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To all of my family, past and present.

To the young people of whom too much has been demanded, and of whom nothing is expected.

And to the dimension shifters – don’t worry, your secret is safe. After all, this is simply a work of fiction – no one would believe it, would they?


CHAPTER ONE

Joe came across Iz on his way to Maths first thing on Monday morning.

He had been looking for his friend, but now he hung back for a moment, because he knew Iz well enough to see he was up to something, and Joe didn’t want to be caught up in it.

If there was trouble, Joe always seemed to be caught up in it, and, generally speaking, Iz was trouble. It fizzed from him in little blue lightnings Joe almost felt he could see. And it was very important right now that Joe did not get into trouble.

Joe stopped for a moment and eyed up Iz, who was gangling his thin, wiry frame into some kind of impossible sitting position on the high, narrow windowsill in the corridor. Screwing his top half sideways, his dark fringe flopped over his face, he seemed to be writing something. As few teachers ever succeeded in getting Iz to pick up a pen, this, in itself, was suspicious.

Two sixth formers were standing looking out of the window next to him. One of them – pale, medium-scrawny, with badly formed dreadlocks – called something to two girls down below in the quad.

Joe hardly had a moment to take this in. A fast-flowing river of students appeared behind him and swept towards him. When the first body collided with him, his bag took the brunt, and he barely staggered. Joe was a solid, square-shaped boy, somehow also round, and when he stopped, it was likely to create an impression in a narrow corridor full of stampeding fellow students.

Iz jumped down from the sill when he saw the pile-up of pupils getting interesting.

Joe, with his short, dark hair unruffled, stood gazing at him thoughtfully, saying ‘Oof,’ at regular intervals as another boy cannoned into the scrimmage massing at his back. Further down the corridor, girls were now coming across the blockage of boys pushing and jostling each other. The girls stood back for a moment, then started protesting loudly that they could not pass through. One of the boys in front, trying to swing his bag at a neighbour, accidentally clipped a girl with a ponytail of long, golden curls.

She flashed her large, beautiful blue eyes, swore loudly above all the noise in the corridor, and drew back her arm to strike.

In the distance, through the moshpit, Iz could see a pale jacket and a shining forehead approaching.

‘Move, Joe,’ he said, stretching out an arm and sweeping the larger boy alongside him before marching swiftly along the corridor. The dam removed, the river of students flowed behind, around and in front of them once more.

‘What’s that?’ Joe asked suspiciously, as Iz flourished a scrappy piece of white paper ahead of him. Iz did not answer but darted forward suddenly, between two girls, and lightly touched the paper on to the jacket of the dreadlocked sixth former, who was now in front of them. Wary of reading, Joe could still make out the words in black pen: ‘PLEASE COMB ME’.

He sighed.

‘Iz, did you hear about the trip?’

‘No, what trip?’ asked Iz, but his eyes were not on Joe. He was carefully pulling at the key ring attached to the bag of the girl to one side of him. This successfully undid the zip, so that in a flash, Iz had her pencil case out of the bag. In only one more flash, he was doubled up on the floor with his hands around his head for protection.

Joe stood back again, this time avoiding chaos by backing against the wall, until the girl, with long, dark hair flying, had decided to stop hitting Iz with the pencil case in case she damaged any of its contents, and f lounced off triumphantly.

Iz straightened up, laughing.

‘What trip?’

‘Weren’t you at registration?’ said Joe, peevishly.

‘I never go to registration,’ said Iz.

‘Why? We all have to go,’ said Joe. ‘Well, if you’d been there, you’d have heard – that trip they asked us about ages ago, remember? We put our names down. Well, we’ve been picked out of the hat to go. Us! But we have to stay out of trouble – or we’ll lose our places.’

‘Oh!’ said Iz, for once lost for words.

There were lots of questions queuing up in his head, but at the moment, he couldn’t get over the fact he’d been chosen. He never got to go on trips – not even trips where there wasn’t a limit on places. Staff didn’t want to take boys like him. They never said so. There was always a reason – it was easy enough to find one. He was always temporarily excluded just as the trip was due, or something. He hadn’t been on a trip since he was little.

In the classroom, Iz took his place next to Joe, strangely quiet. He was torn between excitement and anxiety. Part of him was prepared for disappointment. It wouldn’t come off, there was bound to be a catch. He couldn’t even bear to ask Joe for more details.

Their teacher, a young woman still in training, noticed Iz’s quietness and wondered at it. She would have liked Iz if she had not had to try to teach him.



Further along the corridor, the news of the trip was having a very different effect on the girl with the long golden hair.

‘God, it’s so brilliant, I can’t believe I’m going,’ she confided to her neighbour, her large blue eyes f lashing excitedly.

Unfortunately, always loud, her version of a whisper was clearly audible. It was the last straw for the ageing, tired Mr Roberts who was in the middle of a complicated explanation of probability.

‘That’s it, Helen, I’ve warned you twice. Out, and no discussion please.’

Other, more discreet whisperers stopped abruptly. To everyone’s surprise, Helen rose meekly and walked out of the room with only the trace of a flounce and closed the door quietly behind her. Mr Roberts was used to battle with Helen at such moments; he hadn’t really expected the ‘no discussion’ to work. Surprised and pleased at this unexplained success, he turned back to the class and continued.

Helen stood sadly outside the room. Hopefully she hadn’t blown it. The tutor had said they had to stay out of trouble to keep their place on the trip. This wasn’t really trouble, in Helen’s terms. Normally, she would get in a row and they would send for one of the high-up teachers, and she would get a detention or something. But she couldn’t be sure – the school’s idea of ‘trouble’ had always been very different to her own and was still slightly puzzling to her.

‘Helen?’

Mr Roberts had appeared, and was looking at her warily. The volume from the classroom had increased the second he had stepped out of the door, but Helen, wrapped up in her torment, hadn’t noticed.

Mr Roberts was doing the proper thing, of course, Helen realised. They weren’t supposed to leave you standing out here all lesson, one of the Learning Support ladies had told her. But some of them did. Mr Roberts always came to tell you off properly and send you back in to try again. She remembered that he had done that with other people. He hadn’t actually had the chance with her, she realised, because she’d either had to be collected and taken off to someone’s office because she’d blown her top, or she’d run off in a fury, to be caught later.

‘I’m sorry to have to put you out like that, Helen, but I had warned you twice,’ he began.

‘Other people were talking,’ said Helen, in a pale return to form, but with little defiance in her voice.

‘Probably, but not so loudly as you. Nor so persistently once I’d warned them,’ said Mr Roberts. There was a pause. Helen wondered if she was supposed to say something.

‘Shall I stay here or can I go back in, then?’ she said irritably.

The teacher eyed her curiously. What had got into the girl? He wasn’t sure, but he wasn’t going to knock it.

Sensing he somehow had the upper hand, he cleared his throat.

‘You are welcome back in the classroom, Helen, so long as you don’t continue to disrupt my lesson—’ he began.

Helen recognised that he was ‘going all formal on her’. It was best to interrupt them when they did that, or you could be in for a lecture lasting all day.

‘No – detention or anything?’

Mr Roberts was taken aback.

‘Of course not. So long as we carry on all right till the end of the period.’

He’d never known the girl to be bothered about detention before – up until now, it had singularly failed as a sanction. In fact, she usually failed to turn up for the sessions.

He noticed the biting of the lip, the furious concentration on a peeling streak of nail varnish. In spite of himself, and the growing din from the room behind him, he heard himself ask:

‘Are you all right, Helen? I mean—’

‘It’s just this trip!’ the girl blurted out, tossing back her hair and looking up at him with eyes at once tearful and angry. ‘I got picked to go on this trip, for a whole week, but I mustn’t get into any trouble, and—’

‘Oh!’ interrupted Mr Roberts suddenly, and Helen stopped, surprised at the note of revelation in his voice.

‘Of course, the trip. Yes, they said something in staff briefing. That sounds marvellous, Helen.’

She looked at him, confused again by the note in his voice, this time of warm amusement.

‘But this won’t mean I’ve blown it, will it?’

‘No, no, really, you handled leaving the room very well,’ continued Mr Roberts encouragingly. ‘Hurry up back in now, so we don’t waste any more time.’ And he followed her back into the classroom, quelling the noise with his famously loud ‘Uh, hum!’ which had worked for him for thirty years.



Over in the Learning Support room, Mia was being greeted enthusiastically by Mrs Johnson, who was in charge. A lady of about middle age, with dark hair which might have been curly had it not had the nonsense chopped short before it could start, she beamed with apparent kindness, but she could be sharp, Mia knew, with those eyes of hers, the eyes of the predator.

‘Well, Mia, how about this trip then? Are you looking forward to going?’

Mia walked straight past her as if she were not there, to the desk where she always sat, and thumped her bag on the floor.

‘Now, now, Mia, we know better than that,’ came Mrs Johnson’s voice, kindly on the outside, but with that touch of steel coming into it now, Mia could tell. She stared straight ahead, waiting for the woman who always worked with her, but was aware of the figure of Mrs Johnson: smooth smart clothes, jingly jewellery, unnecessary.

‘Eye contact, Mia, remember, eye contact. Let’s try it again,’ rang out Mrs Johnson, in the voice she’d consciously perfected to sound encouraging, warm, yet firm.

Mia heard loud, discordant fluting, a mean wind hooting over deadly steel pipes. She stiffened, readying herself for one of their fights of old, but suddenly, there was a familiar brown, a shape at the corner of her eye, a clean smell. Then the gentle sound of Miss Ermine’s voice.

‘Sorry I’m a bit late, Mrs Johnson, Mia; I got caught up in an incident on the way along the Maths corridor.’

Mia noted the apology; knew without looking that Miss Ermine had not looked at her as she spoke.

Mrs Johnson forgot Mia for the moment.

‘An incident? Not one of ours I hope.’ By ours, Mia thought, she means the people who aren’t ‘right’, who get trapped in here.

‘No, for once. Those silly sixth formers, can you believe it. I wouldn’t normally intervene, but all these girls were clambering over one of the boys …’

Mrs Johnson drew in her breath and looked scandalised. Seeing she was about to embark on one of her favourite topics – the Outrageously Lewd Behaviour of some students – Miss Ermine managed to head her off.

‘Not like that, not that at all,’ she said quickly, ‘I was going to ignore it but I heard shouts of real pain. Underneath was Martin, and those silly girls had been at him with combs. One of them was completely entangled. I’ve left him at sick bay. I’m afraid it’ll have to be cut out.’

The colours of Mrs Johnson faded out of Mia’s view; a black sky lifted from above her shoulders. Miss Ermine sat down, and with no more ado, no small talk, placed books in front of Mia. Explanation was kept to a minimum – there was no need now for Miss Ermine to say, ‘I won’t help you unless you want me to.’ They had met, a year ago, and the lines of their working together had been drawn out then, simply, by Miss Ermine. She didn’t go on and repeat everything or say it eight different ways, as if you were thick.

Now, Mia had her table, her books and the correct person at her side. She picked up the right sort of pen. She pushed away the uncomfortable thought that Miss Ermine was part of the necessary set-up which made her comfort zone complete. Things, it was usually, not people. Mia had felt a twinge of panic when Miss Ermine had been unexpectedly late. Once, she had been off ill for a day. It had not been a very good day for Mia, or for some of the school staff. Mia pushed the feeling aside. Mia didn’t ‘do’ people.

Miss Ermine’s voice came calm and low from Mia’s left side. It was unusual for her to speak out of the blue like this. Mia could hear the speaker’s discomfort at having to intrude, though she tried to hide it and sound matter-of-fact.

‘I know about the trip, Mia. I really think you will enjoy it. I’m going along, you know.’

Everyone had been congratulating her about the trip. She was excited and pleased, mostly. But then she’d felt the fear, the fear that things wouldn’t be right. It was very hard for the rest of the world to be right for Mia, she had realised. It put people out, they could get cross and unhappy. And that, she had been told, was a bad thing, and generally she’d found it was. Bad for them, bad for her.

But Miss Ermine was coming.

Twice, Miss Ermine had been honoured by a smile, when Mia appeared to forget that she didn’t. Smile. Mrs Johnson would have said, ‘That’s great, Mia. Smile! You see, everyone, I’ve made a breakthrough!’

Miss Ermine hadn’t acted as if it was anything other than normal. And so neither had Mia.

Now she turned and looked at Miss Ermine.

Mia had a glance which you couldn’t catch hold of; often she did not seem to turn her eyes towards the thing she was really looking at. When you caught a glimpse of those eyes, it was like seeing a flash of the sea. But now she turned them straight on to Miss Ermine’s eyes, and Miss Ermine caught her breath as she stared through two tiny portholes at a great, wild, unfixed ocean, as big as an ocean can be, blue-grey, dangerous, a swallower of ships and sailors, a treasure-chest of strange and unknown, beautiful and terrible things at great depths; how could one person, let alone a small girl, hold such a thing, and not go mad with the keeping of it?

‘That’s good,’ said Mia, in her monotone, and Miss Ermine acknowledged her with a little nod of the head, while inside she seized and hugged the moment.



Back in the Maths corridor, the top set was getting to grips with cosine, sine and tangent.

Chris was being jabbed in the ribs by his neighbour, Charlie.

‘Good us getting on the trip. But what about the others going, have you heard?’

‘Bloody hell, yeah, I know, that weirdo girl and half the other spoons in the school—’

‘Chris Winter, what was I just saying?’ Mrs Pierce was renowned for the voice which went with the name.

‘I …’ began Chris. He was a very clever, very able boy. Hence he was good at being able to talk, listen to a friend, and still have half an ear turned to the teacher. But for God’s sake, what on earth had she been on about?

‘Perhaps you’d like to give me your answer to question 3a, as I asked?’ prompted the teacher. Chris looked quickly at his book and read out his answer confidently. It was right, of course. It always was.


CHAPTER TWO

It was impossible for people like Iz to stay out of trouble for two weeks or even more than a day, thought Joe gloomily. Almost two weeks had passed since the day their inclusion on the trip had been announced. Joe had been in agony almost every school day since.

He was not too worried about his own ability to get through the time without serious problems. Things had been a lot better lately, compared with when he’d first started this school, and had tried ducking out of lessons, pleading headaches, trying to get toilet breaks. He was embarrassed when he remembered. And people were pleased with him – his mum, especially, because she couldn’t have any worries, not when it already took all her time to sit and worry, all day, sometimes all night, with a drink and some pills.

She worried so hard that it meant there was no time to cook or wash up or sort out Joe’s clothes, or do the shopping – she couldn’t even leave the house now. Joe supposed that if she did, the worry would wait back at the house for her, and while she was out and not minding it, it would get bigger and bigger till it was out of control when she got back.

So Joe was pleased that he was getting on at school with less hassle. He was just disappointed that the things he hated at school – writing, reading, Maths, PE (that covered pretty well every lesson) – he still hated and dreaded. He should have felt better that he was behaving himself, being more grown-up. But a small part of him seemed to feel he hadn’t grown up, just given in. To make everyone’s life easier. But not necessarily his.

Iz, Joe thought, waiting outside the Deputy Head’s office, Iz was very different. He really didn’t seem to be able to help himself. And to be fair, some teachers didn’t exactly make things easy.

Joe had suffered agonies, because he was terrified of going on the trip alone – or rather, without Iz.

He was sure Iz had blown it twice in particular: once when he marched into every lesson with a pair of Science goggles on his head and insisted to irritated teachers that he had to keep them on for Health and Safety reasons; once when he’d dodged a fist which had then hit the fire alarm and got the whole school out. Somehow, despite lots of angry words, Iz had not lost his place on the trip. And now, here, with success close at hand, Iz had probably gone and done it, after a huge row with Mr Frost, the old, fierce and unfriendly English teacher.

Iz, sitting drooping in the Deputy Head’s office, was feeling possibly worse than his friend fretting outside.

He had gone from blinding rage, to storming off, to coming back to the high-up who’d come to collect him (and who could really be quite decent), to pacing and explaining angrily how in the right he was. But somewhere in this mess, he knew he was at fault again.

The Deputy Head, a small but awesome lady with a metallic helmet of hair and heels you could hear coming for miles, stared calmly at Iz. When in her office, she had never seen Iz other than defiant, angry. At other times he had been leaping, climbing, falling or punching. She cleared her throat.

‘I’ll read through the details Mr Frost has provided. He says that immediately on entering the classroom, you kicked someone’s chair and bag, then hurled abuse at him and he told you to stand outside.’ The Deputy Head paused, surprised that there had been no interruption from the captive with his version of events. Iz had his head down, sitting on the edge of the padded office chair, looking at the floor.

‘Look at me please, Iz,’ said the Deputy Head without particular feeling. She noted that the hands with smudged biro tattoos were shaking. To her surprise, when Iz looked up, his dog eyes were distinctly shinier than usual.

‘Is that what happened? And if so, can you explain why?’ she continued.

Iz said in a bored, hopeless monotone, ‘I walked into the room. I tripped over something and fell on to the chair. It hurt. I got up and saw it was Pearson’s bag he’d left right out in the bloody doorway – sorry,’ – at a tch sound from Miss Metalhead – ‘damn doorway, and so I kicked it back out the way and told him not to be such an ar—’ Iz stopped again at a look from the woman opposite, writing as he spoke.

‘You told him not to be so thoughtless, yes,’ she said encouragingly.

‘Yes, then Mr Frost just screamed at me, “Get Out”. Just like that. I couldn’t even explain. So I did. Get out I mean.’

‘You don’t think Mr Frost might have been speaking to you – or trying to get your attention – at any point during the time you fell over or kicked the bag, do you?’

‘No!’ Iz looked surprised. Then thought. ‘I didn’t hear him anyway, if he did.’

‘And what’s this bit about hurling abuse at him?’

‘I didn’t! I shouted at Pearson and called him a—’

Again, Miss Metalhead held up a hand to stem the flow. She sighed. She knew Iz of old. She found it highly likely that Iz’s story and Mr Frost’s were both true to an extent.

‘Well, Iz, I’ll have a word with Mr Frost and see what he wants to do about it. Maybe an apology, maybe a detention will do it. But if it’s detention, it will have to be deferred, because you’ve got this trip coming next week, haven’t you? Mind you, be careful – we won’t have forgotten this. I take behaviour of this kind very seriously.’

Iz was hardly listening now. He was trying to keep up with her. The trip? He could still go? It was so unbelievable that he nearly gave it away. Nearly stood up, leapt about and thanked her. Steady now, Iz, play it cool. She knows this is a real let-off-the-hook. She’s having to sound very threatening, to keep pride. Look impressed. Look cowed. That is what is required.

Iz stifled his start of surprise almost well enough for the Deputy Head not to notice. He kept his head low, his eyes down as he shook her hand and headed for the door, freedom and Joe; and the trip still waiting, still his.

The Deputy Head, passing into the Main Office, saw the pair hugging and punching each other as they disappeared towards the last lesson of the day.



Mia had had her own appointment in the same office on the same day. Miss Ermine had finally managed to track her down, hiding at the top of one of the outside fire escapes, rocking in a small ball, and had somehow enticed her into the Deputy Head’s room in a calmer state of mind.

If the lady with the shiny, solid hair found it a difficult interview, Mia didn’t seem to notice or care. She kept up her familiar, high-pitched hum, and stared, apparently fascinated, at the dust motes which whirled in the sunlight through the side window.

With the aid of Miss Ermine, who had been walking along the corridor just behind Mia, it was ascertained that the girl had leapt on another, seizing hair; but from then on, it appeared to be half-a-dozen of one and six of the other, as the Deputy Head liked to call it – that is, the other student had engaged in the fight just as vigorously. No one appeared to have been hurt, but the school was wary of the other student’s parents. She had told tales before, always from her own angle, and caused all sorts of trouble from that quarter.

The Deputy Head gave up interrogating Mia directly, and turned to Miss Ermine, almost hopelessly.

‘And do we have any idea what caused this rather violent reaction?’

The voice came, unexpectedly, from the mote-gazer’s chair.

‘She called me a flipping spoon.’

The words were delivered one by one, on the same note, in the slightly foreign-sounding accent that no one could quite place.

The Deputy Head paused for a moment, surprised, pleased at least, that the child had answered. And realised that this was so unusual, it must matter deeply.

The Deputy Head looked between Mia and Miss Ermine, not sure who to address.

‘A spoon? And that is, er … ?’

‘Stupid. Thick. Weirdo,’ said Mia, ‘she said those things too.’

Miss Ermine said quietly, ‘I did actually hear that. You see, I was walking behind Mia but must have been obscured by one of the pillars. I don’t think the other girl was aware of me when she spoke.’

‘Well, Mia,’ said the Deputy Head, pulling her chest up and out, ‘you know you have worked very hard on your social skills, and you must keep trying. We can’t have students going around hitting each other all the time, it’s not the correct response to taunts. However, we also cannot have this sort of name-calling. It’s very unkind and is still bullying, when all’s said and done, in the eyes of the school.’

Mia wondered where the eyes of the school were. Perhaps the big windows. Maybe hidden. She drew her shoulders in a little, afraid.

‘Don’t worry, Mia,’ said the shiny-haired lady, softening her rooster posture, misreading Mia’s cowering.

She turned to Miss Ermine.

‘I hope, in time, Mia will learn to ignore such people. After all, everyone knows Mia is none of those things. A very able girl, very able indeed. I’ll handle this with the other girl’s parents. They seem to be very well versed in the correct practice for bullying issues. We cannot have the school’s policy on inclusion jeopardised by silly ignorance.’

Miss Ermine smiled, and a little sigh of relief escaped her.

‘If that’s all? I’ll go with Mia on to English,’ she said cautiously.

‘Absolutely. We don’t want Mia interrupted in her studies,’ said the Deputy Head, looking at Mia who had risen automatically from her chair and come to stand at Miss Ermine’s side.

‘Best behaviour from now on, Mia. And enjoy the trip next week, both of you …’ and they were firmly ushered out of the door.


CHPATER THREE

There were only twenty students going on the trip, so Mr Evans, the PE teacher, would take the majority in the school minibus with Miss Ermine.

Mr Taylor would drive his own car with his wife, who taught Science, and the remaining students – Iz, Joe and Chris Winter – in the back, as they couldn’t split Iz and Joe, and could not bear the thought of them together amongst other inflammatory characters on the minibus. They hoped they had found the best solution possible. In Mr Evans’ ideal world, Iz would have been transported alone in the back of a sealed container lorry.



In the separate households, the selected students were starting to feel surges of excitement. Preparations had to be made; there was a list of kit from school. Walking boots, wash stuff, underwear … Mia’s mother went shopping for it all, trying to hide her pleasure and anxiety from her daughter. Her dad helped her pack, tried to stop smiling all the time. For the first time, there were phone calls between them and Miss Ermine.

Mia’s mum was very big and round now, because the baby was due any day. Dad had joined the worriers about how Mia would react. He told Mum that he had read about someone like Mia putting a tripwire on the stairs to see what happened when their toddler brother fell down, because they didn’t understand about people. Mum insisted that Mia would be all right, that it would be good for her. But she hoped too for some signs that her daughter would be less needy, would find her own life. The trip was a big step. They hoped it would be forwards.



Chris’s mum took the list from his bag, where she always searched for school letters. She bought everything they hadn’t got already, which wasn’t much. She then hurried around the house, seeking out odd items to pack.

‘It says a light, waterproof coat. Where’s that expensive kagoul thing we bought for holiday last year, Chris?’ she pleaded in vain. Chris called out the customary answer from his station at the computer, where he was gaming furiously. ‘Uh, sorry, don’t know.’



Helen took money her mother gave her and went out to meet her dad, who was on a rare visit and had offered to drive her in to the nearest big town to do her shopping. She would rather have gone with her best mate, but she knew it was a chance she couldn’t miss, to go with her dad – he would always be generous with extra money on top of what Mum had given her. She enjoyed shopping. She bought her own versions of what was asked for on the list, ignoring the rain-proof jacket and deciding to take her leather one. ‘Several short-sleeved T-shirts,’ she read. She thought for a moment, then headed past the racks towards the long-sleeved ones. She always kept her arms covered.

‘Will you be long, now?’ asked her dad.

‘No, not long,’ said Helen. ‘I have to do the ironing still when I get back home, and I’ve all the lunches to pack.’

Helen was amazed she was getting to go on this trip. She often had so much work to do looking after her half-brothers and -sisters that she didn’t even get out to go to school for weeks at a time. This trip would be a real holiday.



Joe’s mother would have a carer coming in more often, and a friend from down the road. Joe had been taken out by one of the kind staff at school who helped out in the Learning Support room, with the list and special money for everything from the school. She offered to pack all the things in a case for him, which she’d give to Mr Evans beforehand.

Joe tried to keep his leaving casual, quiet, like it was a normal going-to-school day. He didn’t think his mum noticed. He shut the door behind him and ran across the road and down the hill a little, where his little sister stood waiting to kiss him goodbye outside the foster carer’s home. They were lucky to have found someone so close by, but still Joe missed her, for all her annoying ways.



Iz had handed his mum the list, and she had snatched it sulkily.

‘I thought this was free. Now what do they want? Always bloody money.’

Iz’s dad butted in from the sink, where he was piling up dirty dishes in the way of a helpful man who never washes up. He was visiting, which was rare but stressful nonetheless. Mum had had yet another bust-up with sort-of stepdad number six, so at least there were just the three of them to argue. This time, as always, Mum insisted it was ‘final’, but Iz had no doubt he’d be re-installed comfortably by the time he returned from the trip, worst luck.

‘No such thing as free,’ his dad said loudly above the clatter. ‘Waste of time, the whole thing. School trips! What’ll that teach you about the building trade? Eh?’

Iz’s mum, on hearing this from her ex-husband, perversely flicked out the list and narrowed her eyes.

‘Well, let’s have a look, anyway. You missed out on some trips, didn’t you? I don’t see why all these other kids get to go all the time. I suppose everyone else will have this stuff …’

‘Yeah, of course they will. You don’t have to have walking boots, Mr Taylor says. He says you can have leather trainers. I’d rather have them.’

‘And I suppose everyone else will have them, and they’ll all be Nike or whatever?’ put in his dad in a knowing, mocking tone, continuing above Iz’s noisy denials, ‘And CD players? And computer games?’

‘Cut it out, the both of you,’ shouted his mum, above the din. ‘I’ll get what’s needed and nothing more. If you’re going to go, you’d better do it properly. But don’t let us down now, Iz. No complaints from school, no phone calls from Mr Bloody Taylor. Your dad doesn’t want to go driving all over the country just to pick you up because they can’t manage.’


CHAPTER FOUR

On the Saturday after school had broken up for half-term, Mr Evans and Mr Taylor drew their vehicles out of the school car park, laden with excited travellers. It was a long, tiring, hot journey down the country, deep into the ancient, softened green of the South West.

In Mr Taylor’s car, the trip had been fairly quiet. Chris Winter, sulking slightly at having been kept away from his friend Charlie and crushed into a Mondeo with that irritating git Iz, and Joe, who took up two seats, seemed to repress the other two with his mood.

Iz started getting twitchy late on in the journey.

‘Are we there, Mrs Taylor? Where are we going again?’

‘Well, we are in Dorset at last, Iz, and the house is on the Dorset/Devon border, it says here. Can’t be far now.’

The last part of the journey, though short, was the most tiring for driver, navigator and passengers in Mr Taylor’s car, which had long ago overtaken and lost the minibus. The roads became more winding; the hedge banks steeper and more green.

The oaks and other trees which were left to tower in the hedges were old, old. The thick green of verge and bank seemed to be left untouched, untamed; myriads of different forms of leaf seemed to fight for every bit of space. When there were glimpses of land through a gateway in the hedge, or great, smooth hills rising up suddenly above the road, even the turf somehow looked ancient. Occasionally, the hillsides were covered in strange ripples, heavily shadowed, or sudden craters and perfectly smooth circular humps.

To the younger passengers, this all just looked excitingly different. They did not know why, and did not stare and wonder at the strange wildflowers flourishing showily from the sides of the road, but they did know that they liked the feel of this new part of their world.

Iz caught sight of a really noticeable array of round humps on the f lank of one of the hills. Again, he felt the oldness of the land, though he would not have been able to say why; he was not used to seeing fields with streams just being allowed to meander through and trees left standing around in the middle, as they had always done. Yet though the humps and occasional crater were furred with the same tight, bright turf that looked as if it had been there for ever, they looked as though they could not be natural – and maybe those strange ripples couldn’t be either.

‘Did they have alien spacecraft landing here once or something, Mr Taylor?’ he asked, leaning forward and causing Joe and Chris to wriggle uncomfortably, as they were rather squashed. Many members of staff would have cited this as an example of Iz’s silly questions, but Mr Taylor merely said:

‘What makes you ask that?’

‘There are flipping big lump things on some of the hills and back there, there was like, a brilliant crater. Or was it bombs in the War?’

Iz was one of those people that like to ask a question and then try and answer it themselves. Mr Taylor waited to check whether Iz was really interested, or whether he was going to invent an explanation involving extra-terrestrials and World War 2 anti-aircraft guns battling it out for this key metropolis of rural Dorset, but he was rewarded by an expectant silence from the back seat.

‘Iron Age burial mounds, some of them. There are lots down here. The ripples are where the land was ploughed long ago and hasn’t been touched since. Some are terraces where the Romans tried to grow grape vines.’

‘Oh,’ said Iz. There was a pause. ‘I was keeping an eye out for one of those big black panther things they say has been seen round here. One of the lads told me. Should be a pretty exciting place, what with that and the skull in the house and everything.’
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