



  [image: cover]






  




  [image: ]




  





  Also by Sarah Singleton




  

    CENTURY


  




  Winner of the Booktrust Teenage Book Award




  Highly Commended for the Branford Boase




  First Novel Award




  Winner of the Dracula Society’s




  Children of the Night Award




  

    HERETIC


  




  SACRIFICE




  THE AMETHYST CHILD




  THE POISON GARDEN




  THE ISLAND




  THE STRANGER




  





  [image: ]




  





  First published in Great Britain in 2012 by Simon and Schuster UK Ltd, a CBS company.




  Simon Pulse and its colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster UK Ltd




  Copyright © 2012 Sarah Singleton




  This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


  No reproduction without permission.


  All rights reserved.




  The right of Sarah Singleton to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Design and Patents

  Act, 1988.




  www.crowmaiden.plus.com


  www.simonpulse.co.uk




  Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


  1st Floor, 222 Gray’s Inn Road, London WC1X 8HB




  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

  actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.




  PB ISBN: 978-0-85707-075-3


  EBOOK ISBN: 978-0-85707-558-1




  



  Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon CR0 4YY.




  www.simonandschuster.co.uk




  





  For Marc, my Beloved




  





  Contents




  1




  2




  3




  4




  5




  6




  7




  8




  9




  10




  11




  12




  13




  14




  15




  16




  17




  18




  19




  20




  21




  22




  23




  24




  25




  26




  27




  28




  29




  30




  31




  32




  33




  34




  35




  36




  





  1




  The shop stood at the end of the seafront, wedged between a fishmonger’s and a place selling beach clothes and postcards. A poster in the window caught Ellie’s

  attention, advertising a summer youth theatre project, something her grandmother had urged her to try. She stopped to look, although she had no intention of joining.




  Fairies decorated the left-hand side of the poster, a man with a donkey’s head on the other side.




  ‘It’ll be good,’ said a voice, to her right. Ellie jumped. She’d been so lost in thought she hadn’t noticed a young man approach.




  ‘You should join,’ he said. ‘You should do something. You’re going to be here all summer.’




  ‘What? I mean . . .’ Ellie was flustered and annoyed. Who was this guy and how did he know anything about her? She glared into the face of this intruder who stood beside her,

  offering unwanted advice. He was about eighteen, tall and strongly built with thick, rumpled, golden hair and brilliant blue eyes. He returned her scowl with a grin, running a square hand through

  his hair.




  ‘Really, it’ll be fun. You’ll meet some cool people. Like me,’ he teased. It was impossible to take offence. His eyes twinkled with humour. Ellie looked at him properly.

  Big scruffy boots, jeans splashed with white emulsion, a red T-shirt, faded to pink.




  ‘I’m sorry, do I know you?’




  ‘I’m Alex,’ he said, thrusting out his hand. ‘You don’t know me, but I’ve heard a lot about you. This place,’ he gestured, ‘You know what

  it’s like. My mum does yoga with your grandma. You’re here all summer, right?’




  ‘Yes.’ Ellie reluctantly shook his hand then turned her face away, studying the shop window. What else did Alex know? Presumably the reason she was here – about her mum? She

  folded her arms, held herself tight. This place. Of course everyone would know. She felt the sting of exposure and humiliation. She didn’t want to be wondered about.




  Ellie stepped towards the shop door, simply to escape. Alex, thankfully, didn’t follow her.




  ‘I’m signing up,’ he said to her back. ‘It’ll be fun. Take a chance, why don’t you?’




  Ellie stepped into the shop, giving him the merest glance as a goodbye. She shut the door, leaned back against it and closed her eyes. Then she took a deep breath and stood up straight.




  A second-hand bookshop. A dark, old-fashioned place crammed with wooden shelves, like a maze, with piles of faded paperbacks, baskets of maps fifty years out of date and boxes of ancient

  postcards. Ellie hadn’t been here for years but a memory unfolded in her mind, a summer morning with her mother, seeing a display of books about the sea in the window and buying a little

  volume full of beautiful illustrations – seashells and creatures from rock pools. Then they’d spent the afternoon at the sea’s edge, identifying anemones, goose barnacles and a

  tiny tan-coloured porcelain crab. She savoured the memory, the pain and pleasure of it.




  ‘Can I help you? Are you looking for anything in particular?’




  People never left you alone for long in this town. Now it was the shop assistant, a middle-aged man with a beard.




  ‘Uh, no. Just browsing.’ She fixed her attention on the shelf of books in front of her – a collection of children’s novels – aware the bookshop man was still

  staring.




  The man returned to the counter. Ellie plucked a book at random from the shelves, something by Enid Blyton, eager to look like a real customer. She was the only one in the shop.




  Ellie slid the book back into place and moved past sections on history and warfare to a shelf of misery memoirs. She’d read a few when she was fourteen – for some reason they’d

  been all the rage amongst the girls at school. Then real misery had come knocking and these tales had lost their savour. She moved on again. Poetry and drama. Ancient volumes in green hardcovers

  impressed with gold. Then something caught her eye – a manila folder pressed against the back of the bookshelf. She reached out for it but half the books on the shelf shifted dangerously when

  she tried to pull it free. Suddenly the bookshop man was back by her side.




  ‘Let me help,’ he said, levering precarious volumes out of the way, pulling others aside. ‘There, I think you can take it. Hmmm . . . It’s amazing what junk turns up in

  this place. The manager picks up all sorts of stuff.’




  Ellie lifted the folder. For a moment she held it aloft, this unlikely package of old brown cardboard, its unknown contents making it bulky. A puff of dust hung on the air, creating a halo.

  Ellie wrinkled her nose.




  ‘What is it?’ Still she held the folder at arm’s length, unwilling to bring it closer. She turned it around. Nothing written, no indication of what might be inside.




  ‘No idea,’ the bookshop man said. ‘Bring it over to the counter and have a look.’




  Ellie didn’t move. Something seemed to run along the length of her arm, from the folder. A curious sensation – chilly, prickly – beneath her skin, something seeming to bite.

  Her fingers opened and the folder dropped to the floor with a crash. She gave a sudden, violent sneeze.




  ‘Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to.’ Ellie bent down to pick it up.




  ‘Don’t worry, I’ve got it,’ the bookshop man said, squatting, corduroy-clad knees splayed, pale hands reaching out. ‘My goodness, look at that. Fancy. Can you see

  what it is?’ Pieces of richly coloured cardboard lay across his palms.




  ‘What is it?’ she said.




  Bookshop man didn’t answer. He swiftly herded up the remaining pieces, the pile of old printed paper and handwritten notes, then spread them out across the counter.




  He peered. He picked something up, examined it and put it back.




  ‘Well I never,’ he said. ‘Well, well.’ He didn’t look at Ellie at all. She had ceased to exist to him.




  ‘What is it?’ Ellie repeated, raising her voice. She leaned over the counter, to see for herself.




  Although faded, the card pieces of different shapes and sizes were richly coloured: blood red, royal blue, emerald green. A pair of golden cherubs frolicked on one section. A deep scarlet

  curtain emerged from another, and then columns, and a painting of a scene in a palace. The puzzle resolved itself.




  ‘It’s a model theatre, isn’t it? You could put all these pieces together,’ she said.




  The bookshop man looked up from the counter. ‘Yes, exactly. How exciting! I’d no idea. It looks old. Perhaps it’s Victorian? These model theatres were all the rage

  then.’




  Ellie felt twin surges of emotion. For some reason she wanted the model theatre – more than she’d wanted anything in a very long time. The pieces were so utterly lovely. Even its

  agedness added to the allure of this mysterious, unexpected thing. She wanted to snatch it away from the bookshop man, to hold it to her chest and run away home with it. At the same time she felt a

  terrible fear. She could see he wanted it too, this fabulous find. She was scared he wouldn’t sell it to her, or perhaps only for a sum she couldn’t afford. And she had to have it. She

  had to.




  ‘How much is it?’ she said.




  ‘What?’




  ‘How much is it?’ This time her voice was strident.




  ‘Oh, I don’t know.’ He shook his head, annoyed and distracted. ‘There’s a play script here too, can you see? Romeo and Juliet. Someone’s written notes

  – see?’ He gestured at some scribbling in the margin of the text.




  Ellie picked up one of the pieces of paper. A name sprang out at her, written in heavy black ink, the letters looped and flowing – the handwriting of an earlier age. Harry, it said. The

  tail of the ‘y’ looped up with a strong flourish.




  Harry.




  ‘How much is it?’ She stood as tall as she could for this, the third and final time of asking. Her voice was clear and ringing. He couldn’t ignore it. The bookshop man looked

  at her, his hand still caressing the pieces on the table possessively.




  Did he know who she was? About her loss? Would that make him more generous, and compassionate? It had sometimes worked that way, over the last eighteen months. She sent out an invisible appeal,

  to the gods, angels, the conscience of the bookshop man.




  The shop door blew open with a bang, bell jangling. A breath of cool, sea-salty air filled the room, carrying a whiff of dead fish from next door, a hint of ice cream, the sound of people from

  the street outside. The mood of the shop altered in a moment.




  The bookshop man stood up, backed a step away from the counter and rubbed his face with the palms of his hands as though he’d just woken up.




  ‘What, what was I saying?’ He blinked twice and shook his head. ‘Oh, I don’t know, I don’t suppose it’s worth much.’ He gathered the pieces together

  without even looking at them. ‘A fiver, how about that?’




  ‘Okay, well yeah. Sure.’ Ellie helped him stow the last pieces into the manila folder and rummaged in her handbag for a purse. She handed over five one-pound coins and grabbed her

  prize. She didn’t want him to change his mind before she’d left the shop.




  ‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘Thanks a lot.’ And she dashed outside into the street, through the crowd of holidaymakers, along the front and up the High Street, home to her

  grandparents’ house.
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  The heavy front door slammed shut behind her. Ellie kicked off her flip-flops and padded along the cool, chipped black and red tiles in the hallway.




  ‘Ellie? Lunch is ready. Come and sit down.’ A voice from the kitchen.




  Ellie ignored her grandmother and ran up two flights of stairs to her attic bedroom. She dropped the folder on the end of her bed before racing back down the stairs and into the dining room.




  ‘You’ve plenty of energy. Are you hungry? It’d be good to see you with an appetite again.’ Jean, Ellie’s grandmother, was tall and willowy, with thick, purely white

  hair in a plait. She’d laid the table with fresh bread, cheese, pickles, ham and salad. David, Ellie’s grandfather, stepped in from the kitchen with three bowls of steaming soup on a

  tray.




  ‘Lentil and vegetable. I made it this morning,’ he said. ‘While your grandmother was writing.’ They were cheerful and chatty, as usual. Beyond the window Ellie could see

  the little sloping garden, with its fig tree and fuchsia bushes, beyond which stood a wall and then a steep drop down to the river. Once the old house had been a mill, and now, with four floors and

  a multitude of steps, no two rooms were on the same level. You could see fossils in the exposed stone.




  Ellie loved the house. She’d always loved it. Her mother and uncles had grown up here and, during her own growing up, she’d come to stay every summer. Arriving on the coach the

  previous week, she’d felt she’d travelled not only in space but in time, back and back, to the enchanted seaside place where she’d spent so many happy holidays with her parents

  and grandparents, a place where nothing seemed to change. But it had changed. There was no mum here now to share stories with, and her dad was a long way away and probably not thinking about

  her at all.




  Ellie tucked in to her soup, shaking off the maudlin thoughts. Her grandfather cut a slice of bread and dropped it onto her plate.




  ‘Grandma, you remember that book Mum bought years ago, a little book about the seaside? Do you still have it here?’ Ellie was eighteen, just, but she spoke with her mouth full,

  enjoying the chance to be a child again.




  ‘Gosh, I’ve no idea. I don’t remember. How long ago was this?’




  ‘I wasn’t very old. Maybe ten years ago?’




  Jean shook her head. ‘If it’s here, it’ll be on the shelves in your room. Have a look.’




  After lunch Ellie disappeared into the attic. One window looked out over the garden and the river, the wild bank of trees beyond, and then more houses. At the front, she saw the descending

  jigsaw puzzle of rooftops and pastel-painted houses, a tiny corner of the sea just visible in the distance. Varnished floorboards, fresh white walls. On a broad shelf under the eaves stood

  pictures, odd china ornaments, stones from the beach, a vase full of seagull feathers and an old doll’s house. This had been her mother’s room, her mother’s doll’s house,

  and, later, Ellie’s. She peered into the windows of the doll’s house, at the unchanging interior world with its miniature furniture. The family of dolls were sitting stiffly at the

  table in the dining room. Mother, father, son and daughter with faded, still-smiling faces and plates of cracked plaster food in front of them. She felt a sudden urge to disturb the tiny tableau.

  To change its symmetry to reflect her own family upheaval. She sighed at her ridiculousness and went to pick up the manila folder. She sat on the bed, which was large and squashy with a curly white

  iron bedstead and a lush patchwork quilt of green, scarlet and amber, stitched with glittering threads and quirks of decorative embroidery, another of her grandmother’s creative projects.

  Ellie opened the folder and took out the contents piece by piece, placing them on the quilt, relaxing and beginning to savour the pleasure of locking herself away and having this wonderful

  discovery all to herself.




  Slowly she worked out how to put the pieces together. It wasn’t easy, without instructions, but Ellie was patient and canny. The parts had numbered slots and tabs. The stage floor slid

  into place. Three sets of wings to left and right, a tall arch and columns at the front, a beautiful backdrop painted with a city scene, grey towers around a courtyard with a fountain, and statues

  painted on the wings: gods and nymphs in various poses, some twined with wild roses.




  Oh, it was beautiful. When she’d placed the last piece, Ellie carefully lifted the theatre and put it on the table by the front window. Then she stepped back and stared, feasting her eyes.

  About fifty centimetres high, and well proportioned, the theatre led the eye into its depths, the world within a world She’d found half a dozen cardboard characters, guessed which was Romeo,

  which Juliet. Ellie had studied the play for GCSE and she’d watched the film version with Leonardo di Caprio several times.




  She picked up Juliet, a miniature figure in a white dress with long, copper curls, and placed her in a balcony, stage right. Then she stood Romeo, in a black coat, dark hair to his shoulders, in

  a slot on the stage gazing up at his love.




  Ellie took a step back to gaze at the spectacle of the theatre, the little scene she’d created. She stared intently, focusing her attention, wanting to be inside it, part of it, leaving

  the world behind. She wanted . . . wanted what?




  A peculiar, unsettling feeling.




  A shadow passed across the theatre – an unseen seagull flying past the window, perhaps. Ellie stood up straight and gave her head a shake. She remembered the moment in the bookshop when

  the door had blown open and the atmosphere had altered in just the same way – as though a current of energy had been turned on. The play script and various sundry papers still lay on her bed.

  She gathered them together and placed them on the table by the theatre, to study later.




  ‘The seaside book,’ she said aloud. She left the theatre on the table, opened her bedroom door and clattered down the stairs to her grandmother’s study, where she spent her

  days writing about gardening. Books were heaped on numerous shelves along the walls.




  Ellie searched for a long time. Perhaps the book had been lost, donated to Oxfam, loaned to someone who had never given it back. She looked again. For some reason it was tremendously important

  for her to find it. Why was that? To confirm her memories?




  It had to be here. She needed it.




  At last, there it was – a neat little volume at the end of the shelf, tucked between fat paperback novels. It was just as she’d remembered, with exquisite little sketches of seaweed

  varieties and creatures from rock pools.




  Ellie sighed. She glanced around the room. She wanted to go out again, to get away. She was never comfortable anywhere for long these days.




  ‘I’m going out, Grandma!’ she called, galloping out of the front door before her grandparents could ask where she was going. The door thudded closed behind her, and she hurtled

  down the hill, along the path and through the narrow, winding streets to the seafront.
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  ‘Don’t worry, I’m not stalking you.’




  A shadow had fallen over her notebook. Ellie looked up to see the blond boy, Alex. She was sitting on a slab of warm, bluish rock, the cliff behind and in front the damp sandy beach and the sea

  running in long, repeating lines. A view now broken by the unwelcome shape of Alex.




  She squinted up at him, closing the notebook to hide what she was doing.




  A glossy, whip-thin black and white dog bounded up to them, gave one short, encouraging bark then hurtled off across the beach and into the waves.




  ‘Walking the dog,’ Alex said. ‘It’s my neighbour’s, but he’s too old to walk her much. Can’t let her off the lead on the main beach in high season, so I

  come here instead. So, really, you’re stalking me.’ He grinned, teasing, seemingly oblivious to Ellie’s prickly mood. The sun had tanned his skin the colour of

  honey, though the hair on his forearms was pale.




  Without asking, he sat on the rock next to her. The breeze tugged at his hair.




  ‘So did you sign up?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘For A Midsummer Night’s Dream.’




  Ellie stared at him. Then she shook her head. ‘No.’




  ‘But you like acting and arty stuff, don’t you? So why not?’




  ‘How do you know that?’ Ellie demanded. Then: ‘Grandma, obviously. Yoga class. This place. Right?’




  Alex nodded slowly. ‘Right.’ The dog was bouncing into the sea, a piece of leathery seaweed trailing from her mouth. Alex gestured to the notebook. ‘What were you drawing? It

  looked good.’




  ‘Oh, the sea.’ She indicated the landscape. The journal was her private world. Between the black leather covers she wrote, sketched, stuck pictures, tickets, poems and various other

  bits and pieces. She slid the book into her bag, along with the seaside guidebook, pens and pencils.




  ‘So you know a lot about me,’ she said. ‘Tell me something about yourself. It isn’t fair otherwise.’




  Alex grinned. He had a wide, sunny smile. She noticed, for the first time, that he had a bag as well; a faded khaki canvas bag. Various sticks protruded from the top.




  ‘Not much to tell,’ he said. ‘I was born here. I live with my mum and dad. He does fishing and boat trips and makes stuff.’




  ‘Work? College?’




  ‘Done my A levels, same as you. Though I’m not as smart as you, at least not from what we’ve heard from your grandma.’ He eyed her, gauging her reaction, then leaned back

  on the rock, shading his eyes with his arm. ‘In the autumn I want to do an art foundation course at the college in town. Why do you look surprised?’




  ‘I dunno. You don’t seem the arty type to me.’




  He wasn’t insulted. In fact, he laughed. ‘You think you have to be thin and fragile and flaky to be creative? You need to widen your horizons.’




  The conversation lapsed. The dog raced towards them again, then veered away at the last moment, scattering them with grains of sand. She leaped over the rocks, up and down, and onto a huge clump

  of clay soil at the bottom of the cliff.




  ‘So you’ll join, won’t you – the theatre group? I won’t take no for an answer.’ Alex sat up again, propping himself on his elbow.




  ‘Why’s it so important to you?’




  ‘Self-interest,’ he said. ‘We need someone for Titania, Queen of the Fairies.’ He studied her face. ‘And you’ve got the right look.’




  The remark was cool and matter of fact, but Ellie blushed.




  ‘We’ve got a meeting tomorrow night – seven thirty in the Marine Theatre. Come along.’ Alex stood up. The dog gambolled over, now carrying a stick, which she dropped at

  Alex’s feet. He picked up the stick and hurled it over the sand, to land, just, in the fringe of the sea. The dog barked for joy and galloped off in pursuit. Still watching the dog, Alex

  said, ‘Seriously, come along. Or I’ll stalk you all summer long.’




  ‘Why do I find that so easy to believe?’ Ellie said. ‘Okay, you win. I’ll be there. Just for the meeting. If I don’t like it, I won’t join.’




  ‘Fair enough,’ Alex said. Then, with a sudden, animal bound, he began running across the beach after the dog. Three white gulls swooped down, over his head. Alex looked back.

  ‘See you later!’ he shouted, his words almost snatched away by the wind.




  Ellie watched as he disappeared around the headland, then she took out her journal and opened it again. She’d sketched the shoreline, its cliffs and rocks, and described the incidents of

  the day – the discovery of the toy theatre and the rediscovery of the seaside book she’d bought with her mother. She took out her pen and wrote: I’ll go to the meeting. Maybe

  that’ll stop them nagging me. I’ll give it a try. Alex seems nice enough, though I hate that they all know so much about me.




  The wind blew Ellie’s hair into her face. She sucked the end of her pen. The lure of rock-pooling had faded, despite the guidebook in her bag. She didn’t want to do it on her

  own.




  But she was alone, no getting around it. She’d lost her mother, and her dad had abandoned her. Grandparents, sure, but she was a visitor in their lives. Welcomed and loved,

  certainly, but it wasn’t the same.




  She clamped her teeth against the pen. On the beach, an elderly couple walked arm in arm. The breeze fingered their silvery hair. A tan-coloured dog trotted sedately beside them. Far away,

  across the glistening sand, a family with two little children paddled in the tiny waves. Ellie could hear their excited voices, the cries of the children when miniature waves washed over their

  knees.




  What was her dad doing now? Was he thinking of her?




  Probably not. He was preoccupied. He had his own life to get on with. She pushed the image of him from her mind, squashed it down and locked it away. Another gust of wind. Ellie shivered. She

  thought of the holidaymakers on the main beach, all goose-pimply beneath the sunscreen, reaching for their shirts and jumpers – the joys of the English seaside holiday.




  She stood up, dropped her pen and journal into her bag, and began to walk home. At least her grandma would be pleased if she went to the meeting.
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  In bed, back propped against pillows, in a pool of light from the lamp on the bedside cabinet, Ellie pondered the script and papers she’d found in the manila folder. In

  the night-time quiet she could hear the river beneath the garden and the closer sounds of her grandparents getting ready for bed.




  Romeo and Juliet. The ultimate teen romance.




  Various notes had been scribbled in the margins of the script – reminders of stage directions, comments on the delivery of particular speeches.




  Ellie traced her finger over the name written at the top of the script – the letters formed by a strong, confident hand. Harry, it said. No surname. Judging by the notes, Harry had played

  Mercutio, Romeo’s friend.




  How long ago had this happened? The bookshop man reckoned the model theatre was Victorian. One hundred and fifty years ago? One hundred? Either way, Harry would be dead by now. His performance

  of Mercutio, whether brilliant or mediocre, was done and gone, consigned to the past. Where did it go, the past, visible only through the clouded window of memory, or letters, pictures, diaries and

  books? What was that expression she’d heard? Something about the past being a different country. A place you’d once lived in but could never, ever go back to, no matter how much you

  wanted to.




  And now this script, like a postcard from that different country. From Harry, whoever Harry might be.




  Ellie put the script to one side and picked up the other papers. A typed schedule of rehearsals; a black and white photograph of a Victorian family – mother, father, two sons and a

  daughter, all posing stiffly with solemn faces; a programme and tickets for a music recital in Dorchester, on 21st September, 1896. The tickets were unmarked, suggesting Harry hadn’t attended

  the event. At least she had a date now. More than likely, the model theatre was at least one hundred and twenty years old.




  Thinking about it, this stretch of time past, of Harry and his play, Ellie felt a shiver of pleasure. How exciting to have uncovered this little treasure, to have a mystery to unravel.




  She picked up the family photograph. Judging by the clothes, the family had been well off. The father looked stern in his dark suit, whiskers on his face, hand clamped on the shoulder of the

  woman sitting in a chair in front of him. She wore a dark, silky dress. Her face was beautiful, clear-eyed, and she held the hand of a pretty girl who stood beside her, aged about fifteen perhaps,

  with curls of long dark hair – hard to tell its colour in the black and white picture. Two boys – the younger one about sixteen, with pale blond hair, the older one . . . Ellie drew a

  breath. Standing straight, a touch of arrogance evident in his posture, he glared directly into the camera. Dark hair, a strong, angular face.




  Ellie stared at him, the boy. The other family members seemed to fade away. He was the dominant figure. For a moment, the others lost definition, receded, while the boy grew bolder and stronger,

  staring out of the photograph, staring directly at her.




  Ellie dropped the picture. She’d been holding her breath. She rubbed her eyes. The photo lay in a pool of royal blue velvet, on the quilt her grandmother had made. Ellie yawned. She needed

  to sleep. She bundled script and papers together and stacked them on the table beside the theatre. Then she climbed into bed and turned off the light.




  In a moment, she fell asleep. Outside, the river ran, unheard. On the floor below, Ellie’s grandparents settled into bed. On the chimney stacks the gulls scratched and fluttered. The moon,

  three-quarters full, rose over the sea and poked fingers of fragile light through the chink between the curtains.




  Ellie opened her eyes, instantly wide awake.




  She was lying in bed, flat on her back, arms away from her sides, as though stranded, left by a sudden swell of water.




  The house was silent. It was night still, but the darkness seemed to shine. Ellie breathed deeply. A scent flooded the room. Strong, thrilling, exotic – a rich, spiced smell, something

  like incense, but clean and natural, not like the cloying, chemical smell of so many commercial products




  Where had it come from?




  The scent poured into the room, like water, filling it from floor to ceiling so she was immersed in it, breathing it in.




  Slowly her eyes adjusted to the darkness, noticing the familiar form of the bed, the furniture, the room. Her gaze moved to the theatre.




  This was the source of the scent, she knew at once. In some peculiar way she could see it, rolling out of the theatre’s open front in slow waves.




  She didn’t move, body heavy, limbs like stone. A voice in her mind suggested this was strange and unnatural, that she should be afraid, but she wasn’t. A minute passed, and another.

  Ellie wondered if she was still asleep and dreaming – if the scent was something conjured by her imagination. She forced herself to move, levering her arms into action, turning over in the

  bed, she reached for the switch on the bedside lamp.




  Light filled the room. The scent vanished.




  Ellie sat up in bed. It had disappeared without trace. She sniffed, trying to catch it again, even the merest hint. Had it been a dream? Could you dream smells? Was that possible? She

  couldn’t remember having done so before. People didn’t usually feel physical pain in dreams either. Someone can hit you or stick a knife in you during a dream and you don’t feel a

  thing. Feelings, though – emotional pain, terror, loss, grief – oh yes, you could feel those . . . She remembered her weeks of bad dreams when her mother was sick, all the nightmares of

  loss when she’d died.




  So had Ellie dreamed this too?




  The clock ticked quietly on the cabinet beside the lamp. It was just after midnight. Ellie thought she’d been asleep for a long time but in fact, it had only been an hour. She turned off the light.








  Outside the house, in the street below her window, people walked by. She heard a loud, jovial male voice, probably someone on their way home from the pub.




  On the table the model theatre glimmered. Its sharp edges – roof, columns, proscenium arch – glistened as though someone had painted them in silver.




  Ellie heard a sound like a sigh. The pile of papers – script, photograph, postcard and the rest – slid from the table and landed with a crash onto the floor.




  Her heart beat hard, the blood tingled in her veins. She felt a slow, icy prickle over her skin, on the soles of her bare feet, the backs of her legs, her fingers, her scalp.




  She waited, not daring to move, eyes fixed on the ceiling, taking slow, shallow breaths. Time passed. She counted to a hundred, and then a hundred again. Nothing else happened. Nothing

  moved.




  The moon had passed from the window now, taking its light away, making the theatre a mass of shadows.




  Ellie turned on her light a second time and climbed out of bed. She grabbed her dressing gown, wrapped it around her and then picked up the fallen papers from the floor. Why had they fallen? A

  draught, maybe. She hadn’t put them on the table with enough care and they’d overbalanced. No use letting her imagination run away with her. In the real world, only ordinary things

  happened.




  Ellie put the pile on the table, more carefully this time, further from the edge, and returned to bed. Just as she was about to climb in, she noticed her journal, lying open on the other side of

  the bedside lamp.




  She was sure she hadn’t left it open. The book was too private, too precious to leave open, even in her bedroom. The journal was her secret place, her one true companion.




  Now it was open and exposed. Her old fountain pen, a long-ago gift from her father, lay across the book, top off, a drop of ink glistening on the golden nib.




  Ellie pulled her dressing gown tight around her, folded her arms, and slowly crouched down. The paper was bare, except for two short sentences written across the top of the left-hand page, the

  ink drying even as she read it. No mistaking the handwriting: the bold, archaic style, the strong returning loop on the ‘f’. She’d seen it before, on the script for Romeo and

  Juliet.




  ‘You are beautiful,’ it said. ‘What is your name?’




  





  5




  ‘Your grandmother tells me you’re joining the theatre group. I’m so pleased. It’ll do you the world of good.’




  Ellie flinched. She and her grandfather were sitting in the back garden, in the dappled shade of the fig tree, drinking cups of strong coffee. The sun-heated air smelled of rosemary and

  lavender.




  Her grandfather had worked in the local authority’s planning department before he retired. Now he was a volunteer warden at the town museum two days a week, a keen gardener, and carrying

  out research for a local history book.




  ‘I haven’t joined,’ she said. ‘I’m just going to a meeting.’ She realised how sharp her voice sounded, so she drew a breath and added in a more amiable tone,

  ‘I’ll check it out – see what it’s like.’




  Her grandfather nodded slowly. ‘Excellent idea,’ he said. Ellie picked up a section of the newspaper lying on the garden table. He was looking at her and she knew what he was

  thinking because he’d said it so many times before: that she looked like her mother, that she reminded him of her. Occasionally, absent-mindedly, he called her by her mother’s name.




  In one way she liked this. In another way – well, she was Ellie, her own distinct self. She didn’t want to be a walking memorial to someone who’d died. Then why come and spend

  the summer in Lyme-on-Sea, asked a nagging internal voice. Because I had no choice, she thought. There is always a choice, the voice nagged again. Of course you had a choice.




  ‘Are you okay?’ her grandfather asked, putting his paper on the table. ‘What’re you thinking about? You look quite cross.’




  ‘Oh, no, I’m fine,’ she said. Everything seemed to irritate her these days. ‘I mean, thanks for asking.’ She picked up her coffee and rose to her feet.

  ‘I’m going inside. It’s too hot out here.’




  She sensed his gaze. She knew her grandparents worried. From time to time her grandma would initiate some kind of conversation about Ellie’s life, her future, her mother – and Ellie

  would always refuse to respond. They wanted her to open up, share her feelings, seek closure, find a way forward – and all those other fake, annoying things people said. Of course they meant

  well, but Ellie wasn’t going to be badgered into anything. She’d deal with things her own way.




  Now though – well, something else had happened.




  Something huge, and strange, and utterly impossible. Someone had written in her journal.




  She walked through the house and up the stairs to her room. The theatre looked smaller this morning, less significant in the bright sunlight, colours faded. She scarcely glanced at it. Instead

  she slid her hand under her pillow and drew out the journal. She flipped through the pages. There it was – the sentence she’d read a hundred times.




  You are beautiful. What is your name?




  Even after so many readings, the words gave her a rush of intense feeling. Shock, yes. And affront, because her most personal space (bedroom, journal) had been invaded; fear, because the source

  of this message was unknown – and a terrible, dizzying pleasure, to be told she was beautiful.




  She’d run through so many explanations for what had happened. The most likely was this: overwrought with emotion, she’d written the message in her sleep. One part of her mind clung

  to this rational analysis. Another louder part knew this wasn’t true. She hadn’t written the message, asleep or awake.




  Someone had been in the room with her. She’d felt his presence.




  It was Harry.




  Harry.




  The boy in the photograph, who’d written on the script for Romeo and Juliet in 1896. And he was dead.




  Of course all this was impossible, but nonetheless it was true.




  Ellie read the message again. You are beautiful. Beautiful. No one had told her she was beautiful before, except her mother – and what mother doesn’t think her child is

  beautiful?




  Still holding the journal, Ellie stood in front of her mirror, trying to see what Harry could see. She narrowed her eyes. Her first emotion was displeasure. Was that the same for everyone? Some

  uncomfortable difference between what she thought she looked like and the reality in the mirror.




  So. Moderate height, slender, boyish build. Tiny chest (she wished it were larger), long brown hair the colour of dark chocolate, blue eyes and pale skin. Too pale, she thought, prone to looking

  grey and transparent when she was tired or fragile; bluish shadows under her eyes, occasional outbreaks of spots on her forehead, which she hated. Elfin face with high cheekbones, pointed chin and

  slanting eyebrows. From time to time she wondered if this made her look exotic. Mostly she thought she looked odd. Was that why Alex had said she had the appearance of a fairy queen? Ellie shook

  her head and frowned. She’d lost it, her attempt to be objective. She could only see the individual flaws, not the overall picture.




  Certainly she’d never felt beautiful – only gawky and awkward. She was eighteen now, officially an adult, but this seemed like a trick. How could she be grown up? She had no

  particular sense of style, no strong feeling about who she was. Shouldn’t that have happened by now?




  Having failed to find beauty, Ellie abandoned the mirror. She flopped onto the bed and gazed at the writing in her journal.




  What is your name?




  She picked up the fountain pen, unscrewed the top, and wrote: Eloise Winterson. People call me Ellie. Are you Harry?




  She felt foolish, and excited. She closed the journal and stowed it back under her pillow.




  * * *




  Baked fish and mashed potato for tea, with a bowl of salad from the garden. Fresh fish from the town’s fishermen, tasty and salty, sweetened with tomato, a melted cheese

  topping. Her grandparents talked about the birds they’d seen in the garden. Her grandfather told them about an old railway line into the town, now vanished, that he’d read about in his

  researches.




  Ellie found it hard to concentrate. She ate her dinner absent-mindedly, paying scant attention to them. The world was one step away. Her mind played over and over the events of the previous

  night, the perfume filling her room, the boy’s commanding eyes staring from the photograph, the moist ink in her journal. Would he return this evening? Would he answer her question?




  ‘Ellie. Ellie? Isn’t it time you left?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘The meeting. Didn’t you say it was half past seven? You’d better go now or you’ll be late. Don’t worry, Grandpa and I can clear up.’




  The theatre group. She’d forgotten all about it.




  ‘Oh. I don’t think I’ll go. Really, I’m not that keen.’




  She saw a look pass between her grandparents. Her grandma took a deep breath and straightened up. ‘Really, Ellie, I think you should go. Didn’t you say you’d told Alex

  you’d give it a try? You can’t let people down like that. You’ve spent far too much time on your own. I’m sure you’d enjoy it.’




  Ellie noticed a flicker of something in her grandmother’s face. Hurt and worry. She didn’t know how her granddaughter would react to this galvanising speech. Everyone treated Ellie

  gently now.




  She scowled, wanting to hide away in her bedroom and wait for the night, but her grandparents were looking at her, wanting to push her out into the world.




  ‘Sure, I’ll go. Anything to keep you off my back,’ she said ungraciously. Her grandmother flinched. Ellie knew she sounded like a stroppy thirteen-year-old but hated being

  bullied. She stood up, leaving her plate on the table, and stomped out of the house, slamming the door behind her.




  Fresh air, a sky of scarlet and gold. Ellie paused on the doorstep, breathed deeply. Despite herself, she was enjoying the touch of the cool air on her face. It was good to be outside.

  Streamers of cloud spun away from the declining sun. Light shone on the roof tiles, on angled walls of pastel blue and pink and the golden weathervane on the church steeple. A seagull,

  white-breasted, swooped above her head and landed on the narrow road in front of her. Well, the meeting would pass the time, wouldn’t it?




  An illuminated stained-glass sign above an archway announced: Marine Theatre. Beyond the archway, a large courtyard overlooked the ocean and led to the theatre itself, right

  above the seafront. One long-ago summer holiday Ellie had attended a workshop here, with twenty other children, making mermaid and pirate costumes. This memory surfaced as she passed through the

  door and into the gloomy interior, which smelled of dust and beer.




  Posters on the wall advertised forthcoming concerts by tribute bands and almost-forgotten pop stars from the seventies and eighties. Although the door was open, the place was quiet. Ellie

  wondered if she’d made a mistake. Had the meeting been cancelled? She pushed hesitantly at the door into the main auditorium and stepped inside.




  Nobody. It was not an inviting place. A plain stage, with tired, mauve curtains and rows of plastic seats.




  ‘Excuse me – are you here for the meeting?’




  Ellie whipped round. A girl was standing at the entrance to the auditorium.




  ‘Uh, yes. Have I come at the wrong time? I was told seven thirty.’




  The girl smiled. Her face seemed to twinkle, making her very appealing. She was about Ellie’s age and remarkably pretty, with smooth, bright blonde hair (probably dyed) and big brown

  eyes.




  ‘The meeting’s upstairs, in one of the little rooms. It’s cosier up there, and we’ve got a kettle so we can have coffees. And I brought cakes. Meetings are so boring. We

  wanted this one to be fun. My name’s Daisy, by the way. You’re Ellie aren’t you?’ Daisy chattered on as she led the way upstairs. She was short and curvy, dressed in a

  little candy pink dress with lime green leggings and a flowery cardigan. She had half a dozen brightly coloured plastic clips in her hair, all sorts of quirky bangles and a necklace made of lemon

  yellow silk flowers. Ellie felt decidedly shabby and dull in comparison.




  ‘Here we are! Come in – I’ll introduce you to everyone.’




  Ellie felt a moment’s shyness when she stepped into the room. A dozen unknown faces turned to look at her. Everyone stopped talking. Then she saw Alex at the back of the room, sitting on a

  table with another girl. He gave Ellie a big, warm smile. What a relief, to see his known, friendly face.




  ‘Great to see you, Ellie. I’m so glad you’ve come!’ He stood up and gave her an enormous, unexpected hug, then backed away. ‘You’ve met Daisy? She’s a

  dream, you know. A complete star.’ Alex gave Daisy’s arm a brief squeeze and she grinned back at him.




  ‘Everybody! This is Ellie!’ Daisy said. ‘Will you have a cupcake? I made them myself. It’s another of my summer projects. What do you think? The rose ones are my

  favourites, but my mum reckons the black and white ones are more original.’




  It was hard to get a word in edgeways. Ellie didn’t speak, only followed Daisy to some old but comfy-looking armchairs, all mismatched and crowded about a low table. Mugs of tea and coffee

  surrounded a large china plate where a dozen gloriously colourful cupcakes waited.




  ‘You made these?’ Ellie marvelled, breaking into Daisy’s stream of talk. ‘Wow, they’re amazing.’




  Daisy blushed with pleasure. ‘Oh, I want to do better,’ she said modestly, looking at the toes of her cute pink shoes. ‘Try one – please. And d’you want tea or

  coffee?’




  Ellie picked up a cupcake decorated with black and white stripes while Daisy made her a hot drink. The other people in the room had resumed their conversations, though Ellie knew she was still

  an object of interest. From time to time someone would glance over. How much did they know about her? Would they ask difficult questions, or be embarrassed? More often than not, it was the latter.

  Even after a year and a half no one outside her family dared ask her anything about the loss of her mother. It was too hard to deal with grief. Too scary and dangerous. At times, during the last

  year at school, she’d felt like a leper, as though she had a brand on her forehead – D for death. The other girls had drawn away. Her only real friend had moved to sixth form at a

  private school, and when Ellie’s mum’s condition spiralled, Ellie hadn’t had the time or energy to maintain the connection or make new friends. She’d spent a lot of time

  alone.




  A tall, skinny man of about twenty-five called the meeting to order. Ellie scanned the rest of the group. They looked to be about her own age.




  ‘Thanks for coming along this evening. Most of you know me, but for those who don’t,’ a glance at Ellie, ‘my name’s Mike and I’m producing and directing the

  play this summer. We’ve secured some funding from the town council and a charity supporting youth summer projects, and we’re all set to start rehearsals. First I’d like everyone

  to introduce themselves – tell us something about yourself, and why you’re here.’




  The introductions began. Most of them were locals and knew each other already, judging by the laughter and teasing. Two lads, who’d come together, were also new to the group, and a girl of

  about sixteen, the youngest. Carly was painfully shy and very overweight. Mike had to ask her to repeat her name three times before she spoke loudly enough to be heard.




  Then Daisy introduced herself. How pretty she was, with her big wide eyes and narrow chin, cherry-coloured lipstick applied to her perfect lips.




  ‘You now, Ellie.’




  Daisy had finished and squeezed Ellie’s arm reassuringly.




  Ellie hesitated. She was the centre of attention. Everyone was silent, waiting for her to speak.




  ‘I’m Ellie,’ she said. ‘I’m spending some time with my grandparents before I go to university. Well, if I get my grades. They live in the town. I’ve been

  coming here every summer so I know the place pretty well.’ She spoke in a rush, wanting to get it over with.




  Mike nodded. ‘Welcome, Ellie. So, why have you come along tonight?’ He was a bit irritating, she thought, with his down-with-the-kids manner. She decided to be blunt.




  ‘Alex asked me.’ She shrugged, her voice flat. ‘That’s it.’




  Mike nodded encouragingly and waited a moment longer, giving her an opportunity to share. When she didn’t respond, he moved on to the next person.




  Once the introductions were over, Mike plonked a large canvas bag on the table, drew out scripts and handed them round.




  A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Ellie had seen it on the television, the one with Rupert Everettas Oberon, King of the Fairies, and Michelle Pfeiffer as his Queen Titania. She’d

  watched it with her mum, and they’d loved it, the atmosphere of magic, the strangeness of the fairies. This happy memory carried in its tail, as they so often did now, the sting of loss. She

  wished her mum was alive to share the adventure of the play, to sit in the audience and watch the final performance. Stop it, she admonished herself. She was feeling sorry for herself in

  advance, and they hadn’t even started rehearsals.




  ‘This session I’d like to hear you all reading, and then I’ll decide who gets which part,’ Mike said. ‘Try not to be self-conscious. I’d just like to get some

  idea of your voice, your presence. Would everyone stand up please?’




  So they all read. Some were better than others. Several struggled with the language. Daisy giggled. Then it was Ellie’s turn. She thought she did okay. Alex was confident and funny, as

  Ellie would have expected. The surprise performance came from Carly. She’d been so shy when she’d introduced herself, but armed with the script, everything changed. She stood up

  straight, threw back her shoulders, and read with a clear, sensuous voice.




  The atmosphere in the room completely altered. Everyone was mesmerised, caught up in the voice and the words. Carly lowered the script, and seeing everyone staring, she returned to her old self,

  rounding her shoulders, dropping back into her seat. A moment of silence – then Mike jumped in.




  ‘Wow, that was great, Carly, really special. You’ve got a talent, no doubt about it. Good stuff! Right – who’s next?’




  The meeting finished at ten. They spilled out of the theatre into a chilly, clear night of brilliant stars, the sea spreading darkly to the horizon. Ellie could hear the waves

  breaking over and over on the pebbled shore. She thought of the name written in her journal. Harry. Harry who thought she was beautiful. A tremor of something, pain and pleasure, passed

  through her body.




  ‘Fancy a drink?’ Alex stood beside her, by the wall, overlooking the sea. ‘A few of us are going to the beach.’




  Daisy stepped forward, slipping her arm through Ellie’s. ‘Oh, do come.’ She blinked, fluttering her lush, made-up eyelashes. Some part of Ellie wanted to run home, to her room,

  to check her journal, to find out if the events of the previous night had been created by her disturbed imagination. (Of course they had, what was she thinking? A ghost? Don’t be an idiot.)

  Out in the fresh air, after the unexpected pleasure of the meeting, and the hours distracted from her thoughts, the possibility of a ghost seemed stupid, a moment of madness.




  ‘How can I resist?’ she said. Daisy grinned happily, looped her other arm through Alex’s and guided them along the front to a quiet end of the beach. Several people were

  already there. Two girls were standing at the water’s edge, dodging the waves and shrieking with laughter.




  ‘Come on,’ Alex called to them. ‘We’re going further along the beach, the other side of the harbour.’




  They were a lively bunch, about twelve altogether, some from the meeting as well as those they’d collected on the beach. They all seemed to know each other, with much teasing and laughing

  and sharing of old jokes. But Ellie didn’t feel like too much of an outsider as Daisy’s arm was still looped through hers and she kindly introduced her to the others.




  The beach beyond the harbour, beyond the reach of the lights on the promenade, was a wilder place, with great mounds of pebbles with seaweed strewn over, the wooded cliff rising behind them like

  the wall of a ruined fortress. A big bright moon dusted the place with light, though occasionally rags of cloud would pass across its face, casting them into a deeper darkness. The waves seemed

  bigger too, this side of the harbour wall. They crashed onto the pebbles, rushed back with a hollow roar, then crashed again. Ellie felt a thrill of excitement. Some of the boys started building a

  fire with pieces of driftwood and dried seaweed. Soon flames rose up, red and gold in the night, wood crackling as it burned. Alex returned to Ellie and Daisy and handed each of them a can of beer.

  The three of them sat on the pebbles, Daisy hugging her arms around her legs.
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