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  Chapter One




  Rules about hitch-hiking, when you’re a child: rule number one – don’t hitch-hike; rule number two – don’t hitch-hike on your own; rules three,

  four etc – if you have to hitch-hike alone, tell people where you’re going, start early, take a phone, keep the door unlocked, and don’t ever ever ever find yourself

  penniless, on the side of a deserted road, in some wilderness you’ve never been before, without a map, just as it’s getting dark.




  Millie had broken all the rules.




  She was on her way to school. She’d spent her train fare on unbeatable bargains in a duty-free shop, and now she was stuck. Her plane had got in early, but getting out of Heathrow had

  taken hours; she’d finally been picked up by a milk lorry which took her close to Stonehenge. She’d had no lunch, so she smoked several cigarettes. Light-headed, she got into the car of

  a farmer with an accent so thick she could barely understand him. He had a sheepdog on the back seat and, in a short while, they were off the road bumping over farm tracks. They had to pull over

  once for a convoy of army tanks, and there was the distant sound of gunfire left and right. The farmer chuckled while his dog yapped, and after some time they came to a little bus stop and Millie

  clambered out with relief. The farmer drove off into a field, leaving her to study a weathered timetable. It was the sort of stop that might see one bus a week.




  Amazingly, however, a bus did struggle into view within ten minutes. No passengers, just a toothless driver who accepted a box of cigarettes instead of Millie’s fare, nodding and grinning.

  This got her to a main road and she stood on the kerb wondering which way was west. It was very cold and the streetlamps were coming on; there was sleet in a spiteful wind. Millie was now

  frightened.




  ‘You bring this on yourself,’ she said, aloud.




  She thought of her friend Sanchez back on the ranch in Colombia. He would shake his head and say, ‘Millie, you’re crazy.’




  ‘This is crazy,’ said Millie.




  She had slept rough once before, after someone’s party, and it had been a night of shivering in a shed. She dreaded the thought of sitting through a long, freezing night – she

  wondered if she would survive it. She drew her gold-striped blazer tighter around her. It was good quality wool, at least, so there was some warmth to it. Her hands, however, were freezing:

  particularly the left thumb, which was extended hopefully at the speeding traffic.




  Darkness fell.




  Millie was virtually invisible until a vehicle’s headlights hit her, and no driver was going to see her in time to stop. The sleet became rain and her blazer soaked it up. It ran down her

  legs into her shoes and Millie began to realise just how vulnerable she was. She decided to walk on, but just as she did so, a white van shot past, buffeting her in its slipstream. It braked hard,

  hooting and squealing, and somehow veered left into the lay-by. It hooted again, long and hard, and Millie ran through mud to the passenger door. Peering in, she could see it was crowded with young

  men; she could hear thumping music and laughter, and she caught a whiff of beer.




  A window came down halfway.




  ‘Where you goin’?’ said a boy. It was a builders’ van, and the men were in paint-spattered overalls.




  ‘Ribblestrop,’ said Millie. ‘It’s the other side of Taunton, but if you’re—’




  ‘Ribblestrop? Hey!’




  ‘She’s goin’ to Ribblestrop!’




  ‘That’s where we’re goin’, my beauty!’ The van revved loudly. ‘An’ we’ll get there before you! Yahhhhh!’




  The driver accelerated fast into the rain and the passengers’ laughter spun away down the road.




  Millie swore quietly. She was trembling now and she started to walk, just to keep warm. The mud turned into soaking grass and her shoes were soon saturated. It was hard to keep upright. She

  decided she must find a village. Someone would take pity on her, as they did in those sentimental films where a waif gets taken in by some kindly childless couple, to be given soup by the fire. A

  large lorry thundered by and Millie nearly fell in its slipstream.




  The rain turned into a pelting downpour.




  ‘Oh, why do you take unnecessary risks?’ shouted Millie at herself. ‘Why put yourself through this, if – in the end – you’re just a scared little, weak

  little, stupid, useless little girl who’s afraid of the dark?’




  She came round a bend. There was a stationary car ahead, with two wheels up on the verge. Millie hadn’t seen it stop, but it couldn’t have been there long. The traffic was braking to

  get round it – a car hooted angrily; it was a bad place to stop, especially in this rain.




  Millie ran towards it. As she ran, the car shunted forward – it was trying to get off the road completely, up onto the grass. It was a small family car, and she could make out a driver and

  a passenger. She got to the passenger’s window, and stared in, trying to look lost and forlorn. The occupants didn’t notice her; they were deep in conversation.




  Millie tapped on the glass. Still they didn’t look up – they were engrossed in a map and appeared to be arguing.




  She tapped again, louder, and frightened eyes turned to meet Millie’s. The glass came down a few centimetres.




  ‘I’m sorry to bother you,’ said Millie. ‘I’m stuck – I need help.’




  ‘Pardon me?’




  It was the passenger who spoke. He had a soft, Irish brogue.




  ‘I said, I’m stuck,’ replied Millie. ‘I missed my bus. Could you give me a lift to the next town?’




  ‘Open the window!’ said the driver. His voice was louder than the passenger’s. It was broad Irish again, but fierce and bad-tempered. ‘Get the blessed thing down, Doonan,

  and ask him the way!’ He was leaning across his passenger, peering up at her. Millie saw that he wore a dog-collar. She closed her eyes briefly and rejoiced.




  ‘We’re trying to get to Taunton,’ called the driver. ‘We missed our road and Doonan’s led us way off the beaten track. We’re both new to this,

  and—’




  ‘I think we left the A30 by mistake,’ said Doonan. ‘There were some roadworks—’




  ‘I know the way to Taunton!’ lied Millie. ‘Could you give me a lift?’




  ‘Oh no, we don’t pick up hitch-hikers,’ said the driver. ‘There’s no reason for hitch-hiking, not with all the trains and buses. If you give a lift to one hiker,

  then suddenly it’s every one and his mother saving their bus-fares and taking advantage.’




  ‘I’m so cold,’ said Millie. ‘The bus didn’t come and I’m stranded.’




  A car behind hooted loudly.




  ‘Oh, for the love of God, Doonan, we’re still in the way!’




  ‘We could take her to the next town, Father,’ said Doonan. ‘It’s a wild night for a young girl to be out on her own.’




  The driver leaned forward as far as he could and stared harder at Millie. He had a lobster-red face under a bald, flaking cranium. The nose was big and hooked, and the eyebrows were thick white,

  over tiny black eyes. A huge truck revved behind them and sounded its horn, long and ferocious. The noise was like a gale and the car rocked from side to side.




  ‘Very well, get in,’ said the driver. ‘Hurry, now!’




  Both men struggled to open the back door. There were suitcases over the seat, but Millie was inside in seconds, shoving her own bag in hard. ‘We’ll get you to the next town, but

  I’m not sure . . . Oh, look at this mad fool, Doonan! Alright, alright!’




  The truck behind was still blaring its horn. It had levered itself out into the oncoming traffic, which had come to a halt, and was inching past.




  ‘Put your flashers on, Father,’ said Doonan.




  ‘Doonan, if I knew where the blasted things were, I’d have put them on long ago. Is the child in?’




  ‘Yes!’ shouted Millie.




  ‘So steamed up I can’t see . . . where’s the damned indicator? Oh!’




  The windscreen wipers had been chugging away evenly, now they doubled their speed. The car shunted forward once more, bounced down from the kerb, and stalled. There was a new flurry of furious

  horns and someone was yelling.




  ‘Do you think this is the right direction?’ said Doonan. He had to twist himself round in his seatbelt, and Millie saw that he was young and friendly, with a spray of pimples. His

  eyes blinked under pale lashes and he seemed to be panting.




  ‘Damn and blast!’ cursed the driver. ‘If we can’t get this louse of a car started, we’re in trouble! Say your prayers, both of you.’




  ‘You know, you really shouldn’t be hitch-hiking,’ said Doonan. ‘You meet strange people, and—’




  ‘Damn and blast, she’s dead as a door-nail!’ The driver turned the ignition again and the car coughed hysterically.




  ‘Hold your foot flat down, Father,’ said Doonan. ‘I think she’s—’




  ‘I’m doing exactly that! Start, damn you!’




  The engine roared into life, for a racing-car start. There was a furious knocking under the floor, so Doonan had to shout to be heard. ‘You say you’re going to school? It seems a bit

  late to be starting off—’




  ‘Boarding school,’ said Millie. She raised her voice over the screams of second gear. ‘It’s the other side of Taunton and I’m supposed to be there by six.

  It’s called Ribblestrop Towers.’




  A startled look came into the young man’s eyes. He clutched the headrest and stared harder. ‘You didn’t say Ribblestrop Towers, did you?’




  ‘Yes. You’ve probably heard of it because of what went on last term. It was in the papers, and a TV station came down—’




  ‘Not Ribblestrop Towers, surely! The house owned by Lady Vyner?’




  Millie was nodding.




  ‘Father, listen to this!’




  ‘I can barely see the road, Doonan – we’re steaming up. Nor can I find . . . third blasted gear . . .’




  ‘But listen, Father, listen to this! This child is on her way to Ribblestrop Towers! Now is that not the Lord’s doing?’ He looked back at Millie and laughed. ‘We’re

  going there ourselves! This is Father O’Hanrahan, the new chaplain. And I’m Brother Doonan, I’m just a trainee. We’re on our way to that very place!’




  The car picked up speed, swerving madly as the driver wiped a vision hole through the mist on the windscreen. Oncoming lights were also swerving and hooting and it occurred to Millie that

  she’d exchanged rain and discomfort for danger of a more lethal kind.




  ‘This is remarkable,’ prattled Doonan. ‘You see, Father O’Hanrahan wrote to the headmaster offering to help out with the chapel. He’d heard about the monks, you

  see.’ He laughed. ‘I might be your teacher! I’m trying to get a little work-experience – I failed my exams so the college had to let me go.’




  Millie raised her eyebrows and tried to smile.




  ‘Oh, but what a fantastic coincidence!’ laughed the boy. ‘Maybe it’s my map-reading skills after all!’




  ‘It’s the guidance of God, Doonan,’ said Father O’Hanrahan, heavily. ‘Ask her if she’s met the Brethren. They’ve had that vow of silence for some time,

  but she might have seen them round the grounds.’




  ‘I hear they’re a very devout order—’ said Doonan.




  ‘Do you know the little chapel?’ interrupted the driver. He turned round in his seat and peered at Millie. ‘What’s your name, child?’




  ‘Millie,’ said Millie.




  ‘There’s a little chapel, Millie, with a crypt. Have you been down to it?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Can you get down? I heard it had been bricked up, so I was saying to Doonan that our first job is to get all that sorted.’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘Have you spoken to the Brethren? They’re still there, aren’t they?’




  ‘Yes, but you hardly—’




  ‘There’s a walking ghost too, so we heard,’ said Brother Doonan. His eyes grew round with excitement. Millie guessed his age as about seventeen.




  ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘The ghost of Lord Vyner, but you don’t actually see him—’




  ‘That’s what we heard!’ cried the driver. ‘That’s the very one: a soul in pain, carrying secrets and sins, slipping around the place. I’ll be putting that

  fellow to rest – that’s one of my first duties.’




  ‘Father O’Hanrahan is an exorcist,’ said Doonan. ‘Do you know what that is?’




  ‘I saw the movie,’ said Millie.




  ‘It’s a gift that the Lord put in my hands,’ said Father O’Hanrahan. ‘I don’t keep count of the demons I’ve dealt with and I take no credit. If I can

  wrestle a soul from Satan, then it’s to the glory of God. And this Lord Vyner character, well! A violent past, as I understand it. It’s not surprising he can get no rest. That’s

  what I told your headmaster: you can’t run a school with a walking ghost! The school needs a chaplain it can trust.’




  The car picked up speed and Father O’Hanrahan laughed. ‘Oh yes – the Lord is certainly with us today!’ he cried. ‘Goodness knows what would have become of this girl

  if we hadn’t been passing. What’s her name again?’




  ‘Millie,’ said Millie.




  ‘Well, Minnie. I hope we can rely on your total and unconditional help after this. That chapel needs to be looked after, and we’re going to need all the hands we can get. Is it true

  that some of the children are heathen?’




  ‘Father, I don’t think they allow that word any more—’




  ‘I’m asking the child, Doonan – don’t tell me what I can and can’t say! Is there a living faith, Minnie? Will I get resistance or cooperation?’




  ‘There’s no faith at all that I’m aware of,’ said Millie. ‘The only time anyone prays is before a football match, and that’s because we’re

  desperate.’




  ‘Well,’ said Father O’Hanrahan. ‘If that’s the case, I think we should say a prayer right here and now, and start as we mean to go on. And you, Miss Minnie: you

  should open up your proud heart and find it in your proud self to thank God for this deliverance – or you’d still be on that road, prey to any passing madman.’




  ‘What do you think, Millie?’ said Doonan. ‘Do you have a favourite prayer?’




  ‘I don’t believe in God,’ said Millie. ‘I’m an atheist.’




  Doonan stared.’




  ‘What did she say?’ said Father O’Hanrahan.




  ‘She said she doesn’t believe, Father.’




  ‘Then our work has surely started. Will you take the wheel a moment, Doonan? I’m going to say a few words and make this fool mindful of her salvation.’




  







  Chapter Two




  The rain was beating harder than ever. Doonan put a hand on the steering wheel, and peered through the misted wind screen.




  ‘I can’t really see, Father, to be honest.’




  ‘If the child herself won’t show gratitude,’ said Father O’Hanrahan, ‘we’ll show it for her.’ He clasped his hands over his chest and changed his

  register. He spoke softly and earnestly, as if to a friend. ‘Look down on us, oh Lord. We thank you, here and now, for this encouraging sign. We thank you, God, for keeping us

  safe.’




  ‘Amen,’ said Brother Doonan.




  The car was veering right; Doonan eased it left.




  ‘We all need help, and most of us are humble enough to ask for it. We ask you now to open the eyes of the blind, and as we seek to work with your brethren, may we bring the chapel back to

  glory and reinstate what is lost.’




  ‘Amen to that.’




  ‘We know there will be obstacles and hazards, like the stubborn child behind me.’




  It occurred to Millie that both men had their eyes closed. She couldn’t be sure, but a kind of rapture had descended. She could also see what looked like a build-up of traffic ahead and

  the red lights of an intersection.




  ‘We’re going too fast,’ she said softly.




  ‘Do you think so?’ said Doonan. ‘Well, the Holy Spirit can be a frightening thing, but you have to trust—’




  ‘Seriously,’ said Millie. ‘We’re going too fast.’




  ‘It was like that for me,’ said Doonan. ‘I was just your age, and one day I found myself speeding towards the presence of God, and—’




  Millie was fired by instinct. She jumped forward and grabbed the wheel.




  The two men jerked their eyes open and saw the danger at once. For a second or two, they fought, with flapping hands. Father O’Hanrahan stamped on the brake just as Doonan screamed.




  Time slows down when you crash.




  The slow-motion cuts in and you get to see every amazing detail. From Millie’s point of view, there was a great comet-shower of red lights hurtling towards them. The soundtrack was an

  agonising howl of brakes and horns. Brake lights, traffic lights, and the long, pink strip of a petrol garage: the colours ran together in the rain, and as she twisted the wheel, she got the

  vehicle clear of the stationary cars. They fishtailed wildly as the wheels locked, and Father O’Hanrahan snatched them away from an oncoming truck. Thus they skimmed into the centre of the

  junction: the great box of the A312 and A303 interchange, beside the Family Roadgrill and Travellers’ Sleepeasy. Millie’s car floated through at twenty miles per hour; a family saloon

  emerging from the garage crawled into her path at less than five.




  They smashed together in a shower of glass.




  Mercifully, everyone was belted in, so the worst injuries were three whiplashed necks and a nosebleed. It could have been so much worse, and the police said that many times over the next few

  hours.




  Who was driving the family saloon? A cautious driver by the name of Donald Tack. His wife, Edith, was next to him, and in the back, amongst comics, games, and sweet-wrappers, sat Sam Tack, Jacob

  Ruskin, and a newcomer to the school: nine-year-old Oli, brother to Jacob. Their car was spun three hundred and sixty degrees, and two of the windows burst over them, but it was actually no worse

  than one of those fairground rides you pay several pounds for. Oli had the nosebleed, but that was shock, not impact. He was reading his advanced guide to radio technology and was mortified to get

  blood on it. But he didn’t cry. Nobody did.




  The children were herded into the Family Roadgrill by teams of helpful garage staff. Millie’s vehicle was crunched up against a lamp-post, but the back door opened easily enough. She was

  pulled out, and was able to stand shakily in the fuel and water that poured out of the broken car. The adults stayed where they were.




  ‘Millie!’ said Ruskin.




  The two children looked at each other, thunderstruck. There was Ruskin, short and wide, built like a balloon. He snatched off his glasses to clear them of raindrops, grinning happily.

  ‘Unbelievable!’ he said.




  He started to laugh. Sam was more worried about his parents, but a forceful waitress led him and the others firmly to a table.




  ‘Of all the incredible coincidences, what are you doing here, Millie? How was Canada?’




  Millie was trembling with shock. ‘I didn’t go to Canada,’ she said.




  ‘Yes you did – you went with Sanchez. You patched things up at the end of term, and everyone said you were going to Canada!’




  ‘Sanchez lives in Colombia.’




  ‘Did you go?’




  ‘Yes. Ruskin, what are you doing here? Were you in that car?’




  ‘Yes! Sam’s dad was driving. We’re on our way to Ribblestrop, same as you.’




  He sat down at the table and Millie joined him.




  ‘We were delayed,’ continued Ruskin. ‘Ironic really. Sam forgot his cap, so we had to drive over to his house and no one could find it. When we did find it, we were running

  late, so my father got a bit cross and we decided to go in Sam’s car instead, and have tea on the road. In fact, this is our table – I bet there’s a cup left in that

  pot.’




  ‘You and Sam spent Christmas together?’ said Millie. ‘That must have been . . . mesmerising. Could I have a hot chocolate?’ she said to the waitress.




  ‘We actually live quite close to each other,’ said Ruskin. ‘So we’ve been taking it in turns to have sleepovers. The fun we’ve had, honestly! We’ve got some

  super stories. Sam’s dad had a fall and had to go into hospital. That meant we had the house almost to ourselves – and the things we got up to!’




  ‘Could I have another glass of water?’ said a quiet voice, nervously.




  Millie looked again at the third member of Ruskin’s party. Ribblestrop uniform, same as the rest. But this child was smaller, thinner, and altogether weirder. He had a tuft of pale hair on

  the top of his head and slightly protruding teeth. His eyes were huge and his little pink hands clung to the table top. He had the look of a foetus, born very prematurely and dressed up in clothes

  that would never fit. His grey shirt collar didn’t touch his neck, and he didn’t appear to have any shoulders.




  ‘Who’s the alien?’ said Millie.




  ‘Pardon?’




  ‘You’ve brought a pet. What’s its name?’




  Ruskin closed his eyes. ‘This is my little brother, Millie. His name’s Oli.’




  ‘No way,’ said Millie. ‘It must have been a Christmas present.’




  ‘Actually, Millie, you’re wrong and you’re rude,’ said Ruskin. ‘And I had forgotten how hurtful you can be. Oli’s nine and he’s got a GCSE in maths

  already, so don’t insult him.’




  ‘Mmm, hello,’ said Oli, breathlessly.




  ‘Wow,’ said Millie. ‘I love the voice.’




  ‘I’ve told Oli all about you, Millie,’ said Ruskin. ‘I don’t think I mentioned your insensitive side, though. We may not look the same, but we’re alike in

  many ways, or that’s what our parents say. So if you think you’re going to pick on Oli, you’ll be dealing with me and Sam first.’




  ‘Oh no,’ said Sam.




  The others looked up. Sam hadn’t joined them at the table. He was at the window, nose against the glass. The first blue light had appeared, closely followed by another. There were distant

  sirens too. Floodlights were going up on stands, reflecting broken glass: a couple of men from the garage were directing traffic, and both crashed vehicles were still full of grown-ups. Sam watched

  as the first couple of stretchers emerged from an ambulance.




  Ruskin got up and went to his friend. ‘Don’t worry, Sam, they always use stretchers these days. I think it’s for training – it doesn’t mean anyone’s badly

  hurt.’




  ‘Dad has only just got well,’ said Sam. ‘They’ve just taken the cast off!’




  ‘Psst,’ said Millie. Oli snapped his eyes up to hers; they had been wandering crazily over to the windows, then to his hands. ‘Oli Ruskin.’




  ‘Hello,’ said Oli.




  ‘Did your brother tell you about the new system we have this term?’




  Oli’s eyes fluttered. ‘Mmm,’ he said. ‘He told me some stuff.’




  ‘It’s a bit like the old days, at all those posh public schools. New boys are assigned to the more senior pupils, like me and Sanchez. They have to run errands. Shoe-cleaning,

  toast-making, that kind of thing.’




  Oli groped for a word.




  ‘How old are you again?’ said Millie.




  ‘Nine,’ said Oli. ‘And a half.’




  ‘Look. I don’t want you getting bullied. If you play your cards right, I’ll see you get put with me.’




  Oli’s eyes filled with tears, but whether they were from fear or gratitude wasn’t clear.




  ‘Why are you coming to Ribblestrop?’ said Millie. ‘Didn’t your brother warn you what happens?’




  ‘Mmm, well. I was . . . Mmm.’




  Millie tried to put on a kinder face. She sat a little lower in her chair and tried to meet the boy’s troubled eyes.




  ‘You see, my primary school was a bit useless,’ said Oli. ‘I was really just repeating work, treading water really, which was hardly challenging. So they put me up to the next

  class but it wasn’t any better – it had rather a worksheet methodology and I wanted something more project-orientated, something more stretching. I did a trial day at the big

  school, you know – the local boys’ comprehensive. I—’




  ‘Didn’t you like it?’




  ‘Mmm, all the boys. They were really quite rough and they were just doing things I’d done at home. I had a tutor, you see.’




  ‘Did they beat you up?’




  ‘I was only there for a morning. They said they would, though.’




  ‘I don’t think they’d have appreciated you. I think it was a wise call, coming here. I’ll make sure nobody touches you, Oli. But you will have to do a few jobs – is

  that OK?’




  Oli licked his lips nervously. His Adam’s apple bobbed and he looked around him, as if to check nobody could hear. He leaned forward in his seat. ‘You seem very decent,’ he

  said. ‘Do you have any, mmm . . . hobbies?’




  ‘Hobbies?’ said Millie. ‘What, like stamp-collecting?’




  Oli was nodding.




  ‘No,’ said Millie.




  ‘I do.’




  ‘I bet you do.’




  ‘We’ve got a really good hobby. Sam’s into it as well, so’s my brother. If you like . . .’ Again he looked around nervously and pulled a booklet out of a pocket.

  ‘For a job, I mean . . . I’ll show you how to make one of these. I’ve got loads of spares.’




  ‘What is it?’




  Oli pushed the booklet across the table and Millie glanced quickly down tiny columns of small print, taking in complex-looking cross-section diagrams. Oli’s face had changed; it was now

  eager. He stood up and leaned forward, his nose close to the page. He was breathing quickly. ‘Four-wheel-drives, radio-controlled. That’s just the chassis, showing how to mount the

  clutch. Sam’s got a Land Rover. I’ve got an earth-mover, more of a drill really. It’s the sort of thing you use to make underground railways; it drills the soil and clears it. If

  you like, I could make you the submarine.’




  ‘Could you do me a favour, Oli?’




  The child nodded.




  ‘While I’m reading this, could you get me a saucer I can use as an ashtray?’ Millie had produced a cigarette. She was searching for her lighter. Oli gazed up at her, his tongue

  just visible between his lips.




  ‘Your first errand,’ said Millie. ‘Go and get a saucer, and see what’s happened to my hot chocolate.’




  ‘OK.’




  ‘In fact, Oli?’




  The boy turned, hands up at his chest.




  ‘Get the menu, will you? I want proper food.’




  Oli trotted off. Outside a fire-engine manoeuvred past Father O’Hanrahan’s car and got the foam hoses ready. It said something for Oli’s new sense of responsibility that he

  didn’t drift off to watch. He did everything Millie had asked, making sure she had salt and pepper cellars, a napkin, and even a towel for her dripping hair. Then he sat next to her and

  explained exactly how her submarine would work.




  Millie discovered that she was getting quite interested. She put down her fork and took the boy’s small, frail ear between her fingers.




  Oli stopped talking and stared with big fascinated eyes.




  ‘You’re actually quite cute,’ she said. ‘I think we’re going to be friends.’




  The blood rushed to Oli’s face and in three seconds he was scarlet.




  







  Chapter Three




  Back at Ribblestrop Towers, it was still Christmas.




  Father Christmas himself was sitting on a desk. Opposite him stood a large snowman and on the sofa, looking anxiously through thick glasses, sat an elderly fairy. The school hadn’t had a

  Christmas party at the end of the winter term; it hadn’t seemed appropriate as the police were still in the grounds recovering the body-parts of the deputy headmistress. The headmaster,

  Captain Routon and Professor Worthington had therefore been keen to start the new term in celebration and style – hence the fancy dress.




  Downstairs, the orphans were waiting, dressed as elves. The feast was laid, and there were gifts, jellies, and crackers plus an enormous gingerbread model of the school. There was to be a disco

  and finally a film.




  The headmaster put the telephone back into its cradle.




  ‘Bad news,’ he said.




  ‘What’s happened?’ said the captain.




  ‘There’s been a car accident and they’re all stuck in Somerset. They won’t be down till tomorrow.’




  ‘Anybody hurt, Giles?’ said the fairy.




  ‘No, thankfully – everyone’s fine. I didn’t quite understand the details; there was a lot of background noise. But it would seem that the Tack parents are in Casualty,

  just being checked over. They’re with those two . . . religious people.’




  ‘What about the children?’




  ‘They seem to be right as rain. They’ve been installed in one of those Sleepeasys for the night, and they’re hoping we can send a vehicle tomorrow morning.’




  ‘Easy enough, sir. I can take the van.’




  ‘It’s not really roadworthy, is it, Routon?’




  ‘There’s a few jobs left to do, but it gets from A to B. I’ll leave first thing.’




  ‘We’d better tell everyone downstairs. Drat it, I had so hoped to get off to a good start. The orphans were disappointed enough about Sanchez’s late arrival . . .’




  ‘We can have the party tomorrow, Giles – it’s hardly the end of the world.’




  ‘Jellies won’t keep, sir.’




  ‘We’ll eat the jellies and show the film. Poor kids! They’ll be going out of their minds with boredom waiting at a motorway service station. You know, I had a feeling something

  was wrong.’




  ‘Go!’ shrieked Oli. ‘Straight!’




  ‘I can’t control it!’




  ‘Pull the throttle and get the drill down . . . you’ve missed it!’




  Oli Ruskin had climbed up onto the television, which was bolted to a high bracket in the corner of the Special Deluxe Supersize Family Room. From there he could supervise operations. The room

  was ideal: minimal furniture, all easy to move, and a smooth industrial carpet.




  Millie sat on its far corner; she had the radio console in her hands and was doing her best to control the digger-vehicle. It had a mind of its own, but she was learning, and laughing with

  excitement.




  ‘Reverse!’ yelled Oli. ‘Go left, go left!’




  ‘I can’t find reverse!’




  There were three radio-controlled vehicles in operation, each one about fifty centimetres long. Ruskin Senior had a truck; Sam had a Land Rover. Ruskin Junior had a strange armadillo-like

  vehicle, with twelve small wheels and a sharp, rotating snout. The task was to get each vehicle through the obstacle course that they’d built from the Sleepeasy furniture. Oli had devised a

  series of penalties and rewards, and was in charge of the clock. The obstacles were mattresses, blankets, and a telephone cable stretched between bed-legs. It was the telephone wire that Millie was

  finding tricky; she had to find a point at which the snout of her drill could get under it. She was losing valuable seconds and Sam’s time had been good.




  The windows were all open, but the room still stank of engine oil and smoke. Ruskin Senior was in charge of refuelling, for the little motors ran down ridiculously quickly. Larger fuel tanks

  were on order, but Oli was worried they’d need complicated pumps.




  ‘Rotate it!’ cried Oli. ‘Rotate it!’




  ‘Damn,’ said Millie. She rammed the toy forward and this time got the drill-head spinning. It severed the telephone cord and took a chunk out of a chair leg.




  ‘Good!’ shouted Ruskin.




  ‘Yes, but she loses five for cutting,’ said Oli. He scribbled a mark on the wall beside him.




  Millie pressed the steering lever and, amazingly, the vehicle obeyed her and started up the mattress-mountain. Its wheels caught on the sheet and soon it was up to the apex – it nearly

  toppled over but righted itself – and started down the steepest part of the slope. They’d propped two mattresses together over a low armchair, and it was a difficult thing to negotiate.

  All the toys had four-wheel drives and magi-grip tyres; Oli had put a little extra weight on the chassis of his vehicle, to keep the centre of gravity low. Despite Millie’s clumsy control,

  she was making good time now.




  ‘Oh, keep it steady . . .’ shouted Oli. He was living every half-metre of progress, his hands twitching at imaginary controls. The engine noise was unbearable: high-pitched and

  wasp-like. It sawed at the ear relentlessly, the clutch of the little vehicle burning as it teetered down the slope. There were pizza cartons scattered round the room. The boys had torn up the

  polystyrene bases, and Sam had used the pieces to lay out a curving road as part of the floor-level steering test. Millie approached it now, in full control.




  ‘Slow down,’ whispered Oli. ‘Try and get the nose up.’




  Ruskin walked along with the little car, intent on its progress. His own vehicle had taken eleven minutes to complete the course; Millie was on a very promising eight so far. She turned into the

  first straight and missed the curve. Reverse, try again. She oversteered. Black smoke was leaking from the engine and she couldn’t work out how to close off the drill. This was a problem as

  the razor-sharp edge was cutting into the carpet, sending wool-threads spinning – the friction was counting against her.




  Nobody heard the hammering on the door.




  Millie was stuck and the seconds were ticking by. Oli and Sam were cheering. The finishing post was a pillowcase dangling over a coffee table, and it was going to be very close. The drill was

  devouring the carpet, the nylon threads melting and smouldering. Millie tried to reverse again.




  ‘Go!’ shrieked Oli. ‘You can cut through it!’




  Ruskin was jumping up and down: ‘She’s stuck, she’s stuck!’ But Millie found reverse and somehow disentangled the drill. She went for the home stretch fast, missing the

  pillow and curving wildly. This time the drill slammed into the skirting-board, and the boys cheered louder, knowing she was losing more points. Sam leaped onto the mattresses, did a backward flip

  from the table; he punched the air, confident that he had the best time. He bounced to his feet and ran to Oli: the child was doing complicated sums on the wall, subtracting and adding points.




  ‘Sixty-two!’ he cried.




  ‘Never!’




  ‘Sixty-two, so Jake’s seventy-nine points and you’re eighty-one.’




  ‘Yes! I’ll go again,’ said Sam.




  ‘Hang on, I haven’t even been!’ said Oli. ‘Millie just had my go. I haven’t been!’ He went to rescue his toy, which had split the wood and was now drilling

  through breeze-block. He was about to shut down the motor, when the bedroom door was thrown open and a man in pyjamas stood there, gaping. By his side stood the Sleepeasy receptionist.




  ‘What the hell . . .’ said the man. Millie and the boys stared at him.




  The receptionist was a lady of middle-age: smart, stout, and carefully permed. She held a pass-key in her hand and her mouth was a little black hole of disbelief. She’d been on duty when

  the road accident had happened. She had been calm and efficient, and dealt with the worried Mrs Tack, agreeing to keep an eye on things. Sam in particular had reminded her of her own little boy,

  ten years ago. She’d meant to pop up and put an ear to the door earlier on, but there’d been a booking mix-up and some builders had arrived unexpectedly, needing accommodation. Then a

  big, foreign man had insisted on paying cash with a kilo of coins. The credit-card machine had gone down immediately after that, which led to the computer freezing. It was another guest who’d

  alerted her to the indescribable noises coming from the family room. Her eyes took in the smoke, the debris, the upside-down, flung-about furniture: her mouth opened wider as it hunted for an

  appropriate word. She looked at the children themselves. They had looked so smart, trooping in after the ambulances and fire-engines had departed. Now they stood there, tie-less and blazer-less

  – the sweet one had dirt over his face and his shirt had been used as a cleaning rag, the tails covered in what looked like oil . . .




  The man in pyjamas said, ‘I’ve never seen anything like this.’




  ‘Were we keeping you awake?’ shouted Ruskin, over the noise of Oli’s digger. ‘That was the last race. I’m ever so sorry.’




  ‘Was not!’ said Oli.




  ‘Oli, you gave your go to Millie!’




  ‘I didn’t!’




  The receptionist clutched the door frame. She was making small sounds, rather like a puppy. Just as she thought she had the right phrase, she noticed a new detail of the devastation. At last the

  fuel ran out and the engine stopped.




  ‘We’ll tidy up,’ said Sam. ‘It looks worse than it is, but honestly, we’ve been doing this at home all over Christmas.’




  ‘We always clear up,’ cried Ruskin. ‘I say, are you alright?’




  The receptionist was hyperventilating. She had seen the black gash in the peacock-blue carpet. Now she saw black smoke rising from the skirting-board.




  ‘You need to sit down,’ said Millie.




  The receptionist looked up and noticed that the room’s smoke alarm had been disabled: the wires hung out and the battery was gone. It was just as well, because acrid smoke hung under the

  ceiling – there was a breeze from outside and a wisp was blown into the corridor. The man in pyjamas was picking his way over the debris, his hands on his head. Unseen, the smoke continued to

  billow through the open doorway.




  The receptionist’s head started to jerk. She stepped into the room and found that her shoulders were locked up around her ears. Her fingers were splayed out in front of her chest as well,

  as if for protection. She looked up at Oli, sitting high on the TV, and his bug-eyes stared into hers. ‘Can you help me down?’ he said.




  At that moment, the smoke alarm in the corridor decided it had had enough. There were various types of smoke all mixed together in a rich cocktail: now was the time to warn the world. An

  ear-splitting shriek blared from every speaker and then it settled into stabbing squeals that split the ear. Within five seconds doors were opening, and the noise jerked the receptionist back into

  action. At least this was a situation she’d been trained to deal with – there were routines for fire alarms.




  ‘Outside,’ she said. ‘Quickly!’




  ‘Why?’ said Ruskin.




  ‘Fire alarm. Car park. Everyone!’




  ‘There’s no fire,’ said Millie. ‘It’s engine smoke – you can see it.’




  In fact, there was a fire, though it was fairly small at present. The skirting-board had been so scorched by Millie’s drilling that flames were appearing. The wallpaper above was

  vinyl and it was beginning to melt. A sheet on a nearby chair was getting warmer and would burst into flames very soon.




  ‘Car park!’ said the receptionist. ‘Come on, quickly! Car park! Fire!’ She had to shout over the din. The corridor behind her was now full of people, peering at the

  children.




  ‘Get outside!’ said the man. ‘Do as you’re bloody told, all of you! Outside!’




  The children grabbed their blazers and meekly left the room. They joined a line of hurrying people, all shrugging themselves into coats.




  ‘Sam,’ shouted Oli. He was being hustled away by the receptionist, but Sam was still kicking on his shoes. ‘Don’t leave the toys! Get the toys! Wait,’ he said.




  But his voice wasn’t strong enough and he was lost in a river of foul-tempered adults.




  Oli Ruskin was just nine-and-a-half years old and had built all three radio-controlled vehicles with his own hands. His brother and Sam had helped, but he’d seen the project through from

  inception, so he felt the pure love of ownership. He’d washed cars, cleaned windows, and walked dogs to raise the money. He had a paper-round every morning, with a bag so huge and heavy he

  could barely lift it. The thought of his precious models being in an unlocked room made him breathless with panic, but what could he do? He was being herded along the corridor.




  ‘Jake,’ he said to his brother.




  Ruskin didn’t hear. He was saying something to Millie and the alarms had now switched to an urgent, angry throb that was guaranteed to make you panic. More and more people were emerging,

  and when they reached the reception area, it was packed. People were doubling back to get warm clothes, parents were calling after children, and another receptionist had appeared and was screaming,

  ‘It’s not a practice!’ over and over again.




  Oli closed his eyes in despair. He slowed his pace, letting people overtake him. The woman who’d pushed him had gone. The angry man was running ahead. Oli took his chance and doubled

  back.




  The fire doors had all swung shut and the emergency lights had come on bright and blue. Oli hurried left and scampered back towards his room. Was it right or left, though? He’d forgotten

  the number and all the doors looked the same. He stood in the corridor, peering this way and that, thinking only of his toys.




  It was five minutes later that Millie noticed he was gone.




  ‘Where’s Oli?’ she said.




  Sam and Ruskin were arguing about scores and didn’t hear her. One of the receptionists had found a loudhailer and was explaining her legal duties according to the health-and-safety

  executive. There was a cold wind blowing and it swept across the car park in gusts.




  Millie’s eyes jumped from group to group. A cluster of men squatted together, drinking from beer cans. A young couple were locked in an embrace, kissing. A toddler seemed to be imitating

  the fire alarm and its parents were trying to silence it. She walked briskly back to the reception area. If Oli had stayed inside – or gone back to the room to rescue something – could

  he find his way out? She imagined him frightened and alone, and quickened her step.




  Once inside, she was faced by the same four corridors that had confused Oli.




  She thought hard, but couldn’t remember which one led to their room. She couldn’t even remember the room number – Mrs Tack had done the business. She chose a corridor at random

  and pushed through the first fire-door. As it closed behind her, she started to jog. She needed to be fast if she had four corridors to search. She was about to call the boy’s name, when she

  heard the most dreadful sound. It stopped her in mid-step and her body went ice-cold. The noise was close and the corridor gave it a terrible echo.




  It was the roar of something wild. And there was the stink of animal.




  







  Chapter Four




  ‘Help . . .’ said a voice.




  Millie felt her heart lurch and she was drenched with sweat. She was looking at Oli. He was in the elbow of the corridor, just ahead of her, his back pressed against the wall. He was looking

  straight ahead, at something dreadfully, dangerously black. It was a cat and it was huge. As the fire-door clicked shut behind her, the beast spun round in panic – then it jerked itself

  backwards, ready to spring. Shoulders, paws, and a gigantic head; its mouth was slavering, lips pulled back to reveal a shark’s mouth full of monstrous teeth. She couldn’t move, she was

  held by the flashing eyes. The jaws were opening, it was ready to spring.




  ‘Millie, don’t move! Don’t move!’




  As Oli spoke, the cat spun again, unsure who to confront. Millie realised it was as terrified as she was. She tried to scream, but she simply didn’t have the air to do it. She would die in

  silence, because the beast was turning once more, as if it had made up its mind. It was growling – a long, low, quavering groan as it went down low on its haunches. Its head was on one side,

  touching the floor, a demented look in its eyes. The claws were getting longer, sharp as meat-hooks.




  ‘Oy!’ said a voice.




  Millie felt a hand on her shoulder. Strong fingers gripped her. They eased her back, slowly. She’d heard nobody, but then she’d been transfixed, waiting to die. The voice came again

  and she noticed a thick accent. The hand was drawing her back.




  ‘Slowly, huh? Ver’, ver’ slow . . .’




  She tried to speak but, like the receptionist, her jaws had been locked by the shock.




  The voice whispered in her ear, ‘Stay behin’ me, alright? You OK now . . .’




  Then, presumably to the cat, the voice hissed, ‘You stay there and don’ you even move!’




  Millie was drawn backwards. She smelled the sweat of the man, and now she saw him: he was short and powerful.




  ‘Stay righ’ behind me,’ he whispered.




  To Oli, he said, ‘Keep still!’




  The man wore pyjama bottoms and a vest. He had coarse black hair and huge shoulders: he was half animal himself, with dark skin covered in tattoos. He took a step towards the cat: it snarled,

  less confidently.




  ‘Please help,’ said Oli.




  ‘Shh!’




  The man dropped to his knees. He put his hand on the animal’s snout, gently, and massaged its head. The cat relaxed slowly out of its awful attack-stance, but opened its mouth yet wider.

  The snarl turned into a yawn and the beast flopped onto its side.




  The man rubbed the cat hard, between the ears, hard enough to hurt. Then he took it by the chin with his other hand and knelt over it. ‘Five minutes,’ he said, gently. ‘I go

  for jus’ five minutes!’




  The cat lifted a foreleg and pawed him gently; Millie saw that the man’s right arm was covered in scars.




  Oli was still against the wall, peering down, his hands over his mouth.




  ‘Five minutes,’ said the man again. ‘I jus’ go to the truck for a little check, and – man-oh-man, end of the world! She so scared. Very scared, aren’t

  you, baby? Huh? What’s going on? is that what you thinking, eh?’ He was crooning, as if to a baby in a pram, and all the time stroking the huge head.




  He looked round at Millie. ‘You don’t say anything, OK?’ he said. ‘I am so sorry, but you get her so scared. We better go.’ He looked back at Oli. ‘This is

  big trouble – I am so sorry, I don’ know why I come in here.’




  He pulled the animal’s head right round and the cat got to its feet and allowed itself to be led. As the animal faced him, Oli went into spasms, his hands shaking; a high-pitched cry

  wavered out of him.




  ‘Is OK, OK!’ said the man. ‘She was thinking you dangerous, but she knows now. Is OK, keep still! Give me your hand.’




  Oli tried to snatch his arm out of the way, but the man caught it by the blazer sleeve. He took the child’s wrist and led the palm over the cat’s head. Slowly, carefully, he brought

  it round to the muzzle.




  ‘OK, you see? Now she knows . . . Now she know there’s no problem. Follow me.’




  ‘I want my brother,’ said Oli.




  ‘One minute, jus’ come with me one minute. Both of you.’




  ‘Come where?’ said Millie. She barely recognised her own voice. ‘I think we should leave.’




  ‘One minute.’




  The man led his cat along the corridor. It had a heavy, powerful walk, and from behind Millie could see that its belly was huge and heavy.




  Five doors down, they came to one that was open: a section round the handle had been broken and was jagged shards of wood.




  ‘Oh, Violetta!’ groaned the man. ‘You gonna get me in such trouble: we gotta go, right now . . .’




  The cat’s mood had changed. It was surly and bored, and it ambled into the room, clambering straight up onto the bed. The stink of wild animal was heavier than ever. Millie and Oli watched

  transfixed as the cat turned and turned, the bed-frame groaning under the weight. The sheets were torn and filthy. The cat settled; it dropped into comfortable repose and yawned again, as if to

  show off those magnificent fangs.




  ‘What is it?’ said Millie.




  ‘Is a panther. Is a black panther.’




  ‘I thought,’ said Oli, ‘I thought . . . that . . . it was going to eat me.’




  ‘She don’ want to eat no one; she’s got other things on her mind. She gonna sling the babes any day now, I think tonight maybe. Thass why I put her in my room.’




  ‘Oh . . . she’s pregnant!’ said Oli.




  ‘Course she’s pregnant – look at her! She got five or six babes there. Boy-oh-boy, she get scared so easy, man. You knock on the door, or what?’




  ‘No,’ said Oli. ‘I was looking for my room. I was walking past and I heard the noise, and I thought someone was . . . possibly interfering with my things . . . And then

  suddenly . . .’ The child’s voice was wobbling. ‘I was trapped!’




  ‘Is OK,’ said the man. ‘You did good – you a very brave boy.’




  ‘I thought I ought to stay calm, but she looked at me . . . She didn’t seem to like me very much.’




  The man was packing his things. ‘Well, you mustn’t take that personal! She jus’ got a lot on her mind. They go crazy with the babes; all the animals do.’ He had a small

  holdall on a chair and was stuffing bits and pieces into it. The panther was starting to purr with a deep, recharging sort of sound.




  Oli moved a trembling hand towards its ribs.




  ‘Yeah, you can touch her. No problem, now she knows you.’




  ‘You could have been killed, Oli,’ said Millie. ‘What the hell were you doing, wandering off by yourself?’




  Oli said, ‘I was looking for our models!’




  ‘Where’s your parents?’ said the man. ‘This is going to be big problem for me, you start telling everyone. Jeez, every little simple thing in this country go so

  wrong.’




  ‘Where are you from?’ said Millie.




  ‘São Paulo. You know São Paulo? Big city in Brazil.’




  ‘I know the airport,’ said Millie. ‘It’s where I bought these.’ She produced a crumpled cigarette packet. ‘What are you? A circus?’




  ‘No. Just a big mess is what I am – my name’s Flavio.’




  ‘Flav—?’




  ‘It’s Portuguese.’




  ‘Why are you keeping a panther in your room? Shouldn’t he be in a cage?’




  ‘It’s not a boy, OK? She’s a girl: Violetta. Look at her, man – how can you say she’s a boy? And she was in a cage, she’s always in a cage. I take her

  to my room because any time now, she’s gonna sling the babes. The truck’s freezing. No one’s sleeping out there, not with the heating like it is – truck’s a whole pile

  a . . . rubbish, that’s another story. So, yeah, I took a chance. Sometimes you gotta take chances. You gotta cigarette in there? Then we gotta go.’




  She passed one to him. ‘We’ve nearly been killed, haven’t we?’




  ‘No way. There’s a-no way she kills you. She would a-messed you up pretty bad, maybe you don’t do no more walking. They don’t know strength, thass the problem. I

  mean, the little boy – one bite and he’s in a-two pieces, yeah? She’s so hungry as well.’




  He went into the bathroom and started gathering up his things. ‘We run outta food, is a big problem. We run outta everything. They catch me here . . . they see that . . .’ He

  nodded at the splintered door. Then he lowered his voice. ‘I got no licences, no insure, nothing.’




  As he said it, there was a knock and the smashed door swung open. The panther growled and there stood an impatient-looking Ruskin.




  ‘Oliver!’ he cried, seeing his brother. ‘Where on earth have you been? You won’t believe the problems you’ve caused . . .’




  He saw the panther. The problems died on his lips.




  ‘Oh boy!’ said Flavio, in despair. ‘How many of you are there? Come in slow! Talk soft, alright?’




  Jacob Ruskin was laden with bags and boxes. He’d managed to gather up the models and was now standing transfixed. ‘That is the most beautiful cat I’ve ever seen!’ he

  said. ‘Oh my word, look at that! How old is she? Look at her coat!’




  ‘Seven years, but she’s in great condition, yeah? Considering.’




  ‘Jake!’ said Oli. ‘I nearly got eaten – so did Millie!’




  ‘Oh, she’s pregnant, isn’t she?’ He put his boxes down and walked forward carefully. The fire alarms had been turned off and in the distance you could hear the sirens of

  emergency vehicles. ‘She must be due any time!’ said Ruskin. ‘What a beauty!’




  The panther purred, as a surprisingly fearless Ruskin moved in close and gently stroked her belly. Violetta’s snake-eyes opened, glowing.




  ‘We had a cat like this, didn’t we, Oli? She had six kittens.’




  ‘Where’s Sam?’ said Millie.




  ‘Mm? Oh . . . Yes! That’s why I’m here.’ The sirens were getting louder. ‘We’ve got a problem, Millie. Our room’s on fire and I’ve lost

  Sam.’




  Millie looked up. ‘You’ve lost Sam?’




  ‘We split up to look for you and now . . .’




  Blue lights were flashing on the wall and there was the familiar sound of revving engines. Millie put her hands over her temples, remembering in an instant how one wrong turn seemed always to

  lead to another, until total chaos descended. Her time with Sanchez in Colombia had been so simple and calm. How was it that complications kicked in whenever she came near Ribblestrop?




  ‘First you crash into our car,’ she cried. ‘Then your brother nearly gets me killed! Now you lose Sam, the most helpless kid in our school!’




  ‘Now hang on!’ said Ruskin, angrily. ‘Sam went to look at the lorry! How was I to know—’




  ‘We gotta go,’ said Flavio. He drew the curtain fully back and got one leg over the windowsill.




  ‘Why did Sam go and look at a lorry?’ said Millie.




  ‘We thought Oli might be there. Oli loves big vehicles and we noticed this one earlier on—’




  ‘What lorry are you talking about?’ said Flavio. He was half in, half out of the window, cigarette between his lips. Violetta watched him.




  ‘Hmm? It’s the big one, parked out the back. It’s got a Scammel Coupler, which is the coupling device he wants to build—’




  ‘That’s my truck,’ said Flavio, quietly.




  ‘Is it?’ said Ruskin. ‘It’s parked in a corner, kind of away from everything else.’




  ‘Listen,’ said Flavio. ‘It’s parked there so no one goes near it!’ There was a note of panic in his voice. ‘Whass your little friend gonna do? Man, I knew I

  shouldna come in here! We better go look!’




  Flavio leaped out into the car park. Millie was at the window too and could see the truck, picked out in its parking lights. Beyond it, there was a confusion of blue lights and fire-men. Then

  they all heard a sudden, furious snarl; the panther on the bed jolted awake and answered with a ferocious roar. Oli leaped backwards, slamming himself into a wall, and the picture that hung beside

  him dropped to the floor, glass shattering. The panther was on her feet and Millie screamed.




  Flavio looked wild-eyed. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Come this way – follow me! We better move!’




  They piled out of the window and ran. The panther followed immediately, brisk as a guard-dog. In moments they were by the iced-up truck and the roaring was now constant. There were the sounds of

  rattling chains and a violent noise that sounded like splashing. The truck was rocking backwards and forwards, wood creaking. Flavio dipped under the trailer to the other side; the children did the

  same. It was too dark to see clearly, but what looked like a tarpaulin lay torn from its hooks, tangled over the truck’s wheels. Revealed was a cage and the bars looked distorted. The stink

  of animal was stronger than ever, a real farmyard smell of dung and animal breath.
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