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WARNING:


Before you begin reading this book I must offer you a word of warning.


You know there will be monsters, but there are other creatures lurking within these pages that are so creepy, ghoulish and downright weird they might well put you off your dinner tonight, especially if you are eating fish.


That’s not all. Along with travelling to peculiar places, learning extraordinary secrets and witnessing some very silly behaviour, there will also be moments that might scare you right out of your pants, which is why I strongly advise that you read this book with a spare pair close at hand.


You have been warned . . .




THE SLIPPERY GIANT


You may have heard it said that the eyes are the windows to the soul, and if that’s true then these were the eyes of a man whose soul had packed its bags and gone on holiday. These ghoulish eyeballs didn’t appear to have any iris at all, just a tiny black pupil in the middle of each bulging white orb. There was no sign of life (let alone a soul) behind them, and yet the body, this enormous, pink-skinned body, was marching along the beach at great speed. The man was as tall as a basketball player but didn’t look as if he had ever played sport. His flabby chest and round belly bulged out of an open stripy shirt and his skin looked very strange indeed. The idea is to rub sun cream into your skin until it has been absorbed. This man had clearly applied so much that his skin had refused to absorb any more of it, so the stuff just lay there in great white swirls on his ever-so-pink flesh.
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Carrying this enormous body along the beach were two skinny legs that ended in an entirely inappropriate pair of orange socks and brown shoes, and both of his meaty arms were locked around a bundle of canary-yellow life jackets. A navy sun hat covered his shiny bald head and made his pink ears fold over like tiny wings.
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We all know it is wrong to judge someone simply by the way they look, but in this case I think we can make an exception. This man was very definitely weird.


He stopped suddenly beside a group of teenagers and threw the life jackets he had been carrying on to the sand. The teenagers were much too excited about going on a boat ride to notice all the odd things I’ve just described. Instead, the slippery giant stood very still and watched as twelve teenagers playfully fought over the six life jackets. The winners were two boys and four girls, who would be the first to ride in the pea-green wooden fishing boat.


Accompanying the group was Daphne, an art teacher in her mid-forties. Daphne may have come from London, but she dressed just like the local women: hair pulled back in a loose knot, a swirling white cotton dress, a beaded necklace and a straw basket hanging over her shoulder. She had been to the Spanish town of Cadaqués on countless school art trips, but she had never before seen anyone like this big chap.


‘What happened to the nice man who was here earlier?’ asked Daphne, gesturing towards a small hut further along the beach. She had booked the boat ride with a handsome local man who had gone back to his hut to fetch the life jackets, and she’d been rather looking forward to seeing him again. Instead, she was now looking at one of the most unattractive human beings she had ever met.


The slippery giant replied too softly for Daphne to hear.


‘I’m sorry, what did you say?’ said Daphne. The man took a step towards Daphne and bent so that their faces were level. His mouth opened to speak and revealed a black tongue and lips, as if he had just been drinking a pot of ink. ‘He’s busy. I’m the skipper now,’ was his reply. Daphne felt a shiver of goosebumps break out on her skin. For a moment she couldn’t speak. It was all too strange and unexpected.


The man turned and waded into the water.


‘Maybe we should wait until he comes back!’ called Daphne, her voice rising with concern, but six of her students were already in the boat and the large man was climbing in with them, making it tip dramatically.
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‘No, stop!’ shouted Daphne, and she ran towards the boat. But it was too late. The strange man had twisted the throttle and the water behind the motor was churned into foam. There was a scream. Shouting. But it wasn’t any of her remaining students – they were still laughing and mucking about in the sand. The scream had come from somewhere else. Daphne turned and saw a crowd around the boatman’s hut suddenly part and the handsome boatman appeared, clutching his nose.


‘Mi barco! Mi barco!’ cried the man as he stumbled towards Daphne, taking his hand away from his nose.


One of her students, a bubbly girl named Hannah Richards, screamed. The boatman’s nose was bleeding and pointing entirely the wrong way.


‘Ese enorme hombre golpeó mi nariz y me robó el barco!’ said the man with a great gasp, and Daphne felt her blood run cold.


‘What did he say, miss?’ wheezed Hannah.


‘He said that huge man punched him on the nose and has stolen his boat,’ said Daphne, her voice shaking, and she turned to look back out to sea. The little boat had already reached the rocky peninsula on the southern side of the bay. People were getting up from their beach towels and gathering around the bleeding boatman.


‘I need a boat!’ screamed Daphne. ‘He’s taken the children! We have to go after him!’ Nobody responded because in her panic Daphne had forgotten to speak Spanish. ‘Necesito un barco! Él ha robado a los niños!’ she pleaded, but her words were drowned out by the sound of an almighty explosion, so loud and powerful that everyone could feel it right down to their bones. Daphne looked out to sea. The little green fishing boat, the slippery giant and the six teenagers in her charge were gone! All that remained were thick swirls of blue smoke, twisting and drifting across the little port of Cadaqués.
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LASAGNE


Exactly one week before that ghastly business with the explosion and the slippery giant, a spectacular dollop of lasagne sat steaming on a plate surrounded by buttered peas in the kitchen of a small terraced house in north-east London. The lasagne was about to be devoured by Nelson Green, an eleven-year old boy with shaggy brown hair, wide chocolate-brown eyes and a single brown freckle on the tip of his nose. Beside him sat the world’s greatest big sister, sixteen-year-old Celeste. Curled around Nelson’s feet was the oldest and smelliest mongrel of all time, Minty, who farted loudly but continued to snore like a donkey, and at the head of the table, wearing a dressing gown and with her wet hair wrapped in a towel, sat the scattiest woman in the entire universe, Nelson’s mum. Between forkfuls of lasagne, Celeste carefully painted vivid green polish on to her mum’s outstretched fingernails.
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‘That stuff smells too loud,’ said Nelson disapprovingly. ‘There’s no such thing as a loud smell, Nelson,’ chuckled Celeste. ‘Mum, what time will you be home tonight?’ Nelson tried to block the varnish vapours from getting up his nose by puckering his lips as if about to administer a big, slobbery kiss, but it was no use.


‘It won’t be a late one,’ said Mum. ‘Your father hates these company dinners more than I do.’


‘What’s it for?’ Nelson’s mouth was so full of lasagne it was hard to talk.


‘Er, I think he said it had something to do with a conference he’s got to go to in Brussels next week. Is that the place where the sprouts come from?’


She hadn’t meant it as a joke but rather a genuine question. Nelson tried to stop himself laughing, but it backfired and sent lasagne shooting out of his nose instead.


‘Nelson Green! That is disgusting!’ barked his mum, recoiling in horror. ‘And put your knees down! Why do you always have to crouch like a frog at the table?’ Nelson corrected his posture, pulled a tissue out of his pocket and wiped his nose.


Celeste took hold of her mother’s hands, gently pulled them towards her and soothingly said, ‘You have to stay still, Mum, or it’s gonna smudge.’ As she resumed painting the nails, Celeste only needed to raise an eyebrow for Nelson to understand that he had better say sorry as soon as possible.


‘Sorry, Mum,’ said Nelson, and Celeste gave him a slow nod of approval as a receipt for following her telepathic orders. Nelson loved the way he and his sister could communicate without words. It was like having a secret code. They could have whole conversations just by nodding, glaring, raising their eyebrows or lowering their eyelids. Celeste and Nelson had never even discussed their code. They just knew what the other was thinking.


‘Anyway, if their sprouts are anything to go by, I don’t think I’d want go to Brussels much either,’ said their mother.


Apart from Minty wheezing under the table, there was silence while Celeste resumed work on the last fingernail.
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Nelson scooped up some peas, mashed them into the lasagne and then lifted a forkful to his mouth – delicious. He decided he could eat lasagne forever, and his stomach gurgled in agreement. ‘All done,’ chirruped Celeste as she screwed the cap back on to the bottle of varnish.


‘You are a sweetheart,’ said Mum, admiring Celeste’s work.


‘They look like witches’ fingers,’ mumbled Nelson, but his mum had heard him. There was a short pause before she decided now was the time to fire her ‘secret weapon’.


‘Oh, that reminds me, Nelson,’ she said casually. ‘I’ve put your name down for the school drama group.’ With that bombshell, she rose from her chair.


Nelson was so appalled he dropped his cutlery with a loud clatter. Unfortunately, he had to struggle like mad to get any words past the enormous amount of lasagne currently occupying his mouth.


‘Yes, I thought you’d like that,’ Mum said with a wink to Celeste.


‘What? Mum! Why would you do that?’ begged Nelson.


‘There, you see?’ said his mother. ‘You’re really good at being dramatic.’


‘No way. I don’t wanna be in a play or act or any of that stuff!’


‘Well, you’ve been at that school for nine months and you haven’t made any friends yet. I mean, you don’t even join in with sports any more.’


‘That’s cos my best friends went to Marchwood and I don’t like anyone at St Patrick’s,’ pleaded Nelson.


It was true. He had had a few great friends at his primary school, but they had all gone on to the really expensive secondary school outside London and their promises to stay in touch and see each other at weekends had quickly evaporated.


‘There’s nothing wrong with St Patrick’s. You’re just a bit shy, and being in a drama group will force you out of that snail shell of yours.’


Nelson tried one last ‘Please don’t make me join the drama club’, and several really genuine-sounding versions of ‘I hate that school!’ but it was no use. His mother was already blowing her painted fingernails like a cowboy blowing his smoking guns after a particularly easy shoot-out.


Starting from Monday, Nelson would be joining the drama group. That was final. He looked at his lasagne and decided he’d had enough.


Celeste lay on her bed sending messages to her friends from her phone. Her mass of curly blonde hair radiated in all directions from her face like a child’s painting of the sun. Whatever she was writing had made her smile – and Celeste had a big smile. She didn’t just smile with her mouth, she smiled with her entire face. Add two rosy cheeks, a pair of shockingly blue eyes, a funny little gap between her two front teeth and you had the very definition of lovely. Like the sun, everyone enjoyed her presence, but more importantly, Celeste loved other people, especially her little brother, who was currently underneath her bed, angrily picking out fluff from her mattress. He’d done this since he was a baby, especially when he was feeling as annoyed as he did right now.


‘Well, I’m not going to join that stupid drama group,’ huffed Nelson, but he didn’t get a reply.


The truth was, he didn’t have any friends. There was always Simon Hopkins, but he was even shyer than Nelson. Sometimes Nelson would hang out at break with the Dempsey twins who were always glad of company, but Nelson didn’t really like their games because they would take so long to set up the rules that break-time would be over before they had a chance to play anything.


The boy next door, Charles, had shown promise. But a few weeks back they had played swingball together and Nelson had accidentally hit the ball into Charles’s face. Charles went silent, turned bright red, laid down his bat and climbed back over the wall to his own garden. Nelson didn’t see him for at least a week, when he suddenly reappeared like a pigeon on the garden wall as if nothing had happened. Nelson found his constant presence on the wall a bit too weird and avoided going into the garden after that.
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So that was that – Nelson was a loner. He knew it, his mum knew it and Celeste certainly knew it, but he didn’t care. He’d got used to being on his own most of the time, and as long as he had Celeste he was just fine, thank you very much.


‘Who are you sending messages to?’ he asked.


‘My friends,’ said Celeste.


‘It’s all right for you. Everyone likes you. You’re great at everything,’ mumbled Nelson.


Celeste slid from her pillow and hung over the mattress to look directly at Nelson. Her hair spilled all over the carpet.


Nelson knew she was looking at him, but he was determined not to look back. ‘Stop making that big face,’ he said.


‘I have told you the secret to making friends, young Jedi,’ said Celeste in her best Yoda voice.
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‘You can’t do Yoda. I do Yoda,’ said Nelson dismissively, but that didn’t stop Celeste.


‘Start you must by pretending to be interested in other people. Only then will you discover, really interested in them you are. Do this and friends you will make.’


‘Am I really late?’ came the voice of Nelson’s mum. Celeste sprang up out of Nelson’s view to reveal his mother’s stockinged feet hurriedly stepping into a pair of green high heels.


‘The taxi has been outside for half an hour,’ said Nelson.


‘Oi. How’s my little actor?’ She crouched on the floor to peer at Nelson.


‘Bye then,’ said Nelson in his best bored voice, and his mother replied with a spectacular burp. Nelson couldn’t help but chuckle.


‘Gotcha,’ said his mum, then rolled back on to her heels, kissed Celeste and clip-clopped along the landing and down the stairs.


‘The keys are by the toaster,’ shouted Celeste, but it was too late, the front door had closed. ‘She’s forgotten the keys again. I’m gonna have to stay up,’ she said as Nelson wriggled from under the bed and looked out of the window to see his mother climbing into a taxi.


‘Do you remember much about your mum?’ asked Nelson.


He and Celeste only shared the same father. Celeste’s mother had died when Celeste was just six years old. Apparently, their father’s hair had turned white overnight and he didn’t speak to a soul for almost three months. He would have stayed that way had it not been for the love and comfort of a scatty young lady, whom he eventually married. And that was the same lady who had just left in a taxi.


‘I remember little things about her, like when she stroked my hair my head would just fill up with really crazy dreams. I thought she was magic. And if I hurt myself or was sick or something, she’d tell me these amazing stories about her dad who found a jungle full of magical flowers.’


Nelson picked up a framed photo that sat by Celeste’s bed. It was a picture that radiated happiness: a very chubby baby Celeste standing on a beach wearing a red polka-dot cap and matching swimming trunks. Her arms were raised above her head to hold on to the hands of her mother, who was bending over her and laughing so much you could almost hear it coming from the photograph.
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‘Sometimes I wonder if I’m like her. You know, what bits of me I get from her. Not magic fingers and stuff. I mean things like if I laugh or cry at the same things she would have done.’


Nelson put the photo down. ‘If she was anything like you, Cel, your mum must have been brilliant.’ Nelson breathed on the window and drew a smiley face in the condensation. Celeste pressed PLAY on her tiny iPod speaker system. The killer bassline of ‘Seven Nation Army’ by the White Stripes began to play, and just as he had done a million times before, Nelson marched around the bedroom like a soldier off to war.


‘You’ll be a great little actor, Nelson,’ shouted Celeste.


‘Silence, fool!’ he commanded.


‘I’m serious, you idiot! It’ll be the best thing for you.’


‘I’m gonna fight ’em off! A seven-nation army couldn’t hold me back!’ sang Nelson.




ADOLF HITLER IN A BOX


Celeste was right about almost everything, but not about the drama group. It was a huge mistake. Exactly one week later, Nelson was sitting backstage of the school theatre dressed in an oversized striped nightshirt with oven gloves on his hands. A small moustache and greased hair had given him the unmistakable appearance of Adolf Hitler – a clown version of Adolf Hitler. Never had he felt so miserable, nervous and humiliated all at once. He stared at his reflection in the mirror and considered his escape options.
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	A) Pretend to be too sick to go on stage. The trouble with this idea was that he’d left it too late to begin a believable decline in health.


	B) Run for it. Not a great idea, as leaving the school at lunchtime would be considered an act of truancy and earn him a whole bunch of detentions. Also, looking like Hitler wearing oven gloves while running down the street would be asking for trouble.


	C) Just go through with it and never, ever come back to this stupid drama group ever again. Ever.





C was his only real option. He’d just have to stick it out. Anyway, the biggest problem was not the make-up or even the oven gloves, it was the play’s writer, director and lead actor: Katy Newman.


Katy Newman blazed through her life with bulletproof confidence and truly believed that she was the boss of everything. It didn’t bother her that no one else in her drama group was considered cool or even talented. All she needed were kids who would do exactly as she said without question. If they hadn’t all followed Katy around like puppies they might have been friend material, but they did, so they weren’t.


Katy’s plays were notorious for handling serious subjects in an embarrassingly earnest style and they all involved Katy dying dramatically at the end. This lunchtime, St Patrick’s school was to be subjected to Alice in Nightmareland, a spin on the traditional tale of Alice where the heroine was an evacuee whose fears were represented by scary life-sized versions of the toys she had brought with her on the train to the countryside. Nelson was playing Adolf Hitler as a jack-in-the-box. It was his job to pop out of the box and shoot Katy Newman with a starter pistol at the end of the play. Katy had fake blood ready to pour out of her chest. And if you think that’s bad, then maybe now is a good time to tell you – this was also a musical.


‘Twenty minutes before curtain-up, people. Last chance to use the loo,’ sang Katy as she whizzed through the changing rooms. Katy was particularly excited today because a well-known casting director from London was visiting the school looking for ‘cute and plucky kids’ to be in a BBC drama set in the Second World War. In Katy’s mind, this was probably the last play she would need to perform at the school. There was no doubt that once the casting director saw her in action it would be only a matter of days before she was on TV and more famous than the moon.


‘If no one needs the loo, I think we should run lines once more just to be sure, OK?’


This made Nelson decide he should take Katy’s advice and go to the toilet after all. He opened the door on to an empty corridor. The toilet was at the far end. He would have to make a run for it.


Nelson had never run anywhere so quickly. The fear of being spotted by someone while dressed as Adolf Hitler seemed to have infected his legs so that they now operated at gazelle-like speed. Had Mr Goff the sports teacher seen him in action, he would have insisted Nelson join the running team, but Nelson’s impressive sprint was suddenly cut short as the toilet door he was aiming for swung open and three boys emerged. These were not just any boys; these were extremely cool Year 9s. Boys who could spit exactly the same way top football players do and who walked around school with the swagger of pirates. If they saw Nelson they would not only laugh their heads off until Nelson’s face was redder than a pepper, he would almost certainly earn the nickname ‘Nazi Nelson’. This was not a fate Nelson could bear, which is why his speedy legs changed course and he dashed through the first door on his left.


On the one hand, this had worked perfectly, and the cool Year 9 boys never caught a glimpse of him. However, Nelson was now standing in the middle of the girls’ toilets, and the only thing worse than being seen by cool Year 9 boys would be being seen by cool girls. And the toilets were absolutely packed with them.


Nelson froze like a mouse who had accidentally run into a snake pit. He would never, ever be able to make friends after this. Who on earth would want to hang out with the Nazi who ran into the girls’ toilets wearing oven gloves? He was about to go from zero to minus one hundred on the school popularity chart and winced at the prospect of how much his mother would laugh when she found out. He would have to change schools for sure now. Or, better still, move to the other side of the planet and start a new life on a nice remote island where the only inhabitants were coconuts. Nelson braced himself for an explosion of laughter. But it didn’t happen. Instead, he opened his eyes to find that none of them were looking at him. They were all clamouring noisily to get a glimpse of Cheryl Corbett’s tattoo (which Nelson later found out was actually a fake). Nelson inched slowly away from the girls and was just about to make his escape when the door flew open and smacked him right in the face. Nelson was slammed against the wall behind the door as five more girls ran into the toilet to see if the rumours about Cheryl’s tattoo were true. He would have started to cry, but the need to remain unnoticed was so powerful it stemmed the flow of tears until he was well clear of the girls’ toilets.


Phew.
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Nelson snuck back through the door leading to the stage and decided it was safer to wait out the last few minutes before the show started inside his jack-in-the-box prop, which was waiting in the wings to be wheeled on with the rest of the scenery. It was small, dark and wonderfully quiet inside the box. He even had a cushion to sit on and a packet of Skittles left over from the last rehearsal. He also had a gun – the starter pistol Katy had borrowed without asking from the sports teacher’s office.
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It was halfway through his fourth Skittle and with only ten minutes to go before the play was due to start that it happened.
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From inside the box, Nelson heard the stage door open and the unmistakable Welsh voice of his history teacher, Mr Mallison, speaking in urgent, hushed tones.
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‘There’s no one in here, Judy. Now, tell me what’s going on,’ whispered Mr Mallison. Nelson could picture his hairy index finger pushing up the large square glasses that were forever trying to escape from his face by sliding down his long, thin nose.


Nelson didn’t know who Judy was.


‘Aw my gawd, I don’t even know where to start,’ said the woman, sounding hysterical.


Nelson was all ears. His eyes widened as though that might help him pick up a clearer signal.


‘Just take a breath and start from the beginning, OK? What on earth has happened?’ said Mr Mallison.


Nelson heard the woman sniff. The kind of big, snotty sniff you do after you’ve been crying for a while.


‘I got a text. About ten minutes ago. It was from Daphne. There – there’s been an accident. On the school trip to Cadaqués,’ said the woman, her voice trembling. At this point Nelson felt as if all the air was sucked out of his lungs. Celeste was on that trip. She’d emailed him photos of her tour of the artist Salvador Dali’s house. She was due back tomorrow. But he couldn’t get distracted now – he had to listen.


‘Happened about an hour ago. A bunch of the kids went on some kind of boat ride. There was an explosion.’ The woman took another deep breath to steady herself.


Nelson pressed his ear against the side of the box.


‘They found five of the kids floating out at sea,’ she went on, her voice cracking.


‘Oh my God – are they all right?’ Mr Mallison was clearly horrified. The woman must have nodded, because Nelson heard Mr Mallison say, ‘Oh, thank goodness for that.’


Nelson relaxed. Celeste was all right. This woman was just very upset. Phew.


‘They had life jackets on apparently. But there’d been six kids in the boat, not five. One of them is missing.’


Nelson froze.


‘Who? Who’s missing, Judy?’


There was a pause. Nelson screwed his eyes up tight as if he knew he was about to be hit by a truck-sized piece of information.


‘Celeste Green.’


Nelson didn’t move. He didn’t breathe. He was just there. Frozen in time.


‘Celeste? I don’t believe it!’ said Mr Mallison. ‘How is this possible?’


‘I don’t know. Daphne texted me from the Spanish police station. You mustn’t tell anyone yet, Bob. Her family have to be told first.’


You could hear the disbelief in Mr Mallison’s reply. ‘Celeste Green. Good Lord. Do they think . . . Judy, do they think she might be dead?’ The conversation was cut short by the arrival of Katy and her team, setting up for the performance.


It wouldn’t sink in. How could it? What Nelson had just heard was so enormously terrible, so gigantically awful, his brain could not even begin to make sense of it. The truth just sat there in front of him – a mountain – an ocean – a planet-sized fact he simply could not comprehend. No tears came to his eyes. He was too stunned to feel anything. Celeste. Dead. The two words just didn’t connect.


Three and half minutes later Katy’s awful play was in progress. The audience was only one-third full, mainly teachers, but you couldn’t miss the casting director from London – a woman in her late fifties wearing a multicoloured shawl, cork high heels and gold hoop earrings. She was sitting in the front row and shifted awkwardly in her chair as if Katy’s play was giving her stomach ache.




‘Oh, is this a nightmare or is this a dream?


Will I wake with a smile or wake with a scream?


 I miss my papa, and I miss my mumm-y.


War is a nightmare for this poor evacuee.’





Katy sang with such force and emotion that you could almost forgive her for not being in tune, but, I guarantee, if you had been in the audience you would only have been able to take this ghastly nonsense for a few minutes before you ran screaming for the exit.


The moment had come for Nelson to pop out of the box and sing a song about how he was going to invade England, before shooting Katy with the starter pistol. He knew the audience were waiting. He knew Katy was right on the other side of that box, but Nelson could not move a muscle. The news about his sister pressed down on him more heavily than a hat made of hippos.


Katy threw open the lid and glared at Nelson with enough hatred to boil a kettle. ‘That’s your cue. You’re supposed to jump up and sing now,’ she hissed, but Nelson was unable to move, let alone reply. Katy decided to take drastic action, grabbed Nelson by the armpit and lifted him up herself. The audience took one look at this befuddled little Adolf Hitler and started laughing out loud. ‘Sing the song,’ whispered Katy through gritted teeth, but all Nelson heard was a high-pitched ringing in his ears before his eyes fogged over and he suddenly fainted, tumbling forward, crushing the box, firing the starter pistol – BANG! – and sending Katy Newman toppling off the stage with a scream.


Mr Wheeler, the drama teacher, decided this might be a good time to close the curtain.




THE DAY THAT FELL TO PIECES


The news that Adolf Hitler had shot Katy Newman in the middle of her play spread through the school on a wave of shocked whispers and giggles. Within ten minutes the story had been bent and twisted into even more colourful versions of the truth. This was precisely why Mr Mallison had waited until everyone, even the teachers, had returned to their classrooms, before leaving the backstage area with Nelson. Once the corridors were clear, Mr Mallison laid one of his large hands on Nelson’s shoulders and they began a brisk walk to the headmistress’s office.
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