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CHAPTER ONE

I’m sitting in the graveyard with my best friend, Zen, when he spots a ghost.

‘It’s over there,’ he says. ‘In that tree!’

It’s not a ghost. It’s a plastic bag. But I don’t say this to Zen. Instead I fix him with a serious look and say, ‘Let’s get it!’

We jump off the bench and run through the graveyard, laughing as we dodge between the graves. Out at sea, thunder rumbles and dark clouds cover the sky like a blanket. There’s a storm coming, but we don’t care. We’ve got a ghost to catch.

While Zen leaps around, his shirt untucked and his shoelaces undone, I find a long stick and start whacking the bag. Eventually it floats to the ground and Zen snatches it up.

‘Is it dead?’ I ask.

Zen rolls his eyes. ‘Sid, it’s a ghost. Of course it’s dead.’

But it turns out it isn’t because suddenly it attacks me and it doesn’t stop until I pull the bag off Zen’s hand and stuff it in my pocket.

Ghost hunt over, we go back to doing what we always do after school: sitting on the bench, eating crisps and making up stories about the people buried in the graveyard.

‘OK,’ I say, nibbling on a Wotsit. ‘So Iris Tiddy over there was famous for her pilchard pasties and she was going out with Harry Thompson.’ I point at a headstone with ‘Harry Thompson, Gone Fishing!’ engraved on it. ‘She loved him because he caught the biggest pilchards in town.’

‘It was an unusual relationship,’ says Zen, ‘because Harry was born one hundred and ten years after Iris died.’

I laugh, but my voice is drowned out by an enormous clap of thunder. It’s followed by a flash of lightning.

‘Awesome,’ I say, as goosebumps prickle my arms. ‘Zen, can you smell the lightning?’

‘I can’t smell anything,’ he says. ‘I’m too scared.’

And that’s when I notice he’s huddled down inside his hoodie. Zen’s been scared of storms ever since his dad told him about this man who’s been struck by lightning seven times.
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 ‘Well, it smells amazing,’ I say. ‘Like snow and sparklers mixed together.’

‘I’ll take your word for it,’ he says, then we watch as the black clouds roll closer. Soon fat drops of rain are speckling my face and glasses. When another bolt of lightning lights up the sky, Zen decides he’s had enough.

‘I’m going home,’ he says, grabbing his rucksack. ‘You coming?’

‘No, I’ll stay for a bit longer.’

‘Suit yourself,’ says Zen. Then he runs down through the graveyard pretending to be struck by lightning seven times as he goes. I join in too, and when he finally disappears through the gates I’m lying on the path.

I pick myself up and sit on the bench. And then . . . everything is quiet.

I keep very still, watching and listening. Snails stretch their way across wet headstones, rain falls and birds peck at the gravel. Water drips from the trees and the stream bubbles past me towards the sea.

I watch all this, then get up and wander along twisty paths, trailing my fingers over lichen and picking my way between headstones that stick out of the ground like teeth. Some have fallen over completely and are lying, half buried, under moss and mud.

But not my mum’s grave. That’s perfect. The best in the whole graveyard.

I crouch in front of it and clear away some dead leaves. Dad made it himself by carving all Mum’s favourite things into a tree stump: there’s an owl, a fox, shells, beetles and a lightsaber. There’s even a shark’s fin rising out of the top. I touch the fin each time I visit and now it’s smooth and shiny.

Not only is Mum’s headstump (as Dad insists on calling it) the best in the graveyard, it’s also got the best view. From up here I can see all of Fathom: the narrow streets and ice-cream-coloured houses; the seafront with its harbour wall that stretches out to sea like a giant snake. I can even see the model village where, right now, I know Dad will be sitting inside the red-roofed kiosk tidying up souvenirs and thinking about our tea.

It’s fish-finger sandwiches tonight. My favourite.

I stand up and take one last look around the graveyard. Every bush and tree is swaying wildly with the wind. Then I see something strange. There is a clump of ivy over by the sea wall that’s standing dead still, not moving at all.

I wipe my glasses with a Wotsity finger. I’ve always known the pillar of leaves is there. I’ve squeezed behind it when I’ve played hide and seek with Zen and I’ve drawn it on my map. But this is the first time I’ve noticed what a strange shape it is . . . sort of boxy and grave-like.
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CHAPTER TWO

Even though I should be going home, I decide to investigate the ivy and I walk into the oldest part of the graveyard.

People round here call this Pirate Corner because so many of the headstones have a skull and crossbones engraved on them. Zen’s mum is a historian, and she says this was just something people did in the olden days, but Zen and I think there are loads of pirates buried up here.

I stand in front of the clump of ivy. Then, with rain trickling down my neck, I push my hands into the leaves. My fingers brush against cobwebs and tangled stems. There must be spiders in here, but I keep going until my fingers touch something cold and hard. I feel a shiver of excitement. There’s definitely something in there!

I rip away the furry stems and glossy leaves until I can see a patch of stone. It has letters engraved on it – a K and an I – and numbers too. It must be a headstone!

The dark clouds are making it hard to see, but I’m not going anywhere until I know who this grave belongs to. I need to put it on my map.

I tear away more leaves until I’ve uncovered the whole headstone. It’s taller than me and tilting so far to one side that it’s almost touching the sea wall. I feel a dip of disappointment when I realise it doesn’t have a skull and crossbones engraved on it, but it does have a cherub’s face and entwined leaves and faded writing.

I put my finger inside the first letter and I trace the words as I read them out loud.
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It’s nice, I think. Like a poem.

I just need to add Ezekiel’s grave to my map, then I can go.

My map is my hobby. Some twelve-year-olds collect stickers or play football. Others, like Zen, build axolotl towns on Minecraft. (Actually, it might just be Zen who does this.) But I like to spend my free time making a giant map of Fathom.

I pull a Crunchie out of my rucksack and shove it on top of the grave, then find my pencil case. Next I take my map out of its plastic holder. It starts flapping in the wind so I press it against Ezekiel’s grave and find the place where I’m standing right now.

It’s as I thought. Where the grave should be, I’ve drawn a bush!

Before the rain can smudge anything, I rub out the bush and replace it with a headstone half the size of a baked bean. Then, using my brand-new red gel pen, I add the initials EK.

Just as I’m drawing the curly bit at the bottom of the K, lightning explodes from the sky. It lands so close that the hairs on my head stand on end and I get a massive whiff of sparklers.

Definitely time to go.

I put my map in its holder, shove everything back in my bag then run down through the graveyard.

‘Bye, Mum!’ I shout as I pass her grave.

‘Bye, Sid!’ I reply on her behalf, which I know is a pretty weird thing to do, but I do what I like in here. I carry on, hurtling past the mausoleum with its ugly gargoyles and clearing the stream with one jump.

But when I reach the gates I skid to a stop.

I’ve only gone and left my Crunchie on Ezekiel Kittow’s grave!

I’m about to go back and get it when I hear a horrible scraping sound. It’s like rocks being dragged over more rocks and it’s coming from inside the graveyard. I stare as the wind whips the trees backwards and forwards and sheets of rain sweep over the graves, soaking my face and uniform.

Then I hear it again.

Scraaaaaape!

It’s coming from the mausoleum. I stare at the funny little building. It’s like something from a fairy tale: brambles cover the roof and stone creatures cling to the walls. Right now the gargoyles are peering at me through smooth, pupilless eyes. Some have tails. Others snouts. All of them hold on to the crumbling walls with long pointed fingers.

Once the mausoleum had a door and a couple of windows, but these were bricked up years ago and now all I can see are pale squares showing where they used to be. Of course, Zen and I have often wondered what’s inside: witches, ghosts, trolls . . .

Really, we haven’t got a clue.

Scraaaaaape!

With a jolt I realise that a pinprick of light is gleaming on the front of the building. I wonder if someone’s in the graveyard with me, shining a torch, but a look over my shoulder tells me I’m alone. And now the light is getting bigger! My heart thuds as I watch it shining in the darkness, stretching until it shows the outline of a door.

But that can’t be right. The mausoleum doesn’t have a door. It has bricks, and ivy covering those bricks . . . So why can I clearly see a door . . .

A door that’s opening!
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I make a sound that’s halfway between a scream and a sob. A scob, I think, as I stumble backwards, tripping over a pot of fake flowers. Still scobbing, I crouch behind a stone angel. Run! hisses the sensible voice inside my head. No, Sid, stay where you are and watch! hisses another, much stupider voice.

Stupid wins. I squeeze my mouth shut and peer around the angel.

A golden mist has begun to roll out of the half-open door. It twists between the graves, licking the feet of cherubs. I hold tight to my angel as the mist comes creeping towards me.

Then, just when I think things can’t get any weirder, a huge figure steps into the doorway, blocking the light. It’s a man, and he’s so tall he has to stoop to avoid hitting his head on the door. He has a bushy beard and he’s wearing a long coat. Clutched in his hand is a cutlass.

Pirate, I think, because that’s exactly what the man looks like. He’s even got one of those triangle-shaped hats – a tricorn – on his head. My heart hammers as I watch him take a great gasping breath of air then turn to look into the graveyard. His dark eyes slide from left to right, then settle on my stone angel.

I don’t scob. I scream, and I jump out from my hiding place and go hurtling through the graveyard gates.
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CHAPTER THREE

I skid on the wet cobbles as I race down to the harbour, past shops and cafés, then up the lane that leads to the model village. I open the gate, leap over the bucket-sized church and clear the high street in three big steps. Then I throw myself through the kitchen door, slam it shut and lean against it, gasping for air.

Dad looks up from his workbench. My terrified brain just manages to register that he’s painting a tiny Dalmatian.

‘What’s up, Sid? You look like you’ve seen a ghost!’

‘Do I?’ I say, then I burst out laughing, and I laugh way too loudly and for much too long.

Dad frowns. ‘Sid, are you OK?’

Now this is the moment when I should say, ‘No, Dad, I’m not OK, because I just saw a magic door appear on the side of the mausoleum and then a pirate stepped out of that magic door!’ But I don’t say any of this, because if I did, I’m sure Dad would never let me play in the graveyard again, and I can’t let that happen. I love it there.

You see, I’ve got a bit of a track record when it comes to seeing ghosts. Well. Smelling them. I’ve smelt roses in winter and Battenburg cake in the downstairs loo and a year ago I smelt baking bread in a castle where bread hadn’t been baked for two hundred years. Dad rolled his eyes when I told him about these things and said I’d inherited Mum’s big imagination. But if I tell him I just saw a pirate walk out of the mausoleum, I won’t get a smile and an eyeroll. Dad will be seriously worried, and I know he’ll blame it on the graveyard.

He’s not exactly thrilled that I spend so much time there. Part of him likes me ‘visiting Mum’, as he calls it, but a bigger part of him wishes I was at the park or beach with all the other Fathom kids.

No. I can’t tell him about the pirate, so instead I stuff my trembling hands in my pockets, smile, and say, ‘I got caught in the rain. That’s all.’

He swirls his paintbrush in water. ‘In that case, run upstairs and get changed. Tea’s nearly ready.’

Upstairs I move automatically. I hang my uniform over the radiator and pull on my softest pyjamas. My room is warm and cosy. It has a fluffy rug and fairy lights hanging round the window. Usually it makes me feel calm and happy, but right now my heart is pounding so hard it hurts and my fingers shake as I do up my pyjamas.

What Dad said has freaked me out. Because if I’m totally honest, the pirate did look like a ghost. He was so big and shadowy, plus there was all that golden mist rolling around.

The thought of seeing a ghost should make me happy. Zen and I have spent hours in the graveyard trying to spot ghosts and playing creepy games, but what just happened wasn’t fun like those games. It was terrifying!

For a moment I’m so desperate to talk to someone that I almost ring Zen, but I don’t. He’ll start going on about restless spirits and demons and I don’t want to hear anything like that. I want someone to give me a logical explanation that’s going to make me feel better.

Then I remember Marek.

He’s the caretaker at the church and he’s tall and has a beard. Maybe it was him that I saw? The cutlass could have been a spade and the gold mist . . . some sort of weed killer! I feel a giddy rush of relief. Yes. That has to be it! I bet I mixed up the mausoleum with the shed and turned Marek into a pirate ghost because Zen and I had just had a fight with a ghost and then I found that grave up in Pirate Corner.

My big imagination made up the rest.

Feeling much better, I grab my favourite striped jumper and head downstairs. Dad knits all my jumpers and sometimes he stitches words on to them like SPOOKY and I ♥ THE PARK. This one simply says BOO!

No wonder I just invented a pirate ghost.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Hundreds of tiny things watch me as I eat my fish-finger sandwich.

Dad runs Fathomless – Fathom’s To-Scale Model Village, Established 1998! The model village not only fills our entire back garden, but creeps into the house as well. That’s because the kitchen doubles up as Dad’s workshop. So right now, I’m surrounded by shelf after shelf of miniature cats, foxes, boats, bats, children, babies, dogs, wheelie bins, grannies, owls, bats and squirrels. There’s even a tiny weeny dog poo sitting next to my hot chocolate.

That’s Dad’s idea of a joke.

He drops a pile of cucumber sticks on my plate, saying, ‘There you go, something healthy.’

While I eat, I tell him about finding Ezekiel Kittow’s headstone, missing out everything that happened afterwards.

‘I’ll take a look next time I visit,’ he says, then we both fall quiet.

I’m not sure if Dad’s thinking about Mum, but I am. I’m wondering what it would be like if she was in the kitchen with us right now. I can’t remember Mum because she died when I was a baby, but Dad’s told me loads about her: how she was loud and loved sharks, and never stopped talking or singing or laughing. She was from France and Dad says she only ever spoke to me in French.

Right now, as the wind rattles the window and I sip my hot chocolate, it’s hard to imagine a loud, chatty, sharkloving French lady hanging out with us.

Dad breaks the silence by saying, ‘How was school, Sid?’

He asks me this every day, and every day I say the same thing. ‘Fine.’

And I suppose it was fine. But just thinking about Penrose Academy, with its packed-lunch-box smell, hundreds of students and hundreds of rules makes my sandwich turn into a fishy lump in my stomach. I’m not really a school girl. I’m more of a graveyard girl.

Luckily, I know what will cheer me up.

‘Dad,’ I say, grabbing an apple, ‘can I go and work on my map?’

‘Course you can,’ he says.

Dad understands that looking after a miniature world is a full-time job.
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Up in my room I spread my map across the floor.

It’s massive, bigger than my rug, and made up of lots of pieces of paper all Sellotaped together. I started making it in Year Six when our teacher asked us to draw a map of Fathom and since then it’s grown and grown.

To begin with I just put the usual map stuff on it, like roads and houses. Then I drew all the wheelie bins, benches and postboxes, but it still didn’t feel complete. I wanted my map to show everything. So I started adding memories and thoughts and feelings. That’s why there’s a red thumb hovering over the arcade – to remind me of the time I got my thumb trapped in a slot machine – and a fox running across the beach with an ice-cream cone in its mouth.

As the rain drums against the window, I pick up a pencil and lose myself in Fathom’s twisty streets. I rub out, draw and colour in. When I get to the graveyard and the tiny mausoleum the size of an M&M, I wonder if I should add some gold mist and a door, and maybe a dark figure . . .

My rubber hovers over the mausoleum, but I decide to leave it as it is. It was Marek, I tell myself firmly, and I’ve already got him on my map cleaning the bells in the church tower.

The last thing I look at is Ezekiel Kittow’s headstone. It looks a bit messy because it was so wet when I drew it. I decide to rub out the pencil and do it again. But no matter how hard I rub, the line won’t budge. I give up before I rub a hole in my map. I guess I must have used a pen by accident.
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Later that evening, when I’m getting ready for bed, I open my bedroom window and let the moonlight and sea weedy air wash over me. The storm has blown itself out. Seagulls call from the rooftops and waves swoosh on the distant beach. Everything feels blissfully calm and back to normal.

I think over what happened in the graveyard, only now I don’t see a pirate stepping out of the mausoleum. I see Marek coming out of his shed with a spade tucked under one arm.

Leaving the window open, I get into bed and listen to the sea. I count waves like other people count sheep: one, two, three, four...

I barely notice when Dad comes in. ‘Night, Sid,’ he says, tucking the duvet around me. He strokes my hair back from my face, then goes out, shutting the door behind him.

A few minutes later I hear something in the lane outside. It sounds like footsteps. They’re heavy and clomping and they stop just below my window. Then I hear something else: a faint drip, drip, dripping sound.

Must be the rain, I think, as I drift off to sleep.
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CHAPTER FIVE

When I leave the house the next morning, Fathom has a washed-clean feel. The sky is blue and the air is as refreshing as a Polo mint.

I walk down to the harbour, waving at Mrs Ferrari as she puts the chalkboard outside Mermaids Café. Then I wait by her giant fibreglass ice cream for Zen. He’s late, as usual, but this gives me a chance to look at what the storm has left behind.

Waves have thrown shells and sand across the cobblestones and there’s seaweed draped over the harbour wall. I’m just about to go and pop one of the fat blobby bits when I hear a voice say, ‘Hello!’

I turn round, expecting to see Zen, but there’s no one there.
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Then I hear the voice again – ‘Hello! HELLO!’ – and I realise it’s coming from somewhere above me.

I look up, and there, perched on Mrs Ferrari’s fibreglass ice cream, is a parrot. It’s massive and it has brilliant blue feathers, a golden chest and a curved black beak. ‘Hello,’ it says again, tilting its head to one side.

The voice is so human, so real, and the parrot is so beautiful, that for a moment all I can do is stare. It puffs up its feathers, sticks out its black tongue and stares right back at me. Then I make the connection: pirates and parrots . . . they go together like fish and chips or Zen being late for the bus. Nervously I watch as the parrot tucks its head under a wing to scratch at some feathers. Could this parrot be anything to do with the pirate I saw last night?

No, it wasn’t a pirate. It was Marek the caretaker. It has to be!

‘All right, Sid?’

I spin round to see Zen walking towards me holding a mug of tea. As usual, his shirt is untucked and his shoelaces are undone.

‘There’s a parrot on the ice cream!’ I blurt out.

Zen blinks at me. ‘What did you say?’

‘There’s a massive parrot on the ice cream, Zen, and it spoke to me!’

But when I turn round the parrot has gone.

‘It was right here,’ I insist, walking around the ice cream then looking up at the sky. ‘It was blue and it said "hello"!’

‘Awesome!’ says Zen enthusiastically. ‘It could be an escaped pet . . . or maybe a pirate lost it!’

The laugh that bursts out of me sounds more like a strangled gasp.

Zen frowns. ‘Are you OK?’

I still don’t want to tell him about last night because I know he’ll much prefer the pirate ghost explanation to the Marek one. So instead I say, ‘You just reminded me of something. Yesterday, after you left the graveyard, I found a grave in Pirate Corner.’

His eyes light up. ‘No way!’

This distracts Zen and as we walk to the bus stop we talk about Ezekiel Kittow’s grave. Of course, he wants to see it for himself and I agree to show him after school, before we go looking for the parrot.

The parrot is a lost pet and the pirate was Marek, I tell myself as the bus pulls in and Zen hides his mug in a bush, ready to pick up on the way home.

The parrot is a lost pet and the pirate was Marek, I think as we find a seat and the bus starts to chug up the hill.

I repeat the words like they’re a spell and by the time we’re walking into school, I’m barely thinking about pirates or parrots. This might also be because I’m trying so hard to act normal.

Zen doesn’t care whether anyone at school thinks he’s normal. As we walk along the corridor he chats away about how we should play a detective game – I can be Shirley Holmes and he’ll be Whatsupson and our first case will be solving the mystery of the missing parrot. He talks loudly, occasionally using his Whatsupson voice which is very posh. He yells, ‘Good morrow!’ to teachers and students and then – for no reason at all – he jumps up and hangs off a pipe until a passing Year Eleven boy knocks him off with his sports bag.

Zen thinks this is hilarious.

Unlike Zen, I can’t be myself at school and instead I try to fade into the background, but that’s a really hard thing to do when Zennor Moyo is your best friend.

When we get to my form room, Zen says (still using his Whatsupson voice), ‘Will I be seeing you at luncheon, Shirley Holmes?’

Some girls already sitting at their desks look up. ‘I think I might go to the library,’ I say quickly.

Zen shrugs. ‘OK. I’ll play football.’ Then walks off, calling out a final booming, ‘See you later, Shirley!’
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In the end Zen and I don’t go parrot hunting after school because he remembers that he’s supposed to be helping his mum stuff a squirrel. This isn’t a particularly unusual thing for Zen to do as his mum and dad run Fathom’s Museum of Curiosities, which is full of things like stuffed squirrels.

So we say goodbye outside the museum and I carry on up the lane alone.

I’m nearly at home when I notice a line of wet footprints leading towards the gate of the model village. I follow them, putting my feet into each print. They’re massive. Whoever made them must be huge. But when I reach the gate they stop abruptly.

I look around, wondering who they belong to, but there’s no one nearby.

I glance down, blink, and just like that, the footprints are gone.

And I don’t mean faded. I mean they have totally and utterly vanished.

A cool breeze blows up the lane from the sea. It ruffles my hair and sends a crisp packet skipping past. I crouch down and touch the pavement where the footprints were a moment ago. It’s bone dry.

I sit back on my heels and look around again, paying special attention to the dark alleyway opposite my house. Someone must have made those footprints and they can’t be far away.

The breeze blows a little stronger and a knot of worry twists inside me. First a pirate steps through a brick wall, then a parrot talks to me, and now footsteps are disappearing.

What is going on?

Nothing, I tell myself as I let myself into the model village. I saw Marek in the graveyard, then an escaped parrot. And wet footprints do disappear. It’s called evaporation. It’s science.
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CHAPTER SIX

The next morning, I feel nervous leaving the house.

I stand at the gate and look up and down the lane. Then I glance back into the model village. Luckily the only strange thing I see is a grown man on his hands and knees arranging tiny food on a tiny blanket on a fake beach.

‘Bye, Dad,’ I say.

He looks up, smiles, and waves a miniature éclair at me.

My footsteps ring out as I walk towards the seafront. I keep my eyes fixed on the patch of blue sea at the end of the lane, and I don’t look down a single alleyway. It’s a relief when I come out on the harbour with its clanking boats and noisy seagulls.

Zen’s late (of course) so I sit on the harbour wall and wait for him. There are no parrots around today, but I do see a tiny crab crawling over the cobblestones. ‘What are you doing up here?’ I ask, then I pick it up and take it down to the beach.

I’m just letting it go when I hear a deep voice singing something about, ‘Whisky, whisky, whisky, oh!’

I look up, and what I see makes my Weetabix churn in my stomach.

Lying in a pile of seaweed, with his arms and legs flung out wide, is a pirate. He looks like he’s been dumped there by a wave. He has shaggy hair and a huge beard with bits of green tangled in it. A tricorn hat rests on his stomach and his cracked leather coat is spread out like wings.

The reason I feel sick is because he looks just like the man I saw stepping out of the mausoleum . . . and nothing at all like Marek.

For a moment I can’t move or breathe or even think. All I can do is stare at the pirate as he sings his noisy song. I take in his dirty boots and sunburnt, scarred skin. His clothes are soaking wet and even his beard is dripping with water.

Then I notice something that makes Weetabixy milk rise up my throat.
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Even though it’s early, the beach is busy. There are dog walkers and joggers, and a couple of swimmers, but not one of them is doing what I’m doing and staring at the large singing pirate.

A lady with a labradoodle passes by, but she doesn’t even glance down when the pirate swishes his cutlass past her labradoodle’s nose.

Panic rises inside me. Why is no one looking at the pirate except me? It’s like they can’t see him!

Then the word that I’ve been trying to banish comes rushing back to me.

Ghost.

Could the pirate possibly be a ghost? I shake my head. It’s impossible. Ghosts don’t exist, Dad’s always telling me that. They’re something Zen and I pretend to catch in the graveyard; they’re not part of real life.

Then I wonder if everyone can see the pirate, but they’re ignoring him because he’s being so embarrassing. Grownups do that all the time. There’s a woman called Petra who lives in a shed at the allotments and people ignore her too.

The pirate’s voice gets louder. ‘Whisky, whisky, WHISKY, OH!’ he bellows.

If I knew that just one other person could see the pirate, I’d feel so much better.

‘AHOY THERE!’ I turn to see Zen waving from the top of the steps. He’s holding a pile of toast and, as usual, his shirt is untucked and his trainers are undone. ‘What are you doing down there, Sid? A poo?’

This is a typical Zen greeting. But for once in my life I’m not in the mood for poo jokes.

I run up the stairs. ‘Zen!’ I grab hold of him, nearly knocking the toast out of his hands. ‘Can you see that pirate down on the beach?’

Zen squints into the sunshine, then says, ‘Yeah, I can see him.’

I’m so relieved I want to hug him. ‘I know this is going to sound crazy, but I thought he might be a ghost!’

Zen laughs, folding a piece of toast in half and shoving it in his mouth. ‘He’s not a ghost,’ he mumbles, but then he ruins everything by adding, ‘He’s a zombie.’

‘What?’

‘He’s a pirate zombie,’ he says seriously. ‘Fathom’s full of them. It’s an infestation. I can see eight of them on the beach right now, and a couple are sitting outside Mermaid’s drinking cappuccinos.’

I glance at Mermaid’s. Two men are sitting outside, but they aren’t pirate zombies. They’re Roger and Seb who run the Cod Father fish and chip shop.

I think I might cry. Zen thinks this is one of our games!

I decide to try one last time. ‘Zen, listen to me. There is a pirate lying on the beach and I want you to look at him and tell me what he’s doing.’

‘Yoga,’ he says, followed by, ‘Come on, Sid. If we don’t go now we’ll miss the bus.’



[image: image]

CHAPTER SEVEN

As usual, the school bus is crowded and noisy.

In a daze, I follow Zen on board then we sit behind three other Year Seven students, Owen Kidd, Kezia and Lara. Straight away Zen starts telling me about his latest addition to his Minecraft town, Lotl-Land – a cheese cave full of cats. I nod and smile, but I don’t take anything in. All I can think about is the pirate.

Why was I the only person who could see him? I can just about believe the other people on the beach were ignoring him but his loud singing wouldn’t bother Zen.

Zen is quite literally embarrassed by nothing. Once, in Year Two, he accidentally took off his pants when he was getting changed for PE. If I had done that I would have refused to go to school ever again, but Zen thought it was hilarious. In fact he still regularly says to me, ‘Hey, Sid, remember when I took my pants off in Year Two?’

No, Zen wouldn’t care how embarrassing the pirate was being. If he’d seen him on the beach he’d have marched down to say hello. Then I remember Zen’s glasses. He’s supposed to wear them every day so he can see the board, but he never does.

‘Forgotten your glasses, Zen?’ I ask.

‘Glasses are for nerds like you, Sid, not for super cool dudes like me,’ he says, followed by, ‘Yeah. I’ve lost them. Don’t tell my mum.’

I smile as I realise what this means. Perhaps the joggers and dog walkers were ignoring the pirate because he was being embarrassing and Zen really couldn’t see him!

This is such a reassuring thought that in lesson one, history, I do something unheard of.

I put my hand up.

I never put my hand up at school because I hate people looking at me, but today it’s worth it because Mr Chowdhury is talking about Pirate Day.

‘Now as many of you know,’ he says, standing in his favourite position with his arms folded and his thumbs tucked into his armpits, ‘in three weeks’ time, one of our local villages, Fathom, will be celebrating Pirate Day. This is a special day when everyone who lives in Fathom dresses up as a pirate and parades through the streets.’

Well, not quite everyone, I think. I used to love taking part in the parade, but a few years ago, around the same time I stopped putting my hand up in class, I realised I didn’t want to dress up any more. So this year, just like last year, I’ll be wearing my favourite stripy jumper and helping Dad in the model village.

Mr Chowdhury carries on. ‘There’s a Yo-Ho-Ho-ing competition, sea shanties and one person is crowned Pirate of the Year. Now, can anyone tell us a bit more about it? Perhaps one of the students who lives in Fathom?’ He looks expectantly around the room.

Owen Kidd puts his hand up and tells us that his sister’s boyfriend was nearly Pirate of the Year, but he was beaten by someone with a real beard. Then Max says that the youngest ever Pirate of the Year was eighteen.

‘Anyone else got something to share?’ asks Mr Chowdhury, hopefully.

I totally have something to share. My mum was Pirate of the Year not once but three times, which is a Fathom record. Two of her red sashes hold back the curtains in our living room and the third hangs over my bed. Laure Benoit – Jones, it says, Pirate of the Year 2003.

My mouth goes dry as my hand leaves my lap and creeps above the level of the desk. I’m going to do this. I’m going to put my hand up and tell the class about my mum, Laure Benoit-Jones, pirate extraordinaire!

‘No more Pirate Day facts?’ asks Mr Chowdhury.

Boom! My hand is totally up and my face is as red as one of Mum’s sashes.

‘No?’ says Mr Chowdhury, his eyes skipping over my hand. ‘OK, in that case please can you all answer the questions on the board.’

He hasn’t noticed me! My hand shoots down and I feel a rush of relief, but only for a second. Mum was a legend. I should have jumped to my feet and shouted out, ‘I’ve got something to share, Mr Chowdhury!’

But I didn’t. Because I
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