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One

Rose looked at the blood on her arm. She held it under her bedside light and saw pinpricks of red across her skin. She blotted them with a tissue, then watched as a shape emerged; tiny ruby bubbles that looked like jewels and formed a raw outline of gossamer wings. Rose carefully unrolled the sleeve of her shirt and covered the wound, letting the cuff hang. She hoped the blood would dry soon. Tonight, of all nights, she didn’t want any trouble with her grandmother.

Her arm was still painful, though.

Think about something else, she told herself sternly, think about meeting Joshua, about getting out of the house without her grandmother knowing where she was really going. Think about keeping her butterfly private, covered up with a sleeve. The man in the tattoo parlour had told her to leave the dressing on for five days but she hadn’t been able to wait. She’d wanted to take it off in time to see Joshua. And now she’d made it bleed.

Rose, Rose, she said to herself, don’t be so impatient all the time.

She could hear Anna, her grandmother, downstairs. She looked at her watch. It was almost seven and she needed to leave soon. She picked up her violin case, took out her violin and placed it on the bed. Then she packed her stuff in; her make-up, a top, a notepad, her laptop and a book. She closed the case, making sure it was fastened tightly. She shook her arm, aware of the sleeve irritating and sticking to the raw skin. She looked at her white shirt. The red was seeping through. It would stop soon, she knew that. It would scab over. Then, in days, she would see it come to life on her arm. A Blue Morpho. Her favourite butterfly.

Her violin was still lying on her bed.

She stepped across to the chest of drawers, opened the bottom drawer and made a space. She carefully placed the violin inside, arranging some clothes on top of it so that it was hidden.

Now she was ready. She had half an hour to get to the Dark Brew, the coffee shop she used in Camden. Just thirty minutes and then she would meet Joshua again for the first time in five years.

She was excited.

She didn’t mind the blood on her arm any more.

A little bit of bleeding didn’t do anyone any harm.

Now all she had to do was to get past Anna.



‘You’re wearing black and white again?’ her grandmother said.

She was standing by the front door, like a sentry, her eyes travelling up and down Rose, looking closely at her.

‘Are you telling me that I can’t wear black and white?’ Rose said stiffly.

‘A little colour wouldn’t hurt sometimes,’ her grandmother sighed.

‘I’m not keen on colours.’

‘You look like an old photograph.’

‘Is this a new rule? Am I no longer allowed to pick my own clothes?’

‘Of course you are. Don’t be dramatic. I was just suggesting a bit of colour.’

When Rose didn’t answer, her grandmother shrugged, as if in defeat, then opened a large purse and pulled out two twenty-pound notes. Rose couldn’t help but stare at her fingernails. Each one carefully manicured and decorated with a line of glitter in the shape of a half-moon.

‘How are the violin lessons going?’

‘Fine. They’re going well,’ Rose said, looking down at her boots.

‘Because I don’t hear much practising.’

‘Do you want me to give it up?’ Rose shrugged.

‘Then what would you do with yourself?’

‘There are plenty of things I can do. I could go out with friends.’

‘Those awful types from that college? Oh no, dear. I didn’t pay for you to go to boarding school for five years so that you could start loitering around with those types of people.’

‘I should be off,’ Rose said, her fingers tapping impatiently on her violin case. She would not be drawn into another row over Anna’s snobbish attitudes.

‘At least you’ve stopped wearing that black make-up on your eyes.’

‘You know me,’ Rose said, sidestepping Anna and reaching for the front door. ‘I always do what you say.’



Rose looked in the mirror of the public toilets. Her eyelids were dark grey and her lashes were thick black. She took a minute to apply some amber lipstick, using a pencil to outline the shape of her lips. When it was done she nodded to herself. She didn’t look like Rose Smith any more. Not the Rose Smith that Anna knew.

She left the toilets and headed for Parkway East station. The ticket office was closed and she passed it and walked over the bridge and down the staircase to the platform. She smacked her lips together, tasting the sweetness of the lipstick. She ran her finger along her hardened eyelashes. She was no longer wearing her white shirt. She’d changed it for a black silky top that she had bought online. It was the first time she had worn it.

What would Joshua think of the girl he hadn’t seen for five years? What would she think of him? For a second she faltered, pausing on the steps. Was she really doing this? Meeting Joshua against Anna’s express instructions? She carried on down, putting a spring in her step. But to see him again, after so long! What could be better? What did it have to do with Anna anyway? She was weary of her organising her life, telling her what to do. In two years’ time she would be at university and then she would get a flat on her own. She wouldn’t have to live with Anna any more. At twenty-one she would have her mother’s money, then she would be truly independent.

The platform was almost empty. Further along was a single figure, a young man. She glanced at him and then looked away. The electronic board showed that she’d just missed a train and it was eleven minutes until the next one was due. She should have been quicker in the toilets.

She could have taken the bus, it was only half a dozen stops, but she liked the train. She liked the way it cut through the landscape, the neat, clean track that sliced its way through the urban brickwork from one place to another. The bus, by contrast, stopped and started and wove in and out of the chaotically untidy roads. This she didn’t like. It irritated her. Clean straight lines made her feel calm.

She was aware that the young man further along the platform was moving in her direction. She frowned. She realised then that she knew him. Her shoulders tensed and her fingers tightened on the violin case. It was Ricky Harris, a student from her college. She didn’t like him. He was in her form group and seemed to pick on her constantly.

‘Hi, posh bird,’ he said.

She gave a stiff smile. It was always better to rise above this kind of stupid talk.

‘What you up to, posh bird?’

She held up her violin case.

‘What you got in that? A machine gun?’ he said, laughing out loud at his own joke. ‘You look different,’ he said. ‘You don’t look half bad.’

He was standing very close to her, in her personal space. His eyes dropped down to her sparkly top and he stared at her chest. She stepped away from him but he moved with her as though drawn by a magnet. She looked past him at the electronic board and saw that her train had been delayed by three minutes.

‘Can’t you shove off?’ she said. ‘I prefer to be on my own.’

‘That’s not very polite.’

‘I’d rather you didn’t talk to me.’

‘I’d rather you didn’t talk to me!’ he mimicked her voice in a silly way.

‘Push off,’ she said, stepping sideways.

‘Stuck-up cow,’ he said, following her, grabbing hold of the sleeve of her jacket just above her raw tattoo. ‘Just because you went to a private school you think that you’re better than everyone else.’

‘I don’t!’ she said, pulling her arm away.

He’d said this sort of stuff to her in college. There she was able to ignore him, to sink back into the crowd, to watch him get swallowed up by other people and other conversations. Here, on the platform, there was no way to avoid him. She stared across the tracks, letting her eyes blur. She would just blank him, not respond to a single thing he said. Then maybe he would get tired and go away. A beep sounded, distracting him. He pulled his phone out of a pocket and studied it. She strode away to the furthest point of the platform, clutching her violin case as if she was afraid of him taking it. She stopped when she got to the barrier and felt herself calm down. The track stretched off into the silent darkness. On one side were houses and on the other was the local cemetery.

This was how she liked it. On her own.

Away from people like Ricky Harris.

She didn’t socialise much in college. There were a couple of girls she liked in her English group, Sara and Maggie. Sara and Maggie had been best friends since nursery but they seemed happy for Rose to tag along for a sandwich with them at lunchtime. Mostly, though, Rose preferred to be alone. The students in her college had come through normal schools and she was the only one who had come from a boarding school. She sounded different to them, she acted differently to them. In the few weeks that she’d been in college she’d learned to keep herself to herself.

‘Hey!’

Ricky Harris called out to her.

‘I heard a story about you the other day.’

He was walking towards her. She looked up at the electronic board. It showed that it was still six minutes until her train. Even then she might not get rid of him. He might insist on sitting beside her, talking at her through the whole journey, spoiling the moments when she could relax and think about the evening ahead.

‘Someone told me that your mum got murdered.’

She stood very still.

‘Is it true?’

She couldn’t manage an answer. A blank feeling was holding her to the spot. He was looking at her in a questioning way, his head bent to the side as if in sympathy. She realised she disliked him a hundred times more than she had five minutes before. She stepped round him and walked away towards the bridge, but he followed her. When she got to the middle of the platform she gave up and stopped.

‘Well?’ he said.

‘My mother did not get murdered. She disappeared,’ she said, turning to him, her voice strong and direct. ‘There’s no evidence that she is dead. No one knows exactly what happened to her.’

‘More than likely dead, though.’

‘She just disappeared five years ago.’

She gripped the sides of her violin case. How dare he speak to her like this! He didn’t know her one bit and yet he thought he had the right to pry into her darkest places.

‘I heard she was murdered,’ Ricky Harris said, his voice more determined.

‘You heard wrong,’ she said curtly.

The platform seemed darker. She wished she could hear the sound of the train in the distance. A curl of noise that started small and got bigger as it got closer. She longed to see the lights of the engine tunnelling its way through the darkness towards her.

Instead Ricky’s phone began to ring and he looked at her and put one finger in the air to indicate a call as if she hadn’t already worked it out. She felt angry. How many people knew about her life? She had thought she was safe at her new college.

Up above, on the bridge, the walkway lights were on. The usual dodgy one was flickering on and off. It looked quaint, like something from a film that was set in the past. During the day there were always people going back and forth across the walkway. Now it was empty. It was almost quarter to eight. It wasn’t cold but there was something in the air that suggested autumn. A whiff of burning fires, a hint of sulphur from a match, the damp smell of leaves that had been trodden into a pulp.

Ricky Harris’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

‘Change of plans. Got to meet someone,’ he called.

She tried to keep a straight face. It was a relief that he wasn’t coming on the train with her. He began to walk off. After a few moments he shouted, ‘Here’s your train, posh bird.’

She leant forward and looked up the line. She saw the lights of a train. She allowed herself to move back along the platform and watched him disappear up the stairwell. She felt herself relaxing. He was a hateful character and she’d just have to try harder to avoid him. All that stuff about her mum. How could he ask that? How could he intrude into her deepest, saddest places?

The train was coming nearer so she stepped towards the edge of the platform. It wouldn’t be long until she was meeting Joshua. A tingle of pain from her arm made her clasp it gently. What would he think of her butterfly tattoo? What would he think of her, Rose Smith, seventeen years old, his stepsister, who he hadn’t seen for five years?

‘See you later, posh bird!’

Ricky Harris’s voice came from above and she looked up to see him walk on to the bridge. There was someone coming from the other end. A man in a hoodie striding out, rushing probably, so as not to miss the train. She glanced down at the track and saw the engine slowing, then her eyes travelled back up to the bridge.

Ricky Harris was talking to the man in the hooded top.

She stared, puzzled.

There was a row, loud voices which she couldn’t make out because of the sound of the approaching train. She glanced down at the track and then back up at the bridge; once, twice, three times. There was a tussle of some sort; tugging, pushing, pulling.

But it stopped suddenly.

The hooded man turned and walked away, jauntily as if his shoes were on springs. She saw the back of his hood disappear across the bridge. She strained her eyes to see if she could glimpse Ricky Harris’s head above the side of the bridge.

Had he been knocked out?

She huffed. Why should she care?

The train pulled up in front of her. A noise like a long sigh emanated from it and inside a man in a black overcoat got up from a seat and walked towards the door. Rose looked up at the bridge again. There was still no sign of movement.

What did it matter?

The carriage doors were about to open. Rose could see the man inside waiting patiently, looking at his mobile. There were only a couple of other people on the train, both reading newspapers.

She stepped back and looked up. Had she somehow missed Ricky Harris getting up, stumbling off towards the ticket office, following the other man out of the station?

The doors of the train stayed shut. The man inside was looking puzzled, his finger poised to press the Open Doors button again.

She was only a few metres from the stairs. She took a quick decision and walked towards the stairwell. Then she ran up the stairs, her violin case bumping at her back as she went. At the top she stopped to get her breath. When she looked along the walkway she saw Ricky Harris lying face down about halfway across. Above him the dodgy light flickered on and off, stuttering against the night sky.

She heard the sound of the train doors opening down below.

‘You all right?’ she called.

She turned back, looking down the stairwell. She needed to catch that train

‘Are you OK?’ she said, louder.

He didn’t move. She could hear footsteps on the stairs behind her. More than one person. She hesitated. She had to catch that train. She turned to go but something caught her eye.

A glint of red. It was by Ricky Harris’s waist, on the walkway. Rose stared at it. Then she heard the doors of the train shutting below.

It was too late for her to catch it now.

There was blood on the walkway coming from underneath Ricky Harris. It seeped out from beneath his jacket, dark red. She stood perfectly still. The blood glinted under the flickering light like liquid jewels. She didn’t move. She couldn’t move.





Two

The station was closed. Trains were going straight through without stopping. Rose could feel the floorboards vibrating in the ticket office. The passengers who had come up the stairs behind her had already given their names and addresses and been allowed to go home. Rose was sitting on a chair behind the ticket machines. The door was open and she could see out into the public area. There were a number of police going to and fro, a lot of talking and the sound of radios. On the desk in front of her sat her violin case. She found herself tapping it lightly. Inside the case was her laptop. She had an urge to get it out, to switch it on, so that she could do something with her fingers. Her mobile was right next to her. She’d already sent a text to Joshua to say that she couldn’t come. The message was short and didn’t explain a thing. Can’t make it. Will call you. Rose. She hadn’t bothered to contact Anna. Anna wouldn’t miss her yet.

She felt odd. As if she should be crying. Someone had died metres away from her and yet she felt completely cold about it.

A man in a tracksuit had his back to her. He was fiddling with a kettle and cups. A young policeman stood near to him. He had bicycle clips on and his hair stood up at the front. Up against the wall outside was a police bicycle, a safety helmet hanging from one of the handlebars.

Rose shivered.

‘Are you cold?’ the young policeman said.

‘No.’

‘It could be shock. The tea will be ready in a moment,’ he said and turning to the man in the tracksuit he added, ‘Put two sugars in, will you?’

‘I don’t take sugar,’ Rose said.

‘It’s good for shock.’

‘Who is that?’

Rose pointed at the man in the tracksuit. He turned round at that moment.

‘Area Manager. On call,’ the man said and pointed to a beeper attached to a belt on his waist. ‘I was running nearby when I got the call. There’s an official response to an incident like this and I’m part of it.’

He pushed a steaming mug at her and she took it.

‘Drink the tea, Rose, and I’ll be back soon,’ the policeman said.

He left and the Area Manager turned back to a computer and started to tap at the keys. Rose sipped the sweet hot tea. She grimaced at the syrupy taste. The clock on the wall showed that it was 8.35; forty-five minutes since she had seen Ricky Harris on the bridge, his blood spreading on to the walkway.

Four passengers had come up the stairs behind her. One of them, a bald man in overalls, had pushed past them and squatted down next to Ricky Harris. He’d used his two fingers to feel for a pulse but quickly began to shake his head. Then Rose and the others had edged along the bridge past the body. When they came to the blood Rose had looked upwards as though she was on a tightrope. She had taken one narrow step after another and could hear the voice of the man in the dark overcoat behind her calling the police. By the time they got to the other side she thought she could hear sirens but it probably wasn’t anything to do with them because no one came for what seemed like a long time. Then everyone, the ambulance and the police and the man from the railway, turned up at once.

Some frantic questions followed. Had anyone seen anything? Rose was the only one to say that she had. The others were allowed to go but her policeman, the one on the bike, took charge and guided her into the ticket office and wrote down everything she said.

She put the half-drunk mug of tea down.

Any contact with the police made her feel uncomfortable. There’d been a lot of police around during those first weeks when her mum and Brendan, her partner, had disappeared. Smart-looking men and women in uniform with long faces and no answers. Rose had often felt distracted during the times when they were giving her and Joshua information. She’d stare at their hats, their earpieces, their flak jackets, their belts that seemed to hold everything; baton, gloves, flashlight, knife. Sometimes there was even a stun gun. The police it seemed were ready for every eventuality.

Except when her mum and Brendan vanished. They were not ready for that.

Her shoulders softened and she felt the old grief sweep across her chest like the brush of a feather. It hurt less now, a distant reminder of those deep dark days when the loss was angry and raw. She crossed her arms so it looked as though she was hugging herself.

Her mum and Brendan. She hadn’t seen or spoken to them for over five years. The police thought they were dead. She half believed it herself. She had pictured a hundred different places they might be but always, in the end, she came back to believing that they were gone. Now she’d seen this boy face down dead on the ground. Was that what had happened to her mum? To Brendan? The notion made her rock back and forward. The man in the tracksuit looked round. He seemed startled so she made herself slow down, keep calm. She counted her breaths. She tried to hold herself still and firm. She didn’t want her emotions tumbling out like tangled-up fabrics bursting out of an old clothes box. She had to hold them in. She’d managed to hold them in for five years.

‘You all right, Rose?’

The young policeman’s hand was on her shoulder. His hair looked untidy but stiff as if he gelled it.

‘Can I go now?’ she said, standing up, patting down her clothes, picking up her violin case.

‘I’ve managed to bag a car so I can take you home.’

‘I can walk from here,’ she said.

He shook his head decisively.

‘You’ve had a shock. I want to see you safely home.’

‘I’m all right,’ she said. ‘I didn’t see the actual – you know – stabbing. I didn’t even know the guy well. I didn’t even like him. The truth is I couldn’t stand him, you know, so it’s not like I’m upset.’

But her voice was rising and had in it a hint of hysteria.

‘Come on, someone’s died. Anyone would be upset.’

He looked disappointed with her. He expected her to be sad but it wasn’t his fault because he didn’t know about her life. She had no sorrow to spare.

But she realised there was no point in trying to be huffy with him. She followed him out of the ticket office, past the other police officers. They stepped over the crime-scene tape and pushed their way through some young kids who were watching the drama.

‘The car’s over here,’ he said, peeling away from her across the empty road.

She followed him in silence. As they drove away from the station she spoke, her voice sounding scratchy.

‘You can just leave me at the top of my street.’

‘No, right to the door, I think,’ he said, giving her a sideways smile.

Squeaky voices were spilling out of the radio. The roads were busy and the car had to stop several times at crossings and traffic lights. She noticed that the policeman still had his bicycle clips on. She stared at them.

‘My name’s Henry Thompson,’ he said.

She looked away and stared out of the window. As they got further from the station the streets became darker and emptier, the houses bigger and the roads more leafy.

‘Your mum and dad must have a few bob. These are posh houses.’

She didn’t answer. She hated the word posh. She thought of Ricky Harris and his nasty comments to her. Now he was dead. She concentrated for a moment to see if she felt anything now but nothing came. Was she that cold?

‘I live with my grandmother.’

‘I’ll come in if you like and fill her in on what’s happened.’

‘I can do it myself. I’m not a child,’ she said.

‘Sorry! You’re right. But you’ve witnessed a terrible thing.’

‘I’ll tell my grandmother myself. I’m seventeen. I don’t need anyone to hold my hand.’

‘Are you always this challenging?’

‘Yes.’

‘Here we are,’ he said.

The car pulled up outside a detached house. Rose had the car door open and was out in a second. The front of the house was lit up, as it usually was.

‘Thanks for the lift,’ she said, moving away from the car.

‘I’ll contact you tomorrow, about making a statement down at the police station,’ he called.

‘Mm . . .’ she said, turning away, pushing at the gate.

She walked quickly up the path. Looking round she could see that the police car was still there waiting for her to go inside. She huffed, opened the door and felt the familiar feeling of gloom that settled on her whenever she went into Anna’s house. She could hear music playing from inside: orchestral, Schubert perhaps. It sounded sombre and yet racy at the same time. It fitted her mood.

She closed the door behind her and stood for a moment in the hallway and looked around. She wondered what the policeman would have thought of this house. It was the kind of place you might see in a magazine. She had certainly never been inside a house like this until she’d come to live here. The hallway was as wide as a room and the parquet floor was glowing with polish and had oriental rugs dotted here and there. A huge hallstand with a large vase of flowers on it stood to one side. The stairs swept upwards in an ‘L’ shape and were carpeted in royal blue.

Rose took her jacket off. She let it lie over her arm. There were no hooks for her to hang it on. Take your clothes up to your rooms, dear. Anna wanted no sign of Rose in the common areas of the house. All her things had to stay in her rooms. Rose’s bag never hung over the banister, her iPod never sat on the coffee table, her college things never lay on the kitchen worktop.

The music was coming from the right of the house, her grandmother’s drawing room. She pictured Anna sitting in her armchair. Sometimes she had friends in there but often she was alone. She would have her eyes closed while listening to the music with one arm stretched out like a baton conducting an imaginary orchestra.

She wouldn’t hear Rose come in. She never did. That’s why it was all right for Rose to leave her make-up on. In the evenings Anna liked to be alone. She had made that clear often enough. Not that it was any great loss to Rose. Time spent with Anna was always difficult. One wooden conversation after another, Anna invariably asking her about her plans for university. Rose could almost see her doing mental arithmetic calculations. How soon would she have done her duty with regard to Rose? How soon until Rose could live somewhere by herself so that Anna could resume the life she had when Rose had been at boarding school, or the life she had had before Rose had been forced on to her.

Rose had no interest in spending an evening with Anna but tonight it would have been nice to come back and spend time with someone. To sit in the kitchen with a hot drink or a sandwich and talk about what had happened at Parkway East.

She went upstairs to her rooms. The first one was a small study. There was a desk and a swivel chair. On top sat a computer screen and keyboard as well as masses of her college files and papers. On the other side of the room was a large chair opposite a wall of shelves on which sat a television, a CD-player and a number of books and CDs and DVDs. Through a door was her bedroom and en suite. She dropped her coat and put her violin case on the bed, took out her laptop and laid it on the duvet.

She looked around. These were her rooms but they had Anna’s name written all over them. She always felt like an intruder. They’d been decorated and furnished by Anna. They were cleaned by Anna’s cleaner. They were inspected, from time to time by Anna herself, checking up on her property. It felt like a hotel suite. She suddenly couldn’t bear to spend the night there.

She went into the en suite, ran some hot water in the sink and washed off the black make-up and then coated her skin with cream. She changed into her pyjamas, pulled on some slipper socks and shoved her feet back into a pair of lace-up boots. She put her laptop and mobile into a rucksack and pulled a fleece out of her wardrobe and put it on. Then, she closed the study door and went downstairs.

In the kitchen she opened the fridge and took out a drink and some cheese, then grabbed a box of crackers from the cupboard. She put these things in her rucksack. She opened the back door and stepped out into the garden and closed the door quietly behind her. She followed the garden lights for ten, twelve, fourteen steps until she came to the laurel hedge that shielded the outbuilding that had become her studio. It was an old brick structure that had once been used as a garage and had been big enough for two cars. Now it had fallen into a kind of pretty disrepair with Amazonian plants climbing up and over it. When it became clear that Rose was coming home from boarding school for good to go to the local college, she had set her eye on this building as a special place for her. It could be her art studio, she had said to Anna, hoping against hope that she would agree. Somewhere she could work and it wouldn’t matter if she made a mess.

Anna had been pleased. She had even given her a hundred pounds to do it up and allowed her to have a broadband connection. When Rose had finished and asked her to come and look she’d said, Very nice, dear.

Rose walked around the laurel hedge and was surprised to see a light coming from the window of the studio. She’d been in there earlier in the day. Had she left the light on? She tutted. The music from the house was still in the back of her head. It sounded like it was reaching some kind of crescendo. Had someone broken in? There was nothing much to steal. Her art books and drawing materials. An old sofa that Anna had allowed her to take from the utility room, pillows and a duvet she’d bought. A brilliant wicker chair that she’d found on a skip and half a dozen giant cushions she’d bought along with some pictures she’d found at a boot sale. There was a small fire and a kettle but it was all old stuff, or second-hand, taken from Anna’s kitchen with her permission.

She stepped forward again and placed her fingers on the door. She listened. After the events of the day she felt rattled and edgy. She didn’t need this. She just wanted to go into the studio and relax, listen to some music, check her emails, eat and drink and maybe doze off to sleep.

Pushing the door gently, Rose looked inside. It was the small lamp that was on, the one she used to read. It gave off a light yellow glow as thin as mist. She let the door open further.

There, lying on the sofa, was the figure of a boy. He was still, his face visible; his eyes shut, his mouth slightly open.

She’d seen a still boy a couple of hours before at the railway station.

This wasn’t like that, though. This boy was asleep.

She felt her chest fire up at the sight of him.

This was a special boy. Her stepbrother, Joshua Jackson, who she hadn’t seen for five years.





Three

Rose closed the door quickly behind her, pulling it shut so that there was no strip of light to be seen. She put her rucksack down on the floor. In seconds she became anxious. If Anna knew Joshua was here, in her home, there would be trouble, a lot of trouble. She would almost certainly lose the freedom she had gained over the last months, the agreement they had made about her leaving boarding school and taking her ‘A’ levels at a local college. She opened her mouth to speak to him, to wake him, to shoo him out.

But then she found herself looking at him, fast asleep on the sofa. The boy that she hadn’t seen for five years.

Why not leave him there? Anna was safely settled in her room. There was no reason why she would come out into the garden. None at all. Rose slipped her feet out of her boots and sat in the old wicker chair with her legs doubled up underneath her. She folded her arms and nestled against a cushion and looked at Joshua.

He’d emailed her one day the previous spring. Since then they’d kept in touch. Now, though, he was here in flesh and blood.

He was lying on one side facing her, his chest barely rising and falling. Her eyes travelled along his body. He was still wearing his jacket over a sweatshirt, jeans and plimsolls. On the floor beside him was a huge bunch of keys and a screwdriver. She frowned. Had he brought it along to fix something?

Years before, when they lived together, Joshua had made a habit out of bringing old things home and fixing them. She remembered finding old clocks on the kitchen table and a number of pairs of roller skates in the living room. That and a variety of wheels, handlebars and frames from old bikes that people didn’t want any more which sat in the garage or the hallway or in Joshua’s room much to the annoyance of her mother. That boy of yours, her mother would say to Brendan, he’s a magnet for junk!

The first day they moved in Rose had been shy of the tall eleven-year-old boy who carried in his belongings in cardboard boxes. She’d watched from the top landing as the front door was hooked back and Brendan (who she had met) and Joshua (who she hadn’t) walked back and forth to the van bringing their stuff with them, piling it along the hallway so that there was hardly any room to get past.

‘You know Brendan?’ her mum had said to her a couple of days before.

She’d nodded. Brendan was nice. Her mum hadn’t known him for long but Rose liked him better than the previous boyfriend who stood back as she passed him and never allowed anyone to touch his laptop or phone. No one. Ever. Brendan was easy-going and was always forgetting his things; his mobile, his BlackBerry, his wallet, his book.

‘He’s having some trouble with his landlord so I’ve said that he and his son can stay here for a few weeks until they get a new place? Is that all right with you?’

Rose had shrugged. Why not?

Her mum gave her a sideways hug, squeezing her shoulders tightly.

‘Mum, you’re breaking my bones!’ she’d said but she was smiling.

When Brendan and Joshua had finally unpacked their stuff into the house at Brewster Road the four of them went to Pizza Hut and celebrated. Rose looked shyly at Joshua, who had his own mobile phone and loads of computer equipment piled up in the corner of the box room. He was so grown-up. Like the boys from the big school. His voice was gravelly and his hands were as big as Brendan’s. On the way home from the restaurant he asked her which programmes she liked to watch on television and whether she liked music.

‘I play the violin!’ she said. ‘What do you play?’

He laughed. ‘I play PlayStation!’ he said.

At first she found it odd him living in her house. He always seemed to be in the toilet when she wanted to go or he was watching some sport on the television when she wanted to watch something else. Or he was making a noise in the box room while she was practising the violin, banging and shifting things around. Once she popped her head in his tiny room and saw him red-faced trying to find a place for all his stuff.

‘This room is really the TARDIS,’ he said. ‘It’s bigger than you think.’

‘Only in the Time-Space-Continuum,’ she said quickly.

He began to laugh. She stood still for ages watching him, her violin almost touching the floor, then she began to laugh as well.

‘Why don’t you get one of those high-up beds? Then you can put all your stuff underneath it,’ she said.

He looked at her.

‘You know what, Rosie, that’s brilliant,’ he said slowly. ‘That is one great idea.’

‘My name’s Rose,’ she said, miffed.

Brendan and Joshua made the frame for the bed. It took days while large lumps of wood were carried up the stairs and back down again to be sawed up in the back garden. When it was finished Rose looked in amazement at the platform bed reachable by a small stepladder and the desk and computer equipment underneath. Behind the door, hidden from most people’s view, was a wheel with some of its spokes warped.

Once the bed was up it was clear that Joshua was staying for good.

It was three happy years.

Rose stared at him asleep on her sofa. She’d told him about her garden studio in her emails. When she had texted saying she couldn’t meet, he must have come to her. The thought made her smile. She looked him up and down. He was tall, his legs and plimsolls hanging over the end of the chair. His hair was curly and there was a shadow on his jaw as if he hadn’t shaved.

He moved and groaned as he did so. His head turned back so that he seemed to be looking up at the ceiling. She remembered again the other boy she had seen lying down that evening. He had been on his front, his face flat against the cold concrete of the walkway, his blood spreading out from under him. Rose wondered what it would be like to be someone in Ricky Harris’s family. To have a policeman come to the front door and announce that their son, their brother (maybe even their stepbrother) was dead. She looked at Joshua and felt the loss keenly. She who had already lost her mother and Brendan. How awful it would be if it had been Joshua lying on that bridge. How dark the world would be then.

The tears finally came. Tears for that stupid idiot Ricky Harris who called her posh bird and kept on and on at her in college. Why was she crying for him? A boy who had been nasty to her, who had taken every opportunity to make fun of her. Her form teacher had spoken to him several times and even one of the IT technicians had told him to lay off. He had had a girlfriend, she remembered. A thin pale girl with hair extensions. She seemed to walk after him everywhere like a puppy.

Here’s your train, posh bird! were the last words he spoke before encountering an argument on a bridge, a fight and a fatal wound.

She pulled a tissue out of her pyjama pocket, half aware that Joshua had moved and was looking around the room.

‘Rosie?’ he said, sitting up.

She dabbed her eyes.

‘What’s up?’ he said, smiling. ‘Am I that big a disappointment?’

She shook her head and he got up and came across to her. He squatted down in front of her and grabbed her hands.

‘Hey, sis? What’s up?’

‘I’m not your sister,’ she said, the crying getting worse instead of better.

‘Stepsister, then.’ He was grinning.

‘Not even a stepsister. Not really.’

‘Well, then, what’s up? Why the tears?’

‘I saw someone get killed tonight, that’s all,’ she hiccupped out the words.

‘Ah,’ he said, standing up, taking her hand, pulling her up and hugging her. ‘Is that all it is?’



She sat on the sofa next to him and told him all about it.

‘I don’t know what to say,’ he said, when she’d finished.

‘Me neither,’ she said. ‘It’s just like being witness to a car accident. It’s being there at that moment, pure bad luck. Bad luck that Ricky Harris walked across the bridge and got into a row with this guy and one thing led to another . . .’

‘Awful.’

‘And it’s made me think about Mum all over again.’

She meant Mum and Brendan but hadn’t said it.

‘Dad’s never out of my mind,’ he said.

‘I didn’t mean that! Mum’s always in my mind! Of course she is!’

She was instantly irritated and moved away from him further along the old sofa, her shoulders stiffening.

‘I know that. I . . .’

‘I think about her all the time. What I meant was I started to think about the things that happened over those days. The police . . .’

‘Sorry.’

She couldn’t speak. Her jaw felt tight.

‘Hey!’ Joshua said. ‘Is this our first argument? I’ve only been here for ten minutes!’

‘I’m just upset,’ she said, staring at the wall.

‘’Course you are. Anyone would be!’

Joshua put his arm around her shoulders and gave her a squeeze.

‘Your bones have got right angles,’ he said. ‘I think I’ve been injured.’

She turned to him, her face breaking into a smile.

‘It’s good to see you, Josh. It’s been a long time.’

‘Have I changed?’

She shook her head.

‘You’re still as annoying as you were five years ago.’

‘What have you done to your arm?’ he said, reaching across her front and lifting her wrist. She looked down and saw the scab mark along the edge of her pyjama sleeve.

‘Just a scrape,’ she said, not wanting to show the tattoo until it was healed. ‘How did you get in here? The back gate is locked.’

‘I climbed over it.’

‘What’s that for?’ she said, pointing at the screwdriver.

‘I had it in my pocket. I must have left it there after fixing something.’

Rose shook her head. She had a sudden memory of Joshua’s tools scattered around the house in Brewster Road. A hacksaw by the fruit bowl, a claw hammer by the shoe rack.

The sound of music playing loudly broke into her thoughts.

‘What’s that?’ he said, looking puzzled. ‘It sounds like you’ve got an orchestra playing in your garden!’

Rose could hear it. Anna’s music. It was as if she’d turned the volume up. But it wasn’t that. Anna had opened the back doors of her drawing room. She was out in the garden. She was coming down to the studio for some reason.

‘You have to hide. If she sees you here it will cause a lot of trouble.’

She looked round the tiny space. He met her eyes and gave a hopeless shrug. The studio was a square room. There were no alcoves or cupboards. There was no screen to step behind and the only big thing, the sofa was too heavy to be moved easily.

There was nowhere for Joshua to hide.

‘She’ll be here in a minute!’ Rose said, panicking.

‘I’ll face up to her! She can’t tell you who to see and who not to see!’

‘No, you don’t get it. She’ll make things difficult. Quick.’

Rose grabbed Joshua’s arm and pushed him against the wall adjacent to the door. She looked round hurriedly and picked up his jacket, his keys and screwdriver and shoved them at him seconds before the door swung open and Anna was standing there.

‘Rose! I’ve just had a call from the police. What are you doing down here? It’s almost midnight. Come back into the house,’ Anna said, stepping away from the door, ‘It’s cold out here and we need to talk.’

‘I’ll just get my things.’

Without looking at the open door and Joshua’s plimsolls sticking out, Rose picked up the water and cheese and her rucksack.

‘Just putting my boots on!’

‘The police said you were a witness to a murder, Rose. Why on earth didn’t you come and tell me?’

Rose moved behind the door to push her feet into her boots. She mouthed Sorry at Joshua. He smiled at her as she backed away, carrying her things.

‘Hurry up, Rose.’

She pulled the door to and Joshua moved out from behind it. She paused by the light switch. With her back to Anna she grinned back at Joshua. Then she turned the light off and closed the door tightly.

She followed her grandmother up the lawn. All the way to the house she felt Joshua’s eyes on her back.





Four

College was uncomfortable for the next few days.

‘Are you the girl who saw Ricky get killed?’

‘Are you Rose someone? Who was there when Harris got stabbed?’

‘Did you see the stabbing?’

‘Did you see who did it?’

‘Are you the kid who used to go boarding school? You saw Harris get it? Is that right?’

Rose didn’t like it. People thrusting their faces into her space. She was used to being anonymous, left alone. She liked the sense of wandering through this alien world unnoticed. She had come from a small girls’ boarding school in the middle of the countryside into this huge mixed college, where students walked in battalions and took no prisoners. She liked to sit on a seat in the cafeteria and just watch it all happening around her. Girls and boys eyeing each other up; boys standing in groups talking and shouting and shoving and practising football with an invisible ball; girls sitting round tables whispering or, shrieking, looking at their phones. Then there were the studious types, in twos and threes out of the way, looking at handouts or books, the wires of their iPods mingling with their hair.

There was noise all day long. Rose was used to the hushed tones of the corridors of Mary Linton College for Girls. Only soft shoes were allowed inside the building so the sound of three hundred plus girls walking around was negligible. When lessons were on there was quiet, just the sound of a tuba or violin playing or the tinkling of a piano. In the sixth-form college the noise was like a wall; it got lower at certain points but it was always there. Fifteen hundred seventeen- and eighteen-year-olds moving round. Then there was the tannoy and the lesson buzzers and the traffic from the busy road that ran along one side of the building.

Rose had spent the last few weeks being a silent spectator of this. Sometimes she sat with Maggie and Sara in the cafeteria but the rest of the time she was on her own, walking along the edges of the corridors, sitting in the private study area in the library or on one of the benches that were dotted around the outside of the college.

When she was sitting down she liked to have her laptop open and go on to social networking sites. It was easy to contact girls from her old school and find out what was going on. She found it easy to swap small talk with people whom she hardly ever saw. She also liked to go on sites about books or art, movies or music, and she often left comments. Rose, who was shy and stand-offish with real people, found social interaction easy in the virtual world. Then she had her blog, Morpho. It was somewhere for her to write about things that were happening in her life.

But now people were seeking her out. She had to look up from her laptop, log off and close the lid. When they got her attention they eyed her with suspicion.

‘How come you were there when Ricky Harris got stabbed?’

‘Who are you?’

‘What form are you in? Were you friends with Ricky Harris?’

She was polite but short and firm.

‘I was a witness. I saw him get into an argument with someone on the bridge and that was it. I never saw the actual stabbing. Don’t ask me anything else because I don’t know.’

Three days after it happened she had the words off pat and the number of people who had only just heard had dwindled to a trickle. Just after lunch when she was sitting thinking about seeing Joshua after college an odd-looking girl charged up to her. She was tall with orange red hair which was cut asymmetrically. She was wearing what looked like a man’s jumper over tight-legged jeans. She had glitter lipstick on. Next to Rose, who was wearing her customary black and white clothes, the girl looked like a clown.

‘Someone wants to see you,’ she said, without making eye contact.

Rose felt weary. She’d said as much as she cared to say about what happened to Ricky Harris.

‘I’m busy,’ she said curtly.

‘You’re not busy. You’re just sitting here,’ the girl said, looking Rose in the eye.

‘I’m thinking,’ Rose said.

‘Is it right what people say about you? That you’re a stuck-up cow?’

‘I’m just minding my own business!’

‘Were you minding your own business on Tuesday night when Ricky got killed?’

Rose opened her mouth to speak but what was the point? Was this garish girl suggesting that in some way she had something to do with what happened to Ricky? It wasn’t worth the breath a reply would take. She stood up so that she could walk away but the big girl moved to the side and blocked the way. Rose felt her temper ignite. Was she going to have to be physical with this girl? How would that work? The girl was a head taller than Rose.

Just then a small thin girl emerged from a nearby doorway.

‘Leave it, Sherry,’ she called out.

Sherry turned and tutted, saying things under her breath. The girl walked forward and Rose knew her immediately. It was Ricky Harris’s girlfriend. She had no make-up on and her face looked white, her eyes sunken. Her hair was tied back and she had gold hoops in her ears that seemed to drag the lobes down.

‘I just want to have a word,’ she said.

‘I never saw anything, not really,’ Rose said, her voice a little softer.

‘I’m Emma and this is my stepsister Sherry.’

‘Stepsister?’ Rose said, smiling, thinking of Joshua.

‘Something funny about it?’ Sherry said.

Rose shook her head.

‘It’s just I have a stepbrother. Well not in law as such. My mother wasn’t married to his father but we lived together as a family.’

Sherry looked puzzled. Emma smiled.

‘You’re not that different to us. Bits and bobs of families,’ she said, slipping a stick-like arm through Sherry’s. ‘I just want to talk to you about what happened to Ricky. That’s all.’

‘All right,’ Rose said.

‘Not here, though. Come in to my form room. It’s quiet there.’

Emma and Rose sat opposite each other as though they were working as a pair in the lesson. The table between them was bare except for a pink mobile phone that Emma had placed there. The rest of the room was empty and Sherry was standing by the closed door to stop anyone barging in.

Rose told the story again the way she had on the first night and then to Joshua and her grandmother and then at the police station the following day when she made her statement. She told it slowly and tried to be less unpleasant about Ricky Harris. She left out the part where Ricky had asked her whether her mother had been murdered. In fact, she’d left that bit out every time she told it.

‘And he said Change of plans and went off up the stairs just as the train was coming in. He’d just got a phone call.’

‘Was it from a girl?’ Emma said in a kind of whisper.

‘I can’t say. I walked away. He talked for a short while and then said Change of plans! He seemed really happy.’

‘Happy?’

‘In a good mood. At first he seemed a bit off but then, when the call came, it seemed to lift his mood and he went trotting up the stairs. He even called out to me, Here’s your train, posh bird. In a jokey way.’

‘But you saw him on the bridge?’

Rose nodded.

‘And this guy stabbed Ricky?’

Emma’s eyes were looking glassy. It seemed like it was an effort to hold them open. Her face was reddening. After a moment she blinked and looked down and Rose saw her use the crook of her finger to wipe away a tear.

‘I think he must have. I didn’t actually see the . . . attack. I just saw the scuffle and then the guy just did an about-turn and walked away. I mean when he walked away he seemed to be like bouncing along.’

‘Bouncing? What’s that supposed to mean?’ Sherry said.

‘I mean the way he was walking, well, sometimes you just know, don’t you? When someone’s got their back to you, you can just tell?’

‘Tell what?’ Emma said, using a tissue that had been folded up to blot her eyelids.

‘I think he was smiling. That’s what it seemed like from behind.’

Sherry swore.

‘Did you see his face?’ Emma said.

Rose shook her head.

‘Just the back of his head.’

‘But if you saw him again, the guy on the bridge, you might recognise something about him? You know you said about the way he walked . . .’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Negative or what!’ Sherry said.

‘I’m not being . . .’

‘Just come with us for five minutes,’ Emma pleaded. ‘That’s all I’m asking. Just for a short walk. To look at someone.’

Emma stood up. Rose was hesitant. She didn’t want to be involved in this. She wanted to put it behind her.

‘Please,’ Emma said.

Rose reluctantly stood up. She followed Sherry and Emma out of the classroom and along the corridor, sidestepping crowds of kids. Some of them knew Emma and were clearly aware of what had happened to her, their voices dropping in a kind of reverence as she passed. They walked towards the cafeteria. Official lunch hour was over but the cafeteria was still serving drinks and snacks and there were a couple of hundred kids in there, some of them on free study periods and others just avoiding their classes. Emma wove through the tables followed by Sherry and then Rose. When she got to the far corner she gestured for Rose and Sherry to sit down. Rose put her stuff down on one chair and sat on the other. The table in front of her was littered with polystyrene cups and curls of cellophane and plastic knives and forks. She sat a bit back from the table and looked round. It was a corner of the cafeteria she never used. It was a place where a lot of the loud kids hung out. It was known as somewhere you could pick up dope and other stuff.

‘You’ll see him in a minute,’ Emma said.

Sherry had a mirror out and was pulling one side of her hair into a hook around her face.

‘Who is it you want me to see?’ Rose said, feeling the hopelessness of the situation. All she had seen was the back of someone’s head inside a hood. What use could she be?

‘Lewis Proctor.’

Rose didn’t comment. It was not a name she recognised. Why should she? She’d only been at the college for a short while. She hadn’t been to the schools these students had come from and neither did she live in the nearby streets or estates.

‘Here he is,’ Sherry said, without looking away from the mirror.

A tall white boy walked towards their corner of the cafeteria. There were others in the group but Rose had a feeling that this was the boy Emma had brought her to see. He was wearing black jeans and T-shirt, and over the top a hooded sweatshirt, the hood down. His very short dark hair was spiked up on the top. He noticed Emma straight away and came towards them. A few metres away he stopped but didn’t speak until his mates were around him.

‘Any news on who did your boy?’ he said.

Emma didn’t answer. She shook her head silently.

A dark-haired girl emerged from the group and put her hand on Lewis Proctor’s shoulder. She was tall and thin and one wrist was heavy with silver bangles. Rose looked her up and down. She had silver boots on and her feet were poised as if she was a ballet dancer.

‘Bad day. Some people might say Ricky had it coming,’ Lewis said.

Lewis Proctor leant down and picked up a plastic knife from a table and mimed stabbing it into his own chest. Sherry swore at him. His friends all started to laugh and he chucked it across the hall. The girl didn’t laugh, just turned her back and walked away. Other kids sitting at nearby tables looked on puzzled. Rose felt herself sinking into the seat, her shoulders getting rounder. She wished she could be somewhere else. Emma turned her back on him and he shrugged dramatically and then pretended to wipe away tears. Then he turned and walked off.

Both Sherry and Emma looked straight at Rose. She concentrated on the back of Lewis Proctor, on the way he walked, the shape of his head; how it might look if his hood was up. Was it the same person who had been on the bridge that night?

She couldn’t tell. He looked like any of a hundred other boys who paraded round the college.

‘I don’t know.’

Emma stood up. ‘Thanks, anyway.’

‘Lewis Proctor. Write his name down,’ Sherry said to Rose as though she had made a positive identification.

When they were gone Rose opened up her laptop and spent a few moments looking at emails. There were two from Joshua. She was tempted to read them but wanted to do something first. She went on to Facebook and put the name Lewis Proctor into search. A few seconds later his page appeared. Photos. Messages. Friends. His smile looked like that of any other teenage boy. One of the pictures showed him with a hood up. She looked hard for a few moments but couldn’t see anything familiar.

Later on, when she was on her way out of college heading for Joshua’s flat, she thought of the boy in the hood again, the way he had picked up the plastic knife and pretended to stab himself, mocking Emma about her dead boyfriend.

Lewis Proctor. It was a name Rose wasn’t going to forget.
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