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          The Accident

        

      

    

    
      Dad found the old Ford, a Zephyr, in a wrecker’s yard. Tayla helped him paint it. It was like magic, the way the red paint came out of the spray gun and turned the car shiny new.

      Later, they took it for a drive. When they rumbled through the little towns Tayla felt like a movie star, because everyone stared at them.

      In Kurow Dad stopped for ice creams. Two men came up to him and asked about the car.

      ‘You should talk to my son. He’s the mechanic.’ Dad winked at Tayla. This was kind of true, although helping with the paint wasn’t really the same as actually fixing the engine.

      Carrying their ice creams, Tayla and Mum got back in the car. But Dad kept talking to the men. He didn’t seem to notice Mum and Tayla, waiting. Tayla sighed. This was boring.

      Mum put a finger against her lips, and holding her ice cream away from her in case it dripped, rummaged around in her bag. She pulled out Tayla’s whoopee cushion and put it down on Dad’s seat. Tayla tried not to laugh, but he couldn’t help the giggles shaking him. Dad was always playing his stupid jokes on him and Mum. Wouldn’t it be great if they could get Dad back, just once?

      Dad, still talking, opened the door and sat down. Smack onto the cushion.

      FAAART!

      Dad jumped like he’d been bitten by a snake, and fished the cushion out from underneath his bum. His face was red. The men he’d been talking with went suddenly silent. Tayla didn’t say anything either. He couldn’t. He was laughing so hard he could hardly breathe. Mum was grinning, too.

      ‘You!’ Dad said to Tayla, and thumped the cushion on his head.

      ‘It wasn’t me,’ gasped Tayla, when he could speak. ‘It was her!’

      The men outside were laughing too, great belly laughs.

      ‘Gotcha!’ Mum grabbed the cushion off Dad.

      ‘You guys!’ Dad wagged a finger at them. He started the car, and revved it hard, so it roared. ‘Can’t take you anywhere.’ He waved to the men as they pulled away from the curb. ‘Bet they don’t forget us in a hurry.’

      ‘Bet they don’t forget you,’ said Tayla. ‘You and your farty bum.’

      Dad laughed. ‘I’ll get you back, one day. Just you wait!’

      Tayla grinned and stuck his head out the open window, feeling the wind comb his hair with giant fingers. The engine purred and throbbed.

      ‘Car’s going well, isn’t it?’ said Dad.

      Mum laughed, and put her hand on Dad’s knee. ‘Aren’t I lucky? Two mechanics in the family!’

      Next: chaos. Crashing, tearing, the sound of metal wailing as it was ripped apart. A feeling of being in a washing machine; spun around and around until he couldn’t see straight. A voice, speaking fast in a funny accent. Then, nothing.

      ***

      When Tayla opened his eyes it was dark. He was lying on his back. An annoying beeping sounded in his right ear. He shook his head. Too loud. Then he felt the pain. Lightning-fast, it stabbed into his body: his chest, his head, even his toes. It was agony. Like he’d taken hold of an enormous electric fence and couldn’t let go.

      He tried to scream. But there were tubes into his throat and he couldn’t move. The torture grew and grew and grew until Tayla thought he would throw up. And then, suddenly, it stopped. Like a switch had been thrown. And there was no more pain.

      What the…? Tumbling in the air, Tayla looked around. He saw his body stretched out on a bed below. Beside him, machines squeaked, beep beep. They had strange, flickering lines on their screens.

      This was totally weird. How could he be staring down at his own body? How could he be in two places at the same time? Was this what he looked like? Brown hair, spread out on the pillow like a mop, a dimple on his chin. Mum teased him about it, said it made him look like Superman. On one of his arms were five moles, scattered randomly, like brown stars.

      ‘A constellation on your arm,’ Mum had said. ‘You’re a galaxy, all by yourself.’

      People dressed in blue tops and trousers hurried about. They had stethoscopes around their necks. Stethoscopes meant hospitals. Was he in hospital? Had there been an accident?

      Hope the Zephyr is okay. Where’s Mum? Where’s Dad?

      Carefully, Tayla checked his floating body – tummy, legs, toes – just in case something had gone missing. But no, everything seemed normal, except that he could see through himself. He looked exactly the same as the boy on the bed below, just … emptier. Like a tracing.

      An old lady in another bed opened her eyes and stared up at Tayla. ‘Are you an angel?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘What are you then?’

      ‘Just a boy. I think.’

      But normal boys don’t float around hospitals. Maybe he’d caught a germ that made him fly and turn invisible. That would be pretty cool. Like getting a superpower or something.

      ‘Oh.’ She sounded disappointed. ‘Pity.’

      Apart from the old lady, no one else seemed to notice Tayla, stuck up on the ceiling. It was like being in a room with a one-way mirror; he could see them, but they didn’t look at him.

      Tayla concentrated. When he thought hard, his hand was easier to see. More solid. Could he move around?

      He drifted along the roof. Try again.

      Tayla bobbed up and down against the ceiling like a little party balloon that wanted to reach the sky.

      He wafted slowly along the room. The hospital ward was shaped like an L. When he stopped at the corner he looked along the short arm of the L, into two other rooms. Their doors were made of glass, so it was like looking into a fish bowl. One of the rooms was empty, but the other had someone in it. Her face was pale, but familiar. It was Mum!

      She didn’t move, didn’t even blink. She couldn’t be sick, could she? They’d been in the car, all of them, laughing, just driving along. They shouldn’t be in hospital. They should be in the Zephyr.

      He stared in at Mum. The glass was cold against his nose. She lay so still. Was she even breathing? A doctor stood beside the bed, writing on a clipboard.

      Tayla tried to turn the door handle, but his hand went right through the metal. A nurse with a stethoscope around her neck came up behind him and opened the door. Tayla was just about to get out of her way when … she walked right through him.

      How dare she? He wasn’t air. He was a person. ‘Hey!’ he yelled. ‘You could at least say excuse me.’

      But the nurse shook her head, as though a fly had bothered her, and ignored him.

      The doctor looked up when Tayla came into the room, but her eyes moved around him, like she couldn’t see him.

      ‘How is she?’ the nurse asked the doctor.

      ‘Not so good. Pulse forty-five, BP one-ten over fifty-four, pupils normal, no response to pain.’ The doctor sounded like an air traffic controller.

      ‘And the boy?’

      I’m here! Look at me!

      ‘He might make it,’ said the doctor. ‘With a bit of luck.’

      ‘I hate car accidents. One moment, everything’s fine, the next …’

      ‘Everything changes.’ The doctor fiddled with the controls of the machine.

      Tayla felt sick. There had been a car accident. And now Mum and he were in hospital … Dad! Where was Dad?

      ‘Is that your mum?’ It was the old lady. She was transparent now, just like Tayla, and looking very pleased with herself. Tayla nodded.

      ‘She’s very ill,’ said the old lady. ‘But then, everyone’s ill in intensive care. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be here, would we?’

      ‘This is intensive care?’ But intensive care was for really sick people. People that might die. Granddad had been in intensive care, after his operation.

      The lady nodded. ‘But I’m leaving,’ she said cheerfully, and looked up at the ceiling. It opened, slowly, like a door on a spaceship opens before the alien comes out. There was a bright light behind it. ‘I’m off home.’

      Tayla stared up at the light. Seemed a funny place to live. ‘Is your home in the roof?’

      The lady laughed. ‘No, of course not.’ She was growing more transparent, almost invisible against the white walls. ‘Do you want to come?’

      Tayla hesitated, looking up at the warm light that seemed to beckon him onwards. Then back at Mum, so pale and still on her bed. He shook his head.

      The lady kissed him on the cheek, which normally he wouldn’t have liked, but didn’t mind today.

      ‘Good luck, my dear.’ She smiled. ‘Don’t hang about too long. Or you’ll forget your body.’

      Like a fish in an aquarium she swam up to the light, lifting higher and higher, fading as she went, until she vanished.

      Evaporated, said Tayla to himself, because no one else could hear him. That’s the word.
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          Letter-Writing

        

      

    

    
      Uncle Richard, Dad’s brother, came to the hospital. Mum was still asleep, but the machine on the wall went ‘beep, beep,’ matching her heart rate. Tayla wafted around Mum’s room.

      ‘She’s in an induced coma,’ said Doctor Margaret, the Specialist. ‘It helps her body to heal, keeps her out of pain.’

      ‘Will she get better?’ asked Uncle Richard. His eyes were red, like he was tired.

      Doctor Margaret took a moment to answer. That was not a good sign. She should have said “of course”, straight away. But instead she took a deep breath, as if trying to work out how to say something Uncle Richard might not want to hear. ‘We think so. But she lost a lot of blood in the accident and her pelvis was broken. We’ll know more in a week or so.’

      ‘What about Tayla?’

      ‘Twelve, isn’t he? He should be okay. Children recover faster than adults.’

      Uncle Richard sighed. ‘Seeing him lying so still – it’s not normal. He’s always on the go.’

      Sharon, the receptionist, came into the room. ‘Are there any others in the family you’d like me to call?’

      Uncle Richard shook his head. ‘There’s no one else.’

      ‘What about Mrs Johnson? Does she have any relatives?’

      Uncle Richard smiled sadly. ‘Mrs Johnson? Everyone calls her Jenny. Or Tayla’s Mum. No, she’s an only child; she doesn’t have any other family. Only us.’

      ‘You live out near Longridge, don’t you?’ Sharon sounded kind, like she really wanted to help. ‘It’s a big drive. We can give you money to help with the petrol.’

      Uncle Richard sighed, stroked Mum’s hand for a moment. ‘Tayla and Jenny – they don’t know I’m here, do they?’

      ‘Probably not,’ said Doctor Margaret.

      ‘I’ve got a lot to do.’ Uncle Richard stood up. He was a lot taller than Sharon and the doctor. ‘Keith’s funeral, for a start. Sarah, that’s my wife, she’s doing the flowers. She wanted to come here, but I said, best not, she’s not good with hospitals.’

      ‘I’m really sorry about your brother.’

      Uncle Richard pinched the top of his nose, took a big breath, and walked over to the double doors. ‘You’ll call me? If there’s any change? Tayla and Jenny, they’re all we’ve got.’

      ‘We’ll call you,’ said Doctor Margaret. ‘Don’t worry.’

      Tayla stared after him. What does he mean – all he’s got? What’s that about a funeral? Keith is Dad's name. Why isn’t Dad here? You’d think he’d come and visit us.

      Then he clicked. In one, awful, split second Tayla realised: he's talking about Dad. Dad's funeral.

      It was like a dark, empty hole opened and swallowed him up. Dad!

      Tayla lay on his bed, cuddled next to his body, like it would keep him warm. His mind churned like an overactive printer. All day the doctors listened to his chest with stethoscopes and shone torches into his eyes and watched the machines around him, but Tayla didn't really see them. All he could think was: Dad!

      Next morning he tried to climb back into his body. But stepping inside his skin felt terrible; everything hurt. So he gave up. It seemed kind of pointless to get so sore without Mum or Dad to comfort him. Without Mum or Dad, he had no centre. Nothing mattered.

      Instead, he hovered about in the air. Floating about like a cloud made things feel unreal, like he was in a dream. And up in the air were distractions from sad thoughts – the machinery in Intensive Care was kind of cool. And the other patients were interesting, too.

      ‘What’s the matter, sonny?’ An old man, sitting propped up in a big chair, stared at Tayla.

      ‘How come you can see me? No one else does.’

      The old man smiled. ‘I was in the war. Learnt to see things different, then.’

      ‘What was it like?’

      ‘The war? Terrible business. Lost a lot of friends. I was a POW. You know what that means?’

      Tayla shook his head.

      ‘Prisoner of War. I was in Thailand. Saw a lot of people killed. In that camp, the line between life and death was pretty thin. I learnt to see things that normal folk ignore. That’s where you are, son. Between life and death.’

      ‘I’m not dead,’ said Tayla, indignant. ‘I just don’t want to be in my body.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘It hurts.’

      The man snorted. ‘Hurting,’ he said, ‘is part of being alive.’

      

      Tayla wondered about heaven. Was Dad there? There will be geniuses in heaven, like Steve Jobs. And if Steve Jobs was in heaven, there would be computers in heaven too. Yeah. Somewhere in heaven, maybe next to the angels and stuff, there would be a room full of computers. And if heaven has computers, I can send a message to Dad!

      But it wasn’t that simple. When Tayla tried typing, his fingers went right through the keys, into the plastic keyboard. Electricity tickled against his ghostly fingers, like that time he’d put the terminals of a nine-volt battery to his teeth because Dad had dared him to.

      I’m part of a circuit! I wonder where the terminals are? Is Dad part of a circuit too?

      Tayla practised making his fingers harder – the secret was to think hard thoughts – and managed to push down a key.

      Yay! All I have to do now is … hey!

      A nurse sat on him.

      Tayla oozed through the chair, landing on the hard vinyl floor with a thump. He pushed himself up. How dare she do that! Disrespectful, that’s what these people are.

      The nurse clicked onto Facebook.

      What a slacker! She should be working.

      Hovering behind her, Tayla read the password: 1234. Such a crappy password. Why, anyone could hack that. Anyone … Tayla grinned.

      Just then, a machine began to beep. With a sigh the nurse got up from her chair and went to check that the patient was still breathing. Tayla plonked himself down on the still-warm seat, and began to type: Dad, I can feel electricity through my fingers.

      When the nurse got back to the computer she stared at the screen, a worried look on her face.

      And, like a light bulb going on in his brain, Tayla got a Wonderful Idea. He already knew heaps of practical jokes: whoopee cushions, cling film across the toilet, a bucket of water on the classroom door. But now, he had an advantage. He was invisible!

      He, Tayla Johnson, would be the best practical joker EVER! Dad would be so proud.
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          The Inspector

        

      

    

    
      The old man had been taken to another ward. He had waved goodbye to Tayla. The nurses thought he was waving at them.

      ‘What a nice man,’ Sharon said. ‘So polite.’

      Tayla was kind of pleased that the old man had gone. Although he had liked having someone to talk to, right now Tayla preferred to be invisible. Because he, Tayla, had plans.

      He began by putting salt in the sugar bowl. It was hard work, because he could only move a grain at a time. But gradually, the nurses started to notice. At first it was just the tubby ones, the ones who had lots of sugar in their tea, but eventually others began to complain.

      ‘Can’t figure it out,’ said Angela, the charge nurse, to Doctor Margaret. Tayla liked Angela. She reminded him of a rubber ball, because she was small and round and moved very quickly. ‘Here, try it. Does it taste salty to you?’

      The doctor shook her head. ‘No thanks. I don’t drink tea.’

      Doctor Margaret was a coffee-holic. She walked everywhere with a metal coffee cup with a black plastic lid. Now, getting sugar into that would be a challenge.

      She also had a swipe card that let her into every ward in the hospital. Tayla decided to steal it. He followed her around Intensive Care, flying above her like a little foggy angel.

      When Doctor Margaret wasn’t there, Tayla practised tricking the nurses. He knew all their names, and even though they didn’t know him, he kind of thought of them as friends. The sort of friends he had on Facebook, the ones that read his posts and replied with lol or something, but who hardly ever spoke to him in real life.

      Tayla’s favourite joke was to hang suspended in midair in the corridor area. Always, smash! someone would walk through him. At first, this had been a bit gross, and he’d felt like a shower curtain. But it was a pretty good trick, because the nurses kept complaining that the area was ‘damp’. Eventually, Angela got builders in to have a look. Three men in blue overalls crawled about in the roof space, checking out the air conditioning and the windows, shaking their heads when they couldn’t find anything.

      ‘There must be something,’ said Doctor Margaret. Tayla had been trying to pull her card off its clip when she’d turned suddenly and walked right through him. ‘Have another look.’

      ‘There’s nothing.’ The builder packed up his tools. ‘Must be your imagination.’

      ‘Imagination,’ said Doctor Margaret crisply, ‘has no place in the Intensive Care Unit.’

      The builder snorted. Tayla was careful not to get in his way, so he wouldn’t feel the cold wetness of Tayla’s pale body.

      

      Next day, a woman arrived at Intensive Care. She pressed the buzzer for a long time, so Sharon was not happy when she answered the door. ‘Yes?’

      ‘I’m the inspector,’ said the woman. Her voice had a slight accent, a bit like the people on Coronation Street. She carried a clipboard, and a pair of glasses hung around her neck.

      ‘Do you have an appointment?’

      ‘Appointment? Of course not. I’m an inspector,’ said the visitor. ‘What would be the point in being an inspector if an appointment was required? The inspection would be useless, wouldn’t it?’

      ‘Um,’ said Sharon. ‘Well.’

      ‘I’m here to see your manager,’ said the woman.

      Sharon opened the door.

      Tayla hid behind a roof beam. The inspector had bright little eyes and a nose like a beak and stared around her in a very curious way. As though she was looking for something. Or someone.

      Sharon knocked on the charge nurse’s door. ‘An inspector,’ she said.

      ‘Inspector?’ Angela bounced out of her office.

      ‘Good morning,’ said the inspector and put out her hand.

      ‘Good morning.’

      The two women glared at each other like miniature sumo wrestlers. Angela spoke first. ‘What are you inspecting?’

      The inspector swivelled her head from side to side, the bright strip lighting of intensive care glinting off her narrow, hooked nose. ‘You seem very busy, Mrs …’

      ‘I am,’ said Angela. She folded her hands across her chest. ‘I’m the charge nurse. Angela Helving.’

      ‘Pleased to meet you,’ said the inspector. ‘I understand you’ve been having some problems. With the damp.’

      The inspector looked like Mrs Simmons, a teacher at Tayla’s school. You couldn’t be stupid in Mrs Simmons’ class; one glare from her bright, angry little eyes froze you to your seat.

      Tayla sat up in the rafters and tried to think soft thoughts: cobwebs and fog and steam. Thoughts that allowed him to fade into the background, thoughts that turned him nearly invisible.

      When the inspector had arrived, Tayla had been pretty sure he was nearly transparent. So why did he now have the feeling he was lit up like a neon sign, with another neon arrow pointing at him?

      Stop that! Think soft thoughts, gentle music. Easy listening music, rainbows and fluffy animals. Mist, rising from peaceful streams.

      But the gentle images were being pushed aside by flashing lights and highlighter pens and bright reflective vests.

      The inspector stopped right underneath him. ‘And this is where you felt it?’ she asked.

      Angela nodded. ‘We thought it was the air conditioning. But the builders tell us everything’s fine.’

      ‘Hmm,’ said the inspector, and made a note on her clipboard. ‘Any other strange things happening? Unexplained movements, sudden bangs, that sort of thing?’

      ‘Oh no.’

      ‘Hmm.’ The inspector made another note. ‘Clocks turning backwards? Writing on a mirror? Things being thrown across a room for no apparent reason?’

      Angela stared at her. ‘Of course not.’

      Tayla peered down at the inspector’s clipboard, trying to see the writing. In the movies there was always a close-up on what the hero was trying to look at. No such luck now, though. This was rotten real life and the page was covered by the inspector’s fat belly.

      Angela and the inspector walked to the other end of the ward, towards Mum’s room.

      ‘And you sometimes have the same damp feeling here?’ The inspector asked.

      Angela nodded. ‘It’s like walking through a shower curtain.’

      ‘And the builders?’

      ‘They say it’s our imagination.’

      ‘Any patients mention anything unusual?’ asked the inspector.

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘For example: they see transparent figures, or complain of sudden heat or cold, or strange pain.’

      Angela looked amused. ‘This is Intensive Care. Our patients don’t talk a lot. Mostly they’re in induced comas. Like this lady, for example.’ She pointed through the glass window at Mum, lying peacefully on her bed, eyes closed, breathing in and out.

      ‘Hmm,’ said the inspector. ‘Well. Thank you for your time.’ She looked down the ward again, over the top of her glasses, her beady eyes shining in the bright lights. ‘Yes. Most interesting.’

      ‘What do you think it is?’ said Angela. ‘Really, it’s most inconvenient, this problem with the air conditioning.’

      ‘I can imagine it is,’ said the inspector. ‘But it could be worse.’

      ‘Worse? How could it be worse?’

      The inspector paused. ‘You could have a poltergeist.’ She winked, and Angela smiled doubtfully. ‘I’ve just got a few calls to make. Don't worry, I’ll be back.’

      Arms swinging, the inspector marched her way down the hallway, like a small, podgy soldier. She had a knack of clearing the corridor; people took one look at her coming and jumped aside. Even Doctor Margaret, who never gave way to anyone, was startled enough to spill coffee on her dress.

      ‘Who was that?’ said Doctor Margaret, pushing the swing doors open with her elbow. ‘Anyone got a tissue?’

      She took off her ID tag to wipe her dress.

      The swipe card. It’s mine!

      Slowly, slowly, while the doctor was wiping her dress and complaining to Sharon about the rudeness of modern visitors, who didn’t even notice doctors any more, Tayla pushed the card to the edge of the desk. The clatter it made when it fell to the floor was covered neatly by the noise of the door opening.

      Nearly got it! Nearly there …

      He was so busy concentrating on the swipe card that that he forgot about the inspector. Which, he realised later, was a mistake.
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          Jamie is Bored

        

      

    

    
      ‘Stop it!’ Hayley ran into the lounge. ‘Mum. Muuum! Make him stop!’

      Mum, kneeling on the floor with the newspaper spread out in front of her, blinked. ‘Hm?’

      ‘Mum!’ Hayley yelled. ‘Jamie’s being annoying.’

      Mum looked up at Hayley’s face and the foam bullet sticking to her forehead.

      ‘Jamie?’ she called.

      ‘What?’ Jamie put the gun behind his back.

      ‘Don’t shoot your sister.’

      Jamie shot the cat instead. It meowed at him, racing across the newspaper for the cat flap.

      ‘Jamie!’

      ‘Sorry,’ Jamie sighed. ‘It’s just …’ He stopped, hearing the whine in his voice, and knowing Mum would finish the sentence in her head.

      ‘If you’re bored,’ said Mum, ‘I’ll give you a job to do.’

      ‘I’m okay.’

      Mum sniffed and returned to her paper.

      ‘Mum,’ asked Hayley. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘I’m fine. It’s just –’ Mum rubbed her eyes. ‘There’s a very sad story in the paper.’

      ‘Can I see it?’ said Jamie and Hayley, together.

      ‘Muum!’ Bernice shrieked from the shower.

      Mum sighed. ‘What?’

      ‘Help!’

      ‘Not a moment’s peace in this house,’ muttered Mum. ‘I cannot wait to get to the office.’

      Bernice’s screams grew louder and louder, until she sounded like a smoke alarm.

      ‘All right!’ Mum got to her feet. ‘I’m coming.’

      ‘Bet Bernice saw a bug,’ Hayley muttered.

      Jamie tried not to grin, but his mouth just kept turning upwards. He put his hand over his face.

      Hayley stared at him. ‘What have you done?’

      ‘Me?’ He shouldn’t have pitched his voice so high. He sounded like a girl.

      Bernice came into the lounge at a run and slammed into him, pushing him over. ‘You! You!’

      ‘Me? What have I done?’ said Jamie, his voice muffled by the carpet.

      ‘You’re a maggot,’ Bernice shrieked.

      ‘Och, you shouldn’t give him so much to work with, Bernice.’ Mum threw the brown fake spider at Jamie. He’d carefully and thoughtfully arranged it in the shower, so Bernice would see it just as she was washing her hair.

      ‘You pulled a leg off it,’ said Jamie.

      Bernice hit him. ‘You’re an idiot,’ she hissed. ‘I hope you get bullied at school. I hope they’re really mean to you.’

      ‘Bernice!’ said Mum.

      ‘Well! He deserves it!’ She flounced off to her room.

      ‘How long were you in the shower for?’ Jamie called. ‘Two hours?’

      ‘At least I wash,’ Bernice said, ‘which is more than I can say for you.’

      ‘Stop it!’ said Mum. ‘If you’re going to fight, do it outside.’

      ‘I can’t,’ said Jamie, crouched over the newspaper. ‘I’m reading the news.’

      
        
        A Tragic Accident.

        “Bystanders who attempted to help at a car accident described the scene as “tragic”. A restored Mark IV Zephyr with three occupants collided with a campervan just outside Kurow yesterday. The male driver of the car died at the scene. Two passengers, a woman in her thirties and a boy aged twelve, were airlifted to Dunsford Hospital. Their condition is described as “stable”. It is thought the campervan, driven by a Swiss tourist, crossed the median strip and hit the Zephyr head-on.

        The driver and passenger of the campervan, both males in their mid-forties, were unharmed, but shaken by the accident.

        Local resident Mr White, who spoke to the driver of the car earlier that day, described it as “Tragic. A lovely family. They’d done a beautiful job on the car.” Police have issued a reminder to tourists to always drive on the left-hand side. Names will be released once next of kin have been informed.”

        

      

      ‘Jim went to that accident.’ Mum sounded sad.

      Hayley leant on Jamie’s shoulder, so he shrugged her off.

      ‘Jamie!’ shrieked Hayley.

      Mum looked at them both. ‘That’s enough! I’m sick of the two of you. Go outside.’

      Putting his hand into his pocket, Jamie slipped his buzzer onto his finger. It looked like a ring. Stuart and Rob had given it to him as a goodbye present when he left Edinburgh. Mum didn’t know about it – yet. As a trial, he pushed Hayley with his buzzer-hand.

      ZZsst!

      Hayley fell over and landed on the newspaper. ‘Jamie!’

      Mum glared at him. ‘Outside, Jamie!’

      ‘Why do I have to go and she doesn’t?’

      ‘Because you,’ Hayley said, ‘are a lot more annoying.’ She stuck out her tongue.

      

      Jamie clambered onto the wooden fence, hooked a leg around a rail, and threw sticks to Skivver. He hated this place. It was the school holidays and he didn’t know any kids yet. The internet connection was pathetic, so he couldn’t play online games or message his friends.

      Even the outdoors felt different. Instead of the tiny, tight alleys of Edinburgh, great for running and hiding in, Jamie saw only grassy fields full of sheep. Everyone knew that sheep were dumb.

      Mum and Dad, both doctors, had decided to move to New Zealand. ‘We want to simplify our lives,’ Mum said. ‘We want to have more time with you. You’re growing up so quickly.’

      Jamie wasn’t sure he liked that. Babysitters were easier to manage than parents. And “simplify” sounded like no iPods or holidays abroad.

      

      Skivver picked up the ball in his slobbering mouth, wagged his tail at Jamie and whined. Even the dog was bored. Jamie sighed. —

      The school had wooden verandahs and a big tree beside the front gate. When Jamie stood on the verandah, he could see the sea. There were only three classrooms. How could you have a school with only three classes? But the playground was grand. A wooden fort, three storeys high, built around an old tree, so its trunk went up the centre. A fireman’s pole was attached to the top tower. There were swings and slides and a bark track that led down the hill towards some bushes.

      Jamie threw the ball to Skivver, who barked happily and ran off to chase it while Jamie climbed up the fort and snapped a couple of selfies. He would email the pictures to Stuart and Rob when the computer was finally working. On the screen he looked different; browner and skinnier.

      Next week was the start of term. What would this place be like then? There would be rules to learn, like who went first on the play equipment, and which kids were clever and which were mean. And there would be teachers, some nice, some not. He’d have to figure out which was which.

      Would people understand him? The fish and chip shop had been bad enough. Four times he’d said, ‘Three chips, four cod,’ getting redder and redder each time, until finally the lady behind the counter sighed and handed him a piece of paper and a pen. Everyone waiting had laughed. Jamie had felt as though a big arrow with flashing lights on it was hovering over his head, pointing him out as a stranger.

      From down the path, Skivver whined.

      ‘Skivver! Skivver! Come on, boy.’realised

      But the dog was silent.

      ‘Skivver?’

      Jamie ran down the track. Skivver’s tail, stuck out from a bush. Jamie crawled under the leaves to the dog. The ball had rolled down a rabbit hole.

      Jamie pulled it out. ‘Gross!’ The ball was dripping wet, probably because it had been in Skivver’s mouth. He dropped it and it rolled further under the bushes.

      Skivver whined.

      ‘Get the ball! Go on, boy!’

      But the dog wouldn’t move; he tucked his tail between his legs and stayed put. Jamie crawled after the ball, and came out on the other side of the bushes.

      What was that, in front of him? For a moment, it looked like grey smoke, but then the sun appeared from behind a cloud and he blinked and realised: it was a house, with grey stone walls, all tumbled down. An old ruin! How could you have a ruin in a schoolyard? Jamie got slowly to his feet.

      Where the windows had been were two empty holes that looked like eyes, staring at him. If he stood on tiptoes he could just see through them. Inside were blocks of grey stone, fallen from the broken walls. It looked like an old kirk, the sort of church he’d seen in the Scottish highlands.

      No. — Look, there was space for a bell. Weird.

      He pulled out his phone and took a couple of photos of the half-hidden, tumbledown building. He’d tell Rob and Stuart that this was a typical New Zealand school.

      Suddenly, out of the corner of his eye, Jamie saw something run across the clearing. A mouse? A rat? Above, a bird, large and black, croaked and fluttered dark wings. Something flapped across the tumbled ruin. Behind him, dead leaves rustled. Or was it feet, trampling through the undergrowth?

      A branch brushed against him and he jumped, because, just for a moment, it had felt as though cold fingers had stroked his face. Jamie felt his breathing was too loud. His heart was racing; thump-thud, thump-thud. He shivered. I’d better get back.
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          The Caretaker

        

      

    

    
      Skivver bounded towards the playground as if he’d been released from a trap. Jamie shivered and followed the dog up the hill.

      A girl stood on the verandah. She had a big hat on her head that shaded her face and made her look like a tall, skinny mushroom. With her long plaits she looked a bit like a grown-up Pippi Longstocking. She wore a water bottle belted to her waist, and rested one hand on it as if it was a gun.

      ‘What are you doing?’ she asked Jamie.

      ‘Exploring.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘There’s nothing else to do.’

      She looked down at him for a moment, then sat on the edge of the verandah and dangled her feet. She held out her hand. ‘I’m Becky.’

      ‘Jamie.’ He shook her hand.

      ZZsst!

      ‘Ouch!’ She snatched her hand away. ‘What was that?’

      ‘Sorry!’ Jamie pulled the buzzer off his finger, quickly, hoping she wouldn’t notice.

      But Becky grabbed it off him. ‘My brother had one of those.’ She put it on her own finger and squeezed his hand. Her grip was strong, for a girl, and her palm was rough.

      ‘Hey!’

      ‘Serve you right,’ she grinned and zapped him again. ‘You’re the new doctor’s boy, aren’t you?’

      Jamie nodded.

      Becky took off her hat and ruffled her hair. Carefully, she handed the buzzer back to him, holding it like it might go off. Jamie slipped his finger into the loop and pushed the battery case back into position.

      ‘Mum told me you’d been in, getting fish and chips.’

      ‘Your mum?’

      ‘She runs the fish and chip shop. She knows everyone in Longridge,’ said Becky.

      Imagine, owning your own chip shop! Wouldn’t that be grand?

      ‘You’re from Scotland, aren’t you?’

      Jamie nodded. He didn’t want to say much. She might think his accent was funny.

      Becky pulled the water bottle from its holder, took a sip. ‘I’m the school caretaker.’

      ‘You?’ The caretaker at his last school had been a grumpy old man, who kept complaining about damage to the downpipes and graffiti in the school grounds. ‘But aren’t you too young?’

      ‘Oh, so there’s an age limit?’ Then she grinned. ‘Nah, you’re right. They were desperate.’

      ‘Desperate? Why? Are the kids mental or something?’

      Becky laughed. Her arms, resting on the rough wood, looked muscly. She must play a lot of sport. ‘All kids are mental.’

      ‘I’m not mental.’ At least she could understand him.

      ‘Yeah you are. You zap strangers. Did you find anything interesting down there?’ She nodded her head at the bottom of the slope.

      Surely the caretaker should know about the ruin? ‘Don’t you know your own school?’

      Becky shook her head. ‘I only started working here this week. And I didn’t go to school here. I came to Longridge …’ Her voice stopped for a moment, as though someone had pushed a pause button, ‘after Dad died. And I was thirteen, so I went to the High School.’

      ‘My sisters are starting there tomorrow.’

      ‘Do you like it here? Longridge, I mean?’

      Jamie shrugged.

      ‘I know,’ said Becky, understanding in her voice. ‘I felt like that, too. Don’t worry; it’s a cool place, really. Do you play sport?’

      Jamie shook his head. ‘I like computers.’

      ‘The principal told me the school’s got a really good internet connection.’

      ‘Really?’ For a moment, just a tiny second, Jamie looked forward to school. He pointed to the tangled bushes, their green tops just visible above the curve of the hill. ‘There’s a ruin down there. I think it’s an old school house.’

      Becky sat up straight. ‘Mr Ferris said something about a ruin.’

      ‘Mr Ferris?’

      ‘The old caretaker. I don’t know why he worked at a school. Hates kids, Mr Ferris does. He likes fish and chips though, so he talks to Mum. He told her there was an old building.’

      Jamie showed her the photo of the stone-walled schoolhouse on his phone.

      ‘What’s that?’ Becky pointed at a shadow on the screen. It looked kind of like a person.

      ‘Weird. It wasn’t there when I took the picture.’ Jamie shook the phone. ‘It’s not a very good camera.’

      ‘It looks like a man,’ said Becky. ‘With his hands on his hips.’

      Jamie tipped the phone so the image was easier to see. She was right. The hazy shadow was kind of like a person.

      A car pulled up beside the school. Back home there were so many cars that no one paid attention to them. But here in the country you noticed cars. It wasn’t that you were nosey, it was just that you were aware of things that weren’t normal.

      Jamie was so amazed that he would even care that a car had pulled up outside a fence that he didn’t pay attention to the man walking across the grounds towards them. He jumped when the stranger spoke.

      ‘Good morning, Becky. You’ve done the grass already. Well done.’

      The man was tall and thin, like a piece of wire. His hair stuck up in tufts and his eyes were so round they looked like two golf balls.

      ‘You must be the doctor’s boy.’ The stranger held out his hand. ‘I’m Mr Potts. I’m the Principal. Welcome to Longridge.’

      Without thinking, Jamie reached up and shook his hand.

      ‘Jamie!’ whispered Becky.

      Too late! The shock ripped into Mr Potts. Jamie could feel it through his palm, like a needle stabbing into his hand. It would have been even stronger for the principal.

      Mr Potts’ eyes bulged so far out of his sockets they looked like they might fall out. — His feet stepped up and down, as though dancing. The Macarena, thought Jamie. He’s doing the Macarena!

      Jamie tried to swallow the bubble of laughter that rose in his throat. But the image of the Macarena was too strong. Any moment now, he thought crazily, he’s going to put his hands on his hips! And, despite all his trying, Jamie felt his mouth lift in a grin, as though there were two strings on the ends of his lips and someone was tugging upwards, upwards.

      Don’t laugh. He’s the principal. You can’t laugh at the principal!

      He put his hands over his mouth to stifle the sound, just as the laughter exploded out of him, like a blast from a cannon.

      Mr Potts was bent over, his right hand between his knees. ‘What-was-that?’ He sounded like a fish, gasping for air. ‘What the heck was that?’

      Becky stared at Jamie, mumbling into his palm, and Mr Potts, now rubbing his hand frantically. ‘Um. Jamie was just showing me some stinging nettles. The grey tall stuff, that stings really badly? You must have put your hand on it.’

      Mr Potts wiped his forehead with a handkerchief then shook his hand hard, as if trying to shake away the sting. Jamie slipped the buzzer off his finger, into his pocket.

      ‘Stinging nettle?’ gasped Mr Potts. ‘You’d better get rid of it, Becky, that’s nasty stuff.’

      Jamie desperately swallowed the laughter that bubbled and burped inside him. Rob and Stuart would go crazy about this. He could hear them now. ‘You wha’? You shocked the principal?’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ said Mr Potts. ‘I-I seem to be very sensitive to stinging nettle.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Jamie, I don’t understand. How on earth could you hold stinging nettle? And where is it now?’

      Jamie stared desperately at Becky. ‘Um, I threw it away. While you were …’ He wanted to say ‘dancing’, but no, if he said that, nothing could stop him laughing again.

      There was a pause. Would Mr Potts believe him?

      ‘Hm,’ said Mr Potts. ‘Well. Welcome to Longridge Primary.’

      But his eyes were hard, and his voice was anything but welcoming. And Jamie had the terrible feeling that Mr Potts thought he was lying.
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          First Day

        

      

    

    
      ‘You look lovely, dear.’ Mum waved a comb over Jamie’s hair.

      ‘Muum!’ Jamie ducked. ‘Don’t!’

      ‘Come on, darling. Just a little comb? It’s really very messy, you know.’

      Jamie put his hands over his head. ‘No!’

      ‘Shona,’ said Dad from the kitchen. ‘Leave the boy alone.’

      ‘Aye,’ said Hayley. ‘If he wants to look ugly, it’s his problem.’

      ‘He does not look ugly.’ Mum tousled Jamie’s hair. ‘He looks beautiful.’

      This was even worse than the combing. ‘I don’t, do I?’ Jamie asked Dad. ‘Tell me it’s not true.’

      Dad swallowed his coffee. ‘It’s not true, son. You’re very ugly.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘I’ll say,’ whispered Hayley. ‘Real ugly.’

      As usual, Hayley was in a bad mood. — At least, she thought it was eczema. Only Jamie knew the truth: it was prime grade itching powder “guaranteed to create a most terrible scratching”, imported from Scotland in his suitcase.

      Hayley had a red rash down the side of her neck and into her top. She tugged at her school blouse frantically.

      ‘Don’t scratch it dear,’ said Mum. ‘It’ll only make it worse.’

      Dad looked up from the morning paper. ‘Did you put some cream on it, Hays?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Hayley, through gritted teeth. ‘But it doesn’t work. It’s not fair! My first day at school and I look like a traffic light!’

      ‘You look fine, dear,’ said Mum.

      Why do mothers always lie to their children about their appearance? ‘You do look pretty weird,’ said Jamie.

      Bernice came into the room. ‘Mum! Did you change washing powders?’

      ‘No,’ said Mum, staring at black-haired Bernice, now scratching frantically at her neck. ‘What is wrong with you two girls? Maybe you’ve got an infection.’

      ‘Better take their temperatures.’ Dad turned the page of the newspaper.

      Mum sighed. ‘Of course. It’s always me who gets to do these little jobs.’

      ‘Well,’ Dad started on the crossword, ‘you’re already standing up.’ He winked at Jamie.

      ‘Right,’ said Mum, a minute later. ‘Hold still, Bernice.’ She stabbed the thermometer into Bernice’s ear, and held it until it beeped. ‘Thirty-seven degrees,’ she said, sounding surprised. ‘Not an infection then.’

      Jamie put his hand over his mouth, trying not to laugh as Hayley, too, had a temperature of thirty-seven degrees.

      ‘Maybe it’s the washing powder.’ Mum looked worried. ‘Jim, did you do anything to the clothes?’

      ‘Not me.’

      ‘Or maybe it’s the food. Girls, what did you eat yesterday?’

      ‘I think,’ Dad said, finishing the crossword, ‘it’s nothing to do with infections, or allergies. Unless they’re allergic to younger brothers.’ He winked at Jamie again, who glared at him. What a traitor!

      ‘Jamie!’ hissed Hayley and Bernice. They sounded like angry snakes, but the way they stepped towards Jamie and drew back their fists was anything but snake-like. ‘What have you done?’

      Jamie backed away. ‘Nothing.’

      ‘Jamie!’ Mum sounded serious. ‘What exactly do you mean by “nothing”?’

      ‘Um, nothing much?’

      Mum sighed. ‘Come on girls. It’s only itching powder.’

      ‘How did you know?’ Jamie clapped his hand over his mouth. How could he be so stupid? He’d just admitted it. Bernice and Hayley would kill him! They had that look in their eyes right now; the look that said, “look out little brother, you are dead meat.”

      ‘Girls!’ Mum stepped in front of Bernice’s spiky nails. ‘Go and get changed.’ She scowled at Jamie. ‘Get him later. After school.’

      Dad folded the newspaper into quarters and stuck it in his bag. ‘Got to go,’ he said cheerfully. ‘See you later, honey.’

      ‘Don’t you “honey” me. What do you mean, egging him on like that?’

      ‘Och, honey. Don’t worry. It’s just a phase. He’ll grow out of it.’

      ‘He had better,’ said Mum grimly. ‘Or he won’t make it to adulthood.’

      

      It was after school, and Jamie was munching a biscuit at the breakfast bar while Mum cut up vegetables.

      ‘You don’t need a computer to write a letter, Jamie,’ said Mum. ‘You can use pen and paper, you know. When I was little I didn’t even have a computer.’

      Jamie had heard this a hundred times. The when-I-was-young speech: how lucky he was to have all these things poor Mum didn’t have as a child. Computers, the internet, an iPod, a DVD player … the list went on.

      He rolled his eyes. ‘Did you have fire?’

      ‘Another reason for using a pen and paper,’ Mum sliced a tomato viciously, ‘is that it will allow you to hide silently beneath your bed. So when your sisters come home they can’t find you.’

      ‘Why should I hide from them?’

      ‘They were planning on killing you after school, remember?’

      ‘Oh,’ said Jamie, uneasily. ‘Yes.’

      It was dusty under the bed, but it felt safer than being out in the open, where Bernice and Hayley might find him. Jamie lay on his stomach in the dark while he thought about what to say. When he told them about his school he didn’t want Stu and Rob to think, ‘Och, the poor wee bairn’. Jamie wanted his friends to be jealous.

      He dug his phone from his pocket, turned on the screen for a light and tried to write as neatly as possible.

      

      
        
        Dear Stuart and Rob

        How are you? I hope you are well. We had our first assembly today. It was all right.

        

      

      It would sound better if he was having an awesome time. Jamie scratched out “all right” and wrote “great”.

      
        
        There are only three classrooms at school. We have plenty of tech stuff, Bluetooth board, laptops and iPads.

        

      

      (This was true – but his teacher couldn't make the Wi-Fi work.)

      
        
        The teachers are fantastic

        

      

      (this was a lie).

      
        
        There is Mrs Flowers. She teaches the junior school. All the kids between five and nine are in her class. She seems okay. Mr Pressick is my teacher. He’s from South Africa. He used to be in the army and he’s super tidy. He says the reason he works at Longridge Primary is because it’s the only school that would take him. I don’t think he's joking.

        Mr Potts is the principal. I met Mr Potts earlier.

        

      

      He didn’t want to tell Rob and Stuart about that.

      
        
        There’s an office lady called Mrs Hays, everyone says to look out for her because she’s really nasty. Maybe she’s softening me up, because she seemed okay to me. She smiled and said she hoped I’d have a nice day.

        There’s only seventy kids or so at the school. They all know each other.

        

      

      (true)

      
        
        They are really friendly.

        

      

      (lie)

      
        
        I have twenty kids in my class.

        

      

      (true)

      
        
        We start lessons tomorrow. Today it was just getting to know people and stuff. I’m the only new person there, though, so it didn’t take very long.

        

      

      Jamie didn’t want to tell them about the rest of his day. So he just added,

      
        
        Your friend, Jamie.

        

      

      

      Lying in the dusty darkness, Jamie thought about his first day at Longridge School. It had been as horrible as he’d imagined it might be.

      First, there had been the usual “What I did in the holidays” news. The children took it in turns to tell what they’d been up to. Apart from Jamie. Because no one could understand his accent.

      Mr Pressick gave up asking him to repeat himself and told him to write the answers on the whiteboard. But because Mr Pressick was very particular about keeping the whiteboard tidy, he only let Jamie write in a corner. So Jamie had to stand with a marker in his hand, writing in wee letters what he had done for his holidays. There wasn’t much to say.

      ‘I moved house,’ Jamie wrote. ‘And got a dog.’

      No trips to Majorca or Africa or Disneyland. Nothing exciting. Just packing, coming here, and unpacking. It had been a good idea to write about the dog, though.

      Connor, a wiry boy with curly hair, wrote on the whiteboard: ‘What sort of dog?’

      ‘A Labrador,’ Jamie stared at the marker pen. Why did Connor need to write? Jamie wasn’t deaf.

      Connor looked embarrassed, like he’d had the same thought. He coughed, and started talking out loud. ‘I’ve got a collie. He’s four. How old is yours?’

      Jamie shrugged. ‘We got him off the internet. I don’t know.’

      ‘Write it down, Jamie,’ said Mr Pressick.

      ‘I can understand him,’ said Connor.

      ‘I can’t,’ said Mr Pressick. ‘Gabi. What did you do in your holidays?’

      Jamie sat down with relief.

      ‘I’m Shelley. Mr Pressick is so mean,’ whispered the girl opposite him. ‘I can understand you.’

      ‘Thanks,’ whispered Jamie. Shelley wore braces on her teeth. He always ended up sitting opposite someone with braces. It was like a curse.

      Jayden Harris was the mean kid in the class. His nose was flat at the top, as if someone had sat on him and squashed his face, and his desk was next to Jamie’s. Every time Jamie talked, Jayden sniggered. Eventually, Jamie stopped talking. Better to sit in silence than be laughed at all the time.

      At lunch, Connor talked nonstop about his dog. He was called Mouse, which seemed a strange name for a dog, but whatever. Mouse could do all kinds of tricks and won a medal at the sheep dog trials.

      ‘What does your dog do?’

      ‘Chases balls,’ said Jamie. ‘And digs holes.’

      After he’d finished his lunch, Jamie sneaked down to the ruined schoolhouse. Even though the place was kind of creepy, he liked the old building. It was private and quiet and there was no one here to laugh at him, to remind him he was different. He lay on the grass beside the tumbledown wall and made up rhymes about Mr Pressick and Jayden Harris.

      A whisper in his ear, a tickle on his stomach.  Jamie sat up quickly. What was that? Had someone called him?

      ‘Hey, boy!’

      He blinked. Was this for real? There was no one, just the blue of the sky and the green of the trees. And the great grey nettles that towered above his head. He relaxed, just for a second, then shot up like an uncoiling spring.

      Nettles? Nettles?

      He whimpered, rubbing his arms. These plants were big and grey and had long spikes on their leaves. Much more serious than Scottish nettles. And he was standing right in the middle of them! How could he have got here and not noticed?

      He stood absolutely still, not daring to move. Again, he heard a murmur, a giggle; felt a quiver on the back of his legs.

      ‘Scaredy cat, scaredy cat, sitting on the doormat.’

      Jamie shook his head. Just a fly. Or a bee. Or a wasp. A wasp? He whimpered again, louder this time. Should he call for help?

      The day, so bright and clear, suddenly seemed dim. What should he do? Jamie crossed his arms against his chest so that he didn’t accidentally brush against a leaf, and tried to stand as still as a stone. He hated nettle stings. Just then, a breeze blew, ruffling the tops of the nettles, sighing against the trees. Was it his imagination, or was that a stern voice, a bossy voice – a teacher’s voice?

      ‘I’m here,’ he quavered, not wanting to talk too loudly in case he brushed against a nettle.

      ‘Ah. Yes.’ A man with young eyes and a bright smile stood on the other side of the clearing. He wore a waistcoat with a chain coming from the pocket, striped trousers, and a hat with a flat top.

      Jamie whimpered. ‘Get me out of here!’

      ‘Come. Take my hand, lad. Good. Can you feel it?’

      Jamie bent forward, moving only at his waist so his legs stayed out of the nettles, and grabbed the man’s hand. It was dry and cold. Strange to be so cold on such a warm day. ‘Aye. I can feel it.’

      ‘Good. Well then! All you have to do is to step forwards, one two three, bravely does it.’

      ‘I can’t.’ Jamie tried hard to keep his voice steady, but even as he tried, he could hear the whimper in his voice.

      ‘You’ll be all right, lad,’ said the strange man. ‘These nettles can’t sting, you know.’

      Jamie stared down at the long grey stems, the thick leaves. They looked like they could do serious damage.

      ‘Tell you what,’ said the man patiently. ‘You shut your eyes; tell yourself they’re not there. On the count of three, you jump, as high as you can, and I’ll pull you out.’

      ‘You will?’

      ‘Promise,’ said the man and smiled at him. He had a nice smile, the lines around his eyes crinkling.

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘Well done. Now then. One, two, three.’

      Squeezing his eyes closed, Jamie sprang up, up and over, landing in a roll at the man’s feet.

      ‘Very good, young man. Oh, very well done.’ The stranger clapped him on the shoulder. Jamie opened his eyes and looked back towards the wall. There in front of him was a clump of tall grass, waving in the sunlight.

      There were no nettles anywhere. ‘What? Where have they gone?’

      The man lifted his hat, tipped it to one side and clapped him on the shoulder again. ‘Pay it no mind, young man, pay it no mind.’

      Jamie was so busy staring at the grass that he didn’t even notice the man go. What had happened to those tall, grey-green, vicious plants? They can’t have just disappeared!

      The breeze swirled about him. Just before he scrambled back up the slope towards the playground, Jamie thought he heard a girl, laughing.

      

      ‘Where is he? Where is he?’ Hayley and Bernice had arrived home. Jamie crouched low under the bed, thinking quiet thoughts.

      ‘He’s gone to the school,’ said Mum.

      ‘Oh.’ They sounded disappointed.

      ‘How was your day?’

      ‘Okay, I guess,’ said Bernice.

      Hayley wasn’t about to forget. ‘I’m going down there.’

      ‘The school? Why?’

      ‘I’m going to murder Jamie.’

      ‘I’ll come too,’ said Bernice.

      ‘Excellent,’ said Mum cheerfully, ‘Dinner’s at six.’

      All was silent in the kitchen. They were trying to lull him into a false sense of security. But he, Jamie McCready, was too canny. He would lie here until tea, when Mum and Dad could provide some form of protection. Jamie pulled out his phone. Could he text Rob? Maybe, just maybe, by some miracle, there would be coverage?

      No such luck. He sighed, and started running through his photo library. In the darkness under the bed the images on the screen were brighter, lighting up the dusty carpet and the wooden bed legs.

      The photos showed Rob, standing in the rain. Jamie under a huge umbrella. His old class, piled on top of each other in front of the iron school gates.

      He missed his old class, where he knew everyone and no one laughed at his accent.

      Jamie sighed again. He was about to turn off his phone, when he stopped. There was that picture, the one he’d taken of the ruined schoolhouse two days ago. And that strange smudge, the one Becky had said looked like a person, was clearer without the sun on the screen.

      There had been no one there when he’d taken the shot, he was sure of it. And yet, the picture seemed to show the outline of a man, with his hands on his hips. He wore black trousers, a black waistcoat. His face was shadowed under the rim of a hat, and at his waist there was a gleam of silver.

      Jamie felt suddenly cold. This had happened to him before. Back in Scotland, when he’d gone on a school trip to Edinburgh Castle – there had been a woman in an old-fashioned dress standing by the door. Later, he'd asked who she was. But no one else had noticed her, not even Mum.

      Rob had thought it hilarious. ‘Jamie saw a ghastie, oooh, Jamie saw a ghastie!’

      Jamie hadn’t laughed, though. Maybe Rob had been right – perhaps he really had seen a ghost.

      Staring at the cellphone’s little screen, Jamie shivered.
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          Tayla Again
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          Distraction

        

      

    

    
      Tayla tried to prise the doctor’s swipe card off the floor, but all he could do was move the card around, not lift it. If only he had a pocketknife to slide underneath. Where was his knife, anyway? It should have been in his pocket when the accident happened. Would it be all ghostly and transparent now?

      He was so busy wondering about the things in his pockets – the piece of string, his handkerchief, the fifty-cent piece he was saving – and hoping that a nurse hadn’t thrown them out, that he didn’t notice the figure behind him. He did notice the hand on his shoulder, though.

      ‘Gotcha!’ said a bossy, Coronation Street voice.

      He jumped, just like a jack in a box, and looked up. It was the inspector. Seen from this angle she seemed scarier than before.

      She could touch him!

      ‘You can see me,’ he said. Stupid thing to say. Obviously she could see him.

      ‘I thought there was a spirit in here.’ She seemed pleased at her discovery. ‘You hid well, I must say.’

      Tayla got to his feet, but she didn’t let go. Her grip was amazingly firm. She could probably bend iron with that fist.

      ‘Bertie told me you were here,’ she added.

      ‘Who?’ asked Tayla

      ‘Bertie Stibbens. He’s my next-door neighbour. The man in the bed beside you.’

      The old man, who had been a prisoner in the war? ‘He told you about me?’

      She nodded. ‘He’s very worried about you.’

      Suddenly, Tayla realised that everyone – Doctor Margaret, Angela, the nurses, Sharon – were standing dead still, just staring at the inspector.

      The inspector coughed. ‘Maybe we should talk somewhere else.’

      They couldn’t see him! All they’d see was this bossy lady squeezing empty air.

      ‘Excuse me,’ asked Angela cautiously, ‘Are you quite all right?’

      The inspector glared around at the sea of faces. ‘Don’t you all have something else to do?’ she asked.

      Most of her audience looked embarrassed and returned to cleaning, or filing, or filling out temperature charts. But not Doctor Margaret, still sponging coffee off her skirt, and definitely not Angela.

      ‘I have many things to do,’ Angela said, ‘But I think this is more important right now.’

      ‘If we could step into the office,’ the inspector looked at Tayla, ‘I will be happy to explain it.’

      Tayla didn’t want to go into any office. It sounded way too much like being in trouble at school. ‘Me? Why?’

      ‘Of course you,’ said the inspector. ‘You’re the cause of all these problems.’

      ‘Are you talking to me?’ said Angela, turning red.

      ‘Oh my lord, of course not,’ said the inspector, suddenly losing her superpowers of scariness. ‘No, not at all. I was talking –’ she tapped Tayla’s shoulder, ‘to this lad here.’

      For a long moment, Angela and Doctor Margaret stared at the patch of space currently occupied by Tayla.

      ‘There’s nothing there,’ Angela said eventually.

      ‘That’s not quite true,’ sighed the inspector. ‘Please. In your office?’

      Angela stared at her for a moment, then at the empty air connected to the inspector’s hand, and shrugged. ‘It's going to be one of those days. I can always tell.’ She opened her office door. ‘Please.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said the inspector. She gestured Doctor Margaret and Angela in ahead of her, and dragged Tayla in behind.

      Angela flopped into an old, battered swivel chair. ‘This had better be good.’ There was stuff everywhere. Piles of paper all over the desk, overflowing onto the floor, even on top of the computer monitor. It looked like Tayla’s bedroom. You’d think a place like intensive care would be tidy.

      Doctor Margaret, obviously used to the mess, perched on the edge of the desk.

      Angela cleared papers off a spare chair and put them on the floor. ‘Please,’ she said to the inspector. ‘Sit.’

      ‘I’d rather stand. In case I have to make a grab for him again.’

      ‘I’ll stay,’ said Tayla, feeling sulky. There was no point in running, this woman with the power of x-ray vision would be sure to find him again. Besides, there was Mum. And his body. He couldn’t leave them behind.

      The inspector looked at him like her eyes came with a built-in lie detector. Then she nodded, and sat. She also let go of Tayla’s arm, which was a relief, because his hand was going numb.

      ‘My name,’ said the inspector to Angela, Doctor Margaret and Tayla, ‘is Mrs Myrtle Mannering. I am the Senior Inspector for the Bureau of Unexplained and Malicious Phenomena.’

      Doctor Margaret snorted. ‘Never heard of it.’

      Mrs Mannering smiled. ‘There are many things, Doctor, of which you have not heard. That does not mean they do not exist. We prefer the term “The Bureau”.’

      ‘Sounds like the FBI,’ muttered Tayla, forgetting that Mrs Mannering could hear him. She fixed him with the Glare of Silence.

      ‘The Government,’ she said, ‘refers to us as The BUMP.’

      Angela laughed until Mrs Mannering also gave her the Glare. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘The Bureau,’ said Mrs Mannering, ‘was formed in 1850, after the haunting of Walkaway Place, Hamilton.’

      ‘Never heard of it,’ muttered Doctor Margaret.

      The inspector nodded. ‘Naturally. The Bureau is extremely efficient. We were established to control and regulate all paranormal activities. We issue permits for exorcists and license all medium activities in New Zealand.’

      Angela cleared her throat. ‘I’m sorry, but where this is going?’

      ‘The problem you’ve been having with the damp,’ said the inspector, ‘is nothing to do with your air conditioning.’

      ‘That’s exactly what maintenance told us.’ Angela waved a piece of paper at the inspector.

      It passed right through Tayla, so he couldn’t help reading it. It would be really nice, he thought, if people didn’t push things through him all the time.

      

      
        
        To: Intensivecareunit@dhb.govt.nz

        From: Maintenance@dhb.govt.nz

        

        Hi Angela

        As requested, all checks on your air conditioning have been completed. All appears normal, I’m happy to say.

        Dave

        

      

      

      ‘Nothing on how to fix it, or what else could be wrong.’ She pushed the paper into a pile on her desk; the pile fell over, scattering more paper over the floor. ‘Normal! I’ll give them normal.’

      ‘I suppose, Inspector,’ said Doctor Margaret, ‘that you’re going to tell us it’s all in our imagination.’

      ‘Oh no. Not at all. It’s because of that larrikin, there.’ The inspector nodded at Tayla, who felt his face growing hot.

      Doctor Margaret and Angela both looked confused, and then they looked annoyed.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Angela stood up, ‘but I really have other things to do.’

      ‘He’s about ten or twelve,’ the inspector studied Tayla as if he was a slice of interesting cake, ‘and has brown hair that could do with a cut. He’s wearing blue shorts and a white T-shirt which has “Too Cool for School” written on it.’ She peered over her glasses until Tayla felt like a bug in a microscope. ‘His name is Tayla Johnson.’

      ‘I didn’t tell you that,’ said Tayla indignantly.

      She winked. ‘I guessed.’

      Doctor Margaret and Angela exchanged a look.

      ‘She could have read the medical records,’ said Doctor Margaret slowly. ‘Got his name from the papers.’

      ‘But Margaret,’ whispered Angela, ‘I think he was wearing a white T-shirt.’

      ‘He’s a young lad,’ said the inspector. ‘And he’s stuck. Between his body and, well, death. He doesn’t want to die, do you?’ She gave Tayla the Glare again, and he shook his head frantically. No. He didn’t want to die. He just wasn’t sure about living. ‘But he doesn’t want to go back into his body, either.’

      For a moment, no one spoke.

      Doctor Margaret drew a deep breath. ‘Okaaay. Right. Assuming this is true –’ she held up her hand at the inspector. ‘I’m not saying it isn’t. I’m just saying, “assuming”, that’s all. Can I ask, why doesn’t he want to go back into his body?’

      ‘Because it hurts,’ Tayla muttered.

      Angela pushed the office door open with her foot and called out to a nurse. ‘Jessica, did you admit Tayla Johnson?’

      A nurse with a ponytail turned her head. ‘Yes.’

      ‘What was he wearing?’

      ‘Um. A white T-shirt, I think. It was quite ripped; we had to cut it off him. Why? Is a relative wanting it? I think I threw it out.’

      ‘Did it have anything on it?’

      The nurse looked anxious. ‘Should I have kept it?’

      ‘You did fine, Jessica. Was there writing on the T-shirt?’

      ‘Something about school, I think. It wasn’t a uniform, I remember that. Something about not going to school.’

      Angela breathed in, slowly. ‘You think you’ve seen it all,’ she said quietly, as if talking to herself. ‘And then you realize, you really haven’t.’ She sighed. ‘All right,’ she said to the inspector. ‘How do you know what he was wearing?’

      The inspector looked surprised. ‘Because it’s on him now.’

      Tayla looked down. He liked this T-shirt. He always wore it on mufti days. Stupid nurse. She needn’t have thrown it out.

      ‘You said it hurts to be in your body,’ the inspector said to him. ‘But I’m sure the doctors can give you medicine to help.’ She turned to Doctor Margaret and Angela. ‘Can’t you?’

      Doctor Margaret was staring at the inspector with her mouth open. She looked a bit like a goldfish.

      ‘Um, yes. I suppose so,’ said Angela. She looked at Doctor Margaret, as if asking her to say something too.

      Doctor Margaret shook her head. ‘Oh yes. Most definitely.’

      No you can’t, thought Tayla.

      Angela spoke to the empty air beside the inspector. Her voice was loud and slow, as though Tayla was thick, or deaf. ‘We-can-make-you-comfortable.’

      ‘He’s on my other side,’ said the inspector.

      ‘Oh.’ Angela looked embarrassed.

      ‘Would you go back into your body,’ the inspector said to Tayla, ‘if it didn’t hurt?’

      He shook his head and looked through the door, over at Mum, lying so still in her room. It wouldn’t matter what medicine they gave him. Some pains don’t get better.

      ‘Oh. Of course,’ said the inspector. For a moment she sounded almost human. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Can I talk to you? In private?’ Tayla whispered to her.

      She seemed surprised. ‘In private? Why? They can’t hear you.’

      Angela and Doctor Margaret looked seriously freaked-out. Yes, perhaps they couldn’t hear him. But it was hard to know what adults could hear and what they couldn’t. So before the inspector could grab him again, Tayla floated through the door. She frowned at him through its window.

      ‘Excuse me,’ the inspector said, and opened the door.

      He had to admire the way she kept her dignity. Not many people could make it seem normal to talk to empty air and then walk out of an office for no reason.

      She followed him into a vacant room, the one next to Mum’s. It had a big window facing the corridor. The curtain was pulled back, so Tayla could see into the Intensive Care Unit. It was like being in a fishbowl.

      ‘All right,’ said the inspector, ‘I’m listening. What do you want?’

      Tayla sat on the bed and tried not to fall through the mattress. ‘I know what you’re trying to do.’

      ‘And what’s that?’

      ‘You want to get me into my body.’

      She shook her head. ‘I’m trying to get you to live.’

      Angela and Doctor Margaret crept slowly out of Angela’s office. Now they were standing in the corridor, staring into the room, watching the inspector talk to herself. That’s a good joke, thought Tayla. An invisible friend.

      ‘They think you’re nuts,’ he said.

      The inspector looked out the window and sighed. ‘An occupational hazard.’

      ‘The thing is,’ Tayla felt braver because the inspector looked stupid, ‘I don’t know if I want to live.’ He pushed his fingers into the corners of his eyes to stop the tears. ‘When I’m in my body, there’s nothing to do except think. Even if they stop it hurting, I can still think.’ He looked up at the inspector. ‘And I don’t want to think.’

      He knew what he would think about. Mum. Even Doctor Margaret didn’t know if she'd get better. And Dad. He would remember that Dad was dead; that he was never coming back. And he just wasn’t ready for that yet.

      ‘That’s what you’re doing, aren’t you?’ the inspector said softly. ‘You’re trying to keep yourself busy.’

      ‘Yeah.’ Tayla looked at the floor. ‘It would be better if I was at school. I mean, at least then I would be distracted. But there’s nothing much to do here.’

      The inspector took a deep breath, and looked at him as if he was a light bulb that had just turned on. ‘Not like you’re at school! Of course!’

      ‘What? What did I say?’

      But the inspector didn’t answer. Instead she opened the door, and nearly banged into Doctor Margaret. ‘I’m leaving now,’ she said briskly, ‘but don’t worry. I’ll be back soon.’

      ‘Um, okay. Good.’ Doctor Margaret still seemed freaked out. ‘I think.’
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          Off to School

        

      

    

    
      Much to Angela’s and Doctor Margaret’s annoyance, the inspector returned that afternoon.

      She looked proud of herself, her little beaky nose all pink. ‘I’ve got just the place for you. It’s a school.’

      Tayla shook his head. ‘I don’t want to go.’

      ‘I thought you’d prefer some distraction.’

      ‘I'm invisible, aren't I? What's the point in going to a school if no-one can see me?’

      ‘I can see you.’

      ‘Duh. Obviously. But no-one else can.’

      The nurses were staring at the inspector. It must be creepily weird to see a short fat stranger arguing at herself.

      ‘Imagine a teacher’s face,’ Tayla put on a high voice, trying to sound like the inspector. ‘Here Mr Smith. Meet Tayla. He’s really here. Honestly.’

      ‘There is a school that will take you.’ The inspector looked around, like an eagle seeking prey, and fixed Angela with the Glare. ‘Is there somewhere we can talk? Where no-one can see us?’

      Angela pointed at her chest. ‘Me? You want to talk to me?’

      ‘Not you,’ said the inspector sternly. ‘Him.’ She pointed at Tayla.

      ‘Oh. Of course.’ Angela backed away as though the inspector had grown two heads. ‘You can use the relatives’ room.’

      

      The relatives’ room had a tiny window set high in the wall, and chairs around the edge of the thin carpet. Their vinyl coverings were cracked and bits of stuffing poked through. The room was empty, which was a shame; it would have been fun to watch everyone’s faces when the inspector started talking to herself.

      The little woman stared around and sniffed. ‘Not much to look at,’ she muttered.

      Tayla thought it was interesting. It was the first time he’d been out the doors of Intensive Care. A whole hospital to explore! What fun he could have, flying through corridors, poking into storerooms. He hovered up against the roof, checking out the sprinklers, and wondered if he could set them off.

      ‘I'm going to tell you a great secret.’ The inspector sat down with a thump. She pulled her glasses out of her bag and looped them around her neck. They glittered in the light and looked like extra eyes. ‘And you have to promise not to tell anyone.’

      ‘Okay.’ Tayla floated over to the window. There wasn’t much to see outside, just a few clouds and a seagull flying past.

      ‘When someone dies, they usually disappear,’ said the inspector.

      ‘Disappear? Where?’

      ‘Heaven, I imagine. I don’t know for sure. Sometimes, though people don’t die properly. They hang around, just like you.’

      ‘I’m not dead, though.’

      ‘But you’re not properly alive, are you? You know which spirits are the worst?’ She frowned at him. ‘Children. I’m not saying it’s their fault,’ she added quickly. ‘But quite often children want to stay with their families; they don’t want to move on. Understandable, I suppose. Unfortunately, though, young ghosts quickly become bored. And a bored ghost is a problem. So,’ she smiled brightly at Tayla, ‘the Government opened the Ghost Schools.’

      Was she serious? She looked serious.

      ‘After all, it’s everyone’s right to have an education,’ she added.

      ‘Not when they’re dead. That’s just dumb.’

      ‘You said you were bored,’ the inspector said. ‘And then I remembered the Ghost Schools. Ideal for you, really. You can go to one for a week or so, until your mother starts to wake up.’

      ‘I didn’t say I was bored. I said there was nothing to distract me. I’m happy here.’ Well, happy-ish. ‘Anyway, how come you can see me? No one else can.’

      ‘That is an excellent question, Tayla.’ The inspector sounded pleased, like a teacher who thinks, “finally, someone is interested in this really boring subject.”

      ‘And that old man could, too.’

      ‘Aha, yes. Mr Stibbens,’ the inspector peered over her glasses. ‘There’s two types of people who can see ghosts. The first is people like me. I was born being able to see them. It’s a bit like being left handed, or having blue eyes. Just something you can do. And then there are people like Mr Stibbens. Did he tell you about the war?’

      Tayla nodded.

      ‘Sometimes, if people nearly die, or have someone close to them die very suddenly, they learn to see ghosts.’

      Tayla thought about this. ‘Will I be able to see the ghosts, then?’

      ‘Of course. And the school will be good for you, Tayla. You’ll have children your own age to play with.’

      ‘Dead children.’

      ‘Well, yes. True. But at least they’ll be company.’

      ‘I don’t want to hang out with a bunch of dead kids,’ said Tayla. ‘What if they’re weird? Like, they might turn their heads right around on their necks. Or take their heads off; put them under their arms. Ghosts do that, I’ve seen it in the movies.’

      ‘They’re just children,’ said the inspector. ‘They’re fairly normal. Most of them.’

      ‘Most of them? No thanks.’ Tayla floated upwards.

      Tipping her neck, she glared up at him. ‘I don’t understand. Do you have some sort of a prejudice against the dead?’

      ‘A prejudice?’ Was she calling him a racist or something? ‘I’m not against ghosts. But I kind of prefer my friends to be breathing.’

      ‘I don’t think you understand, Tayla. You either come to the school with me, or you go back into your body.’

      She made it sound like a threat. ‘Are you like Ghostbusters?’ Could she shoot him with an amazing ray gun and make him splatter into a thousand pieces?

      ‘Let’s just say … we have measures. To manage difficult manifestations.’

      Wow. That was a long word. It sounded like a disease. Was he a disease?

      ‘What’s a manifestation?’

      ‘A ghost that’s got out of hand,’ she said grimly.

      ‘I keep telling you,’ said Tayla. ‘I’m not a ghost. You have to be dead to be a ghost. And I’m not dead.’ He wasn’t sure he wanted to be alive, though. Not if being alive meant no more of Dad’s crazy jokes, or Mum’s secret smiles. Not if being alive meant you ached everywhere. ‘I’m breathing. My heart’s pumping. Go and see.’ He waved his hand towards the doors of Intensive Care.

      ‘I thought it would be good for you, stop you worrying about your mother.’

      ‘I want to stay here,’ said Tayla.

      ‘I’ll let you know the minute she starts to wake up.’

      Tayla shook his head, folded his arms.

      The inspector sighed, and picked up her bag. ‘I’m very sorry, young man,’ she said sternly, ‘but sometimes, you can’t just have your own way.’ She took her glasses off.

      ‘You’ve broken them …’ Tayla started to say, as the inspector pulled the two eyepieces of the glasses apart. Too late. Beams of light shot out from the rims, freezing him into place.

      I knew her glare was evil, he thought, frantically trying to get away.

      But she opened her purse, tapped the glasses once, and bang! There was Tayla, trapped in a dark and dusty little space.

      Desperately, he looked for a way out. Thinking thoughts of ooze and slime, he tried to creep through the gaps. Long and stretchy: spaghetti, noodles, string. Tayla felt his legs and arms growing. Ouch! He lay, tangled around himself like a strange, knitted monster.

      Dimly he heard the inspector saying, ‘I don’t think you’ll have any more trouble now. But call me, won’t you? The moment there’s any change with Mrs Johnson. Here’s my number.’

      ‘Of course,’ said Sharon.

      She didn’t sound as if she thought the inspector was mental; she sounded grateful. Could she be pleased he was going? That wasn’t fair. Tayla had always been nice to her, he hadn’t stolen her pen much. She should sound sad that he had gone. But then, she couldn’t see him, could she? All he was to her was a weird damp nuisance; a broken air conditioner.

      I don’t want to be invisible any more, Tayla thought, all curled up in the darkness like a ball of wool. I want people to see me. I want a friend.
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          Stink Bombs

        

      

    

    
      ‘Sit down, Jamie. Sit down.’ Mr Potts rested his elbows on his desk. ‘How are you finding it here, eh? How are you settling in?’

      Jamie shrugged.

      ‘Excellent, excellent,’ beamed Mr Potts, as though a shrug meant something. ‘There’s one thing I wanted to ask you.’ He paused, as though not sure how to begin.

      That’s it. I’m dead. Jamie looked at his feet in their black school shoes. His classroom stunk, and it was all his fault.

      He had been trying to frame Jayden Hayden, but it hadn’t worked, had it? No, because Mr Pressick, horrible tidy Mr Pressick, had found the stink bomb, and somehow worked out who was to blame. And so Jamie had been sent to Mr Potts’ office. And Mr Potts would probably tell his parents, and then they’d be mad at him. Again. He sighed. Worse still, Bernice and Hayley would laugh; they were always happy when he was in trouble.

      ‘How are you settling in?’ asked Mr Potts again. ‘Mr Pressick …’ he paused, and the phone rang.

      Phew, thought Jamie, as the principal answered it.

      ‘Yes, yes of course.’ Mr Potts ran a hand through his tufty hair, as if trying to make it sit flat. ‘What, now?’ He swallowed. ‘No, no,’ he said, faintly. ‘Not at all. That will be fine. Yes. Look forward to seeing you.’

      Mr Potts put down the phone, stared out the window. Sweat trickled down his forehead. Was he sick?

      ‘Um, Mr Potts?’ Jamie asked.

      Mr Potts jumped, as though he’d forgotten Jamie was in the room. ‘Ah Jamie. Yes. Very nice to see you, it’s great you’re settling in so well.’ He stood up, opened the door. ‘I’m glad we had this little chat.’

      Jamie stared at the principal. The man looked totally freaked out, as though someone had rung up and said, “We know where you live.” Not that that would be a threat, not in Longridge. Everyone knew where Mr Potts lived. Two doors down from the fish and chip shop.

      ‘Goodbye, Jamie,’ Mr Potts said.

      Jamie, who knew a quick escape opportunity when he saw one, scrambled for the hallway.

      Mrs Hays looked up and smiled. ‘Hello Jamie dear.’

      Jamie didn’t answer. Because if he said anything it would be, ‘What was that again, Jamie?’ and then he’d have to repeat it, and she’d say, ‘What was that Jamie? Let me find you a pen, dear,’ and he’d have to write it down. And “Hello Mrs Hays” was a pretty stupid thing to have to write.

      A car pulled up outside the gate. It was an ordinary, everyday Ford; red, nothing special; not flash or old or anything that would normally make him look twice. But it was a car, and that was enough.

      ‘Oh my!’ Mrs Hays stood up, put a hand on her chest. ‘Isn’t that – ?’

      ‘Aye. It’s a car,’ said Jamie.

      She blinked at him. ‘Sorry, dear. What did you say?’

      Mr Prescott came out of his office, just as a woman, shorter and fatter than Mrs Hays, climbed from the car.

      ‘Oh sir,’ said Mrs Hays. ‘I thought it was her. It is, isn’t it?’

      ‘Yes,’ Mr Prescott said gloomily.

      ‘Oh my lord!’ Mrs Hays sat down with a thump. ‘Oh no! Bless my soul! Bless my soul!’ She picked up a piece of paper and fanned herself with it.

      The woman trod heavily up the ramp and pushed the office door with a bang.

      ‘Ah, Mr Potts. I’m glad I was able to catch you.’ Her voice was clear and bossy. Gold-rimmed glasses rested on her chest, like ornaments on a shelf. She carried a red bag.

      The visitor put her glasses to her eyes and peered over them at Jamie. ‘Who are you?’

      ‘Jamie,’ Jamie put his hands behind his back.

      ‘Hello, Jamie,’ she smiled. It was the smile of the witch in Hansel and Gretel. It said: Come on little boy, see what I’m cooking for dinner. ‘I am the inspector.’

      ‘Um, hello,’ Jamie backed down the hall.

      The inspector turned to the principal. ‘Mr Potts. I have another student for you.’ She patted her bag.

      Quick, disappear! Get back to class, before Mr Potts starts talking about the smell, and about being Responsible and all the other things principals always say.

      

      Inside the classroom, the smell hit Jamie like a brick wall. ‘Wow!'

      ‘Jamie,’ Mr Pressick licked his lips. ‘So glad you could join us.’ He stalked around the classroom like a praying mantis, opening doors and windows. ‘Do you know anything …’ he put a red canister on Jamie's desk with a click, ‘about …’ He stopped and stared out the window.

      Jamie turned. The inspector was getting back into her car.

      ‘Oh my!’ Mr Pressick leapt out of the room.

      It’s not every day a teacher runs away instead of telling you off. All the kids scrambled to their feet and peered through the window. Everyone except Jamie. He picked up the stink bomb’s canister and put it in his pocket.

      ‘You’re in trouble, Scotty,’ hissed Jayden Harris.

      

      Jamie dropped the canister behind the recycling. It landed on the concrete with a clink.

      Becky stood behind him. ‘Are you trying to get rid of the evidence?’

      ‘What evidence?’

      ‘You know that smell?’ Becky sounded cross. ‘The teachers thought it was rats. Mr Pressick made me crawl about under the floor of your stupid classroom. Do you know how many spiders live under there?’

      ‘Were there any rats?’

      ‘Course not. Because that smell wasn’t from a rat, was it? Lots of spiders, though. Hundreds. Thousands. Some really big.’ She held her leather gloves in one hand and banged them on her chest as she talked. Tap, tap, tap. It was vaguely worrying, that noise. As though she was building up to something. Jamie ducked.

      ‘I’m not going to hit you,’ said Becky, crossly. ‘Much as I’d like to.’

      Before Jamie could stop her, she picked up the metal container, holding it between finger and thumb as though it was infected.

      ‘Smitherson’s Stupendous Stink,’ she read, turning the can around. ‘Ah, and what does this say?’ She pointed at the smaller writing on the back.

      Jamie put his hands in his pockets and stared at the recycling bin. It was a grey shade of green, like the colour of a tank. Recycling is a Good Thing. Look, there’s a hole for paper, and one for cans. And another one for glass! Isn’t it grand for the environment to have recycling at school?

      Becky shoved the can into his face, spoiling his concentration.

      ‘It says: Made in Scotland,’ she hissed. ‘And who’s just come from Scotland, I wonder?’

      Jamie stared up at the sky. Today, the clouds were like fluffy balls of cotton wool. Could you sit on a cloud, or would you fall right through it?

      ‘Jamie McCready!’ said Becky, and he jumped.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Are you thick or something?’

      He nodded.

      ‘Yes,’ she said grimly. ‘For once, I agree. You must be stupid. Because only a complete and utter moron would try to stink out his entire class.’ She was standing so close that little droplets of spit hit him in the face. ‘On your first week! And you left the evidence behind. Why did you do it, Jamie? Mr Pressick’s already mean. Don’t give him an excuse.’ She rested her hand on her water bottle as if she was planning on shooting him with it.

      ‘I wanted to get …’ he stopped. No. Don’t admit you’ve been trying to set up Jayden Harris. Shame it hadn’t worked; it would have been grand if the other kids had thought Jayden was smelly.

      ‘I thought it would be funny,’ Jamie said weakly.

      Becky sniffed. ‘It would be funny if I liked crawling through spider webs. Or if Mr Pressick had a sense of humour. But he doesn’t. What would have been funny, though…’ She stopped, staring at something behind Jamie.

      He followed her gaze. It was Mr Potts, heading down the hill, towards the bushes by the old schoolhouse.

      ‘That’s funny,’ she muttered.

      ‘What?’ Girls were so confusing.

      ‘He never goes there.’ She waved a glove at the headmaster. ‘Scared of the ongaonga.’

      ‘The what?’

      ‘Stinging nettle. Ever since you jabbed him with your buzzer – which, by the way, is another example of your totally pea-size brain – he’s become paranoid. Keeps wanting me to go and pull it out. Have you ever tried to pull out stinging nettle?’

      Jamie shook his head. His hand tingled at the memory of that buzzer. He could understand why the principal didn’t want another sting.

      He squinted at Mr Potts. Another man was walking up the hill towards him. He looked vaguely familiar. ‘Who’s that?’

      ‘What?’ Becky stared into the sunlight and shook her head, as if to say Jamie was officially insane.

      The man climbing the hill wore a flat-topped hat, tipped back on his head, and a waistcoat. Its buttons glinted in the sun. He looked like someone straight out of a black-and-white photo. And what was that beside Mr Potts? Was it a shadow, or a puff of steam?

      The man in the hat reached out, seemed to touch the end of the cloud and for a moment, just for a moment, Jamie was sure there was a kid there, a boy his own age, with his hands in his pockets, his head bent forward. Jamie blinked, and then there was Mr Potts, walking back up the hill in the sunlight. The principal walked faster now, as if he’d left something behind.

      Jamie shivered. A breeze stroked his neck. A girl giggled, high pitched and annoying. ‘Stinky poo, stinky poo!’

      ‘Go away,’ said Jamie.

      Becky huffed.

      ‘I didn’t mean you,’ he said.

      Too late. Becky stomped back towards the caretaker’s shed. Jamie pushed the canister into the recycling bin. Now the evidence was hidden.
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          The School

        

      

    

    
      Tayla felt lonely. Even before the accident, he hadn’t had many friends. He liked fixing stuff, so instead of hanging out with other kids, he spent most of his time with Dad, down at the workshop.

      Dad. No. He didn’t want to think about Dad now.

      In a way, it was a relief to be here in this little space with nothing to do, nothing to see. He could just zone out for a while. Like being asleep, but without the dreams. It was almost annoying when the inspector’s bag clicked open and daylight flooded in.

      Turned upside down, the handbag was shaken hard, and Tayla slipped out. Landing on his back with a soft thud, he slid slowly under a desk. The inspector and a man with red tufty hair peered down at him. The man looked annoyed.

      ‘Is this the boy?’

      The inspector nodded. ‘You can come out, Tayla.’

      Feeling wobbly, Tayla crawled slowly out from under the desk.

      ‘This is Mr Potts,’ said the inspector. ‘The principal.’

      The red-haired man was as thin as a goal post. He stared at Tayla as if he was a spider. A very poisonous spider. ‘I can’t take him. It’s hard enough keeping the others under control.’

      Tayla stood up. Were his arms still here? His legs? Maybe they’d got stuck in the inspector’s handbag, and all he had was a head and a body. Anxiously, he looked himself over. Two arms? Check. Legs? Check. Two feet, on right way round? Two hands, each with five fingers? He wiggled them to be sure. Yep. All present and correct.

      ‘When you’ve quite finished, Tayla?’ said the inspector.

      ‘Sorry.’ He tucked his hands behind his back.

      ‘I’m giving you a holiday,’ the inspector announced, as if kidnapping him in a handbag was a treat.

      The principal sniffed. ‘This isn’t a camp. This is a school. We don’t allow students to come and go as they please. We have rules.’

      The words sounded bossy, but the man’s face was nervous. What sort of principal was scared of a kid? Then Tayla realised: I’m not just any kid. To him, I’m a ghost.

      ‘Are you a ghost, too?’ he asked.

      ‘Of course not. I’m a teacher.’

      ‘The principal is always able to see the ghosts,’ said the inspector. ‘Mr Potts is one of the most talented principals we’ve had.’

      Tayla wasn’t interested in the principal’s talents. ‘Do I have to stay here?’

      The inspector looked at him over her ray-gun glasses. ‘But where else would you go?’

      

      ‘We have to be careful.’ Mr Potts led Tayla across the playground. There wasn’t much to the school; only three classrooms, each opening onto a verandah. One classroom had all its windows and doors open. As Mr Potts walked past the slide, children’s faces appeared at the windows. For a moment Tayla felt embarrassed by all this attention – until he remembered he was invisible.

      Mr Potts wiped his palm on his trousers. ‘There’s terrible stinging nettle down in the gully, you must watch out for it. Stung me badly, the other week.’ He pointed at a narrow path.

      ‘Where are we going?’ Tayla looked at the school buildings and all the faces in the windows. ‘Isn’t the school back there?’

      Mr Potts looked surprised. ‘Goodness, no. You won’t use those classes. You’ll be in the special school.’

      ‘Like reading recovery?’

      Mr Potts shook his head. ‘No. Not really. Not at all.’

      They trudged down the path. It was a fine day, and the soft clouds looked like cotton wool balls against a blue sea of sky.

      Now I’m a ghost, could I sit on a cloud, and not fall through?

      It should have been a happy thought but it wasn’t, not really, because he was miles away from Mum.

      Tayla looked longingly at the buildings behind him, at the normal kids and teachers. An older girl stood behind the classrooms. She seemed to be yelling at someone, a boy about his age. As if feeling Tayla watching her, she turned and stared at them. Quickly, he put his hands in his pockets and tried to make himself invisible. Next time he looked, she wasn’t watching any more, but the boy was squinting at him, as though unsure of what he was seeing.

      ‘Ah, a new recruit!’ A young man in a flat-topped hat strode up the hill towards them. He had a moustache and wore a waistcoat with a silver chain that hung from his pocket to his button, like a Christmas decoration. He looked young – younger than Mr Potts, anyway – and enthusiastic. Like a terrier, when it sees a ball. Tayla half-expected him to start panting.

      ‘This is Tayla Johnson,’ said Mr Potts. ‘With us for a short time, I’ve been told.’

      ‘Excellent! Excellent!’ The man pumped Tayla’s hand up and down as though it was a bit of machinery. ‘Good to have some new blood. Not that blood’s the right word, eh Tayla? Um, a short time, you said?’

      ‘So I’ve been told,’ said Mr Potts mournfully.

      The younger man scratched his head. His moustache was so thin it looked as if it had been drawn on his upper lip with a felt pen. ‘Well, that’s a bit unusual, isn’t it?’

      Mr Potts shrugged. ‘It’s against the rules, I know. I told her, “We’re not a holiday camp.” I mean, this is a serious institution. You know what she said then?’

      Teacher-talk. Tayla rolled his eyes. They always spoke like that; fast, with voices lowered. And if you interrupted, or commented on what they said, they got cross and told you not to listen to private conversations. As if you had a choice, when they’re talking just above your head. So he stared down the gully, at the wire of the fence and the hills behind it. In the distance was a dark blue line. The sea.

      ‘Well, Tayla,’ said the terrier-like man, ‘I guess you’re stuck with us. If the inspector’s left you here, then here you are, I suppose.’ Tayla pushed his hand behind his back in case it got grabbed and shaken again. ‘And it occurs to me, I have not introduced myself.’ He took off his hat and bowed. ‘Arnold Anderson, at your service.’

      Was he supposed to bow, too? ‘Um, hello.’

      ‘But,’ the young man added, ‘to you, I will be known as Mr Anderson. For the duration of your stay, anyway. As long as that may be. I am the teacher of this most happy band of students. Children, come and meet Tayla.’

      Mr Potts backed away quickly. ‘I’ll be off, then,’ he said. ‘Let me know if you need anything, Arnold.’ He turned and headed back up the hill, walking fast as if he couldn’t wait to get away.

      ‘He don’t like us,’ said a small voice. ‘Who are you, anyway?’ A little girl, not much taller than his waist, glared at him.

      ‘Um, I’m Tayla.’

      ‘I’m Millicent,’ she said. ‘But don’t you call me that. ’Cos it’s a horrible name.’

      ‘What should I call you, then?’

      ‘Milly.’ She wore a long dress down to her ankles, and an untied ribbon in her long hair. She brushed her fringe from her eyes and scowled at him. ‘Why are you called Tayla? Do you sew?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Tailor. That’s what a man who sews is called, ain’t it? Ma took me into town once, and we see’d a shop with Gentlemen’s Tailors written on the door and Ma tole me they was people what sewed.’

      ‘I’m called Tayla,’ said Tayla, ‘because that’s my name.’

      She sniffed. ‘Stupid name, if you ask me.’

      ‘Millicent! That’s not a nice way to talk to someone, especially not on his first day.’ Mr Anderson patted her on the shoulder. She shook him off as though he was a fly.

      ‘He’s in trouble,’ she said.

      ‘Me?’

      ‘Not you, stupid,’ she said. ‘Him.’ She pointed up the hill, towards the school. The boy still stood behind the building. His shoulders drooped, as if he was unhappy.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘’Cos he stinks,’ said Milly, putting a piece of hair in her mouth and sucking it.

      ‘Oh.’ She’s stark raving bonkers. How long do I have to stay here? Tayla glanced around, looking for escape.

      Mr Anderson took him by the arm. ‘Come down to our schoolhouse, Tayla. You too, Millicent. We’ll introduce you to the others.’

      Oh great, thought Tayla. There’s more of them?

      ‘I ain’t Millicent,’ hissed the girl, ‘I’m Milly.’

      Either Mr Anderson didn’t care, or he was deaf, because he didn’t reply. Instead he walked down the hill, towards the dark bushes that grew in a scraggly row by the fence. Although perhaps walking wasn’t the right word. It was more like floating.

      Milly didn’t float; she zoomed around them, just like a mosquito. She buzzed like one, too, an annoying little whine of ‘Not Millicent, it’s Milly. Milly. Milly. That’s my name.’

      As if in a dream, Tayla followed. What was he doing here? Mr Anderson and Millicent/Milly were ghosts. Proper ghosts. Dead ghosts. And there were more of them, waiting to meet him.

      How long do I have to stay? He gazed longingly behind him, up at the other classrooms where the kids were normal and breathing. The boy was standing up now, staring down at him, so Tayla waved. The boy flicked his hand as if wondering if he should wave back.

      ‘Silly,’ whispered the little girl. ‘They can’t see you. They’re stupid. Stupid and stinky.’

      But Tayla waved again, just in case. Help! he thought. I’ve been taken prisoner.

      ‘This is Kahu Parata,’ said Mr Anderson, nodding to a sad-looking brown-skinned boy. He looked older than Tayla, about thirteen.

      ‘Hello,’ said Tayla.

      The boy said nothing, just nodded.

      ‘He don’t talk much,’ whispered Milly loudly. ‘But don’t worry, he can hear all right. CAN’T YOU KAHU?’

      The boy stared at her, shook his head slightly. A thin Chinese girl stood next to him. She tucked her hands into her sleeves and looked solemnly at Tayla. She seemed older than Milly.

      ‘She’s Chinese. She don’t speak much English,’ said Milly, who seemed to think she was a tour guide. ‘She’s been here for ages, haven’t you Little Song? Her name’s even worse than yours, I reckon. I mean, a sewing name you can do something with, can’t you? But who wants to be called after music?’

      The dark-haired girl stared at Milly without expression. Tayla had a feeling, though, that she understood every word.

      ‘Kahu died of the flu. I drownded,’ added Milly. ‘It was typhoid fever what did for Little Song. What happened to you?’

      ‘I was in a car accident,’ said Tayla.

      ‘Mr Anderson was in an accident,’ said Milly.

      ‘That’s enough, Milly.’ Mr Anderson stepped quickly towards the little girl. ‘I’m sure Tayla doesn’t want to hear about our deaths.’

      ‘He was squashed to bits, weren’t you Mr Anderson?’ said Milly, happily, as if telling Tayla about a new type of sweet. ‘There were pieces of him all over the road. Were you squished, too?’

      Tayla shook his head.

      ‘Millicent!’ said Mr Anderson. ‘That’s enough!’

      ‘Was your head cut off?’ said Milly. ‘We had a Brian once, his head was cut off. It was an accident, he said, but I think it was on purpose.’

      ‘How could you cut your head off on purpose?’

      ‘A big pair of scissors, maybe? Did it hurt, when your head was cut off?’

      ‘It wasn’t cut off.’

      ‘That’s enough, Millicent,’ said Mr Anderson, firmly. ‘Come on, children. Let’s show Tayla our schoolhouse.’

      Little Song and Kahu Parata turned, floating down the hill, through the bushes, towards a grey-roofed building. Milly went behind them, still whispering. ‘Well, what about your arms? Was they cut off, then?’

      Tayla shook his head.

      ‘Your legs?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Well, how did you get killed?’

      Tayla stopped, right in the middle of a bush, and got a branch in his nose. ‘I’m not dead,’ he said.

      Milly stopped, too. So did Kahu and Little Song and Mr Anderson.

      ‘You not dead?’ Little Song asked.

      ‘How come?’ said Kahu.

      ‘You must be dead,’ said the Chinese girl. ‘You ghost, like us.’

      Tayla shook his head again. ‘I’m not. Truly.’

      Mr Anderson coughed. ‘Is this true, Tayla?’

      Feeling guilty, Tayla nodded. ‘Ask the inspector.’

      ‘What happened?’ said Kahu.

      Tayla told them about the accident. ‘I just … don’t want to be in my body,’ he said.

      ‘That makes no sense,’ said Little Song.

      ‘If I had a body,’ said Kahu, wonderingly, ‘I’d be in it.’

      Milly started sobbing.

      ‘What’s wrong, Milly?’ said Mr Anderson.

      ‘T’ain’t fair,’ said Milly, sniffing. ‘I want my body, too.’

      Little Song put a hand on Milly’s shoulder. ‘I also.’

      ‘Me too,’ said Kahu.

      ‘Having a body isn’t all that great,’ said Tayla, remembering how much it had hurt when he’d woken up in hospital. ‘Sometimes it hurts.’

      ‘Well, well,’ said Mr Anderson, rubbing his hands together. ‘Each to his own, I daresay.’ He added, as if to himself, ‘Though, I must say, I would love to eat a steak again. Ah, here we are.’

      “Here” was a grey tumbledown building. Sparrows chirped loudly, their calls echoing from stone walls. Patches of sky peeped through the broken roof. Tiles lay broken and scattered across the hard earth floor. It looked more like a haunted house than a school.

      ‘This is your classroom?’ Tayla asked.

      Milly sniffed loudly. ‘Stinky kids from the upper school, they don’t see it like it really is.’

      ‘Boo!’ Kahu’s head popped out of a wall.

      ‘You play with us?’ Little Song whispered from the darkness.

      The tiles on the roof shook and shuddered. One clattered loose and fell with a crack, spraying the ground with bits of broken stone. Tayla ducked. Help!

      ‘Stinky poo, where are you?’ Milly sang.

      Tayla spun in a circle. Where had they all gone?

      ‘Stop it, children,’ said Mr Anderson. ‘Be nice. Tayla is one of us.’

      Tayla smiled shakily. Yes. He was one of them.

      ‘Look again, Tayla,’ said Mr Anderson.

      And Tayla blinked, and saw: white walls, wooden desks, a blackboard, a firebox with a long chimney, and a leather sofa with buttons on the back.

      ‘This is our classroom,’ said Mr Anderson.

      The three kids, hovering in the row between the desks, smiled. They seemed so proud of their classroom. Like it was their home or something. But it wasn’t that amazing. It looked more like the inside of a museum than a classroom.

      Where was the mat, where you could sit and listen to a story? Where were the games that you could play while the rest of the class were doing maths, and you’d finished early? What about the projector, the whiteboard? Didn’t these ghosts realise there should be more?

      Mr Anderson smiled proudly, as if waiting for a compliment.

      ‘Where are the computers?’ said Tayla.

      Milly appeared in front of him. ‘What’s a computer?’
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          Stinging Nettles

        

      

    

    
      Jamie rubbed his eyes. For a moment there had seemed to be a boy on the track, waving. But no, the path leading down to the old school house was empty. Maybe he was going mad. I stunk out the classroom because I’m mad. Not a bad excuse.

      He didn’t want to go back to school. The girls would giggle. Girls always giggle; it was a rule, like gravity. They couldn’t help it. But Jayden Harris – what would he do?

      Carrying a sack and a long knife with a jagged edge, Becky walked down the hill. Leather gloves were tucked into the belt beside her water bottle.

      ‘Becky!’ whispered Jamie.

      She stopped at his call, frowned at him. ‘Shouldn’t you be at class?’

      ‘I’m sorry I told you to go away. I didn’t mean it.’

      ‘I should think so.’

      ‘What are you doing with that knife?’

      She waved it in the air. ‘This? I’m supposed to be cutting out the nettles. I told you, Mr Potts keeps going on about them. Because of you.’

      ‘Can I help?’

      She narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Get you out of school early? Is that why you’re offering?’

      Jamie grinned. ‘Aye. Sort of.’

      ‘At least you’re honest. Come on then.’

      They started down the hill.

      ‘The annoying thing is, you and I know there are no nettles,’ Becky tucked the sack into her belt and took a sip from her water bottle. ‘Just a stupid boy with a buzzer. But Mr Potts won’t be happy until I’ve looked and told him.’

      He ignored the “stupid boy” bit. ‘Told him about the buzzer?’

      ‘No. The stinging nettles.’

      Jamie’s skin prickled. Hadn’t he seen tall plants with spiky leaves? They felt like a bad dream; had they been real? ‘I think I did actually see some.’

      They stopped at the fence that marked the edge of the school grounds. On the other side grew tall green grass, and cows that mooed when Jayden threw stones at them. Jamie still couldn’t believe there were cows next to a school. Rob and Stuart would never believe this place.

      Becky stared along the wire of the fence. ‘Nettles normally grow in sunny places,’ she said doubtfully. ‘Edges of forests, near old walls. What about that old building? The school house.’

      Jamie shivered. ‘Not there.’

      But Becky had already gone, pushing her way through the bushes. ‘God, these are thick,’ she said. ‘I can’t believe how overgrown this place is. What was Mr Ferris thinking? Mind you, I think he was a bit past it.’

      ‘Past it?’

      ‘Kept babbling about nasty kids. Totally fixated on them,’ said Becky. She glared at Jamie. ‘Although, there have been times when I understand where he was coming from.’

      Shaded by the trees, the ruined school house felt cool. Slates had fallen from the roof and shattered on the ground, sounding like crisps when he walked on them. Crunch. Crunch. Startled, a bird cawed loudly, fluttering through the space like a bat.

      Becky shivered. ‘This place gives me the creeps.’ She turned in a circle, staring into the corners. ‘That roof looks dangerous. We should fence it off.’ She stepped over the low stone wall.

      Remembering the strange grey plants, Jamie turned in a circle, checking behind him. He didn’t like this place.

      What the?! One moment there was just empty air, then this thing, this man, appeared. He wore a waistcoat with a silver chain and looked like a CGI character in a movie. Kind of real, but not; like a tracing. Jamie could see right through him.

      ‘You might want to stop her,’ said the man. ‘The children don’t like visitors.’

      ‘Whaaa …’ Jamie’s mouth opened and closed, Who was this man? He was transparent. How could anyone be transparent? Was Becky playing a joke?

      ‘I don’t mean to scare you,’ said the man.

      Jamie wiped his hands on his trousers. His palms felt sweaty, his heart pounded. ‘I'm not scared.’

      ‘Can you stop her?’ the stranger nodded at Becky. ‘The children don’t like strangers.’

      This wasn’t like any practical joke Jamie had ever heard of. It felt too real; too scary. ‘Becky?’ He sounded like a dying frog. ‘Becky!’

      ‘What?’ said Becky, from behind the wall.

      ‘I think you –’ Jamie’s mouth was dry. ‘I think you should stop.’

      ‘What’s wrong with your voice?’ Becky grumbled. ‘You’re sounding awfully croaky, Jamie. There are no nettles here. Are you sure you saw some?’

      The man smiled at Jamie. It was a kind smile, the type of smile that would normally have been reassuring. This time, though, it didn’t help. Because Jamie could see right through the man to the ruined wall behind.

      ‘That’s funny. The other caretaker could see us,’ the man frowned. ‘Don’t worry young man. There’s nothing to be afraid of. We’re harmless. Well, most of us are.’

      Most of us? Does that mean there’s more of them? Wait. Does that mean some of them aren’t harmless?

      ‘It’s good you can see us, isn’t it?’

      I wish I couldn’t, thought Jamie. Go away. Shivering, Jamie shut his eyes, hoping the transparent man would disappear.

      ‘You shouldn’t be afraid,’ said the man. ‘It’s a perfectly natural phenomena. I’ve made a study of it. Some people can see us, others can’t.’

      Jamie squeezed his eyes open, just a crack, to see if the man was still see-through.

      ‘It’s like being left-handed, or being able to roll your tongue.’ The strange, transparent man stuck out his tongue, curved it into a long tube. Through the man’s stomach, Jamie could see branches waving. ‘Just like this.’

      Jamie squeezed his eyes shut. I am going mad. A see-through man is sticking his tongue out at me.

      Something grabbed his arm and he jumped. ‘Go away! I can’t roll it. See!’ He stuck out his tongue, keeping it flat. ‘Look! No rolling. And I can’t see you, either.’

      ‘Jamie McCready,’ said Becky, ‘are you okay?’

      ‘Oh.’ Feeling stupid, Jamie opened his eyes. ‘Sorry.’ He shivered and looked around wildly. The man had disappeared.

      But … he blinked. There was a shape beside the wall. It looked like a little girl, a girl with an angry expression. It hadn’t been there before, had it? Was that a brown-skinned boy, blending into the shadows?

      No. You’re imagining things, Jamie. Or perhaps he was going mad, after all.

      He grabbed at Becky’s arm. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

      Becky, though, appeared obsessed with nettles. ‘I’ll just check the other side.’ She climbed over the broken wall, still carrying her sack and knife, leaving Jamie alone in the shadowed ruin of a school.

      ‘Hisst!’

      Jamie shut his eyes again.

      ‘I need help.’

      He opened an eye, just a crack. He closed it again, quickly. A skinny boy with a worried face stood in front of him, waving.

      ‘You can see me,’ the boy said, urgently. ‘I know you can. Quick. They’ve gone after the girl.’

      ‘They?’ Oh help! There are more of them! Then his brain processed what the boy was saying. ‘They’re after Becky?’

      ‘Is that her name? Yeah. They don’t like strangers. Hey, you’ve got to help me. Please? I need to get back to the hospital.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘The hospital. It’s where my body is. I can’t stay here.’

      The boy looked so worried, so normal, that Jamie forgot to feel scared. It was hard to be scared of someone who looked upset. ‘What do you mean?’

      Behind the wall, Becky shouted. ‘HEY!’

      Becky!

      The strange boy caught at Jamie’s sleeve, but his pale hand passed right through it. ‘Please?’

      Jamie ignored him. ‘Becky!’ He jumped the broken wall as if he was at athletics. ‘Becky! Where are you?’ Branches swatted against his face like angry fingers. ‘Becky!’

      ‘He he!’ That high-pitched giggle again.

      Jamie tripped on a root, fell onto his face.

      Becky stood in the clearing, looking really angry. ‘I know you’re there. You don’t fool me.’

      She held the knife out in front of her, pointing it right at him. The jagged edge of the blade flashed in the sunlight. Jamie scrambled backwards, away from the shiny metal. He slipped on a rock and fell under a bush.

      Sudden laughter. ‘He he he,’ screamed a high-pitched voice, ‘can’t see me!’

      The little girl had long hair that swung about her like a horse’s mane. She pinched Becky’s bare legs.

      ‘Go away!’ yelled Becky, waving her knife.

      ‘I’ll get you!’ The girl pinched Becky again.

      ‘Ow!’ Becky rubbed her leg.

      ‘You like stinging nettles?’ The tiny ghost-girl’s hair wrapped around her, covering her face, and she flickered in and out, dancing like a candle in strong wind, one minute in front of Becky, the next behind.

      Becky brought her fists down, right through the girl’s shoulder and out through her belly. ‘Stop it.’

      ‘Stinky poo, I’ll sting you,’ sang the child, nipping Becky’s side, right where her T-shirt met her shorts.

      ‘Ow!’ said Becky.

      ‘You people, all smelly.’ The girl pulled Becky’s hair.

      Becky yelled, twirling on her heel, holding the knife out in front of her. The jagged edge passed right through the ghost girl as if she was nothing but air.

      ‘Ha ha! You can’t hurt me!’ The girl pushed Becky.

      The caretaker staggered backwards, stumbling on the rough ground. ‘Jamie! Help!’ she shrieked.

      Jamie’s heart was racing, and it was hard to breathe. What could he do? A real ghost, he thought hazily. Oh. No. I’m going to be sick!

      This was just like a horror movie. Except it was much, much worse. Because it wasn’t a movie, it was real life, and that was Becky there, and she was getting hurt. Struggling against branches, Jamie scrambled out of the bush.

      ‘Okay,’ said Becky, ‘that’s it!’ She stood up slowly, an angry look on her face.

      ‘Ha ha!’ the girl pushed at Becky’s legs.

      Arms windmilling in the air, Becky tried to keep her balance. The girl darted back, lifting into the air, then turned, twisting so she was aiming towards Becky, like a bullet spinning towards its target.

      Becky pulled the water bottle from her belt and held it out in front of her, as though it was a water pistol. She shot the girl in the open mouth, just as she came screaming through the air, arms outstretched.

      Becky could see the ghosts!

      ‘Aargh!’ screamed the little girl. ‘You’ve made me all wet!’ Collapsing like a pricked balloon, she fell to the ground. ‘Ah, ah, ah!’ Pushing back her hair, she stared up at Becky. ‘You wet me!’

      The man with the waistcoat appeared. ‘Now, Millicent. It’s just a bit of water.’

      The little girl sobbed. ‘She wet me! She wet me!’

      Listen to her. She screams like a kettle, not even stopping for breath. Well, she wouldn’t, would she? Ghosts don’t need to breathe.

      Jamie felt a mad laughter bubbling up inside him at the sight of the sobbing wee ghost.

      Her fingers shaking, Becky fumbled the water bottle back into its holster. She picked up her hat, put it on her head, adjusted the brim and took a deep breath. Her face was pale.

      ‘You wet me!’ screamed the girl. ‘I hate you!’ Snot and tears ran down her face.

      ‘Millicent,’ said the transparent man. ‘Stop that.’

      Jamie put his hands over his mouth, trying to keep quiet so the evil girl didn’t notice him. Millicent? What sort of a name was that?

      ‘I ain’t Millicent.’ The girl pushed the man so hard he staggered backwards. ‘I’m Milly!’ She hiccupped. ‘I’m Milly,’ she whispered.

      A Chinese girl appeared, her hair in a long braid down her back. She put her arm around the sobbing little ghost. ‘Ssh,’ she said. ‘You okay now, Milly.’

      Milly turned her face into the older girl’s chest and started crying. Real crying. Like she was heartbroken; as though something terribly important had been taken from her.

      Looking confused, Becky squatted beside them. She was still pale, and her voice was shaky. ‘It’s just a bit of water.’

      ‘She really hates water.’ A boy about Jamie’s age appeared. ‘She was drowned. When she was five.’

      Jamie twisted, trying to look behind him. How many are there? A branch rustled. He held his breath. No. It was only the wind. Still, he kept a lookout. Becky was so brave! She didn’t even seem to care that all these people were transparent, or that they had suddenly appeared out of nowhere.

      Jamie scrambled back under the bush. It was safer here; no one could creep up on him. Dead leaves crunched under his hand, sticks poked his knees. There was a dusty smell of dry earth, a green smell of leaves. He sniffed at a leaf and peered out at Becky and the strange, flickering children.

      Becky was still angry. Her cheeks were flushed. ‘She shouldn’t be so mean. I was really freaked out.’

      ‘She hate strangers,’ said the girl.

      The boy nodded. ‘Boys threw her in the river. That’s when she drowned. She was five.’

      ‘They not mean to,’ said the girl. ‘They very sorry, afterwards.’

      Milly took a deep breath, and stopped crying. ‘They were stinky,’ she said firmly. Her eyes were swollen. Wiping her nose with her sleeve, she sat up. As if offering Becky a huge favour, she added, ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘You won’t be nasty again, will you?’ said the waistcoat man.

      Milly made a face.

      He held his hand out to Becky. ‘Arnold Anderson. I’m the teacher here.’ Becky, looking as if her brain wasn’t quite processing things, shook his see-through hand. ‘And this is Millicent.’

      ‘Milly!’ said the girl.

      ‘You’ve met Kahu and Little Song.’

      ‘Mr Ferris told me about you,’ said Becky. ‘I thought he was mental.’

      ‘He was nasty,’ said Milly.

      ‘He said you didn’t like getting wet. He told me to carry water everywhere.’ She looked at her water bottle. ‘I thought he meant I might get thirsty. I didn’t realise he meant it was a weapon.’

      Peering through the leaves, Jamie wished he was somewhere else. Who were these children? Were they ghosts? What sort of a school was this? We never had ghosts in schools in Scotland. It shouldn’t be allowed. He wrapped his arms around his legs and huddled into a little ball. He wasn’t coming out, no way.

      Becky peeped under the leaves. ‘Are you okay?’

      Jamie shook his head. Becky crawled under the spiky branches and sat beside him. It was good to have her close.

      ‘I thought you couldn’t see them,’ said Jamie.

      ‘I was hoping I couldn’t,’ she replied. ‘I thought if I ignored them they might go away.’

      ‘They’re ghosts,’ Jamie whispered. ‘Ghosts are scary.’

      ‘Have you seen a ghost before?’

      Jamie told her about Edinburgh Castle and Becky sighed. ‘Yeah, me too.’

      ‘You’ve been to Edinburgh?’

      ‘No. I’ve seen a ghost, too. Only once. But it freaked me out.’

      ‘What happened?’

      Milly rubbed her face and sat up, looking around, as if looking for another target. The other girl gripped her shoulders, shook her, telling her No. The older girl looked nice, for a ghost; it must be hard, living (if that was the right word) with little monster Milly.

      ‘My dad went to move some sheep on his quad bike,’ Becky said. ‘He slipped down a muddy bank. So stupid! I mean, imagine killing yourself on a hill! Anyway, he didn’t come home.’ She stopped. ‘We’d started tea without him.’

      ‘Then what?’

      ‘He appeared at the dinner table. I could see right through him, Jamie. He smiled, waved at me.’

      ‘What did you do?’

      ‘I threw up. Mum thought I was ill.’

      ‘She couldn’t see him?’

      ‘No,’ Becky said sadly.

      Her shoulder was warm against his. Poor Becky. It would be horrible to lose your dad. Jamie could live without his sisters, but to not have his mum and dad would be awful.

      ‘There you are.’ Mr Anderson gazed at them through the leaves. ‘You can come out now. The children will be good. Won’t you children?’

      Jamie wasn’t sure; hiding in the bushes seemed much more sensible, especially as Milly was still scowling at him. Far away, he heard the sound of the school bell. It was three o’clock; he should be going home.

      ‘Please.’ The skinny boy appeared so suddenly that Jamie and Becky jumped, hitting their heads on a branch. ‘You’ve got to help me.’

      ‘Ah,’ said Mr Anderson. ‘Tayla. There you are.’

      

      They were all mental, Tayla decided. All this running around and shouting, then a bit of water and Milly has a meltdown (not a real one, now that would have been interesting). The real ones – the alive ones – looked pretty freaked out, which was understandable. If he was them, he would probably have lost it. But he wasn’t like them, was he? Not a ghost, but not really alive. As the old man had said, he was caught between life and death.

      ‘Please,’ Tayla asked the boy, ‘can you help me?’

      The stringy older girl, Becky, crawled backwards out of the bush. ‘Mr Ferris said the place was crawling with ghosties.’

      She was young for a caretaker. Caretakers were usually old and grumpy and yelled at you for putting superglue on toilet seats.

      ‘There’s only three of us now,’ said Kahu. ‘And Mr Anderson, of course.’

      ‘Three? What about him?’ Becky nodded at Tayla.

      ‘That’s Tayla. But he says he’s not a ghost,’ said Kahu.

      Tayla sighed. ‘I told you – I have a body. I’m just not in it right now. I’m only visiting.’

      He needed to get back to Mum, and to his body. But there must be hundreds of hospitals – and he didn’t know which one Mum was in. He needed a computer, to search all the Intensive Cares and find her.

      The Scottish kid, Jamie, wriggled out of the bushes. He seemed calm, which was impressive, given he’d just seen a whole lot of ghosts.

      Jamie squinted at Tayla. ‘You look different to the others. I can’t see through you as much. How can you be visiting?’

      ‘Because I’m not really here. Do you have a computer? I need to find my body.’

      Jamie looked confused. ‘Your body’s in a computer?’

      ‘Of course not. It’s in a hospital. But I don’t know which one.’

      ‘So how will a computer help?’

      ‘I don’t know the name of the hospital.’

      ‘Oh.’ Jamie nodded. ‘You need to look it up.’

      Behind them, the caretaker, Becky, was still talking to the ghosts. Her voice was kind of strange, as if she was on the phone to someone she didn’t like and was trying to find a way to stop talking without being rude.

      ‘There used to be heaps of us,’ said Milly.

      ‘Heaps?’

      ‘Lots,’ said Milly, waving her arms. ‘Lots and lots.’

      ‘Where are they?’ Becky looked alarmed.

      ‘Gone,’ said Kahu.

      ‘They got bored,’ said Milly.

      ‘They not care,’ said Little Song. ‘No one remember them. They –’ she held out her hands, showing empty air, ‘disappear.’

      ‘People don’t forget me,’ said Milly. ‘I’m famous.’

      ‘You are not!’ said Kahu.

      ‘I am. There’s a stone, with my name on it.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘By the river. Where I drownded. It says “Taken too young, Rest in Peace our Millicent.” Ain’t that nice?’

      Kahu pushed her. ‘Ha! Millicent! It is your name. You admitted it.’

      ‘’Tis not!’ the little girl shrieked. ‘It’s Milly.’

      ‘Children,’ said Mr Anderson, in a weary voice, ‘please.’

      

      Jamie got to his feet slowly. His legs were wobbly and some part of his brain still felt that something was deeply wrong. But these arguing ghosts sounded just like his sisters. And although his sisters could be annoying and were quite often weird, they were never terrifying.

      He cleared his throat. To his surprise, his voice sounded almost normal. ‘There’s heaps of computers in the school. The connection’s right rubbish, though.’

      ‘You’re from Scotland,’ said Tayla.

      ‘Aye.’

      This was the first time anyone had picked up where he came from. Normally, it was: ‘What did you say?’ or ‘I like your accent’. It was all about them, how they felt. Not about him.

      Jamie smiled at Tayla. ‘Come on. School’s finished; people disappear fast around here. The classes will be empty.’

      Why was Tayla not a proper ghost? How come the others were ghosts? At least none of them had lost a head. Jamie didn’t think he could handle seeing someone holding their own head. It looked grand in the movies, but it might be freaky in real life.

      It was easier to climb up the grass than push through the bushes to the track. Shoes slipping, Jamie clambered up. Tayla followed behind. He seemed to shimmer in the sunlight, like the air over a hot road.

      ‘Where are they going?’ shrieked Milly.

      ‘Quick,’ hissed Tayla. ‘I hate to think what she’ll do if she sees the other school kids.’

      Jamie had a sudden brainwave. ‘She doesn’t like boys, does she?’

      ‘I don’t think she likes anyone.’

      ‘Still,’ panted Jamie. ‘Boys especially?’

      Tayla nodded. ‘I guess. Why?’

      ‘I can think of one boy –’ puffed Jamie, recalling Jayden Harris’ flat nose, ‘she really wouldn’t like.’

      ‘You new here?’

      Jamie nodded.

      ‘People laugh at your accent?’

      ‘Sometimes,’ Jamie reached the top of the hill and turned, staring at the group below. ‘Mostly they just tell me not to talk. So I have to write stuff down a lot.’

      ‘That sucks,’ said Tayla.

      ‘It’s easier if I don’t speak.’

      ‘That’s not fair. I can understand you.’

      ‘Aye. But you’re …’ What do you call an almost-ghost?

      The ghosts were just like little wisps of cloud, hard to see in the sunshine. Milly seemed to be punching someone. And Becky looked like she’d had enough. She picked up her bag and knife and stared up at Jamie. Maybe ghosts weren’t so bad. Maybe they were normal, just a part of the environment that you didn’t normally see, like air and molecules and stuff.

      ‘Don’t come this way. It’s really steep,’ he waved his arm at her. ‘Go around. Around.’

      She nodded, gave him a thumbs-up and set off, pushing through the bushes towards the old school house.

      School was emptying now, the school buses pulling away from the gate. Mrs Hays and Mrs Flowers were talking together by their cars. Amazing how quiet the place was without children.

      ‘Maybe we should wait until the teachers have all gone.’ Jamie sat on a swing and pushed himself into the air, trying to imagine what it would be like to float above the ground. ‘What’s it like being a ghost?’

      ‘I’m not a ghost. Not really.’

      ‘So you say. But either you’re alive or you’re dead. You can’t be both.’

      Tayla told him about the accident, about Dad, about Mum, lying so still in hospital.

      Wow, thought Jamie. One moment, everything’s normal, then bang! Everything's changed. ‘Do you think your Mum will die too?’

      Tayla’s face turned pale, which was kind of weird because he was already rather pasty-looking. ‘I hope not.’

      Jamie slapped his forehead. Good one! Always the right word for the right moment, that’s Jamie McCready. ‘Well, what did the doctor say?’

      ‘That she’ll be okay,’ said Tayla, slowly, ‘when she wakes up.’

      ‘There you go then. She’ll be fine.’

      ‘Do you really think so?’

      ‘Aye. My mum’s a doctor. She always knows when I’m going to get better. It’s like a sixth sense.’ That’s because, Jamie, you’re mostly faking it. But he didn’t say that; best keep the wee lad’s confidence up.

      It seemed to work. Tayla looked more solid now, less like a pale cloud and more like an actual kid. ‘I’ve got to get to her, then. Imagine if she woke up, and I was … well, here.’

      ‘She’d think you were dead.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      How would Tayla get to the hospital? Maybe Mum could take him?

      Aye, I'm sure that would work. ‘Mum can you just drive to this hospital, and by the way, can you take this boy with us.’

      He knew what Mum would ask: ‘What boy?’

      ‘Um, the invisible one?’

      Tayla stared at the big tree. ‘Cool playground.’

      Jamie shrugged. ‘It’s okay, I guess. I’m not into playgrounds much.’

      ‘What do you do, then?’

      ‘I like practical jokes,’ Jamie remembered the stink bomb. ‘But no one here appreciates them.’

      ‘No way!’ Tayla stared. ‘Me and my dad, we love practical jokes. What’s your favourite?’

      Jamie told him about the cling film across the toilet (Hayley hadn’t been amused), the broomstick across the bedroom door handle so you couldn’t open the door (that was Bernice). ‘I swapped all the keys on the computer around once. Mum couldn’t type for a week.’ He shook his head. ‘They didn’t think it was very funny.’

      ‘They never do,’ agreed Tayla.
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      The school was totally empty now; no cars parked outside, no teachers gossiping in the staff room. The place had that feeling of being put on hold, as though hibernation set in once the people left. Except the people hadn’t left, thought Jamie. Not all of them, anyway.

      Dragging the sack, Becky came up the path. She put it carefully against the verandah, angling it so it didn’t spill. Jamie peered into it.

      ‘Careful,’ Becky said.

      ‘Why?’ The bag was full of grey-green leaves covered with spiky bits, like supercharged Velcro. ‘Is that… isn’t that stinging nettles?’

      ‘Yeah,’ said Becky. ‘The others helped me find it.’

      ‘The others?’

      She looked embarrassed. ‘The ghosts.’

      Maybe he could take some of these leaves home. Bernice would never notice them in her sock drawer.

      Becky shook her head. ‘Oh no you don’t, Jamie McCready.’

      Jamie sighed. Caretakers! They can always tell when you’re planning something. It’s as though they have superpowers.

      The ghosts trailed up the hill towards the school. Milly kept close to Mr Anderson, as if seeking protection from the living. Kicking at the bark with transparent feet, Kahu drifted beside them. Little Song had tucked her hands into her wide sleeves. She didn’t move her body, but floated like a cloud towards the school. All of the ghosts seemed nervous.

      ‘It’s okay.’ Becky waved at them. ‘You can come up. Everyone’s gone home.’

      ‘No stinky boys?’ said Milly.

      ‘Only Jamie,’ said Becky.

      ‘Ha ha,’ said Jamie.

      Becky unlocked the door and the ghosts glided into the classroom. They were like children in a party shop – poking into cupboards, flying up to the rafters.

      ‘Wow!’ Kahu stared at the dye paintings. ‘It’s so …colourful!’

      The bright artworks on the walls seemed to glow in the afternoon sun. As usual, the room was super-tidy, because of Mr Pressick’s army neatness.

      It is bonny enough, I guess, thought Jamie.

      ‘My!’ Mr Anderson sat at Mr Pressick’s ultra-clean desk. ‘Teaching has certainly changed. Where’s your chalkboard?’

      ‘No one uses chalk any more, Mr Anderson,’ said Tayla. ‘It’s whiteboards now.’

      ‘No chalk!’ Mr Anderson looked amazed. ‘How can you teach without chalk?’

      Jamie switched on the computer, hoping the internet would work. Downloading was so slow that sometimes everything just froze. Not helped by Mrs Hays, who seemed to think the Wi-Fi was like a light switch. She kept turning it off to save power.

      Tayla stood behind him, anxiously staring at the screen as the machine hummed into life.

      Crash! Both boys spun around. Rummaging along the shelves, Milly had knocked over the art materials. Sprinting across the room, Jamie grabbed the paint jars just before they fell. Crayons clattered to the floor.

      The little girl looked cross. ‘Ain’t hardly no books. Ought to be books in a classroom.’

      Jamie pushed the paints to the back of the shelf, where they wouldn’t be knocked over easily. ‘We don’t have books. We’ve got iPads.’

      ‘What’s an Eye Pad? Is it for a pirate?’ Milly asked.

      ‘I’ll show you.’ Jamie took one down from the shelf, opened an e-book. ‘You can make it move. Look.’ He stroked his finger down a picture of a dog. It sat up and panted.

      ‘Hey!’ Milly goggled at the screen. ‘Is it magic?’

      Jamie held the tablet out to her. ‘See?’

      Milly stroked her fingertip down the screen. ‘It tingles!’

      ‘It does?’ Jamie tried. ‘No it doesn’t.’ Shame, that would have been cool.

      Tayla looked up. ‘It does to us. It’s like we connect with the current or something.’

      Jamie sat next to Tayla as the virus protection did its snail crawl through the computer systems. While they waited, Tayla told Jamie about the computers in the hospital, how he’d tried leaving messages for his dad on Facebook, even though Dad was rubbish with computers.

      Jamie liked the way Tayla had hacked the nurse’s accounts; an advantage of being invisible, he supposed, was being able to spy on people. But he felt sorry for Tayla, trying to contact his dad. If it was him, what would he do? No, he hated that. Even imagining Dad being dead made him feel really sad.

      Finally, Google opened. Tayla stopped talking. He had to concentrate, he said, or his fingers would go right through the keys.

      The other ghosts were amazed by the classroom.

      Wide eyed, Little Song stood in the middle of the floor. ‘This place. Very strange. You have, carpet.’ She rubbed the tip of her shoe along the floor. ‘Carpet! In school!’

      ‘Everyone has carpet,’ said Jamie. ‘Unless you’re really rich. Then you take it off, for some reason.’ Rob’s parents had done that, polished the floorboards so they shone. Great for skidding on, but a bit on the cold side.

      Tayla stepped away from the computer, his face worried.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ asked Jamie.

      ‘There’s so many Intensive Cares. I don’t know which one Mum’s in. I thought the computer could tell me, but it can’t.’

      ‘Do you have their numbers?’ Becky pulled her phone from her jeans pocket. ‘We can call them.’

      But Tayla still looked worried. ‘I can’t call. They won’t hear me.’

      ‘They’ll hear your heavy breathing, though,’ Jamie said, trying to cheer him up. ‘You could be a phantom caller. Get it? Get it?’ He tried to push Tayla on the shoulder, but the lad was too transparent.

      Tayla tried to smile, a sickly, weak grin. ‘Ha ha.’ He pulled up Google maps.

      As usual the map loaded slowly, one pixel at a time. Mr Pressick had banned them from downloading images; he said it was like watching paint dry.

      You’d have thought the ghosts would be more interested in the computer, thought Jamie. After all, they can’t have seen one before.

      But Little Song was interested in Becky’s phone. ‘What is that?’

      ‘It’s a cellphone.’ Becky dialled a number off the computer screen. ‘Hello? Hello? Is that the hospital? I’m looking for a Mrs Johnson. She’s in Intensive Care.’

      Tayla watched Becky anxiously. ‘Is she there?’

      Becky shook her head.

      Mr Anderson came over. ‘A cell? As in biology? Is that … that thing alive?’

      Becky dialled the next number. ‘It’s not a cell. It’s a cellphone.’

      ‘What’s a cellphone?’ asked Mr Anderson and Little Song together.

      Becky looked at Jamie. ‘Can you explain?’

      ‘I’ll try.’ Taking Mr Anderson and Little Song to the whiteboard, Jamie drew cellphone towers and lightning-shaped electricity, but he got confused about the difference between telephones and cellphones, and the ghosts stopped listening. Anyway, they seemed more interested in the whiteboard markers. Concentrating hard, Little Song pinched her finger and thumb together, as if using chopsticks, and picked up a black pen.

      She drew a Chinese character on the whiteboard. ‘My name,’ she said proudly.

      All this technology is new to them, thought Jamie. It must seem like magic when you see it for the first time. What would it be like for him, if he was a ghost, and he was in a classroom a hundred years from now? Would there even be a classroom? Maybe they could all just take pills, and know everything, straightaway. Then there’d be no more need for schools at all. Which might be good, but then, what about friends, and annoying the teacher and playing on playgrounds and stuff?

      Kahu and Mr Anderson tried drawing with the markers. It took them ages to pick up the pens, but finally they managed. Mr Anderson drew a horse, Kahu a complicated pattern that looked like a celtic knot.

      ‘Wow,’ said Jamie, staring at it.

      Milly wrote an M across the iPad screen with her finger. ‘M for Milly,’ she said proudly.

      The on-screen dog followed her finger, trying to lick it.

      ‘How did you do that?’ Jamie asked.

      ‘There’s a long down, then you take your finger off, see.’ The dog whined and tried to follow Milly’s finger. ‘He likes me.’

      ‘I know how to write an M,’ said Jamie. ‘I mean, how do you do that with the dog?’

      Milly shrugged. ‘I dunno.’ She scratched the dog, and he rolled over, patting her fingers with his feet.

      ‘I didn’t know it could do that. Let me.’ The dog went stiff as soon as Jamie touched the screen.

      ‘He doesn’t like you,’ said Milly. ‘He likes me.’ She pulled the iPad back.

      Amazing! He didn’t know the e-book was that interactive; it had seemed a bit lame, although Mrs Flowers had acted like it was so incredible. But he’d only got the dog to sit up and lie down. It would roll over, too, when you shook the iPad. Maybe that’s what Milly had done.

      ‘Can I try?’

      The little girl held tight to the tablet and glared at him. ‘No. Go away.’

      Typical! thought Jamie. You loan a girl something for a moment, and they think they own it.

      ‘When I was alive, before I got drownded,’ said Milly, talking to the dog in the iPad, ‘I had a dog. He was called Rex. He was my friend. I’ll call you Rex. It’s a nice name. Hey! Hey!’

      Jamie tried to grab the iPad. But he was too slow – the tablet clattered to the floor.

      Oh no. She’s broken it. ‘Milly! I told you to be careful!’ But the little girl had disappeared. Jamie looked around. ‘Milly?’ He picked up the iPad, and stared. He couldn’t believe it. ‘How …? Who …?’

      ‘What is it?’ said Mr Anderson.

      Carefully, Jamie laid the tablet on a desk. ‘Look.’

      Everyone crowded around the small screen.

      ‘Wow!’ said Kahu.

      There in the iPad stood Milly, petting a large, hairy dog. She waved at them, said something. Jamie turned the volume up.

      ‘… likes me. I tole you he likes me,’ said the little girl. Her face was pink, and she looked very happy.

      Jamie picked up the tablet. ‘How did you get in there?’

      Tayla looked over Jamie’s shoulder. ‘I think I know.’

      Becky was talking quietly and smiling. ‘Thank you. Thank you very much.’ She hung up. ‘I’ve found her! She’s at Dunsford Hospital.’

      ‘How is she?’ Tayla asked anxiously

      ‘She’s stable.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘It’s good.’ Becky shoved her phone back into her pocket. ‘They sounded pleased.’

      Tayla still looked worried. ‘Will she wake up soon?’

      ‘I think so,’ said Becky. ‘The nurses seemed to think so, anyway.’

      Tayla smiled and Little Song drew a happy face on the whiteboard. Mr Anderson thumped Tayla on the back. Tayla didn’t seem to mind the attention; his face was pink, almost as though he was alive, and his eyes shone.

      ‘Can you be quiet?’ asked a tinny voice from the iPad. ‘You’re annoying Rex.’

      Even inside a computer, Milly was a pain.

      Some girls are like that, thought Jamie. Hayley made him cross just by breathing. His parents never understood this – they thought that children should get along just because they were related.

      Thoughtfully, Tayla stared down at the iPad.

      Milly glared back at him. ‘What do you want?’ Like it was her personal possession.

      ‘Just thinking about something,’ Tayla replied.

      

      Tayla pressed his fingers to the screen, reaching for the fizz, the feeling of the battery against his skin. It was the circuit again. The electricity tickled, the current pushing him like water. He wanted to swim in it. Closing his eyes, Tayla stepped into the stream, floated with the energy, into the iPad.

      His eyes opened. Beside him was the dog, and Milly, scowling. ‘He’s my dog. Not yours. Go away.’

      ‘Awesome!’ said Tayla. Turning his head, he stared at this strange, flat world. Nearby stood squashed trees that looked like folds of origami, and a house with flat purple smoke puffing from its chimney. Behind, layers of numbers streamed through a blue-white sky. In front, spookiest of all, was a window, as big as the world. Through the window, five giants with enormous noses and googly eyes stared at him. Three of them looked wobbly, transparent.

      He reached out to the window, feeling the glass seeping, cool, through his fingers …

      And then he was back in the everyday world. The three-dimensional world.

      ‘That,’ said Jamie, ‘was amazing.’

      Tayla grinned at him. ‘I have superpowers.’

      

      It’s like magic! Jamie couldn’t believe it, but Mr Anderson and Kahu didn’t seem that overwhelmed. They probably thought disappearing into an iPad was just another new technology.

      Tayla seemed excited though, smiling broadly at Jamie. ‘Hey! I think I know how to get back to Mum. We are connected to the Net, aren’t we?’

      ‘Aye, but the connection’s rubbish,’ said Jamie. ‘What did you just do? Is it something to do with the internet?’

      ‘Yes. I think so,’ said Tayla. ‘I think ghosts can travel on the net.’

      ‘Ghosts can web surf? For real? Are you going to try it?’ Jamie would, if it was him. What fun you could have, zooming around the world. Imagine the stunts you could pull!

      

      The circuit buzzed at Tayla’s fingers, teased at his mind. Energy hummed in his brain. He felt like a rock star listening to the call of the crowd. As it had been in the Zephyr, before the accident.

      I don’t need to be a rock star, thought Tayla. Just being normal is okay.

      Could he email himself to the Intensive Care Unit? He’d been in Angela’s office; hadn’t he seen the email address? Tayla pinched the top of his nose, closed his eyes. If he could only remember.

      ‘Tayla? Are you all right?’ Becky asked.

      ‘I’m fine.’ He smiled at her, at all of them. ‘Well, I’m not fine. Not yet. But I will be, I think.’

      The ghosts looked confused, but Becky and Jamie smiled. ‘You’re going to your mum, aren’t you?’

      ‘I hope so,’ he said. ‘Wish me luck.’

      Tayla crossed to the computer, pulled up webmail, typed in the email for Intensive Care. Holding his breath, he pushed his fingers into the keyboard, feeling for that fizz, that tingle that told him “here is a battery, here is electricity.”

      He waved at Mr Anderson, and Little Song and Kahu, and at Milly in her iPad (who ignored him), and pushed down into the computer, folding himself as small as he could go – which, he thought, since my body isn’t really here, is probably very small indeed.

      He thought he heard Dad laughing. ‘You’re part of the circuit now, son.’

      Dad, Tayla thought, and opened his eyes.

      

      He lay on clean white sheets. The air tasted stale and thick, and it was hard, so very hard, to breathe. His body felt strangely heavy. Tayla wriggled his fingers, stretched his legs, pointed his toes. Yes, here he was. All of him. He smiled.

      ‘Oh my goodness!’ said a loud voice. ‘He’s awake! Get the doctor! Quick!’
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      Jamie sat on the edge of the verandah. ‘Mr Pressick thinks I broke Milly’s iPad.’

      ‘He’s not going to believe the truth, is he?’ Becky knelt in front of Skivver, rubbed her hands through his thick coat. ‘Good boy, then. Who’s a good boy?’

      Skivver’s mouth opened in a doggy smile and a line of dribble poured from his pink tongue.

      ‘I wish I could have a dog,’ said Becky. ‘We used to have dogs on the farm, but Mum doesn’t want one here – she thinks it would eat all the fish.’

      ‘You can have mine,’ said Jamie.

      Skivver looked up at him with sad brown eyes.

      ‘Och, boy, I didn’t mean it.’ Jamie stroked the big dog in apology, and Skivver wagged his tail. A good thing about dogs; they didn’t hold grudges. Not like Mr Pressick.

      

      It had been a week since the ghosts discovered technology. When Tayla disappeared, Milly, Kahu and Little Song had freaked out, zooming around the room like trapped flies, knocking over desks, pulling stuff off the walls, until Jamie felt as though he was standing in a snow globe.

      Mr Anderson had hovered by the whiteboard, calling ‘Children, children!’

      ‘Calm down!’ Jamie had yelled, but the ghosts wouldn’t stop; they just kept rocketing round the class, faster and faster until the schoolroom was a heaving storm of white paper.

      Finally, Becky had scrambled to her feet, grabbed the metre ruler and shouted ‘HOI!’

      She’d banged the ruler down on the teacher’s desk. It had snapped in two. The classroom door had opened, and in came Mr Pressick, white and shaking and looking for someone to blame.

      It probably wasn’t surprising that Mr Pressick thought it was Jamie’s fault. After all, there was an iPad that wouldn’t work, all the desks upside down, artwork all over the floor and Becky shouting at him. The coward ghosts, who’d started all this, had disappeared through the walls into the other rooms, leaving Jamie to stand alone in the middle of the wrecked classroom.

      And where had Tayla gone? Pouring through the keys of the keyboard, he’d seemed to vanish.

      Jamie had lain awake all night, worrying. Had the lad got back to the hospital, back to his mum?

      Jamie missed Tayla. It had been great to meet someone who actually liked practical jokes. And the poor lad had had some serious stuff happen to him – that bit about his dad was real sad. And what about his mum, lying in hospital? Would she be okay?

      Becky had been worried, too, so she’d phoned the hospital as soon as she’d been able to get away from Mr Pressick. They wouldn’t tell her anything except “yes, we have a Tayla Johnson,” and he was “stable”.

      Becky had asked if Tayla’s body was awake, which was probably a weird way to put it, because the nurse suddenly went very quiet and said, ‘Further information about Tayla is Private.’

      Next evening, Jamie had tried to get Mum to call the hospital; she was a doctor, she’d know the right doctor words to get nurses to talk. No luck though.

      ‘Who is this Tayla, Jamie?’ she’d said. ‘You don’t know any Tayla.’

      Jamie had tried to tell her that Tayla was someone Rob and Stuart had introduced him to online, but she hadn’t believed him.

      ‘If this is one of your jokes, Jamie, it’s not very funny,’ she’d said.

      

      Becky must have explained to Mr Potts what had happened, because at least Jamie didn’t have to go to the principal’s office again. But Mr Pressick still watched Jamie with deep suspicion, and took care to never leave him alone.

      The other kids weren’t talking to him either since he’d wrecked their classroom. Jamie tried not to mind too much. He did have some company now; Kahu and Little Song often came to the playground to try stunt flying around the fort.

      It would have been nice to have friends who weren’t transparent and were alive, but still, you have to be grateful for what you get. Although Jamie couldn’t play with them until after school, because his classmates looked at him strangely if he started talking to thin air.

      The ghosts complained about this. ‘Why can’t you play during the day?’ Kahu said. ‘We’re bored. There’s nothing to do.’

      ‘I have to be at school,’ Jamie answered. ‘I’m supposed to learn things. Aren’t you supposed to be at school too?’

      ‘Mr Anderson too busy to teach,’ said Little Song.

      What was the point of teachers, if they didn’t teach? ‘Why?’ Jamie asked. ‘What’s he doing?’

      ‘He’s in the library, reading books,’ said Kahu. ‘He wants to learn all about technology. He says ghosts should be able to use it, just like everybody else.’

      

      Yesterday, Mr Pressick had been teaching maths. Amazingly, Jamie finished his exercise sheet early.

      ‘While you’re waiting, Jamie,’ said Mr Pressick, ‘you can do a puzzle on the iPad.’

      Jamie grabbed Milly’s iPad from the bottom of the stack (Mr Pressick hadn’t had it fixed yet) and whispered to Milly. ‘Hey.’

      Milly was picking purple and yellow flowers. They looked like the sort of flowers little kids would draw. ‘Hello, stinky Jamie.’

      ‘I’m not stinky,’ whispered Jamie.

      ‘Yeah you are.’

      Jamie nearly put the iPad back.

      ‘Look!’ Milly added. ‘I’ve got a proper house!’ The little girl looked spookier with a smile. ‘I like it here. There’s no water, it’s really dry. All the time. An’ I’ve got a dog. Called Rex. He knows tricks, I teach them to him.’

      ‘That’s nice,’ Jamie said.

      Jayden Harris came over. ‘You talking to yourself, Scotty?’ He pulled the iPad off Jamie.

      Milly must have seen Jayden’s ugly face peering at her, because she came out in a rush, flowing right up his nose, pinching him from inside his snot-covered nostrils. Jayden howled and dropped the iPad.

      ‘Jayden Harris!’ said Mr Pressick. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Not my fault,’ said Jayden thickly, holding his nose. ‘It was a bee.’

      ‘Nonsense,’ said Mr Pressick. ‘There’s no bees in here. Stop crying.’

      Milly pinched Jayden on the bum, really hard.

      ‘OW!’ shrieked Jayden, holding his bottom.

      ‘Outside,’ said Mr Pressick wearily. ‘I can’t have another disruption in my class.’

      ‘It’s not my fault,’ wailed Jayden.

      ‘Do not whine, Jayden Harris. Go! Outside, by the office. Maybe Mrs Hays will be nice to you.’

      Jamie doubted that. Mrs Hays didn’t like Jayden Harris. He almost felt sorry for the kid.

      Jayden tripped down the steps, still holding his bum. Like a cloud of doom, Milly followed him, pinching and poking.

      ‘Help! Help! Invisible bees,’ cried Jayden, running round the playground in fright.

      Becky finally called Milly off, telling her to leave the boy alone.

      ‘That caretaker’s amazing,’ whispered Jayden, when he got his breath back. ‘She can tell bees what to do. She’s – she’s a bee whisperer.’

      Now, Jamie only had to say “bees” to make Jayden turn pale and back away.

      

      Becky tapped Jamie on the shoulder. ‘It’s five o’clock. Don’t you have homework to do?’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘So what are you doing here?’

      ‘Mr Potts told me to come over.’

      Becky groaned. ‘Another stink bomb?’

      ‘Of course not. Do I look stupid?’

      Becky gazed at him. A long, silent stare that hurt Jamie’s feelings.

      ‘Why does he want to see you if you’ve done nothing wrong?’ she asked.

      ‘Maybe he just likes me,’ said Jamie.

      Becky snorted. ‘Have you seen Kahu and Little Song today?’ she asked. ‘I wondered how the experiment went.’

      ‘What experiment?’

      ‘It’s to do with computers,’ said Becky.

      Jamie laughed. ‘Talk about computers – they’ve all gone weird. I was on Wikipedia this afternoon. You know how the connection’s normally really slow?’

      Becky nodded.

      ‘Well, it suddenly got amazingly fast! As if there was a thump of energy. Things started downloading straight away. Even big files.’ It had been like moving from a horse and cart to supersonic jet in the space of thirty seconds. ‘It’s grand! It’s been like that all afternoon.’

      

      The sun was behind the school, and the playground was in shade. The big tree’s branches whispered in the breeze. Good weather for ghosts. Jamie shivered. Maybe Kahu and Little Song were hanging around here somewhere. It was weird that he hadn’t seen them today. Hah! A week ago he had freaked out at ghosts; not now, though. Now, they were his friends. A lot can happen in a week.

      A red car drew up in front of the school. Oh my God, thought Jamie. I’m starting to stare at cars. I must be assimilating.

      A battered farm truck pulled in behind the car. There was a dog in the back. It barked at Skivver.

      ‘Shut it!’

      A deep-voiced man wearing gumboots helped a lady out of the passenger seat. She moved stiffly, as though she was in pain. He passed her a pair of crutches, and slowly, she hobbled into the school.

      ‘That’s Richard Johnson,’ said Becky. ‘He farms near here. Big farm, lots of sheep. He was a friend of my dad’s.’

      ‘What’s he doing here?’

      Becky shrugged. ‘Beats me. He doesn’t have any kids.’

      

      While they waited for Mr Potts, Becky told Jamie about the nettles. There had been lots, she said, but she’d cleared them all away. The ghosts had helped – they didn’t mind nettles, because they couldn’t get stung. It could be useful to have the ghosts at the school, Becky said. It was a shame Mr Ferris hadn’t seen their potential.

      ‘Jamie. There you are,’ said Mr Potts.

      A short fat lady stood beside the principal. A pair of shiny glasses rested on her chest. The inspector! Like a soldier standing to attention, Jamie leapt off the verandah, pushed his hands behind his back.

      The bossy lady nodded at Becky. ‘You’ve done a lovely job with the grounds.’

      ‘Becky’s the best caretaker we’ve ever had,’ said Mr Potts. ‘She’s clearing out the old school.’

      ‘You have? What?’ said Jamie.

      ‘That’s why I’ve been getting rid of the nettles,’ Becky said.

      Was Mr Potts throwing out the ghosts? It must have been because of the mess in the classroom. Maybe Mr Pressick had made a fuss. It wasn’t fair!

      Mr Potts looked at him, then at the inspector. The lady coughed.

      ‘The ghosts have been given a vacation,’ Mr Potts announced. ‘A holiday.’

      ‘What? When?’ Jamie asked.

      ‘I thought Kahu told you,’ said Becky. ‘Mr Anderson wanted to learn about the internet. He decided to try and travel on it. Like Tayla.’

      Kahu hadn’t said anything about travelling. How cool to go wherever you wanted, and freak people out! For a moment, Jamie wished he was a ghost. How would it work, anyway? Would the ghosts fold themselves flat, as if they were going in an envelope? No, they’d do it like Tayla; passing through the computer. Except, how did they know it had worked for Tayla? Maybe he was still hovering around, lost in cyberspace.

      ‘What happened?’ Jamie asked.

      ‘They sent themselves in an email,’ said Mr Potts. ‘To me. If it makes you feel any better, Jamie, they didn’t tell me either.’

      Becky laughed. ‘You should have heard him yell! Mrs Hays thought he was having a heart attack.’

      ‘I was startled, that’s all,’ Mr Potts said. ‘Can you blame me? Three people pouring out of my computer?’

      Now, that would have been amazing to watch. It would be like something in the movies.

      ‘They’ve travelled further now,’ Becky said. ‘Except for Milly. She’s still here; she likes her iPad. And she doesn’t want to leave her dog.’

      Jamie felt sad. Little Song and Kahu were his friends. Friends should say goodbye before they leave. And now he’d have no one to play with.

      ‘Don’t worry. They’ll be back,’ Becky rubbed his shoulder. ‘They’ve gone to Edinburgh. It’s a compliment, Jamie – they wanted to see the place you came from.’

      ‘Plenty of ghosts there,’ said the inspector. ‘Old ones, with bad memories. I think they’ll be pleased to return home.’

      Jamie didn’t know whether to be angry they hadn’t told him, or flattered they’d chosen his home town as their first place to visit.

      ‘I said, they’re coming back,’ said Becky.

      ‘Although I doubt they’ll stay for long,’ said Mr Potts hopefully. ‘They’ll be wanting to travel from now on.’

      Jamie felt empty. He never seemed to keep his friends. Either he was leaving, or they left him. Now he’d be stuck with Milly, or his classmates and the whiteboard pens. The inspector said something, but he didn’t hear her. He was too sad.

      ‘I said, young man,’ said the inspector loudly, ‘I’m not here about the ghosts. I’m here about a friend of yours.’

      ‘My friend?’ Oh no! What had happened to Rob? Or Stuart? ‘What friend?’

      ‘Tayla, of course. He says hello.’

      So was Tayla all right? Was he still a ghost?

      ‘He’s in my office,’ said Mr Potts. ‘In his body,’ he added.

      Jamie couldn’t believe it. ‘Tayla’s here?’

      Mr Potts nodded. ‘And his family. You probably saw them come in. Tayla and his mother will be living with Tayla’s uncle while his mother gets well. And in the meantime, Tayla will go to Longridge School.’

      ‘That farmer? He’s Tayla’s uncle? And the lady with the crutches is Tayla’s mum?’

      The principal nodded and smiled. ‘Yes. Richard is Tayla’s uncle. Do you want to come and meet them?’

      Jamie realised that Mr Potts was probably quite nice, when he wasn’t being stung by buzzers or haunted by annoying ghosts.realised

      The principal’s office was crowded with people, all talking and laughing. There was the inspector, Mr Potts, Becky. Big and quiet, Mr Johnson stood in the corner. Mrs Hays poured tea for everyone. Skivver panted happily in the doorway. A thin lady perched on the edge of a chair, one leg propped on a metal crutch. And in the other chair, a boy. About Jamie’s age, with brown hair and a mad grin. You couldn’t see through him, not any more.

      ‘Hi,’ Jamie said.

      ‘Hi,’ said Tayla.
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          Taking on Longridge

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes, Tayla felt as though there was a big hole inside him. A Dad-shaped hole that couldn’t be filled. When Tayla thought of Dad, how he’d never play stupid jokes with him again, or ride in the Ford on its shiny, sticky seats with Dad laughing beside him, he’d go really quiet.

      When he’d woken in Intensive Care, the nurses had totally freaked out – because he knew all their names.

      Tayla worried about going back to school. He would have to explain the accident to his friends, and they wouldn’t know what to say. Their mums would be sad for him. And their dads – well, that would be even worse. Because he would see his friends’ dads, but never see his own.

      It was a relief when Mum said that they’d be staying with Uncle Richard until she got better, and would he be okay going to a different school.

      

      On their last day at the hospital, Tayla met Mr Stibbens, the old man from Intensive Care, at the lift. Mr Stibbens’ skin was blotchy with brown freckles and he had no hair. The old man held up his hand like a traffic cop: stop, and Tayla and Mum stood there while he crept, snail-slow, through the lift doors.

      Mr Stibbens winked at Tayla. ‘How you doing, son?’

      ‘Okay, I guess.’

      ‘It’ll get easier,’ the old man said. ‘Mrs Mannering sorted you out, didn’t she?’

      ‘I guess she did,’ said Tayla. That inspector! She’d probably taken him to that school on purpose, just to make him realize being a ghost wasn’t such a great option.

      ‘You made the right choice,’ said Mr Stibbens. ‘You only get one shot at life, you know.’

      ‘Yeah,’ said Tayla. ‘I know.’

      He remembered that Mr Stibbens lived next door to the bossy inspector, and felt sorry for the old man.

      ‘What was that about?’ asked Mum later.

      ‘Dunno.’

      ‘Or you do know, but you’re not going to tell me?’

      ‘Something like that.’ Tayla grinned at Mum, and she grinned back, and for a moment, just for a moment, everything was okay.

      

      Longridge School felt different to Tayla, yet familiar. It was as though he’d seen this place before, in a dream.

      ‘Don’t you want to go and see your classroom?’ Mum asked.

      ‘I’ll show him.’ Jamie bounced from his seat. He looked just the same; brown haired, with a crazy smile. He was probably the sort of kid who did stupid pranks without thinking, and then got into trouble. Not like Tayla. Tayla planned his jokes, and he almost never got caught.

      The two of us would make a great team, thought Tayla. Together, we’d be unstoppable.

      The boys walked over to the classrooms beside the adventure playground.

      ‘The inspector brought me in her car,’ said Tayla. ‘She wanted to tell me about keeping stuff Confidential and Private.’

      ‘You’re not going to though, are you?’

      ‘Of course not,’ said Tayla. ‘Would you?’

      It was getting late, and the sun was low, so the playground was all shady. The air was still warm; flies drifted in the calm air. Two long-haired girls came down the road. One was limping.

      Jamie groaned. ‘It’s the evil sisters.’

      The girls stopped at the fence, stared at Tayla. ‘Jamie! Mum says you’ve got to come home,’ said the taller one.

      ‘That’s Bernice,’ whispered Jamie. ‘She’s got sore feet.’

      ‘Sore feet?’ said Tayla

      ‘Ah, she had a wee accident,’ said Jamie. ‘Someone put stinging nettles in her socks.’

      ‘Um, would that someone be you?’

      ‘Possibly,’ said Jamie, ‘But I really couldn’t comment.’

      Tayla grinned.

      ‘And the other one,’ continued Jamie, ‘is Horrible Hayley. She has a lock on her sock drawer. Most annoying.’

      The girls glowered at their brother.

      ‘Mum’s still mad with you,’ said Bernice. ‘I’m mad with you, too. You’ve got to come home.’

      ‘I can’t. I’m busy,’ said Jamie. He went into the classroom with Tayla.

      

      Tayla thought the room didn’t seem as clean as last time. There were scraps of paper on the floor. Good. An ultra-clean classroom always made him nervous.

      Bernice and Hayley climbed the fence, Bernice carefully lifting her heel high above the wooden fence palings. The girls stomped onto the verandah and stood at the classroom door, watching Jamie show Tayla where the iPads were.

      Milly waved at Tayla. ‘Hullo, Mr Sewing.’

      ‘Hullo,’ said Tayla.

      ‘You got your body back?’ The little girl looked happy to see him.

      Tayla nodded.

      ‘It looks just like your ghost one,’ said Milly, disappointed. ‘If it was me, I’d get another body. A really tall one, with big strong arms.’

      ‘Jamie McCready! If you’ve broken that iPad, you’ll be in big trouble,’ said Hayley.

      Milly made a face. ‘Who’s that? They sound really stupid.’

      ‘They are stupid,’ said Jamie with feeling. ‘And stinky.’

      ‘Hey, Milly,’ whispered Tayla. ‘Why don’t you show them a trick?’

      Milly’s eyes gleamed madly. The iPad glowed with a strange, green-white light. Then Whoosh! Scraps of paper lifted from the floor, and formed a cloud that whirled and spun like a mid-air snowstorm. It lifted and crackled and stretched, reaching towards Hayley and Bernice.

      Jamie’s sisters stood frozen to the doorstep, their mouths wide open. Then they screamed, and turned, and ran.

      Jamie turned to Tayla. ‘Welcome,’ he said, ‘to Longridge Primary.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Tayla smiled. ‘I think I’ll like it here.’
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          Practically Joking Challenge

        

      

    

    
      This book was originally going to be called Practically Joking. Practical jokes are tricks played on someone else. Quite often, the other person might not even realise that a trick has been played until it’s too late.

      I liked the title Practically Joking because the phrase is a play on words – to say ‘I’m practically joking’ means I’m almost, but not quite, making something up. But I also liked this title because this story contains heaps and heaps of practical jokes.

      Even after I changed the title, the idea of practical jokes stuck in my mind. So I made a list of all the jokes listed in the book. I’ve written them down below.

      

      
        CHALLENGE:

      

      Before you read the list, see how many jokes you can find in the book yourself. And if you find jokes in the story that I’ve forgotten to add to this list, please get in touch and I’ll send you a signed copy of this book as a reward! You can contact me through my website - www.RLStedman.com

      

      
        WARNING:

      

      If you want to try any of these tricks for yourself, tell an adult first. Otherwise, like Jamie, you might find yourself visiting your principal, who may not be as understanding as Mr Potts.

      

      List of Jokes

      
        	Chapter One: Whoopie Cushion. These are a really old-fashioned trick – a rubber cushion with a special valve. It makes a farting noise when you sit on it. This is a really good trick to play in a quiet classroom.

        	Chapter Two: Cling film across the toilet (gross!) or a bucket of water on the classroom door.

        	Chapter Three: Putting salt into the sugar bowl.

        	Chapter Four: A fake spider. Good for putting in your sister’s shower.

        	Chapter Five: A buzzer. These can be found at joke shops or online. They’re shaped like a ring, but they have a little battery so it gives someone a shock if they shake your hand. There are other ones, ideal for a teacher’s desk, that look just like pens; when you click the button you get a shock.

        	Chapter Six: Itching powder. An oldie, but still funny. Unless it’s you itching, of course!

        	Chapter Seven: An invisible friend – this is easy to do. Pretend there’s someone beside you. Talk to them as though they’re real. Watch as people try to work out who you’re talking to.

        	Chapter Eight: Ray gun spectacles. You can get trick spectacles at joke shops; sometimes they appear to break apart when you touch them. Others squirt ink or water.

        	Chapter Nine: Stink Bombs! Use with Caution!

        	Chapter Ten: There isn’t really a practical joke in this chapter. Except for, perhaps, hide and seek. Or a haunted house.

        	Chapter Eleven: Water pistols. Not really a practical joke, perhaps, but still heaps of fun. Plus: a broomstick across the bedroom door handle and, as Jamie says, ‘I swapped all the keys on the computer around once. Mum couldn’t type for a week.’

        	Chapter Twelve: More computer pranks. Here’s some ideas (and these aren’t written in the book): Turn the screen orientation by using screen settings; reset the keyboard to another language; replace the control screen with a screen shot of the control screen (watch as someone tries to click on the icons, and nothing happens)…

        	Chapter Thirteen: No jokes in this chapter. Unless you happen to have a haunted iPad.

        	Chapter Fourteen: Stinging nettles in a sock drawer. And of course, a ghostly internet.

      

      
        Have you found any others? www.RLStedman.com

      

      

      PS: Did you enjoy this story? If so, please leave a review on Goodreads or Amazon, as this helps others to find the book too.
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