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As trees were being dragged into living rooms and tinsel was being wound around lampshades, Oleg and Emma sat at the back of their classroom whispering about how cold their ears were.

It was the Monday before Christmas.

A teacher was talking, and neither Oleg nor Emma was listening.

This teacher, however, was not the teacher that usually taught form 6Y about dead kings, exploding stars, and how to tell a million from a billion, because that teacher had fallen off a horse three days earlier. He wasn’t supposed to have been on top of a horse at all and how he had managed to:

A. find a horse

and

B. get on it

were mysteries that remain unsolved. All we know for sure is that he did fall off a conker-coloured horse and did break three semi-important bones in his left leg. Consequently, on that first day back, Mr Owen was drinking watery tea on a robotic hospital bed, and not taking the register or asking Scott Ballantine to kindly remove his finger from inside his belly button.

In his place, the students of 6Y had been gifted with that most mythical of creatures: a substitute teacher.

This substitute teacher was named Mr Clay. He wore sandals over bright socks, smelled faintly of milk, and seemed intent on foraging for snacks in his earholes.

‘Good morning, class 6Y!’ he gleefully called as he entered the room, leaning forward with one hand cupped around his ear.

No replies came. It was an achingly cold morning and no one was interested in being part of a pantomime. They were too busy trying to keep warm, stay awake, or stare longingly out at a playing field covered with a duvet of snow. Only a few sets of footprints broke the perfect sheet of white. It was snow that was waiting to be picked up and thrown.

‘Let’s try that again, shall we?’ Mr Clay said, whipping the air with his hands. ‘GOOD MORNING, CLASS 6Y!’

Still, no one replied.

Mr Clay’s enthusiasm lasted an entire fifteen seconds. He clicked on the flickering lights, kicked a mumbling old radiator, and wrote his own name in unreadable handwriting on the whiteboard.

Every member of the class was then issued with a piece of paper on which they were instructed to write a short essay introducing themselves and detailing what they’d done during the sub-zero weekend.

Form 6Y erupted into a loud mess of whispers, giggles, and pens scratching on paper.

Oleg and Emma decided to play a game that they’d been playing since the start of the year. It was a game that had landed them in trouble numerous times: inventing a new classmate. The reason for the game was simple: there were three musketeers, three little pigs, three French hens, but only two of them. There had been three of them until their third friend had been plucked out of their lives by her mother, who thought that Sarah Tuppet would have a nicer time growing up in a forest carpeted with bluebells. Both Oleg and Emma missed Sarah Tuppet. None of the other people in their class could take her place.

Ryan was too serious and too interested in the inner workings of trains.

Ora wanted to be friends with the teachers more than her classmates.

Tom talked so slowly that he never had time to reach the end of a story.

Scott Ballantine’s main hobby was kicking things.

Callie never said anything that wasn’t a lie.

And Elissa Goober was mean to anyone happier, sadder, or quieter than she was.

As a result, Oleg and Emma had been reduced to a two since the start of the school year, and they’d spent their free time imagining the kind of friend that could fill Sarah Tuppet’s place. Of course, no one could really take her place, and the best thing that could happen would be for Sarah Tuppet’s mum to decide she hated both bluebells and forests, but Oleg and Emma were starting to realise that wasn’t going to happen.

‘Quick,’ said Emma. ‘Write your essay then we can make someone up.’

‘But ours should be good,’ Oleg whispered. ‘To make a good first impression.’

Emma waved away Oleg’s concern. ‘He probably won’t read them anyway.’

‘But what if he does?’

‘Sir!’ called Elissa Goober, thrusting her hand into the air. ‘Oleg and Emma are talking!’

Mr Clay sighed and lifted his head. ‘Do we have a problem?’

‘They were talking,’ said Ora. ‘I heard them too, Mr Clay.’

‘And they were picking each other’s noses,’ blurted out Callie.

‘We really weren’t, sir,’ said Emma. ‘Callie always lies.’

‘No, I don’t.’

‘Yes, you do.’

‘Don’t.’

‘Do.’

‘Please …’ said Tom Runkle, tremendously slowly. ‘I … am … trying … to … work …’

Scott Ballantine sent a kick into Tom Runkle’s chair.

‘Quiet!’ bellowed Mr Clay, banging a fist on his desk. The eighteen members of class 6Y all flinched. ‘You each have work to do and I’d appreciate if you got on with it, please. It may have escaped you, but I have my own pair of ears and am perfectly capable of hearing what is going on for myself.’

‘I just thought you should know, sir,’ said Elissa Goober.

‘And I just think you should get on with your essay, Miss Goober.’

Elissa Goober scowled and returned to chewing on her pen.

Hurriedly, Oleg and Emma dashed their own essays off.

Emma wrote about trying sushi for the first time, describing it as ‘tasting like something you’d have to eat as a dare’.

Oleg wrote about finding a five-pound note on the floor, downing a litre of milk, and trying to catch a cricket in his bare hands.

Once they were done, they slipped another sheet of paper off the pile, and set about coming up with a third friend.

‘What shall we call her?’ Oleg whispered.

‘It was a her last time,’ said Emma. ‘Let’s do a him.’

‘We could call him Tony.’

‘No one’s called Tony. What about Brian?’

Oleg wrinkled his nose. ‘He’s supposed to be our age.’

‘Then Sebastian?’

‘Right,’ said Oleg, thinking that the name sounded unusual but not unbelievably so. ‘Sebastian what?’

‘Sebastian Winklevoss?’

Oleg shook his head. ‘No one’s going to believe that.’

‘Sebastian Smith, then.’

‘That doesn’t sound right either.’

Emma thought and thought and finally came up with Sebastian Cole, which both of them agreed was perfect.

At the top of the blank page, Oleg wrote ‘My Weekend’ and the date, and, in handwriting that was trying its best not to look like his own, he added ‘Sebastian Cole’.

Over what was left of the lesson, the two of them set about transcribing the weekend’s adventures of a boy who didn’t exist. It went like this:


My Weekend by Sebastian Cole

Hello, my name is Sebastian Cole, but you already know that. Well oh well I certainly did a lot of things this weekend, such as going on a boat to Australia and going on a plane to China. My family, as you may have guessed, are mind-blowingly rich, though we don’t like to flaunt it. Our money comes from my great-grandfather, who invented …



Oleg and Emma turned to look at each other. His idea came first.


… the cheese grater in 1856. Before he invented the cheese grater, people had to chew cheese off the block like an apple or an ice-cream but thanks to him we can make it into little bits to go on top of pizzas or lasagnes or spaghetti bolognese.



Emma let out a howl of laughter.

‘Is something funny?’ Mr Clay snapped.

‘No, sir,’ said Oleg. ‘I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.’

Mr Clay tutted. ‘No,’ he said. ‘It won’t.’

Emma took over the writing.


But the best part of my weekend was when a snake attacked my mother. Don’t worry, it didn’t bite her. I put my hand into my bag, which is old but has everything I need inside, and I pulled out a baguette. If you don’t know, a baguette is a type of bread that they use to fight each other with in France. Anyway, I whacked the snake with the baguette and it ran off and …



‘Snakes don’t run,’ Oleg pointed out.


ran off and crawled off and everyone was so happy that they bought me a small personal spaceship which aren’t actually out yet but I have one. They said I was the bravest and that the snake was the most poisonous currently in existence. One single drop of its venom could kill one elephant and one tiger. Was I scared of the snake? Yes, but not as scared as I was of losing my mother, or my baguette for that matter.



By the end of first period, Emma had her entire hand in her mouth trying to keep from laughing and Oleg was biting down so hard that his jaw was beginning to ache. He held himself together just long enough to finish the essay.


That was my weekend. And it was truly magical.



As they handed in their papers, Sebastian Cole’s hidden between them, Emma noticed that Elissa Goober was eyeballing them. Whenever anyone was having more fun than her, Elissa Goober would eyeball them until they stopped having so much fun. She was that kind of person.

Oleg and Emma fled the classroom, hands pulled up into their sleeves for warmth.
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Every day after school, Oleg and Emma would meet in their den. Sometimes they shared what was left of their lunches or invented games or imagined where their future lives would lead.

(Emma was intent on becoming either a dentist or a writer; Oleg dreamed of one day discovering a new species of insect and naming it after himself.)

The den was hidden in one corner of the school’s playing field, behind a thick wall of hedges and under the branches of a vast oak tree that leaned over from next door’s garden.

The den was all theirs. The only other person who knew it existed was the school groundskeeper.

Most days the groundskeeper would ride past on his sit-on lawnmower, or snowplough in the winter, wearing cowboy boots and a cowboy hat, with a leather sling holding the shears he used to shape hedges. The groundskeeper never spoke to either Oleg or Emma, though he’d seen them go into the greenery a thousand times.

The only problem with the den was that they had to speak in whispers while they were inside it. Gardens backed on to the school field and the inhabitants of those gardens had notoriously sensitive ears. They called school to complain about the noise almost every breaktime, every lunchtime, and every time a team trained on the grass after lessons. They hated school fetes and if you lost a ball over one of their fences, it was gone for ever.

In the dark, wooded space behind the hedges, Oleg and Emma sat on damp logs and blew on their freezing fingers as they discussed what Mr Clay would think when he read Sebastian’s essay.

‘What do you think he’ll do?’ Oleg asked.

‘He can’t do anything, can he? He doesn’t know there’s no Sebastian Cole.’

‘What about the register?!’

‘He didn’t even do the register.’

‘He must have forgotten. Doesn’t mean he won’t take it tomorrow.’

They both panicked, then realised that even if the register was taken, their substitute teacher had no way of knowing who had written the extra essay anyway.

‘But I wouldn’t mind keeping Sebastian around,’ Oleg admitted. ‘At least he did something exciting over the weekend.’

‘I wish I could whack a snake with a baguette,’ agreed Emma. ‘This Christmas is going to be the worst one yet.’

‘What about the one where you broke your leg and lost your front teeth and had to drink carrot soup through a straw?’

‘Worse than that. Mum’s going to be at work the whole time and Pip’s sick so I’ll have to stay in, the same as last weekend because stupid Oliver will be at his stupid girlfriend’s.’

Pip and Oliver were Emma’s brothers. One was six, one was sixteen, and neither of them saw enough of their mother.

‘I thought you just didn’t want to come out,’ said Oleg, who had called his friend twenty-one times in two days and been told each time that she wasn’t allowed to go sledging or snowball-fighting or snow angel-making in the field over the motorway.

‘Of course I wanted to come out but Mum said I had to stay in and force Pip to take medicine.’

‘That doesn’t sound fun,’ said Oleg.

‘It didn’t feel fun,’ replied Emma. ‘Are you doing real Christmas?’

Oleg shrugged. ‘Probably not. Dad’ll be asleep and I’ll take four baths.’

‘What about your nan?’

‘I don’t think she knows it’s Christmas. When I asked if she knew what was coming up, she told me to have a happy Easter and gave me a pork chop.’ He sighed. ‘I tried cooking it in the microwave but it tasted like a massive rubber.’

Emma grimaced. ‘Isn’t it weird,’ she said, ‘that next year it’ll be Christmas again but we’ll be in another school?’

Oleg nodded. ‘And we won’t go in the art room or the music hut or see Elissa Goober or Tom Runkle ever again.’

‘Why would you want to see Tom Runkle again?’

Oleg shrugged. ‘I didn’t mean Tom Runkle specifically. Just everyone.’

‘I’ll see Tom Runkle anyway. His mum knows my mum because they used to make burgers together at the bingo.’

‘I don’t care about Tom Runkle!’

They both sat silent in thought for a second. Oleg was trying not to think about the following Christmas, and how they might both be in different schools, and how he couldn’t imagine anything worse.

‘What if we made Sebastian official?’ Emma said, seeing the look on her friend’s face.

Oleg lifted his eyes from the snowy patch of ground he’d been staring at. ‘How would we do that?’

She didn’t hesitate. ‘Tomorrow morning we get to the playground early, say we need the toilet, and add him to the register ourselves. That way, we can write as much work from Sebastian Cole as we want.’

‘We just put his name in?’

‘Exactly.’

‘What if we get caught?’

Emma shrugged. ‘What can they do?’

Oleg thought that they could do very many things – shouting, detention-giving, claiming to be very disappointed – but he decided against listing them.

They spat into their hands and shook on it.

As Oleg and Emma left their den, the groundskeeper rumbled past on his clanking snowplough, leaving a deep track behind him in the snow. He tipped his hat to the children but said nothing. A long, thin blade of grass hung from the corner of his mouth.

At the school gates, Oleg and Emma said goodbye the same way they always said goodbye: by taking it in turns to gently double-tap the other person’s forehead.

‘See you tomorrow,’ said Oleg, tap-tapping.

‘See you tomorrow,’ said Emma, tap-tapping back.

When he got home, Oleg found his father asleep on the sofa. His father was always either asleep or trying to fall asleep. A year earlier, he’d lost his job as a kitchen salesman and since then all he’d wanted to do was sleep. Oleg couldn’t understand how his dad didn’t get bored. He’d tried bringing him extra strong coffees and fizzy sweets and travel brochures for tropical islands, but nothing could convince his dad to get off the sofa.

Oleg guessed his dad’s dreams had become more exciting than his real life. Oleg’s grandma said Oleg’s dad was just lazy.

This grandma, by the way, lived in the attic. She never came down. All day and all night, she sat up in the darkness, pecking at her big old typewriter.

Once, Oleg’s grandma had been a great writer. She had captivated the children of Poland with wild stories of kids lost in jungles or deserts or on long voyages around fearsome icecaps and undiscovered archipelagos. She had told stories on TV, read in schools across the country, and been given a silver writers’ award shaped like a giant pencil sharpener.

Then, after they’d moved across the North Sea to England, Grandma had found she could no longer write. She could start a story, and she did, hundreds and hundreds of them, but she could never work out how they ended. Kids were left trapped in forests, dragons remained un-slain, and whole kingdoms froze under her pen.

Oleg climbed the rickety ladder to the attic, opened the hatch, and slid a microwave pizza towards his grandma.
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‘Dinner, Grandma!’ he called.

There was no reply.

There was never a reply any more, just the constant clicking of typewriter keys.

That night, Oleg fell asleep and dreamed that he really had spent his weekend on boats and planes and fought off a snake and been given a spaceship as a reward. It was a wonderful dream.
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Emma woke up at five minutes past midnight. She was trembling. The cold had managed to make its way through her duvet as well as the three layers of moth-eaten wool she’d worn to bed. She shivered and felt the teeth rattle in her mouth.

The heating must have cut out. That happened sometimes, if mum forgot to add money to the meter. You’d be cooking pasta and the flames would flicker off, or reading on the sofa when the words were suddenly swallowed up by darkness.

Quietly, Emma tiptoed down the ladder of the bunk bed she shared with her younger brother and stood at the window, wearing her duvet like a cape.

Snow was falling gently on to the dim road.

Lampposts cast circles of orange light around themselves.

And out of the corner of her eye, Emma saw something move.

The hairs on the back of her neck rose.

Moving smoothly along as though they were hovering, a group of six snowmen came into view. At first, Emma thought they were people in costumes, until they came a little closer and she could see that each one was simply three boulders of snow, a stubby carrot nose, twig arms, and a pair of pebble eyes.

Emma dropped her duvet to the floor and pressed her face flat against the window.

She wasn’t afraid.

Emma believed in a lot of things that couldn’t be explained. She believed in ghosts and witches and tiny people who stole odd socks and lived under the floorboards. She wasn’t sure yet about aliens. She thought the tooth fairy had probably once existed but was now in retirement after having finally collected enough teeth to build her ivory palace.

Moonlight picked out the shining eyes of the snowmen. They all seemed to be laughing with each other, weaving back and forth like close friends after a long night out.

Could they really be snowmen? Emma wondered. There wasn’t much else they could be. But where had they come from? And where were they going?

Emma watched until the snowmen disappeared into the snowy night. She fought the wild urge to leave the house and chase after them, desperate to know where they were heading. She would have done it too, if her mum hadn’t gone to work and left her with the task of watching over her little brother. Emma had promised not to leave him on his own.

Not wanting to get back into her cold bed, Emma threw her duvet over Pip and lay down next to him.

‘Budge up,’ she whispered.

Pip groaned in his sleep and rolled to one side.

‘I’m asleep,’ he whispered.

‘I saw snowmen,’ said Emma. ‘They were laughing and walking up the road.’

‘That’s funny,’ said Pip. ‘Is this a dream?’

‘I’m not sure,’ answered Emma.

‘My nose is cold in this dream.’

‘My everything is cold in this dream.’

Emma put her mouth close to her brother’s nose and breathed on it until some colour returned. They fell asleep tangled together as snow piled up on the pavements and laughing snowmen wandered through the empty streets.
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The next morning, Oleg and Emma met at the monkey bars between the school and the field. As they tap-tapped each other’s foreheads, Emma felt her stomach growl like a tiger waiting in tall grass. Did he hear that? she wondered. She hoped not. There hadn’t been anything left for her breakfast after she’d cooked Pip the last egg. And the previous night’s dinner had been delicious, but her portion was only about the size of a fingernail.

Her stomach grumbled again. To try and mask the sound, Emma started humming and tapping her foot against the icy ground as though an invisible band were playing beside them.

Oleg grinned. ‘Here,’ he said, handing her a slightly smooshed blueberry muffin from his coat pocket.

Emma peeled off the paper and pulled the muffin into two pieces, handing one to Oleg, who handed it straight back to her and promised he wasn’t hungry.

‘I’ll only eat if you eat,’ she said.

So he did.

As they ate, Emma thought about the snowmen from the night before. She had decided not to tell Oleg. She didn’t think he’d believe her and she didn’t feel like arguing. She wanted to keep her memory of the snowmen, quietly and fondly, like a photograph of someone that you missed very much.

Imbued with courage from the sugar, the two of them attempted to sneak into school.

They didn’t get far. Mrs Havers stopped them two steps from the main door. Her rat, who had rather lazily been named Rattie, scampered up the slope of her neck and disappeared into the biology teacher’s messy nest of orange hair.

Oleg took a scared step back. He still had a scar on one of his left knuckles where the creature had bitten him after he’d mistaken it for a strange kind of pencil case and tried to unzip it.

‘Where exactly are you two going?’ Mrs Havers wanted to know. ‘It’s not 8.30 yet. You know full well no students are permitted to enter the school building before then.’

‘We need the toilet, miss,’ answered Emma.

Mrs Havers looked between the two of them, sensing something suspicious in their smiling faces. ‘Both of you need the toilet at the exact same time?’

‘Yes, miss,’ Emma answered sweetly. ‘In biology you said we need to drink eight glasses of water every day or our brains will shrink, but I think we maybe drank too much and now we’re fit to burst.’

To prove the point, both of them stuck out their bellies and patted them as though they were pregnant ladies.

Mrs Havers tapped her tangle of hair. ‘What do you think, Rattie?’ she whispered. ‘Are they telling the truth?’ In response, the rat tumbled out of her mane and caught hold of the biology teacher’s earlobe. ‘All right,’ she said to the children. ‘In you go.’

Mrs Havers stood aside to let them past. They had been told to drink a lot of water, and a common side effect of drinking a lot of water did tend to be a lot of visiting-the-toilet.

Oleg hurried away from the science teacher and her trusting rat.

Phase One was complete.

The two of them barrelled along the corridor towards the gym, only instead of turning left to the toilets, they headed right towards their classroom. Outside, Emma flattened her back to the wall. She pressed her hands together into a gun and pressed the gun against her nose. In a swift movement, she lunged into the room and swept the finger-gun from left to right.

‘It’s clear,’ she said, relaxing. ‘You keep watch at the door. I’ll go in and add his name. If anyone comes, let me know.’

Oleg became panicked at the thought of being caught. ‘How would I let you know?’

‘I don’t know, shout something.’

‘Shout what?’

Emma rolled her eyes. She often thought her best friend was too thoughtful and that being so full of thoughts meant he worried too much. He had thoughts she’d never had. Once, when they found a lost kitten, he wouldn’t let her give it milk in case it was allergic. ‘How many cats are allergic to milk?’ she’d asked.

‘I don’t know,’ he’d said. ‘Some of them must be.’

‘When you see someone coming,’ Emma told Oleg patiently, ‘you shout: wow, this is terrible weather we’re having! Then I’ll know to hide. Got it?’

‘I think so,’ Oleg said, not entirely convinced.

‘Repeat after me: wow, this is terrible weather we’re having!’

‘Wow,’ Oleg repeated. ‘This is terrible weather we’re having!’

‘Perfect.’

With a clearer plan in place, Oleg felt very slightly calmer.

Phase Two began.

The coast was clear. Oleg stayed stationed at the door while Emma fell to the floor and crawled frantically into the classroom and under the desk. She tugged down the register and let it fall open on her lap. Most of the names were in alphabetical order but a couple had been added later, at the bottom, either because they’d been accidentally missed out or because they were unexpected additions to 6Y. Sebastian Cole would go unnoticed.

Unfortunately, the names were all written in red ink and Emma only had a pencil in her pocket. She yanked open one of the desk drawers and began searching for a red pen. It was full of strange and boring things: confiscated catapults, outdated mobile phones, dull coins, elastic bands, a single birthday sock. Why keep any of this? she thought. And why isn’t there a red pen?

At the door, Oleg froze.

Someone was coming.

It was Mr Morecombe, the maths teacher who wore thick gold rings and breathed heavy salty breath. What was he doing in their classroom? Oleg wondered. The maths block was on the other side of the school. Oleg had never seen him here before. They only ever saw him on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. The dark days of maths and physics.

‘Wow,’ he shouted, rising on to his tiptoes. ‘This is terrible weather we’re having!’

‘What are you talking about, Duchownik?’ said Mr Morecombe, who was one of those old-fashioned teachers that preferred to address most people, even personal friends, by their surnames.

‘The weather, sir,’ replied Oleg, his heart pounding in his chest.

‘What about it?’

‘Just that it’s terrible, sir, that’s all.’

‘Is something wrong with you, Duchownik?’

‘I don’t think so, sir.’

‘Then why are you loitering about in corridors mumbling nonsense?’

Under the desk, Emma had located a red pen. She added Sebastian’s name in handwriting as close to the teacher’s as she could manage. Phase Three was complete. Now all she had to do was listen quietly to the conversation unfolding three feet away.

In the corridor, Oleg was struggling to come up with an answer. He worried far too much to be a good liar. To lie well, you can’t be afraid of being caught, because the fear always gives you away. You have to believe in your lie so much that it no longer feels like a lie at all; that is the secret to lying.

So what reason could Oleg have for standing still outside an empty classroom?

‘I’ve been sent to find you, sir,’ he said uncertainly. ‘And now I’ve done it.’

‘Me?’ asked Mr Morecombe. ‘Why would you look for me here? This isn’t my classroom. This isn’t anywhere near my classroom.’

‘Well you weren’t in your room and you weren’t in the art room and you weren’t in the toilet and you weren’t in—’

‘Stop,’ Mr Morecombe said, raising one hand. ‘I get your point, Duchownik. What was it you were sent to find me for?’

‘There’s been an emergency,’ Oleg lied. ‘An important emergency.’

They stared at each other.

Oleg blinked. He couldn’t think of anything more to say.

‘Spit it out,’ said Mr Morecombe. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Like I said, sir, an emergency.’

‘Duchownik!’ shouted Mr Morecombe. ‘I don’t know if you’ve been hit in the head or are purposely attempting to aggravate me. What is going on?’

‘Someone’s let a goat into the school, sir. It’s running about the geography block pooping on the maps. It’s already chewed up shoes and carpets and—’

‘Is this a wind-up? If this is a wind-up, I suggest you come clean now before I have the chance to get fully wound up. You wind me up fully, Duchownik, and I will explode, and you will be blown into pieces the size of chicken nuggets.’
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