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For Kate Elliott










WILLOW


It’s the second time I’ve had the feeling in as many hours…


Someone is watching me.


A shiver runs down my spine as I peer through the living-room window. The earlier drizzle has stopped, but the pavement outside still glistens with rain. I stare at the hedge that runs along the side of our front yard. I have this horrible sense someone is lurking among the dark, gleaming leaves.


Which is ridiculous.


There’s nobody there.


I shift my gaze to my reflection in the window. Even in the haze of the glass, I can tell that my arms are too angular, sticking awkwardly out of my blue top. I don’t really like this top, but one of the cool boys at school once said it was the same colour as my eyes, so maybe it suits me more than I think. I peer more closely at the glass and sigh, smoothing back a strand of fine, frizzy hair.


‘Willow! Ah, there you are!’ Dad calls from the doorway. ‘Can you help me with my work email? My phone seems to have locked me out.’


‘Again?’ I make a face, then follow him into the kitchen. Dad is the most un-techy man in the world. He’s a financial adviser, and when he had to start using video calls during the pandemic, I honestly thought he might have to give up work, he found it so stressful. But he kept going and he’s actually quite good at IT stuff now. He still says he can’t be doing with most social media, but he does use old things like Facebook and sometimes posts pictures on Instagram.


The kitchen table is a huge wooden oblong that takes up one half of the room. Despite its size, it’s constantly cluttered with Dad’s books and the boys’ games and toys. Right now, for instance, Dad’s laptop is squished at one end of the table, next to a stack of files, while a gazillion plastic robots are scattered across the rest. My stepbrothers, Ben and Billy, are sitting on either side of the table. Quiet, geeky Ben is building yet another plastic robot while little Billy – who loves winding up his older brother – is making ‘vroom, vroom’ noises as he drives a dented toy car across the table, scattering the bits Ben needs as he does so.


‘Stop it, Billy!’ Ben shouts. ‘You’re spoiling my robot.’


‘My robot!’ Billy shrieks, grinning from ear to ear.


I suppress a smile. Even when Billy’s being super annoying, that cheeky grin of his makes it impossible to dislike him. I prod his arm. ‘You know it isn’t yours, Billy.’


‘Is too!’ insists Billy. He drives his car into a pile of purple plastic pieces, which promptly skitter across the table and cascade onto the floor.


‘Hey!’ Ben yells. ‘You’re ruining it!’


Dad looks up and frowns. ‘Boys, please keep it down,’ he says helplessly.


He’s not the best at discipline. I think it’s partly that my stepmum, Becky, is so good at it and partly because Dad’s always been careful not to overstep. He’s not the boys’ biological dad, you see. Just mine. My mum – and my twin sister – were in a car crash and died just before my second birthday. Becky met Dad and came to live with us seven years ago, when Billy was one and Ben three.


I sit down next to Dad and take his phone. He frowns at his laptop while I tap at the phone screen and get Dad back into his work email. I glance over at the boys. Ben has picked up his robot pieces and is guarding them with his arm, while Billy looks on. Dad is engrossed in whatever he’s reading on his laptop.


Nobody is watching me. I open the locator app on Dad’s phone, which I know keeps tabs on my movements – or, rather, those of my mobile. It’s the only thing Dad and I argue about. I’ve given in on all the other things he’s protective about: him picking me up from everywhere and speaking to parents if I’m staying over at a friend’s house.


I think being able to track where I go takes the protective thing too far, especially now I’m almost fourteen. I know Becky agrees, but Dad refuses to give up the tracker. ‘Maybe next year, Willow,’ he says, whenever I ask. ‘I only use it if you’re out at a party.’


I carefully remove the track-phone function so Dad will no longer be able to follow my movements. If he’s telling the truth about only using it when I’m at a party, he probably won’t even notice for weeks.


As I put the phone back on the table, the front door slams shut.


‘Mum!’ Billy yells. ‘Ben won’t let me play with his robots!’


‘Because you break them!’ Ben’s voice rises with hurt anger. ‘You—!’


‘That’s enough, boys.’ Becky sweeps into the kitchen, her red hair tied back in a messy bun. She dumps her shopping bag on the nearest free chair. ‘Your turn to help me unload, Billy.’


If Dad had asked, Billy would undoubtedly have made a fuss, but he knows better than to fight his mum over household chores. Becky might be tiny – I overtook her height-wise last year – but she’s fierce.


‘I’m not bringing up a pair of useless boys who expect a woman to run around after them,’ she often says.


Billy hoists a loaf of bread out of the shopping bag while Becky fills the kettle. Dad, after catching her hand and squeezing it as she passes, is poring over his laptop again. I get up and fetch the tin of teabags down from the shelf.


‘I’ll make it,’ I say, popping three bags in the big stainless-steel teapot.


Becky throws me a grateful smile. ‘Thanks, love,’ she says. ‘Hey, Willow, you still haven’t said what you want to do for your birthday? Takeaway? Meal out somewhere special? Pizza and a few friends?’


I shrug, feeling awkward. My fourteenth birthday is on Wednesday and, so far, I’ve resisted all attempts to organize any kind of celebration. I ruled out a party weeks ago. I definitely don’t want to be the centre of attention. The thought of opening presents with my friends focused on my reactions is beyond horrifying.


‘We can organize whatever you like,’ Becky says. ‘No noisy sleepover though, as it’s a school night.’


‘Would you like to see some of your mum’s family?’ Dad asks gently. ‘I’m sure they’d love to see you on your birthday.’


‘I guess.’ I don’t really know my aunts and uncles from my birth mother’s side of the family very well, so the idea of meeting up isn’t that appealing. On the other hand, I do have two cousins my age, and the last time I saw them we got on great.


‘It’s a fantastic idea to invite them over, but it’s a long way for them to come on a weeknight,’ ever-practical Becky points out. ‘Maybe we could organize a lunch party for next weekend?’ she suggests.


‘Okay,’ I say.


‘Of course, that still leaves your actual birthday on Wednesday,’ Becky goes on.


Dad gazes at me, eyes full of sadness. ‘That would have also been…’ He looks away, clearly thinking about my twin sister.


I stare at him, feeling awkward. Dad and I used to talk about my mum and sister a lot, but recently I’ve become aware that whereas Dad still misses them, it’s different for me. Sometimes I feel the lack of them, but you can’t miss what you don’t remember.


‘Oh, Billy, no!’ Becky sighs.


We all follow her gaze to where Billy is attempting to refill the sugar canister from the new bag Becky just brought in with the shopping. Tiny white sprinkles of sugar are spilling out across the countertop and onto the floor.


As Becky and Dad leap into action, the kettle comes to the boil. I pour water into the teapot, then slip out into the back garden. The sun is out now, so I brush the rain off the plastic swing seat and plonk myself down.


It’s not that I don’t want a party. It’s that parties mean photos and videos and social media and everyone at school judging you. If I had fuller lips and thicker hair and didn’t look so shapeless, I wouldn’t mind having a big get-together with everyone I know invited and taking a million photos. In fact, I’d love it.


I push myself back, then let the seat go. As I swing forward, I get that feeling of being watched again. I stop the swing and look over to the fence that borders the side street – our house is on the corner.


There! I catch a flash of blue between the fence posts. My breath catches in my throat. Was that just someone walking past?


Or is someone out there, lurking?


I tiptoe to the gate in the fence and ease it silently open. My heart is beating hard as I peer up and down the pavement. For a second I think the street is empty; then a boy in a blue hoodie steps out from behind a van parked a short way down the road. He walks towards me. I’m frozen to the spot.


The boy looks a little older than I am, with dark wavy hair, high cheekbones and piercing blue eyes. Even as the fear rises inside me, I notice that he is strikingly handsome.


He stops walking. We stare at each other. My heart races.


‘Willow?’ he asks. His voice is low and very, very serious.


I nod, too shocked to speak.


‘I wasn’t sure whether to knock on the door,’ he says, a crooked smile flitting across his face. ‘But I wanted to get you on your own.’


These words should turn my fear into outright panic, but the boy doesn’t look like he wants to hurt me. If anything, he seems nervous. His hands pick at the strap of his backpack.


‘What do you want?’ I croak.


The boy hesitates. ‘I’ve got a message,’ he says. ‘A message from your twin sister.’


‘From… from…?’ I shake my head and take a step away. Whoever this boy is, he’s clearly either crazy or deliberately trying to upset me.


‘Please,’ he urges. ‘Don’t go – I’m serious. I’m sure you know that a body was never found and… I know it must sound mad, but. .’


‘My sister is dead.’ My voice is ice cold.


‘No, she’s alive,’ the boy says. ‘Asha’s alive.’










TWO WEEKS EARLIER










ASHA


The daily roster of people to help the Ricketts’ deal with this week’s lambing is decided and Lydia calls the weekly island meeting to order.


‘Right,’ she says briskly. ‘That’s the end of the formal agenda. Time for any other business, but small items only, please. Anything requiring a debate needs to be tabled for proper discussion next week.’


The residents of Dimity Island glance at each other, clearly wondering if anyone has an issue to raise. There are twenty-four people in our commune at the moment and, apart from the very littlest children who are doing a puzzle in the corner of the room, we are all sitting around the big table in the Community Room. The sun is shining through the long windows at the end of the room. Lydia stands at the head of the table, eyebrows raised expectantly.


‘Well, if there isn’t any—’


‘Er, I was wondering if we could have a potluck at the end of the month?’ Mum says, blushing furiously next to me. ‘For… for Asha’s birthday. And the spring equinox.’ She hates speaking in front of people. It’s a sign of how much she wants to make my birthday special that she’s raising the subject at all.


I smile at her.


‘A potluck party,’ Lydia muses, peering at me over her glasses. ‘Remind me, how old will you be, Asha?’


‘Fourteen,’ I say. ‘I’ll be fourteen on the twenty-second.’


A murmur ripples round the table.


Tem, Lydia’s husband, gives a chuckle. ‘Wow, Rose, that must mean it’s twelve years since you and Asha arrived here,’ he says.


Mum nods. ‘To the day, actually.’


‘Happy anniversary!’ cries Tem, who is as round and jolly as Lydia is slender and sharp. Others around the table murmur: ‘Where does the time go!’ and ‘I can’t believe it’s so long!’ Wrinkly-faced Sally Brickman, sitting on the other side of me from Mum, pats me on the shoulder.


I resist the temptation to roll my eyes. Older people talk about time like it’s a shooting star, zipping past them at the speed of light. To me, time passes slowly.


Agonizingly slowly.


Don’t get me wrong. I love how we live here on Dimity Island, but every day is the same and, sometimes, it really drags. Meanwhile there’s a whole world, out on the mainland and beyond, that I’ve only ever read about in books.


Only one person on the island really understands how frustrating that is – Silas. I glance across the table at him. He’s looking down at his lap, frowning – as he has been the whole meeting.


Lydia clears her throat and the room quietens. ‘I think a potluck for the spring equinox is a marvellous idea. We can incorporate all the spring birthdays into the celebration, including yours, Asha.’ She beams at me, then glances around the table. ‘Let’s schedule it for the last Saturday of March, that’s the twenty-fifth, at 8 p.m.?’


No one disagrees, so Lydia makes a note on her clipboard, then peers over at Mum and her friend and fellow baker, Annie. ‘Will you two handle the decorations?’


‘Course,’ Annie says.


‘Oh, thank you, Lydia,’ Mum says. Her hands fly to the silver crescent moon around her neck. As she fiddles with the necklace, she absently flicks her hair over her shoulders. It flutters down her back, like waves of feathery golden barley. With my dark hair and eyes, I don’t look anything like her. This isn’t surprising. My biological mother was called Jasmine Hope. She died when her car skidded off a cliff road and crashed onto the rocks below. Somehow, I survived and, as Jasmine was a single mum with no family, Mum – who can’t have kids herself – adopted me. She always says I’m her miracle baby. Lydia helped Mum bring me to the island, where we’ve lived ever since. Most people visit the mainland from time to time, to see friends and family, but Mum says she’s happy to leave her old life behind; that now her own parents have passed away, we’ve got no reason to ever go back.


‘Well, if that’s all?’ Lydia looks around the table.


‘Actually, I have a question.’ Silas stands up.


I bite my lip, wondering what he’s going to ask. Silas has a habit of challenging Lydia and Tem – saying the things that I only dare to think. Mum says he’s just ‘at that age’. But I don’t think being almost sixteen automatically makes you a rebel. He’s certainly the most interesting – and attractive – boy who lives here. It’s not just the sea-blue colour of his eyes or the square-jawed lines of his face; it’s something on the inside too. Something that makes Silas different. Special.


Special to me, anyway. Not that anyone knows how I feel.


‘What is it now, Silas?’ Lydia asks, an edge to her voice.


Silas leans forward and his fringe tumbles over his eyes. My heart gives a little bump.


‘I want a mobile phone,’ he says. ‘Why can’t I get one? It’s ridiculous that you’ve banned them and—’


‘Come on, Silas, we haven’t banned anything,’ Tem interrupts. ‘The whole commune took a vote and chose to avoid personal electronic devices.’


‘I’m banned from having one.’ Silas glares at him.


Lydia tuts. ‘That’s because your parents left you in our care while they’re away. They are as against electronic devices as the rest of us. They aren’t compatible with the traditional way we live, or the pace of life we believe makes us healthy.’


‘But—’ Silas starts.


‘It’s not like we’re living in the dark ages,’ Lydia interrupts. ‘As you well know, there’s an emergency mobile phone and a computer in our apartment. Anyone on the island is free to use those to make contact with friends and relatives on the mainland whenever they want.’ She sniffs, clearly irritated.


I look at Silas, willing him to argue back. Beside me, Mum is twisting her hands together. She hates it when there’s any conflict.


‘Emergency phone calls and five minutes every now and then on a basic PC aren’t enough,’ Silas snaps. ‘Not for me. What about social media? Or the internet?’


A shivery thrill runs down my spine as the room falls into a tense silence. I don’t know much about either of those things Silas has mentioned, but I know that most people on Dimity Island consider them highly dangerous, especially for young people whose lives can be dominated – and ruined – by them.


The whole point about life on the island is to live in harmony with nature, avoiding – as Tem says very often – the destructive technologies and the political-military-industrial complex that corrupts life elsewhere. A boat comes every other Friday to top up our supplies, but otherwise we farm sheep and grow small amounts of crops and live quietly and sustainably in our cottages.


Lydia shakes her head. ‘This isn’t up for discussion, Silas. You can use our phone to talk to your parents whenever you want. That’s the best we can do.’ She sighs, heavily.


I watch Silas, his expressive face churning with fury. Mum has told me several times recently that Lydia and Tem have been struggling to deal with him. His parents – both doctors, who moved to the island when Silas was seven – went away at the start of the year on a five-month work trip to Eritrea. There was a big debate about whether Silas and his sister, Pixie, should be left on their own while their parents were gone. Silas swayed the argument by saying that he was almost sixteen and would be leaving for sixth form on the mainland in September anyway, while Pixie was already fourteen. He agreed that Tem and Lydia would act as his guardians – and pointed out that there were plenty of people just minutes away if they needed help.


‘This place is such a dictatorship,’ Silas spits.


The atmosphere tenses again – he’s gone too far now. Tem and Lydia might own the island, but we have weekly meetings to decide how everything – from the harvests to the baking rotas – are run. And everyone gets a say at these. I glance at Lydia. The tiny muscle in her temple is twitching, which means she is super furious. She’s not the only one. Winston Rickett – who co-manages the sheep farm – mutters something angrily to his wife, Chola. Across the table, our resident vet, Samira Asiki, rolls her eyes, while Max, our school teacher, shakes his head wearily. He’s used to Silas’s outbursts.


Lydia opens her mouth, but before she can speak, Silas points his finger at her. ‘You,’ he says, ‘are a fascist who shouldn’t be running a bath, let alone a community of people.’


Gasps run round the table. Tem leaps up. ‘That’s enough!’ he growls.


‘You’re grounded, Silas,’ Lydia snaps. ‘Nothing but school and chores for the next month.’


‘That’s all there is to do here anyway,’ Silas snaps back.


‘Is that so?’ Lydia’s eyes narrow. ‘Well, you will definitely be missing the potluck party.’


‘Oh no, please—!’ The words escape out of me before I can stop them.


Everyone looks at me. I feel the heat of their gaze, my own cheeks burning. Beside me, Mum is frowning with concern. Opposite me, Pixie’s mouth has fallen open. I sneak a tiny look sideways at Silas, who seems surprised.


They’ve all seen. Now everyone knows how much I like him.


I jump up and push my chair back, then race out of the Community Room. Behind me I can hear Lydia telling Mum to let me be. I tear across the hall, out of the front door and into the bright sunshine.


How could I have given myself away like that?


I race along the path in the direction of home. Just before I reach our cottage, I turn up Oak Tree Hill.


The higher I get, the more fiercely the March wind whips across my face. I stand at the top and gaze along the island, gleaming green in the sun. If it were a finger, you could say where I’m standing is at the middle knuckle. From here I can see all three miles to the northern end, though the southern tip and Dimity House itself are hidden by a curve in the land – as if the pointy bit of the finger is slightly bent to the left.


I sink down onto the grass. The wind is seriously gusting and I’m freezing cold, even in the bright sunshine. I squeeze my eyes tight shut, wishing I could make the last few minutes go away. The gentle rustle of grass tells me footsteps are approaching. I open my eyes, expecting to see Mum. Or perhaps Pixie. She’s pretty much my best friend on the island and, I’m sure, had no idea until just now what a massive crush I have on her brother.


Instead, it’s Silas himself who is standing in front of me.


‘Hi.’ I meet his gaze, my insides squirming.


‘Hi,’ he says, squatting down.


He’s going to say something about my feelings for him… I’m certain he is. Something totally embarrassing like he’s sorry I’m so into him, but I’m just a kid, a part of the life he’s desperate to leave behind. But instead he grins and says, ‘Thanks for supporting me in there.’


I look up. Shrug, feeling relieved. Perhaps my feelings weren’t as obvious as I’d thought. ‘No problem,’ I say.


‘I was wondering…’ Silas hesitates. ‘Can you keep a secret?’


‘Sure.’ I sit up straighter. ‘Go on.’


‘I’ve decided to leave the island,’ he says. ‘I’d be going in the autumn anyway, but I can’t wait.’


‘Run away? Seriously?’ It’s not a shock to me that Silas wants to go; just surprising that he thinks it’s possible. There’s only one way off the island – by sea – and only two boats that ever come anywhere near it: the cabin cruiser from Salthaven that drops off our fortnightly supplies; and Lydia and Tem’s motorboat, which is moored a little way along from Dimity House in a small boat shelter. ‘I get why you want to go, but… but how?’


‘I’m going to steal Lydia and Tem’s boat,’ Silas says. ‘It’s the only way.’


‘But… but what about your parents?’ I stammer. ‘What about Pixie?’


Silas shrugs. ‘Mum and Dad aren’t due home for three months, so—’


‘Can’t you wait for them, at least?’


‘No,’ he says. ‘I have to get away from here before I go mad.’ He sighs. ‘I hate leaving Pixie, but your mum will look after her – they’re really close.’ He leans forward, a strand of dark hair falling over those intense sea-blue eyes. ‘You’ll take care of her too, won’t you?’


My stomach gives another funny flip. ‘Sure,’ I say.


‘I’m going to look for the key to the boat tomorrow, while Lydia and Tem are helping with the lambing.’ Silas hesitates. ‘I know it’s a lot to ask, but I can see that you understand how I feel from the way you acted just now, when Lydia was having a go at me.’ He pauses again. ‘So… will you keep lookout for me while I search their apartment?’


I gulp. It’s a scary prospect, but there’s no way I can turn Silas down.


‘Sure,’ I say. ‘Of course I will.’





The evening passes slowly. Mum brings home scones from the baking she did after the community meeting and – after I’ve reassured her that I only ran off earlier because I was embarrassed everyone was looking at me – we eat them with home-made butter and thick dollops of Sally Brickman’s strawberry jam. Well, Mum does. To be honest, I’m so nervous about keeping lookout for Silas tomorrow that everything tastes like dust and cardboard.


How on earth does Silas think he’ll find the key to Lydia and Tem’s boat? I have no idea where they keep it. What if we’re caught snooping in their flat? I want to help Silas, but I’m scared. Unlike him, I’m used to following the rules and doing what I’m told.


Mum doesn’t seem to notice how preoccupied I am. She nibbles on her scone and chatters away about the party at the end of the month.


‘I think I’ll wear my teal skirt,’ she says, ‘and that bracelet Lydia gave me. Gosh, it’s so kind of her to agree to the party.’


I don’t say it out loud, but I don’t really think that kindness has much to do with it. Lydia wasn’t that bothered about having a party either way – though I’m certain that if she hadn’t wanted one, it wouldn’t be happening. I might not go as far as Silas in saying that she runs the island like a dictator, but she certainly exerts a massive amount of influence on everything that happens here.


‘What do you think you’ll wear, Asha?’ Mum asks.


I shrug – clothes are the last thing on my mind – then pour us both another cup of tea. I put the milk and the butter back in the fridge. We have wind turbines at the northerly tip of the island, which provide electricity on a generator. It means everyone can keep things cool in fridges, so we waste less food, and it allows the lights to come on in the evening for a few hours too. I know that on the mainland, they use electricity all the time. It’s so extravagant and bad for the environment. According to Tem, office buildings even keep their lights on through the night!


‘Perhaps Pixie will have something she can lend you,’ Mum suggests.


‘What?’ I stare at her.


‘For you to wear…’ Mum frowns. ‘To the party.’


‘Oh.’ It suddenly strikes me that if Silas is successful in his bid to escape from the island tomorrow, he won’t be here for the party. In fact, I might not ever see him again.


The thought is horrible.


‘Mum?’ I say. ‘Why don’t we ever leave the island?’


Mum frowns, clearly surprised that I’m asking.


‘We’ve talked about this,’ she says gently. ‘The mainland is a corrupt and polluted environment full of bad and dangerous people. There’s nothing for us there.’


‘But everyone else goes,’ I point out. ‘The Asikis all went for three weeks over Christmas to see family, and they survived it all right. And when Aaron Brickman went to uni, he came back with Eva, and now they have two kids, so—’


‘Well, I want more for you than just “survival”. And there’s plenty of time for exploring what you want to be.’ Mum tuts. ‘Please, Asha, I know it’s important that we’re open to newcomers so long as they share our values.’ She smiles. I don’t smile back. ‘But it’s different for us. You and me. We don’t have any family to go back to.’


I fall silent. I am, of course, only too aware of this. When I was little I used to ask, over and over again, for Mum to tell me how she came to adopt me. It’s an amazing story. She actually rescued me from the car crash that killed my biological mother. It happened near a place called Bridmouth, on the mainland coast. Apparently I was in my baby seat and thrown free from the car onto some rocks. Mum was passing and saw me – and the tide coming in – and she scrambled down the rocks to save me in the nick of time.


‘We just have each other,’ Mum says gently. ‘You and me. And everyone else on the island is all the family we need. People who have pledged to live by the four Ts.’ She’s referring to the island’s four founding principles: truth, tolerance, transparency and trust. ‘You know, Asha, those things are in short supply in the outside world.’


I think of Silas, so eager to get away and explore that world. ‘What if I want to leave some day?’


‘Well, there’s plenty of time to talk about that. No point discussing it now.’ She stands up. ‘Come on, we need to water and feed the hens before bed.’


And, before I can ask any more, she leaves the cottage.





The next morning brings a steel-grey sky with a definite threat of rain. It’s as gloomy as yesterday was crisp and sunny. All I can think about is that soon I’ll be keeping a lookout for Silas while he snoops around Lydia and Tem’s apartment. I trudge into the kitchen, feeling nervous. Mum’s cheery ‘hello’ grates on my ears. She starts chatting about the day’s planting – onions and beets – and how we’re spending the morning at the Ricketts’ cottage looking after the baby and cooking meals for the day, while the rest of the family – plus Samira, Lydia and Tem – help with the lambing.


I listen in silence, fetching a bowl of porridge from the pot on the hob, then cooling it with cream from the island dairy and sprinkling it with pumpkin seeds from our very own patch.


Mum is still chattering away as we walk across the island to the Ricketts’ cottage. The wind whips around us, fierce in our faces, and the clouds hang heavily overhead: dark and ominous. There’s no rain yet though and no sign of anyone out in Cass Field: just twenty or so sheep – and a few new lambs – nibbling at the grass. As we watch, Tem and Lydia come into view, heading towards the lambing barn. Tem lopes along, a big bear of a man, while Lydia strides purposefully, all tightly controlled sharp angles.


‘I expect Winston’s already up to his ears,’ Mum says, picking up the pace.


We meet Chola Rickett as she hurries out of her front door, her grubby overall buttoned the wrong way.


‘Got to dash,’ she says, smiling as she squeezes Mum’s arm with her large, rough hands. She points back to the house. ‘The baby’s in her pram in the backyard. She needs to come in for a nap before it rains.’


‘Don’t worry about anything, Cho,’ Mum says. ‘Asha and I have got it covered.’


‘Thanks.’ Chola runs off, taking huge strides in her hefty farm boots.


Mum and I head indoors. The Ricketts’ cottage is only slightly larger than ours and overflowing, as usual, with clutter. Mum sends me to fetch and settle the baby. Of course, she cries when I try to put her down, so I hold her, rocking her in front of the mirror. In just a few minutes’ time, I’m going to have to make an excuse and leave. I stare at my reflection. My eyes are wide and frightened-looking.


I put the baby in her cot again, and this time, thankfully, she stops fussing and falls asleep.


It’s time for me to leave. I head to the kitchen, where Mum is surrounded by pots and pans, making a huge tureen of vegetable soup. I take the milk pail from the fridge and peer inside. It’s actually almost half full, but I tell Mum it’s empty, forcing myself to look her in the eye as I do so. ‘Shall I take it up to the Big House and refill it?’ I ask. My cheeks feel hot – I’m sure that my face must be giving me away.


‘Okay.’ Mum nods, distractedly. ‘I’ll keep an eye on the baby,’ she says, ‘but don’t be too long. I want to give the place a proper spring clean.’ She smiles.


I smile back, feeling suddenly guilty. It’s so easy to lie when people trust you.


I pick up the milk pail and hurry outside. The sky is even darker than when we arrived, the air now heavy with the coming rain. I scuttle along the path, skirting around the base of Oak Tree Hill, then crossing Polaris Field. Silas meets me, as arranged, just past his and Pixie’s cottage.


‘You’re here,’ he says, giving me that smile that makes my stomach cartwheel.


I nod, feeling awkward. The wind whips across our faces. My long hair is tied back, but a strand comes free and flies into my eyes. I brush it away as the first few spots of rain land on my cheek.


Silas pulls up the hood of his jacket. ‘Let’s go,’ he says.


We cut across Orion Field, where the island’s two horses, Marx and Engels, raise their heads as they sniff our scent – then follow the sloping land down to the south-eastern tip of the island. A few minutes later we round the bend in the path and Dimity House comes into view.


‘I know Tem and Lydia aren’t here,’ I say, ‘but how do you know the house is empty?’


‘I don’t.’ Silas’s eyes sparkle with excitement. ‘But if anyone’s there, they’ll be downstairs, not up in Tem and Lydia’s apartment. Come on.’


Despite the uneasy feeling uncoiling inside me, I follow him around the side of the house. I leave the milk pail on the grass and we slip inside via the side door to the senior schoolroom. The door is, of course, unlocked. Nobody locks doors here – what would anyone steal? Part of living as a community means that although we have our individual spaces and possessions, nobody really owns anything valuable. Everybody contributes what they can and trusts everyone else to do the same.


‘This is such a big house,’ Silas mutters as we tiptoe across the senior schoolroom. ‘Does that seem right to you? That Tem and Lydia have so much space, while families like the Ricketts’ are crammed into tiny cottages?’


I frown. I’ve never really thought about it like that. Mum has always described Tem and Lydia as super generous. Apparently, when Tem’s parents bought the island back in the 1970s, they charged other residents rent, but that stopped when Tem and Lydia took over. Now everything operates like a commune, with nobody better off than anyone else.


‘We all use the ground floor,’ I point out. ‘So you can’t say that Tem and Lydia really have the whole house for themselves.’


‘They do when nobody else is here,’ Silas says with a grunt.


I glance around the deserted senior schoolroom. It’s weird being here at the weekend, when the desks are empty and the room so silent. Monday’s Maths test is almost certainly in Max – the teacher’s – desk drawer. For a second I’m tempted to sneak a peek; then I push the urge away and join Silas beside the door that leads into the hall.


At first there’s no sound coming from the other side. But, as Silas gently twists the handle and starts to open the door, footsteps echo across the hall’s wooden floor.


Silas and I freeze. Who is out there?


‘Lydia?’ It’s Mum’s friend Annie. ‘I thought you were at the Ricketts’ this morning?’


Silas and I stare at each other in horror.


I peer through the crack between the schoolroom door and its frame. Lydia is striding across the hall towards the kitchen. Annie is standing in the kitchen doorway, wiping her floury hands on her apron.


‘I’m not needed for the lambing after all, so I’ve come back to…’ The rest of Lydia’s sentence is lost as she disappears after Annie into the kitchen.


Silas and I stare at each other.


‘Should we turn back?’ I whisper.


‘No.’ Silas frowns. ‘No, it’s Sunday. There’ll be far more people here during the week. If we don’t go now, there won’t be a better chance until next weekend. I can’t wait.’


‘Okay.’ I nod, trying to steady my nerves. ‘But suppose Lydia goes up to her flat?’


‘We’ll just have to take that chance. I’ll be quick.’ Silas hesitates. ‘You don’t have to do this, Asha.’


‘No,’ I say. ‘Let’s go.’ To show I mean what I say, I slip past him and into the hall. I creep silently across the wooden floorboards and up the stairs, Silas right behind me.


The top step groans as I land on it.


My heart races. Did anyone hear?


Nobody appears.


‘So far, so good,’ Silas whispers. His breathing is rapid and shallow. He might look calm on the outside, but I reckon he’s as nervous as I am. ‘You wait here – let me know if anyone comes into the hall. If they see you up here, you can just pretend we were looking for Lydia.’


I give Silas a nod of agreement, then look around the landing. Tem and Lydia’s open-plan living-and-kitchen area is visible through the open doors opposite. With Silas’s earlier words still in my head, I notice how huge it really is. ‘Where do you think the key is?’ I whisper.


‘I’m going to try in here first.’ Silas slips through the first doorway on the left, into Lydia and Tem’s study.


I shuffle closer to the doorway, still keeping my gaze on the stairs. A shiver wriggles down my spine. Silas might be used to rebelling, but I’ve never done anything remotely like this before.


I glance into the study. It’s crammed and cluttered with paperwork, piles of which are spread out over much of the carpeted floor. Shelves heaving with files and folders run from floor to ceiling all the way along one wall. Two desks sit at right angles to each other, one in front of each of the room’s two windows. There’s a filing cabinet beside the larger, tidier desk – and a big cupboard in the alcove in the corner.


Silas is making his way methodically around the room, examining each drawer and shelf as he goes. A stray curl of dark hair falls over his eyes as he bends over the contents of the tidier leather-topped desk. Lydia’s. A small vase of snowdrops stands next to the computer terminal.


Silas must sense me watching him because he looks up and grimaces. ‘You know Lydia has an iPad in here. So much for “emergency calls only”.’


‘Any sign of the boat key?’ I ask.


Silas shakes his head. ‘The only key I’ve found is this.’ He holds up a rusty, old-fashioned key with a long blade. ‘It was right at the back of this drawer. I don’t know what it’s for, but there’s no way it has anything to do with the motorboat.’ He lays it down on the desk top and keeps searching.


I check the time – it feels much longer, but Silas has only been in the study for ten minutes. I tiptoe across the landing and look properly down the stairs. There’s no sign of anyone in the hall and no sounds coming from the kitchen beyond. Perhaps Lydia got whatever she was looking for and has already left again.


Still, we shouldn’t hang around.


I go back to the study. Silas has moved on to the second desk – Tem’s – and is rifling through the top drawer. He glances up at me.


‘This is so messy,’ he grumbles. ‘It’s going to take me ages to check through everything.’


‘Let me help,’ I say, hurrying into the room. ‘I think Lydia must have gone – there’s no sign of her downstairs.’


Silas nods. ‘Okay, why don’t you check in there?’ He points to the enormous wooden cupboard in the alcove in the corner. It’s as high as my shoulders and twice as deep as any of our cupboards at home.


I nod and scuttle over. I tug at the door.


‘It’s locked,’ I hiss.


Silas points to the rusty key still lying on the desktop. ‘Try that.’


I take the key and insert it into the lock. It takes a bit of effort, but the door swings open. I grin to myself and peer into the huge cupboard.


A single shelf runs along the middle, splitting the cupboard in half. Both top and bottom are piled with folders and files and random bits of paper. I am just about to pull out some of the paperwork, when the top step of the stairs gives a loud creak. Someone is coming!


My stomach plummets. Silas’s head shoots up. ‘Hide!’ he mouths.


There’s no time to think. I shove aside the files in the bottom left of the cupboard and hurl myself into the space created. There’s just room for me to crouch down. Reaching for the door, I curl my fingertips around the edge to pull it shut. It almost closes. Through the gap I can make out Silas, hunched over his knees, under Tem’s desk.


It’s dark and dusty in here, only a tiny streak of light filtering in from the gap.


I barely dare breath as the footsteps draw closer.


Tap, tap on the landing; then a quieter pad, pad as whoever it is moves onto the carpet of the study. I peer through the crack again.


Please don’t be Lydia.


But it is. A moment later her white trainers pace back and forth past my hiding place. My blood is like ice in my veins. Lydia stops in the middle of the room and turns slowly round. I can only see her from the knees down. I hold my breath. Seconds later she walks out of sight. I wait to hear her footsteps out on the landing, but the sound doesn’t come. She must still be in the room.


The need to sneeze from all the dust builds inside me. I turn my head, lift my hand, slowly, and pinch my nose hard. I’m adjusting to the dim light in here now and sit, swallowing down the desire to sneeze. My heart is thumping so loud, surely Lydia will hear it. My eyes water.


Pad, pad.


Lydia’s feet appear again through the crack in the door. She’s close to me now. Bending down. Her hand reaches for the door. I hold myself still. Rigid. Any second, she’ll open the door and find me. I squeeze my eyes tight shut.


‘Are you looking for me?’ It’s Silas.


My eyes shoot open. Through the crack I see Lydia spin round and straighten up. Silas is walking out from his hiding place.


‘What are you doing in here?’ Lydia demands.


‘Trying to find a way off this stupid fascist island,’ Silas snarls.


‘How dare you!’ Lydia’s voice rises to a yell. She grabs Silas’s arm.


He wrenches it away. ‘Get off me.’


I watch them, my heart in my mouth.


‘This is the last straw!’ Lydia lunges again, but Silas dodges past her and she trips, knocking her head against a bookshelf. Rubbing her forehead, she turns and hurries after Silas. I can hear their footsteps out on the landing.


‘Come back here!’ Lydia shrieks. ‘You’re going to pay for this!’


A stream of swear words from Silas and more yells from Lydia. Other voices joining in now, a hubbub rising as they head down the stairs.


I stay where I am, curled up in the cupboard.


I’m still terrified, but also overjoyed.


And not just because I have escaped Lydia’s fury.


But because Silas just gave himself away to save me.





I stay in the cupboard for two whole minutes, forcing myself to count the seconds under my breath. At last, I ease open the cupboard door and creep out, into the study. My body is cramped and sore. I stretch it out quickly, then turn back to the cupboard, trying to put the papers I moved back in their original positions.


As I shove a bundle of files aside, a photo falls out of a faded brown envelope. It’s a picture of two toddlers sitting side by side on a rug. I peer more closely. The dark-haired little girl is me, I think, though the bright pink dress I’m wearing is like nothing I’ve ever seen myself in before. Is the other girl in the picture Pixie? She’s the only person on the island close enough to my age. No, it can’t be her – Pixie and Silas’s family didn’t arrive here until I was five years old.


There’s no time to think about it now. I pocket the photo, relock the cupboard and tiptoe to the door. Silence from the ground floor. I wait another few seconds, then make my way downstairs as quietly as I can and into the senior schoolroom. I pick up the Ricketts’ milk pail from the spot where I left it outside, then let out a long, shaky breath.


Where is Silas? What did Lydia mean when she said he would ‘pay’ for snooping in their flat? What will she do to him?


I still need the milk I came for – it will look odd if I return to the Ricketts’ without a full pail - so I go back into the house and head for the kitchen. I let myself in. The room is empty. I can see Annie pottering about outside, but there’s no sign of either Lydia or Silas. What’s happened? Has Lydia chucked him out of the house? Is he already on his way home?


Something doesn’t feel right.


I hesitate, unsure what to do, then walk over to the connecting door between the kitchen and the Community Room. I push it open. Lydia is wiping down the long table that we all sat around at last night’s meeting. The table is clear now and back in its usual position in the middle of the room, though the chairs usually tucked underneath are scattered randomly around.
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