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About the Book

Things haven’t been going so well for fifteen-year-old Esther Armstrong. With her brother Max – her closest ally – absent, she’s forced to face everything alone, not least her parents’ heated arguments. As the summer holidays stretch endlessly ahead, she’s desperate for something, anything, to divert her attention.

Then she finds some letters hidden in the walls of her family home, sent by a soldier to his sweetheart from the trenches of WWI. Esther is consumed by the mystery of these lovers – not very much older than herself – and what became of them. Perhaps in piecing together the jigsaw of someone else’s life, Esther can work out how to reassemble her own, and how to make everything fine again. . .

This is a novel about growing up, moving on and the strength of a family.
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Chapter One


She was close to the edge, too close. A careless gust thrown up from the beach below might catch her, tip her off balance and send her staggering forward or sideways. Her feet might find a loose patch of chalk. She might slip and be carried towards the crumbling rim.

She took a shuddering breath, tipped her head back and groaned. ‘Uuuuaaahhhh!’ The spiteful wind snatched her voice away as she forced out the last dregs of air and purged her lungs.

The pain was still there, a dark, suffocating poison clogging her thoughts and tying knots in her gut. She rubbed the tips of exhausted fingers across her eyelids, pressing hard into the sockets. She swallowed, tasting salt – the salt of the sea and of her tears. The breeze returned to tease her hair and whip it against her neck. A strand found its way into the corner of her mouth. She spat, then scraped it out and tugged it behind her ear. She leaned into the wind and it pushed back stubbornly against her aching limbs. She closed her eyes, sighed and swayed, surrendering.

There was someone behind her. She could feel a shape deflecting the wind and muffling sound. She could sense the heat of their body. She waited for a hand on her shoulder or slipped around the crook of her arm, dragging her to safety. She waited, fearful. Brittle. One touch and she’d lose control again. One touch and she might crumble like the chalk cliff, shatter into tiny pieces and blow away, dust on the breeze. But the touch never came. The figure simply stepped forward and stood beside her, silent, reassuring. Without moving her head she stole a look through trembling hair.

She knew it would be him.

‘Don’t . . . I can’t . . . please . . . I can’t . . .’ she whispered.

He said nothing.

She sniffed. ‘I’m not . . . I wasn’t going to, you know . . . if that’s what you were thinking. I just . . . just came here to think.’

She stared out across the churning sea.

He said nothing.

‘I’m OK,’ she said.

But she wasn’t OK. She was about as far from OK as it was possible to be. She’d been lying to everyone, lying to herself. She’d been confused, mixed up, and, yes, she’d made mistakes.

All she’d wanted was to make things right again. How had it gone so wrong?
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Chapter Two


Four weeks ago


Dear Max,

Last day of school today. Hurrah! Farewell and adieu cell mitosis, French verbs and hideous green blazer.

I finally finished my poetry essay. I was going to title it ‘The Late Poets of the First World War’ but I guess that’s a lame joke. You don’t get extra grades for lame jokes. Just like I won’t get extra grades for having had a week’s extension, because I rushed it last night, like I always do, and wrote all this dumb stuff about heroism, realism and rhyming schemes straight out of the study guide. I guess I could have written what I really thought, that poems about wailing shells, drowning in mud, twitching bodies on barbed wire and choking gas are deeply disturbing and SO sick. I could have written that Sassoon made me cry and Edward Thomas made my brain ache and Wilfred Owen broke my heart. Or that Miserable Wilf reminded me of that dude Keats we studied last year and that, in my opinion, Keats wrote the most desperately emo poems of all. But I didn’t. Well, not in those exact words. So, my essay is a definite C, maybe a D. Who cares? I don’t. There are more important things to worry about. Like getting through the summer.

Esther tapped return, then slurped another spoonful of cereal. Milk dripped on her school tie and she brushed it off. Another stain on her uniform was no biggie. In a few hours she’d be discarding it anyway. She stared at the remaining Os floating in the bowl.

Across the kitchen she could hear the shuffle of Mum’s flip-flops. She glanced up to see her leaning over the bin, lowering something in.

Mum? Mum’s still hopelessly deluded. No change there. She thinks if she keeps her back to me I won’t notice that she’s trying to hide last night’s wine bottles under kitchen waste. But I can hear them clinking against the ones from Tuesday and Monday, and the empties from last weekend.

Plastic wheels rumbled noisily overhead. She looked up, then grimaced at a new sound, the staccato syncopation of a juddering metal pipe gouging plaster.

Dad? Well, Dad’s mind has packed its bags and moved to another planet (Neptune, I think). He won’t let Mum put this place on the market, but that hasn’t stopped his brain moving out. He shambles from room to room, dragging that big industrial vacuum cleaner, and doesn’t even notice the brush attachment chipping massive chunks out of the walls. Most of the time he’s kind of a zombie. Yep, we have a zombie dad.

They fight a lot, stupid whispered arguments that go round and round in the same circles, never reaching a conclusion. They think I can’t hear them, but I can. Every word. I wish you were home. They’d stop if you were here.

Such is life at the Pebbleton Beach Guest House.

In the very temple of Delight, veiled Melancholy has her sovran shrine.

Is that Miserable Wilf or Emo Keats? I don’t remember.

Anyway, something has to change. It will. It must. I’ve got this feeling, deep down, like an itch or a little voice whispering in my head.

Did little voices whispering in her head make her sound crazy? She scooped up the last of the cereal and regarded the beige puddle that remained. There was always a puddle. It didn’t matter how frugal she was with the milk, there would be a lake of the stuff at the bottom when she finished. How might the war poets describe it? she wondered. A strangling lake of doom, drowning souls. A pool of sludge in the pit of hell, ankle-deep, the pallor of girls’ brows. Maybe she should have written that in her essay.

She smirked, and the clock on the cooker flickered from 8.04 to 8.05. She still had a few minutes. She looked back at the screen, shook her head, pressed ‘delete’ and held it down. Last day of school today. Hurrah! Mum’s still crazy. Dad is kind of a zombie.

Then wrote:

But I guess you want the Disney version, so they’re fine. We’re all fine.

The door from the empty breakfast room slammed open and a dark-haired boy sock-surfed across the tiled floor, grabbing a bag of bread from the counter as he passed.

‘Eeerrrooowww!’ he whooped.

Mum stood up straight and the bin rattled.

The boy yanked out two anaemic slices, scattering crumbs, then reached past Esther and slipped them into the toaster. He rammed the handle down, then turned and pushed off again. He skated to the other side of the kitchen, opened a cupboard, extracted a jar of chocolate hazelnut spread and slid something out of his pocket, a glinting object. He gripped one side and unfolded a stubby blade, which clicked into place. Without waiting for the toast, he thrust the knife into the jar and began to lick the spread from the blade. He leered at her then chuckled as he drew the knife slowly across his chocolate-coated tongue.

‘Mmmmm.’

Esther turned back to her laptop.

Except Gulliver, who is a dangerous criminal. I mean scary dangerous!

Cold steel . . . thinly drawn with famishing for flesh. Now that is Wilf, isn’t it?

Better go. Bus. More later.

Love forever etc.

Your mixed-up but devoted sister, Egg x



She closed the laptop and picked up her cereal bowl. Thank goodness she and Gulliver didn’t attend the same school any more, she thought. Although excluding him from one school had just moved the problem up the coast to the Greymouth Academy. She went to the sink, poured the cloying milk down the plughole, then dumped the bowl in the dishwasher.
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Kerchunk!

Gulliver’s toast leaped up and sprayed more crumbs across the counter. It was bad enough living with a thirteen-year-old psychopath, but imagine sharing the bus, or worse, bumping into him in a corridor or the lunch queue or something.

‘Too bad you don’t have a nut allergy,’ she hissed.

‘I do,’ said Gulliver, pointing the knife. ‘To you, you’re the nut.’ He clutched the knife in his fist and stabbed at the air.

She sighed and shook her head. ‘Freak.’

Mum was no longer preoccupied with the bin. She’d shuffled along the counter and was spooning instant coffee into a mug. It would be pointless telling her about the knife. Gull had been heading for serious trouble for months. At this rate he’d probably be chucked out of another school and have a criminal record before he reached his fourteenth birthday, but Mum couldn’t see it. To her he was just a misunderstood, hyperactive kid letting off steam.

Esther leaned down and tugged at her socks, smoothed her hair behind her ears and padded into the laundry corridor, a long, narrow room that ran along the side of the house. It contained two washing machines, a tumble dryer and a chaotic assortment of coats, waterproofs, wellingtons and walking boots hanging on hooks or piled by the back door. She slipped into her school shoes, picked up her bag and reached for the door handle.

‘Bye,’ she called, but got no reply. She was tired of being ignored and even more tired of treading on eggshells every morning, so she shouted, ‘Mum, those wine bottles should go in the recycling.’ Then she stepped out into the yard and closed the door behind her, a defiant smile on her face.

Once she’d negotiated the rubbish bins at the side entrance, counted her steps across the car park and got out to the road, she took her phone from the front pocket of her bag and began to tap out a text to Molly. She’d be sitting next to her friend in a few minutes, when the bus reached the other end of the village, but this was their morning ritual – a greeting, a bit of goss, perhaps a shared viral video or just picking up the thread of the previous night’s chat.
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Bonjour. End of term!

Yay!
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She pressed send, then looked up, shading her eyes with the phone. Something was wrong. The road was empty and silent. The bus was late. She sighed and chewed at her thumbnail. Every morning, as soon as she got outside, she would hear the reassuring grumble of the diesel engine and see the dark green roof sailing above the hedge at the bottom of the hill. She climbed up on to the ridge of the bank beside the road and listened, but there was no engine sound and no green roof. She bit along the nail of her index finger, her teeth making a pok-pok sound inside her head.

A tiny black shape flashed through the grass at her feet and she flinched. There, half hidden by a frond, was a black beetle, inky and slick as if dipped in oil. It must have been basking in the morning sunshine when her clumsy footsteps had disturbed it. She watched it as the grass swayed and the frond flapped, but it remained frozen beside her shoe. It could have been one of those insect specimens in a cabinet at the Natural History Museum, a pin skewering it to a board, impaled next to rows of identical oily, shimmering cousins. Suddenly it scuttled away, further along the slope, mercifully un-pierced.
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She closed her eyes and inhaled the chalk and sea breeze and warming road tar. It was unusually quiet; the only sound the wind in the grass and the distant sigh of the waves. What would she do if the bus didn’t come? What if it had been early and she’d missed it? Her heart fluttered behind her ribs.

She wished for a moment that she could be that beetle, scuttling around in the grass, free to bask in the sun or hide in the shade, not tied to school schedules and bus timetables. Not handing in late poetry essays. The beetle had such a beautiful, tough-looking shell. Having your skeleton on the outside like that must be bliss, she thought. Like wearing armour. Nothing would get through that solid crust to harm the soft flesh inside. Human skin was too thin, too vulnerable. Why didn’t human beings grow shells?

If she’d missed the bus, she decided, she’d cut school and go down to the beach, bask on the dunes, scuttle in the grass, be a beetle for the day. Her heart thumped at the thought of it.

The low rattle of an engine rumbled up the hill.

She let out her breath. Maybe not.

The bus slowed and stopped a few metres short of where Esther was waiting. There was a hiss and the door juddered open.

She jogged along the top of the bank and then leaped down on to the first step, causing the front of the bus to twitch and roll. There was a roar behind her. A sleek black car swung around the corner on the wrong side of the road, head-on to the bus, going much too fast. It was oily black like the darting beetle. The car braked and the driver seemed to lose control, swerving in to clip the bank. The tyres ripping into the soft chalk exactly below the spot where Esther had been standing, churning up the dust. It bounced heavily, then snaked back on to the other side of the road and accelerated away.

She grabbed the handrail and leaped up the remaining steps, then watched through the back window of the bus as the ink-black shape shot down into the village.

‘Tourists!’ said the bus driver, smiling and shaking his head. ‘That was close.’

Esther nodded, then frowned. It wasn’t funny. Why was he smiling?

‘You all right?’ he asked. ‘You’re white as chalk.’

‘Mmm.’ She looked down at the bank through the still open door, where the car’s tyre had left a scuff mark. There, just visible through the dust, was the black beetle, spinning around in frenzied circles, having missed a gory death under the wheels of the car.

The door juddered shut and she sidled along the aisle looking for a space, manoeuvring past a confusion of knees, feet and bulging school bags. She felt sick. One second you’re alive, happy inside your shell and basking in the sun, the next you could be flattened under a car tyre. As she sat down on a scratchy, fabric seat that prickled the back of her knees, her phone buzzed. It was Molly’s return text.

Oui. Les grandes vacances. Hurrah! Is bus late? Waiting here 100 years! Mol x
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Chapter Three


Every lesson dragged. There was no enthusiasm, not even for the customary games, videos and end-of-term quizzes with chocolate prizes. All minds were distracted, preoccupied with summer plans. Pupils and teachers watched the hands of the classroom clocks clicking lethargically towards the final bell, and when it came, the whole school seemed to exhale, as one. The dam breached, they spilled out to flood the surrounding streets and meander homeward.

The bus was stifling hot, the air heavy and humming with excited but weary chatter. All of the sliding vents at the top of the windows were pushed wide open, but made little impact on the stench of half-eaten sandwiches, banana skins, festering sports kit and armpits. Kids on the sunny side had resorted to finding some shade under coursework folders and rucksacks, while others simply baked in sticky uniforms.

The bus was a cauldron in summer and a swamp in winter, but getting a lift in your parents’ car had become desperately unfashionable, so the choice was either take the bus or walk the six miles to the high school. Only the brave and foolish now cycled, since the road to Stone Harbour had become four lanes of deadly thundering lorries.
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Years ago, when Esther had been new to the school, Mum had driven her there, picking up Molly on the way and dropping them both a suitable distance from the gate. But now Mum had to transport Gull to and from Greymouth Academy. She didn’t trust Gull to walk there without getting into some mischief or other. Greymouth was in the opposite direction.

Esther tried not to breathe in the fetid air, but arched her neck and lifted her chin, catching the occasional fresher draught and holding it in, as if it might be enough to cool her lungs. She and Molly had removed their ties and shoes, rolled their shirt-sleeves up to their shoulders and peeled off their charcoal knee-socks. Their hated polyester blazers had already been balled up and rammed inside their bags before morning break.

The girls sprawled across the back seat; usually a forbidden territory reserved exclusively by sixth-formers and college students for wrestling – both the fighting and the making-out variety. But the last of the wrestlers had got off two stops before, and Esther and Molly had leaped towards the luxury of shade and leg room. Now they lay across the entire back seat, bare feet touching, their heads propped up on school bags, sucking noisily on the final syrupy ice crystals of super-size SlushBerries. In a blissful sugar haze, they stared out of the windows and watched the landscape sweep by like an anti-tourist advert.

They rumbled past the castle gift shop, where a noisy flock of seagulls pecked at an overflowing waste bin. Then down the hill by the old orchard with the discarded fridge. Then past the blue van, parked on Cove Road, where you could buy fresh crabs during the day and illegal duty-free booze at night. As they turned left at the war memorial, Esther could see the looming white ghost of her own home at the top of the cliff road, the Pebbleton Beach Guest house.

‘Look at that. You can see the green slime patch from here,’ she moaned.

‘Uh?’ Molly grunted.

‘Where the gutter is broken,’ she said. ‘That’s why nobody wants to stay. Green slime.’

‘I think it’s très gentil,’ said Molly. ‘Not the green slime, the house.’

‘Used to be. Now it’s just as shabby as the rest of the village. What a dump.’

‘Mmm.’

She couldn’t tell if her friend was agreeing or just making a sympathetic noise. ‘I mean,’ Esther continued, ‘you’d stay in one of those shiny places over in Silver Sands, wouldn’t you?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘Somewhere that didn’t have worn carpets or peeling paint.’

‘Uh-huh.’

Esther paused and thought for a moment. ‘I guess nobody would want to buy it in that state either.’ She shrugged. ‘So maybe it’s a good thing . . . the green slime.’

‘Mmm.’

 ‘But it kinda looks like the house has a disease or it’s cursed or something, doesn’t it?’

Molly didn’t answer.

They both lapsed into silence.
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Esther was annoyed with herself. She said stupid stuff when she was tired. Sometimes she said the first thing that came into her head, however dumb it might be. Molly probably guessed what she really meant, which was that it was the people inside the guest house who were cursed. Well, not cursed exactly. Troubled. Falling apart. Molly understood and would let it go. But one day Esther might say something she didn’t mean to say out loud. Like the things she kept to herself, the worries and secret thoughts she couldn’t tell anyone, not even Max.

The bus pulled in outside the library and more wilting kids got off. Just a handful remained.

‘Es?’ said Molly.

‘Yeah?’

‘If the guest house is practically empty, you’re not gonna be working much this summer, are you?’

‘I guess not.’

‘So you’ll have no dosh. I mean, to go en train à Londres or something, like we planned?’

She thought for a moment. Molly was right. Last summer the guest house had been full and they’d both earned a bit of extra money working for Dad, serving tea or cleaning bathrooms. They’d made enough for a couple of trips to the shops in Greymouth and to the cinema. They’d even bought new wetsuits.
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But that was last summer. Last summer was different. ‘What about your mum?’ Esther asked. ‘Does she need someone else in her shop?’

‘I could ask, but it’s un peu difficile. I’m already working two afternoons. She can’t afford more staff unless we get really busy.
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