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            For my father, who gave me my dream horse, Morning Star,

            For my mom, who showed me India, Greece and the Seychelles, 

            And for my sister Lisa, who keeps me believing that, for every question, nature has an answer …
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            Tell me, what is it that you plan to do with

Your one wild and precious life?

             

             Mary Oliver
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            1.

            Lottery

         

         When death came to Roo Thorn’s door, it found her dreaming.

         She knew it was a dream because she was at a pop concert with a friend, two treats that never entered Roo’s waking universe.

         Her imaginary friend was yelling something and trying to tug her away, but Roo was having too much fun. She was mesmerised by the band’s drummer; by his wild, flying hair and blur of arms and sticks. His cymbals flashed like flames.

         The singer gave up trying to make herself heard and flounced off the stage. The guitarist and keyboard player followed. Beneath the dazzling lights, the drummer thrashed on. The bass thudded in Roo’s chest like an extra heartbeat.

         Now she really did want to escape but she was trapped. Hemmed in by the sweaty, dancing crowd, she began to panic. Where was her friend?

         ‘POLICE! OPEN THE DOOR!’ commanded a disembodied voice, shattering the dream like glass.

         Roo struggled upright. Blue lights strobed her bedroom, uninterrupted by the frayed curtains. Somewhere in the night, a siren popped.

         It didn’t surprise her that the cops were parked outside. Grimsby Grove was that sort of street. If it wasn’t a punch-up involving the boys at No. 8, it was the dodgy dealers at No. 33.

         World-weary constables often knocked on the Thorns’ door, asking if Roo or her father had witnessed some incident or another, but never before had they knocked after midnight.

         She wondered if an ambulance crew had the wrong house. Unlike some of their neighbours, the elderly couple next door were the sweetest people anywhere, but Mr Badawi had kidney problems and emergency services had been called out twice in the past week.

         The pounding started again.

         ‘Dad!’ shouted Roo. ‘Dad, wake up, there’s someone at the door!’

         To a regular person, that much would have been deafeningly obvious, but when it came to her father, Roo had learned not to take anything for granted.

          Scrambling out of bed, she tripped over a line of model horses, sending them flying. Over the years, Roo had been told by everyone except her dad that she’d grow out of them.

         Sometimes she felt guilty that, aged eleven and a half, she still staged whole Olympic events over the furniture in the flat, leaping upturned chairs, the old coffee table, and the tatty arm of the sofa, with Fearless Fire – the chestnut with the white blaze – clutched in her right hand.

         In those moments Fearless Fire was as real to her as the chestnut showjumper on the poster on her bedroom wall. Wonder Boy, owned by teenage star Rhianna Cooper, was Roo’s dream horse.

         ‘If I had a horse like Wonder Boy, I’d be the happiest person on earth,’ she’d told her dad. ‘He’s perfect in every way. I hope Rhianna knows how lucky she is. Perfect talent, perfect home, and a perfect horse.’

         ‘Ruby Roo, perfect plus perfect plus perfect doesn’t always add up to happy or lucky,’ her father had chided. ‘Life is not arithmetic. It’s messy and complicated. Joy comes in unexpected packages, and when you’re least expecting her. Sometimes you ﬁnd Joy in the last place you look.’

         And then he was off again, reminiscing about the time he’d collided, quite literally, with Joy, Roo’s mum, as he’d rounded a corner on a London street, him on shore leave from the navy, and her walking on air after graduating from the Royal College of Nursing.

         Ironically, thinking about Joy tended to make Roo’s dad sad. Very soon, he’d remember that he had to nip out on some urgent errand or job-seeking mission (usually involving the Hare & Tortoise pub) and be gone for hours and hours. A couple of times, he’d been gone all night.

         ‘When I win the lottery, everything will be different,’ he was always saying. ‘We’ll get our lives back on track again. I’ll buy you your dream horse.’

         When I win the lottery was the soundtrack to their days.

         Flicking on lights and picking up speed in response to a fresh bout of hammering, Roo banged on her dad’s bedroom door.

         Silence. No surprise there.

         She was about to barge in and shake him awake when the knocking started again.

         ‘I’m coming, I’m coming,’ Roo shouted to the invisible visitor, breaking into a trot along the passage, her mind already whirling with excuses.

         I’m so sorry but my dad has a migraine/bad back/has flu. No, he can’t be disturbed.

         Out of habit, she did a sweep of the living room, scooping up a pizza box and a couple of cans and tossing them out of sight behind the sofa. For ages she’d prided herself on keeping a spotless home the way her mum had but, recently, she’d been letting things slide.

         That’s what grown-ups never understood. Kids got tired too.

         Deep breath. Best smile.

         Roo unlocked the door.

         A policewoman, truncheon raised to rap once more, seemed startled to see a child. She blinked, peering past Roo in her too-small pyjamas.

         ‘Where’s Mum, sweetheart?’

         The blue light of the squad car swirled like a lighthouse beam, warning of deadly currents and jagged rocks ahead.

         Inside the vehicle, another officer was spelling out her address on his radio. ‘Thirty-two Grimsby – Golf, Romeo, India, Mike, Sierra, Bravo, Yankee … Grove – Golf, Romeo, Oscar, Victor, Echo …’

          The chill that rippled through Roo had nothing to do with the arctic wind or grubby January snow. It was as if she knew what was going to happen before it happened.

         A gaunt young man scurried from the shadows. ‘Apologies, Officer Pooran. I came as quickly as I could.’

         It was Roo’s new social worker. The one who didn’t believe her father’s excuses about her frequent absences from school. The one who kept trying to catch Roo out. Only now, his fox face looked pale and anxious.

         ‘Ruby lost her mother a couple of years ago,’ he told the policewoman. ‘It was just the two of them, Roo and her dad.’

         Was.

         The past tense slammed into Roo’s chest like a cannonball.

         Before they could stop her, she took off running down the passage. Her dad’s silent bedroom was empty, the bed neatly made.

         His last words returned to her as clearly as if he were standing right in front of her. Still smiling.

         Still breathing.

         Ruby Roo, you go on to bed. I’m going to nip out to buy a lottery ticket. Back in five minutes. You never know, it might just be our lucky day.

      

   


   
      
         
            2.

            Red Coat

         

         Was he coming or going?

         Roo’s eyes were dry, as they had been since Officer Pooran and Iain, the social worker, had sat her down and carefully explained, as if she were hard of hearing, that her father had dropped dead outside No. 16, exactly halfway between the Thorns’ flat and the corner shop.

         ‘The owners at No. 16 are away and the cousin who’s housesitting didn’t know where your dad lived,’ the policewoman explained. ‘She rang for an ambulance, and they called us. It was a couple of hours before a neighbour was able to point us in the direction of your flat. Dad had no ID on him, you see.’

         ‘Was he coming or going?’ Roo asked again.

         ‘Excuse me?’

         ‘Was he on his way to the corner shop or heading home? He only went out to get a lottery ticket. He thought it might be his lucky day.’

         Roo felt as if a porcupine was lodged in her chest. It hurt too much to cry. ‘Our lucky day.’

         Officer Pooran and Iain exchanged glances.

         ‘Life can be cruel like that,’ sympathised the policewoman. ‘Sadly, the paramedics suspect that your dad may have had a microscopic heart muscle defect he didn’t know about. Strikes without warning and can affect anyone at any age. Twenty-three-year-old footballers even. It was a heart attack waiting to happen.’

         A heart attack waiting to happen.

         The words scrolled through Roo’s brain on a loop. Ever since her mum had been struck dead cycling to work, Roo had lived in fear of another bad-news knock at the door. Now the worst had happened.

         ‘Oh,’ was all she could manage.

         ‘Ruby, you’ve had a huge shock and must be exhausted,’ said Iain, looking at the clock, now ticking towards 1.30 a.m. ‘We need to get you to a safe space. Somewhere you can be with family or friends. It says on your ﬁle that your only next of kin is an aunt, your mum’s sister. Are you happy for me to call her? Do the two of you get on?’

         Roo had a vivid memory of a screaming match between her father and her aunt a year earlier. Six months after Roo’s mum died, Joni Jackson had shown up unannounced to ﬁnd Roo not at school and her dad asleep on the sofa in the middle of the day.

         Her views on childcare had not gone down well.

         ‘Don’t you dare lecture me on responsible parenting when you’ve never had a child and don’t know the ﬁrst thing about raising one,’ Roo’s father had shouted. ‘When did you last have a proper job? Go away and don’t come back until you’ve taken a long hard look in the mirror. Anyway, Roo’s very happy, aren’t you, Roo?’

         ‘Very,’ Roo agreed deﬁantly. ‘Dad’s the best dad in the whole world.’

         She’d watched through a slit in her bedroom curtains as Joni’s orange VW camper, decorated with flowers, butterflies, and a grinning surfer cresting a wave, lurched away down the street. The Thorns hadn’t seen her since.

         Iain was waiting for Roo to respond. ‘Your Aunt Joni, is she nice?’ he pressed. ‘Do you enjoy visiting her?’

         Roo was not about to inform him that she was more familiar with the postcards her aunt had mailed from New Zealand, Greece, and the Himalayas than she was with Joni herself.

         As to where her aunt lived now, Roo had no clue. A surﬁng grotto in Devon? A yurt in Pembrokeshire? A garret for starving artists in Paris?

         What did Joni even do? That much had never been clear.

         It didn’t matter. Roo’s choices were stark. Either her aunt took her in, or she’d be deposited in a care home, where she’d wait in vain for someone to adopt her.

         ‘Joni’s the best aunt in the world,’ lied Roo.

         
            ***

         

         ‘That’s not my aunt.’

         Roo’s voice was husky with tiredness and despair. Unsurprisingly, Joni Jackson had proven tough to track down. She’d changed her number and moved several times. When her new contact details were ﬁnally unearthed, her phone was switched off, and had stayed that way for most of the day.

         Consequently, it was after dark and nearly nineteen hours after the police knocked on the Thorns’ door when headlights swung into the driveway of the foster home where Roo had spent the day.

         Her aunt had told Rayleen, the social worker who’d taken over from Iain at the end of his shift, that she’d be arriving at ‘eight on the dot’ and here was a visitor, at eight on the dot.

         Roo peered between the blinds. She’d been expecting the orange camper, not a Porsche SUV with blacked-out windows.

         The driver’s door opened. Elegant legs encased in knee-length black boots stepped into the mashed-up snow. A slender ﬁgure in a red coat and scarf, woolly hat pulled down low, strode briskly up the path.

         ‘That’s not my aunt,’ Roo repeated, recoiling slightly. The Joni she remembered had been cuddle-shaped and wearing a tie-dye T-shirt and flares with leopard-print patches on the knees.

         ‘What do you mean, that’s not your aunt?’

         Rayleen, a stolid person with a no-nonsense attitude, moved with speed to the hallway. There were raised voices outside as the social worker demanded photo ID.

         Next, the stranger in the red coat burst into the room.

         ‘Oh, Roo, what a thing to happen,’ she cried. ‘What a terrible, terrible thing. I’m so sorry.’

         Before Roo could object, she was enveloped in scarlet cashmere and breathing in orange blossom perfume and hair that smelled of coconut. She’d been cold all day, but now a wave of heat flooded her veins.

         ‘Madam, stop! We need to sort out this question of your identity,’ railed Rayleen. ‘Ruby, do you know this person? Is she your aunt?’

         Roo tugged away awkwardly. This Joni dressed nothing like the old Joni, but the warmth of her, the concern in her hazel eyes, was the same.

         She nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

         Joni squared up to Rayleen. ‘I’d appreciate it if we could get the formalities over as quickly as possible. I’d like to get Roo home.’

      

   


   
      
         
            3.

            Forever Is A Long Time

         

         The drive ‘home’ passed in a tear-streaked blur of city lights. Roo couldn’t take in anything Joni was saying. Something about a new partner, Gary; a new job at a spa in Chelsea; and a new apartment: Gary’s.

         ‘It’ll be a squeeze, but we’ll adapt. And Gary will adore you, you’ll see. He’s away on business. Back late tonight. You’ll meet him in the morning. The main thing I want you to know is, I’m here for you and always will be. You can count on me.’

         Roo didn’t answer. She was tired to the bone. Words were just words. What grown-ups promised and what they did were two different things.

         When I win the lottery …

         She sank into a daze, stirring when Joni pulled into an underground car park. A spotless lift whisked them up to a penthouse overlooking the Thames.

         The lift doors opened to a vision of white and chrome and acres of polished wooden floor. The bathrooms were so large and shiny that Roo was afraid to wash her hands.

         Despite being four times the size of the Thorns’ council flat, the penthouse had just two bedrooms, one of which was being used as Gary’s study.

         ‘He won’t mind,’ said Joni, pulling out a sofa bed and wrestling a duvet into a cover.

         The room was so small that, once in bed, Roo was sandwiched between a printer and more electronics than an air traffic control tower. When Joni handed her a mug of malted milk, Roo’s nervous hands tipped half of it on to a white rug.

         ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ Roo panicked, tears searing her eyes again.

         But Joni could not have minded less. ‘Roo, it’s my fault for making it too hot,’ she said with a smile. ‘Don’t give it another thought.’

         Roo must have fallen into a coma sleep after that, because next, she was roused by hushed voices – her aunt’s and a man’s. Gary, she assumed.

         ‘I didn’t even know you had a niece,’ he was saying. ‘Poor kid. Tragic to be orphaned at such a young age.’

         ‘Yes, it’s utterly devastating. She’s asleep in your study. It’ll take a bit of juggling at ﬁrst, but we’ll ﬁnd a way to make it work.’

         ‘’Course, ’course. No problem at all, babe. She’s welcome. Only … uh, how long’s she staying?’

         ‘Roo’s lost both her parents, Gary.’ There was a sliver of steel in Joni’s tone. ‘I’m – we’re – her family now. She’s staying forever.’

         There was a loaded silence.

         ‘Forever is a long time, Joni.’

         As their footsteps faded away, Roo clung to her namesake, a floppy-eared kangaroo, a long-ago gift from her mum.

         Beneath her pillow was Fearless Fire. The other nine horses, a small bag of clothes, and a framed photo of her parents laughing in happier times were her only possessions.

         The picture had been taken at her old riding school, a falling-down, held-together-with-love-and-string place in East London. When her mum was alive, Roo had had lessons there every school holiday from when she was ﬁve. These days, the only fences she soared over were in her imagination.

         Usually, when Roo was unhappy or lonely, she pretended she was living Rhianna Cooper’s perfect life. She imagined waking up in Rhianna’s luxurious bedroom at Starwood Farm, putting on breeches and boots, and strolling down to the yard to groom and tack up Wonder Boy.

         Now all she could think about was her father, snatched from her too soon, and about the virtual strangers who’d taken her in.

         Forever is a long time, Joni.

         Hot tears soaked Roo’s pillow. If they didn’t want her, she’d run away.

      

   


   
      
         
            4.

            Shortcut

         

         Two weeks after moving into the penthouse, Roo looked up from the lunch table to ﬁnd Gary regarding her as if she were a fly who’d landed in his soup.

         To begin with, businessman Gary, smooth as silk in his suits and designer sweats, had been all polite concern and barely concealed pity for her.

         After what she’d overheard, Roo didn’t trust him, but, to his credit, he’d made an effort to be pleasant and charming. He was a clean freak, though, and prone to moany remarks such as, ‘Roo, would you mind putting the lid back on the toothpaste – if that’s not too much to ask.’ 

         Numb with grief, Roo didn’t have the energy to be upset by them. Besides, it was a relief to be in a pristine home that someone else had tidied.

         Today, however, Gary’s charm had taken a vacation. Tension swirled around the walnut dining table.

         ‘They can’t do that,’ Gary ranted.

         ‘They already have,’ said Joni, buttering a roll for Roo. ‘Don’t stress about it. There are plenty of jobs in the world. I can turn my hand to anything.’

         Roo could tell that by the way her aunt’s knee jiggled beneath the table that she was more concerned than she was letting on.

         Earlier, Roo had heard her aunt being sacked over the phone by the spa in Chelsea.

         ‘I understand that your clients want massages, but my niece has lost her dad,’ Joni had said to the caller, her words carrying through the thin wall of the bedroom. ‘I refuse to palm her off on a childminder she doesn’t know. For the time being, I need to be with her, taking care of her. If you can’t understand that, then go ahead and ﬁre me.’

         Judging by the abrupt end to the conversation, her employer had done just that.

         ‘You should sue,’ Gary told Joni over lunch, stabbing a pickled onion with his fork and pointing it at her.

         ‘I’m not going to sue,’ Joni said tiredly.

         ‘Well, you’ll have to do something. There are bills to pay and now we have three mouths to feed.’

         He glowered at Roo, who was wriggling in her chair while anxiously making patterns on the table with salt and pepper grains. ‘Stop ﬁdgeting,’ he snapped.

         Things moved fast after that.

         Putting a protective arm around Roo, Joni pleaded with Gary to ‘BE KIND.’ Gary responded by being extremely UNKIND, demanding to know when he’d be getting his study back because he had a Very Important Conference coming up.

         ‘We also have theatre tickets for two, not three. Kids were never part of the deal, Joni,’ he snarled.

         ‘They are now,’ Joni replied calmly. ‘Roo’s my family.’

         ‘Well, she’s not mine. You can have me or the child, but not both. You choose.’

         Roo burst into tears at that point because she couldn’t believe that she was about to be orphaned for the second time in a fortnight.

         But her aunt only hugged her closer.

         ‘I choose Roo,’ she informed a slack-jawed Gary.

         
            ***

         

         When Roo had pictured herself running away, she hadn’t imagined she’d be running away with her aunt, whose conﬁdent hands now gripped the worn wheel of her orange camper.

         The headlights cast a weak glow up a spookily dark country lane. A red-eyed creature skittered across the potholes and shot beneath a hedgerow.

         They’d taken a shortcut.

         ‘It’s annoying that my phone battery died, but we’ll be ﬁne,’ Joni had said cheerfully as they’d exited the motorway. ‘I’ve been to the campsite so often I could ﬁnd my way blindfolded. The sooner we get there, the sooner we’ll get a bite to eat and some kip.’

         The ease with which Joni had walked away from her life made Roo suspicious.

         ‘How are you going to look after a child when you can’t even look after yourself?’ Gary had yelled as Joni wheeled a suitcase containing her clothes and Roo’s meagre possessions out of his penthouse. ‘Next to “irresponsible” in the dictionary, there’s a photo of you.’

         Joni never looked back. Out on the street, there’d been a spring in her step as she’d hailed a cab to drive them to the home of the friend who took care of her orange camper.

         Roo was no mechanic, but even she knew that older vehicles struggled to start in winter. The ones on her street had coughed and wheezed in the cold, and sometimes only spluttered into action after much cursing, pushing, and battery jump-starting by several people.

         Surprisingly, ‘Betty’, Joni’s ancient camper, had roared to life with the perkiness of a squirrel chasing down a nut. Her interior smelled of mildew, but she was clean and well-stocked with camping gear and cans of beans and long-life cashew milk. It was almost as if she’d been kept ready for a quick getaway.

         Had Gary been aware that Betty was stashed in Joni’s friend’s garage with a full tank of petrol and a month’s worth of supplies? Somehow Roo doubted it. If he had, surely Betty would have been parked beside his Porsche in the underground car park.

         The only explanation was that Betty had been Joni Jackson’s secret.

         What other secrets did her aunt have?

         ‘Where should we head to, Roo?’ Joni had asked as she’d climbed into the driver’s seat a couple of hours earlier. At the time it was barely 6 p.m., but night had fallen hard.

         She’d handed Roo an AA Road Atlas, as if they were heading to the beach on a summer’s day, not fleeing London – that’s what it felt like to Roo, fleeing – for parts unknown, on the bleakest winter evening in memory.

         ‘How about we aim for the coast?’ Joni persisted in the chirpy manner of a ﬁtness instructor. ‘When did you last see the sea, Roo?’

         ‘Don’t remember,’ mumbled Roo, although of course she did. A day trip to the beach in Brighton was the last fun thing she’d done with her mum and dad. A month later her mother was gone, knocked from her bike by a garbage truck.

         After that, the fun had gone AWOL from the Thorns’ lives.

         While her aunt had made a call, Roo had stared blankly at the book of maps. Ever since the police had come knocking, she’d felt lost in a labyrinth with no path out.

         The way Roo saw it, her future had been stolen. The road ahead was treacherous. She couldn’t go backwards in time, and she felt too broken-hearted to move on. She was stuck.

         She’d returned to the present to ﬁnd Joni lifting the road atlas from her unresisting hands.

         ‘Tell you what, Roo, we’ll draw up a proper plan tomorrow once we’ve had a good night’s rest and a hearty breakfast,’ said her aunt. ‘We’ll be spending tonight at Green Acres Holiday Park, the best campsite in West Sussex. You’ll love it there. Their Ranch House Café will have a crackling ﬁre and fab organic food.’

         Starting the engine, she’d cranked up Betty’s feeble heater.

         ‘Joni, are you sure this is a good idea?’ her friend had asked, shivering at the window. ‘It’s hardly the best time of year for a camping trip. I’m sorry I don’t have room for you, but I can loan you cash for a hotel.’

         ‘Thanks, Celia, but there’s no need to waste money on a hotel when we have Betty,’ Joni had replied airily, putting the camper into gear. ‘Anyhow, you know me. Once I get the wind in my sails, I like to go, go, go.’

         ‘Yeah, I do know you,’ Celia had muttered in a way that didn’t exactly ﬁll Roo with conﬁdence.

         A memory came to Roo. Her mum shaking her head about Joni being a ‘hippy and a rolling stone’.

         The phrase had lodged in Roo’s mind, aged seven, because Joni, who’d stopped by their flat for a coffee with a tattooed, Harley-Davidson-motorbike-riding boyfriend in tow, looked nothing like a stone. Her mum had explained that she meant Joni was a free spirit who came and went with the breeze.

         ‘A “rolling stone that gathers no moss” is someone who moves too swiftly to be dragged down by bills and other responsibilities. My sister’s a hard worker when she works, I’ll grant her that, but she can’t stick to anything.’

         How long would Joni stick to being an aunt? That was the question weighing on Roo’s mind.

         Now, as Joni steered Betty along a country lane so narrow that frosty twigs scratched at her sides, Roo’s gaze went to the rucksack at her feet. It bulged with the brown paper parcel that the concierge had handed Joni as they’d left Gary’s apartment block.

         ‘The man who delivered it was in a rush, but said to make certain you received it.’ The concierge scowled. ‘Like there was some doubt.’

         The moment Roo saw the sender’s address, Doukis & Jain Solicitors, Brick Lane, she’d guessed the parcel had something to do with her dad. Her heart had done an agonising flip.

         Joni had avoided her eyes as she stuffed it into Roo’s half-empty rucksack. ‘Let’s open this when we’re settled for the night, shall we, Roo?’

         Despite this unpromising start, her aunt had managed to make the ﬁrst part of their journey to West Sussex enjoyable. She’d played music that lifted Roo’s spirits so much that, for a while, she’d almost felt happy. Their unplanned adventure had started to feel like an actual adventure.

         Roo had never been camping. Everest climbers and survival experts excepted, she’d never in her life heard of anyone actively choosing to go camping in winter. The idea was strangely thrilling.

         As the miles passed and the ‘Big Smoke’, as her dad had called London, fell behind them, Roo breathed easier.

         She wasn’t sorry to be saying goodbye to Gary and his sterile penthouse. Nor did she miss the council flat she’d shared with her dad. Too many memories. Within days of her father’s passing, a new family had moved into No. 32 Grimsby Grove, erasing the Thorns’ life there as if it had never been.

         For those reasons, Roo had been glad to leave town … right up until Joni took the shortcut. Twenty stressful minutes on, the music had stopped, and Roo’s stomach was once again a knot of nerves.

         At the wheel, Joni frowned in concentration. Roo had a horrible feeling they were lost, though her aunt had yet to admit it. She was quite sure they’d passed the same crooked tree three times.

         To distract herself, she prodded the rucksack containing the brown paper parcel with her trainer. The package was soft and squishy. It didn’t seem big enough to contain forty-four years of her dad’s life.

         A tear trickled down Roo’s cheek. Before another could follow, her nostrils twitched. There was a faint whiff of burning.

         An amber warning light flashed up on the dashboard.

         ‘Ignore that,’ said Joni, steering the camper along another rutted lane. ‘Just Betty showing her age.’

         As she spoke, the amber light turned red.

         ‘Don’t worry, Roo,’ said Joni, sounding worried. ‘She’s probably low on oil or water. I’ll stop and take a look. I’m pretty sure we’re nearly at the campsite.’

         She pulled in beside a ﬁeld gate and turned off the engine, but it was already too late. Betty was coughing up smoke like a flu-stricken dragon.

         In one fluid motion, Joni unclipped Roo’s seat belt and grabbed a fleece. ‘Roo, get out, quick, and take your jacket and rucksack with you!’

         The instant she leapt into the biting cold, Roo knew they were in trouble. Beneath her flowery bonnet, Betty spat sparks.

         Joni made no attempt to douse them with the mini ﬁre extinguisher. Instead, she flung open the camper’s rear doors and hauled out the suitcase and a large blue backpack.

         ‘Joni, look!’ cried Roo. ‘Betty’s leaking!’

         Her aunt’s horriﬁed gaze followed Roo’s to the oily puddle collecting beneath the camper’s low-slung belly.

         ‘She’s going to blow,’ Joni yelled incredulously. ‘Betty’s gonna blow. ROO, RUN! RUN FOR YOUR LIFE!’

      

   


   
      
         
            5.

            End of the World

         

         Roo had a worm’s-eye view from a frozen ﬁeld as Betty exploded into the night sky. A murder of crows flapped away in terror and a great stag reared from the undergrowth, nearly trampling Roo as it swerved into the darkness.

         She sat up dizzily, spitting grit, grass, and chips of ice. Beyond the ﬁeld gate, an inferno blazed merrily. A smaller bang tossed the suitcase into the air. The flames devoured the contents as they fell.

         For the third time in ﬁfteen days, Roo was homeless. As if that weren’t bad enough, her clothes and model horses – all except Fearless Fire, who, along with the photo of her parents, was in her rucksack – had been reduced to ashes.

         ‘Well, this is an unexpected turn of events,’ mumbled Joni, making Roo jump. She hadn’t realised that her aunt had also face-planted on the ground behind her.

         Joni climbed stiffly to her feet. There was a smear of dirt on her cheek. She helped Roo up and checked her for bruises.

         ‘I’m so sorry, Roo; Betty was mostly very reliable. My bad for taking the rough track. A rock must have pierced her vitals.’

         They turned to survey the ruined camper. Her smouldering frame resembled a barbecued dinosaur.

         To Roo’s astonishment, Joni began to laugh.

         ‘I suppose it’s ﬁtting that the old girl went the way she lived – with a bang and not a whimper. Oh, Roo, what a friend she’s been and what sights we’ve seen … Venice! Paris, Marrakech, and Montenegro! Cornwall too. I’ve lost count of the mornings we watched the sunrise paint the waves gold for the surfers of Fistral Bay …’

         Joni seemed lost in her own world, reliving a montage of memories that only she could see. Belatedly, she remembered the newly bereaved child in her care.

         ‘Right, Roo, let’s get our bearings. We need hot drinks and a warm shelter, and we need ’em fast.’

         She plucked a torch from her big backpack. Its powerful beam chased back the night. They were in a long sloping ﬁeld on the edge of a wood. If there was a farmhouse or village nearby, no hint of light betrayed it.

         A smothering silence descended. It gave Roo goosebumps. It was as if the world had ended and they were the only survivors.

         ‘Can we walk to the campsite, or will your friends come and fetch us?’ she asked hopefully. Her stomach growled at the prospect of the Ranch House Café with its organic food and crackling ﬁre.

         Joni grimaced. ‘Sorry, Roo, walking to Green Acres is out of the question and we won’t be calling for help any time soon. My phone was in Betty. We’ll hunker down for the night and get our bearings in the morning.’

         The resigned manner with which Joni hoisted the backpack on to her shoulders ﬁlled Roo with dismay.

         ‘But you said we were nearly there,’ Roo accused her slightly hysterically. ‘You told me you could ﬁnd your way blindfolded.’

         Her aunt didn’t even have the grace to look embarrassed. ‘Once, that was probably true, but I haven’t been in years and never at night. Don’t worry, Roo. I’ve done a wilderness survival course, and I did remember this …’

         Joni grinned as she patted the blue backpack. ‘We have everything we need to camp out right here.’

         ‘Here?’ 

         Roo stared at her in disbelief. ‘But BBC Radio said there were red weather warnings. They said the temperature could fall to minus ﬁve.’

         ‘That’s why we can’t hang about chatting. See that cloud moving to block out the moon? That’s snow cloud.’

         Joni’s eyes sparkled with anticipation, as if she relished the challenge. ‘We need to put up a shelter and get a ﬁre going at record speed.’

      

   


   
      
         
            6.

            Pink Snow

         

         Slipping and sliding in her charity shop trainers, Roo followed the bobbing torch beam nearly the full length of the ﬁeld. Her own rucksack, the one stuffed with the solicitors’ brown parcel, bumped against her spine.

         A helpless fury simmered in Roo’s empty belly. Her hands were so cold it was painful. Icy water had seeped into her socks. She couldn’t even cry because her eyeballs felt frozen.

         She was going to die in this perishing place, she was sure of it.

         Up ahead, the yellow beam lurched left as Joni decided on a spot beneath an elderly oak overhanging a low stone wall.

         Glaring at her aunt’s disappearing back, Roo squelched along in her footsteps until she reached the great tree. Its outspread arms creaked and groaned as though they might snap at any moment. Anywhere less suitable for a campsite was impossible for Roo to fathom.

         ‘This’ll do nicely,’ said Joni, propping her backpack against the tree’s elephant-hide trunk. ‘The wall and that thicket of holly will shield us from the worst of the wind, and there’s plenty of kindling for our ﬁre. Roo, if you gather anything that looks as if it’ll burn, I’ll put up our tent. We’ll be snug as bugs in no time.’

         Roo didn’t believe her but didn’t bother saying so. She was saving her energy for when things got a whole lot worse.

         Still, the ﬁre wasn’t going to make itself. She began groping about in the prickly shadows, praying that none hid hibernating spiders.

         When she next looked up, a campsite had mushroomed almost beneath her feet. Roo abandoned her quest for twigs and acorns. She watched with undisguised amazement as her aunt threw up a purple tent, pinned down guy ropes, and unfurled a sleeping bag – all with professional ease.

         Incredibly, Joni seemed to be enjoying herself.

         Out of the Tardis that was her backpack came a camping stove, packets of hot chocolate, noodles, dried soup, instant oats, two mugs, water-purifying tablets, a ﬁrst aid kit, a penknife, a solar lantern, and a flask of water.

         After stowing their supplies in the tent and vestibule, she switched on the lantern with a theatrical flourish. ‘Ta-da!’

         The glowing tent bathed the clearing in a soft purple light. Tree shadows danced in it. Snowflakes arrived tinted pink. Roo gasped with delight when a white-winged owl skimmed low over the ﬁeld.

         Their campsite felt enchanted.

         More pink snow whirled in, carried on the quickening wind.

          A wicked gust sent the pair scrambling for the tent. As Joni rushed to seal the flaps of the vestibule, shutting the snowstorm out, Roo stared around in wonder. From a barren wilderness, Joni had conjured a magical, lamplit den.

          The only thing it lacked was a hot bath. When the ground beneath her feet began to wobble and sway, Roo sank dazedly on to the sleeping bag. In vain, she tried to remove her wet trainers with ﬁngers that had lost all feeling. Her aunt had to take over.

          It was only then that it seemed to hit Joni that her niece was dangerously cold.

         ‘Roo, your socks! They’re soaking. Your feet are pure ice. Lord, your jumper’s drenched too.’

         Hurriedly, Joni tugged off her own fleece. ‘Here, have this. It would ﬁt three of you but at least it’s warm and dry. Better put on my socks as well. Might whiff a bit, but at least they’re wool.’

         ‘B-but w-what about you?’ asked Roo, teeth chattering. ‘H-how are we going to m-make a f-ﬁre in the snow?’

         ‘Forget the ﬁre.’ Joni unzipped the sleeping bag and scooped Roo into its silky folds. ‘No chance of that with a near-blizzard settling in. Hot drinks are what’s needed. My camping stove was made for conditions like these. It’d cook a casserole in a gale in Alaska. I’ll get it going outside the tent and bring you soup in a jiffy. Which would you prefer – tomato or mushroom?’

         She started rummaging around in her empty backpack. ‘All I need to do is ﬁnd the matches … I’m sure they’re in here … They have to be.’

         Joni tipped up the backpack and shook it. Dust, crumbs, and a safety pin cascaded out.

         A goose-across-a-grave shudder rippled through Roo. ‘M-maybe the matches were in B-B-Betty.’

         Joni sat back on her heels. She looked a little broken. ‘They must have gone up in flames, along with the space blanket – two bits of survival kit we could really do with now.’

         The twinkle in Joni’s eyes had been extinguished. The missing matches were a game changer. For the ﬁrst time, it seemed to strike her that they were in a deadly dilemma – one from which they’d be lucky to emerge alive.

         Roo was on the verge of a panic attack when her aunt snapped into action.

         ‘Sorry, Roo, the hot drinks will have to wait till the morning. At ﬁrst light, we’ll flag down a passing car and beg to be taken to Green Acres or the nearest coffee shop. Until then, we need to do everything we can to preserve body heat. We won’t both ﬁt in the sleeping bag, but I’ll lie down beside you if that’s okay.’

         Awkwardly, they squashed up together. Joni put her neck scarf over her head to stop the heat seeping out. She folded the bottom of the sleeping bag over her bare feet and squeezed nearer to Roo.

         The tent was like an igloo. Despite the socks, fleece, and sleeping bag, Roo couldn’t stop trembling. Neither could Joni, however much she tried to hide it. Her long-sleeved T-shirt and leggings were no defence against the sub-zero temperatures.

         As the storm intensiﬁed, the roof of the tent dipped beneath the weight of the snow. The wind wailed and tore at the seams.

         ‘Next time I’ll buy a four-seasons tent, not a summer one,’ Joni murmured drowsily. Her cheek, close to Roo’s, was as chilly as marble. ‘Whatever happens, Roo, we must not fall asleep.’

         Roo yawned. ‘But I want to sleep. I’ve n-never been so tired in my life. If we sleep, it’ll be morning quicker and we can go get breakfast.’

         ‘NO!’ Joni shook her hard. ‘Sleepiness can be a sign of hypothermia and hypothermia can kill.’

         Something inside Roo snapped.

         ‘So, we are going to die? I knew it. I just knew it. I should have let social services take me to a foster home. At least then I’d be safe and warm, not lost in the middle of nowhere, about to turn into an ice cube.’

         She squirmed away from her aunt and sat shivering and hugging her knees on the lumpy groundsheet. ‘Could my life get any worse? Oh, why did Dad have to go out to buy a stupid scratch card? If he hadn’t, he’d still be here, and I wouldn’t be hungry in a snowﬁeld with irresponsible you.’

         Joni’s eyes glistened with hurt, but she said gently: ‘Roo, I know you miss your parents terribly, and I can tell you from experience that you’ll miss them forever. I miss my sister – your mum – every day too. I’m also very aware that I’ll never replace her.’

         ‘No, you won’t,’ declared Roo. ‘Not ever.’

         ‘Nor would I want to,’ said her aunt. ‘And I’m sorrier than you can possibly imagine that we’re “hungry in a snowﬁeld”, as you put it. But, Roo, tell me this. In your old life, did you ever, even once, wish that you were someone else, living somewhere else? Maybe in a tree house in a cloud forest in Costa Rica? Maybe on a yacht on the Great Barrier Reef? Did you ever wish that you were someone who had adventures?’

         A picture of Rhianna Cooper and Wonder Boy came into Roo’s mind. If she had a pound for every hour she’d spent wishing she could swap lives with Rhianna, she’d be a millionaire.

         Not that she was about to admit that to her aunt.

         She said furiously: ‘BUT I NEVER WISHED TO BE BLOWN HALFWAY TO MARS BY A CAMPER, OR BURIED ALIVE IN A SNOWDRIFT. I NEVER WISHED FOR THIS KIND OF ADVENTURE.’

         ‘You didn’t?’ Joni’s mouth curled up at one corner. ‘Well, Roo, I’ve got news for you. Adventures don’t come gift-wrapped, with a bow on top. More often than not, adventures are a surprise. And not always a fun one. Some adventures are downright unpleasant. One minute you’re enjoying a picnic in a wildflower meadow, the next, you’re escaping a volcano or a rampaging bear. One day, you’re relaxing on a luxury cruise, the next, you’re swimming with sharks or icebergs. That’s the reality of adventures when they’re not safely between the pages of a book.’

         Absently, she prodded the sagging ceiling of the tent. A pile of snow slithered off.

         ‘In my experience, most people are armchair adventurers at heart. They’d rather read about the exploits of spies, detectives, or jungle explorers from the comfort of their own sofa than dodge bullets or risk wrestling with an anaconda themselves. And who can blame them? I adore a good adventure story myself.’

         ‘Me too,’ agreed Roo, softening a little. ‘And mysteries. I love mysteries.’

         ‘When they’re in books, right?’

         ‘Yes, when they’re in books.’

         Joni gave a barely audible sigh. ‘That’s settled then. Soon as we’re out of this mess, I’ll rent us a cottage in a quaint, quiet village. I’ll get a nice, normal job and enrol you in the local school. There we’ll stay, safe and sound, until you go off to university or join a band or whatever. No more exploding campers or freezing nights under the stars. No more adventures. We’ll read about them instead. You have my word.’

         ‘Thanks, Joni.’

         Roo suddenly felt quite crestfallen. She wondered if, after all, she was the kind of girl who’d rather experience pink snow and ghostly owls in real life, even if she had to freeze a little (or a lot) to do it.

         In her dreams, she was always brave and daring. Fast and strong. But now that she was living an adventure for real, it turned out she was none of those things. Embarrassingly, she was a bit of a baby.

         Joni was watching her with an unreadable expression. Roo returned to the sleeping bag, flopped down, and let her aunt tuck her in.

         ‘In future, we’ll be model citizens,’ Joni promised. ‘But given that we’re trapped in a summer tent in a snowstorm, we should probably put our heads together and ﬁgure out how to survive till daylight … On the plus side, there are no bears in Sussex. Or wolves, for that matter.’

         Roo couldn’t help giggling. ‘No volcanoes or sharks either.’

         Joni laughed. ‘Deﬁnitely no sharks. Not on land, anyway. Now what do we have that could help us? What aren’t we seeing?’

         Their gazes fell on the small rucksack, partially hidden by the supplies. It was plump with the solicitor’s parcel. As her aunt reached for it, Roo caught sight of the time on Joni’s Casio watch.

         ‘Wait! It’s eleven minutes past eleven. If Mum was here, she’d say: “Roo, it’s 11:11, make a wish.”’

         Joni smiled. ‘Then let’s wish. And Roo?’

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘Make it a good one.’

      

   


   
      
         
            7.

            Wishes & Horses

         

         ‘Is this what you wished for – hot chocolate?’ asked Roo, sipping hers from a rainbow mug. It blazed a sweet, ﬁery trail down her throat.

         ‘Among other things,’ her aunt answered vaguely. ‘I wasn’t sure how many wishes I was allowed under the 11:11 rules.’

         ‘There are no rules. Have as many wishes as you like.’

         Joni laughed. ‘Miss Roo, I have a hunch that, once we escape from this frozen wasteland, you and I are going to have so much fun together.’

         Tongue-tied with shyness, Roo pretended she had to rearrange her socks. A warm feeling spread through her, adding to the heat of the hot chocolate and Thai noodles they’d eaten before it. Between courses, she’d cleaned the rainbow mugs with snow.

         Warmest of all was her father’s coat. It wrapped around her twice. So ingrained in its red tartan lining was the smell of tobacco, aftershave, and a spill or two of lager that when Roo lifted it out of its brown wrapper, it had felt, for one time-stopped minute, as if her dad was in the tent with her.

         In the right pocket of the coat, the solicitor had tucked a small envelope and Jim Thorn’s will, rolled up and secured with a scarlet ribbon. In the left pocket were the remains of a packet of ‘rollies’ – the hand-rolled cigarettes Roo used to plead with him not to smoke.

         Ironically, it was because of those ‘rollies’ that he’d also carried a cheap plastic lighter. That apple-green lighter had lit Joni’s stove and allowed her to heat noodles and drinks when the snowstorm was at its most violent.

         It had made the difference between life and death.

         Fifteen days after he’d walked out of No. 32 Grimsby Grove and never returned, Jim Thorn had, inadvertently, saved his daughter and Joni.

         Now it was after midnight. Roo was no longer tired, but she was anxious. Joni held the will in her hand.

         They’d traded places. Joni was trying to raise her body temperature in the sleeping bag, wearing her fleece. Roo sat beside her, snug in wool socks and the navy-blue coat. Its storm hood was pulled up over her head, her hands stuffed in its soft suede pockets.

         ‘Ready, Roo?’

         ‘I guess.’

         Freed from its scarlet ribbon, the will unfurled like a scroll. Joni scanned it and passed it over.

         ‘In short, your father’s left you everything. All his worldly possessions – that coat, basically – and all the money in his bank account.’

         Roo was surprised. ‘I didn’t think he had any.’

         ‘He doesn’t. His account is £50.42 in the red.’

         Tears sprang into Roo’s eyes. ‘How am I supposed to pay the bank £50.42? I don’t have a penny.’

         ‘Believe me, that bank is not going to miss ﬁfty pounds,’ said her aunt. Roo gave her a look, and Joni added hastily, ‘Don’t worry. I’ll transfer some money to cover it.’

         For Roo, the toughest part of the whole night was reading her dad’s letter.

          It was dated ten months earlier, almost as if he’d had a premonition that some twist of fate might leave his daughter alone in the world.

         
            ***

         

         
            My dear Ruby Roo,

            I expect Mr Doukis has explained to you that I’ve left you all my worldly goods, such as they are. If I get lucky with next week’s gazillion-pound Big Jackpot lottery (ha ha!), you should have more than enough to go on an exotic holiday or buy your dream horse. If my bank account is empty, I’m sorry. I’ve wanted to be the best father ever to you, I truly have, but I‘m painfully aware that I’ve often fallen short. When your mum passed, it devastated you and me both. Don’t think I don’t know that. I’ve been in awe of your courage ever since.

            It’s just that, for me, Joy was my joy. When she died, a light went out in my heart, and it’s tougher than you’d think to find a replacement bulb. It’s not like they stock them in Tesco.

            For that reason, if I do happen to get lucky with one of my dream tickets, the cash comes with a condition. You’re to enjoy it immediately.

            Mr Doukis has strict instructions to hand over any money right away, not lock it in some trust fund till you’re twenty-one. Don’t save it for a rainy day, or for when you’re over the hill like me. Grab life by the wings and fly, Ruby Roo. When you’re young, time seems as infinite as the stars, stretching out like an endless summer. Looking back, I took time for granted. In clinging to the past and making fantastical plans for the future, I forgot to cherish what was in front of me: you.

            So, Roo, do what I didn’t. Live every minute. Follow the compass in your heart and you’ll never stray too far off course.

            Wherever possible, choose the path that leads to happiness. Always remember that you’ll never have to do another thing to impress me and your mum. We were proud of you the day you were born. Everything else is just gravy.

            Love,

Your dad xxx

P.S. If anything happens to me before you’re eighteen, I’ve told Mr Doukis that your Aunt Joni is to adopt you. Never mind what I said about her. She’s all right.

         

         
            ***

         

         ‘Gee, thanks, Jim,’ drawled Joni, breaking the tension and making Roo laugh when she might otherwise have burst out crying.

         Joni sobered. ‘Roo, I need to be honest with you. Losing Betty was a big blow. Life won’t be easy for us at ﬁrst. But we’ll ﬁgure it out one day at a time. I’ll wait tables if I have to. And if your dream is to have a horse of your own, I’ll do everything in my power to make that happen.’
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