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			To everyone who has ever lived inside a noisy head

			In memory of David Jones, who told me my first stories
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			1.1

			Hilltown Secondary School looks so unlike a school that I don’t even realise it is a school until Mum says, ‘Here we are, it’s just through those red doors, I think.’

			My old school was built in Victorian times, so it was all bricks, points and long arched windows. It even had separate entrance doors that said Boys and Girls, from a time when it wasn’t OK for us all to use the same door. This school looks like it could be a block of flats.

			A big group of kids walk by, heading for the red doors. They are all talking over each other, loud and fast.

			‘Hey!’ says Mum. ‘Those might be your new friends. Why don’t you go and talk to them?’ I look at her like she has just suggested I paint my body with blood and go and swim with some sharks, and wonder if it’s true what my older brother Kyle says — Mum is completely nuts.

			Every single one of these kids has a backpack glinting with keyrings. My backpack doesn’t have any. It is a TARDIS blue backpack (the only OK type of blue). TARDIS stands for ‘time and relative dimensions in space’, and it is the spaceship that the Doctor travels in through time and space. The Doctor is the main character in my most favourite ever, ever TV show, Doctor Who. The Doctor looks like a regular human, but really he is a Time Lord, which means he is from another planet, has two hearts and can live for hundreds and hundreds of years. The Doctor travels around in his TARDIS solving problems all over the galaxy. He’s always fighting monsters and stopping wars and saving the world just in time.

			The Doctor would be seriously peeved if you tried to decorate his TARDIS, so I keep my TARDIS backpack neat and keyring-free.

			‘You’ll be fine,’ says Mum, interrupting my thoughts. ‘Go on — off you go.’

			I tap my feet on the floor four times, because four is my special number, and it keeps me safe. There are four people in my family, and I am born in August. The bad thing about being born in August is that you are nearly always the youngest in your year, and everyone treats you like a baby. But the excellent thing about it is that August is the eighth month, and I was born on the 2nd. If you divide eight (for the month) by two (for the date), you get four again — which must be a sign it’s a special number for me.

			When I see the number four in my head, I see myself sitting in the triangle that the left side of the four makes, with my knees bunched up to my chest, the line above my head making a nice slanty roof. I can’t remember exactly when I knew four was my number. It feels like maybe I always knew. I do remember that when I used to walk in fours, Mum and Dad would pick me up and carry me, because it was easier than waiting for me to get somewhere. Then I used to scream and scream, because they didn’t understand that I had to do it to keep us all safe.

			They stopped picking me up eventually. Maybe it was because of the screaming. Or maybe I just got too big. One of the most difficult things about doing things in fours is walking. I count my steps in fours, and I like each step to feel the same size. Sometimes I’m not sure if the steps are the same size, or something about them just feels wrong, and then I have to go back and do the steps again. When I’m walking down the road, I like the fact that cars have four wheels, but if I see a bicycle, motorbike or one of those long lorries with six wheels, then I have to count four cars to make things feel OK. If that doesn’t make it feel OK then I times that by four and count sixteen cars, and if that doesn’t work then I times sixteen by four and count sixty-four cars, and if that still doesn’t work then I times sixty-four by four and count two hundred and fifty-six cars.

			Sometimes it can be pretty hard to find two hundred and fifty-six cars in Essex. So I guess that’s a good thing about moving to London, even if there are lots of scary things too, like going to a new school, and not knowing where anything is.

			I feel Mum’s arms reaching out to hug me goodbye, but I don’t want her to hug me in case the other kids see and think I’m a baby, so, still facing away from her and towards the door, I say under my breath, ‘Can you just say the magic words, please?’

			‘The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog,’ Mum whispers, which is a pangram — that’s a sentence that contains every single letter of the alphabet, which means it sort of contains every good thing in the world that you could possibly need to say to bring you luck. I ask her to do it three more times to make four, and she does.

			And then she squeezes my shoulders and says, ‘Off you go, Benny. I love you, you’ll be fine.’

			I head through the red doors, knowing that red is the colour of anger, and that every day when I walk into school I will now wonder whether I am causing Mum and Dad to have another argument with each other.

			Because it’s the first day, there are paper signs on the walls with arrows telling you which way to go. Mum told me that I am in class 8A, so I follow the signs to the fourth floor (good sign), and head into a room that is not square, and has six corners (bad sign). A man at the front of the room with a paper register tells me that his name is Mr Montague, and he is teaching this class. ‘Find a desk, any desk you like!’ He grins as if the fact there is no assigned seating is a good thing.

			If you are an unpopular person, this is basically the apocalypse.

			There’s an unoccupied twin desk by the front window, and I scoot over there. The other kids are sitting on each other’s desks and swinging their legs, talking about what they did during the summer holidays, and messing around. I stare down at my desk and count its four corners with my eyes. I have decided at this school that I will be invisible. I stuck out a lot at the Essex school, so being invisible basically requires me to reinvent myself, a bit like the Doctor. When the Doctor dies, he doesn’t die like us. He regenerates into a different body, and the new Doctor likes different foods and might be a bit sillier or grumpier than the last one.

			I am not a Time Lord, so I can’t regenerate, but I can try and do something similar. This is The Rule that I have made for myself: I will only do things in my head or with my eyes, no matter how much I want to physically tap, step or repeat. I will not talk to anyone, or say anything in lessons, and maybe, if I’m really lucky, no one will notice I’m here at all.

			Mr Montague claps his hands and calls for quiet. He takes a register, and I count the names, so that I will know how many people are in this class. I count thirty-four, which is not divisible by four (extremely bad sign). Then Mr Montague welcomes us all, and tells us that there is a lot to look forward to this term, including that there are some new after-school clubs, and a Halloween disco.

			Then Mr Montague says, ‘We have three new pupils in this Year Eight class, who’ve transferred from other schools. Now, guys. Think about when you first started here last year, or when you’ve been somewhere before that you didn’t know, and remember that saying hello and being friendly only takes a second. So — so that we can get to know our newest pupils — would all the new kids like to stand up and tell us their names?’

			Around the room, a couple of girls shuffle out of their seats, stand up briefly and tell us their names are Jia and Rachel. I can feel eyes looking around the room for the third new student, but I stare hard at my desk, feeling grateful that at least Mr Montague said the new students only had to stand up if they would like to.

			Mr Montague tells us that he is our class teacher this year, which means that he will take us for all of our core subjects, which are maths, English, science and geography, and we’ll have other teachers come to this classroom to teach us French, religious studies, history and drama. ‘Our first lesson of the day is going to be maths,’ he says, ‘and I know how excited you’ll all be to hear that today we’ll be starting algebra!’

			The class groans, and a girl a few seats away from me wearing leather lace-up boots, which really do not look school-uniform compliant, mutters the rudest swear word I know. I like algebra, but obviously I do not announce this, because I do not have a death wish. At the Essex school, my maths teacher used to give me extra algebra worksheets to do because I had finished all the other stuff in the textbook. At the time I just did them, but looking back, I don’t think it helped my ‘I am not a freak’ case very much.

			Mr Montague does an example using real apples and oranges that he has brought in, and no one seems too confused, but then he moves over to the whiteboard and replaces apples with X and oranges with Y, and now people are, as Kyle would say, ‘losing their freaking minds’. Mr Montague explains the equation and asks us to find X, and a red-haired boy with freckles in the second row points to the X on the board and says, ‘It’s there, sir,’ which makes everyone snicker.

			After a few more examples, Mr Montague hands round some worksheets for us to try. He tells us there are two sections, but we won’t be able to do the second one yet because he hasn’t taught us that bit. I could very easily do the second section, but then I remember that I am being invisible, which means not standing out in any way at all. So after I finish the first section, I just do the second section in my head. Mr Montague walks round the desks to take a look at what everyone has written, and asks the red-haired boy why he isn’t filling in the worksheet. ‘Cos you don’t need algebra in the real world,’ the boy says, and Mr Montague tells him that while they’ll have to agree to disagree on that one, you might need some GCSEs if you want to get a job ‘in the real world’. Which makes everyone go ‘oooooooh’ and someone shouts, ‘Burrrrrn, Bradleeeey!’

			Bradley looks like he is going to punch Mr Montague in the face.

			I’ve finished answering section two in my head, so I start counting corners. I feel safe when I am in square or rectangular rooms with exactly four corners, and I can move my eyes round and round counting them, but unfortunately this room is not square or rectangular. However, if I count the six corners of the room twice it’s twelve, and plus the four corners of my desk it’s sixteen, which is the square of four, so that feels kind of workable.

			I’m darting my eyes round and round, and have done this 107 times, when Mr Montague arrives at my desk to check my work.

			‘Wow, you’ve finished the whole first section,’ he beams. ‘You’re the only one who’s even got close.’ He checks through my answers. ‘And they’re all right!’ He looks like he could dance. ‘Have you done this before?’

			I am annoyed for making myself stand out. But I glance round the class and no one is looking our way — in fact, everyone is talking so loudly that Mr Montague could probably give me a badge for mathematical excellence and no one would notice.

			‘A bit,’ I say quietly. Mr Montague says I should try the next section, and sits at the desk next to me to explain what I need to do. I nod and say, ‘Thanks,’ while wondering if it is a bad kind of lying to pretend you don’t know something when you do.

			*

			We break for lunch at 12.30 p.m. The canteen is on the ground floor. It’s a massive room with three white walls and one red wall, and a plasticky blue floor that has sparkly purple flecks in it like the inside of a geode. There are eighty-six long plywood tables, and the room is heaving with people. At one of the tables towards the back I spot Kyle, crammed in with a load of guys and girls who you only have to look at for a couple of seconds to know are the popular kids. Kyle is showing a girl with a high swishy ponytail something on his phone, and she is looking at whatever it is and laughing.

			For a moment it’s sort of . . . shocking: seeing Kyle already surrounded by brand-new friends after only one morning of school. But really, there’s no reason for me to find this surprising. Kyle is extremely good at ‘fitting in’. Mum says Kyle could make friends in a vacuum. I couldn’t make friends at a Friendship Convention.

			Kyle is also extremely good at pretending he doesn’t know me. He insisted on walking to school by himself, ten minutes after Mum and I had left. He has given me instructions not to approach him at school ever, under any circumstances whatsoever. So I look away and pretend I haven’t seen him. It’s so loud that the people in the queue have to shout to the dinner ladies to tell them what they would like to eat. I join the back of the queue.

			The trays are red, so I don’t want one. As well as meaning anger, red can also mean harm, because red is the colour of blood. So if I use something red, it could cause someone I love to have an awful accident and even die. I figure I’ll just take the plate that the dinner lady gives me. But when I get to the counter the dinner lady says I have to have a tray; it’s a health and safety thing. I remember The Rule about fitting in, so I just nod my head and leave the counter to grab a tray, and join the back of the queue again. At least the room is rectangular. I say the word rectangular over and over in my head, but I know I’m blushing, and I can hear my heartbeat in my ears. My hands are clammy, and I’m worried that they’ll be making a damp mark on the red plastic and someone will notice. I sneak a glance down. The tray is covered in wet smudges from my fingers and palm. Rectangular, rectangular, rectangular, RECTANGULAR, I repeat in my head, but—

			‘What would you like to eat today?’ someone is asking me. I refocus my eyes and realise that I have made it to the front of the queue and am standing in front of the same dinner lady again.

			‘One sausage, mash, peas and a Yorkshire pudding, please,’ I say.

			‘Speak up, dear.’

			‘ONE SAUSAGE, MASH, PEAS AND A YORKSHIRE PUDDING!’

			‘It’s mash or a Yorkshire, not both.’

			Oh, flip. I do not want to have three things on my plate. But I remember The Rule. Ideally, I need four different foods, but I think of a quick way to make things work.

			‘OK, TWO SAUSAGES, PEAS AND MASH, PLEASE.’

			The lady nods and starts spooning things on to my plate. The tips of one sausage are touching the mash, and some of the peas are actually ON TOP of the mash, but — absolutely worst of all — she has given me three sausages, so now there are five things on my plate. At the Essex school, the dinner ladies knew to always give me four things, and not to let anything touch. Mum had written a letter when I first started, explaining that there were things I needed done in certain ways.

			And then the lady takes the ladle from inside a vat of gravy and lifts it above my plate, about to pour it over everything—

			‘NO!’ I shout. She raises an eyebrow, stops, and hands me the plate. I take it from her and place it on my tray. In the back right corner of the room I can see a long table with four unoccupied places at the end. To get there I will have to pass Kyle at a distance of approximately ten metres. Kyle can be a total jerk, but right now I want more than anything for him to notice me panicking and help me decide what to do about my food. I feel like if I stare at him and he happens to notice me needing help and come over, then that won’t count as me approaching him. I stare hard at him, willing him to notice me. At the last second he does, but he just stares back at me, and shakes his head — no — so subtly I wonder if he really did move his head at all, all the while continuing to say something to the girl that is still making her laugh.

			So I grip my tray hard and keep walking until I get to the table with the four spaces. I sit in the seat closest to the wall. I look at the plate. As well as my blood-coloured tray having a plate with five things on it, there are two blobs of gravy solidifying on the side of the plate, from where the ladle dripped.

			I wonder if I could count the peas as individual items. If I count them all up, and add the mashed potato as one item, the sausages as three items and the gravy splodges as two items, there is a one in four chance that the food on my plate will add up to a multiple of four. It’s worth a shot.

			First of all, I separate the food so none of it is touching any more. Then I start counting.

			It turns out peas are pretty difficult to count. I keep losing track of which ones have been counted and which ones haven’t. I try separating them but they end up rolling into the mash. Everything feels wrong, and I know that if I eat this food Bumble will get hit by a car when Mum takes him for his walk. I see him lying and bleeding in the road, totally still. Then I have the terrible thought that maybe I want something awful to happen to Bumble.

			I picture his big furry happy face hurtling towards the door, like it always does when one of us arrives home from being somewhere.

			I don’t want to kill Bumble! I don’t want to kill Bumble!

			I realise I am saying this out loud, because the older kids a few seats away have turned to look at me. I also realise that my eyes are filling with tears. This is very much not ideal, and in clear violation of The Rule.

			‘Sorry,’ I mumble. I pick up my tray and take it to the trolley at the other end of the room. I leave the canteen, but I have no idea where I’m going. I was hungry before lunch, now I feel like throwing up. I walk through two doors and down a long corridor; I take some stairs four flights up and walk down another corridor — this school is huge — and reach a green door that has a peeling laminated sign on it with a ClipArt picture of a swirly treble clef and the words: Music Department. I walk through it and into a new corridor that is approximately twenty metres long with lots of small rooms on each side. The doors all have a small meshed window. I peek through and see pianos and silver stands holding pieces of paper with music language on them, and instruments in grey and dark-green fabric cases. In total, I count twelve small rooms, and eleven of them are empty. One of them has a kid who looks a bit younger than me in it. He’s standing by the window, droning out the same notes on a clarinet over and over. I head straight for the one on the right, which says Music Room 4 on the door. It smells musty, like charity shops and my grandma’s house. This one has a piano, but the music stands don’t have music paper on them, and there aren’t any cases for instruments.

			I sit on my bum in the third corner from the door. This room is a near-perfect square, and I let my eyes move round and round from corner to corner.

			Why didn’t Mum write a letter to school telling them about me needing four things on my plate and nothing touching? Mum and Dad are always squabbling over whether to ‘give in to Benny’, which means letting me do things my way. Dad says that I should learn to fit in with the normal world and not do everything in fours or scream if things aren’t the right colour, otherwise how will I ever grow up and be a normal adult? Mum says that it is easier for everyone if things are done my way, and what is wrong with ‘giving in to Benny’ if it makes me feel better?

			Maybe Dad has finally convinced Mum that ‘giving in to Benny’ has to stop.

			Or maybe she just forgot. Dad keeps telling her to stop being such a space cadet, and when I asked Kyle what that meant he said a space cadet is a person who is an astronaut but without the brains. I said everyone has a brain. Kyle said, ‘OK, well, not a very good brain.’ So I said that astronauts actually have exceptional brains, otherwise they wouldn’t be astronauts in the first place, and also they wouldn’t pass their training. Then Kyle got a bit annoyed and said, ‘OK, smart arse, but the way Dad means it is someone who stares at nothing at all for a long time, is not very good at replying to you and generally doesn’t really understand anything at all.’

			So maybe Mum was being a space cadet.

			I decide to stay in Music Room 4 until lunch break is over. I suck at playgrounds because boys are supposed to charge around and play football, and I tend to trip over my legs. Pokémon cards were popular in Year Three and there was a brief five-week period in Essex where I was actually quite good at the playground because I knew the name of every single one. I had been collecting Pokémon cards before anyone else so I had the best cards and everyone wanted to see them. Tarek and Jamie even started calling me Spoink. Spoink is a cross between a metal spring and a pig, and everyone knows he is pretty much the most rubbish Pokémon ever (he has to bounce just to keep his heart beating). Kyle was horrified when I told him, and said being called Spoink was extremely offensive and I needed to put a stop to it right away.

			It didn’t matter, even though I would much rather have been called Charizard, because people were actually talking to me.

			I’m glad I brought my backpack with me to lunch now, because that means I can read my comic. But as I unzip it, I can see a small crumpled piece of paper that I don’t remember putting in there. I reach in and unfold it.

			It’s lined paper that’s been torn out of an exercise book, and written in capitals it says:

			[image: NEVER RUN WHEN YOU'RE SCARED.]
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