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Part One


Beckenham







Chapter One


The sound of laughter. Carefully turning his head, Willoughby Wren looked out of the window. On the pavement outside, Delroy Ferguson and Sunny Dhillon were running past, laughing and jumping and stopping suddenly to pretend to push each other into the road, and all the time not caring where they put their feet. All they worried about was having as much fun as possible before they got to school.


How Willoughby wished he could be there with them, to play their games, to step on the cracks in the pavement without worrying about what might happen. But he wasn’t there. Instead, he was stuck in the kitchen, thoroughly, well and truly, completely and utterly and totally fed up.


“Sit still, Willoughby, stop fidgeting.”


Willoughby did as he was told. It was best not to get on the wrong side of his mum, especially if he wanted to be allowed to walk to school on his own.


“It’s hard enough doing this as it is without you constantly moving around as well.”


But ‘this’ was hard for Willoughby too. ‘This’ was something that had happened every single morning, every single day of every single week for the ten and a half years of Willoughby’s life, and still it didn’t get any easier. ‘This’ would be totally embarrassing if any of the kids at school ever found out about it. And what was the ‘this’ that caused him so much grief? Every morning, without fail, his mum searched his head, looking not for nits or lice, oh no that would have been far too normal. His mum was studying his hair in case any of it had fallen out during the night.


“Ouch!” he cried, suddenly. “That hurt.”


“It’ll hurt a whole lot more if you don’t stop moving, Willoughby, now hold still.”


This is how it went. Willoughby’s parents believed that someone’s hair falling out was a warning that something bad was about to happen. Something really bad. Which was why, every morning since before he could remember his mum had carried out the embarrassing activity on him to make sure that the world was going to be safe, for another day at least.


That was just for starters. Willoughby’s parents’ weirdness spread to just about every other area of life as well. Like the fact that everything in their house had a special place, and nothing was to be moved from its special place or else bad luck would come upon the family. Or that they refused to own a car and instead travelled everywhere on a ridiculous tandem bicycle that embarrassed him completely whenever his classmates saw them together. Or even that they were against modern technology of any kind whatsoever.


“The energy waves those things give off are far too dangerous, Willoughby,” his dad had told him when he’d tried asking for a TV one time.


“But everyone else at school has one,” he’d complained.


“Just because everyone else has one doesn’t mean you have to as well. If they all jumped off a cliff tomorrow would you join them?”


Willoughby had sighed. “No.”


“No, and having a TV’s the same. They give off harmful, potentially life-threatening electromagnetic waves. We’re not having one, end of story.”


A Ninetendo DS had been totally out of the question. The only piece of technology they’d eventually agreed to him having had been a mobile phone. And that had only been because his parents had realised that with it they could keep a track of exactly where he was when he was walking to and from school. Even if he was only so much as a few seconds late, his mum would be on the phone, worrying about him, frightened that he might have been kidnapped. He was only allowed to use the phone for very short periods at a time so that the electromagnetic waves weren’t able to harm his brain in any way. Under no circumstances was he to use it to talk to anyone else other than his parents, something that suited him for the thick lead-lined cover they’d bought for it to try to make it that little bit safer actually made it unbelievably embarassing for him to use anyway.


Willoughby sighed and glanced once again out of the window at the world outside, staring with envy at the people walking past. They didn’t care one bit about the ridiculous superstitions that his parents believed in. They were free, free to live their lives the way they wanted without constantly worrying about stupid things like stepping on the cracks in the pavement, or whether any of their hair had fallen out in the night. He wished he didn’t have to care. He wished so much that his parents could be normal, just for once.


At that moment a pigeon fluttered down from the sky and landed on the window-ledge. It peered into the kitchen, staring straight at Willoughby. Even it was free, he thought. It might have been a dumb animal, a dirty scavenging pest, but it was at least able to do whatever it wanted. He envied the pigeon. The pigeon bobbed its head and let out a coo, as if in response, before leaping from the window-ledge and flying off into the sky, completely free.


“Hmm, I don’t like the look of that,” his mum said suddenly, snapping him back to the kitchen.


“What?”


“You’re looking thinner on the top of your head.”


“There wasn’t any hair on my pillow this morning, honest.”


She took a clump of hair in her hand and pulled.


“Ow!”


“Hmm, nothing came out. Good. But go and put some tonic on your head, just in case. And after that it’s straight to school.”


Willoughby was fed up. Fed up with being so different to the other kids at school, and totally fed up with his parents’ superstitious mumbo jumbo.


“Why couldn’t I have had normal parents?” he muttered to himself for the umpteenth time as he slowly made his way to school. “Like Delroy Ferguson’s, who take him and his sister out of school to go on exotic holidays all round the world. Or Sunny Dhillon’s, who let him do pretty much anything he wants? It’s so unfair.”


He crossed over Cherry Tree Walk and headed down Groveland Road, always careful where he placed his feet. Suddenly, a black cat shot out from behind a tree in front of him and disappeared into the garden of one of the houses on the right. He froze, panicked by what it could mean, frantically trying to remember what his mum had told him – was it good or bad luck? And if bad, what, if anything, could he do to reverse it? For a moment or two longer he stood there, racking his brains to remember, before the sense of impending doom passed and the anger at his parents’ weirdness returned with a vengeance.


“I’ve got to stop it,” he shouted at himself, walking straight under a ladder propped against a wall as he did. “I’ve got to stop being so stupid and worrying about pointless things. There’s no such thing as bad luck. Nothing’s happened because of that cat running out in front of me. Nothing happened because I walked under that ladder. Other people can do what they want without anything bad happening, so why can’t I?”


He continued a little further along the pavement before coming to an abrupt halt. What he’d just said had caused an idea to come to him, an idea so radical, so mind-blowingly outrageous, it made him have to take a sharp intake of breath. It was something that went completely against one of his parents’ most important superstitions, yet something that, if he did it, would mean he’d finally be able to prove to himself that their stifling mumbo jumbo was all just a load of complete nonsense. For a moment or two longer he stood there, unsure what he should do, before at last he arrived at a decision. He would do it.


Taking a deep breath, Willoughby raised his left leg and brought it back down onto a join where two of the large, square, concrete paving slabs met, straight back down onto a crack in the pavement.


The earthquake was felt throughout the entire world. The single clap of thunder that accompanied it was so deafening that ears were ringing for days afterwards. In every country, from Sydney, Australia, to Anchorage, Alaska, from Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, to Tehran, Iran, weather forecasters, geologists and seismologists were at a complete loss to explain how it could possibly have happened. To those who believed in such things, it was as if the monster in the centre of the earth had suddenly stomped her foot down in anger, causing the planet to shudder violently.


All Willoughby knew was that it coincided with the exact moment he put his foot down onto the crack in the pavement. No sooner had he done so than thunder shattered the air and the world around him started shaking violently, throwing him backwards onto the ground where he landed painfully on his elbows and backside. For a moment or two, utter chaos. Then, just as suddenly, everything became perfectly still. Silence descended. Not even the birds in the trees were singing anymore.


Willoughby kept his eyes firmly shut, not wanting to re-open them. The world had ended, of that he was certain. He’d stepped on the cracks in the pavement. He’d gone against one of his parents’ most important beliefs. His selfishness had not only brought about the end of everyone he loved, but also the end of the entire world.


He continued to lie there, barely aware of the fact that, actually, the world around him wasn’t destroyed at all but was, instead, slowly recovering from the shock of the unusual thunder and earthquake. One by one, the birds started singing their songs again. Somewhere further along the road, a car started up and drove off. In the distance, someone walked along the pavement towards him, the sound of heels on concrete paving slabs growing louder and louder in Willoughby’s ears, drawing ever closer, until a shadow finally fell over him.


“Are you alright?”


He opened his eyes and found a woman looking down at him.


“Have you broken anything?” she asked, her deep brown eyes filled with such concern that he felt like crying. Fighting back the tears, though, Willoughby simply shook his head. After all, he was almost eleven, far too old to still be bawling like a baby.


“Give me your hand.”


He did as she said and felt her soft, warm hand gently grasp his fingers.


“Ready? Okay, then. Heave.”


Easily she pulled him to his feet. Once upright again, Willoughby was able to take a closer look at his kindly Samaritan. She wasn’t that old, possibly in her twenties, although Willoughby had never been that great at telling people’s ages. However, the clothes she was wearing made her look a lot older. For they were incredibly old-fashioned. She wore a grey check jacket with a matching skirt that came to just below her knees. Underneath this was a pale cream blouse, buttoned up to the neck, with a silver brooch at the top in the shape of what looked like a bow covered in tiny diamonds. On her head she wore a hat, and not just any hat but a round straw boater with a blue ribbon tied around the middle. Definitely not the look of a woman in her mid-twenties. The clothes themselves reminded him of something, although try as he might he couldn’t think what.


She smiled at him. “That was quite a thunderclap, wasn’t it?”


He nodded.


“On such a sunny day, too,” she said, glancing up at the perfectly blue sky. “I wonder where it came from?”


Willoughby felt the colour suddenly drain from his cheeks. The woman looked down at him again and frowned.


“Are you sure you’re alright?”


“I…I’m fine. Honest.”


She studied him for a moment or two longer before nodding.


“On your way to school?”


“Yes,” he replied.


“You’d best get yourself off there, then,” she said, “otherwise you’ll be late.”


He nodded. “Thanks for your help.”


Once again her face broke out into the warm, friendly smile that seemed to brighten the day.


“It was a pleasure. Take care of yourself, now.”


With a final wave, she turned and started to walk away, her old-fashioned shoes clacking noisily on the concrete slabs. Willoughby headed off in the opposite direction. He’d gone no more than a few paces when the sound of her shoes suddenly stopped. He turned round to see if anything was wrong, to see if she wanted something. But the street was completely empty. The woman had vanished. Where she’d been standing only seconds before there was now just an empty space. All that, in fact, remained of her was the sweet-smelling perfume she’d been wearing that still wafted around him on the light breeze.


In something of a daze, he studied the empty street closer, wondering if maybe she was hiding somewhere. However, he quickly dismissed the idea. Why would she? And, more importantly, where? There hadn’t been time for her to run inside any of the nearby houses. The front gardens weren’t that big, certainly not big enough for a grown woman to hide in. And the trunks of the trees were so narrow it would’ve taken an incredibly thin person, thinner even than his skinny body, to have been able to hide themselves behind one without being seen at all. It was as if she’d simply vanished into thin air, ridiculous though he knew that sounded.


However, the mystery would have to remain unanswered, for the time being at least. For Willoughby suddenly remembered school. He was going to have to hurry now if he wasn’t going to be late. Mr Hodgson, his teacher, came down heavily on anyone who was late without a good excuse. And he didn’t want to be made the laughing stock of the class any more than he already usually was. He set off.




Chapter Two


“Glad you could join us, Wren,” said Mr Hodgson as Willoughby burst through the classroom door, much to the amusement of the others.


“Sorry I’m late, Mr Hodgson,” he gasped, out of breath with having run most of the way there. “I…I…”


He hesitated. What could he say? That he was late because of a mysterious vanishing woman? That he’d gone against one of his parents’ most important beliefs and had stepped on a crack in the pavement, which he now feared had somehow done something to damage the world? The others made fun of him enough as it was because of his parents’ weirdness. If he said anything about what had happened, he’d be made fun of for the rest of his entire life.


“Well, Wren, I’m waiting for your reason for turning up to my classroom late.”


Willoughby sighed. “I overslept.”


“I see. Well, this evening you can write me a hundred words on why timeliness is important and how vital it is to get to bed at a decent time. Now get to your seat.”


Willoughby did as instructed, slumping wearily into his chair next to Felicity Foxton.


“As I was saying before we were so rudely interrupted.” Mr Hodgson glared for a brief moment at Willoughby. More sniggering. “I want you all to pair up for the history project you’ll be doing for the rest of this term. To make it easy you’ll work with the person sat next to you.”


This meant Willoughby would have to work with Felicity. She was even more of an outcast at school than he was, thanks mainly to the fact that she was the cleverest in the class and had no interest whatsoever in trying to fit in with the others. She laughed at them when they tried to make fun of her, or else ignored them completely as though they didn’t exist. Willoughby didn’t mind Felicity, though. They’d known each other for years, thanks to the fact that both their sets of parents were good friends and often met up with each other for days out or meals. And Felicity also being an outcast meant that Willoughby had at least someone in the class he could call a friend.


“On this project you choose the subject matter,” Mr Hodgson continued. A few murmurs of amazement from the class. They’d never been allowed to choose the subject before. “Now before any of you get carried away this won’t be as easy as you think. The hardest but most important thing is deciding exactly what you’re going to do the project on. The only rule is that it should be something to do with this country. You’re to research it thoroughly and then present your findings back to the class. There should be a written part to the project too that includes…”


Willoughby’s mind drifted. All that talk of history had started him thinking again about the mysterious vanishing woman, and he suddenly realised where he’d seen clothes similar to the ones she’d been wearing before. The previous month in history they’d studied the Home Front during the Second World War. There’d been pictures of the special ration fashions that women had worn back then in one of their text books. The clothes that the vanishing woman had been wearing were almost exactly the same as those. It was as if she’d stepped right out of one of those pictures and been transported somehow into the present, ridiculous though he knew that sounded.


“…don’t you think, Wren?”


“What?” Willoughby said, snapped back to the present.


“Don’t ‘what’ me, boy.”


“Sorry, Mr Hodgson.”


The teacher marched from the front of the room towards Willoughby.


“You haven’t been listening to a word I’ve said, have you?”


“Yes, Mr Hodgson.”


“Well perhaps you’ll entertain me by repeating back what I’ve just been saying.”


Willoughby said nothing. He hadn’t a clue what had just been said.


“I thought as much. Daydreaming again. You can add to those words you’re already writing for me another hundred on why there’s a time and a place for daydreaming but the classroom definitely isn’t one of them.”


The inevitable sniggering broke out once again. Mr Hodgson walked purposefully back to the front of the classroom.


“I’d recommend starting on your projects sooner rather than later,” he said. “You only have three weeks until they’re to be handed in, and I expect them to be first rate seeing as there will be two of you working on them.”


A few groans, put down almost immediately by the giant of a teacher sweeping his steely glare around every individual in the classroom.


“I was thinking we could do ours on the Tudors,” Felicity whispered to him. “What do you think?”


Willoughby stared at her as though she was talking a foreign language.


“You can come round mine after the meal tonight if you want and start work on it. I’m sure my dad’ll be fine about us using his computer.”


“Meal? What meal?”


“Our parents are taking us to that new Chinese restaurant in town.”


“Oh, right, yeah, of course.”


Willoughby had actually completely forgotten.


“Clear it with your parents, come back to mine afterwards, and we’ll sort out a plan. And I might even help you with your words for Mr Hodgson.”


He sighed. “Okay.”


At the end of school Willoughby walked slowly home, following the route his parents had carefully chosen for him so that they’d know where he was in case something happened. He wasn’t in the mood for going out for a meal. He wasn’t in the mood for going round to Felicity’s afterwards to plan their project. And he certainly wasn’t in the mood for writing the stupid words Mr Hodgson had given him. He wished everyone would leave him alone so he could figure out the mystery of the vanishing woman.


Although the more he thought about her, the more he wondered whether perhaps he’d been mistaken and that she had had time to go into one of the houses after all. It would certainly make far more sense than the other possibilities he’d considered, like she’d been playing games with him by finding somewhere to hide that he hadn’t noticed, or the truly ridiculous idea that she’d somehow actually stepped out of the past for a brief moment and then been transported back in time again.


Willoughby continued to walk along Wellhouse Road, passing Crease Park as he did every day. However, this time something was different. It felt as though…as though he was being watched. Stopping, Willoughby turned towards the bushes beside him and peered in. He immediately wished he hadn’t. A pair of yellow eyes glared at him from the undergrowth, a pair of eyes filled with murderous intent.


He stepped back. Moments later a figure emerged from the bushes, a ferocious-looking figure the likes of which Willoughby had never seen before. In real life, that is, however this time he knew instantly where he had seen such a monster. This time it wasn’t in any textbooks from school but the picture books of his childhood. For, standing in the park, just the other side of the railings, was the terrifying figure of a dinosaur.


Willoughby was frozen rigid to the spot, unable to even breathe properly except in quick, shallow intakes of air, which he desperately tried to make as quiet as possible so as not to arouse the wild beast glaring at him. The monster wasn’t particularly tall. It was barely taller than him. However, it was unbelievably long, the tip of its tail stretching far behind its strange feather covered body. And its legs bulged with powerful-looking muscles.


There was no point in trying to run away. The monster only had to leap over the park railings and it would be able to catch him easily. The only thing Willoughby could do was stand as still and quietly as possible and hope that it eventually grew bored and went off somewhere else.


The seconds passed by agonisingly slowly as monster and boy stared at each other. Each of the numerous teeth in the beast’s mouth looked as though they could tear off his arm with one snap of the jaw. If these didn’t kill him, the lethal-looking curved claws on its rear feet would easily finish the job. Clearly, it wasn’t a herbivore, and judging by the way it kept eyeballing him it was determined to make him its next meal.


He had to do something before that happened. He couldn’t just stand there and wait for it to sink its teeth into his flesh. Barely knowing what he was doing, Willoughby slid his left foot backwards and paused. The dinosaur didn’t move. He did the same with his right foot. Still the monster remained motionless. Feeling a little braver now, Willoughby moved two paces backwards. No sooner had he done so than the ravenous-looking beast let out a deafening roar that startled a family of starlings who’d been nesting in a nearby tree, and leapt over the railings, its powerful, feathered feet landing heavily on the pavement, shattering the paving slabs, and trapping Willoughby between it and a car directly behind him.


Another roar from the beast. Willoughby’s heart pounded in his chest. He could feel the warm, dank breath of the monster on his face as it smelled him, checking that he was good enough to eat. He could smell its overpowering fetid animal stench. He could see its rows of razor sharp teeth, ready to devour him in one go. Willoughby let out a whimper.


And then the miracle happened. The beast flexed the muscles in its hind legs, poising itself for the final leap forward. Willoughby flattened himself against the car in a futile attempt to somehow pass through the solid barrier behind him and escape to freedom the other side. Then, suddenly, the monster vanished. Just like that. No warning, no sound of it running away. Just like the woman, it simply vanished into thin air.


Willoughby ran home as fast as he could, not caring anymore about the route he took nor the fact that he was stepping on countless cracks in the pavement. All he worried about was getting home before the beast reappeared to finish him off. He hurried home as quickly as he could and burst through the front door, out of breath, very nearly out of his mind with panic. Ignoring the protests from his legs and burning lungs, he hurried down the hallway, searching desperately for his parents, glancing into the kitchen which was empty, the dining room where Bruiser, the neighbour’s cat that often allowed itself into the house, glanced up at him curiously from its slumbers on one of the chairs but where there was still no sign of his parents, heading quickly on into the lounge where he had to suddenly brake hard to stop himself from colliding with his dad.


“Whoa there, Willoughby,” he said, virtually having to jump out of the way. “Where’s the fire?”


“D…d…dinosaur. Out there, big, sharp teeth. Eat me.”


His dad frowned. “Slow down Willoughby, you’re not making any sense. Take a deep breath and start again.”


Willoughby did this.


“I was almost eaten by a dinosaur, out there, by Crease Park.”


“What’re you talking about a dinosaur? There’s no such thing.”


“But it was there, right in front of me.”


His dad frowned again. “Is this one of your daydreams, Willoughby?”


“No Dad, it was real. It was about to eat me when it vanished. Just like that woman.”


“What woman?”


He told his dad about this, too. When he’d finished, his dad place a hand on his forehead.


“Have you been using the phone for longer than you’re supposed to?”


“No, Dad.”


“Well maybe there’s something out of alignment in your bedroom, then. People don’t simply vanish. The woman must’ve gone into one of the houses.”


“But what about the dinosaur?”


A strange look appeared on his dad’s face, but it was gone before Willoughby could be sure of what he’d seen.


“I’m sure it’ll turn out to be nothing.”


“But Dad…”


“There are no such things as dinosaurs, Willoughby. They died out hundreds of thousands of years ago. You must’ve seen something that looked like a dinosaur, that’s all. I’m sure it’ll turn out to be perfectly innocent. Now go and get yourself ready, or else we’ll be late for the restaurant.”


Willoughby pulled a face, but did as instructed. There was no arguing with his dad, or mum to that matter, when they’d made up their minds about something. However, he wasn’t looking forward one bit to going outside again for fear of what other monsters there might be waiting for him.




Chapter Three


The delicious aroma of herbs, spices and other exotic fragrances greeted them when they were still some distance away from the restaurant. Willoughby’s stomach immediately started rumbling. He hadn’t noticed before, with everything that had been going on, but he was, in fact, incredibly hungry.


All during the walk from their house to the restaurant he’d been keeping a keen lookout for anything else unusual happening, like more vanishing women or dinosaurs or, even worse, the end of the world starting. Fortunately, though, the world hadn‘t ended on the way to the restaurant. Everything had been normal, or at least had given the appearance of being so. And, the closer they’d got to the restaurant, the more Willoughby had become aware of his hunger, taking over from any concerns he might still have been feeling.


“Let’s see what this place has to offer, shall we?” said his mum, as the three of them reached the door. “I’ve heard some good things about it.”


Enthusiastically, Willoughby pushed open the door and walked inside. The restaurant wasn’t that big. Apart from a round table in the middle of the room, at which Felicity and her parents were sitting, there were perhaps eight other, smaller tables positioned randomly throughout the oblong area. Half were filled. The other half were set with forks and chopsticks, ready for customers. The walls were covered in dark-red wallpaper with intricate gold, green and blue designs, creating an atmosphere of oriental mystery. At the far end of the restaurant, near the kitchen, stood a large fish tank, filled with fish of all shapes and sizes and a variety of plants and rocks. Willoughby hoped that that wasn’t where some of the dishes on the menu came from.
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