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Doing	a	Pete	Taylor

Do	 you	 know	what	 my	 loving	mother	 said	 as	 she	 dropped	me	 off	 outside
Crawdale	 Comprehensive?	 Not	Have	 a	 nice	 day,	 darling!	Not	 even	Good
luck.	 No,	 what	 she	 said	 to	 me	 was,	 “Now,	 Marcus,	 remember—first
impressions	last,	so	don’t	be	cocky.”

She’s	right	about	one	thing	though,	G—when	you	start	a	new	school,	you
have	to	make	the	right	first	impression.	Not	like	Pete	Taylor.	He	arrived	at	the
beginning	of	Year	Four,	and	in	the	first	hour	of	his	first	day,	peed	himself	in
class.	Pete	was	funny,	clever,	and	brilliant	at	sport.	But	when	I	left	Hardacre
five	years	later,	he	was	still	known	by	everyone	as	Wee	Pete.

Now	don’t	get	me	wrong,	G,	I	wasn’t	worried	about	 losing	control	of	my
bladder	as	 I	walked	 into	school	 that	morning,	but	 there	are	more	ways	 than
one	of	doing	a	Pete	Taylor.

“This	 is	 Ryan.	 He’ll	 show	 you	 the	 ropes.”	 Mr.	 Malone,	 the	 Head	 of	 Year
Nine,	 smiled	 and	 gestured	 towards	 the	 figure	 that	 had	 appeared	 in	 the
doorway	of	his	office.	The	kid	seriously	needed	a	haircut.	You	could	barely
see	his	eyes	for	the	mass	of	brown	curls	falling	over	his	face.

“Welcome	to	the	school!”	Ryan’s	arm	shot	out	towards	me	and	I	realized	he
wanted	to	shake	hands.	“I’m	Ryan.”

“Oz.”	We	shook	and	I	smiled.	See—friendly,	not	cocky.

“I’m	your	buddy,”	said	Ryan.	“To	help	you	settle	in.	So	if	there’s	anything
you	want	 to	know,	 just	 ask.”	His	 accent	was	 so	 strong	 I	 had	 to	 concentrate
hard	to	understand	what	he	was	saying.

“OK.”

“The	 school	 was	 built	 in	 1875	 and	 opened	 with	 a	 class	 of	 twenty-three
pupils,”	he	said	as	I	followed	him	up	a	flight	of	stairs.	“It	now	has	over	seven
hundred.”	Ryan	sounded	like	a	museum	tour	guide,	and	I	wondered	if	he	had



been	 told	 to	 give	me	 this	 information,	 or	 if	 he	 actually	 thought	 I	might	 be
interested.

“The	school	motto	 is	 libertas	a	scientia	venit,	which	 is	Latin	 for	…	 from
knowledge	 comes	 freedom,	 or	 something	 like	 that.”	 He	 shrugged.	 “Is	 there
anything	you	want	to	know?	Or	shall	I	just	keep	going?”

“Don’t	worry.	I	doubt	I’ll	be	staying	long,”	I	said.	“Once	my	parents	wake
up	 from	 their	 delusion	 that	moving	here	was	 a	 good	 idea,	we’ll	 be	 back	 to
civilization—shops	 and	 pavements	 and	 roads	 with	 white	 lines	 down	 the
middle!”

Ryan	frowned.	“Where	is	it	you’re	from	then?”

“Hardacre—just	outside	London.”

“So	why	d’you	move	here?”

“No	 choice.	 My	 mum	 got	 a	 job	 at	 the	 sixth	 form	 college	 up	 here.
Apparently	 she	 and	Dad	 always	wanted	 to	 live	 in	 the	 country.	 They	 didn’t
even	ask	us!”

“Us?”

“I’ve	got	a	sister.	Not	important.	The	point	is	we	weren’t	even	consulted.	It
was	 just—pack	your	 stuff,	we’re	moving.”	 I	 shook	my	head.	 “I	mean,	 I	 bet
your	mum	and	dad	wouldn’t	do	that	to	you.”

“They	died	when	I	was	five,”	said	Ryan.

“Oh	…	sorry.”

He	shrugged.	“I	don’t	really	remember	them.	But	I	don’t	think	my	grandad
would	do	anything	like	that,	not	without	asking	me	first.”

“Exactly!”	 I	 said.	 “And	 the	 place	 they	 bought—Scar	Hill	 Farm!	 It’s	 like
something	 out	 of	 a	 horror	movie—all	 creaking	 floorboards	 and	 boarded-up
windows.	It’s	a	dump.	It	even	smells	like	someone	died	in	there	…	”	Too	late
I	realized	what	I’d	said.

I	blundered	on,	hoping	Ryan	hadn’t	noticed.	“I	mean,	 there’s	holes	 in	 the
floor	and	the	roof	leaks	…	there’s	not	even	any	heating.”

We	turned	into	a	long	corridor.	Halfway	down,	Ryan	stopped	outside	a	door
marked	9F.	“This	is	our	form	room,”	he	said.	“Registration’s	at	8:40	and	2:15,



except	Tuesdays	and	Thursdays,	when	we	have	assembly	 in	 the	main	hall.”
Then	he	opened	the	door	and	every	face	in	the	room	swung	towards	me.

I	don’t	know	what	I	was	expecting.	Rows	of	long	benches	with	kids	clutching
chalk,	hunched	over	slates	perhaps.	In	truth	the	classroom	didn’t	look	all	that
different	from	the	ones	at	my	old	school,	but	that	just	made	it	feel	even	more
alien	somehow.

I	could	sense	everyone	in	the	room	sizing	me	up.	They’d	already	been	back
a	couple	of	weeks.	I	was	something	new,	a	diversion	from	the	mundane.	Fresh
meat.

“Marcus	 Osbourne,	 isn’t	 it?”	 said	 the	 teacher,	 a	 round	 woman	 in	 square
glasses	who	introduced	herself	as	Mrs.	Pike.

“Yeah,	but	most	people	call	me	Oz.”

Someone	 sniggered	 at	 the	 back	 of	 the	 room	 and	Mrs.	 Pike	 grimaced.	 “I
think	we’ll	 stick	with	Marcus,	 thank	you.”	 I	 didn’t	 say	 anything,	 but	 inside
my	head	a	voice	was	protesting,	But	…	I’m	Oz.

“I	believe	you’ve	just	moved	into	the	area,	Marcus.	Where	are	you	living?”

“Um	…	some	place	called	Slowleigh.”

More	snorts	of	laughter.	I	guessed	some	of	them	had	seen	the	place.

The	 teacher	 nodded.	 “Slowel,”	 she	 said.	 “Round	 here,	 we	 don’t	 always
pronounce	 words	 how	 they’re	 spelt,	 I’m	 afraid.”	 She	 smiled.	 “But	 don’t
worry,	you’ll	get	used	to	it.”

I	wasn’t	planning	on	sticking	around	long	enough	to	get	used	to	anything.

Looking	back	now,	I	can	see	how	everything	that	day	was	leading	up	to	the
moustache,	pushing	me	 towards	 it	 like	arrows	painted	on	 the	ground.	 I	was
just	 a	 spoke	 in	 the	 Wheel	 of	 Destiny	 as	 it	 rolled	 towards	 its	 inevitable
conclusion.	What	I’m	saying,	G,	is	that	it	wasn’t	entirely	my	fault.

My	first	lesson	that	morning	was	Art,	which	is	how	I	came	to	find	out	about
Marcel	Duchamp	and	the	moustache	on	the	Mona	Lisa.	Had	it	been	English,
or	French,	or	History,	maybe	none	of	this	would	have	happened.



I	found	a	seat	at	the	back	of	the	room,	next	to	a	super-sized	kid	called	Gareth,
and	watched	 as	 everyone	 began	 pulling	 pencil	 cases	 and	 sketchbooks	 from
their	bags.

Now	you	 remember	how	 I	 said	 there	 are	more	ways	 than	one	of	doing	 a
Pete	Taylor?	Well	…	opening	your	rucksack	and	having	your	sister’s	bra	fall
out	onto	the	table	is	definitely	on	the	list.

It	took	me	a	few	seconds	to	register	it.	I	mean,	it	made	no	sense	for	there	to
be	a	bra	in	my	bag.	But	there	it	was—black	and	lacy—curled	up	like	a	dead
bat	on	my	desk.

Unfortunately,	 this	 was	 long	 enough	 for	 Gareth	 to	 notice	 and	 nudge	 his
mate.	Who,	by	 the	 time	 I	had	grabbed	 the	offending	article	and	crammed	 it
back	 into	 the	 bag,	 had	 texted	 every	 kid	 in	Year	Nine,	 including	 an	 internet
geek	 called	 Mark	 Edwards.	 He	 posted	 the	 information	 to	 five	 social
networking	 sites,	 circulating	 the	 news	 to	 over	 thirty	 countries	 around	 the
world,	all	before	Mr.	Henson	looked	up	and	asked	what	was	going	on.

I	 opened	 my	 mouth	 but	 the	 words	 refused	 to	 come	 out,	 obviously	 too
embarrassed	to	be	associated	with	me.

“He’s	got	a	load	of	bras	in	his	bag,	sir!”	said	Gareth.	There	was	a	noise	of
grating	furniture	as	everyone	in	the	room	turned	in	our	direction.

Meanwhile,	my	 brain	was	 frantically	 scrolling	 back	 to	 the	moment	Mum
had	 dropped	 me	 off	 outside	 school.	 I	 saw	 myself	 grabbing	 one	 of	 the
rucksacks	from	the	pile	of	bags	in	the	back	of	the	van—bags	of	washing	that
Mum	was	taking	to	the	launderette.

“I	must	have	picked	up	the	wrong	bag	…	by	mistake.”	My	cheeks	were	so
hot,	I	was	surprised	my	hair	hadn’t	ignited.

“That’s	 unfortunate.”	 The	 teacher	 was	 struggling	 not	 to	 laugh.	 “I	 don’t
suppose	there’s	anything	useful	in	there?	Like	a	pen	or	a	pencil,	perhaps?”

I	stared	at	him,	unable	 to	move.	 It	 felt	 like	my	body	had	shut	down	from
shame.

“Maybe	you’d	 like	 to	have	a	 look?”	suggested	Mr.	Henson.	 I	nodded	and
unzipped	the	rucksack	again,	even	though	I	knew	it	was	pointless.

Gareth	leaned	in	for	a	closer	look.	“Hey!	There’s	kecks	in	there	an’	all!	Are
they	clean?”



“What?”	I	stared	at	him.	“What	are	kecks?”

“Undercrackers;	budgie	 smugglers;	grundies;	panties—those!”	He	pointed
to	a	pair	of	Meg’s	knickers	and	grinned.

I	knew	I	should	say	something.	Something	funny	and	clever.	Something	Oz
would	say,	but	my	mind	was	suddenly	blank.

“Perhaps	you	could	lend	Marcus	a	writing	implement	for	the	day,	Gareth,”
said	Mr.	Henson.

Gareth	placed	a	pen	on	the	desk	with	a	flourish.	“There	you	go	…	Kecks!”
he	said,	and	the	laughter	poured	down	like	hailstones.

It	was	funny.	I	knew	it	was	funny.	So	why	didn’t	I	feel	like	laughing?

I	tell	you,	G—Pete	Taylor	had	nothing	on	me.



two
Kecks

When	 I	 got	 to	 the	next	 lesson,	 I	 had	 to	 explain	 all	 over	 again	why	 I	 didn’t
have	any	of	the	things	I	needed.	Gareth	kindly	supplied	the	details	I	left	out—
such	as	the	fact	that	my	bag	was	full	of	girls’	underwear.

I	had	to	get	rid	of	the	rucksack.	It	was	like	a	beacon	of	shame	hanging	off
my	shoulder.

At	break	 time	I	 found	the	 locker	I’d	been	 issued.	 I	was	expecting	 it	 to	be
empty,	or	maybe	contain	a	pair	of	old	sneakers	or	PE	socks,	but	what	I	saw
inside	made	me	stop.	In	the	very	center	of	the	metal	box	was	a	pen.	One	of
those	 fat,	 smelly	markers,	 standing	on	end.	Now	when	 I	 say	center,	 I	mean
exactly	that.	I	was	fairly	sure	that	if	I	measured	the	distance	from	the	object	to
each	of	the	four	walls,	the	numbers	would	be	equal.	For	some	reason	it	made
me	 think	 that	 the	 pen	 had	 been	 put	 there	 on	 purpose,	 for	 me—which	 was
ridiculous,	of	course.	The	marker	had	been	left	like	that	as	a	joke.	So	slipping
it	into	my	pocket	made	no	sense	at	all.	But	that’s	what	I	did.

Then	I	stuffed	the	rucksack	into	the	space	and	slammed	the	door.

Just	before	 lunchtime	 the	 fire	 alarm	went	off.	 I	 followed	everyone	out	onto
the	 field,	 looking	 for	 smoke,	 hoping	 the	 school	 might	 burn	 down	 and	 the
rucksack	 with	 it.	 But	 of	 course	 it	 was	 just	 a	 drill.	 By	 the	 time	 we	 were
allowed	back	inside,	the	queue	for	the	canteen	was	longer	than	it	should	have
been.	 If	 the	 line	hadn’t	been	so	 long,	 it	wouldn’t	have	stretched	all	 the	way
down	the	corridor	to	the	noticeboard	with	all	the	photographs.

There	were	loads	of	them,	pictures	of	school	teams	and	house	captains,	kids
receiving	 awards	 and	 acting	 in	 school	 plays.	 I	wasn’t	 really	 interested,	 just
trying	to	avoid	eye	contact	with	the	group	of	girls	from	my	art	class	who	were
in	front	of	me	in	the	queue.

“Where’s	your	bag	at,	Kecks?”	I	pretended	I	hadn’t	heard.	Then	the	nearest
girl	prodded	me	with	a	finger.	“Askin’	you	a	question.”



“What?”

“What?”	 she	 repeated,	 doing	 what	 she	 obviously	 thought	 was	 a	 great
impression	 of	my	 accent.	 All	 her	mates	 fell	 about	 laughing	 like	 it	 was	 the
funniest	 thing	 they’d	 ever	 heard.	 Then	 they	 all	 started	 up—“What?	What?
What?”	It	sounded	like	a	flock	of	seagulls.

“Look	at	his	shoes!”	said	another,	pointing.

I	looked	down	at	my	feet,	wondering	for	a	moment	if	I’d	accidentally	come
to	 school	 in	 Dad’s	 plastic	 clogs—but	 I	 was	 just	 wearing	my	 school	 shoes.
Admittedly,	 they	were	 slightly	more	 pointy	 than	most	 people’s	 and	 had	 the
classic	D-tag	logo	embossed	on	the	side.	All	my	mates	had	a	pair	back	home.

“You	never	seen	a	pair	of	’tags	before?”	I	asked	the	girl.

She	frowned	and	looked	at	her	mates.	“What’s	he	say?”	And	then	she	said
something	else	that	I	couldn’t	make	out	and	they	all	laughed.

I	didn’t	realize	Gareth	was	behind	me	until	he	spoke.

“Where	d’you	say	you	come	from	again,	Kecks?”

“Hardacre—near	London.”

“Right,	that	explains	it.	Lots	of	blokes	wear	women’s	undercrackers	down
there,	do	they?”	The	What?	What?	Girls	thought	this	was	hilarious.

“You	know,	 they’re	actually	a	 lot	more	comfortable	 than	you’d	expect,”	 I
said,	smiling	at	Gareth	even	though	my	heart	was	playing	pinball	against	my
ribs.

He	frowned.

“I	like	a	good	strong	gusset	though—for	extra	support,	yeah?”

Gareth	blinked,	and	then	he	laughed.

“You	should	 try	 it,	honestly,”	 I	 said.	“It’s	all	about	achieving	a	balance—
comfort	and	style.	You	know,	the	choice	of	underwear	tells	you	a	lot	about	a
person.”

Ryan	was	in	the	line	behind	Gareth,	watching	me	through	his	hair	while	his
jaw	 sagged	 in	 disbelief.	 I	 pointed	 to	 the	 freckle-faced	 kid	 standing	 next	 to
him.

“Now,	at	a	guess,	I’d	say	you	were	a	traditional	briefs	man.	Am	I	right?”



Gareth	snorted	and	the	kid	blushed.

I	noticed	other	people	in	the	queue	were	listening	now.

“Did	you	know	that	you	can	tell	the	underwear	someone	is	wearing	purely
by	looking	at	their	face?”

“Go	on	then,”	said	Gareth.

I	 pretended	 to	 think,	 frowning	 up	 at	 him.	 “Skin	 color	 suggests	 good
circulation,	so	I’d	say	boxers?”

He	laughed.	“See,	I	knew	Kecks	was	the	right	name	for	you!”

The	What?	What?	Girls	giggled.

I	looked	around	for	another	target	and	that’s	when	the	photographs	on	the
noticeboard	caught	my	eye.	I	pointed	to	a	girl	holding	a	trophy	and	squinting
into	the	camera.

“This	one	looks	in	pain,”	I	said.	“G-string	riding	high,	no	question.	Might
need	 to	 send	 in	 the	 retrieval	 squad	 for	 that	one!”	That	got	 a	 laugh.	 “Briefs,
boxers,	 boxers,	 commando!”	 I	 said,	moving	along	 the	 row	of	 images.	Then
my	eyes	rested	on	the	picture	of	a	girl	with	her	arms	folded,	staring	defiantly
out	of	the	frame.

“Now	 this	 is	 not	 a	 happy	 face,”	 I	 said.	Which	 is	when	 the	 image	 of	 the
Mona	Lisa	dropped	into	my	head	like	the	next	slide	in	a	presentation.	“In	fact,
this	reminds	me	of	someone.”

The	corridor	shrank	back,	 fading	as	 the	 image	of	 the	girl	 filled	my	vision
and	my	fingers	started	 to	 tingle.	 I	knew	what	 I	had	 to	do—what	 the	picture
was	 begging	 me	 to	 do.	 Then	 I	 remembered	 the	 marker	 in	 my	 pocket	 and
realized	I’d	been	right	all	along.	It	had	been	left	 there	for	me—for	this	very
purpose.	It	was	like	a	confirmation:	Here	is	 the	 tool	with	which	to	complete
your	task.

I	knew	before	 I	popped	 the	cap	 that	 the	marker	would	work.	 I	watched	 it
moving	towards	the	photograph,	drawn	by	a	force	I	was	powerless	to	resist—
the	Wheel	of	Destiny	rocking	on	its	blocks,	anxious	to	get	moving.

“What	you	doing?”	 I	 recognized	Ryan’s	voice	but	 it	 sounded	distant,	 like
somebody	shouting	a	warning	from	far	away.



All	my	attention	was	fixed	on	the	thick	black	line	curling	out	from	beneath
the	 girl’s	 nose.	 I	 drew	 a	matching	 swirl	 on	 the	 other	 side,	 taking	my	 time,
making	sure	 they	were	even.	Then	I	 filled	 in	 the	outline	with	broad	vertical
strokes,	 the	 ink	 squeaking	 and	glistening	on	 the	 surface	 of	 the	 paper.	 For	 a
final	flourish	I	added	a	pair	of	glasses—and	it	was	done.

The	moment	I	finished,	the	clamor	of	the	corridor	rushed	back	in	and	Ryan
was	suddenly	at	my	side.

“You	shouldn’t	have	done	that,”	he	whispered,	his	eyes	wide.

“It’s	just	a	joke.”

He	looked	like	he	was	about	to	say	more,	but	then	Gareth	put	a	heavy	arm
around	my	shoulders	and	laughed.

“Now	that	is	funny,	Kecks,”	he	said.	“Dead	funny.”



three
Dead	Frank

If	 nowhere	 has	 a	 middle,	 then	 this	 is	 it.	 Considering	 there’s	 nothing	 here,
Slowleigh	village	is	quite	easy	to	find	on	a	map.	Head	north	on	the	motorway
until	the	thick	blue	line	runs	out	and	keep	going,	past	all	the	colored	clumps
of	towns,	to	the	white	part	of	the	page,	where	the	roads	look	like	creases	on	a
face,	 and	 there	 it	 is—a	 cluster	 of	 tiny	 rectangles	 on	 the	 side	 of	 a	 hill.	You
can’t	miss	it,	because	there’s	nothing	else	for	miles	around.

What	 the	map	doesn’t	 show	is	how	empty	 it	 feels.	How,	 the	moment	you
step	 outside,	 the	 wind	 tries	 to	 hurl	 you	 off	 the	 hillside.	 Even	when	 you’re
indoors	you	can	 feel	 it	 shaking	 the	house	and	 rattling	 the	windows—hear	 it
trying	 to	 pluck	 the	 tiles	 from	 the	 roof	 and	 sling	 them	 into	 the	 valley.	 The
squiggles	on	the	page	don’t	show	how	the	landscape	stretches,	devoid	of	life,
in	all	directions,	rolling	out	beneath	an	endless	lead-bellied	sky.

It’s	not	even	a	proper	village,	just	a	scattering	of	buildings,
as	 though	 somebody	 started	 to	 construct	 a	 town	 and	 then	 died	 halfway
through.	 Apart	 from	 the	 Beckett	 Arms	 pub,	 the	 church,	 and	 one	 of	 those
shops	 that	 sells	 everything	 but	 is	 only	 open	 for	 half	 an	 hour	 twice	 a	week,
there’s	nothing	here.	I	thought	the	name	was	a	joke	until	I	saw	the	place.	But
they	got	it	wrong,	G.	Life	doesn’t	move	slowly	here.	It’s	stopped	completely.
Dead.

The	sound	of	the	bus	faded,	leaving	me	alone	with	the	wind.	I	looked	around
at	 the	bustling	heart	of	my	village,	 silent	and	empty	 in	both	directions.	The
only	 sign	of	 life	was	 the	 pathetic	 bleating	of	 sheep	 rolling	 towards	me	 like
tumbleweed.	A	few	meters	to	my	left	a	ragged	ginger	cat	strolled	into	view,
sat	down	in	the	middle	of	the	road,	and	proceeded	to	wash	its	arse.

If	we	were	still	living	in	Hardacre,	I	would	have	been	walking	home	with
Jack	 and	 the	 others	 right	 now,	 or	 round	 at	 Frog’s	 house	 playing
SlamShowdown.	I	reached	inside	my	blazer	for	my	mobile	and	was	surprised



to	 see	 I	 had	 a	 signal.	 I	 hit	 Jack’s	 number	 on	 speed-dial	 and	 felt	 my	 heart
quicken	as	the	phone	rang	in	my	ear.

“Y’ello!”

“Jack!”	It	came	out	in	a	croak.

“Who’s	that?”	I	recognized	the	music	from	SlamShowdown	playing	 in	 the
background,	and	the	clangs	and	grunts	of	combat.

“It’s	Oz!”

“Oz,	 my	man!	 Hey,	 it’s	 Oz!”	 I	 heard	 familiar	 voices	 behind	 Jack	 in	 the
room,	and	my	throat	felt	tight	all	of	a	sudden.

“Hey,	man,	what’s	up?	How’s	life	on	the	farm?”	said	Jack.

“It’s	crock,	man!	There’s	nothing	here.	Just	fields	and	sheep!”

Jack	laughed.

“It’s	like	I’ve	been	sent	back	in	time!”

“Use	the	drop-kick!”

“What?”

“Oooh!	Yeah,	yeah,	yeah!”	said	Jack.	“Sorry,	mate,	what	were	you	sayin’?
Tuna	just	got	a	slam	down	against	Mighty	Martha!	TKO!”

“Yeah?	Nice	 one!”	None	 of	 us	 had	managed	 to	 defeat	Mighty	Martha	 in
SlamShowdown	before.

“That	was	the	beans,	man!”	he	said,	and	I	could	hear	them	whooping	and
giving	each	other	high-fives.	The	line	crackled.

“Since	when	was	Tuna	any	good	at	Slam?”

Jack	chuckled.	“He	stayed	over	last	Friday	for	some	intensive	training.	He’s
still	crock	though.	Frog	found	a	cheat	on	the	net.”

I	 forced	a	 laugh,	 trying	 to	 ignore	 the	 jealousy	bubbling	up	 into	my	chest.
When	did	Jack	and	Tuna	get	to	be	such	great	mates?

“Oz,	I’m	up	next.	Talk	to	Frog.”

“No,	I	gotta	go.	Signal’s	crock,	man!”



Jack	started	to	say	something	but	it	was	swallowed	by	static,	and	then	the
line	went	dead.	I	swore,	and	for	a	moment	felt	like	throwing	my	phone	over
the	wall	 into	 the	valley.	Then	 I	 sighed	and	pushed	my	earphones	back	 in.	 I
needed	some	Dead	Frank—it	was	the	only	thing	that	would	shift	 the	weight
pressing	on	my	chest.

Dead	Frank’s	Supersonic	Milkfloat	was	 the	best	band	on	the	planet.	They
only	made	two	albums	before	splitting	up,	but	those	twenty-five	tracks	are	…
well	…	beyond	words.	 I	 just	know	 that	whenever	 I	 listen	 to	Dead	Frank,	 it
makes	everything	better—even	here.

I	 scrolled	 through	 the	music	on	my	phone	and	 selected	Spilt	Milk—Dead
Frank’s	seminal	debut—and	hit	play.

By	the	time	I	turned	into	Scar	Hill	Lane	I	was	already	feeling	better.	That’s
the	healing	power	of	music,	G.

The	road	up	 the	hillside	weaves	 like	coiled	spaghetti,	which	means	you	end
up	 walking	 twice	 as	 far	 as	 you	 need	 to.	 So,	 when	 I	 saw	 a	 narrow	 track
branching	off	and	heading	straight	up	the	slope,	I	decided	to	try	it.

After	 a	 few	minutes	 the	path	 led	 into	 a	 thick	clump	of	 trees.	The	canopy
was	so	dense	 it	allowed	only	splashes	of	sunlight	onto	 the	ground,	which	 is
why	I	didn’t	see	the	dog	until	I	was	less	than	ten	meters	away.

I	 stopped	 and	 tugged	my	 earphones	 out	 as	 the	 angular	 head	 and	 pointed
ears	materialized	 in	 front	 of	me.	 It	was	 enormous,	G—a	 beast.	 I	 could	 see
muscles	flexing	underneath	the	slick	black	coat	while	its	eyes	held	me	rooted
to	the	spot.	My	mouth	was	suddenly	dry	and	sticky,	and	the	sweat	on	my	back
crystallized	to	a	layer	of	ice.

I	took	a	step	backwards,	and	that’s	when	it	barked.	Though	that	single	word
barely	 does	 justice	 to	 the	 bloodthirsty	 eruption	 of	 sound	 that	 hit	me	 like	 a
shock	wave.	Teeth	 flashed	as	gleaming	 strings	of	 saliva	 flicked	 through	 the
air.	I	turned,	intending	to	run,	but	my	fear-frozen	legs	stayed	where	they	were.
As	I	fell,	I	covered	my	face	with	my	arms	and	wondered	how	much	it	would
hurt	when	those	teeth	sank	into	my	flesh.

When	nothing	happened	I	looked	up	and	saw	that	The	Beast	was	no	closer
than	before.	It	was	still	barking,	jumping	up	onto	its	hind	legs,	then	dropping



and	walking	 backwards	 and	 forwards	 in	 tight	 agitated	 steps.	 That’s	when	 I
noticed	the	rope	attached	to	its	collar,	weaving	after	it	in	the	dirt	like	a	snake.

I	sat	up	and	would	have	laughed,	except	somebody	was	already	doing	it.

The	 girl	 looked	 down	 at	 me,	 still	 laughing.	 She	 was	 wearing	 a	 Crawdale
Comp	uniform,	which	probably	explained	why	she	looked	familiar.

“Give	you	a	fright,	did	he?”

“I	tripped	…	”	I	said,	scrambling	to	my	feet.

“Right.”	She	nodded	and	gave	one	of	those	smiles	people	do	when	they’ve
just	 seen	 you	 make	 an	 idiot	 of	 yourself.	 “It’s	 OK,	 he	 won’t	 bite	 you.	 Not
unless	I	tell	him	to,	anyhow.”	She	walked	up	to	The	Beast,	who	rolled	over	so
the	girl	could	scratch	its	belly.

People	 say	 owners	 resemble	 their	 dogs	 and	 these	 two	 proved	 it.	 The	 girl
was	 tall	 and	broad	with	 long	muscular	 legs,	 and	 arms	 that	made	mine	 look
thin	as	string.

“I	should	get	going,”	I	said,	dusting	mud	from	my	trousers.

“What	 you	 doing	 here	 anyhow?”	 she	 said.	 “You	 do	 know	 you’re
trespassing?”

“Sorry,	I	thought	it	was	a	short	cut,”	I	said.	“I’m	trying	to	get	to	Scar	Hill
Farm.”

“You	 from	 the	 family	 that	 just	 moved	 in?”	 She	 stood	 up	 and	 walked
towards	me.	“I	suppose	that	makes	us	neighbors.	I’m	Isobel	Skinner.”

“Oz,”	I	said.	See—friendly,	not	cocky.	But	Isobel	wasn’t	smiling.

That’s	 when	 I	 realized	 where	 I’d	 seen	 her	 before.	 Just	 to	 be	 certain,	 I
mentally	superimposed	a	curling	moustache	and	a	pair	of	glasses	over	Isobel’s
face,	and	sure	enough	there	she	was—the	girl	in	the	picture.

“That	would	be	Oz	 the	artist	 then,”	she	said,	 to	make	sure	we	both	had	a
full	grasp	of	the	situation.

“Ah	…	yeah	…	um.”	I	grinned.	“Look,	I’m	sorry	about	that.	I	didn’t	mean
anything	…	personal,	you	know.	It	was	just	a	 joke,	yeah?”	My	voice	trailed



off	 as	 Isobel	 said	 something	 that	 sounded	 like	 fun.	 I	 nodded.	 “Yeah,	 that’s
right.	Just	a	bit	of	fun.”

She	shook	her	head.	“I	said	run.”

I	looked	at	her.

“Run!”	she	hissed,	walking	back	towards	the	dog.

What	did	she	mean,	run?

Isobel	bent	down	and	unclipped	the	rope	from	The	Beast’s	collar,	and	all	of
a	sudden	understanding	washed	over	me	like	a	bucket	of	ice	water.

She	was	holding	the	dog	by	its	collar	with	one	hand,	the	rope	hanging	loose
in	the	other.	The	Beast,	sensing	something	was	about	to	happen,	reared	up	on
its	hind	legs,	dancing	from	side	to	side,	no	longer	barking	a	warning.	Now	he
meant	business;	the	time	for	talk	was	over.

Fighting	 the	 urge	 to	 be	 sick,	 cry,	 or	 beg	 for	 forgiveness—none	 of	which
would	have	helped—I	did	as	Isobel	suggested.

And	ran.



four
Tasting	burnt	

rubber	in	the	air

To	 be	 honest,	 G,	 running’s	 not	 exactly	 my	 thing.	 Having	 said	 that,	 the
motivational	effect	of	 forty-two	razor-sharp	 teeth	 in	close	proximity	 to	your
heels	can	be	quite	persuasive.

I	could	feel	The	Beast	behind	me,	hear	its	paws	pounding	the	earth,	eating
up	 the	 space	 between	 us.	 The	 lane	 I	 had	 so	 foolishly	 abandoned	 earlier
lurched	into	view,	but	I	knew	I	wouldn’t	make	it.	There’s	only	so	far	that	fear
and	adrenaline	can	drive	an	untrained	body.	Then	I	saw	the	trees	at	the	edge
of	 the	 field—their	 trunks	 bent	 over	 by	 the	 wind.	 I’d	 never	 climbed	 a	 tree
before,	but	I	reckoned	even	I	should	be	able	to	get	up	one	of	those.	The	way	I
saw	it,	G—it	was	my	only	chance.

I	 leapt	 at	 the	 nearest	 one,	 scrambling	 and	 pulling	 my	 body	 up	 by	 sheer
willpower.	 I	 didn’t	 stop	 climbing	 until	 the	 ground	 looked	 a	 safe	 distance
below.	When	I	finally	peered	down	through	the	leaves,	I	expected	to	see	the
dog	circling	the	base	of	the	tree,	baying	and	leaping	up	at	me,	but	there	was
no	sign	of	 it.	For	a	horrible	moment	I	wondered	if	dogs	could	climb—but	a
quick	glance	around	assured	me	there	was	nothing	hiding	in	the	branches.	No
dog	in	the	tree.	No	dog	on	the	ground.

Then	I	realized.

Isobel	 had	 never	 let	 go	 of	 its	 collar.	 She	 must	 have	 been	 killing	 herself
laughing	watching	me	run.	I	wondered	if	she’d	seen	me	climb	the	tree.

Getting	down	was	probably	 a	good	 idea,	 before	 she	or	 anybody	else	 saw
me,	but	I	was	wary	of	going	back	into	the	field.	Then	I	spotted	the	gray	stripe
of	Scar	Hill	Lane	on	the	other	side	of	the	wall	below.	Some	of	the	branches
hung	over,	almost	touching	it.	If	I	could	shuffle	along	one	of	those,	I	should
be	able	to	climb	out	into	the	lane.

Everything	 was	 going	 fine	 until	 the	 last	 moment.	 It	 must	 have	 been	 my
weight,	or	a	freak	gust	of	wind.	Whatever	the	reason,	one	second	I	was	on	the



branch,	the	next	I	wasn’t.	It	happened	so	fast	I	didn’t	have	time	to	react.

The	 jagged	 line	of	stones	on	 top	of	 the	wall	broke	my	fall.	 I	bounced	off
onto	 the	 ground	 and	 rolled.	 For	 a	 minute	 or	 two	 I	 lay	 on	 my	 back	 in	 the
middle	 of	 the	 road,	 simply	 trying	 to	 breathe.	 As	 the	 shock	 wore	 off,	 pain
stepped	in	to	take	its	place—hot	and	sharp.	First	my	knuckles,	then	my	knees.
I	remembered	the	phone	in	my	blazer	pocket	and	pulled	it	out,	expecting	the
worst.	Thankfully	 the	mobile	was	unharmed,	unlike	me	and	my	new	school
trousers,	which	had	holes	in	both	knees	and	a	tear	down	one	side.	Mum	was
going	to	kill	me.

Then	I	heard	the	car.

It	 took	my	shaken	brain	a	moment	or	 two	 to	make	sense	of	 the	sound.	A
little	 longer	 to	come	 to	 the	conclusion	 that	my	current	position,	 lying	 in	 the
middle	of	the	road,	probably	wasn’t	the	safest	place	to	be.

Needles	of	pain	jabbed	at	me	as	I	rolled	onto	my	side	and	tried	to	get	up.	I
was	on	one	knee	when	something	in	the	air	shifted—a	wave	of	heat—the	sour
scent	of	hot	metal	and	oil.	A	roar	filled	my	ears	as	the	car	pounced	around	the
corner	 and	 leapt	 at	me,	brakes	howling,	black	 smoke	 spitting	 from	 its	 tires.
For	a	second	the	driver	and	I	looked	at	each	other,	horrified—and	then	it	was
gone,	passing	so	close	I	felt	the	warmth	of	its	breath	on	my	face.

I	 turned	 and	watched	 the	 vehicle	 swerve	 out	 of	 sight	 around	 the	 bend.	 I
heard	a	thump,	a	screech	of	metal,	and	then	everything	went	quiet—until	the
delicate	sound	of	fluttering	paper	broke	the	silence.

The	 car	 had	 left	 the	 road	 and	 half	 embedded	 itself	 in	 the	 hedge,	 one	 back
wheel	still	spinning	clear	of	the	tarmac.	Its	boot	had	sprung	open	on	impact,
spilling	postcard-sized	sheets	of	paper	onto	 the	road,	where	 the	wind	 tossed
them	skyward	into	a	bizarre	paper	blizzard.

I	hobbled	towards	the	wreckage,	tasting	burnt	rubber	in	the	air,	as	the	driver
stumbled	out.

“Marcus!”

“Hello,	Mum.”

She	swerved	across	the	road	like	the	car	had	done	and	dragged	me	onto	the
verge.



“Are	 you	 all	 right?”	 The	 hand	 gripping	 my	 arm	 was	 shaking.	 “Are	 you
hurt?	Did	 I	hit	you?”	Mum	looked	me	up	and	down	and	gasped,	 seeing	 the
torn	trousers	and	the	blood.	“Oh	my	God!	I	did	hit	you!	Where	does	it	hurt?”

“I’m	fine.	You	missed	me.”

“You’re	bleeding,”	she	said.	“You’re	probably	in	shock.	We	need	to	call	an
ambulance.	Where’s	my	phone?”	Mum	fumbled	around	her	skirt	for	pockets
that	weren’t	there.

“Mum!	I’m	fine.	You	didn’t	hit	me.	I	fell	out	of	a	tree.”

She	stopped	searching	for	her	mobile	and	looked	at	me.	“What?”

Which	is	when	I	realized	my	mistake.

“What	tree?	What	on	earth	are	you	talking	about?”

“Um	…	that	one!”	I	pointed.

“What	the	hell	were	you	doing	up	a	tree?”	Mum	put	a	hand	to	her	forehead
and	closed	her	 eyes,	 inhaling	deeply	a	 couple	of	 times.	She	does	 that	 a	 lot,
usually	when	she’s	talking	to	me	or	Dad—she	says	it	calms	her	down,	but	I’m
not	sure	it	works.

“You	could	have	been	killed!	I	could	have	killed	you!”	Her	voice	rose	to	a
shriek.

“I	 got	 chased	 by	 a	 dog!	 It	 was	 massive!”	 If	 I	 told	 her	 about	 the	 awful
jeopardy	I’d	been	in,	maybe	she’d	go	back	to	being	concerned.

“What	dog?	What	are	you	talking	about?”

“This	idiot	girl	set	her	dog	on	me!”

“What	girl?”

Then	 again,	 telling	 her	 about	 Isobel	 could	 lead	 all	 the	 way	 back	 to	 the
moustache—not	a	journey	I	wanted	Mum	to	take.

“I	 took	a	 short	cut	and	 this	dog	chased	me.	 I	had	 to	climb	 the	 tree	 to	get
away.”

“So	where	is	it	now?”	Mum	peered	over	the	wall	into	the	empty	field.	“And
what	about	this	girl?	You	said	‘an	idiot	girl	set	her	dog	on	me.’”



It’s	 scary	 the	 way	 she	 does	 that,	 G.	 Like	 she’s	 got	 some	 kind	 of	 voice
recorder	 inside	her	head,	pre-programmed	 to	 remember	 the	 stuff	you	hoped
she	didn’t	hear.

“Did	I?”	I	shrugged.	“I	thought	I	saw	a	girl,	but	maybe	I	didn’t	…	I	don’t
remember.	I	think	I	might	be	in	shock	…	like	you	said.”

Just	then,	the	wind	blew	a	flurry	of	paper	into	us.	One	of	the	sheets	stuck
against	my	chest.	I	grabbed	it.	“Mum,	all	your	postcards	are	blowing	away.”

She	 frowned,	 as	 though	 she’d	 only	 just	 noticed	 the	 supersized	 confetti
flapping	across	the	road	and	over	the	wall	into	the	field.	“Stay	where	you	are.
I’ll	get	them,”	she	said.

“I	can	help.”

“No!	I	don’t	want	you	getting	run	over	again.”

“By	 what?	 There’s	 no	 traffic.”	 We	 hadn’t	 seen	 another	 car	 since	 the
accident,	 but	Mum	 insisted	 I	 stay	where	 I	was	while	 she	 collected	 the	 spilt
postcards.

I	sat	down	on	the	verge	and	looked	at	the	piece	of	paper	in	my	hand.	It	was
a	color	photograph	of	a	giant	metal	wasp.	Even	though	you	could	see	that	the
insect’s	 abdomen	had	been	constructed	 from	curved	 strips	of	painted	metal,
and	the	stinger	supporting	the	whole	structure	was	a	steel	rod,	it	still	made	my
skin	 crawl.	 Flipping	 the	 card	 over,	 I	 was	 confronted	 by	 a	 black-and-white
headshot	of	my	mum	looking	thoughtful.

Most	people’s	 idea	of	a	sculptor	 is	someone	who	makes	bronze	statues	of
dead	people	for	pigeons	to	sit	on,	or	maybe	abstract	shapes	carved	from	hunks
of	stone.	Not	Mum.	She	takes	old	scrap—lawn	mowers,	garden	furniture,	bits
of	engines	and	cars—and	turns	them	into	enormous	insects.	Which	is	actually
kind	of	cool—definitely	better	than	the	other	two	options.	One	of	the	reasons
Mum	 and	 Dad	 bought	 the	 old	 farmhouse	 was	 because	 the	 two	 large
outbuildings	 bordering	 the	 yard	 would	 be	 perfect	 for	 a	 sculptor’s	 studio.	 I
noticed	that	the	address	on	the	postcard	read	Scar	Hill	Studios—which	made
it	sound	a	lot	more	impressive	than	a	pair	of	leaky	old	barns.

I	was	trying	to	work	out	where	the	picture	of	Mum	had	been	taken	when	I
heard	her	cry	out.	As	I	looked	up,	a	pile	of	postcards	spilt	from	her	hands	and
she	grabbed	her	left	arm.



“Mum?	Are	you	OK?”

“My	arm	hurts,”	she	said,	the	color	draining	from	her	face	as	she	spoke.	“I
must	have	banged	it	in	the	crash.	I	didn’t	notice	until	I	tried	to	use	it.	But	now
I	can’t	feel	my	fingers.”
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