
  
    [image: Bullies, Snow &amp; Magic]
  


  
    
      Bullies, Snow & Magic

      A Short Story Collection

    

    
      
        Dave Bakers

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: DIB Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          
            GRAVEYARD CLUB

          

        

        
          
            NOBODY EVER

          

        

        
          
            RHYS’S FRIEND

          

        

        
          
            THE LIFE OF MY NIGHT

          

        

        
          
            THE SON OF CHRONOS

          

        

        
          
            HERE BUT NOT HERE

          

        

        
          
            WHY MY PARENTS HATE ME

          

        

        
          
            ORPHANS

          

        

        
          
            ALPRISONS

          

        

        
          
            I AM NOT A BICYCLE

          

        

        
          
            DIDN’T KNOW THAT

          

        

      

      
        
          Author’s Note

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GRAVEYARD CLUB

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        1

      

      

      THE FIRST THING Eleanor noticed upon opening her locker was the piece of paper slipped in-between her biology and maths textbooks. After checking that nothing had been stolen—nothing had—she yanked the piece of paper out from its place. It was written on pink paper with floaty hearts printed onto the edges. It looked like it had come from a three-year-old girls’ stationary set and, for all she knew, it had. She only managed to read the first line: Dearest Eleanor, before the school bell, announcing the beginning of the first lesson of the day, clanged overhead. She pulled her battered geography exercise book, and, slightly-less-battered, textbook from her locker and trotted off down the hall, pushing her way through the rushing torrent of fellow students also making their way to their classes.

      She only remembered the note once she had sat down. Her desk was about three quarters back in the room, just far enough back so that she wouldn’t be taken for a geek by the other kids and just far enough forward so she wouldn’t be taken as a troublemaker by the teacher. Her teacher, Ms Branwick, was just wrapping up an explanation of oxbow lakes and ordered them to copy the scrawled drawing she’d left up on the board. In the age of Copy and Paste it seemed something of a peculiarity to Eleanor that teachers still held firm to this line—this manual, time-consuming copying. And so, Eleanor took this as her opportunity to have a proper look at the note. She laid it flat on the table and read it, line-by-line, mouthing along with the words—an annoying habit that she’d never managed to shake:

      
        
        Dearest Eleanor,

      

        

      
        We’ve been watching you now for quite some time and we believe that you merit our attention. No doubt you’re a little worried about your locker. How did we manage to break in and put this letter there? Well, that’s really just the start of it. Trust us. . . .

      

      

      Eleanor broke off her reading to ask herself whether she was worried. No, of course she wasn’t. For all she knew, they might simply have picked the lock and put the note in there. That was the logical explanation. What were they talking about anyway? Was this somebody’s idea of a joke?

      
        
        We walk among you, as someone said at some time or another. We’re all around the place, normal students, on the face of things, going to school—just a bunch of kids. But we lead a double life, and we believe you have what it takes to lead one too. Now what do you say? Give us your answer, leaving the note in same place you found it by no later than four thirty today.

      

        

      
        Graveyard Club

      

      

      “Miss Tinchmarsh!”

      A judder ran up Eleanor’s spine.

      Ms Branwick, as she had a habit of doing, had somehow sprung up at Eleanor’s elbow. “Whatever do you think you’re reading there?”

      Eleanor flapped her gums but no sound came out and, before she knew it—let alone was able to react—Ms Branwick had snatched the piece of paper off her desk, crumpled it into a ball and thrown it into the bin halfway across the classroom, where it swished in with ease. Ms Branwick arced an eyebrow in recognition of her show-stopping accuracy, then she addressed the rest of the classroom in a chirpy, yet throaty voice. “Let that be a reminder to all of you that I am always watching. Any stray notes around my classroom shall be promptly discarded—thrown out like the rubbish they are. Is that clear?”

      There were faint murmurs of agreement and then the other students returned to their work. Ms Branwick shot Eleanor a severe look before strutting her way back to the front of the classroom.

      At least she didn’t think to read it, thought Eleanor.

      The rest of geography passed painfully slowly, of course, and it was all that Eleanor could do to keep her focus enough to calmly and clearly write out the answers to the textbook questions in her exercise book. The bell did come, finally, and Eleanor swept all her things off her desk and deposited them in her bag. On her way out of the room she received a glare from Ms Branwick—not being much of a troublemaker, Eleanor reddened and trod on, out into the hall, already ruing this Graveyard Club for having got her into a rare spot of trouble.

      As she shuffled along the corridor, dodging other kids coming the other way or kids overtaking her, moving faster toward their destinations, she caught sight of Alice Hodges, just above the crowd. She called out to her above the rush.

      “Hey! Alice?”

      Although her best friend, Eleanor had to admit that—just like the meaner kids said—Alice looked pretty much blank most of the time. It didn’t help that she had beautifully-brushed, shoulder-length blond hair and enjoyed wearing pink accessories: clip-on earrings, hair ribbons and bangles.

      Alice looked from side to side, vacant expression thoroughly engaged. Finally she caught Eleanor’s eye during one of her longer sweeps of the hallway. She raised a half smile as she approached her. “Don’t know how I didn’t see you there.”

      Eleanor looped her arm through Alice’s and tugged her down the hall—next lesson they had physics together. “Come on,” she said. “I’ve got something to tell you about.”

      They rounded the corner and came face to face with Vicky Newsome, and her hangers on: Paula and Phillipa.

      Eleanor’s breath stuck in her throat. She considered her escape options, but, what with kids coming out of just about every doorway and rushing past her, there was nowhere to go.

      Vicky stuck her finger into her mouth and withdrew a long strand of gum, which she twirled about her finger, features crunched up, lips curled back in a snarl. “All right there, Tinchmarsh,” she said, somehow managing to make Eleanor’s surname sound like an insult all by itself.

      Eleanor continued to eye any hope for escape and, finding none, decided she had no option but to see out this encounter. She hoisted her bag up onto her shoulder and straightened her back, thinking that was how her cat, Harry, would’ve acted in such a situation—whenever a bigger cat decided to pick on him.

      Vicky snorted. “And just what the hell is this?”

      Eleanor felt Alice trembling at her shoulder. “Nuh—nothing,” Eleanor said. “We were just on our way to our next lesson.”

      Vicky scoffed. “What a surprise. It’d be a real shame if you ever broke your good-girl streak, wouldn’t it? All those teachers would have to take you off their Christmas card lists.”

      Paula and Phillipa giggled to themselves.

      Eleanor looked to them, all at once considering whether she might try and wind them up, considering that she’d never have the guts to do so with Vicky. Paula was ugly, while Phillipa was fat. She would have an abundance of material, but decided against it in the end. She couldn’t discount something like that backfiring, and only serving to stir up Vicky’s anger.

      “Well? Aren’t you gonna hop along?” Vicky said.

      Mercifully the hall had cleared a little now so that Eleanor could shuffle her way past Vicky, Paula and Phillipa. She kept her eyes fixed on them the entire time, worried that Vicky might stick out a leg or shove her up against one of the steel lockers before pummelling her into submission. But, somehow, she made it to the other side of the group without any drama. She turned back and watched on as Alice followed.

      Like a frightened dormouse, Alice shuffled her way around Vicky and, just as she looked like she might be ready to break away from them, Vicky lurched forward, that chewing gum in hand, and she flicked it right into the centre of Alice’s scalp.

      It all played out in slow motion from then on. What Eleanor wanted more than anything was to scream out to Alice, to tell her not to put her hands anywhere near her head, but, before she got the chance, it was too late.

      Alice’s mouth yawned open while her arms flew upward. She scrabbled for the chewing gum sitting on the top of her head, but she fumbled it and only succeeded in getting it tangled up in her hair. As Vicky and co fell about laughing, Alice groped and groped for the elusive chewing gum but couldn’t get a grip on it, and it got more and more tangled in her hair.

      Eleanor broke out of her light daze and surged forward to help her friend. She grabbed her around the shoulders and shepherded her away from Vicky, toward the girls’ toilets. Just as they crossed the threshold and the stench of bleach mingled with floor cleaner chomped at her nostril hair, she heard the bell clanging out above her. Like always, it caused her to flinch a little, but this time, knowing that whatever happened now she would arrive late for physics, she felt an additional sinking feeling. Vicky would get just what she wanted: she would take Eleanor down a peg or two, blot her copybook just a little.

      Eleanor tried to push all that to the back of her mind while she busied herself helping out Alice, trying her best to unstick single strands from the glob of chewing gum—which had now increased in surface area so that it was about the size of a large button. As Alice screeched away each time Eleanor attempted to extricate the gum from Alice’s hair, she felt the chewing gum get more and more tangled. After a while Eleanor gave up, looked into Alice’s sobbing eyes and said, “It’s no good,” she said. “I think we should go tell a teacher.”
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      CONTRARY TO ELEANOR’S REPUTATION for being a goodie-goodie, she didn’t have all that much interaction with teachers—let alone make a habit of grassing other kids up. But this was different. Vicky had been acting like an idiot for weeks now, threatening to do something horrible, and now she had done. In a way, Eleanor would’ve preferred it if Vicky had chucked the gum into her hair and spared Alice.

      A chubby lady, with round, doughy cheeks, the nurse inspected the mass of gum and hair with her hand resting in the pit of her chin. “My goodness me, this makes you realise why the school bans chewing, doesn’t it, ladies?”

      Eleanor remained silent, watching on as the nurse continued to examine the damage.

      The nurse glanced over at Eleanor. “So, what happened here, then?”

      Eleanor had a similar tingling to the one she had felt back in geography when Ms Branwick had snatched up her note. She knew what was on the tip of her tongue, but she just couldn’t produce any sound.

      “Well?” the nurse said, her tone growing a touch sharper.

      Then, all of a sudden, Eleanor found herself saying, “It was my gum. We were walking in the hall. Alice said something funny and I just spat it out, right into her hair.”

      Out of the nurse’s line of sight, Alice widened her eyes and mouthed something.

      Eleanor pressed on with the lie. “That’s it. Then we went to the toilets and I tried to get it out.” She shrugged. “But it’s stuck in there pretty good, eh?”

      The nurse pouted and gave Eleanor a testing scowl.

      Eleanor felt her stomach churn. She hated lying so why had she done it then? Why was she so interested in protecting Vicky? Maybe if she’d grassed her up Vicky would’ve ended up with detention, at least. And then it struck her, the most likely reason. It turned her stomach another couple of notches. The reason she hadn’t grassed up Vicky was because she was afraid that Vicky would come after her next.

      She looked to Alice, half-expecting her to contradict her lie, but she remained quiet, staring at the white-washed wall while the nurse slipped a pair of scissors out of the drawer. The nurse rolled her eyes and held up a clump of Alice’s hair to light. “Well, I’m sorry girls, I hope this’ll work as a lesson for the both of you: Don’t chew gum.”

      While Eleanor watched on, saw the tears rolling down Alice’s cheeks, she felt herself choking up, and all at once she felt disgusted with herself. She was a coward. Nothing more than a coward.
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      THE NURSE LET Alice go home shortly after she’d cut off almost all her hair, leaving it in shiny, blond ribbons on the floor of the examination room. Eleanor waited with Alice at the school gates for Alice’s mum to come pick her up, then headed off back inside the school.

      Eleanor daydreamed through the rest of the day, trying to see the incident with Vicky from different angles, trying to make defences for her reaction to it. She told herself that really all that she had been doing was protecting Alice—that if she’d told on Vicky then surely Vicky would’ve gone after Alice, tried to humiliate her further. But Eleanor knew that wasn’t the truth.

      Just as she was passing by her locker on the way out, wishing to herself that she wouldn’t bump into Vicky again, she recalled the note she had received that morning from the Graveyard Club, and remembered that if she wished to find out about it then she had to leave a reply in her locker, the same place she had found the one this morning: between her maths and biology textbooks. She considered whether or not it was just some trick someone was playing on her—maybe even Vicky. Then she reasoned with herself that Vicky didn’t have it in her to pull anything so subtle.

      She yanked a scrap of paper out from her school bag and clicked on a pen. She looked up and down the hallway and told herself this was utterly stupid, leaving this note in her locker. Then, she realised, it would only seem stupid to her—and whoever had access to her locker, whoever this representative of the Graveyard Club was. So she scrawled out a quick reply, a simple: ‘Yes,’ and then slipped it into the appropriate place before bringing her well-dented locker shut with a metallic slam.

      As she ventured out of the school, toward the gates, already relishing having some time alone on the walk back home, a thought struck her. She glanced up at the clock which hung over the double-door entrance to the school and saw that it had just gone past quarter past four. Fifteen minutes before the person who had written the note was supposed to come by for her reply. She looked back over her shoulder into the dwindling crowd of kids, but couldn’t make out anyone looking particularly suspicious. Now committed to her plan, she set herself up by one of the doors to the school, hid herself behind a locker so that she wouldn’t be easily spotted.

      It was pretty incredible how quickly the school emptied in the course of the next fifteen minutes. The hall went from being jam-packed with kids, stuffing stuff into lockers, yanking stuff out, blabbering in their friends ears about yet more stuff, to being simply deserted.

      Eleanor’s heart drummed in her ears. Feeling cramp setting into her legs, she shifted her weight from one foot to the other. She peeked out from her hiding place. She had a clear line of sight to her locker. Her whole body seemed to warm in anticipation. Soon, whoever it was, they would be here to recover her reply.

      She rapped her fingers against the pocket of her trousers and glanced out again. Still no one around . . . no, wait, there was someone coming. She held her breath and backed up a bit so whoever was coming wouldn’t be able to see her in her hiding place. She shut one eye and peered around the side of the locker.

      Ms Branwick appeared in the hall, a set of papers clutched beneath her elbow.

      Eleanor allowed herself to exhale, and then told herself that she wasn’t quite out of the woods yet. If Ms Branwick saw her about school at this time there would be questions asked—perhaps there would be a teachers’ meeting, they would put two and two together, somehow surmise something following Eleanor’s-apparently-dropping-chewing-gum-into-Alice’s-hair earlier in the day, think that she had a screw loose somewhere.

      Just as Eleanor was on the point of flattening herself up against the wall, in an effort so that Ms Branwick wouldn’t notice her there when she strolled out of the front doors, she noticed her stop right beside her locker. Eleanor froze where she was, unbelieving of what she was witnessing. Surely this was just a coincidence. Perhaps some thought had struck Ms Branwick, that she had just realised that she’d forgotten something up in her classroom. But, as Eleanor watched on, she saw that this wasn’t the case—clearly wasn’t the case.

      Ms Branwick looked up then down the hallway, in a way that Eleanor couldn’t interpret any other way than she didn’t want to get caught doing . . . whatever it was that she was doing. Then she closed her eyes and placed her palm flat against the locker. At first Eleanor thought that Ms Branwick might be having a heart attack or something, that she might be in need of help. In fact, Eleanor was right on the cusp of moving out from her hiding place when she noticed the glow appear around Ms Branwick’s fingers, the faint stench of rust lingering on the air. The glow was bright white, fluorescent, clearly burning hot—hot enough to melt through metal in any case. And then, before Eleanor really knew what she was witnessing, Ms Branwick, somehow, held Eleanor’s reply—the scrap of notepaper—in her hand. She watched on as Ms Branwick read it with a slight smile tweaking her mouth.

      All at once Eleanor felt like she was sinking, like her stomach was swirling around, tugging her down with it into a whirlpool. She steadied herself, pressed her weight up against the locker to her side and got her head together. And then, when she recovered enough of her facilities to return to watching Ms Branwick, she looked around the locker once more to see that Ms Branwick had gone. Disappeared. Eleanor tried to reason with herself that she hadn’t simply dissipated into thin air, and then came to the conclusion that, in any case, it wouldn’t have been necessary—Eleanor had probably spent a good couple of minutes in that stupor, trying to puzzle over what she had just seen.

      After a quick look around, Eleanor broke from her hiding place and skittered across the hall, over to her locker. Another glance over her shoulder and then she meshed her key into the padlock, turned it, brought the creaking door open. There, she supposed, was Ms Branwick’s note—the response to her reply. Her hands shook as she tugged it free from its place between her biology and maths textbooks, then unfolded it and, with trembling eyes, read the message:

      
        
        Dearest Eleanor,

      

        

      
        I am most pleased to receive an affirmative reply. You have made the right decision, I can tell you that now. All that remains is for you to join us tonight at eight o’clock sharp in the Finsley County Graveyard. Don’t be late, we do not wait for stragglers.

      

        

      
        Graveyard Club

      

        

      
        PS . . . and don’t think that I didn’t see you there skulking about behind that locker. Ah well, it wouldn’t have been any great secret for long.

      

      

      Eleanor’s head swam. She tried to make sense of the note, that it had been her teacher, Ms Branwick, who had left it there. And then, once she’d got over that initial hurdle, she thought about the more disturbing matter—that Ms Branwick had apparently written out that whole note while Eleanor had been watching. She hadn’t had near enough time to do that and—anyway—Eleanor had never once seen her take out a pen, let alone paper. Perhaps just perhaps . . . no, there was no other way to explain it. This was some form of magic.

      Witchcraft.
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      ELEANOR STRESSED OVER what she would do that evening, whether or not she could really bring herself to go and meet up with the Graveyard Club. At the top of her pile was somehow managing to get out of the house. She had a strict curfew of nine o’clock, but that didn’t mean that her parents were all that keen on her going out any time after dark. The best she could get would be an anxious glance from both of them and a demand for an explanation.

      Considering all that she had witnessed back at school, all that stuff with Ms Branwick somehow removing her note from the locker before placing another inside, Eleanor decided that these probably weren’t people that she should make a habit of messing with, and so resolved that she would go out to meet with them. That first decision made, she soon came head on to another: what she was going to tell her parents.

      Eleanor worked on her homework, checking the clock every few seconds. Before long it had ticked its way toward eight o’clock. She plucked out a heavy coat—even though it was summer, it kicked up a chill in the evenings—and thrust on a pair of ankle-high walking boots, ones which always made her feel ten feet tall. She shuttled out of her room, along the landing, down the stairs. She took a final, cleansing breath and then shoved into the sitting room where both her parents sat slumped in each other’s arms on the sofa, multi-coloured television light washing over them. Both of them turned their heads to her, looking for some explanation for the interruption.

      “Mum, Dad?” she said, testing out the air.

      Neither of them responded, each obviously expecting some bombshell.

      “I’m going out to see Alice.”

      Eleanor’s mother exchanged glances with her father, then looked back to Eleanor. “It’s a bit late, don’t you think?”

      This was it, now she would have to come out with a good excuse—the one that she’d thought she’d need. “Uh,” Eleanor said, starting somewhat unconvincingly, “you see, Alice had to go home early from school today.”

      “Why?”

      Just as Eleanor had expected. She continued, “She got chewing gum stuck in her hair and had to have it cut out.”

      Her mother brought her hand to her lips in shock. “Oh dear, how horrible.” She glanced back at Eleanor’s father. “I remember the same thing happening to me when I was a little girl. Some bully dropped it in my hair. Horrible. Absolutely horrible.” She turned her attention back to Eleanor. “Was it a bully that did it?”

      This was trickier, inconsistencies would start to show up in her lies if she didn’t stick to the story she’d told the nurse earlier. “No,” Eleanor said, and then paused, a little taken off balance by the directness of her mother’s question, “I mean, I don’t really know. We were walking to physics and I noticed the gum in her hair. I . . . I don’t know, but it might’ve been mine.”

      Her mother puffed up her cheeks and sat up straight, perching on the edge of the sofa. “I thought the school had a policy against chewing gum. I thought it was banned.”

      Eleanor knew she was treading a thin line here. She needed to cook up enough sympathy for Alice without putting her own foot in it—getting herself grounded. “Yeah, I don’t know, that’s just something people say, really. Everyone chews gum,” she added with an unconvincing grin.

      Everyone does it, was never an argument that sat well with her mother, and she frowned.

      “But,” Eleanor said, feeling that she had to save the stupid direction this conversation had taken pretty quickly, “I think I’ve learned my lesson. I won’t do it again. Alice just needs some moral support, that’s all. And I told her I’d pop over for a bit. She doesn’t want to go back to school how she is, see? They had to cut her hair off. But I think I can convince her that everything’s all right.”

      Her mother again exchanged glances with her father, who had returned to staring at the television screen. When her mother met her eye, Eleanor knew that she had won. “Okay,” her mother said, “but don’t be back late.”

      Eleanor was already beating the trail to the front door, wondering whether ‘don’t be back late,’ meant that her curfew had been renegotiated for this situation. She might get away with coming in a bit later if this Graveyard Club meeting ran on. Just as she shoved on out the door, she heard her mother’s shrill voice carry down the corridor.

      “And give me a call when you arrive.”

      “Okay, Mum,” Eleanor said, shoving out the door.
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      WHEN SHE REACHED the end of the street, Eleanor was glad that she’d brought her heavy coat—she wondered whether the frosty bite on the air was real or just in her mind, whether her mind was playing tricks on her, twisting her nerves around to bite her on the heels. She pressed on her way up the empty pavement, taking care to watch where she trod in the shimmering orange light from the streetlamps.

      It was about a fifteen-minute walk to Finsley County Graveyard and by the time she got there her cheeks were red raw and her skin was peaked into goose bumps. She rubbed her hands against her chest—as she remembered an aunt showing her a way to keep warm on a camping trip years ago—then rounded the creaking gate, almost rusted off its hinges.

      The air smelled damp and . . . old. A crooked chapel stood up against the hillside like an unsightly mole on someone’s neck. It looked beaten up. Several of its windows were smashed and one of its buttresses—the stone struts which kept the church upright—had tumbled into a pile of rubble. The crisp moonlight shining down from the clear night sky sent a chill bouncing around Eleanor’s collar.

      All of a sudden Eleanor had the urge to run. She could get away from here. This had been a mistake but she still had time. How had she come to the decision to meet with them after what she’d seen Ms Branwick doing that afternoon? This was bonkers.

      As she turned to head back along the path, to beat the pavement hard and get back home as soon as she possibly could, she heard an eerie, almost other-worldly, floating voice carry on the air. It took her a couple of seconds to register it as being Ms Branwick’s.

      “El-uh-nor,” she said, emphasising each of the syllables which made up her name.

      A tremor passed through Eleanor. There was something horribly familiar about the voice, the way that she spoke her name—like she’d heard her name pronounced like that in some long-forgotten dream, only now being stirred up in her mind. And, at the same time, she knew that there would be no escape now. There was a crackle to the air. A magnetism keeping her rooted to the spot. She had allowed them to take her—given herself to them willingly.

      A strange calm descended on her. She thought of herself as a deer in a hunter’s gun sight. Only brief seconds—one heartbeat, two—to live. So why panic?

      “El-uh-nor.”

      This time there was no chill, no flexing of her muscles. She looked around, located the source of the noise—where Ms Branwick stood among a collected of half a dozen or so other shadowy figures. She wanted to look over her shoulder a final time, to look at the gate to the graveyard, to see her escape route still there. But she just couldn’t.

      Her feet tugged her forward, one step at a time, she was sure that she might trip and fall at any moment so little control did she have over them. And then she just gave herself up to the sensation—this curse, this hex, whatever it was Ms Branwick had cast upon her.

      She kept on going, feet toddling over the slightly damp grass, the sodden earth beneath the sure tread of her boots. The definition of the figures ahead of her improved slightly, their forms became clearer, but their faces remained obscured in shadow. When Eleanor got within about ten paces of them her feet simply stopped walking and she found herself rooted to the spot.

      Ms Branwick took a step or two forward so that Eleanor could at least make out her familiar mouth, her lightly twinkling eyes. But there was something different about her in the moonlight, her skin seemed to sheen, her hair looked slicker—it was like she took on a fresh lease of life out here, like the moon revived what the sun stripped away.

      Ms Branwick eased into her familiar grin that was, again, different from how she looked at school, much brighter, warmer, more welcoming. “Eleanor, dear, I am so glad you could join us this evening. You see, it’s true, we’ve been watching you for an awfully long time.”

      Eleanor cast a glance at the other shady figures and tried to work out who they were. She wasn’t sure whether it was the effect of the night sky or her nerves but every time she made some sense of an aspect of the face: picked out a set of eyes, scooped out the form of a chin, choreographed the swoop of a nose, they would transform away from her, beyond recognition, slip back into that swirling pool of obscurity and anonymity. When she looked to Ms Branwick she saw that she was smiling slyly, and presumed that she might have something to do with this.

      Ms Branwick folded her hands at her waist and said, “I believe you’ve already seen what I am capable of this afternoon, so I don’t think there should be much need for at-length explanations, except to say that the Graveyard Club is designated for those special ones attending the school—oh, I shouldn’t say that we’re any more special than anybody else at the school.” Her smile widened. “But there’s certainly no denying that we are different.”

      Eleanor’s throat dried up. She had so many questions, but knew that now wasn’t the time to ask. She would have a chance, she was sure of it, but, for now, she had to defer to her geography teacher . . . or whatever role she occupied in her life now.

      Ms Branwick took a step back and swept her arm over the shadowy figures at her hind. “I shouldn’t wonder that you’re quite eager to meet your fellow members of the Graveyard Club.”

      And then, as if she bore a torch in her hand, the first member’s face lit up—now there was no ambiguity, Eleanor knew exactly who it was: Jay Fisher, captain of the football team. With his stiff chin and beady eyes she never, in her wildest dreams, would’ve had him down as being involved in something like this. He was popular.

      In turn, Ms Branwick lit up the faces, not needing to give Eleanor an explanation of each. That wasn’t necessary because Eleanor knew exactly who each of them were the moment she set eyes on them. Just as it had said in the letter, ‘We walk among you.’ There was Alex Piggard, a geeky kid who wore his hair in a side-parting, Katie Douglas, two years older than Eleanor, in her last year at the school, Yin Chompton—that one didn’t surprise her, since Eleanor always watched him hang around with the bad crowd, those kids who smoked and did other mysterious things around the back of the school canteen. The last one to be identified, much bulkier than the others, was Phillipa. One of Vicky’s friends. Her glance didn’t betray anything of what had happened that day—what with Vicky dropping the gum into Alice’s hair. Nonetheless, Eleanor was moved. It took a real effort on her part to keep herself from calling out in surprise.

      Ms Branwick seemed to sense this
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