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            1.

Summer, 2032

Polly

         

         Late one night when it’s too hot to sleep, I catch my brother climbing over our balcony. He’s about to lower himself on to the neighbour’s wheelie bin when he sees me watching.

         ‘Go back to bed, Polly!’ Joel hisses.

         ‘No chance.’ I’ve spotted the towel under his arm, the bag on his shoulder, a dead giveaway that he’s going to the beach.

         ‘You can’t come,’ he protests. ‘You can’t even swim.’

         ‘I did fifty metres at the pool today, actually,’ I say though I don’t mention how tough it was.

         Joel sighs. ‘Okay! Come! Just … you know … be quiet?’

         I mime zipping my mouth shut. Though Joel and I are unmistakably related – curly dark hair, Dad’s green eyes 2and Mum’s bumpy nose – I’m very much the chatty one, it’s true. Also, it’s the middle of the night, and my device shows the temperature’s twenty-five degrees, so it’s way too hot to argue.

         The heatwave started just before we broke up for the summer, the last days of term spent melting in classrooms as hot as griddles. It’s five weeks into the holidays now, and we’ve spent most of it stuck inside our tiny flat. The government brought in an emergency law that says when the temperature is over forty-two we have to stay indoors.

         ‘Another ruddy lockdown!’ was how Dad reacted to the news.

         When I was a baby, there’d been a killer virus that meant no one could go out for months. Back then we didn’t even have a garden – and still don’t – which makes the fact my parents run an actual gardening business sort of weird.

         Yet we do live across the road from the sea – the English Channel, to be exact. In winter, when there’s a storm, the waves crash against our windows and the sea floods our street, all foamy brown and briny. And it rains and rains and rains – sometimes for days on end, sometimes all at once in a downpour – and eventually the drains bubble and the city floods too. It’s why Mum insisted I learn how to swim. 3

         ‘Don’t roll your eyes, Pol,’ she’d chided. ‘If you got stuck in a flood one day, it could save your life.’

         Which might be true, though so is Mum’s knack for spotting every potential catastrophe.

         This summer, it’s the heatwave that’s done the damage, burning shoulders, scorching lawns, melting pavements. People say the weather never used to be like this. It’s on the news constantly: droughts in Sudan, rising sea levels in the Bahamas, footage of flooded homes and starving people and animals. There’s no denying we’ve made a mess of our planet.

         Still, it’s nice to see my brother smiling for once, his teeth glinting in the dark.

         ‘I s’pose you can raise the alarm if I drown,’ Joel admits. ‘Though realistically, you’re the one more likely to—’

         ‘All right,’ I interrupt. ‘You’re the better swimmer. Point made.’

         He’s also a better cook, better at schoolwork, better at everything. I’m the average one in our family.

         The beach is steep, shingle, on the other side of a main, well-lit road. We reach it down some steps. The shush of the sea, in and out, is restful, like sleep breathing, and at the water’s edge I let the tide lap my toes. On the horizon, the red lights of the wind turbines wink, and I wonder if anyone has ever swum out to them. 4

         ‘You know it’s illegal to swim the English Channel if you’re under sixteen?’ I say, remembering a random fact from earlier when I was online, avoiding homework.

         Our teacher set us this task to ask an elderly person about their life – proud moments and regrets, that sort of stuff. I don’t know any old people, only Miss Gee, who’s just moved in downstairs, and she’s not very friendly.

         Joel kicks the shingle. ‘No Channel swimming for us tonight, then?’

         ‘Nope. The first person to swim the English Channel was Captain Matthew Webb in 1875. Bet you didn’t know that.’

         ‘I didn’t.’

         ‘And,’ I choose a flat pebble, skim it across the water, ‘it took him nearly twenty-two hours! That’s almost a whole day – like three mealtimes and a night’s sleep, and a day at school. Imagine being in the sea all that time!’

         ‘Hmmm.’

         It’s the idea of anyone swimming so far that I can’t get my head round, especially when I struggle to do a length at the pool. All that water underneath you, not knowing what’s down there lurking; the very idea makes me shudder. I imagine, just as Mum would, tomorrow’s tragic Evening Argus headline: 5

         
            LOCAL GIRL POLLY CARRAWAY, 12,

LOST IN CHANNEL SWIM ACCIDENT

         

         I back away from the water’s edge.

         ‘You know what?’ I decide. ‘Someone should stay here and guard our stuff. You go on in.’

         Joel reads me instantly. ‘Thought you were getting better at swimming.’

         ‘I am. Sort of.’

         ‘We’re not swimming to France. You’ll be all right.’

         Joel sets off in the direction of the old pier. I follow, with a niggling feeling that this is where he wants to swim. Years ago, before I was born, most of the pier burned down, and what’s left sits a few metres offshore like a giant iron cage. I’d prefer somewhere more open, without the seaweed or bars of rusting metal looming over us. And I certainly don’t want to go in by myself.

         ‘Wait for me!’ I cry, hurrying to catch up.

         Joel strolls on, oblivious, hands in pockets, shoulders hunched under his too-big T-shirt. He’s been miles away all summer, my brother, lost inside his head. Mum says he’s being a typical teenager, but I can’t help thinking there’s more to it somehow. When we’re level with the old pier, Joel stops and takes off his T-shirt, steps out of his jeans. He’s got trunks on underneath. ‘You coming?’ 6

         I hesitate.

         ‘C’mon, Pol,’ he coaxes. ‘You said you swam fifty metres.’

         I tighten my ponytail. Fifty metres in a pool isn’t the same as in the sea, in the dark, and anyway, it wasn’t exactly fifty metres, and I did stop when the water went up my nose. Sasha, who’s meant to be my friend, laughed so much the lifeguard told her off. I didn’t find it funny, but the rest of our swimming class did. Ten people all laughing at me.

         ‘You know I’m no good at this,’ I said to her afterwards. ‘And you making fun of me in front of everyone really didn’t help.’

         ‘I’m sorry, okay?’ she said, but I could still see the laughter in her face. I told her so too.

         That was when she flipped.

         ‘It’s not all about you, Polly!’

         We haven’t spoken since.

         It’s imagining Sasha’s reaction when I tell her I’ve swum around the pier that persuades me in the end.

         ‘Just don’t swim off and leave me,’ I warn my brother. ‘Or pretend to be a shark.’

         Joel gives me an ‘as if I would’ look.

         I slip off my sandals. I didn’t get the chance to change into my costume, so I go in wearing my pyjamas. The 7thin cotton puffs up, all air, but once my shoulders are under and I start to swim, I realise Joel is right: I can do this. He’s just ahead of me, his arm a white flash as it breaks the water. Together, we aim for the outline of the pier. I try not to think about the water getting deeper beneath us or that if I put my feet down now there’ll be nothing to stand on.

         Instead, I focus on the horizon: it’s what a Channel swimmer does, so the internet told me, eyes and brain always on what’s up ahead. My arms move slowly; my body feels awkward in the water. Though I splash and kick, I’m barely moving, but at least I’m not drowning. I do my best not to wonder how far down the seabed is, or notice the pier’s legs giving off a slimy glimmer in the darkness. A few more strokes and we’re almost level with the furthest point of the pier. I’m actually enjoying how cool the sea feels. We’ve all been so hot, so bad-tempered for weeks, but this is just delicious.

         ‘All right, Polly Rogers?’ Joel calls. It’s his stupid nickname for me. ‘Want to keep going?’

         ‘Maybe, I’ll—’

         There’s a flash above us.

         ‘Geez!’ Joel cries.

         My first thought is it’s lightning. A cold, sickly panic creeps up from my feet. Now my arms don’t want to 8work properly, and I can’t find a way to keep my chin above the water. The flash comes again, just above us on the pier. It’s a camera flash, I realise, from someone’s device. There are voices, laughter, the creak and ting of someone clambering across the metalwork.

         ‘Might have guessed,’ Joel mutters.

         Something tells me he knows who’s up there. I swallow water, start coughing. Joel swoops towards me, tipping me backwards, crooking a hand under my jaw. We lurch about, a tangle of bumping elbows and too many legs.

         ‘Thought you could swim,’ Joel hisses.

         I can’t speak. Can’t breathe.

         The camera flashes again. And again.

         I’m drowning, I think, and someone’s taking pictures. My arms and legs are too heavy to move, yet Joel finds the right stroke to swim us away from the pier.

         ‘It’s all right, I’ve got you,’ my brother murmurs.

         Somehow he gets us back to the beach. When I see the street lights, the cars parked along the seafront road, for one bewildering second I think we’ve made it to France. Then I feel the shingle beneath my feet. My legs are so wobbly I have to crawl up the beach on my hands and knees, coughing up a whole ocean of water.

         Joel stands for a moment, stunned.

         ‘I’m fine, thanks for asking,’ I mutter. I’m never going 9swimming again, not ever. No matter how hot I get or how long this heatwave lasts.

         Joel reaches for his clothes.

         ‘Don’t you dare tell anyone what’s just happened,’ he says, trembling so much it scares me.

         ‘I won’t,’ I say.

         We’ll both be in mega trouble if our parents find out where we’ve been. But when I look at Joel properly, it’s not me he’s staring at, it’s the pier again.

         ‘Who was it up there?’ I ask.

         Joel bites his lip. ‘No one.’

         He’s lying. I heard them laughing. And they were taking photos of us.

         
            *

         

         It’s worse than photos. The next morning there’s a murky film clip posted online of me thrashing about in the sea, and Joel struggling to keep me from sinking. I feel sick, and guilty at all the comments under the post, all the likes. It’s my fault this has happened. My fault for following him down to the beach when all he wanted was a quiet swim by himself.

         ‘I am sorry,’ I try to tell him. I feel terrible. This is far worse than falling out with Sasha. 10

         Normally Joel doesn’t get angry, but this has really bothered him, and he bats away my apology.

         ‘Save it, Pol. I’m never going anywhere with you again, so don’t ask,’ he replies.

         True to his word, Joel keeps his promise for the next couple of days, and I keep mine. I don’t tell a soul what happened on the beach that night: well, only you.

      

   


   
      
         
            
               [image: ]

            

            2.

Summer, 2032

Polly

         

         Soon enough Mum notices something’s not right.

         ‘You’re quiet, Pol,’ she says, studying me across the breakfast table. ‘You okay?’

         I flop dramatically over my cereal bowl.

         ‘It’s too hot,’ I reply, which is the answer for everything these days. ‘And … I’m worried—’ I stop before mentioning Joel, who, since the swimming clip, has been glued to his device. Still, Mum pounces on what I’ve said.

         ‘Worried about what? Going back to school?’ She asks because Joel was bullied at school last term, though they never got to the bottom of who was doing it. I can’t imagine this film clip will help.

         ‘I’ve got some tricky homework to do,’ I admit. ‘But no, it’s not school.’ 12

         ‘Sasha, then? You’ve hardly seen her this holidays. Have you two fallen out?’

         Reluctantly, I sit up. ‘She was mean to me at swimming.’

         ‘How?’

         ‘She joked about me. Said I swam like a poodle.’

         ‘Oh.’ Mum leans back in her seat. She gets that ‘poodle’ is a reference to my ridiculously curly hair. She knows how I wish I had straight, well-behaved hair like hers.

         ‘The whole class laughed,’ I add weakly.

         It sounds childish now but I’d tried really hard to swim those fifty metres, so what Sasha said did hurt.

         ‘And it’s … it’s this.’ I gesture at our tiny kitchen. ‘Being stuck inside all summer. I’m sick of it.’

         Then there’s Mum and Dad, super stressed about keeping their gardening business going in temperatures hotter than the Sahara. And Joel, who stays in his bedroom with the door shut. We don’t dare play our music loudly, or make too much noise, because our new downstairs neighbour bangs on her ceiling if we do. She calls our family ‘the Clydesdales’, whatever that means, and says we sound as if we’ve got cement in our shoes.

         I take a spoonful of now soggy cereal.

         ‘Wish we could go to Jessie’s,’ I say, thinking wistfully about our favourite aunt. 13

         In past summer holidays when the gardening business was booming, Joel and I were often packed off to stay with her so our parents could work. Jessie lives in an eco-house she built herself. It’s small and basic – bad internet, compost toilets – but the garden is huge and overlooks a reservoir. It’s all trees and water in every direction. Better still, she works long hours as a community nurse, so we basically look after ourselves.

         Mum sighs. ‘Jessie did mention inviting you, love, but she thought you’d both get bored.’

         ‘I wouldn’t,’ I insist, though I daren’t speak for Joel.

         ‘Hmmm.’ Mum considers it. ‘Maybe we could sort something out, then. If we can find cheap fuel to get you there.’

         I cross my fingers, double tight, on both hands, for what could be the best news in weeks.

         
            *

         

         Immediately, Mum sets off in a whirlwind of chivvying us, phoning Jessie, checking fuel prices.

         ‘I’m already packed,’ Joel calls from his bedroom.

         I’d worried he wouldn’t want to go to Jessie’s and be responsible for his annoying little sister. But as he’s not 14normally this super organised, I take it as a sign he does want to come, which is a relief.

         Once I’ve done my own packing – and even though I’m too excited to concentrate – I get out that piece of homework I’m stuck on. I join Dad at the kitchen table, where he’s researching drought-resistant garden plants.

         ‘Am I really the oldest person you know?’ he laughs when I ask him to help.

         Mum’s parents are on a walking holiday in Scotland, and Dad’s died when he was a teenager. So yes, at this precise moment, he is.

         ‘Sorry, Dad,’ I say, pen poised. ‘Tell me something you were proud of in your life, please.’

         He looks at the ceiling, thinking.

         ‘Tomatoes,’ he says. ‘I used to grow some real beauties from seed.’

         I don’t write this down.

         ‘What about regrets?’ I try instead.

         ‘Tomatoes,’ he says again. ‘I wish I’d space for a polytunnel. Nothing beats the taste of a home-grown tomato.’

         I give up. He’s not taking this seriously. The homework will have to wait.

         Yet by nightfall our old hybrid van is part charged, 15part full of fuel, and everything’s arranged. We are going to Jessie’s, which I suppose proves I’m not completely useless.

         
            *

         

         The next morning we’re all up super early to beat the heat. Though it’s not yet seven o’clock, the sky is a pale, simmering blue, the warmth building. Outside on the rooftops, the seagulls screech half-heartedly, already too hot to care. With room for only three passengers in our van, it’s Mum who is driving us to Exmoor. Jessie is, after all, her sister, and Dad, for the first time in ages, has a day’s work on the communal gardens in the middle of our square.

         Down in the street, he’s taking what equipment he needs out of the van. The pavement is littered with rakes, shears, hoes, hedge trimmers, and through the open kitchen window Dad’s good-mood whistling drifts up, as does his voice saying ‘Sorry, mate’ each time a passer-by has to step over the tools.

         I’m in a good mood too. Even Joel, headphones on, slurping his breakfast, is tapping his feet to his music. He’s been as excited as me about going away, so I’m hoping I’m just about forgiven. His device has still been 16going off day and night with notifications about the clip. It’s going to be such a relief to get to Jessie’s, with its bad internet, and no signal for miles.

         Mum joins us in the kitchen and pours herself some muesli. She’s fresh from the shower, her hair still wrapped in a towel. There’s a national bread shortage currently because the wheat harvest was poor. It means we can’t have toast, which is another reason why this summer has been so rubbish.

         ‘Aren’t you hungry?’ I ask, noticing the tiny amount in Mum’s bowl.

         ‘Oh, Polly, not with your mouth full, please,’ she groans.

         She clutches her stomach suddenly and rushes off to the bathroom. Personally, I don’t think chewed-up cereal looks that terrible, but I’m pretty sure my mum’s just been sick.

         
            *

         

         Mum ends up back in bed. It’s really not like her to be ill.

         ‘Is she all right?’ I ask Dad.

         ‘It’s just the heat,’ Dad says, looking anxious enough for both of us. This isn’t like him, either. Of my parents, he’s the optimistic one, so his sudden seriousness is 17worrying. I guess it goes without saying the trip to Jessie’s is off.

         But no.

         Apparently, we’re catching the train instead. At the station, Dad comes in with us to buy our tickets on a credit card he rarely uses. The place is heaving with people in vest tops and sundresses, sweaty-faced, sweaty-haired, the smell of sunscreen everywhere. Our train is already boarding. It’s a rush to say goodbye.

         ‘Keep us posted on how Mum’s doing,’ I plead.

         ‘Course. I’ll let Jessie know the change of plan,’ Dad promises as we give him a last hug.

         Inside, the train is packed. There aren’t any spare seats, so we stand in the aisle for the next few stops. Joel starts listening to music. I stare out of the window, glad of the change of scenery, though everywhere looks depressingly hot. We pass a park where the grass is bleached white, and the swings hang empty because no one takes their kids out in the daytime any more.

         ‘Even I’d think twice about having babies these days,’ I overheard Mum admit to Jessie recently. ‘Imagine the climate in fifty years’ time.’

         I picture my aunt nodding: she’s always had strong views on this subject.

         ‘Another mouth to feed is not what this planet 18needs,’ she says, if anyone dares ask why she doesn’t have children. ‘Who’d want their kids inheriting a world that’s getting hotter and hotter?’

         It made me realise how fast everything is changing. Grown-ups like Mum can remember when the damage done by fossil fuels was only just becoming obvious. Even now, when we’re living in forty degrees of heat, our air con and ice-cold fridges are only making the world hotter. And the saddest part of it is the poorest countries, with the smallest carbon footprints, are the ones suffering the most.

         ‘D’you know America generates eighty times more carbon than Sierra Leone?’ my aunt told me. It’s a fact I’ve not forgotten.

         Joel taps me on the arm. ‘You still mad with Sasha?’

         I blink. ‘What?’

         For the first time in ages it had honestly slipped my mind.

         ‘You’re going on holiday so cheer up, misery guts,’ says Joel.

         ‘D’you think something’s wrong with Mum?’ I reply, because that is what’s bothering me.

         ‘Dunno. It’s probably the heat.’

         I sigh. ‘That’s what Dad says.’

         Realistically it could be any number of things: the 19stress of the gardening business not making money, or being stuck inside all summer with us two. Sasha’s cousin had cancer last year and lost all her hair, so I’m aware you don’t have to be old to be seriously ill.

         
            *

         

         Outside Exeter station there’s a bus idling and a few parked-up taxis, their windscreens glinting in the sun. The heat is so fierce I can smell the tarmac melting.

         ‘Where is she?’ Joel shields his eyes with his hand as he looks for Jessie.

         ‘There!’ I point. Our aunt is waiting in the only patch of shade. As she turns, sees us, her face piercings catch the light like stars.

         ‘Welcome, travellers!’ she cries, rushing over to throw her arms around us.

         I’ve forgotten how much taller than Mum she is, and thinner. They barely look like sisters at all: our mum’s short-haired and dark, Jessie’s got copper-red hair down to her waist that she never brushes.

         I hug her tightly. She smells like she always does, of patchouli and fusty clothes. I’m so glad to see her: everything feels better now, like a holiday and a birthday at the same time. When I pull away, I 20notice Joel turn his device off and tuck it in his back pocket. At last.

         ‘Great to have you here, blessed niece, blessed nephew.’ Jessie always calls us this.

         Hugs done, I glance around for Jessie’s car: there doesn’t seem to be one.

         ‘I sold it ages ago,’ she explains. ‘Got myself an electric bike. We’ll have to catch the bus.’

         Thankfully, the bus we need is one that’s already here.

         Once we’re out of the city, the bus picks up speed. The trees are shimmering, drooping, and the fields, usually green and full of cows, are bare yellows and browns. A few miles into the ride Jessie’s device goes off. It’s the telltale ping-ping of the government alert, warning us the temperature has reached forty-two degrees.

         ‘Again?’ Joel groans.

         ‘It’s been like it every day this week,’ Jessie confirms. ‘And no end in sight, either.’

         For once, I don’t mind: at Jessie’s there’s nothing much else to do but paddle in the lake and sit in the shade. Just being here is already making me feel better. I’m glad we came.

         
            *

         

         21The bus drops us at the top of a lane. From there we walk down a track that leads to Jessie’s house. Thankfully there’s some shade from the hedges, though the air is so hot it’s hard to breathe. Even here, deep in the hills, the grass is almost white. It could be autumn already from the reds and golds of the trees. Happily everything else looks familiar: the little sky-blue box for post at the end of Jessie’s drive, the wind chime in the tree, the boulder propping open the gate. I feel a rush of fondness for the place.

         ‘Wait until you see what’s happened to the lake,’ Jessie says.

         She calls the reservoir a lake – everyone does.

         Truthwater Lake.

         Shouldering our bags, we follow Jessie round to the front of the house. The garden is looking more overgrown than usual, the straggly plants and trees throwing more welcome shade across the path. Joel is just ahead of me, hurrying, because any moment now he’ll get a glimpse of the lake through the apple trees, and Jessie’s garden slopes right down to the water’s edge. Already I can smell the muddy, silty murk of it that’s so different from the sea back home. I walk faster, eager to get down there and wade in till the water covers my knees. It’s going to feel wonderfully, refreshingly cold. 22

         Joel stops so suddenly I walk into the back of him.

         ‘Whoa!’ he gasps. ‘Where is the lake?’

         I dodge round him to see it for myself.
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            3.

Summer, 2032

Polly

         

         I must be looking in the wrong direction. The last time I was here the entire valley was underwater, yet most of what I’m seeing now is hard-baked mud, criss-crossed by old stone walls, all of it shimmering like a desert in the heat. It’s only at the bottom of the valley, where the reservoir is deepest, that some water still remains. I’m stunned at what the heatwave has done.

         ‘It looks so … different,’ I manage to say.

         The reservoir is supposed to reach from the concrete dam at one end of the valley to the sluice gates at the other. It’s the sort of place people come to sail dinghies, to walk their dogs and eat picnics on the grass banks, or if it rains – when it rains – to buy cream teas and postcards in the shop at the dam end, near the car park. What’s 24left of the reservoir is no bigger than two, maybe three swimming pools.

         Jessie points to the stone walls. ‘Strange, isn’t it, to see the old village again?’

         ‘There was a village here?’ I’ve never heard this before.

         ‘Syndercombe,’ Jessie explains. ‘Mentioned in the Domesday Book, apparently, but after the reservoir was built, they renamed the whole valley Truthwater.’

         I wonder why.

         ‘See my apple trees?’ Jessie points behind us at her garden: this year there’s not much fruit on the trees. ‘They came from Syndercombe – a man took them from his own orchard and planted them up here. Couldn’t bear to see them drown.’

         ‘What happened to the people?’ I ask, wiping sweat from my eyes.

         ‘They had to move out and leave their homes behind.’

         The stone walls, I see now, are in fact the outlines of houses. Those nearest to us are in a row as if they were once on the same street. In some of the walls you can still see spaces where ground-floor windows were. It’s eerie. I wonder who lived here – real, actual people who went to school, grew vegetables in their gardens, had babies, pegged out washing to dry. It’s a lost kingdom, a ghost village. 25

         Jessie nods towards the bottom of the valley where water still lies.

         ‘St Mary’s, the old church, is under that lot,’ she says.

         Joel looks interested. ‘Wow, must be deep there.’

         ‘It is.’ She smiles, wide-eyed, putting on her spooky-story voice. ‘On a quiet winter’s night you can still hear the bells ringing under the water.’

         Joel grins. ‘Awesome!’

         ‘It isn’t,’ I blurt out. ‘It’s horrible.’

         ‘It’s only a story, angel,’ Jessie says, gently.

         Still, I feel quite choked up.

         ‘Seeing the houses like this, it’s really sad.’

         ‘It’s the past coming back to haunt us, that’s what it feels like,’ Jessie agrees, then glances at her old wristwatch and yelps. ‘Ah, sweet heavens, my shift starts in half an hour. I’d better go.’

         I must’ve looked momentarily lost because she tweaks my chin.

         ‘Be happy, little one. You’re on holiday. Now come inside and cool off.’

         
            *

         

         That night I can’t sleep. Too much stuff is stomping around in my head. Mum’s ill, Sasha and I aren’t talking, 26and at the bottom of Jessie’s garden is what remains of an old village. And it turns out the countryside is as hot as the city. Despite kicking off the sheet and flipping the pillow over so it’s cool side up, I can’t settle. By two o’clock I give up trying. Thinking it’ll be cooler outside, I get out of bed, pull on shorts and T-shirt, grab a torch and go into the garden. There’s a big dog fox under the apple trees, gulping down the scraps Jessie leaves out for them. The foxes are getting hungrier, she says, and tamer. Last week she caught one indoors sniffing about on her kitchen table.

         Even outside, it’s still way too hot. What I’d give to not feel sweaty and headachy. It’s hard to remember ever being cold. I catch myself thinking about that night in the sea, the swimming part before everything went wrong. The water did feel amazing. I’d do anything to be that cool again, even – maybe – go swimming.

         Don’t, says the worry voice in my head. You said you wouldn’t, not after last time.

         But with no one here to talk me out of it, the idea takes hold. It’s not just because I’m hot, or to prove something to my brother or to Sasha but because of what Jessie says is under the water. Perhaps it’s possible to see the old church: I’d really like to have a look. My fear of deep water seems to have shifted into a strange, fizzing energy. The fox barely glances up as I tiptoe across the lawn. 27

         At the water’s edge, the lake looks oily black in the darkness. The air down here feels damp, almost cool. Above me the sky is aglitter with stars, and the half-moon, as yellow as a lemon slice, is bright enough to throw my shadow across the water. The excited fizzing is still there in the pit of my stomach. Yet for a moment, I dither, the old fear sneaking back. Should I really go in?

         It’s then the soft part my foot catches something hard.

         ‘Owww!’ I wince, hopping on the spot.

         I try to see what I’ve just stepped on. Despite the dark, I find it almost immediately and pick it up. It’s long and narrow, the size of a large chocolate bar, but it weighs a lot more. I switch on the torch I brought with me.

         What’s in my hand appears to be a door handle. An old one. It’s mud-encrusted, but the handle actually turns, making a gritty rasping sound. Perhaps it’s from the old village, I think. And if it is, then whose front door did it open? Whose hand once gripped the handle? Who was the last person to ever close the door? My brain swoops and spins with possibilities.

         I’m tempted to take the door handle to show Joel, but decide instead to bring him down here tomorrow, so he can see where I found it. As I go to lay it back on the ground, the handle catches in my belt hook. I can’t untangle it, despite a few irritable moments trying. In the 28end I give up and tuck it in my pocket. I’ll sort it later: right now, I’m here to swim.

         Taking a big, bold breath, I walk into the water. It is cool, amazingly so, and it’s this I try to concentrate on, not eels or sharks or piranhas. Though you hear stories all the time these days about wildlife getting confused by the weather and ending up in places they’re not meant to be, like the foxes in Jessie’s kitchen.

         As the water reaches my waist, I’m almost used to how cool it feels. There’s no pull against my legs, no warm or cold currents. The handle in my pocket isn’t as heavy as I expected. I can do this, I tell myself. I just have to block out Joel’s angry voice telling me I was drowning and Sasha saying I swam like a poodle. I say it over and over in my head: I can do this. Pushing off, I start to swim.

         I head into the centre of the lake, where the church is supposed to be. The only noise is the soft swish-swish of my arms and legs moving through the water. To my surprise, swimming feels easier here than it does in the sea or at the pool. It gives me the confidence to keep going, and I do until a strange sensation takes hold. It’s like I'm being pulled, very gently, downwards. I sense something underneath me. My foot brushes a hard surface. 29

         I gulp, snatching my leg away, heart suddenly pounding.

         Something is down there. It’s too dark to see what, but my imagination has more than enough ideas, all of them more terrifying than Jessie’s church. My teeth are chattering. I knew it was stupid to come out here by myself.

         I fumble for the torch around my neck: it’s supposed to be waterproof, and thankfully, the light comes on, blindingly bright for a second. Then all I see is the lake gleaming back at me. Just below the surface, the water swirls like fog, greys and greens and a strange shade of almost-red, which is the colour of the soil in the local fields. It looks eerie and beautiful, like storm clouds.

         Nothing’s there, I tell myself, trying to calm down.

         And it almost works. Just as I feel myself starting to relax my foot touches something again, something smooth and hard. I don’t dare look: my dizzy brain isn’t ready. I’m also becoming more aware of the door handle bumping against my hip.

         Feeling along with my other foot, I then realise what this is, what I’m standing on. That ridge beneath my toes is the edge of a tile. Beyond it, more edges, more tiles. If I stretch my leg right down, I reach what feels like guttering. I am on a rooftop, of what I’m guessing must be the old church. 30

         ‘Wow!’ I gasp, though there’s no one here to hear me. ‘Oh wow!’

         I can’t wait to see Joel’s face when I tell him. Or Sasha’s.

         Feeling braver, I point the torchlight into the water. It’s so strange to be gazing down on a building like this when I should be looking up at it, my feet on dry land. It’s as if I’m a bird or a fish or in another world entirely. In the beam of my torch, the roof is grey, covered in green algae, and beyond the roof, a door lintel, arched and important-looking with a row of apples carved into the wood.

         Deeper still, I see the curve of a gravestone, then another topped with a stone urn. My guess was right: this is the church Jessie was talking about. The torch picks out huge gaps between the headstones: most of the graves are missing. What happened to the bodies in the coffins buried beneath, I wonder? Where do people go nowadays if they want to leave flowers on a loved one’s grave? The sadness of it makes me shiver.

         The water too has turned colder suddenly, and begins to swirl around me. It’s time to go back. But as I try to swim to shore, the water tugs on my clothes so I can’t move away. In my pocket, the door handle feels as if it’s turning. Strangest of all is that I don’t feel scared. I’m being pushed, pulled, guided somewhere, and wherever 31it is, I decide it’s best to go with it. I let myself sink down. And down.
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