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  ‘The ache for home lives in all of us. The safe place where we can go as we are and not be questioned.’




  Maya Angelou, All God’s Children Need Traveling Shoes
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  ‘Here I go, up, up above the elder trees to my bird’s-eye view. Leaves flying everywhere, red leaves full of passion and anger and sadness. Time to light the

  fires. The year’s turning and the wood’s stirring. Time to unravel the vine back through time.’ Elder, the ancient homeless woman shook a branch and a shower of leaves rained

  down. She laughed and threw her arms around wildly as if stirring up a storm.
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  Aisha placed her key in the lock.




  ‘Sure you can’t come back to mine? Mum’s cooking,’ Muna asked as she leaned on the garden wall.




  ‘Not today. Liliana wants me home. She says there’s something she has to talk to me about.’




  The girls switched to speaking in Somali, chatted for a while and parted with a giggle.




  Liliana winced as the door clicked closed.




  ‘Hi,’ Aisha called to her breezily and walked straight through to her bedroom.




  ‘Hi love!’ Liliana sat at the kitchen table, surrounded by sketching pencils, paper, scissors, glue and a collection of half-drunk cups of coffee. Her hands shook slightly as she

  smoothed another photo into her foster daughter’s scrapbook. Be rational, be calm, it’s only a first meeting, Liliana comforted herself, but there was nothing rational about the

  way she felt for Aisha. She set aside the glue and began drawing a detailed pattern of musical notes around the border of the page, stalling again. Perhaps she should have let Aisha’s

  social worker give her this news.




  Liliana imagined that she was standing with Aisha on a seafront on a cloudless day; Aisha and everyone around looked happy and settled while she alone gaped in horror as a giant wave threatened

  to engulf them. It’s natural to feel like this, Liliana consoled herself, for she had been bonded to Aisha since the very first day when the little girl with the saddest eyes in the

  world had tiptoed through her front door, peering in as if she feared that the flat might explode at any moment.




  Liliana clasped her hands together to still them.




  ‘Aisha, come and see! I’ve added some new photos of you and Muna with your band.’




  ‘What band?’ Aisha laughed, stepping into the kitchen and peering over Liliana’s shoulder. ‘Singing together once at school doesn’t exactly make us into a

  group!’




  ‘Well, you should be. You were by far the best.’




  ‘You would say that!’




  ‘Because it’s true!’ Liliana shrugged, and smiled to herself as she turned the pages of Aisha’s life story book – Liliana had taken to calling it a ‘story

  book’ and sometimes ‘a scrapbook’, because somehow these names seemed less daunting. Every child she had cared for had one. It was a personal history in words and pictures, made

  so that they, and future carers, could chart their life’s journey, record progress and give the children a joined-up sense of their own history.




  Some foster-carers she knew didn’t bother too much with them, but Liliana always felt that making sure these little details were filled in was the very least that she could do for the

  children she welcomed into her home.




  Aisha’s earliest drawings in the book were from the time when she had refused to speak. There was one of Aisha as a baby curled up in a foetal position inside a giant image of her mother.

  That always choked Liliana up the most. When she had first seen it she’d cried. Who could blame the child for wanting to crawl back inside her mother and be born all over again? Aisha’s

  ‘life story’ already looked too long and complicated. It was hard to believe that she was not yet even thirteen.




  Aisha’s description of leaving Somalia and travelling to Britain had broken Liliana’s heart. At just ten years old she had managed to convince the authorities that she was twelve.

  Liliana would never forget the day that the little girl had finally confided in her.




  ‘“It will go better for you if you pretend you are a few years older.” That’s what the guide said to me.’




  ‘And how did you pretend to be older?’ Liliana asked.




  ‘Like this!’ Aisha stood taller and made her face into a kind of expressionless mask that no clouds of emotion could penetrate.




  It had taken a long time before she let down her guard and removed that mask.




  Now Liliana studied Aisha’s smiling face. She was in awe of how far her foster-daughter had come from those painful early days. ‘Sure you don’t want to start writing in this

  yourself now?’




  Aisha shook her head.




  If I were to write a life story book for myself, I would make so many things different, she thought. No matter how pretty Liliana tried to make the book, with all her decorations it was a

  constant reminder to Aisha of all the times that she had been uprooted and torn away from the people she loved.




  Liliana glanced at her foster-daughter as she stuck down the last photos of Aisha’s ‘band’ then wrote their names underneath – Aisha, Muna, Somaya, Mariam – and

  closed the book. This felt like the right moment to raise the subject.




  ‘Can I see?’ Aisha asked, leaning over Liliana.




  ‘Of course! It’s your story!’




  Liliana gently handed the book to Aisha. Maybe she could talk to her as they read over the pages together.




  It had been a while since Aisha had really looked at the book, but now she noticed how Liliana had adorned their story so carefully, sticking in little mementos and memories of times they had

  shared. In fact, Aisha now realized Liliana was working her way backwards through the book, adding her own paintings, sketches and swatches of material from the clothes that Aisha had been wearing

  in a particular photo on a particular day. Liliana rarely threw anything away. These little scraps of material were the sorts of details that transported you back.




  Aisha reached out to touch the piece of red velvet skirt that she remembered wearing, soft and comforting against her skin, and Liliana patted the cushion on the chair next to her. Aisha sat

  down and Liliana budged up closer so that they now sat shoulder to shoulder.




  ‘I can’t believe that I’ve been here for two and a half years already.’ Aisha flicked back to the formal, typed entries from before she had come to live here and felt

  relieved that Liliana had not been tempted to decorate these stark pages. Nothing could be added to that time to make it feel better, she thought as she read over the facts of her own

  life.




  ‘Aisha arrived at Heathrow Airport alone.’




  ‘Aisha’s first day at Monmouth House care home . . .’




  ‘Aisha’s first day at Bishop’s Primary School . . .’




  ‘Aisha granted Refugee Status.’




  In this section the photos were mostly official passport shots of a shy-looking little girl with long thin plaits who did not want her image captured. Without her hijab, she looked odd even to

  herself. Looking at her unveiled ten-year-old face, so exposed to the world, so alone, the weight and chill of the cold stone she’d felt lying in her stomach at that time returned to her.

  Occasionally one of the staff in the home had tried to capture her in a photo with the other children, but Aisha had always stood slightly aside, as if she was living in another dimension. Which

  was exactly how it had felt as she’d hugged her stomach tight and ached for the heat of home.




  ‘A sad chapter.’ Liliana placed a soothing hand on Aisha’s back as she leafed forward again to the beginning of their time together and Liliana’s own careful handcrafted

  pages. ‘But look at all of these happy memories!’




  Aisha hugged Liliana close. ‘You made them for me.’




  ‘We made them!’ Liliana corrected.




  In the time that they had been together, everything had changed for Aisha. She had gone from being a traumatized child to a confident young woman, and it was Liliana who had held her hand every

  step of the way.




  Liliana leaned forward and ran her finger over a sentence on the page.




  ‘Remember? Your first words!’




  ‘“I feel safe here”,’ Aisha read out loud. ‘I would never have said that to anyone except you.’




  Liliana wiped a tear from her eye. She feared that just bringing up the subject of meeting this family who might adopt Aisha would rock her sense of safety. But maybe she was only thinking of

  herself. She had promised her own children, now grown-up, that Aisha would be her last foster-child, but in her mind she had always imagined that she would keep Aisha with her until she was old

  enough to go off to college or university. Liliana had even pictured the graduation photos – ‘Such a clever girl’ – and she had no doubt that Aisha would one day

  fulfil her dream of becoming a lawyer. In her own mind Liliana had decided that the two of them would graduate together: Aisha from university and Liliana from foster-caring into a well-earned

  retirement.




  Liliana sighed deeply. I should, have learned by now that life isn’t as neat and tidy as that! But who’d have thought that anyone would come forward to offer a home to a Somali

  teenager with a traumatic past? She shook herself. This is just an introductory meeting. If Aisha doesn’t want to go, no one will force her. Anyway, it might not come to anything.

  As these arguments sifted through her mind, Liliana felt ashamed of her own selfishness. She attempted to savour the sight of Aisha’s serene, trusting face but the spectre of the mask the

  child had once worn haunted Liliana and the memory seemed now to cast them both in a long brooding shadow.




  It’ll have to wait till tomorrow. I’ll tell her tomorrow.
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  Zak slumped down on the bottom step and stared into space.




  ‘Hurry up! You can’t afford to be late for school again,’ Shalini called to him over the banister. Zak peered up at his nanny’s anxious face, then slung his bag over his

  shoulder and forced himself to stand up.




  ‘Keep distant from the wood. Make sure you stay close by the road,’ were the last words that Shalini spoke to him as he walked out of the door.




  Or what? Zak asked himself as he entered the rusted metal gates that bordered the woodland. He’d always been happiest in the woods that backed on to his old house, with his dad,

  hunting for the best place to build a den or pitching stumps for a game of cricket. It hadn’t been that long ago since they’d walked hand in hand singing childish songs.




  A small red leaf wafted down between the branches. If I catch that leaf it’ll make everything go back to normal. He rarely missed a catch. He held out his hand, but just as it was

  about to land safely in his palm, the leaf caught on the wind and floated away.




  Zak sighed. What’s the matter with me? How can catching a falling leaf change anything one way or the other? Except that was just how he felt these days – like a leaf being

  wafted on winds that other people had whipped up, with no way of knowing where he would land.




  Zak watched as the leaf settled on a nearby sign. ‘Welcome to Home Wood,’ he read, as a ranting voice rose up from somewhere close by. It sounded deranged. Zak ducked behind a tree

  and held his breath.




  ‘There, my Crystal, don’t you cry. My belly’s singing you a lullaby! Listen to that hunger-thunder rumble. I’m telling you. It could shake the roots of my Home

  Oaks.’




  Zak tentatively peered out from behind the thick trunk. Touching distance away from him was an old woman, her puckered face all pinched and chafed, her skin like the flaking bark of an ancient

  tree. He supposed that she could be about his grandma’s age when she’d died or older, much, much older even. Her hair hung in a mass of wild frizzy curls down her back and had been dyed

  flame red. She’d threaded leaves through the top strands like a tangled crown. Zak stared at her clothes. She’d piled one piece on top of the other in an eclectic collection of leaf

  layers. The overall effect was like the rag rug his mum had once brought home from one of her trips to Africa. It was impossible to tell exactly what the old woman was wearing or how small or large

  she really was underneath all those petticoats that swept the earth as she walked. Everything she wore seemed to have been chosen to match the russet tones of autumn, like camouflage.




  Get a hold of yourself. She’s just a homeless old woman. But Zak found that he could not tear his gaze away from her. She was close enough now for him to hear the hollow rumblings

  of her stomach.




  ‘There, my Crystal, don’t you cry. My belly’s singing you a lullaby!’




  It was then that he realized that she was swaddling a baby wrapped in a crocheted woollen shawl, more holes than blanket. Despite the old woman’s hushings, the baby hadn’t stirred or

  made a sound. Zak’s heart clamped in his chest. What’s she doing with a baby? Has she stolen it out of someone’s pram?




  He was relieved to see a young woman walking her dog up a steep connecting path. The nearer she drew, the louder the old woman’s voice seemed to become.




  ‘But here’s a wood wanderer coming. Wafting perfume. Not my kind, gets up my nose. Makes me sneeze.’




  The woman held the baby close and rocked it. No movement came from underneath its shawl.




  ‘Here she comes. What do you think, my Crystal? Will she walk right past? Pretend we’re invisible? How could anyone not take pity on you, my baby?’




  Then she held the bundle up, like an offering. The dog came bounding over and sniffed at it before tossing its head dismissively. The young woman strained to get a closer look, before she too

  turned and hurried away.




  ‘Could you spare us the price of a cup of tea? No . . . ? Straight past, eyes glazed over, locking us out. Just an old tree stump with gnarly roots. That’s all I am these

  days.’




  And with that the old woman dropped the baby on the ground, where it landed with a thud and slid from its blanket. Zak gave a sharp intake of breath and was just about to spring from his hiding

  place when a bald plastic head rolled in his direction, its blue eyes wide and unblinking. What an idiot I am. She’s just a crazy old homeless woman wandering the woods with a doll.

  Still, Zak felt as if he should DO something. Tell someone. How can anyone so old be left in that state, with no one to look after her? There was a homeless shelter just up the road –

  surely she could go there.




  Now the woman slumped down on a tree stump and inspected her bare feet. They hardly resembled feet at all, bulging in unlikely places like fungus growths out of earthy tree hollows. She was

  close enough for Zak to smell her musty odour. Was that stench coming from her feet?




  ‘Count my toes! Make sure they’re all still there! Feel the scrunch of red leaves under me . . .’ She chatted on to herself, then seemed to notice that her ‘baby’

  was missing and started hunting around on the ground for her. She shoved the doll’s head back on to its plastic stump of a neck then stroked its cheeks. ‘I didn’t mean to drop

  you, my love,’ she crooned, gathering the doll back into her arms and wrapping her tightly in the blanket. The doll’s feet protruded and she tucked them in gently.




  ‘Earth’s stirring, autumn’s coming, winter’s just around the corner.’ The woman shivered, as if she could already feel the cold biting into her. She turned to

  Zak’s hiding place and sniffed the air, sensing his presence.




  Has she known all this time that I’ve been watching her? Zak shuddered. Then, without warning, the woman was up on her feet and heading straight for him so that he was forced to

  stumble out of his hiding place. He backed away as she grinned at him, revealing a higgledy-piggledy collection of rotten and missing teeth. She grabbed hold of a low branch and began to climb

  slowly and steadily up the tree.




  ‘Here I go, up, up above the elder trees to my bird’s-eye view. Leaves flying everywhere, red leaves full of passion and anger and sadness. Time to light the fires. The year’s

  turning and the wood’s stirring. Hush now, Crystal.’ The old woman closed her eyes and lifted her face to the warm sun that fell in shadow-shafts between the trees, bathing the wood in

  a magical amber light. She was leaning forward now listening intently . . . to the sound of a gentle song that meandered along the path. Zak heard it clearly now as a girl singing in another

  language drew closer. Her voice was low and mellow.




  ‘Here’s a young one coming, but this one’s happy as a skylark! Listen to that song, sweet as feathers, soft as honey.’ The old woman knocked her hand against her head as

  if that could make her brain work better. ‘Soft as feathers, sweet as honey – Happiness chimes the same in every language.’




  Zak started to back away down the path. He could feel the heat of the old woman’s gaze as he collided with a girl in a blue headscarf. She stopped singing abruptly and shot a questioning

  look from Zak to the old woman who was now scattering breadcrumbs over them both from the branches above. A cacophony of crows swept in. The girl hurried away, brushing her headscarf and

  shoulders.




  ‘I’m sorry, dears,’ the woman called, gathering herself. ‘Just feeding the birds. Must feed the birds . . . some have flown a long, long way, further than Elder has ever

  roamed.’




  The girl turned back and exchanged a bemused look with Zak, before shrugging and carrying on her way.




  ‘Sticks and stones and broken bones and even words will hurt you, but sometimes the loneliness is the worst . . . Hey, boy!’




  Zak found himself running, but no matter how fast he ran the old woman’s chants kept pace, crackling through his mind and refusing to fade away.




  At the exit on to the road he brushed the breadcrumbs off his blazer.




  Loneliness is the worst . . . Her words continued to echo through his head as he took his first steps up the impossibly steep hill that led to his new school.
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  Zak had been at his school for almost a month and he’d decided that it felt weird being among only boys. In primary he had preferred the girls in his year. They were

  easier to talk to. Now that he went to an all-boys school he felt as if half the world was missing. There was always someone who wanted to prove how much stronger and tougher they were than you.

  Maybe it was because he was younger than most of the others in his year. And he was definitely smaller . . . as one or two of them had been keen to point out. If they only knew how small he felt

  inside, they wouldn’t bother trying to bring him any lower.




  As he walked up the hill a memory of when his dad had still lived with them floated through his mind. The two of them had hooked up a rope swing in the back garden of the old house and Zak had

  spiralled and twisted so fast that his dad had turned into a spinning blur and it had taken ages for him to form back into the familiar lines of his tall, sturdy body. Those ‘I’ll

  always be there for you’ outlines that Zak had believed in, back then, with that big, broad, happy smile that everyone said father and son shared. Is that what Dad will be to me in the

  future . . . just a distant, blurred memory?




  He thought of the homeless woman dropping breadcrumbs . . . and of the girl with the blue headscarf singing her way through the wood. There was something about her voice, and the way she had

  seemed to almost dance away from him, that reminded Zak of what it was to feel happy.




  In a courtyard directly outside the school stood a dark granite war memorial. Zak registered the long list of names. ‘Fallen heroes . . .’ All boys who had once attended the school

  or lived around here who had grown into young men and then been killed. What was the point in that? What’s so heroic about dying? Zak thought of his mum over in Syria, and all the

  other war zones she’d reported from, and not for the first time he wondered what he would do if he was ever called up to fight for something. He felt a great lump of emotion in his throat and

  swallowed hard to stem the tears. As if I don’t feel bad enough already without that mad old homeless woman and her creepy doll doing my head in. I couldn’t even catch that leaf!

  Maybe it’s a sign that something’s happened to Mum. He checked his phone for a news feed. Nothing. No texts or voicemails either. He sat down on the steps of the war memorial and

  the thought crossed his mind that with both his parents now so far away he was as alone as the homeless woman talking to her doll. If only when Mum set off she could just tell me the date and

  time when she’d be coming back. But I can hear her voice now, ‘you can’t plan anything in a war, Zak.’ Well I hate war and I hate not knowing how long I have to hold my

  breath till she comes home. I hate it, I hate it.




  Zak stood up and kicked the bottom step of the memorial.




  ‘Show some respect!’ Mr Slater shouted over to him from across the courtyard. Zak picked up his bag and followed his form tutor through the enormous wooden doors into school. He

  looked up as he passed the gruesome bug-eyed gargoyles that sat in watch over the archway. Whose idea was it to put those at the entrance to a school? What kind of welcome is that? Zak

  wondered whether they were meant to make him feel watched over.




  ‘Late again, Zak. You’re getting yourself quite an impressive record, but I must inform you there is no certificate for one-hundred-per-cent unpunctuality!’ Mr Slater attempted

  to raise a smile as they walked along the corridor together. Zak suspected that his tutor had been informed about his ‘family problems’ and was attempting to be gentle with him.




  Mr Slater brushed the last of the leaf mould off Zak’s blazer. ‘Come on, Zak, spruce yourself up, best foot forward!’ he said, patting him on the back in a comradely gesture as

  they walked into class together.




  Great! Now they’ll think I’m teacher’s pet.




  Mr Slater was reading out a soldier’s testimony about conditions in the trenches. Zak sat at his desk and closed his ears to the grimness of it, filling his mind instead

  with the gentle voice of the girl in the wood, as he began to sketch in the back of his exercise book. First the leaf canopy, then the girl’s strong high, cheekboned face appeared on the

  page. He drew her large almond-shaped eyes – what colour were they? A sort of hazel-green, he thought. He added in the determined shape of her jaw, framed by the thin silken scarf . . . She

  reminded him of a girl his mum had interviewed once.




  Zak slid his phone slowly out of his pocket, held it under the table and checked his news feed again. Still nothing. He should take Shalini’s advice and try to stop this obsession with

  tracking his mum’s movements any time of the day or night.




  ‘So, please make sure that this letter is signed and returned by next week. I’ve been on this trip to the trenches myself and I can tell you it’s an incredibly moving

  experience. To think that only a hundred years ago 900,000 men, some of them not that much older than you, were killed in just four years. The Second World War memorial at the entrance to our

  school –’ Mr Slater nodded pointedly at Zak – ‘is also a reminder of the harsh reality of war. Believe me, this’ll be a trip you’ll never forget.’ Mr

  Slater tapped Zak lightly on the shoulder. ‘But forgive me for boring you, Zak, you clearly have prettier things on your mind.’ He picked up the book, catching sight of Zak’s

  sketch of the girl, but before he could examine it more closely Zak snatched it away. His iPhone slid from his lap and lit up. Mr Slater grabbed that instead and raised an eyebrow as if to say,

  I’m waiting for an explanation . . .




  ‘You’ve no right to take my phone!’ Zak shouted as his teacher held it well out of his reach.




  ‘It’s confiscated. Mobiles are not allowed in the classroom, as well you know.’




  Zak opened his mouth to protest, then closed it again. What was the point? How could anyone here understand what it felt like to have to say goodbye to your mum and not even know when you were

  going to see her again.




  ‘Have you even heard a word I’ve been saying about this trip, Zak?’




  ‘Why would I want to go to a stinking graveyard? People die all over the world, every day, fighting and killing each other,’ Zak said from between clenched teeth.




  ‘So if you’d been called up to fight, would you have been a conscientious objector?’ Mr Slater asked, keeping his voice even so that it was impossible to tell whether he

  thought this was a good or a bad thing. When he got no response, he prodded a bit further. ‘Would you say you’re a pacifist, Zak?’




  ‘More like a coward. They’d have shot you, Wimp!’ whispered a spiky-haired boy who, in a matter of three weeks, seemed to have decided that Zak was fair game to needle at every

  opportunity. Zak had already felt the boy’s elbow between his ribs a few times and he got the distinct impression that this was just a warm-up. The others called him ‘Spike’

  – probably because of his hair – but Zak had given him a name he thought suited his character much better – ‘Spite.’ So far Zak had done as Shalini had coached and

  ignored him completely, but as the now familiar sharp elbow bruised his ribs, something in Zak snapped and he found himself grabbing the boy by his blazer and pinning him to the back wall of the

  classroom.




  Spite was thick set and at least a head taller than Zak, but he’d been caught off guard and, by the way his eyes popped, was clearly surprised by Zak’s strength.




  ‘Not a pacifist, then!’ Mr Slater struggled to pull the two boys apart. ‘That’s quite enough. I will not tolerate violence in my classroom.’ The teacher raised his

  voice. ‘I’ll speak to you later,’ he warned Spike leading him, by the shoulders, back to his seat. ‘And as for you, Zak.’ He marched him towards the door, ‘I

  think you’d better take some time to cool off.’




  ‘That really makes sense! No violence in the classroom, but we’re supposed to celebrate war? I’m not going on any useless trip to the trenches with him or any of you.

  What do I care? History’s a pile of crap anyway!’ Zak yelled back.




  The general disorder in the classroom was replaced by an ominous hush. As soon as the words were out of his mouth Zak knew that he’d gone too far. Why am I freaking out at Mr Slater,

  when he’s the only teacher I actually like? Reading the expression of disappointment on his tutor’s face he wished that he could take the words back. He knew that the people he

  would really like to rant and rave at were his mum, who he couldn’t even speak to, and his dad, who was a whole Atlantic Ocean away.




  ‘I’ve already explained to you. It’s not a celebration, or a glorification. We’re simply offering you an opportunity to commemorate and pay your respects . . .’




  Zak refused to meet Mr Slater’s eyes, instead staring stubbornly into the distance.




  ‘. . . Very well, carry on then . . . Ignore me if you want but I can tell you that this is not the way to ingratiate yourself with me.’ Mr Slater continued, lowering his

  voice almost to a whisper, ‘but I’m sure your father will be delighted to hear your thoughts on the subject. I gather he’s a historian.’ He placed a firm hand on Zak’s

  shoulder and escorted him out of the classroom.
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  After school Zak waited for the others to pour out into the courtyard, to pile on to buses, mucking around, pushing and shoving each other. ‘Friendly banter,’ the

  teachers called it. Zak didn’t get it. When they had all finally dispersed he made his way down the hill, emptying his untouched packed lunch into a bin so he wouldn’t get a grilling

  from Shalini. She would only worry. But he couldn’t eat at school because his stomach felt tight as a drum there, as if it would burst if he forced food into it. At least the tension was

  starting to ease now. He slung his blazer over his shoulder, loosened his tie and pulled his shirt free from his trousers. The sun had hardly shone all summer holidays, but now that they were back

  at school the weather was ridiculously hot; a sultry heat that seemed to hold in the pollution and make it hard to breathe.




  Despite the late sunshine, the trees were turning an impressive palette of amber, russet and gold. Zak walked past the great line of oak trees, whose branches formed a thick leafy canopy along

  the road as if protecting the wood from the world outside. He passed through the railings at the entrance where the ‘Welcome to Home Wood’ sign hung and came to a small clearing. Leaves

  floated gently down, meandering their way from between the high branches – earth-bound. This time Zak did not attempt to catch one. Who am I kidding? Nothing’s going to change.

  Dad’s not coming back. Mum’s in some war zone and Lyndon’s living it up at uni. It’s only poor Shalini who has to put up with me and my moods, and I know she’d rather

  be back in Sri Lanka with her own son.




  Compared to his morning’s walk the light was softer and the shadows longer, but the warm sunlight did at least make him feel welcome as the sign had promised. He threw his jacket on a bed

  of leaves, flung his school bag aside, rolled up his shirtsleeves and lay down on his back. He stretched out his arms, feeling the light breeze play over his skin. He closed his eyes and let his

  mind drift through the events of the day. He was in no hurry to face Shalini. The message from Mr Slater to his dad – the eminent Professor Johnson, Head of Contemporary History at Columbia

  University, New York – would have been transmitted by now, and sooner or later he would have to face yet another ‘I am so disappointed in you . . .’ Skype. Zak crushed a handful

  of leaves in each fist, then opened his eyes and caught his breath . . . The homeless woman was staring down at him. Zak sprang up, his heart racing as he backed away and collided with the broad

  trunk of an oak tree. The woman still cradled the doll in her arms.




  How had she managed to appear without him hearing – or smelling – her? She kept approaching until she was close enough for him to feel invaded by her stench, a combination of mouldy

  damp, urine and something like stale biscuits.




  ‘Thought you were dead.’ She held out her hand towards him, to shake. He hesitated for a moment and then felt ashamed. How can she hurt me? She’s just a lonely old homeless

  woman. He allowed her to take hold of his hand. She squeezed it in hers for a moment and smiled. At his touch something appeared to clear in her, as if this tiny moment of human contact had

  brought her back to herself.




  ‘My name is Elder,’ she confided in him.




  Strange name. Zak felt a sudden desperate urge to pull away from her. But instead he found himself following her lead and mumbling his own name back at her.




  ‘Zak . . . That’s a name to keep safe. I’ll write it on a leaf and add it to my wreath, like my Crystal’s and the others.’ She stroked the doll’s cheek and

  creaked her way to kneeling, then lying on the bed of leaves where Zak had been resting. She curled up, closed her eyes and hummed as she cradled the doll-baby close.




  ‘Red leaves flying, earth stars shining, baby crying, hush now, Crystal, don’t you cry . . .’




  She had blocked him out with her chanting as if there had been no exchange between them at all. As Zak retraced his steps to the path the weirdest notion entered his head. I shouldn’t

  have told her my name. It’s like she’s taken a part of me away with her. It was the first time Zak had really given much thought to a homeless person. He’d passed them often

  enough in the street, but he’d never actually stopped to think, How did you get like that? Somehow knowing Elder’s name made it harder to sweep the memory of her aside. It was

  fine to live outside now, in this warm weather, but where would someone like Elder go in the middle of winter?




  When he was at a safe distance he turned and looked back at the woman. The fiery strands of her hair bled into the leaves and she seemed to melt into the earth.
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  Zak sniffed his hands and grimaced. The old woman’s stale stench clung to his skin. He decided that he would take a shower as soon as he got back – if it was

  working that is. With the builders in, he never knew when the water would be switched off. Elder, that homeless woman, had pricked his conscience though; every time he felt a grumble coming on,

  another competing voice entered his head: Well, lucky you! At least you can take a shower!




  But now a new scent was wafting towards him on the breeze . . . cinnamon, ginger and spice. His belly rumbled and he regretted dumping his lunch. If nothing else, he should at least have given

  it to Elder. When had she last eaten? Maybe he would do that tomorrow.




  Zak followed his nose to another clearing, where a group of girls were sharing a picnic on a huge rug. They all wore headscarves and talked and laughed together . . . Maybe in an African

  language? A plump woman with white-grey hair and a raucous laugh was handing out food in little metal containers. Zak’s belly rumbled again, but he felt something else too, a sort of

  hunger that was not about food. This group looked more like a family than anything he’d experienced in a long time. What I wouldn’t give to be sitting in a wood with Mum, Dad and

  Lyndon, having a picnic like we used to. Zak felt his eyes well up with tears. Try not to think about the past. What good does it do? Instead he focused on what was going on in front of

  him.




  What he noticed now was that occasionally, as they opened the stainless-steel tins and handed out food, the girls would switch from their own language into English.




  ‘Even Anjero pancakes! Where did you learn Somali cooking?’ a girl asked the plump woman with white-grey curls, who was acting as if she was mother to them all.




  ‘From those recipes your mum gave to me, Muna. If I’d done this for all my foster-children I might have turned into an international chef by now! Nothing like cooking from your

  homeland to make you feel welcome.’ As she chatted on Zak warmed to her sing-song voice with its light trace of an Irish accent. ‘Now, where’s my Aisha got to?’




  The woman peered in Zak’s direction and spotted him immediately. How embarrassing was that? Zak closed his eyes for a moment. He was sure that it would seem as if he’d been spying on

  them.




  ‘Hungry?’ the woman called over, smiling kindly at him.




  The girls looked up and started chatting among themselves. One of them said something in Somali, wolf whistled and then set the others off giggling. Shalini was always saying ‘what a

  handsome boy’ he was, that he would ‘shoot up taller any day soon’, but he didn’t believe her. Spite and some of the others had already taken to goading him over his growing

  Afro. He wasn’t really sure about it himself, but he wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of shaving it off in case they thought he was only doing it to fit in.




  When he looked in the mirror he saw someone who was living in a not-boy-not-man body. This is all I need now to round off the perfect day, these girls having a joke at my expense! He went

  to move away, but then felt someone approach close behind him.




  ‘Ah, there you are, Aisha!’ the grey-haired woman called out.




  A girl with a blue headscarf walked past him, the same girl he had found himself sketching at school, and just the thought of that made him feel even more self-conscious, as if he really had

  been spying on them. Once she was back among the other girls, Aisha glanced towards him and he caught the look of recognition in her eyes. Then she turned to the grey-haired woman and back to Zak

  as if to ask what he was doing here. Now he was this close he realized that his sketch had completely failed to capture her. Maybe it was that expression of determination he had been drawn to.

  Something about the way she held herself made Zak think that if a gust of wind was to blow through here right at this minute, she would be the one person not to be blown off course. If he told

  Shalini any of this, she would laugh at him and say he was ‘putting the girl on a pedestal’. Maybe he was; after all, he knew nothing about her.




  You’ve got to say something. Zak was desperately searching for a reason why he might be standing there looking so gormless, because the words were out of his mouth before he knew

  what he was saying.




  ‘The homeless woman . . .’ He looked towards Aisha, and she nodded. ‘She’s over there,’ Zak pointed towards where Elder had lain. ‘If you’ve got any

  food to spare for her, she looks quite weak.’ He kicked at the earth for a moment. ‘I just thought, if you’ve got any leftovers . . .’ Zak shrugged and then lowered his head

  and walked away. Behind him he heard one of the girls speak. He thought it might be Aisha’s voice.




  ‘Do you know him, Liliana?’




  ‘No, but he’s right, we should leave some of our feast for her.’




  Zak checked his phone. It was already five thirty. He texted Shalini to say that he would be back soon, then returned to his news feed scanning the stories and finding nothing relevant. Zak

  wondered about Aisha and the other girls picnicking in the wood. His mum had reported from Somalia during some of the civil-war fighting, and he remembered the bloody images of wounded people and

  starving children, their bellies swollen with emptiness, hungry eyes staring out at the camera. Perhaps at one time or another the families of the girls in the wood had left all that behind, or

  maybe they had been born here and knew little more about it than he did.




  Just as he was approaching the metal railings that led back to the road someone bumped against his shoulder and shoved past.




  ‘Sorry!’ Zak mumbled, even though she had collided with him.




  The girl had matted blonde dreadlocks and a faint smell, not as potent as Elder’s, but stale and damp all the same, wafting from her clothes. On her back she was carrying a guitar. Zak

  almost tripped as something flashed past his legs.




  ‘Here, Red! Come on, girl!’ she called to a dog with a rust-red coat. Her strong, bright accent was uncannily like his mum’s. Zak wondered where in Scotland the girl was from.

  She threw a stick in Zak’s direction and he felt as if she meant to hit him, but the dog caught it smartly in mid-air. Then it came nosing up, its tail wagging furiously and looked into him

  with enquiring eyes as if sensing something of the turmoil raging inside.




  ‘Big Issue?’ The girl called to Zak, hauling her rucksack off and taking out a magazine.




  ‘Sorry! I haven’t got any money on me.’




  The girl shrugged and, as she walked away, he heard her mutter, ‘Then spare us your pity! Come on, Red – no use sniffing around him. We’ll have to sing for our

  supper!’




  Zak paused to scan a sign that he’d walked straight past that morning:




  ‘Home Wood’ is named after the oaks that line the paths, some call them Home Oaks. It’s an ancient piece of woodland, dating back to the Domesday Book . . . originally part

  of the wild forest that covered Britain . . . one of the few remaining oak and hornbeam wild woods in the city . . . Plague victims were also buried here . . . It boasts a wide diversity of flora,

  fauna and bird life. Fungi include the rare ‘earthstar’ as well as the ‘death cap.’ . . . It was declared by the Duchess of Albany in 1868 as

  ‘belonging to all the people of the city forever’.




  Earthstar? Isn’t that what the old woman Elder had said in one of her chants?




  Zak looked back along the path and remembered something that his dad had once told him when they’d walked through the woods near their old house together:




  ‘If these old trees could talk they would have some stories to tell us, hey, Zak?’




  When you thought about it, it did feel kind of weird to be standing in a wood that had been here for so long. It’s like I’m a link in a chain that winds way, way back. Zak

  liked the idea of this wood belonging to ‘all the people of the city’, wherever in the world they came from and wherever they were going . . . even the homeless people seemed to feel

  that they belonged here. Just for a moment, lying in the warm sunshine, Zak had felt at peace too – until Elder’s appearance. But at least coming face to face with her and the others

  had taken him out of himself for a while and stopped him from drowning in his own misery.




  As Zak walked past the grocery shop that stood alone on the perimeter of the wood, he was surprised to see a full-sized image of a dog chalked on the pavement. A man wearing a turban was taking

  a photograph of it with his phone.




  ‘It would be such a shame if it rained before anyone sees this. I tell you, that girl has real talent, if only she realized. Keep buying those art materials for her, Mala,’ he called

  out to someone inside the shop. ‘You never know, she could be the next Banksy, and then we’ll be digging up the pavement to sell slabs!’ The man chuckled to himself as he

  inspected his photo.
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