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About the Book

Lucy Hall’s life is being made an utter misery by Melanie Prosser and her two bullying sidekicks – the present takers – who hassle and threaten her every day at the school gate for presents and money. Too ashamed to tell her parents, and too scared to tell her teacher, Lucy finds an unexpected ally in scruffy Angus Burns who knows exactly what’s been going on. When push comes to shove, and things start to get really nasty for Lucy, there’s only one thing to do: take on the present takers at their own game, to silence them once and for all.
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LUCY BEWARE MELANIE PROSSER SHE IS OUT TO GET YOU Angus x x x

How do you know? And stop sending me notes.

I HERD xxx Angus

“WAIT HERE,” MELANIE Prosser said at the school gate. “Then we won’t miss her.”

“In her daddy’s posh car,” Sally-Ann Simpson said. “Showoff pig.”

“I’ll put an armlock on her,” Vicky Farrant said. “I’m amazing at armlocks.”

“Not till we’ve got her behind the cycle shed,” Melanie said. “Be all smarmy smiles till then.”

From the corner of the school hall Angus Burns watched the three girls hanging about by the gate.

He knew they’d wait for her today, being her birthday. Just like Prosser to think of that. He also knew what he would like to do to Prosser: kick her fat teeth in.

Angus swept the hair out of his face and scanned the road, the school field, and then the drive right up into what he could see of the playground, looking for Clare Tonks. They’d be giving her a day off today while they had a go at Lucy. Poor old Clare, all she ever got was days off when they were bored with her, and were giving themselves a change by tormenting somebody else.

Angus spotted Clare at last. He could hardly miss her if she was in sight, she was so big in every direction. Tonks the tank. She was standing inside the cycle shed just out of view of the gate, and watching Angus.

“A new pencil case will do for me first time,” Sally-Ann said. “My old one is grotty.”

“Could put a neat half-nelson on her,” Vicky said. “With a wrist-lever to screw on the agony.”

“Save something for another day,” Melanie said, as patient as a granny.

“Or put her down with a hip throw, do a step-over toe hold, and really make the silly bitch scream.”

Melanie yawned.

Sally-Ann giggled. “You and that wrestling. I reckon you’re a bit loopy.”

Lucy Hall came downstairs wearing her new blue birthday shoes. She could hear her father backing the car out of the garage.

“Is it such a good idea to wear those?” Sarah Hall said meeting Lucy at the door to say good-bye.

“Stop fussing, Mum.” Lucy gathered her things into her school bag.

“Don’t complain if they get scuffed.”

“They won’t.”

Jack Hall blew the car horn.

“’Bye, Mum, see you this after.”

They kissed before Lucy ran to the waiting car.

Last five weeks, Sarah thought, then the holidays and after that she goes to the High. Seems only yesterday she started at Infants. Where does it go?

She waved as the car drove off.

“Morning, Mrs Harris,” Melanie said as the teacher hurried through the gate.

“Morning, girls,” Mrs Harris called, stopping to look. “What are you doing here? Can’t you play in the yard?”

“Lucy’s birthday, miss,” Melanie said, sweet as candy floss.

“Got a surprise for her,” Sally-Ann said, simpering. She was good at simpering, because she thought she was right in every way to play Annie in the musical, and had practised a special simper so that she would be ready when the call came.

“I’d forgotten,” Mrs Harris said. “And, heavens, isn’t she on hamster duty today? I’d better see to them myself. Have you a nice surprise?”

“Smashing,” Vicky said flatly, her eyes on the road.

“How thoughtful of you.” Mrs Harris strode away up the drive.

“Old bat,” Sally-Ann muttered.

“Shut it,” Melanie said.

“Mrs Harris,” Angus said, stepping into the teacher’s path.

“Hello, Angus. Early for a change.”

“Lucy’s birthday.”

“So I gather.” Mrs Harris glanced back at the group by the gate. “She’s popular all of a sudden.”

“I thought –”

Mrs Harris waited. “Come on then, dear. I haven’t all day.”

“– I thought you might meet her.”

“Meet her?”

“Her birthday and that.”

“At the gate, you mean?” Mrs Harris laughed. “No, couldn’t do that, Angus. I’d have to meet every one of you on your birthdays if I did. I’d never be done. Anyway, Melanie and Sally-Ann, and, what’s her name, Vicky Farrant are there with a surprise. We’ll all sing ‘Happy Birthday’ after registration as usual, so the occasion will be properly celebrated, won’t it? She isn’t royalty after all.”

“It’s just –”

“Yes?”

Angus blushed. Or, at least, what little of him Mrs Harris could see blushed. His face was mostly hidden by his hair. Luxuriant you might call it; long certainly.

Mrs Harris laughed again, louder this time. “Well, I never! You of all people, Angus Burns! A dark horse, you are. You’ve good taste though, I’ll give you that.”

She stepped around him, about to go inside leaving Angus rooted to the spot with embarrassment; but stopped.

“There is something you can do that would help Lucy, and me as well, if you want.”

Angus brushed the hair out of his eyes and managed to look at the teacher. “Miss?”

“Feed the hamsters. Lucy’s meant to –”

“But, miss, I –”

“You’ll see her later. And think how pleased she’ll be.”

Mrs Harris took Angus by the shoulder and drew him with her into school. Angus looked back furiously at the group by the gate as he went inside.

Jack Hall stopped the car a safe distance from the gate.

“Friends of yours?” he asked nodding in the direction of the three girls who had come out on to the pavement.

“Same class,” Lucy said, busying herself unnecessarily with her bag.

“Pleased to see you from the way they’re waving.”

“Just being silly. ’Bye, Dad.”

“Happy birthday again, sweetheart.”

They leaned together and kissed, Lucy pulling away quickly and getting out.

“See you later,” Jack said.

“Bye.” Lucy slammed the car door and watched her father drive away. She would rather he was out of sight before she faced Melanie. Till that moment she had pretended to herself that it wouldn’t happen. Not to her.

But Melanie and the others came pelting towards her.

“Hi, Lucy!” Melanie called breathless with gush, grabbing Lucy’s spare hand in what might have been a friendly grip if, looking on, you didn’t know better. She gave Lucy an awkward hug.

Sally-Ann and Vicky frisked and stomped on either side.

“Sure,” they said. “Happy birthday!”

“Ten today!” Melanie said, an announcement to the world.

“Eleven, if you have to,” Lucy said, trying to pull her hand away.

“Eleven!” Melanie’s eyebrows rose and her grip tightened. “Isn’t that great, everybody! Lucy’s eleven today!”

Sally-Ann giggled.

Other children, passing by, gave them a wide berth.

“All growed up,” Vicky said.

“Give us your bag, then.” Sally-Ann snatched it. “I’ll carry it for you today. What an honour!”

Lucy swung her hand to snatch her bag back, but found instead that her arm was grabbed by Vicky and twisted up behind her.

“Let me go!” she shouted, trying to wriggle free. She had heard people shouting like that before as the same thing was done to them, but she had never interfered, as nobody did now.

“Run!” Melanie ordered, and she and Vicky towed Lucy along the pavement, through the gates, and took her stumbling up the drive, across the playground, all unhindered, and round behind the cycle shed, where they were out of sight of the school building.

All the way Melanie and Vicky, and Sally-Ann bringing up the rear with Lucy’s bag hugged to her like something precious, laughed and whooped.

From the classroom where he was feeding the hamster Angus heard their noisy progress. He threw the rest of the food into the cage and dodged across the room to the windows overlooking the playground. He was just in time to spot tail-end Sally disappearing behind the shed.

Some of the other kids were watching, but no one was following. Angus searched for Clare Tonks, at first could not find her, then saw her shadow looming at the back of the shed, leaning against the wall. Only the bricks, Angus thought, were separating her from what was happening on the other side. She could probably hear every word Prosser and her goons were saying. He’d ask her later.

Angus turned from the window. Mrs Harris was paying no attention, busy with work at her desk.

“Can I go now, miss?”

“All done?”

“Think so.”

“The fish?”

“Yes, miss,” he lied. He’d see to them at break. They wouldn’t die before. Lucy was more important.

“All right.”

He sped away.

“We only want to talk to you,” Melanie was saying.

Sally-Ann had thrown Lucy’s bag at her feet. She and Vicky held Lucy’s arms out, pinning them against the cycle shed wall. To avoid Melanie’s eyes, Lucy stared across the field at the houses on the other side of the road.

“Want to hear all about the fabulous prezzies you got this morning,” Sally-Ann said.

“Some fancy stuff, I bet,” Vicky said, “your dad owning a shop and that.”

Melanie nudged Lucy’s bag with a foot. “What’ve you brought to show off?”

“Nothing!” Lucy’s reply was a note too triumphant.

Melanie’s face lost its grin. “Must have.” She crouched and slowly unzipped the bag, watching Lucy’s face all the time.

Lucy forced herself to keep quiet.

“Best make sure,” Sally-Ann said. “Don’t mind, do you, Luce.”

Melanie started rummaging.

Her temper fraying, Lucy could not help crying out, “Leave my things alone!”

“Shut up, Whining Winnie,” Vicky Farrant said between clenched teeth, and gave Lucy’s arm a sharp nip that made her catch her breath.

Running feet echoed round the shed. Angus burst into view, skidding to a stop at the corner. He glared at the little group frozen into statues by his arrival. But the hair closed over his face at once. Melanie stood up, glaring back. “Had an eyeful?” she said, hands on hips.

“Leave her alone,” Angus said unimpressively.

“What’s it to you, you hairy beanpole?” Sally-Ann said. She had a voice that sliced your ears when she wanted it to.

“Just leave her, that’s all.”

“He do fancy her,” Vicky said, matter-of-fact.

“Oooo – d’you think so!” Sally-Ann hooted.

“No I don’t!” Angus said too quickly.

“Yes you do,” Melanie said, not even smiling. “Well, you needn’t worry. We’re only talking. No harm in talking, is there? So you can just bug off, Angus Burns, because what we’re having with your sweetheart –” she paused, challenging him, “is a private conversation.”

There was a silence. Angus opened his mouth, then shut it. He looked sideways as if someone out of sight round the corner were talking to him.

“Have you got some of your stinky friends with you?” Sally-Ann shouted. “They don’t scare us. You know what’ll happen if we tell Mr Hunt you boys have been bothering us girls.”

Angus shifted on his feet, looking back and away. Finally he brushed the hair out of his face and said, “Just watch it, Prosser, that’s all.”

“I’d rather not watch your ugly mug at all, if you don’t mind,” Melanie said. “Yuk! Put your hair over it again!”

“I’m warning you,” Angus said, straining against his anger.

“Don’t forget old Hunt,” Melanie said.

Angus hesitated; then, seething, slowly backed away round the shed corner.

As soon as he was gone, Melanie turned on Lucy. “Rotten friends you’ve got. No bottle.”

“Not half as rotten as yours,” Lucy said, unable to restrain herself. “And Angus Burns isn’t my friend.”

“Not good enough for you, eh?” Vicky said.

Sally-Ann said, “Never mind all that. What about the prezzies?”

“Nothing much in her bag, just the usual stuff,” Melanie said, her eyes not moving from Lucy’s. She had unsettling eyes, like a cat’s, grey, and they didn’t blink much.

“I told you!” Lucy said.

“Funny what you notice though,” Melanie said, “when you get down to earth.”

“What she on about?” Vicky said to Sally-Ann.

Sally-Ann looked down, and hooted, “Ooooo yes!”

“Eh?” Vicky said.

Melanie, her eyes still unblinkingly on Lucy’s, pointed with a finger. “We’ll have to teach Pukey Lukey some manners,” she said. “No prezzies, but showoff new shoes.”

“So she has!” Vicky said. Lucy felt the grip on her arm tighten.

“Happy birthday, Lukey,” Melanie said, and, moving very close, pushed her lips, exaggeratedly wet and pursed, into Lucy’s face. Lucy twisted her head to avoid the soggy kiss. Melanie’s lips landed, squelching, on her ear.

Melanie stepped back. “All right, little Miss Stuckup, we’ll just have to show you what happens to people who won’t be friendly.”

“It shouldn’t be bad this time,” Sally-Ann said like a nurse comforting a patient before an operation.

“Ready,” Melanie said.

Vicky and Sally-Ann each raised a foot above one of Lucy’s.

“Stamp!” Melanie ordered.

The hovering feet pounded down on Lucy’s toes, screwed this way and that, and lifted off.

Lucy cried out, and instinctively tried to bend down to grasp her feet and comfort them. But Vicky and Sally-Ann pinned her against the wall; all she could do was squirm, and shift her toes about inside her shoes, trying to wiggle the hurt out of them. Tears filled her eyes. Through them, as she bent her head to hide her face, she saw the scruffed and dented surface of her birthday shoes.

She had been wanting them for weeks. Her father had made a special trip to Gloucester to buy them for her, and this morning, longing to wear them, she could not resist the temptation. Now the pain in her toes was nothing to the distress she felt for her ruined gift. She hated Melanie for that.

As soon as she recovered her breath and could see properly again, she glared her hatred at Melanie, who laughed, as if pleased by such passionate dislike.

“Come on, Pukey,” Melanie said. “Tell us all about your other presents.”

Lucy shook her head.

“You must have millions,” Sally-Ann said. “Stuckups like you always do.”

Lucy shook her head again, fighting herself to say nothing.

“Think you’re something, you do,” Vicky said. “Coming to school in that poncy car.”

“Other people come in their parents’ cars.” She could not help herself. Why should they get away with saying such stupid things about her?

“I don’t,” Vicky said, twisting Lucy’s arm a turn.

“And not in showoff big ones like your dad’s,” Sally-Ann said.

“He has a big car for his work. He has to carry a lot.”

“Work!” Vicky sneered. “Call what he do work. Owning a shop.”

“Doesn’t own it. He manages it.”

“Same difference. Up the workers.”

“What do you know, Farrant!”

“Here,” Vicky said, “don’t get fresh with me.” And she banged her forehead against Lucy’s.

Lucy’s eyes swam again.

Vicky observed the results with close interest. “Head butt,” she said. “Might make it my speciality.”

Sally-Ann said, “Vicky’s going to be a wrestler, aren’t you, Vick?”

“As if we didn’t know!” Lucy said.

“She watches it every Saturday on telly and even goes and sees them live when they’re at the Leisure Centre, don’t you, Vick? She’s going to be the first woman champion of the world. Over the men as well as the women, of course. Aren’t you, Vick?”

“As you’ve no prezzies with you,” Melanie said, “you can invite us to your party tonight.”

“Not having one,” Lucy said, still battling her tears.

“Too mean,” Vicky said.

“Having it in the holidays, if you must know.” Lucy was furious at herself for letting them provoke her into telling them anything.

“Can’t wait till the holidays,” Melanie said. “You’d better bring me a present tomorrow to make up for it.”

“Me as well,” Sally-Ann said.

“And for Vicky,” Melanie added.

“Something nice,” Sally-Ann said. “Something lovely and new.” She placed a finger on the end of Lucy’s runny nose and began pressing slowly.

“Like a squashed tomato,” she said.

“You won’t forget, will you, Lukey, dear?” Melanie said.

At that moment Mrs Harris came striding round the corner.

“Now, girls
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