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			for the real dead girls

		

	
		
			We were so wholly one I had not thought 

			That we could die apart. I had not thought 

			That I could move,—and you be stiff and still!

			That I could speak,—and you perforce be dumb!

			I think our heart-strings were, like warp and woof 

			In some firm fabric, woven in and out;

			Your golden filaments in fair design 

			Across my duller fibre.

			Edna St. Vincent Millay
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			Dead Girls

		

		
		

	
		
			The walls are bare, cold, like a hospital. She paces to the locked door and then back to the wall.

			The space is 3.5 meters wide, 5 long. Not really enough to live in. The window is barred, and soundproof. It looks out onto a large courtyard surrounded by low office blocks, built in the seventies, pale-painted. Above them is the sky, blue and unmarked. She knows where she is, but not where the rest of the world got to. There is a bed, low and slender and hard. The mattress is thin.

			She stops pacing; drops to the floor. Fifty push-ups, fifty sit-ups, repeat three times. Now the combinations. Front, reverse, backhand. Left hook, right hook, left uppercut, right. Front kick, side kick, roundhouse. She turns. Front kick, this time with the left leg, side kick, roundhouse. Left arm leading, front hand jab, reverse, backhand. Repeat. The temperature of the small room rises with her body heat. The sweat drips down between her breasts. Left hook, right hook, uppercut, jab.

			The day the door opens, Thera will be ready. She will be prepared.

		

	
		
			We wanted to contact the dead, just to see who was around. It was a still, humid July day, the kind where the sweat trickles down your back under your T-shirt, and we had exhausted ourselves playing tag in the churchyard, among the graves. That must have been where we got the idea. We ran back to my house and dug out an old Ouija board from J17 Magazine that Billie and I had glued to cardboard and left in my bookshelf.

			The five of us tramped across the wheat fields toward the copse. Around six o’clock in the afternoon, the wind suddenly picked up. I watched the breeze move the wheat, and then lift the backs of Billie’s and Sam’s blonde hair. On Fridays, my village gang stays out through teatime and has supper late, so Billie, my little brother Sam, Hattie, Poppy, and I were all there at the copse. We crawled on our bellies down the long entrance tunnel to the den and sat in a circle, our backs to the bushes. We must have all felt the significance of the moment, because we lit our candles in silence. My mum had dug out one for each of us before we left the house. “Don’t play with these,” she’d warned, handing me the matches.

			I’d rolled my eyes, for show. Hattie was watching. “Yeah, I know, Ma.”

			We closed our eyes. I asked the spirits to come forth. We waited. Billie repeated my demand, louder. We opened our eyes, looked at each other, and felt a spark go between us. There’s always been magic between Billie and me. We can make things happen. We opened our mouths at exactly the same time and repeated the words Billie had spoken, together. “Come forth, dead things, and speak to us your will!”

			Suddenly there was a scream. It was Poppy, and then Hattie, and then Sam was screaming too. Billie and I were grinning at each other, but then I looked at Sam’s face. He leapt up, staring just to the right of me, into the bushes at the far side of the den.

			“Thera!” he shouted as Billie stood up too. I turned. It was just over my shoulder. A large black dog, snarling, baring its drool-slicked white teeth and mottled pink-and-black gums. It barked twice, loud and savage.

			I froze.

			I don’t react like everyone else to fear. When everyone else is panicking, I’m in a little bubble of stillness. Once, when she was giving a presentation at school, Hattie fainted. I think she was nervous. I hadn’t been paying attention because I was reading a book on my lap under my desk, but everyone else gasped, and that was when I noticed she’d fallen down. I stood up immediately, walked past our teacher, put Hattie in the recovery position, and told Billie to fetch a glass of water.

			The black dog was almost near enough for me to reach out and touch. Everyone else was screaming and running toward the tunnel and crawling through it. But I was as still as the ground I sat on, watching the dog advance, thinking about how to defend myself against it. Scared but ready. Terrified, but with all my faculties at my disposal.

			Sometimes I feel like I am built for the bad times, and that’s a thought that does actually shake me up. Who wants to be built for the bad times? To know the right place for you is a place no one else wants to be?

			In the end, I only moved because everyone else had already disappeared, crawling as quickly as they could back through the tunnel, and running until they got to a tree you could climb really easily. I was last, and even then before I left the den I turned back: I had this weird idea that the dog wasn’t bad, that it was there to warn us about something, but when I turned I heard more barking. Behind the first black dog another sprang from the bushes, and then another, so I ducked into the tunnel and followed the others. The dogs were big, like Alsatians or Rottweilers, but they didn’t look like any dog I’d seen before. Maybe they were what we had called forth with the Ouija board.

			I ran until I reached the tree and then I climbed up it, past the others, right to the tip of one of the branches. I didn’t hold onto anything, and I don’t remember wobbling. The others said afterward I looked like a witch, or a wood sprite.

			“Did you see?” I said. “There were more of them. Look, now there are four.”

			I stood there and stretched my neck up to see into the empty den through the leaves.

			“I can’t see four,” said Hattie. She was sat on a branch, a little higher up than the others. Maybe she could see into the den from where she was. “I can only see one.”

			I shook my head. “There are four.”

			I’ve never tried to contact the dead before, but I’m pretty sure savage black dogs are a sign that trouble is coming. Then I thought I saw blonde-brown hair through the trees in the den. It was a girl. I saw an eye. “Look!” I shouted.

			“What?” Billie, Sam, and Poppy said together.

			“Stop shouting, Thera!” That was Hattie. She looked down to the others. “It’s just the one dog. There’s nothing else there.”

			The girl with the blonde-brown hair looked at me, and then she was hidden by the trees again, and a voice, a cold whisper, murmured in my ear: “Death is near, Thera.”

		

	
		
			Until then, the week had been a normal one. On Monday Billie and I pretended that we were twins. It’s a game we often play, because we look similar. We have long blonde-brown hair, blue eyes, and are the same height. Billie is prettier than me and I am smarter than her, but we are both equally funny. On Wednesday we both raised our Nano Pets up to two years old. Nano Pets are the same as Tamagotchis. It’s a little baby on a screen in this egg-shape thing you keep in your pocket. You raise the baby until it dies of hunger or pooing too much or until it gets to three, when it’s completed. Then you get a new baby, which is zero years old. It occurred to me that perhaps they’re supposed to teach us to take care of something other than ourselves, so we talked about Sam and I asking for a kitten at Christmas, and then we made up imaginary pets and chased them all over the playground.

			That day we had talk assembly. It was about bullying. Hattie turned to me and said that she was bullying Poppy. Bullying Poppy! I snorted. What about me, for heaven’s sake? She’s always mean to me because she wants Billie to be her best friend. Poppy wants Billie to be her best friend too. It mostly doesn’t worry me because Billie and I are two peas in a pod but sometimes it worries me because Billie is too nice to see what they’re doing. Even Mrs. Adamson likes Billie best out of everyone. She’s our teacher. Billie always plays along with Mrs. A liking her, but Billie and I think Mrs. A is pathetic. She was stroking Billie’s hair on Wednesday afternoon and making us late for home time, so I started singing our home-time song loudly, and Billie joined in, and I pulled her out of the classroom, and we went to get our reading folders and coats from the coatroom. Our home-time song goes: “TIME to go HOME, TIME to go HOME, ti-i-i-i-i-i-ime to go home!” It’s from Watch with Mother, which is a black-and-white video for babies.

			Everyone wants Billie, but she’s mine.

			“Why are you bullying Poppy?” I asked Hattie in talk assembly.

			“’Cause she’s annoying,” Hattie replied, then paused for dramatic effect. “I don’t think she deserves to be in the gang.”

			I frowned. “But you probably don’t deserve to be in the gang because you’re a bully.”

			Hattie leaned into me, hissing. “She’s sitting with us, the Year Sixes, and she deserves to be with the Year Fives, because she’s a baby.”

			I rolled my eyes, but not so she could see. I get so tired of her meanness that I go home crying some days. Most days I don’t want to go to school. I just go so I can see Billie.

			At lunchtime on Thursday, Billie started to feel ill. I was telling her about how, when we say Grace, which we have to do before we eat, we say, “May the Lord make us truly thankful,” and I love lunch so I was telling her I guess I’m truly thankful. Just as I said this, she sneezed on me. It was really funny, but she kept sneezing all day, and then she felt really tired. It turned out she had the flu. I felt very sorry for her. I stood by her when she was putting things away in her drawer. I didn’t know whether to ask her if I could do something. I felt silly just standing there.

			So, apart from Billie being ill, this week was completely normal until yesterday, when the girl no one else could see spoke to me. And then today.

		

	
		
			This morning, Saturday, about ten o’clock, I was up and dressed and reading on my window seat, waiting for Billie. From my window, I can see out over the fields, so when I saw her run down the hill into the field behind our house, I went downstairs to help her climb over the back fence. She put one leg over the top, and I pulled her overalls until she rolled over to my side. Then she started falling, and I wasn’t in enough time to catch her, and we both fell kind of clumsily into the hedge.

			“D’OH!” she yelled, like Homer Simpson. Did I mention that Billie is ridiculously loud?

			When we went in the kitchen, Mum was there, taking food and cleaning things from Tesco’s out of shopping bags and putting them away.

			“What’s for tea tonight, Mum? Can Billie stay?” 

			“Spag bol and yes.”

			“Scrumplicious!” Billie yelled. “I love spag bol.”

			“I know you do, chicken.” Billie is ’round here all the time, so Mum is used to her loudness. She’s like Mum’s third child.

			I didn’t know where Dad was that morning. I didn’t think about it at the time. Probably out in the village, at his carpentry workshop. Billie and I were planning to play running away, but we made the mistake of telling Mum, and Mum said we had to take Sam. I whined a bit. It’s a little annoying that he has to come everywhere with us when I just want some alone time with my best friend. But he’s a good brother anyway, and he always plays the games we want to play. He’s very amenable. Granddad taught me that word; he said it reflected better on me than me saying, “He does everything I tell him to do.”

			Billie had brought ’round her backpack, and I put mine on too. We packed them with two Rice Krispies Squares, our diaries, two pens (green and red), Dad’s compass, our Nanos, and three Ribenas (one for Sam, but there were only two Rice Krispies Squares). We ran away into the village pretending that the Huns were following us, but Sam started to whine about how fast we were running and how he couldn’t keep up, so we stopped on the corner near Hattie’s. Billie said why didn’t we go and see if she wanted to come out and play. I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t think of an excuse that wouldn’t make me seem mean, so I followed Billie and she knocked on Hattie’s door. Hattie opened it. Poppy was behind her, in the dark of Hattie’s hall.

			“Hi, butthead!” Billie said cheerfully, and then giggled for a long time. She’s weird like that. “Want to come out with us?”

			Hattie slurped on her Um Bongo straw. “Sure. What are you guys doing?”

			“We’re running away,” I said, a bit nervously but trying to sound nonchalant. Hattie always makes fun of my games.

			She snorted. “I won’t do that, but we’ll come out with you guys.”

			It got a lot less fun with them there. We just wandered around, talking. They don’t like to play. We went back to the den, but there was nothing there. No dogs. No girl. Hattie called me a liar. I got more and more annoyed. I hate how Billie doesn’t see Hattie for what she really is.

			About three o’clock it got really hot, and Hattie was complain-ing loads, so we stopped and drank the Ribenas and sucked sweet nettle juice out of the white bits off the nettle plants in the hedgerows. That was when I saw the man.

			We were on the verge near the school, lying on our tummies in the grass by the road. The horse field was behind us, and the air smelled of hay and flowers. The crickets were chirping loudly and Sam was trying to catch one in his hands. I was writing in my diary and Billie was ripping paper out of hers to make a paper predictor, so we would know who we were going to marry. We had split our Rice Krispies Squares and were just finishing off the last bites. Suddenly the man came over the stile.

			“Get down!” I whispered, urgently.

			We all put our heads flat in the grass. All of us apart from Hattie.

			“Look at that man!” I said. “He’s alone, and in dark green. He looks like a German spy.”

			“A Nazi, eh?” said Billie. “Or maybe a Jap.” She had just finished the Famous Five book I had lent her. They were written in the war.

			I grabbed her arm. “Let’s follow him! And document his movements!”

			“His bowel movements?” Billie said crazily, and cackled.

			“No, his spying movements, you dolt,” I said, and clapped her on the head.

			“Mm, but it’s so comfy and nice here on the grass,” Billie argued. “And I’m getting that tanned back-of-the-neck that I’ve always wanted.”

			“Yeah, I don’t want to play, Thera; you’re being dumb,” Hattie said.

			“Yeah, I’m getting a nice tan on my neck too,” added Poppy. Poppy is horrible at telling when people are joking. Billie doesn’t care about getting tanned, or about makeup, or the other boring stuff Hattie and Poppy care about.

			“Come on, butthead,” I said to Billie. “When I get pulled out of school by MI5 and sent to a secret school for geniuses, you are coming with me. And you know the only way you’ll qualify for that?”

			She sighed. “Fieldwork! Come on, Watson,” she said to me. “We must be at our most vigilant!” She made imaginary binoculars with her hands. “He goes that way!” She pointed down the road. We packed up our bags quickly.

			“Let’s follow him on the other side of the hedge!” I said. “He’ll never suspect a thing!” Billie crowed. “Come on, Sam!”

			Sam helped us collect our litter, but Hattie grumbled. “Forget it, I’m not going to follow some stupid man. He’s probably going to the pub.”

			“Yeah, me neither; we’re staying here,” Poppy agreed.

			“One of us could go up to him and question him,” I said. “Find out who he is while the others lie in wait!” 

			“Indubitably!” That was Billie.

			Hattie sighed. “I’m going to go home. You can come back to mine for dinner if you like,” she said to Poppy, as if she didn’t care one way or the other.

			“Okay,” said Poppy. I rolled my eyes.

			They went in one direction and Billie, Sam, and I ran in the other after the man, but stealthily, so he didn’t see us. He was pretty tall, and had broad shoulders and brown hair, like Dad. You could tell he was quite muscular. We couldn’t tell his age, though. We followed him down the lane to the bench on the green grass triangle in the middle of the village, where the roads intersect. He sat down on it and started to eat something. Suddenly the man looked over his shoulder. “Hey!”

			“Eep!” we squeaked and ducked down. A little way back, Sam hid behind a hedge.

			“I can see you!” he called. “Do you go to school here?” He laughed, shook his head, and turned away from us.

			Billie and I were lying flat on the ground. We turned our faces to each other and grinned. Quick as a flash, I said, “Dibs, you go up to him.”

			“Gosh darn it!” Billie cried theatrically. She shook her head at me. “Why, I oughta…He’s forgotten us now, look: he’s a-lookin’ at that there pub, wonderin’ ’bout a whiskey or suchlike.” She nodded at the pub across the way.

			But I felt naughty. “I dare you to go up to him.”

			Billie’s always up for a dare, or an adventure. She’ll go up to people on my command and start talking to them about the weather, or pretend she’s lost something, or ask them why the sky is blue. She makes up elaborate backstories about who she is, why I can’t talk to them (“A deaf mute,” she’ll say. “Can you believe the bad luck?”), why we’re out alone (“Running away.” She points to her stomach. “I’m pregnant, see, and my pa don’t approve”). Most of the time, people believe her too. She can lie all day without stopping, looking someone straight in the eye.

			“Well, now,” Billie replied, still in a cowboy accent. “I surely can’t refuse a dare. Then I’d be lily-livered.”

			“Darn tootin’!” I yelped. We cackled into the grass. Billie jumped up and went off to talk to the man. I smiled to myself. I love our little games.

		

	
		
			She was away for a while. I watched her the entire time, keeping my guard up. Maybe he really was a spy. He put one leg up on the bench and leaned on it to talk to her. They were laughing. He showed her something, putting his arm on her shoulder for just a moment. Then she gestured to me, and he nodded. She ran back. I was still on the ground, holding my hands like a telescope. The Billie in my vision got bigger and bigger. When she reached me, she pretended to kick the end of the telescope with her foot, and then jumped on me.

			“Gah!” I shrieked. I sat up and pushed her off me. We were laughing loudly. “What did he say?”

			“He’s a walker. He wanted to know which way to go on a good walk. I told him to go to the woods.”

			“What was he showing you?”

			“Some pictures of his nieces ’cause they look like us.” 

			“Me and you?”

			“Yurp. And he gave me some water ’cause I was parched.”

			“Hmmph, I’m parched too.”

			“He was fiiiiit,” Billie crowed, making the “i” really long. 

			“Was he? Isn’t he old?”

			“Come on, he’s basically the same age as Leo.”

			“That’s true. And I’m marrying Leo, so maybe you’ll have to have this walker guy.”

			“I think I’m in lurve. Lurve, I tell you!”

			“Now I wish I’d gone up with you and seen him up close.”

			“He said he was married, anyway. But maybe she’ll die in an accident.” Billie touched her fingers together and did an evil laugh. “Mwah-ha-ha-ha!”

			“Dastardly,” I agreed.

			“Are you guys done?” Sam shouted.

			“Come over here and stop being a snozzbucket,” I called. We stood up and put our backpacks on. “Come on, let’s go to the churchyard and plan our devious ways.” We looked over to the bench. The walker was still watching us. We grinned at each other and whistled at him from far away when we were leaving.

			After that, we came home for tea, and then went out again, carrying on with our spy game.

		

	
		
			Later—much later—Billie went home through the field. I wanted to go with her a little of the way, and told Sam he had to stay on the path.

			“On my own?” he whined.

			“Don’t be a wuss.”

			“I’m not a wuss! Fine, I’ll wait. I don’t care.” 

			“Cool. Good.”

			“Good,” he said, but he still looked nervous. Sam is scared of lots of things.

			I’m glad I left him on the road, though, because Billie and I walked through the wheat a bit (it’s taller than us) and played with the predictor. It was nice to have some time alone.

			“Pick a number from one to four,” said Billie. I picked three.

			“One-two-three. Pick a color: red, yellow, green, or mauve.”

			“Mauve?”

			“M-a-u-v-e. Pick a color: sicky orange, blue, purple, or pink.”

			“Yuck. Sicky orange.”

			“S-i-c-k-y-o-r-a-n-g-e. Hehehe, you got ‘poophead.’”

			“Does that mean I am a poophead or I’ll marry a poophead?”

			Billie cackled hysterically. “Dunno. Maybe both?”

			I grabbed it off her. “Let me do you. Pick a number.” She picked two.

			“One-two. Pick a color: blue, purple, pink, or sicky orange.”

			“Sicky orange.”

			“S-i-c-k-y-o-r-a-n-g-e. Pick a color: green, mauve, red, or yellow.”

			“Yellow.”

			“Hahahaha, you’re going to marry a snot-nosed badger!”

			We were laughing loudly, and it echoed around the fields. The wheat was suddenly a blinding gold as the sun got low in the sky and hit it. The sky had no clouds, and was purple-blue, like the bruises on Billie’s arms from Chinese burns. I gave Billie the predictor back, and she folded it so it didn’t get squashed. It’s origami.

			“Later, alligator,” Billie said and did a salute.

			I waved back. “In a while, crocodile.”

			I turned back and she kept walking ahead. We both made dark paths in the gold, going away from each other, tramping down the wheat.

			I retraced my steps to where Sam waited, and we got home at 9:35 p.m.

			It is now midnight on Saturday night and I am in my room, sat in the window seat again. I’m trying to read, but I feel too distracted. I keep looking up from the book, out into the blackness over the fields. There must be clouds overhead; you can’t even see the stars tonight, but the wind is so warm I have the window open a crack. I wrote up everything we did today, and this week, in my diary, after I’d had a bath and just before the police came. Billie’s mum and dad know we write diaries, so the police came to ask me if they could borrow it. They asked me some questions at the kitchen table, and then I gave it to them with the key left in the lock.

			Billie didn’t come home. No one knows where she is.

		

	
		
			The black dogs return in my dreams. The four of them move into the den, sniffing around, snapping, and slobbering everywhere. They almost catch my feet in their teeth as I slither out through the tunnel. Why didn’t they follow us? In my dream I get to see what they do when we leave. They circle the den on the inside, making sure all of us are gone, and then they stop and wait, more like guard dogs than murderous beasts. I realize they were chasing us out of the den. They are quiet for a minute, but I hear their panting, and then I feel it on my neck. It’s hot and tickly, and then it becomes cold. I shiver. I try to turn around to see them, but I’m stuck. It’s because I’m unconscious. I’m asleep, and so I can’t move my body, but I suddenly know they are in my room, my real room, and one of the dogs is on my back while I lie there. I strain to look over my shoulder, but all I can see is hair. But it’s not my own hair. It’s the hair from the girl I saw in the den. The black dog has morphed into her. She’s lying on my back, and I strain to turn around, and in my dream-that’s-not-quite-a-dream I just manage to look over my shoulder at her wild and staring eyes. Suddenly her hand grabs my shoulder, and I squeal at its coldness.

			“Thera!” Mum shouts. I open my eyes. “Thera, wake up!”

			“What? Why? What’s happened?”

			“You’re screaming!” She sits on my bed, and she hugs me tightly.

			“Ow! Mum, get off!”

			“It’s okay, they’ll find her. They’ll find her, darling.” 

			“What? They’ll find who?”

			Mum pushes the hair back from my face and looks at me as if I’m nuts. “Billie, sweetheart.”

			“Oh.” I shake her palm off my head. “Yeah, I know. She probably just decided to sleep outside under the stars. You know we like to do that.” I pick sleep out of my eyes. “I wish she’d asked me to stay out with her, though.”

			“You know curfew is nine thirty on Saturdays!” Mum snaps.

			“That’s probably why she didn’t ask!” I counter.

			“Urgh, Thera,” Mum says, and Dad calls something through the wall that neither of us catch. “What did you say?” Mum sounds annoyed. She strides out of the room and they start arguing next door.

			I scramble through my duvet and do a forward roll off my bed, so I’m sat by the wall. I retrieve what I need from its hiding place under the bookcase. Billie and I like these books called The Mystery Kids by Fiona Kelly, and they use this trick to help them hear through walls better: you put the open end of a pint glass to the wall you want to listen through, and you put the other end to your ear. It really works. We used it once to listen to Billie’s dad, but all he did was order fishing equipment. We made up a story that he was going to use it to strangle someone. We wrote it down. Hopefully the police don’t find it and think Billie is a terrible person.

			I’m still, with the glass pressed to my ear. Mum and Dad’s voices sound like they are underwater.

			“It could have been Thera,” Mum’s voice says. I frown.

			What could have been Thera?

			“Don’t say that. What did she say?”

			“Something something…sleeping out under the stars.” 

			“…might be right.”

			“…told you I didn’t want to move here, near your parents.”

			I roll my eyes. Mum’s from the city. She doesn’t like the country.

			“Something something…middle of nowhere,” she is saying.

			“Can’t supervise them all the time.”

			“…surprised you’re alive after your childhood.”

			This almost makes me laugh. Dad used to do things like fix up old motorbikes with his friends and then drive them holding onto the handlebars while standing on the seat. That was when he was fourteen! Barely older than me. I cover my mouth so I don’t make any noise laughing and then, when I take my hand off it again, I sneeze. Silence.

			“Thera, are you listening?”

			I take my ear away from the glass, and shout through, “No!”

			There are more arguing sounds, and then Mum opens the door again. I just manage to get back into bed in time. “Dad is going to drive you and Sam to Nanny and Granddad’s this morning so we can help look for Billie.”

			“Can’t I help look for Billie?” 

			“No, Thera.”

			“But I know everywhere she goes. It makes more sense that I look for her than you do.”

			“You told the police all those places last night, didn’t you?”

			“But—”

			“I said no! I’m not having you out there in miles and miles of cornfields!” She yells this part so Dad hears it. She’s wrong, though: it’s all wheat and barley around our village. I know, because I’m a country kid. Not like Mum.

			I grumble. Mum and Dad are always shouting at each other. “It’s not Dad’s fault Billie ran off.”

			“Thera! Billie didn’t…” For a second Mum looks stricken. Her mouth is hanging open, like her unfinished sentence.

			I frown. “What?”

			“…Nothing, sweetheart,” she says. “Nothing. Just…get dressed. Dad’s taking you in ten minutes.”

			Nanny and Granddad live out on the North Sea coast. Dad drives us fast, with the windows down and rock music on loud. We all sing along to T. Rex and Badfinger and Led Zeppelin. When we get close to the beach, Dad turns the cassette tape off and makes us sing “Summer Holiday.” Sam is singing loudly and off-key, on the same side of the car as the sun and the sea. He grins at me when he sees me looking at him, showing the gap where he lost a tooth last week. Sam’s a bit of a wuss, but he’s also the best little brother in the world.

			Secretly I am pleased we have been banished to Nan and Granddad’s, I think to myself, as we walk around from the car to their house. It’s a Victorian house, five stories tall counting the basement and the attic, and full from top to toe with books. Granddad writes novels and is interested in everything, so he reads all the time. He says he has “intellectual curiosity,” and that I do too, like him. He is a science fiction writer, and when people ask him about it, he says he writes “oh, pulp, yarns, pocket fodder.” He has three interests that he writes about a lot: the future, technology, and spiritual stuff, like gods, dreams, souls, and ESP. He could really help me out today.

			Dad unlocks the big black door and calls out, “Hello! It’s me!” Nanny and Granddad are his parents. Dad has six brothers and sisters, but none of them live here anymore. Still, Sam and I come ’round all the time, and Nanny says grandkids are better than your own kids because you get to buy them sweets and not worry about their teeth.

			Dad goes down the corridor to the living room, and Sam and I follow him. Did I say every wall at Nanny and Granddad’s is covered with books? The corridor is actually really narrow, because Granddad has built bookcases on either side, and they are filled with paperbacks and several big Roman-statue-type heads whose eyes follow us as we walk by. When we squeeze our way into the living room, Nanny is standing where she always stands: in the doorway to the kitchen, holding the teapot. When she sees us she squeals, “Eeeee!” and runs over to give us big slobbery kisses and pretends to suck the juice out of our skin, so it fills up all the bits in between her wrinkles and she doesn’t get old.

			After we have finished giggling and being eaten, Dad says, “Mum, could I have a word?”

			Nanny looks at him and nods. “You kids,” she says in her crackly Nanny voice, “why don’t you make the tea?”

			“Okay!” We run through to the kitchen. Granddad likes his tea just so, and lukewarm. Nanny likes hers weaker and hot. Sam and I like ours golden brown, like that Stranglers song Dad said is about tea. We don’t have sugar at home but here we each have two. Nan and Dad are talking quietly in the other room. I’m not listening to them because I’m telling Sam to get the milk and stir the sugar in and stuff, but I can hear them in the background.

			“What time are you picking them up tomorrow?” Nan says.

			“Eight. Otherwise they won’t get to school on time.” 

			“What did the police say?”

			“Nothing much. They something something.” I concentrate harder.

			“…we’re going to the station, and then I suppose we’ll split into teams…”

			“Did you talk to Paul and Rebecca?”

			That’s Billie’s mum and dad. I don’t hear Dad’s reply because Sam is clinking the spoon in the cups too much. “Shh!” I tell him.

			He tuts. “Stop listening!” Sam minds his own business a bit too much, if you ask me. Some people don’t want to know anything. I do. I want to see and know everything about the world and my life and what’s going on. It’s intellectual curiosity, like Granddad says. I listen again, but Dad and Nanny are quiet.

			“Well,” Nanny says. “Have you got time for a cup of tea?”

			“I better go, Mum. Frances is waiting for me.” 

			“All right. I hope you find her, dear.”

			“Love you,” Dad says. 

			“Love you, darling.”

			I look through. They are hugging. “Bye, Dad,” I say. He waves. “Bye, snoop.”

			“Hey!” I grumble, but I’m joking. I was snooping. I better get better at it so I don’t get caught next time.

			“Let’s have our tea here and then you can put your bags upstairs,” Nan tells us. We have our overnight bags with us.

			“I have to take Granddad’s tea up,” I say.

			“Well, off you go, love,” Nan says. “He’s in his study.”

			Granddad’s study is upstairs. It’s a big room, with small writing desks in all four corners. There is a light over each desk and a different-sized chair in front of it. There is also a big table in the middle of the room, covered with the books Granddad is currently reading, all open. The windows are long and large, with a balcony outside, but the room is dark because of the books on all the walls. When I push open the door with my toes, Granddad is sat hunched over the desk in the far left corner, the one with the gold-and-green lamp.

			“Aha,” he says, without looking up. I can hear the whisper-scrawl of his pencil on paper. It doesn’t stop while he talks. “Could that be one of my favorite grandchildren, bearing Indian tea?”

			“It could!” I say, and pad over quietly in my socks. I put the cup down next to him, give him a kiss, and watch him working.

			“Just one moment, Thera,” he says. “Just finishing my thought…There we are.” He looks up. “How is my clever girl?”

			“Good.”

			“I hear your friend has gone missing.” 

			“She’s run off.”

			“Ah.”

			I chew my lip. “Without me.”

			Granddad nods. “I think, in time, it will become evident that this indiscretion was not intentional on the part of your friend.”

			“Billie.”

			“Yes. Billie.”

			I think for a moment and then I drag a chair over from the big table and sit on it. “Granddaaaaad?”

			He smiles. “Do I detect in the tone of your voice that a favour is about to be requested?”

			“Well, I had this dream.” I look at him seriously. “And I don’t know what it means.”

			“I should think we can be of assistance.” Granddad puts down his pencil and beckons me to follow him to a dark corner of his study. He sits in an armchair there before another of the desks and pulls out a book on dreams. “What are we looking up?”

			“Black dogs. Savage ones.”

			Granddad leafs through the book.

			“This tome suggests a dog is a symbol of protection. ‘The dream is warning you,’” he reads. “‘You should attempt to protect someone or something in your life.’”

			“Hmm.”

			“Was there anything else in your dream?” 

			“Er, cold hands?”

			“Hands! Hands…” he murmurs, turning the pages. “Ah. ‘Hands are rarely dreamt of, and their presence in a dream has a strong significance. They are a sign of taking control of our own fate, and of making an impact through our actions on another, or the world at large.’ Interesting. What was this dream?”

			“I dreamt of a dog that changed into a girl.” 

			“My goodness. Not a prophetic dream, then.” 

			“Why not?”

			“I would imagine even modern technology would find such a feat unachievable. Maybe putting a dog’s heart in a young woman, although I believe it’s thought pig hearts are more practical for the purpose.”

			“Mm, yeah. It was a ghostly girl,” I add. “And the dogs are from real life.”

			“Are they?”

			“They came forth from the spirit world and barked at us when we were using the Ouija board. In the woods on Friday.”

			“Oh dear. Well, perhaps those dogs were warning you off playing with Ouija. It might not be the best idea in the hands of one so imaginative.” Granddad reaches past me and picks up a box on the shelf near my head. “Still, you might enjoy looking at these, if you have taken an interest in the spirit world.”

			“What are they?”

			“These are a set of tarot painted by Lady Frieda Harris and designed by Aleister Crowley himself.”

			“The dark-magic guy?” 

			“The occultist, yes.”

			“They mentioned him on Eerie, Indiana.”

			“I take it that’s a children’s television show?” 

			“Yeah. What do they do?”

			“They can be read, to predict your future. Would you like me to read yours?”

			I reach out and touch the pack, and suddenly I feel cold.

			I shiver. “No. Not now. I better get back to my tea.”

			“And I had best return to my work. Come back later if you need anything. And stop poking around in the netherworld. You never know what spirits you might disturb.”

			“Got it.” I shiver again, and run out.

		

	
		
			We spent all day playing with Nanny, and went into town to spend our pocket money. Sam and I bought Tooty Frooties and ate them after tea, then tramped up the stairs to bed at 9:00 p.m. There are thirty-six steps in all, and Nanny says they keep her and Granddad healthy. They are basically like doing a Jane Fonda video. Bums of Steel. Mum has that one.

			Our bedroom is on the third floor and looks out over the main road. There are two single beds in here; Sam’s is by the door and mine is closest to the window. Outside the glass is the main road. I like the sound of the cars going by all night, but the cries of the foxes scare Sam. I press my hands to the glass and look out. The sun has gone down, and the last birds are settling on the chimney pots on the houses opposite. I realize Dad hasn’t called, which means they still haven’t found Billie. Which is a long time for her to be away from home, even for someone as resourceful and fearless as she is.

			“Don’t fall out,” Sam says softly from his bed. He has climbed on it and is standing, looking at the books. We always pick out a book to read here, last thing at night. I know what I want to read tonight. I go into the next room. There are three bedrooms up on this floor, which Dad and his brothers and sisters used to sleep in when they were little. Uncle Tony’s bedroom has Star Wars toys from the seventies on the shelf above the radiator, as well as little ornament dogs and porcelain people and a smiley golliwog. The bookshelves in here are mostly filled with books about astronomy, because it’s something Granddad writes about a lot. He has written ten books, and they sell pretty well, but he’s not ginormously rich. It’s very hard to be ginormously rich if you don’t sell out, Granddad says. He was a teacher at the local college, but he retired when I was born because Mum and Dad had to go back to work very quickly, and Nan and Granddad babysat me every day for three years (except weekends) until Sam was born. That’s why I love going to Nan and Granddad’s so much: I practically grew up here. I love helping Nan flour fish, which I used to do as a kid. I love the plastic mats we eat on, and the woolly green tablecloth, and luncheon meat, and Spam and beans and chips. I love the book-paper mustiness that the whole house smells of. I love the scratchiness of old blue and green book spines from the twenties and thirties and forties on my fingertips. Sometimes I want to make a den out of books and disappear in it. Sam and I think it’s funny that behind the books on the bookshelves in our room there is another row of books, like maybe if you kept pulling books out the rows would go on forever and ever.

			Sometimes I wish I still lived here with Nanny and Granddad, and I didn’t have to be eleven, which is almost a whole decade older than three, and much more grown-up. When you’re eleven you have responsibilities. I have a responsibility to Sam, and Billie. It was my idea to use the Ouija board. Maybe Billie hasn’t run away for fun. Maybe I conjured the black dogs and they came back for Billie and chased her away. Maybe she’s lost.

			Uncle Tony’s teddies sit together on the bed. I know when I go out again they will start playing. I don’t tell Hattie or Poppy that I believe these things, but Billie believes them too. She’s not dead inside like Hattie.

			I walk to the little staircase in the corner and go up to the attic room, crouching so I don’t hit my head on the eaves. This is the darkest room in the house, with the darkest books in it: the occult shelves. There is Cunningham’s Encyclopedia of Magical Herbs, Magic in Herbs by Leonie de Sounin, Myths and Symbols in Pagan Europe by H. R. Ellis Davidson. I move my finger slowly across the spines, and even though I haven’t looked that far ahead yet, it stops on the book I was looking for, Ouija: The Most Dangerous Game by Stoker Hunt. I remember getting it out last October, when we first got the Ouija board. I never read it, but now I will. I move forward to get it and bonk my head on a beam.

			“Ouch!” I say, and then stop myself, and breathe quietly, listening. The room is icy cold. I hear a creaking behind me, like a footstep. It’s just the wind, I tell myself, but then there is another creak. I try and concentrate on what I’m doing. I notice the title of the book is in red lettering, like on the paper predictor Billie and I were using yesterday. My finger is shaking. There is another creak.

			“Thera! Bedtime!” Nan calls.

			I jump, turn to the door and bellow, “Coming!” I grab the book and run downstairs. I don’t dare glance back to see if there is anyone behind me, in the dark corner by the dirty round window, but I feel the presence of that cold, ghostly girl.

		

	
		
			By Monday morning, Billie has been missing for thirty-six hours. Mum calls and tells me that she and Dad have decided we should stay at Nanny and Granddad’s and not go to school while Billie is missing. We get in a fight. I tell her I would have found Billie by now.

			We spend the day in Cleethorpes, at the seaside with Nan.

			At teatime, Sam and I have just sat down to eat when the doorbell rings. Mum doesn’t have a key, only Dad does.

			“Good evening, Frances, love,” Nan says throatily. She has never smoked, so I don’t know why her voice is like that. It’s Granddad that smokes. He has a cigar in the evening in front of Match of the Day. His intellectual curiosity also extends to football and horse racing, so he’s in front of the races when Mum comes in.

			“Hello, Betty. Oh, you’ve fed them.”

			“Yes, well, it’s quite late, and Arthur and I still have to eat afterward.”

			Nan and Granddad are going to have a pie out the freezer, but Sam and I got to have our favorite: luncheon meat, chips, and beans!

			“I helped cut the chips,” Sam says.

			“How was your day?” Nanny says, but she says it in a funny way, with her eyes really wide, and nodding.

			Mum puts her big black handbag on the arm of the sofa and hugs both me and Sam really tightly. “Um, no, Betty, nothing,” she says finally. “Do you want to talk in the…?”

			Nanny follows Mum into the kitchen. Mum is in her business clothes: a cream blouse, a black skirt, and black shoes with small, chunky heels. My mummy is so beautiful, with a wide smile, big lips, medium-length brown hair, and the same blue eyes as me. When she’s upset you can tell because her whole face looks like it’s being pulled downward by tiny fairy hands. Mostly it’s Dad that upsets her, because he yells. Then her bottom lip bulges out like a fish’s lip. Tonight, her eye makeup is falling into the bags under her eyes in tiny pieces, like she’s smudged it, or has been crying. With that thought, I leap up from the table.

			“Thera!” Sam yelps, because I knock his knife on the floor.

			“Mum?” I say, down the step into the kitchen. Mum and Nan look at me like I’ve interrupted them. “There isn’t something you know that you’re not telling us, is there?” 

			“No.” She hesitates. “If you haven’t finished eating, you shouldn’t get down from the table without asking, should you?”

			“Don’t change the subject! Are you lying to me? Is it about Billie?”

			“Thera, sweetie, not now,” Mum says. “Please.” 

			“Are you lying?” I say firmly.

			Granddad says I have a very developed sense of right and wrong. My theory is that you should be like the Knights of the Round Table. This means you should be honest, loyal, trustworthy, kind, chivalrous, courageous, brave, tough, strong, righteous, and true. You should never lie, especially to your family.

			“Mum.” I narrow my eyes.

			“I’m not lying,” she says. “Now, get back to the table.”

			They shut the door and talk really quietly in the kitchen. Nan makes her a cup of coffee, and we drive home at eight o’clock.

			When we reach the limits of our village, it’s nine, but still bright. Our village is quite small, with only five hundred people in it, and it sits in a valley surrounded by fields. There is a police car on the side of the road, and blue-and-white tape across a mud track that leads down to the fields. I have been leaning against the window, but I sit up, and so does Sam. There are police walking briskly along the main road. We turn in to our close and watch the police through the back window. For a moment, I think I see Billie, dead and in the arms of a police officer. It’s a trick of my eyes, of course. It’s just a policewoman standing in front of a road sign. I shake my head hard, so the thought goes out of it. “Billie’s just got lost somewhere, that’s all,” I say in my head. She’s not dead.

			Sam looks like he is about to cry, and I take his hand. He holds on tight, and as we walk into the house together, I take Mum’s hand too. Both of them squeeze me really tight, and I feel all the strength from deep inside me coming into the fibers of my muscles and quickening my blood to help me protect my family, if anyone should try to hurt them.

			“Thera, Hattie is on the phone!” Mum calls up the stairs. She doesn’t have to yell like Nan when she calls upstairs; our house is much smaller. I am just brushing the knots out my hair after my bath, so I come out of my room in my pajamas and dressing gown and see she has left the phone on the stairs with the cord poking through the bannister. I sit down with my back to the wall and my feet pressed against the other side of the stairs, and pick up the receiver.

			“Hello?”

			“I just saw on TV that Billie is missing.” Hattie sounds muffled.

			“Yeah…” I pick my nails worriedly. Hattie doesn’t say anything, just leaves a gap. “Er, so…what’s up?”

			“So what happened on Saturday night?”

			“Nothing! I left her in the field, and Sam and I went home.”

			“But Billie didn’t,” she says, and I realize she sounds muffled because she’s crying.

			“Well.” I slump down the wall, unsure of what to say. “No.”

			Hattie sniffs. “I asked Mum about it, and she said the police called last night and asked her questions about Billie. They asked who last saw her. She said you, because when I came in I told her Poppy and I left you guys together. If you did anything to her, I’ll tell everyone.”

			“What? Of course I didn’t do anything to her! She’s my best, true, forever friend!” 

			“You’re a weirdo. A freak. You’re jealous of her.” 

			“No, I’m not!”

			“Yes, you are.”

			“Am not!”

			“I told Mum about that man. She told the police about him. Billie’s mum is really worried about him.”

			“What man?”

			“The man you made Billie follow.”

			“I didn’t make her follow him. She wanted to.”

			“You’re always making Billie do things. Maybe you made her disappear!”

			“Of course I didn’t!” I hiss, my cheeks hot. “You’re so mean, Hattie!”

			“There’s something you’re not telling me,” Hattie says, sobbing. She sounds crazy.

			“Believe what you want to believe,” I say, and I lean through the bannister and put the phone back on the hook. I sit on the stairs for a while, kneading my feet into the carpet. The living room is quiet. Mum and Dad were probably listening in. Hattie makes everything worse, always. But what if she’s right? Two tears escape my eyes. What if something has happened to Billie?

			And what if it’s because of me?

		

	
		
			At school I go around in a gang of four, with Billie, Hattie, and Poppy. Our school has eighty-seven pupils, and there are only eleven of us in the top year, Year Six. This is our last year before we move up to the big school, in the town of Eastcastle, ten miles away. It’s a long time since we started here as four year olds, but Billie and I have been best, true, forever friends the whole time. Hattie and Poppy are only our best friends, but most of the time Hattie isn’t very friendly at all. Mum says her parents are going through a d-i-v-o-r-c-e so we should cut her some slack, even though she’s such a massive bumhead sometimes I want to punch her.

			Things our gang has in common:

			We love the Spice Girls 

			We all have Nano Pets 

			We like to sing and dance

			We like to play imaginary games

			We each have phrases that describe us. Hattie’s phrase is “Fabulous” because she heard it on TV and she thinks it suits her (it doesn’t). Poppy’s phrase is “Let’s eat candy!” She’s really skinny but her teeth are rotten, and she already has a filling. I’m the best at imagining and I come up with all our games, so my phrase is “Let’s pretend…” Hattie and Poppy aren’t that great at making things up, but it’s mine and Billie’s favorite thing to do. Billie’s phrase is “Totally nutso.”

			Billie is never mean, but Hattie and Poppy are. It’s mostly Hattie, and Poppy just copies her because they are supposed to be best, true, forever friends, but Hattie really wants to be BTF friends with Billie. Honestly, I think Hattie wishes I was dead, so she could be friends with Billie without me. She does her best to make me feel like crap, and she basically succeeds every day. I’m not good at being mean with words like Hattie is. Mostly I just want to smack her, but Dad says violence is never the answer.

			We are doing math right now. It’s Tuesday, and Billie is still missing. Even though Mrs. Adamson likes Billie best, she hasn’t said anything about her not being in school. She has already told everyone what exercises to do, so we are supposed to be doing them, but Hattie is playing with her Nano Pet and whispering to Poppy about me, and Mrs. A isn’t stopping her because Hattie was crying earlier. I wish I could play with my Nano instead of doing math. I think it was hungry when I left it this morning.

			It only takes a week to get a Nano to three years old (this is when they are successfully grown up and you get a new one on the screen), but since Mum has banned me from taking my Nano Pet to school, mine usually die early. You have to feed them regularly and clean their world because otherwise it becomes overrun with poo and they croak. My fourth Nano baby is two years old right now but here is my list of dead Nanos:

			BOY—Jess—0 yrs—squashed (sat on in car) 

			GIRL—Alex Mack—0 yrs—died of hunger 

			GIRL—Lucy—3 yrs—grown up! Didn’t die! 

			BOY—B—2 yrs—died of being overrun with poo 

			Right now, I have:

			GIRL—Elle—2 yrs—hasn’t died yet

			I am sat on a table on my own, working through the math textbook. Even though my table is next to Hattie and Poppy, and the boys in our year, they aren’t talking to me because I’m in a higher math set than them. There’s only me in my math set, so I have to work alone every lesson. I quite like finding ingenious ways to solve math questions and being able to race through the book, but I feel left out when they’re all talking and laughing without me.

			I am very smart. People are always saying this like it’s praise.

			“Thera memorized four books of nursery rhymes, each with a hundred rhymes in, and one whole book about a field mouse, by the time she was two years old.”

			“Thera did the SATs exam for thirteen-year-olds, as well as the one for eleven-year-olds. She also got ninety-seven percent and ninety-nine percent in the eleven-plus practice exams, and they told us her IQ was a hundred and sixty-seven, and she was scoring the same marks as the average seventeen-year-old.”

			“Thera is so good at math, she is in the top math group all on her own.”

			In reality, more people hate me because I am smart than like me. Especially people my age. They don’t like it when I have finished all the work and I sit there and try to look busy, but Mrs. Adamson notices and says, “Thera’s done everything. Haven’t you all finished yet? Tut-tut, better get on with it, no talking,” or when I finish so early she makes me stand up and walk around the classroom, correcting other people’s spelling and full stops and commas. Hattie can barely write a sentence without making a mistake. She doesn’t like me to point this out, but Mrs. Adamson sends me over to help her, so I have to correct Hattie or Mrs. Adamson will tell me off for not doing it, and then Hattie is incredibly mean to me at lunchtime. Sometimes I think even Mrs. Adamson doesn’t like me being smart. There are days when I put my hand up in class over and over again, and she never picks me. Eventually I keep my hand down, and then she will say, “Thera, don’t you know the answer?” Billie likes that I’m smart. She likes all the games I make up. She likes when we make intricate maps and designs for our clubhouses, which we have several of throughout the village. We are sidekicks. She’s Pinky, I’m the Brain. We’re a team and we complement each other, to the point where one of us doesn’t seem right without the other. I don’t feel very good today, because usually Billie is sat right there, in the purple chair, making faces at me across the classroom. I can see her now, her cheeks puffed out. She pretends to float away like a helium balloon. I giggle. And then my mouth drops open because, instead of Billie, sat in her seat is another, totally different, girl. She’s our age too, with blonde-brown hair and paler skin than I’ve ever seen. I blink, and when I open my eyes again she is gone. I look around. Hattie and Poppy are talking like nothing has happened. The boys are snorting with laughter over something. Did that happen? I rub my eyes. “Billie?” I murmur.

			Suddenly everyone turns to look at me, including Mrs. A. They have all gone silent. I wonder if they heard me. “Thera? Thera Wilde?”

			At the door there are two police officers, a man and a woman. They are wearing neon-yellow jackets over black uniforms, and both are holding their hats. The lady police officer is older and she has curly hair. The man is about Dad’s or Mrs. Adamson’s age (Dad is thirty-four) and he is saying my name like a question to Mrs. Adamson, but the woman is looking straight at me. I saw her on the road yesterday and she looked at me the same way, like a hawk, with golden eyes. When I look right at her now she blinks, and then nods at me. I look down quickly and remember Hattie on the phone last night: “There’s something you’re not telling me.”

			“Leave your work for now, Thera,” Mrs. Adamson says.

			“But it’s almost break time,” I say, not getting up.

			“I can pack everything into your reading folder and bring it to you.” She smiles at me sadly, her eyes watery. She cried earlier, while she was hugging Hattie. “Go on.”

			I stand up slowly. I make the mistake of looking across to Hattie’s table, where she is smirking at me and looking tearful at the same time. She looks away from me quickly and whispers something to Poppy. I tuck my chair in and walk over to the police. The man goes out the door first and I follow him, and then the lady is behind me, as if she is stopping me from running away. There is another policeman in the hallway. Mr. Kent is standing by the staffroom door, holding it open. He’s our headmaster. He speaks really softly, like Kaa the snake from The Jungle Book. He gives me and Billie the creeps.

			“Thera,” he says, and puts his hand on my back, then sits down next to me. He makes me feel worse, poorly in my tummy, because of his hand on my back and his stupid, weird smile.

			“Did…did you find Billie?” I say. It comes out a whisper.

			“Not yet,” the policewoman says. “Thera, I’m Detective Georgina Waters. You can call me Georgie. You are Thera Wilde?”

			I nod. “My name is Thera Leigh Wilde and I’m eleven years, three months, five days, seventeen hours and about thirty-two minutes old.”

			She sits down and leans in toward me. “And do you know Billie Brooke?”
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