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			Now that it’s over, the whole thing has the quality of a dream when you wake up in the morning, where the more you try to remember it, the more hopeless it gets, like trying to hold onto water in your cupped, leaking hands. And I mean all of it, not just the weird stuff. I mean Cressida and Tim, and their cold, dim house full of beautiful objects from all the interesting places they’d been to when they were younger; I mean Mr Richards, with his heather hair and his Welsh lilt. Those things are fading as fast and getting as misty as the rest of it. The weird stuff that can’t possibly have happened really – except it did, and I’ve got the scars to prove it.

			The village was called Hoxne. You say ‘Hox-un’ if you’re a local and in the know, which I definitely wasn’t. And Sofia, driving me there in her buzzy little social worker’s car – ‘paid for by my taxes’, Tracy said, with a sort of false, automatic bitterness, learnt from other people, which was a bit of a joke actually, because when had Tracy ever earned enough to pay even one penny in tax? Anyway, Sofia called it Hocks-nee too, because she was from Romania or Spain or somewhere, and was as much of an outsider as I was, when you came to think about it.

			I was going there because Tracy burnt down our house. She really did burn it down. She fell asleep with a lighted cigarette in her hand after drinking about fifteen vodkas, and the cigarette set fire to the sofa. There were fire engines and gawping neighbours, and a five-minute piece on the local television news. It was the first time she’d done anything as bad as that, but she’d been on their radar anyway and it was the final straw. ‘The final straw in the coffin’, Sofia had said, displaying a grasp of English idiom that was not quite faultless. She’d given me a stupid cartoon leaflet explaining what it meant, being ‘in care’, and now we were zipping along the A140 towards a village neither of us knew how to pronounce, and further and further away from Ipswich and Tracy and the twins, who were staying in town and being fostered together in a big house by the park.

			‘I think you will like Cressida and Tim, Joss,’ Sofia said.

			I said nothing. Which I believe is often the best thing.

			‘They are very musical – Tim plays the piano. And Cressida gives violin lessons. And they keep chickens. I expect,’ Sofia added vaguely, ‘that they grow organic vegetables.’

			The last of the light was draining out of the sky, and I no longer recognised any of the names of the villages on the road signs. On either side of the road, the trees and hedges were lumpy and black against the milky violet of the evening sky. 

			I felt a breathless kind of panic, as if someone was trying to stuff me into a sack.

			My world was buses and shops, the solid reassurance of pavements under your feet, and the cold, clean light of kebab shops spilling out of plate glass in the middle of the night. The air I was used to smelled of petrol, and not like this air, of emptiness. I knew that Hoxne – Hox-un – was buried deep in the guts of the Suffolk countryside, and I was trying very hard not to let the thought of it frighten me, but it did. It scared me, the emptiness. Breathe. Breathe.

			‘Be a good boy, Joss,’ Tracy had said. Her hands were shaking when she fished in her bag for a tissue. There was a deep groove between the long, vertical bones in her arm. Tracy never had the time to eat.

			‘I’ll see you once a week. At a family centre in Diss. And Sofia’s enrolled you in a new school. It’ll be better than that dump you’re in now.’

			A fierce, tearing not-quite-pity had shot right through me. 

			‘Oh, well, you’re sixteen,’ Tracy had said.

			She started to pick at the flaky skin around her nails.

			‘When I was sixteen, I had you on the way. It’s time you grew up a bit.’

			In the back of the paid-for-by-taxes car, I wondered out loud how much bloody further it could be.

			Sofia flashed me a tense, false, teeth-gritted smile in the rear-view mirror.

			‘Almost there, Joss.’

			The house was right on the edge of the village, up a tiny lane only just wide enough for one car, and it was bigger than any house I’d seen before. Bigger than any house needed to be. Sofia pulled up outside the front door, and we got out; she opened the boot, and I took out both my bags, which suddenly looked small and familiar and shabby and sad. I blinked and looked away.

			It was one of those drives that curves all the way around, one way in and another way out, made of shingle like on a beach. My shoes made a crunching sound whenever I took a step. And the house was even bigger, once you got up close. It was bigger than the whole block at Ipswich had been. The faded purple paint was flaking from the windows and doors; I could hear the soft bickering sound of the organic chickens, but I couldn’t see them. They must have been round the back.

			‘And here is Cressida.’

			She doesn’t look real, I thought.

			I didn’t know why the words banged into my head, and then I realised: it was her clothes. They weren’t the usual sort people wore; they were long and sort of drapey. More like dust sheets covering a statue than clothes. And there was a big hole in the elbow of the jumper she was wearing. Her hair was strange too, pulled into a wispy grey tail over one shoulder.

			She looked like someone in fancy dress.

			‘Tim’s in the kitchen,’ Cressida said. She squeezed my arm, which normally I would hate, but for some reason it didn’t bother me at all.

			‘This way. We’ll have a cup of tea, and it won’t seem so strange. Tea’s the same wherever you are.’

			‘We’ve had a long talk, Joss and I,’ Sofia said, ‘about acceptable behaviours.’

			Cressida didn’t answer, only smiled. When she moved her head, the last of the daylight caught what looked like diamonds hanging from her ears and made them flash.

			‘Through here. This is Tim, Joss.’

			I squashed down a laugh at the sight of his beard, which was so wide and bushy that a family of small animals could have nested in it. He wore little glasses, round as coins, which were pushed up onto the top of his head, where they nestled in the tufty hair. When he smiled, I saw he had a gap in between his two front teeth, which somehow made me want to trust him.

			You could fit the whole of the ground floor of our home into the kitchen at Cressida’s house. There was room for a sofa, which was something I’d never imagined you would have in a kitchen, and a big, square cooker thing which pumped out so much warmth I could feel the sweat forming in the roots of my hair.

			‘That’s an Aga,’ Cressida said, seeing me look at it. ‘It roasts us alive in the summer, but in the winter we have to climb inside it to keep warm. The rest of the house is Arctic, I’m afraid. It’s so old, it’s falling apart.’

			Tim shook my hand.

			‘I’m a bit garlicky. I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Been cooking all afternoon.’

			He was wearing an apron, I noticed. I had never before seen anyone wearing an apron. And the kitchen looked like a bomb had hit it, only it was a different kind of mess to mess I’d seen before. There were bits of fruit and vegetables and stuff lying around on chopping boards, lumps of meat and blocks of cheese. Packets of flour and bottles of oil. Stuff like that.

			‘Tim’s not what you call a tidy cook,’ Cressida said. ‘Now, shall we get comfortable? And Sofia can have a cup of tea before she goes back.’

			My legs felt suddenly watery and I sat down quickly on the sofa.

			Cressida sat herself down next to me.

			‘You’ll be all right, Joss,’ she said.

			People say it all the time: ‘You’ll be all right.’ And usually it means nothing. Or nothing much anyway. Just that they like you and want you to know it. But the funny thing about Cressida saying it, was that it sounded truer than that. Like she knew more than I did. Like things really would turn out OK in the end.

			Suddenly, I realised something. I realised that I liked Cressida and Tim. And that you could trust them.
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			And then, the next bit: the first day at the school Sofia had enrolled me in, the one that Tracy said was better than the Ipswich dump I’d gone to before. Which wouldn’t have been difficult. I wasn’t expecting Eton or Harrow or wherever it is rich people send their kids; I wasn’t expecting anything, which I believe is often the easiest thing to do.

			I didn’t want to be, but I was nervous.

			Cressida offered to walk with me to the village green where the bus stop was, but I said don’t bother. I think I had some stupid, hopeful idea about fitting in.

			Fitting in, hah!

			I couldn’t have been more conspicuous if I’d painted my face blue and arrived at the bus stop on a unicycle. I felt their stares jabbing me even though I kept my back turned and my eyes fixed and gazing over the village green, as if I could see something fascinating happening in the far corner of it.

			I’d heard of village greens before, but this was the first time I’d actually seen one. The kids were nothing new though – different faces, different uniform, but apart from that, nothing I’d not seen a million times before. It was as easy as it always is to see who was who. The hard ones were standing around smoking and the quieter, more timid ones were clutching their instrument cases. The girls were grouped in shrieking huddles, laughing and tossing their hair about. I’d seen it all before.

			And then I noticed her – a girl with fair hair standing quite still and apart from the rest.

			Her aloneness was why I noticed her. Because I think you don’t often see girls on their own – they usually flock together like birds. Noisy birds, making a great show of their happiness. But this girl stood apart from the others on the pavement between the grass and the bus stop, and there was nothing in the easy lines of her body to suggest she felt awkward in the solitude. And you felt like all she had to do was crook her little finger and friends would come running. Like she was only on her own because at the moment she wanted it that way. She was calm and self- possessed, which was the impression I was trying to give as well, only my arms and shoulders were starting to ache from the effort.

			She was too far away for me to make out the colour of her eyes.

			The sun was already hot, and the shadows of the trees were sharp and black on the grass. A village green. It sounded like something you read about in books, but here it was in front of me: a broad expanse of short grass, roughly rectangular in shape and dotted with trees. Round the edge of the grass were houses, some painted shades of white and others made of warm-looking orange bricks. Pretty much all of them had those windows that are criss-crossed with strips of wood or metal, so they looked like illustrations in a children’s book, not quite real. Some of the roofs were thatched. I was glad when the bus came.

			Easterbrook School was about twenty minutes away by bus, down more of those narrow lanes I’d come along in Sofia’s car. No one spoke to me, which was all right because I had nothing to say to any of them. And I noticed, in the curious, detached way you notice that it’s raining outside, that no one on the bus had my skin colour or my hair. Like, literally no one. Suddenly, despite the stab of recognition a few minutes earlier, these kids seemed like creatures from a different world.

			There were two of them waiting for me when I stepped out of the bus at Easterbrook, a girl and a teacher, both of them wearing bright, eager Welcoming expressions.

			‘I expect you’re Joseph. I’m Ms Osborne, headteacher. Welcome to Easterbrook.’

			She was a pale, skinny woman, wearing a mouse-coloured jacket much too big for her. She reminded me of something; then I realised what: a lizard. There was something reptilian about her face, despite that Welcoming smile.

			‘Yes. I’m Joss.’

			‘We’re very pleased to have you, Joss.’

			Both of us knew that this was a lie. I started to enjoy watching her going through the motions. It wasn’t her fault, any of this, but then neither was it mine, and it was fun to watch her squirm.

			‘And this is Rachel. She’s going to show you around until you get settled in. I’ve put you in Mr Richards’ class.’

			Her shoulders twitched inside the roomy jacket; she was clearly longing to be away.

			‘Do you have any questions?’

			None that you could answer. I shook my head and was rewarded by a brief flash of reptilian smile.

			‘Fine. Stick with Rachel. Come and see me if you have any problems or issues.’

			I didn’t know, and I bet she wouldn’t have known either, what she meant by issues. I turned to look at Rachel, who turned out to be exactly the kind of frizzy, motherly creature who would be asked to go round with the new boy and keep an eye on him.

			‘Come on, then. We’ll go to class. Mr Richards is a bit weird, but he’s nice; you’ll like him. He’s head of history. I’m going to take history for A level, next year. Have you decided which A levels you’ll be doing?’

			It was like the harmless twittering of birds. I looked past her, over the frizzy head, to what I thought for a second was the fair-haired girl from the Hoxne bus stop coming through a set of double doors to the right, only the face was wrong, and it wasn’t her.

			‘ …History, English Language and dance. I’m staying on for sixth form because it’s the best one in the area. It’s nice to have GCSEs over with, isn’t it? Only results day to worry about.’

			‘I’m not worried,’ I said.

			It wasn’t an empty boast; it was true. I couldn’t have cared less about results day and A levels. I could barely remember sitting the exams, and it had been less than three weeks ago. Tracy had been clever too, at least as clever, I would bet, as bespectacled, twittery little Rachel, and look where it had got her. Nowhere, that was where.

			She blinked and giggled and carried on twittering. 

			‘Here’s the classroom. Up those stairs over there it’s the Year 11 common room. It’s nothing much, just a room with a microwave and lots of chairs.’
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			The fight, if that’s what you want to call it, started in the common room during the lunch break.

			‘Half a day,’ Ms Osborne said to me, ‘half a day before there was trouble. What kind of impression do you think that gives us of you, Joseph?’

			She looked at me sadly, but behind the sadness you could see the satisfaction easily enough.

			I said nothing. Although what I wanted to say was that I couldn’t care less what kind of impression I’d made.

			I’d managed to shake off Rachel and was sitting minding my own business when I’d heard noises from a corner of the common room – the raised voices and jeering kind of laughter that tell you someone’s in trouble. I glanced up, but I wasn’t that interested. I’m not the sort who likes getting involved in other people’s business. And I wouldn’t have done, only something in the eyes of the kid they were tormenting caught me. He was a skinny, specky kid, the kind that carries a briefcase and is ridiculously good at maths. And he looked like he was about to start crying any minute, which is not something you want to see, even if it’s none of your business. Two bigger kids were holding him back and another was indolently going through the contents of his case.

			‘It’s a poem! He’s actually written a fucking poem about her! I’ll read it out, shall I?’

			He cleared his throat and held out the scrappy piece of paper he’d taken from the briefcase.

			The kid’s voice was clogged with tears.

			‘Give it back, Rufus, don’t be like that, please Rufus…’

			‘To Alice.’

			Rufus read out the words slowly and loudly. From where I was sitting, across the room, I could feel the kid’s eyes filling with tears.

			‘Here is my innocence/Lying beside us in the grass/Take it, for it is yours…’

			Gripped on either side by the two bigger boys, the briefcase kid slumped in defeat.

			I didn’t know why, but I was up and crossing the common room before I had time to think or plan anything. Rufus glanced at me, and then back, histrionically, to the poem. I was walking normally, not looking at them, like I was just going to walk out of the common-room door.

			Use the element of surprise, Mr Finch used to say. Mr Finch was the coach of the dump-school football team. He’d had a rigorous tactical system based on positioning and quick, accurate passing; and knowing, at every moment and without looking up, where your teammates were. He’d drilled it into us till we could do it in our sleep. But he also encouraged us to act impulsively: a darting run, a looped kick above the defence; a volley from an improbable angle.

			Do the unexpected, Mr Finch used to say, looking like a balding owl behind his black-framed thick glasses – they can’t plan for that.

			Of course, if you did the unexpected and it didn’t work, he’d rave and shout till the spit collected at the sides of his mouth about being too bloody thick to stick to a simple system, so you couldn’t really win.

			But it worked this time.

			On my way to the door I turned and flicked the paper away from Rufus. He gawped comically for a second at his suddenly empty hand, and then his face darkened into anger.

			‘What the fuck—’

			‘Stop being a dick, Rufus.’

			The boy with the briefcase wriggled away from his captors. I handed him his precious poem.

			‘There you go.’

			He didn’t dare to look his thanks. He stuffed the poem into his pocket and scuttled out of the door.

			I followed him. I heard Rufus say, ‘Who do you think you are, anyway?’ but the swing of the closing door cut him off.

			It wasn’t the end. I knew that. Everything about his smooth, good-looking face; the drawling way he spoke; the stupid friendship bracelets that went all the way up from his wrist to the elbow – all of it told you how much he thought of himself. He wouldn’t be able to laugh it off, being made to look like an idiot by some newcomer on his first day. I knew his sort and they always had to win. Winning; it’s like a disease with some people.
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			It took him half an hour, that was all. I’d known he was watching me – I could feel his eyes on me even if I didn’t turn round to look. So I’d zipped round the school trying to lose him, and into a different toilet to the one by the common room, which would have been like walking into the world’s most obvious trap.

			I can piss and be gone again in fifteen seconds, but it wasn’t quick enough. I was caught in the trap anyway.

			There was Rufus and three others. The little kids who’d been there when I came in skittered away like mice, and one of the Rufus-army situated himself by the door, a massive grinning guard.

			Rufus wasn’t smiling. His smooth face had gone hard and ugly with hate. This wasn’t about some silly kid who I’d stopped him bullying, or if it was, it was just the excuse he gave himself. This was because I was different. It wasn’t race, because one of the henchmen was blacker than I was. It was because I was from somewhere else, a different part of the jungle, and he hated it. He would stamp on me like you stamp on a cockroach.

			Rufus licked his lips. He stiffened his neck, the way people do when they’re psyching themselves up for a fight.

			He said, ‘Get hold of him. I’ll find one they haven’t flushed, the dirty little sods.’

			He poked his head in and out of each of the cubicles.

			‘This’ll do.’

			Both my arms were gripped. I head a soft snort of laughter from the guard at the door.

			It was ridiculous. They were going to shove my head down a dirty toilet, and all because I was from a different tribe. It wasn’t personal, because they didn’t know me from a can of paint. They hated me because I wasn’t one of them, and that was all.

			I felt myself being dragged closer to the cubicles. I took a deep breath.
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			I fight dirty, even though I’m not a dirty person. It’s just that I believe – no, I know – that when you fight fair, you’ve put yourself at a disadvantage from the word go. If you fight fair, it seems to me, they’re going to grind you into the dust. It isn’t right, but it’s just the way it is.

			He was taller than I was. I had to stretch right up to bring the bony bit of my forehead crashing down onto the bridge of his nose. I heard, rather than felt, the eggshell splintering of cartilage; I heard his yelp of pain and felt the warm spatter of blood against my own eyelids.

			He staggered backwards, pressing both hands to his face. I could see bright red blood flooding helplessly between his fingers. He fell forwards onto his knees, and the blood began to drip from his face onto the chequered tiles on the floor.

			I pulled myself free. It was easy. The hands holding me had gone soft and limp like flounders.

			‘Maybe remember this next time you think about picking on someone who can’t fight back,’ I said.

			I stepped over Rufus, who’d curled up into a ball still holding his face, and left the toilet.
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			I didn’t see him again that day. I suppose he went home. Mr Richards murmured his way through registration, and there were lessons in the afternoon, but I couldn’t have told you what they were about. And then at about three o’clock, I was summoned to Ms Osborne’s office so she could let me know how Disappointed she was in me. She managed at the same time to let me know that she wasn’t the least bit surprised.

			And why would you be? A kid who’s in care, a background of chaos and muddle and one crisis after another. A burnt-down house on the worst of the Ipswich estates. Something like this, those hooded reptilian eyes were soundlessly saying, was bound to happen, wasn’t it?

			‘There will have to be consequences, Joss,’ she said, ‘you know that, don’t you?’

			I didn’t say anything. Of course I knew it. There’s something about people like me that attracts trouble the way a dead cat attracts flies. Consequences, hah!

			I sat by myself upstairs on the bus, not thinking about any of it, because what was the point of thinking? It was so hot by now that the air felt sort of thick and wet, and there was none of the usual shouting and messing about that goes on normally on school buses. The windows had been cranked open as far as they would go, but no breeze had found its way in. The deep, endless lanes the bus was trundling down were so narrow that the trees and bushes scratched at the glass, filling the top deck with a liquid green light.
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			She got off the bus just ahead of me. She was wearing headphones, and I wondered what music she was listening to. I would have liked to guess, but it was impossible.

			The current of hot, sweaty black-clad schoolchildren broke up into eddies as kids went their different ways: across the green, up the cramped little street with its shops, over the road to the shiny new houses that had been built in a horseshoe shape to try and convince you they’d been there for centuries.

			The sweat was tickling my back. I got my phone out and jabbed the screen. I wasn’t supposed to text Tracy, but how would they ever know? And I wanted to talk to my friends, the ones I’d left behind in Ipswich. I didn’t have anything to say to them particularly, but I wanted to talk to them even if it was only to reassure myself they were still there.

			‘You won’t get a signal.’

			Close up, her skin was smooth as cellophane, and faintly flushed with the heat. At some point during the day, she had plaited her hair into two braids, which made it look darker than in the morning, when it had been pouring blonde and straight down her back. And the ends of the braids were the exact same shape and size of the bristles of a child’s paintbrush.

			‘There’s no signal at all in the village, it’s awful. We’re the back end of nowhere here,’ she said.

			When she smiled, I noticed how white her teeth were. Everything about her looked fresh and brand-new and perfect. I felt sweaty and used-up standing next to her.

			‘I was going to text home,’ I said.

			‘Oh, yes,’ she said, ‘you’re the new boy, aren’t you? The one there was all the fuss about.’

			Her voice was thin and silvery. It sounded all the time like she was on the edge of laughing, only not quite.

			‘You might get a signal up there. Climb through the copse, you should be able to text,’ she said.

			‘What’s your name?’ I asked.

			She smiled, and I knew that she’d been waiting for me to ask.

			‘Alice. And you’re Joss.’

			She hitched her schoolbag further up her shoulder.

			‘Do you want me to show you the way? It’s not far. Just over the green and up the hill. Shall I come with you?’

			She stepped closer, and I caught the scent of her: a flowery perfume-smell but underneath it, just cleanness – clean clothes clean skin clean hair. I could wash for a hundred years and never get to be that clean.

			‘Don’t you have to be anywhere?’

			She laughed. ‘This is Hoxne, Joss. There isn’t anywhere to be.’

			She set off across the green, and I followed her.

			‘Alice. Was that poem about you, then?’

			‘I heard about that,’ she said, ‘I wasn’t there but I heard about it. Apparently you half-killed Rufus in the boys’ loos afterwards.’

			‘Rubbish,’ I said, ‘and anyway, he started it. If you start something, you should have the balls to finish it. Someone should tell that to Rufus Whatever-his-name-is.’

			‘Palmier-Thompson. This way. Through the copse and then over the bridge. You’re higher then, you see. Sometimes there’s a signal.’

			‘It was you though, wasn’t it? In the poem?’

			‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Alice said easily. ‘I think so. Probably. It’s not my fault, but that David…he’s always had a bit of a thing about me. And Rufus doesn’t like it. He probably wanted to humiliate him, teach him a lesson.’

			Humiliate; the word sounded horrible in her mouth, lumpy and smug. I wished she hadn’t said it.

			‘Keep off the grass, you mean. Is Rufus your boyfriend?’

			‘No. Why?’ She looked up at me through her lashes, and I suddenly felt like telling her to stop playing games. It hadn’t been a game for whatshisname, David. Or me, come to think of it. I’d probably be sent somewhere else now. And I liked Cressida and Tim, and the big, cool, dark house and the organic chickens. So stop it, I wanted to say, stop with the Bambi eyes and acting all arch and innocent. It’s real for me, even if it isn’t for you.

			‘Alice?’

			‘What?’

			‘What the hell is a copse?’
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			It turned out to be a word for the little wood, but it wasn’t a wood really, just a group of slim trees on the edge of the green. The flickering green and gold shade from the leaves was cool on your back after the sun.

			‘God, it’s hot,’ I said.

			‘Want some water?’

			Alice unzipped her bag and fished out a water bottle. She was so organised, so perfectly well equipped. Already I was beginning to know her – efficient and serene and perfectly certain of her place in the world. She and Rufus Palmier-Thompson, aimed like a pair of unassailable arrows at A levels and decent universities and Glittering Academic Careers. I pictured viola lessons and horse-riding, holidays in France where she’d speak the language and eat the food without turning a blonde shining hair. Nothing seemed too good for her, her suntanned limbs and perfect, unscuffed sandals. I wasn’t sure if I liked her yet, but there was something fascinating about the perfection.

			‘Can I ask you something, Joss?’

			We were at the edge of the copse; up and to the left was the bridge she had mentioned. I knew what was coming. I knew Ms Osborne, or someone like her, must have explained to the Easterbrook year group something about the special circumstances that had brought me here, and how patient and understanding they needed to be. I knew it, because it always happened that way. Girls always started off by feeling sorry for me. Especially ones like Alice. It drove me mad, if you want to know the truth, like all I had to offer anyone was a sad back-story. Like they’re going to get a big kick out of rescuing me.

			‘Why I’m here?’

			‘Yes. Don’t tell me if you don’t want to.’

			I shrugged. ‘It’s not a secret. And I’m not ashamed of it.’

			She waited and drank some more water.

			‘I’m here because I’m in foster care. With Tim and Cressida, over there somewhere.’ 

			I indicated vaguely down the hill. ‘Because of Tracy. My mum…she’s a bit useless. They’re going to have to decide whether to take us off her permanently. Well, not me, maybe. I’m nearly seventeen, but my sisters are only two. They’ll be adopted, no problem. People like babies.’

			‘They’re twins?’ Alice said, making her eyes go wide. Girls always liked talking about my sisters. I didn’t know why.

			‘Yeah. Virginia and Sylvia. Tracy likes reading. Well, when she’s not off her head she does. She wanted to do literature at UEA, but she had me instead. Downhill all the way after that.’

			‘What nice names,’ Alice said.

			‘Yeah. They’re going to stick out like sore thumbs at school in the middle of all those Avas and Amelias, but I think they’re great names.’

			I swallowed. I’d told Alice I wasn’t ashamed, and I wasn’t. But I didn’t like thinking, even for a second, about the twins. It made everything harder to bear.

			I felt Alice slip her hand through my arm. I still wasn’t completely sure I liked her, but my skin prickled at the touch.

			‘This way. Over the bridge,’ she said. 

			Still with her hand linked through my arm, we stepped onto the wooden boards of the bridge.

			‘I don’t think you need this bridge,’ I said. ‘You could step over this stream. Maybe it was bigger once, like a proper river.’

			‘It’s a special bridge,’ Alice said. ‘There’s a legend about it. If a couple crosses it on their way to get married, it’s bad luck and the marriage will be a disaster.’

			‘I think we’ll risk it,’ I said. ‘I haven’t known you all that long. It’s a bit early to start talking about marriage.’

			Alice laughed and tucked her hand in tighter. 

			‘It was in Viking times. What do you call them…the Dark Ages? King Edmund was hiding under it, after some battle or other with the Vikings. Then someone told them he was hiding there, and they dragged him out and shot him full of arrows. He became a saint eventually. You know, like in Bury St Edmunds.’

			‘My auntie Pauline used to live in Bury St Edmunds,’ I said. 

			We were over the bridge now. Now we were no longer in the little wood – the copse – the sunlight was so fierce it made you squint.

			‘The bridge thing,’ I said. ‘What’s it got to do with bad luck and weddings?’

			‘Well, because of the legend,’ Alice said, ‘which says it was a couple on their way to get married that gave him away. They saw his gold armour shining in the water and told the Vikings where he was. They’ve put you in Mr Richards’ class, haven’t they? I’m surprised he didn’t tell you about it as soon as you walked into the room. He’s boringly expert about the Anglo-Saxons. I think he’s had a book published about them.’

			‘I’ve got better things to do at school than listen to Mr Richards talking,’ I said.

			I hadn’t meant anything in particular by saying that, but she must have thought I meant her because she blushed.

			‘Try now. You can sometimes get a signal from here,’ she said.

			The trouble was that now I had signal, I found I didn’t know what I wanted to say. I sent a quick text to Tracy and another one to Harry Fraser, who was the closest thing I had to a friend in Ipswich. I’d hung around with a lot of people – Tracy used to complain if there too many of them in the lounge, dropping ash on the carpet and talking so loudly she couldn’t hear the television – but Harry Fraser had been the only one I’d actually liked.

			‘Are you texting a girl?’ Alice asked.

			I shook my head and put the phone back in my pocket.

			‘My mum and my mate; that’s all.’

			We went back, hands not touching any more, back over the bridge and down through the slim trees, towards the green.
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			After the glare and sticky heat, the inside of Cressida and Tim’s house was as cool and dark as a well. My eyes took a moment to adjust. The air was filled with a rich smell of chicken cooking from the kitchen. I dropped my schoolbag on the tiles next to a grandfather clock I hadn’t noticed the day before and went into the living room to find Cressida.

			She was sitting by the open French doors, reading a book and wearing glasses that magnified her eyes and made her look very peculiar.

			‘Hi,’ I said.

			‘Joss, hello. I’ve made some lemonade, look. It’s boiling outside. The radio says it’s hotter in London than it is in Madrid.’

			‘Ask me how my day went,’ I said.

			Cressida took off her glasses and laid them on the table. ‘I have a feeling I already know how your day went,’ she said.

			I said nothing. Of course the school would have phoned. Getting their version in first. It wouldn’t be true, it wouldn’t even be halfway true, but it would have hardened into truth by the time I got home on the bus.

			‘Miss Osborne phoned me. She said there’d been a fight in the boys’ toilets, and that you injured someone.’

			‘Ms,’ I said furiously. ‘You have to call her Ms Osborne.’

			Cressida poured some lemonade, and then she put out her hand and patted me. Normally, I hated people touching me, but just like before, I didn’t mind Cressida’s little pat. In fact, it made me feel soft and tender inside, and as if I might cry. But I never cried, not ever.

			‘Jesus would have turned the other cheek,’ Cressida said, ‘but I expect you’re going to tell me that wasn’t an option.’

			Her tone was mild and ordinary, like she was talking about the weather or something.

			‘No, it bloody wasn’t an option,’ I said.

			Her mentioning Jesus had made me feel hot and prickly and uncomfortable. Going to church, singing hymns, all that stuff. Believing. It’s one of those things I just didn’t want to think about and whenever I did think about it, I could never understand it, how people could believe in something they couldn’t see.

			‘Well,’ Cressida said comfortably, ‘if you say it wasn’t an option, then of course I believe you.’

			‘I’ll be sent back though, I bet,’ I said bitterly, ‘sent somewhere else, I mean.’

			I realised as I was saying it that I didn’t want to leave. If I couldn’t go home to Ipswich and Tracy and the twins, then I wanted to stay here in Hoxne with Cressida and Tim.

			‘Tim and I will fight very hard for that not to happen to you,’ Cressida said.

			‘I was provoked,’ I said, ‘but they won’t believe me. I know they won’t.’

			‘I believe you,’ Cressida said again.
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			The evening passed. Cressida finished giving violin lessons in the downstairs front room they used for music; we ate the chicken thing. Ms Osborne called again, about six, and spoke rapidly and breathlessly into the answering machine: there would be a meeting on Thursday. Until then, I was to stay away from school.

			‘They love meetings,’ I said. It sounded flat and helpless when I said it, because it was. It was hopeless.

			‘Tell you what. Borrow my bike after supper.’ Tim said, ‘Go for a bike ride. That always makes me feel better. It’s impossible not to feel happy when you’re outside on a bike.’

			To please him, I said that I would, and to please him again I agreed to borrow some Lycra shorts and a black top covered in writing that stuck to me like a layer of cling film.
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