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A trick of the night . . .

I

magine you’re asleep. You’ve been sleeping
soundly for hours and the night has almost passed
you by. Night has a knack of doing that, of pocketing
its mysteries and vanishing, leaving you alone with
the morning.
You’re lying very still on this particular night and
there’s nothing to see but the two small patches of
darkness behind your eyelids.
But little by little the darkness is changing. It’s
leaking like black ink, spreading out, flooding your
view. You can’t tell where this darkness ends.
That is because it has no end.
For this is the never-ending darkness of space.
A shape drifts in. A shiny green rectangle that
shimmers against the black. It is followed by a
hundred more shapes. More rectangles, triangles
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and squares, all of them purple. They crowd around
the green shape and bob up and down like kites
waiting for the right wind.
The shapes begin to rotate, slowly at first, then
faster until they are spinning. They circle one
another, whirling, whizzing and dodging at such
great speed that their edges soften and melt into a
blur of purple light.
CRA-CRA-CRACHACK!
You jump in your sleep as the thunderous clap
slices through the air. Like the crack of a mighty whip.
The shapes stop spinning at once and begin to
join up. Clustering, slotting together and settling
down into one big shape, like a massive loaf of
purple bread.
The purple loaf shape hovers and hums. It is
growing larger and it is glowing.
Suddenly it isn’t in space any longer. The expanse
of darkness that surrounded it has disappeared and
been replaced by daylight.
The purple shape is still now, solid and quiet.
Grass grows in front of it and flowers shoot out
around it, blooming immediately, their heavy heads
nodding at the ground. They give off a strange
scent of sparklers and hot chilli peppers.
Lights flash. Red, amber and green.
A signal.
A shiny green door appears in the purple loaf. It
opens and a girl steps out. A tall thin girl with silvery3

white hair and eyes so deeply violet that they match
the walls of her little house perfectly. For that is what
it is. A tiny house, not a loaf of bread at all.
The girl smiles broadly with recognition and
delight. She’s looking straight at you. She lifts her
long arms in welcome.
‘Hello, Best and Only,’ she says, her voice ringing
and echoing as if she was in a cave. ‘Sorry I’ve been
so zooming long!’
She flashes her wonderful eyes and two strings
of violet stars fly out from the sides of the house.
They dance in front of the girl, then twine their
way around her.
There’s a skittering scattering sound and the girl
looks up at the sky, to find out what it is sending her
way. She laughs as she sees the strange hail pouring
down on her house and on her head. She opens her
mouth and catches several yellowish blobs of hail on
her long tongue. She munches the stuff up as if it is
the sweetest, most delicious treat, like popcorn.
‘Home, sugary home!’ she says through the
mouthful, and the sweet hail falls faster and harder,
rattling on the roof of the house. It pours down so
hard that the girl is being covered in a thick, rustling
blanket of hailstones, and you start to lose sight of her.
Her shining eyes are the last things to disappear.
But even when she is completely hidden, her
laughter rings out quite clearly.
It is the merriest sound you’ll ever hear.
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M

artha pushed herself up on her elbows. She
needed to get rid of that laughter.
‘Quiet!’ she said.
She gave her head a vigorous shake and the
laughing faded and then stopped.
She sank down on her pillow. Now all she could
hear was the rain hurling itself at her window.
Everything was normal again. The world was back
to its true and gloomy self.
The dream had given her a warm feeling inside,
a feeling that something good was about to happen,
a feeling that Opal Moonbaby was coming back.
Which was annoying because there was nothing
good happening today. And the longer time went
on, the more sure Martha was that Opal Moonbaby
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was never going to come back.
When she thought about all the amazing things
that had happened over the summer she could
hardly believe they were real. No one else would
believe it either if she told them. An alien girl had
landed on the Half Moon Estate. An alien girl who
could see through things and read people’s minds.
An alien girl with a pet called a mingle, who was
a mix of six different animals Opal had mixed up
herself in the Minmangulator. Who in their right
mind would believe that?
Martha would never actually tell anyone the truth
about Opal Moonbaby and Garnet.That was a secret.
The only person she could talk to about Opal was
her brother, Robbie. They had to wait until they
were on their own, which often wasn’t until Mum
turned their light out, when they were supposed to
be going to sleep. Then Martha would lean down
from the top bunk and say something like, ‘Do you
miss her?’ or Robbie would tap the base of Martha’s
mattress with his telescope and say,‘Wish Garnet was
here’. They would spend ages remembering all the
things that had happened and puzzling over where
Opal and Garnet could be now.
They hadn’t seen them since the fiesta night
at the new theme park, Pirate Planet, when Opal
had failed her challenge. She had thrown away her
chance of getting a Carnelian Independence Award
on purpose so that she would be banished to Earth
7

for a whole year, so that she could spend that year
with Martha. Martha had never been so happy. They
had ridden the roller coaster together, holding hands
and shouting at the tops of their voices. Best and Only
Friends, until the end of time! It had been so thrilling,
like a dream coming true.
Then Opal had disappeared.
Martha had looked for her often. In the empty
flats where they had first seen her, in the play pipe
where they used to hang out together, in all Opal’s
favourite hiding places in the park. She had even
found herself looking in the wheelie bins for her,
but there was never anything in them but heaps of
black bags, full of stinking rubbish.
Robbie thought she had been kidnapped by
aliens, or rather, other aliens, since Opal was an alien
herself. Martha thought Opal’s Uncle Bixbite had
taken pity on her and let her return to Carnelia
after all. She did think Opal might have tried to say
goodbye though, or at least left something behind
that Martha could remember her by. If it wasn’t for
Robbie knowing about Opal too, if it wasn’t for the
fluttering that began in her chest every time she
thought of her, Martha might have started to believe
she had imagined her, imagined the whole thing.
The leaves were only just falling from the trees
outside but the summer holiday already seemed like
a hundred years ago to Martha.
As she picked up her school uniform from
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the chair, she noticed that Robbie wasn’t in bed.
Normally when Martha got up he was still buried
under his duvet. He liked to stay there until the last
possible minute, until Mum threw the duvet off him
and told him to get out of bed or else.
This morning, though, the familiar Robbie trail
on the floor showed that he was already up. His
pillow, pyjamas and Ahoy, Matey! pirate magazines
lay across the floor. He always lobbed them there
from bed before hopping out and leaping from
pillow to pyjama bottoms to a double-spread of Evil
Blackbeard, on his way out of the room. Robbie
never stepped on the actual floor because if he did
that a killer shark would grab him and pull him into
the deep and snap him in two like a biscuit. That’s
what Robbie said anyway.
She found him in the living room with his pirate
hat on. He had a black patch over one eye and his old
toy telescope glued to the other. He was whispering
to himself and moving the telescope slowly over
the Half Moon Estate, scanning the play area, the
paddling pool and the park beyond.
‘What’s out there?’ said Martha.
‘Nothing,’ said Robbie. ‘Yet. But something’s
coming. Just you wait.’
Martha went over to the window. The road was
jammed with rush-hour traffic. She could see a few
early morning dog walkers, a cat going to the toilet
in the play area. And Alesha, Mum’s boss, teetering
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along in high heels, on her way to A Cut Above,
the hairdressing salon, sucking something through a
straw as she went. There was nothing unusual.
‘What are you on about, Robbie?’
He lowered the telescope for a moment and
looked at her. ‘I had a dream.’
‘A dream?’ repeated Martha.
‘Yup. The most amazing dream. It was all patterns
and stuff, like in that computer game where you
have to fit the bits into place really quickly or you
blow up. Everything was all one colour.’
‘What colour?’ Martha felt her fingers beginning
to tingle.
‘Purple,’ said Robbie. ‘And spinning.’
‘Spinning?’ said Martha. She laced her fingers
together, pressing out the tingles as she listened.
‘Right, and all the purple things joined up in a
big kind of blob and it turned into this house thing.
It was right here, in Archwell, and it went all shiny
and the door opened and guess who came out of
it?’
‘Can’t,’ said Martha, although she could really. She
was beginning to feel light-headed.
‘Opal Moonbaby!’
Martha shook out her hands and frowned. ‘So?’
‘So she came out and she spoke to me. She said,
“Hello, Cucumber Hero.” Remember, she always
used to call me that after I hit the milkman with a
cucumber in the mini-market?’
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Martha nodded.
‘She said, “Sorry I’ve been so zooming long,” and
then these stars came out of nowhere and it started
raining. And Opal was eating the rain, and you’ll
never guess what it was made of!’
‘Popcorn,’ said Martha, sitting down heavily on
the arm of the sofa.
‘Hey! How did you know?’
Martha spoke very quietly. ‘I had the same dream.’
‘You’re kidding!’
Martha shook her head. ‘Only she didn’t say
“Cucumber Hero” in mine. She said “Best and
Only”.’
‘Wow!’ said Robbie. ‘That is so random and
immense!’ Random and immense were his new top
favourite words. He put up his telescope again and
waved it at the sky. ‘That proves it. She’s definitely
coming back. Today must be the day.’
‘It doesn’t prove anything,’ Martha said. She was
wishing she hadn’t let on about having the same
dream. Now Robbie’s hopes were raised and she
knew there was nothing worse than having your
hopes raised and then smashed to smithereens. It
had happened to her too many times already. Deep
down, she knew it was pretty amazing that they’d
had an almost identical dream but she didn’t want
to give this new information space in her mind. She
hated having little seeds of hope sprout in her brain
only to see them trampled and crushed again and
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again. She wasn’t going to let this seed get going.
She wasn’t even going to let it make itself at home.
‘It’s a coincidence!’ she said, surprised at how
fierce she sounded. ‘We dreamed the same thing
because we ate the same food and watched the same
TV programme last night. Maybe it was something
to do with Mum’s pasta bake. It’s nothing to do with
Opal. It’s just a . . .’ She raised her arms, searching for
the right word. ‘It’s just a fluke!’
Robbie banged his telescope on the window sill.
‘Martha! Why do you have to spoil everything?’
‘I don’t want to spoil anything. I only—’
Robbie cut her off. ‘Yes, you do. You do want
to spoil things. You want to make everybody as
miserable as you are. Well, I still believe in Opal,
even if you don’t.’
He stomped over to the table and poured himself
a massive helping of cereal, sloshing the milk over
the side of his bowl.
Martha went to the counter, keeping her back
turned as she buttered a slice of bread.
‘Everything OK?’ said Mum, coming out of her
bedroom tucking in her shirt and slipping her feet
into her shoes.
‘Fine,’ said Martha and Robbie at the same time.
‘Oh, good,’ said Mum. She threw her favourite
haircutting scissors, some tissues and an energy bar
into her handbag. ‘Now hurry up, you two. Teeth,
hair, book bags. Let’s get to school, shall we?’
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Martha brushed her teeth so hard her gums ached,
and she dragged impatiently at the snags in her hair.
She gathered up her homework and shoved it in her
book bag, not caring that she creased it as she did
so. She felt so angry. Not with Mum. Not even with
Robbie. The person she was angry with was Opal
Moonbaby. How could she go off like that without
a word? After all she’d said about wanting to be
with Martha, about how she was going to come to
school and live a whole year in Archwell just like a
real human being, with Martha as her very Best and
Only Friend. How could she?
In the lift on the way down to the ground floor,
Martha stood as far away from Robbie as possible.
Normally they had a fight over who was going to
push the lift buttons, but not this morning. Mum
looked quite pleased to have the chance to push
the buttons herself for once. She hummed and
chatted all the way to school about this and that: the
weather, the Silver Scissors Emblem she and Alesha
were trying to win for the hairdressing salon, the
whereabouts of Robbie’s missing school tie (he’d
given it to Opal during the summer holiday), the
new recipe she was going to try out at teatime. She
went on and on as if everything was absolutely fine.
But everything was far from fine.
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