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			Dedication

			For Poppy and Izzy

		

	
		
			Prologue

			It was the end of the summer, a hot spell when the days burned up the grass on the hillside and the nights had us sweating in our stone houses as though they were stacks of glass boxes. I turned and turned, unable to sleep, and the cotton sheets stuck to my body and bound my legs. I thought of Peter sleeping in the open, of him and his dad night-running under the stars, creating coolness in their wake, a coolness that would have dissipated by the time the coffee was on and the bus passed the end of our street taking folk to work.

			I wished I could run like Peter.

			I closed my eyes and fell into an uneasy sleep.

			In my sleep I was visited by a man and a boy. The boy was tall and good-looking, about my age or older. He sat on the end of my bed and looked at me, but said nothing.

			The man roamed about the room. Neither seemed aware of the presence of the other. The man had brown trousers fastened with a belt and a short sleeved check shirt which only just stretched across his belly and left a triangle of exposed flesh. He seemed agitated. 

			I lay in bed and looked from one to the other.

			‘Who are you?’ I said.

			The boy still said nothing. His eyes were dark and glinted with reflections of the street light outside my window.

			The man stopped next to my bed and stood over me. He said ‘I just want you to know, it’s not what I wanted. I didn’t choose this.’

			‘What?’ I was alarmed and struggled in to a sitting position. ‘What are you talking about?’

			‘I’m your mother’s nightmare. But it’s not my choice or hers. If we could, we would separate. She would come back to you.’

			‘My mother?’ I was fully awake now. ‘What have you got to do with my mother? Why are you here?’

			‘She sends a message,’ said the man. ‘She wants you to know that she loves you.’

			I leaped out of bed and flew at him, beating against his chest with my fists.

			‘Get out! Get out of my room. Get out of this house and don’t ever come back.’

			His chest was huge and solid and I felt like a child.

			‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Truly.’

			He turned and walked out of the room.

			The boy hadn’t moved.

			‘Well?’ I said. 

			He smiled and I felt pain rush through me. I ran to the window and threw it open wide. In the garden the night stocks were trembling and the hawthorn tree whispered a warning.

			I looked back and he had gone.

		

	
		
			Part One: THE RETURN

		

	
		
			1. Lauren

			When I got home on the first day of term, Mr Lion was in the kitchen stuffing a chicken with chilli and apricots, and listening to Jackie Wilson. He’d dyed his mane black and straightened it, and strands kept falling across his face. The table was littered with bottles and jars – olive oil, tabasco, coriander seeds, black pepper, ginger, nutmegs, lemons and limes. When Mr Lion cooked, the dinner was never short on flavour. He had a mound of vegetables on the chair next to him. The mortar and pestle were stained red with juice from the chillies.

			‘Did you borrow my straighteners again?’

			‘Hi Lauren, good day at college?’

			‘You really should get your own, you know. Your mane is too wiry for mine. You’ll burn them out.’

			Mr Lion tossed his head and the silky hair fell black, heavy and long over his shoulder. He did look pretty cool. Jackie was singing The Who Who Song. 

			‘What you cooking?’

			‘Roast chicken and vegetable stew. You want some?’

			‘Maybe. I’m going up to see Peter. Can I bring him back for dinner?’

			Mr Lion snorted. ‘If you can drag him down off those hills. I haven’t seen him in town for months.’

			‘I know, he’s getting worse. He’s hardly been into town all summer. He was in college today, but he came in the back way from the woods. And he’s started wearing a hat.’

			‘Poor lad. Yes, bring him down and we’ll put a bit of fire in his belly. He can’t hide in the woods forever.’

			Hiding in the woods is what Peter does. I looked in the fridge and found a bowl of tuna and pepper salad.

			‘Can I eat this?’

			‘I don’t know, it’s Andy’s not mine.’

			‘Dad won’t mind.’ 

			There were no clean forks in the cutlery drawer. I looked in the drainer on the sink.

			‘What time will dinner be?

			I shovelled in a mouthful of tuna, pepper and mayonnaise. It was too cold, it could have done with half an hour out of the fridge first. But I really wanted to get up to Peter, so I ate it anyway. I’d kind of got used to the shoes he’d had made, although I didn’t like them, but the hat was really bothering me. 

			‘Seven thirty. If you’re not here, we won’t wait.’

			‘Don’t worry. I’ll be here, and so will Peter.’

			Even though it was a hot day, it was cool in the woods. The trees littered their shadows across the path and the air danced with coins of sunlight. The woods here hang onto the sides of a steep valley, the trees holding tight with woody fingers to the constantly eroding soil. I followed the path which winds in halfway up the slope. In places it’s crumbling and at one point a tiny stream crosses it, drawing at the edges and washing them down the hill. A couple of boulders pin the path down and make it possible to pass in winter when the stream has grown after rainfall. Today the stream was just a layer of shimmering sweat darkening the mud. 

			The path widens when you reach the old millpond. The water was still and the trees were silent, thick-leaved, keeping out the sunlight. There’s a tiny path heading off to the left, barely noticeable, especially when the brambles have been growing. Like someone’s drawn a stick through, and it hasn’t quite closed back on itself yet. The sort of path animals make. This is Peter’s path.

			I first met Peter here in the woods when I was six years old. My dad and Mr Lion had decided to take me walking up on the tops and I didn’t want to go. I was lagging behind, making a nuisance of myself in the hope that if we got off to a bad start they’d call it off. But they were used to my tactics. They strode ahead, knowing that as soon as they went out of sight and left me alone amongst the towering trees I’d run to catch up. This time, though, just as the panic grasped me, I heard something moving in the brambles and stopped to look.

			Whatever it was stopped too. I stared at the thicket, peering between the leaves into the dark spaces underneath. Dad and Mr Lion were nowhere to be seen and the wood was full of a quiet stillness which teemed with non-human life. I could hear sap pushing against cell walls, leaves and stalks thrusting out from trees, from the ground, the hum of flowers turning to the sun. Insects swarmed in pools of sunlight. There were damp scurryings in the undergrowth. I felt very small.

			‘Is someone there?’

			Speaking felt better – a normal, human sound. A question no one would answer because no one was there. I rocked back a little on my heels, ready to run off and find the grown ups. 

			But then someone did answer. 

			‘Hello.’

			I couldn’t see anyone. There was no movement.

			‘Who’s that?’

			‘Peter.’

			‘Who’s Peter?’

			‘I am. Who are you?’

			‘I can’t see you.’

			‘I’m hiding.’

			‘I’m Lauren. Come out here.’

			There was a rustling, a sound which moved beneath the brambles. I tried to follow it with my eyes, but the leaves on the surface didn’t move. Then suddenly he popped out on the path beside me. 

			We stared at each other. Then he touched my hair.

			‘Yellow,’ he said.

			‘Why aren’t you wearing any clothes?’

			He looked down at himself as if he hadn’t thought about it before. 

			‘I don’t need any.’

			Just then my dad came walking back up the path, wondering why I was taking so long, and when he saw Peter he stopped. Slowly a smile spread across his face.

			‘Where’s the old goat been hiding you then?’ he said to Peter.

			‘This is Peter. Can he come with us, Dad? Please.’

			‘If he wants to.’

			So Peter came with us on our walk, and I had more fun than I’d ever had. Peter knew where to find toads and beetles, the best places to cross the rushing streams, which trees were easy to climb, and how to hide even where nothing was growing. After that I played with him whenever I could. He didn’t go to school back then and, same as me, he didn’t have a mother. My Dad trusted me with Peter because he and his dad knew the woods and the hills better than anyone alive.

			Above the bramble thickets at the top of the woods, the path ends where the stream comes out from under a big stone. I put my fingers in my mouth and blew three short blasts. 

			Then I sat on the stone and waited. The sun shone through a gap in the trees and I dangled my feet above the stream. The trees were singing quietly and the brambles were silent. Peter would come. Even if he was far away he would hear my whistle, and before long he would come. That’s the way it always was.

			Sometimes he liked to creep up on me, appearing suddenly at my side before I’d heard a thing. Today he came bounding down the hillside, his hooves barely touching the rocks and the grass, and flung himself down beside me. He wasn’t wearing the hat now, nor shoes or trousers.

			‘Lauren!’ he said in an outrush of breath.

			And we kissed. The sun warmed our cheeks and I breathed his animal smell. The woods smelled of honeysuckle and wet stones. 

			‘Why didn’t you speak to me at college today?’ I asked him when we stopped for breath.

			He shifted his bum and looked down. 

			‘I dunno. You were hanging around with that crowd. They’re idiots.’

			‘They’re not idiots. They’re my friends.’

			‘Joel Wetherby wants to go out with you.’

			‘That doesn’t make him an idiot, just because he likes me.’ I shot a glance at him, but he was still looking at the floor. ‘Maybe I will go out with him.’

			‘He calls me Goat Boy.’

			I put my hands on Peter’s head and smoothed back his hair. I could feel the bumps, the nub of them hard against my palms. When I parted his hair I could see the skin stretched tight. It wouldn’t be long before they burst through. 

			‘You’re going to have to get used to it.’

			‘I am used to it. But why do I have to go to the stupid place anyway? Why can’t I just stay here in the woods?’

			I shook my head and kissed him on the nose. ‘Mr Lion’s cooking. Will you come back with me?’

			Peter shrugged. 

			‘Roast chicken. The kitchen smells amazing.’

			‘Maybe later, when it’s dark.’

			‘No. Come back with me now and be a proper guest. Mr Lion’s invited you.’

			Peter put his hand on the back of my neck, wrapped my hair around his fingers and tugged gently. I could feel the tingles going through my body into my hands and feet. I stretched my palms.

			‘Soft as thistledown,’ he said, ‘and sunshine.’

			‘Say yes. Say you’ll come.’

			He put his other hand on my knee and started to slide it upwards. I pushed it back down.

			‘Peter! Say you’ll come to eat with us.’

			He put his lips right up close to my ear.

			‘Ok,’ he whispered. ‘I’ll come.’ I turned my head so my lips met his. ‘But first come with me, there’s something I want to show you.’

			He took me up to Hough Dean. I hadn’t been there in ages. When we were little we used to go and play in the deserted farm yard and dare each other to go inside the house. The door was nailed shut and most of the windows were boarded up, but there was a little one at the back which had been missed and the glass was broken. If you were careful you could get your hand in and lift the latch. Once the window was open there was room for a small person to squeeze through. 

			I’d got my body halfway in once but, just as I was about to wriggle my legs through, the smell hit me. It was thick and strong, like something rotting, and I gagged. You couldn’t see anything in the dark, but there was no way I could breathe that air for even a minute. I pushed back out and nearly knocked Peter over.

			Peter said it was probably bats. I wasn’t going back in to check, and Peter didn’t much like houses at the best of times.

			The easiest way to get there is to take the mile-long track up from the Craggs car park, but that way you approach the farm straight on. Peter wanted to watch without being seen, so we went along the valley and climbed over the hill behind the farmhouse. 

			There was a van parked in the yard, and a black Porsche. The boards had been removed from the windows and the doors were open. There were a couple of men up ladders painting the newly stripped window frames, and the noise of a drill coming from inside. 

			‘Someone’s moving in?’

			Just then a woman walked out of the house. She was wearing a red mini dress, black high heels and shades. Her hair was blonde and very expensive. She crossed the yard to the Porsche, opened the door and bent in, looking for something.

			‘Is that the new owner?

			Peter nodded.

			‘Why would someone like that buy Hough Dean?’

			‘I dunno. They started work about a week ago. They’re working really fast.’

			The woman straightened up, a mobile in her hand. She dialled a number and leaned back against the hot black metal of the car, the phone to her ear.

			‘There’s a boy too,’ Peter said.

			‘What, a little boy?’ It was hard to tell what age the woman might be from this distance.

			‘No. About our age. Maybe eighteen or twenty.’

			‘Anyone else?’

			‘No. I’ve only seen the two of them. 

			The lane up to the farm is full of potholes. I wondered how the Porsche managed it. The woman would have to get the track repaired.

			‘Another thing,’ he said. ‘I don’t think she bought it. My dad always told me that the owners of this place had gone away, but that they’d return one day. I think she’s the owner. I think she’s come back.’

			The woman finished her phone call and walked back across the yard into the house.

			‘Come on,’ Peter nudged me. ‘Let’s go and have some of Mr Lion’s chicken.’

			As we got near to town Peter became quiet. When we reached the top of the stream, he asked me to wait while he fetched his clothes. He was gone for ten minutes and returned wearing a pair of jeans, a t-shirt and some trainers. I didn’t say anything. We walked down the hill holding hands, but Peter let go when we got to the square.

			Joel Wetherby was there with a gang of his friends. He called out as we walked past. ‘How do you keep those trainers on, Goat Boy, when you’ve got no feet?’

			Peter didn’t respond. He kept on walking.

			I called back over my shoulder, ‘Don’t be a dick, Joel.’

			They all started laughing, and I heard one of them say, ‘You’re in there, mate.’

			We were just in time. Mr Lion was serving up the chicken and it smelled fantastic. Dad was home from work and we all sat around the kitchen table together to eat. Peter hadn’t said anything about the lads in the square, and I didn’t feel like bringing it up. I wish he would stand up for himself and answer back sometimes.

			Mr Lion is a DJ. He plays Northern Soul nights at clubs all over the north of England and he has thousands of records. He’s also a brilliant cook. He could be a chef in a really swanky restaurant, probably have his own TV show and everything. But most of the time he can’t be bothered, so when he decides to make something it’s just us that get to eat it. Me and my dad and anyone else who happens to be visiting. Today he’d excelled himself. You’d think a roast chicken was just a roast chicken, but Mr Lion can create magic. It was so good that we all forgot to talk and just concentrated on eating.

			After, when the dishes were cleared away, Dad got a bottle of wine out and poured us all a glass. Mr Lion lit a fag and his little white dog, Beauty, curled up in his lap.

			I said, ‘We went up to Hough Dean. There’s someone moving in.’

			Dad and Mr Lion both seemed to freeze. Then Mr Lion lowered his arm and tapped his ash in the ash tray. Dad took a sip from his wine glass like he was trying to look normal, but his arm and his face were as stiff as a puppet’s.

			‘Are you sure?’ asked Mr Lion.

			‘Yes. A blonde woman with a Porsche. Looks like she’s loaded.’

			‘Meg,’ said Dad. His wine glass wobbled and he put it on the table.

			‘Who’s Meg?’ I said

			Mr Lion took another drag on his cigarette. ‘How old did she look, this woman?’

			I shrugged. ‘Thirty maybe. Forty. We weren’t very near.’

			‘Well, probably best to leave her be. She won’t want kids hanging around bothering her.’

			‘We weren’t hanging about. We were up the hill. She couldn’t see us.’

			Dad said, ‘Just keep away.’

			‘What was that all about?’ I said to Peter when we were up in my room. .

			‘They were pretty freaked.’

			‘Maybe she’s an evil witch who used to catch children and roast them in the oven.’

			‘Or turn them into toads.’

			I turned the computer on.

			‘I’ve got homework. Can you believe on the first day back they’ve given us homework?’

			‘Maybe she’s your mother.’

			I laughed and typed in my password. ‘My mum’s called Cassie.’

			Peter sat behind me rubbing my back.

			‘Peter.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Will you walk home from school with me tomorrow?’

			His hands stilled for a moment and I could hear him breathing. Then they started moving again, and he said, ‘Ok.’ His voice was light as though it was of little consequence. ‘I’ve got physics last thing, so let’s meet in the normal place.’

			The normal place was where we used to meet after school every day back when we were in Year Seven and Eight. Before Peter started getting embarrassed in front of other kids and sloping off on his own every afternoon. It was just down the lane from the sixth form college, where the path starts up through the woods over the hillside. I was there on time, but Peter wasn’t. On one side of the path there were trees and mossy boulders, and on the other, the sewage plant with its round concrete pits silently stinking in the sunshine. At the spot where Peter should have been waiting there was somebody else. He was wearing a black trenchcoat, despite the September warmth.

			He turned and I saw who he was – recognised the sunglasses he’d been wearing earlier.

			‘Hi,’ I said when I got near enough.

			‘Hello.’

			He stepped back to let me past, but I stopped and leaned against the tree.

			‘I’m meeting somebody here,’ I said. 

			‘Oh, right.’

			Not being able to see his eyes, I couldn’t tell if he was put out by this. The glasses were very dark.

			‘You were in the library,’ he said. His accent was odd. A bit posh, slightly foreign maybe, but I thought I could detect a hint of Yorkshire in there too. 

			‘I’m Lauren.’

			‘Richard.’

			He held out his hand and I shook it, grinning. Was he for real? He was wearing black fingerless gloves. 

			‘Who are you meeting?’ he asked.

			‘My boyfriend.’

			‘Oh.’

			The sun was full on the path at this time of day and I leaned my head against the trunk of the tree, which was humming softly in the warmth. I half closed my eyes, and watched him. He shifted from foot to foot, looking about. I wondered if he was waiting for someone too. 

			‘Where does this lead to?’ he asked, nodding towards the path into the woods. 

			‘Up to the tops. If you walk across the fields up there you get to Heath. From there you can drop down into Hawden. It’s a nice walk.’

			‘I’m just trying to get my bearings. It’s all changed since I was here.’

			‘Did you live here before?’

			He frowned and half turned away. It was a moment before he answered. ‘When I was younger.’

			I waited, but he didn’t say any more. I’d already thought he might be the boy from Hough Dean, but now I was certain. His stance didn’t invite questions.

			‘What’s with the shades?’

			He turned and looked at me. ‘What about them?’

			‘You were wearing them in the library at college. How come Miss Watts didn’t tell you to take them off?’

			‘It’s an eye condition.’ I couldn’t see his eyes through the dark glass, only my own reflection repeated in each lens, the trees behind me. ‘My eyes are sensitive to light. These glasses react to light conditions: they get darker as the light gets brighter.’

			‘Right. So that’s why they’re so dark right now. Because of the sunshine.’

			‘Yes.’

			He turned away again, stared into the woods. 

			‘Are you waiting for someone?’ I asked him.

			‘No.’

			He shoved his hands into his pockets and walked a few steps up the path, hesitated, then came back again.

			‘Are you going that way? When your boyfriend gets here.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Will you show me the way?’

			My phone went off just then. It was a text from Peter, saying he was staying behind to finish off a physics experiment and he’d catch up with me later. I stared at the message wondering what to say. I could make an excuse, say Peter had changed the plans and I was meeting him somewhere else. But what the hell? If Peter couldn’t make the effort… and Richard didn’t know anyone here. It couldn’t hurt to be friendly.

			‘It looks like Peter’s not coming. I can show you the way if you like, though it’s not difficult. There’s only one path.’

			He smiled for the first time. I wished I could see his eyes.

			He was a fast walker. For some reason this surprised me. Something about his clothes, his voice, and also his nervousness about the path, had made him a city boy in my eyes. I didn’t imagine he was used to walking through woods, up hillsides. I thought I would have to slow my pace to his. But it was the other way round. By the time we reached the top of the tree line I was sweating and breathless. 

			He stopped next to a big rock at the side of the path. 

			‘God, it’s the Milkmaid,’ he said. ‘She has a different view these days.’

			I looked at the stone then back at him. 

			‘What are you talking about?’

			‘This rock, the Milkmaid. Don’t you know the story?’

			I shook my head. 

			‘There was a milkmaid and her lover cheated on her, so she turned herself into stone. She stood here watching the valley, watching her lover and his new girl. He could never do a thing for the rest of his life without feeling her gaze upon him, her judgement. In the end he went mad and drowned himself in the mill pond. When he was gone, she turned her attention to other cheating lovers. If anyone in the village is ever unfaithful, they can expect to feel the eyes of the milkmaid watching their every move.’ 

			I wondered if he had made it up on the spot. I’d never heard that story before and I’d lived here all my life. I walked around the stone. I guess if you used your imagination, squinted a bit, you could just about make it into the shape of a girl carrying a pail in each hand. A solid, lumpen girl with no features. 

			‘Where did you get that from?’

			He shrugged and seemed to lose interest. ‘I dunno. Someone told it to me when I was a kid I expect.’

			He started off along the path again. The bracken whispered as we passed, but I didn’t listen. I was almost jogging to keep up. When we reached the place where the stream crosses, he didn’t bother with the stepping stones but leapt over in one jump. I thought he must be really fit. I tried to imagine him in shorts and a t-shirt, running shoes, but my imagination failed me.

			At the top of the hill he stopped again and took a packet of fags from his coat pocket. He offered me one but I shook my head.

			‘Aren’t you hot in that coat?’ 

			‘I’m used to it,’ was all he said. Which seemed like a ridiculous answer to me. Why be used to being uncomfortable?

			He lit his fag with a match and took a deep drag. The sky reflected in his sunglasses, made them blue.

			‘The land doesn’t change,’ he said. ‘The shape of it. It’s been the same for hundreds of years.’

			‘How old were you when you left?’ I asked. 

			‘I was very young.’

			Which is what he said before, but how young? Did he used to come up here on his own? If so, he can’t have been that tiny. But if he’d been old enough to go to school I would surely have met him. I wondered if he was being deliberately enigmatic. I hadn’t really got the patience for that. If he wanted to impress some girl by being mysterious then he’d picked the wrong one. 

			He finished his fag and crushed it out under his boot. 

			‘I’m going down the hill from here,’ I said. ‘The quickest way to Hough Dean is if you carry on along the top and drop down when you get to the other end of Heath.’

			He raised an eyebrow, and I realised he’d never said he was from Hough Dean. 

			‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘I remember the way from here. Sure you don’t want a fag?’

			It was his way of saying thank you, but I don’t smoke, so I shook my head again.

			‘You’re alright. Thanks.’

			On the way down the hill I looked up a couple of times to see if I could spot him striding along the top, but I never did.

		

	
		
			2. Peter

			When they were kids, the woods, the moors and the sky were everything they wanted. If they found a crop of blackberries or St. George’s mushrooms or wild garlic, they felt like they’d struck gold. Now those things weren’t enough. Peter didn’t know what she wanted any more. 

			He adjusted the polariser to nought degrees and took the first power reading. 

			She was interested in books and history. When he looked at the block of words on the page he saw tiny black stitches fastening his soul to the earth. He wanted to rear and snort. Run like a goat. She talked to him about people who used to live and breathe but were now just names, stories, dust. Most of them got things wrong. All through history people had been making mistakes and hurting each other. 

			He felt safe here in the lab. This made sense. He turned the dial to ten degrees, twenty, noting the power reading at each stage. At ninety degrees the light disappeared. He loved that. He could use Malus’s formula to predict the polarisation and then watch it happen. He’d shown her sunlight shining through a prism, dividing into the seven colours of the rainbow, told her how the spectrum continued beyond those things we can see.

			‘Our eyes are only tuned to certain frequencies, but there’s more, much more in the world if only we knew how to look.’

			She smiled at him. The colours lay across her pale skin, her golden hair, turning her red, indigo and violet.

			‘You’re such a geek, Peter,’ she said.

		

	
		
			3. Ali

			I couldn’t believe the bloody view out of the window. Stone bridge, river, ducks, a green hill rising behind the town, tended flower beds. There were cobbled streets for fuck’s sake. Even the people were bearded, be-hatted and grizzled in their wellies and flowered skirts. I shouldn’t have come here. I was a city girl and this picture-book England made me sick. There was probably even a shop called the Olde Worlde Something Shoppe. It’s the sort of place you’d want to come to with a machine gun. And so tiny. I’d only been there two hours and I’d probably walked every street. How could you get lost in a place like that? How could you hide?

			The coffee was all right though. Fuck, I needed it. I hadn’t slept for over thirty-two hours, and then it wasn’t for long. I’d gone to bed around midnight, and it was just after two when the police came banging on the door downstairs and I had to grab my stuff and get out the back window as quickly as I could. There’s a jump from the first floor window down to the old garage roof, which is none too steady, but it was that or a night in the cells. ‘Cos, even though it’s not me they want, they’d throw us all in the slammer for the night. They think we’re all addicts and it’s really cool to keep us away from our stuff, stress us out for a while. I’m not an addict. I’ve tried most stuff, and sometimes a white-out is what the doctor ordered. But I can take it or leave it. Not like some of the others.

			It was Smith they were after. Last night he and Jeannie were out the window and gone before I’d even worked out what the noise was. Some of the others were doped up and took a bit longer, but they were all away before the police decided to break the door down. The way it works, everyone lays low for a few days, then we start creeping back to the squat one by one. If the police have caught Smith by then, they leave us alone. But if he comes back so do they, every night until they catch him or give up. They never keep him for long.

			I went down to the arches. There were always a few people hanging around there. New kids who’d arrived in Leeds with a sleeping bag and couldn’t think of anywhere better to curl up than fifty yards from the station they’d come in at. And some nutters too, who no one would have living in a squat with them. Someone would have a bottle of vodka I could share, or something else to keep me awake through the night. The next morning I’d go up to the square and find someone who’d let me have a corner for a night or two until it was safe to go back to the squat.

			That was the plan. I was on my way down there, quite pleased with myself for getting out so quickly, carrying all my stuff in my back pack. I don’t own much – a spare pair of jeans and a couple of t-shirts, a toothbrush. Usually a book that I’ve picked up somewhere. And my gran’s ring which I wear on a piece of leather around my neck, under my clothes so no one can see. Walking down to the arches, I put my hand into the neck of my shirt and I realised it was gone. That’s when the shit kicked off.

			Now I was sitting in this cosy fucking café in Cutesville, West Yorkshire, with a cup of rocket-strength coffee and no idea what to do next. I couldn’t see the locals letting people sleep under bridges round here. Anyway, there was only fucking water under all the bridges I’d seen. I may have slept in some unsavoury places in my time, but I didn’t fancy a raging river. 

			There wouldn’t be any squats. Probably no homeless people at all. Here everyone would be accounted for and wrapped up soundly in their beds by ten thirty. Maybe I could sleep in the park, in one of those flowerbeds covered with bark chippings; it might be quite cosy if it doesn’t rain.

			Two women were sitting by the window gossiping about people going by in the street. They knew all their names. It reminded me of when I was a kid. When we went out shopping my mum knew everyone she saw, stopped and chatted on street corners. That’s what I love about cities, no one knows you. Often as not, no one even sees you.

			These two were shameless.

			‘Look, there’s Sally Lumb. I haven’t seen her in ages.’

			‘That’s because you’re never out this early. I often see her when I drop the kids off at school.’

			‘I don’t know how she manages, living up there on her own. It must be so lonely. I’d be scared stiff. There’s no streetlights or anything. It must be pitch black at night.’

			‘I don’t think Sally is the nervous type. Not about things like that. She’d be much more bothered by neighbours dropping in. I think she just wants to be left alone.’

			‘I walked past Old Barn a couple of weeks ago. We’d been for a walk up on the tops. All those outbuildings as well as the enormous house, just for her! It’s the sort of place a family should live in.’

			Nosy cows. I looked out of the window and saw a woman leaving the butchers. She stopped outside, took her pack off her back and opened it to put in the parcel she’d just bought. She was wearing denim dungarees, a dirty anorak and a red cap which looked like it came from a Dickens film.

			‘I don’t know why she doesn’t get a bike. It’s a long slog up to Old Barn carrying your shopping.’

			‘At least she doesn’t drive everywhere, like you.’

			The woman slung the pack onto her back and walked off down the street. My coffee was just about gone. I slipped out of my seat and down the stairs and when I got outside the woman was just turning right into the main street.

			She was easy to follow. I left a distance, but her red hat stood out. When she went into the health food shop I stopped and looked in the window of the bookshop. It was tiny. I couldn’t see it being very easy to nick books in there. I’d have to find the library and see if that was any better. 

			The woman’s back pack looked heavy when she came out. She’d finished shopping and she headed out of town, crossed at some lights and walked up a hill past a church. The road was steep and she walked fast. Even though I wasn’t carrying the weight she was, it was hard to keep up. 

			At the top of the hill the road bent to the left and there was no sign of her. There were rows of stone terraces on both sides, with pots of flowers by the doors and no gardens. She could have gone into one of them, but I didn’t think so, not from what those women in the café said. There was a track on the right, potholed and full of puddles, leading off into some woods. I hurried up it. After a few minutes I could see her red hat up ahead, appearing every now and then through the branches of the trees. 

			We kept going up. On the right there was a drop down to the river in the valley bottom, and it got steeper and steeper. I wondered what would happen if you slipped and fell down there, if the roots and shrubs would save you or if they would scratch and gouge at you as you fell to your death. 

			We passed a couple of houses with 4x4s parked outside, and a dog rushed out barking. I like dogs, but I didn’t stop to talk to it as Sally Lumb was speeding ahead. The trees were thick further up and I couldn’t see her any more. 

			Then the track split. One fork went down to the river, over a bridge where there were a couple more houses. The other went up through the trees. I thought I’d be able to see her if she’d gone down to the river, so I kept going up.

			After about ten minutes I came out above the woods onto open hillside. I could see her ahead. She’d left the track and was heading across a field towards a farmhouse. I sat down by the wall and waited. I was breathing hard. That was a steep fucking climb. 

			The sun was shining and it was quite warm. I got my book out of my bag and read for a bit. Now I knew where the house was there was no rush. Best to wait ‘til dark and she was tucked up inside her house, then I’d go and have a good explore, find a cosy spot in a barn. If anyone came to Hawden looking for me, they weren’t going to find me up here. 

			I’d read about ten pages when I looked up and she was standing there in front of me. 

			‘Hi,’ she said.

			‘Hi.’

			She was wearing muddy walking boots and she’d taken off her anorak.

			‘I’m making some lunch. Do you want to come in?’

			I stared at her.

			‘I know you’ve followed me up here. I don’t know if you want to steal from me, or what you’re after. But it’s a steep walk and you must be hungry. Come in and have some food and we can talk about it.’

			She was smiling. She didn’t look scared. And for some reason I didn’t think she was about to phone the police. What harm could it do?

			I smiled back at her and it felt weird. 

			‘Ok,’ I said.

			She’d made soup and it had some sort of meat in it, and other bits too. I poked at them with my spoon.

			‘It’s mutton broth, with barley and lentils.’

			I took a spoonful and it tasted fantastic. My gran used to cook – I mean really cook, from things she chopped up and did stuff to. Not like my mum. My mum’s idea of cooking was to open the packet and put the contents in the oven. The only soup we ever had came out of tins. 

			They gave me a sandwich at the police station, but that’s all I’d eaten since leaving the squat. I hadn’t had time to think about food. Though with the money I had, I could have had a slap-up meal. Could have had breakfast at that café. I didn’t think of that. I finished the bowl of soup and she ladled some more in, giving me bread and butter to go with it.

			‘My name’s Sally,’ she said.

			‘Ali,’ I said through a mouthful of bread.

			She laughed. ‘We rhyme.’

			‘I wasn’t going to steal from you.’

			She didn’t answer. Just looked at me as she ate her soup.

			‘I need somewhere to stay. I was going to sleep in your barn.’

			Still nothing. But she didn’t take her eyes off me. I wondered how she did that, eat soup without looking at it. I’m sure I’d spill it or miss the bowl or something.

			‘I suppose I might have stolen some food. But only what I need. Not money or anything.’

			‘Have you run away from home?’

			This time I laughed. ‘Home! No, I haven’t got a home. I left that years ago.’

			‘But you want somewhere to hide.’

			‘Yes. I guess I do.’ She probably thought I was on the run from the police. I almost wished I was.

			We both finished our soup and I waited. I didn’t want to tell her any more. She stacked the bowls and took them over to the sink, put the bread back in the bread bin, the butter in the fridge. Then she lit the stove and put the kettle on, took cups out of the cupboard. 

			When the tea was made she put a mug in front of me and sat back down at the table.

			‘Ok,’ she said. ‘You can stay here. But there’s no need to sleep in the barn, there are lots of spare bedrooms.’

			The house was enormous – there were five bedrooms including hers. They all had beds in, carpets and curtains, furniture. More people must have lived here once. She let me choose my own room and I chose one at the front of the house with a window facing out onto the valley. You could see the track, and you’d see anyone coming as soon as they left the cover of the trees. 

			I’d landed on my feet. How good was this? Maybe she’d want me to earn my keep – do some work about the place or something. But I didn’t mind that. It was so out of the way, no one was going to find me here.

			It was when I went to the bathroom that that things started to seem a bit weird. I asked her where the loo was and she sent me upstairs.

			There was a piece of string tied up above the bath, like a little washing line. And tied to it a whole row of tampons, tied on by their string. About twenty or so, and they’d all been used. The first ones hadn’t got much blood on, only patches. But they got darker and bloodier along the line, until those in the middle were fat and bloated and had blood right up the string. Then they got lighter again, and more brown. The bathroom smelled of old seaweed. 

			When I went downstairs she didn’t say anything about them and neither did I. 

			I remembered taking the ring off. I sleep on my front and the stone was digging into me. If I’ve had a lot to drink or I’m stoned I don’t always bother, but that night I was sober and straight and I put the ring on the floor at the side of my mattress before I went to sleep. You might think when the police came knocking on the door downstairs I was in such a hurry I just forgot. But that’s not the case. Gran’s ring is the first thing I put on when I wake up. The reason I didn’t this time is because someone had taken it. And the only people to come through my room and out the window before I got out myself were Smith and Jeannie.

			Down at the arches I sat with a group of winos and had a swig from the bottle they were handing round. When there was a police raid there were unspoken rules. We kept apart and said nothing, even if the police caught us. We left it a few days before we returned to the squat. Most of all, we denied all knowledge of Smith – not just his business, but his very existence. And if shit kicked off for us, we could expect Smith to do the same. 

			But this was different. This was something outside of squatters’ rules. I used to go and see Gran every day after school until she died when I was twelve. She gave me this ring herself. She probably knew that if she put it in her will then mum would never let me keep it. It was her engagement ring and it had real diamonds and sapphires in it. It was worth money. It was also beautiful. I couldn’t see Smith taking it. I think Jeannie saw it as they dashed past and found it irresistible.

			There was this straight guy Smith knew from when he was at school. Worked in an office, had a car and a girlfriend. Every now and then he and Smith met up and got drunk together. I saw them once, when Smith was hiding out. He was scrubbed up, wearing the other guy’s jeans and a jumper he’d never normally be seen dead in. He could have walked right past the police and they’d’ve not looked twice. He was hiding out in full daylight. 

			The guy had a place out near the university. 

			It got light pretty early although summer was nearly over. It was the best time in the city, when everyone was still asleep: no one about, just the street cleaners with their trucks. You could walk in the middle of the road, even the main roads. The few cars were going north, south, hoping to reach their destinations by breakfast time. This city was just part of their early morning dream. Later on, they’d look back at it, barely remember passing through, wonder if the ring road bypassed the city completely.

			I walked up through the streets to the area around the university. Watched the day as it began to wake up. First a few joggers and dog walkers. Then people started to leave for work, just a few to begin with. No students yet. They would appear later, in a mad scramble to get to lectures on time with clothes askew, bags dangling, books, pens and coffee.

			Smith’s friend wasn’t a student. 

			I knew where he lived. When I saw him with Smith that time, I followed them. You never know when that sort of information might be useful. There was a boy delivering papers and he shoved a copy of The Guardian through the guy’s letterbox. A few minutes later someone pulled it through. 

			I hung about for a bit, wondering what to do, but decided that upfront was the best way. When the paper boy had left the street I went up and knocked on the front door.

			A woman answered, dressed ready for work in smart grey trousers, shiny black shoes, navy jumper. She was Asian, with long straight black hair and a stud in her nose. Really beautiful.

			‘Hiya, are Smith and Jeannie here? I need to talk to them.’

			There were tell-tale smudges under her eyes, suggesting a night of lost sleep, but she was good at hiding it. Didn’t flicker.

			‘I’m sorry, I think you’ve got the wrong address.’

			The straight guy appeared behind her in the hallway, a piece of half-eaten toast in his hand.

			‘Is there a problem?’

			‘This girl, she’s looking for someone…’

			‘Smith and Jeannie. I know they’re here. I just need to talk to them for a minute. Only a minute, then I’ll go away. Promise.’

			The man shook his head. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

			‘Come on, man. I know they’re here. I’m not the police. I only need a moment.’

			The woman spoke again. ‘Look, we’re very sorry. Your friends aren’t here. There must be a mistake. We don’t know anyone like…’ She looked me up and down, making her meaning obvious. ‘We’re running late and need to get on. I’m sorry.’

			She started to close the door, but I stuck my foot out.

			‘They have something of mine. It’s a misunderstanding, they wouldn’t have taken it if they knew. But I need it back.’

			‘Please will you remove your foot?’

			‘Just let me speak to them.’

			The man said ‘If you don’t leave immediately we will be forced to call the police.’

			I laughed. ‘You won’t be calling no police. Not when you’ve got that pair stashed inside.’

			He pulled a phone out of his jacket pocket and held it poised like a weapon.

			‘Get away from our door now or I will call the police. What will it be?’

			For the first time, I doubted. Maybe they had them hidden away somewhere else. I could be banged up for harassment or something, and there’d be no chance of getting the ring back. 

			‘Ok,’ I said. ‘I’ll go now, but I’ll be back. Like I said, I just want my property back.’

			I moved my foot and the woman slammed the door in my face.

			I opened my eyes and saw flowers. Closed them again. I was in bed but I had all my clothes on and it was really warm. The sun was shining right on my head, I could feel it. I opened my eyes again. The flowers were on wallpaper. It came back to me. Sally’s house, Old Barn. This was my new bedroom. 

			But when I went to sleep the sun wasn’t shining through the window. I threw off the covers. The curtains were thin cotton and didn’t fit the window very well, so the sun could get through them and round the edges too. I pulled them back and look out. It looked different. I couldn’t quite work out what it was, but supposed it must be the sun making everything look fresher and brighter.

			When I went downstairs I realised it was because it was morning. I went up for a nap yesterday after lunch and the sun was behind the house, casting shadows across the fields. I had slept right through, afternoon, evening, night and now it was the next day and the sun was shining from the other side of the valley.

			‘Good morning.’ Sally was in the kitchen with her sleeves rolled up. Her arms were in a big bowl next to the sink.

			‘Sorry. I must have been beat.’

			‘You look refreshed. You have colour in your cheeks.’

			I put my hands to my face, not sure what to say. 

			‘Would you like some coffee and toast?’

			I nodded.

			The coffee was made from fresh beans that Sally had ground herself, and the toast was rye bread. I ate it with butter and ginger marmalade. I’d not eaten food like this since Gran died.

			Sally went back to the bowl by the sink. I couldn’t see over the rim, but it sounded like there was water in it. From the way her arms moved, squeezing and kneading, I thought she was washing something. 

			‘Yesterday I wondered if you were running away from love,’ she said after a minute.

			‘Maybe I am.’

			‘No. Whatever’s the matter with you, food and sleep are working wonders. You look like a different person.’

			I didn’t know what she was on about, so I stuffed more toast and marmalade into my mouth and kept chewing.

			‘You’re a very pretty girl. Lost love takes all your colour away, and no amount of sleep can bring it back.’

			She was quite pale. I supposed someone must have dumped her and she hadn’t got over it. Confused it with anaemia. 

			‘What are you doing in that bowl?’

			‘It’s time to feed the roses,’ she said. 

			I went over and looked in the bowl and nearly spat my toast back out again.

			They were in there, all those tampons from the upstairs bathroom, and she was squeezing them in the water, which was getting redder and redder.

			I could smell it now as well.

			‘Love takes away all your colour, but I like to give some back to my roses. I don’t want them to start fading like me.’

			I watched fascinated as she took the tampons out of the water one at a time, squeezing them hard over the bowl before dropping them in the bin. 

			‘Come and see,’ she said when she’d finished.

			I followed her out of the back door. The garden went back a long way, and I could see trellises and rows of vegetables further away from the house. But this bottom bit, the nearest bit, was a rose garden. There were beds around the edges, and a round one in the middle, all crammed with rose bushes. I don’t know anything about that sort of thing, but they looked pretty well looked after, neat, bushy, healthy. They were all covered in red blooms – no other colours, just red. And the smell of the bloody water disappeared into the sweet smell of thousands of flowers in the sunshine.

			Sally carefully poured the contents of the bowl into a watering can, then she started watering all the rose bushes with her menstrual blood.

			‘If you’re going to stay for a bit, maybe you’d like to help with the garden,’ she said.

			And I thought, no bloody way am I helping with that. 

		

	
		
			4. Lauren

			I was still thinking about Richard when I got home and found Peter and Suky in the kitchen. They had their backs to me and didn’t notice me straight away. Peter had taken off his college clothes, and his hair was silver in the afternoon sunshine. I loved the silkiness of his summer coat nearly as much as the dark, thick underfur which came though in the winter months. He was wearing a white t-shirt and laughing with Suky. The sound made me think of high pastures and long evenings when the light dwindles, slowly painting everything with shadows, and of coming home with the warmth of the sun carried in your skin. Then I remembered Richard’s heavy black coat and dark sunglasses, blocking out the light and creating a different kind of warmth. My home seemed suddenly less familiar.

			Suky saw me first.

			‘Hi Lauren, just the person we need. Taste this and tell me if it needs more sugar.’

			She held out a cup of purple liquid she’d taken from the pan on the stove. Bilberry cordial, steaming hot.

			‘Peter thinks it needs to be sweeter, but that’s just his childish sweet tooth. Tell me it’s fine.’

			I took a sip. It was hot and sharp – almost enough to make you wince, but not quite. 

			‘It’s fine. No more sugar.’

			‘See,’ she said to Peter, ‘you have to grow up, you have childish tastes.’

			Peter smiled too, but he wasn’t looking at Suky, he was trying to catch my eye.

			‘Lauren, I’m really sorry about earlier. The experiment took longer than we thought. I caught the bus so I’d get here at the same time as you.’

			‘The school bus?’

			He nodded and held my gaze. 

			The last time Peter caught the school bus was more than two years ago. I was with him. It’s always crowded on that bus and everyone has to squash up together in the aisles. 

			Some kid next to us trod on his boot and said ‘Sorry, did that hurt? – Oh no, of course, you haven’t got any toes have you?’, and the other kids around all started sniggering. Peter didn’t say anything, but he hasn’t caught the bus since.

			I relented and smiled at him. ‘Sorry, I walked over the tops, so you beat me to it.’

			There were four glass bottles standing in a bowl of hot water in the sink. Suky started emptying them out and drying them.

			‘Why are you doing that here, Suky?’ I said. ‘Is it for us?’

			‘Yes. Mr Lion called and said he had a whole freezer load from earlier in the summer, and would I make it into cordial. I thought rather than lugging the berries across town, then the bottles back after, I may as well do it here. That way I get to use Mr Lion’s fantastic pans as well.’

			‘Is he here?’

			‘He’s out walking Beauty at the moment.’

			I sat down at the table and took an apple from the fruit bowl. While I ate it, Peter helped Suky pour the hot cordial into the bottles. The sun fell across the room, cut into squares by the lines of the window frame. When I closed my eyes the inside of my lids were bright orange. 

			‘I met that boy from Hough Dean on the way home.’

			Peter and Suky both looked up at me.

			‘What’s he like?’ asked Peter

			I shrugged. ‘Ok, a bit moody maybe. He wears a big black coat and shades all the time, like he thinks he’s really cool. Says it’s an eye condition.’

			‘Have they moved in already?’ asked Peter

			‘Dunno. I didn’t ask him. He walked back that way though.’

			‘Jimmy’s working up there at the moment,’ said Suky. ‘They’re having a new bathroom and a new kitchen, and putting in an en suite. He’s been there all week – probably next week too.’

			‘What’s it like?’ I asked, and Peter said ‘What’re they like?’ at exactly the same time.

			Suky laughed.

			‘God, you two! What’re you like? I don’t know, but I might go up there tomorrow evening to pick Jimmy up. You can come with me if you want.’

			Jimmy is Suky’s boyfriend and my oldest friend.

			Back when I was a baby, when my mother left and me and Dad moved in with Mr Lion, Jimmy used to come round all the time. He was twelve years old then and he was learning fire-eating and he came round to practice. Not that Mr Lion knew anything much about fire-eating, but he’d hung around that sort of stuff a lot in the past, and it didn’t make him nervous like it did Jimmy’s mum. He used to let Jimmy practice in the back yard. 

			Mr Lion would make a batch of almond cookies. They were Jimmy’s favourites. By the time the cookies were mixed, baked in the oven in two batches, then cooled for half an hour on a wire tray, Jimmy would find he’d done just about enough practice, and he’d come and sit with us in the kitchen and someone would brew a pot of tea.

			The thing about Jimmy is that hot air passes through his mouth in both directions, and always has done. He practiced fire-eating every day until he became world class at it. I really mean world class: he spends half the year travelling all over Europe – sometimes further – with the top circus performers. His stage name is Pyrotastic. But the hot air, it’s not a one way passage: it comes back out again. I never known anyone who talked as much as Jimmy.

			He talked to Mr Lion and my dad of course, but sometimes they were busy doing stuff and Jimmy was left alone with me. So while I sat in my baby chair or crawled around on the floor with bricks and board books he talked to me and, because I couldn’t say anything back and he thought I probably didn’t understand, he’d tell me things he’d not tell anyone else. About the girls at school he fancied and the worry about his mum who he thought was dying. Back then, when I was crawling around on the carpet, it washed over me. But it became a habit for him, and as I grew older he kept on telling me his secrets, until I was six, eight, twelve, the sole recipient of the details of his love life, his mother’s slow and lingering death, his self doubt, his triumphs. It became an essential part of life for both of us.
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