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  Jack Wilde’s world is crumbling around him. But which world is it?


  The fantastic, magical Kingdom of his father’s stories, in which he is a six-year-old hero battling evil enchantresses?


  The glittering life of good fortune and fame described in his unauthorised biography? The worlds invented in a dozen fake social media profiles?


  Or the world of an unhappy adolescent in an unforgiving boarding school, mocked and excluded by the school’s elite and abandoned by a father he barely knows anymore?


  As Jack unravels his identity’s tangled threads, can he find the way from the child he was to the person he wishes to become?

* * * * *

  “Clever and captivating. Jack’s Well is an original and beautifully written story of one boy’s search for clarity and kindness in a world—or worlds—beyond his control.”

—Joan Haig, author of Tiger Skin Rug


  “I love books that twist my thoughts, distort my reality and leave me asking, ‘Whit?’ Jack’s Well is one of the weirdest, most original things I have ever read!”

—Kirsty Crommie, Unicorns and Kelpies


  “Unique, original and deeply touching, Jack’s Well confirms McClure as one of the most exciting children’s writers working in Scotland today.”

—Ross Sayers, author of Mary’s the Name, Sonny and Me and Daisy on the Outer Line
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Jack’s Journal #1

Testing, testing, one-two-three.

Hello?

Hmm. I think this is working.

I don’t know where they dug this thing up from. It’s called a Dictaphone.

Umm… My name is Jack Wilde, and I’m fourteen, and I’ve not been very well lately.

Dr. McKendrick says that recording what’s on my mind might help me get better. I wish he’d just give me my phone back. It’s got a perfectly good voice recorder, but he says I’m not allowed to go online. I’m supposed to be protected from harmful influences. So we’re using this ancient technology while I record what’s on my mind.

I wish it was as easy as he makes it sound, but I have an awful lot on my mind, and it’s a bit of a jumbled, jangly mess. And to be honest, I don’t know who I’m supposed to be doing this for. Dad always says you should think of your audience, but I haven’t got an audience. Well, I mean, the real me hasn’t got an audience—obviously the witch-defeating, warrior hero of the books and films has one. Jack Wilde, registered trademark, has a massive audience. But it’s been made good and clear over the last couple of years that no-one I care about is interested in me. Why would they be, after all?

Anyway, anyone who was curious could just read Jack – The Life Behind the Legend, the best-selling unauthorised biography by Melissa Masterson.

I’m only joking, of course—that’s even less true than Dad’s fantastical stories and a lot less entertaining. I’d actually like to meet Melissa Masterson one day, you know. I’d like to take her to St. Benedict’s School for Boys. I’d like her to see that it’s not the enchanted Hogwarts she makes it out to be in her stupid book. Whoever she is.

There’s a danger of this journal being very disjointed because I’ve been very disjointed just lately. Ha! Dis-joint-ed. Right enough, the chances of a cheeky wee spliff in here are pretty well zero. Right up there with the phone on the list of things which are bad for me. Anyway. I should try and find the narrative—that’s what Dad would do. Find the beginning, the middle and the end.

Well, look—I’ve got Melissa’s book here and all of Dad’s. I might dip into them. They might help. You might have read them already, of course, so feel free to skip those bits.

So, a beginning—here’s Melissa. It’s pure poetry, honestly. Excuse me while I look for the sick bag.


Jack –

  The Life Behind the Legend


  © Melissa Masterson 2018

There is nothing about the scene to suggest that it will become a moment in history. Nothing in the way the summer sun hangs just above the horizon or in the gentle lap of the North Sea waves against the shingle shore. Nothing momentous about the faint haze on the grass as the bees make their last, lazy forays into the wildflowers before hunkering down for the night nor in the circling flight of the gulls above as they survey their kingdom from the deepening blue sky. And nothing particularly unusual about the father and the son sitting by a crumbling cairn, idly pulling daisies as they chat and laugh into the warmth of the evening. But in such quiet moments, the most amazing things can happen—if you let them.

The little boy is six years old and very happy. He and his daddy have been exploring the shoreline, hopping over rockpools, skimming stones. They have eaten a picnic on a small stretch of sandy beach and built a dam on a silver trickle of water that flowed to the sea. Dad has explained why the sea is blue, and the little boy has explained why dolphins jump out of the water. Now they are tired, and soon they will walk back to the car and drive home to Mummy. But not just yet. The boy, Jack, stretches out on his back and gazes up at the wispy clouds above.

“Tell me a story, Daddy,” he says.

A smile spreads slowly across his father’s face. “Okaaaay,” he says and clears his throat. “On an ordinary day, when ordinary sunlight was trickling ordinarily through a layer of ordinary, thin white clouds…”

Jack closes his eyes in rapture as his father continues, the words swirling and gliding like the gulls above and weaving a tale that he will never forget, that grows and spreads across his mind as the red sun sinks and spills across the horizon, his father’s voice the safest, kindest sound he knows. He feels himself the centre of a perfect, secret universe, and his heart is filled with light.

Exactly one year later, his father self-publishes the story. It is an unexpected and spectacular success, and the world comes crashing in on their private universe like a tsunami breaking over undefended land. Nothing is ever the same again.


Jack’s Journal #2

I’ll be honest with you, I’ve heard that version of the beginnings of Jack’s Well so many times now that I can’t even remember if it’s true or not. I don’t know who told it first, but I don’t think it was me. It’s a nice picture, though, isn’t it? And the truth is, Dad did tell me the stories first. They were meant to be mine. That was fun. That was when things were normal and nice, when Mum was there and Dad was happy, and we lived in a normal house and I went to a normal school.

Tell me a story, Daddy.

Awww.

Och, I shouldn’t complain. I can walk and talk and I’ll never be poor, and for the first time in days, I can speak without bursting out greeting like a wean, and once I get out of this hospital, I might get to go to a normal school again—the doctors agree that the atmosphere at St. Benedict’s was not the healthiest influence in my life. Think of the positives, Jackie-boy.

In fact, how about a bit of harmless escapism? Wouldn’t you prefer to hear about a happy-go-lucky six-year-old than a grumpy teenager in a bloody loony bin? I know I would. Let’s press rewind. Are you sitting comfortably?

This is where it really begins.


Jack’s Well

Chapter 1

On an ordinary day, when ordinary sunlight was trickling ordinarily through a layer of ordinary, thin white clouds, a little boy was throwing a ball up in the air and catching it for no better reason than to keep himself busy. It was a red ball, not new, and it would have been far more fun to throw it to someone else, but there was no-one else around at the time, and so he made the best of it.

The boy’s name was Jack Wilde, and he was playing in the garden of the house where he lived with his mother and father. The house, like the ball, was not new, but it was cheery and safe, and Jack was very happy there. The best thing about the house was the garden: a wild tangle full of surprises, it bristled with an air of mystery and adventure.

Or at least, it did sometimes. Today, it was as humdrum and dull as a car park. The daylight was flat, the trees were bare, and it was almost, but not quite, too cold to be outdoors. And as usual, there was no-one to play with. On the plus side, Jack had beaten his personal record for throwing and catching a ball without dropping it. He was at 235, smashing his previous best of 162, and was beginning to think it was time for another record: for example, could he throw the ball higher than the oak tree yet? Jack had fired arrows higher than the tree, but that didn’t really count. It had to be a throw.

And today—he felt sure—was the day.

He eyed the challenge. Wind-speed seemed about right. He’d need to stand next to the birdbath to get the right angle of attack. No, hang on—that would send the ball right over the tree and into the wood beyond, and he’d probably never see it again. He had to stand in the rockery and aim high—a sharp angle. That was it.

He took his position and closed his eyes, breathed in deeply through his nostrils and exhaled noisily through his mouth. Slightly bent the knees—balance was key. He jostled the ball about in the palm of his hand, really getting the feel of the thing, its shape and weight. Then he reached back with his right hand, pointed his left straight up in the direction he wanted the ball to travel, and with a bellow worthy of an Olympic javelin thrower, he catapulted the little red sphere high into the white, chilly sky.

Up and up it sailed, shooting past the creaking lower branches of the oak tree, up past the gnarled woody mass on the trunk that looked a bit like a face, past the white scar where a winter gale had taken down an old, dead branch and out into the open sky above.

“Yes!” shouted Jack, punching the air in triumph. “Whoo-hoo! Take that!” He did a joyful war dance, twirling and spinning on the lawn before flopping delightedly on his back and laughing up into the sky he had so effortlessly conquered.

Sploosh.

Eh?

Sploosh?

Okay, what goes up must come down, and the ball had clearly landed, but never before in Jack’s long throwing career had the ball landed with a sploosh. A thud, yes. A crack. A snapping, popping autumnal kerswish. Perhaps, on a wet day, with a squish or a gloop, and if he was particularly unlucky (as he had been on one memorable occasion), with the shattering tinkle of glass. But there was nothing in the garden, the wood or the street at the front which could possibly make a sploosh—as far as he knew.

Jack sat up and peered around. The mysterious sound had come from near the oak tree, from behind its ancient trunk, in fact. At the base of the tree, there was such a tangle of roots, ivy and rust-coloured leaves that the ground had long since disappeared beneath them, but Jack had never had any reason to think there was anything other than the same musty earth under there as could be found all over the rest of the garden. But that was definitely where the mysterious sploosh had come from.

He got up and glanced around. If he was about to make a fascinating discovery, he was fairly sure he didn’t want anyone to see. Jack loved his parents, but they did have the annoying habit of getting in the way of true discovery, and he couldn’t help but feel they might be more interested in how dirty his clothes would get in the undergrowth than in the existence of a mysterious pool of water. He glanced up at the windows—nothing. They must be busy.

Cautiously, Jack padded across the spongy grass and into the lowering shade of the tree. One huge root snaked out into the lawn, a frozen lava flow of gnarled and knotted wood. Jack hopped up onto it. Placing a hand on the rough bark of the trunk for balance, he peered into the dark green beyond. Nothing immediately leapt to view, but he had the niggling sense that something was peculiar. There was the skeletal remnant of an old scooter poking up through the ivy, but that was nothing new. The scatter of white splashes underneath the starling roost had always been there. But something was different. Not at ground level, though. Up.

Jack peered up through the gloom at the underside of a broad, low bough. At first, he couldn’t make sense of what he was looking at: playing across the surface of the tree was a sparkling, shifting pattern, endlessly changing as lines of light crossed, glinted and danced around each other. Then it came to him. It was the same pattern he could see on the ceiling of the swimming pool when he was floating on his back. Water. Or at least, light reflecting off water. So the sploosh must have come from down there.

He hopped off the root and into the tangled ivy, dry and crunchy as cornflakes. The ivy pushed his trouser legs up to his calves, and the twigs and branches jabbed at the exposed skin, but he barely noticed. Carefully, choosing every step, he picked his way to the point from which the watery dazzle seemed to be coming. There was no sign at all of anything unusual until he was directly above it, and then—

Jack caught his breath. A perfectly circular hole, as if drilled through the undergrowth and ground, and down that hole, a glittering light, or something…

Suddenly the ground beneath him gave way, and he dropped feet first down the startlingly enlarged hole. Before he even had time to scream, he had plunged into deep, icy water, submerging completely before frantically clawing his way back to the surface. He couldn’t tell how deep the water was, but his feet certainly hadn’t touched anything solid, and he was now floundering desperately, trying to find a handhold. Dust and soil were showering down from above him with a sound like an April rainstorm, stinging his eyes and catching in his throat, and his body was wracked with a coughing fit, which threatened to fill his lungs with water as it doubled him over. His clothes, swamped and clinging, felt as heavy as chain mail and seemed fit to drag him back underwater when, without even realising it had happened, Jack closed a hand tight around a trailing stem of ivy and clung on for dear life while the spluttering and coughing subsided.

As the last of the grit from above pattered down around him, leaving only swirling dust particles in the dim light, Jack began to take stock of his situation. Although his heart was racing and his chest was burning after struggling for breath, he was, at least, no longer in immediate danger of drowning.

Being as tough and hardy as only a six-year-old boy can be, he didn’t really have time to be scared: there was too much to discover. His situation, while uncomfortable, was intriguing in the extreme. He appeared to be in a perfectly circular hole with shining, smooth sides broken only by the trailing ivy. The space was lit by an eerie glow—this must have cast the reflection up onto the tree. But the strange thing was that, looking up, Jack could barely see the sky through the branches, and the bit he could see was still grey and overcast—nowhere near bright enough to cause this sparkling reflection.

“So where is the light coming from?” he asked himself aloud.

Looking down, he found his question answered. The light was not reflected: it was shining up, through the water, lighting the walls, Jack’s ball—“Oh, good! There it is!”—and Jack himself. There was no doubt about it: this was very strange indeed.

Now, I don’t know what you would do in this kind of situation. Perhaps you would climb up the ivy and go and get some dry clothes on before telling your mum and dad. But Jack Wilde was not that sort of a boy. He spent less than a second considering his options, took a deep breath, and dived down beneath the icy surface of the water to discover what was glowing at the bottom of this mysterious well.


Jack’s Journal #3

That was chapter one of the first book, Jack’s Well. Jack’s not so well now, though. But reading that is like slipping into a warm bath, comforting and familiar and so, so much better than real life. I know it off by heart. I hate to drag you back to reality, but I can only take this in small doses at the moment if I don’t want to get sucked back in completely, and I don’t. I really don’t. So. Room. Window. Walls.

I loved that when I first heard it. I didn’t understand all the words, but I can still see the picture it built up in my head. Our house was nothing like that, of course, nothing at all—it was an ex-council house on a quiet street in Edinburgh. I did like swimming, and we did throw balls over a big tree in the local park that I used to climb around in. I think it was a beech tree, though. But can you remember just believing stuff when you were a kid, taking it at face value, not really worried about what was true and what wasn’t? That was a great feeling. Jack has adventures that a real six-year-old couldn’t possibly have, but that didn’t bother me in the least. You don’t think of yourself as a real anything when you’re six, and I believed the stories showed exactly what I’d have done in the circumstances. Thinking too much about what’s real and what’s right—I don’t know how that is for you, but it hasn’t done me much good lately.

Or maybe it has. Ho-ho-ho.

Dad read me that chapter as soon as he’d written it. My memory is that Mum was there too, sitting at the end of the bed, but I might have made that up—she didn’t usually sit in on our bedtime stories. She was probably too busy doing all the practical stuff that Dad could avoid by writing.


Jack’s Journal #4

A nurse has just come in and given me a pill to take with a little paper cup of water. I thanked her and she’s gone, but I won’t take the pill. I was taking them for the first few days, but they made the whole world seem dull and grey and empty, and my arms and legs felt like they were made of cotton wool. I didn’t like it.

“You are confused and stressed, Jack. You just need to get some rest and some distance from the things that are worrying you.” That’s what the doctor said. Well, physical distance is fine. I’m happy to be away from that bloody school. But I don’t want anyone putting limits in my head. That’s a bit too weird—I’ll take the confusion and stress, thank you. I mean, while I’m stuck in this place, my head’s about the only place I can escape to. Plus, I don’t see why I should take their medicine when they won’t let me roll my own.

Sorry, sorry, this is a ridiculous downer—pills and confusion, whoopee! On the plus side, the view out of my window is spectacular. I can see right out over the town of Dumfries to the misty hills beyond, see the River Nith snaking southwards to the Solway Firth. A good place to rest and recover. Closer at hand, right under my window, there is a huge lawn that stretches for miles, and it is absolutely, hilariously lowping with rabbits. There are millions of them—I can watch them all day. It’s really great! They have no idea I’m here!

Neither do the national press, thankfully, but it’s only a matter of time…

Let’s slip back into that other world. I do this from time to time, you know. You would too, if you were me. Be honest—wouldn’t you like a time machine to travel back to when things were simpler? Well, here we go.


Jack’s Well

Chapter 2

Swimming underwater was one of Jack’s favourite pastimes. At the local pool, he had astonished his dad by being able to hold his breath for a minute and a half. In fact, he could swim nearly a whole length underwater. He loved the feeling of being completely separate from the rest of the world, no sound in your ears but the beating of your heart and the distant echoes of those faraway people back in normality. He never wore goggles yet was happy to open his eyes as he swam, enjoying the misty blue haze as it swirled around him.

But that was familiar. He knew his dad would be there, applauding, as he broke yet another underwater record. Diving down into the well was a completely different thing, and he had to fight a strong urge to turn back and burst for the surface. The deeper he went, the more panic rose in his chest, and his lungs began to burn. Just as he was about to give in to those unpleasant sensations, however, he was completely overwhelmed by another, far stranger one. Without turning round, without changing his slightly frantic stroke, it seemed to him as if his whole body had spun around and he was now heading up towards the surface! His head span with the giddying strangeness of it, and he let out a stream of bubbles in a stifled grunt of surprise.

And there was no doubt about it. Instead of streaming up past his ears, the bubbles shot straight down…or was it up? They went the wrong way, anyway, out of his mouth, and broke on a fast-approaching surface. I must have turned around! thought Jack in confusion. Two more strong strokes with his arms and his head popped through the shining surface above. He let out a gasp of relief, quickly sucking in a lungful of cool, fresh air and treading water as he wiped the moisture from his eyes.

And—

blinked.

Where, in the name of goodness, was he?

The only possible explanation for his reaching the surface was that he had somehow come back up the well. But this was most definitely not the well.

Above Jack’s startled eyes was a bright pink sky, and he was sloshing and wallowing in the shallows of a turquoise pool lined with reeds, rushes and strange plants he had never seen before.

Now, it would have been nice to have a bit of time to take in this peculiar place, to slosh out of the pool and have a good look around, to scan the wide plain of swaying purple grass that surrounded him, maybe dive back underwater and see if he could get back to his own garden. All of this would have been very nice indeed.

Sadly, it all became impractical rather quickly, as before he could even register what was happening, Jack found himself in the middle of a ring of strange and terrifying figures mounted on the backs of red-eyed, snorting horses, which pawed the ground menacingly and shot steam from their quivering nostrils. Clouds of dust rose around their heaving shoulders like smoke from a forest fire, and Jack briefly wondered whether there was still time to dive underwater before he was spotted. Alas, it was all too clear from the way the riders were now spurring their hellish steeds into the shallows towards him, that he was well and truly caught.

“Company!” bellowed one of the figures, raising a grim, armour-clad arm above his helmeted head, “SEIZE THE CHILD!”
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