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A NOTE FROM WORLD BOOK DAY


World Book Day’s mission is to offer every child and young person the opportunity to read and love books by giving you the chance to have a book of your own.


To find out more, and get great recommendations on what to read next, visit worldbookday.com


World Book Day is a charity funded by publishers and booksellers in the UK and Ireland.


World Book Day is also made possible by generous sponsorship from National Book Tokens and support from authors and illustrators.









For Oscar and Matilda










ONE


I wedge myself into the tiny space between the empty gas cylinder and the back of our tent and pull Dad’s waterproof jacket over me. It’s a perfect hiding place: far enough away from the camp’s central area to make my little cousin have to run around as he looks for me, but easy enough for him to find me once he’s here.


‘E-wen!’ Charlie yells. ‘I coming!’ His three-year-old voice makes the ls in my name, Ellen, sound like ws. I can hear how excited he is. Hide-and-seek is his favourite game.


I huddle under the jacket and grin to myself. It’s half-term, the last week in May, and I’m camping in the countryside with my whole family. Not just Mum and Dad, but a bunch of aunts and uncles and cousins too. Their voices drift towards me: chattering and laughing as they make plans to go out for the day. After three days of rain, the sun has finally come out and everyone’s in a good mood.


Well, almost everyone.


Through the mesh of Dad’s jacket, I can just make out Charlie’s yellow wellies, padding across the grass. I press myself against the tent fabric. Its sour smell mixes with the scent of damp earth. The yellow wellies draw closer. I hold my breath.


‘I finded you!’ Charlie squeals with delight. ‘I finded you, E-wen!’


He tugs Dad’s jacket off me and I make a face at him.


‘You’re too good at hide-and-seek,’ I say. ‘You’re a superstar finder!’


‘Superstar finder!’ Charlie echoes. He hurls himself at me, all chubby arms and legs.


I hug him tight. His breath is hot on my ear. Charlie wriggles away and I ease myself out of my hiding place.


‘Again! Again!’ he cries.


‘There you are, Charlie!’ Auntie Mo appears around the tent. ‘Now the sun’s out, how would you like to go to the playground at Harmer, then get an ice cream?’


‘Yay, ice cream!’ Charlie cries. ‘Go now, Mummy!’


Auntie Mo raises a weary eyebrow at me. ‘I’m guessing that a trip to some swings with all the little ones isn’t your idea of a perfect teenage afternoon, Ellie?’


I grin at her. Auntie Mo is my favourite aunt. She was there when I was born – and she’s one of only two people who still call me Ellie. To everyone else now, I’m Ellen. My proper name.


‘I already told Mum and Dad, I’ll stay here,’ I say. ‘Mind the camp.’


‘I totally get it,’ Auntie Mo says with a sigh. ‘I can’t remember the last time I had a moment to myself. Talking of which, do you mind watching Charlie for another few minutes? I just need to chuck a few things in a bag.’


‘Sure,’ I say.


Auntie Mo disappears.


‘’Nother hiding time!’ Charlie demands.


‘Okay, then, one last go. It’s your turn to hide. I’ll count.’ I shoo him away. ‘One… Two…’


Charlie speeds off as fast as his chunky little legs will carry him. As I carry on counting loudly, I watch him disappear around the corner of the tent. He’s not the greatest at hide-and-seek, usually just picking a tent and snuggling under the nearest sleeping bag, making a Charlie-shaped bulge that isn’t exactly hard to spot.


‘Nine… Ten,’ I finish. ‘Ready or not, here I come.’


I take a step towards the edge of the tent. A dark shadow blooms on the grass. As I look up, I get a split-second view of a black hoody hurtling towards me. Then wham! A bony shoulder rams against my side.


I stagger back, losing my balance. Gasping for breath, I fall to the ground.










TWO


I lie on the damp earth, winded. Two long, skinny legs in black jeans shuffle from side to side in front of me. I look up, into the scowling face of my cousin Harlan. A pair of huge headphones is jammed over his ears. He tugs them down and glares at me. A loud, messy guitar thumps a bassline into the air.


‘You should look where you’re going,’ Harlan grunts.


Boomer, his black-and-white collie, bounds over and nudges at my arm. Boomer’s barely more than a puppy and never stops moving.


‘How about you look where you’re going.’ I scramble to my feet, feeling my side. My bum is a little sore from where I landed, but otherwise I’m unhurt. Boomer licks at my hand.


‘Sorry,’ Harlan grunts. It’s the most reluctant apology I’ve ever heard.


‘Wow, thanks.’ I make a face at him. ‘I’m fine, by the way.’


Harlan frowns at the sarcasm in my voice. I raise my eyebrows. What is going on with him? He’s been weird and bad-tempered ever since we arrived at the camp three days ago. Which makes no sense. Last week, we were still best friends. That’s how it’s always been – for thirteen years. Harlan and I were born within a few weeks and a few streets of each other. We’re both only children and have, basically, grown up together. We even go to the same school. Shy, geeky Harlan has been my best friend since I can remember… right up until three days ago, when he arrived for our camping holiday acting like a different person.


‘What were you doing?’ he asks, still frowning.


‘Playing hide-and-seek with Charlie,’ I say, patting Boomer’s soft head. He nuzzles into my hand, then leaps from side to side, eager to play. At least the dog’s pleased to see me. Unlike his owner.


‘Oh.’ The old Harlan would be asking to join in. The new version stares at me as if I’m mad. I gaze into his troubled eyes. Is that old Harlan even still in there?


‘Would you like…?’ I begin, hopefully. ‘Do you want to come and find Charlie with me?’


Harlan hesitates for a second, then sneers at me, lip curled in disgust. ‘I’m not interested in doing anything with you.’


My jaw drops. Harlan turns and stomps away to his small, solo tent at the edge of the camp. I stare after him, a tornado of emotions tumbling inside me: I’m angry mostly, but underneath that I’m upset. It’s like Harlan’s taken our friendship and dumped it in a rubbish bin. It’s hard to believe that less than a year ago, I was the very first person he came out to.


I suddenly remember Charlie and hurry around to the front of the tents, which are pitched in a rough circle around a central firepit. Most of the camp is here: Harlan’s mum, Auntie Juniper, is chatting to my mum, while several of the other parents are busy stuffing hoodies and waterproofs into backpacks. Dad joins Mum and Juniper. He shows them something on his phone and the three of them laugh. Auntie Juniper wanders away and Dad slides his arm across Mum’s shoulders. She leans her head towards his, winding her arm around his waist.


Where is Charlie? It’s been a couple of minutes since I stopped counting down. I look inside the tent he shares with Auntie Mo. She’s there, her back turned to me, rummaging in the pile of clothes in the corner. There’s no sign of Charlie. I withdraw without speaking, then quickly look inside all the other tents.


He’s not in any of them.


I stop outside Harlan’s tent. The last thing I want is to talk to him again, but maybe Charlie snuck in here. I crouch down and peer between the canvas flaps. Harlan’s lying on his back, eyes closed, music leaking out of his headphones. Boomer is lying beside him, his eyes shut. Neither of them notice me looking in.


It’s a tiny tent and Charlie definitely isn’t inside.


Where is he? The field we’re camping in is surrounded by open country, with a fenced-off copse of trees in the far corner. There’s no way Charlie would be able to climb over the fence – and I’d surely be able to see him if he was in the next field.


‘Okay, Charlie, you win!’ I cry. ‘Time to come out now.’


The only sound in response is the rustle of the trees in the breeze.


My chest tightens. I hurry around the whole outer perimeter of the camp, checking under every stray sleeping bag and behind both the storage areas. Still no sign of him. I head back to the central firepit, my heart hammering.


‘Time to go!’ Dad’s cheery shout echoes through the mild, warm air.


Auntie Mo emerges from her tent, a hefty backpack over her shoulder. She smiles at me. ‘Can you get Charlie, please? He’s going to love the playground.’


I stare at her. ‘He’s still hiding,’ I say, anxiety spiralling up to my throat. ‘I’ll find him.’


Auntie Mo nods, distractedly. ‘Thanks, Ellie.’ She frowns. ‘Oh, his jacket.’ She dives back inside her tent.


I hurry through the camp again as everyone strolls to their cars. Charlie must be here somewhere. I pass Harlan’s tent again. This is all his fault for getting in my way and delaying me.


And then I spot it: a stray yellow welly on the grass near the cars.


I stare at the boot, numb with terror.


‘Ellie?’ It’s Auntie Mo.


I look up. She’s smiling at me, eyebrows raised expectantly. And I can’t bear to speak, to watch the smile fall from her face and the fear fill her eyes. But what choice do I have?


‘Ellie?’ she asks again, her voice faltering.


‘It’s Charlie,’ I say. ‘He’s gone!’
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