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The cuff of my jumper was a confusion of kinks and loops fr om where I had pulled at the thread. I was sat on the stairs, watching as Dad got his stuff together and put on his suit jacket. He’d been out all day, coming home only for dinner and a change of clothes before heading straight back out again.


‘When was she last seen?’ asked Mum.


‘It’s been eight hours now. As far as we can tell, Claudia was the last to see her, at about half nine.’


‘Perhaps she wandered up North Beach and got stuck out there.’ Like Mum, I supposed the sea would be the first place I’d look for Jemma, hoping that she’d turn up in some secluded bay, wet but unharmed. It was a ludicrous hope to cling to.


‘We’ve got the coastguard out looking, but there’s no sign and no reason to think she went that way.’ Dad’s grim expression deepened the lines on his face, and he began to polish his glasses like he always did when he was agitated.


‘Do you think someone’s taken her then?’


‘I hope not.’ He sighed.




I was tired. The weeks since finishing my exams had dragged and I felt unravelled, like the threads of my sweater. Until this evening I’d been treading water, waiting for my results to arrive, and surviving a tedious summer until the start of sixth form. With Dad called in on a case though, I could feel my mood plummeting from bored to depressed. His job, something he’d tried hard to keep separate from our family life, was encroaching. I wasn’t sure, even if they found Jemma alive, that things could be knitted back together. It had been a tense few months already with Dad’s possible retirement, and a huge, emotionally draining case was only going to make things worse. Mum passed him a flask of coffee and his keys.


‘I don’t know when I’ll be back.’


‘It’s fine. Just give me a ring when you can.’ She kissed him on the cheek. A rare act these days.


‘Try not to worry,’ he said. ‘See you later, Nick.’ The door slammed behind him, and I took the opportunity to go upstairs to my room to think.


Jemma was ten and lived three doors down from us with her mum, Claudia. She was just an ordinary girl. I used to see her out sometimes on her garish orange bike, or getting in the car on her way to dance lessons. I tried to clear the fog in my mind, to think of the questions Dad would ask people in the village. He was leading the team looking for Jemma, but with Claudia being our neighbour I wondered if his superiors would let him continue the case past today. There had to be rules about being too close or something.


I swapped my jumper for a hoodie and went back downstairs. ‘I’m going out,’ I called to Mum who was on the phone talking about Jemma again. I couldn’t stand waiting around the house any longer.


‘Where are you going?’ she asked, putting her hand over the speaker.


‘I don’t know. Get something from Anil’s probably. Just want a walk.’


‘Alright, but don’t be late,’ she said. ‘And keep out of your dad’s way.’


‘Fine,’ I said, and picked up my stuff to go. I probably wouldn’t even see Dad, I thought, annoyed.


‘And Nick…’ I poked my head back round the living room door to Mum’s concerned face. ‘Please be careful.’


The police must have been knocking on doors on the other side of the village or something. I didn’t see anyone about as I cycled past Anil’s shop. I left my bike in the hedgerow and went down through the graveyard to the back of the church, running my fingers over the top of Alexander’s grave as I went. Someone had mown the grass recently, but they hadn’t done a very good job. Long flowering stems stuck up in front of his headstone. I pulled them away until I could see his name again on one side and the strange foliate carving of a face on the other. I suppose it was because he was around my age when he died so many years ago that I felt so drawn to this dead boy, with only a name and an inscription left to prove he’d ever existed. I often wondered what he was like.


There was scaffolding against the east wall of the church that hadn’t been there yesterday. I looked around for a lorry or a van, wondering if Dad knew there were builders here, but I couldn’t see anything. Whatever work they had planned hadn’t started yet. I picked at the grass and played with a piece of clover, wondering as I often did whether anyone else ever came to lean against the cool, solid wall. Until then it had felt as though I was the only one ever touching the rough, weathered stones. Now that there were builders it felt like an invasion of something private. The place was no longer my own and I needed to reclaim it. I felt the urge to climb right to the top of the scaffolding and reach across to rub my fingers on the furthest bit of the wall. Then it would be just me and the stonemason again. I put my foot on the lowest rung, ready to begin my ascent.


‘You might fall off.’ I turned, startled, and saw a boy about my own age looking at me. He wore a grey shirt, and dark trousers held up by braces.


‘I wasn’t doing anything,’ I said, though it was obvious I was about to climb.


‘Weren’t you?’ He held my gaze for a moment. ‘Come on, I was only joking. Let’s go up and have a look.’ I stood back and watched as he climbed the rungs and stepped onto the boards. I didn’t know what to make of him. He wasn’t local or from school.


‘Won’t someone see us?’


‘So, what if they do?’ he said, running a hand through his dark hair as he reached the top. It was long, reaching down to his jaw, and he had the healthy look of someone who spent a lot of time outside.


‘We might get in trouble.’


‘I doubt it. It was me and Dad who had it put up. Come on. I’ve got something to show you.’


‘What?’


‘If you come up, you’ll see.’ He smiled. I was worried that he might be laughing at me. My trainers slipped on the metal frame more than once and, despite being reasonably fit, I was out of breath when I got to the top. I wiped my hands on my jeans and looked across the hedgerow and trees to the fields and sand dunes and the sea beyond.


‘Great view,’ I said as I observed.


‘That’s not what I’ve got to show you.’


‘What then?’ I asked, paranoid now that he had been lying about the scaffolding and instead, he was some idiot looking for trouble.


‘This.’ He turned to the huge stained-glass window behind us. ‘It’s what we’ve come to fix.’


‘It’s not broken,’ I said.


‘Look, just here.’ He pointed to the lowest arched light of the window on the right, and I saw that a few pieces of coloured glass were missing. ‘You had some high winds round here earlier in the year and it blew those sections out.’


‘How old is it?’ I asked.


‘As old as the church, I suppose. Dad would tell you.’


‘How long will it take to repair?’


‘Not sure. We’ve got the van, so we’ll stay until it’s finished. Dad’s doing some other bits while we’re here.’


‘Van?’


‘Yes. Come and see if you want.’


‘I should get back really.’ I could feel a mist coming in off the sea and it brought with it a weird intensity that made me uncomfortable. Probably just everything going on with Jemma, I thought, but the back of my neck prickled.


‘Suit yourself. We’re in that field over there if you change your mind.’ He pointed across the hedge to a field where I saw a white van parked.


‘You live in a van?’ I asked.


‘Not that one. That’s just Dad’s work vehicle. A caravan. Come and see.’


‘I…’


‘– should be getting back. Never mind. We’ll be here as long as it takes. Couple of weeks maybe.’ He climbed down the scaffolding, jumping the last four feet.


I wanted to do the same, but didn’t trust myself and made a weird, lurching step sideways off the penultimate pole instead.


‘Steady,’ he said, catching me, his fingers tight around my wrist. We looked at each other for a moment before he loosened his grip. The light was fading, the air hummed with the sound of summer, and I realised I didn’t want him to let go. I didn’t want to go home. ‘Maybe see you around, then.’


My courage failed me. ‘Guess so,’ I said, wishing I could think of something better to say. ‘I’m Nick, by the way.’


‘Jude,’ he replied, and smiled again before leaving through a gap in the hedge.


I picked my way through the gravestones and found my bike again. I couldn’t hang around the place now that I’d told Jude I was going home, so I got on my bike and turned towards Anil’s.




Opposite the shop was the Green Man Pub, and outside a search party had gathered with torches, ready to begin the painstaking trawl of the surrounding countryside. I carried on past them and stopped at Anil’s shop, leaning my bike up against the window. Already a picture of Jemma had been stuck above a sign advertising a barn dance, and another asking for help with gardening. Anil wasn’t there so I was stuck with Tilly, a sullen shop assistant of about twenty, who tutted when I gave her a fiver for a bar of chocolate and a can of coke.


‘Where’s Anil?’ I asked.


‘Talking to the police again,’ she said. ‘It was here, you know.’


‘What was here?’


‘Where that Jemma girl disappeared from. Last place she was seen.’ She looked as though she was expecting a reaction, but I wasn’t going to give her a chance to gossip.


Cycling back home I could still feel Jude’s fingers around my wrist. Though he wasn’t with me physically, it felt as though he’d imprinted some energy there and left a part of himself. I closed my eyes for a second as I wheeled down the familiar road towards home, and I saw us in my mind’s eye back at the top of the scaffolding. As I fell asleep that night, Jude’s name filled every one of my senses, hanging in the air like the smoke after a firework.













CHAPTER 2
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There’s an old track leading fr om behind my house to the bottom of the village. It avoided the main road where the police officers and press gathered that morning. I had no intention of speaking to any of them, so I took my bike along the path, weaving past the rocky parts and the bits where the rain and wind had eroded the sandy surface. It takes you to the northernmost end of the beach if you follow it all the way, but I stopped at a gap in the gorse and got off my bike, stepping out onto the coast road where the wind blasted grit and sand into my face.


I sat in the bus shelter with my bike leaning up against it. There were only two buses through the village on Saturdays, but I wasn’t waiting for either of them. It was just another place I sometimes went to hide. People leave you alone if they think you’re waiting for a bus. I wanted to go and see Jude at the church or see his van in the field, but I wondered if he’d think it was pathetic of me, that I had no fr iends or was just some tragic hanger-on. Maybe he’d be right to think so. We’d only spoken for a few moments, but I couldn’t tear my thoughts away from him. I rubbed at my wrist absent-mindedly.


Trevor Watkins was my best mate. I had others, obviously, but he was the only one I’d bother to class as a proper friend. He’d started going out with Amy Lake just before the summer holidays though, so I hadn’t seen him much. The last I’d heard he’d gone on holiday to her parents’ cottage in France. He had sent me a postcard with some chateau on the front. Part of me wished he was home, but another part knew that there would be interminable conversations about his girlfriend, and I didn’t think I could stomach it.


I thought about catching the bus. It was due in five minutes. If I got on, I could go to the fossil shop and pick up something there. It was one of the few decent places in town – most of the others sold novelty hats and terrible paintings of the bay. I liked to go there to add to my collection of ammonites and flints that I kept on a shelf above my desk. But I hid in the corner of the bus shelter instead and a few minutes later the number 22 sailed past. I hadn’t really wanted to go anyway – I wouldn’t get much for the fiver Dad had left for me after I’d paid my bus fare, so I just sat and watched the sand skitter along the tarmac. A few cars drove past, including a police car, and I wondered who’d bother driving all the way out here to take a kid like Jemma. I didn’t like the idea that it might actually be someone from the village.


The hollow clop of horse hooves approached, and I was torn between seeing who it was and keeping my hiding place. In the end I just sat on the bench in the shelter with my knees up to my chest, hoping whoever it was would ignore me.


‘You’ve just missed the bus,’ he said. ‘I saw it go past.’ Jude was sitting without a saddle on a stocky black and white horse which had stopped right in front of the shelter. Its mane whipped in the sea air and Jude’s hair flicked around his face.


‘I’ll give you a ride back to the village if you like. Only came up to see if there was a shop to get some milk.’ I didn’t know what to say. Jude looked at me a moment longer. ‘Suit yourself.’ He nudged the horse’s side with his heels.


‘Wait.’ The horse stopped as though it’d understood what I’d said. ‘There’s a shop up the way you’re headed.’


‘Why don’t you show me?’


‘What’s its name?’ I asked, getting up from the bench.


‘Her name’s Molly. She’s Mum’s really, but Dad and I take her to pull the van in the summer.’ Molly stood completely still as he swung his leg over her rump and got off. ‘Come and say hello.’


She had dark patches on her coat, and white areas that were a sort of speckled pattern when you looked closer.


‘She won’t hurt you. See, she’s gentle.’ He guided my hand to her warm neck, and I felt a bit awkward with him touching me again. ‘Come on,’ he said, tugging on her reins.


I wheeled my bike alongside the pair of them on the road towards McKenzie’s – a small beachside shop which sold newspapers and buckets and spades. It catered more for the holidaymakers than Anil’s did, but sometimes I came out here just for a change, or when I wanted a longer ride.


‘Aren’t you working on the window this morning?’ I asked.


‘Dad is, but we haven’t had any breakfast yet.’


‘What have you got to do?’


‘Dad’ll need to cut new glass to replace the broken pieces, and there’s some soldering to do on the lead joints. Could you hold Molly while I get some things?’


I leaned my bike against a breezeblock wall which was festooned with kites and windbreaks, and grabbed hold of the horse’s reins. She didn’t move except to flick a fly away from her rump with her tail. I stroked her neck again and leant against her side, feeling the warm weight of her, so different from the cold solidity of the church stones. I thought then of Jude’s warm touch, how exhilarating it was, but was startled out of my thoughts too quickly when he returned.


‘You’ve made friends then,’ said Jude, coming out of the shop with a white carrier bag in his hand. ‘Do you want to try riding her?’


‘I don’t know how,’ I said, worried that I’d fall off and break my head open on the tarmac or be trampled on.


‘You sit on her back,’ he said. ‘I’ll lead her.’ He took a chocolate bar out of the carrier bag and ate it in four quick mouthfuls while he waited for me to make up my mind.


‘Alright.’ I put the lock on my bike wheels, though until recently I hadn’t thought that anyone would have bothered to nick it. ‘How do I get on?’




He put his carrier bag on the floor and took the reins and a bit of Molly’s mane into his hand.


‘Hold this,’ he said. ‘Tight. You won’t hurt her. That’s it, now stand there and bend your left leg. Put your knee in my hands and on three just jump up and swing your other leg over.’


I did as he directed, but the first time I ended up with just my chest across Molly’s back.


‘Have another go. This time, jump higher.’ Just as I was about to go too far the other way, Jude grabbed hold of me to stop me falling. ‘That’s it. Sit down and get comfortable.’


I clung to Molly’s mane as she shifted her weight from one side to the other while Jude stroked and spoke softly to her. It felt weird to be sitting on something so large and living.


‘Relax,’ he said. ‘She won’t go anywhere ‘til I tell her to.’


I tried to settle but my hands were sweaty, and I didn’t know where to hold onto so I wouldn’t fall.


‘You won’t fall,’ he said, like he had read my mind. ‘Straighten up a bit. Let your shoulders drop. And your legs. That way she’ll feel you’re relaxed. That’s it.’ I tried to follow his instructions. ‘Honestly, easy once you get used to it. Hold the reins like this.’ He placed the reins in my hand. ‘Then you can hold her mane to keep your balance.’


Jude picked up the shopping bag – I could see Jemma’s face on the front page of the newspaper that was sticking out – and took hold of Molly’s reins near her mouth, clicking his tongue to get her going. It felt as though the whole earth was moving underneath me as she walked. I wondered if I’d made a mistake in trusting him. For all I knew, he could whack the horse on her backside and watch her gallop off as I fell and broke every bone in my body. After a few metres I began to get used to Molly’s lilting gait, and my body moved in time with hers.


‘Getting the hang of it now,’ Jude remarked. I wasn’t sure I completely agreed.


‘You said she pulls the van.’


‘Yes. In the summer Dad and I go out to do bits of restoration work – stained-glass windows like here, or old bits of metal- and woodwork. We’ve got some paintings that need cleaning in a stately home not far from here once we’ve finished at the church. Dad keeps his tools in the back of the Transit and drives that to wherever we need to go. He tries to do most of the work on site, though sometimes he’ll have to take stuff back to the workshop. I look after Molly and the caravan.’


‘What does your mum do?’


‘She’s an artist as well. We’ve got a gallery back home selling her and Dad’s paintings and stuff. There’s a coffee shop too. I work there when I’m around. We’re about forty miles up the coast from here.’


‘Doesn’t your mum mind you being away?’ I thought about my own mum and how she panicked if I was out for more than a few hours at a time.


‘No. I think she’d rather come with us sometimes though. Do you want to go for a ride on the beach?’ We’d reached a gap in the wall which led down onto the sand. The beach was empty, a vast flat expanse of fresh air and shimmering freshwater streams flowing down into the sea. I could see a car on the road in the distance heading towards us.


‘Alright,’ I said, hoping the car would pass without spotting us. We walked along the sand for a while. I was beginning to enjoy it.


‘Do you mind if I get up too?’ Jude asked. ‘We can go faster then.’ Molly stopped and Jude climbed on behind me. My stomach tightened, unsure of how I felt about it but unwilling to say anything. ‘You keep hold of her mane. Just sit still and wrap your legs around her,’ he instructed before taking her reins, his arms either side of my waist.


Molly walked quicker with Jude behind me. I could feel him pressing his heels into her side. My hands gripped tighter too. I felt like I was going to be jolted off at any second and I was glad no one was there to see me looking like such an idiot. After a moment or so, Molly’s stride lengthened and riding her became easier. I could hardly catch my breath as the air rushed past us, a feeling of exhilaration building inside me that came not only from the speed we were travelling but from the proximity of Jude himself.


It wasn’t long before the beach was behind us, and we approached the path through the sand dunes and fields to where Jude and his dad were staying. Molly’s gait became jumpy again and I clung tighter to her mane as she slowed to a walk.


‘How was that?’ asked Jude, letting me go and sliding off Molly’s back. He was grinning at me, and I immediately wanted him back behind me again, for us to be on the beach, the salt air and spray in my face.


‘Brilliant,’ I said breathlessly. I got off the horse awkwardly, my legs like jelly.


‘Come back for breakfast.’


‘Okay,’ I smiled properly for what seemed like the first time in weeks. The sea air had given me a raging hunger and I was pleased to follow him up the path to the secluded field. There were high hedges on the church side and a grassy bank which sheltered it from the shoreline. With more fields and sand dunes to the south, it was hidden from the rest of the village.


‘Thought you’d gone to market to buy us a cow,’ said Jude’s father. He was standing at the back of the Transit van sorting through a bag of tools.


‘I’ve brought Nick back,’ he said. ‘Nick, this is my dad.’


‘Robin,’ he said, and I shook his hand. ‘You a local lad or holidaying?’


‘Local,’ I replied, taking in his sandy hair and pale blue eyes. He didn’t look much like Jude, though there was something in the set of his jaw and mouth that they shared.


‘You’ll be able to tell us about the place then. Always like to know where I’m working.’


‘I’m not sure there’s much to tell.’ I watched Jude as he took off Molly’s bridle and put a bucket of water and some food in front of her. He smoothed his strong hands down her sides and whispered something into her ear.


‘Nonsense,’ said Robin, wiping the grease from his hands with a rag. ‘There’re always stories. Especially about places like this.’ He threw the rag into the back of the van and slammed the doors shut. ‘You know more stories about this place than you think, but they’re so familiar that you’ve forgotten to tell them anymore.’


Jude was kneeling on the ground lighting the two rings of a camping stove. He opened a packet of bacon into a frying pan and put a tin of baked beans into a small saucepan.


‘I thought you lived close by.’ I turned to Robin, ‘Won’t you know all the stories from round here?’


‘Not that close. And one person’s telling is different to the next. I want to hear yours.’


‘Leave him alone,’ said Jude. ‘He wants his breakfast.’


‘And I want my tea. Is that the kettle boiling?’ From behind, a high-pitched whistle caught my attention. Somehow, I hadn’t noticed the caravan before, nestled beneath the trees in the hedgerow.


‘Home,’ said Jude, having caught me looking. ‘For the summer anyway.’ He left the bacon frying. ‘Come and see.’


The caravan was painted a dark forest green with a curved roof connecting two straight sides, all decorated in red and pale-yellow floral patterns. A feeling of being elsewhere, somewhere away from Brexenham, or in another time perhaps, snuck over me as we climbed the wooden steps to open doors and a dark, narrow space beyond. On the right-hand side was a low iron stove with a kettle steaming on it. There were cupboards and shelves fitted into every available space. Delicate lace curtains framed a window above the bed at the far end, which looked over the dense hedgerow beyond.


‘Have you ever seen a vardo before?’




‘A what?’


‘Vardo. Mum always calls it by its proper name.’


‘I’ve never seen one,’ I said. ‘Well, except in books and that.’


I followed him in, and he took the kettle off the stove, muting the whistle. The silence left behind was thick and added to the strange smallness of the place. My bedroom at home was bigger than the whole caravan, and I had an Alice-in-Wonderland feeling of being the wrong size. Jude took out three old white enamel mugs and leaned over to another cupboard for plates and cutlery.


‘Do you both sleep in here? There’s only one bed.’


‘Mine’s underneath that one,’ Jude said. ‘It’s just the right size once you get used to it. And we’re only here for the summer so we can live outside most of the time – we just come in to sleep. The rest of the year, and when Dad’s working nearer to home, we’re back in the cottage with Mum.’


‘Where did it come from? The caravan, I mean.’


‘It’s Gran’s,’ he explained. ‘We’re not from a proper travelling family or anything. Dad was having trouble finding work when he and Mum first got married, before they opened the gallery, so they came up with the idea of using the van to travel and do bits here and there. It was in a bit of a state, apparently. Dad did the whole thing up. All this painting’s his.’


The inside was painted the same pale primrose colour I’d seen decorating the exterior. A careful hand had sketched flowers under the edge of the roof, and down near the door I could see a painting of a greyhound with a red collar around its neck.




‘He’s really talented,’ I said.


‘That’s Carlo,’ Jude pointed at the image of the dog. ‘Dad’s dog. I was only small when he died. Anyway, I started coming along in the caravan when I was old enough for Dad to leave me by myself while he and Mum worked.’


‘It’s amazing,’ I said.


He smiled and picked up the kettle with a cloth. ‘Come on. I can smell breakfast.’


We went back to the camping stove where Jude slid the bacon onto our plates and then cracked eggs into the frying pan, which bubbled and browned at the edges. He stirred the beans and scooped them out.


‘Oh, will you fetch the teapot?’ he said. ‘It’s in that cupboard where the cups were.’


I headed back to the caravan. Its smell reminded me of sleeping in tents – a sort of musty, woodland scent. I heard a log shift in the tiny stove. The private gloom felt safe, and I imagined curling up in one of the beds, listening to wild rain pelting the bowed roof. I felt drawn to the place in a way that wasn’t entirely comfortable. It was as though I had been here before. By the time I’d dragged myself back with the teapot, I was feeling confused and a bit lightheaded. I sat on the ground near the ashes of a campfire and Robin sat beside me on a small folding chair.


‘My legs won’t bend enough to get comfy on the grass these days,’ Robin said as he took the tea that Jude presented him with.


‘You alright?’ asked Jude.


I nodded and he passed me a plate of bacon, eggs, and beans. Perhaps it was the act of eating it outside, or even because Jude had cooked it, but the salt of the bacon and the creaminess of the egg yolk were intense and satisfying. I had two more helpings before I was finished.


‘Hungry, were you?’ joked Robin. ‘Do they not feed you at home?’


‘Not like this,’ I said.


‘You know, in times past, travellers and wanderers would pay their host for their hospitality with a story.’


‘Will you leave him alone about the stories, Dad,’ huffed Jude. He filled my cup with more strong tea.


‘Gran used to tell me a few,’ I offered.


‘And you remember them?’ Robin leaned closer.


‘A few. I’m not sure really. I get them a bit mixed up sometimes. One turns into the other.’


‘That’s how new stories are born,’ Jude contemplated. We were quiet as we filled our bellies and Jude sat closer to me to steal the bits of bacon rind I’d left at the edge of my plate.


‘I tell you what,’ said Robin, wiping his plate clean with a piece of bread. ‘How about I go first? A story – any requests, Jude? You’ve heard most of them before, I should think.’


‘Don’t we have to do some work on the church?’


‘There’s time enough for that.’


‘Come on,’ said Jude. ‘It’ll be November before we finish otherwise. Anyway, stories are better after dark.’


Robin stood and passed his empty plate to Jude. ‘So like his mother,’ he said. ‘There to keep me on the straight and narrow.’




Jude collected the pots and cups, put them in a plastic washing up bowl and poured in the rest of the water from the kettle, steam pluming. He passed me a faded tea towel – I recognised the design – it was our castle ruins. The shop by the beach still sold the same one, along with boxes of fudge and pencil sharpeners. I dried the plates and when we’d finished, I carried the dishes while Jude took the camping stove back to the caravan.


‘Have you been here before then? To Brexenham, I mean.’ I showed him the picture on the tea towel. ‘Look, that’s the castle.’


Jude looked at it and furrowed his brow. ‘A long time ago on holiday. I don’t remember it much.’


I nodded. ‘Your dad doesn’t really want me to tell him one, does he? A story, I mean.’


‘Yes,’ said Jude. ‘So do I. And he’ll keep prodding at you until you do.’


‘What if I can’t think of anything, or if I get it wrong? I’m rubbish at that sort of stuff.’


‘Don’t think much of yourself, do you?’ I’d never really thought about it before. ‘Why don’t you just see what happens?’


‘What about you? Are you a storyteller too?’ I asked, putting the enamel cups and the teapot back into their cupboard.


‘I am.’ Jude turned to face me as he sat down on a narrow bench which ran along the wall opposite the stove. ‘Would you like to hear one?’


I looked down at him. One of his braces had slipped off his shoulder and his shirt had come untucked. I swallowed. No one had offered to tell me a story since primary school, but Jude was serious, and I could tell already that a tale from him would be an experience I wasn’t likely to forget.


‘Okay,’ I agreed.


‘Tonight then. Like I said, stories are always better after dark. This world fades away. Leaves space for other worlds to exist.’


Momentarily, I heard the logs moving in the stove and the creak of the wood that had built the caravan. It felt as though there were other people sharing the space, drawing closer. Listening.


‘Will you tell me a story about this? The caravan?’


‘I reckon she’d tell you herself if you sat in her for long enough,’ Jude replied, smoothing his hand along the wood panels. ‘I’ll see what comes to me.’


I stayed to watch Jude and Robin work on the stained glass but after a while I began to feel awkward. I waved up to them and wandered out through the ancient, weather-worn graves around to the front of the church. From there I walked to the coastal road shop to retrieve my bike.


It was after midday when I got home. Mum was sitting on the sofa watching the lunchtime news. The story about Jemma had gone national with camera crews filming reports outside the castle walls – the only place in the village worth looking at. Trevor and I used to play there; it was weird seeing the backdrop to our imaginary games on the TV.


‘Poor Claudia,’ said Mum, worrying at her thumbnail.


‘I’m sure she’ll show up,’ I mumbled, not really knowing what I was supposed to say.


‘I doubt it by now, love.’ Mum turned to face me. ‘Do you want a sandwich?’


‘Thanks,’ I said, though I didn’t have much of an appetite after breakfast with Jude and Robin. She looked back at the television and picked up the remote. It took her an age to finally press the off button.


I went upstairs and lay on my bed. Mum brought me the sandwich and a slice of cake, but I didn’t hear what she said as she came in. I couldn’t listen to her talk about Jemma anymore. She left, the door clicking behind her, and I let my mind drift to the church, the caravan, and to Jude. I wondered if he and Robin even knew that Jemma was missing. They must have. No one could miss the police presence and the press, but Jude and Robin seemed to inhabit a place that was entirely their own – a world where things like this didn’t happen.


I closed my eyes and was taken back to the morning, up on Molly’s strong back, feeling her move beneath me with Jude’s arm firm around my waist, his hair flicking in the wind. I could still feel the sensation of the horse carrying us across the stretch of sand, still smell the curious, private scent of the caravan. I imagined myself there again, lying on the bed and looking up at the roof, Jude telling stories. I pushed my mind further back, trying to think of a story of my own to tell, but nothing would come.


It was about six o’clock when I woke, groggy and cold, my sandwich curling on the tea plate by my bed. As I surfaced, I felt the knot of fear that had formed in my chest during my dream.




I’d been having the same dream since me and Trevor discovered that bird when we were eight. A pigeon, headless and stiff, lying on the primary school playing field. I froze with the thought that Mr Hughes, the headteacher, would stand at the front of my classroom, his fat finger pointing at me and his thick, northern voice accusing me of being the one to steal a pellet gun and destroy the poor creature. The nightmares came despite watching the caretaker scoop up the bird with a shovel and deposit it unceremoniously in a bin behind the school kitchen. No mention was ever made by the headteacher.


Mum knocked pointlessly, not waiting for me to answer before she came in. ‘There’s someone here to see you,’ she said.


‘Who?’ I sat up, rubbing sleep from my eyes.


‘A boy. Have you been asleep all this time?’


‘Trevor’s on holiday,’ I said.


‘It’s not Trevor. Hurry up, he’s waiting. Honestly, you didn’t even finish your sandwich. Are you going to do anything at all this holiday?’ She took the plate downstairs and I followed. ‘I’m off to work in a bit.’


Mum was a nurse and a few months ago had taken on work at a hospice a few miles away. It was beginning to wear on her, I thought, tiredness lingering beneath her eyes no matter how long she slept, and a shorter temper I wasn’t used to.


I opened the front door to Jude.


‘Hello.’ Jude looked different standing on the front step. Out of place maybe, and obviously uncomfortable. ‘You coming out?’




‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Can you wait a minute while I get ready? You can come in if you like.’


He stood with his hands pushed into his pockets, the braces over his shoulders stretching a little. ‘It’s alright. I’ll wait out here.’


‘Hang on a minute then.’ I ran back upstairs to straighten my hair and fetch a jacket from the back of my door. ‘See you later,’ I called as I went down the stairs again.


‘Where are you off to?’ Dad questioned.


Jude had moved out of the way to let Dad in. He was with Stewart, his sergeant, who, at six foot four, dominated the hallway. Stewart was listening to someone speaking on the other end of his phone and squeezed past me to go somewhere quieter.


‘Out with Jude,’ I said. ‘He’s working at the church with his dad.’


‘Yes, we met outside,’ said Dad.


‘Well, I’m just going over there for a bit.’


‘Okay. Don’t be late back.’


I looked back down the hallway at Stewart, who had finished on the phone and was standing by Dad, watching me. I tried to think of something to say, but after two years of trying I hadn’t managed anything yet, so I just left.


‘How did you know where I live?’ I asked once we were outside.


‘I was looking through the visitor book in the church. You left your address there about three years ago,’ he said. I laughed at the memory. Trevor and I, bored one afternoon, had leafed through the damp pages, past the signatures of tourists and kids on school trips, and left our own names next to meaningless comments. Wonderful and Excellent, thanks!


‘You didn’t bring Molly tonight?’


‘No,’ he said. ‘I wanted to walk.’


We took the path behind my house and started along the track towards the coast road. About halfway, a few metres in front of us, a hare stepped onto the potholed path. Jude put a hand out to stop me moving forward and we watched as its eyes reflected the low sun and its fur ruffled in the breeze. Jude knelt, his eyes trained on the creature. Its ears turned towards him, wary, and I was sure that it would run from us.


But Jude waited. He held out his arm towards the animal and very gradually lengthened his body until he was lying on his front. It didn’t move but looked right at him and I watched as a silent connection grew between them, like a spool of ribbon unfurling. The hare took two cautious steps towards him and stretched its back and neck to sniff. They were about a metre away from each other now and as I watched, totally transfixed, I felt the sensation of time stopping, the world outside falling away. The hare nosed the air and looked over to the sea. It lengthened its neck towards Jude, long ears resting on its back, before turning and slowly loping away across the thick tufts of grass. Jude lay on his front for a while longer and watched it go.


‘How did you do that?’ I asked when he stood up.


He brushed the dust and dirt from his clothes and tucked his shirt back into his trousers. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I suppose I calm myself, so I don’t frighten them. I can’t explain it well.’


‘It’s like magic or something,’ I said. The breeze stiffened and I watched the hare until it disappeared.


‘Perhaps.’ Jude’s expression turned serious for a moment before he shook off whatever had possessed him. ‘Let’s get back. I’m starving. Have you eaten?’


‘No.’ I was glad I hadn’t. ‘Are you going to tell me that story?’


‘You still want to hear it?’


‘Of course.’


The sea wind buffeted us as we left the shelter of the path and turned right onto the coast road. A police car drove past.


‘You know, sometimes I used to sneak out of the cottage when I was little to sleep in the caravan.’ Jude was quiet for a moment, looking out at the sea. ‘The first time they searched for me for hours. Mum was hysterical but they let me be after that.’ He furrowed his brow.


‘Where did your gran get it from? The vardo?’


‘Don’t know,’ said Jude. ‘I reckon she had a scandalous affair with a handsome traveller, and he gave it to her as a gift.’ His mood lightened again, and I laughed. ‘Things like that do happen, you know!’ he exclaimed, laughing to himself in the changing light.


‘Are the stories true?’


‘Does it matter?’


‘’Course it matters,’ I said, but I wasn’t really sure. For all I knew, everything that Jude had told me so far was a lie, but I decided that even if it was, I didn’t care.
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