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Hello there,

You are about to read a story that even the most gullible may struggle to believe but really, would I lie to you? I have been known to embellish the truth from time to time but nevertheless, I promise to tell this story as best I can, and I am sure that you, in your kind ways, will forgive the odd exaggeration or three and perhaps even enjoy them.

(And if you are wondering what fortitude is, it’s a state of mind that allows someone to face danger and pain and all sorts of horrible circumstances with courage and bravery. All in all, fortitude is quite useful, you’ll find. I just hope that you never need it quite as much as Lake and Birdy, as you will soon discover …)
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‘Will the room get dark?’ Birdy said.

The orphanage dormitory was still, and Birdy and Lake had been allocated the bunkbed that was furthest from the hall door. The room housed only girls and Lake imagined them resting and restless beneath a blanket of night shadows with a faint orange glow from the hall light. Twenty girls, all with their shifting movements, deep breathing, snoring, and other random sounds that would bounce around the room all night, every night.

‘I certainly hope so,’ the director said in a bubbly Scottish accent. ‘Otherwise how will anyone get to sleep?’

Birdy doesn’t like the dark,’ Lake explained. ‘She gets frightened.’

Birdy shot her sister a disapproving look.

‘Well, you don’t!’ Lake shot a knowing glance back.

‘I’m not frightened of anything else.’

The orphanage director frowned. ‘Well I’m afraid it’s this bunk or nothing, girls. It’s your choice. We’re up to our eyes with kids here.’

‘This bunk will be perfect,’ said Lake.

‘Organise yourselves and come meet me by the door,’ the director said over her shoulder as she walked off.

Lake decided to take the bottom bunk, in case Birdy was ‘attacked’ by some kind of monster in the middle of the night.

‘Thanks,’ Birdy said as she climbed up on top and lay down on the hard mattress. Lake lay down on the lower mattress and for a moment both girls were quiet. Silence was never great. It stirred up memories and feelings.

‘Are you okay up there?’ Lake said.

‘Mmm-hmm.’

‘Want to play “I Spy”?’

‘Uh-huh!’

‘Okay. I spy with my little eye something beginning with—’ Lake looked around the room for something to spy. It was bleak and uninspiring.

Of course, in those days, long before iPad and iPhones ate up any remote chance of boredom, the world was a far different place. Buildings like orphanages were built for one purpose: to give children a place to stay until someone wanted to adopt them. There was nothing pretty about the buildings, nothing in the least bit entertaining.

‘There’s nothing to spy, Lake,’ Birdy said in a small, distant voice. ‘It’s all ugly!’

Lake thought for a moment. ‘Yes.’

‘Lake.’ Birdy peered over the edge of her bed. ‘If I can’t sleep tonight, is it all right if I get in beside you?’

‘Of course.’

‘Come on, girls,’ the director snapped. ‘I don’t have all day!’

Birdy and Lake were jolted into action, springing from the bunk bed and hurrying over to the door. The director glanced at the clock on the wall. ‘It’s lunchtime, not bedtime.’ Her smile was friendly and both girls relaxed somewhat as she led them out of the dorm and down a long windowless corridor.

‘My name is Deedee, not Director. I hate that.’

‘Deedee.’ Birdy tried it out and giggled.

‘Yes I thought you might like that name.’

The three of them continued down the long corridor. Birdy was enjoying how each step she made on the creaky wooden floor echoed loudly, especially on the uneven or loose boards. Lake on the other hand was deep in thought.

‘Are you taking it all in?’ Deedee peered at her.

Lake was caught by surprise. ‘Excuse me?’ She lowered her head.

‘I can see what you’re doing. I’m an orphan too,’ Deedee continued. ‘Knowledge is power in a place like this. I learnt that the more I knew, the more I observed, the better my chances were of either escaping or being chosen by a foster parent.’

Birdy couldn’t stop herself. ‘You’re a very old orphan!’

Deedee let out a loud boisterous laugh. ‘Well, it was a long time ago but as they say, “once an orphan, always an orphan”.’

‘Oh,’ Birdy said.

As they walked a light flickered above them, illuminating deep cracks in the ceiling and flakes of paint that were just barely hanging on.

‘Is this place from the olden days?’ Birdy pointed to one of the larger cracks.

‘The olden days!’ Deedee threw her head back in laughter. ‘I suppose you could say that – it’s ancient and falling apart. But it’s better than nothing.’

Birdy had lost interest. ‘Where are we going?’ she asked.

‘To school,’ Deedee replied.

There was a rickety flight of stairs at the end of the hallway which led to tall double doors. Daylight came rushing in as Deedee pushed them open and led the girls out into the afternoon sun. The sound of screams and laughter came from every direction.

‘It’s lunchtime now,’ she said, raising her eyebrows at the noise. ‘Welcome to your new school.’

The playground directly in front of them was a hive of activity, but a concrete building stood further away, silent and unremarkable.

‘Is the school part of the orphanage?’ Lake said.

‘No,’ said Deedee. ‘We’re just neighbours.’

‘There’s no boys!’ observed Birdy.

‘That’s because it’s an all-girls school, Birdy, just like the orphanage.’ Deedee’s broad smile revealed crooked teeth. ‘I’ll introduce you to Miss Rainger and she’ll get you settled in. At the end of the day, you remain in your classroom until I come to bring you back to the orphanage.’

‘What if we forget?’ said Birdy.

‘Please don’t.’

From across the yard, a tall, rather pale woman was watching with interest.

‘That’s Miss Rainger,’ said Deedee. ‘Come along.’ She marched them across the playground to Miss Rainger. It wasn’t as far as it felt. Intimidating eyes watched them every step of the way. Birdy looked right back at them, but Lake breathed heavily.

‘It’ll be all right,’ she said to herself in a whisper.

‘I’m not scared,’ said Birdy.

Miss Rainger approached them.

‘Another two?’ She spoke to Deedee without acknowledging the girls.

Deedee shrugged. ‘I’m afraid so.’

‘I thought the orphanage was full.’

Deedee frowned. ‘It’s beyond full.’ She spoke in a slight whisper for Miss Rainger’s ears only. ‘These two lovies lost their parents in a freak accident about four months ago, spent time with their only aunty and now she’s gone and kicked the bucket too. Very sad.’

Miss Rainger sighed distantly, then regained her composure. With a loud sniff she finally fixed her eyes on the girls.

‘Names?’ Her eyes were dark and forbidding.

‘I’m Lake.’

‘I’m Birdy.’

‘And let me guess,’ Miss Rainger said with patience. ‘Lake, you look around ten and, Birdy, you’re about seven?’

‘Going on eight,’ Birdy said loudly. Lake nudged her to keep quiet.

Deedee let out a nervous laugh. ‘She’s a spirited little one.’

‘I see.’ Miss Rainger was not as amused. She hunkered down to eye level with the girls. ‘Look here.’ She spoke slowly and without emotion. ‘I’m the headmistress of this school, which means I have almost three hundred children to watch over. What makes my job easier is if my girls are all polite, hardworking and respectful. Can you manage that?’

Lake nodded.

‘How about you, Birdy?’ She stared into the youngster’s bright quizzical eyes.

‘What?’ said Birdy.

Lake glared.

‘Are you polite and hardworking?’ Deedee came to Birdy’s defence.

‘Yes,’ Birdy replied and Miss Rainger smiled. Suddenly there was a loud clanging, the dull sound of metal on metal.

‘What’s that?’ Birdy frowned.

‘That’s the end of recess.’ Miss Rainger directed their eyes to an ancient looking woman who was pounding the base of a large cooking pot with a heavy spoon.

‘Hurry up!’ barked the old woman. ‘Detention for anybody caught dawdling.’

Children hurried to the school building and a general hush descended over the playground.

‘She looks angry,’ said Birdy.

Lake elbowed her.

‘Well, she does.’

Miss Rainger smirked. ‘Luckily for you, she’s not your teacher. I am.’ She bid Deedee a farewell and then led the way towards the school building, passing through the front doors and down a narrow hallway until they reached a classroom. With no teacher the classroom was buzzing with children’s voices and laughter, but as soon as Miss Rainger entered with the two girls, there was silence.

‘Class! These two young ladies are Birdy and Lake. They’ll be joining us for a while.’

They stood nervously in front of the class, both feeling exposed and confused that they were in the same class. Silence followed as every eye in the room became fixed on them. Lake felt the need to say something.

‘I’m the oldest,’ she said, trying to sound confident, ‘and my sister Birdy is—’

‘Are they orphans?’ someone called out from the back of the room.

Lake’s voice cracked at the sudden interruption and the class burst out laughing. Birdy became angry.

‘Be quiet!’ yelled Miss Rainger.

‘Don’t laugh at my sister!’ Birdy suddenly scanned the room and clenched her fists. The other children stared at her in quiet surprise. Then the laughter erupted again.

‘Go sit down at the back of the class, girls,’ said Miss Rainger sternly, settling the classroom.

‘There’s no chairs,’ said Lake.

‘Then the floor will have to do for now, until we can arrange something better.’

The sisters hurried to the back row while Miss Rainger instructed everyone to face the front and begin reciting their eight times tables.

‘Orphanage kids smell!’

Birdy and Lake both heard the whisper clearly but couldn’t tell where it came from.

‘What’s that smell?’ This time a tall girl with braided hair was looking back at them holding her nose. Her uniform was neat and tidy, she sat up straight and glared at them with her green eyes.

‘Is there something at the back of the room more interesting than your eight times tables, Beth?’ Miss Rainger knew who the whisperer was too.


Beth. Lake made a mental note for later.

‘Nothing, Miss Rainger.’ Beth faced the front again and called out the times tables louder than before. The girls on either side of her smiled deviously and Lake decided that the three of them were friends.

The next hour and a half crawled by. Miss Rainger made them do all sorts of boring sums, which Lake seemed to enjoy, but poor Birdy couldn’t make head nor tail of it. While Lake scribbled away with her pencil, Birdy let her mind wander off to thoughts of her parents. She tried to picture their faces in her head, but the memories were already getting hazy and it made her feel quite sad. A heavy weight settled in her chest, a feeling of sorrow that only those who have lost someone dear can understand.

‘Are you crying?’ Lake mouthed the words to avoid attracting attention.

Birdy was crying, and she hadn’t even noticed.

Lake offered her a sympathetic look, touching her hand gently. ‘Quick, wipe your eyes. You don’t want anyone to see.’

Birdy swiped the tears away and forced herself to smile. She glanced around the classroom and felt relieved that no one was watching her.

‘I was thinking about Mum and Dad,’ she said.

‘I know, me too.’

Suddenly a piece of crumpled up paper landed on Birdy’s lap.

‘Open it,’ whispered Lake.

Birdy hesitated. Who had thrown it? She looked around the room, Beth and her two friends were looking in her direction and giggling.

‘Let me see! What does it say?’ hissed Lake.

Birdy wasn’t a fast reader, but the pencilled message was short and to the point. What’s that smell? It’s orphans, smelly cry-baby orphans. Lake managed to read it over her shoulder but didn’t act quickly enough. Birdy sprang to her feet, threw away the paper and lunged at Beth.

‘Take it back!’ she screeched at the top of her lungs, then grabbed Beth’s hair and started to pull with all her strength. There was utter chaos; Miss Rainger barking ‘stop’, the classroom howling in excitement, and Lake desperately trying to pull Birdy away from Beth.

‘Release her this instant!’ Miss Rainger charged towards them, but Beth’s screaming only spurred Birdy to pull harder.

‘Take it back!’ she shrieked again. Beth’s friends were no help; they just screamed.

Miss Rainger yanked Birdy’s arm so abruptly that a handful of Beth’s hair came with it and Beth let out a deafening roar.

‘Outside this instant!’ Miss Rainger shoved Birdy out of the classroom. ‘You too!’ she yelled back at Lake, who scuttled after them.

‘How dare you!’ she roared, looking deep into Birdy’s eyes. Birdy was still fired up, squirming and wriggling to be free, but it was pointless. Miss Rainger held her firmly, but it was the gentle touch of her sister’s hand that finally calmed her rage.

Miss Rainger took a deep breath.

‘It wasn’t her fault,’ cried Lake.

Miss Rainger raised a finger to hush her. ‘How long have you both been in this school?’

Birdy couldn’t look at her.

‘A couple of hours,’ Lake said on her behalf.

‘A couple of hours.’ Miss Rainger spoke as though Lake had said nothing. ‘And already you two are causing trouble.’

Lake of course hadn’t done anything wrong but she wasn’t about to say that; she would never sell her sister out.

‘What do you have to say for yourself?’ Miss Rainger glowered at her.

Birdy was still angry and could hardly speak. ‘She was rude!’ was all that she could say.

‘Rude?’

‘It’s true,’ Lake said. ‘Beth wrote a note that said all orphans smell.’

Miss Rainger threw her arms out wide. ‘So what?’

But perhaps because Birdy and Lake suddenly looked helpless and young, she eased up. ‘Girls,’ she said in a much gentler voice, ‘I know it’s hard for you both – especially after everything you’ve been through. But you need to be resilient.’ Neither of them understood the word. ‘Resilient means you have to be stronger than everyone else, so strong in fact, that no matter what anyone throws at you, you can stand tall and stay in control!’

Lake gripped Birdy’s hand.

‘I have to write a report about anything that happens in this school. If you misbehave then the orphanage must find out – and that means it goes on your record.’ She sighed. ‘No one wants to adopt bold children! Do you understand?’

The girls were silent for a moment and she gave them time to take it all in. Birdy’s mind wandered once more and for the briefest moment she imagined a world where people specifically wanted bold children to adopt. ‘That would be fun,’ she thought.

‘It’s not fair,’ said Lake suddenly. Birdy’s eyes lit up.

Miss Rainger shook her head. ‘Perhaps, but that’s how it is. Just behave. Now get back into class!’

The two girls returned to the classroom and sat on the floor at the back. Beth was no longer crying and sniggered at them. ‘Orphans smell,’ she mouthed and sniffed heavily before looking away.

Lake stared at Birdy. ‘Stay calm,’ she said and Birdy did as she was told.

After such a lively event, the rest of the day seemed pointless and dragged on even more. At the stroke of three o’clock, Miss Rainger bellowed, ‘It’s home time!’ and every child lit up with a renewed burst of energy.

‘Birdy, Lake, Cally and Steph,’ she called. ‘You four wait here for Deedee to pick you up.’


Who were Cally and Steph? Lake was surprised to discover that there were other orphans in the room.

As everyone left, only four girls remained. A red headed girl with freckles stepped forward. ‘Hi,’ she said. ‘I’m Cally.’

‘I’m Steph,’ chimed in the other girl. She was short, almost pixie like, with dark black hair and an uneven fringe.

‘You’re orphans too?’ said Lake.

‘Yes.’ Cally sighed. ‘I’m six months and Steph’s two years.’

‘Old?’ Birdy looked confused.

Steph let out a friendly laugh. ‘No, silly! That’s how long we’ve been at the orphanage.’

Birdy blushed.

‘Don’t worry.’ Cally grinned. ‘You’ll get used to things around here.’

‘By the way, good job with Beth!’ Steph said. ‘She’s so mean.’

Birdy smiled, so did Lake.

‘Yeah,’ said Cally, with a sneer. ‘Especially to us orphans. It’s all her mum’s fault, that witch. She owns a shop in the big city and she’s always telling Beth that street children and orphans steal things from her.’

Lake couldn’t quite believe it. ‘They steal from her?’

‘That’s what she says, who knows, but that’s why Beth’s mean to all of us,’ said Cally, ‘and also because she’s a stupid cow!’

‘So is her mother,’ quipped Steph.

They all laughed.

‘Good,’ cried Deedee as she entered the room. ‘You girls have got to know each other. Come along then, time to go!’
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‘How was their first day?’ Deedee asked Miss Rainger, who was still tidying up. Lake and Birdy walked past her and she stared at them. ‘No problems,’ she said with a smile.

‘That’s what I like to hear.’

Deedee led the way, her short legs striding ahead of the pack. The girls followed behind, chattering and getting to know one another. Lake and Cally discovered they were the same age and an instant connection was formed. Steph and Birdy hit it off too, bonding over a shared love of mischief.

‘That was so funny what you did to Beth,’ Steph said, mimicking Birdy’s hair-pulling.

Birdy grinned. ‘I wanted to pull her whole head off!’ The girls cackled with laughter.

‘But you’re not supposed to fight,’ said Cally gently, ‘or you’ll never get adopted.’

‘The teacher told us,’ explained Lake, her eyes filled with concern.

‘And that’s not fair,’ said Cally. ‘City kids can do whatever they want, but if we fight back we’re doomed!’

‘Doomed?’ Birdy quizzed.

‘Doomed.’

They reached the door of the orphanage and Deedee marched them in. The long empty hallway they had walked when they first arrived was now busy with older girls sitting on benches, doing homework and chatting.

‘I thought it was just us four!’ said Lake, surprised to see so many other girls roaming the corridors.

‘The older girls don’t need to be picked up by Deedee,’ said Steph. ‘They can come and go by themselves.’

‘I want to be an older girl,’ said Birdy.

‘Believe me,’ Deedee said, overhearing the conversation. ‘You’ll be wishing you were younger when you get as old as me.’

‘I don’t mean as old as you. You’re like a granny!’ said Birdy matter-of-factly. ‘I don’t want to be that old.’

Deedee laughed.

‘I want to be old enough to do what I want, but with no lines or wrinkles on my face!’

‘Shoosh,’ said Lake. ‘You’re being rude!’

‘No I’m not.’

‘You are!’ said Lake.

‘How? How am I being rude?’

‘You’re saying that Deedee looks old and ugly!’

‘Oh good heavens,’ Deedee bellowed with laughter. ‘Birdy never mentioned anything about being ugly.’

Lake looked at the floor.

‘You girls are a funny pair.’ Deedee led them all to the dorm room and told Cally and Steph to guide them through the afternoon activities.

The afternoon went by in a flash. Since they had no homework, the girls mainly occupied themselves with games and exploration. They followed Cally and Steph through the winding halls of the orphanage and none of them could stop talking. At one point Lake caught a glimpse of herself in a mirror and got quite a surprise.

She was actually smiling.

There hadn’t been much to smile about since the sudden and tragic death of their parents, but in the company of Birdy and their new friends Cally and Steph, she could suddenly feel the grey clouds lift from her mind. It felt good – so good in fact that it made her cry. She hadn’t done that very often, either.

‘Aw,’ said Cally softly, when she saw Lake’s tears. ‘Why are you crying?’

Birdy rushed to her side. ‘What’s wrong?’ she said.

Lake felt embarrassed, it wasn’t like her to cry. She was the older sister, the protector, the one who kept it all together.

‘Are you sad?’ Steph said.

Lake eyed the other three, who were trying to put into words what she was feeling. ‘I’m not sad,’ she said. ‘I’m happy!’

Birdy was confused. ‘You don’t look happy.’

Cally understood. ‘Yes she does.’

‘No she doesn’t,’ Birdy couldn’t believe it. What was wrong with Cally? ‘She’s crying,’ she said.

‘Happy tears,’ Cally said and gave Lake a hug.

Lake smiled and wiped her face.

‘You girls are bonkers!’ Birdy ran off down the long corridor. ‘Last one to the end’s a rotten egg.’ The others chased after her and laughter rang through the building again.

That evening, an hour or so after lights out, girls young and old, lay in their bunk beds sleeping. But Birdy was lying in Lake’s bed with her. Awake.

‘You know you haven’t got anything to be frightened about,’ Lake whispered. ‘You’ll be okay sleeping in your own bed.’

Birdy sighed. ‘I will tomorrow.’

They lay there, side by side, deep in thought.

‘Do you think we’ll be here long?’ said Birdy suddenly.

‘I don’t know.’

‘If we get adopted, will they keep us together?’

‘Of course!’ Lake sounded more certain than she felt. She really didn’t know how it worked. ‘We’ll always be together.’

Birdy sighed once more. ‘That’s what Mum used to say.’

Both girls fell silent and Lake felt a sudden ache in her heart. It was true. Each night when Mum tucked them into bed, she’d say, Sleep well, sleep tight and remember you’re safe all through the night. I love you, my darlings, I’m the luckiest mum in the world because I’ve got you two and your father and we’ll always be together.

‘Time to sleep, okay?’

‘Okay, Lake, night-night.’

‘Night.’

Light rain began to tap on the window, and the sound, combined with all the tiring newness of their day, quickly soothed them to sleep. So deep was their sleep they had no idea that the tapping soon developed into an almighty downpour. The orphanage shook and trembled as the rain intensified, battering the roof and loosening tiles, allowing the water to flow directly into the building. It crept through cracks in the walls and down onto the loose floorboards, eventually cascading into the dormitory room, slowly filling it like a boat with a hole.

Lake and Birdy were eventually woken by the frantic cries of Cally and Steph. ‘Get up out of bed! Wake up!’ cried Cally at the top of her lungs.

Lake blearily opened her eyes to find the two girls standing at the foot of her bed, shaking it and yelling. Birdy opened her eyes groggily and asked, ‘What’s happening?’

‘You’ve got to get out of bed and come with us!’ yelled Cally. ‘The room’s filling up with water. Hurry!’ Lake rubbed her eyes, still heavy with sleep and soon everything came into view. Girls were running out of the dormitory in a panic, their feet splashing through the rapidly rising water. Birdy gasped. ‘We’re sinking!’

‘We can’t stay in here,’ said Steph. Deedee said for us all to meet her at the school building for safety.’

‘And sleep there?’ Lake frowned.

‘I think so,’ the girls said, their voices barely audible above the howling wind and crashing rain. ‘Come on!’ And with that, they tugged on the sisters’ arms, pulling them from the bed and into the knee-deep water that was flooding the orphanage.

The rain continued its vicious assault, roaring down from the sky relentlessly with intermittent cracks of lightning and growls of thunder. The sisters followed the others down the dimly lit corridor, their feet splashing in the rising water, towards the rickety old staircase that led to the school playground. It was hard to see, but the girls could tell that the farther they were from the dormitory, the less water there seemed to be. As they reached the playground the rain was falling so hard that they could hardly make out the school. Thankfully Deedee had lit candles that flickered in the distance and guided them.

‘We need to run!’ shouted Cally.

All four stood there, thinking about it, each hoping the rain would magically take a break.

‘I suppose so,’ said Steph.

Birdy shook her head, and without hesitating, darted out from under cover and straight into the worst of it and started to dance. The others watched open-mouthed.

‘What are you doing?’ yelled Lake.

‘We’re going to get wet anyway, so let’s have some fun!’

A streak of lightning flashed overhead as Birdy splashed around in the rain with a huge grin on her face. Lake grinned too, then charged out into the storm and joined her.

‘They’re mad!’ shouted Steph, but Cally couldn’t hear her, and she had already run out to join the dancing.

‘Oh well.’ Steph shrugged. ‘Guess I’ll be mad too!’

The rain was a symphony playing just for them, a magnificent performance that they couldn’t help but dance and laugh to, getting completely soaked. Finally, when they reached the school where Deedee and the older orphans had already assembled, they looked like drowned rats.

‘So, did you have fun, girls?’ said Deedee as they approached her, puddles gathering round their feet. The girls smiled but Deedee wasn’t impressed. ‘You’ll enjoy the rest of the night sleeping in those wet clothes in this cold school building.’

The girls shrugged it off, but soon discovered as they huddled in a corner, how cold it could be when you were saturated, you couldn’t dry yourself, and there was no fire. As they shivered and tried to keep warm, Steph was the first to speak.

‘I don’t care if I’m cold,’ she said through chattering teeth, ‘it was worth it.’

The others nodded, though their teeth chattered just as loudly as Steph’s.

As the morning sun rose, the rain finally came to a stop.

‘I’m not looking forward to inspecting the damage,’ said Deedee.

‘Do you think it sank?’ said Birdy.

Deedee didn’t answer. She was worried. As she led the girls back to the orphanage, the extent of the damage was even worse than she had imagined. Water had found its way to every available dry spot in the building. Nothing was spared.

She examined the dormitory with a heavy heart. ‘This is bad news,’ she muttered, under her breath. But all the children could hear as they gathered around her, their faces filling with worry.

‘How bad?’ Lake winced, her voice barely above a whisper.

‘We’ll all be living on the streets,’ one of the older girls grumbled.

Deedee shot her a stern look. ‘Don’t talk like that. It’s not helpful.’

‘But it’s true,’ the girl said. She was tall and slender with a hardened expression. Her black hair was tied back but a streak of blonde hair fell across her forehead.

‘It’s absolutely not true, so leave the worrying to me, all right?’ Deedee said. ‘You girls just need to get ready for school.’

‘All our clothes are wet,’ the girl moaned.

‘Well you’ll have to make do!’

The girl shook her head and left the room with some of the other older kids.

‘Who is that?’ Lake said to Cally.

‘Petra. Can you tell she’s been here a long time?’

‘How did she make her hair look like that?’ said Birdy.

Steph shrugged. ‘Born that way.’

‘I like it.’

Everything in the dormitory was saturated so there really wasn’t much preparing that they could do. Breakfast was served in the long hallway leading to the rickety staircase as it was the driest part, and then it was time for them to go to class.

Then things got worse.

‘Aghh, what’s that smell?’ cried Beth as the four girls entered the classroom, her voice filled with disgust. Her two friends made loud retching sounds and started laughing, their cruel cackles filling the room.

Birdy clenched a fist, ready to pounce, but Lake grabbed her arm and muttered, ‘Don’t get angry, okay? We’ll all end up in trouble.’ Birdy eased off, but was still seething as they made their way to the back of the room. Steph and Cally kept their heads down; there was nothing to gain from fighting with Beth and her friends.

The classroom was noisy because Miss Rainger hadn’t arrived yet, and this gave Beth an audience. Standing up on her chair she called for everyone’s attention.

‘Is it just me or does this place stink today?’ She sniffed the air theatrically. There was a general murmur of agreement from most of the class. Birdy was furious and looked away so she would stay calm, but Lake watched on with great interest. Beth was loud and confident and most of the kids were frightened of her. She was a bully.

‘The smell is making me feel sick.’ Beth clutched her stomach. ‘I don’t see why us proper girls should have to share the classroom with stinky foul orphans!’

Something caught Lake’s eye, something directly above Beth.

‘Let me get her!’ yelled Birdy as she rose to her feet, but Lake pulled her back down.

‘Let me go!’ Birdy persisted but Lake forced her to sit down and instead stood up herself. ‘Stay there,’ said Lake. ‘I’ve got an idea.’

Birdy was confused, so was Beth.

Lake grinned. ‘Just wait, you’ll see,’ she said and then proceeded to walk right past Beth, directly towards the classroom door.

‘What are you going to do?’ yelled Beth, her voice filled with fear. ‘Are you going to tell on me? Dobber donkey!’

Lake reached the door but didn’t walk through it. Instead, she picked up an old broom that was lying next to it and marched back towards Beth. Beth’s eyes widened. ‘If you hit me with that,’ she screamed, ‘you’ll be suspended.’ The rest of the class were rapt, including Birdy.

Lake said nothing until she was standing beside Beth’s chair. Beth was suddenly petrified. ‘You’ll never get adopted!’ Beth yelled.

‘I’m not going to hit you,’ said Lake, lifting the broom over her head.

‘What are you going to do then?’

‘This!’ Lake looked up toward the ceiling where a huge dark bulge had formed overnight. She knew that it was about to burst, it only needed a little help. She banged the broom hard against it and there was a loud cracking sound. Beth looked up, just as the torrent of dirty rain water gushed down.

‘Who stinks now?’ Lake said as the class erupted with laughter.

There was a noise in the hall and Lake dashed back to her seat. The class immediately fell quiet as Miss Rainger opened the door.

‘What is going on?’ she shouted, then looked straight at Beth and the hole in the ceiling.

‘It was the new girl!’ Beth hissed. ‘She did it.’

Miss Rainger glared at Lake. ‘Is this true?’

Lake was quiet.

‘She did it!’ Beth screamed again.

‘Well?’ Miss Rainger tapped her fingers. ‘Is this true, Lake?’

‘It was the rain,’ Steph ventured.

‘The rain!’ Miss Rainger scoffed.

‘It just burst through the roof,’ said Cally.

‘She’s lying,’ screamed Beth. ‘They’re both lying!’

Miss Rainger looked from one girl to the other and back.

‘She’s telling the truth,’ Lake admitted.

‘I told you!’ screeched Beth.

Lake smiled. ‘No, not you, Beth! Cally’s telling the truth. The rain broke through the ceiling. The whole class saw it.’

Beth could hardly believe her ears. She was lost for words. She looked to her two friends for support but both of them diverted their eyes. Birdy smirked and the rest of the class said nothing at all. Miss Rainger stood there for a moment.

Suddenly she exploded. ‘Beth, get down from that chair this instant and dry yourself off!’

‘But it wasn’t me—’

‘And if I catch you lying again you’ll be on detention!’

Beth climbed down with a grunt and stormed out of the room. ‘My mother will have something to say about this!’ she shouted, leaving puddles behind her as she went.

Birdy shot Lake a grateful look.

Lake gave her a relieved eye-roll in return. Then both of them offered their new friends Cally and Steph a wide grin. It was a good morning.

Class soon resumed and all the drama was swallowed up in a haze of boring maths and geography. Eventually Beth came back – dry – but she no longer looked quite as commanding. Finally lunchtime rolled around and the four girls had a chance to talk about what had happened.

‘The look on Beth’s face!’ said Cally. ‘How did you know to do that, Lake?’

Lake shrugged. ‘I just took a chance,’ she said quietly.

‘You showed her!’ Birdy punched the air.

The encounter with Beth made them heroes around the school. In the days that followed, word travelled fast and everyone wanted to know how they managed to feed the bully a dose of her own medicine.

Everything is looking rosier for our two sisters, but I wanted to warn you not to be too complacent. In case you don’t know what ‘complacent’ means, it is best described as being a little too smug, or a little too confident that you have solved the problems at hand, and that over-confidence might lead you to not see what dangers might still be lurking. Because in this case, while Lake and Birdy’s experiences at school are happily improved, the investigation of the damage to the Orphanage is proving to be a wet, very wet, blanket to their fortunes.
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‘It’s a death-trap,’ the inspector in a suit told Deedee, his voice cold and matter-of-fact. He kept writing notes while she processed his words.

‘A death-trap?’ she said finally.

He was short and thin with pointy features – his nose was pointy, his chin, even his moustache was pointy.

‘See—’ He started walking, then stopped. ‘On the surface it looks as though the water has evaporated and the building is safe, but if I do this,’ he stamped on the floorboards, ‘you’ll see it’s quite the opposite.’ He was right. Deedee was alarmed to see that his shoe had gone straight through the timber and left a jagged hole.

‘This is just the start,’ he said, his voice filled with concern. ‘It’ll rot and then fall apart.’

Deedee was astonished. ‘What can we do?’ She sounded desperate.

‘There’s only one option. We condemn the building, you knock it down and start again.’

‘Are you saying we have to close the orphanage?’

‘I’m afraid so.’ His tone was cold. ‘It’s not up to code, and we can’t be having orphans falling through the ceiling.’

Deedee’s heart sank. ‘But where will the children go?’

The man breathed loudly. ‘Not my problem, I’m afraid. That’s for you to figure out.’

Deedee was speechless and the inspector suddenly felt guilty for his earlier lack of empathy. ‘I’m sorry the news isn’t better, but it is just the rules,’ he said as he headed for the door. ‘I’ll let myself out.’

Deedee watched him leave and as soon as he was no longer in earshot, she shut her eyes and screamed in utter frustration.

This orphanage had been her world. When she was a child and an orphan in this very same building, the staff were mean and cruel. She remembered endless days of harsh punishments, disgusting food, and not even a remote resemblance of affection for any of the children. Back then, the orphans were treated like an inconvenience. Deedee had made a promise that one day she would run the orphanage and would treat the children in her care with kindness and understanding. Now that the orphanage was to close its doors, she feared for all the girls. The world wasn’t always a friendly place to people who were different, or unlucky, or parentless.

Later that evening, she broke the terrible news. ‘I’m sorry, my dears,’ she said, her voice choked with sobs. ‘They can’t repair it; the orphanage must close down!’

The room fell silent for a moment, then Petra, the girl with the white streak in her hair, spoke. ‘I told you, didn’t I? We’ll all be living on the streets! I knew it!’

‘That’s not going to happen,’ Deedee assured them. ‘We’ll find you all homes, each and every one of you.’

Petra wasn’t convinced. ‘I’ll believe that when I see it.’ Birdy, Lake, Cally and Steph stood side by side as Deedee spoke, their hearts beating heavily.

‘It was too good to be true,’ whispered Lake to no one in particular.

Birdy heard her. ‘What was?’

‘Us being happy!’ Lake squeezed Birdy’s hand, then smiled at Steph and Cally.

As the day came to a close and it was time for bed, the four of them huddled together, their arms wrapped around one another in a tight embrace.

‘We have to stay friends,’ said Cally, her voice filled with determination, ‘no matter what happens.’

‘For life,’ the other three agreed.
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You probably thought that an orphanage practically sinking under torrents of water and having to close down is pretty rough. Maybe you’re even thinking that the bully Beth is going to be the chief nemesis in this story (and just in case you don’t know that word, a nemesis is an arch-enemy).

Sorry, but think again.

We’re only getting started.

Miss MacGregor’s steely eyes scanned the newspaper, her pointy nose twitching with disgust at each unimpressive article. She shuffled restlessly in her creaky armchair, muttering curses under her breath.

‘Bloody awful chair,’ she grumbled. ‘I hate your guts!’

Her voice was like a screeching siren, piercing the stale air of the drawing room she was sitting in and echoing off the walls like an unwanted smell.

Suddenly she was still, her eyes fixed on an article in the newspaper. ‘What’s this, then?’ she muttered and drew the paper closer to her face.

Her eyes opened wide as she read about the local orphanage, which had fallen into disrepair and the charitable association was struggling to find emergency housing for the young children in its care. Olivia Banister, the spokesperson for the Office of Child Welfare, was quoted in the article: ‘What we need are loving and nurturing homes for these wonderful and worthy children.’

Miss MacGregor’s mind began to race as she considered the possibilities. ‘Interesting,’ she remarked, a sly grin creeping across her face. ‘Perhaps.’

She got up, still clutching the newspaper, and prowled from room to room of her imposing, ghastly and uninviting mansion. It was a multi-storeyed house that, in the right hands, could have looked beautiful, but Miss MacGregor’s hands were definitely not the right hands.

Slowly she made her way in and out of the ten musty bedrooms, she examined the five bathrooms – all with lingering unpleasant odours – then the dining room, living room, the conservatory, the fusty old library; and through every cupboard of the enormous kitchen where dirty dishes were piled up like mountains on the sink.

She rubbed a finger along a dusty cabinet. ‘This place is filthy.’

And as she eased herself back into her old chair she said, ‘And I know just who is going to clean it.’

With a determined look in her eye, she wrote a letter to the Office of Child Welfare, addressing it to Miss Olivia Banister. Days later when Olivia opened it, her eyes almost dropped out of her head. Everyone in the office noticed her reaction and had a theory about what was going on, which in turn generated a gossip frenzy, not only within the Office of Child Welfare but through the whole village of Prosperous, where the district office was located.

Prosperous was a quaint and peaceful countryside village located around an hour’s drive (but only if you drove fast enough) from ‘The Big City’, where the main street was lined with a smattering of single storey shops and houses, a courthouse at one end and a church at the other. It was a country paradise. The only drawback was that Miss MacGregor lived close by. Almost everybody had a story to tell of her wickedness. No one was really sure what age she was. She was either very old or very weathered and she was usually referred to as ‘The Old Bag’.

Now, you might think that calling an elderly lady an Old Bag would be rude. However, the more time you spent with Miss MacGregor, the more you realised that calling Miss MacGregor an Old Bag was flattering to Miss MacGregor, and an insult to bags, be they young, or old.

But I digress (which means I’ve strayed from the point). Miss MacGregor’s mansion was on the outskirts of town but could be seen from miles away. It was like a huge painful pimple on the backside of the village. Four storeys high, with a rumoured two more underground, the concrete walls of her mansion towered over the surroundings like a menacing giant. The front and back lawns were overgrown, the trees hung like sickly stick insects, and gaudy statues of eagles lined the front driveway. It may have had an unrivalled location, nestled on the bank of a rushing river surrounded by lush farmland, but the cast iron entrance gates said ‘stay away’.

The villagers avoided the mansion, and it was not just because of her reputation but also the eerie feeling that emanated from the place.

‘Did you hear?’ one woman said to another in the local sweet shop. ‘The Old Bag wants to foster from the orphanage.’

‘You’ve got to be joking!’

‘It’s true. I heard from a friend of a friend who knows someone who works for the Office of Child Welfare. Apparently she’s written them a letter.’

‘Evil witch! God help any poor unfortunate enough to land in her care.’

‘She’s even been in to see Miss Banister already, God help the child indeed.’

It was right. Miss MacGregor had paid Miss Banister a visit, much to her surprise. It was past three o’clock in the afternoon and Olivia had only just then had a chance to eat her lunch.

‘Easy for some, it seems.’

Olivia hadn’t noticed Miss MacGregor walk in and almost leapt from her seat in surprise. She fumbled with her sandwich and dropped it on the desk.

‘Oh, I’m so sorry, I didn’t see you come in,’ she fussed.

‘I expect you wouldn’t, when you’re daydreaming instead of working,’ said Miss MacGregor pulling up a chair and sitting down. Olivia hadn’t been in Miss MacGregor’s company for many years and had forgotten how stark her features were. Sickly pale skin, deeply set black eyes, a sharp nose and a long forehead – she wouldn’t have looked out place in a fairytale about witches and trolls.

‘Well, I wasn’t daydreaming, I was having my lunch,’ Olivia protested.

‘Lunch?’ Miss MacGregor grumbled. ‘It’s the middle of the afternoon. That’s poor time management on your part. Daydreaming will do that.’

Olivia took a deep breath. ‘How may I help you, Miss MacGregor?’

‘Did you receive my letter?’

‘Letter?’ Olivia stammered, stalling for time.

‘Don’t play dumb with me, missy. My child … where is it?’

‘It?’

‘He, she, whatever.’

‘Whatever?’ Olivia was lost for words.

‘Oh, stop faffing around, Miss Banister! Look, allow me to just cut to the chase and say what I’ve come here to say.’

‘Fine.’

Miss MacGregor tried a smile before finally speaking. ‘I’ve been very fortunate in my life. I have plenty of money, a huge house and I feel it’s time I shared my good fortune with little ones who need it more than I do.’

‘Go on.’

‘You see, Miss Banister, I’ve recently discovered something. Life is not about how wealthy you are or what possessions you have. It’s about how you can help others. It’s about giving back to the community.’

‘Mmm.’ Olivia was speechless once again. Was it possible that the old woman sitting in front of her had genuinely turned over a new leaf?

Now, Olivia Banister was aware, more than most people, that deciding to foster children and actually fostering them are two entirely different things, even in cases such as emergency care. It’s not like going down to your local supermarket and picking up a child from Aisle 3. No, many criteria must be met first, lots of questions need answers – children can’t be handed over to just anyone. It has to be a special and caring person, somebody with a loving heart who can care for the little one as though he or she is their own flesh and blood.

Olivia was on high alert. She too had a dark story about Miss MacGregor. ‘Do you mind me asking,’ she said, ‘why now? Why do you, at this stage in your life, want to take on the task of caring for a child?’

Miss MacGregor allowed herself a twisted smile. ‘This stage?’

‘What I mean to say is, children are a lot of work and you’ve earned the right to relax. Why now?’

Miss MacGregor sat up in her chair. ‘Besides what I’ve already told you, I think it’s obvious, isn’t it? I love children.’ She smiled broadly, displaying more of her stained yellow teeth than necessary. ‘Children are a blessing. Without them I daresay the world would cease turning.’

Olivia was tight-lipped, it was hard to swallow Miss MacGregors words. ‘That is no doubt true, but do you think you can give a child the proper care that he or she needs?’

‘No question. See, Miss Banister, what someone of my age has that the youth of today require most, is life experience. I have seen the good and the bad of the world and I am equipped for absolutely any situation. I will be the best mother any child could ever have. I will nurture and care for this little one as though he or she was my own flesh and blood. I would jump in front of a train for a child. So,’ she said, ‘Why stop at one child? I’ll take a hundred if I can!’

Olivia sat back. ‘More than one?’

‘I will take as many as I can get, the poor unfortunates.’

Olivia found herself in a predicament, she was sitting across from a woman who she did not trust and began to feel her nerves begin to fray. She remembered a quote from her university days: Lengthy pauses can unnerve unscrupulous characters. She decided to put it into practice. She sat in silence, watching as Miss MacGregor’s expression remained calm and collected, barely flinching during the long awkward pause.

‘Is everything all right, Miss Banister?’

‘Quite all right, thank you!’

‘You seem confused. You’re not new to this job are you?’

Olivia felt her blood begin to boil but she kept her composure. ‘No, I’ve been working in the Office of Child Welfare for five years now.’

‘Very well then,’ continued Miss MacGregor, ‘let’s get to work.’

For the remainder of the day, Miss MacGregor answered questions and filled in forms with a smile on her face. She was polite to the extreme. Even Olivia had warmed to her by the evening. But was it all an act, a calculated and well-executed charade?

She left the building, climbed into her motorcar, a black Austin 12 that had seen better days, and looked at her own wizened face in the mirror and exclaimed in disgust, ‘Ugh! The stinking little brats better be worth it!’ She drove off leaving a puff of grey smoke from the exhaust hanging over the main street.

Olivia couldn’t shake the feeling of dread that had settled in her stomach. Although Miss MacGregor had completed the paperwork perfectly, she knew in her bones that entrusting this woman with a child would be a grave mistake. She had experienced firsthand the true nature of Miss MacGregor’s cruelty.
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As the wealthiest property owner in Prosperous and the surrounding villages, Miss MacGregor held power over many in the community, including Olivia’s father. It was the summer of Olivia’s tenth birthday when her father unfortunately lost his job at the local sawmill and struggled to make ends meet. Worse still, he had to explain to Miss MacGregor why his rent payment to her was late.

‘I’ll find another job soon,’ he pleaded. ‘This is only temporary. I’ve been renting from you for almost ten years and have never missed a payment in all that time.’

‘Until now!’ she said coldly.

‘And I’m trying to explain,’ he said, his voice growing weaker by the moment. ‘The sawmill has been letting workers go and I was unlucky to be among them. I’m trying to find something new. I just need time.’

Miss MacGregor eyed him with a stony expression and didn’t say a word. Finally she spoke. ‘I’ll tell you what, while you look for another job, work for me each day. There are plenty of jobs need doing on my property. You do them and I won’t hassle you for the rent.’

A terrible weight had been lifted from his shoulders. Working around the house for her; how bad could that be?

As it turned out, quite bad indeed. Finding another job was much harder than he had anticipated. Weeks turned into months and working around Miss MacGregor’s house was not as simple as she had implied.

‘She’s a slave driver,’ he moaned to his wife one evening over supper. ‘Look at my hands! They’re red raw from lifting and heaving.’ His wife felt them sympathetically. ‘She’s got me working from morning to night, doing every chore she’s too lazy to do herself. Honestly, if she wasn’t helping us with our rent, I’d tell her where to put her slave labour.’

Eight long months passed before he found a new job and there was no happier man the day he had to tell Miss MacGregor the news.

‘You’re going to be happy,’ he said. ‘I start this Monday.’

‘Oh?’ She arched her eyebrows. ‘What a shame. I was beginning to get used to having you about the place.’

He managed half a smile.

‘And of course now that you’re employed you can finally pay the rent you owe me.’

‘Rent?’ he gasped.

‘It’s eight months,’ she said firmly. ‘So it’s been adding up.’

Olivia’s father could feel his heart suddenly beating hard in his chest. ‘But,’ he struggled to find the right words, ‘you told me if I worked for you, that you wouldn’t hassle me.’

‘And I haven’t. Not once have I even mentioned it. But now that you have money coming in, you need to pay up.’

‘I thought I didn’t have to pay rent, that you were helping me out.’

‘Exactly what I’ve done!’ She laughed coarsely. ‘What do you think I am? A charity?’

He felt so naïve; even with a new job, there was no way they could afford eight months of arrears. He pleaded, begged, but it was no use. Frustrated and angry, he lashed out at Miss MacGregor. ‘You’re a pathetic excuse for a human being!’

Thanks to a phone call to the local police from Miss MacGregor, it wasn’t long before him and his family were evicted from their home. All of the belongs were dumped on the side of the road and the locks on the house were changed.
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The memory of having nowhere to live still haunted Olivia. She watched as Miss MacGregor’s car disappeared around a bend in the road and couldn’t help but wonder if the old woman remembered the pain she had caused her father and her family.

Her father had never been the same after his encounter with Miss MacGregor, and Olivia couldn’t bear the thought of someone else, especially a child, going through a similar experience.

As a caseworker, it was Olivia’s job to gather information and submit a report to head office in the Big City. This time, though, she couldn’t help but include a personal note about her own experiences and the impact Miss MacGregor had on the community. She dreaded the thought that a child would be entrusted to her care. It was emergency care which meant in theory it would only be temporary, but the reality was that the orphanage might never be functional again and the child could be with Miss MacGregor indefinitely. She sat down and immediately wrote about the cruel ways in which Miss MacGregor had treated her father, and sealed the envelope with a sense of satisfaction, knowing that she had done the right thing.

Yes. She had done the right thing. Head office would see that this was not a woman to be trusted with providing emergency care for a child – and they would do the right thing too.

But her note never made it to head office. In the days that followed, a second devastating storm swept through the countryside, unleashing torrential rains for four days and nights. The creeks and the rivers rose, and the sorting office Olivia’s letter was to be sent from was flooded. Letters and parcels were destroyed, and while Olivia’s documents were recovered, the ink of her handwritten note had been washed away, rendering it illegible.

‘What’s this?’ The Welfare Agency manager riffled through the contents of the envelope and found Olivia’s ink-blotched letter.

‘Probably nothing important,’ said his bored assistant. ‘We’ve got everything else we need!’

Consequently, they made a decision in Miss MacGregor’s favour. Worse still, she wasn’t awarded one child, but two.

Olivia felt sick to her stomach as she broke the news to the orphanage director that two children had been offered a place to live. Ordinarily this would have been a cause for celebration.

‘Two children?’ said Deedee. ‘Really?’

‘I’m as shocked as you are,’ said Olivia. ‘But you can check it for yourself.’

Deedee shook her head. ‘Something else about this is bothering you. What is it?’

‘The children are going to Miss MacGregor.’

‘What?’

‘Yes.’ Olivia sighed. ‘Despite my recommendation.’

Deedee said nothing.

‘Tell me what you’re thinking,’ Miss Bannister implored.

Deedee looked at the disintegrating walls of the orphanage. ‘What choice do I have?’ She sighed, her voice laced with resignation. ‘The place is falling apart, they’re closing us down and all the children will need to go somewhere.’

‘But surely not to Miss MacGregor.’

‘Head office has made it clear that it’s not your decision, Olivia, nor mine for that matter. We’re only the locals. What would we know?’

The two women fell into a heavy silence, the weight of their helplessness weighing down on them like a brick.

‘I do have two sisters,’ Deedee said at last. ‘Birdy and Lake. They’ve been through so much; I would hate to see them separated. Miss MacGregor would be my last choice, but at least they’d be together.’
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Lake was with Cally when Deedee approached her later that day.

‘Where’s your sister?’ she said.

‘Behind you!’ Lake laughed to see Birdy and Steph sneak up behind the unsuspecting woman.

‘Boo!’ yelled Birdy and Deedee leapt in the air with fright. The girls all laughed.

‘Not funny!’ cried Deedee, trying to catch her breath. ‘You scared me half to death.’ Eventually the laughter eased up.

‘Sit down, girls,’ she said. ‘I have some news that affects you all.’

The news did not go down well. Everyone was in tears, including Deedee.

‘Couldn’t someone take the four of us?’ pleaded Lake.

‘I wish,’ said Deedee. ‘But even two is a lot. I’m so sorry, girls.’

Cally could barely speak and Steph wasn’t much better.

‘It’s not fair,’ cried Birdy. ‘Splitting us up is mean!’

The tears and the pleading continued into the night and over the days that followed. One evening, as the four girls huddled together in the dormitory, desperation hit its loudest chord. Cally’s voice trembled as she said, ‘There must be something we can do.’

Birdy’s eyes lit up, an idea sprung to mind inspired by the girl with the white streak in her hair, Petra, who only a day earlier had run away from the orphanage.

‘We could escape,’ Birdy said, a devious smile creeping onto her face.

‘Escape?’ Lake’s curiosity was piqued.

‘Petra did it, we could too. We could climb out the window and disappear for good!’ Birdy’s excitement was palpable.

The four girls fell silent, their minds filled with daring plans and daring escapes.

‘I can’t believe I’m saying this,’ Lake suddenly spoke, her enthusiasm growing. ‘Birdy’s right.’

But before they could continue, a stern voice interrupted them. ‘No, Birdy is not right,’ Deedee said, her voice like a sharp knife. She had been passing by the doorway and overheard the entire conversation. ‘Trying to escape is a foolish and dangerous idea. Even if you did escape, living on the streets is no picnic, I can tell you.’

Seeing the deflated look on their faces, she softened her tone. ‘I’m sorry, girls, I wish there was another option, but I’m afraid there’s not.’
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‘I’m scared.’ Birdy reached for her sister’s hand.

‘Me too.’ Lake squeezed tightly.

The setting sun cast a gloomy light on the small waiting room in the Office of Child Welfare, where Miss MacGregor sat like a prison guard in her grey dress suit. Her hair was pulled back tightly, her narrow glasses perched on her nose, and her demeanour was as stiff as the white chair she sat on. She was on her best behaviour of course but if someone was to look into her black eyes they’d see the deviousness she was trying so hard to hide. The children arrived at last, hand-in-hand with Olivia.

They were met by Miss MacGregor’s sharp scrutiny.

An awkward moment followed in which neither party uttered a word and then, as if she’d remembered why she was there, Miss MacGregor sprang into action.

‘Oh good gracious me, aren’t you two just the cutest!’

She coiled around the children with hugs and kisses, even managing to coax a smile out of the girls themselves. Olivia could hardly believe her eyes.

‘What are your names, little darlings?’ she said, peering down at their blonde hair and matching dresses.

‘I’m Lake, and I’m ten,’ said Lake, ‘and this is my sister Birdy.’

‘I’m seven, nearly eight,’ said Birdy.

‘Oh heavens, what strange names you’ve got. Well my name is Miss MacGregor.’

Birdy looked puzzled. ‘You think our names are strange, but why is your name “Miss”?’

Olivia let out a blast of laughter. Miss MacGregor wasn’t impressed, but coughed up a chuckle.

‘Aren’t you a darling!’ she said with gritted teeth. ‘No – “Miss” is not my first name, but it’s all that little children like yourselves need to know.’

Another awkward silence followed. ‘Anyhow, I can’t wait for you two to see your new home,’ she said, reaching out to pinch Birdy’s cheek, a little too roughly. ‘I think you’ll love it, especially your new sleeping arrangements. We’re all going to be so happy together.’

Birdy pretended that her cheek didn’t hurt, even though it did.

Soon it was time for them to go and Olivia knelt down to whisper a few comforting words to the sisters. ‘You must remember, my dears,’ she advised, ‘I’ll be around in the coming days to see how you’re both settling in and if you’re having any problems, any issues whatsoever, you be sure to let me know.’

Miss MacGregor, who had been wandering ahead, opened the door briskly. ‘All right, come along girls!’

The girls stepped out into the dying light and Olivia watched as they climbed into the dark car and were whisked off into the distance. She let out a heavy sigh. They were resourceful girls. They’d be all right, surely.
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The Austin 12 whizzed around bends, up and over hills until soon the village was no longer visible in the rear-view mirror. In the back seat, Lake gripped Birdy’s hand tightly as they rode in silence.

‘I can’t wait to see our house!’ Birdy said suddenly.

Lake gave her a scornful side-eye. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Our new home will be wonderful!’

Suddenly Miss MacGregor hit the brakes and the car skidded in the loose pebbles on the edge of the road. Both girls screamed, but stifled it when Miss MacGregor whipped round on them. ‘Listen here, you little monsters,’ she spoke slowly and bitterly. ‘Let’s drop the act now. It’s my home, not our home!’

The girls’ eyes opened wide, the colour draining from their cheeks.

‘I don’t want to hear a peep from you two when we get to my house. You’ll shut your stinking mouths and do what you’re told. Is that clear?’

They could hardly believe their ears. Lake lowered her eyes, but Birdy stared back at Miss MacGregor as if she was looking deeply into her. Then she burst out laughing. The poor child – she thought Miss MacGregor was joking. But she was wrong.

With a swift and precise swipe, the woman grabbed Birdy’s cheek again, tighter than before. ‘Wipe that idiotic smirk off your rotten little face or I’ll rip it off!’

Birdy squirmed and twisted, trying to escape the vice-like grip on her face. Lake watched in horror, silently pleading with her sister to keep her mouth shut. Birdy went deathly quiet and soon the old woman released her cheek. Birdy’s face throbbed but she held in her tears. Miss MacGregor continued to stare at her, with venom in her eyes, and finally turned round and started driving again.

Neither girl uttered another word.

The two of them, in their short lives so far, had been through everything together. There had been moments of joy, and moments of immense sorrow, but one thing was for certain: there had never been a time quite like that day in the car with Miss MacGregor.

And if you are thinking that things can’t get any worse for our young heroines, I am afraid to tell you that they can, and they do.
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Finally after a long and uncomfortable journey they arrived at the imposing iron gates of the enormous house.

‘You, older one,’ barked Miss MacGregor without as much as a glance in the direction of the kids in the back seat. ‘Get out there and unlock the gate!’

Lake didn’t hesitate. She clambered out of the car, unhooked the rusty latch, and pushed open the heavy gates, which swung wide with a clang and settled with a thud on either side of the driveway.

Miss MacGregor rolled through, but stopped to instruct Lake to lock up again. Lake did as she was told and jumped back into the car. The pebbled driveway was long and uneven. On each side weeds gathered like unruly gangs, and the bare autumn trees looked depressed. Finally, the car came to a stop in front of the house.

Miss MacGregor stormed on ahead, saying nothing, as if she’d just experienced the worst afternoon of her life. The girls followed, their eyes mesmerised by the four storeys of windows and the huge wooden double doors that loomed in the centre.

‘Well, hurry up!’ Miss MacGregor suddenly doubled back. ‘I haven’t got all day!’

The sun had breathed its last, and night fully enveloped the property, casting eerie shadows about the house.

‘Come on,’ Lake whispered. ‘We better do as we’re told.’

‘She’s a cow,’ muttered Birdy. ‘Moooooooo!’

Lake glared at her and Birdy giggled.

‘Stop it!’ Lake elbowed her and that seemed to work – temporarily.

Inside, the grand entrance hall was even bigger than they could have imagined. The high ornate ceiling, discoloured with time and neglect, loomed over the timber flooring like a huge wrinkled hand and the wide staircase that lay before them climbed an incredible height before finally branching off to the left and right.

‘My legs feel tired when I look at all those stairs,’ said Birdy.

‘Do they now?’ said Miss MacGregor. ‘I think you might be a bit of a smarty-pants, aren’t you?’

Birdy said nothing, but Miss MacGregor continued, ‘Well I happen to have just the thing for a smart aleck like you. Would you like to see it?’

Lake looked at Birdy, then at Miss MacGregor, then back at her sister, this time nodding and urging Birdy to do likewise.

‘No.’

‘No, what?’ glared Miss MacGregor.

Birdy didn’t understand the question and thought for a moment as Miss MacGregor glared at her. ‘No—’ She paused again. ‘No … your majesty?’

‘No, Miss MacGregor,’ she squawked at the top of her voice. ‘“Yes, Miss MacGregor.” “No, Miss MacGregor.” They’re the only words you will ever need to say in this house!’

The girls cowered close to each other.

‘Now would you like to see where you’re sleeping?’ She towered over them.

‘Yes, Miss MacGregor,’ Lake said sheepishly. ‘Is our bedroom upstairs?’

The old woman laughed. ‘Upstairs?’ Her laugh went from a hiss to a loud cackle. ‘No it’s not upstairs, of course it’s not upstairs. That’s where I sleep. All the animals sleep downstairs.’

Animals! Lake and Birdy exchanged a worried glance.

She barrelled down on the girls and hauled them past the staircase, through a door, along a series of narrow hallways and down deeper into the house. Finally after a number of crazy turns through what felt like a maze, they arrived in the kitchen.

‘That’s where you two will be sleeping!’

She pointed to a small wooden doghouse with the name ‘Baxter’ etched on its side.

‘A doghouse!’ Lake could hardly say the word.

Miss MacGregor couldn’t have cared less. ‘Baxter, my dog, is dead so he won’t be needing this bed anymore, and you girls will sleep here!’

‘But it’s for dogs,’ Birdy protested.

‘You can’t do that.’ Lake felt tears coming. ‘We’re children, we can’t sleep in a doghouse.’

Birdy began to well up too.

‘Don’t you dare, you snivelling ratbags! I warn you, you’ll pay for this! I have absolutely no patience with disobedience, loud noises, crying, whining or incessant talk!’

Birdy was struggling to bite her tongue. She hadn’t learnt when to speak and when to be quiet.

‘I don’t like you!’ she yelled. ‘This house stinks, you stink and I hate everything about you. And I don’t want to sleep in your dead dog’s bed.’

Every sound echoed off the walls but none as much as Birdy’s words.

‘What did you say to me?’ Miss MacGregor lunged at her, grabbed her by the ear, and dragged her across the room to the corner near the fire.

‘Let her go, Miss MacGregor!’ screamed Lake. ‘Leave my sister alone!’

Miss MacGregor shot her a menacing glare. ‘Listen to me, you two, and listen well.’ She took the hot steel poker out of the fire and waved it in front of Birdy’s face. ‘When Baxter misbehaved, he got a good thrashing with this poker. And that’s going to happen to you if I have to raise my voice. One. More. Time!’

The room was tense as the girls trembled, their hearts pounding with fear.

‘Do I make myself clear?’ She pointed the poker at them both.

‘Yes, Miss MacGregor.’

‘Right, then.’ Miss MacGregor loosened her hold on Birdy and returned the poker to the fire.

‘I need an early night. This has been an exhausting day. There will be no supper.’

Birdy stared at Lake.

‘Get to bed, the pair of you. You start first thing in the morning!’ Miss MacGregor stormed out of the room.

Lake and Birdy stood frozen in shock, unable to fully grasp the horror of what had just occurred. Lake reached out and tenderly touched her sister’s throbbing ear.

‘Are you all right?’

Birdy’s lower lip began to quiver before a flood of tears started to fall. ‘No!’

‘Come here.’ Lake drew her into a strong and loving embrace and rocked her sister tightly; she needed the hug as much as she knew Birdy did.

‘I’m scared, Lake,’ cried Birdy.

‘Me too.’

That night, the poor girls did as they were told. They crept inside the doghouse. Baxter must have been quite large, as there was just enough room for the two of them.

‘What are we going to do?’ said Birdy.

‘I don’t know,’ Lake whispered. ‘But we’ve got to take care of each other!’

‘I wish we still had Mum and Dad.’

‘Me too.’

‘This kennel stinks.’

‘Like a wet dog!’

Eventually they fell asleep. It was a miserable first night’s sleep, huddled together under the one thin blanket that Miss MacGregor had given them, as the bitter cold night air seeped in. But even the most threadbare of thin blankets offered far more warmth than the Old Bag had thrown at them.
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It felt like they had just closed their eyes when they were woken by the deafening, terrifying crowing of a rooster. The sound was so loud and piercing, it seemed like the bird was in the doghouse with them. To their absolute horror, when they opened their eyes they discovered that this was the case.

There stood a rooster, crowing and flapping its wings.

‘Cock-A-Doodle-Dooo!’ it screeched, ruffling its feathers.

‘Get up, you miserable little monsters!’ barked Miss MacGregor, her voice bellowing from outside the doghouse, for it was Miss MacGregor who had ushered the excited rooster in to wake them up.

‘Time to earn your keep and start cleaning!’

Birdy let out a scream which excited the rooster even more, causing it to run towards her in a frenzy. The rooster took a strike at Birdy’s hand with its beak, just missing her.

‘Get lost, stupid bird!’ she cried out and then kicked the rooster, sending it flying out of the doghouse.

‘Hurry up!’ yelled Miss MacGregor.

Lake grabbed her sister by the arm and they both crawled out from the doghouse and faced the old woman.

‘Who kicked my rooster?’

Both girls said nothing. Miss MacGregor eyed them sternly and then decided to let the matter go. The girls rubbed their eyes and yawned, still frazzled from the brutal awakening.

‘Tired, are you?’

The girls nodded.

Miss MacGregor sniggered. ‘You have no idea what tired feels like but you will by the time I’m finished with you!’ With a thud, she dropped a pile of cleaning supplies beside the girls: two buckets, brooms, mops, detergent bottles and cloths.

‘That should do for now,’ she sneered. ‘You’ll get started immediately.’

‘Immediately?’ gasped Birdy.

‘Can’t we have breakfast first?’ pleaded Lake. ‘We’re both so hungry.’ Birdy nodded.

‘Idiot! It’s 5 am. Who eats at that hour? Breakfast is at precisely 8.30. You’ve got work to do!’

Birdy was working it out. ‘But that’s … seven hours away.’ She wasn’t good at mathematics.

‘Three hours thirty.’ Lake corrected her out of habit.

Miss MacGregor had fire in her eyes. ‘Can’t even count!’ she snarled. ‘I really got the runt of the litter with you!’

‘She’s only seven, Miss MacGregor,’ Lake ventured.

‘Hmmph!’ The old woman snorted. ‘As if age has anything to do with her delinquency!’

‘Delinquency?’ Birdy was confused.

‘It means you like to misbehave and you’re a naughty little brat!’ hissed Miss MacGregor.

‘Am not.’

Lake gripped her sister’s hand. Miss MacGregor’s short fuse wouldn’t take much more backchat.

‘Am not!’ mocked Miss MacGregor. ‘That’s precisely how naughty kids talk! Enough yapping. Now get to work!’

On the kitchen benchtop, scrawled on torn out butcher’s paper, Miss MacGregor had made a list of chores that she expected the girls to do.

‘That list will be updated daily.’ She tapped it with a pencil. ‘You certainly won’t be bored living with me.’

The girls scanned the length of the paper.

‘Ten bedrooms not counting the guest quarters at the end of the property, five bathrooms, the dining room …’ Miss MacGregor was showing her obvious enjoyment as she began ticking off the items on her list. ‘There’s the living room, kitchen, library, the conservatory and the entrance hall, of course, the ornate staircase.’

‘That’s so much,’ Lake whispered.

‘In a heritage property like this, dust makes its way onto just about everything. And I can’t stand dust!’ Miss MacGregor shuddered as though dust made her physically sick. ‘You will mop every floor, polish every door handle, you will muck out the stables every day and you will see to it that the lawns are manicured!’

The girls were speechless.

‘I take it from your silence that you understand everything I’ve said. Right. Get on with it!’ She waited while the girls armed themselves with the cleaning equipment and marched them off to work, starting with the bathrooms. As they entered the first one, both of them gagged; the smell was dreadful.

‘There’s always been a plumbing problem in this house,’ moaned Miss MacGregor. ‘The toilets get blocked up and sometimes overflow. Leaves a terrible mess.’

‘This is impossible,’ mumbled Lake.

‘What is?’

‘Nothing.’

‘This is just the start! I’ll be back to check shortly.’ Miss MacGregor stomped off down the hall, leaving them by the toilet door, looking at each other in utter disbelief.

‘We’ve never had to clean before,’ said Birdy and then shaking her head with disgust. ‘Someone must have worn their gardening boots in here because there’s muck all over the floor.’

‘That’s not muck, Birdy!’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Weren’t you listening? She said the toilet overflowed.’

‘I don’t know what that means.’

‘It means the bowl filled up and everything poured out onto the floor.’

Birdy thought about it, then she retched. ‘Poo!’ She heaved like she was about to vomit. ‘The old woman’s poo?’

‘Stop it!’ ordered Lake. ‘Stop now!’

‘I can’t!’ Birdy couldn’t ignore what lay ahead.

‘What’s the noise about?’ Miss MacGregor barked from down the hall. Birdy stopped.

‘Nothing,’ cried Lake.

‘Nothing? I should be hearing the sound of work. Don’t make me come and see.’

Birdy blocked her nose, took a few deep breaths through her mouth and started to settle down.

‘Come on,’ said Lake reluctantly. ‘Better get on with it.’

Like brave soldiers off into the great unknown of war, they got to work. It was new territory for them both. Never before had they scrubbed anything, let alone a putrid bathroom. Their age and lack of experience were immediate obstacles; how on earth were they going to tackle such a task? But they were determined to show Miss MacGregor that they were capable of more than she thought.

‘Let’s fill the bucket with water and pour it all over the floor,’ suggested Birdy.

Lake shrugged. She didn’t have a better idea.

They filled the bucket to the brim, carefully lowered it onto the floor, then tipped it over. Water gushed out over the tiles in every direction. They leapt out of its way and watched to see if their plan would work. It did. Gunk and grime slid aside and brown stains rose up from the cracks between the tiles.

‘It’s working!’ shouted Lake. ‘Quick! Let’s start mopping it up.’

They grabbed the mops and started thrashing across the floor. After a few moments they took a break to examine their progress. They were impressed.

‘It’s looking better.’ Lake smiled.

‘I think we’re pretty good cleaners.’

‘We’ll show that old cow.’

Feeling proud of their progress, they stepped out of the bathroom and into the hallway, where they made a terrifying discovery. The carpet was wet. With all their mopping they hadn’t noticed that the water had flowed out of the bathroom and onto the carpeted floor of the hallway.

Lake went pale.

‘What will we do?’ said Birdy a bit too loudly.

‘About what?’ barked Miss MacGregor from somewhere else in the house. There was no time to think. The sound of thundering feet meant the beast was on the move.

‘We’re in trouble,’ said Birdy with a tremor in her voice.

‘I know.’

The terrifying frame of Miss MacGregor came into view at the end of the hallway and, on seeing the wet carpet, she was not happy.

‘I leave you for five minutes!’ she yelled, pounding straight for them. ‘And this is what you do!’ She was furious. ‘Look at the state of this carpet. It’s ruined!’

‘It was an accident,’ Lake murmured.

‘This is no accident,’ the old woman snarled. ‘You brats did this on purpose!’

‘Honestly, we didn’t.’

‘We pinky promise,’ insisted Birdy, raising her little finger.

‘There will be consequences!’

‘We won’t do it again,’ pleaded Lake.

Miss MacGregor’s steely eyes darted in every direction, as she tried to determine a suitable punishment.

‘Too right you won’t do it again!’ She noticed a puddle of the filthy water in the far corner of the bathroom. ‘That will do perfectly.’ She snatched a toothbrush cup from the sink and held it out to them. ‘Scoop it up!’ she thundered.

Lake was too afraid to do anything else, and somehow got the cup at least half full.

‘Now drink it!’ Miss MacGregor snarled. ‘Both of you.’

Birdy let out a loud scream which only enraged Miss MacGregor further.

‘Starting with you, screamer.’

‘No, no, it was my fault,’ shouted Lake. ‘It was my idea.’

Miss MacGregor cackled with delight. ’Ohhh, right, then. Open your mouth!’

Lake had tears in her eyes. ‘I can’t, it’ll make me sick.’

Miss MacGregor got right into her face, grabbed hold of both cheeks with one hand, and pinched them so that her mouth was open. ‘Say ahhhh!’ she laughed as she brought the cup of filth closer. Lake was screaming, so was Birdy.

Miss MacGregor raised the cup over Lake’s head and began to tip it. Lake squirmed but could not escape the old woman’s tight grip. Birdy couldn’t watch; neither could Lake and she closed her eyes. The water began to fall from the cup.

To her surprise, the disgusting slush did not land on her tongue, but slid past her ear and onto the floor with a splash.

‘You’re lucky I’m in a good mood,’ Miss MacGregor sniggered as she released her hold on Lake’s cheeks and tossed the cup away. ‘An inch more to my right and that would have been down your stinking gob! Next time you won’t be so lucky. Now clean it up.’

They watched as she snaked away from them.

The girls may not have known much about cleaning, but what they lacked in knowledge, they made up for in determination. They worked harder than they’d ever worked before, while Miss MacGregor sat on her big behind, sipping tea and stuffing biscuits down her throat as she barked out more and more orders.

Breakfast was the only thing they had to look forward to – until it finally arrived.

‘Is this all we get?’ whispered Birdy. A bruised apple, a slice of dry bread and a glass of water.

‘I hope not,’ whispered Lake.

‘An apple for your teeth, bread for your belly and water for a clear mind. That’s more than enough for any child at breakfast time!’ Miss MacGregor muttered, while scoffing down toast smothered in butter and jam.

‘But—’ Birdy was cut off by a look.

‘Don’t say anything!’ whispered Lake. ‘Lunch will be better.’

‘If I as much as hear a peep from either of you,’ said Miss MacGregor, ‘I’ll redden your bottoms with the fire poker!’

They ate quietly and slowly, to put off the work they knew would follow. Miss MacGregor kept a close eye on the clock and the moment twenty minutes had passed, she instructed them to finish up and get back to work. It was exhausting and lunch couldn’t come soon enough.

But it wasn’t much better than breakfast.

Another bit of bread along with a brown banana and a cup of sugary tea.

Miss MacGregor noted the disappointment on the girls’ faces.

‘When I was child I was lucky to even see a piece of bread, let alone eat any.’

‘Was that a long time ago?’ The words left Birdy’s mouth almost involuntarily, she was so dazed and tired.

‘What was that?’

‘When you were a child?’ Birdy bit into her banana.

Miss MacGregor narrowed her eyes.

Lake immediately elbowed her sister. ‘She didn’t mean anything by it, Miss MacGregor.’

‘Oh, I’m sure she didn’t.’ Miss MacGregor sat up straight. ‘Did you, girl?’

‘No,’ Birdy stammered, ‘no, I’m a bit tired.’

‘Not from the work you’ve done!’ Miss MacGregor snorted. ‘They don’t make kids tough enough these days. Mollycoddled, the lot of you. It’s a disgrace.’

Birdy shook her head as if agreeing, all three returned to their eating.

‘What time’s dinner?’ Birdy suddenly asked. Lake glared at her.

‘6.15 pm precisely.’ Miss MacGregor checked her watch. ‘And let me warn you, everyone is to be polite, clean and, most importantly, on time.’

By evening, Birdy and Lake were completely worn out, their tiny bodies ached and their tummies sang to the bitter tune of hunger.

The dinner bell rang at 6.15, they dropped what they were doing and hurried to the table. In her haste, Birdy had forgotten to wash her hands. Silence descended as the battleaxe identified the omission.

‘What is with your paws?’ she barked.

‘My what?’

‘Your grubby, filthy little hands!’

Lake glanced at her sister. Birdy looked like she had been dragged through a hedge backwards.

‘Oh, I just forgot to wash them,’ said Birdy. ‘I was rushing to be on time.’

Miss MacGregor shook her head. ‘Well, that won’t do. Little creatures who don’t have the decency to wash their hands don’t eat in this house!’

‘But she’ll starve,’ Lake insisted. ’She’s worked the whole day.’

Birdy whimpered. The tears were starting.

‘Don’t be ridiculous. Hunger is not starvation and that hunger will remind her that in future, she doesn’t sit at my table with dirty paws.’

Initially the girls thought that Miss MacGregor was playing another cruel trick on them, as she had done earlier in the bathroom, but true to her word, she made Birdy sit at the table with not a scrap of food in front of her. Birdy’s emotions ran from fury to sorrow and back again. So by the close of their first day in their new home, their spirits were deflated, their hearts broken and, especially in Birdy’s case, they were extremely hungry.

Miss MacGregor ordered them off to bed straight after dinner, but as soon as they crawled into the doghouse, Lake had a surprise for her sister.

‘I kept you some dinner,’ she whispered, removing a napkin filled with food from under her top. ‘It’s only a little bit but—’

Birdy didn’t let her finish. She wrapped her arms around Lake and said, ‘You’re the greatest sister in the whole world!’

‘It’s only some bread and bits of chicken,’ Lake said, ‘but it’s all I could take without the old cow noticing.’

‘It’s a feast!’ Birdy grinned as she devoured it. ‘She would have given you the poker if she’d seen you taking it!’

‘We can’t stay in this house, Birdy,’ Lake sighed.

‘What can we do?’

‘We need to get out.’

‘It’s a jail.’

‘And Miss MacGregor is a monster. She’s disgusting, Birdy, the worst person in the world.’

‘She hates us.’

‘She hates everything, not just us!’

‘I don’t like the smell from her mouth when she shouts,’ Birdy said. ‘I think when we’re not looking she eats poo, and that’s why it stinks when she talks.’

Lake giggled and then Birdy giggled and then neither of them could stop, they were both so tired and delirious. But they successfully muffled themselves, especially when they heard footsteps in the distance.

‘I’ll think of a plan, Birdy,’ Lake whispered as she held her sister tight for warmth, huddled under their thin blanket in the doghouse. ‘I’ll find a way to escape!’
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The next day started much the same way, with the rooster thrust into the doghouse at 5 am and Miss MacGregor yelling orders.

‘You’ll start today in the horse stable, mucking out all of the dung.’

‘Dung?’ Birdy frowned.

‘Yes, dung. And better than you deserve. Then you can do some gardening before getting yourselves back inside to clean my toilets again, since you did such a woeful job of them yesterday. Every tile on the toilet floors is to be scrubbed with a toothbrush!’

The girls sighed. Their bodies were still in pain from the work they’d done the day before.

‘I’ll be watching you – so no funny business!’

The work was too much. Mucking out stables was hard enough for strong adults, let alone children. Even the shovels they had to work with were twice as high as they were.

‘Ouch!’ Birdy screamed as she lost hold of her shovel and collapsed onto the stable floor.

Lake ran to help. ‘Are you all right?’

Birdy started to cry. She wasn’t physically hurt but her spirits had taken another blow. ‘I can’t do it!’ she sobbed. She beat the ground, grabbed a handful of muck, and chucked it across the stables, narrowly missing an old mare. ‘It’s too hard!’

‘Don’t take it out on the horses,’ Lake said.

‘I’m not. It was an accident.’ Birdy scrambled to her feet, stormed outside and stood in the gardens, sulking. Lake followed her. It was a beautiful day and not far from where they stood, Birdy could see the banks of the river where a small wooden boat rocked idly, tied to a makeshift jetty.

‘Are you okay?’ Lake said.

But Birdy’s mind was on other things. ‘Where does that go?’ she said, nodding at the river.

‘I don’t know. Maybe all the way to the city? Maybe the sea? Probably both’

‘Can we find out?’

‘You mean run away?’ The words just flew out of Lake’s mouth.

Suddenly there was a loud banging from the main house and both of them leapt with fright. It was Miss MacGregor at the window. She pushed it open and bellowed, ‘Stop lazing around and get back to work!’

They raced back into the stables. They were eager to continue their conversation but seeing Miss MacGregor arrive to supervise them put a stop to any chat.

The hours seemed to pass in slow motion, as if sunset would never come. When it finally did, the girls were relieved to know that dinnertime was not far away.

At last the bell rang. Lake was now working in the living room, dusting the furniture, while Birdy was back in the stables again, this time feeding the horses. Unfortunately for Birdy, it was some time before she realised that the bell had rung. She bolted out of the stables, thundered up into the main house and slid into her seat at the table.

‘You!’ The battleaxe glared at her. ‘What did I say about your filthy paws?’

Birdy slumped in her chair as she looked down at her hands, which were covered in dirt. Lake felt her heart beating hard, as she silently willed Birdy to stay calm, to apologise or even to say nothing at all. Some chance of that!

‘I don’t care!’ Birdy yelled at the top of her lungs.

Miss MacGregor’s eyes were like saucers.

Birdy kept going. ‘I don’t care because I don’t care about you. You’re horrible. You’re a disgusting, stinky old bag.’

Miss MacGregor stood up. ‘What. Did. You. Say?’

Lake said just one word – ‘Birdy’ – but it was no use.

‘My hands are not as dirty as your ugly face!’

‘You insolent little pig!’ roared Mis MacGregor.

The old bag made a move but Birdy didn’t let up. ‘And I picked up poo all day, but it didn’t smell as bad as you.’

‘Stop it,’ said Lake. ‘Be quiet!’

‘Like the poo in the toilets we cleaned, I just want to flush you away!’

‘Time for a lesson,’ cried Miss MacGregor, grabbing a tuft of Birdy’s long blonde hair. ‘I’ll teach you not to talk to your elders like this!’

‘No,’ screamed Lake. ‘Leave my sister alone!’

Birdy was screaming too as Miss MacGregor tightened her grip on her hair and lifted Birdy clean off the chair, squirming and kicking like a trapped rabbit.

Lake pummelled Miss MacGregor. ‘Put her down,’ she yelled. ‘Leave my sister alone!’

‘Get away from me,’ commanded Miss MacGregor, shoving Lake aside.

Lake fell backwards, but instantly regained her footing and charged at the old bag again. Instinct took over. Lake had to do something. She drew her fist back and with as much force as she could muster, punched Miss MacGregor in the stomach. The monster lurched forward and dropped Birdy onto the floor with a thump.

‘Come on!’ cried Lake, grabbing her sister by the hand and yanking her away. They dashed out of the room, but Miss MacGregor was soon back on her feet. A manic chase ensued. The house was like a labyrinth for the girls but the pounding of Miss MacGregor’s feet not far behind them kept them running breathlessly. She crashed into walls and slammed doors as she chased them to the front of the house.

At last there was the front door. Lake reached for the door handle and pulled on it, but it didn’t open. She yanked again and again but no use; the door was locked.

‘Going somewhere?’ Miss MacGregor was right behind them, breathing heavily and waving the key in their faces. ‘You won’t get far without this!’ She seemed bigger than ever. The girls felt trapped and frightened.

‘We’re sorry,’ cried Lake. She didn’t know what else to say. ‘We didn’t mean to hurt you.’

‘Yes you did.’ The old woman’s eyes looked blacker than usual. ‘And now you’re both going to pay for it.’ With one sweep of her long arm, Miss MacGregor took an almighty swipe at them, aiming directly at Lake’s face.

It is said that in life-threatening situations, people have been known to summon up superhuman strength and do things that aren’t humanly possible. At that exact moment, Birdy instinctively stepped forward to protect her sister, raising her arm in the air to block Miss MacGregors attack. Her arm took the full force of Miss MacGregor’s slap, but the strange thing was Birdy didn’t feel a thing; the same couldn’t be said about her attacker. A wave of excruciating pain surged through Miss MacGregor’s body.

‘Aghhh!’ she screamed, doubled over in agony and cradling her arm.

The girls didn’t move, their eyes tense and anxious.

Miss MacGregor mustered up enough strength to examine her arm; her hand was now limp, palm side up, flat against her forearm. The sight was sickening and she clamped her jaw tightly to avoid retching. ‘It’s broken,’ she bellowed. ‘You’ve broken my arm!’ She began to wail and scream in an aria of pain and fury.

Lake looked at Birdy in utter shock at her sister’s superhuman strength.

‘How did you do that?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know.’

They needed to focus. There was not much time. While Miss MacGregor was screaming the girls tried to find a way out of the house. They ran from window to window, desperate for an opening of any kind, but there was nothing. Miss MacGregor’s wincing began to fade and her focus shifted back onto the girls. Without them realising, she snaked out of the room for a moment and returned shortly, armed and dangerous. The girls had no idea what was about to hit them.

Miss MacGregor had found a huge white cotton laundry bag and the girls were too distracted to notice her pounce. With her good arm, the old cow swooped down and scooped them up in the bag. Twisting and turning, dragging with all her might, she had them tied up and there was nothing they could do. She plonked the bag with the girls inside onto the centre of the hard floor. There was a loud thud from the bag as their heads collided.

And then there was silence. They’d been knocked unconscious.
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Lake had no idea how long she had been asleep, but as her eyes flickered open, she discovered that she was back in the kitchen, inside the doghouse, and out of the laundry bag. It was night time and the room was barely lit.

She was alone. ‘Birdy!’ she shouted. ‘Where are you?’

‘Looking for your sister?’ Miss MacGregor was sitting on a wooden chair nearby, her injured arm wrapped in a makeshift sling. ‘Well you can look all you like, but you’ll never find her.’

‘What do you mean? Where is she?’

‘What do you normally do with wild animals?’

Lake’s mind raced with all the possibilities, each one more frightening than the last. ‘I don’t know,’ she murmured.

‘Lock them in a cage or drown them in the river?’ Miss MacGregor stood up coldly and, cradling her arm, she left the room.

Lake wanted to vomit. She was dazed and her head was throbbing. Tears came; she couldn’t stop them.

‘Drown them,’ Miss MacGregor said, coldly answering her own question, and leaving the room, the door banging behind her.

Surely, this was a trick. Lake wiped the tears from her cheeks. The old bag was just lying to scare her and teach them a lesson. She crawled out of the doghouse, feeling very small, and alone in the monstrous room. She paced around the kitchen. Maybe Birdy would be there sleeping silently in a corner. But there was no sign of her. The room was cold and empty. She peered out the window into the garden; everything was still.

‘Birdy!’ she shouted. ‘Where are you? Where are you, Birdy?’ No answer. She called out again and again, each time more desperate, her voice full of pain. Panic had set in; her heart was racing and her hands trembled. Where was she?

She dashed at the door Miss MacGregor had used, but it was locked. ‘Open this door!’ she shrieked. She tried the back door; same. She was trapped.

Panic gave way to hate and despair. Slumping in the centre of the room, she put her head down and wept uncontrollably.

‘I hate you!’ she howled at the top of her lungs. ‘I hate you, I hate you. I. HATE. YOU.’ The violence of those last words, summoned up from deep in her gut, struck a nerve somewhere in Miss MacGregor. Her footsteps were thumping back towards the kitchen. The key turned, the door flung open and the beast of a woman stood there, glowering down at Lake.

‘That makes two of us,’ she said blankly. ‘You and your sister were mistakes from the moment you were born to the moment you landed in my life and I despise the very thought of you!’

‘What have you done with my sister? Where is she? Bring her to me, let me see her, please!’

Miss MacGregor smirked as she left the room once again.

Lake charged at the door and hurled herself against it, pleading to be let out, as she heard it being locked from the other side.

Miss MacGregor heard Lake’s pleas and cries, but it won’t shock you to know that she ignored them. Lake’s words filtered through the old bag’s big pudding ears like water through open hands. Lake was in despair with a million questions circling about in her head, which really only amounted to the one question.

Where was Birdy?
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Twenty-four long hours passed before Lake saw Miss MacGregor again. It was a dark and dreary evening and the young girl’s eyes were red and puffy from a day of tears, and her voice was hoarse and sore.

The door unlocked with a creak and soon the familiar figure of the old woman cast her unwelcome shadow upon the wall.

‘Is all of the crying and moaning out of your system now?’ Miss MacGregor sneered, as she approached Lake with a menacing look.

Lake cowered, biting her lip and avoiding eye contact.

‘You don’t need to say a thing,’ continued Miss MacGregor, ‘I’ll talk and you can listen. Tomorrow is a big day. You have plenty of work to do and we will have a visitor, Miss Banister from Child Welfare.’

Lake’s eyes lit up. ‘Miss Banister,’ she repeated.

‘Yes and there will be no funny business from you. When she arrives you will do exactly what I tell you to do.’

Lake could feel a rush of anger course through her body, but she managed to stay calm.

‘Unless, of course, you never want to see your sister again.’

Lake said nothing.

So we have an understanding, then?’ Miss MacGregor gave her a fake smile. ‘We will start tomorrow brand new and put all this ugliness behind us.’ She thrust a bag of food scraps at Lake. ‘I suspect you’re hungry. Eat that and then get to sleep.’

Lake hadn’t eaten in over a day but she pushed the scraps away; she had no appetite. A thought crossed her mind. Maybe she could break a window. She scanned the room; there were plenty of things she could throw at the glass to break it. She opened a cupboard and found a heavy saucepan. Okay, that’d work. She walked steadily towards the kitchen window, lifted the saucepan and took aim – but stopped. What about Birdy? She changed her mind.

Once she and Birdy were united, they could escape together.

Another dreary night passed in the doghouse, with Lake tossing and turning, unable to sleep. But as the dawn broke, she was filled with a sense of hope. Soon she would see her sister again and things would be back to normal.

Miss MacGregor went about the day in her usual fashion, barking out orders as though nothing had happened. It took every bit of resilience from Lake to play along, to do as she was told despite the emptiness and anger she was feeling inside.

I’m sure you recall Mrs Rainger’s advice to the sisters to be resilient, and that being resilient means being so strong that no matter what comes your way, you can stand tall and stay in control.

The day dragged on until around lunchtime when Lake and Miss MacGregor were in the library. There was a knock at the front door. Miss MacGregor shot Lake a glance and whispered, ‘Your sister is in the barn with the horses.’

‘Is she?’ Lake’s heart began to beat with excitement.

‘No, you fool! That’s what you say if Miss Banister asks you.’

She felt instantly deflated.

‘And you are both loving your stay in my home!’ Miss MacGregor hissed. ‘Are we clear?’

Lake nodded. ‘Will you let me see Birdy then?’

‘I’ll think about it.’

Miss MacGregor threw open the front door and, as expected, there was Olivia Banister.

‘Miss Banister, how lovely it is to see you again.’

Olivia feigned a grin. ‘Can I come in?’

‘Oh I’m so sorry, I’ve just mopped the floors.’

That was a strange thing to say. Olivia looked past her at the wooden floors. ‘They don’t look wet.’

‘Oh but they are, I assure you.’ Miss MacGregor smiled, her wizened face creasing into a genuine look of concern. ‘Last thing I would like to see is you slipping and breaking your neck on my wet floor!’

Olivia noted the arm in a sling. ‘It must have been difficult mopping all those floors with that injured arm?’

There was an edge to Miss MacGregor’s dismissive laugh. ‘Oh this thing, arthritis, flares up every now and then.’

‘You poor thing,’ Olivia said, trying to take charge. ‘Not to worry. I can speak with the girls here by the door. Could you get them for me, please?’

‘Absolutely. I’ll be right back.’ Miss MacGregor left her waiting by the door as she waltzed off to the library and signalled for Lake to accompany her.

‘Remember what I said,’ she hissed. ‘You don’t want to mess this up.’ Placing an arm around Lake’s shoulder as though they were best friends, she guided her out of the library and into the entrance hall.

‘Here she is.’ Miss MacGregor beamed. ‘She was reading again in my library. Never stops reading!’

Olivia was happy to see Lake and gave her a warm hug as soon as she reached the door. ‘And where’s Birdy?’ she asked.

‘Yes, where is that little cutie?’ said Miss MacGregor, playing along.

Lake didn’t answer at first, she was confused and nervous and suddenly felt like she couldn’t speak.

‘Is she in the house?’ Olivia said gently, but was becoming noticeably concerned.

Lake remained silent, but her thoughts were running at a million miles an hour.

Olivia eyed Miss MacGregor curiously and then knelt down to meet the young child at her level. ‘Is everything okay, Lake?’

‘They’re a funny lot, these two,’ Miss MacGregor declared, trying to disarm the situation. ‘Birdy no doubt will be roaming around the house somewhere. It’s quite big, as you know.’

Olivia was no longer listening. Her focus was solely on Lake. ‘Lake, is there something bothering you?’

In her mind Lake was yelling – Tell her, tell her the truth – but a sharp glance from Miss MacGregor, unseen by Olivia, brought her into line.

‘I’m okay,’ she said suddenly.

‘Are you sure?’ Olivia wasn’t convinced.

‘Of course she’s sure,’ snapped Miss MacGregor. ‘Who wouldn’t be all right in a home like this?’

‘Sorry,’ Lake continued. ‘Birdy is in the barn with the horses.’

‘Horses?’ Olivia appeared more relaxed. ‘How wonderful. Will you get her for me?’

‘Oh it’s way down the end of the garden,’ Miss MacGregor blurted out, ‘and no doubt she’s feeding them. So she’ll be a while. Coming up here will be the last thing she wants to do! Don’t spoil her fun, Miss Banister.’

Olivia was taken aback. The words fun and Miss MacGregor had no business being together. ‘Fun?’

‘Yes, that’s all we have around this place, lots of fun. Isn’t that right, Bird dear!’

‘Bird?’ Olivia frowned.

‘Lake, I mean.’ Miss MacGregor shot Lake a sharp look.

‘We love it here,’ muttered Lake.

‘Speak up, young lady,’ Miss MacGregor trilled. ‘I’ve always said that, contrary to popular belief, children should be not only seen but most certainly heard. Tell Miss Banister again.’

Olivia bent forward.

‘We love living here,’ Lake repeated. ‘Thank you for finding us such a lovely, lovely home.’

‘Well, that’s just wonderful, Lake. I’m so happy to hear it.’

‘You seem surprised, Miss Banister,’ chided the old woman.

‘No, not at all, just very happy.’

‘I expect you’ll be on your way, then.’

‘I suppose I will. Please tell Birdy I will see her on my next visit in four weeks’ time. I certainly don’t want to spoil her fun now!’

‘Four weeks?’ Miss MacGregor was clearly unhappy about this suggestion.

‘That’s right.’

‘We may be away.’

‘Really? Where?’

Miss MacGregor had to think fast. ‘Africa!’ The word left her mouth with a sense of grandeur, as though she was revealing a huge secret.

‘Africa?’ Lake was astonished.

‘Oh, wow.’ Olivia was lost for words.

‘I thought I’d show the youngsters the world. They’ve had such a challenging time to date. They deserve some adventure and happiness.’

‘Africa!’ Olivia was still dumbfounded.

‘First class, of course,’ Miss MacGregor was secretly enjoying the game. ‘Only the best for my girls.’

‘Well.’ Olivia gathered her thoughts. ‘Isn’t that wonderful!’ She looked at Lake. ‘Amazing, Lake, isn’t it!’

Amazing indeed, if it had been true. But Lake smiled all the same.

‘Very well, be sure to get your application into Child Welfare, Miss MacGregor. We wouldn’t want paperwork to get in the way of your big trip.’

‘Application?’

‘Yes.’ Olivia laughed. ‘We couldn’t have you skipping out of the country with two young children without following the proper procedures. That would be kidnapping.’

Miss MacGregor shot her a wry grin. ‘We wouldn’t want that!’

Olivia finally said goodbye and began to walk down the driveway while Miss MacGregor stood at the doorway, watching her every move. Suddenly she stopped in her tracks and tilted her head as though she was listening out for something.

‘Have you forgotten anything?’ Miss MacGregor appeared concerned.

‘Do you hear that?’

Miss MacGregor’s expression was suddenly less chummy. ‘What? I can’t hear a thing.’

‘Are you sure?’ Olivia pressed her. ‘I’d swear I heard a voice.’

‘Nope.’ Miss MacGregor looked suddenly uncomfortable. She started to tap her foot on the floor loudly, impatiently. ‘There’s not a thing. You’re not used to the sounds of the country, Miss Banister. You need to get out of the village a bit more.’

Olivia eyed Miss MacGregor curiously as she continued to tap her foot. ‘I might just do that.’ Olivia continued to listen, but finally, content that it was her imagination, she was soon on her way.

Miss MacGregor shut the front door calmly and stood for a long time without moving, her eyes fixed dead ahead.

‘Can I see Birdy now?’ Lake spoke softly but her voice shook the old woman out of her thoughts.

‘You must be joking!’ she scoffed, glaring at the child. ‘You almost blew it and now I have to bloody well deal with Africa!’

‘But I’ve done everything you told me to.’

‘Get back to work!’ Miss MacGregor snapped. ‘You’ll have to do a million times better than that if you want any chance of seeing your sister again. Now get to work!’

Lake was upset. ‘I’m sorry Miss MacGregor.’

‘“Sorry” won’t cut it round here – and before you get any stupid ideas, “Africa” is not a real thing!’

No, it wasn’t real. That was one thing that Lake did know.
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So where is Birdy I hear you asking? Allow me to explain. As is her nature, Birdy didn’t remain unconscious for very long. While her sister Lake is more inclined to be placid and composed – and in case you don’t know what placid means, it means, calm, and quiet, just as you might expect a Lake to be. Birdy is more like a firecracker, itching for the right spark to set her ablaze.

With a flutter of her eyelids, Birdy awoke, only to find herself trapped inside the laundry bag. To her horror, Lake was nowhere to be seen, and the sound of heavy breathing told her she was on a journey to goodness knows where. In such a peculiar situation, one might expect various reactions: fear, screams, tears, or even fainting. But Birdy was anything but ordinary.

No, instead of those predictable responses, she let her fury loose, pounding the bag and anyone unlucky enough to be nearby. Her foot landed on something soft, and a painful cry confirmed her suspicion – none other than Miss MacGregor, with her unmistakable screech.

‘You little brat,’ Miss MacGregor exclaimed, struggling under the weight of the bag.

Miss MacGregor had no idea of the fury brewing inside the bag. Birdy’s leg acted like a battering ram, taking the wind out of Miss MacGregor as it hit her stomach.

‘Let me out, you poo face witch!’ Birdy shouted, her attack relentless.

Miss MacGregor, huffing and puffing, desperately tried to hold onto the bag. Inside, Birdy continued her furious assault, her anger unstoppable. Her fist struck Miss MacGregor again, and the evil woman let out another ear-piercing scream.

In her desperation, Miss MacGregor reached with her broken arm to reinforce her hold on the bag. But as her fractured hand clung to the fabric, a surge of excruciating pain shot through her scrawny body, draining the colour from her face. She howled once more and, overwhelmed by agony, accidentally let go of the bag.

Birdy burst free. Upon seeing the elderly woman, she acted on pure instinct, lunging forward to bite Miss MacGregor’s already injured hand, intensifying her suffering. Miss MacGregors eyes opened wide in shock but before she could say anything, Birdy started to run away.

It was instantly apparent that she was no longer anywhere familiar. It was dark and damp and she was running away from Miss MacGregor along a narrow corridor with a low roof.

‘Where am I?’ thought Birdy.

The ground beneath her feet was stone and the walls each side of her were unplastered with jutting bricks. Miss MacGregor regained her strength and started after the young girl.

‘Leave me alone!’ cried Birdy.

Up ahead she could see a door, perhaps it was a way out. Miss MacGregor was closing in but Birdy became energised and powered ahead, reaching the door with optimism and strength. She turned the handle and the door flung open.

In Birdy’s imaginative mind, she pictured the door swinging open, letting in bright daylight, her sister Lake waiting on the other side, and the two of them running off into the sunset together. But, as it turned out, the reality was anything but. Instead, when she pushed the door, it led her into a windowless, dank, room – it was a trap! Birdy quickly tried to leave, but before she could react, Miss MacGregor had already reached the door and locked it from the outside.

‘You better get used to it in there. Children who act up need to learn manners, and until I’m sure you’ve learned your lesson, you’re staying right here.’

Birdy was not about to give up; she thumped on the door, kicking it, and screaming as loudly as she could. It felt like hours before she realised that Miss MacGregor was gone. Birdy peeked through the keyhole, but the hallway was empty.

The room itself was gloomy, with just one dim lightbulb. During that first night, she checked out every aspect of the room. There was a bed, a wardrobe, nightstand, a dusty bookshelf, and a small ensuite bathroom. The walls were thick, the door was heavy, but, all things considered, it wasn’t too terrible. If things were different, it might have been a better place than the doghouse. Birdy hated being alone on that first night and was determined not to close her eyes for fear of anything sinister coming to attack her. Eventually she got so tired and drifted off to sleep.

She woke up with a start when Miss MacGregor appeared at the door again.

‘My father had a housekeeper,’ Miss MacGregor explained. ‘This was her room.’

Birdy sat up. ‘Where’s my sister?’

Miss MacGregor tossed some scraps of food onto the bed with her good arm. The other was wrapped in a bandage. ‘Your sister? She’s done with breakfast and back to work.’

Birdy was surprised to find out that she’d slept through the night. ‘I don’t need breakfast,’ Birdy said. ‘I can help her.’

Miss MacGregor grumbled, ‘You’re not going anywhere. You’re in solitary confinement until you learn some manners.’

‘Solitary confinement?’ Birdy wondered what that meant.

‘It means you’re spending time alone, thinking about how you’ve been wicked,’ Miss MacGregor clarified. ‘Once I’m convinced you’ve learned your lesson, then you can rejoin your sister in her chores.’

‘Wicked?’ Birdy could feel herself getting angrier. ‘You’re the wicked one!’

Miss MacGregor was surprised. ‘I beg your pardon?’

As usual, Birdy ignored the little voice in her head telling her to calm down. She stood up defiantly and said, ‘You’re wicked and horrible and really mean and nasty!’

Miss MacGregor threatened, ‘You cheeky troublemaker! I’m going back upstairs to get my poker; I’ll teach you a lesson.’ She started to move away from the door, but before she could close it, Birdy rushed to the dusty bookshelf, grabbed some books, and threw them at the old woman. Miss MacGregor grunted as a book narrowly missed her head. Struggling with the door, she finally managed to slam it shut and lock it.

Birdy didn’t give up. She charged at the door and, using all her strength, delivered an almighty kick. The force of her kick caused the door to crack and splinter. Miss MacGregor could hardly believe it. She scurried away, disappearing down the corridor and out of sight. As for Birdy, she was back on the bed, cradling her foot. It turned out that kicking a door really hard could be quite painful, especially for her big toe, which had taken the brunt of the impact.

She clenched her throbbing toe and gritted her teeth. There was no time to waste, as Miss MacGregor would likely return any moment with that dreaded poker. It was at that very moment that something crucial dawned on the young girl—something Miss MacGregor had said, ‘I’m going back upstairs to get my poker.’

If Miss MacGregor was going upstairs to retrieve the poker, it could only mean one thing: Birdy was still in the house, or more precisely, beneath the house. Hope surged within her, but it was quickly overtaken by fear as she recalled the last part of that sentence; the poker!

If Miss MacGregor was returning with a poker, Birdy needed to be ready. Her initial thought was to escape, but as she scanned the room again, she remembered there was no way out. She pondered the idea of kicking the door some more until the dent she already made turned into a hole — perhaps she could squeeze through and make her escape that way. But her throbbing toe ruled out kicking, at least for the day. There was only one option left — she needed to gather more weapons to defend herself against the old woman. Fortunately, the bookshelf had loads. She quickly assembled a pile of the largest books and nervously sat in wait.

No one likes to wait; let’s face it, it’s boring. Birdy remained in position for what felt like an eternity and when there was no sign of Miss MacGregor, she retreated to the bed to eat the scraps of food she had been given. Hours passed and extreme boredom set in. Birdy had moments of frustration and rage followed by despair as tears rolled down from her eyes. She was deeply sobbing when she heard something strange, a word in fact.

‘AFRICA.’

‘Who said that?’ she thought and then stopped her crying and listened intently. She could hear voices, slightly muffled but loud enough to suggest they weren’t coming from too far away.

‘First class, of course. Only the best for my girls.’ Birdy recognised that voice, it was Miss MacGregor for sure. Where was it coming from?

She began to dash around the room, to try to hear better.

‘Well. Isn’t that wonderful! Amazing, Lake, isn’t it!’

‘Lake!’ she cried out. ‘I’m here!’ The conversation continued as though she had said nothing – no one could hear her. She followed the sound.

‘Very well, be sure to get your application into Child Welfare, Miss MacGregor. We wouldn’t want paperwork to get in the way of your big trip.’

‘Child Welfare,’ she thought, ‘Miss Banister!’ Her face lit up. She placed her ear against every wall of the room but the volume remained the same.

‘Application?’

‘Yes. We couldn’t have you skipping out of the country with two young children without following the proper procedures. That would be kidnapping.’

‘We wouldn’t want that!’

There was one place she hadn’t checked, the bathroom. As she entered the room the voices became much louder, as though they were right above her. She could hear footsteps walking away.

‘I’m down here,’ she yelled at the top of her lungs. ‘Miss Banister, I’m here.’

The footsteps above stopped.

‘Have you forgotten anything?’ she could hear Miss MacGregor speaking.

‘Do you hear that?’ replied Miss Banister.

Fuelled with hope, Birdy began to yell even louder. As her voice rang out, in between each roar she could hear a tapping from above which muffled her sound. It was like a foot tapping. Of course, it was Miss MacGregor trying to drown out the young girl’s pleas. Birdy continued yelling for the next hour until her voice was sore and hoarse. Eventually she collapsed on the bed in floods of tears, and fell asleep. She woke with a fright as the door opened and Miss MacGregor marched in.

‘That was quite a show you put on earlier,’ she said. ‘You almost blew it for your sister.’

Birdy rubbed her eyes. ‘Blew it?’

‘You pull another stunt like that and I promise you, you’ll never see your sister again.’

Birdy stared intently at the old woman. One thing about Birdy was, even if she was frightened, she never wanted anyone to know it.

The old woman stared back.

‘You’re lying,’ Birdy suddenly said.

‘You think so?’ The old woman smiled. ‘Just try me’.

Birdy bit her lip and contemplated her next move. To her right she spied the books she had piled up as weapons.

‘Don’t you dare,’ ordered Miss MacGregor as she realised what the girl intended on doing. Birdy was too fast for the old woman and within milliseconds was hurling books directly at her, and this time she didn’t miss. A heavy book, ironically entitled How to React in a Crisis hit Miss MacGregor square in between her eyes. The old woman yelped, went crossed-eyed and then, to Birdy’s astonishment, collapsed face down on the ground. Birdy could hardly believe her luck. Seizing the opportunity, she made a desperate dash for the door. However, the prostrate (this is a tricky but deliciously descriptive word as it means exactly what Miss MacGregor was, that is, ‘on the ground with one’s face downward’) old woman was blocking her path so Birdy had no other option but to walk on top of her, so she placed one foot on her back followed by another on the her scrawny backside.

The thing about a scrawny backside is this: they’re not flat and they’re not round, they’re unevenly shaped. If you step on something that is unevenly shaped, you can easily lose your balance and I’m sure you’ve guessed already what happened to Birdy. She slipped off the side of Miss MacGregor’s bum and fell to the ground, by which time the old woman had regained her senses and had found strength to grab a hold of the youngster’s leg. Birdy of course put up a massive fight but this time Miss MacGregor was too strong.

Miss MacGregor bundled Birdy inside the wardrobe and locked it. ‘You can stay in there for the night,’ said Miss MacGregor. ‘I’ll decide what to do with you in the morning’.

The doors of the wardrobe were heavy, the inside was cramped. ‘Let me out of here!’ screamed Birdy.

But it was to no avail.

Miss MacGregor had already left.

Now have you ever played hide-and-seek? Of course you have, who hasn’t? The thing about hide-and-seek is that when you climb into a wardrobe to hide, it’s exciting and fun because you know you won’t be there for very long, eventually someone will find you and the game will be over. Birdy’s night in the wardrobe was far from exciting or fun, it was terrifying. Birdy wasn’t frightened of many things but she was petrified of the dark, and inside the wardrobe it was pitch black. And Birdy, as I’m sure you are now learning, when riled, or even just scared, is a force to be reckoned with. She squirmed, she fidgeted, she pounded the doors – she yelled until her throat became hoarse. She began to feel defeated but defeated wasn’t a feeling that Birdy was happy with. So, in a fit of rage she punched the wooden side of the wardrobe and her fist went right through it.
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Belief is sometimes more powerful than proof. During hard times its often the belief that things will improve that becomes the fuel to carry on, to keep motivated. Lake’s unwavering belief that soon she would see her sister Birdy helped her to endure Miss MacGregor’s demands, which she followed to the letter. Alone at night, she cried herself to sleep, but as soon as the dawn arrived, she found the strength to push on. Sometimes she even completed tasks before she was instructed to do so and Miss MacGregor seemed reluctantly impressed.

Every now and then Lake would ask about her sister, but it soon became apparent that this only made Miss MacGregor angry. It was as though the simple mention of Birdy’s name infuriated her beyond measure.

‘You’re really starting to aggravate me with your constant questions about that little brat. What about my arm and how she broke it so viciously? I could have her up for assault, you know. People do jail time for the likes of that.’

‘But you promised.’

‘I never promised any such thing.’ She spoke coldly. ‘I said perhaps you’ll see her if you do what you’re told and stop harassing me.’

And so Lake did stop mentioning Birdy, for fear she would only make things worse.

Over the coming days an envelope from Child Welfare arrived in the mail. It was early afternoon and Lake saw it sitting on the lounge room table. She wasn’t the best of readers, but she recognised the Child Welfare lettering from her time at the offices.

Miss MacGregor marched into the room. ‘Africa!’ she scoffed, reaching for the envelope. ‘So I have to keep lying just to be left alone!’

Lake watched her tear open the envelope and remove a hefty pile of documents.

‘What utter nonsense,’ she grumbled angrily. ‘This will take me hours.’ She caught Lake staring at her. ‘What are you looking at?’ she snarled. ‘Go and make me some tea!’

Lake shot into action and raced out of the room.

‘It’s the least you could do,’ Miss MacGregor shouted after her. ‘I’m filling in these forms for you, so those fools at Child Welfare will get the message that we want to be left alone.’

Lake grumbled as she entered the kitchen and placed the kettle on the stove.

‘I hate her,’ she said under her breath, ‘I’d never go to Africa with her even if I could.’ Suddenly an idea sprung to mind in the form of Miss MacGregor’s own words: ‘Child Welfare will get the message.’ The words repeated over and over in her mind and as they did, a plan began to take shape; she needed to send a message of her own.

She started to scan the kitchen. Paper, that was what she needed.

Her time in the kitchen was possibly the only opportunity she would get that day, so she had to work fast. There was no paper in sight, but there was an old dried out dishcloth draped over the sink – perfect!

As the kettle continued to boil, its sound became louder, signalling the end of her freedom.

Reaching for the dishcloth, she cut a small strip from it with some scissors. She needed something to write with and a chip of black coal would do nicely.

The kettle started to whistle. Her time was almost up.

Gripping the coal firmly she began to etch the word HELP onto the strip of dishcloth. It was far from neat, but given the speed she had to work at, it was better than nothing. Moments later, she placed the message into her pocket and returned to the lounge room with the tea.

‘You call this tea?’ Miss MacGregor gagged. ‘It looks more like cat’s wee.’ She proceeded to drink it anyway as she filled in the forms laboriously. In the meantime, Lake was put back to work, polishing china and sweeping floors in other parts of the house, which made her anxious since she still had the message in her pocket. The plan was simple. She needed to slip the message HELP in with the filled in forms. That way, Olivia Banister would know that the girls were in trouble. But how would she do it?

A long hour passed during which her mind was on Miss MacGregor and the stupid forms. She considered her options and then she had an idea. Walking back into the lounge room she suddenly piped up, ‘Do you want some more tea, Miss MacGregor?’

As she entered, the old woman was busy addressing a fresh envelope. ‘I need a holiday,’ she moaned. ‘Bureaucracy, that’s what this is.’

Lake glanced at the envelope. The forms were inside, but it hadn’t been sealed up yet.

‘Yes, I want more tea – and it better be an improvement on the last lot. I couldn’t even finish it. It was repulsive! I like my tea dark. That means you need to dip the teabag into the cup and let it brew!’

Lake dashed across the room to take the tray with the unfinished cup of tea, and on impulse decided to drop the tray. The cup crashed to the floor, breaking into pieces and spraying tea in all directions.

‘You twit!’ shrieked the old woman, rising to her feet in fury. She was ropeable and took out her anger on Lake, slapping her across the legs with one swipe of her good arm. Lake let out a loud scream and started to cry.

‘Clean that mess up this second!’

Lake ran past her, narrowly avoiding another slap. She only had a matter of seconds to do what she intended. Miss MacGregor had laid down the envelope and was now distracted, examining the broken cup. Pulling the hidden message out of her pocket, Lake slipped it into the envelope before leaving the room.

Her leg was throbbing and as she examined it before returning, she could see the distinct red hand mark that Miss MacGregor had made. She was a witch! As she entered the room, Miss MacGregor was sealing the envelope; she thrust it at Lake. ‘Put this in the letter box once you’ve cleaned up the mess – and there’ll be no supper for you tonight!’

Lake could hardly believe her luck. She may have suffered a slap, but later, when she placed the envelope in the letter box for the mailman to pick up the next morning, she felt no pain.


[image: ]

You might be wondering what Birdy was doing during this time, well I can tell you, her night in the wardrobe was not very nice. It was dark, it was scary and by morning time she had very little fight left in her. She was exhausted.

At around 6 am, Miss MacGregor unlocked the room and then the wardrobe, which opened with a creak, and left Birdy blinking with the sudden light hitting her eyes. ‘Well, have you learnt you lesson?’ Miss MacGregor demanded.

Birdy didn’t reply.

The old woman looked at her sternly. ‘I take it from your silence that you have. Very well,’ she said, ‘there will be no more throwing of books, there will only be good behaviour and doing what you’re told.’

Birdy remained silent.

‘I definitely got the worst of the lot when I got you and your sister didn’t I?’ moaned Miss MacGregor, ‘Of all the orphans in the world I could have got, I ended up with two twits.’

Birdy lowered her eyes, as Miss MacGregor thundered on. She felt broken and the old woman could see it. ‘This is your final chance, any more nonsense from you and I’ll send your sister away.’

‘Send her away?’ Birdy looked up, her eyes open wide with surprise.

‘Yes.’

‘Where to?’

‘To …’ the old woman thought for a second. ‘To Timbuktu.’

‘Timbuktu?’ Birdy was confused.

‘It’s a million miles away and it’s filled with monkeys and snakes.’

Birdy’s face lit up. ‘I like monkeys!’

Miss MacGregor became angry, ‘In Timbuktu, the monkeys eat children!’

Birdy gasped. ‘Eat children?’

‘For their breakfast!’

Birdy gasped again, this time even louder. ‘What do they eat for lunch?’ Even Birdy didn’t know why she asked such a silly question, it just fell out of her mouth.

Miss MacGregor let out an angry yell, ‘You’re driving me crazy!’ She stomped out of the room, leaving Birdy alone with her thoughts and her weariness. Tiredness washed over her like a heavy blanket, and she curled up on the bed to sleep. After several hours, she woke up feeling like her old self, the fiery Birdy, ready to keep on fighting.

She began piling up books, ready to use them as her secret weapons, but then she stopped, realising that throwing books at Miss MacGregor wasn’t going to help her get any closer to finding her sister. It just kept her stuck in this room. So, she carefully put the books back on the shelf. Just in time, too, because she heard the door unlock, and there was Miss MacGregor.

‘Oh my goodness,’ the old woman said with surprise, ‘Is this little troublemaker finally starting to behave?’

Birdy gave her a fake look of regret – of course, Miss MacGregor didn’t know it was fake. ‘If I’m good, will I get to see my sister?’ Birdy asked.

‘We’ll see,’ Miss MacGregor replied with a snort. ‘In the meantime, leave those books and come with me.’

For the first time in days, Birdy left the room, walking alongside Miss MacGregor down the dark hallway outside her room. When she’d run down this same corridor on the day she’d escaped from the laundry bag, she’d barely had a chance to take in her surroundings. But now, she was certain they were beneath the house. Water pipes dangled from the ceiling, which was made of rows of wooden planks. The planks were snugly fitted together, but every now and then, a thin ray of light peeked through the cracks. The air was cooler, and she could feel solid earth beneath her feet.

‘Where are we going?’ Birdy asked.

‘To work,’ Miss MacGregor replied. She led Birdy further along the hallway until they came to a spot where there were two rooms, one on the left and one on the right.

‘Come in here,’ said Miss MacGregor, as she opened the left door, revealing a small, slightly smelly room. In one corner, there was a wooden box that looked as big as a bathtub alongside a wooden shelf. To Birdy’s surprise, there was a door in the ceiling with a cord hanging down from the handle. Birdy had never seen a door in the ceiling before. In the middle of the room, there was a wobbly-legged table with a strange metal thing on it, about the size of a teapot.

Miss MacGregor asked, ‘Do you know what this room is?’

Birdy shook her head, feeling puzzled.

‘This is the old laundry room,’ Miss MacGregor explained.

‘Laundry room?’ Birdy asked.

‘Yes,’ Miss MacGregor continued, ‘In the past, the housemaid used to do all the ironing in this room. But since I haven’t had a housemaid, I haven’t used it much. Now I will!’

Birdy was still confused, so Miss MacGregor clarified, ‘It’s quite simple, even for someone as stupid as you. See that table and that metal thing? That’s an iron and an ironing board.’ She then pointed at the ceiling. ‘And that is a clothes chute.’

‘A clothes chute?’ Birdy inquired.

‘Let me show you,’ the old woman said. She stood beneath the ceiling door and pulled the cord. Suddenly, the door swung open, and a mountain of clothes and beddings tumbled down from above into the bucket below, completely overflowing it.

‘Is all that stuff yours?’ Birdy asked.

Miss MacGregor grumbled. ‘Honestly, could you be any more annoying?’

Birdy bit her tongue, wishing she had a book to throw at that moment.

‘Alright, get to work,’ Miss MacGregor continued. ‘I want every item ironed, all the wrinkles smoothed out, folded neatly, and placed on that shelf.’

‘But I don’t know how to iron,’ Birdy admitted.

‘Well, you better learn quickly because if I come back down here and find you haven’t started, you’ll spend another night in a wardrobe,’ warned Miss MacGregor.

Birdy rolled her eyes.

‘Did you just roll your eyes at me?’ Snapped the old woman.

Birdy became frightened. ‘No, no,’ she insisted as she scrambled for an excuse. ‘My eyes are a bit sore from the smell in here!’

‘The smell!’ Miss MacGregor took a deep breath. The room did smell. ‘Hmm. Now get to work!’

With that, the old woman stomped out of the room and turned to the left. Birdy could hear her footsteps echoing down the hallway. Suddenly, Miss MacGregor stopped walking, and Birdy heard her fumbling with keys before unlocking a door, entering it, and slamming it shut shortly after. Silence followed, and Birdy was left alone with a massive pile of work and an iron she had no idea how to use.

Birdy examined the mound of material in front of her. It was so big that it extended from the bucket all the way up into the chute in the ceiling. There were heaps of clothes, sheets, curtains, dishcloths, towels and many other items she had never seen before. She picked up a large, grey lumpy object and screamed in horror when she realised it was Miss MacGregor’s underpants.

Birdy sighed. Her next problem was the iron and the ironing board. The ironing board had seen better days, it sat tall, in line with Birdy’s chest and its legs were thin and wobbly, making it look as if it might collapse at any moment. The surface was wide, faded and ugly. As for the iron, she had never seen one of them before. She noticed an electric plug extending from it and plugged it into a nearby, somewhat sketchy-looking socket. At first, nothing happened, and she thought it wasn’t working. She pressed her hand against the base of the iron and let out a loud scream. It was working, and it was very hot!

After the pain went away, Birdy realised that the base of the iron must be the key to how it worked. She pressed the iron onto a corner of a bedsheet. To her surprise, the wrinkles on it disappeared.

‘Aha,’ she thought, ‘I get it now!’ Now, if you’ve never tried ironing clothes before, let me tell you, it’s neither easy, nor exciting. It’s even more boring than watching two snails compete in a hundred-metre race. Birdy struggled with the oversized sheet, which was over three times her height and twice as wide.

‘This is so annoying!’ she exclaimed as she fought with the stubborn fabric. After she finally managed to get rid of the wrinkles, it was time to fold the sheet. Birdy was clever and full of energy, but folding was not her strong suit. She tried folding it in different ways, over and under, back and forth, until the sheet ended up in a crumpled ball, completely wrinkled again. Birdy was so mad that she flung it across the room.

‘Argh!’ she yelled. ‘I hate you!’

Right at that moment, Birdy caught a whiff of something burning, and when she looked around, she realised she had left the hot iron face-down on the ironing board, and it was starting to scorch the board. She screamed in panic, yanked the plug out of the socket, and picked up the iron. She was flustered, stressed, and to make things worse, she heard a voice. It was Miss MacGregor.

‘I’m not paying you to sit around all day and do nothing,’ she said, her voice somewhere in the distance. ‘I’m not paying you at all.’ The old woman let out a loud cackle and Birdy felt her heart pound as she tried desperately to hide the evidence of the burnt ironing board. She grabbed a dress from the pile and immediately placed it on top of the burnt spot.

Any minute now the old woman would walk in to the room. Any second now.

But Miss MacGregor did not come into the room. Where was she? Birdy plucked up the courage to peer out of the room into the hallway. There was nobody there.

‘Yes I want more tea and it better be an improvement on the last lot. I couldn’t even finish it. It was repulsive!’ Miss MacGregor’s voice said.

Where was she?

‘I like my tea dark,’ the old woman continued, ‘That means you need to dip the teabag into the cup and let it brew…’

Miss MacGregor’s echoing voice sounded close, as if she were just outside the room, but she wasn’t.

Confused, Birdy thought it best to continue ironing, in case she appeared. She reached for another piece of clothing from the mountain of clothes, but as she did, the whole pile tumbled over.

Miss MacGregor’s voice suddenly became clearer and louder. Birdy realised where her voice was coming from.

With the clothes now on the floor, the opening to the chute in the ceiling was more visible. Birdy stood under the opening and could see that it led directly up into the main house. Her heart began to thump, could this be a way back to her sister?

‘I can climb up into that!’ she said, out loud. The chute was essentially a hole in the ceiling and as you would imagine, since she was still only a child, she was not nearly tall enough to reach it. She stepped up on to the lip of the wooden box – but the hole in the ceiling was still too far away to reach.

‘What will I do?’ she thought.

Miss MacGregor’s voice continued to echo down the chute, which was strangely comforting since that meant she was still upstairs. Suddenly Birdy had an idea. She dashed over to the tall ironing board, dragged it across the room and placed it alongside the wooden box. She would step from the wooden box to the higher ironing board surface and from there she would jump up into the chute and hopefully grab hold of something which would allow her to climb further up and into the house. Simple!

As she stepped from the box onto the ironing board, its iron legs began to wobble. Birdy didn’t care. She continued, balancing on the ironing board, and then took a deep breath and jumped up towards the chute. As she did, the ironing board wobbled beneath her and crashed to the floor.

Luckily, Birdy had managed to grab hold of a thin ledge within the chute, her legs dangling in the air.

Her heart pounded in her chest as she did something unimaginable – she hauled herself up into the slippery chute until she was inside the narrow tunnel with her back pressed against one side of the chute and her feet against the other, like she was sitting down, except she didn’t have a chair. She looked down at the laundry room below. She could hardly believe what she had managed to do but there was no time to lose.

Miss MacGregor’s voice continued to echo in the distance as Birdy began to shimmy her body up higher. The process was exhausting and slow; at all times she needed to keep her back pressed hard against one side of the tunnel, sliding it very slowly as she moved one foot at a time, otherwise she would slip all the way back down. She huffed and puffed as she got higher and higher, moving further into the house. She noticed something above her – was it some kind of opening? She shimmied even faster, breathing heavily. Finally she got to the top, and she was right, it was an opening, a doorway directly into the house. She pushed it open and in front of her she could see a hallway – it was the hallway that led from the kitchen to the front entrance hall.

It was then that she noticed something else. Silence. In all of her hard work she hadn’t noticed that Miss MacGregor was no longer talking. Where was she? Panic set in as Birdy frantically tried to dislodge herself from the chute and get through the opening into the house. Her back was pressed on the wall opposite the opening and her legs were pushing directly in front so that she wouldn’t fall. There was only one option – she would need to lunge towards the opening and hope to grab hold of it before falling back down into the laundry, now a long way down below.

‘One, two, three …’ she whispered, and threw herself across the chute. At first she felt like she was flying but then quickly realised she was in fact falling, and falling fast! Next moment she could feel herself flying out of the chute and – thankfully – onto the massive mountain of laundry down below. She was back in the laundry room and just in the nick of time because as she lay on wrinkled clothes she could hear footsteps outside of the room.

Miss MacGregor.

Jumping to her feet, she immediately grabbed a grey blouse. She quickly lifted the ironing board from where it had crashed earlier, and lowered the iron on the blouse sleeve, at the same time that Miss MacGregor entered the room.

‘What’s all the noise in here?’ Miss MacGregor’s eyes narrowed in suspicion, looking at the mess on the floor.

‘It all fell out from the roof,’ said Birdy sheepishly. Miss MacGregor raised an eyebrow. ‘Did it?’ she said unimpressed. ‘Clean it up and do a good job on that blouse, it’s my favourite’.

‘Yes, Miss MacGregor,’ Birdy replied, but she wanted to tear a hole in the blouse, and in its owner.

In the days that followed, Birdy was assigned to iron the mountain of laundry and every day, she tried again to climb up the laundry chute into the house. But no matter how hard she tried, that leap from the chute into the house proved impossible.

Sometimes, she’d hear Lake’s voice, and the urge to call out would almost overpower her.

But Birdy stopped herself; she didn’t want to make things worse if Miss MacGregor heard. Her secret prison under the floor became more and more frustrating. Her sister was so close, but without a way to escape to reach her, she might as well be a world away.
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Lake had no idea what time it was when Miss MacGregor charged into the kitchen. Rain was pelting down outside and the kitchen was especially dark.

‘You think you’re so smart, don’t you!’ she yelled, grabbing Lake roughly by the scruff and waving the envelope in front of her. Lake was shaking.

‘What? What?’ she cried.

‘If it weren’t for the fact that I forgot to sign one of the forms, I would never have discovered your little note.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ Lake knew exactly what she had discovered and was petrified about what might happen next.

‘Don’t play dumb with me. I warned you about funny business, didn’t I?’

‘It was an accident.’

‘This was no accident and I’m not playing around anymore. Would you like to see your sister?’

‘Yes please, yes!’

‘Really – you would like to see her?’ Miss MacGregor pushed Lake roughly to the ground. ‘Well, you never will again!’

‘What! No, please!’ she pleaded. Miss MacGregor’s words cut through her like a knife. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it.’

The old woman removed the piece of dishcloth from the envelope and threw it at her. ‘Goodnight!’ She switched out the lights and slammed the kitchen door behind her. Lake was left alone in the darkness, feeling defeated and broken. She had nothing. She had lost everything.

Another sleepless night faded into morning. It was still pouring down outside but Lake barely registered the sound. She lay motionless in the doghouse, staring blankly into the distance.

‘Right, where is she?’ a man’s voice boomed from outside the room.

‘In the kitchen,’ said Miss MacGregor. Footsteps sounded, growing louder as both people neared the kitchen, finally the key turned and the door opened. Miss MacGregor entered first, followed by a chubby man, younger and shorter than she was.

‘She’s in there.’ Miss MacGregor pointed to the doghouse. ‘Wake up, child. Time for work!’

Lake didn’t move and both Miss MacGregor and the man approached, peering inside the doghouse.

‘What’s wrong with her?’ the man said, running a hand through his mop of curly hair. ‘She’s not moving.’

She wasn’t. She was dead still, as if she’d lost all ability to move or react.

An incredible machine, the human body can handle a billion different tasks all at once without ever breaking a sweat. But there are times when even this magnificent machine struggles to cope, when its only option is to shut down and reboot. Lake’s body was doing just that. She was healthy, she was well, but she was switched off. The recent events combined with exhaustion and hunger had finally taken effect and she was in a daze.

‘She’s fine,’ Miss MacGregor scoffed. ‘Dump her outside!’

‘What – in the rain?’

‘Yes, out in the rain.’

‘But she’ll get saturated!’ The man spoke with a deep rounded voice, slowly and densely.

‘That’s the point! Bring her to her senses.’

‘Ahh.’ He nodded as if he’d just witnessed the first light bulb. ‘You want to get her wet.’

Miss MacGregor had no patience. ‘Just do it, Jack.’

‘That’s not my name, Aunty Kay.’

‘Don’t start with me, right?’

‘It’s Jackson.’

‘I don’t care what it is, grab the girl and put her outside.’ She paused, then shouted, ‘Now – you idiot!’

Jackson jumped into action, clearly frightened of his aunty. Reaching into the doghouse he dragged the girl out, slung her over his shoulders and headed for the back door. Miss MacGregor was already there and had it unlocked. Moments later he dropped Lake onto the rain-soaked ground outside, which immediately roused her from her trance.

‘So you’re okay?’ Jackson said with a dopey laugh.

Miss MacGregor looked on. ‘She’s just feeling sorry for herself.’

‘I am not!’ yelled Lake. ‘You’re a witch, you’re a disgusting old cow that everybody hates!’

Jackson laughed again. ‘She’s funny, Aunty Kay.’

Miss MacGregor sighed. ‘Just get to work, Jackson.’

He was Miss MacGregor’s only relative, a son of a sister who was long since departed. She didn’t like him, but endured him for his handyman skills. He worked at the local hospital doing odd jobs, he wasn’t bright, he wasn’t interesting but he could work around the house and was reasonably good at carpentry. Reasonably good? Not every job he did was a success and often he would injure himself, evident in the many scars on his arms. Lake noticed the scars immediately as she stared back at him when he dropped her.

‘Bye,’ he said to her as he shut the door behind him and left her in the back garden in the pouring rain.

Miss MacGregor led him through the house.

‘All right,’ she said. ‘I need you to fix the bookcase in the library. It’s falling apart. I want locks on the cupboards, seals on the windows and for goodness sake fix the plumbing in the bathrooms. Can you do all that?’

Jackson nodded.

‘And do it properly. What are you waiting for, get going!’

Lake was not permitted back into the house until mid-afternoon and by that stage, Jackson had completed many of his jobs. All the cupboards in the kitchen now had locks and many of the windows were sealed.

‘You look like a drowned rat!’ said Miss MacGregor as Lake entered the kitchen. She had been out in the rain for hours.

‘Go upstairs and dry yourself off, change your clothes and return to the library when you’re finished.’

Lake did as she was told. She didn’t have the energy to put up another fight; not then, anyway. When she returned to the library she was surprised to see Jackson standing on a ladder making repairs to the large bookcase.

‘I didn’t know you were still here,’ she said timidly.

‘Not for long. I’m almost finished,’ he said as he hammered a nail into the side of the shelf and hit his thumb in the process. ‘Ouch!’ he yelled. ‘That’s the third time today!’

Lake couldn’t help but feel a twinge of satisfaction.

He shook his head, frustrated. ‘I hate this house,’ he grumbled and sucked on his thumb for a moment. Lake stood and watched him. She wasn’t sure what else she should do.

‘Go and sit down,’ he said. ‘Aunty Kay’s gone into town and left me in charge.’

‘Aunty Kay?’

‘Oh yeah,’ he continued, ‘but I wouldn’t call her that if I were you. Only family like me can do that.’

Lake sat down. ‘Why have you put locks on all the cupboards in the kitchen?’

Jackson smiled. ‘Why do you think? To stop you from getting any funny ideas. I heard all about your little note trick. Naughty, naughty!’ He started to laugh.

‘It’s not funny!’

Jackson eased up. ‘It was stupid, that’s what it was.’ He became serious. ‘What were you thinking? Aunty Kay’s got eyes in the back of her head. She was always going to catch you!’

Lake said nothing.

‘Look, just do as you’re told and I bet you’ll get to see your sister soon enough!’

Lake’s eyes opened wide. ‘She told you about my sister? Do you know where she is?’

‘I don’t know everything,’ he chatted airily as he worked on the bookshelf. ‘Just that you and your sister attacked her and she needed to punish you. I’d do the same if it was me.’

‘We never attacked her.’

‘That’s not how I heard it.’ He stepped down from the ladder. ‘It’s none of my business, only that if I was an orphan and someone gave me a place to live and food to eat, I’d be more grateful, that’s all.’

‘Where’s my sister? Can you help me find her?’

Jackson folded down the ladder and stepped away to examine the bookshelf. It looked all right. ‘That’ll keep her happy for a while,’ he said.

Lake pressed him again. ‘Please, can you help me find my sister?’

‘Who, me?’ He laughed. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Why not?’

‘Are you kidding? And risk losing out on this place? I don’t think so.’

What was that about?

‘I’m her only relative and when she finally kicks the bucket, guess who gets to inherit this house? Me!’

‘So you’re scared of her, then?’ Lake wasn’t trying to be smart or divisive; she was simply saying what was on her mind.

‘Too right I am – petrified! And you should be too if you’ve got any sense. I just do as I’m told and everything works out fine. If I keep doing that then I’ll get my reward in the end.’

‘But my sister—’

‘Sorry – she’s your problem.’

Lake sighed loudly. ‘What can I do? I’m ten. I can’t do it by myself. You’ve got to help me.’

Jackson’s dopey eyes glazed over. ‘Nothing I can do. You’re on your own.’

‘There has to be something.’ She started to cry.

Jackson felt a pang as he watched the tears come. ‘Ah – don’t start the waterworks.’

‘I can’t help it.’

‘Look – you don’t understand, there’s literally nothing I can do.’ It wasn’t an act. He felt torn. ‘All the tears in the world aren’t going to change that.’

Lake kept crying.

‘You need to stop now. Aunty Kay will be here any minute.’

‘Please help me,’ she whimpered. ‘Please.’

Jackson scratched his head. ‘I’m sorry, little girl …’

There was a sound outside in the entrance hall, a key being turned. Miss MacGregor was home.

‘Please.’

‘I told you – nothing I can do. I’m sorry.’

The front door opened, followed by the familiar thud of Miss MacGregor’s footsteps.

‘Don’t be a chicken!’ Lake said exactly what she sometimes said to Birdy, a childish silly remark to evoke a strong response. Unfortunately she could never have predicted his reaction.

‘How dare you!’ Jackson’s voice rose and Lake panicked.

‘What’s going on in there?’ Miss MacGregor boomed from the hallway. Lake started to shake; she was terrified.

‘How dare you talk to me like that!’ shouted Jackson, clearly trying to get Miss MacGregor’s attention.

‘What’s going on in here?’ Miss MacGregor bellowed.

Lake squirmed in her seat.

‘She wants me to go behind your back and help her escape!’

Miss MacGregor’s nostrils flared. ‘She what?’

‘I never said that, I never said that. He’s lying,’ Lake pleaded as her tormenter charged at her.

‘Are you calling my nephew a liar?’ Miss MacGregor grabbed Lake by the scruff of the neck and lifted her from the chair so that her feet dangled in the air. She decided not to fight. It was pointless. There was no escape.

Later that evening as she lay curled up in the doghouse, she thought about her sister.

‘I’ll never give up on you, Birdy. I promise I’ll find you.’

[image: ]

Under the house, the mountain of clothes had turned into two hills. One hill was of items still yet to be ironed, and the other was an almost toppling pile of folded sheets and towels and dishcloths. Birdy had sorted the easiest items to iron and fold, and had got better and faster as the days passed, but the work was endless, exhausting and she was miserable.

But Birdy being Birdy remained determined and she made attempt after attempt to escape through the laundry chute, until the day when Miss MacGregor entered the laundry room at the same time that Birdy dropped down from the chute.

But to her surprise, Miss MacGregor didn’t do anything. She just looked at Birdy with a strange smirk, glanced up the chute, down at Birdy, smiled, and left the room.

The next day, as Birdy entered the laundry, a man was in the room with Miss MacGregor.

‘Birdy, this is my nephew Jackson,’ Miss MacGregor said calmly. ‘He’s useless, mostly, but he does some odd jobs round the house.’

For a small moment, Birdy wondered if Miss MacGregor meant that Jackson had come to help with the ironing.

‘He’s come to install some locks,’ Miss MacGregor continued, smiling up at the chute.

She watched as Jackson climbed the ladder to the chute opening, screwed a steel bolt into it and a matching bolt to the ceiling, then inserted a padlock to lock the bolts together.

‘All done, Aunty Kay,’ he said, handing the padlock key to Miss MacGregor, who in turn sneered at Birdy.

‘That’ll put a stop to your plans, you ungrateful wretch. And I expect the ironing to be finished by the end of the day. Especially now that you’re not wasting time trying to escape.’

Birdy’s heart sank. She said nothing but listened as the familiar sound of Miss MacGregor’s footsteps in the hallway – this time accompanied by the slightly faster thud of Jackson’s heavy boots – faded to silence. She looked at the locked door, and then up to the newly sealed laundry chute.

‘I’m not giving up, Lake,’ she vowed, her voice defiant. ‘I’ll find a way to you.’
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Believe it or not, seven long months rolled by and during that time, Lake and Birdy remained separated. A lot can change in seven months, especially for a child. For one thing, both girls had birthdays, Birdy turned eight and Lake turned eleven. I’m sure you’ve already guessed but there was no party or celebration for either girl, Miss MacGregor didn’t care.

Strange thing though, on the day that Lake turned eleven, she could have sworn she heard her sister’s voice calling out and wishing her a happy birthday. She thought she was imagining things but she wasn’t, Birdy had yelled at the top of her lungs from beneath the house.

Lake had grown in seven months, she was taller but thinner, as she would be, a growing girl living on the meagre rations doled out by the ever more stingy Miss MacGregor, and working dawn to dusk as well. Her blonde hair was always a mess and her pale complexion could never disguise the sorrow she felt.

Miss MacGregor hadn’t changed much, if anything she had become more demeaning and more impatient.

There were no more visits from Miss Olivia Banister from Child Welfare because, unbelievably, Miss MacGregor’s fake application to visit Africa with the two girls was granted. Of course we know that Miss MacGregor, and Lake and Birdy never actually went anywhere. But in the same duplicitous (that means deceitful or saying one thing, but actually doing another) way Miss MacGregor had applied for permission to take the girls, she wrote to the Office of Child Welfare three months later to reveal the sad news that both sisters had gone missing during a safari in Botswana, and were believed either to have been lost in quicksand or eaten by wild animals, or maybe even both.

What was even worse was that the Office of Child Welfare believed her.

‘Such a tragedy,’ they said of the girls’ disappea-rance. ‘Our hearts go out to poor Miss MacGregor during this difficult time.’

There were days during the seven months when quicksand or a lion attack might have been a more inviting option for Lake, but she soldiered on. She had no choice.

Until that all changed on one fateful afternoon.

While going about her daily chores, something extraordinary and unexpected happened. The weather had been erratic that month with frequent storms brewing up in the afternoons. On that particular day the skies had closed in with a thick layer of black clouds and Miss MacGregor gazed out the window with concern. There was washing drying on a ramshackle steel clothes line.

‘Lake, get outside and bring that washing in and then throw it down the laundry chute,’ she yelled. ‘There’s a storm on the way.’

Lake, remembering an unfortunate situation when a stray cat that she had taking a liking to (and Miss MacGregor hated the very sight of) had been struck by a bolt of lightning while leaning up against the clothes line, protested.

‘If there’s thunder and lightning, I might get hit,’ she said. ‘It’s too dangerous!’

‘Rubbish!’ Miss MacGregor scoffed.

‘You remember Lenny the cat? There was the smell of burnt hair in the garden for ages.’

‘Silly animal got what he deserved. Get out there this instant, or you can forget dinner this evening.’

Now the world is an incredible place and karma has a funny way of coming back to deal with you when it’s least expected. (Karma is cause and effect – if you do something good, then something good will happen to you. Or, on the other hand, if you do something bad, like faking being sick so you can take a day off school and then the next day you actually do get sick – that’s karma.)

Lake was petrified as she walked out into the garden while Miss MacGregor observed her every step of the way from the window. The air was charged with electricity and the impending storm had stretched a cloak of tension over the whole land.

A loud crack of thunder rang out as Lake reached the clothes line and a gust of wind whipped through the air. She needed to hurry.

Lake moved as fast as she could, while jagged lines of lightning illuminated the sky in the distance. She had only one item left to get: Miss MacGregor’s favourite grey blouse. She reached out to grab the thick fabric – and it happened.

Karma struck.

From the depths of the clouds came the most terrifying fluorescent blue and white light, a bolt of lightning the likes of which had never been seen. With military precision, it blasted down from the heavens and struck the roof of the vile house. In milliseconds, Lake watched as it zipped from top to bottom, blasting the house like a giant laser beam from the sky and shaking the huge structure right to its foundations. Suddenly the lightning was gone and almost as quickly, the clouds that had gathered began to drift away. That was when Lake noticed a peculiar sight from a house window, the same window that Miss MacGregor had been observing from.

The old woman was still standing there, but she no longer appeared the same. Her once neatly-coiffed grey hair was now standing up wildly and wisps of smoke seemed to be emanating from every part of her body. Her eyes were empty and her body was frozen. Suddenly, as if an invisible hand had reached out and nudged her, she collapsed and disappeared.

Lake couldn’t believe her eyes.

‘Miss MacGregor!’ she screamed and made a dash for the house. As she ran, so many thoughts spiralled through her mind.

What had happened? Was she all right?

It was just like Lake to think that way, her kind and nurturing spirit putting the needs of somebody else before her own, even an evil troll like Miss MacGregor.

Maybe she was dead. Was that really possible?

As Lake approached the door, her heart pounded in her chest. Reaching for the door handle, she felt a sudden surge of electricity that made her yelp. Her hand went numb and she could feel the electric current coursing through her veins. ‘Wow!’ she cried. ‘If there’s still electricity in the door, then Miss MacGregor doesn’t stand a chance.’

She waited a few minutes and touched the handle again, bracing herself for another shock. To her relief, this time it was safe to enter. The air inside was thick and smoky. Swinging the door wide open she walked cautiously to the front room, where she’d last seen Miss MacGregor at the window. A sense of unease crept up on her. Miss MacGregor lay motionless on the floor.

Lake edged closer, but didn’t know what to do. Tapping her boot gently against the old woman’s body, she waited for a response. Nothing. She tapped again, this time a little harder – still nothing. Miss MacGregor was actually dead.

The idea of Miss MacGregor being dead took time to sink in, but then it did …

‘She’s dead, I’m finally free!’ Lake whimpered. Then she let out a humongous scream: ‘I’m free!’

She backed away from the body. Her mind was racing. She found herself uncertain of what to do next.

‘Police!’ she said suddenly. ‘I need to fetch the police.’

She moved urgently now, with purpose. She knew what she had to do and she wouldn’t hesitate any longer. In a flurry, she raced out the front door, slamming it behind her, then dashed down the long driveway. Nothing would get in her way now, but little did she know that events would soon unfold to make her wish she had stayed in that house just a bit longer.

Miss MacGregor wasn’t the only thing hit by lightning that day. A strange rumbling sound could be heard from behind the massive wooden bookcase that flanked the right wall of the library, the same one Jackson had been fixing all those months earlier. Lake had spent countless hours sitting in front of the bookcase, as Miss MacGregor was not only a slave driver, but insisted that Lake read to her out loud from the most boring books imaginable. Books with titles like Parsnips: An Exhaustive History or The Trials and Tribulations of a Victorian Era Rural Headmistress. She often rapped Lake across the knuckles with a steel ruler when she read a word incorrectly or showed any reluctance.

Never in her wildest dreams would Lake have guessed that the bookcase covered a secret doorway to a staircase that led down to the basement.

The rumbling grew louder and more persistent, like a claw scratching and scraping on the other side of the wall.

Suddenly, there was a loud bang as a foot kicked hard from inside.

‘Let me out! Help! Let me out!’ It was Birdy.

Birdy was in the laundry room when the lightning struck the house. Fortunately, the electric shock was contained within the iron socket, which exploded with a loud bang and a puff of smoke. Birdy jumped with fright, and then, uncertain of what had happened, she hesitated, frozen with fear.

The basement felt strange, a peculiar weight was hanging in the air. It was the aftermath of electricity but Birdy didn’t know that. She cautiously moved toward the hallway. Suddenly, a frightening sound pierced the silence – a voice yelling, ‘I’m free.’ Birdy instantly recognised Lake’s voice. If Lake was shouting ‘I’m free!’ then perhaps that meant—Miss MacGregor was gone? Or dead?

‘Lake!’ Swiftly, Birdy sprang into action, running down the hallway, turning corners until she faced a locked door.

A fury was rising up within her. She was angry, very angry. Something crossed her mind – the memory of how she had summoned the strength to break Miss MacGregor’s arm. Could she summon it again?

‘Here goes nothing,’ she declared, making a fist and slamming it towards the door. It felt like hitting concrete, and pain shot through her hand as she slumped onto the floor. The door was unharmed. ‘Stupid door!’ she exclaimed, looking at her throbbing hand. She felt tears roll from her eyes and immediately her mind was filled with thoughts of reaching her sister. Lake’s face stayed clearly in her thoughts: her loving eyes, her forgiving smile. The image was vivid and strong and magical. Birdy took a breath and approached the door.

‘I’m coming, Lake,’ she said, closing her eyes before launching her fist at the door again. A thunderous bang filled the air, and when she opened her eyes, the door was off its hinges, lying flat on the ground. Birdy rubbed her hand, expecting pain, but it felt fine. ‘Wow,’ she whispered.

No time to waste – she wasn’t free yet. Behind the door, a short staircase led to another door. Or so it seemed. As she approached, she realised it was the back of a bookcase. Without hesitation, Birdy kicked and banged until the bookcase door finally gave way, crashing down with a creak and a crack.

Amidst the rising dust, Birdy emerged, coughing and spluttering. Looking back, she saw she was in the library room of the house, and the door she had demolished was a secret passage to the basement.

‘Lake!’ she screamed as she burst into the corridor. ‘I’m here Lake! Lake!’

Birdy charged through the house, searching from room to room and bellowing her sister’s name. Finally, she found herself standing in the room where Miss MacGregor lay crumpled on the floor. But as soon as she caught sight of the body, she froze in her tracks.

‘Whoa!’ she gasped, staring at it. After a moment’s hesitation, she looked over her own shoulder, to check that no one could hear what she would say next. She knelt down, put her lips close to Miss MacGregor’s ear and whispered, ‘Serves you right, you smelly old cow!’

She stood up swiftly. ‘I’ve got to find Lake!’ she said, her voice rising determinedly.

Unlike Lake’s, her instinct was to leave through the back door rather than the front. Over seven months, many thoughts will circle through a person’s mind, but one thought in particular kept coming back to Birdy: the small wooden boat at the back of the house. As she hurried past the stables, she hoped with all her heart that it would still be there. And it was.

‘Ah – the river,’ she muttered to herself. ‘The river will bring me to somewhere … and to someone who can help.’ She boarded the boat and pushed away from the bank, the current sweeping her out. The wind whistled in her ears, and the water splashed against the sides of the boat as she drifted downstream. A shiver ran down her spine, and she felt a sudden sense of unease – where she would end up, she had no idea.
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Lake was breathing heavily as she ran from the house, down the driveway and out to the gravel lane. She hadn’t been beyond the gate since the day she and her sister arrived all those months ago. She was disoriented. The lane seemed to twist and turn into the distance with no clear end in sight and the high hedges made it impossible to know exactly where she was. Was there a major road up ahead? Was she even running in the right direction?

Her legs felt heavy and sore with each step she took, but she never stopped, despite her lungs’ desperate plea for more air. Fear kept her moving, fear that the old witch might somehow have come back to life and suddenly be behind her. She wouldn’t put it past her. Every few minutes she would look back just in case – but there was no sign of Miss MacGregor. She was on her own.

Thoughts of her beloved sister Birdy swirled through her head. She was urging Lake to keep up the pace, not to quit. She thought about the months of mental torture they’d endured from the cruellest of persons imaginable. She thought about the future and what might lie ahead for her.

Finally, off in the distance, she could hear the first sign of real freedom, a dull hum of passing traffic. It was still far away but it was a glimmer of hope that civilisation was within reach. She was determined to get to the police and tell them everything.

Despite her exhaustion, she mustered every ounce of strength she had left and pushed forward. Her legs ached and her breath was short, but she knew that stopping was not an option. The hum grew louder and more defined, filling her with renewed hope.

Soon the laneway reached an intersection.

She stopped to catch her breath and scanned the road. Both directions looked similar and much like the laneway, they meandered off with no hint of where they were leading. Suddenly a white van came into view, travelling at speed towards her from the right. She suddenly felt exposed, unprepared to face the world outside. Her immediate impulse was to step away from the road.

But what was she doing? She wanted to be rescued – not passed by. She decided to try to catch the driver’s attention. But she did much more than that. The driver, who had not been paying attention to anything at all, was forced to slam on the brakes. Lake let out a deafening scream as she shut her eyes and braced for impact. Thankfully the car screeched to a halt only a few metres away, but the driver was far from pleased.

A bearded man climbed out of his van and stormed straight for her.

‘What the blazes do you think you’re doing?’ he shouted, his voice like thunder. ‘I could have killed you, you silly girl! Don’t you know better than to run out onto the road?’

Lake was dazed and tried to speak, but her throat was dry and her voice barely came out as a whisper. ‘I – I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to – I just need help.’

Seeing her distress, he calmed down. ‘Are you all right?’ He was elderly, tall, thin and wrinkled. His eyes were gentle and he spoke with a well-manicured accent.

He was composed now and was aware that Lake needed a gentler approach. Something suddenly caught her eye and she started to tremble. It was a large knife in a holster on his belt.

‘Are you all right, child?’ he repeated, noticing her unease.

Lake was too nervous to speak, transfixed by the knife.

‘What are you looking at?’ he asked before realising. ‘Oh.’ He smiled. ‘I’ve been out hunting today. It isn’t even sharp, its blunt. I just wear it for show!’

Lake was breathing heavily and the man tried to soothe her. ‘There, there, look, everything’s fine. Nobody’s been hurt, there’s no harm done, not a scratch on the car.’ He looked into her eyes. ‘You’re safe, okay?’

Those two words ‘You’re safe’ prompted Lake to tears and whether he liked it or not, she fell into his arms for a hug. The next thing he knew, she was telling him about the orphanage, not seeing her beloved sister Birdy for months, and the lightning.

Something rustled in the bushes close by, jolting Lake from her breathless story.

‘What was that?’ she whispered, pulling away from the man’s embrace.

He turned to look in the direction of the sound, then back at her. ‘I think it was just a squirrel or maybe a rabbit,’ he reassured her. ‘Don’t worry.’

Lake wasn’t convinced. ‘I think she’s coming for me!’ she cried.

‘Who?’ the man asked.

‘Miss MacGregor, she’s coming for me!’ Her heart thumped frantically, as her lungs struggled again for air.

‘Miss MacGregor.’ Obviously he knew the name.

‘She’s going to find me …’ The words wheezed out as the air was choked in her throat.

‘Calm down,’ the man urged. ‘You’ll make yourself sick.’

Despite his pleadings, she lost the ability to prevent what would happen next, and gasping with anxiety and a desperate bid for air, Lake fell unconscious, right into the man’s unprepared arms.
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Not far away, her sister Birdy was dealing with problems of her own. She had successfully boarded the small wooden boat but had seriously underestimated the speed of the current. The boat took off at a sickening pace.

What was she thinking?

Birdy had only ever seen the river from a distance, how could she have known that its source was in huge mountains many miles away. Like riding a bike down a steep hill, the river thundered along, uninterrupted – its destination, the Big City, Canonsburgh. The river sped through little villages along the way and recent heavy rains meant the water level was high, fuelling the river’s rage.

Birdy had never been on a boat before and didn’t know how to steer it; to make matters worse, she didn’t know how to swim either. Quick thinking saved the day, as she snatched the rope that had kept the boat tethered to the dock and tied it securely around her wrist. With this makeshift lifeline, Birdy felt slightly less adrift as the boat picked up speed and began heading down the river. She clung on to the sides, found her balance and then realisation hit her like a ton of bricks: she had escaped!

‘I’m free!’ she shouted at the top of her lungs, repeating her sister’s words. But where was Lake?

She looked about, at first hoping that she might see her sister, somewhere on the shore, and then in wonder; simple things like the sky and the ground and the grass and the trees, things we take for granted, she saw now with brand new eyes and it felt wonderful. Seven months in a dark basement is a very long time. It was exhilarating. She wanted to stay like this for as long as possible, with the taste of freedom still on her tongue. But she couldn’t escape the bad memories.

Why had Miss MacGregor been so cruel to her and Lake? What had they done to deserve it?

A wave of water gushed over the boat, quickly bringing Birdy from her memories and into the very dangerous present. The boat rocked from side to side and the river was changing rapidly, becoming narrow with rocks jutting up from its murky bed.

Underneath her, the boat was like a rag doll in the arms of a mischievous child, thrown in every direction while rapids struck the wooden hull with ruthless force, causing it to creak and groan, but those sounds were were no match for the deafening roar of the water. And just as she thought things couldn’t get any more terrifying, up ahead in the distance something caught her eye …

‘A waterfall?’

Birdy clutched the rope she had wrapped around her wrist. Even through a haze of mist, there was no doubting that the water up ahead dropped away from the horizon. As she looked about in panic, there was no option but to stay in the boat and hope for the best.
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As if a great hand had reached under the back of the boat and pushed it up 90 degrees, she felt suspended in mid-air for a moment and then came the drop. Birdy and her little boat plunged helplessly over the edge, followed by a torrent of raging water. In a race to the bottom, water thrashed her from every direction; the boat spun, flipped over and then crashed finally into the deep water below. Birdy’s face made contact first, slamming hard into the surface. Her eyes opened in panic as she quickly realised that she was being dragged under by the sinking boat. The rope wrapped around her wrist had tightened and there was no escaping the pull.

This couldn’t be how it would all end. It just couldn’t be.

She took the biggest breath she could, and as she felt the boat drag deeper and deeper, followed by an almighty jolt and then with great speed, she was moving in the opposite direction, back to the surface.

The little boat hadn’t given up – it was fighting against the force of the water and was taking Birdy along for the ride. She held on. Like an old sunken ship triumphantly raised to the surface, the boat speared its way upwards. Birdy gasped a lifesaving breath and climbed back in the boat. But she wasn’t out of danger yet. The furious river was still hurling itself towards its destination and that meant Birdy was going with it, farther and farther from Miss MacGregor’s house.

The sun danced in and out of the clouds above and warmed her small, shivering body. As she travelled, she watched the green countryside slowly get replaced by houses and grey buildings, roadways leading this way and that; she was nearing the city.

Up ahead, dark clouds of smog billowed from factory chimneys, polluting the once blue horizon. As the river merged with the city’s canals, drains with oozing sludge flowed in from both sides, causing the water to slow down.

The sounds of the city were filling her ears, bustling and continuous. Steam engines hissed in the distance and the clanging of machinery filled the air like an industrial choir.

Birdy felt a mixture of excitement and uneasiness. She was a tiny speck in this chaotic new world. Finally, the wooden boat came to a stop and, as luck would have it, rested up against a low standing stone wall. The relief Birdy felt was immense as she finally released the rope’s painful grip around her wrist and clambered onto the bank.

‘I never want to see that boat again,’ she uttered aloud as she walked along the uneven stone wall that led to a footpath.

The pathway meandered for a bit before being quickly swallowed up by the city. Only a few metres further she reached a busy road where cars, horse-drawn carts and pedestrians competed for the narrow road space. Overhead, huge buildings stained with soot and grime soared like towering giants, while below them, shops and houses were crammed into every available space. Compared with the countryside, the city was humongous and intense.

Dodging the traffic, Birdy crossed the road and found an alleyway where she could slip away, deeper into this new world. She gazed with wonder at the street vendors peddling their wares and the shopkeepers carefully arranging their windows. It was a new world for sure, but she liked what she was seeing.

Unfortunately, the people who passed her didn’t like what they were seeing. Birdy looked rough; her hair was a mess, her clothes ragged and still wet.

As she walked through the narrow streets, where sunlight struggled to penetrate the towering walls of buildings on either side, she encountered a well-dressed older woman with a posh accent and a fur coat to match. The moment she caught sight of Birdy she snorted, ‘I have no money for beggars, so don’t even think about it!’

Birdy stopped in front of a shop window and caught a glimpse of herself – and to her astonishment, it was the first time she had seen her own reflection in over seven months. ‘Is that what I look like?’ she whispered in disbelief, crawling closer to the glass to scrutinise her appearance.

As she continued to stare at herself, she was unaware that someone else was staring too – the shopkeeper from inside. Suddenly the woman’s face was directly in front of her on the opposite side of the glass. She banged loudly.

Birdy jumped back in surprise, her heart racing. The shop owner was a plump, middle-aged woman with a sour expression on her face like she’d just bitten into a lemon. ‘Get away from here!’ she yelled, then stomped out onto the street. ‘I’m sick of thieves like you loitering around my shop! Go on – get lost!’

Birdy’s heart began to thump as she pleaded, ‘Please, I’m not a thief, I need your help. I’ve been locked up by an evil woman and—’

‘Hah! An evil woman!’ The woman snapped. ‘Give me a break. Spare me your sob story and go tell someone else. I’m not falling for it. If I help you out, then you’ll help yourself out by robbing me. That’s how it works, right?’

‘That’s not true, I wouldn’t—’

‘Go on, get lost before I call the police!’

‘No, please,’ Birdy persisted. ‘You’ve got to believe me—’

‘Is there a problem here?’ said a commanding voice behind them.

Birdy turned round and to her relief discovered that a police officer had arrived on the scene.

‘Oh, thank goodness!’ she said. ‘I need your help.’

‘Quiet, you!’ he ordered, then turned to the owner. ‘Is this little beggar causing you problems?’

‘I’m not a thief!’ Birdy yelled insulted by his assumption.

‘As if! Just look at her,’ said the owner. ‘She’s been hanging round my shop, making outrageous claims and I know she’s going to rob me, like all those other little thieves that hang around this area.’ Suddenly a young girl emerged from the shop and stood alongside the woman. It was Beth, the bully from her old school.

‘Beth?’ Birdy could hardly believe her eyes.

‘Do you know this girl?’ enquired the police officer. Beth’s mother looked at her with surprise.

‘No, I’ve never seen her before,’ replied Beth, with a sly smile.

‘She’s lying,’ yelled Birdy at the top of her lungs, becoming hysterical. ‘She’s a liar.’

‘I’ll take it from here,’ the officer interrupted firmly, grappling with Birdy.

Birdy was genuinely in shock.

He produced a set of handcuffs. ‘Don’t try to run,’ he warned her. ‘I’m not in the mood for it.’

‘What are you doing with them?’ she asked.

‘What do you think?’ he smirked and then cuffed her before she had time to argue.

‘Let go of me!’ she screamed. ‘I did nothing wrong.’ Birdy began to wriggle and kick but the police officer was much too big and strong to be affected by her attempts to free herself.

‘Stop your nonsense!’ yelled the police officer.

‘This can’t be happening,’ thought Birdy. ‘It ’can’t be real.’

But it was real. Birdy had survived the orphanage, the dog house, the laundry room, the lightning strike and the waterfall, only to find herself immediately facing the prospect of being locked up once more. It is said karma has its own unpredictable timetable, but one thing is for sure, Birdy’s karma was well overdue.
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Lake’s head swirled and as her eyes gradually came into focus, she realised that she was no longer on the roadway with the old man. Instead, she found herself lying on a soft couch in a stranger’s living room. She immediately scrambled to her feet, feeling completely disoriented.

The room was long and spacious, with a high ceiling that gave it an airy feel. A sparkling chandelier hung perfectly in the centre, casting flecks of coloured light across the sun-soaked room. The walls were filled with framed paintings of extravagant-looking people, adding a touch of sophistication to the styling. Plush furniture of all shapes and sizes occupied every inch of available floor space.

Despite the attractive surroundings, Lake was in no mood to appreciate them. Her mind was instantly filled with the fear of being in a stranger’s home, with no idea how she got there, or what might happen to her next.

A soft voice interrupted her thoughts and Lake almost jumped out of her skin when she discovered a woman was sitting beside her on the couch. She hadn’t noticed her before.

‘It’s all right,’ the woman reassured her in a gentle tone. ‘You’re safe now. There’s nothing to worry about.’

‘Who are you?’ Lake asked, her voice trembling. ‘Where am I?’

‘It’s all right, you’re okay.’ The woman was young, possibly in her early twenties. ‘Everything’s going to be fine. My father told me the whole story, and we’ll get to the bottom of it, I promise.’ The woman’s sweet, calming voice and the elegant room gradually helped Lake’s thumping heart to slow down. She felt a sense of relief as she began to trust the stranger.

‘But my sister, we’ve got to rescue my sister, we’ve got to—’

‘We will, I promise.’ The woman smiled warmly; her eyes seemed to smile too.

‘You’re in my home,’ she said. ‘Actually it’s my father’s home, but I live here too. My father was the man you met on the road, before you fainted.’

‘Fainted?’ Lake was still confused.

‘My name’s Charlotte,’ the woman said, taking hold of Lake’s trembling hands. ‘What’s yours?’

‘Lake,’ she almost whispered, then paused as her mind drifted elsewhere. ‘And I have a sister named Birdy!’

‘That’s a lovely name.’

Just then, Charlotte’s father came into the room with a younger man. Lake sunk into her chair.

‘There’s nothing to worry about, Lake,’ Charlotte said. ‘This is my husband, David, and of course you’ve already met my father.’

Her father came closer. ‘Thank heavens you’re awake,’ he said. ‘I was worried about you. For a moment I thought you’d never wake up.’

‘How are you feeling? You were so distressed the last time we met.’

Lake sat upright, but she suddenly felt unable to speak.

‘Come on,’ whispered Charlotte, wrapping her in a comforting hug. ‘You’re safe now, everything will be fine.’

‘Absolutely,’ her father added. ‘You have nothing to be worried about now.’

‘Poor girl,’ David said to Charlotte under his breath. ‘She’s in shock!’

‘You don’t understand,’ Lake said. ‘I don’t think I’ll ever feel safe again.’

Charlotte urged Lake to confide in them. Lake told them much, but not all, of what she had endured: the orphanage and the flood, moving to Miss MacGregor’s house and her meanness, and then her cruel separation from her sister. Unsurprisingly, they were astounded by what Lake was telling them.

‘So you haven’t seen your sister since that awful fight?’ Charlotte said.

‘No. I don’t know what Miss MacGregor did to her.’

Charlotte’s father spoke. ‘Are you absolutely certain,’ he tried to soften his words, ‘well … that Miss MacGregor was not breathing?’

Lake looked at him quizzically.

He frowned. ‘You see, David and I have just come back from her house and there was no sign of her.’

Lake’s heart began to thump again. ‘That can’t be,’ she said. ‘Did you go into the house? She was on the floor near the front window.’

‘We did go in,’ David said in a low voice. ‘The front door was open, so we wandered inside and I’m afraid there was no sign of the woman that you’re speaking about!’

‘I’m not lying to you. She was there!’ Lake’s voice was loud and distressed. ‘I saw her lying in the centre of the floor. The lightning got her, there was smoke coming from her hair, I’m positive. I need to go back to the house. I’ll show you.’ Lake got to her feet, but felt a bit light headed and had to sit back down.

‘Right now,’ the father said, ‘you need to get your energy back. I’ve called the police and they’ll be over a bit later on.’

Charlotte leant over. ‘I promise you, Lake, we’ll get to the bottom of this.’

Reluctantly, Lake eased herself back onto the couch. She had waited seven months, what were a few more hours?
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The policeman was less than sympathetic to Birdy’s case.

He looked at her like a grumpy teacher from behind his desk in the open floor of the busy police station. He wasn’t a patient man and was starting to regret having brought her in. ‘So you’re trying to tell me,’ he mocked her, ‘that you and your sister River—’ ‘Her name is Lake, Officer Coyle,’ said Birdy, reading his name badge.

Officer Coyle waved her off with a dismissive gesture. ‘River, Lake, whatever. You and your sister are orphans who got caught up with some old woman, who locked you in a dungeon, then you escaped, nearly drowned in the river before snooping round someone’s shop. Is that what you’re trying to tell me?’

Birdy was optimistic. ‘Yes.’ She paused, then felt the need to correct him. ‘But it wasn’t a dungeon. It was a basement and I wasn’t snooping around, I was looking at myself in the shop window.’ Her big hopeful eyes peered into the cynical gaze of the policeman, imploring him to believe her. ‘I’m telling you the truth, I promise.’

Officer Coyle took a sip of his cold coffee, disgusted by its bitter taste. There was activity all around the police station, with officers and detectives handling any number of different cases and the hefty pile of paperwork on officer Coyle’s desk was so large that Birdy had to peer over it to see him properly.

Officer Coyle’s eyes rolled with exasperation. ‘Look at the state of you,’ he scoffed. ‘I’m sorry, but I’m not buying one word of your story.’

Birdy’s face went crimson. ‘You have to believe me, I’m telling you the truth,’ she pleaded. ‘Why would I lie about this?’

‘Because you’re no different from all your thieving little sewer rat friends,’ he leant forward at his desk. ‘You know who I’m talking about.’

‘I don’t, I promise.’

‘Rubbish. You and your mates have been robbing that neighbourhood blind for the past five months. Don’t play dumb with me.’

‘I’ve never robbed anyone, I wouldn’t. Please believe me. I’m telling you the truth.’ She was desperate for him to hear her, but she was facing a losing battle.

‘Look, missy,’ he spoke as though he was about to impart a great secret or a pearl of wisdom. ‘I’ve got a mountain of paperwork and, honestly, no more time to be wasting on you. How about we just call this your first and last warning. But if I see you hanging about on Gritton Street again, you’ll spend the night in a jail cell.’

Birdy wasn’t sure what he was saying. ‘So, you’re not going to help me.’

‘Didn’t you hear me? I am helping you! Get lost, beat it, get out of my sight!’

Outside the station, Birdy gazed out at the massive buildings and crowded streets, and couldn’t help but feel insignificant. What chance did a young girl like her have?

‘Psst!’ A sound came from somewhere nearby, barely audible under the sounds of the city. She looked in every direction, but couldn’t see anyone.

‘Over here.’ The hushed voice was coming from behind a tall statue of some heroic police officer.

‘Are you talking to me?’ she said, inching closer.

‘Yeah.’ A boy sidled out into the open. He was a bit shorter than Birdy, but looked to be around the same age. His long hair was scraggly and messy, his clothes were mismatched and untidy, but his eyes were warm and filled with excitement. ‘How’d you go with the police? I saw you get picked up on Gritton Street outside that shop.’

‘You saw me at the shop?’

‘Yeah, I was there. That’s our neighbourhood,’ he said. ‘We work the shops and houses from Gritton Street to Monk Avenue and pretty much all the north side of Canonsburgh.’

The names meant nothing to Birdy. ‘What are you talking about, is there a factory around there?’

He laughed. ‘Yeah, all right, you can drop the act. It’s not a cop you’re talking to now. You know what I mean. We rob, just like you do!’

Before she had time to answer, a group of police officers exited the building and the boy grabbed her arm. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’

Birdy didn’t hesitate. The prospect of dealing with another police officer was far less appealing than following a strange boy through the streets of the city. He darted off towards an alleyway, which led to a crowded street filled with market stalls. From there, they dodged a continuous stream of passers-by, and avoided horse carts and cyclists, before making their way onto another side alleyway. Birdy tried to take a mental note of the route, but it soon became impossible; it was all a maze of dark narrow laneways that looked the same. Finally, they emerged into a clearing near the dockside, where huge cargo ships were anchored and seagulls squawked and wheeled overhead.

‘I didn’t know we were near to the sea!’ said Birdy tasting the saltiness in the air.

‘Well, now you do,’ the boy said with a smirk. ‘Fishing and boats, that’s what this town’s famous for.’

Birdy looked around in wonder, taking in all the sights and the sounds. Ships’ cranes cluttered the sky in the distance, accompanied by the hum of factory machines and labourers, busy working their shifts. Fishermen worked hard, pulling their catch from boats, fixing their nets, and chatting with fishmongers. Gentle waves lazily kissed the shore.

As they moved forward, they came across a tired, old building. Once upon a time, it might have been a grand and important place, but now it just looked worn out, like it was waiting for someone to knock it down.

‘Home, sweet home,’ the boy said with a grin. Birdy looked at him, unsure of what he meant.

The dilapidated building was in a sorry state. Broken windows and wooden boards covered them up, and signs all along the walls warned, ‘STAY OUT’ and ‘PRIVATE PROPERTY.’ It seemed like the place didn’t want any visitors.

Birdy hesitated but the boy seemed unfazed. ‘Come on,’ he urged her with a laugh, already scaling the rickety wooden fence that surrounded the building. When he reached the top he looked back to discover that Birdy hadn’t followed him at all.

‘What are you waiting for?’ he said.

‘I’m not going in there.’ She folded her arms.

‘Why not?’

‘Can’t you read? We’re not allowed.’

‘Yeah, right!’ He laughed. ‘Who do you think put up all those signs? We did.’ He climbed higher. ‘Come on, you’ll be fine here.’

Reluctantly, Birdy took a firm grip of the fence and started up after him. Soon they were safely on the other side, standing before a short flight of concrete stairs that led to a double door. The boy went on ahead with great excitement, while she took it slowly.

‘Come on!’ he urged her.

They walked through the big double doors and found themselves in a huge hallway. ‘What is this place?’ The walls had peeling paint, and cracks ran across the ceiling like tree branches. It felt musty and cold, but even though it looked a bit broken, it wasn’t hard to picture how stunning it must have been a long time ago.

‘Welcome to the Journey’s End Hotel!’ he announced, strolling down the hallway, with a fancily decorated carpet beneath his feet. ‘Well, it used to be a hotel, but the owners ran off to America ages ago. Now, it’s ours.’

He moved quickly, passing by several empty rooms. Doors stood wide open, revealing spaces that had been stripped of anything worth taking long ago. Birdy peeked inside, spotting dusty floors and bare shelves before hastening to catch up with the boy.

Before they knew it, they arrived at another pair of grand double doors, which he joyfully kicked open.

‘Wow!’ Birdy gasped as she entered what must have been an old ballroom, easily distinguishable by the wide circular wooden patch in the ceiling where there’d once been an old chandelier.

‘Do you dance?’ he asked and proceeded to mimic a waltz across the floor.

Birdy grinned. ‘No.’ The boy tripped. ‘And neither do you, by the look of things.’

‘Very funny.’

The room was wide and high with tall dirty windows on the far side, draped in gaudy red curtains.

Birdy continued to take it all in. ‘It’s amazing.’ She paused. ‘Well – used to be!’

Her voice seemed to linger in the empty space, but that space wouldn’t be empty for long. A murmur of voices could be heard from somewhere in the distance. As the noise grew louder, it became apparent that a group of people were making their way towards the ballroom.

‘There’s more people here?’ Birdy suddenly felt uneasy.

‘Lots more! I told you – it’s our place.’

Adjacent doors were flung open suddenly, followed by hordes of dirty looking kids, ranging in ages from about seven to seventeen. Birdy was beginning to feel overwhelmed, as it was clear from the looks coming her way that she was the topic of conversation.

‘I think I need to leave,’ she said, backing away from the centre of the room. But she had nowhere to go and soon found herself in the centre of a crowd who had created a circle around her. They were closing in.

‘Don’t stress it,’ said the boy. Suddenly, everyone quietened to a hush and Birdy felt even more uneasy.

‘Who are you?’ someone asked.

Birdy said nothing; she didn’t know what to say.

‘Cat caught your tongue?’ A tall confident looking girl stepped forward and approached Birdy. She looked older than the others, dressed all in black and wearing a black sort of beret.

Birdy hesitated.

The girl drew nearer, and stood uncomfortably close to her. ‘Well let me tell you who I am,’ she said, addressing both Birdy and the room. ‘I’m Mikra. I run this place!’

‘Yeah, in your dreams!’ It was a boy’s voice from the back of the room. The crowd parted and he strode into the centre.

Mikra shook her head, sighing as this tough guy with the broad shoulders and tight cropped blond hair approached her.

‘We both run this place,’ he announced and reached out to shake Birdy’s hand. ‘Hi, I’m Mitch!’ He, too, was much older looking than most of the others and had an air of authority. Birdy shook his hand. ‘Officially no one really runs the place,’ he continued. ‘It runs itself. Mikra and I help move things along.’

‘Mitch and Mikra,’ Birdy said, looking at them both in turn. ‘What is this place?’

‘You didn’t tell her?’ Mikra said to the boy who had brought Birdy there.

‘She never asked.’ He shrugged.

‘Useless,’ snorted Mikra. ‘Did you even ask her where she came from? What she was doing on Gritton Street?’

‘There were police everywhere.’ The boy tensed up. ‘We had to leg it, there wasn’t time for a chat.’

Mikra was noticeably irritated and turned her back to them as she collected her thoughts. Mitch gently rolled his eyes and grinned. He knew what was about to happen. Suddenly Mikra turned back to face them, fury in her eyes and she started to yell at the boy. ‘She could be anyone, you idiot! She could be a cop’s daughter, a do-gooder from one of the posh schools. Do you want everyone to know where we hide out?’

The boy shuddered, and silence followed as the tension hung awkwardly in the air.

‘Give him a break.’ Mitch tapped Mikra on the shoulder and then confronted Birdy, who was still silent. He looked deep into her soft green eyes. ‘I don’t think we have to worry about this one,’ he said.

Birdy was mesmerised by him. ‘No, I promise, nothing to worry about with me.’

While Mikra behind him frowned, Mitch smiled. ‘I didn’t think so.’ He kept looking at Birdy and yelled out to the crowd, ‘What is this place?’

‘The home of the unwanted!’ they yelled back in unison.

‘That’s right,’ he explained, now addressing the crowd. ‘This is our home, the home of all the kids in this toilet of a city, who are unwanted, forgotten or have no place else to go.’ He faced Birdy. ‘Are you a kid like that?’

‘Birdy!’ she blurted out.

‘Birdy? That’s not exactly the answer I was expecting.’

‘That’s my name. Birdy.’

He threw her a broad smile. ‘Birdy,’ he continued, ‘are you an unwanted kid like the rest of us?’

‘Yes.’

‘Enough already.’ Mikra had grown impatient. ‘She needs to prove herself if she wants to stay here.’

Birdy suddenly perked up. ‘I don’t want to stay here. I need to find my—’

‘Your what?’ Mikra sneered. ‘You don’t want to stay here?’

‘You don’t understand,’ Birdy began. ‘I’ve just escaped from a terrible place and I need to—’

‘Oh, you’ll prove yourself all right.’ Mikra wasn’t letting her off the hook and she was angry. ‘No one comes into our home uninvited and thinks they can just walk away without proving themselves. How do we know we can trust you?’

‘But you can trust me.’ Birdy looked to Mitch for support.

‘There’s only one way to find out,’ snarled Mikra. Then she yelled, ‘To the vent!’

The crowd let out a cheer of excitement and before Birdy had time to respond, she was swept up by a wave of kids as they surged out of the room. They dashed through the twisting halls of the old hotel, arriving at last in what seemed to be an old forgotten service area. The room was dark and dust particles danced in the faint light that filtered through cracks and broken windows. Broken bits of machinery and debris lay scattered everywhere. In the centre of the room, there was a large hole in the ceiling and a busted air vent hung down. Birdy immediately thought about the laundry chute from Miss MacGregor’s.

‘Quiet!’ shouted Mikra. Everyone settled down and then she faced Birdy. ‘See that up there?’ She pointed to the hole. ‘It’s an air vent. It travels in one direction across the ceiling for about 100 metres. You need to crawl through it and we’ll meet you at the other end.’

Birdy was surprised. ‘Is that it? I just have to crawl through a tunnel?’

Mikra grinned coldly. ‘That’s all you have to do. Do that, and you can either join our gang, or you’re free to leave!’

Birdy had kept count of how many times she climbed up the laundry chute, it was one hundred and eighty. This was going to be a piece of cake.

‘I’ll do it,’ she said.

‘She’s going to do it,’ yelled Mitch. The crowd was excited.

Mitch approached Birdy, crouched down and said, ‘Climb on my shoulders and I’ll hooch you up into the vent. After that you’re on your own.’

The others looked on in anticipation as he lifted her into the air until she was hovering just under the opening. There was a metal ledge within reach.

‘Grab it!’ yelled Mitch. ‘And pull yourself up.’

Birdy reached out, got a firm hold on the metal lip and hauled herself into the starting point of the air vent. Mitch looked up at her and whispered, ‘No matter what, don’t stop!’

Birdy wasn’t sure what he meant but she could tell from his emphasis that it was important. She turned to face the inside chamber of the narrow air vent; the absolute darkness that lay ahead sent a shiver down her spine. She took a deep breath and crawled into the blackness. The air vent creaked and groaned with every move and as she inched forward, it became increasingly narrower until it was so tight she couldn’t even look back to where she’d come from. This wasn’t at all like the laundry chute! She was in absolute darkness now and beginning to feel caged in, but she didn’t stop. She kept moving forward, her fingers and knees scraping against the rough metal. Her only reassurance was that she could hear the murmur from the crowd below, following her progress.

Soon the vent came to a sudden block. She reached out and could feel only metal.

‘I can’t go any further!’ she shouted, frightened that she was now stuck in some kind of trap. She could hear them laughing down below.

‘This isn’t funny,’ she cried. ‘I’m stuck!’

She punched the metal wall, but it didn’t budge.

‘She’s not that bright.’ Mikra was sniggering.

She punched again with the same result. She felt claustrophobic, sweat rolled from her forehead. Suddenly she had a thought. Instead of punching in front of her, she raised her hands above her head and realised that the air vent had changed direction. That was why she couldn’t go forward. The vent had turned and was now going upwards.

Relieved, she started crawling upwards. It was difficult since the steel surface was slippery and the slope was steep. She struggled at first to get a grip, but then in the darkness her hand found something- a small bolt, maybe one of the many holding the vent together. It was only small, but strong enough to help her grip and drag herself forward. Before she knew it, she had managed to get to the top of the incline, where the vent levelled out once again.

For the briefest of moments she felt at ease, but a scratching, tip-tapping sound above set her heart thumping again. What was it? She crawled along further. The sound grew louder and now appeared to be coming from every side. Then the unthinkable happened, something jumped on her back. Birdy screamed at the top of her lungs and reaching behind to swipe off whatever it was, her hand made contact with a long, ridged tail. Rats! She yanked at the tail and the rodent went flying out of reach with a squeal as it hurtled by.

Birdy was petrified. She needed to crawl as fast as humanly possible. There were rats everywhere now, and their clawing and squirming sounds were sickening. They lined the path in front of her and she had to knock them away in the darkness. More rats landed on her back from connecting vents above her and one even nipped at the back of her neck, sending a sharp pain to her temples.

It was unbearable, but Mitch had said, ‘Don’t stop,’ and he was right! She thrashed her hands against the metal walls to scare off the rats in her path. She couldn’t see a thing and there appeared to be no end to it. Suddenly the vent took a sharp drop and Birdy went sliding at full speed. She felt like she was in the laundry chute again. She screamed and she noticed that the sound of her voice was beginning to reverberate more, which could only mean one thing – she was sliding towards an exit. Then, from the depths of the darkness there was a glimmer of white light.

She was going to crash onto the ground. But she couldn’t slow down and thought about how high up the vent was. She tried to drag her feet along the surface to break her fall, but nothing worked. The light grew brighter and she was running out of time. Then, like a cannon ball, she was fired out of the vent. She closed her eyes and hoped for the best but the hard thud she was expecting didn’t happen. She landed on something soft and springy.

Loud cheers and clapping followed and when she opened her eyes, she saw that she was lying on an old mattress that some of the kids were holding up in the air. They’d been waiting to catch her. Her heart was still racing but as she lay there panting, surrounded by applause, to her own surprise she was smiling.

‘You did it!’ shouted Mitch.

‘There were rats in there!’ she yelled, her relief suddenly replaced by anger.

‘It wouldn’t have been much of a challenge otherwise, now would it?’ He smirked.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

The others fell quiet as they listened to the conversation.

‘What’s wrong, princess?’ Mikra spoke finally. ‘Scared of getting your hands dirty?’

‘No.’ She thought about her time at Miss MacGregor’s. ‘It was easy!’ The crowd let out a roar and Mitch put an arm around her shoulder. ‘Come on, let me show you around.’
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Unlike her sister, Lake had no rats or tunnels to deal with. Charlotte, her father and her husband David were good people and she was beginning to feel more at ease in their company. However, she was becoming impatient to speak with the police officer that they had promised would come and visit. The sun had gone down on her first day of freedom and he still hadn’t shown up.

Charlotte sat across from her in the living room, reading a book.

‘You can stay here as long as you like,’ she said suddenly. ‘I’ve prepared a bedroom for you upstairs and as far as I’m concerned, it’s yours until you tell me otherwise.’

Lake smiled and thanked her. ‘You’re very kind,’ she said. ‘But I still need to find my sister.’

‘Of course you do,’ said Charlotte sympathetically.

Lake felt a lump in her throat as she spoke. ‘When Birdy disappeared, Miss MacGregor told me that if ever I wanted to see her again, I was to do every task she ordered, without question.

‘I believed her. Why wouldn’t I?’ She shrugged. ‘I was sure that by night time on that first day, Miss MacGregor would drag Birdy back into the doghouse with me and that would be the end of the whole thing – but it didn’t happen. I asked her about Birdy.’

‘What did she say?’

‘She laughed at me.’

Charlotte’s steady eyes hardened as anger rose. ‘She laughed at you?’

Lake looked down. ‘Yes. And then she said, “Do you think it’s going to be that easy? You’ll see her when I’m good and ready. It might be today, might be next week, it might be in a year from now.” She told me that Birdy’s wellbeing was in my hands.’

Charlotte shook her head. ‘So that’s why you never tried to escape! That’s why you stayed there all that time?’

Lake nodded. ‘Every now and then Miss MacGregor would order me to work and she’d say things like, “Do it for Birdy” or “Don’t let your sister down.” She just kept me hoping.’

‘What a cruel and vindictive woman. There isn’t a prison that’s vile enough for the likes of her,’ Charlotte said angrily.

‘Thank goodness she’s gone now.’

Charlotte said nothing, remembering how her father and husband had found no evidence of Miss MacGregor being where Lake said she should be.

‘Did anyone ever visit the house – relative, a friend, anyone at all?’

‘She had no friends.’ Lake’s eyes widened. ‘There was Olivia Banister.’

Charlotte nodded, urging her to continue.

‘She’s the lovely woman from Child Welfare, but Miss MacGregor made sure she didn’t come by. She lied to her and said we’d vanished in Africa.’

‘Africa!’

‘And there was Miss MacGregor’s nephew, Jack – Jackson – he came by a few times to do work on the house. I asked him for help, but he took her side.’

Charlotte looked puzzled, but before she could ask, the living room door opened and her father entered, followed by a senior police officer.

Lake stood up. ‘Are we going?’ she said. ‘To the house?’

‘Shortly, Lake.’ Charlotte’s father said. ‘First, Officer Blackwell here would like to ask you a few questions.’

‘Hello, young lady,’ the officer said. ‘I’ve been brought up to speed on some of the details by this gentleman, and first, let me just say how courageous you are. It’s a truly harrowing ordeal you’ve been through.’ He was genuine, with a warm smile and gentle manner. Lake could sense sincerity in the way he spoke. ‘I’ve got two daughters myself and I can only imagine what you’ve been through, so I’ll make this brief. I’ve got one question really.’

Lake waited while he flipped through a small notebook.

‘When you entered the house, after the electrical storm, how do you know that Miss MacGregor was definitely dead?’

Lake had to think back to earlier that day, then she remembered. ‘Because when I tapped her with my boot a few times, she didn’t move at all. Her eyes were open, but she looked like she was frozen.’

The officer glanced at Charlotte’s father and even Lake could see what they were both thinking.

‘She’s dead! I know she’s is!’

The officer folded away his notebook. ‘Let’s be off then, shall we?’ he said with an air of closure, but Lake still sensed he had a seed of doubt.

The police car’s headlights cut through the night as they wound their way down the winding country road towards Miss MacGregor’s house. Lake’s eyes were heavy and despite her best efforts, exhaustion took over and she drifted into a deep sleep.

It felt like seconds had passed when she woke again. This time the car was parked in Miss MacGregor’s driveway. The house was in absolute darkness.

Officer Blackwell knocked on the front door but there was no answer. Charlotte’s father stood next to him.

‘I told you,’ the officer muttered. ‘It’s pointless to be visiting a potential crime scene at this time of night. If you and I weren’t old friends, I would never have agreed to this.’

‘I know, but I made her a promise.’

A gentle breeze hushed through trees as the moon ducked behind the clouds. The police officer knocked again. No response.

‘Did you close the door after your visit here this afternoon?’

‘You know what,’ said Charlotte’s father, ‘that’s a good question. I don’t think I did. In fact, I distinctly remember leaving the house as I found it.’

‘Mmm. Curious.’ The trees swayed once more. ‘Perhaps the wind slammed it shut.’ The officer touched the door handle and turned it and with a gentle push, the grand old doors swung open, revealing the entrance hall. Flecks of moonlight escaped the cloud cover above and lit the hall enough to draw them in.

Lake watched from the car window with dread and curiosity. She could hear Officer Blackwell’s voice as he spoke loudly inside, turning on lights as he moved along. ‘Good evening, it’s the police. Anyone home?’

Lake took a deep breath and got out of the car, preparing herself for what lay ahead. Charlotte followed close behind, offering silent support. They entered the house. She went straight to the front room, where she expected to find Miss MacGregor. Charlotte’s father was already there.

A rush of terror engulfed Lake as she looked at the floor and saw no sign of the old woman. She ran to the spot where she’d last seen her.

‘This can’t be!’ she shouted. ‘It can’t be – she was right here, right in this exact spot!’ She crouched down on the floor as though she was looking for some evidence of what she had witnessed.

Officer Blackwell approached her. ‘There’s no one here,’ he said distantly.

‘But I promise you, I’m telling you the truth. If she isn’t here, she must be somewhere in this house!’ She raced out of the room, charging through hallways and in and out of countless rooms. The adults followed, but struggled to keep up with this girl who knew the house like the back of her hand.

Lake raced from the front rooms to the back, opening cupboards, looking behind furniture, checking any place where someone could hide. There was no sign of Miss MacGregor. Finally she was back at the front of the house and found herself alone in the library, exactly where Birdy had escaped from earlier that day. The room looked normal, the huge bookcase that she had often visited stood there, flat against the wall. Nothing was out of the ordinary. The secret door was closed and in disguise once more.

Moments later, Charlotte arrived, followed closely by the men. Lake was sitting on the floor, dazed and breathless.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I had to see for myself.’

‘We shouldn’t have come here tonight,’ said Charlotte’s father. ‘I was wrong to suggest it.’

Officer Blackwell nodded. ‘Look, Lake, you’ve been through enough today. Let’s call it a night and I’ll be out here in the morning with a team of officers to examine the house fully.’

‘Okay.’ She had to fight to keep her voice steady as she stood up and followed them out of the room. Suddenly she stopped dead still in the doorway. ‘I think I just heard something!’ she whispered.

Charlotte fell silent to listen, but on hearing nothing, spoke again. ‘What did you hear?’

Lake’s hands were trembling. ‘I thought I heard someone say, “I will find you”.’

Charlotte listened. She heard nothing.

‘You’re just tired. You’ve been through so much. Come on.’ She placed her arm around Lake’s shoulders and led her to the front door. ‘Your mind’s starting to play tricks on you. Rest tonight and we’ll handle it all properly in the morning.’

Lake took one last look over the house before walking back to the car.

‘I will find you.’ The words rang out in her head. She must have being hearing things. The room was empty. She’d seen it with her own eyes. There was no one there. The drive back to Charlotte’s was once again quiet. Occasionally headlights from a car somewhere behind in the distance would bounce off the rear-view mirror, startling everyone for a moment.

‘Has that car been behind us the whole way?’ said Lake.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ said the officer. ‘It’s just someone lost.’

Yet some time later, lying exhausted in the bed that Charlotte had prepared for her, Lake found sleeping impossible.
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Whenever I think about staying in a hotel, I imagine a bed so big that you could get lost in it, with blankets so snug that they wrap around your body, warmer than a grandparent’s hug. I see room service with the most delicious food you can imagine and a team of hotel staff waiting on my every demand. Birdy’s first night of freedom in the Journey’s End Hotel was nothing like that.

Instead, she relayed the story of Miss MacGregor and her sister Lake to the entire group – Mitch listened with an open mind, but Mikra wasn’t convinced.

‘Sounds far-fetched to me,’ she said.

‘It’s not. It’s the truth!’ said Birdy.

Mikra rolled her eyes. ‘Seven months locked in a basement?’

‘I wouldn’t make something like that up!’

Mitch stepped in. ‘We hear a lot of stories here,’ he said calmly, ‘Tall stories. But the truth is never as exciting.’

‘The truth?’

‘The truth,’ he said, ‘that most of us woke up one day and realised that we had nothing and had nowhere to go. No one wants their story to sound like that!’

Birdy sighed as she looked across the room at all the other children. She felt her heart sink.

‘But we don’t spend our time crying about it,’ Mikra said. ‘You leave your sob story at the door on the way in.’

Birdy looked to Mitch for some semblance of empathy, but she could tell from his eyes that he agreed with Mikra.

‘I’m telling you the truth, though.’ Birdy yawned.

‘You’re tired,’ Mitch said. ‘Let’s find you a place to sleep.’

Mikra glared at him. ‘There are no special privileges here,’ she said. ‘She can find her own spot to sleep.’

Mitch gave her a side-eye. ‘Ease up on her, Mikra.’

Birdy stood beside Mitch, her eyes becoming heavy.

‘Don’t worry about her,’ he said to Birdy. ‘She’s like the mamma of the gang; she doesn’t mean any harm. She’s just protective of everything we’ve got here.’

Mitch led her down one of the corridors. ‘The good news is: we don’t have far to travel. You’re sleeping in the room at the end.’ It was only metres away and, like the rest of the building, it was run down and bare, so bare in fact that Birdy blurted out, ‘Where’s the bed?’

Mitch laughed. ‘It’s not the Ritz you’re staying at! The only beds we’ve got here are made of concrete.’

Birdy said nothing, but kept looking around the empty room hoping that a bed would magically appear. It didn’t.

‘Okay, then,’ Mitch said, heading for the door. ‘I’ll leave you be. We’ll get up bright and early in the morning and get some breakfast. I’d say you’re starving.’

‘I am,’ she said distantly as she chose a corner to lie up against.

Mitch watched as she tried to get comfortable on the cold hard floor. ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Let me grab something for you.’ He ran out and was back moments later with an old blanket in his hand. ‘It’s not much,’ he said. ‘It’s mine, but I don’t need it tonight. You can have it.’

Birdy could hardly believe it. ‘Are you sure?’ she said. ‘That’s such a kind thing to do.’

‘No worries,’ he said. ‘Sleep well.’

Birdy curled up under the blanket, the ground was uncomfortable, but Mitch’s kindness made it more bearable. So many thoughts were running through her head, but as soon as she shut her eyes, they faded into darkness as she fell into a deep sleep.

Morning arrived, with sunlight breaking through the cracks in the wooden boards that barricaded the windows. Birdy opened her eyes and was shocked to discover that she’d woken up in almost the same position she’d fallen asleep in. She hadn’t moved a bit all night.

‘I was wondering if you planned on getting up at all today.’

She was surprised by the voice: it was Mitch and he was sitting not far away. She sat up and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. ‘How long have you been sitting there?’

‘Long enough to hear you snoring like a chainsaw.’

‘I did not!’ she said. ‘Did I?’

‘Only joking. I just got here.’

She grinned. ‘So what are we doing today?’

‘Breakfast! Time to find some.’

‘Find?’

‘Yes. We find it – then we take it.’

Birdy got out from under the blanket and started to fold it. ‘We take it? You mean steal food?’

‘You don’t need to fold that,’ he said.

‘We can’t go stealing food.’

‘It’s either that, or we don’t eat,’ he said as she handed him the blanket. ‘Thanks.’

Birdy thought for a moment. ‘I’ve never stolen anything before. Can we work for food?’

‘Work for food?’ Mikra’s voice was unmistakable. And there she was. ‘You’ve got a lot to learn about living on the streets.’

Mitch frowned.

‘Have you looked in the mirror lately?’ Mikra sniffed. ‘There’s no one giving handouts to people like us. We’re the forgotten, unwanted, and unless you plan on starving, you’ll do like the rest of us!’

The night’s rest had refuelled Birdy’s senses and while she understood what Mikra was saying, she wasn’t happy with being talked down to. ‘So that I can be just like you,’ she sneered. ‘Always angry!’

‘How dare you!’ Mikra lunged at her and was only stopped in her tracks by Mitch.

‘She’s joking with you!’ he yelled. ‘Cool it.’

Mikra gave him a fake smile. ‘I know she is, because she knows what’s good for her, and messing with me wouldn’t be a good move.’ The two girls eyed each other, then Mikra declared it was time to get going and left the room.

Mitch looked at Birdy. ‘What was that?’ he said grimly.

‘What?’

‘You know what I mean. Mikra’s not someone you want to have as an enemy. You need to say you’re sorry.’

‘I will not.’ She dug her hands into her pockets.

‘Trust me. Say you’re sorry. It’ll go better for you.’

Birdy shrugged. ‘Maybe,’ she said and nodded at the door. ‘So are we going?’

‘You. Are. Trouble,’ Mitch said, shaking his head. ‘All right – let’s go!’
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Lake hadn’t slept much, but welcomed Charlotte’s voice as she greeted her with a chirpy, ‘Good morning, how did you sleep?’

She didn’t want to disappoint Charlotte. ‘Really well.’ she lied.

‘Ah! Fabulous to hear.’ Charlotte’s warm smile was hard to resist. ‘I was thinking you and I might drive into town and buy you some new clothes.’

‘New clothes?’

‘Yes, I know it’s frivolous, but a new dress is a wonderful way to cheer yourself up, and you definitely need one. What do you think?’

Lake knew it would be some hours before the police officer would be in touch again, and given how restless her night had been, the prospect of distraction and new, clean clothes was inviting. ‘I’d love to go,’ she said.

‘Excellent! Let’s not waste another minute. I say we go right now.’ Charlotte clapped her hands. ‘I do have one errand I need to make along the way, though. My uncle lives in town and I need to drop some documents off to his house. It won’t take me long.’

It’s quite amazing how different the world can look by daylight. The drive from Charlotte’s house into town was entirely different from the drive they had taken the night before to Miss MacGregor’s house. The gloom and apprehension of that drive were in stark contrast to what they were experiencing now. The countryside was lush and drenched in sunshine. Even the greyness of the city in the distance had glints of silver.

As they drew closer, buildings two- and three-storeys high huddled together as the roads became narrower and more complicated. Walkways filled up with busy people on their personal missions and the traffic stopped and started endlessly. Lake looked on from the car window, consumed by a bigger world she had forgotten existed. A river wound through the city and as she followed it with her eyes it seemed to bind the streets and the many little bridges together – the city had been built around it.

‘It’s faster to cross the city by foot than in a car or on horse-cart: lots of walkways but only one main road.’ Charlotte sighed as they came to a standstill. ‘It’s peak traffic time. Everyone’s on their way to work!’

Lake didn’t mind: she was totally preoccupied.

And, so was Birdy. At that exact same time, she was making her way through the city too.
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Mitch and Mikra were leading the way, followed closely by Birdy and a number of others whose names Birdy hadn’t managed to remember yet. Unlike her older sister Lake, who was enjoying a relaxed drive in the back seat of a car, Birdy was in the midst of the morning chaos. Crossing cobbled pavements and old cast iron bridges, amidst throngs of people, she witnessed firsthand both the beauty and the grime of the city named Canonsburgh.

That wasn’t all she witnessed. True to his words of ‘find and take’, Mitch and the others set about doing exactly that. They began to pick pockets from unsuspecting passers-by and help themselves to food from street vendors who weren’t quick enough to stop them.

‘That’s wrong,’ she said, catching up to Mitch. ‘You can’t just steal from people. What did they ever do to you?’

‘Nothing,’ said Mikra, overhearing her. ‘That’s the point. They’ve never done a thing for us.’

‘Have you asked them?’

Mikra turned to face Birdy. ‘What? Have I ever asked them for help – is that what you’re asking me?’

Even Mitch found this comment amusing.

‘Yeah.’ Have you asked for help? Stealing something that doesn’t belong to you isn’t nice.’

Mikra looked at Mitch and the others with a devious smile on her face.

‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’ll tell you what: if you can get one of these people to stop and help you out, within five minutes, I’ll quit doing what I’m doing. I’ll never rob another person again. How does that sound?’

Birdy didn’t like her tone of voice. There was something sinister to it. ‘And what if I can’t get someone to help me?’

‘Then I get to dare you to do anything I like, and you can’t refuse.’

Birdy considered the proposition. She looked to Mitch for his opinion, but his eyes told her nothing. The other kids were grinning wildly, which wasn’t a good sign either. The pedestrians went on their way and as she stared into their faces, she was certain that she saw glimmers of hope and maybe even kindness. Surely Mikra couldn’t be right.

‘You’ve got a deal!’

Mitch shook his head and grinned. ‘You’re going to regret this,’ he said.

‘Yes she will.’ Mikra looked at her watch. ‘And your time starts now!’

‘Now?’ Birdy frowned.

‘That’s right – and you’re running out of time.’

All around her were people – rich people, poor people, people of every shape, size, colour and race. The only way to start was by picking one.

The first person she asked claimed to have no money. The second said nothing at all. So did the thirds, fourth and the fifth.

The other children in Mitch’s gang found it highly amusing to watch Birdy’s failed attempts at getting someone’s help. They laughed as they saw her approach a family of three passing by – a father, mother, and daughter – thinking surely they’d be sympathetic to her pleas.

But before Birdy could finish her sentence, the father interrupted her. ‘Don’t look at her,’ he instructed his family. ‘She won’t pester you if you don’t give her any attention.’

The family then proceeded to ignore Birdy, like she simply didn’t exist.

‘You have one minute left,’ announced Mikra.

‘I’ll help you.’ It was a man maybe in his early twenties, tall and lean with bright blue eyes. But what caught Birdy’s attention the most was the way he seemed to glow in the sunlight. As he stepped closer, a beam of light shone down on him, illuminating his features and making him look almost angelic. He was focused solely on Birdy and in doing so even accidentally bumped into Mikra on his way, which the other kids found amusing.

‘What’s your name?’ he said.

‘Birdy.’

‘That’s a wonderful name! You know there’s places you can go to get help – there’s a refuge just a few blocks away.’

Birdy’s time was running out. ‘I know,’ she lied. ‘But I just need some money so I can eat. It’s been three days since I last had food.’

‘Oh that’s terrible – in a city like this!’ He started to rummage in his inside jacket pocket for his wallet. ‘Let me see how much I can give you.’ Suddenly he stopped what he was doing. His face turned pale as something bad crossed his mind.

‘Where’s my wallet?’ he said. He began to pat all his suit pockets frantically, then looked at Birdy. ‘I’m sorry, my wallet’s not in my pocket. I think I’ve been robbed.’

‘Robbed!’

He was flustered and upset. ‘I’m so sorry, I won’t be able to help you. I’m sorry.’

‘Wait!’

But already he was gone from her side, swallowed up by the streets and the crowd, yet in the confusion, the snide expression on Mikra’s face was crystal clear.

‘Such a shame,’ she said as she approached Birdy. ‘And you were so close.’

Birdy shook her head.

‘Pity, really,’ Mikra continued while reaching into her own pocket. ‘If only he could have found this!’ To Birdy’s horror and disgust, Mikra produced a wallet from her pocket.

‘How could you do that?’ she yelled. ‘You’re a dirty cheat.’

Mitch stepped forward. ‘Let me see that,’ he said, seizing the wallet and examining it. ‘It’s his wallet all right. That’s a low blow, Mikra – even for you.’

‘She cheated!’ Birdy could barely look at her. ‘That’s not fair.’

‘What’s fair is that you now have to do whatever I dare you to do and you can’t refuse. And I’ve got just the thing!’

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Mitch said, staring at Mikra. ‘I don’t think she’s ready for that.’

‘Ready for what?’ said Birdy.

‘She’s ready!’ said Mikra. ‘Follow me.’

Mikra charged ahead, her eyes buzzing with excitement. She darted through the laneways, her feet pounding the pavement with an almost manic energy. Birdy tried to protest, but no one was listening. The rest of the gang was too caught up in the thrill of the moment, eager to see what would happen next.

Birdy trailed behind them, feeling a sense of dread creeping up her spine. Finally they reached Gritton Street.

‘I know this street.’ She recognised one of the buildings. ‘That’s the shop where I got taken away by the police yesterday.’

Mikra kept walking towards a row of stately homes.

‘Where are we going?’ said Birdy.

‘That’s where.’ Mitch pointed to a tall Georgian style house, grand and imposing with a distinct red door and six large white trimmed windows spanning the three floors.

‘It’s beautiful,’ gasped Birdy.

‘It belongs to a wealthy barrister,’ explained Mitch, ‘Every day he gets a massive delivery of food dropped to his house – and we’re talking everything from bread to fruit to chocolate cakes and meat. His pantry has got to be packed to the brim.’

‘Chocolate cakes?’

‘We need someone to climb in one of the windows and then open the front door for the rest of us. That’s my dare for you,’ said Mikra.

Birdy was puzzled. ‘Why don’t you all climb in the window?’

Mitch was sympathetic. ‘There’s more risk of us all getting noticed.’

Birdy didn’t want to do it. ‘Is anyone home?’

‘No!’ Mikra scoffed.

‘Are you sure?’

Mikra faced her. ‘Are you doubting us?’ she said. ‘We’ve been watching this house for weeks. The owner lives alone, he leaves the house every morning at seven and doesn’t get back till after dark. It’s simple!’

It didn’t sound simple to Birdy, quite the opposite in fact. Only a day earlier she’d been arrested for just looking at herself in a shop window. What would happen if she was caught this time?

Mitch whispered in her ear, ‘You need to do this, or Mikra will never go easy on you.’

Birdy knew exactly what he meant. ‘Are you sure there’s chocolate cake?’ she whispered.

He smiled. ‘We’ve got your back.’

‘When do you want me to do it?’ she said.

‘No time like the present,’ said Mikra.

Birdy felt her heart beating.

‘You’ll be fine,’ Mitch said.

She took a deep breath and with her mind focused, walked towards the house. It was less than a few metres away, but she needed to cross a main road to get there and the traffic was heavy. It was difficult not to imagine drivers and their passengers looking at her suspiciously, as though everyone was aware of her intentions. She pushed those thoughts out of her mind and was soon on the footpath beside the house.

If only she had a house like this! Like the neighbouring houses, it had grand steps that led from the pavement to the front door, with fancy iron railings on each side for both decoration and gentle assistance.

Birdy looked back at Mitch and the others, who were hanging around as casually as they could. She wished they would call her back and tell her it was all just a silly joke, but they didn’t. She sighed, then checked the two large windows each side of the front door. It was clear why the kids had been watching this house in particular. The window on the left had a busted frame, warped somehow by the weather and as a result, it was clearly unlocked and accessible. Maybe this wasn’t going to be so hard, after all.

She glanced behind again. The street was a bit quieter and the quicker she climbed in the window, the less likely was the chance of being noticed. She dashed over to the window and began to prise it right open, placing her fingers between the warped wooden frame and the window ledge. Not as easy as she’d expected, but the window was certainly moving. She just hadn’t accounted for how heavy it was going to be.

Birdy felt her heart racing as she struggled with window. ‘It’s stuck.’ She tried to focus, to block out the sounds of the street behind her. Voices mingled with the hooting of car horns and the constant hum of the narrow alleyways.

‘Hurry!’ Mitch hissed.

‘What’s she doing?’ Mikra snapped. ‘She’s stuffing the whole thing up!’

Birdy wasn’t aware that, while she was battling the window, a car had pulled up outside the house.

‘No, someone’s arrived!’ Mitch was watching from across the street. He started waving his arms to catch Birdy’s attention, but she was too focused on the job.

‘I can’t do this!’ Birdy puffed as she suddenly let go and backed away from the window.

Two passengers got out of the car at exactly the moment that Birdy had decided her mission was futile. It was Charlotte and Lake.

‘Come with me,’ Charlotte said to Lake. ‘I’ll only be a few minutes. I need to drop this in to my uncle’s house.’ She was distracted talking to Lake and neither of them was concentrating on where they were walking. Birdy was equally distracted, her mind set on one thing only – getting away from there.

Sometimes being distracted is a good thing because it can take your mind off things that you don’t want to think about. But mostly, when you’re distracted you make mistakes. It’s no wonder then, that with two distracted worlds chaotically in motion, something was bound to happen. And it did.

With an almighty smack, as Birdy was backing away from the house, she slammed into Lake and Charlotte who were walking up the steps. The impact of the collision was so sudden and unexpected that all three tumbled down the steps and onto the footpath. For a moment, they lay there in a heap, dazed and disoriented. Then, slowly but surely, they began to pick themselves up.

Birdy was the first one back on her feet. ‘I’m sorry!’ she said as she hurried to get away, only taking note of Charlotte. ‘I need to watch where I’m going.’ She didn’t wait for an answer and as the other two gathered themselves, Birdy had already dashed off across the road.

Still dazed, Charlotte collected herself and steadied Lake. ‘Are you all right? You’re not hurt, are you?’ Lake seemed as though she was somewhere else, she was gazing off in the direction that Birdy had run. ‘Could it be?’ she whispered.

‘What?’ said Charlotte.

‘The girl.’ She pointed at the last few kids heading away from the street. ‘I think that’s my sister.’

‘Your sister? Are you sure?’

‘I think so. Maybe. I mean I only saw the side of her face for a second, but—’

Charlotte jumped into action. ‘Well, we need to go after her! Come on – let’s go!’

They dashed across the road and began sprinting towards her, determined not to let her get too far ahead. Birdy, who was now a good hundred metres away, wasn’t aware of their pursuit.

Mikra looked over her shoulder. ‘Oh no,’ she said to Mitch. ‘We’ve got trouble.’

‘What is it?’ said Birdy.

‘The people you bumped into, they’re after us. Good job, Birdy!’ she said, sarcastically.

‘Let’s leg it!’ Mitch said.

The gang started to run faster, dispersing in all directions and that sparked Charlotte and Lake to start sprinting. Suddenly it was a race through the busy streets. Mitch, Mikra and Birdy stayed together, taking narrow laneways and side streets. Charlotte was no match for them. If Lake was going to catch up to her sister, she’d have to go it alone.

‘I’ll meet you back at your uncle’s house!’ Lake shouted, ramping up the pace and leaving Charlotte to catch her breath.

‘Be careful!’ Charlotte shouted, but her words got swallowed up by the city and Lake disappeared.

‘Do you know these people?’ Mitch said as he looked back at Birdy running close behind him. ‘They seem pretty serious about catching you.’

‘No,’ she said, ‘I don’t know anyone.’

Mikra couldn’t hide her disgust at Birdy’s bungling of the break-in. ‘They’re after all of us, thanks to Birdy!’

‘Let it go!’ yelled Mitch as he led them down a cobbled street to the main city road that ran along the canal.

Lake wasn’t far behind them. ‘Birdy, it’s me!’ she shouted. ‘It’s Lake!’ Her voice was a needle in an already packed haystack of sounds; Birdy didn’t hear a thing. The others were so fast! They were jumping over garbage bins, dodging shoppers, crossing intersections and even narrowly avoiding a reversing truck. The truck driver slammed on the brakes and stormed out onto the street, bellowing after them.

‘You idiots!’ he screamed. ‘Watch where you’re going – I could have hit you!’ They were already far up the road when Mikra suddenly told them all to stop running.

‘Why are we stopping?’ said Mitch.

‘It’s only one person versus three of us,’ said Mikra, looking back down the street they had just run up. ‘What’s she gonna do?’

Mitch grinned coyly and walked over to her. ‘You know what, you’re right,’ he said. He looked past Mikra and could see that Lake was not far away, just past the truck with the angry driver climbing back into the cabin.

‘What do you want?’ he suddenly shouted at Lake. ‘Stop chasing us! Mind your own business!’ Birdy had continued running but realising the others had stopped, turned around and made her way back to Mitch and Mikra.

‘It’s me!’ said Lake as she tried to catch her breath.

Birdy drew closer.

‘What are you talking about?’ Mitch shouted to Lake.

Lake wasn’t interested in him or Mikra. Her eyes were focused on her sister. ‘It’s me, Birdy,’ she called out. ‘It’s Lake.’

Birdy’s eyes opened wide and her face immediately lit up. ‘Lake?’

Mitch turned to Birdy. ‘Your sister?’

Birdy couldn’t believe it: she just kept staring.

Tears started to come and she desperately tried to get a better look, ‘Is it really you, Lake – is it really?’

‘It is.’ Lake had tears in her eyes now, too. They were now both moving towards each other. Seven long months had kept them apart, and neither of them wanted it to be a single second more.
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Both girls were struggling to believe that this moment had finally arrived. Birdy wiped away the tears, but as she did, something terrifying caught her eye. It couldn’t be – but it was! Her attention was immediately back on Lake. ‘Watch out!’ she screamed at the top of her lungs and pointed frantically at something behind her sister, then breaking into a run.

Lake’s overjoyed expression vanished in an instant when she saw what her sister was warning her about.

Miss MacGregor was driving a car straight for her. There was no time to think or act, it was all happening so fast.

Mounting the kerb, the front bumper of Miss MacGregor’s car caught Lake’s leg, and sent her flying to the ground in agony.

‘No!’ screamed Birdy. ‘No!’ as she sprinted back towards her sister. Mitch and Mikra followed, gobsmacked by what they’d just seen. With only a short distance between them, Miss MacGregor surely had no chance of getting away. But the most unexpected thing happened. The truck they’d almost collided with earlier re-appeared. As Birdy tried to reach Lake, the truck reversed out of the laneway, blocking the footpath.

Birdy screamed for the truck to move, Mitch soon reached her and pounded on the steel shell of the truck. ‘Move it! Move your truck!’ he yelled as Birdy tried to find another way around. They truck completely obstructed their view, and they couldn’t see the car, Miss MacGregor or Lake.

‘Come on! Come on – hurry!’ Birdy shrieked. ‘Hurry!’

The driver just kept reversing onto the main road and finally there was a sliver of an opening in front of the truck. Birdy and Mitch dashed through it, just in time to see Miss MacGregor climb back in behind the steering wheel of her car and gun the engine.

As she sped past Birdy and the others, Lake was just visible in the passenger seat of the car, staring intensely behind her.


[image: ]

‘The woman in the car,’ said Birdy. ’That was Miss MacGregor, she found us. ‘She’s not dead.’

Mikra felt very guilty for her earlier taunts. ‘I thought you were making that whole story up.’

‘I told you it was true,’ Birdy said.

Mikra felt ashamed and bowed her head. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t believe you,’ said Mikra.

Mikra was determined now to help and turned to Mitch. ‘Mitch? You need to think of something!’

‘I’m trying,’ he said desperately.

‘We could nick a car!’ said Mikra.

‘What use would that be? The old woman’s already too far ahead of us.’

‘There has to be something.’

Mitch stared off down the road that Miss MacGregor had just taken. Suddenly he had an idea. ‘We can catch them!’ he shouted. ‘This whole town’s built around the river, and it’s faster to get through it on foot than in a car.’

‘You’re right,’ said Mikra. ‘We can cut them off.’

Birdy was confused.

‘We know all the back lanes and every shortcut,’ Mitch explained. ‘We can cut right across the city and catch them on the other side.’

‘What are we waiting for?’ said Mikra, jolting everyone into action.

‘Where’s Lake?’ a voice called out. Birdy spotted the lady who Lake had been with on the steps earlier, coming around the corner.

‘Please call the police,’ cried Birdy. ‘Miss MacGregor’s got her.’

‘Let’s go!’ shouted Mitch.

Charlotte had no time to answer before Mitch grabbed Birdy by the arm and they darted off.

Mitch knew he had to get Birdy where she desperately needed to be and Mikra knew exactly what he had in mind. The direction he was running could only lead to one place; the sewers.

‘Are you sure you want to go there?’ she yelled as they pushed ahead.

‘We’ve got no choice,’ said Mitch. ‘It’s the only way.’

Birdy said nothing. She was breathless as she followed closely behind.

The group turned onto a deserted street which appeared to be a dead end. Mitch came to an abrupt stop. ‘Down here,’ he said, then pointed to an iron grate under his feet.

‘Underground?’ said Birdy.

‘It’s the fastest way across the city,’ said Mikra.

‘There’s only a few of these in the city that you can open up,’ he said and bent down. ‘Give me a hand, Mikra!’

Mikra came to his aid and between them both they managed to lift the grate out of its resting place and throw it to one side, revealing a deep hole that led into the underbelly of the city.

Birdy didn’t like the look of it, but picturing her sister in the front seat of Miss MacGregor’s car jerked her back into action. She led the charge down the narrow hole, into the seeping darkness underneath, followed swiftly by Mikra and Mitch.

‘Okay,’ Mitch announced. ‘We need to stay close to each other or we’ll get lost down here.’

He was right, the sewers were a series of dark, low-ceilinged tunnels leading in directions all around the city; one wrong step and they’d be lost for sure.

‘You know where you’re going, don’t you?’ said Birdy.

‘It’s been a while—’

Mikra shook her head. ‘That’s not what she’s asking you, Mitch; can you get us through here or not?’

Mitch looked into the black tunnel and nodded. ‘Yes. Yes I can.’

The tunnels were too narrow for them to walk side by side and Mitch insisted that, since they needed to travel in single file, they should link hands. Birdy felt more secure doing that. Leaving the last shards of light that shone down from the cobbled street above them, they began to move deeper underground. Water flowed under their feet and dripped from the ceiling above. The smell was unbearable, it was as though all of the filth of the city above had made the sewers its home.

Birdy felt herself gagging.

‘Just keep moving,’ said Mitch. ‘Don’t think about the smell, think about your sister. Just think about your sister!’

She took a deep breath and regained her focus. She could see nothing in front of her, but the defiance in Mitch’s movements assured her that he knew exactly where he was and, more importantly, where he was going. He took turns, both left and right, at times when Birdy had no idea that such options existed. Mikra remained quiet at the back; she wasn’t concerned.

‘Not far now!’ shouted Mitch.

‘How do you know where you’re going?’ she asked.

‘Remember I told you everyone’s got a story?’ he said. ‘Well, mine started in the sewers. I used to live down here!’

His words added a cruel reality to an already hideous situation and distracted Birdy from the ordeal she was going through.

‘All right, next bend and we’re out of here!’

Sure enough, as soon as they’d rounded the bend, there were blades of light, cutting the darkness from an iron grate above. Birdy was relieved.

Moments later they were climbing to the surface and to her astonishment, she discovered that they were now on a similar dead-end street, but on the complete opposite side of the city. Mitch had done it! Birdy gave him an excited, but very unexpected, hug.

A pleasant, but awkward moment followed. ‘Cut it out!’ Mikra snapped. ‘Let’s go and find this car.’

They walked smartly to the end of the street, where the busy main road ran parallel. Up ahead there was a roundabout that Mitch thought would be an ideal place to stand.

‘We can see oncoming traffic in every direction from there,’ he said. ‘That old woman has to go through it!’

There was no sign of her.

‘She must have gone a different way,’ Birdy fretted.

‘Impossible,’ said Mitch. ‘This is the only way out of town.’

‘Look! Over there!’ Mikra pointed down one of the converging roads. Sure enough, they could see the black car approaching with Miss MacGregor behind the wheel, her wizened face clearly visible. They could also see poor Lake slumped miserably in the front seat. Birdy couldn’t contain her distress.

‘Come on!’ Mikra shouted. They started to run to the black car, which was slowly making its way towards them. Miss MacGregor had spotted them and was gunning the engine. She had no intention of stopping.

‘She’s going to hit us!’ screamed Mikra.

‘Turn back!’ Mitch yelled.

The other motorists were getting out of Miss MacGregor’s way as she tore down the road. Mitch, Mikra and Birdy were running ahead.

‘She’s insane!’ screamed Birdy.

‘Hurry!’ yelled Mitch.

There was no time. The car was only metres behind them and Mikra dived off to the right, tumbling painfully down a set of concrete stairs. Mitch dived to the left over a low wall and into the river. Birdy needed to get off the road immediately. She jumped up as a high as she could and then vanished.

‘Where’d she go?’ snarled Miss MacGregor. The old woman looked about in every direction; Birdy was nowhere to be seen.

‘Good riddance to her,’ Miss MacGregor grumbled and then charged ahead, content in the knowledge that she had finally dealt with Birdy, once and for all. She glanced over at Lake, who was in a state of shock, with both hands clamped over her eyes.

‘Let’s see what’s in store for you when we get home.’

She changed gears and put her foot on the accelerator, and the already speeding car went even faster.

Now as you’ve discovered already throughout this story, in extreme circumstances, extraordinary things can happen, particularly to Birdy, and on that particular day, Birdy once again achieved a particularly unbelievable and peculiar feat. At the very moment that she had leapt into the air, she was thinking about her sister. It might sound weird or like magic, but whatever it was, it had become apparent that the bond between these two sisters creates superhuman abilities in Birdy. To Birdy’s astonishment, her leap into the air was actually high enough to jump over the car. Birdy couldn’t believe it was happening, but it was.

And guess what? As she came down, she actually managed to grab hold of the rear boot of the speeding car. Miss MacGregor had no clue that Birdy was hanging on for dear life at the back of her car.

Picture this: Birdy is holding on to the handle of the boot with her hands, with her legs dragging along the road, getting scraped and banged and battered, and every bump made it worse. She knew this was a life-or-death situation and, Birdy being Birdy, wasn’t going to give up. Gathering all her strength, she pulled her legs up onto the back bumper. She now had a firm hold on the boot handle, and could balance on the bumper while still crouching to keep out of sight of Miss MacGregor’s rear-view mirror. ‘I’m coming for you, Lake!’ she said.

Miss MacGregor kept zooming along while other drivers honked their horns as they saw what was happening. She ignored them. They were all fools as far as she was concerned, and so Miss MacGregor remained oblivious to what was going on behind her.

At this point in the story, I have one very clear and important message for you, dear Reader. Do not, under any circumstances, ever, ever, ever try this at home.


[image: ]

As the haze of the city was replaced by green fields, it was clear that the journey was almost over. Miss MacGregor veered off the main road onto the uneven gravel lane that led to her big old house. Birdy felt a sickening feeling run through her body. Suddenly a huge pothole on the lane loosened her grip from the boot and with a huge thud she landed hard on the ground.

Agony coursed through her, from her torn and tattered legs to her throbbing hands, she felt pain everywhere. She could barely stand up and after a number of futile attempts, she watched the tail-lights of the car move farther and farther away from her.

But she wouldn’t give up! She knew that the pain she felt wouldn’t even come close to the pain she would feel if she lost her sister again. Since she couldn’t stand, she started to crawl, lugged her aching body along the unforgiving gravel. After what felt like an age, a familiar voice brought her to a sudden stop.

‘Birdy, stand up!’ it commanded. ‘Stand up now!’

‘Come on!’ the voice yelled. ‘You can do it!’

The voice was her own.

Taking another deep breath, and summoning every last ounce of strength she had left, Birdy stood and was now hobbling towards the house.

Miss MacGregor had already arrived and was dragging the exhausted, but resistant, Lake from her car. It was clear that Miss MacGregor’s firm grip was too strong for Lake to get away from, but she was not going to make anything easy for Miss MacGregor, ever again.

‘Good grief, you’re a punishment!’ Miss MacGregor exclaimed.

She dragged Lake with little effect: the girl refused to budge. She pulled again, this time managing to drag her from the car and a few metres along the driveway. Miss MacGregor took a moment to catch her breath and assess the situation. She glanced at the front door; it seemed impossibly far away.

There had to be an easier way of doing this.

Suddenly a notion came to mind that sent her back towards the car.

Birdy reached the end of the driveway, her heart pounding with fear and dread. She saw Miss MacGregor open the boot of the car, and pull something out of it.

‘Lake!’ she shouted. ‘I’m here Lake!’ Birdy raced as fast as she could to her sister’s side, the pain she felt subsiding with the knowledge she had made it to her sister’s side.

Lake turned around and she gazed at her sister with a look of confusion.

Miss MacGregor’s voice rasped from behind them. ‘What have we got here – a family reunion?’

The wicked woman towered over them, ruthless in every way.

‘Forgot about me, did you?’ She began to laugh.

‘Big mistake,’ she continued, producing a long rope from behind her back. ‘I have something very special planned for you two. You little rats are going somewhere where you’ll never be found again.’

‘No!’ screamed Birdy. ‘Just leave us alone, you ugly witch!’

‘Pathetic!’ Miss MacGregor cackled. ‘Useless vermin, no one can save you now!’ She made a sudden and terrifying reach for them both, but stopped abruptly as a voice boomed out from somewhere on the property.

‘Stop what you’re doing and step away!’

Miss MacGregor looked away from the girls.

‘This is the police. Stop what you’re doing and step away from those girls!’ To Birdy’s surprise it was Officer Coyle. Birdy realised, with a grim sense of satisfaction, that he must now believe what she had told him. If only he had before.

Lake’s eyes opened wider as she saw two cars at the end of the driveway. Birdy saw them too.

‘You’re finished now,’ said Lake, looking directly at Miss MacGregor who was drained of all colour. ‘No one can save you!’

The policemen stood, charged and ready, as lovely Charlotte also emerged from one of the cars.

‘I haven’t done a thing to these girls!’ Miss MacGregor cried out. ‘They were breaking into my house.’ She waved the rope around. ‘See? I was going to restrain them until you got here. They were trying to rob my house,’ she said. ‘I’m telling you the truth.’

Her words fell on deaf ears.

Lake and Birdy saw the old woman’s face contort with a look that they’d never seen from her before; fear. She was in a corner and she had only two options. She could run, or hand herself in.

She chose the first option.

Turning quickly, Miss MacGregor dashed into the house, followed rapidly by the police.

There was a loud commotion from inside, doors slammed and footsteps thundered, then suddenly silence.

Birdy looked at Lake, both of them listening.

‘Did they catch her?’ whispered Lake.

‘No idea.’

‘Hiding is pointless,’ called an officer from inside the house.

Lake looked at Birdy. ‘The house is too big,’ she said. ‘She could be hiding anywhere. I’m going in!’

‘No, Lake, please! She’s more desperate and dangerous than ever.’ Birdy could hardly move now.

‘I have to.’ She said. ‘I’ll be back.’
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Everything went quiet for some time. Too quiet.

Charlotte had joined Birdy next to Miss MacGregor’s car, accompanied by two policemen. The others were inside the house.

Suddenly there was a scream. Miss MacGregor emerged on a window ledge just above her, dangling Lake with one arm.

‘Get back!’ she bellowed. ‘Or I’ll drop the girl!’

‘Come in from the window,’ yelled Officer Coyle.

‘I’ll drop her!’ Miss MacGregor shouted. ‘I warn you; I’ll drop her!’

‘Oh no you won’t!’ shouted Lake. In that moment, Lake’s mind was flooded with thoughts of her sister. She grinned at Miss MacGregor and clenched her fist. No one expected it – not the police, not Birdy, not Charlotte, and definitely not Miss MacGregor.

With lightning speed, Lake’s fist zoomed through the air and smacked Miss MacGregor right on the nose. It sounds crazy, but her punch was so strong, and so well aimed, that it actually flattened her nose and knocked the old bag off for six! Miss MacGregor screamed in pain, and Lake wriggled free and back through the window to safety.

Miss MacGregor wasn’t so lucky. She lost her balance, and the whole countryside echoed with the sound of her scream.
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Officer Coyle helped Lake back and soon they emerged from the house and onto the driveway.

‘You’re safe now,’ said Charlotte and, seeing Lake appear, gathered both girls into her arms. ‘You precious children, no one will ever harm you again.’

The events that followed were a bit of a blur. Ambulances arrived, along with more police. Reporters took photos from outside the driveway and the girls were treated on the scene by medical staff.

Miss MacGregor had not died. If lightning couldn’t kill her, it was extremely unlikely something so ordinary as a fall would. But she was injured, and just enough.

‘She’ll never be a threat to anyone again,’ one officer remarked.

They all watched as she was taken away in an ambulance, handcuffed and under police escort.

‘You girls will have to travel to the hospital in an ambulance too,’ another officer noted. ‘You’ll need further treatment, and we’ll be right behind you.’

Charlotte was standing by. ‘I can bring them,’ she said.

‘Well, you can take Lake,’ said the officer, ‘but Birdy’s going to need a stretcher.’

‘No way!’ said Lake. ‘I’m not leaving my sister’s side, ever again. I’ll ride in the ambulance with her.’

‘Are you sure?’ Charlotte smiled.

Lake held her sister’s hand carefully. ‘I’ve never been more sure of anything.’

‘Okay, then,’ said Charlotte. ‘I’ll be right behind you too.’

The ambulance driver eased Birdy into the back of the vehicle and Lake climbed in beside her. He closed the door and moments later the engine started, the siren sounded and they drove off at speed.

The girls were silent as they watched the house fade into the distance. Soon they were driving through the blackness of the countryside, there was nothing in sight. Lake suddenly became concerned.

‘Where’s Charlotte?’ she said, frantically looking out the back window.

‘What?’

‘Charlotte! She said that she’d follow us.’

Birdy looked at her sister with concern. ‘Is she not behind us?’

‘No one is behind us.’

‘That’s no surprise.’ The driver’s voice startled them both as he turned slightly in the front seat, his face in shadow. ‘She won’t get far without these.’ He held a set of car keys in his hand, waved them, then turned back and watched the road again.

‘What’s going on, Lake?’ Birdy struggled to leverage herself up on the stretcher.

‘I don’t know.’ She called out to the driver, ‘What did you mean?’

‘You’re both very lucky, you know,’ he said, not taking his eyes off the road. ‘I can’t believe you managed to escape.’

The girls were totally confused.

He glanced over his shoulder again and grinned. ‘See, my aunty, Miss MacGregor, is a wicked old bag.’

‘Your aunty?’ Lake could see his face clearly now. It was Jackson, Miss MacGregor’s nephew.

‘Yes.’ He faced the front again. ‘But family is family, and we all have to do our bit to help out.’ Suddenly he switched off the siren, and turning to face them one last time he said, ‘Sit back and enjoy the ride, girls. You’re not free yet.’

Well, what could possibly happen next? Well, that’s for me to know and you to find out.
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Oh all right, I’ll tell you what happened.

Jackson wasn’t the ambulance driver, I was just pulling your leg. Miss MacGregor was charged with an enormous list of crimes, not least with breaking every child labour law, going over the speed limit, as well as for unpaid taxes.

Miss MacGregor’s karma had well and truly arrived.

So had Lake and Birdy’s.

Charlotte and her husband David asked the Office of Child Welfare if they could be the girls’ new foster parents and the office said yes.

‘But what about all of our friends from the orphanage – and Mitch and Mikra?’ asked Birdy.

Lake’s face lit up with an incredible idea, ‘They could live in Miss MacGregor’s house!’ she exclaimed.

The house and all Miss MacGregor’s possessions had been confiscated, due to her years of tax evasion. Converting the home to something better was easy. The gates were opened, the gaudy statues were knocked down, and the huge mansion was given a new name with a beloved director, Deedee: Deedee’s Home for Remarkable Children.

The house wasn’t just an orphanage, it was a safe place for those needing refuge. Mitch, Mikra and the others from The Journey’s End Hotel popped by regularly for a visit and the sisters were reunited with their old friends Cally and Steph.

As you would imagine, keeping a house like that, with so many people living in it, keeping it clean and tidy was quite a lot of work. Luckily there was help, compliments of the local jail. One inmate in particular was assigned every day to do all hard labour in the house, with a heavy ball and chain attached to her leg. She had to mow the lawns, clean the toilets, wash the dishes, iron the clothes, polish the floors and a multitude of other tasks. Her face was old, ugly and grumpy. You wouldn’t read about such a thing – except that you are.

You guessed it, it was Miss MacGregor!

The End.

Again.

Or is it?
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Bad Grammar, like a prison cell or a shopping centre on Christmas Eve, is a horrific place best avoided. If unlucky enough to serve a sentence at this remote boarding school, forget packing your toothbrush and a spare pair of undies. You’d be better off with your flamethrower and a suit of armour.

Marcus is a warrior in the game world – a legend. He is a shy nobody in the real world – a loser. And he’s just been enrolled in Bad Grammar, a school for misfits. Will Marcus be able to level up and survive a school like no other?

This place is not a resort.

It’s a last resort . . .
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Gramps had what they call a ‘Chequered Career’ that he insists on recounting to his sceptical grandson. He’s been a stuntman and a deep-sea diver, but his most exciting, and discombobulating, career was when he was a magician. Known as The Astounding Alfredo, Gramps became famous throughout the world, especially for the disappearing trick with his dove –

Montgomery, The Mysterious Bird of Mystery.

Unfortunately, Montgomery is not just mysterious, but malevolent, envious and ambitious. Soon Gramps and Montgomery discover that fame has a way of changing people …
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… an absolute winner, teeming with humour, whimsy and warmth. Sydney Morning Herald

Clever and funny ... Reading Time

Meet the Greatcoats …

in this series of ingenious mysteries and endearing characters that will leave you intrigued and howwwwling with laughter.

Book 1: Boris and his parents travel from their mansion in Morovia to their Scottish homeland where they book into the exclusive Highland Hotel. But is Scotland ready for holidaying, hungry, wolves? From spooky dungeons to scheming developers, the Greycoats discover Scotland delivers plenty of surprises.

Book 2 : Boris is attending a fancy Swiss boarding school while his parents are staying with Great Aunt Orfilia. Although worried about being the only wolf, and having to navigate around the rude vice principal, he quickly makes friends, learns how to “log in” and heli-board, and has plentiful supply of cake, Boris can’t shake the idea that something funny is going on …

Book 3 : When Boris finds a rare copy of Tayles of the Forest in an antique shop, strange things begin to happen, but with his friends Pierre, Lotta and Freddie visiting for the holidays, they are soon on the case …
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