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            Prologue

         

         They were draining the Sandford reservoir. Small things were emerging from the mud and baking in the heat, but I didn’t see the roof of the car until three days into our stay.

         By the fourth day the top of the window was showing.

         By then I could see that there was something, or someone, inside.
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            Chapter 1

         

         I’m being watched.

         But I’m going to pretend that I don’t know it.

         I’m lying on the baked grass staring up through the leaves of an enormous tree. Small things are crawling over my ankles. I can feel them but it’s too hot to move. Mum’s sitting on a blanket next to me; beyond her are David and Anya, the two other archaeologists. It’s so hot they’ve stopped talking. Even the pigeons have given up. The only sound is a generator and a softer drone, a summer hum of bees and crickets. Every now and again a hot breeze 3rattles the dry grass and the leaves rustle overhead.

         “Have some coleslaw, Dan.” Mum shoves a small plastic box my way. It’s encrusted with congealed mayonnaise.

         Pushing it back towards her, I roll on to my stomach to look across the lake. To my left is the dam. A group of people are standing on the top, staring down into the green soupy water of the emptying reservoir. Some of them are wearing hard hats and high-vis jackets. They must be very hot. Every now and then they tap the huge pipes that are pumping the water out of the lake into the fields behind and say things to one another and rub their chins. I’m not sure what they’re going to achieve by looking at the water. It’s so thick with weed and algae that it doesn’t even make me feel cooler.

         Further round to the right is a line of trees.

         Below them is a girl sitting in the shade of a tree. I don’t think she knows she can be seen. I think she thinks she’s hidden. She’s got her knees bunched up in front of her and she’s peering across the lake with binoculars.

         I wave and she drops the binoculars.

         4I knew I was being watched.

         I roll over again and sit up, resting my chin on my knees so that I can stare at her across the lake.

         “Who’s that, Dan?” asks Mum.

         “Dunno.”

         “Go and say hello,” she says.

         “Mum,” I moan. “I’m not four.”

         She waves her hand at me. “Too hot to argue – s’just if we’re here for weeks, you’re going to need someone to talk to.”

         
             

         

         It’s getting cooler now. It still feels epically hot but I can move out of the shade without fainting. The birds seem to have woken up and they’re swooping over the lake eating insects. Mum and the other archaeologists are back under their white gazebo scratching at the dirt. They’re looking for the grave of a woman called Edith the Fair. She died about a thousand years ago and no one knows where she ended up, but when they started to drain the lake, someone found a gravestone and some bones, and Mum, who’s a bone expert, plucked me out of my happy city summer and brought me here. I’m sure she’d be thrilled if she found a gold necklace or 5something, but she gets just as excited by a skeleton, and she seems to be able to find out all kinds of stuff about bones just from looking at them. It’s a sort of superpower. A bone one.

         Across the reservoir, the girl with the binoculars is talking to someone. It’s another girl, this one lying on her back looking at her phone. Tracing an imaginary path round the lake I see that I’ve either got to walk at least a mile along the back, or I could go the short way and cross the dam through the hard-hat men.

         If I want to say hello.

         The church bell bongs. I try to guess the time without looking at my phone, which is getting low on battery. We’ve been here two days – this is the third – and without something to do or someone to talk to, I will probably die.

         Clambering to my feet I brush sweaty strands of grass from my elbows and knees. Opposite, the girl straightens up and picks up her binoculars. I pretend not to notice and stroll towards the dam. Two men in high-vis jackets have their backs to me. They’re still stroking their chins and looking down at the village below. I step on to the dam, 6wandering past them and over to the other side of the water. I can see where all the sacks of rubble are propping the whole thing up.

         “Hey. Boy!” a voice calls from behind me.

         Turning, I see a woman who has followed me on to the dam. The sun is directly behind her, backlighting her triangle of thin hair, neither blonde nor grey. Perhaps it’s what Mum calls tobacco tint. More exactly, nicotine yellow. Because she’s more of a silhouette than a vision, I can’t really see her face, but her voice sounds older. She points over to Mum.

         “Have they found her then?” she shouts.

         “Edith the Fair?” I shrug. “Dunno.”

         The woman nods her head. “Plenty of bodies.”

         “Just one, I think,” I say.

         “I don’t mean there.” Her voice lowers and she indicates the reservoir. “Here, and there.” She waves her arm to include the woods and fields beyond. “I know for a fact there’s one in that field.”

         “Really?” I ask, imagining burials behind every hedge. “Does anyone know?”

         “Huh!” she says, turning back the way she came. “Not because I haven’t told them. They only look 7things up on their gizmos. They don’t listen to me.”

         “Oh?” I say.

         “I’ve seen everything. All the goings-on.”

         “Really?”

         “It goes back years. I’ve always said, always told ’em, but they don’t pay a blind bit of notice. They think I’m away with the fairies, but I know what they say behind my back.”

         She’s shaking her finger at me, and with every shake; the image of great archaeological discoveries fades. I’ve been taking her too seriously. “Sorry about that,” I say.

         I hear distant laughter. The woman swings round to look at my watcher.

         “S’that girl,” she says. “Always sneaking about in other people’s business.”

         “What?” I say. But the woman’s already scuttling off along the dam.

         
             

         

         “I see you’ve met Newspaper Woman,” says the girl when I finally wander over to where she’s perched on a tree stump, barely in the shade. She has tight braids in her hair, lots of them, and she swings them round as she speaks so that they take off and 8land, pittering against each other.

         “Newspaper Woman?”

         “Yes. She lives by the church, catches the bus into town every day and brings back free newspapers. Dumps them at the pub because she thinks Granddad likes doing crosswords. So we call her Newspaper Woman.” She waves a hand at me. “Hello, by the way. I’m Florence.”

         “I’m Daniel,” I say. “Or Dan if you like.”

         “Hello, Dan. That’s my sister, Emma,” says Florence, pointing at the other girl. “Did Newspaper Woman tell you about the bodies in the fields?” She looks at me sideways. “D’you want to come swimming with us?”

         “In that?” I point at the green ooze in front of us.

         “No, in the river. It’s lovely. Cold, though – do you mind cold? Emma’ll come too. Won’t you, Em?” She kicks her sister, who rolls over, still apparently glued to her screen. “She’s not interested in what’s going on here, only interested in stuff that comes through the airwaves.” Florence points up at the sky as if a movie was going on about three metres over our heads. “She has a new boyfriend.”

         9“Haven’t,” says Emma without looking up.

         “Have – he’s called Adam and he keeps lizards.”

         “Snakes.”

         Florence shivers. “Whatever. If he’s interested in reptiles, he’s a psychopath.”

         “What are you talking about?” asks Emma, sitting up and staring at her sister. She stares at me for the first time.

         “Who’s––” she begins.

         “Dan, and he’s coming swimming with us, aren’t you, Dan?”
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            Chapter 2

         

         “It was almost good. The dam so nearly burst,” says Florence, leading the way up a narrow path away from the reservoir. There’s a thin sort of shade, just enough to produce flies that hover in small clouds, but not really enough to cool the air. “But then they panicked and evacuated everyone. They were allowed back after the army dumped all the bags of stuff on the dam, which was disappointing because I thought something might actually happen here for once.”

         “But if the dam had burst, wouldn’t you have 11lost everything?”

         “We’re from Bristol; we’re only staying with Granddad now because Dad’s away and Mum’s working.”

         “So you weren’t here?”

         “No,” says Florence, picking her way round a bramble. “Granddad sent us pictures. He took the photos off the wall. The rest of it would just be furniture and that.”

         “Still,” I say. “Bit tragic.”

         “Yeah, s’pose. Now the water’s almost gone and it’s boring here. Sooooo boring. Although…” She beams at me. “You’ve arrived, so it’s got a whole lot more interesting.” She kicks off her sandals and I have a sudden panic that she’s going to strip off her clothes and that this is going to involve nudity and that I am going to die of embarrassment.

         Emma’s stepping out of her sandals and dumping her phone next to them. I flinch as she undoes her shorts but she’s wearing a swimming costume underneath. A second later she’s sliding down over a tree branch until she’s waist-deep in the river. “Ugh! So cold!” she shrieks as the water creeps up her body.

         12“Chicken!” shouts Florence. Pulling her dress over her head and kicking off her shoes, she leaps over Florence’s head and bombs into the water right next to her sister. I slide down gently, letting the icy water slop up my calves, each hair on my legs releasing a bubble of air. I’m still not sure about getting my shorts wet, but the two girls are in, so I take my phone out of my pocket and throw it up on to the bank, letting myself slip into the water as far as my knees.

         “Yay!” shouts Florence, slipping under the surface, startling a water bird from its hiding place along the river. “Lovely, isn’t it?”

         “Freezing,” says Emma, lying on her back and kicking her legs out in the stream so that she stays steady in the flow. She’s wearing a costume that glows through the water. The rest of her body is invisible against the river bed.

         The river darkens a ring around the bottom of my shorts. This might be enough. I might not need to go any deeper, but Florence has other ideas and, making another huge leap, she cannons into me, sending me sprawling into the water.

         
            * * *

         

         13Later, we lie in the sun, steaming.

         “So is the body stuff really rubbish?” I ask.

         “Yes,” says Florence.

         “No,” says Emma.

         “What?” asks Florence, sitting up and turning to her sister.

         “I don’t know for sure,” says Emma, flipping the cover of her phone over. “But I’m pretty sure she used to have a husband.”

         “Newspaper Woman?”

         “Yes – I don’t remember him. It’s always been just her. But she goes on about how one day he just disappeared.”

         “For real?” I ask.

         “Well, she says he just walked out one day – and now she’s always saying that there are bodies. So I’m guessing she killed him.”

         “Whoa,” says Florence. “I didn’t know that.”

         “I don’t think he’s the only one,” says Emma. “She’s probably killed loads of people. She’s almost certainly a mass murderer. Anyway – I’m off.” She stands and puts her shorts back on. The soggy costume seeps through, leaving a damp patch on her bum that makes it look like she’s wet herself.

         14Florence and I follow. The crickets are noisier than ever, but I feel a whole lot better now I’ve been in the water, even if my shorts kind of chafe.

         “Don’t you know any more?” Florence calls after her sister.

         “No,” says Emma, and she breaks into a long-legged run, leaving us crunching through the dusty leaves until we reach the sheep-nibbled grass of the reservoir banks.

         We stand blinking. The sun’s lower but it’s still majestically hot.

         “This is the hottest summer for years. Or at least the longest drought since nineteen seventy-six, which was an epically dry year – actually over two years because they went sixteen months with no significant rainfall. This time it’s only been eight weeks without rain – or it has here in Somerset. It’ll be monsoon rains when the weather breaks – if it breaks.” Florence peers into the reservoir.

         The water’s gone down a couple more centimetres, leaving a tide line and huge fissures in the muddy sides. I reach into my pocket in case there’s a stray Lego figure. This mud is perfect. I could make a brilliant little movie with a figure in an enormous 15Mars-scape. Although, glancing at Florence, maybe not in front of her. Maybe later.

         In the distance Emma disappears into the shade on her way down to the village.

         Florence starts writing her name in the mud with a stick.

         “What’s that?” I say, pointing towards the shore of the green water where there’s a darker green square just breaking the surface.

         Florence tilts her head to look. “Dunno,” she says. “Perhaps it’s a diving platform or something. Gotta go. See you tomorrow?”

         “Suppose…”

         “Great. Ten o’clock. By the way, don’t eat anything from the freezer cabinet at the shop. Mr Hughes keeps dead birds for stuffing in there. You know, taxidermy. Bye.”

         “What?” But she runs away, leaving me staring at the square in the middle of the lake and feeling faintly like I’ve been hit around the head.

         
             

         

         Mum’s rented a cottage that’s right below the dam at the top of the village. Everything about it is white, and it’s got wooden signs on the wall that say 16things like “Life’s a Beach” and “Keep Calm and Carry On”. My room is at the back under a huge tree that drops sticky stuff on to the windows. I quite like the room, even though the cushions on the bed say “Happy Place” and “Work Hard and Dream Big” on them. I’ve turned them round, so now I’m just looking at buttons, which remind me of Coraline and are ever so slightly scary if my hands brush against them when it’s dark.

         When I come downstairs for breakfast, Mum’s making coffee and the perfectly white kitchen worktop is growing brown rings. “Hopefully they’ll come off with bleach,” she says, peering at the set of Olympic circles and swiping at them with a cloth before running to answer the door.

         “Cat,” she says, throwing open the door and welcoming in a tall woman wearing wellies. Mum guides her towards the little terrace that overlooks the village, and rushes in to get the coffee.

         “I’ve made a friend,” she hisses. “Works on a farm – hoping she’ll let us use the tractor to lift out the gravestone.”

         “Oh, OK,” I say, selecting a bowl from the cupboard. Not sure whether I prefer “I Dream of 17Unicorns” or “Go with the Flow”. In the end I find one decorated with cutesy kittens and pour cereal into it.

         Mum dashes through grabbing two mugs. “She wants to know if we can get DNA off those old bones. Why do people always want to know that? It’s not like we know any of Edith the Fair’s descendants.”

         I sit on the doorstep to eat my cereal so my feet are just in the sun.

         “So what bit of the skeleton can you get DNA from?” asks Mum’s friend.

         “Teeth are good,” says Mum. “But I doubt we’ll get anything from our lady over there – she’s too old and fragile. Been underwater for years, but I can find out about diet and things.”

         They talk about everyone doing DNA tests, and digging and bones and the past and family history, and why the graves are on the side of the reservoir, and gravestones, and generally the normal conversations that surround Mum. It’s an occupational hazard talking about death.

         Mum rushes past me to get the milk. “She says she can show me a path that leads from the burial 18site to the little church over at Amersdyke, which has a Saxon arch. Really very exciting. Going to move the first set of bones today. Do you want to come to the museum?” she asks, pouring the milk into a jug. “It’s got air conditioning.”

         “I’m meeting this girl called Florence,” I say, drinking the last drops of milk from my bowl. “We’re going to look for bodies.”

         “Marvellous,” says Mum, running outside with the milk. “Hope you find lots,” she shouts over her shoulder from the front door.

         
             

         

         It takes a couple of minutes to fill a water bottle and rummage in the cupboard for a half-eaten packet of biscuits. I stuff them in my backpack. I put my swimming trunks on under my shorts. Hot, but better than wet shorts or embarrassment. Standing at the kitchen sink, I can see the dam towering above us. It’s massive from here. A sloping wall of stone with a house-sized jagged hole in it about halfway up. There are loads of those rubble bags that builders use, crammed with rocks and blocks, jammed in the hole. I’m guessing that this is what Florence was talking about, repairing the dam, but 19it strikes me that it’s not really a repair so much as a sticking plaster. I can see where the cracks have run across the whole thing. This cottage would be right in the way if the dam collapsed. Still, they’ve taken quite a bit of the water out – it must be a whole lot lighter. I’m guessing they’ll have fixed it by the time the autumn comes.

         Upstairs, I check my phone. Dev and Jason are going to the cinema this afternoon to avoid the heat. Do I want to come? Yeah, sure – only five hours of train journeys between me and home. Next, I flick over a picture-postcard photo of golden sands and waving palm trees and realise that Kyle’s grinning in the middle of it. He’s in Jamaica. With his family, drinking things out of fresh coconuts. He’s been snorkelling. The fish are amazing.

         I turn off my screen. Probably better not to look.

         “I’m off. Lock up when you go!” Mum shouts up the stairs.

         
             

         

         A church bell bongs across the village – nine forty-five? I lock the front door and then, hoping that no one’s watching me, jam the key under the flowerpot right by the door. This is safe as we’re in 20the countryside. At least, that’s what Mum says. She doesn’t even lock the car here, which is just negligent in my opinion.

         It’s already sweltering and my T-shirt sticks my bag to my back the moment I start to clamber up the path towards the dam steps. I probably should have looked for a hat, or worn some suntan lotion, or made some attempt not to fry.

         The chin-strokers are there again, more of them this time. And the green water is still pumping out into the soggy field at the side, although not so much and it’s kind of thicker now. Small clusters of insects mass over the water and there are birds swooping through, chattering madly as if they know that soon it’ll be too hot to even lift a wing. There are steps up to the dam on both sides, so I go to the nearest and climb slowly in the shade before emerging in the heat at the top. The view from up here is amazing. I can see over the houses in Sandford all the way down through little tufts of trees to the next village, which must be miles away. I’m level with the church spire here. If I could walk through the air, I’d be able to skim over the rooftops, even the village hall, which is covered 21in scaffolding.

         Above me, on the hills, there are big birds circling, riding the air currents looking for small creatures below. I wander over to the centre of the dam and look down. A small amount of water is flowing down through a weir into the river below, but I can see that the level has dropped enough for them to start fixing the stonework in the reservoir. A collection of hot people in yellow jackets are lowering scaffolding into the water to build a tower. I watch. I’m kind of amazed to see how deep it still is. It would still be possible to hide a house under the water. Maybe even a whole collection of houses. Someone drops the end of a piece of rope that goes down and down and down. Twenty metres or so.

         I look up to see if Florence’s arrived. She’s not on her tree roots yet. On the other side of the water Mum, Anya and David are fussing around a stretcher that must be for the bones.

         I could go and see, but they’re just bones and although sometimes the stories that go with the bones are really interesting, it always takes ages, and I’ve usually forgotten who the person was 22that Mum was looking for when she finds out the results. They’re mysteries, but really slow mysteries.

         I’m hoping that Newspaper Woman and her bodies might be more productive. But I don’t even know exactly where Newspaper Woman lives. Or her name or anything. I suppose I could go and look around the village.

         Ten bongs.

         And the quarter bong.

         Perhaps I should go towards the village? Perhaps Florence’s forgotten. Perhaps she’s really flaky.

         I’m dithering when she comes running towards me over the dam, her sandals slapping the stone and her hair bouncing. Alongside her bounds a small dog that barrels into my legs and starts sniffing my feet and then looks up at me expectantly.

         “Sorry, sorry – late because of the washing-up, which was Emma’s fault.”

         “S’fine. Hello, dog,” I say, putting my hand out.

         The dog ignores the hand; it’s definitely more interested in feet. I don’t really understand dogs.

         “Emma’s gone on the bus to town with Adam. Tony, our uncle, says it’s a holiday romance – it won’t last. How was your night? How were the 23sausages you had for tea? Oh, and this is Squish. He’s Granddad’s dog. I’m training him to be a truffle hound.”

         “How d’you know we had sausages?”

         “Oh, I know everything. Anyway, I asked Granddad about Newspaper Woman and the bodies.” She begins to walk off the bridge and I follow, still trying to work out how she knew what we ate last night.

         “Granddad was vague but he said it’s true that she goes on about having had a husband – and that she says he disappeared, and she’s got this thing about telling people that there are dead bodies everywhere.” Florence gazes into the distance as if she might see a body rearing from the ground. “But no one believes her. She’s a total pain because of the newspapers, and every winter she tells everyone to open their cupboards so that their pipes won’t freeze. What else did he say? Oh yeah, her name is Laura Barlow.”

         While she’s talking, I’m staring at the lake. The water’s gone down some more, and now the platform near the shore that looked completely flat yesterday is more obvious, and it’s slightly curved. 24“Looks like a car roof,” I say.

         “Yeah,” she says. “Shall we go and look in the woods and see if we can find any of her victims? And maybe we could jump in the river at the same time.”
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            Chapter 3

         

         It’s the middle of the night and unbearably hot, but if I open the window, the mosquitoes that must be breeding in the lake above flood into my room. I’ve bounced around on the bed swatting them. I reckon I’ve got them all, and now I’ve got the window closed.

         I do probably sleep, but the night seems to take forever so I overthink everything that happened yesterday. Well, not much did happen yesterday. It was hot, and Florence and I crashed around in the bushes looking for bodies, and mushrooms and 26early blackberries, and in an attempt to cool down we ended up in the river with Squish. She made him sniff some old tree fungus, which made him sneeze, and then he ate it. We talked about our lives, about where we live, about Sandford being so different from the city. She talked about her parents and Emma; and I talked about Mum, about living with Mum, about how close we are. She asked about my dad and I told her I didn’t have one, didn’t know who he was and didn’t really care. That Mum never mentioned him and I didn’t ask because Mum was enough parent for one child. I asked what it was like having a sister. She said it wasn’t all it was cracked up to be; she could cheerfully send Emma off in a boat to the other side of the world but that she probably loved her really.
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