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They smelled the town before they saw it. It was a bad smell, damp, fishy and miserable, hanging like fog over the road. They heard the town before they saw it, the shrill calls of thousands of seagulls circling above. At the top of the hill the car paused. The car looked official, like it might belong to the government, unmarked and neutrally coloured. It had never travelled this road before, it was a stranger’s car. Below, the road sharply descended into the town. There were two people in the back seat, a boy named Ewan and his mother, a frail, worried-looking woman.


‘This is it,’ said their driver, ‘the end of the road.’


The driver was a plain-clothed policeman. He placed his arm over the front passenger seat and looked at the two in the back. His suit was the same colour as the car. ‘I’m going to be honest with you,’ he said, ‘this town has a bad reputation, but nobody will find you here, that’s for sure.’


Ewan’s mother looked at her son for some sign of approval. He stared out of the window.


‘Ever seen the Atlantic before?’ the driver asked the boy.


‘No,’ then silence.


‘Doesn’t say much your lad, does he?’ said the driver.


‘No, not lately.’


‘I don’t want to be here,’ said Ewan, to show he could talk if he wanted to.


Ewan pretended not to look, but he surveyed the view through the window. The town was in a bay. Ewan could see its rocky mouth, half as far away as the horizon. Beyond was the grey Atlantic, brooding and big. To the right and left, on the hilltops, were a handful of small farms. Below was the town. The driver released the handbrake and they descended into it.


This was Ballydog.


The town square was at the water’s edge, it was mainly just used for car parking. From there a few streets curved up the hillsides. There was a church, a school, a small housing estate. In the middle of the town was a huge square building, it stood like a god above everything else. A chimney in its roof pumped black fumes. This was the fish finger factory. It was a bad factory and the main source of the stink pervading the town. Any seagull that accidentally flew into the fume cloud would fall out of the sky dead. The factory had a janitor and one of his duties was to sweep up the dead seagulls piled at the foot of the chimney by the end of each day.


Some said the seagulls went into the fish fingers.


A pier jutted from the square two hundred metres out over the water. It stood on concrete piles set into the floor of the bay. The Ballydog fishing fleet was tied up there, more than a dozen trawlers of iron and fibreglass painted blue, green, black, red and yellow. These boats were the brightest splash of colour in Ballydog, Ewan could not hide his interest in them as they drove through the square, but it was a bad fleet. There was not a skipper on any of those boats who would not slash the nets of the others if he thought he would get away with it.


On one side of the square was the Ballydog Hotel, it was a bad hotel and always empty. Next door was the Lobster’s Cage pub, a bad pub, but always full. Past the pub a street quickly narrowed and headed towards the lighthouse. The stranger’s car did not travel this way, no car could. The road turned into a narrow track that ran between the rocky shore and rushy slopes. The lighthouse was out of sight of Ballydog, except at night when the pulse of its light could be seen in the air. It was painted purest white and seemed all the whiter because it was one of the few buildings in Ballydog that was painted at all. Mr Weir, the lighthouse keeper, proudly did the job himself, twice a year.


Between the lighthouse and the town square was the old pier, not used any more by fishermen since they got the new pier in the town centre. The old pier was made of rough blocks of stone. Rusted ladders and rings were bolted to its sides. Weeds grew from the gaps and at water-level generations of barnacles were clamped on top of one another. There was only one boat tied up at the old pier, a small fishing trawler called the Sunny Buoy. It had not moved in years.


A young girl, barefoot despite the cold, stepped out of the wheelhouse. She walked over to the railing and peered down into the water. Her name was May and the Sunny Buoy was her home.


‘Good morning!’ she said brightly, although no one else could be seen. ‘A bit of breakfast?’


Under the grill in the wheelhouse over two dozen fish fingers were cooking. There was never a shortage of fish fingers in Ballydog. May went back inside to fetch a few, cupping them carefully in her hand so as not to get burned.


TERRRRR!


A seagull dive-bombed out of the sky and tried to steal the food.


‘GET AWAY!’ May yelled, leaning over to protect the feast. The seagull bounced off her back and spun away, shedding feathers. It circled her twice. She hissed at it. It gave up and went to join the flock wheeling above the town centre.


‘That’s right, scram,’ said May, ‘all ye think about is food.’


The squawking and screeching of seagulls was the constant soundtrack of Ballydog. They lived mainly off the fish spilling from trucks or left lying on decks at the end of each day. They squabbled over these pickings, two seagulls could often be seen pulling at the opposite ends of the same dead fish. If Ballydog seagulls heard that normal seagulls, from other parts of the coast, actually went out to sea and hunted fish for themselves they would not have believed it. They would have thought it was the craziest idea they had ever heard in their lives.


‘Here ye go, Old Man,’ May said and dropped a fish finger into the water. Two small fish darted towards the offering and nibbled at it.


‘That’s not for ye fellas, either,’ she said.


The Sunny Buoy shifted in the water. Disturbed, the fish darted away. The car tyres hanging from the boat’s side, to protect its woodwork from the rough stone, were pressed against the pier and squealed harshly. The old boards of the Sunny Buoy creaked. Underneath the hull something was waking up and beginning to move.


Foods, he was thinking.


One by one, May dropped more fish fingers into the water.


On the other side of town the stranger’s car cruised up Main Street and turned into the estate. The estate was spread over a hillside. There were about fifty grey houses in it.


‘We’ve found you a place in here . . . somewhere,’ said the driver.


It was a bad estate.


Every house was indistinguishable from every other. Every garden untended, every wall unpainted. Ewan saw people twitching their curtains to watch them go by. All day these people sought gossip, but very little ever happened to reward their spying. The stranger’s car was the most interesting thing that had happened in weeks. The spies mostly spied on each other, then reported the information to someone who knew it already.


Ewan observed a group of boys about his age skulking along a street. They were kicking cans as they walked and they all had exactly the same haircut. This was Andrew and his pack. They were making their way home from school.


‘Wait here,’ Andrew said outside Kilfeather’s grocery shop, ‘I gotta get a cabbage for my ma.’


‘Aren’t you a good little boy getting the shopping?’ said Mushroom, laughing. Andrew shot him a look that was enough to make him shut it.


‘Only one of you boys at a time,’ warned Mr Kilfeather, standing by the door in his brown shopkeeper’s coat. ‘Don’t think I don’t know who steals cigarettes on me.’


Andrew went in while the rest of the pack loitered outside, annoying Kilfeather by kicking at the coal bags stacked by the door.


‘In my day you’d have been put to work in the fields,’ said Kilfeather. He always said that.


‘Come on, Kilfooler,’ said Mushroom, ‘we’re products of society.’


Andrew dug through the cabbage display looking for one that was even half decent. Kilfeather was known to try and sell anything he could get away with. The joke in school was that he dyed Rice Krispies with mucky water and sold them as Coco Pops.


He heaved out one cabbage and shook the soil from it. A tiny centipede emerged from the leaves and ran across his finger. Andrew was no wimp but the sight of it caused him to jump with fright. He flung his hand away from him and the creepy-crawly hit the ground. Andrew glanced around to make sure nobody had seen him react like that.


He was relieved to see that nobody had.


The centipede started to straighten itself out. Andrew looked down at it. Then he stepped on it, grinding down with the sole of his shoe until the centipede was nothing but a stain on the floor.


The stranger’s car moved to the far end of the estate, to the very last house, and stopped. The driver stepped out. He walked over to the ‘For Rent’ sign that stood in the front yard and pulled it out carefully, so as not to get dirt on his shoes.


‘Here it is,’ he said, smiling. He was trying to put a brave face on it.


Ewan and his mother pulled themselves from the back seat of the car. They were not happy about the house. They looked at it as if it was a gift they did not want. The driver pointed up to a large house overlooking the estate, its tall windows glinting. ‘Your landlord’s place,’ he informed them. He glanced around to make sure nobody else was listening before saying, ‘but you won’t have to deal with him, we’ve already paid everything up.’


He went inside and Ewan’s mother trailed in behind him.


Ewan stayed outside and looked back over the town. One word sprang to mind as he surveyed it. That word was bad.


Ewan’s instincts were sharp. Ballydog was the baddest town in the country, possibly the world. There were no other towns within forty kilometres of Ballydog because nobody wanted to live within forty kilometres of it. It huddled in its harbour meanly, like a miser guarding his hoard. Even the weather seemed to dislike this town. Rain lashed down on it while the sun was shining everywhere else up and down the coast. Wind tried to blow its roofs off. Clouds hung low and sealed in the dampness. The town, as if attempting to have revenge on nature, used its fish finger factory to poison the sky. The farms grew nothing but discontent.


The people of Ballydog embodied the Seven Deadly Sins, and a few extra sins they had invented themselves. There was Manipulation, Grabbiness, Excessive Bossiness, Slimy Slipperiness, Aggressive Schemingness and Plain Dishonesty happening on every street everyday. But above all, there was Badness. Anybody who wanted to be different in Ballydog needed to be careful. The town would work on them until they were broken and persuaded to see the world its way. Or it would just eat them for breakfast.


May was thirteen and small for her age. Her hair was mousy and unconsidered. She almost always wore a flower-print dress and a pair of wellington boots. Mostly she daydreamed. She had a secret friend who made her life bearable, but she kept secrets far greater than that.


Andrew was thirteen and the second tallest in his class. He was good at many things but not the kind of things you got homework in. He was good with spanners and drills. He understood pistons, rack and pinion and fuel injection. He was good at laying schemes and drawing diagrams. He rarely got into fights but had power. Most boys in Ballydog either feared him or were in his pack. Or both.


Ewan was also thirteen. His head was shaved. When standing still, he held his hands together in front of him, in the manner of a Buddhist monk. He moved quietly. Intelligent eyes watched everything from his inscrutable face. He had grown up in a city and knew nothing about fishing, milking cows, or other small-town things. His father was still back there, in detention and awaiting trial. Ewan and his mother had been sent across the border and hidden by the police in a witness protection programme. Ewan did not want to be in Ballydog. He had wanted to be left at home so he could visit his father every day. That was a whole other story, to be told another time. Ewan was important in Ballydog for different reasons.


Ewan, Andrew and May. All three were going to be important.
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Somewhere in the South Atlantic an American nuclear submarine was hovering above the ocean floor. Its name was the USS Deep Trouble. It was sitting still while awaiting new orders. Night had descended but it was always night this deep; sunlight could not reach there. From outside, the submarine looked like a giant, sleeping, metal monster, one-hundred-and-ten metres in length. Along the steel gangways of the Deep Trouble snores could be heard, while in the rec room other crew members were playing poker.


On the bridge, which was in the tower midway along the length of the submarine, the radar officer had just read an unidentified object coming into range. His console began to emit beeps, five seconds apart. He positioned his hand above the alert button and peered closer at the screen, the green glow from it making him look like an alien. The approaching object was moving onto the screen rapidly. It was too wide to be a submarine and, if it kept coming, it soon would be too long as well. It was travelling along the ocean floor, directly towards them, and seemed to be in a hurry. The radar officer let his hand fall and everywhere, up and down the Deep Trouble, a loud whooping alert threw the crew out of their bunks and onto their feet.


Captain Reef sprang up in his bunk and pulled his cap down tight. He prided himself on being ready for unexpected action within seven seconds, even if he had been sleeping deeply. He always slept with his uniform on. In the bridge the emergency lights had kicked in. Everything was bathed in red or lost in shadow. Officers crowded around the radar console. The thing was still coming and it outsized them substantially. This was a new situation; the Deep Trouble had never encountered anything bigger than itself before. If the thing struck them they would probably be doomed.


‘Engines. Full. Reverse,’ ordered Captain Reef. Down in the body of the submarine the engines rose to full power. Energy pulsed through the whole length of the craft, smooth but hugely powerful. But a machine the size of the Deep Trouble does not go from dead stop to full reverse in mere seconds. Painfully slowly the submarine began its retreat. Its nose dipped slightly as it crept backwards.


‘Crew. Ideas,’ demanded the Captain. He pulled his cap down tighter.


The crew did not have any ideas. They had never seen anything like this in their lives. It was too big to torpedo, it was the width of an airstrip. The beeps from the radar console were now coming three seconds apart.


‘That’s great, boys,’ scoffed Captain Reef. ‘Medals for the lot of you.’


The thing on the screen was now five kilometres long. It still kept coming.


‘Lights. External. Full,’ ordered the Captain. He pulled his cap down tighter. There was a dry clunk sound and the Deep Trouble lit up like a Christmas tree. One powerful beam cut through the black and exposed a circle of sandy ocean floor beneath.


It may have been the lights that made the thing do what it did next, something that made the officers gasp, apart from Captain Reef who never gasped. The thing turned in a new direction, but not in the stiff way a submarine would: it curved itself into a new course as if it was a train, or a six-kilometre centipede. There was now a chance the thing might pass in front of their bow instead of hitting them. It would be very close, though. Maybe too close.


‘One minute and closing, Captain,’ reported the radar officer. The beeps now arrived two seconds apart. Sand on the ocean floor, lit with the submarine’s spotlight, was shaking and rising. A gang of sharks burst into the cone of light. Great Whites, which do not usually swim in packs. They slowed a split second, dazzled by the unexpected brightness, then escaped to the other side of the light. The crew of the submarine could not escape so quickly, they could only hope to survive the colossal object racing in their direction.


The submarine was slammed from the side by a monstrous force. Not the thing itself but a wall of water pushed ahead by its charge. The submarine was thrown starboard and the crew bounced off the sides like rubber balls.


‘Twenty-five seconds, sir,’ yelled the radar officer as he struggled back to his feet. The beeps were less than a second apart. Another wall of water threw them further to starboard. Then another hit. It was as if the whole ocean had decided it wanted to be somewhere else. The crew hung onto anything they could. The Deep Trouble was being turned and they were unable to do anything about it. Four more slams and the submarine had done a complete revolution.


‘It’s right in front of us!’ screamed the radar officer, but where was front? Nobody could tell any more. The beeps merged into one continuous squeal burning in their ears. The submarine was spinning. The crew at the far ends were pinned to the walls and vomiting on their uniforms. Around and around it went. Nobody knew how many times. It was a nightmare ride on a forty-five-million-dollar merry-go-round that they could not get off.


Close by, the thing passed, cutting a deep swathe in the seabed and sending the ocean around it into a swirl. It was the biggest living thing on the face of the earth and if it knew about the trouble it was causing, it would not have cared.


Many of the crew had passed out by the time the Deep Trouble stopped revolving. They slid down the walls and lay in heaps. Others pulled themselves to their feet and rubbed their heads. It took a while for the dizziness to subside. Down beneath them, a great trench had been carved into the ocean floor, heading north. Every conscious person from bow to stern, every officer on the bridge and even Captain Reef himself was asking the same question: what was that thing?
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Andrew awoke with a start so powerful it threw him out of bed. He sat up on the carpet. It had been a nightmare. No . . . not a nightmare, he told himself, just a dream. A bad dream.


He was standing at the end of a pier . . .


He forced himself to stop remembering the dream. It was better to ignore it.


Downstairs, the house was quiet; both his parents were already at work and his little brothers in playschool. The silence made him uneasy. He switched on the television. The screen filled with two heads nattering at each other in a pink and yellow studio. He looked at them for a while but did not really hear what they said. He ate some cornflakes, looked for his shirt and at nine minutes to nine he left the house.


He burst into his classroom eight minutes later. Just on time, as usual. A boy he had never seen before was standing in front of Heiferon’s desk, getting a grilling. The new boy did not seem rattled by Heiferon. Maybe he can join the pack, thought Andrew. Then again, it was not good to have a pack member that was too tough or too smart, and certainly not both. Andrew sat at his desk and began waiting for break.


‘So you’re the new boy from the North,’ Heiferon said, ‘I was warned about you. Listen up now, bucko. I run a tight, businesslike operation here and I intend keeping it that way.’


Ewan noted the cracks in the windowpanes, the scribbles on the walls and the racket the rest of the class were making behind him, but he decided not to mention them. He decided to say as little as possible. This was his first morning in Ballydog Secondary.


‘You’ve probably grown up on government handouts. That’s how it is in the North. I’ve been there. Once. Terrible place. Nothing but unemployed people, sitting around twiddling their thumbs and developing the quare ways. It’s different here. Grow some hair, bucko, that’s my first executive order. You want to fit in, don’t you? And smarten up. Do you know how we survive in the wilds of the west? With our wits, you hear, bucko? OUR WITS!’


Heiferon threw himself a few centimetres out of his chair to try and scare the new boy. Ewan stood firm. The teacher was like a bulldog behind a fence. He even looked like one. The folds of flesh on his face drooped as if they wanted to be on the floor. Does he use a towel when he gets out of the shower, Ewan wondered, or just shake himself dry? Heiferon’s suit could have been better dried. Ewan could smell the damp tweed from where he stood. Heiferon’s glasses hung around his neck. They would not go on his face all day. At night, however, he wore them while constructing mousetraps of ingenious cruelty. Designing the perfect mousetrap was how Heiferon planned to get rich. He made prototypes with pins, matches, razor blades and rubber bands, they were said to be frightening to look upon.


‘Do you know what the most important school subject is, bucko?’ Heiferon said. ‘It’s business studies. Business drives everything in life, so I like to put business in every class I teach. This conversation we are having right now is business. You are trying to consolidate your resources but this is my hostile takeover. You are going to learn a lot from Ballydog.’


Pleased, Heiferon sat back in his chair. Ewan groaned inwardly. Everything was worse than he had predicted. He was already having a bad day. He did not yet know that every day was a bad day in Ballydog.


‘Tell me; what do you think the enemy of business is?’ Heiferon was asking. ‘Go on, do you have a tongue in your head at all?’


Ewan thought for a few moments. ‘Dishonesty?’ he suggested.


Heiferon sighed. ‘No, no,’ he said. ‘Dishonesty is the lubrication of business. You need to smarten up, bucko. Do you know who your role model should be? A ROLE MODEL TO ALL OF YOU!’ he shouted to be heard by the rest of the class. They carried on messing about regardless.


‘Mr Fitzpatrick, business genius,’ he went on. ‘Born and raised in this very town, still lives here. I would invite him to come up and speak to the whole class, only I’m sure he is too busy to speak to such a PACK OF WASTERS!’


Heiferon focused on Ewan again. His eyes tightened as if he was looking at a tiny object. ‘I can see it in you, bucko,’ he said, ‘the quare ways.’


A silence hung between them for a few moments then Heiferon barked, ‘You! Shove over and let the Northboy in beside you.’ He was pointing at a boy in the front desk. ‘But be careful, he has the quare ways about him. It can catch like the flu.’


Andrew moved over to let the new boy share his desk, but he had already decided he wanted nothing to do with him. He did not even glance at Ewan as he sat down.


At break time the intercom units around the school made a loud burping sound. The students leaped up, tore out of the classrooms, rolled down the hall and tumbled into the yard. The yard was grassy until the maintenance man got tired of cutting it and one day covered it in concrete. There was one tree in the yard. Students stood under it when it rained, but it did not offer much shelter. It had not sprouted a leaf in seven years.


Once in the yard Ewan immediately had his back forced against the wall. The boys of his class moved in around him and fired questions at him, questions not asked out of interest but aimed to uncover weakness. They came thick and fast and were barely intended to be answered at all. One boy was nicknamed Mushroom, he was pale, thin and evil-eyed. He was the cleverest thirteen-year-old in Ballydog. Or at least he had been until Ewan moved to town.


‘Don’t mind Heiferon,’ said Mushroom, ‘he’ll get bored of torturing you in a week or two.’


Ewan wondered if perhaps this was friendliness.


‘Ourselves on the other hand,’ Mushroom went on, ‘we’ll probably keep torturing you until the day you die.’


Perhaps not.


‘Northboy lives in Prendergast’s old house,’ another boy said. ‘I saw them moving in from my window. Didn’t have much stuff, just one suitcase between them.’


‘Instead of watching, you should have come over and said hello,’ said Ewan.


This comment baffled the boys.


‘Why would anybody do that?’ asked Mushroom.


‘To be neighbourly,’ said Ewan.


The pack fell about laughing. ‘Neighbourly! What a weirdo!’


Ewan was sick of all this by now. He put on a tough guy routine that he had practised. He stared at the pack until they stopped laughing. Slowly and deliberately, he stepped away from the wall and the boys, without even noticing, all took a step backwards.


‘This has got boring,’ said Mushroom. ‘Catch you later.’


The boys wandered over to the boiler house, a small building that housed the heating generator for the school. Andrew was leaning against the wall with his hands in his pockets.


Ewan was left alone. He stayed where he was and looked around. It was the quietest schoolyard Ewan had ever witnessed, everyone was whispering. There were a lot of gangs and each seemed to be plotting something against the others. There were also a few outcasts, loners drifting around the walls and in between the pack territories. He recognised one as being a girl from his class. Her desk was at the back of the classroom, next to a window. Nobody sat beside her. Now she was looking intently up at a crow perched on the wall. She wore a dress and wellington boots, and gave such an impression of oddness she may as well have been wearing a giant yellow hat.


The schoolyard loners and the packs reminded Ewan of nature documentaries filmed in Africa, the way big cats, cheetahs and the like, would go for the weaker caribou that fell behind and were exposed. In the African savannah the loners would get picked off, whereas in Ballydog they just got picked on. Andrew led a gang. Nature documentaries would have called him, ‘the alpha male’. Ewan watched Andrew and five of the boys disappear around the back of the boiler house.


‘You’re the new fella in town,’ a girl’s voice said from behind Ewan. ‘Ye live in a house with no furniture in it because ye had to move in a hurry. When ye left your house this morning your mam stood at the door and watched ye leaving. Then she stayed standing there in the door for a long time and—’


The girl stopped mid-sentence when Ewan turned around. She looked anxious, as if she had said too much. It was the loner girl.


‘I suppose you live on my street too?’ said Ewan, annoyed.


She backed away so quickly she almost tripped over her wellingtons. ‘No,’ she said, ‘a wee bird told me.’


The intercom burped and the break was over.
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May was the keeper of secrets, secrets she could barely understand herself.


Of all the youngsters of Ballydog Secondary, May had the longest walk home. It did not bother her. She liked it. Especially the last kilometre when there was nothing but rocky shore on one side and rushy slopes on the other. The rushes were a hardy type of grass that grew near the sea despite stiff breezes and land full of sea salt. It grew in tufts and was itself tough. Walking by, May felt the company of snails in the rushes and the presence of scuttling crabs on the shore. On a very peaceful day she could even experience a mind-tingle from the barnacles clinging to the stones.


Everybody in Ballydog knew that May thought she could understand animals. This made her soft in the head as far as they were concerned, fit only for laughing at. They never asked for the details. For one thing, May never claimed to understand animals. She was not some kind of Dr Dolittle. It was more that animals were a kind of window on the world for May. She came to understand things through them.


For example, that morning a crow had stood on Ewan’s roof. Later that same bird landed on the school wall and May saw it. Yet she saw more than just the crow. She tuned into it, the way you might tune into a radio station. Through the crow, in a method beyond science, May came to know things about the new boy.


Or was she just mad?


Sometimes May feared the town’s people were right. She was ‘soft in the head’. It was not just the Ballydog folk that thought so. The Woman from Health would drive in over the hill once a week especially to see her. The Woman from Health told her that the ideas she got from animals were all actually invented in her head, and she was a doctor with many letters after her name. She gave her little pills to take. Often May believed her and took her pills. On the days May believed that everyone was right about her she would become very afraid of what her mind was doing to her. She would spend days without speaking, mistrusting everything, especially herself.


May approached the old pier and the Sunny Buoy tied up there. All day and night the trawler rose and fell with the tides. The car tyres protecting the sides were being slowly ground away and in few more years would be completely gone. Its mast was warped, its engine rusted and seized up. On damp days, which was most days in Ballydog, the eggy smell of wood rot hugged the boat.


Eleven years before, May’s mam had left. That day her dad tied up the Sunny Buoy with knots never untied since. Shortly afterwards they began to actually live on the boat. May’s room was the wheelhouse. A hammock was her bed. The toilet and washroom jutted out the back of the wheelhouse, the size of a wardrobe. Her dad slept in the rear hold, a very cramped space. Sunny Buoy was hardly an ideal home but it still made May happy to step on the deck and feel the boat move with the sea.


She went to the back of the wheelhouse and uncovered the generator. She gave its cord four or five sharp tugs before it spluttered into life. It settled into a happy chugging rhythm and there was electric power again.


In the wheelhouse, May dropped her school bag by the wheel, not to be touched again until the next morning. She switched on the grill and lined up twenty-five fish fingers on the tinfoil. The smell of fish and hot oil drifted about. From under her feet she felt a large living presence. It was dreaming.


‘Ah . . . hello, May.’


Her dad was stepping onto the deck. He seemed embarrassed to see her, as if he was doing something wrong. It was true he should normally be working at this time.


This is bad, thought May. She did not want him to be there. She did not want her dad to know about him below. She tried to act natural.


‘Hello, Dad.’


‘I had to come home to put on my spare set of overalls,’ he said ‘I got some nasty chemical spilt on me and was told to change.’ He laughed, although it was not particularly funny. There was a bright yellow splash, as thick as paint, across his overalls.
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