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InTRoducTIon

Keith Gray is one of Barrington Stoke’s reading heroes. A reluctant reader 
himself in primary school, Keith discovered reading in his early teens and had 
established himself as a serious writing talent by his early twenties.

This guide has been compiled to support teachers using You Killed Me! with 
mixed-ability groups. 

The guide offers chapter-by-chapter recap notes for the teacher, plus ideas 
for exploring the themes of the book and elements of the author’s craft, and 
suggestions for extension activities. It is in three parts:

We hope you enjoy using You Killed Me! with your students.
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The man pointed at the hole where his eye used to be. “You did this,” he 
said. “You killed me!”

Toby is seriously shaken when he wakes up to discover an angry ghost 
at the foot of his bed, and completely bewildered when he is accused of 
responsibility for the ghost’s death. He is quite sure he’d remember shooting 
someone; he is also quite sure that he never met the ghost – a middle-aged 
man called Len – in life.

Len takes Toby back in time to witness the chain of events that led up to his 
death. It transpires that a thoughtless action of Toby’s in fact set off a chain 
of events that resulted in Len and an accomplice being caught in the act of 
burgling an old woman’s house. In the ensuing commotion, Len’s accomplice 
shot him.

Toby is given the chance to set things right for Len and has to make a tough 
decision. Should he reverse the past and save Len, or could that result in 
worse damage to other people in the long term?

You Killed Me! is shorter and more accessible than Keith Gray’s full-length 
novels. It offers an ideal opportunity for mixed-ability groups to explore 
recurring stylistic and thematic elements of his writing, including:

	 •	 a	plot-driven	structure	

	 •	 individuals’	fates	intertwining

	 •	 responsibility	and	growing	up.	

Part 1 SYnopSIS And THEMES
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Chapter 1 dead Man

Toby wakes up in a panic. There is a ghost with a bloody bullet hole in his head standing 
at the end of his bed. The ghost has a cricket bat in his hand and claims that Toby killed 
him. 

1.1 Punchy openings

Look at the way in which You Killed Me! begins.

Is	there	an	introduction	to	the	characters	and	the	setting,	like	you	would	find	in	a	
‘once upon a time’ story? Or does the story begin right in the middle of things? (If 
you have an able group you could introduce the term in media res for stories which 
begin	in	the	middle	of	plot	events	and	then	use	flashback	to	clarify	what	has	gone	
before). 

Discuss the effect of this beginning. Does it make the group want to read on?

Look through a selection of books for others that begin in the middle of the action. 

1.2 The narrator

The narrator of a book is the person who tells the story.

The two most common types of narrator are:

First-person narrators•	 . These are usually the main character within the story. 
They tell the story from their own point-of-view and they can only ‘see’ inside 
their own heads. They use the words ‘I’ and ‘me’ to refer to themselves, e.g. ‘It 
all started when I got up on Sunday morning.’

Part 2 IdEAS foR ExploRInG THE TExT
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Third-person narrators.•	  It can be harder to say ‘who’ these narrators are! 
They tell the story from a different point of view to the point of view of the 
characters and they can ‘see’ inside the heads of many characters. They call the 
characters ‘he’, ‘she,’ and so on, e.g. ‘It all started when Catherine and John got 
up on Sunday morning.’

Read	the	first	chapter	of	You Killed Me! again.

Does You Killed Me! have a first-person	narrator, or a third-person narrator? 
How do you know? 

Discuss	why	you	think	Keith	Gray	chose	to	use	a	first-person	narrator:

is it easier or harder to see things from Toby’s point of view?•	

does the action seem more or less important or exciting when it is seen through •	
the eyes of a person who is involved?

Chapter 2 The cricket Bat

The ghost tells Toby his name is Len and explains that he needs Toby to help him undo 
his death. Toby is scared and confused – he doesn’t own a gun or even know the man. 
But Len says Toby killed him with the cricket bat and shows him his initials carved into 
the wood. He says he can make Toby believe him about being responsible for his death 
if Toby will only take hold of the bat. 

IDeAS FOr expLOrInG CHApTer 2

2.1 ‘Reading’ characters

On p4, Toby tells the reader what sort of boy he is – in part he does this by 
explaining what books he likes. He also tells the reader about his brother’s opinion 
of the things Toby likes, and about what Toby’s parents like to read – or at least, 
what they think Toby should read!

What sort of picture does the group have of Josh, of Toby’s mum and dad, and 
their relationship with Toby?
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Is there any other information in the chapter that helps build up a picture of Toby’s 
family?

2.2 What would you do?

How would the group feel in Toby’s place? Do they understand what the ghost 
means when he says that Toby killed him with the bat? Would they be afraid of the 
ghost? Would they take hold of the cricket bat?

Chapter 3 Yesterday Me

Toby travels back to the previous morning and watches himself walking to school 
through Camber Park. Len explains that Toby must keep hold of the cricket bat or they 
will return to his bedroom. Toby and Len watch Yesterday Toby throw the cricket bat 
over the park fence onto busy Camber Road. 

IDeAS FOr expLOrInG CHApTer 3

3.1 Stunning similes

Toby says ‘As soon as I touched the cricket bat it was as if I’d been dropped into an 
icy swimming pool of pure white light.’ 

When a writer uses the words ‘like’ or ‘as if’ to compare two things of different 
types, we say the writer is using a simile.

This simile compares Toby’s experience of touching the bat/time-travelling with 
different sensory experiences.

Look for another simile using the word ‘like’ on p11 and one on p12.

3.2 ‘Yesterday Me’

In this chapter Toby has the strange experience of watching himself going about 
his business the previous day. At the same time, he remembers what he was 
thinking and feeling at the time.
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Ask everyone in the group to write a short piece called ‘Yesterday Me’. They 
should imagine they are watching themselves over a short period the previous day. 
They	should	also	reflect	on	what	their	‘yesterday	selves’	were	thinking	and	feeling.

Chapter 4 chain Reaction

Toby and Len appear on the busy high street. No one can see or hear them as the scene 
is a replay of the day before – Toby likens it to watching a movie. The cricket bat flies 
over the fence and hits a cyclist - a boy Toby knows from school called Martin. Martin 
narrowly misses crashing into a man and his young daughter on the pavement, and 
ends up swerving into the busy traffic instead. A taxi skids to avoid him and crashes 
into the window of a hairdresser. Camber Road is in chaos. Toby is shocked that his 
actions caused such a mess. He asks if Len was the taxi driver, but Len replies that they 
still have a lot more to see. 

IDeAS FOr expLOrInG CHApTer 4

4.1 Invisibility

In this chapter Toby realises that no one can see him or the ghost of Len Grimsby.

What does the class think would happen if the ‘yesterday people’ could see Toby 
and Len? Would the events Len wants to show Toby happen in the same way?

4.2 Filmic writing

Toby	likens	watching	the	events	of	the	previous	day	to	watching	a	film	and	Keith	
Gray writes the chain of events that follows the throwing of the cricket bat rather 
like	a	scene	in	a	film.	

read the section together and look for:

‘close up’ shots of small details that help to build the picture•	
‘tracking shots’ that move with the action•	
sounds•	
effects the special effects team would have to plan for!•	

You could work together to create a storyboard for the scene, following the ‘shots’ 
as Keith Gray describes these.
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Chapter 5 cancelled

Toby and Len appear in the backseat of a car stuck in the Camber Road traffic. A well-
to-do old lady called Mrs Harrow is in the driver’s seat complaining about the hold-
up Martin’s accident has caused. Toby and Len listen as she phones the hairdresser 
to explain she will be late for her appointment. When she discovers that the salon is 
closed because of the taxi smashing through the window, she decides to go home. Len 
is obviously uncomfortable and Toby begins to wonder if it was Mrs Harrow who shot 
him.

IDeAS FOr expLOrInG CHApTer 5

5.1 Showing and telling

Good authors give readers the chance to make up their own minds about events 
and characters. In Chapter 5 Keith Gray shows the reader what sort of lady Mrs 

Harrow is by showing her behaviour and reactions instead of telling what she is 
like (although Toby does have a couple of thoughts about her).

Discuss Mrs Harrow and what the group thinks of her based on what Keith 
Gray shows. For example, what does it say about her that she is cross with the 
hairdresser about the new appointment she has given, even though there has been 
a terrible crash at the hairdressers?

List as many adjectives as you can that describe Mrs Harrow. 

Chapter 6 Yesterday len

Mrs Harrow drives home to the outskirts of town. When she reaches home there is a 
white van parked by her house. Yesterday Len comes out the door walks out carrying 
a huge television. His pockets are bulging with jewellery and silverware. After a frozen 
moment, Mrs Harrow begins to scream and shout while Yesterday Len begs her not to 
call the police. Toby sees a man leave the van and creep up behind Mrs Harrow and Len 
tells him the man’s name is Capper. Mrs Harrow is screaming so loudly and scrabbling 
in her handbag for her phone that she doesn’t notice him. Yesterday Len sees Capper 
too and shouts at him to stop, but Toby sees Capper pull out a gun and hold it to Mrs 
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Harrow’s head. The two scuffle and the gun goes off, killing Yesterday Len. Ghost Len 
lets go of the cricket bat and the world swirls away.

IDeAS FOr expLOrInG CHApTer 6

6.1 Patterns

Does the way in which Keith Gray writes the action in this section remind the 
group of any other section of the novel? Which section?

Chapter 7 Still dead

Len and Toby return to Toby’s bedroom and Len explains that it was Capper’s idea 
to rob Mrs Harrow after Len overheard her making a hair appointment. Even though 
Capper was the one who pulled the trigger, Len blames Toby for throwing the bat and 
causing Mrs Harrow to return home early. He says that because Toby was the one who 
started it all, he can undo it and give Len a second chance at life by reliving yesterday 
over. All Toby has to do is take hold of the cricket bat by himself and he’ll return with 
the power to change things instead of just watching events unfold. 

IDeAS FOr expLOrInG CHApTer 7

7.1 Responsibility

At the beginning of the chapter, Len still blames Toby for his death, even though 
Toby now knows that Capper shot Len.

Does the group agree with Len that Toby is to blame?

 Yes – he started the chain of events that led to Len’s death

 no – Toby had nothing to do with Len’s death. Capper killed Len.

 Yes and no – Toby did start the chain of events that led to Capper killing   
     Len, and so Toby is a bit to blame. 

Discuss students’ reasons for their answers.
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Chapter 8 That Morning

Toby stays up all night thinking about the consequences of throwing the cricket bat 
over the fence. He decides to find out more about the aftermath to establish what 
happened to everyone affected by his actions.  

IDeAS FOr expLOrInG CHApTer 8

8.1 Aftermath

Has the group ever been upset by the consequences – Toby calls these the 
aftermath – of something they had done? Discuss. What effect do feelings of guilt 
have on a person’s body? Toby can’t sleep – could the group sleep in his place?

Chapter 9 The Aftermath

Toby visits Martin in the hospital. He finds that Martin is really pleased about the 
accident as he was running late for a Maths test that he would have failed anyway as 
he hadn’t revised. His mum had told him that she would make him change schools if he 
failed, but with being hit on the head by the cricket bat he has been given extra time to 
recover and sit the test. Toby then decides to head over to the hair salon that had its 
window smashed in by the taxi. Everything is boarded up and a staff member tells him 
that no one was hurt. It turns out that the taxi driver was the high school sweetheart 
of the salon owner but they had lost touch and not seen each other in years. Now they 
have fallen back in love. Toby is surprised by how good his aftermath seems to be. He 
goes to visit Mrs Harrow thinking that she too will be happy since she wasn’t robbed, 
but she is very upset that a man died right in front of her. She says she doesn’t care 
about her money or jewellery when a man has lost his life. Toby feels ashamed and 
runs home. 

IDeAS FOr expLOrInG CHApTer 9

9.1 Many lives

This chapter reminds us how much goes on under the surface and how little we 
know of other people’s minds and motivations. Find a picture of a crowd of people 
on a busy street. pick a person each and write around ten sentences imagining 
what they are thinking about as they walk along. What big things are going on in 
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their lives? What happened to them that morning? Are they thinking of worries, or 
dreams or hopes, or are they remembering a TV programme, a joke, or a pair of 
shoes they saw that morning in a magazine?

9.2 Blood on the steps

Mrs Harrow is upset about the fact that Len died. She mentions the fact that Toby 
is standing on the blood that fell on her steps. She has scrubbed the steps but the 
blood will not come out.

Bloodstains that will not come clean are a common image in books, plays and 
poetry. For example, Lady MacBeth thinks she cannot clean her hands after the 
murder of King Duncan in MacBeth. We even have a saying ‘blood on their hands’ 
for people who have done bad things.

How would the group feel if there were bloodstains that would not come out of the 
front steps of their homes? Why?

Chapter 10 Reset

Len visits Toby again to demand he undoes his death. Toby thinks about what would 
happen if he didn’t throw the cricket bat – Martin would fail his Maths test and have to 
move schools; the hairdresser and the taxi driver wouldn’t fall in love again – but Len 
wouldn’t die. Toby ponders a way to make it good for everyone as he takes hold of the 
bat.

IDeAS FOr expLOrInG CHApTer 10

10.1 Problems with time-travel

What would happen if we could travel through time and change the past? For 
example, if an assassin travelled through time and killed his own grandfather, 
would the assassin be born at all? But if he was not born at all, how could he have 
travelled back in time to kill his grandfather? 

In	science-fiction	we	call	this	brain-teasing	puzzle	the	‘grandfather	paradox’.	There	
is	a	famous	series	of	films	from	the	1980s	called	‘Back	to	the	Future’.	In	these	films,	
a boy called Marty travels back in time and meets his parents in their youth. In 
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the	first	film,	his	mother’s	young	self	falls	in	love	with	him.	He	has	to	work	hard	to	
make his mother fall in love with his father so that he can be born – in the future! 

Discuss the ‘grandfather paradox’ and You Killed Me! Does the group think that 
Toby should change things in the past?

Chapter 11 Yesterday Again

Toby appears in Camber Park and it is yesterday morning again, but this time he is 
on his own and has the power to change the course of events. Toby hatches a plan to 
make everybody happy. Instead of throwing the bat over the fence, Toby climbs up and 
perches on the top overlooking the busy main road. To help Martin avoid failing the 
test, he needs to get hit in the head. Toby waits until Martin passes by and hits him 
with the cricket bat, hoping that he will wobble into traffic like before and cause the 
taxi to crash into the hairdresser. But Martin immediately collapses and the man with 
his little girl on the pavement grabs Toby after seeing what he has done. Toby has to 
think fast. He uses the cricket bat to tempt the little girl’s dog to run out in front of 
the taxi to fetch it, but keeps a firm hold on it as ghost Len had told him he couldn’t 
let it go. The taxi swerves to avoid the dog and crashes through the window of the 
hairdresser just as before. Toby runs off to get to Mrs Harrow’s as fast as possible. 

IDeAS FOr expLOrInG CHApTer 11

11.1 Compare and contrast

Compare	this	‘scene’	to	the	first	time	Toby	sees	it	all	happen	in	Chapter	4.	What	is	
similar	in	Keith	Gray’s	writing?	What	is	different?	(Think	back	to	the	filmic	style	of	
close-up and tracking ‘shots’).

Chapter 12 never Again

Toby arrives just as Mrs Harrow and Len are in a stalemate at the front of the house. 
Everything happens just as before – Capper creeps up behind Mrs Harrow with a gun, 
the two scuffle and the gun goes off. But Toby jumps in front of Len and the bullet 
lodges in the wood of the cricket bat. Len turns on Capper, who tries to run away, but 
Toby hurls the bat after him and knocks him out cold. Toby worries that he has let go 
of the bat and that everything will be undone as Len said, but nothing happens and he 
realises that events have been reset. 
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IDeAS FOr expLOrInG CHApTer 12

12.1 Yesterday Len

Why doesn’t Yesterday Len know who Toby is?

Where has ‘ghost’ Len gone? Does the group predict we will see him again?

Chapter 13 Here and now

The police arrive and Toby hides behind a tree so as not to get involved. Len is arrested 
and driven away while Capper, still unconscious, is taken to hospital. Toby sneaks 
away and spends the next few days enjoying stories about the mysterious young boy 
who saved a man’s life and stopped a burglary. He doesn’t tell anyone it was him. He 
checks on all the people he tried to help – Martin still failed his test, but managed to 
convince his mum not to move schools; the hairdresser and the taxi driver are planning 
a wedding. However, Toby gets in trouble for skipping school and gets grounded for a 
whole month!

IDeAS FOr expLOrInG CHApTer 13

13.1 Resolution

What does the group think of the resolution(s) in this chapter?

Should Len have been arrested? Why?•	

Should Toby have got the credit for saving Len? Could he have explained what •	
he was doing there?

Does Toby deserve to be grounded?•	

How well does the resolution handle the ‘grandfather paradox’?

14 Summative discussion points

14.1 Did the group like the book? Did they learn anything from it? Is there anything 
they would change?
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14.2 Discuss Toby’s name – Toby Link. Does the group think Keith Gray might have 
chosen the name for any special reason? Does the group think there is anything 
special about the names Capper or Len Grimsby?

14.3 When we talk about an author’s voice, we mean the different features of the 
author’s style that run through his or her books. These can include the way the 
author uses language, creates characters, writes speech and many other features.  

How might the group describe Keith Gray’s ‘voice’, based on this novel? The 
following check-list may help:

	 Lively,	full	of	action	 	 Gentle,	lots	of	thoughts

	 Fast-paced	 	 	 	 Slow-moving

	 Short	chapters	 	 	 Long	chapters

	 Punchy	and	short	 	 	 Long	and	wordy

	 Film-like	writing	 	
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Keith Gray was born and brought up in Grimsby and his 
first	novel	was	published	when	he	was	just	24	years	old.	He	
says that he chose to write for teenagers and young adults 
because a tutor advised him to write what he knew. Keith 
says that he said to himself ‘I know pretty much what it’s like 
to	be	a	kid,	but	I	haven’t	figured	out	what	being	an	adult	is	
all about just yet.’

Keith has won the Smarties Silver Award, the Scottish Book 
Award, the Sankei prize for Children’s publishing and the Angus Book Award. He 
has been on the short-list for the Guardian Fiction prize, the Booktrust Teen prize, 
the Children’s Book Award and the Carnegie Medal.

Although he achieved success as a writer at a young age, Keith didn’t start out as 
a fan of books. His intro to reading came when he was around 12 or 13, when an 
older boy he wanted to be friends with gave him The Machine Gunners by robert 
Westall. Keith says: ‘…it blew me away. It was a domino effect from then on, and 
I suddenly realised what books had to offer.’ He moved on to Stephen King and 
other	plot-driven	fiction	and	he	has	adopted	this	emphasis	on	storyline	in	his	own	
writing.

Although he came to like reading in his teens, Keith says he still didn’t like school 
much. He didn’t get the grades to study english at University and so he went to 
study Business instead. After that he did lots of jobs, including working as a waiter, 
driving a truck and dressing up as a bear in a theme park. 

You can read more about Keith in an interview in Children’s Books Ireland’s 
magazine Inis: http://www.inismagazine.ie/features/entry/books-are-for-life-not-just-
for-homework-Keith-Gray-Interview
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