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Praise for Hannah Richell


‘An engrossing and clever tale’


Anita Shreve


‘Assuredly written and impeccably structured, it excavates the emotional layers of family drama when something goes terribly wrong . . . Moving and darkly suspenseful’


Sydney Morning Herald


‘Compelling . . . will have you turning the pages until the early hours’


Grazia


‘The writing is so vivid that we became completely lost in the Tide family’s world – this one’s going to go far’


Good Housekeeping


‘A compelling tale of grief and forgiveness’


Woman & Home


‘The past and present story lines are deftly woven and equally engrossing, while the atmosphere of unease builds and builds, and lingers way beyond the last page. Brilliant’


Emylia Hall


‘Set against the ebb and flow of the ever-present sea, this complex family drama is a page-turner’


Australian Women’s Weekly


‘A classy melodrama with very well-realised characters. Once you start reading, you’ll be hooked’


Reader’s Digest


‘This novel flits between past and present, and dangles a just-out-of-reach secret that will have you frantically turning pages to reveal the shocking final truth’


Weightwatchers Magazine


‘Hannah Richell instantly draws you into her story. Powerful, real and memorable’


Elizabeth Noble
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For Matt




A lake is the landscape’s most beautiful and expressive feature. It is Earth’s eye; looking into which the beholder measures the depth of his own nature.


Henry David Thoreau, Walden, 1854




PROLOGUE
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It is the smallest details that come to her: the damp grass underfoot threaded with buttercups, the air humming with insects, the snap of her nightdress catching in the breeze. As she wanders out of the cottage and down towards the mirrored surface of the lake, her senses are heightened. She hears the splash of a duck hiding in the reeds and the slow drum of her heart in her chest. Just a few moments to herself, she thinks – to wash – to swim – to clear her mind and ready herself for what lies ahead. Soon she will be gone from this place.


Halfway down the ridge she stumbles on the uneven ground then rights herself, carrying on until she is at the water’s edge. The lake lies before her, a blue eye gazing up at the sky. Shadows of slow-drifting clouds shift upon its surface and, as she watches them, the image shimmers like a mirage conjured in the heat of a summer’s day. She blinks and the haze lifts.


She dips a toe into the cool shallows then wades out, thick mud and silt squeezing between her toes and a dark water stain creeping up the hem of her nightdress. Water ripples and disperses all around her and it must be the glare of the sun because increasingly it’s as though she’s looking at the lake through the grease-smeared lens of a camera – as if she wades not through a lake, but through a dream. The pebbles feel real enough beneath her feet, as does the cool water rising up towards her chest and all around the fabric of her nightie spreads out across the surface of the lake, floating like the petals of a flower. Real and yet not real. She shakes herself. Is this a dream?


Pushing off from the bottom, she swims out to where the water is dark and deep then stops to watch the breeze play across the surface, lifting it in choppy peaks. Her blood is cooling and she feels the weight of herself – her arms, her legs, the heavy tangle of her nightie, her slow-beating heart. Treading water, she sees the cottage tilt in the distance and the light waver across the treetops. It’s a dream, she tells herself and lays her head back upon the water, suspended there between earth and sky, floating for just a moment upon the skin of the lake.
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LILA
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July


Lila sits at one end of a deserted picnic bench with a takeaway coffee cup before her. Although it’s warm out – the warmest it’s been for a while – the park is half empty; it is that strange, quiet hour when workers have retreated back to their offices after lunch but the schools are yet to spill children out of their doors. From where she sits Lila can see through the picture window of the park café where a woman restocks the drinks fridge, and a little further away to where a council worker bends over a bed of ragged marigolds. An empty can clatters past him, caught in the breeze. Closer, in the shade of a tall plane tree, stands a pram.


There is a baby asleep inside. Lila can just make out the curve of her face above a pale pink blanket. Her cheeks are rosy and one dark tuft of hair escapes from beneath her cotton hat. Lila watches, fascinated, as the infant grimaces in her sleep, her eyelashes fluttering once, twice before falling still again. The baby’s mother is over by the paddling pool. She has taken off her shoes and socks and is splashing through the shallows with a young boy of about two or three. Lila sits on the bench and watches them from behind dark sunglasses, twisting her coffee cup in her hands.


‘Look, Mummy, a bee.’ The boy points to something in the water and his mother approaches and bends down next to him. Lila takes a sip of her coffee and allows her gaze to drift back towards the pram. She knows the model. She knows that the brake is on. She knows that to release it you have to flick that white handle up 180 degrees. She practised it only weeks ago in the shop. She swallows down the bitter coffee taste in her mouth. God, it would be so easy.


The mother and her son splash to the far side of the pool. They scramble out and head to a clump of bushes near the café and begin to search for something with which to scoop the bee from the water. The boy scampers across the concrete then cries out. He fusses over his foot and his mother moves closer, brushing the dirt off his sole, hugging him, then rerolling his already wet trousers.


A weak sun filters through the branches of the tree overhead, sending patterns of light dancing across Lila’s bare arms. From far away comes the sound of a football connecting with a boot, the delighted shriek of a child being pushed on a swing, the sound of a jet plane high overhead. The mother and boy enter the café. She sees them ask for something – a paper cup. Lila eyes the pram and then stands.


She ignores the pain in her ribs and focuses instead on the thud of her heart as she moves closer. The baby’s lips are pursed now, opening and closing, suckling in her sleep. A fly buzzes over the pram’s canopy, then lands on the pink blanket and creeps towards the baby’s face. Lila takes another step forwards, fighting the urge to swat it away. Somewhere inside she registers the cold hollow of her heart. It would be so easy.


She reaches out and allows her hand to brush against the handlebar of the pram. The plastic is warm to her touch. The baby stirs. Behind her she hears the splash of feet in the paddling pool, the little boy’s giggle. ‘Get it, Mummy.’ Lila gazes down at the sleeping baby and shudders. She lets out a long breath then steps backwards away from the pram, away from the baby. She turns and makes her way along the path leading around the pool where the mother and son work together to fish the bee from the water.


‘He’s alive,’ she hears the boy cry in delight.


‘Don’t touch,’ warns his mother, ‘he might sting.’


The woman glances up at Lila as she passes and throws her a smile. Lila gives the woman the slightest nod, the hot sting of her tears hidden behind her sunglasses as she follows the path out of the park gates and makes her way over the zebra crossing and up the hill, her heart hammering loudly all the way home. Get a grip, Lila, she tells herself. Just get a bloody grip.


The man is at her front door as she enters through the gate. He stands with his back to her, dressed in motorcycle leathers and helmet, with one finger pressed insistently on the doorbell. ‘I’m here,’ she says.


When he turns, all she can see of his face are two dark eyes peering through the helmet visor. A walkie-talkie crackles at his lapel. ‘Are you Lila Bailey?’


‘Yes.’


‘Delivery. You’ll need to sign.’


She nods and accepts the electronic pad from his hands, scrawls her signature across the screen then hands it back to him. In return he offers her a stiff cream envelope addressed in neat handwriting. Without another word, he moves up the path to where his motorbike waits in the street. It starts with a violent roar and speeds away down the hill. Lila tucks the envelope under her arm and fumbles with her keys in the lock.


Inside, she bends carefully to retrieve the takeaway menus and bills scattered across the mat, adding them and the courier’s special delivery to the growing pile of unopened mail on the hall table. It proves to be one envelope too many and the whole lot cascades to the floor in a splash of paper. She’s tempted to leave everything where it has fallen until she remembers the mess will be the first thing Tom sees when he arrives home later that evening. Holding her ribs gingerly, she crouches down to gather the envelopes and restacks them onto the table in two neat piles. The last one she adds is the cream envelope from the courier. As she places it on the pile she feels a strange weight sliding and shifting within. She hesitates then shakes it. There is definitely something in there, something small but heavy rattling inside. Intrigued, she moves away from the pile, the envelope still in her hand, and carries on up the stairs.


In the bathroom Lila runs a bath, as hot as she can stand, and watches as the steam billows into the air and mists on the mirror over the sink. She breathes deeply, then reaches for her pills, swallowing two before taking up the envelope again.


The handwriting is unfamiliar and the postmark smudged and illegible. She slides her finger beneath the seal and pulls out a typed letter and several folded documents. She gives the envelope one last shake and watches as a heavy silver key drops into the palm of her hand. She stares at it for a moment then turns it over, feeling the reassuring curve of it between her fingers, and when she is ready she reaches for the letter and begins to read.


Tom arrives home an hour later. She sees his distorted face come into view through the filmy surface of the bath water. She watches his eyes widen, his mouth open in alarm, before rising up through the surface with a gasp, pushing her hair out of her face.


‘Bloody hell,’ exclaims Tom, one hand to his chest, ‘for a second . . . I thought . . .’ He shakes his head then stares at her. ‘What are you doing?’


‘What does it look like? I’m taking a bath.’


Tom runs his hands through his hair. ‘Sorry, you scared me, that’s all.’ He takes a deep breath, loosens the knot of his tie then tries again in a steadier voice. ‘How was your day?’


‘Fine.’ She reaches for the flannel. ‘Yours?’


‘Fine.’ He hesitates. ‘Did you get out?’


‘Yes, I went to the park. It was nice.’ She can’t quite meet his eyes and busies herself instead with scrubbing her face.


‘Good.’ He smiles. ‘Did you talk to Suzie about work?’


Lila nods.


‘And?’


‘It’s pretty quiet at the moment.’ The water is cooling. Lila sits up and wraps her arms around her knees, rests her chin on top of them. ‘Most of our clients are cutting their budgets . . . she says I should take as long as I need.’


‘That’s good.’ Tom looks about the bathroom, his eyes landing on the key on the sink ledge. ‘What’s this?’ he asks, reaching for it and testing its weight in his hand.


‘It came today.’


‘What’s it for?’ He takes up the envelope and papers beside it.


‘I don’t know.’ Lila tries not to feel annoyed that he’s reading her private letter without asking permission.


‘Who are Messrs Gordon and Boyd?’


‘A solicitors firm, I think.’


He looks up from the typed sheet of paper. ‘Is it something to do with your father’s will?’


‘I don’t know,’ she says, trying to keep her voice even. ‘I don’t think so. It’s a different firm.’


Tom stares at her, the exact way she’s seen him stare at a stranger, trying to size them up, figure out if they’re friendly or hostile. He shrugs and places the key back on the edge of the sink where he found it. ‘OK. I’ll see you downstairs?’


‘Sure,’ she says, and she watches him go, waits for the door to close behind him before she twists the hot tap on again and slides once more beneath the surface of the water.


They eat dinner together in the kitchen, Lila in her pyjamas, her hair damp from the bath, Tom hunched over his plate, still wearing his crumpled work shirt and trousers. ‘Did you see anyone today?’ he asks at last, breaking the silence.


‘No.’


‘Make any plans for tomorrow?’


She shakes her head.


‘Mum says she’s going to give you a call. She’s wondering if you fancy meeting her in town later this week?’


She eyes him carefully. ‘I don’t need you making arrangements for me, Tom.’


‘It’s not like that. She wants to see you.’


Lila raises an eyebrow before returning to the food on her plate. She’s not hungry but she pushes the chicken around, tries to make it disappear by cutting it into smaller pieces.


He sighs. ‘Lila, I get it. First your dad’s heart attack . . . then . . .’ He can’t say it and she can’t meet his eye. Tom clears his throat and tries again. ‘I just don’t think it’s healthy for you to shut yourself away all day. You’re grieving, yes, but you might feel better if you got out and about, if you saw a few friends.’


She shakes her head. ‘I’m fine. I told you, I went to the park.’


‘Yes, but just drifting around on your own isn’t—’


‘Tom,’ she warns, ‘stop trying to organise my life. Stop trying to fix me.’


He throws up his hands and they both turn back to their plates, nothing but the occasional scrape of cutlery to break the silence.


‘So what are you going to do about that letter?’ he asks eventually. ‘Seems very odd, if you ask me.’


Lila nods. ‘I know. Why would someone leave me a piece of land?’


‘It could be part of the settlement of your dad’s estate?’


She shakes her head. ‘I don’t think so. That was all wrapped up a few weeks ago. I received some money but there was no mention of any land. Besides, the letter says this is an anonymous gift.’


Tom frowns. ‘Did you look at the map? It’s a sizeable plot. Do you know the area?’


‘No. It looks very remote . . . up on the edge of the Peak District. I’ve never even been to the Peak District before and I certainly don’t know anyone from around there.’


The furrows in Tom’s brow deepen. ‘You should call the solicitors’ office tomorrow – try to find out a bit more. They must be able to tell you something.’


‘Yes.’ She scrapes the remains of her uneaten dinner to the side of her plate then lays her cutlery carefully in the centre. ‘I suppose if that fails I could just head up there and take a look for myself.’


Tom’s hands fall still, his knife and fork hovering over his plate.


‘Why do you look so surprised? I’ve got the map and that key. What would be the harm?’


Tom purses his lips. ‘It all just seems a bit odd.’


‘We could go together,’ she tries. ‘This weekend . . . or the next. It would be good to get away, even for just a little while.’


Tom hesitates. She can see that he is surprised by her sudden desire to do something and knows it must seem strange when she has spent the last couple of weeks holed-up at home, doing very little of anything besides sleeping and crying and wandering aimlessly around the house. But somewhere new and remote . . . somewhere no one knows them . . . somewhere where no one knows what’s happened is strangely appealing.


But he shakes his head. ‘I can’t go anywhere – not until I’ve had my latest design passed.’


‘Well,’ she says, dropping her gaze to the table, ‘I can always go on my own.’


‘No,’ says Tom quickly. ‘I’d like to come. Give me a week or two and I’ll come with you.’ He pushes his plate away and smiles at her. ‘You’re right, it might be fun. A complete change of scene . . . an adventure.’


‘OK,’ agrees Lila. ‘I’ll wait. A week or two.’ She reaches across for his plate, stacks it on top of her own and then carries them over to the bin where she dumps the remains of their uneaten dinner into the rubbish. Neither of them, it seems, is terribly hungry.


Later, in bed, Tom reaches for her and tries to pull her close. His fingers connect with the bruises on her ribs and she inhales sharply. ‘Sorry,’ he says, ‘does it still hurt?’


‘Yes.’ She rolls away from him and stares into the darkness. Of course it still hurts. She is afraid it will always hurt, that the pain lodged in her chest is never going to go away.


‘Sorry,’ he murmurs again.


She can feel him shift on the mattress and knows that he is lying on his back staring up at the ceiling. They are only inches apart, but somehow the distance between them feels immense. There is still so much they haven’t talked about – so much they haven’t faced. Words and scenes arrive unwanted in her head. She pushes them away and tries to focus instead on the gradual slowing of Tom’s breath.


She knows she won’t sleep. Her body is wired, her limbs restless, her mind galloping, but there is fear too – fear of sleep; fear of that sensation of tipping over the edge into darkness; fear of falling into oblivion. She waits until Tom is snoring gently, then slides silently out from between the sheets and tiptoes into the bathroom.


The bottle of pills is half full. The doctor has been generous with her prescription; she’d suggested she might stop taking them after a week or so, when the anxiety had begun to ease, but Lila’s growing accustomed to that slow softening sensation that creeps up and dulls the pain, that blurs the sharp edges of her mind, and so she twists the lid off the bottle and swallows another two pills with water gulped straight from the tap.


Downstairs, the letter from earlier still lies on the dining table, the key glinting beside it in the glow of a street lamp. As she waits for the drugs to do their work she pulls out a chair and reaches for the key, holding it carefully in the centre of her palm. Sounds of the city echo around her – a distant siren, high heels clicking quickly down pavement, the faraway bark of a dog – and as the darkest shadows inside her head begin to soften and fade, she finds herself wondering about the mysterious key – and about the lock it will fit into – and about what might lie behind the door it opens.
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JULY
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1980


They appear in the kitchen one by one, seduced by the sound of clinking bottles and the heady scent of marijuana, until all five of them are slumped around the lopsided wooden table, swigging beer and passing spliffs. Someone hits play on the squeaky tape deck and the opening chords to ‘Going Underground’ start up, blaring out into the hot, still night. A lighter flares in the darkness. An ashtray is passed. A bottle is opened. Hanging in the smoke haze above their heads is an air of waiting: waiting for a breeze, waiting to move out, waiting for real life to begin.


‘So I guess summer’s arrived,’ says Kat, swirling the remaining beer round and round at the bottom of her bottle. Her bare feet are propped on the edge of the table and she reaches up and lifts her damp, chestnut-coloured hair off the back of her neck, twisting it up into a knot before letting it fall heavily to her shoulders once more. ‘It’s so hot tonight.’


‘I saw some kids frying an egg on the bonnet of a car earlier,’ says Ben, sprinkling tobacco from a pouch along the length of a cigarette paper. ‘It looked pretty good. I’d have eaten it.’


‘Why am I not surprised?’ asks Carla, rolling her eyes.


A candle flickers on the table between them, refracting off the empty beer bottles strewn around and casting them all in a strange, weaving light. Kat plays with the loose threads on her denim cut-offs. ‘I suppose we should be grateful. It’ll probably be pouring rain again next week.’ She shakes her head in frustration. ‘We should be celebrating . . . doing something . . . not just sitting here watching eggs fry.’


Simon gives a low laugh from the head of the table and spins the lid of his beer bottle before him like a top. ‘You mean a last hurrah before we all head home to join the queues at the local job centre?’


‘Look at us,’ says Ben, licking the length of the cigarette paper and folding it with well-practised precision. ‘Illustrious graduates, class of 1980. Three years in this place and all of us qualified to do little more than roll a mean joint and hold our liquor.’ He twists the end of the joint then tears a small piece of cardboard from the cigarette paper packet, coiling it into a roach.


‘Speak for yourself,’ says Kat. She’s spent the last few weeks filling in job applications and received nothing but the curtest of rejections so far, but she’s still hopeful.


‘Besides, I’m still not sure Mac here can hold his drink.’ Simon nods across to where Mac sits slumped in the corner, his dark hair falling like a curtain across his face.


Ben laughs and snaps open his Zippo, puts the flame to the end of the joint and burns off the paper twist. Satisfied with his handiwork, he lifts the spliff to his lips and draws deeply, twice, until the cherry glows red. He takes another drag and then passes it on to Simon. Kat watches Simon inhale, the movement hollowing his face and exaggerating the high angle of his cheekbones. He tips his chin to the ceiling and exhales smoke in one long, steady stream above his head. He takes another drag and then passes it on to Carla. Kat is still watching him when he turns back to the table and catches her eye. He grins at her through the darkness.


The tape ends with a click. Kat stands to flip it over and when she returns to her seat, she notices how the candlelight has cast the five of them inside a golden bubble, the half-light masking some of the more unsavoury details of their student digs. Hidden out on the edges of the room are the lopsided electric cooker with its crusty hob, the ugly green damp patches blooming on the walls and the grimy cupboards with their ill-fitting doors hanging loose from hinges. Ben’s tatty poster of a leotard-clad Kate Bush has begun to peel away from the wall at one corner while somewhere near the open back door is the overflowing rubbish bin spilling empty crisp packets and beer bottles onto the sticky linoleum. Behind her teeters a stack of dirty pots and pans that they long ago lost the energy to fight about. Kat knows eventually that someone will cave in and that from experience it will probably be her or Carla. Beyond the candlelight all the detritus and decay of their scruffy student house lurks, but for now it’s just her and her friends and the music and the smoke haze hanging above their heads. Kat looks about at her odd, makeshift student-family and smiles. A golden bubble: she supposes that’s what they’ve been living inside these last few years at university.


‘Is he asleep?’ Carla asks, nodding her head in the direction of Mac.


‘Dunno. Mac!’ Simon leans across and pokes him in the ribs. ‘Mac, wake up.’


‘What?’ says Mac, flicking his hair out of his face and rubbing his eyes. ‘I’m awake.’


‘Sure you are.’


‘Don’t sleep,’ urges Carla. ‘It’s one of our last nights together. Let’s not waste it.’


One of their last nights together. ‘Yes,’ agrees Kat quickly, ‘let’s not waste a minute. Let’s do something.’ She peels a long strip from the label of her beer bottle. ‘I mean, you’re all complete pains in the arse to live with and everything, but even I can admit I’m going to miss this.’


‘OK,’ says Simon. ‘What did you have in mind?’


‘Tomorrow’s supposed to be hot again . . . how about a trip to the seaside?’ Carla leans into the crook of Ben’s arm. ‘Swimming . . . fish and chips . . . ice cream. You’d drive us, wouldn’t you, Mac?’


Mac yawns. ‘Sure.’


Simon shakes his head. ‘Everyone will have had the same idea. It’d be unbearable. Besides, it would take us most of the day to get to the coast.’


‘There’s always the canal out the back,’ grins Ben, taking a deep drag on the dwindling spliff before passing it on. ‘You know, if you really want to swim.’


Kat gives a horrified laugh. ‘You really are an animal, Ben. Only you could think of jumping into that cesspool.’ She turns to Carla. ‘And you sleep with this guy?’


Ben gives a loud, beery belch and then nuzzles his ginger goatee into Carla’s neck. ‘Don’t be fooled by her ladylike exterior, she loves a bit of rough.’


‘Yeah, yeah,’ says Carla, cuffing him around the head.


Kat waves the joint on as it moves around the circle; she’s drunk too much already and the hideous, patterned lino they have lived with for the last two years is beginning to shift and swirl alarmingly before her eyes. They are all silent as they consider their dwindling options, until finally Mac speaks up from the end of the table, his voice so quiet they have to lean in to hear him. ‘There’s a place . . .’ he hesitates, ‘a lake. Out in the countryside. I went there once when I was a kid.’ He clears his throat. ‘It was all right . . . you know . . . nice.’


‘A proper lake?’ asks Kat, narrowing her eyes.


‘Yeah.’ Mac nods, shaking his hair from his eyes. ‘I could probably find it again.’


‘How far?’ asks Simon, the lid of his beer bottle now lying still in the flat of his hand.


Mac shrugs. ‘I reckon an hour or two north of here.’


‘What do you think?’ Simon asks, turning to look at the others, his dark eyes flashing in the candlelight.


Carla reaches for the neck of her T-shirt and flaps it away from her skin. ‘I’m so hot I’m almost tempted by the canal. You can count me in.’


Ben nods. ‘And me.’


‘Me too,’ says Kat, placing the cool glass of the beer bottle against her forehead.


They all turn to look at Simon. He stares back at them, his eyes black and unreadable. Watching him, Kat feels the familiar catch in the back of her throat. Say yes, she wills.


In one quick move he spins the bottle lid into the air, catches it and flips it onto the back of his hand, inspecting it as if it were a coin. ‘Let’s do it,’ he says with a grin, tossing his dark hair out of his eyes. ‘We deserve a little celebration, right, before we pack up this place and leave . . . ?’


‘Tomorrow?’ asks Kat.


‘Tomorrow,’ he confirms and Kat feels her face relax into a smile.


She half expects the others to have forgotten the plan by morning, so it’s a surprise to find them all squashed into Mac’s clapped-out Fiesta and heading out of the city just as the clock in the Market Square chimes ten. Simon calls ‘shotgun’ and sits in the passenger seat next to Mac while Carla, Ben and Kat are left to squeeze into the back seat. All of them, it seems, are buoyed by the idea of escape. Carla has even found time to make cheese sandwiches and pack a cool bag with beer and lemonade, the glass bottles clinking cheerily in the boot as they drive out of the city.


‘No funny business,’ Kat warns, seeing Ben’s hand creeping up the inside of Carla’s thigh. She angles herself away from them and stares instead at the curve of Simon’s neck, just visible through the gap in the headrest. She sees the faint sheen of sweat on his olive skin and the heart-shaped mole just below the lobe of his left ear where his hair curls. She thinks about reaching out to touch it, but she doesn’t dare.


The city is already beginning to display the effects of another unexpectedly hot summer’s day like a tourist sporting sunburn. The roads shimmer in the heat, oozing sticky black tar, while the grass along the verge begins to crisp and brown like burnt sugar. After a while, even with the car windows rolled down, it is unbearable, like sitting in the blast of a hairdryer. Kat eyes a large advertising hoarding for instant mashed potato, then turns her gaze enviously toward a cluster of little kids shrieking and spraying each other with plastic water guns on a street corner. Two women, their hair tied up in scarves, sit on a brick wall pulling choc ices from white paper wrappers while they watch the antics of the children. Slowly, slowly, the car creeps through the traffic and spills out onto the open road.


Kat thought it would feel good to do something, to go somewhere different but the longer she sits in the back of the tiny car, the more cramped it begins to feel. The halter ties of her bikini top are cutting into her neck and Carla’s dimpled thigh presses hotly against hers; a layer of sweat builds between them, the skin of their arms occasionally brushing and sticking. Kat shifts closer to the window, cranky with the arrival of her hangover, the taste of last night’s beer lying like a dusty carpet on her tongue.


‘You’re very quiet,’ Simon says, turning to study her through his black Ray-Bans. ‘Are you OK?’


She nods.


‘Hung-over?’


She nods again and Simon smiles. ‘I’m not surprised. Just looking at Ben’s shirt is giving me a headache.’


‘Hey, what’s wrong with it? It’s holiday attire, isn’t it?’ huffs Ben, holding out the lairy fabric of his Hawaiian shirt, but it is too hot for any of them to bother replying and Simon just turns back to the road. The grey ribbon of asphalt stretches endlessly before them; a road to nowhere, thinks Kat, and she rests her head against the side of the car to doze a while.


‘So where exactly are we going?’ she hears Ben ask an hour or so later as they pass through yet another picturesque village of topsy-turvy stone cottages and twisting country lanes. ‘We’re near the Peak District, right?’


‘Yep. Heading north.’


‘Are you taking us into the national park?’


Mac shrugs. ‘I’m not sure. The lake might belong to the park, or it could be farmland.’


‘Oh fantastic,’ says Kat, opening one eye a crack. ‘I didn’t realise getting shot by an irate farmer was on today’s agenda.’


‘You said you wanted an adventure,’ says Simon, turning round to face her again. ‘I’m sure Mac knows what he’s doing. Right, Mac?’


But Mac doesn’t say a word; he is focused on the road in front of them, driving them deeper and deeper into lush countryside, past fields of rapeseed glowing golden in the sunshine and green pastures spotted with black-and-white cows.


Another hour passes and they distract themselves with ‘I Spy’ and squabble like kids over what music to play. The girls want Blondie but they’re outnumbered and Ben’s album goes on. ‘The Clash?’ groans Carla. ‘Not again.’


Kat closes her eyes again and tries to block out the thrashing guitars. Her headache is getting worse.


‘We must be nearly there,’ says Carla, pulling her frizzy auburn hair up into a pineapple. ‘It’s pretty hot back here. We could do with a stop if it’s going to be much further.’


‘What do you say, mate?’ asks Ben, leaning forwards between the two front seats. ‘How much further?’


‘I’m not exactly sure,’ says Mac, without even looking up from the wheel.


‘You’re not exactly sure?’ Kat is incredulous. ‘I thought you knew where this lake was?’


Mac just shrugs.


‘So when were you last up here?’


Mac shrugs again, his eyes fixed on the road. ‘Can’t remember.’


Simon studies Mac for a moment then bursts out laughing. ‘That’s what I’ve always loved about you, Mac: it’s just so hard to shut you up.’


Kat leans her head against the side of the car and regards each of her friends in turn, tries to imagine what it will be like next week after their graduation ceremonies, when they pack up their student house and say their goodbyes. They’ve spent two years together in their shambolic red-brick terrace and while there have been arguments about washing-up and toilet paper, household chores and bills, she knows she will miss Ben’s easy humour and Carla’s warm generosity and Mac’s strange, quiet manner. And Simon . . . well, she knows there will never be anyone else quite like Simon. In the short time she’s known them, her friends have come to mean everything.


Twenty minutes later, Mac slows the car on a twisting country lane then indicates and turns up an overgrown track littered with rocks and potholes. It’s obvious from the height of the grass growing down the central ridge of the trail that no other vehicles have passed that way for a very long time. Kat leans forwards and gazes out the window, scanning gaps in the hedge for a telltale spot of blue water shining in the distance; but there is nothing. As they bump along the uneven ground, the heat of the midday sun now beating down on them, Kat wills the journey to an end.


The hedgerows are high and bursting with thistles and thick, snaking briars. Nesting sparrows dart from the undergrowth as the car passes by, while cabbage whites flutter against the blue sky. A huge bee, drunk on pollen, wafts through the open window; Carla shrieks and flaps wildly until Ben manages to steer it safely out of the car. Far above them the silhouette of a hawk hangs black against the dazzling blue sky; Simon points to it and they all watch in awe as it hovers like a shadow above them.


They continue jolting their way up the track for a few more minutes until the hedgerow begins to crowd in on them from both sides and brambles screech and scratch against the car. ‘Are you sure this is right?’ asks Ben, leaning over again from the back seat. ‘There’s no way we’ll be able to turn the car around if it gets stuck.’


‘You’ll see,’ says Mac.


Ben and Kat exchange worried glances across the back seat but just a few hundred yards on and the track unexpectedly widens again. Mac pulls the car up onto the grassy verge and switches the engine off.


‘I don’t see a lake,’ says Kat.


‘We go through there.’ Mac points to a wooden gate slumped on its hinges, only just visible through the thick brambles and tangled hawthorn branches. They stare at the gate. There is nothing but the heavy drone of insects and the car engine ticking beneath the bonnet to break the silence that has descended over them.


‘Where does it go if we carry on up the track?’ asks Simon, nodding ahead to where the trail winds up over a distant hill.


‘Dunno,’ shrugs Mac, ‘the moors, I guess. But the lake’s this way. Come on, grab your stuff.’


‘We’re walking?’ asks Kat, horrified.


They pull their belongings from the boot – hats, towels, an old tartan rug, the bag of drinks and sandwiches – then take it in turns to clamber over the creaking wooden gate. The grass in the meadow on the other side is almost waist-high and bursting with ox-eye daisies and scarlet poppies drooping in the hot sun. They swish their way through in single file, Mac leading them down towards a thick line of trees in the distance.


The air is alive with insects and sunshine. Crickets leap from their path as they move through the tall grass. A huge blue dragonfly crashes into Kat and then zigzags off across the field, the deep thrum of its wings trailing away on the air. Ben, dragging the bag with one hand, has already sparked up another joint, the aroma drifting like exotic perfume. Kat can feel a trickle of sweat run from the hollow at the base of her neck down between her breasts; she wipes it with the hem of her T-shirt, then tucks the fabric into the elastic of her bra, exposing her midriff and lower back to the sun. Her hangover is definitely getting worse.


Once they reach the wooded copse on the far side of the meadow, they follow Mac through the shade of the trees, a damp earthy scent drifting up from the floor. Emerald ferns nod as they pass by and huge banks of nettles push up towards the canopy. It is quiet, nothing but their footsteps and the crunch of dry leaves and sticks beneath their shoes. Kat feels a million miles away from the bustle of the city.


Finally, they emerge from between a bank of alders but there is still no sign of a lake. Kat stomps behind the others out onto a grassy ridge, the drumbeat of her hangover building in time with her footsteps, until halfway along Mac pauses and looks about, as though checking his bearings.


Carla groans. ‘Don’t tell me, we’re lost?’ Her pineapple wilts in the heat, spots of pink colouring her plump cheeks.


‘No,’ says Mac with a shake of his head, ‘we’re not. Come on,’ and he leads them to the far end of the ridge and then down a long slope of tufty grass before disappearing behind a thick hedge of blackberry brambles.


One by one they follow him round, Kat trailing miserably in the rear. As she emerges on the other side of the bushes she almost walks slap bang into Carla who has come to a sudden halt.


‘Sorry,’ she mumbles, then raises her head and looks out, following the others’ line of sight to gaze down at the vista spread before them. She lets out a long, slow breath. ‘Oh,’ she says.


‘Yep,’ says Simon.


‘It’s . . . it’s . . .’ She can’t find the words.


‘. . . perfect,’ says Carla, finishing her sentence for her.


‘It’s amazing,’ crows Ben. ‘There’s absolutely no one here.’


Mac doesn’t say a word; he just stands there with a sheepish grin spreading across his flushed face.


They are standing at the top of a grassy slope, gazing down into a small green valley – a basin of land seemingly hidden from the rest of the world by the emerald hills and shady woodland rising up on all sides to enclose it. Best of all, nestled in the trough of the hills and gleaming like a sheet of glass in the sunshine, lies a perfect, shimmering lake. The landscape is like a mirage after the long car journey and the hot trek through the fields and woodland. Kat shields her eyes from the glare of the sun and drinks it in.


She’s never been very good at judging distances but the lake is a good size – at least three hundred yards across and perhaps half a mile or so long – definitely more lake than pond. It sits like a glittering blue eye, surrounded on all sides by fringes of woodland and the steep grassy hills. It’s as though they have fallen into a secret valley – one cloaked in an air of strange, blissful solitude.


Kat pulls her gaze from the water and studies an old stone cottage set back from the shores of the lake: a simple construction with a solid square base, triangular roof, two square windows upstairs and two more downstairs flanking a rectangular front door. A chimney stack juts from either side of the roof and completes the symmetry of the old place, and looking at it Kat is reminded of simple childhood pictures drawn in crayon. Beyond the cottage she spies an old, misshapen barn, slumped at an alarming angle into the shoulder of the hills, and closer to the lake, stretching out from the shore, a rickety wooden jetty with an old tin boat tied by a fraying rope to a post nearest the water.


While the cottage, the barn, the jetty and boat all hint at past ownership, it is clear from the stillness of the scene around them, from the air of neglect and decay that has stolen over the remnants of the buildings, that there is no one there – and that there hasn’t been anyone there for quite some time. Ben is right, she realises: they have the lake all to themselves.


A fish flips on the glassy surface of the water, breaking the spell cast upon them. With an elated cry, Simon sets off at a run down the bank, Ben and Carla following close behind. Simon hits the jetty first. He sprints down the length of it and peels off his T-shirt. Kat watches the movement of his muscles beneath his smooth olive skin, the shift of his ribs as he raises his arms above his head and dives in a near-perfect arc into the lake. He disappears below the surface – a pattern of concentric circles spreading across the mirror the only sign of his descent – before emerging moments later five or so yards further out, shaking the water from his dark hair. He yells again in delight and then disappears once more below the surface.


Ben is next. He trips down the jetty, struggling to reach the water while simultaneously removing his shirt and shorts. Finally, when he is down to a grey pair of Y-fronts, his white barrel chest exposed to the sun, he bombs into the water with an almighty splash. Carla, a little more sedate, peels off her pinafore dress and boob tube at the water’s edge then wades through the shallows in her underwear before splashing out to where the boys are swimming. ‘It’s cold,’ she shrieks.


‘Not when you get used to it,’ calls Simon from further out, sculling through the water on his back. ‘It’s lovely.’


‘Come on,’ calls Ben, turning back to Kat and Mac still standing on the shore, ‘what are you two waiting for?’


Kat throws Mac a small smile – an unspoken apology for not trusting him to find the lake – then makes her way down the grassy bank to the water’s edge where clumps of green reeds burst up towards the sky and water boatmen skate lazily in and out of their shadows. She stands for a moment, holding the yellow cotton fabric of her skirt up around her thighs, watching the reflection of the water dancing on her bare legs.


‘Come on,’ yells Simon, and it’s the sight of him moving further away from her into the centre of the lake that does it. She shrugs off her skirt and top, throws them back onto the shingle then wades deeper into the shallows in her bikini. At first the water is warm, almost bath-like, with thick green weed that obscures the silt and stones resting on the bottom; but the deeper she goes, the cooler and clearer it gets, until it is so cold she instinctively raises her arms to shoulder height and holds the air in her lungs in a tight gasp. The water is almost up to her chest when she turns around and calls to Mac. ‘Aren’t you coming in?’


He regards her from the bank, his eyes obscured by the too-long fringe of his straggly brown hair, then shakes his head. ‘Later,’ he says and crouches down on his heels in the grass.


She eyes him there in his faded black T-shirt and ripped jeans and shakes her head. Typical Mac: always wanting to watch, always holding himself back. ‘You’re crazy. You must be boiling.’ But she isn’t going to waste time arguing with him. Holding her breath, she launches herself under the water, kicking out with her legs and using her arms to propel her to where the other three swim beyond the jetty, watching as bubbles of air leave her mouth and rise to the surface in a string of iridescent pearls.


When she breaks the surface, Carla is laughing and shrieking, trying in vain to sink Ben beneath the water. Kat watches them play-fight for a moment then turns away and swims out a little further to where Simon floats serenely, his body angled like a starfish to the sun. In the bright light his olive skin appears paler against the blue-green lake. She stares at him, sees the rise and fall of his chest, his long legs, his face utterly relaxed, content. She imagines swimming to him, wrapping herself around him, pulling him close, pressing her mouth upon his cool, wet lips, their hot breath mingling, the taste of him on her tongue. She wonders how he would react if she summoned the courage to go to him then shivers at the thought.


Simon’s dark eyes snap open. He turns and stares at her and Kat blushes and wonders if he can tell what she’s been thinking. ‘He won’t come in,’ she says, not quite meeting his eye but nodding her head in Mac’s direction. ‘God knows why.’ Simon stays silent, floating. ‘I mean, we drive all this way and he just wants to sit there?’


The silence deepens until Simon flips onto his front and takes a couple of smooth strokes through the water so that he is right there in front of her, his skin shining wet, his chin dipping just below the surface, his full lips curving into a smile. He is so close she can see the tiny beads of water hanging on his long lashes and flecks of green the same colour as the lake shining in his eyes. He looks at her in that way he has, as if he is looking right inside her, gazing at her innermost secrets and Kat, feeling the quickening of her heart, tries to breathe. The moment stretches until, at last, he asks, ‘Are you happy, Kat?’


She swallows and fights to hold his gaze. ‘Yes,’ she says, ‘I think so.’ She wonders if it’s the right answer then takes a breath. ‘I mean, I am right now, at this very moment’ – the heat rises on her cheeks – ‘if that’s what you mean?’


Silence hangs between them. Kat holds her breath. Kiss me. The thought is so loud in her head she wonders if he has heard.


But he doesn’t kiss her. Instead, he smiles again, his teeth flashing white in the sunlight and then he closes his eyes and leans back into the water, leaving Kat to hover there, her feet paddling up and down and her hands making little swirling movements just to keep herself in one place. She’s been doing this for three years now, she thinks, treading water, trying to stay in one place – trying to stay at his side.


The first time she ever saw Simon Everard he’d been standing in a rowing boat in the middle of the lake on the university campus shouting through a requisitioned traffic cone, demanding action about the increased prices at the student refectory. Kat, watching him through narrowed eyes, had noted his faded Che Guevara T-shirt and his shoulder-length dark hair and put him down as just another wannabe revolutionary. There were plenty of them around. But the scene had provided a distraction and so she’d sat on the bank with a growing group of students and watched in amazement as one by one a steady stream of willing bodies had thrown themselves like lemmings into the water to take up the protest alongside him, while the university’s security staff looked helplessly on.


‘He’s a bit of all right, isn’t he?’ a girl with long, glossy hair and the shortest shorts Kat had ever seen had sighed from the grassy slope beside her and Kat, turning back to assess the student again, had noted his broad shoulders and the lean muscles just visible beneath the fabric of his T-shirt, his striking face with its high cheekbones and strong jaw, his flashing dark eyes. Yes, he was definitely a bit of all right.


From that day on she’d noticed him everywhere. He was one of those people who commanded attention by his very presence, not just his good looks but by the confidence he exuded. It was as if just by walking into a room, or strolling through the student bar, he shifted the air around him in such a way as to turn heads. She’d watched him from a distance, always the centre of attention, surrounded by friends and admirers, but had never drawn close; guys like Simon didn’t talk to girls like her; that much she knew.


Then, late one night, he was there, slumped in the corridor of her halls of residence, wearing nothing but a pair of boxers and a lopsided grin. She’d shifted the bag of library books on her shoulder and thrown him a sideways glance as she put her key in the door. He was obviously drunk as all hell.


She could have shut the door and left him but a guilty pang stopped her and at the very last moment she’d poked her head back into the corridor and asked, ‘Are you OK?’


‘Oh sure,’ he’d replied airily. ‘Just steeling myself for the walk across campus.’


‘Dressed like that?’


‘Seems so.’


It was then that she’d heard the sound of weeping drifting from behind the closed door opposite. ‘Amy?’ she’d asked, eyeing him carefully.


‘Amy,’ he confirmed.


‘Is she OK?’


He’d nodded. ‘She’s fine.’ Then, seeming to feel the need to explain further, ‘We appear to have wildly differing views on how exclusive our dating arrangement was.’


‘Oh.’ For some reason she’d found herself blushing. ‘I see.’


‘My clothes are in there,’ he’d said, jerking his head at Amy’s door, ‘but as she doesn’t seem to be in a forgiving mood tonight, I guess I’m walking home like this.’ He’d grinned again.


Kat barely knew Amy, a tall, willowy girl with drawers of designer clothes and a gaggle of look-alike friends. Kat had introduced herself on their very first day in halls, but since then Amy had barely given Kat a second glance. She knew she wasn’t Amy’s type, but she could see how this guy would be.


‘Well,’ Kat had said, deciding to extricate herself from the situation as quickly as possible, ‘good luck . . . and good night.’ She’d stepped back into her room and closed the door behind her with a gentle click then leaned against it, listening for the sound of his departure. His knock, when it came, vibrated like a drumbeat at her back.


‘Listen,’ he’d called through the door, making her jump out of her skin, ‘I don’t suppose I could borrow a T-shirt or something?’


She stood breathless on the other side of the door, silent and still.


‘Anything, really . . . I’m not fussy. You see, I feel like a bit of an idiot.’


Still, she hadn’t moved a muscle.


‘I can return it to you . . . tomorrow,’ he’d gone on.


Slowly, she’d turned and placed a hand on the doorknob.


‘Please?’


With a sigh she’d opened the door. ‘I doubt I have anything that will fit you,’ she’d said, eyeing his smooth, broad shoulders.


‘Well, could I come in for a moment at least?’ He ran his hands over his bare chest, shivering just a little. ‘It’s draughty out here.’


Reluctantly she took a step back, holding the door open for him. He was the first man she’d invited into her room in halls and she resented the way he made her feel uncomfortable in her own space, the way he took in her few belongings with an unabashed, sweeping gaze. ‘James Dean . . . Jim Morrison . . . Jimi Hendrix,’ he’d said, commenting on her posters, ‘You like a tragic hero, huh? Live fast . . . die young?’


She hadn’t replied, but begun instead to search through a pile of clothes for something suitable he could wear. ‘I’m not sure what I’ve got that’s clean . . .’ she’d murmured. ‘Nice teapot,’ he’d added, moving across to her sink and fiddling with the lid of the flowery number standing beside her tiny sink. ‘Very fancy.’


She’d thrown him an irritated glance. ‘Do you want my help or not?’


‘Sorry.’ He took a step backwards.


Her pink cheesecloth shirt had been the only thing that looked like it might fit. She’d turned and held it out to him. ‘It’s all I’ve got.’


‘Thanks. You’re a lifesaver.’ He’d pulled it on hastily, doing up the buttons slightly wrong, then checking his reflection in her mirror. ‘It suits me. I’ll bring it back tomorrow. You’re room three two—’


‘Three two four.’


‘Three two four. Right. I won’t forget.’


Judging by how drunk he seemed, she’d seriously doubted he’d remember.


‘I’m Simon, by the way,’ he’d added, making for the door. She’d watched him go, a strange churning sensation in the pit of her stomach. ‘Thanks,’ he called over his shoulder, swaying away down the corridor. ‘I owe you.’


She hadn’t expected to see him or the shirt again but the following afternoon he was back as promised, still green with hangover, but true to his word. ‘Just a little thank you,’ he’d said, handing Kat her shirt, wrapped now around a bottle of wine. Kat had stared at the gift – she’d never drunk red wine before, she was more of a cider girl – then thanked him for the gesture and taken it from his outstretched hands. ‘As I’m here, I don’t suppose you’d make me a cup of tea?’ he’d asked with a cheeky grin. ‘In that fancy pot of yours?’


She’d eyed him for a moment.


‘Or we could open this? A little hair of the dog . . . while I wait for Amy . . .’


Cheeky bastard, she’d thought; she could see he was used to getting whatever he wanted. ‘Come on then,’ she’d said. ‘You’d better come in.’


It was an unlikely friendship, but over the space of a year, they’d grown close, eating lunch together in the canteen, drinking in the student bar, and bickering about music and politics over endless cups of tea as they perched side-by-side on the bed in her poky room. Even she was unprepared, however, when he’d asked her over a pint of cider in the union bar if she’d move into a house with him and some of his friends at the end of the first year. She’d stared into his dark eyes and felt her heart flutter alarmingly, like a caged bird.


‘Great,’ he’d said, smiling across at her. ‘It’s a four-bedroom place. My old schoolfriend Ben – we boarded together – he’s going to share the largest room with his girlfriend Carla. She’s fun, you’ll like her.’ She’d nodded, trying to stop an inane grin from spreading across her face. ‘I’ll take the room next to theirs . . .’ he’d continued, ‘and you can have the attic room?’ She’d nodded again. ‘Which just leaves the box room. We’ll give that one to Mac.’


‘Mac?’


‘Yeah.’ Simon had shrugged. ‘He’s a bit of an oddball . . . a loner. But Ben says he can score us good weed so I reckon we can put up with him.’ He had leaned back in his seat and regarded her for a moment. ‘You know what I like about you, Kat?’ He hadn’t waited for an answer. ‘You’re one of the few girls I know who has no agenda.’ He’d looked at her from beneath the long sweep of his lashes. ‘We can be proper friends, you know?’


‘Yes,’ she’d smiled weakly, ‘I know.’


He’d been right, of course. It had been a lot of fun. For two glorious years they’d lived in their dirty, damp, falling-down student hovel and Kat had never felt so happy. Her new friends wrapped her in their warmth and good humour. They made her feel like she was one of them, part of the gang. It was something she’d never experienced before. For the longest time she’d never really allowed anyone to get close; she’d kept people at arm’s length, had always been an outsider, for she’d learned the hard way and from a very early age how people could let you down; and yet somehow with Simon, she struggled to keep her defences up.


She’d tried hard not to love him, but as the terms rolled by, she’d found herself growing increasingly skilled at reassembling the shattered pieces of her heart. It seemed so senseless, how a person could feel so much for someone – so intensely – and for it to come to nothing. What a waste of emotion. What a waste of energy. Her only consolation had been the fact that, while other girls came and went, she, at least, was the constant in Simon’s life – maybe not his girlfriend, but there in his orbit. She couldn’t help harbouring the hope that one day it would be her turn, that he would realise that the person he was meant to be with had been standing there beside him all along.


Kat treads water and tilts her face to the sky, closing her eyes against the sun. She’s been holding on to that hope for three years now, but time is almost up. Their future hangs wide open – as wide as the blue sky above her head – and in just a few days they will leave university to go their separate ways. Kat is coming to the painful conclusion that no amount of waiting or wishing is going to make Simon fall in love with her.


She dives below the surface, reaching out for the bottom of the lake, testing its depths. Her fingers stretch endlessly in front of her and when she finally returns to the surface she is disappointed to see that Simon is already heading for the shore, ploughing through the water in a perfect front crawl. She watches him go. Three years – it’s a long time to be in unrequited love with someone.


Her hands are wrinkled and her skin is turning raspberry-pink when she finally drags herself from the lake and joins the others where they sprawl on the tartan picnic rug drinking warm beer in the shade of the trees. Kat lies back against the earth, her head resting on the cushion of Carla’s thigh, and watches as patches of sky shift and dance through the latticed branches overhead. Beads of water drip from her hair onto her sunburnt shoulders. All around them is the low, soporific hum of insects.


‘So who does it belong to, Mac?’ Simon asks, gazing up at the blackened windows of the old stone cottage. ‘It seems crazy that this place is just sitting here empty – abandoned.’


Mac shrugs. ‘I guess it might have been an old shepherd’s cottage,’ he says, shielding his eyes from the sun.


‘It looks as though it’s been completely forgotten,’ says Ben, exhaling a plume of smoke high above his head.


‘Does it have a name?’ asks Carla.


Mac shrugs again. ‘I don’t know.’


‘We should name it,’ says Kat. ‘Claim it. Make it ours. We could come back here on this very day, every year from now.’ She looks hopefully at Simon but he is gazing off towards the cottage.


‘I’m going to take a closer look,’ he says. ‘Who’s coming?’


Carla waves them away with a lazy flick of her hand and Mac declines too, content to sit with his arms wrapped round his knees gazing out across the water; so it is Kat and Ben who accompany Simon along the water’s edge towards the ramshackle cottage.


From a distance the old place looked solid and sturdy, but as they move closer Kat can see how neglect has taken its toll. The gritstone walls are spotted with lichen and the roof appears to be missing several tiles. Closer still and she can see guttering hanging off at an alarming angle and birds’ nests and cobwebs lodged under the eaves. In front of both ground-floor windows, nestled amidst the dandelions and nettles, are wild bursts of lime-green seed heads, round and flat and translucent like paper. A woody vine climbs across one side of the house and beside the front door an old stone pot, cracked and empty, stands as a silent reminder of its past inhabitants. As they move closer still they see that the windows are black with grime and even though they press their faces up against the glass it is impossible to make out anything inside the gloomy interior. Kat hesitates but Simon is already at the front door, knocking loudly. ‘Just in case,’ he says, turning to them with a smile, but they all hold their breath anyway, listening to the dull echo as it resonates throughout the house. Satisfied, he reaches out and tries the tarnished door handle. It twists a quarter circle and sticks. ‘Locked.’


‘Well that’s that,’ says Kat with barely concealed relief.


‘Hang on,’ says Simon and he drags the cracked plant pot to one side.


‘Yeah right,’ laughs Ben, ‘as if someone’s just going to leave a front door key for us to find.’


Simon scuffs at the earth with his foot and there, nestled amidst the mud and the scuttling woodlice, is a hint of tarnished silver. He turns to them with one raised eyebrow, then bends and digs it out of the earth with his fingers. He wipes the key on his shirt then holds it up to them with a devilish grin. Kat tries to look pleased but she can’t shake her trepidation. It feels wrong somehow – like they’re trespassing.


The key turns easily in the lock and the door creaks open. The three of them stand there for a moment, framed within the dark rectangle of the doorway. ‘Do you think we should?’ Kat asks, but Simon is already across the threshold.


‘Come on,’ he says, turning to fix her with his gaze, ‘don’t be chicken. The place is ours.’


The temperature inside the building is much cooler than outside; the thick stone walls and echoing rooms, closed up for so long, seem impervious to the heat of the day and all around them the air is stale and heavy with a musty, damp smell. Sunlight filters through the grime-streaked windows, catching dust particles that shift and swirl, disturbed by their arrival. The room they enter runs the full width of the cottage and is virtually empty but for a long, low fireplace, a sagging brown velvet couch slumped beneath a window, an armchair and a steep staircase rising into the upper level of the cottage. Curtains hang from wooden poles, but they are old and faded, little more than tatty grey rags. Kat sees cobwebs slung between beams and and the droppings of an unknown animal scattered like pebbles across the dusty timber floorboards. She is careful to stay close to Simon as they move on through a low doorway into the second room at the rear of the cottage.


It comprises what must have once been the kitchen. There is another fireplace and an old-fashioned range, a wooden table and two long benches. On the chimney breast, hanging on hooks nailed into the stone, are the remnants of cooking utensils. Kat sees a black-bottomed skillet, a large copper pot and a colander stained brown with rust. Over on the other side of the room Simon twists a tap and releases a gush of water into the stone basin set beneath a window. ‘There’s running water.’


Kat nods and opens the door to a tall cupboard, shrieking as a small grey mouse scurries for cover. ‘Christ,’ laughs Simon, ‘you made me jump.’


‘Bit spooky, isn’t it?’ says Ben. He flicks an ancient-looking light switch on the wall. ‘Electricity’s off.’


‘Are you surprised?’


‘Come on,’ says Simon, ‘let’s look upstairs.’


‘Maybe we’ll find a body.’


‘Don’t,’ shudders Kat.


They head back into the front room and take the creaking staircase leading up to the first floor, almost at the top when Simon puts his foot clean through one of the wooden steps. ‘Watch it,’ he warns, ‘this one’s rotten.’ Kat and Ben descend into giggles as he struggles to pull his foot free from the hole. ‘A little help would be nice,’ he suggests and finally they manage to twist his foot out of the broken step and continue up the stairs.


As with downstairs, there isn’t much to look at, just a tiny landing separating two basic bedrooms. Kat wanders into one and sees a mattress on the floor, grey with dust. There is a cracked mirror hanging above an old timber washstand, a large ceramic bowl and jug still standing on its surface. On the floor next to it is a china bedpan. Simon kicks it with his foot. ‘I don’t think much of the bathroom.’


In the second bedroom there is another old mattress, in only slightly better condition than the first. Beneath the window, lies the desiccated carcass of a dead bird, its scraggy bones gleaming white in the light slanting through the glass. Kat imagines the bird flying down the chimney and getting trapped inside the house; she thinks of it fluttering and bashing against the windows, imprisoned inside the cottage, then shivers at the thought and moves closer to Simon. He is fiddling with a window latch. He thumps violently on the frame until it springs open, bringing a welcome rush of warm air and light flooding into the small space. In the distance the lake glints seductively, no longer blue glass but darker now, like a sapphire gleaming in the late afternoon sun. Kat can just make out Carla lying in the shade of the trees and Mac seated beside her, his head turned towards the cottage. She lifts her hand in a wave but he doesn’t seem to see her.


She moves across to the rear window and peers through the streaked glass at the overgrown garden below. She rubs at the dirt with her fingers and sees a small wooden shed. ‘Let’s check it out,’ suggests Simon, following her gaze, so they make their way gingerly down the staircase, careful to avoid the freshly made hole near the top, and head outside to the back of the house.


It’s not so much a garden, more a sprawling mass of vegetation and trees set into the lee of the hills, but there is evidence of the past occupants everywhere they look; a rusting old wheelbarrow, cracked earthenware pots, overgrown flower beds and fruit trees. The flat green seed heads she noticed growing at the front of the cottage are here too, growing in large clumps and mingling with fronds of fading purple flowers. ‘Look at these, Ben,’ she says, pointing to the translucent discs. ‘This stuff is growing everywhere.’


‘I know what it is,’ he says, fingering one of the green discs. ‘My mum has dried flower arrangements of it at home, but it’s not green, it’s white, like tracing paper. She calls it “honesty”. Looks like it’s reseeding itself all over the place.’


Kat studies the plant. ‘Honesty, what a strange name.’ Kat is no gardener, but looking about even she can see the shadows of a former vegetable plot; wilting bean canes and huge fronds of woody rhubarb sprouting from the ground like something from a Jurassic jungle, and higher still the first apples of the season forming on the fruit trees nestled into the shelter of the hill. ‘Looks like someone once cared enough about this place to try to tame it,’ she murmurs, but neither of the boys hears her. Ben is drifting further up the hillside, towards the apple trees, while Simon is wrenching at the door to the ramshackle wooden shed.


‘It’s a pit toilet. And there’s an old tin bath propped behind.’ He grins. ‘Very rustic.’


‘Who cares about a rusty old bath? Look what I’ve found,’ cries Ben. They turn and see him bending to inspect a leafy green plant at his feet. ‘Strawberries.’ He pulls a scarlet berry from its stalk and crams it into his mouth. ‘Delicious.’


Kat and Simon join him by the plants. She pulls a plump strawberry from its stalk and lifts it to her lips. He is right. They are delicious, warm and sweet and the three of them pick as many as they can, stuffing them into their mouths before returning to the others, carrying the rest cradled carefully within the folds of their shirts.


‘I tell you what,’ says Ben, his head resting in Carla’s lap as she feeds him the last of the berries, ‘if I died right now, I’d die happy.’


Kat stares out over the lake and sees that the sun is beginning to disappear below the surrounding hills; it hangs like a ball of fire in the sky, turning one lonely cloud a dazzling gold. Far away the sound of a pheasant echoes out across the lake.


‘This is all right, isn’t it?’ agrees Carla, stroking the side of Ben’s stubbled chin.


‘I can’t get over the fact that there’s no one else here. What a waste.’


‘I don’t think I’d need much else in life if I had this view to wake to every morning,’ agrees Simon.


‘We should head back soon,’ says Mac, scuffing the grass with the toe of his trainer.


‘How about you just leave me here,’ jokes Ben. ‘Reckon I’d prefer to rough it here than go back with you lot. I can live without that job at my father’s engineering firm.’


‘At least you’ve got a job to go to,’ says Carla.


‘We’ll be OK,’ says Kat, plucking at the daisies dotted on the grass around her. ‘I know the papers are full of doom and gloom but we’re graduates.’ She thinks of the endless application forms she’s filled in, the numerous polite but firm rejections she’s received back and swallows down her doubt. ‘We’ve got valuable skills.’


Simon stifles a laugh. ‘Valuable skills? You think? Unemployment’s on the rise, taxes are going up, interest rates are increasing. This Thatcher woman’s playing hardball. They’re saying we’ll be in recession soon . . . and then we’ll all be screwed.’


‘Wow, that’s depressing.’ Carla looks worried.


Simon shrugs. ‘Only if you plan on becoming another cog in the machine.’


Kat studies Simon carefully. She can see the gleam in his eyes, the one that tells her he is warming to his subject.


‘So tell us, oh wise one,’ asks Ben from where he lies stretched out across the grass, ‘what’s the answer?’


Simon thinks for a moment. ‘It’s about getting back to basics . . . forgetting about the system and thinking about what you’d really like to do with your life, if money were no object. I don’t mean engineering,’ he says looking at Ben, ‘or journalism,’ and he turns to Kat. ‘I mean that thing you most enjoy doing. The thing you always dreamed of doing when you were a little kid. Because I know as sure as hell that I didn’t grow up wanting to be a lawyer.’


Kat pulls another daisy from the grass and pinches its stem between her fingernails. ‘I like writing,’ she says and then colours when she realises she’s said it out loud. ‘I mean, I always wanted to be a writer. That’s what I wanted to be when I was a little girl.’


She’s expecting laughter but Simon just nods. ‘Exactly. Writing. You don’t need money or a degree or a fancy house or car to write. Just a pen and a piece of paper. And you, Ben?’


‘I like smoking weed,’ he says, making them all laugh. ‘And my guitar. I’d be happy if I could just hang out and smoke and make up daft tunes all day.’


‘So no change then?’ asks Kat.


Simon ignores her jibe. ‘See, you both love doing things that don’t require anything other than time and space. And yet that’s the very thing you’ll lose when you enter the workforce. Let’s face it, all the past three years at university have really done is steer us towards joining a society based on commerce and greed, like lambs to the slaughter. I’ll join a legal firm.’ He nods at Ben. ‘You’ll get a job at your dad’s engineering company, and you’ll start on the bottom rung at a newspaper or magazine,’ he says, turning to Kat. ‘Mac here will get a little hippy job working with the environment and Carla here might pop out a few mini-Bens . . .’


‘Hey,’ exclaims Carla, ‘I was planning on being a social worker first.’


‘I know, I know,’ smiles Simon holding up his hands, ‘I’m just teasing . . . but a little further down the track we’ll probably all sign ourselves up for mortgages and car loans and kids and then before you know it we’ll have lost sight of the things that are most important to us, the dreams and ambitions we feel most strongly about. We’ll be trapped in jobs we don’t want to pay for lives we never really desired in the first place.’


‘That’s quite a speech.’ Kat studies Simon carefully. She’s seen him like this before, when he really begins to warm to an argument. She understands what he’s saying; she can see the fundamental truth behind his words, but then it’s easy to wax lyrical when you come from a position of money and privilege. They aren’t all so fortunate.


‘You’re forgetting one crucial point: we all need money . . . an income,’ says Carla quietly, mirroring Kat’s own thoughts. ‘We’re all skint as it is.’


‘Only because of the way the system works. It’s a trap: live to work. Is that what you want?’


‘So what would you have us do?’ Kat asks. ‘Live off the dole? Stay at university for the rest of our lives?’ She shakes her head. ‘It’s not as if I want to leave next week . . .’


‘It’s simple. We just have to find a way to live our lives without relinquishing our freedom and our ideals for a few lousy pound notes. It’s about making choices and taking control.’


‘I think that’s called Communism,’ says Ben, letting out another quiet belch. ‘Didn’t work out so well for Stalin.’


Carla thinks for a moment. ‘I do understand what you’re saying but how do you take a stand when the rest of the world is the system? We don’t all have filthy rich parents,’ she adds pointedly, throwing Ben and Simon a reproachful glance.


Simon doesn’t seem to notice her dig, or if he does he ignores it. Instead, he looks out over the lake, his eyes catching the sun and flashing amber. ‘What if the answer is staring us in the face?’ He turns and leans in towards them, lowering his voice. ‘Look around you. This place is falling into ruin but someone could really make something of it. We could make something of it.’


Ben laughs. ‘Sure, let’s just move up here, drop out, stuff the future.’


‘But that’s my point,’ says Simon, ‘this could be the future. This could be our future.’


‘You mean we’d be squatters? Here?’ asks Carla, the slightest hint of distaste in her voice.


‘Ignore him,’ says Kat, stretching out on the grass. ‘It’s the sunshine and the beer . . . they’ve gone to his head.’


‘But why not?’ continues Simon, unruffled. ‘It’s obvious no one else is using this place. Whoever owns this land, if indeed anybody does, is probably long dead. Why should these strawberries go uneaten or the lake untouched on a summer’s day? Why should this cottage be left to fall into ruin? Why shouldn’t we enjoy it . . . make something of the place?’


‘I hate to be the one to burst your bubble, Simon, but what about money? What would we live on?’ asks Ben. ‘We’ll need more than a few strawberries to see us through even a week up here.’


‘You’re not looking properly,’ says Simon. ‘Everything we need is right here: shelter, fresh water, produce from the land. There are fish in the lake, pheasants in the woods, enough firewood to keep us warm for the rest of our days. We could resurrect the vegetable patch behind the cottage and I bet there are ducks . . . and deer. We could live like kings. We could be self-sufficient, reliant on nobody but ourselves, free to choose our own pursuits.’


‘Wow,’ says Ben with jokey admiration, ‘I never took you for the clogs and corduroy type, Simon.’


‘I’m not talking about clogs and corduroy. I’m talking about control. I’m talking about escaping the treadmill and establishing our own rules. This isn’t free-love-hippy-shit. This is the eighties – a whole new decade. We can submit to the system, or we can choose to live life our way – on our own terms. Think about it: up here Kat could write. Ben could make music, hell, he could smoke himself into a coma if he likes.’


Ben raises his beer bottle at the group. ‘Cheers to that.’


Kat rolls over and props herself up on one elbow. She watches as Simon runs his hands through his hair. Soft shadows and sunlight dance across his face. There is the faintest trace of stubble on his jaw and a smattering of boyish freckles emerging on the bridge of his nose. The sight of him fills her heart with that familiar, bittersweet ache.


‘Look at it this way,’ he says, ‘maybe the most radical thing we can do right now is to remove ourselves from a society that demands we sacrifice our desires for a salary. Here we can rely purely on what we can grow, make or forage. We could focus on the things we truly enjoy – the things that really matter. We could make a difference.’


‘So we just leave the real world behind?’ Kat asks.


Simon throws his arms wide. ‘What if this is the real world?’


Kat feels the beginnings of a smile pull at the corners of her mouth.


‘And what if some farmer or park ranger takes offence at us squatting here and turfs us out?’ asks Carla. ‘What if some little old lady appears out of the blue and asks for her cottage back?’


Simon shrugs. ‘What have we lost? You’ve still got the rest of your lives to conform.’ He sits up straight and eyes each of them in turn. ‘We could try it for twelve months and see what happens? Think of it like an experiment. One year. I think we could manage that.’


Kat glances around at the others and sees them all staring at Simon with rapt attention. She knows how dangerously persuasive he can be when he gets in this mood and wonders where it comes from – this confidence, this swagger. Perhaps it’s something innate, something in his genetic make-up; or perhaps it’s taught at those expensive public schools? Maybe that’s why wealthy families fork out astronomical fees each term – for classes in how to dazzle and persuade, how to unswervingly believe in yourself? Where it comes from she’s not sure, but what she is sure of is that when Simon fixes you in his sights with a plan or an argument, he can be both formidable and almost impossible to resist.


‘What do you say?’ he continues. ‘Twelve months out of an entire lifetime . . . it’s nothing; and at least we’d have had fun trying.’ He sits back on his heels and looks at them all, his eyes glowing black again in the faltering light, the faintest stain of strawberry juice on his lips. She swallows and drags her gaze away.


Finally, when no one says anything, he sighs and turns towards the still waters of the lake. ‘Oh forget it. You’re probably all right. I’m being an idiot. Of course it’s time for us to move on. We can’t stay together like this for ever.’
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