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        Chapter 1 
      

            
        Stand Up and Be Counted 
      

         

         “Mr Miller …” the teacher began. He was talking to me. I’m Matthew Miller and I hadn’t been at the school that long.

         No, don’t do this. Please … I begged him in my head.

         “… would you stand up for me?” the teacher went on.

         Please, no! That voice in my head was getting louder.

         My chair made a horrible scratching noise across the floor as I stood up. Everyone in class turned to look at me – the kids who’d said hello to me once or twice, the kids who looked at me as if I wasn’t there, and the bully who’d already begun to pick on me. Neil was the only real friend I’d made. He made a weird face because we both knew what was about to happen. He did that a lot when he was worried.

         “How long have you been at Elm Road School, now, Mr Miller?” The teacher’s voice rang out around the classroom.

         “Three weeks, sir,” I answered. I was trying to keep my voice from cracking.

         “And, in that time, have you noticed anything different about yourself when you look at the other people in the school?”

         I heard a noise. A sort of snigger and snort. I didn’t need to look round to see who’d made it – there was only one person who made a sound like that. It was Steven Chadwick. He was the bully who thought it was fun to make me his new victim.

         “I don’t know what you mean, sir,” I said. My voice began to shake that time.

         “Let me make it easy, Mr Miller …” said the teacher. His name was Mr Smith – he was my History teacher. He always called people by their last names as if he was meeting them for the first time. He’d never called me Matthew.

         “If you look around the class,” Mr Smith went on, “you’ll see that everyone is dressed the same. They’re all wearing black trousers, white shirts, grey jumpers and yellow and blue ties. In other words, Mr Miller, everyone is wearing correct school uniform. Everyone, but you.”

         I felt my cheeks begin to burn. I’d been waiting for this moment and worrying about it. Now it was happening, it was even worse than I’d thought.

         “You, Mr Miller, are wearing jeans and a T-shirt. Don’t the school rules apply to you?” Mr Smith grinned.

         “Yes, sir,” I squeaked. Steven Chadwick laughed out loud.

         Mr Smith wasn’t going to stop. “Then can you tell me why, after three weeks at Elm Road School, you are still not wearing the correct uniform?”

         I heard Neil turning about in his seat. I wanted to look down at him and see a friendly face but I couldn’t move. It was as if I was frozen with embarrassment.
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         “My mum …” I began. I had to fight back the burning feeling in my eyes. I wasn’t going to cry. No way. Not in front of Steven Chadwick. “My mum can’t afford to buy me a school uniform yet, sir.”

         About half the class giggled. Please let that be the end of it, I begged Mr Smith silently.

         “Then what about your father, Mr Miller?” said the teacher. “Why can’t you ask your father to get you one?”

         This was like torture. Why was Mr Smith doing this to me?

         “I don’t know where my dad is, sir,” I had to say. I gulped. Why did he have to bring my rubbish dad into it?

         This time everyone giggled.

         “Don’t know where he is?” Mr Smith asked with a sneer.

         “He ran off with the woman from two doors down to us, sir,” I said. I might as well tell him everything now. “Then we couldn’t afford to stay in our house, so we moved to a flat near here, sir. My mum has two jobs and sleeps on the couch so I can have the only bedroom, sir.”

         What else do you want? I looked hard at Mr Smith as the class began to whisper about me and my mum.

         “OK, that’s all, Matthew,” said Mr Smith. He picked up some papers on his desk as I sat down. He didn’t look at me any more.

         But someone else was looking right at me. Steven Chadwick. He was grinning like all his birthdays had come at once.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        Chapter 2 
      

            
        Big Brother 
      

         

         At lunch break Chadwick got me at last. He was prowling the playground as always. He had the two idiots who follow him everywhere with him. Their names are Ian Bates and Billy Wilson. Wilson spotted me first and prodded Chadwick in the ribs.

         “Well, well …” shouted Chadwick as he marched over to me. “I didn’t know we let scum like you in this school!”

         I felt myself start to go red again. Chadwick had been after me ever since I started at this school. Now the other kids in the playground stepped back so that the bullies could get me. They were just glad it wasn’t their turn to be picked on yet. I didn’t have to look at Neil – I knew he was nervous and that he was staring at me.

         “Poor kids are no good to me,” Chadwick sneered. He stopped and looked me up and down. “How can I nick your dinner money when you haven’t got any?” Bates and Wilson snorted like this was the funniest joke in the world.

         “I’ve got dinner money,” I said softly. It wasn’t true. I had enough money for a sandwich and that was about it, but I wasn’t going to tell Chadwick that.

         The bully put out his hand for it. “Give it here,” he growled.

         “No,” I said and I put my hands in my pockets.

         Chadwick grabbed my hair and pulled my head back. “I said, give it here!” he snarled. I heard Neil take a deep breath. Maybe he was going to stand up for me? But he didn’t move. He turns to jelly every time he even sees the bullies.

         Chadwick gripped my hair tighter. It felt like he was going to pull it out by the roots. “Now!” he barked. I pushed a hand into the pocket of my jeans and pulled out some coins. I threw them onto the ground. Bates and Wilson dropped down to pick up the money.

         At last, Chadwick let go of my hair. “Same time tomorrow?” he grinned as he turned to walk away. His two pet monkeys – Bates and Wilson – ran after him. They were still counting my dinner money.
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         Everyone else in the playground stood still and stared at me like I was a big loser. But I bet they’d all had the same treatment at some point.

         Neil and I walked home together at the end of the day.

         “You need to stay far away from Steven Chadwick,” said Neil. His mouth was full of chocolate.

         “Thanks for that, Captain Obvious!” I said. I couldn’t really complain because he’d bought some sweets on the way home and now he was sharing them with me. They made me feel a bit less starving.

         “Still, we should be glad it’s Steven Chadwick who had a go at you and not his big brother,” added Neil.

         “Who’s his big brother?” I asked. I opened my second bag of crisps.

         “Daniel Chadwick,” Neil said. He looked round quickly to make sure no one else was there. “He murdered a teacher!” he whispered.

         “Don’t be stupid!” I laughed. I knew how stories like that started. There was a kid at my old school who’d broken a window in the science block. Before long, the story was that he’d demolished half the school.

         “He did!” retorted Neil. “But he got away with it. They said it was ‘manslaughter’, and that he’d been pushed into it.”

         I could tell that Neil was telling the truth! “What happened?” I asked.

         “There was this Maths teacher called Mr Taylor,” Neil began. “He had Daniel Chadwick in one of his classes. Daniel Chadwick was a real hard case. He called himself ‘Dan The Man’. He’d argue with teachers just for the hell of it. Anyway, somehow a fight started and Daniel pushed Mr Taylor over. He hit his head on a desk and died the next day in hospital.”

         We walked on. We were both very quiet. Well, I say quiet – but you could hear Neil chomping on his sweets a mile away. “What happened to Chadwick’s brother?” I asked.

         “He went to prison,” said Neil. “Or some young offenders’ centre, anyway. Good thing, too. He was evil.”

         It didn’t seem like this story could be real. “How come I’ve never heard about this before?” I said.

         Neil gave a shrug. “No one really talks about it at school,” he said. “Chadwick goes mental if anyone talks about Daniel going to prison, but I bet he’d do the exact same thing if he ever got into a fight with a teacher. He’s evil, too.” We were at the end of Neil’s road now. “Right!” Neil said, “see you tomorrow!”

         I was still thinking about Daniel Chadwick when I got home. I didn’t even see that my mum was grinning. “Guess what I found in the charity shop?” she said and she held up a plastic carrier bag.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        Chapter 3 
      

            
        The Uniform 
      

         

         The shirt was a little bit scruffy around the collar and cuffs but my mum soaked it and washed it and after that it looked and smelled clean. She had to take the trousers up a few inches. The person who’d owned them before me must have been a lot taller than me. They’d written ‘DTM’ on all the labels. With the shirt and jumper on, I looked just like every other boy at Elm Road School.

         Neil grinned when he came to fetch me for school the next morning. He still looked babyish when he smiled, but it was better than his worried look.

         “Hey!” he said. “You look cool!”

         “I’m in exactly the same clothes as you!” I said and I shook my head. But he was right. I didn’t look too bad at all.

         We set off for school. “Maybe Chadwick will leave you alone now,” he said.

         “That just means he’ll bully someone else,” I said.

         “So long as it’s not you, don’t worry about it!” smiled Neil.

         We started to talk about football. It turned out that Neil and I both supported the same team. I told him about the times my dad had taken me to see them play at the home matches. One year, he even got us season tickets. Neil had never been to a real game, he’d only watched them on TV, but he said he’d ask his dad to take
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