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ONE

The train slows to a stop somewhere between stations. On one side of the track, trees sway gently in the breeze, sunlight dancing through their bright green branches. On the other, an expanse of fields, bounded by hedges, is spread out as far as the eye can see. Each field is utterly empty: no people, no houses. Not even a cow.

This is the countryside. Where literally nothing is happening. And I’m going to be stuck here for the next six weeks.

It’s my worst nightmare.

My brother Leo is sitting in the seat opposite mine. His pale, earnest face is turned, as usual, towards his phone. Leo is nine, five years younger than me, but he’s not like most kids his age. He knows some things in depth, like stuff about engines and volcanoes and electricity, that your average uni professor wouldn’t have a clue about. Then there’s other things, like talking to people in real life, where he often acts like a tiny kid.

Mum ruffles his hair, then tucks her own behind her ears. She hasn’t taken her eyes off her laptop this whole journey except to dole out sandwiches for lunch an hour or so ago.

‘How many more stops?’ I ask, as the train starts moving again.

Mum looks up, frowning. She’s always frowning these days. Mainly because she’s always working. ‘I’m not sure,’ she says.

‘I thought you grew up round here,’ I persist.

The crease between her eyes deepens. ‘What was the last station?’ she asks.

I shrug.

‘Polborne,’ says Leo. I have no idea how he knows. I swear he didn’t even look up when we were in the station.

Mum’s eyes spark with alarm. ‘Next stop then,’ she says, grabbing the papers which litter our table and shoving them in her tote. ‘Maya, fetch our bags, please.’

I heave a sigh and get up.

‘Is that when you’re leaving us, Mum?’ Leo asks, a note of anxiety creeping into his voice.

‘That’s where Gran is picking you up,’ Mum counters brightly.

I glance at Leo. His solemn eyes meet mine and I force a smile. I want to reassure him, but I’m as miserable as he is at the prospect of spending the entire summer in Cornwall with our grandparents. Right now, back in London, my friends will be in the park – chatting and playing music and talking about the parties planned for this weekend.

And I’m missing all of it.

Leo’s lower lip wobbles. I wrack my brains for something I can say to cheer him up. It’s not like either of us know our grandparents that well. It’s been years since we were here and we only do video calls every now and then. I fall back on something Mum mentioned last week.

‘Gran and Grandad’s place is near the sea,’ I say. ‘You’ll be able to do science experiments in the rock pools or whatever.’

Leo raises his eyebrows. ‘But I didn’t bring my microscope,’ he points out.

‘I’m sure there’ll be an app for that,’ Mum says vaguely, now trying to ram her laptop on top of the papers in her tote. ‘Maya, please. The bags.’

‘I’m doing it.’

I haul Leo’s bag and my suitcase down from the overhead rack. The train slows, the brakes screeching loudly as it pulls into a tiny station. Leo puts his hands over his ears; he hates loud noises.

I look out of the window. Could it be more deserted? There are weeds growing through half the cracks in the platform. I lug Leo’s bag and my suitcase along the aisle. Nobody else is getting off.

‘Come on, Leo,’ Mum urges, her voice rising behind me. ‘The noise has stopped now. Make sure you’ve got your phone with you, and don’t forget your rucksack.’

I press the door release button and step onto the platform. After the chill of the air-conditioned carriage, the sun is fierce on my face. My suitcase is heavy, the handle digging into my palm. I set it down on the platform as Mum and Leo emerge from the train.

Leo squints up and down. ‘I don’t see Gran,’ he says.

‘She’ll be out in the car park.’ Mum dives into her cluttered shoulder bag and pulls out her phone. She checks the screen, an anxious expression on her face. ‘Right, I’ve got ten minutes before my train. Mustn’t miss my connection to Plymouth.’

Feeling sullen, I follow the two of them along the platform, dragging my suitcase and Leo’s holdall behind me. The sun beats down on my face and back. I’m too hot in my long-sleeved crop top. It’s burnt orange with a scoop neck and black detail along the hem, and it goes perfectly with my black joggers with the orange stripe. A stray thread has frayed and dangles off the sleeve. I tug it off. I get an allowance from Mum, which I spend mostly online at Bonropa. The clothes there are cheap and tend to fade or twist out of shape very quickly, but they look great for the first few wears. Just because I’m going to be away from civilization for six weeks, it doesn’t mean I have to let standards slip.

Mum leads us through a gate to the car park. A woman with a silvery bob steps out from behind the shiniest, sleekest car.

‘There she is,’ Mum says, sounding relieved.

Gran strides towards us. She’s dressed in crisp navy trousers, kitten heels and a silk blouse. She might be old but she knows how to style herself. Unlike Mum, in her shapeless dress and with damp strands of hair plastered over her forehead, Gran looks smart and elegant. Even her nails are perfect: painted a pearly pink that picks out the exact shade of her lipstick.

‘Hi.’ Mum sounds wary as Gran approaches.

‘Hello, love.’ Gran leans in to peck Mum on the cheek, then pats Leo on the shoulder and nods at me. The sun glints off the delicate gold chain around her neck. ‘It’s wonderful to see you all.’ I’d forgotten how brisk she is, every movement precise. ‘Good journey?’

‘Fine,’ Mum says, shifting her bulging bag higher up her shoulder. ‘Thanks so much for this. I’ve been so worried about leaving them.’ Her gaze drifts to Leo.

‘No need for thanks,’ says Gran, bristling. ‘We’re family.’

‘Of course. Er, I have to go, I’m afraid,’ Mum says. ‘Make my connection. Evening drinks on the first night of a conference – the biggest networking opportunity of the weekend.’

A disapproving gleam creeps into Gran’s eyes. ‘Well, I hope you’re going to put on something a little more formal before you start mingling,’ she says, sharply. ‘And, darling, I’m only saying this because I love you, but you really need to do something about that hair.’

My jaw drops. Way to go with the direct approach, Gran.

There’s an awkward silence.

‘Right,’ mutters Mum. She looks like she wants to say more, but stops herself. Instead, she turns to Leo and pulls him into her arms. Leo submits, even though he’s never been a big fan of hugging. ‘Be good for Gran and Grandad.’ Mum turns to me. ‘Don’t spend all your time on your phone, Maya. Get outside… where it’s safe, obviously.’

‘Bye, Mum,’ I say, though what I’m thinking is that Leo spends way more time on his phone than I do.

Leo’s bottom lip trembles again.

‘Well, no point in long, drawn-out goodbyes,’ Gran says.

Mum gives Leo a final kiss, wraps her arms around me for a short, fierce hug, then turns quickly away. One of the laces on her trainers trails in the dust as she disappears back onto the platform. Leo stares after her, clearly trying hard not to cry.

I feel numb as the reality of this nightmare summer in the middle of nowhere settles like a stone in my guts.

‘Come along,’ Gran says crisply. ‘I need to pop into work.’

Leo and I hurry after her. ‘Work?’ I ask. ‘Aren’t we going to your house?’

‘As soon as I’ve checked one thing at the factory.’ Gran opens the boot of her shiny car and we dump our luggage inside. ‘Leo, you sit in the back. Seat belt on, please. Maya, up front with me.’ There’s a way she has of speaking which doesn’t allow for disagreement. Leo obediently scrambles into the back seat. I hesitate, my hand on the car door.

‘In you get, Maya,’ Gran urges, sliding elegantly into the driver’s seat. ‘I’m sure you’ll be pleased to hear that we’ve introduced lots of new green measures at the factory since you were last here.’

‘Oh.’ I shrug. I barely remember anything about the factory, but the last thing I want is to encourage Gran to talk about it.

‘Yes, Peyton Soaps is much more environmentally friendly than it used to be,’ Gran says as we head out of the car park. ‘I’ve changed lots of our production methods and made sure all our waste water is properly treated and all our rubbish is taken to reputable recycling facilities.’ She pats the steering wheel. ‘I know how important environmental issues are to you young people.’

How patronizing.

‘Great,’ I say.

‘How do you treat waste water?’ Leo asks.

‘Ah, well,’ Gran says, ‘there’s an interesting process known as flocculation, which…’

I stop listening and stare out of the window, feeling more and more depressed. The glass is tinted, which makes the hedges and fields we’re speeding past look dull and grey. Ten minutes pass and we don’t see so much as another car, let alone a building. Gran is now talking about the history of Peyton Soaps, telling Leo the story I already know: how it was set up as a family business sixty years ago by Gran’s father and why it is now one of the biggest employers in the region.

We take the turning for Penwillick. The road narrows as we approach a low bridge.

‘We’re almost at the factory,’ Gran says.

I gaze out, over a glistening stream. It stretches away from the road, towards an expanse of woodland beyond it. A group of five or six people are chatting by the trees. Most of them are in shadow, but one boy about my age, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, is standing in a pool of light, his blond hair glinting like a halo. A little girl in a pinafore dress runs over, and starts jumping up and down in front of him.

As we draw closer, the boy looks up. He scowls at the car.

Even though I know he can’t see me through the tinted window, I shrink back. Why is he glowering like that?

Gran gives a tut as we drive away, over the bridge.

‘I see the eco nutters are out in force today,’ she says, a particularly sharp edge to her voice now.

‘Eco nutters?’ I ask.

‘Bunch of hippies who live in Penwillick Wood,’ Gran explains. ‘Despite my best efforts, they got council permission to build a small community there a few years ago.’

‘Why did you object?’ I ask, feeling confused. Didn’t Gran just say how environmentally friendly her company was?

‘I don’t want a group of smug, grubby activists camped in my neighbourhood,’ she says. ‘Who knows what they get up to!’ She sighs. ‘I lodged a fresh appeal against their community a couple of months ago, but I don’t hold out much hope. These days, anything remotely green-sounding gets a pass, no matter how much it costs everyone else.’

‘I thought Peyton Soaps was all about being green?’ I ask.

‘That’s completely different,’ Gran retorts with a sniff. ‘I’m making those changes for the good of the company. Those squatters are extremists. Prepared to go to any lengths to get what they want.’

I turn and look out through the back window of the car. The boy is still glaring at us.

A shiver snakes down my spine.

Once over the bridge, the car picks up speed. We pass a telephone box – which is basically the only object that isn’t a tree I’ve seen since we left the station – then Gran takes the next turning on the right.

‘Here we are,’ she says. A long road leads up to an industrial estate. Gran drives through some gates into a car park then stops by the first building: modern and red-brick, with the sign PEYTON SOAPS in large letters over the door. ‘You can both come in with me,’ Gran says, stepping out of the car. ‘It won’t take long.’

Leo scrambles out of the back. I follow more slowly.

‘While we’re inside,’ Gran goes on, ‘I expect you’d like to see our state-of-the-art cold saponification vessel.’

‘What’s that?’ Leo asks eagerly.

I roll my eyes.

‘It’s a cold process soap-making machine,’ Gran explains. ‘It doesn’t use heat, which is much more environmentally friendly than the old methods, though it takes far longer.’

‘I think I’ll skip that,’ I say, feeling sulky.

‘Ah, okay.’ Gran rests her hand lightly on my shoulder. ‘In that case, Maya, you should use the time to find out about your job. I’ll—’

‘What?’ I stare at her. ‘What job?’

Gran smiles. ‘Your summer job, here at Peyton Soaps,’ she says. ‘Come on.’






TWO

No way. Gran has to be kidding. The next few weeks are going to be bad enough without me having to work for the family company as well.

She and Leo are already almost at the main door. I hurry across the tarmac after them.

‘Are you serious, Gran?’ I squeak. ‘About the summer job?’

‘Of course.’ Gran casts a glance over her shoulder. ‘You’ll be putting in a shift here from nine till three, every weekday, while you’re staying here. Didn’t your mother mention it?’

‘No.’ I stare at her. ‘But I—’

‘It’ll be great experience,’ Gran interrupts, charging inside and through the empty reception area. ‘For goodness’ sake,’ she mutters under her breath, ‘where on earth is Parvati?’ She turns and takes Leo’s hand. ‘Come on, Leo, put that phone away.’

Leo meekly slides his mobile into his pocket. The two of them disappear through the door beside the reception desk. Irritation twists inside me.

This isn’t fair.

I follow Gran and Leo into an open-plan office area. Four back-to-back desks, each set with computer, phone and overflowing in-tray, are positioned in the centre of the room. Only one of them is occupied. A dark-haired man in a crisp, white shirt looks up from his screen. Uncle Harry.

‘You’re here!’ He jumps up and hurries towards us, his arms outstretched and a huge grin on his face.

‘Hi, Uncle Harry.’ I smile back. It’s impossible not to.

Uncle Harry pulls Leo and me into an enormous hug. ‘Wow, Leo, you’ve grown.’ He releases us and steps back, still grinning.

Leo adjusts his top, looking slightly alarmed. ‘Hello,’ he says, politely.

‘You don’t remember me, do you?’ Uncle Harry says, nudging Leo on the shoulder.

Leo shakes his head.

Uncle Harry brushes his fringe off his face, but it flops over his forehead again immediately. He turns to me and I’m struck how his eyes are the same hazel colour as Mum’s. ‘As for you, Maya, I love the outfit. Very stylish.’

‘Thanks.’ My cheeks are hot with embarrassment, but underneath I’m beyond delighted that he’s noticed. Uncle Harry is as exuberant as Gran is reserved.

‘Isn’t it great that Maya and Leo are here?’ He turns his tanned face to Gran.

I follow his gaze, half expecting Gran to be frowning at his bouncy behaviour. But Gran is smiling fondly at him. ‘It is indeed,’ she says.

Maybe Mum’s right when she says Harry was always Gran’s favourite. Born many years after her, Mum claims he’s been ‘spoilt rotten’ his whole life. I don’t know about that. As far as I can see, Uncle Harry’s just good fun.

‘I’m going to take Leo through to the factory,’ Gran says. ‘Where’s Parvati? I want her to show Maya the ropes so she’s all ready for work on Monday.’

‘About that, Gran…’ I start.

‘Parvati went up to your office a few minutes ago,’ Uncle Harry says. ‘I can show Maya around while we wait.’ His eyes sparkle as he turns to me. ‘You’ll be helping out with grunt work, which means boring stuff like checking orders and making calls.’ He raises his eyebrows. ‘But don’t worry – you’ll get paid!’

‘Really?’ A small light flickers in the darkness.

‘Plus, I’ve got a really interesting project lined up for you too,’ Uncle Harry goes on. ‘Helping me choose the designs for our new range.’

‘What does—?’

‘Ah, there’s Parvati,’ Gran cuts me off. ‘At last.’

We all turn as a woman with short, black hair hurries towards us.

‘Gran,’ I say, ‘I really—’

‘Oh, Ms Peyton, we need to evacuate!’ Parvati’s voice is breathless with panic. ‘Someone just called… they said there’s a bomb!’ She fidgets from side to side, tears welling in her eyes.

Everyone stares at her.

Leo’s eyes widen with fear.

‘A bomb?’ Gran frowns. ‘Parvati, what exactly did they say?’

Parvati blows out a shaky breath. ‘The voice was all muffled, like the person was talking through cotton wool…’ She twists her trembling hands together.

‘And?’ Gran asks.

‘They said there’s a bomb planted in the building. And it’s going to go off in ten minutes. Which is… oh, goodness… in nine minutes.’

I gasp.

‘It’s got to be a hoax,’ Uncle Harry exclaims. ‘Why would anyone—?’

‘We need to get everyone out.’ Gran clutches her forehead. ‘Now!’

‘Of course.’ Uncle Harry nods, suddenly very serious. He points to the door at the far end of the room. ‘I’ll clear the factory floor.’ He breaks into a run.

As he disappears through the door, Parvati grips Gran’s arm: ‘What should we do?’

‘Maybe you should set off your fire alarm,’ I suggest.

Leo nods, huddling closer to my side.

‘Yes,’ Gran says. ‘Parvati, sound the alarm, then get outside. Check everyone off in the car park. I’ll call the police myself.’

Parvati nods, then rushes away, back to the reception area. Gran turns and grips my shoulders. ‘Maya, take Leo outside.’ She points through reception to the main door back to the car park. ‘Go out the way we came in. Wait for me by the car. All right?’

‘Yes, but—’

‘Now!’ Gran strides across the room and disappears through the same door that Uncle Harry went through.

I watch her go, my head spinning. It feels like time has slowed. Then, into the silence shoots a piercing alarm. ‘Come on, Leo,’ I shout over the noise, reaching for his hand. ‘Let’s get outside.’

There’s no reply. No hand meets mine. I look down.

Leo has vanished.






THREE

He was standing here right next to me just a second ago. Until the alarm started to blare out, which he’d have hated. Blood rushes to my head. The exit is visible, just a few metres away through the reception area. I race over. The alarm is even louder by the main entrance than it was in the office area. I push open the glass doors. The warm air hits my face. There’s no sign of Leo. Across the car park a stream of workers are hurrying out of the factory. Uncle Harry’s there, ushering everyone towards Parvati. She’s standing by the gates with a clipboard, checking people’s names as they pass.

Leo definitely isn’t with them.

Panic grips me. The alarm screams out from the speaker above the door, shrill and deafening. I shield my eyes from the sun, and squint across the tarmac to the row of industrial-sized rubbish bins on the other side of the fence. Something moves. A figure in a jacket with the hood up darts away from behind the bins and across the wasteland beyond. I can only see them from the waist up. I strain my eyes, trying to make out more, but I’m too far away.

Whoever it is, it isn’t Leo.

I turn back to the reception area. There’s another door, just past the chairs in the waiting area. I yank it open. A short corridor lights up automatically.

‘Leo?’ My voice echoes off the concrete walls.

No reply. The alarm is still shrieking, making it almost impossible to think. How much time is left of that nine minutes? Six? Five?

How can this be happening?

I race towards the door at the end of the corridor. Leo must be on the other side of that.

‘Leo!’ I yell, shoving the door open. The room beyond fills with light. It’s a loading bay, with rows of cluttered shelving along the walls and long, garage-style shutters down to the ground at the far end. The alarm, though still audible, is muffled in here.

‘Leo!’ I race across the concrete floor, hauling boxes out of my way, searching behind every stack. There’s a row of high metal shelving along the far wall. As I run towards it, at last I spot my brother.

He’s sitting on the ground at the end of the metal shelves, hunched over his skinny knees, his palms covering his ears.

I fill up with a mixture of exasperation and relief. ‘There you are!’

This time he hears me. Looks up. ‘Maya!’ he says, his hands still over his ears. ‘It was too loud.’

I race over and grab his arm. ‘Come on!’ I shout, yanking him upright. ‘Come on, Leo, we need to get out of here.’ I tug him after me, running out of the loading bay and back along the corridor into reception. We fly through the glass doors, tearing across the car park towards Gran and Harry, who are checking behind the parked cars.

‘Maya! Leo!’ They sound desperate. ‘Where are you?’

‘Gran!’ I shout.

Gran turns, her face filling with relief as Leo and I run towards her. As she draws us into her arms, the ‘nee-naw’ of distant sirens rises, mingling with the blaring alarm.

‘Where on earth were you? Why didn’t you go where I told you, when I told you?’ she says, crouching down so she’s level with Leo. He stares down at his toes.

‘It was my fault,’ I say quickly.

Gran shoots a sharp look at me, then sighs. She smiles gently at Leo. ‘Important thing is, you’re both safe,’ she says.

As she speaks, a fire engine roars into the car park. A firefighter jumps down, waving his arms.

‘Everyone back!’ he shouts.

Gran ushers Leo and me towards the gate. Soon everyone is standing well away from the building, behind a cordon. The firefighter speaks briefly to Harry and Gran, then runs off, leaving us huddled together.

‘Does the alarm go off a lot?’ Leo asks.

Gran gives him a trembly-mouthed smile. ‘Normally only for fire drills.’ She glances at me and Harry. ‘We’ve never had a bomb threat before.’

People swarm around us: staff from Peyton Soaps, I’m guessing. Leo and I are the only children. Everyone speaks at once, their voices full of fear. Feeling dazed, I catch snatches of their conversations:

‘Who would do this—?’

‘Who spoke to them—?’

‘How much warning did they give—?’

Leo’s hands are over his ears again. He takes one away to tug at my sleeve.

‘This is it,’ he says solemnly. ‘The ten minutes are up.’






FOUR

We turn to face the factory.

Nothing happens.

We wait, the warm sun on our faces. Nobody speaks.

After a moment, Leo looks up at Gran. ‘Where’s the explosion?’

‘I told you it was a hoax,’ Uncle Harry says, crossing his arms.

‘So there isn’t a real bomb?’ I ask, relieved.

‘The firefighters will check – we have to be completely sure,’ Gran says.

‘Either way, they’re not going to let us back into the building for hours.’ Uncle Harry groans. ‘We’ll lose the whole day of production.’

‘Why would anyone want to scare us like this?’ Parvati asks, her voice shaky.

‘I don’t know,’ Gran says heavily.

There’s an awkward pause, then Uncle Harry rubs his hands together and turns to me and Leo. ‘Well, this is quite a first day for you two, isn’t it?’ he says, injecting a more cheerful note into his voice.

‘That’s right,’ Parvati says quickly, copying his fake cheery tone. She smiles. ‘It’s really nice to meet you, even under these awful circumstances.’

Leo stares blankly at them.

I nod, uncertain of what to say. I hate it when adults pretend that everything’s all right when it clearly isn’t. Do they really think we won’t realize that a workplace bomb – real or not – is as serious and scary as it gets?

Gran clears her throat as if she’s about to speak, but stops as a police car, its lights flashing, arrives. A uniformed officer jumps out. She looks around, spots Gran and beckons her over.

‘Ms Peyton!’ she calls.

Gran hurries across to the policewoman, Uncle Harry at her side. Leo and I are left with Parvati.

‘How did that police officer know Gran’s name?’ Leo asks.

‘Your gran is the owner of the factory, ’ Parvati explains. ‘And everyone knows the Peyton name around here.’

‘Do they?’ I ask, surprised.

‘It’s not just the company, it’s your gran. She’s always been pretty forward-thinking.’

‘Really? How?’ I frown.

‘Well, it might not seem such a big deal to us nowadays, but she kept her own name when she got married and she insisted on passing it on to your mum and your uncle too.’ Parvati smiles. ‘I guess your mum made the same choice when she passed it on to you and your brother.’

I nod, unwilling to admit that actually my parents were never married and that none of us have seen my dad since Leo was born.

The police set up another cordon, moving us further away from the building. They turn off the fire alarm and the sudden silence is almost spooky. As we’re ushered further back behind the tape, Gran and Uncle Harry come over with the policewoman.

‘We’re almost certain you’re right about it being a hoax, Mr Peyton,’ the policewoman is saying, ‘but we still need to finish our inspection and check your CCTV.’ She glances up at the cameras positioned along the front of the building.

‘Excuse me,’ I stammer. All eyes turn in my direction. ‘I don’t know if this is important or not, but when I was looking for Leo I saw someone across the road, behind those big bins.’ I point to the wasteland opposite. ‘They were running towards the wood.’

‘Towards the wood?’ Gran exchanges a meaningful look with Uncle Harry.

The officer asks me for a description and I explain that I didn’t see a face and it was too far away even to tell whether the figure was male or female. ‘Sorry,’ I add.

‘No, that’s very helpful, thank you.’ The officer flips her notebook shut, then strides away.

Gran turns to Uncle Harry. ‘Perhaps you’d take Leo and Maya home?’ she asks. ‘I need to have a word with the rest of the staff. And the police may have more questions.’

‘Of course.’ Harry heads off first to ask one of the officers if it’s okay to fetch his car from the car park.

Gran kisses us each on our forehead, then walks over to the big huddle of workers a bit further along the cordon.

Leo and I are left with Parvati. I fidget from foot to foot.

‘You did well earlier, Maya. Leo is lucky to have you looking out for him.’ Parvati smiles. ‘I was supposed to be showing you around today, though I guess that’ll have to wait until Monday now.’

Monday. Oh yes. Instead of having a holiday, I’m going to be expected to work.

At least I’ll be earning money, which means more clothes. Last time I shopped at Barata, I got a new pair of joggers, two crop tops and some flats, all for £15. Imagine what I’ll be able to buy with an actual salary!

A honking sound erupts as Uncle Harry draws up on the other side of the cordon. He’s waving from a shiny red sports car, the roof down. ‘All aboard!’ he shouts, beckoning us forward.

‘Whoa, that’s a Mercedes Benz Roadster,’ says Leo with an enthusiastic grin. ‘Cool!’

Uncle Harry glances in Parvati’s direction. Is he hoping to impress her with his sports car? Parvati blushes and looks away.

‘Come on, Maya!’ Leo shouts, already scrambling into the back seat of Uncle Harry’s car. I spot his bag on top of my suitcase. Uncle Harry waves me over again. Everyone is looking as I slip under the cordon and make my way, a little self-consciously, to the front passenger seat, where I sink low into the soft leather. A second later, Uncle Harry revs the engine – probably louder than he needs to – and we speed off.

Uncle Harry chats away for the whole of the short journey, answering Leo’s questions about his car and pointing out the primary school in Penwillick where he and Mum went when they were kids.

‘Not that we were there at the same time,’ Uncle Harry adds, ‘your mum being so much older than me.’

‘Ten years and two months older,’ Leo says from the back.

‘Exactly.’ Uncle Harry slaps his hand on the steering wheel, just like Gran did earlier. A minute later we come to a turning marked PRIVATE ROAD. Uncle Harry drives us along the tree-lined track, the bright blue sky huge overhead.

In spite of all my earlier resentments, my heart lifts as we turn into the broad driveway of Gran and Grandad’s house: a large, modern building with huge windows. There are white roses climbing up the walls and all shapes and colours of flowers arranged in tidy rows under the windows. I don’t remember this house at all – I haven’t been here since I was tiny – but I can see straight away that it’s like Gran herself: stylish and neat.

It’s the same in the hall, where a single pot plant sits elegantly on a polished-wood table. There’s a coat stand next to the door, with two pegs free – for me and Leo, presumably. Uncle Harry points out Gran and Grandad’s bedroom, explaining Grandad can’t manage the stairs now, then leads us to the back of the house, where the hall opens into a big, airy kitchen on one side and what looks like a living room on the other. Everything is carefully ordered – the exact opposite of the jumble and chaos at home with Mum.

Leo runs ahead of me, into the living room.

I hurry after him. It’s a square, comfortable room, with three squishy-looking sofas set around a modern stone fireplace. But it’s not the room that takes my breath away.

It’s the view from the window.






FIVE

I stare through the living-room window, my mouth gaping.

Gran and Grandad’s house must be built on a hill, because the back of it is far higher up than the front. Immediately outside is a small, neatly manicured back garden, and beyond and below that, stretching out into the distance, is the sea. The turquoise water glistens like a silk scarf scattered with sequins.

‘Wow!’ I gasp.

‘Did you know that water appears blue because it absorbs the colours in the red part of the light spectrum?’ Leo asks, his head tilted to one side. ‘That leaves the colours in the blue part, which is what we see.’

‘Right,’ I say, still gazing through the window.

‘Pretty cool, eh?’ Uncle Harry says proudly from the doorway. ‘There are steps straight down to the beach.’

‘Seriously?’ For the first time since I arrived I find myself smiling.

‘Let’s go and find your grandad,’ suggests Uncle Harry.

We follow him through the patio doors and out to the back garden. The lawn is soft underfoot and surrounded by perfectly ordered beds full of colourful flowers. I hurry to the hedge at the end of the garden. A set of steep stone steps leads down to a gate, with the sandy shore beyond.

A throb of excitement thrills through me.

‘Hello, there!’

I spin around. Grandad is limping across the lawn towards us, leaning heavily on his stick. He looks much older than I remember from our occassional video chats. Leo hangs shyly back, leaving it to me to go over and let Grandad hug me.

His shirt smells slightly musty as he squeezes me tight.

‘Good to see you, Maya. I can’t believe how grown-up you’ve got.’ Grandad turns to Leo and gives him an affectionate smile, tousling his hair. ‘And you too, young man. But how come you’re back so early? I wasn’t expecting you for another half-hour or so.’ He looks at Uncle Harry.

‘There was a bomb at the factory,’ Leo says solemnly.

‘What?’ Grandad’s watery eyes open wide.

‘A bomb scare,’ Uncle Harry clarifies. ‘Just time-wasters with nothing better to do. The police and fire service are there now.’

‘That’s terrible!’ Grandad takes a step towards the house. ‘I must call your gran.’

‘She’s in the thick of it there, Dad,’ Uncle Harry points out.

‘Right, right,’ Grandad says. ‘I’ll call a bit later. So who made this threat then?’

‘It was an anonymous call,’ I tell him.

Grandad shakes his head.

‘I bet it was those crazy hippies from Penwillick Wood,’ Uncle Harry says, a bitter note creeping into his voice. ‘Maya here saw someone running away in that direction soon after the call was made.’

‘I couldn’t see enough to describe them though,’ I add.

Grandad frowns. ‘Surely the Penwillick Wood group wouldn’t do such a thing. They’re peaceniks, against violence of all kinds.’

Harry snorts. ‘As far as I’m concerned, they’re a bunch of lunatics – all eat-your-own-crystals and bring down the system, while still being happy of course to use the schools and hospitals the rest of us pay our taxes for.’
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