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            For my parents, who taught me to love books and the natural world.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            ‘Sometimes the beauty of the world can take your breath away.’

            from The Children of Castle Rock
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            PROLOGUE

         

         Bea and Raffy came to Ravenwood when they were babies, and they loved it straight away.

         Surrounded by ancient woods in the north of England, perched between the Ashby valley and the sea, the house and its surrounding outhouses sit on the highest point for miles around. Ever since the Iron Age, people have lived here – early farmers, Roman soldiers. Viking settlers. Four hundred years ago, give or take, a rich merchant built his manor here, and named it after the great birds which circled its cliffs and woodlands. The manor was burned down in one war, rebuilt, bombed in another war, rebuilt again. The new house is square, white and a lot scruffier than it was, but that’s not the point.

         The point is, it’s a place people come back to.

         A place people fight for.

         Bea came first, Ravenwood being her family home. On the day our story begins, it was owned by her father and her two uncles, who inherited it from their parents. Alex Pembury – Bea’s father, the eldest of the three brothers – lived in London with Bea’s mother Ingrid, and worked in finance. Jack Pembury, the middle brother, lived in Central America, doing nobody knew quite what. Leo Pembury, the youngest, lived at Ravenwood and was an artist. He made giant installations from wood and old junk in one of Ravenwood’s three barns, which he had turned into a studio. To his brothers’ astonishment, people sometimes actually paid for his work, though never very much.

         The last few decades had been peaceful up on the hill, but today the house was once again under attack, not from planes or armies but from the weather. Last night, a late summer storm smashed an oak tree through the kitchen roof. On the morning we join them, Leo – like so many before him – is clearing up. Alex is driving from London to inspect the damage. Bea is in her baby seat in the back.

         
             

         

         Alex had loved going home when he first moved to London, but since his parents died Ravenwood mainly exhausted him. With its big, draughty rooms, its weather and its problematic trees, the old place was a drain – on his money, his time, his energy. He never came any more unless he had to. But now here he was, off to sort out the latest problem when he should have been at work, taking his small baby with him because the childminder was sick and Ingrid was having one of her bad days. He was tired – so tired. Worried, too, and prickly with resentment at having to make this journey.

         And yet …

         Shortly before lunch, he drove through the village of Ashby-under-Raven and turned on to the unpaved track which led up to Ravenwood. At the top of the hill, just where the track flattened, there was a gap in the trees. Out of habit, Alex stopped and opened the window, the way he used to when he still loved the place, to catch that first lungful of sea air.

         The wind rushed into the car.

         Bea, who had slept all the way from London, woke up.

         Alex drove through the old iron gate (rusted, in need of repair, guarded on either side by a moss-covered stone raven on a crumbling pillar), parked beneath the old ash tree and looked up.

         ‘Hello, Ygg,’ he said.

         Even now and even for Alex, it was a magical tree. Four hundred years old, thirty metres tall and almost as wide across, it stood by the entrance of Ravenwood like a guardian spirit. As a boy, Leo had named it Yggdrasil, like the tree of life in Viking myths. ‘Because Vikings used to live here,’ Leo had said. ‘And it is full of life.’ As if to prove a point, a raven had taken off from one of the top branches in a great beating of wings, and from then on it had become Yggdrasil for everybody. Peering up, Alex saw that the platform their father had built for his brothers and him to play on when they were boys was still there, defying all safety regulations, about five metres up. A frayed rope ladder hung along the trunk. Just for a moment, Alex considered climbing it …

         He shook his head. He had long given up climbing trees. Instead, he got out of the car, opened the back door, took Bea out of her seat and went in search of his brother.

         Years later, Leo would enjoy describing the first time he saw Bea at Ravenwood.

         ‘The mess!’ he would say. ‘The roof smashed, tiles everywhere, shattered glass, broken branches and in the middle of it all, like a miniature queen, Bea gobbling it all up with her eyes on stalks.’

         ‘I was not like a queen and I do not gobble,’ Bea would say, tossing her long red hair.

         ‘I picked her up,’ Leo would say, ‘and I carried her across the garden to look at the sea. It was one of those grey days, you know, when there seems to be no light, but then the sun came out and the sea was turned to gold. And little miss madam here, hardly bigger than a kitten …’

         ‘A kitten!’

         ‘… stretched out her arms like she was saying all of this is mine! Even then, she knew exactly what she wanted.’

         Back then, the brothers argued. Tedious, grown-up arguments about insurance papers and new kitchens. Alex said, if only you’d cut down that tree. Leo said, how was I to know it would fall. And so on and so forth. It isn’t really interesting.

         What is interesting is that while Leo and Alex argued, out on the tree-smashed terrace, Bea gazed at the clouds scooting across the washed-out sky and tilted her head to the song of a blackbird.

         That when they moved indoors and Leo laid her on the living-room rug, she watched entranced as a spider spun its web between two ceiling beams.

         And that when at last the arguing was done and Alex tried to put her back in the car, she refused to be put in her seat, arching her back and screaming until her face went purple.

         ‘What am I supposed to do?’ asked Alex, close to tears himself.

         ‘Here, give her to me,’ said Leo.

         Bea stopped crying as soon as she was in Leo’s arms.

         Leo laughed and said, ‘I think she wants to stay.’

         It was the perfect solution, Leo liked to say. Alex so tired, Ingrid not well, the childminder also sick. Him all alone in the big house.

         ‘Just for a few days,’ Alex said to Ingrid on the phone. ‘Until everything is better.’

         ‘But what does Leo know about babies?’ Ingrid worried.

         ‘About as much as I do,’ said Alex, which was almost true.

         ‘And you’re sure she really likes it there?’

         ‘I think she really does.’

         ‘Just until everything is better, then,’ said Ingrid after a pause.

         And Bea stayed.

         
            *

         

         Bea cooed as Alex took the bag of baby things out of the car. She gurgled as he drove away. Leo laid her on a blanket on the terrace near where the tree had fallen and she pumped her arms and legs like a miniature gymnast. He walked away to continue his clearing.

         She began to cry again.

         Leo tried to prepare a bottle of milk in the microwave, but the bottle exploded. He tried to feed Bea apple sauce, but she spat it out. He gave her a rusk, but she hurled it away.

         Clearly, babies were more complicated than he had thought.

         In the end, he drove to the village for help, with Bea wedged between his legs because he couldn’t work out how to fit the car seat.

         And this was the best bit.

         The elderly volunteers who worked in the shop were fond of Leo, whom they had known all his life. They did their best for him. ‘Have you tried changing her nappy?’ one asked, and ‘maybe she’s hungry’ said another, and ‘why don’t we all try singing to her?’ suggested a third.

         And then (Leo would say), an angel appeared.

         ‘Try this.’

         A new voice, quiet but assured. A young woman nobody knew stood by the noticeboard at the shop’s entrance – about his age, dark-skinned, with a halo of soft curls, dressed in a city raincoat, with a rucksack on her back and a sleeping baby in a pushchair.

         She held out what looked like a tube of toothpaste.

         ‘It’s teething gel,’ she said. ‘Put a bit on your finger and rub it on her gums.’

         Leo did as he was told. Bea instantly stopped crying.

         Resisting the urge to kiss the miraculous stranger’s feet, Leo said, ‘How can I ever thank you?’

         The stranger nodded towards the noticeboard. ‘I don’t suppose you have a room?’

         Leo didn’t think twice.

         ‘I do have a room!’ he cried. ‘I have many, many rooms!’

         ‘It’s true,’ said one of the volunteers. ‘He does.’

         ‘Please stay!’ said Leo, wildly. ‘I so badly need help.’

         ‘That’s also true,’ said another volunteer.

         The stranger didn’t answer at once but gazed at him with her head on one side, calm dark eyes appraising him like they were looking right into his soul.

         Leo prayed his soul was good enough.

         At last, the stranger smiled. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘We would like that very much. Just for a few days.’

         That was how it started.

         Her name was Martha and her baby was Raffy and none of them could know then that a few days would turn into a week then a month until, eleven years later, they were all still living at Ravenwood. That Martha would become a teacher at the Ashby primary school, that she and Leo would fall in love, that together they would turn Ravenwood into a place where everyone was welcome, that over time they would let nature take over the garden until it became a wilderness where birds and animals also came in droves. That out of the fallen oak which had smashed the kitchen, Leo would build a life-size model of a Viking longboat complete with mast and oars, to commemorate this day.

         Over the years, Leo would tell how, as he drove his van back up the hill with Martha beside him holding the babies, Raffy woke and took Bea’s hand.

         Martha would smile when Leo got to that bit and say they have never really let go.
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            ELEVEN YEARS LATER

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

         

         For whole days leading up to the summer holidays, all Raffy could talk about was the great crested newt.

         It was discovered by accident on the last Saturday before the end of term, when a boy called Ernie Smith kicked his football into the village pond, rushed in after it, stumbled on his way out and – bam! There was the newt like a miniature dragon, with a fiery underbelly and spikes on its dark green back, hiding behind a stone.

         On the whole, the people of Ashby-under-Raven rejoiced. The Nature Society celebrated with tea and extra biscuits. The science lead in the primary school made worksheets. The librarian wrote a blog piece.

         Only two people were cross.

         The first was the pub landlord, who had been planning to build a car park on the meadow next to the pond. Now that there was a great crested newt, he was not allowed to do it, because the great crested newt, said the man from the council who came to inspect it, was Rare and thus Protected. Which meant, he explained, No Building Anywhere Near It.

         ‘Building near the Newt,’ he said, ‘would Destroy its Habitat.’

         The second cross person was Raffy.

         To be clear: Raffy wasn’t cross with the newt itself. Raffy loved the newt, as he loved all living creatures. He not only loved it, he admired it – this tiny amphibian which could single-handedly stop a whole car park being built. Raffy, who was small himself, thought this was marvellous. He just wished the newt hadn’t let itself be discovered by Ernie Smith.

         Unlike Raffy, Ernie Smith cared nothing about nature. All Ernie Smith cared about was football. Ernie Smith, until Raffy had corrected him, had actually thought the newt was a frog. Basically, Raffy was jealous.

         All through that final week ever at Ashby Primary, when all their classmates talked about were parties and Meadowbanks, the new school twenty miles away in town that most of them would be going to in the autumn, Raffy grumbled.

         During the holidays, he muttered, he was going to find an even rarer newt, in their very own pond up at Ravenwood. Possibly even a species no one had ever heard of before.

         No other conversation was possible. One way or another, the subject would always come back to the newt, until late on a Wednesday evening something happened which was even more momentous: Jack Pembury called from Costa Rica to say that for the first time in ten years he was returning to England. He would be at Ravenwood at the weekend. Bea’s parents were coming too, before setting off to Venice for a sailing holiday.

         Everything was turned upside down. Suddenly, there were sheets to wash, beds to make, flowers to cut and put into vases, food to be bought and meals prepared. Despite Martha’s best efforts to keep things tidy, Ravenwood usually existed in a state of gentle chaos, but Alex and Ingrid liked order. And there had been an awkwardness last year with Jack when he asked Leo for money. He and Leo had barely spoken since. Now was a chance to make things right between them, starting with Jack’s old room, which despite the faded curtains and the hole in the ceiling must be made as welcoming as possible.

         Most of all, though, there was Bea to look after.

         Over the years, visits from Bea’s parents had developed a pattern. They came for her birthday, for Christmas and sometimes for the weekend. Every time, though they never said as much out loud, the residents of Ravenwood felt the pressure to be on their best behaviour. It wasn’t just about tidying the house. It was more that Ingrid was so easily upset. No one had forgotten Bea’s ninth birthday lunch, when Ingrid had run from the table in tears because she thought Bea didn’t like her present, or the Christmas when she hadn’t left her room because the tree was already decorated when she arrived. On each occasion, she and Alex had cut their visit short and driven back to London, with no explanation except a terse I think we’d better go from Alex. And while these visits were extremes, and some went by without incident, this one threatened to be complicated.

         Until recently, Bea had been fairly robust about her parents. Yes, her family situation was unusual, but Leo and Martha and Raffy and Ravenwood more than made up for her parents’ absence, and Bea usually shrugged off the discomfort of their stay within a few days. But in the spring, something had changed. Alex had called out of the blue to say that he and Ingrid were going to France for Easter, and that they wanted Bea to go with them.

         Leo and Martha had been worried about letting her go, Bea had been confused and Raffy, who had never been separated from her before, had cried. But, ‘They are her parents,’ Martha had said to Leo, curled up together on the living-room sofa when they thought the children had gone to bed. ‘We can’t very well refuse.’

         And so Bea had gone.

         She had never been anywhere with her parents and it was her first trip abroad. At the beginning it was wonderful. They had driven the car on to the ferry and spent the crossing on deck wrapped in shawls, eating cake as sunlight glinted off the waves. On their first night, they had stayed in a castle and she and Ingrid had read together, snuggled in her bed. The next morning for breakfast there had been hot chocolate and homemade jam in a room with tall windows overlooking a garden.

         ‘Isn’t this heaven? Just like a fairy tale!’ Ingrid had said, and Bea had agreed because eating breakfast in a pretty room with her smiling parents had felt like a strange and wonderful thing, the strangest, most wonderful thing of all being how happy they seemed to be with her.

         She had not realised, until it happened, how much she had always wanted this.

         The fairy tale ended abruptly, with a pair of kittens tumbling into the room. Bea laughed and said she wished she could take them home with her, Ingrid began to cry, and she didn’t stop until the holiday, like the birthday and Christmas visits, was cut short.

         This time, Bea was not robust. This time, something precious was lost. There had been a sea crossing and cake, stories and cuddles. Hot chocolate and jam and fairy tales. This time, when her parents left her, Bea had wept buckets in Martha’s arms.

         ‘It’s not your fault,’ Martha had said when at last Bea stopped. ‘You’ve not done anything wrong.’

         ‘I must have,’ whispered Bea. ‘Or why didn’t they keep me?’

         And to this, Martha had no answer.

         Leo arrived then with tea, and gingerbread baked specially for Bea by her friend Maisie’s mum, and later they had gone to the cove. Life at Ravenwood had resumed its course, but Bea never was convinced she hadn’t done something wrong.

         Being Bea, she pretended she was fine and because they loved her, the others pretended to believe her. But they weren’t fooled. There was a new intensity now to Martha’s hugs. Leo, who was so often distracted, grew more attentive. And Raffy, who had always worshipped Bea as a sort of superhero and missed her so much while she was away he struggled to get out of bed, discovered in himself a new protectiveness. A boy who built shelters for hedgehogs and would go out of his way not to tread on an ant, he found himself often daydreaming of just what he would do to Bea’s parents if they ever hurt her again …

         Now, as this first visit since the terrible French trip loomed, Bea felt sick with apprehension. What should she do? Should she apologise for whatever it was she had done wrong? Would Ingrid cry, or would she be as she was on that first happy day of their trip? Bea, who was normally so noisy, forever stomping up and down stairs shouting for things she had lost, thumping on the piano, singing in the shower – went very quiet.

         Leo, Martha and Raffy did what they could to help her. Despite the soaring temperatures – they were into the second week of a blazing heatwave – Leo built a fire in the cove to cook sausages and marshmallows. Martha kept her busy with chores to stop her from thinking about her parents. And Raffy almost completely stopped complaining about the newt, instead keeping up a steady stream of chatter about anything but her parents, as he helped Bea with the chores.

         The first day of the holidays dawned, bright and sunny. A morning for a celebratory swim, perhaps, or exploring the woods to decide where to build a den, or stealing strawberries from the kitchen garden.

         Bea spent it indoors, now attempting to tidy her formidably messy bedroom, now trying to read on the sofa, now taking over the bathroom floor to make a mess of painting her toenails. Just after lunch, Leo set off to the station in the van to fetch the visitors. Bea, having decided to wait for her parents at home, threw herself into the old armchair in the kitchen and wondered aloud if she should have gone with him.

         Martha, putting away the last of the lunch things, said, ‘Let’s go for a swim.’

         Swimming at Ravenwood was considered a cure for everything, but Bea just looked at Martha as if she were mad.

         ‘I can’t swim!’ she said. ‘I feel so sick I might actually drown.’

         Raffy, with a longing glance towards the woods, said, ‘We could …’

         ‘I’m not looking for a newt,’ snapped Bea.

         ‘Ygg, then,’ said Raffy.

         Bea sighed. ‘Ygg.’

         
            *

         

         Out they went through the flower meadow to the old ash tree, where they climbed a new rope ladder to the platform Leo had rebuilt a few years ago to replace the one he and his brothers had played on as boys. Beneath them the garden, the valley and even the sea shimmered in the heat, but up here the air was cool. Bea and Raffy lay on their backs and looked up through still, heavy branches at the sky.

         ‘I’ve been wondering something,’ said Bea. ‘If things hadn’t gone so wrong in France, do you think my parents would have asked me to go to Italy with them?’

         Raffy stared at her, astounded.

         ‘Do you want to go to Italy with them?’ he asked.

         ‘Of course not,’ she said scornfully, and Raffy felt weak with relief, because the idea of Bea going away again was unthinkable.

         ‘It will be nice to meet your uncle,’ he said, steering the subject to safer waters. ‘We can ask him about Costa Rica. Did you know it has more biodiversity than any other country on Earth? I read about it. They have nearly two hundred different sorts of amphibians, including newts …’

         ‘Raffy, could we not talk about newts?’

         ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I forgot.’

         ‘Tell me about the tree house instead.’

         Raffy beamed, instantly cheered. Before the newt, the tree house had been his top summer project. He had been planning it for months with Nick, a retired carpenter from the village Leo had befriended after Nick’s wife died, and who often came to Ravenwood. Nick had already sawn planks from a fallen beech tree. Over the past weeks, Raffy had helped to plane them till they were smooth, and oil them so they were weatherproof. Now it was ready to assemble in Yggdrasil.

         ‘We’re going to build it right here, but we won’t cover the platform completely. We’ll keep a bit open so we can still sit out. The cabin will have a pitched roof, and inside we’re going to make bunks so we can sleep up here – four bunks, so friends can stay over too – and there’ll be a big window over the valley, and we might see the barn owl …’

         Bea grunted. The barn owl which had recently arrived at Ravenwood was already the stuff of legend, having been heard often but never actually seen.

         ‘What if we need a wee?’ she asked.

         ‘There’ll be a bucket.’

         ‘A bucket!’

         Raffy grinned at Bea’s shout of laughter.

         ‘Nick says, we could have a pulley system, to hoist things up and down. For the wee bucket, but also for provisions. There’ll be storage under the bunks and we’re going to make shelves too. Nick says …’

         On he talked, and Bea grew peaceful.

         Two days, she thought, then her parents would leave. They would fly off to Italy for their sailing holiday, and she could throw herself into a glorious Ravenwood summer without worrying about them. She would swim every day in the cove and when it was built she would sleep in the tree house. Maisie and other friends would come for swims and picnics. In a few weeks, when the plums ripened, they would all climb into the trees to shake them out on to sheets held out by the pensioners from the retirement home who helped in the garden. This was all Bea wanted, before starting at Meadowbanks. All she needed. Calm. Reassurance. Everything just as it always had been, as soon as her parents were gone.

         Oh dear.

         Well, read on.

         Raffy talked and Bea was peaceful. But then at last, in the distance, beyond birdsong and Raffy’s voice and the murmuring breeze, came the unmistakable rattle of Leo’s van. Bea and Raffy crawled to the edge of the platform and lay on their fronts to watch as it bounced along the track up from the valley.

         ‘Should we go down?’ asked Raffy.

         But Bea felt sick again. ‘Let’s wait.’

         The van was through the gate now, parking directly beneath them. Bea’s throat tightened. The driver’s door opened. Leo climbed out and looked up.

         They waited, but no one else appeared.

         Slowly, Bea sat up. Her head was reeling. She sat on her hands, pressing them into the wood of the platform to steady herself.

         Beside her, Raffy clenched his fists in sympathy.

         ‘I’m so sorry, Bea.’ Leo ran his hands through his hair, the way he always did when he was troubled. ‘They didn’t come. Did Martha not tell you? I sent her a message.’

         Bea tried to speak, but no sound came out. Raffy looked at her, feeling helpless.

         ‘Mum went for a swim,’ he told Leo. ‘What happened? Why aren’t they here?’

         Something was pressing into Bea’s chest. She wriggled, but it still hurt. Inside her, she registered dully. The pain was inside her.

         What had she done that was so awful her parents hadn’t even come?

         Dimly, she heard Leo reply to Raffy’s question. He hadn’t received Alex’s message until he got to the station, something had come up at the last minute, they all had to stay in London. Jack was coming later but there was no time now for her parents to visit before they left.

         ‘But –’ here, ever so slightly, Leo faltered – ‘I have a surprise!’

         He went back to the van and opened the passenger door. Bea and Raffy both blinked.

         A girl had climbed out of the van and was looking up at them, her expression at once hopeful and nervous – about their age and Bea’s height, neat, dainty, with light brown skin and dark hair arranged in two shoulder-length braids, smartly dressed in a flared blue skirt and a red vest, a canvas satchel slung across her body and silver sandals on her feet. Bea, already feeling bad, suddenly felt worse, very aware of her own scruffy denim cut-offs, her grubby trainers and not very clean T-shirt.

         Raffy was just baffled.

         ‘Come and say hello!’ called Leo, waving them down. ‘This is Noa! She’s coming to stay for the holidays!’

         And the summer took another turn.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Noa’s mother Agnes went to the evening sculpture classes Leo ran in town, he explained once Bea and Raffy had climbed down from Ygg. She was also a doctor. There had been an earthquake in a faraway country, followed by a flood, and now there were outbreaks of a disease in the camps where people were living who had lost their homes, and Noa’s mother had been asked to help.

         ‘The earthquake was in the news,’ Leo said, as if this somehow explained everything. ‘Agnes was supposed to fly out tonight, but when I bumped into her and Noa in town, Agnes said she couldn’t go, because there was nobody to look after Noa. So I said she could stay with us!’

         He paused, expectantly, and tried not to wince under Bea’s hard stare.

         ‘Cool!’ said Raffy, just a bit too late.

         ‘Excellent!’ said Leo, just a bit too heartily.

         Bea continued to stare. Raffy shuffled his feet. Noa, looking mortified, began to scratch her wrist. Leo ran his hands through his hair again, overcome as was so often the case by the feeling that he hadn’t properly thought through his spontaneous gesture, and looked around for the only person who could help.

         ‘Let’s go and see if Martha’s back,’ he said.

         They found her in the kitchen, making tea. Fresh from the shower after her swim, she had not yet read Leo’s message but when he explained – his hair really a wild mess now – that his brothers and sister-in-law had failed to arrive, that Jack was coming this evening and that meanwhile Noa was here instead, she responded to the situation with all of her usual warm practicality. First with a quick hug to comfort Bea, who still had not uttered a word since Leo’s return. Then with another hug for Noa, the offer of cake, tea, a drink of squash. When Noa – also apparently incapable of speech – shook her head, she took her upstairs to the sunny little box room squeezed in between Bea and Raffy’s rooms at the end of the landing, showed her the closet and chest of drawers where she could put away her things, fetched her a beach towel from the airing cupboard and then, with the kindly briskness which her family knew brooked no disobedience, ordered Bea and Raffy to take Noa for a swim.

         ‘I could murder my brothers,’ said Leo, when the children were out of earshot.

         Even though she whole-heartedly agreed, Martha said that wouldn’t help.

         
            *

         

         Bea did not behave well.

         She didn’t wait for the others on the way to the cove. Instead, despite the heat, she ran as fast as she could through the meadow towards the cliff where the path down to the water began. Behind her, she could hear Raffy and Noa struggling to keep up, Raffy trying to make up for Bea’s rudeness by pointing out the names of flowers, the goldfinches feeding on teasel heads, the butterflies which had finally returned to Ravenwood this summer after twenty years’ absence.

         Bea bared her teeth in a silent scream. How could Leo do this? She knew how much he enjoyed sharing Ravenwood – with Nick from the village, the old people who came to garden, Bea and Raffy’s friends. He was always organising events, like carols at Christmas, the big bonfire for Guy Fawkes, apple pressing in the autumn. But to bring a stranger for the whole summer? On the day her parents …

         The pain in Bea’s chest grew sharper and she ran faster. She didn’t want to think about her parents.

         At the fork in the path – left for the woods, right towards the cliff – Bea slowed and glanced over her shoulder. The others were walking now, side by side, Raffy still pointing things out.

         She sped up again. She didn’t stop until she came to the place which, more than any other, she considered her own: Leo’s Viking longboat, built from the storm-felled oak which had brought her to Ravenwood as a baby, poised like a bird on the edge of the cliff in an oval of sand, its hull shaped like folded wings, its prow a graceful dragon head. Skidbládnir, Leo had called it, the name of the greatest of Viking ships, which could fly in the air or sail on the sea, with planks so thin it could be folded into a pocket. Bea had loved it since she was a baby. She slid her hands now on to the dragon’s neck and leaned her forehead against the hull.

         Usually Skidbládnir calmed her. Why wasn’t it now?

         She heard the others arrive behind her but did not turn, bristling as Raffy began to tell the story of the longboat and their arrival at Ravenwood. When he got to the part where she refused to be strapped into her car seat, she could take no more and finally whipped round.

         ‘Let’s go!’ she said.

         Raffy’s eyes widened in shock at her rudeness and Noa’s in what looked like anger, but they still followed her. Bea felt a spiteful surge of triumph.

         She stopped at the edge of the cliff path, letting Noa take in the perfect horseshoe shape of the cove beneath them, its water bright blue in the clear still day, its fringe of flat grey rocks gleaming in the sun.

         There was a choice to make now.

         She could be kind.

         Or she could not.

         ‘There’s a proper beach at low tide to swim from, but when it’s high like now …’ Bea pointed to the far end of the cove, where dark cliffs fell dramatically to the water. ‘When it’s high tide, we jump from there.’

         Almost imperceptibly, Noa gulped.

         ‘Or we can swim from the rocks,’ Raffy offered, with a little frown at Bea. ‘We don’t have to jump if you don’t want to. It is quite high.’

         Bea glared at him. ‘Your choice,’ she said to Noa.

         It wasn’t a choice though; it was a challenge. Just for a second, Bea saw the other girl’s eyes blaze. She was almost glad, because she knew she was being unfair. But then Noa looked away.

         ‘You go,’ she said. ‘I don’t really feel like swimming.’

         It would be nice to write that Bea backed down then, and suggested doing something different with Noa – show her round the woods, maybe, or take her up into Yggdrasil. But she didn’t. She ran straight off again, down the steep path, then across the cove to the cliffs. Raffy hesitated, torn between loyalty to Bea and politeness to their guest. When he made up his mind and followed Bea, she gave a grunt of satisfaction but did not look back.

         At the foot of the cliffs she stripped down to her swimsuit and, leaving her clothes on the rocks, began to climb. Raffy cast a worried look to where Noa still stood where they had left her then pulled himself up after Bea.

         ‘You know, Noa’s actually quite nice,’ he said, when they stopped at the ledge from which they usually jumped.

         ‘Go back and look after her, then,’ said Bea. ‘If you like her so much.’

         ‘I’m just saying we shouldn’t have left …’

         But Bea was climbing again.

         ‘Where are you going?’ squeaked Raffy.

         ‘Higher!’

         The next ledge was only about a metre above their usual spot, but when Bea turned to look down it seemed much more. She had never dared jump from so high before. Could she do it now? She pressed her back into the cliff, palms flat against the solid rock, feeling as though invisible hands were wringing out her insides.

         How very dark the water was …

         For about half a second, she thought of backing down. But Raffy was watching from the ledge below and above them on the edge of the cliff was Noa, her stupid skirt fluttering in the breeze, the strap of her stupid satchel a dark line across her red top, and somewhere in London were Bea’s parents who couldn’t be bothered to see her before going on their stupid holiday, and most of all in her chest there was this pain she didn’t know what to do with.

         She knew this cove, though, this sea. Where to jump, and how, and when. She stepped to the front of the ledge. Waited, as Leo had taught her, for the calm between two gentle swells then

         screamed

         and

         jumped.

         She hit the water like an arrow, straight and true. The world exploded into a cloud of bubbles. For a few seconds she hung suspended beneath the surface. Then, with a rapid beating of legs, she propelled herself upwards and burst back out into the open air.

         ‘I did it!’ she yelled. ‘Did you see, Raffy? I did it!’

         Sometimes, all you can do is jump.

         
            *

         

         Noa turned away after watching Bea’s leap and walked back towards the longboat, frowning as she tried to piece the day back together.

         How had she agreed to this?

         There had been the earthquake, like Leo said, then the flood and the disease. The call from Mum’s old boss asking would she help, and Mum being Mum saying yes, ‘because it was important’. Noa didn’t actually mind that bit. Secretly, she was proud of her mother. What she did mind was being asked to stay with Dad, in the house where he now lived with his new girlfriend Tamsin and her horrible toddler twin girls.

         It would be much better, Noa had said, if Dad would move in with her, in the flat where she now lived with Mum.

         ‘On his own,’ Noa had specified.

         To which Tamsin, in a long conversation with Mum, had said no.

         ‘I suppose they’re a family now,’ Mum had said, too nobly in Noa’s opinion. ‘They don’t split up.’
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