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“You might even enjoy school,” Rex whispered, and Polly wriggled as his wiry muzzle tickled her ear. “Having some real children to talk to, instead of dogs and ghosts.”


“Oi,” William muttered, rolling over to peer into the murky water.


Magnus lifted his great head from his paws for a moment and gave a dismissive snort, as if to say that he was better company than any child.


“I like talking to you.” Polly sighed. William had been born over a hundred years before she had but even though he was a ghost, he was chatty and fun – when he decided to turn up. She knew it would seem bizarre to anyone else, but the ghost of William, a little boy who had once lived at Penhallow Hall, and the dog spirits that inhabited the statues there, had become Polly’s closest friends since she and her mother had arrived. “I know it won’t be so bad in a couple of weeks, when I’m not new any more. But I’ve still got to get through my first day.”


Polly shuddered and grabbed another huge handful of waterweed. She was trying to clear the tiny stream in the old Chinese garden so that the water would run properly through the lily pond.


Polly loved the Chinese garden, with its rickety old pagoda and the clumps of whispering bamboo. She had first found it a few weeks before, when she had met the little Pekingese who lived in a porcelain statue on the mantelpiece in the Red Drawing Room. Li-Mei loved the Chinese garden, too – it reminded her of her beloved owner, Sarah. It would be amazing to see the garden all cleaned up and perfect again, and Stephen the Head Gardener had been delighted when Polly suggested tidying it up a bit. Eventually he wanted all of the gardens at Penhallow to be open for visitors. For now, though, she was glad that it was just her and William and the dogs. It was so peaceful.


“School is very important,” Rex pronounced grandly, and Polly turned round to glare into his dark eyes.
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“You don’t know!” she pointed out. “You’ve never been to school, Rex.”


“I liked school,” William put in. “Most of the time. Except I couldn’t take Magnus with me.”


He stretched out on the bank, looking up at the sky. “The day I came back from school, I always used to go exploring with Magnus all round Penhallow – the gardens, the wood, everything. It was as if I had to see it all, to make sure it was real…”


Polly nodded. At least she would be able to come home from school every afternoon. When he was even younger than her, William had been sent away to boarding school. Polly had read books about schools like that, but she couldn’t imagine going to one for real. Not even midnight feasts would make up for being away from home for so long.


Polly laid down her handful of weeds and wiped her grubby hands on her shorts. Then she sat down next to Rex for a rest.


Home. Penhallow was home now. She’d only been here since the start of the summer holidays but it already felt as though she belonged. She loved the ancient house and she loved its dogs even more.


At Penhallow, the dogs never left. They slept in statues, in paintings, even in the carvings on the old wooden banisters. She had first woken Rex soon after she’d moved in and she knew that there were so many more dogs hidden in the house, so many more stories to find out. She wandered around the rooms sometimes, looking at the dogs peering back at her from the portraits and wondering which of them would be the next to wake.


Perhaps Rex and the others were right, and school wouldn’t be so bad. It wasn’t as if she’d liked her old school very much. It had been fine before her dad died but afterwards everything had changed. It felt as though everyone was tiptoeing around her, fussing over her, whispering about her. Polly had hated it, even though deep down she knew that her friends and the teachers were just trying to help.


“Do you think I’ll have to say anything about my dad?” she whispered, and William and Magnus leaned closer to hear. Polly had assumed that being actually dead would mean that ghosts were quite good at understanding how people felt when they were grieving, but it didn’t seem to work that way.


“Er. Do you want to?” William asked uncomfortably and Magnus laid his ears back.


“No!”


William shrugged. “Can’t you just not mention it then?” 


Polly rolled her eyes. “What if someone asks me?”


“Um. Thump them?”


Polly turned to stare at him. “Is that what you’d do?”


“Probably. I might tell them to shut up first and only thump them if they didn’t.”


“I thought your school was really expensive and smart?” Polly said. “If I hit somebody I’d probably get expelled. And they’d hit me back. What good would that do?”


“It might make you feel better. I don’t know! I’m only trying to help.”


Polly took a deep breath. “Sorry,” she murmured. “I’m just … panicking.”


William sighed. “All right. So maybe don’t thump them. I’m not sure that anyone will ask. And if they do, can’t you just say that you don’t have a father?” 


Polly swallowed hard and hunched her shoulders. “I do have one,” she whispered. “He’s just not here any more.”


Rex moved closer to her, pressing against her back and resting his chin on her shoulder so that she was wrapped in his golden-grey fur. His warm breath huffed against her cheek and she turned to put her arms round him. She had hugged him often but she had never felt so clearly that he was hugging her back.
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“I didn’t mean that to sound the way it did,” William muttered. Magnus was glaring at him, Polly saw as she glanced up. It looked as if the great grey wolfhound had just barged the ghost-boy with his muzzle, shoving him on to his feet to apologize. Which was odd, because Magnus would normally leap to his boy’s defence.


“I know,” Polly told William. “I suppose I’ll just try not to mention it.” She heaved a huge sigh. “Oh well. Wish me luck…”


William snorted. “It’s the rest of your form that needs it, not you.”


Polly rolled her eyes. “I know you’re a ghost but I bet I could still shove you in the lily pond.”
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“So, everyone, this is Polly.” Miss Roberts smiled down at her and Polly looked at somewhere slightly above her feet. 
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“Polly’s come from a school in London,” the teacher went on. “That’s right, isn’t it?”


“Yes…”


“And I expect that was quite a lot larger than we are here? This is a mixed Year Five and Year Six class. Did Mrs Jones explain that?”


Polly nodded. She and her mum had had a sort of interview with the head teacher the week before. She’d explained that the school was too small to have separate classes for each year group.


“I’m sure you’ll get used to it very quickly,” Miss Roberts said, patting Polly’s shoulder. “Now, I think we’ll put you here. Lucy and Martha will look after you, won’t you, girls?” She steered Polly towards an empty chair and Polly dropped into it gratefully. It seemed odd to have plastic-topped tables and an electronic whiteboard, just like at her old school, when the building itself looked so old.


“Hi,” the girl next to her whispered, and the one across the table added, “Hi, Polly.”


Her voice seemed vaguely familiar and Polly glanced up. It was the girl she had met when she’d gone with Mum to buy her school uniform, the red sweatshirt that she was wearing now. That was Lucy, then – she remembered the girl’s mum calling her name. So the one next to Polly with the sleek whitish fair hair had to be Martha. She was smiling eagerly at Polly and she looked quite friendly. Polly’s heart stopped thumping quite so hard and she managed a small smile back.


Polly made an effort to look over at Lucy and smile, but Lucy hardly glanced up at all. Polly remembered that she’d seemed chatty when they’d met at the uniform shop.


Polly tried to listen as Miss Roberts explained about their topic for the term, and the mum who’d be coming in to teach them French, and which days PE would be, but it all seemed to be floating over her head. She stared down at the pile of exercise books she’d been given and wondered whether she could get away without saying anything for the rest of the day.


Lucy and Martha scooped her up as the bell rang for the mid-morning break, and Miss Roberts nodded approvingly as they swept her outside with them.


“Show Polly where everything is, please, you two!” she called after them.


Polly found herself out in the playground, sitting on the flat wooden edge of the little ones’ sandpit, with most of the girls in her class gathered round and staring at her curiously.
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“So why’ve you moved here, then?” Martha demanded.


“I told you!” Lucy leaned over from Polly’s other side. “Her mum works at Penhallow Hall.”


“Oh, yeah.” Martha waved dismissively. “You live there, too?”


Polly nodded. “In a flat up on the top floor.”


“Must be weird with all those visitors.”


You don’t know the half of it, Polly thought, trying not to smile. “It is a bit,” she agreed. “It’s nice when they all go home though.” She tried to think of something to ask back. “Um, so have all of you always lived here?” she said, looking around at the little group of girls.


Most of the girls nodded but one of them said, “Just for two years. My parents came down here to set up a sailing school.”


“Anna’s the only new girl our year’s had since Reception,” Lucy told Polly. “Until you. Loads of people come to Penhallow for holidays but not many move here to live.”


“Oh.” Polly nodded. That did sort of explain why they were all staring at her. “Er, so … what’s Miss Roberts like? Is she nice?”


“She’s all right. She’s a bit strict sometimes.” Martha made a face. “And she’s got this thing about topic work – she goes way over the top. You know she said it was the Second World War this term? Just you wait, we’ll be dressing up, I bet you.”


“Building bomb shelters out of papier mâché,” one of the other girls put in gloomily.


“Writing poems about air raids. She just has to make everything fit in… Even the maths. It’ll be about how many bombs fell on Tuesday if it was a quarter as many as the day before. Or something.” 


Polly nodded. “We were doing Egypt last year. There was a lot of counting the stones in pyramids.”


And building Egyptian sarcophagi, she remembered, half closing her eyes. She had been in a group with three of her friends. But she’d hardly spoken to them for weeks, too upset to talk, and they hadn’t known how to talk to her. She had worked on her own little part of the coffin in silence, hating the way that her teacher dropped her voice to a whisper every time she mentioned death or dying in front of Polly. After the first couple of afternoons she’d told her mum she felt sick and for once Mum had believed her. Polly had spent the rest of the week lying on the sofa, with Gran fussing around and making her soup.


Martha nodded. “Yeah, we did Egypt, too.” She looked over her shoulder at Lucy and the other girl ducked her head as though she didn’t want to meet Martha’s eyes. 


Polly glanced between them uncertainly – what did that odd look mean? Something seemed to be going on between the two of them.


“Leave me alone,” Lucy said, so quietly that Polly was sure she was the only one who heard.


“Everything all right, girls?” Miss Roberts said as she came walking past them. “Are you finding your way around OK, Polly?”


Polly nodded, and then added in a rush, “Actually, Lucy was going to show me the library.” Lucy hadn’t said she would but Polly felt sure that she would agree – she looked as though she was desperate to get away.


“Oh, yes, good idea. It’s quite new – the parents raised a lot of money to get all those beanbags. We’re very proud of it, aren’t we? You take Polly and show her, Lucy.” Miss Roberts stood there smiling and watching as they went back inside. Martha was watching them, too, arms folded and scowling. 


“Thanks,” Lucy mumbled, as they disappeared in the door. And then, “There. Library. OK?” At that she turned tail and hurried away, leaving Polly in the doorway staring after her.
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Polly’s mum met her as she came back to the house, eager to hear about her first day. She’d even nipped out and got Polly a present – a new top with birds embroidered on it.


“I knew how worried you were about school,” she’d said as Polly hugged her thank you. “I’m so proud of you. It was all right, wasn’t it, Poll? You’re not just saying it to make me feel better?”


“It was OK,” Polly promised. And it sort of had been, depending on how she looked at it. Everyone had been helpful and no one had asked about her dad. The work hadn’t been hard – it was odd being in a mixed-age group but Polly was sure she’d get used to it. “And it was sort of nice, walking back on my own.”


“You’re so grown up.” Her mum stroked her hair. “Here, look. I went to the baker’s as well and got you a flapjack as a treat. That’ll keep you going till dinner.”
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Polly headed outside to the gardens, pulling her flapjack out of its bag once she was away from the precious furniture inside the house. She knew exactly where she was going – to the terrace, to Rex. She sat down on the steps to talk to the two dogs, lying above her on their pedestals, but there were too many people around for them to talk back. It was a gorgeous sunny afternoon and lots of visitors were wandering about, admiring the late summer flowers.


“It was better than I thought it would be,” she told Rex slowly. “I mean, I was expecting it to be strange but actually everyone in the class was really friendly. Well, except Lucy… You know, the girl I met at the uniform shop. She was being a bit weird…” Polly looked up at Rex’s noble stone face. She wasn’t even sure if he was listening but it was still so comforting to talk to him. She let out a little sigh and leaned back against the warm stone.


Perhaps – just perhaps – everything was going to be OK?
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