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PRAISE FOR


MY ESPECIALLY WEIRD WEEK WITH TESS


“One (especially weird) week is enough to change your life. I loved spending a week with Sam and Tess in this fast-paced, heart-warming novel. Woltz has a wonderful gift for tackling serious issues with just the right amount of tenderness and humour. All the quirky characters in this book will stay with you long after the last page. Hugely enjoyable.”


Jaco Jacobs, author of A Good Day for Climbing Trees


“I loved this. Deep and serious themes are dealt with in such a sunlit, funny and enchanting way. A complete delight!”


Anthony McGowan, author of Dogs of the Deadlands


“Sam and Tess’s charming story comes and goes too fast, much like that unforgettable vacation that you never want to end. I absolutely adored this!”


Tanya Guerrero, author of All You Knead Is Love


“This novel is a heart-warming, life-affirming read about the importance of family and community, featuring two delightful protagonists who can only be their wonderful, original selves.”


Charlotte Eyre, The Bookseller
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For Jefta, the best dog in the world, 2001–2012
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I saw it happen.


Dad’s red jumper and my striped one were the goalposts. The sun was shining on my arms and the stiff sea breeze had decided to join the game. I chased the ball until I couldn’t take another step, then stood there panting.


I could see Jasper in the distance. He wasn’t doing anything. Just walking along the empty beach, staring up at the sky. Studying the white clouds drifting over the island as if he was forty, not twelve.


“Come on, Sam,” Dad called. “We’re in the middle of a match!”


“I know,” I called back.


But I didn’t move. I could feel the dry sand working its way up between my toes. I was an upside-down hourglass. I only needed to wiggle my toes and I’d gain another couple of minutes.


“Sam!” Dad shouted again.


I looked over at Jasper one last time and that was when it happened. He took another step, but instead of sand his foot landed on air. Arms flapping, he toppled into an enormous hole.


It was brilliant.


For a moment at least. Until my brother started screaming and the grin that had crept across my face vanished.


The wind whooshed and the waves roared, but nothing could drown out Jasper’s screams. My blood turned cold. He didn’t sound human, more like an animal.


Dad and I started running at the same time. We dashed across the loose sand as fast as we could.


We couldn’t even see Jasper any more. The beach had swallowed him up.


“Jass!” I called.


“We’re coming!” Dad shouted.


And then we were standing at the edge of the hole. My brother was lying at the bottom, holding his leg. His face was scrunched up and his hair was covering his eyes. Everything about him that had been so annoying these last few weeks was gone.


When he saw us, he stopped screaming. He looked up at Dad and tried to catch his breath. “I heard a snap,” he said. “When I landed. There was a snap.”


I shivered. It was still April. Way too cold to be standing on a windy beach with bare arms.


Dad lowered himself into the hole. When he stood in it, the sand came up to his waist. I’d only seen a hole in the ground this deep once before. That was three weeks ago, so I remembered it exactly. My whole class got to throw white rose petals into it. By the handful. I was scared the petals would run out before it was my turn, but they had an extra basket ready. I was the first one to take them out of the new basket.


Dad knelt down next to Jasper and lifted up his trouser leg.


“Careful!” I cried.


My brother didn’t say anything.


“You’re hurting him!”


I was scared to go too close to the edge of the hole in case the side collapsed.


Dad untied Jasper’s shoelace, and I saw my brother flinch. But he still didn’t make a sound.


“Give me your phone,” I shouted down to Dad. “I’ll call an ambulance. They can send one to the beach.”


“Don’t be silly,” my father said.


“But he’s in pain! Can’t you see that? He’s not saying anything, but he needs to go to hospital.”


Dad nodded. “We’ll take him to a doctor.”


“But he can’t walk.”


“I’ll carry him across the beach,” Dad said. “Then we’ll drive to the village.”


“You’re mad! You’ll stumble while you’re carrying him. Then his bones will move and grow crooked and he’ll never walk again. Or he’ll have a limp and then he’ll never—”


“Shut up, will you?” Jasper blurted. He swiped his hair out of his eyes and looked straight at me. Now he was being Jasper again. The annoying Jasper from the last few weeks. “It hurts enough without having to listen to a little kid screeching too.”


I took a step back.


Silently I watched Dad grab him under the arms and hoist him up. Jasper’s face was pale and I could see him clenching his teeth. But he didn’t say anything, and I knew I had to keep quiet now too.


I wasn’t allowed to scream for him. I wasn’t allowed to call an ambulance. He was one and a half years older than me, and by the time I was born it was already too late. He had a massive head start, but nobody said, stop, everyone back to the starting line, let’s try again.


I bent down, picked a few white shells out of the sand, and tossed them one after the other into the hole. The last one landed on Jasper’s head.
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I raced back to get our jumpers while Dad pulled Jasper out of the hole. He lifted him on to his back and staggered across the beach with him. Every step, my father panted and my brother groaned. Together they sounded like a geriatric dinosaur.


I got to sit in the front of the car because Jasper needed the whole back seat to himself. We’d only arrived the night before and we didn’t really know where we were. Our dark green holiday home was tucked away in the dunes. But the doctor’s was in the village, so we sped past shops crammed with brightly coloured beach buckets and inflatable dolphins. Past crowded outdoor cafes and dripping ice-cream carts and fluttering flags.


Sometimes I turned back to my brother, looked at his leg and tried to imagine what it felt like. On the inside. Where it was all muscles and pulsing blood.


“What do you think?” I asked. “Does it hurt worse than anything you’ve ever felt before?”


“Just cos you’re always thinking,” Jasper said, “it doesn’t mean we all do.”


Right at the end of the village we found a doctor’s. The low grey building didn’t look like holidays at all. Dad left us in the car and ran in. I looked at my watch. Three minutes and fifteen seconds later he came back with a wheelchair.


“Phew!” he said, out of breath. “That receptionist is scary. She almost bit my nose off when she found out we hadn’t called first to make an appointment. Now we have to wait until the doctor can fit us in.”


“But Jasper’s in pain!”


Dad shrugged. “That woman’s used to people in pain. If you’re not about to die, you have to make an appointment.” He helped Jasper out of the car and into the wheelchair.


“Can I push?” I asked.


My father hesitated.


“I’ll be careful,” I said. “I promise. I know it’s not a shopping trolley.”


Jasper sniggered. Not too loudly, of course, because he was in pain.


“Hm,” Dad said. He looked at my brother and then at me. “Fortunately I’ve never known you two to misbehave with shopping trolleys.” He took a step to one side. “As long as you don’t go too fast.”


It wasn’t easy to keep the wheelchair straight, but I hardly bumped into anything. The strict receptionist didn’t seem to approve of me pushing it at all. She had short blonde hair and bright red lips and she waved her hand like a traffic officer. “That way! Watch out for the skirting boards, they’ve just been painted.”


The large waiting room was full of people who looked perfectly healthy. They were wearing shorts and flip-flops with flowers on them. I parked Jasper next to a table with Lego and sat on the bench with Dad. The wall in front of us was decorated with photos of seven different kinds of beach grass. The room smelled like plasters.


I tried to sneak glances at the other people to figure out what was wrong with them. Why were they at the doctor’s on such a sunny day? I couldn’t tell anything from their appearance. But they were still here.


It made me think of Bella’s father. Even though I didn’t want to. When he had come to help with the school sports day in autumn, nobody had noticed anything. Even though he was already sick.


I fidgeted on the seat and waited. And waited some more.


“Dad?” I whispered at last. “Do you think the last dinosaur knew it was the last?”


“How do you mean?” he asked softly.


“When the last dinosaur died,” I said, “did it know it was becoming extinct? That there’d never be another dinosaur again?”


Jasper looked at the beach grass as if he had nothing to do with us.


“I hope so,” I said. “If it knew it was the last one, it wouldn’t have felt as bad about dying. It would have been lonely otherwise.”


Dad nodded. “Yes, I think so too.”


Maybe he’d heard what I said. Maybe not. Answering without thinking was one of his specialities. He was a nice robot father.


“Jass?” I asked. “Do you think a dinosaur could be friends with other kinds of animals? Could it talk to—”


“Stop it!”


“But I thought—”


“It really hurts. Can’t you get that into your skull?” He shook his head. “It’s incredible. One half of you’s a professor and the other half’s a five-year-old. This leg’s going to ruin my whole holiday. I don’t want to talk about a lonely dinosaur who goes to visit a hedgehog for afternoon tea!”


A man with a hairy jungle on his legs chuckled and I looked at the floor. The whole waiting room was listening in.


“I’ll go and sit in the car,” I said.


Jasper calling me a professor didn’t make any sense. To become a professor you have to finish high school first and then go to university for years. I hadn’t even finished primary school. I explained that to Jasper last week, but he didn’t care. He kept saying it.


I stood up and Dad gave me the car keys. “Don’t drive off now!” he said, trying hard to be cheerful.


I nodded and walked out into the sun.
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Outside, it still felt like the holidays. I was in the village and surrounded by houses but there was a salty tang to the air. The sunny pavement was covered with a thin layer of sand that had fallen off flip-flops, wet towels and inflatable animals.


I put the car keys in my pocket and started walking. Of course, I wasn’t silly enough to look up at the blue sky at the same time. I wasn’t planning on falling into any holes.


The keys jangled in my pocket. My head was empty. Sometimes I think too much. And sometimes I don’t think at all. With me it’s either one or the other. I strolled through the car park next to the doctor’s and stopped.


At the back of the building there was a small patio, and in the middle of that patio there was a table with a laptop, a pot plant and a desk lamp on it. The cord from the lamp snaked over the grey paving stones but didn’t go anywhere. It wasn’t plugged into anything.


Sitting at the table was a blonde-haired girl with a serious face. I looked away and took a step, but she’d already seen me.


“Wait,” she called.


I half turned towards her.


“Do you know anything about zebrafish?” Her voice was as serious as her face.


“Not really…” I said.


“Do you play the trumpet?”


I shook my head.


“Have you ever done a woodworking course?”


I shook my head again, and she sighed.


“Then I don’t need you. Off you go.”


I was too stunned to move. Again I looked at the cord that didn’t go anywhere and the dusty pot plant.


And then I sneaked a look at the girl while she was peering at her laptop. She was older than me. That was obvious. And she was almost definitely not a tourist. She was wearing gleaming brown boots and a brown leather jacket. Everyone else on the island was acting like it was summer already, but not her.


“Stop!” she cried, although I was still just standing there. “I need you after all. Can you dance?”


It was simple. I had to turn and walk away. But she kept talking.


“Ballroom dancing, I mean. Like people in old movies. Or at weddings. Can you?”


“No!” I snapped. Not only could I not dance, I didn’t want to either, and I wanted to make sure she knew it.


The girl smiled. “Me neither.” And then she stood up. “So we’re going to learn how.” She typed something on the laptop, clicked a couple of times, and then all of a sudden there was music. Old-fashioned music full of violins that didn’t suit the half-empty car park and the strong sea breeze. “I’m Tess, by the way,” the girl said. “We’ll start with the Viennese waltz.” She came up to me and stopped in front of me. I felt like running away, but she grabbed my hand. She was at least a head taller than me and her fingers were sticky. I could feel her breath on my forehead. “Your right hand goes on my back,” she said, as if she was the boss of the whole island. “I read all about it on the internet, but I didn’t have anyone to practise with.” She rested her left hand on my shoulder.


“Stop it!” I shouted. I broke free and took a step back. “That’s not allowed. You can’t touch people you don’t know.”


Tess stayed where she was, so I quickly took another step back. The old-style music was still playing – swirling, turning, dignified but cheerful with it.


“I’m eleven,” I said. “If you touch me again, I’m going to the police.”


“You’re eleven?” She sounded surprised. “I thought you were ten. Or nine.” She bent her legs a little so she was more on my level. “I’m twelve, but everyone thinks I’m older.” She stepped forward again. “Please?” she asked. “It’s really important for me to learn to dance before tonight.”


“I don’t believe you.”


“The rest of my life depends on it.” She looked at me and didn’t look away. There were golden speckles in her brown eyes. She wasn’t a robot but a real person. She saw me.


“What do you think…” I began. I cleared my throat. “Did the last dinosaur mind dying?”


She thought about it. For a long time, until the music finished and all we could hear was seagulls up in the sky. “I’d always mind dying,” she said at last. “The idea of everything stopping…” She bit her lip. “But if I was the very last one, it might not be as bad. Because then I’d only be lonely anyway.”


She looked at me with her speckled eyes and I nodded. I took a hesitant step forward.


“Just think,” she said. “If I was the last one, I wouldn’t have anyone to dance with.” She ran back to the laptop and tapped the touchpad. The music started playing again. It was carousel music, but different.


“I’m Sam,” I said.


She took my hand. The music was making me dizzy.


“You take one step forward with your right foot,” Tess said.


I did, and at the same time she took a step back with her left foot.


“Now one step to the side with your left.”


Her foot moved together with mine.


“Now your right foot follows.”


I did it, and her left foot did the same.


She laughed. “That’s it. We’re dancing!”
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We only stopped dancing when a man came into the car park. We were both out of breath and big grins had taken over our faces. My fingers were now almost as sticky as Tess’s, but that was good. If you’re both sticky, it doesn’t matter.


The man came closer. His hair was white and a little too long, and he was wearing slippers. He was holding a shoebox.


Both my grandfathers are only half old. They can still run and use smartphones and chew with their own teeth. But this man was old old. He looked like a grandfather from a fairy tale.


“They won’t help,” he said in a sad voice. He sounded ancient, but like a little boy too.


“Who won’t help?” Tess asked. She pushed a wisp of blonde hair out of her eyes.


“The police, the fire brigade, the ambulance…” The man shook his head. “I phoned all of them, but they only got angry. They said I should throw Remus away. In the bin. And that made me angry.”


“Remus?” I asked.


He nodded. With trembling hands, he carefully raised the lid of the shoebox. Lying on a bed of cotton wool was a stiff yellow bird. Its scrawny legs were sticking up in the air. Its eyes were shut.
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