn good at it.


What’s that saying, though, about the best-laid plans of massive mice and stupid men?


I can’t remember. It doesn’t matter, the point about the ‘best-laid plans’ is . . .


Exactly.


They flop.


Of course, I didn’t know that back then. I was just a regular, soon-to-be eleven-year-old boy.


I didn’t know that my big perfect plan for summer fun and anti-boredom with my two closest friends would flop faster than a fish trying to unicycle, or that I’d end up having the most unexpected summer ever.


I mean,


how could I?









[image: ]


It started with a slap in the face. Literally.


That face was my face, and I was fast asleep when it happened.


Now, unless you’re part of some crack team of hardcore army commandos, I’m hoping you’ll agree that a slap in the face is not a normal way to wake up, but trust me, that wasn’t even the strangest part. Let me paint you the scene.


Me, Jason Gardener – Jay to my friends – peacefully sleeping in my own bed.


It’s Saturday morning, start of the summer holidays and I’ve got the whole six weeks ahead of me.


I’m not sure what I’m dreaming about; probably my already mentioned ‘best summer holidays ever’ plan. Either that or the one where I wake up with the legs of a dog. Anyway, whatever. I’m in bed, happily unconscious, then . . .


WHAM!


I’m SLAPPED awake.


By a MONKEY!


Told you the slap wasn’t the strangest part.


I’m not sure if you’ve ever been woken up by a slap in the face from a monkey, but if you haven’t, trust me, it’s a pretty unique experience.


First thing I felt was a hot sting in my cheek. Then I opened my eyes and there it was, sitting on my chest, staring at me with its dark, beady monkey eyes. I don’t know how I didn’t scream. I guess I was frozen in the weirdness of the moment.


[image: A monkey sitting with its mouth wide open is seen through an eye.]


It was one of those little ninja monkeys, like the one from Aladdin. The one who zips around and steals fruit from the market stalls, then scurries up onto Aladdin’s shoulder to eat it. This one didn’t have the tiny hat and waistcoat, though. This one was monkey-naked (covered in fur) and it was sitting on me, grinning a spike-toothed monkey grin, like it had just told the funniest joke ever.


I glanced at my open window. Wherever it had come from, that must have been how it got in.


The monkey looked at the window too, then back at me.


I could see Gus asleep under the radiator. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the world’s worst guard dog. The monkey looked at Gus too and hissed, like a cat when it’s cornered. Then, I swear down, it looked back at me and blew a raspberry.


A raspberry.


I’m not even joking. A full-on, tongue out mouth fart. Then, before I could do anything, it sprung off my chest. One bounce onto the floor, one bounce up over Gus onto the windowsill, a quick look back at me, another raspberry, then out of the window and away.


[image: A sleeping dog is curled up in front of a radiator.]


I jumped out of bed in time to see it scurrying along the low wooden fence between our garden and next doors’ and into Mr Benn’s empty garden shed.


‘That was a monkey, Gus,’ I said. He lifted his head. ‘Why didn’t you bark?’


Gus looked up at me with his confused, scruffy face. He had no idea what had happened.


I turned back to look at the shed. The door was open. Mr Benn had moved out nearly two weeks ago with his lottery winnings, and the house was empty. Had he owned a secret monkey and forgotten to take it with him? Not likely.


Then a girl stepped out of the shed.
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She looked older than me, but younger than my big sister Donna. So, maybe thirteen or so?


Dark-denim dungarees, black rectangular glasses, her hair pulled back into two symmetrical buns and, sitting on her shoulder, like it was her real-life spirit animal, was the monkey.


[image: A girl with two hair buns and wearing glasses, dark-denim dungarees, a t-shirt, and sneakers walks with a monkey on her shoulder.]


‘Who is that?’ I whispered to Gus.


As if she’d heard me, right then the girl looked up towards my window. I instinctively dropped to the floor, out of sight, a bit too fast because I banged my knees.


Crouching down, nose to nose with my dog, all I could think was that this had been a very weird morning. And it had only just begun.


‘What’s going on, Gus?’


Gus yawned a dog-breath yawn and licked my face.


Before we carry on, I think it’d be useful to introduce you to the main players in my life, in case you haven’t read the first book I wrote. It’s called My Big Mouth, if you want to go and find it.


I think it’s great, but then I would say that. It’s all about what happened after my dad left and some stories I told – well, lies really – that got me into trouble but also meant that some unexpectedly good stuff happened too.


Anyway, in my life the main players are:




MUM.


Nurse


Boss of the house


Super-powered hug-giver


Singing chef


Powerful laugh


[image: A wall clock, a pan, and a spatula are around the legs of Mum, who wears a white coat, tights, and shoes.]







DONNA.


Older sister


Always out.


Martial arts enthusiast


Queen of one-liners


Wannabe grown-up


[image: A lipstick and a key ring with two keys are around Donna, who wears a t-shirt, baggy pants, and sneakers.]







GUS.


Getting old


Lovable scruff


Greatest ever listener


Worst ever guard dog







DOMINIC CLARKE.


Oldest friend


Star gazer/trainee


astronomer


Big thinker


Terrible dancer


Often misses what’s


right in front of him


[image: A pair of binoculars and an opened notebook with handwritten notes are around the legs of Dominic Clarke, who wears trousers and shoes.]







DANNY JONES.


Newest friend


Ex-school bully


Misunderstood


Explorer


Freakishly strong


Freakishly good at football


[image: Danny Jones, who wears a t-shirt, shorts, socks, and cleats, kicks a football.]







MR B.


Favourite teacher from juniors


Awesome storyteller


Advice-giver


Good to talk to


[image: Mister B has bushy eyebrows and glasses over his head.]







DAD.


Gone


Left about six weeks ago


Haven’t seen him since


Don’t want to talk about it


[image: A blank photo frame.]





All making sense?


Cool.


Now, back to that morning. Because if I thought things were weird already, they were about to get weirder.
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Donna was scrambling eggs when I walked into the kitchen.


‘Morning, Shorts,’ she said, not looking up.


‘Who’s Shorts?’


‘You are.’


‘Since when?’


‘Since right now. I figure it’s time you got a nickname.’


‘But I’m not even wearing shorts. What’s wrong with Jay?’


Donna scraped the eggs onto two plates and handed one to me.


‘I like Shorts,’ I said.


She patted my head and walked into the living room where our table was. I looked out of the kitchen window. Mr Benn’s shed door was still open, but I couldn’t see the girl, or the monkey.


‘Donna?’


She was at the table reading the paper as she ate, like Mum does. She copied Mum more and more lately.


‘Do you know there’s a girl next door?’ I said.


Without even looking up, Donna nodded. ‘Yeah. New family. Some guy and his daughter. They got here yesterday. His name’s Edson, or Eric, or something.’


Typical.


Everybody always knows everything before me.


I shuffled to the back window, taking care not to be seen. Our skinny back lawn needed mowing. That would be an unpaid Jason job for sure – it always had been, even when Dad was here. The shed was closed now and there was no sign of the girl or my little primate attacker.


‘You know they’ve got a monkey?’


Donna was already finished and taking her plate through into the kitchen. I went after her, still carrying my eggs.


‘Did you hear me? They’ve got a monkey.’


‘That’s great.’


She rinsed her plate and laid it on the rack.


‘It attacked me, you know. The monkey. It broke in this morning and smacked me in the face!’


Donna came close and lifted my chin with her hand to inspect (another copied Mum gesture).


‘You seem fine,’ she said. ‘What are you doing today?’


‘Dominic’s coming over, then we’re going to meet Danny in the park. First day of summer!’


I did a little ‘first day of summer’ dance.


‘Who’s Danny?’


‘What do you mean? Danny Jones, from school.’


‘I thought he was the mean kid?’


‘We’re friends now, I told you.’


But Donna’s attention was already tuned out from little-brother frequency, like a good wannabe grown-up.


‘Cool. I’m going out. Mum’s sleeping. She’s on nights all week, so no blasting music, okay?’


‘Where are you going?’


‘None of your business. Wash your plate up when you’re done. See you later, Shorts.’


I heard the jingle of her keys on the phone table and in the lock as she left. I stared at my eggs. Being the youngest is such a cliché. Like I said, no one tells you anything.


Maybe things would change after my birthday, I thought. Maybe being eleven means people in your family take you seriously and start listening to you about important things like, oh, I don’t know, A BONAFIDE MONKEY ATTACK.


Thank the universe for my friends.


Then, right on cue, the doorbell rang.
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Dom was on the doorstep. He had a small pair of binoculars on a strap around his neck and his hair looked like uncut grass growing in all directions. He was wearing shorts so short they almost looked like pants. I had to smile.


‘Shorts.’


He checked his shorts. ‘They’re good for speed.’ His voice sounded uncharacteristically glum and his head stayed down


‘What’s up?’ I said, realizing I was still holding my plate of eggs.


Dom pointed back to the road. His mum, dad and older brother Noah were waiting in their silver car. ‘I’ve gotta go to Ireland,’ he said.


‘What? Ireland? Now?’


Dom nodded. He was fighting tears. ‘It’s my nan. She’s not well. I’m not sure how long I’m going to be away for but it might be the whole summer.’


Pause.


You ever have it when somebody shares some bad news with you, something that’s upsetting for them, and all you can think of is yourself? You know it’s not right, but in the moment you can’t help it. That’s how I felt right then. It was the start of summer holidays and my best friend was leaving and, as bad as it sounds, my first thought was – what about the plan?


What about me and Danny and Dom, the three of us? What about fun and bonding and ice creams and dancing and secondary school preparation?


I tried to push the selfish thoughts out of my head and I put my hand on Dom’s shoulder.


‘I’m sorry, man.’


Dom took off his binoculars and hung them round my neck.


‘Venus will be visible on your birthday. In case I miss it, I know you haven’t got a telescope and, well, these are better than nothing.’


Then he hugged me. Even his hug was sad.


‘We can both look at Venus at the same time,’ he said over my shoulder.


The binoculars were digging into my chest and I wanted to say something supportive and helpful into his ear as he held me, something comforting like Mum would say, but what I actually said was,


‘New people moved in next door and they’ve got a monkey.’


The sound of his dad honking the horn must’ve covered it up, because Dom just let me go like he hadn’t heard and forced a smile. ‘We can talk on the phone. I’ll call you when I’m allowed.’


Dom was leaving. It felt like my second slap in the face of the day.


‘Yeah. Okay.’


As Dom walked back to his car, his mum waved from the passenger seat, her face full of sadness.


What I should’ve been thinking:


Man, poor Mrs Clarke, I hope everything is okay with her mum.


What I was actually thinking:


This is rubbish. Without Dom around, the jigsaw of my summer is missing a massive piece.


I was going to need a new plan.


I waved back with my free hand and watched them drive away until they turned the corner and disappeared.


That’s when I noticed the unfamiliar black van with its back doors open parked outside Mr Benn’s, and heard a voice shout, ‘Pam!’
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‘Pam!’


It was a deep man’s voice and came from inside the black van.


‘Pam!’


There was a bang from inside the van and the man’s voice growled a word I once lost two break times for saying in Year 5.


The van dipped on its suspension as a tall man who looked like Mace Windu (if Mace Windu dressed like a dad) got out, carrying a box of long cables with an expensive-looking keyboard sticking out of it. ‘Pamela!’


[image: Edric carries a box with a keyboard and speakers. Long cables hang out of the box.]


He was about to shout again when he spotted me standing in our doorway.


‘Oh. Hi.’ He smiled. There was something vaguely familiar about him.


‘You must be Angela’s boy. I’m Edric.’


Angela’s boy?


Angela was Mum’s name. So Mum had already met the new neighbours and mentioned me.


Last again.


Something made me look up towards the front bedroom window and there she was. Looking down at us. The girl from the shed. No monkey.


Edric had seen her too. ‘There you are!’ he called up. ‘A little help please, your highness!’


The girl was staring. How long had she been there? Had she been watching me saying goodbye to Dom?


Edric put the box down on their front step and walked towards me, holding out a hand.


‘It’s good to meet you, neighbour.’


I looked up at the girl in the window, then before Edric was close enough to shake hands, I stepped back inside and shut our front door . . .


[image: ]


Perspective is everything.


Dad used to say that.


Everything depends on what lens you’re watching the world through.


For example:


If you opened your front door and found a massive pile of horse poo on your front step, you’d probably be like, ‘Euurghh! What the heck is this massive pile of horse poo doing here on my front step? This is terrible and disgusting! Why is this happening? I can’t believe there’s this much horse poo in my life!’


Right?


That’s the lens lots of people would see it through. Horse poo = bad. Agreed?


But now, imagine you’re a farmer. Just come with me for a second, this is going to make sense.


You’re a farmer, and when you open your front door and find a massive pile of horse poo on your front step, you’re like:




‘Yo! Look at all this horse poo! I love horse poo! Horse poo is exactly what I need for compost to use on my vegetables to help them grow massive and win competitions! What an amazing piece of luck! Poo-goals!’





[image: A pile of poop on a wooden plank has vegetables in it and flies around it.]


You see? It’s all about your lens.


Well, standing in my hallway there that morning, staring at the inside of our front door, holding a plate of cold scrambled eggs and a pair of binoculars, having been slapped awake by a monkey and having waved goodbye to my oldest friend for the summer, I tried to imagine seeing this through a different lens.


The voice in my head says,




Stay positive, Jay. Look at what you have instead of what you don’t.







You have the whole summer still,
and you have Danny.


You can make a new plan.


After all, planning is what you do best.
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I waited until I was sure Edric had finished unloading his van and had gone inside before I left the house. Me and Dom were supposed to meet Danny in the park and I was running late, so I brought out my trusty steed.


I don’t know if you have your own bike, but I like to think of mine as like a horse. A modern metal horse that doesn’t need carrots or hay or have to go toilet.


[image: A bicycle.]


My bike is a BMX bike. BMX stands for Bicycle Motocross, which is a totally awesome sport of racing bikes around dirt tracks with jumps and skids and freestyle stunt tricks.


I don’t really do tricks, but I can ride pretty fast and I enjoyed feeling the breeze on my face as I rode the familiar streets of skinny houses to the park to meet Danny. On the way, I tried to formulate a new plan.


[image: ]


Yeah! That could work.


Sunlight bounced off car bonnets as I cruised past the church and I saw old Mrs Weavel weeding her community garden. I could smell clean washing from people’s backyards. I started to feel a bit more positive.


By the time I got to the park, it was already busy.


Our park was basically a big flat field with a playground at one end and the old people’s bowling green at the other, next to the main road that we weren’t allowed to cross over to where the big posh houses were.


As I rode in, I could see that there were two different football games under way, criss-crossing over each other, and circles of girls dotted around the grass. The playground was full of the little brothers and sisters some people had to look after.


I spotted Danny right away, playing football. For a start, he was taller and bigger than anyone else. He weaved between smaller humans easily, the football seemingly glued to his feet. I watched him dribble past a whole carnival of kids and calmly score what was probably his forty-eighth goal of the day, before jogging away with his hand in the air.


[image: Danny Jones, wearing a t-shirt, shorts, and cleats, waves his hand and walks away.]


I felt myself smiling as I dropped my bike near the goal posts. My friend Danny Jones had all the attributes to make secondary school way easier for him – or anyone connected to him. With him by my side, nobody would give me grief.


He was also really fun to hang out with now he wasn’t pushing people around anymore.


This summer was going to be good.


Every cloud has a silver haircut.


I’m not sure if you’ve sensed what’s coming.


Yep. You guessed it.


Slap in the face number three.
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‘What do you mean, you’re going to be away all summer?’


I didn’t plan for my voice to come out so whiny, but it did.


It had been a pretty weird and disappointing morning. And now . . .


‘It’s gonna be so sick, Jay! It’s an amazing opportunity.’ Danny sounded more excited than I had ever heard him.


It turned out he had been invited to attend Manchester United’s youth team summer football camp, which apparently hardly anyone gets chosen for, and he was, to put it mildly, absolutely buzzing about it.


We sat together at the base of a massive oak tree.


‘You’re going to be away for the whole summer?’ I asked, trying my absolute hardest not to melt into a puddle of disappointment.


Danny bit off half an entire apple in one bite. ‘Five weeks. We leave tomorrow to start on Monday. To Manchester! I’m staying with my uncle who lives there. We get to practise at the actual training ground with real coaches and see what it’s like to be a professional player!’


‘That sounds like a big deal.’


‘Yeah. They only select like thirty young players from the whole country! And they chose me! Awesome right?’


Perspective, Jay. Perspective. Perspective.


Man, I needed a better lens.


Danny finished his apple and threw the core at a group of pigeons nearby. I watched kids duck and scream as the pigeons scattered upwards. My stomach felt empty. And now my arm hurt, because Danny had just whacked me to get my attention. He was pointing at Dom’s binoculars, which were around my neck still.


‘What are they for?’


‘Nothing.’


‘You okay, Jay?’


But before I could say anything, the other kids called Danny back to the game.


He stood up and his big body literally blocked out the sun.


‘You wanna play?’


I shook my head. Chasing around after a ball without ever getting passed to was never much fun.


‘Sorry I won’t be around to hang out this summer,’ Danny said. ‘But at least you’ll have Dom.’


‘No I won’t,’ I said. ‘Dom’s gone to Ireland because his gran is sick.’


I didn’t say it out loud though. I kept it in my head. I didn’t want to make Danny feel bad.


So I just nodded and said out loud,


‘Yeah.’


Danny beamed. ‘It’s gonna be so cool, Jay! And I’ll be back for your birthday!’


I made myself smile. ‘Yeah. Congratulations by the way. You’ll be awesome, Dan.’


‘Thanks, man. You’re a good friend.’


I watched him jog back to the game.


A good friend. I’m a good friend.


A good friend who’s now completely alone for the summer and is probably going to die from boredom before school starts.
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Maybe right now you’re thinking to yourself, ‘But Jay, are you really telling me that Dominic Clarke and Danny Jones were the only two people you could hang out with for the summer? There wasn’t anyone else?’


I wish I could tell you that they weren’t my only friends. I wish I could tell you that my friend circle was as big as a Wembley Stadium, but the truth of it is, they kind of were.


I didn’t really have a circle, I had a triangle. And now, with two lines missing, that triangle had basically become one lonely line.


[image: ]


I didn’t feel like staying in the park, but I didn’t want to go home either, so I just rode on slow autopilot, going nowhere in particular.


I went past the swimming baths, where me and Dom got our 25-metre badges and swam in our pyjamas for charity. I went past the tower block where Danny lived, with the big green bins outside. My legs just kept pedalling, like I was looking for something that didn’t exist.


Eventually I came to the thick trees of the woods. Pedalling on grass is hard work, but I rode on anyway, along the dog walkers’ path until I came out into the wide-open green space. An Alsatian was chasing a cocker spaniel while their owners stood chatting. Even the dogs have friends to hang out with, I thought to myself as I pedalled across the grass down to the pond.


When I was younger, me and Dad used to come here with Gus. He liked to go splashing into the water after the ducks and I’d throw sticks in for him to fetch. It looked the same now. I could see the same little white wooden markers popping up out of the water. The same tiny island of dirt in the middle for the ducks to sleep on. I pictured old Gus now, back at home curled up under my radiator, his duck-chasing years long gone.


The bench where Dad used to sit was empty and, just like that, I could feel myself wanting to cry.


[image: A duck and three ducklings waddle past a wooden bench in a single file.]


I purposefully hadn’t been thinking about Dad. Whenever he showed up in my head, I’d shut that door. Maybe it was the feeling of being let down by my friends that opened it. The universe had laughed in the face of my big summer plan and it was that same exact universe that had made Dad leave without an explanation. It seemed like the universe liked taking things away and leaving me behind.


An empty park bench. An empty chair at home. An empty summer.


Sitting there on my bike in a place I’d known since I was a baby, I felt . . . empty.


I knew I had to do something to snap out of it or I’d be sobbing all over my handlebars, and that can cause rust, so I rode round the pond. I started thinking about what would happen if I chose a direction and just kept going. If I rode off and didn’t look back, like Dad.


How far would I get? How long would it be before anybody noticed?


The tall line of trees that Donna and her friends used to climb loomed over me. I remembered looking up into the branches as she’d climb, amazed by her bravery, wondering how she didn’t panic and freeze. What the world must look like from up there.


I stopped my bike and looked up at the trees. The older kids had given them all names and me and Dominic had memorized the main ones:




• Dagger, shaped like a Christmas tree


• Octopus, with its chunky tentacle-like branches


• Empire State, which looked like a long green rectangle and the straightest, tallest of them all – SPUTNIK.





I laid my bike against Sputnik’s roots and touched the trunk.


Thick dark grooves ran all the way up further than I could see. I had no idea how old Sputnik was, but it was already this big when I was a baby so it must’ve been over a hundred years old at least. Thin shafts of sunlight cut through to where I stood. There was something magical about it. Protective. Like the tree had a forcefield and I was inside it.


The first branch was above my head and then the higher branches stuck out at ninety degrees like some kind of enormous toilet brush for giants. It’s why it was so good for climbing.


I felt a familiar ticking in my stomach. It comes when something important is about to happen. Then I took a deep breath, rested my hand against the rough bark and closed my eyes.
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Have you ever climbed a tree?


That might sound like a stupid question to you. If you live somewhere that has lots of trees and you like climbing then you’ve probably been climbing trees since you were a baby.


‘Of course I’ve climbed a tree, Jay. I’ve climbed more trees than a grandma has had naps, what are you talking about?’


Maybe you never have. Maybe where you live there aren’t any climbable trees. Or maybe you don’t fancy it. Maybe the idea of climbing trees seems like a foolish waste of time to you.


Maybe you’ve just never come across a tree that needed climbing.


At that point in my life I reckon I had ‘climbed’ maybe three ‘trees’. You can’t see me, but I’m doing the finger quotations thing that Donna and Mum do when they’re being sarcastic about something. When I say I had ‘climbed’ maybe three ‘trees’, I mean that at that point in my life I had . . . hugged three bushes.
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