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1
The Silent House

The first thing I need to tell you is that I’m not like 

the heroes you might have read about in other 

stories. Those children are born to be special, with 

prophecies and destinies and magical powers. I am 

not one of those. I am normal at the beginning of 

the story, and I am normal at the end.

I was just lucky. And anybody can be lucky.

My name is Uma Gnudersonn and I am the 

narrator of this book. I don’t have much of an 

imagination, and I’ve always struggled in English 

lessons to think up clever, twisting stories with wild 
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plots and weird characters, so I’m going to have to 

tell you a real-life story.

And what I’m about to tell you is completely, 

one hundred per cent true. Anyone who knows 

me says I’m the most honest person they’ve met. 

Apart from when I lie. But I only ever do that for 

good reason, so you have to believe everything I 

say. Nothing like what happened to me will ever 

take place again and that’s why this book is not 

only the first book I’ve ever narrated but will also 

be the last.

Let me tell you something about myself to start 

with because I am the main character in this story 

so there’s simply no avoiding it.

Firstly, the ‘G’ in my surname is not silent. Just 

so you don’t get it wrong the whole time, my name 

is pronounced Ooma Grrr-noo-der-son. My dad is 

half-Indian and half-Swedish and that’s why I have 

such an unusual name. My dad also has the bushiest 

caterpillar eyebrows in the whole world, and hair 

coming out of his ears.

Lexie Ramblin says my ears are so big they 
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make me look like a gigantic football trophy but 

she’s the meanest, most horrible girl in the whole of 

Tylney-on-Sea. She leads a gang of bullies who make 

everyone’s life at school a misery, so I just try and 

ignore her. I think my eyebrows are quite normal.

I’m top of my year group for vocabulary because 

I read so many books, and every time I find a new 

word I put it in my own personal dictionary that 

I’ve been writing.

I’m not top of the year group for having friends.

I sometimes wonder if writing my own dictionary 

and not having many friends might be connected 

in some way.

My hair is blonde with very tight curls and so 

thick I can hide things in it. Seriously – sweets, 

rubbers, everything. Except silly putty. Now that 

was a bad experiment. My dad was hacking it out 

of my hair for days . . .

I’m going to start my story on the day that FOUR 

exciting things happened. To create tension and 

build anticipation, I shall tell you about them in 

order of excitement:
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1. Not That Exciting: School finished for 

summer. When the bell rang, I ran outside 

as quickly as possible, trying to avoid Lexie 

and her gang, which is when the second 

thing happened . . .

2. Quite Exciting: On the way to the playground, 

Madeleine Gilligan was sick all over the back 

of Lexie’s head. Now, I know I shouldn’t have 

laughed at that, but Lexie had just made up 

a new nickname for me (Ohmy Gnudiebum, 

in case you were wondering, which in my 

opinion was not that clever a name, really), 

so I don’t feel too bad about it.

3. Really Exciting: When I got home, who was 

there to greet me but good old Alan Alan 

Carrington!1 Alan Alan is my best friend in 

the whole village. He lives next door but 

he goes away to boarding school each term 

and I couldn’t have been happier that he 

1  That’s not a mistake. His first name and his middle name are both Alan. He’s 
named after his dad, who is called Alan, and his middle name is after his grandad. 
Also Alan. I’ve often wondered if  he will have to call his son Alan Alan Alan 
Carrington and so on. And even though I call him ‘good old Alan Alan’, he’s not 
actually old. But he is good.
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was back for the summer 

holidays. He’s my age, a bit 

smaller than me, wears glasses 

(which makes him look clever) 

and likes inventing really cool 

things. And he always seems 

to have the answers to whatever 

questions I can think of – and I 

have lots of questions. For instance, 

questions I have thought about just today are: 

• Why do old people shrink?

• What’s the most disgusting animal 

in the world?

• How do I stop bullies?

• If I could eat myself, would I get twice 

as big or would I disappear?

• Are my ears closer to me or are my 

feet closer to me? 

2  After much research, I have decided it is a fi sh called the pearlfi sh. Pearlfi sh 
actually live in sea cucumbers’ bottoms. Yes, you read that right. PEARLFISH 
LIVE IN SEA CUCUMBERS’ BOTTOMS. And how do they do that? Well, sea 
cucumbers actually breathe through their bottoms and when they take a breath 
the pearlfi sh quickly swim in! The poor sea cucumber doesn’t even get a choice in 
the matter, and I’m sure it’s no fun for them.
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Anyway, all my life, Alan Alan has said he’s 

the cleverest person ever. It was him who taught 

me all the capitals of the world, like how Paris is 

the capital of France, Rome is the capital of Italy 

and Bratwurst is the capital of Germany. He taught 

me that running in your slippers makes you go  

ten per cent faster and that’s why slippers were 

banned from the Olympics, and that goats are 

actually baby llamas.

As well as being the cleverest person in the 

world, he’s also the bravest. For instance, last summer 

we were at his house and a wasp flew in through 

the window. I was terrified but Alan Alan bravely 

opened the door and ran out screaming and waving 

his hands in the air. Unfortunately this didn’t lure 

the wasp away from me, as he said afterwards had 

been his plan. Eventually the wasp flew back out 

of the window, and when I shouted to Alan Alan, 

telling him the wasp had gone, he ran straight back 

in to check I was OK.

Well, anyway, I thought he was the bravest and 

the cleverest person in the world until I found out he 
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was actually quite the opposite, as you will see later. 

I suspect the whole wearing-glasses thing was merely 

a disguise. He certainly had me fooled. And now 

I’m not sure about any of the capitals of the world.

4. The Most Exciting: I found the thing that 

changed my life, the fate of the whole village 

and everything – and it all started with a 

drunk alpaca.3

I shall come to that shortly, but first I need to 

jump back to Alan Alan Carrington because he was 

with me when the Most Exciting Thing happened.

* * *

As usual, when I got home from school the house 

was completely silent. My house was almost always 

silent: my dad had hardly spoken since Mum died, 

3  Alpacas are a bit like llamas but better. And, just to warn you, there’s a lot of  
alpacas in this book. In fact, there are probably more alpacas in this book than in 
any other book ever. So if  you don’t like alpacas, then this book probably isn’t for 
you. And if  you don’t like alpacas, you should probably take a long, hard look at 
yourself  because alpacas are awesome.
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we didn’t have a television, and we never had music 

or the radio playing.

We had been a musical family once and the 

house always used to be filled with the sound of 

the violin, which my mum taught. When she played, 

the sound swept and echoed through the house, 

flying from room to room like a bird, and wherever 

I was I closed my eyes and my heart soared. My 

dad would join in with his tabla or even guitar 

sometimes. I was learning the flute and had got 

quite good. When we played together, my dad 

would whoop and stamp his foot, and I would 

giggle, and Mum would lead us with her 

violin, pulling us all along in something 

that resembled harmony.

The guitar and violin 

now sat in their cases, 

untouched and unused. 
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Every so often, I would take the violin out and run 

my fingers over the wood, where it used to rest in 

the crook of Mum’s neck, asking myself the same 

question again and again: the question with no answer.

I didn’t practise the flute any more.

Nobody visited us either and I don’t blame them, 

to be honest. The only two noises you heard in our 

house were the echoing sound of footsteps on the 

wooden fl oors and the occasional buzz of a little 

electric train.

Dad had always loved model trains. Mum let 

him build a track in the basement, even though she 

wanted to turn it into a music practice room. But 

after she died the track began to grow unchecked. 

It started to creep its way out of the basement, 

across the hall, up the stairs, and its rails now 

stretched through the whole house, snaking in 

and out of every room, under chairs, over tables, 

weaving among the dead plants. And dead 

plants were everywhere in our house – 
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and I mean everywhere: on windowsills, on tables, 

on shelves. Dead ivy clung to the walls. My dad 

had forgotten to water them after Mum died and 

so now we lived in a wildnerness of dried, dead 

plants and a tangle of OO railway tracks.

Along the tracks, Dad had built a scale model 

of Tylney-on-Sea: the Obelisk on top of Beggar’s Hill, 

the Church of St Mary in the centre of the village, all 

the houses and shops, the station and the pub, and 

people with hands stuck forever in the air, waiting 

to wave as the train whizzed by. In fact, when I 

walked in, Dad was at the kitchen table, hunched 

over, painting a tiny model of our postperson.

‘Hi, Dad!’ I said brightly. ‘School’s finished for 

the summer!’

I stood waiting for a moment, hoping for a reply, 

even though I knew I wouldn’t get one. ‘Daaad,’ I 

continued, ‘do you know why humans aren’t covered 

in fur like monkeys?’

I was used to Dad not answering my questions 

now. He always used to answer everything – he 

was even cleverer than Alan Alan.
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The heavy silence made my throat tighten.

Finally, my dad looked up from his painting, 

brush in hand, and peered at me over his glasses, 

almost like he was about to speak. He was always 

almost speaking but he never did.

Dad didn’t stop speaking immediately after Mum 

died. It was a slow process. Straight afterwards he 
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shrank inside himself a bit but he still spoke in 

short sentences.

He only stopped completely after I asked why 

Mum had left us.

You see, a few months before she died, she’d just 

walked out. She didn’t even say goodbye, although 

she left Dad and me each a note. I’ve still got mine. 

It’s been scrumpled a bit, Sellotaped where I tore 

it into pieces once, and the ink is pretty smudged 

now, but I still have it in a box under my bed. Every 

so often I get it out and read it, and the ink gets a 

little more faded.

After she died, Dad took down all the photos of 

Mum and put them in a suitcase in the basement, 

along with all her clothes and jewellery. It was like 

she had never existed. But I still remember her hooting 

laughter ringing round the house, such a big laugh 

for a small person. I still remember her roaring 

‘No, no, no! I said vibrato!’ at the hapless school 

children who trooped in weekly for lessons. I still 

remember sitting at the top of the stairs, peering 

down through the bannister and watching her talk at 
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dinner parties, her arm draped round Dad. She was 

always the noisiest person at the table. After dinner, 

Dad would get his pipe out, the smell of woody 

smoke drifting up to the landing. I still remember 

the feel of Mum tucking me in at night, pushing and 

squashing the duvet in all around me. The touch 

of her lips on my forehead.

I still remember.

When I asked Dad why she left us, I could see 

panic etched across his face. His mouth flapped like 

a fish on the deck of a boat. He looked like he was 

trying to speak but no words came out. Eventually 

he stopped trying, his mouth slowly stopped moving 

and, at that moment, what light there was left in 

his eyes died completely.

That’s when my dad disappeared into himself.

And I never did find out why Mum left.

Boo-hoo-hoo – pretty sad, right?

A knock on the front door shattered the silence, 

and we both jumped.

I ran to open it and there, grinning from ear-to-ear, 

 and for some reason dressed from top to toe in 
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army camouflage, was Alan Alan Carrington.

And, boy, was I pleased to see him? Alan Alan 

was holding on to a lead and attached to the lead 

was Dolly Barkon, a great big, black, curly-haired 

labradoodle that lived next door with Alan 

Alan and his two dads, Richard and Ed.

‘Dolly, go and say hello!’ Alan Alan 

said, and Dolly bounded forward and 

jumped on me, knocking me flying. Once 

I managed to stop her licking my face, I 

pushed her off, sprang up and gave Alan 

Alan a ginormous bear hug.

4  I was pleased to see him. This is what’s called a 
rhetorical question.
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‘So what’s with all the army gear?’ I said, grinning.

‘Just in case . . .’ he replied, nodding mysteriously.

‘In case of what?’

Alan Alan put his hands on my shoulders. ‘It’s 

best you don’t know.’

I had forgotten that Alan Alan was really into 

conspiracy theories. He was always rattling on about 

bodysnatching monsters, mind-controlling radio 

waves or buried treasure in the village. His most 

recent theory was that the government was stealing 

our hair to make . . . I can’t actually remember 

what. I think it was wigs to allow bald aliens to 

blend in with humans but I’m not sure – there are 

so many of his theories, I get 

them mixed up.

‘And, anyway, the army 

have sworn me to secrecy,’ 

Alan Alan said gravely.

‘The army?’ I asked a 

little suspiciously.
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Alan Alan ignored my question and marched 

into the house. We found my dad crouched over 

his painting again, deep in concentration.

‘Good afternoon, sir!’ Alan Alan barked.

My dad jumped and dropped the model he was 

painting, which knocked a glass of water over. Dad 

turned and glared at Alan Alan, who was giving a 

sharp salute.

‘Dad, is it OK if me and Alan Alan take Dolly 

for a walk and go look at the horses?’ I asked.

Dad grunted and started mopping up the mess.

A grunt was my father’s preferred answer to 

most questions, and I had learned to decipher their 

meanings quite accurately. This was his Fine, just 

don’t bother me grunt.

To check that he was actually listening, I asked 

him another question.

‘Dad, is it OK if we go to a wild party with 

rodeo sheep-riding too?’

My dad gave the same Fine, just don’t bother 

me grunt.

Anger flashed through me. Typical. As usual, 
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Dad’s mind was somewhere else.

‘OK, bye!’ I said.

My dad did his Goodbye grunt in reply.

I saw Alan Alan steal a glance at me and 

couldn’t help notice the look of pity in his eyes. 

I hate people pitying me. And I have had a lot of 

that since Mum died. But that’s actually helpful for 

this book because Miss Moore, my English teacher, 

told me that tragedy is very useful in a story, ‘to 

get empathy from the reader’. Well, I hope you’re 

full of empathy.

‘Right,’ said Alan Alan. ‘Where’s the wild party? 

I’ve never been sheep-riding before! How exciting!’

He looked crestfallen when I broke it to him 

that we weren’t actually going sheep-riding.

‘So what are we going to do then?’ he said. ‘Hunt 

for Bigfoot? Or we could go look for the Tylney 

Treasure? I have some hot new leads and a second-

hand metal detector.’

You see, Alan Alan was always going on about 

loopy stuff like this. He swore that he had seen 

Bigfoot once in the woods outside the village but 
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here’s the thing – Alan Alan wasn’t well known for 

telling the truth. It wasn’t that he was a liar exactly, 

it was just that sometimes he made stuff up. For 

instance, a few years ago, there was Poolgate.

It had been a hot summer’s day and we had 

the paddling pool out in my back garden. We were 

squirting each other with water pistols and laughing 

and screaming, when I looked down and screamed 

properly.

‘What is that?’ I yelled, pointing at what looked 

suspiciously like a poo floating in the pool.

‘What?’ asked Alan Alan, his face a picture of 

innocence.

‘THAT!’ I pointed again. ‘It’s a poo!’

Now a normal person might confess and make 

an excuse or apologize. But not Alan Alan. What 

he said was:

‘Oh, that! A squirrel did it.’

‘A what did you say?’

I jumped out of the paddling pool, thinking I 

should have got out about twenty-five seconds earlier.

‘A squirrel did it. When you were busy filling 
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the water pistols, it jumped in and did a poo in 

the pool.’

‘WELL, IF YOU SAW A SQUIRREL JUMP IN THE 

POOL AND POO IN IT, WHY ON EARTH DID YOU 

JUST KEEP ON PLAYING IN HERE?’

The older you get in life, the more you start to 

realize some questions have no answers. And this 

was one of them.

So, you see, Alan Alan’s relationship with the 

truth was complicated. He promised he had seen 
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ghosts and aliens and all sorts – none of it was true. 

And he promised that Old Mr McIntosh had told him 

everything about the Tylney Treasure, this secret 

treasure that was meant to be buried somewhere 

in the village. But even if Old Mr McIntosh had told 

him anything – which I highly doubted – Old Mr 

McIntosh kept getting kicked out of Sainsbury’s for 

going in to do his weekly shop wearing nothing but 

his underpants, so would you trust him . . .? Exactly.

Anyway, back to the story.

‘Alan Alan, I’ve told you a million times there is 

no Tylney Treasure. And no Tylney Bigfoot either.’

‘You never believe me,’ he harrumphed.

We were both in shorts and T-shirts because 

the sun was still beating down, even though it was 

quite near teatime. My top was sticking to my back 

and sweat was running down my neck. Clouds were 

building in the far distance and it felt like a storm 

was brewing.

We walked down Snatchup Lane, the road that 

led to the horse field, in companionable silence, 

Dolly trotting next to us.
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‘So . . . your dad,’ Alan Alan said after a while, 

breaking the companionable silence. ‘He still doesn’t 

say much, yeah?’

I tried to reinstate the companionable silence 

by keeping quiet but Alan Alan wasn’t getting the 

message.

‘All he does is grunt,’ he continued.

‘Hmm,’ I replied.

‘Oh, it runs in the family,’ he said. I couldn’t 

help smiling at that but Alan Alan didn’t look like 

he’d been trying to make a joke. ‘Is he still mostly 

communicating by train?’

I nodded. ‘Yeah.’

When my dad wanted something – to tell me to 

go to bed or ask me to nip to the shops or whatever 

– he’d write a note to me and attach it to one of his 

model trains. I’d see the train whizzing by and have 

to snatch the note off it before it zoomed past me, 

or else wait for it to do a whole circuit of the house 

before I got a chance to grab it again. It wasn’t a 

very efficient system but I quite liked getting the 

notes – I kept them all in a little box under my bed.
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‘And he still doesn’t smile much either, by the 

looks of things.’

‘No,’ I said, frowning. ‘He hardly ever talks and 

he hardly ever smiles. And he hasn’t really laughed 

since Mum died.’

‘Why did he laugh when your mum died?’ Alan 

Alan asked, horrified. ‘That’s terrible.’ This was the 

first clue that eventually led me to the realization 

that perhaps Alan Alan wasn’t quite as clever as I 

had always thought.

‘No! I meant I don’t remember my dad laughing 

since before she died.’

‘Oh,’ Alan Alan said. ‘That makes much more 

sense. But you need to learn to express yourself 

more clearly, Uma.’

I glared at Alan Alan. After a few moments 

of not-very-companionable silence, we reached 

the horses. I held out some grass over the fence, 

making that clicking noise to get them to come and 

feed out of my hand, and it wasn’t long before we 

began chatting again (me and Alan Alan, not me 

and the horses).
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‘OK, then,’ I said. ‘Would you rather cress grew 

out of your nose or broccoli grew out of your bum?’

It felt great to have somebody who I could ask 

questions and who wouldn’t glare at me or ignore me.

Alan Alan was giving this conundrum deep and 

careful thought when a strange, snorting, whistling 

hum startled us both. Dolly whined and strained 

at her lead.

Standing behind us, on the 

other side of the road, was 

an alpaca. It was white 

with a wild thatch of hair 

on its head that looked 

like a shaggy blond wig. I 

knew by the look of bleary 

rage in its eyes it must be 

one of the alpacas Old 

Mr McIntosh kept on his 

farm, because every few 

months one would sneak 

into his cider press, drink 

everything it could find 
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and go on a drunken rampage through the village.

The alpaca was staring at Alan Alan.

‘Is that alpaca staring at me?’ Alan Alan asked 

pointlessly, because it was obvious that the alpaca 

was staring at him.

‘It looks angry. Is it angry?’ Alan Alan whispered 

even more pointlessly, because anybody could see 

that the alpaca was absolutely furious.

‘Why can I smell beer? Is that alpaca drunk?!’ 

Alan Alan asked, a look of terror in his eyes.

‘It’s not beer,’ I said. ‘It’s cider.’

And that’s when the alpaca charged.
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2
An Honourable 

Retreat

I say ‘charged’ – it was more of a stagger really. But 

it was certainly enough to put the fear of God into 

Alan Alan, who started tugging my arm.

‘Militarily speaking, I think the best strategy is 

to perform a tactical retreat. Probably immediately.’

I was beginning to think that perhaps Alan Alan 

Carrington wasn’t as brave as I’d always thought 

either.

I rolled my eyes. ‘It’s only a tipsy alpaca, Alan 

Alan. It’s not in the least bit dangerous.’

Having said that, the alpaca was gaining speed 
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as it staggered down the verge and there was a 

malicious look in its eye as it lurched across the 

road towards us.

Alan Alan gave a wail of terror and started 

clambering over the fence. I have to say, he looked 

really rather undignified, scrambling away across 

the field. Dolly, the big coward, went straight after 

him, tail between her legs and yelping in terror.

And that’s when a long black car, all tinted 

windows and polished chrome, came speeding round 

the corner and drove straight into the alpaca.

The sound was horrendous. 

The squealing of brakes, the 
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terrible crash, the squealing of alpaca as it flew 

through the air.

But by some miracle, possibly cider-related, the 

alpaca landed on its feet, seemingly unhurt. It turned 

its murderous gaze away from Alan Alan and towards 

the car, which had ground to a halt, smoke pouring 

out of its dented bonnet. The alpaca charged, head 

down, and butted the front end, adding a new dent.

It pawed the ground, looking ready to charge 

again but, before it could, the car door opened and 

a woman stepped out. She was wearing a suit as 

black as the car and had blonde hair tied back into 
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a tight ponytail, but that wasn’t the most interesting 

thing about her. The most interesting thing about her 

was the gun she was pointing straight at the alpaca.

The alpaca glared at the woman, then, without 

taking its bleary eyes off her, bent down, picked up 

a pebble and started chewing on it. I could hear the 

crunching from where I was standing open-mouthed.

Even though the alpaca was drunk and had 

lived its whole life in a leafy English village, so 

probably didn’t have a clue what a gun was, it had 

enough sense to understand the danger it was in. 

It gave a final snort of disgust and tottered off into 

the hedge at the side of the road, out of sight.

The woman holstered her gun and stared at me 

for just a second too long. She had the face of a 

woman who would eat pizza with a knife and fork. 

Then she glanced at the damage, shook her head, got 

back into her car, started the engine (which rattled 

alarmingly) and drove off, leaving me standing in 

stunned silence and a cloud of dust.

‘Can you believe that?’ I asked Alan Alan.

Silence.
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I turned round. Alan Alan and Dolly were now 

just two specks on the horizon.

‘Alan Alan!’ I shouted, waving him back. ‘ALAN 

ALAN!’

The specks stopped and started trudging back 

towards me, while I sat on the fence, trying to take 

in what I had just witnessed.

And that’s when I spotted it.

Something small and white, glinting in the low 

sunlight on the road where the woman had got out 

of her car.

I jumped off the fence, walked over and picked 

it up.

It looked like a small wireless headphone. It 

was perfectly smooth and surprisingly heavy for 

something so small. It had one symbol on it: a 

tiny silver owl sitting on top of a 

glittering green jewel.

A voice behind me nearly 

made me jump out of my skin.

‘I didn’t run away!’ said 

Alan Alan.
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Dolly Barkon stood panting next to him. At least 

she had the decency to look guilty for abandoning 

me.

‘I never said you did!’ I said, pocketing the 

headphone.

‘Well, I didn’t, so stop going on about it,’ Alan 

Alan said, folding his arms.

‘I’m not going on – besides, it doesn’t matter. 

Did you see what just happened?’

‘What? No. I was too busy,’ Alan Alan said, face 

flushing. ‘You know. Making a brave, honourable 

retreat.’

‘A what?’ I said in disbelief. ‘Anyway, you missed 

something amazing!’

I told him what had just unfolded and watched 

his eyes widen when I mentioned the gun. As we 

walked back, we chatted about who the woman 

might be and why she was carrying a gun. When 

we made it home, I said goodbye and then rushed 

inside to tell Dad what had happened too.

I found him in the sitting room with a face of 

thunder. Before I could speak, he thrust a piece of 
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paper into my hands. It was a letter from Minerva 

Industries, offering to buy our house at a ‘very 

reasonable rate’.

My stomach lurched.

This was extremely bad news but extremely 

good timing for giving you some important 

background. So here goes – strap yourselves in for 

some backstory . . .

* * *

Dad and I live in a small, friendly village called 

Tylney-on-Sea.
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The first thing you have to know about Tylney-

on-Sea is that it is nowhere near the sea. The coast 

is forty miles away. We don’t even have a lake. 

No one knows how the village got its name, but 

nobody’s ever minded, apart from the occasional 

tourist who’s booked to stay here expecting an 

ocean view. Understandably, they’re often rather 

angry when they find out there isn’t one.

The second thing you need to know about 

Tylney-on-Sea (and this is more important to the 

story, so pay attention) is that the village is slowly 

being eaten.

Not literally. Although that would actually make a 

pretty awesome story. I mean whatever the opposite 

of literally is – I’ll check the word out later. Anyway, 

house by house, Tylney-on-Sea was being bought 

up by a company called Minerva Industries.

Minerva had a small factory on the outskirts of 

the village, but no one from Tylney worked there, so 

nobody knew exactly what they made there. All we 

knew was that now they wanted to buy the village 

to build a huge car park for their small factory, 
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which was stupid because they already had a car 

park. But, for whatever reason, Minerva wanted a 

bigger one. And so the people in the village were 

being forced to sell their homes.

This was how it worked. Minerva would tell 

someone that their house was in danger of sinking 

into the ground but that they were willing to buy it 

regardless. And if that person didn’t agree to sell? 

The next thing they know, a huge sinkhole would 

appear in their garden and they’d be forced to sell 

their house to Minerva but for much less money.

This had been going on for months and now 

the village was half-empty – houses boarded up 

and shops closing, huge removal vans constantly 

blocking the roads. And all because Minerva wanted 

Tylney-on-Sea to be a car park.

And now it was our turn. It was only a matter 

of time before we were going to be forced out of 

our home. The home that still smelled of Mum. The 

home where I could still remember the taste of her 

banana bread. The home where I could still dimly 

feel the warmth of her hugs.
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Tylney-on-Sea was the only home I had ever 

known. If we were forced out of our house, I would 

have to move to a new village, a new school. Worse, 

I would lose my best friend, Alan Alan Carrington. 

And, worst of all, I don’t think Dad would ever speak 

again. If we lost the house, we’d lose everything 

that meant anything to us.

My dad gave me a look of despair and stalked 

off to the basement, where he always goes when 

he’s sad (well, sadder than usual).

I trudged upstairs and into my room, which, 

unlike the rest of the house, was green – bursting 

full of plants that I watered and pruned and looked 

after. My dad called it the jungle. Every so often he 

would send a little message on the train that said, 

‘TIDY THE JUNGLE!’

I collapsed on to my bed, staring at the ceiling 

while my mind went over the remarkable events 

of the day.

And that’s when I remembered the mysterious 

headphone the woman with the gun had dropped.

I pulled it out of my pocket and 
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turned it round in my hand. I ran my finger over 

the tiny silver owl and suddenly it started to glow 

electric blue.

It was on.

I placed it in my ear, and it seemed 

to shrink to fit perfectly.

I heard a soft beep and then a female-

sounding voice in my ear, smooth as silk:

Hello, Uma Gnudersonn. What would 

you like to know today?
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I didn’t say anything. I hardly dared breathe.

Uma. What would you like to know?

My mind was reeling and my mouth dry.

Are you there, Uma?

And then I asked my first question: ‘How do 

you know my name?’
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