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Chapter 1

Charlie had always liked Mrs Cooper. She was old, with grey in her hair, and wrinkles at the
corners of her eyes. She must have smiled a lot. She had smiled at his class a lot last year,
definitely. She had sometimes forgotten their names, too, but nobody had minded. The
best thing about her was that she was just a bit squashy. Charlie knew she was squashy
because last year they’d been young enough for it to be OK to get a hug if they were
upset, and Charlie had had one or two hugs. Maybe three. He could remember the feel of
Mrs Cooper’s squashy arms, the smell of her soap, and even the saggy skin under her chin
and around her neck. Mrs Cooper had been teaching at Charlie’s school for ever, but even
if she hadn’t been retiring, Charlie knew that he wouldn’t have been in her class again this
year, not now he was in year 4. But he still missed her.
He watched Miss Meeks as she faffed with the white board; the boards were the new,
interactive kind, and not all the classrooms had them. Nobody seemed to know how to
use them properly, either, not even Miss Meeks, who was as new as they were. Charlie
wasn’t sure if he liked her yet. She was nothing like Mrs Cooper. Tall and thin, with black
leggings, and black boots that went all the way to under her knees, she would have looked
a bit like a ninja if she hadn’t also been wearing a long purple jumper with a belt. Her hair
was dark purple, too, in pony tail that flicked slightly from side to side as she fiddled with
the white board.

Charlie stared at her boots. They weren’t exactly shiny, but the light from the window
reflected off them, and if you looked carefully you could even see the pattern of the
leather. They didn’t look very teacher-y. Maybe they were just new, like her. Charlie
wasn’t sure yet whether he liked Miss Meeks, but then, it was only the third of September,
and she had only been his teacher for ten minutes.
Eventually she gave up on the white board and switched it off. She said they would do
some work on spellings for a bit, which was OK because Charlie was good at spelling. She
even let them choose their own words that they wanted to learn, and Charlie already had
a favourite, a really long word that he had read about in a science magazine:
bioluminescence. He sounded it out as he spelled it by – oh – loom – in – es – sense. He
was very proud of that word. It meant living things that glow in the dark. The science
magazine had explained about some glowing pot plants, and plans to try and make
glowing trees to use instead of street lamps. There had even been a photograph of tiny
glowing sea creatures washed up on a beach at night. Charlie hoped that Miss Meeks
would ask him about it when he handed in his list of spellings.
He was not disappointed. When they’d all given in their spelling words for her to check,
she picked out some of the most interesting ones.
Charlie’s friend Sam had included ‘doughnut’ in his list, which made everyone laugh. Miss
Meeks said she just happened to have a doughnut in her lunch box, so she disappeared
into the cupboard behind her desk to get it, closing the door behind her. It was a big
cupboard, with a proper sized door. Mrs Cooper had always kept it full of craft supplies
and stationery, so Charlie thought Miss Meeks probably did the same.
Ten seconds later, the door opened again, and out came their teacher, with a big, fat
doughnut in her hand. The strawberry jam was just starting to ooze out of one side.
“Did you know,” she began, catching the jam drip with
one finger and licking it, “Doughnuts were invented in
Germany in the fifteenth century, but at first they were a
savoury food, mostly filled with mushrooms? It was only
after sugar started being brought back from the
Caribbean that jam became cheap enough to use – jam
doughnuts were popular from the seventeenth Century,
and they’re considered a special treat at Hanukah.”

She looked longingly at the doughnut, and then put it down on a tissue on her desk. “I’d
better save this for my lunch,” she said, sadly.
Charlie hadn’t known about the history of doughnuts. He guessed Sam hadn’t known
either. He looked both impressed and rather hungry.
Then Miss Meeks picked up Charlie’s spelling sheet, and raised her eyebrows. “That’s a
great word!” she said, nodding in approval. “Which one of you is Charlie?” Charlie stuck his
hand half way up. “Do you know what it means?” Charlie told her, and the class about the
glowing plants and trees and sea creatures. Miss Meeks disappeared back into her
cupboard for a few seconds, and when the door opened she came out again, carefully
carrying a small tank. She put the tank down on her desk and switched the lights off, and
asked Sam to pull the blinds down, as he was sitting nearest the window.
“I wouldn’t normally have this, but I happened to borrow it from a friend today,” she said.
As the room fell into darkness, Charlie craned his neck forward and as Miss Meeks stirred
the water up he could just make out some little glowing spots flashing in the tank. He
couldn’t believe it – not only did Miss Meeks know what bioluminescence meant, she
actually had bioluminescent creatures in her cupboard. This was awesome.
“They’re called phytoplankton,” she whispered (it felt right to whisper in the dark with
such a cool thing to look at). “Tiny little microscopic creatures that live in the sea, and
flash when they’re disturbed. If they get washed up on a beach, they make the waves
glow blue.”
They had to put the lights back on and open the blinds eventually. Charlie was sorry when
the tank just looked ordinary again, on Miss Meeks’ desk. He could have looked at the tiny
flashes of light in the water all day.
Finally she picked out one of Zoe’s words. Zoe really loved animals, and for her birthday
treat she’d been ‘keeper for the day’ at the local zoo. Charlie thought most people in his
class wouldn’t have wanted to handle snakes and lizards, but Zoe had hardly stopped
talking about them since all morning. All Zoe’s words were the names of animals. She had
spelled ‘lizard’ with an extra z, so Miss Meeks said to help her remember she would go and
get another thing out of her cupboard. She took the tank with her to put it away.
Again, the door was only closed for about ten seconds, and there was a gasp from
everyone (and a squeak from Zoe) when she came out holding a fat brownish-yellow lizard
in her hand. It had wrapped its little clawed hands round her fingers, and its beady eyes
were swivelling as it looked around the classroom.

Zoe got up and stroked it, with a massive smile on her face.
“It’s a bearded dragon – not like a fire-breathing dragon, of
course!” said Miss Meeks, with a laugh. “But it is a species of
lizard, and a lizard has one z, just like you, Zoe.”
The bearded dragon sat on Miss Meeks’ shoulder for the rest of
the lesson, all the way until morning break. Charlie thought
that was beyond cool, almost as cool as the tank had been,
even though he didn’t really like lizards all that much.
He noticed later in the afternoon that Miss Meeks’ boots
weren’t quite as shiny any more. There was a wobbly pale line about a centimetre above
the sole, that looked like Charlie’s shoe had done when he’d worn it at the seaside and
stepped in a rock pool. It had been the salt in the water soaking into the leather and then
drying out, mum had said. They’d polished over it and it had been fine. Charlie wondered
how Miss Meeks could have stepped in a rock pool while she was at school, but the rest of
the day was so interesting that he forgot to wonder after a while.
When Charlie’s mum picked him up from school at the end of that first day he announced,
“Miss Meeks is cool.”
“OK,” said his mum. “What did she do that was so cool?”
“She has all this stuff in her cupboard – you know how I carry around all my cool things in
my school bag? Well she has a cupboard like my bag, it’s full of random things that might
come in handy!”
“No wonder you like her, then,” said mum. “You mean things like your ball of string, and
your telescopic magnet and your screwdriver set?”
“Well, not those things exactly,” said Charlie. They were his prized possessions and he
carried them everywhere, just in case. “It’s just that whatever we talk about she always
has something to show us – she says she’s travelled a lot and collected lots of things. She
had a doughnut, and a lizard, and even a tank full of bioluminescent microbes. It was
amazing! This afternoon she showed us a dinosaur tooth, it was so cool! And a World War
One soldier’s uniform.”
“Really? A real dinosaur tooth?”
Charlie’s mum thought that either Miss Meeks was the most dedicated primary school
teacher ever, trying very hard to make things interesting for her class on her first day

teaching them, and would probably run out of ideas pretty quickly, or she was extremely
good at guessing what they’d want to talk about. Either way, Charlie couldn’t wait to get
back to school the next day, so his mum had to be glad about that.
Charlie told his mum that Miss Meeks had been very strict about one thing: only she was
allowed in the cupboard. The door must stay shut, and nobody was allowed to sneak a
look. She even kept it locked when she wasn’t in there, and even at break time – Charlie
knew this because he’d tried the door, wanting another look at the glowing tank in the
darkness of the cupboard, and the door handle hadn’t budged.
“I wonder what else she has in that cupboard of hers?” he wondered.

Chapter 2

Every day Charlie looked forward to school. He couldn’t wait to see what Miss Meeks
would get from her cupboard. The first day had been exciting enough, and during the rest
of that first week of school they had seen an ancient pirate treasure map that was all
crumbly at the edges, a dodo egg (at least, that’s what she said it was, but everyone knew
that Dodos were extinct), a Penny Farthing bicycle (Miss Meeks had even ridden it round
the playground while they all ran after her!), some Roman coins (they had learned to read
the strange writing around the edge) and an enormous feather from a peacock’s tail that
had glinted in the sunlight.
Charlie told his mum all about each day at first, but after a few days, he began to realise
that his mum perhaps didn’t absolutely completely believe him. It was pretty strange,
after all. School had never been this fun before. But Charlie’s mum couldn’t deny that
Miss Meeks was teaching them plenty of new things: map making, Latin writing, Victorian
history, and more in the space of a week! It was almost as if Miss Meeks had a whole
museum in her cupboard!
Charlie had been wondering about that from the start. How come Miss Meeks always had
something in her cupboard that was exactly what they wanted to talk about? Miss Meeks

had thought of the treasure map idea, but had been Zoe’s suggestion that they talk about
dodos and how animals go extinct, and Stefan had mentioned the Roman coins, because
he’d seen some in an exhibition. The cupboard must be enormous, if it had enough things
in it to always include something that was just right.
On Monday morning, Charlie decided to stay in at break time and investigate. He knew
that there was no point trying the cupboard door handle again – he had seen Miss Meeks
lock the door and the key was on a ribbon that she always wore round her neck – but he
had another idea.
Carefully, and making sure
nobody was watching, he took
out one of the metre sticks
from the big plastic bin in the
corner where they were stored,
and set about measuring the
length of the classroom wall –
the wall with the cupboard
door in it. He wrote down the
measurement on a piece of
paper from the scrap drawer,
and then crept into the next
classroom to do the same there – it was empty, so Mr Thomas must have been in the
staffroom or on playground duty. Quickly, Charlie measured the wall. It was clear that
Miss Meeks’ cupboard and Mr Thomas’s cupboard were between the two classrooms –
from the measurements the cupboards must be side by side, like the built-in wardrobes at
home. Mr Thomas never kept his cupboard locked, so Charlie opened the door just a
crack. It was a very ordinary cupboard. A little messy, but full of cupboard-y things: big
rolls of sugar paper, a guillotine on a high shelf, plastic tubs full of pens and pencils and
crayons, an old fashioned TV on a trolley… it smelled of school – a mixture of floor polish,
dust, and fresh exercise books.
Silently, Charlie closed the cupboard door behind him, and went outside to finish his
measuring. A few minutes later, he sat on the step outside the classroom door, metre
stick on his lap, and stared at the rough sketch and measurements that he had scribbled
down on the piece of scrap paper. There was no doubt about it: Miss Meeks’ cupboard
had to be the same size and shape as Mr Thomas’ cupboard. There was no hidden extra

room where she was storing all the amazing things she kept fetching. It was just a normal
cupboard, that should have been full of paper and pens and old bits and bobs.
The bell went for the end of break, and Charlie stood up, suddenly realising he still had the
metre stick. Seeing Miss Meeks walking back towards the classroom door, he hid the stick
behind him, rolled the scrap paper into a ball and stuffed it in his pocket. He didn’t want
Miss Meeks to know what he’d been doing, though he couldn’t quite say why he didn’t.
She smiled at him as she went past him into the classroom, but he didn’t really breathe a
sigh of relief; it had been a slightly odd smile, and he was glad to be able to put the metre
stick back in its bin while her back was turned.
That afternoon, Miss Meeks didn’t get anything out of her
cupboard except for a cup of coffee. Perhaps she had a kettle in
there? But it was a pretty odd kind of kettle that only took
twenty seconds to boil. Charlie leaned over to point this out to
Sam.
“Maybe she has one of those big water urns that’s always hot,”
he suggested. “They have one of those in the staff room, I saw it
when I went in there once. It was even attached to a special tap
sticking out of the wall so they could refill it easily. I bet she has
her own personal one. In her cupboard.”
Charlie supposed that this could be right. He knew from last year that teachers could need
coffee or tea urgently at any moment, because Mrs Cooper had said so; but she had
always gone to the staff room to make hers, and sometimes she was gone ten minutes –
she would leave the classroom door open so that Mr Thomas would be able to hear if
Charlie’s class had got too rowdy while she was gone. Miss Meeks obviously had what she
needed to make coffee in just a few seconds in her cupboard. Maybe she had really posh
quick coffee machine.
The next day, Charlie stayed in at break again. The cupboard door was locked as usual, but
Charlie wasn’t trying to see in this time. Miss Meeks had popped into the cupboard to
fetch her hot, steaming coffee just a few moments before, so that she could take it with
her for playground duty, and Charlie knew that coffee machines always made a freshcoffee smell. Zoe’s mum had a really fancy coffee machine with a dial on it that you could
turn to make it more or less smelly. So Charlie waited until everyone else had gone out,
and then carefully leaned against the cupboard door so that his face was pressed sideways
and his nose was nearest the crack between the door and the doorpost, where there

should be at least a little gap. He closed his eyes and took a deep sniff of air. It didn’t
smell of coffee. Actually, it didn’t smell of anything much – just the slightest hint of
cupboard-y smells, like Mr Thomas’ cupboard had done, but that wasn’t so different from
the classroom smell, so perhaps he wasn’t smelling inside the cupboard at all... Charlie
sniffed again, just to be sure. Definitely no scent of coffee.
Disappointed, but still determined to discover the truth behind the cupboard, Charlie
covered his tracks by going outside for the rest of break. He tried mentioning it to Sam
again, but Sam was more interested in climbing the playfort, because it was their class’s
turn today, and tomorrow it wouldn’t be.
That afternoon, Miss Meeks produced from her cupboard a collection of fossils (because
Jo had brought in an ammonite she had found), a tiny replica of the Titanic made of tin
(because someone mentioned ice bergs), a huge wall chart showing all the US presidents
(because Carl said he was going to see his cousins in California at half term), a pile of books
all written in Hebrew (because Rachel was learning it at home, and Miss Meeks said it was
a fascinating language), and a small piece of rock that she said was from the moon
(because Charlie had mentioned that he was going to stay up and watch the eclipse of the
moon that night).
That evening while they were waiting for the moon eclipse to get really good, Charlie told
his mum how Hebrew was written right-to-left instead of left-to-right, and how all the
vowels were written as dots. He even had a go at remembering how to write down the
word they’d learned. He wasn’t sure if he’d got it right, so he put it in his bag to show
Rachel in the morning. They were really learning some good stuff in school this year so far.
As he lay in bed that night, Charlie thought about the
last few days. Everyone was loving school, and
learning more than they’d ever learned before.
Charlie was, too. Miss Meeks was amazing. She knew
loads of stuff, about almost everything. And whenever
someone in the class had something to share, she
would always give them time to show it, or talk about
it, and she would always find something in her
cupboard that would help. School had never been
more fun.
Charlie lay awake very late, looking through the gap he always left in his curtains so that
he could see the stars. The moon had been orangey red tonight instead of its usual white

glow, shadowed by the earth itself, and he had watched the colour change, first standing
in the front yard with his mum, and then later when it got too cold, from the attic window
that looked out over the tree. He thought about the moon rock that Miss Meeks had
shown them today. It was only a piece of pale crumbly stone, but it was awesome
because it was from the moon. Miss Meeks was amazing for having something like that.
But nobody else seemed to think it was all that strange that Miss Meeks could go into her
cupboard and seemingly find anything at all that the class mentioned, no matter how
unusual. Charlie learned, though, to keep his questions to himself. He was enjoying it all,
too, but there was a fluttery kind of ache in the pit of his stomach that he knew would not
go away until he’d found out how she was doing it.

Chapter 3

They still learned English and Maths and all the usual school subjects with Miss Meeks, but
it was always fun now. Every day she would go and fetch more things from her cupboard
to help them learn. Amazing things, cool things, unique things, ancient things… things that
there was no way she should have, things only a really good museum would have. Charlie
couldn’t understand how she was doing it! The cupboard was only about two metres deep
and one wide, he’d measured it, and he was sure he’d done it right. There was no way it
could contain everything that she had brought out of it. Even if she cleared it out every
night and brought new things the next day, in secret. And even if she did, she would have
to know in advance what they were going to talk about. It was a puzzle, and Charlie knew
he would worry away at it until he had solved it.
One Tuesday morning in early October, when the leaves were already turning and falling,
but the sun was still warm, Ethan brought in a model he had made of the Hubble
telescope, and Miss Meeks said he could show it to everyone just before lunch. It was a
really good model, and Charlie wished he had thought of it. The main part was made from
a baked bean tin covered in tin foil, with bottle caps stuck to the end. The solar sails were
made of black card covered in sticky tape to make them shiny, and they even moved
round. Ethan said that’s what happened on the real Hubble, so the solar panels could tilt
to get the most amount of sunlight. Everyone really liked the model, so when it fell off
Miss Meeks’ desk and the sticks broke that were holding the solar panels onto the bean
tin, Ethan was really upset, and everyone felt bad for Sam, because it was his fault for
brushing up against it when he was going to put something in the bin.
Mrs Cooper would have given Ethan a hug, but Miss Meeks said, “Wait one minute!” and
dashed into her cupboard, taking the broken bits of model with her. Ethan hadn’t even
had a chance to stop crying before she opened the cupboard door, holding a completely
mended model triumphantly out to Ethan, who stopped crying in amazement.

“I keep really special glue in my cupboard,” said Miss Meeks. It’s great for mending space
telescopes. Look, it’s dry already.” She showed Ethan that the solar panels were back in
their right place.
“Thanks, Miss Meeks!” exclaimed Ethan, happily. “This is great – it’s exactly like it was
before!”
Charlie noticed something strange, though. It really was exactly like it had been before.
Not just before it had fallen, but how it had been earlier on, first thing in the morning,
before Ethan had shown it to the class. Charlie had seen him open the shoe box he’d used
to carry it and put it on Miss Meeks’ desk, and he was sure that then the front flap of the
telescope had been open, and Ethan had shut it carefully when he held it up for everyone
to see. Now, the flap was open again – and Miss Meeks wouldn’t have had to open it in
order to mend the solar sails. Maybe it really was the same as it had been earlier? Charlie
knew that you could reset a computer, sort of take it back to an earlier time if it went
wrong and you couldn’t fix it. His mum had had to do that with her laptop once, and had
muttered about ‘system restore’ in a worried sort of way until it was sorted out. But
surely you couldn’t do that with a model telescope? Just to be sure, Charlie sneaked a
look at the model just as Ethan was putting it away at the end of the day. He looked really
hard, and couldn’t see any sign of where it had broken and been mended. There should
have been a visible crack, or little blobs of glue where the bits joined, but there was
nothing. No wonder Miss Meeks was so proud of her special glue….
Then, two days later, something else odd happened.
Julia had asked if they could do a project on mosaics. Miss Meeks had asked her back,
“For history, or for Art and Design?” and everyone wanted to do both. Miss Meeks said
there was an archaeological dig going on not far away, and she would ask the Headteacher
if we could go on a field trip, because they had found remains of a Roman villa. As usual,
she also said that she had something in her cupboard to use. It only took a few seconds,
but when the door was opened again, she came out with a box full of rough cubes, all in
different colours. She said she had gone to the
dig at the weekend and they’d let her keep
what she had found. The bits of mosaic (she
said they were called ‘tesserae’) still had mud
on them, so everyone crowded round her while
she washed them in the sink in the corner of
the classroom.

“You see how they fit together?” she asked, once the tesserae were dry and she’d
arranged them on the table in the middle of the room. “That’s how we get our word
‘tessellate’ – it means shapes that fit together.”
The tesserae were pretty cool, especially as they were from a proper Roman mosaic. It
might even have been Roman mud that they had washed down the sink. What was really
odd, though, was that when Miss Meeks had brought them in, her boots had been all
muddy, even though Charlie was sure they had been clean that morning.
Last thing on Friday, Miss Meeks was supposed to give out their maths books so they could
start their homework at the weekend. Charlie had handed his in the day before, putting it
in the tray with everyone else’s, and the pile of books hadn’t been touched since then.
Charlie had taken a sneaky look at afternoon break just in case, because he wanted to
know how he’d done on the previous homework, but nothing had been marked. Miss
Meeks was always very good at marking things on time, so he was surprized, and a bit
disappointed. Just as the bell was about to go, Miss Meeks picked up the pile of books and
was about to start handing them out when Charlie saw look in her eyes change as she
suddenly realised she’d forgotten to mark them. He wondered what she would do.
“Er… hold on one moment, start getting your coats on while I just….” She began, a little
flustered, and then dived into her cupboard, the pile of maths books still awkwardly
bundled under her arm.
In the flurry of coats and bags, Charlie tried to keep his eye on the cupboard door, so he
clearly saw her emerge from the cupboard and kick the door shut behind her just half a
minute later. He didn’t know whether to be surprised or not to find that when she handed
him his book and he turned to last week’s homework it was neatly marked with a column
of pink ticks and one green cross.
‘Nineteen out of twenty. Not bad,’ Charlie thought to
himself. Just to be sure, he pressed his finger down at the
bottom of the page, and then looked at the finger tip, on
which was a pale but clearly visible green cross. So the ink
hadn’t even dried yet. Had Miss Meeks really marked 28
people’s homework in 25 seconds? It wasn’t possible!
And yet he was sure that she had just done it, right there in the cupboard, and the still-wet
ink proved it. He didn’t dare look up to see if Miss Meeks had seen his little experiment
with the ink. Quickly, he stuffed the book into his bag and headed out to the playground
to be picked up.

Chapter 4

Charlie decided to wait until it was almost the half term holiday before trying again to
uncover the mystery of Miss Meeks’ cupboard. In the meantime, lessons continued as they
had been so far – full of fascinating creatures, artefacts, historical document and
treasures. It almost began to feel normal that their teacher could spend twenty seconds in
her cupboard and return with almost any item they mentioned.
Charlie did begin to notice that Miss Meeks was looking a bit tired. Or maybe she just
looked older and more ragged. He told his mum about this, and she just laughed and said,
“The teaching profession will do that to you, yes!” Miss Meeks’ boots looked older too, as
if she’d been wearing them for a whole year, not just a few weeks, and her hair had grown
really quickly – the purple pony tail was longer and stragglier than it had been in
September, Charlie was sure of it. He even checked with Julia, who knew about things like
that, and she had thought so too. Julia was quite jealous that Miss Meeks’ hair seemed to
grow so fast. “But I would never dye mine purple,” she added.
Charlie really did try not to be too nosy, but whenever Miss Meeks came round to check
his work, he found himself looking for clues, and once he started looking, he found all sorts
of confusing evidence. One day her finger nails would be very short, and the next day they
were long; once they even grew between morning and break and lunchtime – that was the
day she had gone into her cupboard and fetched some really exotic fruit for them to draw
in an art lesson.

Charlie had begun to form a theory about what was going on. But it was such a silly,
impossible idea that he didn’t even admit to himself that he was thinking it. He certainly
didn’t dare share his idea with Sam or Zoe. They would just laugh.
So as the half term holiday approached, Charlie decided he would have to prove it himself.
But by the last Friday before they broke up, he was no closer to working out how he was
actually going to do it. He needed to see inside that cupboard, but no matter how tired
and frazzled she seemed, Miss Meeks was always very careful to lock it, and she never,
ever took the key off the ribbon that she wore round her neck. It was so frustrating!
The bell was about to go that Friday afternoon, and Charlie was almost at the point of
giving up when something very strange happened.
They’d just finished talking about what they were supposed to be doing for their half term
projects (about the International Space Station) when Miss Meeks disappeared into her
cupboard for something, and a whole minute later she still hadn’t come out. The class had
got so used to her popping back out almost immediately that there was a collective
murmur when not just one, but two minutes went by, and then three….
Miss Meeks had been so strict about the ‘nobody in my cupboard but me’ rule that it was
a good four minutes before even Charlie dared get out of his seat and head hesitantly
towards the closed door. And even though he really, really wanted to try the handle, he
knocked instead. There was no reply, and he’d just knocked again when the bell went for
the end of school. Nobody knew what to do, and in the end Zoe went and found Mr
Thomas, who put his head around the door and said they could go. Charlie asked him to
look in the cupboard, and he did, with a sigh. “Nobody stuck in the cupboard, Charlie, just
go home,” he said. “She’s probably already in the staff room enjoying the fact that we all
have a week off!”
With Mr Thomas gone, Charlie, Zoe and Sam were the last
three left in the classroom, packing their bits and pieces
into their bags and getting their coats on.
Charlie finished packing his bag and put it on his shoulders,
then went back to the door, hesitating for just a moment
before finally grasping the handle. It was such a class taboo
that he almost expected it to give him an electric shock or
something, but it felt perfectly normal.

“What’re you doing, Charlie?” asked Zoe, zipping up her coat. “Mr Thomas said she wasn’t
in there. I don’t know where she went, but she’s not here, and it’s time to go.”
“But this is our chance,” said Charlie, his hand still on the door handle. “The door’s
unlocked, we can finally have a look inside and find out how she’s doing it””
Zoe looked doubtful, but Sam perked up a bit. “Do you think we should? What if she
comes back and catches us? She’s a bit weird about it. The cupboard, I mean. She’s really
funny about nobody going in there.”
“Well, I’m going,” decided Charlie, and opened the door halfway, again almost expecting
some sort of booby trap.
Nothing bad happened. And in fact, the cupboard looked remarkably like….a cupboard.
There were the rolls of sugar paper, there was the old TV on a trolley (every classroom
cupboard must have one of those, Charlie thought). It was disappointing and confusing.
He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but it wasn’t anything as normal as this. Where
were the zoo animals? The ancient artefacts? The dinosaur bones?
Charlie stepped all the way in to the tiny room, and heard Zoe and Sam right behind him –
he went all the way to the back, next to an old mop and bucket, so all three of them could
fit in – it was a tight fit.
“Check behind the door,” he whispered, and Sam did, closing the door just as Miss Meeks
always did.
It was then that they saw it. Finally, after a minute of staring, Zoe finally asked, “OK, what
is that?”
The thing that had caught their attention was a door-sized screen, for want of a better
word. It had been stuck to the wall with something, behind the door. Even if someone put
their head around the door, as Mr Thomas had done, they wouldn’t have seen it. It was
completely hidden unless you were inside the cupboard with the door shut.
And none of them knew what it was. The surface of the perfect, door-shaped rectangle
was mesmerising, constantly swirling and changing.
“It’s like the rainbows on the surface of a bubble,” whispered Zoe. “Or petrol rainbows in a
puddle,” suggested Sam. But in truth it was stranger than either of these, and the longer
they stared at it, the more entranced they became.

“So, what do you think it is?” asked Sam, nudging Charlie, as if he should have worked out
the answer.
Charlie just shook his head in wonder,
and tentatively reached out a hand. His
fingertips passed straight through the
swirling patterns, tingling strangely. He
snatched his hand back, then tried again.
This time he put his whole hand through,
and left it there, while he tried peer
behind whatever it was to see where his
hand had gone. But whatever it was, was
stuck firmly the wall, and it certainly
didn’t feel as if he was pushing his hand
through a solid wall!
“I think it’s a door,” said Charlie, finally. “A portal to… somewhere else. I bet this is how
she’s been getting all that cool stuff for us. It was never in her cupboard at all, she’s been
going through here!”
“But where does it go?” asked Zoe. “She’s brought loads of different stuff back.”
“Maybe a museum?” suggested Sam. “But why would anyone make something like this
and just make it lead to a museum?”
“But the real question,” said Charlie, taking his arm out again and looking critically at the
shiny iridescent rectangle in front of them, “is where Miss Meeks went to, and why she
never came back. We’re going to have to go after her.”
Sam and Zoe weren’t convinced this was a good idea. “We should tell Mr Thomas,” said
Zoe.
“What if we get stuck wherever it is, too?” Sam wondered. “I know my dad’s always late
picking me up, but he’ll already be in the playground wondering where I am.”
“Well, I’m going,” replied Charlie, firmly, shrugging his rucksack straps higher on his
shoulders. He took a deep breath, and held it, closing his eyes as well, just in case, as he
took two steps forward, his whole body tingling from head to toe as he walked from a
small, ordinary school supply cupboard into the unknown.

Chapter 5

The first thing Charlie felt when he passed through the portal was a very weird sick feeling
in his stomach, like when his mum drove too fast over a hilltop in the car. The next thing
he noticed was the very odd sensation of floating – his feet weren’t touching the floor. He
opened his eyes.
And gasped.
Whatever he was expecting, it wasn’t this. A small white room, curved ceiling, walls made
of what felt like metal when he touched them… this was definitely not a museum!
“Charlie!” came a hoarse whisper from behind him, and he tried to turn round, but
without his feet on the floor it was really difficult – he ended up waving his arms about a
lot, and breathing quite heavily, craning his neck around, before someone caught his hand
and pulled him towards the floor.
Huddled in a corner, pulling him into the corner too, was Miss Meeks! And she did not look
happy.
Charlie opened his mouth to speak, and she frantically shushed him. “Quiet!” she
mouthed, eyes darting towards the airlock-style door, complete with a wheel-like locking

mechanism, like on a submarine. “We’re not supposed to be here – nobody knows we’re
here!”
“Where’s here?” Charlie mouthed back, feeling increasingly queasy at the strange feeling –
although his feet were now on the floor, thanks to Miss Meeks pulling him down, he still
felt really floaty. It was really odd.
“We’re on the ISS,” she mouthed back. “The International Space Station!”
“-“ Charlie began, and Miss Meeks shushed him again.
“We are in so much trouble if they catch us!” she whispered, her wide eyes telling Charlie
that what she was saying was true. For once he couldn’t think of anything to day. No
wonder he felt weightless. They were actually in space!
“Why are you here, then?” Charlie asked her, as quietly as he could. “We waited for five
minutes after you went into the cupboard, but when the bell went, Mr Thomas sent
everyone home.”
Miss Meeks took a deep breath. “I don’t know where to start, Charlie,” she sighed. “I guess
because you’re here, you found the portal in the cupboard.”
Charlie nodded. “No wonder you never let us in there and always kept it locked!”
Miss Meek smiled ruefully. “My dad left me the portal when he died – I don’t know where
he got it from, but it can take you to any time or place in the history of the earth.”
“Anywhere? Seriously?”
“Yep. Anywhere. And anywhen, too.”
“So it can take you backwards and forwards in time as well?”
“Just backwards. But yes. All of earth’s history. And I keep it in a supply cupboard….” She
trailed off, giving a funny kind of half-giggle. Charlie smothered a laugh too.
“You know those Roman mosaic pieces? The tesserae?” she asked, and Charlie nodded. “I
actually went to ancient Rome for them. And I got the Penny Farthing in 1890. I’ve been
to so many places and times this term, trying to keep up with everyone’s interests and
ideas!”

“I thought you were looking tired. And I wondered why your nails seemed to grow so fast
– this explains everything,” said Charlie. “So why didn’t you come back this time? You
always come back straight away.”
“I always try to, no matter where and when I’ve travelled to. I set the controller so that it
will bring me back to the exact time and place I left. But when I came through here I was
so confused by the lack of gravity that grabbed hold of the first thing I could find, and
dropped the controller. And it ended up down there, and I can’t reach it. Without the
controller we’re stuck here, and it’s only a matter of time before one of the ISS crew finds
us and we’ll be in so much trouble.”
Charlie looked where Miss Meeks had pointed. There was a small gap by the wall they
were leaning against, and if he looked carefully he could just make out a small metallic
item floating about among some pipes and wires in whatever the room below was.
“I see it,” he whispered. “At least I think I do. Is it grey, and about the size of a calculator?”
“Yep, that’s it,” she nodded, “But the only way into that room would take us right past
where all the crew will be, so there’s no way I can get the controller back. It was bad
enough when it was just me here, but now I’ve got you into trouble too!”
Charlie suddenly had the beginnings of an idea. Even through the sicky feeling of zero
gravity, he recognised the thrill of adrenaline that always accompanied a good idea.
“What’s it made of? The controller, I mean, what’s it made of?”
“I’m not sure exactly,” Miss Meeks replied. “Not the actual controller. The technology is
beyond me, I’m afraid. But I keep it in my dad’s old cigar tin.”
Charlie bit his lip. “Tin? You’re sure?”
“Well, I suppose it could be steel. Or maybe aluminium,” she wondered. “Why?”
Charlie shrugged his rucksack off his back, as quietly and quickly as he could without him
or it floating off, and rummaged around in the pockets until he found his ‘Just in case’
supply box. Carefully opening it just a crack, so that the contents wouldn’t float away, he
pulled out the string, and gave it to Miss Meeks to hold, then slid out the telescopic
magnet and held it between his teeth while he put the box away. It had been in his
Christmas stocking the year before, and was really cool – when it was folded up it was only
the size of a normal pen – it even had an extra bit on it like a pen lid, so you could attach it
to a pocket - but you could pull it out like a radio aerial until it was about 2 feet long.

Charlie shouldered his rucksack again, and took the string back from Miss Meeks, tying the
loose end carefully and tightly around the magnet’s pen-like end, and extending it to its
full length.
“Lots of tins aren’t really tin,” he said. “They’re usually steel. I just hope this one’s steel…”
Charlie tried to make himself lie down on the floor – it was hard, and he had to grab onto
the edge of the floor, by the gap, to stop himself floating upwards. Very carefully, trying
not to let the magnet touch the metal floor as it went past, he lowered it through the tiny
gap, giving it little push to get it moving, and let the string pay out until the magnet was
about same distance away as the crucial cigar tin.
“Wish me luck,” he whispered, risking a sidelong glance at Miss Meeks, who was also
holding onto the gap in the floor, and looking even more worried than Charlie felt. He
really hoped that this would work.
Tiny bit by tiny bit, Charlie let the magnet start to swing on the end of its string pendulum.
He was terrified that it would get too close to one of the walls, and stick there – or worse
still, clang against the metal and alert the ISS crew to the two stowaways.
The magnet did not want to swing – the lack of gravity meant that it was quite happy just
to float there. Charlie’s eyes were stinging trying to see it clearly in the semi-darkness, and
just as he was about to give up, finally the cigar tin seemed to drift close enough to the
magnet that there was a little surge of movement and with a dull ‘clink’ they locked
together.
“So, not aluminium, then!” whispered Charlie, in relief. Steel would be picked up by a
magnet, but if the cigar case had been aluminium, the plan would have failed…
Even more carefully than before, Charlie pulled the string up until he could grab the end
of the magnet and pull it and the cigar case through the gap between the floors. One
small tug, and he was able to hand the case back to Miss Meeks, and restore the magnet
to its smaller size.
Miss Meeks was opening the case and quickly moving her fingers over whatever controls
there were inside it, and Charlie was just rolling up the string ready to put it back in his
‘Just in case’ box, when suddenly the wheel-shaped door lock at the other end of the tiny
room started to turn.
“Look out!” said Charlie, slightly too loudly. “There’s someone coming!”

“Nearly there!” replied Miss Meeks, breathlessly. “Now! Grab hold of my arm!”
Charlie did. Miss Meeks held up the cigar case, and a large rectangular shape of swirling
rainbow colours appeared in front of them. Miss Meeks pushed off from the wall, and
carried them both through the tingling portal.
It was not a moment too soon, as the door opened just as the portal disappeared again
with a pop and a faint smell of ozone.

Chapter 6

Charlie landed with a bump. After ten minutes of being weightless on the space station,
there was no doubt that they were back on earth. No doubt, either, that they were back
in the cupboard. Charlie had managed to land with one of his legs stuck under the old TV
trolley, and Miss Meeks had dislodged a whole pile of scrap paper, which had cascaded
everywhere.
The cupboard was also very crowded.
Struggling to sit upright, and giving his stomach time to settle again, Charlie looked up to
see Zoe and Sam staring down at him with wide eyes and open mouths.
Sam leaned down to rescue Miss Meeks from under the scrap paper. She hauled herself to
stand upright, with the help of Sam and by grabbing the shelf.
“How long was I gone?” Charlie asked, trying to sound casual, and failing.
“You weren’t,” said Zoe, confused. “You stepped through, and we were about to follow
you, when you popped back out straight away – both of you.
“Then I got it just right,” beamed Miss Meeks. “I knew I couldn’t just press the ‘home’
button, because Charlie already told me that I didn’t come straight back. I had to guess

how long it was before he came through after me, and set the time for then. I only just
got it done before we were discovered!” She slipped the cigar case into her pocket
smoothed her jumper down and tightened her pony tail.
Charlie said, “You know what? Our parents are right outside – they must be waiting for us.
The longer we spend in the cupboard, the more we’ll have to explain later.” He turned to
Miss Meeks. “Don’t worry. I’ll explain to Sam and Zoe. And your secret is safe with us.”
“If you can keep this a secret, you three,” smiled Miss Meeks, “I can promise you some
really interesting field trips after half term.”
“As long as we go somewhere with gravity next time, though,” said Charlie, with a laugh.
“And not until I’ve got a new magnet and ball of string – I think I might have left them on
the ISS….”

* * *
Meanwhile, on the International Space Station, the Russian cosmonaut who had been sent
to investigate why the environmental sensors in that particular room had been registering
a drop in oxygen, was surprised to find nothing amiss except for a telescopic magnet and a
ball of string floating across the room. Unsure whether or not this was a security issue, he
retrieved the items, and took them to his colleagues. They came up with some interesting
theories about how two such items could have ended up on the International Space
Station. None of their theories was even remotely close to the truth.

