
‘Hang on a minute . . . it’s you. You’re real! You 

were looking through my bedroom window last night!’

‘Wasn’t,’ she mumbled, gulping down the 

remaining bits of cake.

‘Yes, yes you were!’ insisted Jack. ‘How dare you? 

You can’t just go around scaring people in their beds 

and stealing their cakes! Who do you think you are?’ 

He stared at her peculiar dungarees and even more 

peculiar hat, his brain still desperately trying to catch 

up with his eyes. Who, indeed, was she? She looked 

about his age, but entirely different to anyone he’d 

ever met.
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Prologue: 

The Dreadful Strangers

A fierce gale had been slashing at the shrubbery 

since lunchtime, pouncing on the weathervane 

and snorting wetly through the keyholes. 

CRASH and SMASH went the plant pots. 

CREAK and CLANG went the rusty gates. It 

was a five-star hullabaloo that shook the old place 

to its roots.

‘What lovely weather we’re having!’ cried the 

strange little girl, perched high in the branches 

of the old walnut tree. ‘Wheeee!’ she squealed, 

holding on to her pointed hat as the tree pitched 
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wolf instantly dropped to a shy breeze and slunk 

behind the potting shed.

The girl swung around. She sniffed sharply at 

the cool air and a blast of birds exploded into the 

sky, filling the air with harsh cries. ‘Who goes 

there?’ she muttered, fumbling for her binoculars. 

‘Who be you, so rudely interrupting? Friend  

or foe?’

A piano, beds and chairs poured like a trail of 

ants out of the big yellow removal lorry, straight 

into the house. ‘Boxies ahoy,’ she scowled, 

shrugging a starling off her shoulder. ‘Fudgenuts 

and bats’ bums.’

Down on the ground, a boy slipped out of 

the passenger seat of the lorry. Intrigued, the 

girl polished her lenses and zoomed in for a  

closer look.

The boy seemed to be about the same age as her 

back and forth like a fairground ride. Her 

dungarees were bejewelled in birds and her hair 

was as red as a robin's breast. ‘FASTER!’ she 

laughed. ‘MORE!’

On command a blizzard of copper leaves rose 

up from the ground, swirling and merging into 

one giant, beastly shadow that loomed over the 

tree. It reared up on to its back legs and let out a 

blood-curdling howl that rattled the roof tiles for 

miles around.

‘A storm wolf!’ gasped the girl, gazing upwards 

in admiration. ‘Oh whizz-cracking!’ she applauded 

‘Bravo!’

The beast bowed graciously, dived back down 

to the ground and kicked the bins over with a 

BANG. He was about to show off a bit more, 

when his ears pricked up at the growl of an engine 

and the crunch of tyres on gravel. The storm 
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and around the same height, but any similarity 

ended there. She studied his clean shoes and 

buttoned-up cardigan, noting with interest the 

shiny smoothness of his hair. She touched her 

own hair: it was very different, full of f luff and 

twigs. Sometimes the cheeky sparrows got in and 

she had to bang her head with a stick to make 

them leave.

‘What a peculiar person,’ she said in prim 

tones. ‘Most curious and odd. And such bad 

manners too, arriving without an invitation.’ Her 

tummy let out a long rumble and she straightened 

her hat. ‘I hope he’s brought cake.’
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Peek-a-Woo

R ookery Heights, having been empty for 

years, was cold and smelled of damp. It 

was creepy, full of creaks and squeaks 

and secretive corners. The half-unpacked boxes 

made cruel angles in the twilight and clothes hung 

from a rail like ghosts.

Tucked up in a ball inside his sleeping bag, Jack 

lay with his eyes were wide open and the hairs 

tingled on the back of his neck. He had a weird 

sense of being watched, a feeling he hadn’t been 

able to shake since the moment they had arrived. 
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To make matters worse, the wind had picked 

up again and was prowling around the house, 

scrambling across the roof and thumping at the 

doors. He could hear the trees wooshing and 

wailing in the garden below so he covered his ears 

to block it out.

When his mum had told him they had inherited 

an old house with a bit of land, Jack had hoped this 

meant a spacious lawn for kicking a football about 

and a few apple trees to climb. He’d crossed his 

fingers that there would be a greenhouse, maybe a 

rope-swing or even room for a trampoline.

But instead it turned out to be like something 

from an eerie fairytale. The garden was 

surrounded by a high wall, crumbling and 

draped in thick cobwebs and a dark, damp stain 

seeping up through the brickwork. Barbed-wire 

brambles whipped and looped over the top as if 

to say ‘KEEP OUT’ and the only entrance – a 

rickety blue door  – was barricaded shut with 

thick ropes of ivy, ferns squeezing through its 

rusty hinges. Above it rooks and crows patrolled 

the sky like sentries, screeching their ragged, off-

key warnings. It was unwelcoming, strange and 

dangerous, and Jack didn’t like it one bit.
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Peeking through the small gap in the zip, Jack 

could see spindly tree shadows projected on to 

the window. They look just like old men’s arms, he 

thought, reaching out to grab me . . . In a panic he 

sprang out of bed, shut the curtains tightly and 

leapt straight back into his sleeping bag, his heart 

pounding.

Back in bed, he tried to slow his breathing. 

Don’t be silly, Jack; nobody’s watching you. Think 

about it: trees don’t have arms; so they can’t reach 

things. A tree is a tree, plain and simple. Those are 

just shadows. There’s nothing to worry about.

Winner of ‘Most Sensible Boy’ for three years 

running at his last school, Jack wasn’t normally 

one to be ruled by an overactive imagination. He 

knew very well that there was a perfectly logical 

explanation for everything if only you were 

prepared to look. Jack breathed deeply, closed his 

eyes tight and whispered times tables until his 

heart stopped banging. ‘Ten times twenty-four is 

two hundred and forty, eleven times twenty-four is 

two hundred and sixty-four, twelve times twenty-four 

is two hundred and eighty-eight.’

Eventually he was able to open one eye. The 

scary moonshadows had gone and he felt very 

relieved. The wind isn’t even howling really, 

he thought, listening carefully. It’s more of a 

‘WOOOO’ which is nowhere near as scary. Owls 

go WOOO and owls are simply part of the natural 

world. Owls, not howls. He managed a smiled for 

the first time since he had arrived.

Feeling bolder, Jack decided to go a step further. 

I want to see the stars but I can’t with the curtains 

shut. Who knows? he thought, wriggling out of 

his sleeping bag and padding across the squeaky 

f loorboards, maybe one day I might become an 
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astronaut and then I’ll need to know everything 

about the night sky. He seized the curtains and 

whipped them back with a f lourish.

A grubby little face stared straight back at 

him through the glass. ‘WOOOO,’ it shouted, 

‘WOOOOOOO!’

Jack shrieked and raced out of  his room, screaming 

like a kettle: ‘MUUM-MUUUM-MUM!’

‘Jack?’ His mum dashed up the stairs. ‘Jack, are 

you all right? Whatever is the matter?’

‘There’s a girl!’ he wailed, pointing back towards 

the bedroom. ‘She’s outside the window, looking 

in! She’s . . . wearing . . . a hat!’

‘A hat? What sort of hat? A girl? What?’ Jack’s 

mum strode down the corridor, into his bedroom 

and switched on the light.

‘A . . . a pointy one,’ Jack said, hiding behind her.

Jack’s mum peered out into the darkness. 

'There’s nothing there, Jack. Look for yourself.’

Jack edged towards the window. ‘But she was 

definitely there,’ he pleaded. ‘Cross my heart and 
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hope to die. She was going “woooo” like that.’

‘Oh, Jack,’ sighed his mum. ‘It’s just the bad 

weather tonight. How on earth could a little girl 

get all the way up to an attic window? And in the 

dark too? This isn’t like you at all – you’re usually 

so sensible.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘What’s our 

motto? “Facts not fiction”, remember?’

‘But, Mum, she was real,’ whispered Jack, 

peering out into the darkness of the garden, his 

breath white on the cold glass.

His mum closed the curtains again and tucked 

him back into his sleeping bag. ‘It must have 

been your reflection, Jack. It’s the only logical 

explanation. Now, try to get a good night’s sleep. 

You’ve got a big day ahead of you tomorrow.’ She 

paused for a moment and sat down on the edge of 

his bed, squeezing his hand. ‘I really want you to 

be happy here, Jack,’ she said softly. ‘You deserve 

a good friend. I know things haven’t been easy 

lately but this can be a new beginning for both 

of us: my new job at the surgery and you with 

your scholarship. Everything will be better now, 

I promise.’ She stood up and smiled. ‘I know, I’ll 

make you some cakes to take in tomorrow to 

share – how about that? Everybody likes cakes! 

Let’s start as we mean to go on, eh?’ She kissed 

him on the forehead. ‘Just don’t wear yourself out 

before it’s begun.’

She turned off the light and left, gently pulling 

the door closed behind her. Jack wriggled right 

down into the bottom of his sleeping bag, turned 

his back firmly to the window and squeezed his 

eyes tight shut. It was quiet. There were no more 

‘wooo’s’. He counted his heartbeats in Spanish 

and then Russian and then Mandarin. He 

eventually drifted off into a fitful slumber, full 
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Robber Burd

J ack left for school in an optimistic mood, 

swinging the bag of cakes, still warm from 

the oven. He was wide awake in spite of 

the strange events of the night before. ‘Bad dreams 

are only to be expected,’ he said to himself as he 

walked briskly down the street. ‘Nothing to worry 

about! Just the first night in a new house.’ Jack 

had an exciting day ahead: a new middle school, 

a new teacher and, very importantly, a chance to 

make new friends. It was the start of a thrilling 

adventure and nothing was going to spoil it.

of nightmares about prowling wolves and tangly, 

brambly, fairytale woods.

Luckily for him he missed the sound of 

something landing heavily in the shrubbery below 

the window, because that wouldn’t have helped his 

anxiety one little bit.


