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			For the weird, wise, and wayward who would have once been called witches

		

	
		
			

			Part One

			A lie never lives to be old

			– Sophocles

		

	
		
			

			1

			September 2016

			If an assailant takes you to a second location, chances of escape or rescue are significantly reduced.

			It’s one of the things Erin frequently tells herself whenever she steps outside the house. She’s thinking it now, while at the same time trying to convince herself that the man isn’t really following her. 

			If you are being followed, find an open place of business like a coffee shop or petrol station and go inside. 

			Erin steps into Costa Coffee on the high street and joins the queue. She’d been thinking about coming in anyway but she does it now out of necessity rather than as a treat, knowing that the lemon muffin she orders will stick in her throat and the cappuccino she’s been looking forward to will taste of nothing. 

			She’d noticed the man in the art shop. Prior to that it’d been an average sort of morning. She’d popped to the supermarket early, got back, put the shopping away and opened her mail: a bank statement, an invitation to cervical screening and, less depressingly, a cover proof for a forthcoming picture book she’s illustrated. She’d spent a few minutes studying it, her mood lifting briefly, as it always does, at the sight of her name and her artwork on the cover of what will be an actual book, in actual shops, in a few months’ time. She’d allowed herself a moment to take it in. To feel something like content. 

			Erin loves her job. It’s one of the very few things about her life that is good. She knows she’s lucky, luckier than she deserves to be. Seeing the cover prompted her to pick up her phone and check her emails. She’s been waiting for a response from Sam, her agent, on a picture book idea she sent him – her own text this time instead of someone else’s. Her inbox loaded two new messages, neither from Sam. The first from Tesco Clubcard, which she deleted without reading, and the other through the contact form on her website. The subject line sent her mood, and her stomach, spiralling.

			

			murdering bitch.

			She’d clicked on the message only to find the main body of it blank. The field meant for the sender’s email was filled with a string of meaningless letters and numbers. With shaking fingers, she’d deleted it. And then she’d put on her coat and forced herself to go out.

			It’s the last week of September and autumn has crept up stealthily. A few days ago, on Erin’s thirty-seventh birthday, the damson tree in her tiny garden dropped most of its leaves, which she has already swept up and disposed of. Got to stay busy. There had been a chill in the air when she’d left this morning, which nipped at her despite the faint, pear-golden glow of the sun. She’d walked briskly to the compact but well-stocked art shop on the fringes of town and spent a peaceful half hour choosing some new paints and replacing pencils that have worn to stubs. She has decided to work up three sample illustrations while she waits for Sam’s reply. It will keep her occupied.

			The man had entered the shop shortly after her and was the only other customer. Erin had looked up briefly as he came in, eyes skimming over him. White, stocky, a shaved greying head, blue jeans, brown corduroy jacket. A bent nose, the result of multiple breaks, his skin heavily pockmarked. Not the usual bohemian type she sees there, or the students with alternative haircuts and piercings. 

			Always be aware of your surroundings. Know who and what is in the immediate area, and where the exit is.

			Passing him to pay for her items, Erin had noticed the man was holding a set of watercolour paints and staring intently at a couple of box canvases. It’d been a small detail, but one that had got her attention. She’d wondered then whether he was a clueless dad or husband picking up a gift for a creative relative, but Erin is not the type to point out that box canvases are for oils or acrylic paints, not watercolours. She doesn’t speak to strangers if she can avoid it. In any case it was likely that the shop assistant would alert him to his mistake.

			

			She’d been halfway down the street when she’d paused to look at some boots in a shop window and, on the edge of her vision, she’d noticed someone mirror her movements, stopping abruptly to look in a neighbouring shop.

			The man from the art shop, just few steps behind.

			Erin looks up from the counter now as the door to Costa Coffee opens, and in he walks. She turns back quickly to the barista, who has moved along to take the order of an older couple behind her. She could say something. Ask for help, say she’s being followed. Doubt keeps her silent. Erin has been wrong before, created a scene and drawn attention and it’s all turned out to be a misunderstanding. A couple of months ago she’d been returning a supermarket trolley when an abrasive voice sounded close by: ‘I know what you did. Liar. Don’t think you’re getting away with it.’

			A ranting woman charging towards her, face twisted. Erin had freaked and launched the trolley at her before seeing, too late, the earphone wires under the woman’s hair. Connecting her on a phone call. Her words not meant for Erin… until they were, and more people had gathered by then to hear her being sworn at. Being called a nutjob.

			She often thinks she’s being followed, being watched, and today the email has left her more on edge than usual. She is used to jumping at shadows, to messages from anonymous aggressors – 

			MURDERING BITCH… 

			… You don’t deserve to live…

			– to fearing everyone and everything. 

			

			She watches the man in the mirrors behind the counter. He’s picked up a panini and is scanning the overhead coffee menu, paying no attention to her. She risks a glance his way and sees he has no bag from the art shop; nothing was bought there. He must have left right after her. She squashes down a wave of dread. It doesn’t mean anything. He could have changed his mind, left empty-handed. 

			Or he could be following her.

			She pays and sits at a table by the window, an equal distance between the counter and the door. Between help and escape. She only starts to calm down when the man takes his tray to the far end of the shop near the loos. He settles at a table with his back to her, taking out his phone to scroll through it. He is not watching her. He is not following her. She stirs her cappuccino. The drink is foamy and perfect and the muffin is soft and fresh. Perhaps she will enjoy them after all.

			The woman who was behind Erin in the queue comes to sit at the table next to her, fussing with her shopping bags. Erin studies her, glad of a distraction. She is a people-watcher, always noticing posture and movement and doing her best to capture it on paper. Clients are consistently impressed by how well she draws hands. The woman removes her coat and fans herself. A minute later her partner joins her, setting down a tray.

			Erin glances behind at the man with the corduroy jacket – still there, not watching her. As she turns back her eyes seize on the couple next to her.

			The man has taken out a tabloid newspaper and is holding it up to read the sports page on the back. The front page faces Erin. She doesn’t see the headline at first, only the picture. A bite of lemon muffin dries up and sticks to the roof of her mouth.

			In every high-profile murder there is a photo that is synonymous with the case; an image that etches into the nation’s psyche to become instantly recognisable.

			

			The girl’s photograph was taken in her final year at school. She wears a green blazer and her thin hair is mousy brown, parted on the side. Her eyes look black in the picture, with no hint of the murky pond colour of her irises. She looks so young, Erin thinks. The article will name her as Belinda West, but Erin first knew her as Belinda Webb. She would have been almost thirty-seven now, same as Erin. But she never made it to eighteen. 

			At first Erin never understood why they used this picture of Bee. It bore little resemblance to her at the time of her death. There’s no red hair, no vampy make-up. She’s fresh-faced, if a little pale. Her expression is curiously neutral. But the answer, Erin had eventually learned, was a simple one: there were never many pictures of her in existence. 

			Erin’s attention finally goes to the headline. It reads: CHILD BEE.

			It’s as though someone has pushed an alarm button in her brain. She stares at the two words, trying to work out what’s wrong through a growing fog. Because something is wrong, even though the image and headline both fit with everything Erin knows. Her eyes drop to the subheading: DEAD GIRL ONE OF THE TWO LITTLE LIARS.

			She stands up quickly, her knee knocking the table. Her half-eaten muffin lands on the floor and the man with the paper glances up, concerned. Erin ignores him, tugs on her coat and rushes out on to the street. Her face burns in the cool autumn air. Raindrops speckle her cheeks. The town is busy. People squeeze past her, shaking open umbrellas or diving into shop doorways to escape the rain shower.

			She doesn’t hear the voice at first. Doesn’t hear the approaching footsteps. She’s momentarily forgotten the man in the brown jacket until now, when she feels the hand on her arm and whips round ready to run or to lash out. But it’s the woman from the coffee shop, slightly out of breath. Erin waits, for what she is not sure. Abuse? A slap? Recognition of some kind, for now the truth is out it will lead to her. It has to.

			

			The woman hands her something.

			‘You left your bag, dear.’

			Erin gazes at it blankly. Her art materials, forgotten under the table in the coffee shop. 

			‘You ran off in such a rush,’ the woman adds with a tentative smile. ‘Are you all right?’ She has a kind face. Erin imagines she has grandchildren that she does puzzles with and takes to farms for wholesome days out.

			‘I’m fine,’ Erin mutters. ‘I just remembered I’ve got a… an appointment.’

			She sounds croaky and weird. She tries to smile, meeting the woman’s eyes. A forgotten bag, that’s all. The woman’s smile falters as she looks back at her. It’s a look Erin’s seen countless times. Where people stare into her eyes, trying to work out what it is about them that’s odd. The woman is uncomfortable now. Her hand reaches to the neck of her coat, gathering it tightly as if to protect herself.

			Fuck off, Erin thinks viciously, but of course she doesn’t say it. She is quiet. A mouse. A hider. She takes the bag a little too abruptly.

			‘Thanks,’ she says in a tight voice, then turns and walks away. The rain gets heavier but Erin barely notices. She heads for home with one stop off in mind. There’s a newsagent at the top of the high street, five minutes from her house. She picks up an overpriced bottle of milk she doesn’t need, then scans the news stand. Aside from the tabloid she’s already seen, there’s only one other paper with Bee’s face on the front. Its headline is less sensational: 20 YEARS UNSOLVED. Then underneath: ISLAND MURDER BAFFLES TWO DECADES ON. There’s no mention of the two little liars, but this does nothing to unknot Erin’s insides. Tomorrow it’ll be on every one of these front pages.

			

			She buys both papers and leaves.

			When Erin arrives home she abandons the bag with the art stuff by the front door and goes straight to the kitchen table. She sits, not even bothering to remove her jacket, eyes barely leaving the picture of Bee’s face. If she blinks she knows she’ll see it behind her eyelids, inverted like a negative. 

			She begins to read.

		

	
		
			

			2

			August 1990

			Erin never wanted to be her friend. When you’re a child, though, and your parents tell you to include someone, you do it because you have to. The memory of the first time they played together is frayed in places. She remembers how it ended and how it began, but not really the middle. 

			It’s the third week of the summer holidays. Erin and Aidan are on their bikes, racing each other up and down the street. Erin has already lost two out of three − not because she’s slower, but because her stupid pink bike is too small for her. She pedals hard, eyes fixed on Aidan. Her pace matches his but there’s no way she’s catching up. She’s preparing for defeat yet again when a cat shoots across his path. As Aidan brakes Erin swerves, flying past him into the lead.

			‘Ha!’ she yells. She’s still grinning when they skid to a halt outside her gate, chests heaving. ‘Thrashed you.’

			‘Only because I let you.’ A faint smile is playing around the edge of his lips. He clambers off his mud-spattered BMX and leans it against the wall, then stands under a tree near the kerb. She glances at his bike enviously then joins him. Even in the shade the day is so bright they’re both squinting. Erin peels her thin dress away from clammy skin.

			‘When’s Jess back from holiday?’ he asks, pushing sweaty dark hair out of his eyes.

			‘Thursday.’ 

			He nods. ‘It’s been good this week, just us.’

			Erin has enjoyed it, too − not that she likes Jess any less than Aidan. She likes them both, but sometimes she has more fun mucking about with Aidan on their bikes over the field than she does with Jess, who hates getting dirty or doing anything boisterous. Erin’s known Aidan for ever. Their mums were on the same maternity ward and, later, in a mother and baby group together. Now he lives a couple of streets away and they go to the same school.

			

			‘What about Jamie?’ Erin asks. ‘What’s he up to?’

			Aidan wrinkles his nose and reaches out to pull a leaf from her hair. ‘You know what he’s like. His dad just brought him back a Game Boy from America so he’s glued to that. I don’t know how anyone can stay indoors when it’s like this.’ He blows the leaf into her face, grinning.

			Erin’s mother cuts in unexpectedly. ‘Maybe some people aren’t as lucky as you two.’

			Erin looks up to see her on the garden path, holding a tray with two iced lemonades and a bottle of sun lotion. 

			‘What do you mean?’ Erin asks. She and Aidan take the drinks and drain them in deep, thirsty gulps.

			Her mother nods to the opposite side of the road. Erin follows her gaze to a flaking, red front door: the Webbs’ house. Out of the corner of her eye she notices Aidan respectfully suppress a burp for her mother’s benefit, but then her attention is caught by a movement in one of the upstairs windows. A small, pale face watches them from behind the glass. 

			Erin groans and turns back to her mother. ‘Not the Belinda talk again.’

			She’s rewarded with a stern look. ‘It wouldn’t hurt you to include her, Erin. The girl has no friends. She’s stuck in that house all the time.’

			‘Whose fault’s that?’ Erin mutters, looking to Aidan for support. It’s pointless − he always turns into a complete goody-goody in front of her mother. ‘You asked if she wanted to come round. She never did.’

			She recalls bumping into Belinda and her mother a while back outside the shops. Since the Webbs moved to their street at the start of the year they’ve only exchanged a few polite hellos from across the road, but that day Erin’s mother had attempted conversation and made Erin give Belinda one of her Opal Fruits. Belinda accepted it, unsmiling.

			

			‘People call me Bee,’ she’d said. ‘I’m a witch.’ She tilted her head, taking Erin in. ‘Your eyes look funny.’

			‘That was ages ago,’ Erin’s mother says now. ‘Maybe she’ll come if you ask again.’

			‘I don’t want her to,’ Erin grumbles. ‘I bet she’s happy playing her witchy games all by herself, anyway.’

			‘Nothing wrong with having a vivid imagination.’ Her mother laughs. ‘It’s probably something you need if you’re lonely.’

			‘She’s mean,’ Erin says sulkily. ‘She said my eyes are funny. And her legs are all scabby.’

			Her mother raises an eyebrow. ‘Now who’s being mean?’

			‘Scabby?’ asks Aidan, in a way that suggests he wants to see this for himself. Aidan has a strong stomach for things most people find gross. Erin’s lost count of the times he’s peeled back bandages to inspect war wounds or burst blisters. Last week he’d called her over to point out a mass of writhing maggots in a bin. Disco rice, he’d called them, grinning and doing a ridiculous dance.

			‘It’s probably eczema,’ says her mum. ‘It’s not catching.’

			‘Well, she didn’t say thanks for the sweet, either,’ Erin persists. ‘And it was a red one.’ She glares at Bee’s house, hearing her mother sigh. Almost as though she knows she’s being talked about, Bee lifts a hand to the window and rests it on the glass. That does it.

			‘Come on.’ Aidan nudges her, his dark eyes soft like melted chocolate. 

			Reluctantly, Erin puts her empty glass on the tray and endures a few swipes of sun lotion at her mother’s insistence until, hot and grumpy, she squirms away.

			

			‘You too, Aidan,’ her mother says, dabbing his blotchy forehead. Erin pulls a face at him, but he merely winks and stands obediently until her mother is finished.

			‘Go on, then,’ she says, picking up the tray. ‘Off you go.’

			Erin grunts in defeat. Then they are crossing the road and knocking on the red door, and saying hello to old Mr Baxter who is weeding his already immaculate flower beds next door. Erin stares round Bee’s front garden while they wait. It’s choked with weeds and rubbish blown in by the wind. There’s a clothes horse on the lawn with a tatty Rainbow Brite sleeping bag thrown over it. Halfway down the fabric, a wet stain is drying out in the sun. 

			Daphne Webb opens the door wearing rubber gloves. The harsh stink of bleach comes out of the house, surrounding her like an aura.

			‘Can Bee come out to play?’ Aidan asks. Some of his chirpiness gives way to a cough as the fumes get down his throat.

			Daphne doesn’t say anything at first, but looks beyond them to where Erin’s mum is watching from across the road. She turns to shout up the stairs. They are uncarpeted and paint-speckled, as though the Webbs have only just moved in.

			‘Get dressed and come down. There’s kids here for you.’

			Erin wonders why Bee isn’t dressed yet when it’s gone lunchtime. The smell of bleach is so strong that even years later, her eyes will water at the memory of it.
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			September 2016

			By lunchtime the story is everywhere. Erin sees it on the news and hears Bee’s name on the radio. Though she doesn’t ‘do’ social media – not even for her books – Erin has anonymous accounts set up so she can track current events. She makes the mistake of clicking on Facebook and Twitter articles which take her down rabbit holes to more news pieces and a true crime blog. She also finds a podcast about the two little liars, though it appears to be obscure – for now. She makes cup after cup of coffee, forgetting to drink them all as she scours the internet for whatever’s going to pop up next. She reads each piece and every comment, even though she knows it’s the worst thing she can do. The vitriol has not faded with time. If anything, the revelation about Bee’s identity has stoked it all up again.

			Got what she deserved!

			BITCH CAN ROT IN HELL.

			Now name and shame the other one.

			Erin doesn’t move from the kitchen, clicking from one toxic website to the next. Her head is in a fog. She ignores two calls from her mother. She can’t speak to her, not yet. An email comes in from Sam. He’s keen on her idea, asking if she can come up with sample illustrations in time for the upcoming Frankfurt Book Fair. She won’t. Erin no longer cares about the illustrations or the idea and has no intention of going up to her studio, the bright room at the top of her house. The art materials will sit by the door where she dumped them. 

			

			The day grows darker around her. Get up, she wills herself. Wipe the coffee spills off the counter. Wash those dishes. Open the blind. She does none of these things. She wakes up her laptop, and it opens on the last tab she visited. She hits refresh and the page reloads. Bee’s face is still at the top, but the headline has changed.

			BBC TO AIR WITCH BOTTLE MURDER CRIMEWATCH SPECIAL.

			A video has been added under the headline. Swallowing, Erin clicks on it and a newscaster begins to speak.

			‘BBC1 is to air a Crimewatch special on Belinda West, who was murdered on a college trip twenty years ago this October. Fiona Newton reports.’

			The camera cuts to a smart, blond woman outside Chelmsford police station. 

			‘Belinda West’s body was pulled from the Tithe Estuary on the morning of Sunday, the thirteenth of October, 1996. The seventeen year old had been on a college trip to a remote tidal island in Essex and was last seen alive following a party the night before. What initially appeared to be a tragic drowning quickly turned sinister when it was found that West’s throat was slit, with cuts to her mouth and tongue. Her autopsy later revealed pieces of broken glass in her throat from a silver bottle belonging to the island’s witchcraft museum. West’s killer had forced her to swallow it.

			‘Two decades on, that killer has never been found. But cold case detectives have released new information which they hope could lead to a breakthrough. It’s now been revealed that Belinda West was one of two children, until now identified only as Child A and Child B, who were involved in another notorious murder which took place six years before West’s own killing. 

			‘In the summer of 1990, sixteen-year-old Nicky Pemberton was beaten to death by three men including his own father, after false claims by West – then known as Belinda Webb – and another child that Pemberton had molested them. The two children, aged ten at the time, were dubbed the “two little liars” by the press, and were so vilified by the public and media that the courts were forced to grant them lifelong anonymity for fear of vigilante attacks. Here with me now is Detective Inspector Graham Giles. Detective, the question everyone is asking is, why is Belinda West’s true identity only now being made known?’

			

			The camera pans out to show a dark-haired man in a plain grey suit.

			‘It’s a fair question, Fiona,’ he replies. ‘And the answer is a simple one. At the time of Belinda West’s death the police chose not to disclose her link to the earlier murder of Nicky Pemberton, as they believed it could harm the investigation.’

			‘So, essentially,’ Fiona interjects, ‘it was kept secret that West was Child B, because she was so hated that police thought the public wouldn’t help if they knew the truth?’

			‘Correct,’ Giles confirms. ‘However, with her murder unsolved for so long we’ve decided to release that information. Leave no stone unturned.’

			‘And what’s the thinking behind this?’ Fiona asks. ‘Is it the case that you’ve exhausted all other leads, and this is all that’s left? Do you think people will care now?’

			The detective baulks at the naked hostility of the question.

			‘Twenty years is a long time, and loyalties may have changed. The Nicky Pemberton case was sensational in the way people focused on the lie that West and the other child told. We need to remember that they were just that − children of ten years old. They weren’t the ones who chased that boy down, beat him senseless and hung him from a tree.’

			‘Could it be inferred that the two cases are connected? That Belinda West’s killing could have been payback for Nicky Pemberton’s?’

			‘There’s no evidence to suggest that,’ the detective replies. ‘The length of time between the killings would indicate not, and given the remote location of West’s murder and what we know about the complexities of her life, it’s unlikely. But we can’t rule it out.’

			

			Fiona Newton thanks the detective and turns back to the camera. ‘The Witch Bottle Murder Crimewatch special airs at nine o’clock on BBC1, Thursday the thirteenth of October.’

			The clip ends, just short of three minutes. Erin refreshes the page once more. Comments appear underneath. Some are crass, referencing Bee’s well-documented personal life; that she’d been ‘a slut who was shagging a teacher’. Many rehash details from Nicky Pemberton’s murder and how he was beaten unrecognisable. A couple of commenters side with the detective: Only children… mistake… not the ones who killed him. They are quickly trolled. Old enough to know right from wrong, what kind of kids tell lies like that? Erin continues to stare at the screen until her eyes are gritty. The comments grow and grow until at the next refresh, they vanish. They’ve been disabled.

			At some point during the evening Erin jolts awake. She is slumped over the table, dazed in the dark kitchen with no idea of what time she nodded off. Her phone battery is flat, exhausted from endless scrolling and missed calls from her mum. When she tries to wake up the laptop she finds that it, too, is dead. The clock on the microwave tells her it’s almost midnight. She’s been asleep for hours. The thought of this sends her into a panic. What has she missed? What else could have come out during that time? She starts to get up to grab chargers for her devices, but a sound stops her.

			She sinks back into the chair, suddenly sure it’s the same sound that woke her. A scraping, rustling noise. It’s coming from outside her kitchen window. 

			Someone is out there.

			Instinctively she slides off the chair, lowering to the floor. The kitchen tiles are freezing, shaking the last dregs of sleep from her. It’s just next door, she tells herself. Putting something in their bins. But it sounds too close for that. 

			

			Her heart drums erratically as she crawls to the cutlery drawer. The blind is down, the light is off. Whoever – or whatever – is outside cannot know she’s here. She slides the drawer open soundlessly and takes out her largest kitchen knife. She holds on to it in the darkness, counting her own breaths, crouched against the wall.

			Something crunches outside, a clumsy sound of movement on gravel. Erin stands up then with a rush of relief as she makes sense of the noises.

			Foxes. That’s all. But her hand trembles as she carefully separates the slats in the blind to peer outside, eyes already accustomed to the dark and expecting to see the mangy brush of an urban fox slinking over the wall.

			Instead she gets the briefest glimpse of a brown corduroy jacket sleeve, caught in the glow of the street light before it vanishes from view.
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			August 1990

			Erin is hot, irritated, and bored. 

			The afternoon has stretched out and shadows are lengthening with it, but the heat is still as intense as it was at midday. The journey to the playing field is a slow one. Bee doesn’t have a bike and doesn’t know how to ride one, so Erin can’t even lend hers and sit on Aidan’s handlebars. An attempt to get Bee on his handlebars results in her falling off, and scraped knees to add to her other scabs. So they leave the bikes at Erin’s and walk, making small talk as they go. Bee stops every now and then to scratch the red marks on her legs. Some are so dry and cracked that they’ve bled in places. Erin takes care not to brush against her, even though Bee has a way of standing uncomfortably close. She doesn’t want whatever scabby disease Bee’s got, even if her mum says it’s not catching. 

			The conversation is stilted. They learn Bee is ten, like them, and goes to the other school that’s slightly further away. She doesn’t have − or want − any pets, doesn’t have a best friend, a favourite book or TV show. She lives with her mum and doesn’t know who her dad is. Aidan, persistently kind, perseveres long after Erin runs out of things to say. Bee listens in silence, her pale face giving no indication of what’s going through her head. The only time she volunteers anything is to compliment Aidan’s earring, a silver stud that flashes with every turn of his head.

			‘Oh, yeah.’ He grins. ‘I got Erin to do it for me at Easter.’

			‘Did it hurt?’

			‘A bit. I had to numb my earlobe with frozen Yorkshire puddings ’cos we didn’t have any ice, and then Erin pushed the stud through. Got a right bollocking off my mum, but she let me keep it.’ He grins at Erin. ‘It’s a bit wonky but I’ll let you off.’

			

			‘You kept wriggling,’ Erin reminds him. She’d escaped the bollocking. Aidan had told his mum he’d done it all himself. A week later it had been weeping and infected, giving him something new to pore over in morbid fascination.

			The playing field is in a sorry state. A graffiti-covered slide, a roundabout and three swings are all it has to offer but, on days like these, it’s usually enough. Soon, the three of them are swinging high, soaring into the cloudless blue and glimpsing the neighbouring gardens ahead and, over the far side, the vast cornfield bordered by a thin strip of woods.

			Bee’s heels scuff the ground, bringing her swing to a halt. She gazes at the cornfield. 

			‘Let’s go over there.’

			‘Can’t.’ Aidan stands up on his swing. ‘Erin’s not allowed past this field.’

			‘But are you?’ she asks him.

			‘Are you?’ Erin demands.

			‘I can go wherever you two go,’ Bee says. ‘So, if Aidan’s allowed, so am I.’

			He shrugs. ‘I’ve never been told I can’t, but our parents have a rule that we have to stick together. Erin’s not allowed, so I can’t go without her.’

			‘Oh.’ Bee pouts. ‘Well, what about over there?’

			She points to an overgrown corner of the field that’s fenced off. Years ago there used to be a council building there – probably to store tools for the maintenance of the field − but it’s long since been demolished. A wire fence surrounds it, but it’s torn in several places and choked with blackberry bushes and nettles. An alley which runs beside it makes it a popular fly-tipping spot.

			Aidan frowns. ‘In there? It’s just junk.’

			

			But Bee has already left the swing and is moving towards it. ‘I want to see.’

			Aidan and Erin exchange glances. Then, with a sigh, he takes a flying leap off his swing and lands on the grass. ‘Better go with her,’ he mutters, scrambling off after Bee.

			Erin swings higher, leaning back until the sky is all she can see; just endless blue broken only occasionally by the flight of a bird or a plane on its path. Shouts in the distance make her sit up. Some older boys have arrived on the far side of the field, kicking a ball, using discarded T-shirts as goalposts. She watches them lazily until a scream rings through the air. Not from the boys. This is a girl, and it’s not playful. Erin twists round to stare after Aidan and Bee but she can’t see them. She leaps from the swing as Aidan had, but she’s clumsier and jars her ankle as she lands. Wincing, she heads across the grass towards the gap in the wire fence.

			A scrap of old carpet has been pulled over the jagged tears in the wire and some of the brambles. Carefully, she squeezes in, trampling over uneven concrete and thick weeds that spew from its cracks. She sidesteps a sagging sofa, nudging a rusting bicycle wheel with her foot. Everything is quiet and still. There’s no sign of anyone. She thinks of the scream again and imagines things her parents have always warned her about: faceless strangers clapping their hands over children’s mouths and dragging them away.

			‘Aidan?’ she calls. ‘Bee?’ Her voice is shrill, her body poised to spring for the gap in the fence. Her ankle throbs.

			The scream comes again. Piercing, and blood chilling… and right in her ear. Erin whips round and finds herself almost nose to nose with Bee. Behind her, Aidan has collapsed on the sofa, shaking with laughter. 

			‘Got you,’ Bee says.

			‘That’s not funny.’ Erin’s voice is cold. ‘I hurt my ankle coming to look for you.’

			

			‘Sorry.’ Bee smirks, standing too close. Erin can feel the hiss of her breath. She doesn’t like being this close to her.

			It’s the first time Erin has properly looked into Bee’s eyes, and she finds that the smirk on her lips isn’t mirrored in them. Nothing is. Erin is reminded of pond water: stale and murkily green, impossible to know what’s going on underneath. At the same time she becomes aware of the smell of her. It’s the odour of schools and doctors’ surgeries. Sterile, clinical, chemical. It doesn’t belong on a person. She thinks of the overwhelming reek of bleach when Daphne Webb opened the door. It’s like the smell has got under Bee’s skin.

			Bee is looking at Erin, too. ‘What’s wrong with your eyes?’ 

			There it is. The question Erin loathes. Her reply is automatic, the words spilling out in the exact same sentence her father taught her when she was old enough to answer for herself.

			‘Nothing. Eyes are for seeing, and I can see fine.’

			It sounds so rehearsed, so pathetic. Bee likes that, Erin can tell.

			‘There’s nothing wrong with her eyes,’ Aidan repeats loyally.

			It isn’t strictly true. Erin’s eyes are watering from the discomfort of the blazing sun and the effort it takes to keep looking at Bee. She’s supposed to wear sunglasses for the sensitivity but she either loses them or sits on them.

			‘It’s called a coloboma,’ Aidan adds. 

			‘The black bits in the middle—’ Bee starts.

			‘My pupils,’ Erin corrects coldly.

			‘They’re strange shapes. Like goats’ eyes.’

			‘I think they look like keyholes,’ Aidan says softly. ‘I like them.’

			Bee’s expression becomes bemused, as though she can’t possibly understand why Aidan would say such a thing. It’s the moment Erin decides she hates her.

			‘They’re so weird,’ Bee says.

			‘A bit like your scabby legs,’ Erin replies. The comment has little effect on Bee, who simply leans down and tears at her calf, as if reminded it’s there to be scratched. Rankled, Erin continues. ‘Oh, and what was that sleeping bag outside your house? Do you wet the bed?’ 

			

			Aidan blinks, uncomfortable, and Erin feels a hot prickle of shame. Aidan is never spiteful. 

			Bee shrugs and looks away, kicking at a broken doll. ‘What is all this stuff, anyway?’

			‘Just crap people dump here.’ Aidan delves a hand down the side of the sofa, feeling around. ‘The council clears it out every now and then.’

			Bee watches him rummaging with interest. ‘What are you doing?’

			‘Seeing what’s fallen down the sides. Last time there was an old armchair we found a tenner, didn’t we, Erin?’

			She nods. Actually, Aidan had found it, but he’d split it at the shops and shared it with her. They’d blown the lot on sweets and a Smash Hits magazine.

			‘Like a treasure hunt.’ Bee flops down at the other end of the sofa and reaches between the cushions.

			Aidan pats the middle cushion. ‘Come on, Erin. See if you can find anything.’

			Erin grimaces at the stained upholstery, shaking her head. ‘People’s dogs have probably peed on it.’

			Aidan and Bee are undeterred. Aidan’s hand emerges first clutching an empty cigarette box, then a receipt. Tossing them aside, he goes back in. Bee has yet to pull anything out, but she’s elbow-deep and wears a look of intense concentration.

			‘There’s something down here,’ she says.

			‘Careful it’s not an adder,’ Erin replies, still sour from Bee’s unkind words. ‘They get in from the cornfield sometimes.’ She’s disappointed when, again, she fails to get a reaction.

			‘Got it,’ Bee breathes, tugging hard. A mass of coloured paper, slightly tattered, emerges from the cushions and she drops it in her lap. 

			

			‘Just a magazine,’ Erin says scornfully.

			At that moment Aidan yelps and leaps up.

			‘What?’ Erin shrieks.

			‘There’s something in there, something alive.’ He flings the seat cushion away. ‘I felt it move.’

			‘An adder?’ she asks, suddenly fearful.

			Beneath the cushion there’s a hole in the lining. It looks like something has chewed its way in. Erin and Aidan peer into the hole, past the springs, and see a rat. Lined up beside it are half a dozen or so tiny forms, pink and hairless and unmoving.

			‘Rat babies,’ Aidan whispers. He leans closer. ‘They’re all dead.’

			‘Are you sure?’ Erin’s fear gives way to pity.

			He nods. ‘She’s half-dead herself, poor thing.’

			‘What do you think happened?’

			Aidan shakes his head. ‘Poison, maybe.’

			Erin’s eyes cloud with tears. ‘Can’t we help it − take it to a vet?’

			‘I don’t think a vet would look at it. My mum says rats are vermin. It could spread disease to other animals. What do you think, Bee?’

			Bee hasn’t said anything for a couple of minutes, hasn’t even moved, in fact. She’s still staring at the magazine in her lap. So Erin and Aidan stare at it, too. 

			It isn’t just a magazine after all.

			It’s a magazine for grown-ups, with lots of pictures, all skin-coloured. Men and women, and women and women together. Erin’s cheeks surge with heat, yet she’s unable to tear her eyes away. She knows how babies are made, of course ‒ she is ten years old ‒ but this… these pictures make her insides squirm as if she’d swallowed those little rat babies while they had still been alive.

			She forces herself to look at something else, anything else. At Aidan, open-mouthed and equally red-faced. At the mother rat drawing feeble breaths, its front paws twitching. And at Bee, her face more mask-like than ever. Completely unreadable. Just staring, staring at the pictures.

			

			‘Stop looking at it, Bee,’ Erin whispers. 

			Years later, she will think back to this moment and wonder if it would have felt different had it not been for Bee. If it had just been Erin and Aidan who’d found it, or if they’d been with other kids − Jamie and Jess, perhaps − who might have shrieked and pushed the pictures at each other until they’d all laughed it off. But with every second that passes and no change on Bee’s milk pale face, Erin feels dirty. Seedy. Ashamed.

			‘Come on, Bee.’ Aidan is uncomfortable.

			Bee doesn’t move. It’s as if she hasn’t heard. Then she asks, ‘What are you doing about the rat?’

			Aidan shoots Erin a troubled look. ‘Don’t know.’

			‘What if we take it with us?’ Erin suggests. ‘Put it in a box somewhere so our parents won’t see it? Maybe it’ll get better if we look after it.’

			‘It’s dying,’ says Aidan. ‘It’ll smell. We’ll get found out.’

			‘You can’t make it better.’ Bee’s voice sounds detached, and oddly grown up.

			‘So, we just leave it to die?’ Erin snaps.

			‘The only other thing is to kill it,’ says Aidan. His face flames. ‘It’s what vets do if an animal can’t be helped. Better it dies quick than suffers. I’ll… I’ll do it, if you think I should.’

			Both of them are looking at Erin, questioning. 

			‘Do it,’ she says. ‘But I can’t watch.’

			Aidan nods and moves away, presumably looking for something to hit the rat with. Erin starts towards the gap in the fence. She doesn’t want to see what he picks up.

			His shout makes her spin round. ‘What are you doing?’

			Bee has pulled the rat from the innards of the sofa. Aidan and Erin cry out in unison as she drops it to the ground and brings her heel down on it. But she’s a small skinny girl in flimsy sandals, and she has to stamp again and again before it’s done.

			

			Aidan rushes forward, a brick in his hand. Erin stays where she is, too horrified to move.

			‘Why’d you do that?’ he yells. ‘I said I’d do it. I was looking for something to hit it with, something that’d kill it in one go.’

			‘It’s done now.’ Bee lifts her foot, peeling her heel away from the mess underneath. 

			‘What the fuck are you lot up to?’

			Erin spins round at the voice. The group of lads who were playing football on the other side of the field are now by the fence, watching them. There are four of them, and one is already ducking through the gap. She, Aidan and Bee have been so preoccupied with the magazine and the rat that none of them has noticed the group approach. 

			Instinctively she takes a couple of steps closer to Aidan. Even without the aggressive greeting it’s clear these boys are trouble. They are older, fifteen or sixteen. Erin recognises the one first through the fence. His name is Donnie and he’s always loitering round the shops, being intimidating. Usually, according to Erin’s mum, when he should be in school.

			Donnie eyes the mangled rat, then the brick in Aidan’s hand. ‘You do that?’ 

			Aidan shakes his head. 

			‘I did it,’ says Bee. ‘It was dying anyway.’

			Donnie laughs and rubs a hand through his blond hair. It’s buzzed short at the sides and longer on top. He’s good looking, with a tanned face and light grey eyes, but there’s a meanness about his features. Two of his friends sidle up to him. One is a dark-skinned boy with a shaved head and an earring. He has a softer face than Donnie. Erin doesn’t recognise him or the pasty-faced one who looks like a potato and has hung back by the gap in the fence − and she’s uneasy that he’s stayed there, deliberately blocking the way out.

			The fourth boy is familiar. His name is Nicky something. Erin remembers hearing her dad refer to him as ‘slow’ or ‘backwards’. Erin’s mum always hushes him and tells him not to be cruel, that the boy is harmless – unlike his father. He has a slightly crooked set to his jaw and large, wide eyes that frequently appear startled or curious, making him seem innocent and younger than he really is.

			

			‘Fuck me,’ Donnie exclaims, noticing the magazine. He whistles and snatches it off the sofa. ‘Oh, yes.’ The brittle pages crackle as he flicks through them, his eyes roaming over the images. ‘Get a load of that.’ He flashes a page at Aidan, grinning. ‘Does your mummy know you’ve got this?’

			Aidan averts his eyes. ‘It’s not ours. We found it down the side of the sofa.’

			‘Nice.’ Unexpectedly, Donnie takes a seat next to where Bee is standing and continues to look through the magazine. Bee watches, making no attempt move away. She has gone very still.

			‘What is it?’ calls the lad by the fence.

			‘Porno,’ Donnie tells him. ‘Didn’t your dad have a sofa like this, Spud?’

			‘Fuck off,’ Spud replies, spitting into the grass. 

			Donnie and the boy with the earring laugh, and a second later Nicky joins in. He even glances at the younger children as though he expects them to laugh too, like they’re in on the joke. There is a sweetness to his smile, at odds with those of the other boys and their canine flashes of teeth.

			‘Dunno what you’re laughing at, mate,’ Donnie says, giving him a sly look. He leans towards Aidan and Erin and does a loud, theatrical whisper. ‘His mum’s in here, you know. Randy Mandy.’

			Nicky stops laughing. ‘She’s not. Show me!’

			‘That one there.’ Donnie pushes the magazine at him, smirking. ‘The one with the massive bush.’ He looks at Aidan and grins. ‘Great tits though, eh?’

			Aidan says nothing. He’s bright red now and doesn’t know where to look, but Erin can see the tension in him. He wants to get out of here as much as she does. She notices he’s still holding the brick. Worry needles at her. Aidan is scared.

			

			‘That’s not my mum.’ Nicky grabs the magazine and stares at it, biting his lip. 

			‘Yeah, I know. I’m joking.’ Donnie reclines lazily, resting his head on the back of the sofa. ‘Anyway, you don’t even see your mum, do you? Everyone knows she done a runner and left you with your old man. Probably forgotten all about you by now.’

			Nicky’s eyes dart from side to side as he searches for an answer. ‘I… no, my dad wanted me to stay with him.’ His eyes look red suddenly, as if he’s about to cry. Erin feels sorry for him. He doesn’t belong in this group. He’s out of his depth.

			‘Yeah,’ Donnie says again. ‘Needed a punchbag, didn’t he? How long ago was it she pissed off?’

			‘F-five years.’ Nicky begins to tug at his earlobe. His other hand is tightening around the magazine.

			‘Give that here, you’re screwing it up.’ Donnie holds out his hand and Nicky obediently passes the porno back. Donnie slaps it on his knees and jabs a finger at the woman in the picture, leering at Bee.

			‘Your fanny’s gonna look like that soon. All hairy.’

			The boy with the earring shakes his head. He’s still smiling, but it’s strained. He’s uncomfortable.

			‘Mate. She’s a kid.’

			Donnie acts as though he hasn’t heard. ‘Is it hairy already?’

			He laughs, looking to his friends. Nicky hesitates, then laughs uncertainly too. The one with the earring doesn’t. ‘Well?’ Donnie continues, watching Bee with an expectant, wolfish look.

			Erin feels sick. This has already gone too far, crossed a line. They’re trapped and outnumbered, with no one around who can help. Is Donnie going to force Bee to answer him? Or worse – to strip? He and his friends could probably make them do whatever they want. She glances round for another escape route. There’s a spot further up where the wire fence is damaged. It’s smaller, tighter, choked with nettles. But they can get through it with a few scrapes, she’s sure.

			

			‘Come on,’ Donnie adds, nudging Bee. ‘You got pubes yet?’

			‘Mate.’ His friend tries again. His smile is gone. ‘That’s not funny. Kayla’s her age.’

			Erin wonders who Kayla is. The boy’s younger sister, perhaps. 

			Bee looks up from the magazine. Donnie persists.

			‘Nicky wants to know. Don’t you, Nick?’

			Nicky hesitates. He starts to nod, then catches himself and stops, realising what he’s agreeing to, but it’s too late. Everyone has seen the slight nod.

			‘So, you like little girls?’ Donnie says at once. ‘What are you, a fucking nonce?’ He stands, squaring up to Nicky like a boxer in a ring. ‘You know what happens to nonces, right?’

			‘No.’ Nicky steps back, his confusion deepening. He avoids Donnie’s glare and begins speaking fast, stumbling over his words. ‘I never said… you’re the one who asked her—’

			‘Nicky the nonce,’ Donnie chants. ‘Paedo-Pemberton!’

			Nicky shakes his head, stricken. He’s tugging so hard on his earlobe that Erin’s convinced when he lets it go it’ll be hanging down to his shoulder. Donnie laughs and punches him in the arm. It looks hard enough to hurt, but light enough that Nicky won’t complain about it.

			‘He’s fucking with you, Nick,’ says the boy with the earring, and he’s smiling faintly now. It’s a smile of relief, not amusement. He digs a cigarette box out of his back pocket and looks to Donnie. ‘I’m nearly out of smokes.’

			Donnie nods and claps Nicky on the back. ‘Time for our mate Nicky to go and get us some more, then, eh? Your dad still got that stash off the docks?’ 

			Nicky pauses, wary of another trick, then finally starts to relax. He nods. Donnie grins and gives a bow to Erin, Aidan and Bee. ‘If you’ll excuse us, boys and girls.’ He picks up the porn magazine and rolls it up, tucking it under his arm. ‘I’ll take care of this.’

			

			They exit through the fence to the field, laughing and jeering as Donnie shares more pages from the magazine. Nicky laughs louder than any of them, grateful his ‘friends’ haven’t turned on him after all, and they walk off in the direction of the shops.

			Erin’s knees are shaking. The entire encounter took less than five minutes, but the day is ruined. She wants her mum, and she wants home.

			‘Arseholes,’ Aidan says, now they’re safely out of hearing distance. ‘Are you all right, Bee?’

			Bee looks up, and Erin wonders if the blank expression on her face is about to crumple. If she’s holding in a flood of tears. But Bee simply nods.

			‘Shall we go back to the swings?’ she asks.

			Aidan glances at Erin uneasily. 

			‘I want to go,’ Erin says, and heads to the gap in the fence. Wire snags painfully in her hair as she squeezes through. Bee and Aidan follow, and they move towards the playground.

			‘I really thought he was going to make you,’ Aidan mutters. He’s gone a horrible colour, Erin thinks. His tanned face looks grey, his lips pinched and white.

			‘Make me what?’ Bee asks.

			‘You know. Show him.’

			Bee shrugs. ‘So did I.’

			Erin glances at her, disturbed. She can’t stop thinking of the what ifs, and Bee’s strange reaction is doing nothing to settle her unease. She doesn’t sound shaken. She doesn’t even seem bothered.

			‘We have to tell our parents,’ Erin says. Her voice is dry and croaky.

			‘Why?’ Bee asks. ‘Nothing happened.’

			‘But it could have,’ Erin argues. ‘If that boy with the earring hadn’t been there. If it’d just been us, on our own with Donnie.’ She’s trembling harder now, like her body is trying to exorcise the thought by jolting it out of her. There’s a darkness in Donnie for even thinking those things, let alone saying them. The next ten-year-old girl might not be so lucky. But Bee carries a darkness, too. Her lack of reaction to Donnie’s demands, the way she pulverised the rat without a moment’s hesitation. The pleasure she takes in commenting on Erin’s eyes. Something isn’t right with her. She makes Erin’s skin crawl.

			

			‘Well, it didn’t.’ Bee pouts. ‘And we can’t tell. I won’t be allowed to play with you again.’

			Erin and Aidan are silent. They don’t want her to play with them again. 

			Bee narrows her eyes, missing nothing.

			‘I mean it,’ she says. ‘Don’t say anything. If you do, I’ll tell about the magazine. I’ll say you knew it was there and you took me over to show me.’

			Aidan blows out a breath, gobsmacked. He’s gone even greyer now, and his eyes are starting to look swollen. Erin wonders if he’s trying not to cry.

			‘You won’t say anything,’ Bee repeats. ‘You won’t tell anyone.’

			‘We’ll see about that,’ Aidan says, backing away. He begins to stride from the playground, towards the road. ‘We’re going.’

			Erin hurries after him, her jarred ankle protesting with each step. She hears Aidan’s breath coming in short gasps and thinks he must be crying. She looks back and sees Bee is by the swings. Then she starts running after them.

			Let her, Erin thinks savagely. It will be the last time she does. She and Aidan are almost at the edge of the field when she becomes aware that Aidan is staggering, like he’s just run a race. Erin catches up to him. There’s something wrong with his face. It’s puffy, bloated. His eyes are vanishing into his cheeks like currants in rising dough.

			‘Aidan?’ Erin cries. ‘What’s wrong?’

			‘Erin,’ he tries to say, but the word is shapeless in his mouth. His lips and tongue are swelling with every passing second. His eyes are slits, forced to close from the rapid ballooning of his face. ‘Get… Mum…’ he wheezes, sinking to the grass.

			

			Erin takes off, not pausing to look back. She’s scared to leave Aidan. Scared to leave him with Bee. But she’s more scared of what’ll happen if she doesn’t get help. She runs, as hard as she can. All the way to Aidan’s house with Bee’s words chanting in her head like a curse.

			I mean it.

			You won’t say anything.

			You won’t tell anyone. 

		

	
		
			

			5

			September 2016

			Erin huddles on the floor, head back against the wall, knife clenched in her hand. 

			Only when grey light creeps in past the edges of the blind does she pull herself up off the kitchen floor. Everything aches. Her fingers are stiff as she puts the knife down by the sink. She glances at the time on the microwave: 06:30. There hasn’t been another sound since she looked out before and saw the brown sleeve. The movement of the figure slipping away. Still, she hasn’t dared to move until now.

			Outside, car doors are slamming. Some of the neighbours are going to work. She locates her charger in the bedroom, brings it downstairs and plugs her phone in. As she waits for it to come to life she looks through the kitchen blind slats, half expecting to glimpse the man outside, waiting. All she sees is someone two doors down closing their gate and heading off for the day. 

			Her garden is neat aside from a small amount of gravel that’s been kicked across the paving stones; the only sign someone was there. She glances at her bins out of habit, but there’s no suggestion they’ve been disturbed. She doesn’t put anything important in them now, anyway. Nothing that can identify her. Anything with Erin’s name on gets shredded and driven to the tip, and has been since someone kept going down her bins several years ago. She wonders what the man wanted – confirmation that she is who he thinks she is? He’s made no attempt to speak to her directly, but she can’t decide whether that’s reassuring or alarming. Is he a journalist, or someone planning on attacking her?
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