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			Prologue

			It was the last child’s final morning. It broke crisp and clear. The winter sun struggled up the east gable of his isolated clapboard house, illuminating its disrepair. The front of the building was forever sunless. Iron gutters, heavy with weeds and roof tiles, overflowed with icicles. The slow drip of morning thaw fed the stains and rot. The last coat of paint had crackled into a dull glaze and offered scant protection. A mop was frozen into a bucket of murky ice, crusted with fallen leaves beneath a dusting of snow. 

			In a first-floor window a knife-shaped shard of missing glass revealed a slice of face. 

			Dog Evans stood at the window, watching through the broken pane. He sweated in the cold. In the mean light that pierced the interior his moist skin appeared translucent, barely containing the blood crawling beneath the surface. His grey eyes and salmon lips were lurid in comparison. Outside, thick rimy frost covered the basin of marsh, part of which separated his home from the rest of the village, away to his right. A common postal code was his only token of inclusion; the occasional delivery his only form of contact. 

			On the opposite side of the marsh, the harsh November sunshine reflected off the concrete remains of the abandoned schoolhouse. Within those walls, planted in remembrance of the generation lost there, trees thrived. Twenty-two children had been in the class. Twenty-one trees grew in the school. 

			Dog Evans wanted to be a tree. 
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			He had watched those trees grow, left behind to witness their skyward progress. Out of sight, their young branches had sought each other until they touched, then intertwined, creating a tight ring. The growth of the saplings had been visible through glassless frames; straining ever higher until tousled green tops peered above the walls. One autumn morning, their growth had pushed over a section of the weakened wall, causing the earth to shake in an echo of the explosion that destroyed the building. 

			The villagers’ response to this attempted breakout was to erect a chain-link boundary fence around the memorial. A large white sign with block red letters was planted between wall and wire. The single word ‘DANGER’ once filled the board, the word itself enough to weigh down the sign and render its footings redundant. The nature of the danger was unspecified. The villagers had stood together, some weeping, some still clinging to teddy bears. They considered the new sign for a while, then walked away, their backs turned. 

			As time passed, the lower boughs of the nearest trees had grown over the sign, lolling in heavy, insolent swags, twisting it in the first stages of destruction. Dog Evans had watched leafy fingers extend to obscure the first letter. In recent months, ANGER had been its only message and Dog Evans its only reader. 

			Dog Evans turned the brown Bakelite knob on the bedside radio. He took pleasure in the dull spring-loaded click that preceded the gentle humming of the valves as they grew bright with warmth. They brought the voices into another day. The voices were his company, welcome and invited. He heard the long-gone sing-song of playground and parent, the fractured metre of handclap rhythms and footstep melodies that he was never part of, the skipping rope too fast, the circle exclusive, the ball not his; and laughter. The joyous shouts and shrieks of playtime release shot through his mind like swooping birds, a comfort that caused him to smile and turn to the blur in the mirror. 

			Dog Evans no longer had a reflection. Moribund blossoms tarnished the silvered glass, their petals spreading as if resisting his image. He had a face that invited blame. Even as a baby, nursed at arm’s length, his strange doll-like features had driven away all but the most determined. His appearance had been the start of his mother’s isolation, described to others by the midwife, whose visits struck Rebecca Evans as brief and perfunctory. She rarely took her coat off or handled the baby for long, choosing to focus her attention on the mother in order not to have to look upon the child. 

			Rebecca’s determination to breastfeed was encouraged, but was compromised from the start by the baby’s strenuous sucking and the extreme soreness of her nipples. It went beyond the pain and tenderness she had been prepared for after the initial seconds of each latching. It lasted the duration, biting and sharp and insistent. The midwife assured her she was doing everything right, that the boy was fully latched on, there was no sign of engorgement and none of the usual causes of discomfort were evident. She advised Rebecca to line the cups of her bra with a cabbage leaf in addition to using the recommended ointments and salves. The leaves helped, soothing between each feed, but did nothing to lessen the dread of the moment she had to take her breast out to stop him wailing. All the good was undone the moment he clamped on, pulling and arching as he drained her.

			Within a week her nipples were cracked and bleeding and the ordeal of nursing became intolerable. Rebecca resorted to formula milk. The baby vomited the first bottle and refused to take another, turning away from the rubber teat when it was offered yet howling from hunger. 

			Weight loss took him back to mother’s milk.

			Shep came home one evening to find Rebecca crying as the baby guzzled.

			‘Hey, Becca, come on now.’ He held her, looking down at his son. ‘I bought new ointment, more cabbage.’

			‘It’s not that,’ she said, between sobs.

			‘Okay, that’s good.’ Shep dried her cheeks. ‘What is it?’

			‘He’s doing it on purpose, hurting me.’

			‘Hey now, you’re tired. It hurts, I know, but—’

			‘He is, believe me.’

			‘Rebecca.’

			‘I’m telling you, Shep.’

			‘He’s a baby. He can’t think that way. Look, he’s happy, he’s even smiling.’

			Rebecca frowned as she examined their baby, his face wet with her tears.

			‘Is that a smile?’

			‘I think so.’

			It was this smile that had caused the teacher, Mr Corrigan, to turn away, convinced it was a sneer, refusing to be riled. The other children noticed, saw it as a chink in the adult world. Dog Evans had enjoyed this power. He saw his peculiarity as a gift. He was never one of them, but he knew he calmed them, his presence akin to snowfall for the children of the one-roomed school. He’d worked by the window, knowing the daily hush that attended his arrival was what truly disturbed the teacher, took away his authority. The pupils ignored Mr Corrigan. They worked hard and excelled as a collective prodigy. Dog Evans would find chocolate or cake on the windowsill where he sat, a sweet within his desk: tokens of gratitude. His innate strangeness precluded any open friendship with other children. There was never a note, nothing traceable, but some anonymous offering. They knew their debt.

			On the occasion of Dog’s exclusion, the school’s first suspension – for reasons kept from the other pupils – he had worked hard in bed, desperate to be back at school. On his return, things had changed. The children had changed. The teacher had reasserted lost authority. Jonny Raffique looked stronger and more defiant. The others gathered around and behind him. Alice Corggie held his hand. They judged Dog that morning, facing him as one alongside the teacher. Speechless, he screamed his loudest at them, at what they had become. He scared them. He was happy when Mr Corrigan confined him to the storeroom. On that first day back, Dog Evans withdrew yet remained: wedged into the rough brick corner of the room. He took comfort from the smells of the virgin materials: graphite, paper, rubber, adhesive and crayons. Pencils of light passed into the space through the ventilation grill fixed head-high in the door. On the other side of the door, the class was working. He was content to watch.

			

			Dog Evans sat at the kitchen table in the dying afternoon, the carcass of his meal barely covering the plate. His hand swept across the tabletop, pinched a stray shard of bone from the Formica surface and forced it between his canine and molar. Pulling it down released a sinewy shred of meat that was sucked free and swallowed. The tip of his tongue rolled around his teeth, checking the space was clear. Another cat leapt up to sit next to him. He stroked the feline, his slender fingers rippling the glossy black fur up to its shoulder blades. The creature lay still on the bench, purring, until a twitch from the whiskers and a flicker in one ear signalled it was time to leave. It stretched as it would after a deep sleep. He took satisfaction from its liquid fall to the floor, its rough tongue as it licked his wrist before disappearing into the kitchen. Dog Evans scratched the pigskin that had been grafted on to his lower arm. The porcine smell, scraped into the dirt beneath his chipped nails, was held up to his nose as a fragrant delicacy. 

			Leaning back on two legs of the chair, he opened the under-table drawer, took out the only newspaper in the house and spread it flat. The corners of the ancient broadsheet shone with the greasy deposit of years of handling. Blunt marker lines ran through columns of text and advertisements, crossed out as irrelevant, forcing the eye to the single dominant story that ran on almost every page. The accumulated effect of the images of the school’s collapse and destruction – distressed parents digging through rubble by hand as snow fell; neighbours holding each other for support and comfort; the wailing faces of the mothers being held back from the covered stretchers by fathers with the weight of death already in their eyes – was compounded by the centre pages. They were a roll call of the dead. Four monochrome rows of fresh faces, young and clean, pristine uniforms washed and ironed, top buttons fastened, ties straight, all ready for the photographer’s visit. Each grin, squint, frown, pair of glasses, ponytail, side parting and severe fringe was alive, a sliver of individual character that combined to make up the group’s potential. A name and address was printed beneath each child’s face, connected to the diagram of the village with a straight line, forming a cat’s cradle of grief in which every street, lane, close and wynd was affected. Dog Evans’ fingers called at each empty home in turn.
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			Seven years earlier 

			Struan House was the largest residential building on the map and the first any visitor saw upon entering the village. It was set back from the main road at the end of a long gravel path that snaked through acres of topiary and cultivated woodland. Calvin Struan opened the front door and gaped at the heavy flakes of falling snow. A fat child forced into expensive clothes to the detriment of his appearance, Calvin was loud of voice and small of mind, like his father, the laird: landowner and beneficiary of dubious rites of inheritance. Unlike his father, Calvin attended the village school. This break with tradition was in order to assuage the separation anxiety suffered by his clingy mother, who refused to countenance the idea of her boy being dispatched to boarding school, regardless of reputation or expense. Her mollycoddling was merciless. Calvin strove to be a copy of his father, who appeared to him to be in need of no one and nothing. Already tweed-clad and brown-brogued, the boy had assumed the portly bluster of minor gentry with little shame. 

			On the morning of the tragedy, Calvin was first out of the house, waiting in the front seat of the estate Range Rover to be driven to school. He patted his pockets for the umpteenth time. One held chocolate, the other his lunch money and a similar amount he had taken from his mother’s purse for Dog Evans, just in case. He had turned the engine on and the cab was warm by the time his father appeared, his gloved hand clutching a sheaf of brown envelopes. Calvin had read the addresses and knew them to be letters advising of rent rises. He was keen to get to school. He wanted to inform his classmates of the imminent increases before their parents received official notification. He relished the power to affect their day. It would be all pleasure and no responsibility. Like his father, he was impervious to approaches with regard to repair or injustice, as if the ‘No Entry’ signs about the run-down grandeur of Struan House applied to their persons also.

			Passing the gatehouse at the pillared entrance to the property, Calvin noticed the lights were on and smoke rose from both chimneys. The front path was clear of snow. He knew that Jonny Raffique would have done this willingly for his mother without being asked. But that was Jonny, and his mother. Calvin would have liked to do things for Jonny’s mother.

			Turning on to the main road, Calvin’s father stopped the Range Rover at the corner postbox. He pushed the manila envelopes into Calvin’s hand and pointed at the box.

			‘There’s a good chap.’

			Calvin stepped out of the heated car onto the dirty mound of road-cleared snow. The extra height it afforded him meant he didn’t need to stretch to reach the slot. He pushed the letters in as a bundle. 

			Climbing back into the car, he heard the squeals of laughter coming from the next house along. He closed the door against them. The Voars were throwing snowballs and their father was joining in the fun, a mini blizzard of swishing arms and white powder as he chased them in circuits around their small rented garden. At the sound of Mr Struan revving away from the kerbside, Maggie Voar looked up and with a squawk of mock panic gathered her two siblings and her father to stand alongside her, forming a human shield. Clearly visible under the street light, yesterday’s short, fat snowman had been joined by another, half the height but just as stout. The Voars tried not to giggle as they lined up in front of them, elbowing each other as the Struans passed by. Robbie and Cameron surprised Maggie by daring to wave. Calvin could see the two snowmen they were trying to conceal. He had no doubt whom they represented. His father snorted, dismissing their childish insult.

			‘Postman will soon wipe the smiles from their faces, don’t you think?’

			Calvin turned to sneer at Maggie as he pictured the brown envelope arriving with the white of early Christmas cards. He felt better when he saw the joy slip from her face. 

			Calvin’s father winked at his son. 

			Red-eyed with grief and lairdly anger, Ruaridh Struan had been the first parent to voice it: ‘Why did it have to be him?’ 
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			Shep Evans withdrew the notes from the cash machine. Folding them into his palm to stop the wind stealing them away, he crossed the main street of the seaside town to the post office. 

			Inside, his pen hovered over the pad of writing paper. Looking above the service counter, he saw the date on the electronic calendar.

			‘This is a bank holiday weekend, isn’t it?’

			‘You bet,’ answered the guy at the counter, obviously pleased. ‘I’ve got three days of fishing ahead of me.’

			‘This time of year?’

			‘Cod’s coming through.’

			‘You must enjoy your fishing.’

			‘Enjoy the catching even more. And you can only catch them when they’re here.’

			‘Need to use the window you’re given.’

			‘Absolutely.’

			‘Likewise,’ said Shep, indicating the pad he was about to write on. ‘When will this arrive, if I post it now?’

			‘You’ll catch the last collection, but it’ll still be Tuesday at the earliest.’

			‘Okay. Fingers crossed for that then.’

			Shep returned to the pad. He clicked the ballpoint down and wrote, ‘I hope this gets to you for your birthday’, having been told that it wouldn’t. He signed with the swirl of an S. Teasing the paper from the pad, he wrapped it around the banknotes and slid it into an envelope he had already addressed.

			When he pushed it across the counter, the postmaster, according to his lapel badge, saw the address and raised his eyebrows.

			‘Tuesday’s optimistic.’

			‘I know. I forgot about the holiday.’

			‘Special occasion?’

			‘It is, yes.’

			‘You want it recorded, proof of posting? I happened to see it was cash.’ The postmaster held the envelope in his hand and gave Shep a look that said he thought this would be the best option, for peace of mind.

			‘No, seeing you take it is all the proof I need, thank you.’

			‘If you’re sure.’

			‘I am.’

			The man weighed and stamped the envelope, then dropped it into a postal sack. He was about to ring the sale when he saw Shep scanning the gift counter.

			‘Get you anything else?’

			‘Your best box of chocolates.’ Shep pulled a large note from his wallet.

			

			Leaving the chocolates with his briefcase in the passenger footwell, Shep took a cigar from a tin in the glove compartment, locked the car and cut between the shops, through to the promenade.

			He sat in a shelter and smoked as he watched redshank and ringed plover at the water’s edge, mincing up and down the tideline, feeding on whatever the waves had left behind. A yappy mongrel puppy triggered the kyip, kyip, kyip of the redshank’s alarm call and the instant departure of all the birds, a low cloud, wing-points skimming the water on their way to a safer stretch of shore. The pup splashed after them, closely followed by a shrieking toddler in wellington boots and flapping jacket, impervious to the bitter conditions, waving a plastic spade at the now distant flock. His parents hugged each other as they walked, enjoying their son’s glee. Shep took a final draw, rolled the smoke around his mouth, let it go, tapped the cigar out on the concrete wall and left the shelter. 

			Rebecca was waiting for Shep. She blew him a kiss and waved from the front window as he pulled onto the driveway. He couldn’t help but cheer up.

			‘Hi,’ she said, opening the door for him.

			‘Hi to you too.’

			She kissed him, put her arms around him and hugged him on the doorstep.

			‘Happy to see me?’

			‘Every time.’

			Shep took a step back and admired his wife.

			‘You’re a sight for sore ones.’

			‘I made a special effort for you.’

			‘There’s no need, but I’m glad you did.’

			‘My pleasure.’

			Shep handed her the chocolates.

			‘For me?’ 

			‘Who else?’

			She grinned at him. ‘What about my figure?’

			‘It would take more than a box of chocolates to knock you out of shape.’

			She giggled as she dragged him inside. ‘Come on in, we’re letting all the heat out.’

			Shep hung his coat up in the porch, slipped his boots off and followed her down the hallway into the kitchen in his stockinged feet. 

			‘Becca?’

			‘Yes,’ she said, looking up from the whisky she was pouring for him.

			‘You want to do something this weekend?’

			‘Such as?’

			‘Go for a meal, watch a film, a play maybe. All of those if you like.’

			She put the bottle down. There was a trace of sadness in her smile as she walked over to Shep and kissed him.

			‘You’re so sweet, you know that?’

			‘How so?’

			‘Working all week and still making time to be thinking about me.’

			‘I never stop thinking about you.’

			He took her face in his hand, his thumb brushing the scar at the corner of her eye.

			‘Maybe not this weekend,’ she said.

			‘You sure?’

			‘Yes.’

			Shep gathered Rebecca into him. He held her close enough to feel the tremors, but he couldn’t stop them. 

			

			Dog Evans traced the road of the newspaper’s centre-page map to where it stopped at the school on the right-hand edge of the marsh. There was no indication that the road also forked to the left; no mention of him, the sole survivor, or his parents and the house they had shared. 

			This exclusion had begun that distant yet immediate day, as the fallout still clogged the air, drying mouths and stinging eyes in the incessant snowfall, filling noses and impregnating the clothes and minds of every witness. 

			Dog Evans recalled hearing the growing murmur that had risen to muted cries of joy and a rush of bodies when it was discovered someone had survived. Their child, please God, theirs. But hope imploded as he, the wrong child, was dragged from the bunker of the storeroom that had protected him, in tattered clothing, his hair singed and a flap of skin the length of his lower arm hanging from wrist to knee. As soon as they had him clear of the wreckage, they let go, their moral obligation to life paid. Needy faces stared at his survival, unable to embrace it. It mocked their loss, the loss of good children. They stepped back as he slowly came to, blinking, focusing, balancing, noticing the wound to his arm. Dog Evans examined the dangling flap of skin; poked his exposed flesh, fascinated. Wind gusted grit, dust and snow across those stricken faces still watching him. Others were crouched over or holding the dead, sobbing and moaning, or pulling at rubble in the hope of finding another alive, one worthy of life. 

			His cough hacked and rattled through his grime-filled chest, until it cleared into a wheezy laugh of surprise and validation. There was something victorious in the way he smiled at his audience. 

			‘It’s my birthday,’ he said. 

			The villagers darkened as a wordless blame congealed around the one who lived. 

			A fox crossed the space between them, a grey-brown bird in its mouth, a wing trailing, its head bouncing. Dog pointed at it and looked around for his dad to identify the bird. He wasn’t there. Neither was his mum.

			Dog Evans hadn’t seen his parents for a long time. They were never there when he came down in the morning, always there when he lay upstairs at night, their voices murmuring, their words just out of earshot. He’d sit up in bed to listen, cocking his head, leaning over to put his ear to the floor, desperate to hear, to understand. Occasionally, he would pull back his blankets to go to them. But each time, as he put his weight on his feet to stand, their conversation stopped, as if for adult ears only. He’d creep to the top of the stairs to stand in threadbare pyjamas, waiting for them to call him. He would sometimes stand for hours before returning to bed. Those rare nights that the need to see them was overwhelming, he would fix a welcome on his face and continue down, wide-eyed with hope. The room would always be empty; the coals on the fire dull beneath a layer of fallen soot. His smile would tighten, his teeth retreat behind bulbous lips as he felt the twist of ache in his chest. The hardened soles of his feet sanded the wooden treads as he climbed back to his room. Beneath the sheets, he would hear again their distant voices, once more out of their hiding place. 

			Tonight, Dog Evans lit a fire for the parents he had waited long enough for. It caught quickly. The flames raced deep into the bone-dry tinder. Freshly crumpled images of children became spectral within the smoke as the draw of the chimney pulled them skyward. 

			Dog Evans rested the rusty spade on the satchel strap in the bowl of his shoulder. Leaving his home, he picked his way from tussock to tussock across the marsh to the school, taking as direct a line as possible. His footsteps left dark imprints as they crushed the ice crystals that had formed a crisp cover over the sphagnum moss.

			He passed through the broken fence, unseen. 

			Looking back for the last time, he smiled when he saw the glow of the fire in the window. Ascending ghosts unwound from the chimney stack. The marsh sparkled beneath the waxing gibbous moon.

			To his left, the houses at the rear of the village looked permanently closed. The buildings presented a solid defence of lifeless walls. Doorways were bricked up and shutters screwed tight across windows painted blind. These sightless facades bore no relation to their whitewashed other halves. Dog Evans, on nights when he had limped furtive through the village, had seen the other, desperately optimistic side of these houses. He had gazed through the landscape windows that opened up their fronts, broad in compensation for their shuttered backs. He had observed watchful parents spoiling replacement children behind glazing that reflected the sun’s arc, allowed light in and desires out. To Dog Evans, the village appeared anchored to the site of the schoolhouse while at the same time pulling away, like a tethered hound straining against its leash.

			The soft fronds of the lower boughs brushed him as he moved into the trees. The mass of determined foliage had blocked out the sun, created a crackling carpet of dry leaves, needles and twigs, where scaled creatures slithered and fed. He sensed welcome ahead. He stopped. As he stood with the trees, he could hear the scratch of pencil on jotter paper, smell the polished wood of the classroom floor and feel the reflected sunlight. He entered the small glade, now less than half the size of the single classroom. Smiling children looked up at him before returning to their work, heads down in concentration. In a handful of steps, Dog Evans stood in the middle, among friends. 

			The spade split the green skin of the earth. Two straight lines the length of a child’s body bisected each other. Forcing the spade beneath the grass, shallow and flat, he sliced through tender roots, separating the turf from the topsoil. Folding four triangular flaps away from each other, he exposed a dark square of sweet loam and plunged the blade into the centre. He stopped when the hole was deep enough.

			Satchel, shirt and trousers all slipped easily from his frame.

			Dog Evans stood naked at the end of his last day. The four flaps now pointed to his planted form, a spent jack-in-the-box. His discarded clothing cushioned the soles of his buried feet, his knees invisible within the hand-packed soil. He looked to the stars in the clear night sky. Moonlight flooded the glade, making filigree of the frosted grass and highlighting the stomach scars that ripped across his bright, hairless body. He lifted his hand to his mouth. His Adam’s apple pulsed as he swallowed a plump worm. Save for the rustle of minor life in the inky lunar shadows, all he could hear was the growing of the trees, the sluggish flow of seasonal sap along meshing branches. As the worm writhed in his gullet, a contrary peristalsis, Dog Evans began to take root, to rejoin the class. 
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			Seven years earlier

			Maggie had caught the look on Calvin’s face. It made her feel sad. Other people’s misfortune made him happy.

			She hid her misgivings as she looked back to the house at the playful chastising of her mum’s voice.

			‘You’re a bigger kid than they are, you know that,’ said Mairi. ‘You shouldn’t be encouraging them.’

			She was leaning against the door frame, a cup of tea steaming in her hand. Maggie feigned happiness as her dad played the innocent.

			‘Hey, nothing to do with me. It was built before I came out.’

			‘Really? And who was it set the bad example by building the big one yesterday?’

			‘She’s got you there, Dad,’ said Maggie.

			‘Traitor,’ said John Voar, scooping a broad palm of snow into Maggie’s face. ‘I thought we were on the same side.’

			Robbie and Cameron fell about laughing as Maggie squawked and spat and wiped her face. She gathered herself and gave her dad as stern a look as she could muster.

			‘We don’t take sides in this family.’

			‘You tell him, Maggie,’ said her mum, ‘and John, can you lift those two eejits, they’re like wee snowmen themselves.’

			John Voar lifted a twin in each arm and shook them in the air, white clumps falling from their parkas as the three of them bounced up and down, filling the morning with the noise of play.

			‘John, can you behave, you’ll have them vomiting their breakfasts, honestly.’

			John paid no heed, cheerfully defiant as he continued to shake each boisterous bundle, squirming and flailing, slipping from their winter clothing.

			‘John.’

			‘Right,’ he said, putting them down, ‘kiss for Mum, then school, do some learning.’

			The two released boys pulled their trousers up as they ran to their mum. Maggie hugged her dad. When they had been tucked in again, Robbie and Cameron ran down the path and John joined Mairi in the doorway, his arm around her.

			‘Got everything you need?’ she said as the twins pushed through the gate.

			‘Yes,’ chimed Robbie and Cameron.

			‘You sure?’

			They turned to see their mum holding up two lunchboxes. 

			Maggie shook her head in cahoots with her parents as the two boys trudged back.

			‘Thank you,’ they said as they took their boxes.

			‘You’re welcome. Hurry up now, you don’t want to be late.’

			‘And Maggie’s in charge,’ said John.

			‘We know,’ they said as they ran back to their waiting sister, waving to their mum and dad for the last time. 

			Outside the classroom, Maggie Voar’s voice carried the authority of her parents. She was adept at moderating Robbie and Cameron’s sibling outbursts, curbing the noise levels and anarchist tendencies of their youth with mention of other people and the respect they were due. Robbie and Cameron idolised her. Only two years older than them, she was nonetheless their natural guide through life in the absence of their parents. So much so that at times the boys gave the impression of having a glide in the eye, such was their continual sideways checking for Maggie’s approval or opprobrium.

			Breathless and red-cheeked from the exertions of the snow fight, the twins were nevertheless subdued by Maggie’s silence as they left the garden to head for school that morning. Usually joined at the hip, the two of them separated and each took one of their sister’s hands as they walked into the village.

			‘Maggie?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Are you okay?’

			‘Of course. Why do you ask?’

			‘You’re not talking.’

			Maggie gave both the boys’ hands a wee press, keeping her counsel about Calvin Struan. They wouldn’t understand.

			‘I’m listening,’ she said. ‘I like the way the snow steals away all the sound.’

			The boys looked around, suddenly aware of how quiet the village was. They both stole a glance up at Maggie, then at each other, and smiled. The three of them continued on without a word.

			They paused for a second at the Todds’ house. Two sets of footprints led through the gate and on ahead. The Todds were just visible beneath the street lights, like smudges in their black duffle coats, labouring through the heavy snow. Maggie thought one of them looked back as they reached the top of Main Street, but couldn’t be sure. She waved, just in case. Robbie and Cameron followed suit with their free hands, but the Todds turned the corner and were out of sight. The twins pulled at Maggie and they all picked up a little speed, so keen were the boys to catch their friends.

			Robbie and Cameron fell into following the Todds’ footprints exactly, quiet in their absorption for a while. When Robbie spoke, his voice was uncertain.

			‘Maggie?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Do you think Dog will be in school today?’

			‘I imagine so, why?’

			‘He got sent home.’

			‘Doesn’t it last forever?’ asked Cameron.

			‘I don’t think so,’ she said.

			The two boys were thoughtful as they took this in.

			‘He scares me.’

			‘And me,’ said Cameron.

			‘I didn’t like when he screamed.’

			‘No,’ said Maggie. ‘That wasn’t nice.’

			‘Calvin weed his pants,’ said Robbie, leaning forward and looking at Cameron to share his pleasure.

			‘Hey, it’s not nice to laugh at other people, you two.’

			Both boys pulled their heads back.

			‘Why isn’t Dog at the big school?’ asked Robbie.

			‘He’s a teenager,’ added Cameron.

			‘Only just,’ said Maggie. ‘Dad said he got kept back.’

			‘Kept back?’

			‘Because he’s not ready for the big school yet.’

			‘Not ready?’

			‘Yes, not ready.’

			A few seconds passed.

			‘What does that mean?’

			‘It just means he’s not ready,’ said Maggie, her tone closing the conversation. ‘Come on, let’s catch up with Ronah and Jack.’

			She pulled on their hands and started to run, shouting at them to keep in their steps, keep up; keep in their steps, keep up, half dragging them along. Robbie and Cameron snapped out of their fear, laughing and sliding as they high-stepped and quick-stepped to keep up with Maggie and catch the Todds. 

			The Voars and the Todds arrived at school together. Calvin was waiting for them at the gate. He wasn’t hogging the shelter of the school doorway as usual. Maggie cried when he told her about the impending rent increase and she had to restrain Robbie and Cameron from hitting him for causing her tears.

			‘Why?’ she said. ‘You don’t need any more money, you’re already rich.’

			‘Mummy spends it, so Daddy needs to get more. That’s how it works,’ he said.

			‘But you like doing this, why?’

			‘I’m supposed to.’ 

			Maggie wiped her eyes. ‘You’re going to spend the rest of your life making people unhappy.’ 

			She glared at Calvin for a moment before leading Robbie and Cameron away. 

			The Todds remained, staring at Calvin, unblinking, until he looked less pleased with himself. A snowball arrived, thrown fast and true, bursting in a pluff of sharp crystals the moment it skelped the side of Calvin’s face. By the time Calvin spun around, there were other children gathering handfuls of snow and it wasn’t possible to point the finger at any individual. He hardened his face to stop his bottom lip quivering, but he had no control over the fat teardrop that glistened as it fell. Maggie stuck her tongue out at him, as did Robbie and Cameron. Robbie was emboldened.

			‘Wee pants.’

			Maggie didn’t tell him off. Cameron copied his brother.

			‘Wee pants.’

			‘Wee pants, wee pants, wee pants, wee pants …’

			Others in the playground joined in, pointing at Calvin through the falling snow, and he could do nothing but stand alone. Maggie enjoyed his isolation. 

			Searching beyond Calvin, across the marsh, she hoped for signs of Mr Corrigan’s car. She wanted to be in school.

			On days of fine weather, the Voars viewed the classroom as a necessary cage. Voracious for education, they reined in their kinetic vitality in order to study, both their parents having impressed upon them the freedom gained through learning. ‘Knowledge is a companion,’ their clear-eyed father insisted. His roaming intellect kept him company on the wards and corridors of the community hospital where he was a porter and their mother was a nurse. The Voars’ relentless questioning, which the teacher frequently found tiring, wasn’t born of belligerence but the need to understand. 

			Returning home at the end of the school day, they would usually be quizzed by their parents over the dinner table, to establish the worth of the day’s teaching. The children would joust and compete to present something and a benign form of home schooling would continue as they ate; their parents adding to what they had learned. And whatever was left of the day they would use, until exhausted or gathered in, to be held and carried to bed. 

			Today, Maggie saw the school as a refuge, an escape from Calvin Struan and the bad news that lay in store. Her parents would be able to tell there was something wrong and she wouldn’t be able to hide it. She would be the one to give them the bad news. As the wind spun the snow, she moved with Ronah to their usual playground place. 
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