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            Chapter One

         

         Ellie turned to wave to Ruby. “See you tomorrow!” she called, and Ruby and her mum waved back as they disappeared round the corner.

         Ellie hitched up her backpack and walked on down the main road. She knew exactly where she was going – she’d been along here thousands of times – but it felt different walking all on her own. Now that Ellie was ten, she and Dad had decided she was old enough to do the journey home from school by herself. Ellie’s birthday had been the week 2before, and now it was the middle of March the days were getting a lot lighter.

         Ellie tried to remember all the things Dad had said at breakfast that morning.

         Don’t stop and chat with people. (So she was supposed to be rude when someone asked her how she was? Their village was full of people who knew her.)

         Don’t cross the road without looking. (There was only one road to cross, and it was very quiet. It really wasn’t a problem.)

         Don’t forget you’re going home by yourself and stand outside school for hours waiting for me to pick you up. (Did he really think that was likely?)

         Don’t go home with Ruby without asking. (Ruby’s mum wasn’t going to let her do that, was she? Ruby’s mum still picked Ruby up, 3even though she was a month older than Ellie. Ruby lived a bit further out of the village, and her mum wasn’t happy about her going home by herself, although Ruby had begged.)

         In the end Ellie had just nodded and said yes and no in the right places. Dad had already seemed a bit uncertain and at one point she thought he’d nearly given up on the whole idea. It had helped that her sister Sophie had put down her phone for once and reminded him that she’d walked home by herself when she was in Year Five, even before she was ten. Now she had to get a bus to school, since the nearest secondary was quite a long way away.

         “Ellie needs to get used to being independent,” Sophie had pointed out. “Only 4one more year and she’ll be catching the bus too. Remember all those times I missed the bus in Year Seven and you had to drive me?”

         Ellie had given her big sister a grateful look. She was almost sure that Leila, her stepmum, had been about to jump in and say that maybe Ellie should wait for a bit, or something like that. She had that worried look in her eye. Ellie absolutely didn’t want Leila interfering. Leila had been married to Dad for six months now, and they’d been together for a while before that, but Ellie still felt strange about her being around all the time.

         She stopped to check the road really carefully before she crossed (just in case Dad had spies out). Once she was safely over, she could head on to a path across the common, and there she wouldn’t have to worry about cars at all. 5

         The common was a flat, open piece of grassland at the edge of the village. It was huge, with tiny paths criss-crossing all over, and tangles of brambles. There was a narrow road that ran through the middle of it and led to the cricket club, and there were a few benches dotted about, but most of the common was just grass. In the summer it was beautiful – a huge, wild meadow, covered in flowers. Ellie had called it that when she was little, the wildmeadow, all one word run together. It had been an Ellie-and-Mum thing.

         One of the benches had Mum’s name on it. It was up on the highest part of the common, where you could see for miles around, even down to the next village and the river. It had been Mum’s favourite place to go for a walk, and after she died, Dad and Gran and Grandpa had arranged for a bench to be put there. It had Remembering Molly written along the top. 6

         Ellie didn’t often go to that bit of the common now. Sophie went to sit on the bench sometimes, but it made Ellie feel strange and sad. She had only been seven when Mum died, and there were things about her that were hard to remember already. The bench made Ellie feel guilty. What if she stopped remembering at all? The Ellie who was in the videos they had of Mum was so small. Seven-year-old Ellie had curls and a round sort of face. Ellie was so much taller now, and her hair only really curled when it was wet. Mum might not even recognize her.

         Ellie had been wandering along, thinking about Dad and Leila and Mum, and being old enough to walk home by herself and what Mum would have said about it. She hadn’t really been looking where she was going. But then a bird darted across the path in front of her, a little black-and-white wagtail. It pulled Ellie up short – she felt as if she’d almost trodden on it. 7The wagtail went on hopping and bouncing up the path, as though it wasn’t very worried about being almost squashed, and Ellie stopped to look properly at where she was.
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         She’d come further along the path than 8she’d realized – she was actually quite close to home. The wagtail was dotting in and out of the longer grass at the side of the path ahead of her, and Ellie watched it, smiling. Just beyond the tiny bird, a streak of brown fur suddenly shot over the grass, closely followed by another sandy-brown blur. Ellie thought they were rabbits at first. Rabbits were all over the common – if you came out early in the morning you were sure to see them nibbling on the grass.

         These were too big to be rabbits, though. They were taller and skinnier, with long legs. They looked all leg, in fact, as they bounded over the grass.
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         Hares! Ellie hadn’t seen one in a long time, 9but she was sure. She was frozen still, holding her breath, but the hares didn’t seem to care that she was there. They whirled over the grass, stretching out their legs in great, bounding leaps. Their ears bounced, Ellie noticed with a grin. Then the first hare turned round and stood up on its hind legs. Ellie nearly squeaked with surprise, but she managed to stay quiet. The other hare stood up too, and the pair of them batted each other with their long front paws. They looked as if they were boxing, biffing wildly at each other’s noses.

         Ellie stayed silently watching them for a few more moments, until they seemed to suddenly give up on the fight. They streaked away across the common in the direction of the river, leaving Ellie laughing to herself. Seeing them 10felt such a treat, like a special present.

         The first time she remembered seeing a hare had been with her mum, sitting out on the little wooden bench that stood against the front wall of their cottage early one morning. Their door opened almost straight out on to the common, with just a track running along in front for cars – but hardly any cars came along it as it didn’t go anywhere past the cottage. They could see cars or delivery vans approaching from miles away, when they did come.

         Mum had often woken up early when she was ill – she’d found it hard to sleep. She liked to sit on the bench with a big mug of tea and watch the common and listen to the birds. She even sat out there when it was raining, sometimes. If Ellie woke up early, she 11would let herself out and curl up with Mum, half asleep. Mum would wrap her blanket around them both, and they would stare out across the grass.

         Ellie walked slowly along the path, remembering Mum’s hand tightening on her arm, and her breath of a whisper. “Ellie, look… Can you see, over by those brambles? It’s a hare…”

         Ellie had known it was special from the shake in her mum’s voice. She had never seen a wild hare before, and Mum had sounded so excited. They saw hares loping across the wildmeadow a few more times that spring, and every time it felt magical.

         Seeing the two hares squabbling in front of her today had brought it all back. Why had they been fighting, though? Perhaps it was a game. When Ruby’s dog Chrissy had puppies, they seemed to spend half their time 12wrestling and fighting, but Ruby’s mum had said it was all part of playing and learning how to be with other dogs.

         Ellie sped up when she saw the cottage, eager to tell Dad about the hares. She unzipped the special pocket in her backpack where her door key now lived and unlocked the front door – only to find Dad lurking in the hallway.

         “Were you waiting for me?”

         “No! Well … I might just have noticed it was about time you got home.” Dad gave her a hug. “Good day? How was the walk back? Were you really careful crossing the road?”

         “Yes, Dad! Guess what I saw on the common!”

         “Ummm. I don’t know. Someone’s pony straying again?”

         “No! Hares! They were so funny, they were hitting each other with their front paws. You 13know that game where you put your hands in a pile and you keep pulling them out and piling them up? And then everyone’s just waving their hands about?”

         Dad was looking blank and Ellie sighed. “You must do, Dad… Anyway, they looked a bit like that.”

         “I haven’t seen any hares boxing this year. I’ll have to keep an eye out.”

         “Why do they do it, do you know? Are they playing?”

         Dad gave her a funny look. “Um. Not quite. It’s the mating season, Ellie. The girl hares get a bit fed up with being chased by the boys, so they start fighting them off. But I don’t think they ever really hurt each other.”

         Ellie giggled. “Good for the girl hares, then.”

         “Exactly,” said Dad, but he was looking a bit pink. “Your mum had a beautiful wildlife 14book with some photos of hares, I think.” He hurried into the living room to look at the bookcase, and Ellie had a feeling he was trying to change the subject. “Here! You can take it upstairs if you want, but look after it, OK?”
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         “I will.” Ellie hugged the book to her tightly, 15loving the thought that it had been her mum’s. She hurried upstairs to lie on her bed and flick through the pages. There were huge photos of hares boxing and leaping, and even little baby hares hiding in the grass. “Leverets,” Ellie murmured to herself. She hadn’t known they were called that. She settled down to read the whole of the chapter, so she’d know properly what she was looking at when she saw the hares again.

         She would see them again. She was determined.
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            Chapter Two

         

         Ellie checked her watch and looked anxiously down the path. It was ten past four and she was usually home by four at the latest. She could see her house though, or at least she could see its roof, just showing through the trees. It wasn’t as if she was far away. Ellie turned round to gaze hopefully across the common again. She had been watching for ages, hoping to catch sight of a hare. There had been lots of birds, some bumblebees and one rabbit, but that was all she had seen.

         She would wait a little bit longer. Just in 17case. If she headed home, the hares would pop up again as soon as she was gone. Of course they would. That was probably what had happened yesterday. She had been so excited to see them again, that first time, and then there was nothing. Ellie turned slowly in a circle, scanning the flat grassland for leaping brown figures. Still nothing.

         Except – what was that, back along the path behind her? Ellie froze, staring. Another rabbit? No, surely it was too tall and leggy to be a bunny. Rabbits looked a lot more cuddly. Hares were wild. And fascinating.

         Ellie stood motionless, too excited to breathe as the hare loped slowly towards her. It didn’t seem to have noticed she was there. Every so often it stopped to nibble a few mouthfuls of grass, before hopping onwards. She was so 18much closer this time than she had been on Monday – the boxing hares had been funny and fabulous, but they’d moved so fast, Ellie hardly had time to see them properly. She wondered if this was one of the two she’d seen.

         The hare stopped eating and sat up on its back legs. Perhaps she had breathed too loudly, Ellie thought to herself, digging her fingernails into her palms. The hare was definitely checking around to see if everything was safe. Ellie could see its sides heaving with quick in-out breaths. She was close enough even to see its nose twitching. She tried to remember everything to tell Dad and Sophie later on. She wished she had a smartphone with a camera, like some of the people at school, instead of the old phone of Dad’s tucked away in her backpack. It was just for 19emergencies, now she was walking home by herself, and it only did calls and texts, nothing else. Sophie called it a brick.
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