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CHAPTER ONE

The twins, Billy and Kimberley Fletcher, were the eldest children in the class, born on the first of September, 1987. Every year, their birthday party was held at their foster family’s farm on the flat fields to the south of York, and greeted with hysteria, being the first time we’d been together since breaking up for summer holidays. There was news to get through, holiday activities to relate, energy to expel in each other’s directions.

A farm was the perfect venue. There was open space: fields and paddocks to play in, and trees and fences to climb. There were horses – a couple of prize showjumpers that were kept safely away from the action – and some smaller nags that we took turns to ride, under the supervision of one of Billy and Kimberley’s older brothers, some of whom were old enough almost to be uncles. The Carter family had been fostering children for years – the Fletcher twins being the latest in a long succession – and it seemed that these older foster children stuck around long after they’d moved out, like a vast extended family.

The Carters also had a trampoline, and piles of freshly cut hay, and the older brothers set up an obstacle course and a network of jumps that culminated in us leaping from a platform on to the trampoline and then ending up in a heap. The older brothers were around to arrange the activities, but beyond that there was little to no regulation, which we all loved. We felt free; uninhibited. The jump from the trampoline to the hay bale was blissful chaos. Children jumping two or three together. Children jumping into the hay while there were still others submerged or hysterically trying to extract themselves. Children jumping on to the trampoline when it was on an up-burst, hitting it when the skin was taut and bouncing right back off in the other direction.

Billy and Kimberley’s foster mum flipped burgers on a charcoal barbecue near the picnic tables and we were able to go over to her whenever we wanted and get as many as we liked. And there were chips too. And they didn’t make us eat any salad, and they didn’t tell us off if we left any. At the Carters’ farm, we could do whatever we wanted.

Next to the barbecue area, the adults and the older brothers usually lit a bonfire with the leftover leaves and wood, and whatever else there was lying around the farm. It started small and grew as the party went on, providing light as the sun began to dip.

And then there was the potato game. It always happened in the early evening, soon before our parents were meant to come and collect us. Being September, the late potatoes had been harvested, and there was surplus that couldn’t be sold – tubers that were too big or too small or too twisted. Much of this was given to the pigs to eat but Billy and Kimberley’s older brothers took some potatoes and stacked them on to a trailer and attached the trailer to one of the smaller tractors. Then one of them would drive the tractor around the field in circles, and some of the older brothers would get on their quad bikes and ride round in circles too, chugging up grass and dirt and corralling us children into a circle in the middle. Then they would pelt potatoes at us and we would run around in circles screaming – the blood-curdling screams of children having fun – near delirious, whipped up into such a deathly frenzy that if they’d told us right then and there to run headlong into the roaring bonfire I have no doubt that we would have done it, every single one of us.

I’m not sure we were aware that the Carters’ farm and this beck running through it were on the site of an ancient battle or whether it’s simply that I have this knowledge now and look back on those gatherings as especially combative. But we were fearsome with each other. We fought and fought. It was all play but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t bitterly contested. There was a little wooden bridge that traversed the beck and we set ourselves up into two teams, one on either bank, and then one by one we would rush forward on to the bridge to parry with a child from the opposite side. We were armed with supple sticks with which we tried to knock each other off the bridge, knowing that our opponent would fall safely into the water, which was just deep enough to break our fall. I don’t think any of us knew whether we would rather win or lose; whether standing triumphantly on the bridge, staff raised into the air in celebration, ready to face a fresh opponent, was preferable to being knocked – allowing oneself to be knocked – falling – allowing oneself to fall – slowly, in a glorious arc, into the cool water. We took delight in succumbing to the magnificent splash and transformed the fall from the bridge into a performance – the radius as wide as possible, our arms and legs stretched out to their maximum reach, the curve of our bodies anticipating the gravitational and rotational forces that would pull us down towards the water. The ecstasy in the total loss of control. A desire for liquid pleasures. As we fell, we knew that we were being watched. All eyes were upon us. Not on the victor on the bridge but on us, the defeated and falling, as we splashed into the water, as we splashed out of the water, as we gasped and gulped and panted and splashed our way to the safety of the bank to be pulled out of the beck by many hands. And this performance brought its own kind of victory. 

The last of these parties occurred in the summer after our class had left primary school, but before we had begun secondary school. Being the first day of September, it was just before the new term would begin and the air between us was thick with the talk of it; with dizzy predictions, unfounded rumours, our hopes and fears for the future transfigured into elaborate fantasies.

August had been hot and the fields to the south of the city were hard-packed and bleached. It was a flat landscape. Arable, airfields, dry bridleways, disused railway lines and becks that fed into the city’s two rivers. The whole area was a natural floodplain, which meant the soil was rich and so, after drought, deep cracks and crevices appeared across its surface and in the winter the mud was dark and thick.

I got a lift out there with Amelia’s dad who then went to pick up Eve too from her house near the secondary school we would all soon be attending. This was long before Eric Schaffer arrived in our lives from New York City. Back then, it was just us three girls and Old York. We sat in the back seat of Dave Anstruther’s car and listened to him talk about the difference between his upbringing and ours. This was one of his favourite topics. He liked to list all the things we had that he didn’t have and then all the opportunities available to us that weren’t available to him, and then end with a refrain about how far he’d come and the importance of hard work. I later realised that he reserved these speeches for when I was in the car or round at Amelia’s house and that the moral message about his ascendancy was in fact a veiled jibe at what he perceived as my own family’s social decline. My parents had both gone to university and then on to jobs that did a lot of good but didn’t make them very much money, whereas Amelia’s dad was a self-styled, self-made man who had bettered himself and by association the world around him. He drove a large, dark-blue saloon car. I don’t know the brand because I didn’t notice things like that when I was a child (I’m not even sure if I do now) but it always seemed pretty luxurious and I remember Amelia doing little things to please him, to preserve the car, which I never remember doing for my parents and theirs. She would instruct us not to bring any food or drink into it, explaining that the seats were real leather, and I remember sitting on those real-leather seats and being vividly aware that they were made from the flayed skin of dead animals. She told us about the electric windows, which in those days weren’t standard, though her dad had disabled the controls in the back seats for safety’s sake. Parents used to be terrified that a child might lean out of a window and accidentally press the electric button and then not be able to make the mechanism stop, and that the window would slowly rise until it crushed their neck and throttled them or else continued right on through and cut their head clean off.

When we arrived at the farm, Amelia’s dad stopped the car and we all jumped out. There was a dust puddle right next to the rear door and because we all shuffled out of the same side, we stumbled into it, covering our shoes and socks, but none of us cared and we ran and skipped forward towards the party with our presents for Billy and Kimberley in our hands and then, remembering ourselves – remembering that we were all now eleven (and Kimberley and Billy had today turned twelve) and that the days of running and skipping were nearly over, if not already, we stopped and walked, three girls side by side, arms linked together, as girls of that age often walk, like a marching troop, and we arrived at the field with the others.

We were all of that age when girls and boys begin to separate into their two categories, before returning to one another to dance in pairs, and so some of the boys were playing football and some were having a water fight and some of the girls were standing around chatting, some of them over by the paddock feeding the ponies, some of them playing on the old, decrepit, probably dangerous set of swings near the house, some of them watching the water fight. But even though these tentative divisions had already begun to occur, there were crucial interruptions. Daniel Beatty was playing on the swings with the girls; Vanessa Petris, who had three older brothers, was filling water bombs from the tap by the house, ready to rush into the fray. And whether because of these interventions or simply because we had all grown up together and weren’t quite ready to enact the separation that we somehow felt our new – albeit mixed-sex – school would enact upon us, as the afternoon wore on we began to fall back into our games of previous years, all together. The mass of older brothers drove out with the tractor and trailer of potatoes and a couple of them stood on the back of the trailer and pelted us, while we tried to avoid them. And then we were slowly corralled towards the beck, already exhausted from running around and falling on to the dusty ground, and with dust in our mouths and dust in our eyes, we fell towards the water and some of us crossed the old bridge to the other side where we pulled a couple of good wands from the willow tree by the bank, Joe Palmer swinging back and forth on the end of it to snap off the branch, and we lined up and commenced battle, the first two of us slogging it out for a full half-minute before one was knocked into the water and a new partner rushed forward to replace them, each bout becoming quicker and more frenzied as the pull towards the water became stronger, until, by the end, pairs were just running towards each other with their willow boughs and wilfully falling to either side at the first and faintest clash.

As shards of bright light struck through the leafy canopy, the water in the beck glittered as if it had pulled precious metals down from the hills. And the glittering increased tenfold each time the water was touched. With every movement, every splash, every moment the surface was broken, the liquid was agitated and an oscillating network of golden coins spilt from what had, that morning, before the children had arrived, before the sun had reached this exact point in the sky, been dull and cool and flat.

I came up against Amelia, which we found inexplicably hilarious. She just stood there and laughed, and I whacked her with the stick and she jumped gleefully off the bridge, making a performance with her arms and legs as if descending from a trapeze with an elaborate flourish, and she smacked the water, and the splash came up, drenching me too from top to bottom, and then Eve stepped forward and I didn’t offer a contest, just standing there while she whacked me, and then I fell, over the same side as Amelia had gone before me, right to where she was, unconcerned that I might fall on to her, submerging her once again. And that’s what happened. I crashed into her as she was coming up for air and we went beneath the surface together, continuing to fight frantically as if there were only enough oxygen left in the world for one, pushing each other down without a thought to the other’s safety. We rose together, laughing, shrieking, swimming then wading towards the bank, pulling each other back to get there first, fighting all the way, just as Eve was, in turn, knocked into the beck with a scream and began her own ascent.

Next came Billy Fletcher. He was up against Joe Palmer, who was the bigger of the two by some way, already on an upward trajectory towards becoming a very tall man; puberty, for him, only a couple of years away.

That said, Billy Fletcher was a nutter. That’s what we would have called him then, though I have since thought carefully about the boy, thought about his motivations and impulses.

Billy’s sister, Kimberley, was always a nice girl. Shy, perhaps, and eager to hide herself within a crowd, but kind and contained. Billy was different. He’d been identified as a bad egg early on, certainly before the year we all turned seven. That was the year I arrived with my family from East London and he was already marked out. I don’t know what he’d done – what his first infraction had been – maybe it had started with a bit of hyperactivity, maybe he hadn’t listened closely enough, had talked when he should have listened. Maybe he had run when he should have walked or thrown some Play-Doh at a wall. I don’t know. But ill-deeds were expected of him. The adults’ eyes would follow him around any room. Someone had once – seemingly deliberately – trampled all the tulips in the enclosed section of the school grounds that would later become the Princess Diana Memorial Garden. There was no evidence to suggest it was Billy – there was no evidence to point to anyone at all – but he was asked about it nonetheless. He once lost his temper in the classroom because the colour of paint he had wanted had been in use by another child and he didn’t want to wait, so he took the pot of powder paint off the other boy’s desk and when the other boy objected, Billy tipped it over his head. It had erupted in a royal blue cloud, settling on the boy’s hair, on his face, on his shoulders, all down the front of his school jumper. Even his eyelids were blue. He kept blinking and, every time he did, I noticed how smooth the colour was. The fine powder had integrated so evenly with his delicate, juvenile skin that it simply looked like he was a naturally blue human child. A human child carved from lapis lazuli. I remember some going on Amelia too, who had been sitting right next to the boy, and her making an enormous fuss about it, shouting and shrieking. For attention, of course. Any of us would have done the same. Billy got in big trouble for that. He was suspended from school for a day. And at the time we all took it for granted that he deserved it. It was inconceivable to us that any of the teachers were in any way fallible or that any child would receive a punishment they didn’t deserve. I always felt I’d been dealt with completely fairly – by which I mean I’d never been in any trouble at all – and so I assumed that everyone else got entirely what they deserved as well.

Joe Palmer came towards Billy Fletcher with his willow stick raised, but there was a mania in the smaller boy’s eyes. It was his birthday. The day was his. There was no doubt that victory in this battle would be his too. Kimberley, his twin sister, was behind him. I remember her reaching out a hand, as if to steady him, aware that her brother, younger by half an hour (she delighted in telling us) had lost control of himself, had become too caught up in the excitement of the play, was experiencing an ancient bloodlust left here by ferocious armies long ago, but she did not touch his shoulder in time. He was already marching forward towards Joe Palmer, who, in turn, stumbled. Big but gentle. And then Billy Fletcher struck, sharply, and not on the arms or torso as the rest of us had in our bouts, but on the left side of the bigger boy’s head, and I still remember the sound – the doleful crack – and the sight of Joe Palmer’s eyes rolling slowly, dreadfully, into the back of his head, and him falling, not wonderfully but terribly, towards the still-churning waters.

He sank to the bottom. He was out cold. It took us a moment to notice. And then there was panic. Amelia screamed.

In my own wild, childish fantasies, I’d always imagined myself a hero, as someone who could act bravely and decisively when called. But faced now with the possibility of doing something heroic, I stumbled. I found that my thoughts slowed, that I couldn’t think of a response. I stood, soaking wet on the edge of the bank, water from the beck dripping from my face into my open mouth. Joe Palmer continued to flounder. I continued to watch. 

It was Eve who acted. Brave Eve. She was a strong swimmer; would later swim for the city. She was still wading out of the beck herself. She turned back, dived beneath the surface and pulled the boy, big though he was, up towards the fresh air. She’d done a certificate in rescue. She’d stitched the purple badge to her swimming bag. She lifted his body so that it floated on the surface and then she took hold of him beneath his chin and guided him towards the bank.

It was then that I took control of myself and moved towards her to help. We pulled him on to the grass together and turned him on to his side, and then he began to cough and splutter, and water came out of his nose and mouth, and then he coughed and spluttered some more, and then he was sitting up and one of the other boys was patting his back.

No one thought to run for help. The fear of getting into trouble was too great, for, although we were allowed to run amok at the Carters’ farm, we all knew that this event had pushed us into virgin territory, even for here. And, strangely, we felt the responsibility collectively. Though Billy Fletcher was, we understood, erratic, out of control, we somehow understood then – though many of us would later forget – that he was a frightened bird trapped inside a chimney. 

And besides, he was one of us, had always been one of us, and it was the fault of the collective that the game had got out of hand and ended in the way it did (though, thankfully, and somewhat remarkably, no worse than it did).

Soon enough, Joe Palmer rose to his feet, apparently unfazed by what had befallen him. He shook himself like a dog, slapped himself on both cheeks, and laughed. We all laughed, though the mood had cooled and we stopped the game, moving away from the beck and back towards the paddock and the farmhouse and the bonfire and barbecue, drying ourselves off in the sun; the fat of the burgers we devoured dripping down our chins.

Was it then that Amelia first encountered Johnny Warrant – one of Billy and Kimberley’s older foster brothers? I have a vivid recollection of them speaking to each other as the light began to dim, as the sun hooked itself behind a cloud that would be the first of many, that would spell the end of summer and the beginning of a famous flood. She was eleven. He was, then, fifteen. He towered over her. Four years of separation at that age is enormous. I remember them speaking, just the two of them, some distance from the crowd. Though perhaps I have invented this recollection, knowing what I know now about what would happen between them, and knowing what I now know about how memories are formed, like layers of mille-feuille across one another, laid out freshly each time they are brought to mind.

It was my dad who picked us up: Eve, Amelia and me. He came in our dusty old white car – so at odds with the car Dave Anstruther had brought us in. We hardly spoke in the backseat and my father asked no questions; he was a quiet man. He dropped off Eve first, to the small two-bedroom terrace that she shared with her mum, Maureen. Then he drove to Amelia’s house, which was a large, detached villa with a two-car garage and a decorative water feature in the front garden. Then we drove across the city to our home in the shadow of the Minster; the cathedral close, as it was called, where the Dean and Chapter lived with their families, and my father parked the car on the cobbles.

I went straight upstairs for a bath, drawing the hot water from the old copper taps and watching as it spattered in the porcelain tub. I soaked for a while, washed every inch of my skin, my face, my dark hair, which was at that time cropped into a neat bob. By the time I was done and getting up out of the water and allowing it to fall off me, the tub was dark with the dirt of the day.

Billy Fletcher lasted six months at our new school before being expelled. Mr Henton, the headmaster, called a special assembly for the lower years. We were pulled from our classes and taken to the hall, where we filed into rows of chairs and benches facing the main stage – a mid-century version of a proscenium arch lit from beneath like the gates of hell. Mr Henton was standing at the lectern in a dark pin-striped suit and a red tie. His bald head reflected the artificial light from the lectern below and the natural light streaming in from the high windows. We whispered among ourselves, until he raised a hand and we fell silent as one.

His voice was deep and steady. ‘I have brought you here today to talk about evil. A strange topic for a Wednesday morning, but one that has, through recent events, become essential. Evil has come into our school; in through our gates, and it sits here with us now, festering like an open wound. Now, I am a Christian and this is a Christian school, so I make no apology for referring to Holy Scripture. We must be informed by the Bible in all things, no less in this. And I will tell you plainly, for the avoidance of doubt – for doubts that you may have had in your short lives – that there is such a thing as God and there is such a thing as Satan, and that all but one of us in this room today walks on the side of God – in that I am quite sure. I am convinced of the inherent goodness of the great majority. But one of us is with the Devil, has been touched by him, has acted on his behalf. And in answer to the question of what we must do when we encounter evil in our midst, well, I will give you a clear answer: we must cut it out. From the root. 

‘This morning I received a visit from a Mrs Stacey, a resident of School Lane. Many of you may have seen her – she uses a wheelchair. You may also have seen her house. You will all have passed it on the way to and from school, whether you come by bus, by foot or on a bike. It’s kitted out with support bars to help her get in and out of her car and there is a ramp up to the front door. She has lived in the area all her life and has always felt a deep connection to this school, having watched its pupils come in and out every morning and afternoon for each of the decades of our existence. Now, that sense of pride – that sense of camaraderie – has been destroyed. I think, possibly, irreparably. This morning, as I say, she came in to see me and told me a terrible tale. She told me that for several weeks a group of boys – boys in our school uniform – have been loitering outside her house. Every day, about an hour after school, once the buses have departed and most other pupils have gone home. These boys began by sitting on her wall. They ate sweets and packets of crisps and when they were finished, they didn’t find a bin or take the wrappers away with them. Oh no, they simply dropped them into her garden. They did this over the course of a few days; each afternoon after school. When she asked them to stop, they became angry and decided upon a little revenge. Over the last two weeks, they have been waging against her what I can only describe as a campaign of malice. Trampling her plants. Kicking over her bins. Throwing dirt from her garden at her windows and front door. Setting off loud fireworks that could well have landed on her roof. This would have been bad enough. Were it this little campaign alone, I would have grounds for suspension, if not expulsion, but yesterday, they did something else. Yesterday, they did something unspeakably cruel. Cruel, deliberate, vindictive. Something evil. They took the time to go all the way down to the building site on the main road. There, they found a ladder. They brought it back to School Lane and they placed it across her driveway, from one gatepost to the other. This meant that she couldn’t leave her property. That she was trapped. And as she struggled to lift the ladder – which she failed to do because she’s in a wheelchair – they stood there and laughed. I repeat: they stood there and laughed.’

There was a collective intake of breath. Mr Henton unbuttoned his jacket. 

‘I would characterise this as an act of evil. It was calculated, it was malicious, it caused considerable distress to a vulnerable old woman who has, for her whole life, lived peacefully on that street, putting up with the noise of the buses and pupils of this school coming and going twice a day, every weekday. What had she ever done to them? She simply asked them not to deposit their rubbish in her front garden. She didn’t even object to them sitting on her wall. But any perceived slight, no matter how small, was intolerable to them. It was not in their nature to compromise. These are not the kinds of people who know how to give and take, who know how to function within a community. They will forever be apart, unable to get along with the rest of us, thorns in our collective side. While we try to make the world a better, kinder, safer place, they will try to make it worse, nastier, more dangerous for the rest of us. So, I ask again, what should we do when we see evil with our own two eyes? We must cut it out.

‘Now, Mrs Stacey described these boys to me very well. I was able to see each one of them in my mind’s eye, from the youngest to the eldest, the shortest to the tallest. I can see some of their faces now, and I know their names, and when I call the older years to their assembly, I will see some more of the faces, and yes, I already know those names as well. And so why have I called you all here? If I already know who the culprits are, why not summon these boys from their classrooms and deal with them in my office?’ He paused after this question, daring one of us to venture a response but when silence was maintained, he continued. ‘Because I want to give them an opportunity. I want to allow them to come to me and confess. I will speak to you directly now for you know full well who you are.’ Mr Henton placed his hands firmly on either side of the lectern and let it take his weight. ‘If you get up now, come to this stage and tell me and your peers what you and your older friends did, I will give you a chance. I will let you come with me after the assembly, apologise to Mrs Stacey, who is waiting in my office, and if she accepts your apology, I will not expel you from this school. You may continue your education here with us. But if you don’t show yourself to me now, if you don’t confess, I will expel you. I will bring your parents into the school and will tell them that there is no longer a place for you here among us. I will call your social worker and tell her what you have done. The incident, every detail, will go on your permanent record, forming an indelible account of your profound cruelty. And finally, I will call the police. The choice is yours. I will wait.’

Mr Henton stood back from the lectern and clasped his hands in front of his body. He wasn’t a large man but we were all terrified of him. He was a veteran of the Falklands War and had the bearing of an ex-military man. It was said he had killed enemy soldiers. Shot them dead. He waited. We all waited, some of us shuffling in our seats. I do not know for how long.

Then there was a sound from the back. A scratching. A scraping. A chair being shunted. A boy rising to his feet, followed by fearful chatter that fizzed along the rows like a struck match. Eve took hold of Amelia’s hand. I clenched my fists. I had known the identity of the boy before I saw him. I had not thought Billy capable of cruelty – he was only ever mischievous – but I had always felt, always known, that his elder foster brothers were more deadly. And so, when Mr Henton had mentioned that it had been a group, I, along with everyone else, I am quite sure, had thought Fletcher.

I turned and watched his slow walk to the stage. His eyes were red and swollen, but any wetness had already been wiped on his sleeve. We were only eleven or twelve at this point. And although age – like all measures of time – is relative to space, and a twelve-year-old in one school, neighbourhood or nation is very different from a twelve-year-old in another school, neighbourhood or nation – Billy Fletcher had a youth that stood out from his community. By which I mean: when his elder brothers had been twelve, they had not been capable of tears. But he was. And he was crying now.

He hung his head. He scuffed his feet along the parquet floor, rubber squeaking on wood. He was small for his age and looked smaller still as he sloped up the steps to the stage, arms hanging loosely; shoulders crumpled. Primary school and the parties on the farm seemed an age away. Billy Fletcher as an erratic but ultimately decent boy seemed a bygone remembrance. He had always found it difficult to control himself, often with tumultuous results, but this was new. It felt as if there had been a shift from one state of being to another. Previously, infractions had been childish, with childish consequences. Now, there was a threat of calling the police. 

Mr Henton watched Billy Fletcher come towards him. Then he turned to us and spoke again. ‘You may all go back to your classrooms.’ He nodded at the teachers who’d been sitting along a raised platform at the side of the hall. They got up and began to chivvy us out.

‘I hope he says sorry and really means it,’ said Eve. ‘What he did to her was awful.’ Then she paused and considered. ‘But I don’t think he’s evil. He’s always been naughty, but it’s nothing more than that.’

‘But Eve, imagine being Mrs Stacey. She had no way of getting out. They went and got a ladder and used it to trap her in her house. And then they just laughed at her. I can’t believe it. It’s the worst thing he’s ever done.’

‘I’m not saying it wasn’t bad. It’s just that we don’t know how much of it came from him. He was with older boys.’

‘But he still participated. He didn’t speak up. He didn’t do anything to stop them.’

‘We don’t know all the details. We just have Mr Henton’s account.’

Up on the stage, Billy Fletcher was speaking with Mr Henton. The man’s jaw was locked, his face set in an expression of fury, as the little boy tried to explain himself, tears now pouring down his face. Then Mr Henton erupted, letting out a roar. ‘I don’t care what Jason said!’ he bellowed. ‘I don’t care what he told you to do!’

The hall fell silent again, and we listened and shuffled out of the pair of double doors as Mr Henton continued to shout. We heard him all the way down the corridor as we headed back to our maths class. About what Billy had done, about what Jason had told him to do.

There was a cowed aura for the rest of the day. Nobody chatted much, people were reluctant to answer the teachers’ questions, even lunchtime was quiet – none of the usual giddy laughter, overblown altercations, throwing of food. When the bell rang for home time, we couldn’t wait to get out. Even more so than usual. On Fridays, Amelia’s dad, Dave, picked us all up and took us to Amelia’s house until Eve’s and my parents were done with work and could collect us. He couldn’t get to the school gates until around forty minutes after the big school buses that serviced the villages had been and gone, and the other pupils had walked or cycled off down the lanes and little streets to their houses, so we went to the library, which closed an hour after school had finished, and sat around one of the tables in the far corner. Eve and Amelia used this time to do their homework. I sometimes did the same but, more often than not, I’d get bored and pick up a book. Afterwards, we’d go out to the school gates to meet Amelia’s dad, who would either be waiting in his car or a few minutes away, stuck in traffic.

We exited the main doors of the school building to be met with the sight of the flashing lights of two police cars and several constables. Billy stood among them, his shoulders hunched, his head bowed, looking even smaller than usual and – somehow – both much younger and much older than his twelve years. We walked past slowly. Billy felt our eyes upon him and whipped around. His cheeks were damp with tears and his eyes were red.

‘Go to hell!’ he spat in our direction. ‘You can all go to hell. You fucking posh bitches. I bet you love this, don’t you? Well, you can go to hell.’

One of the male police officers grabbed Billy by his coat and pushed him into the car. Billy did nothing to stop him. His body just went limp and he fell on to the back seat and, as we three girls hurried on past, we caught sight of him again, sobbing, his head in his hands. We got to the school gates and found Dave sitting there, engine running. Amelia got into the front passenger seat as usual, and Eve and I got into the back. I think it was Eve who said it or maybe it was Amelia or maybe it was me. ‘What have we ever done to him?’

He was expelled from the school and removed from his foster family, though his twin sister, Kimberley, stayed at the farm. According to someone who knew, the Carters had been struggling with their charge for a while and finally decided they couldn’t cope with Billy, but social services noted that Kimberley had been getting on well there. Though it was unusual for twins to be split up in this way, the decision was taken that she might be better off without her brother. Later we heard that he had apologised but had refused to give the names of all his accomplices – just this Jason, who was also expelled. It turned out Mr Henton had been blagging when he’d said he’d known who they all were from the beginning. I’m not sure whether Mrs Stacey accepted the apology or not but, either way, Billy didn’t do enough to save himself. 




CHAPTER TWO

All is recollection save for the slender membrane of now. Every present thought, every present feeling, collides with a league of their familial ghosts. And if our lives in this moment seem flimsy, that is because they are. We dwell on that slim edge of experience while the waters of all that has been foam and swell.

I can remember that occasion on the Carter farm as if actors were playing it before me on a stage. I can remember the smell of the bonfire, the taste of the beck when we plunged beneath its surface. I can remember Billy and Kimberley and their brothers, and the potatoes and the bales of hay. These memories have many facets, like a precious gem slowly rotating between a jeweller’s fingers. I can recall my own part, but I can also imagine myself as Joe Palmer, or as Billy Fletcher, or any of the others. I can see the scene as if through their eyes, as if we are all sectors of one whole. And most of all, I remember the event as Eve – brave Eve – diving beneath the water to save Joe Palmer. Imagining myself as her. Inhabiting her. And the same goes for Billy Fletcher’s expulsion, and the speech Mr Henton gave upon that stage, though it all feels so unreal, like my mind has conjured an extravagant version of a more mundane truth. I can feel the breath of every person in that hall. I can feel the hand of the policeman on the back of little Billy Fletcher’s neck, pushing him into the car to be driven away.

I told Sita that I’d been thinking about Billy. It was 2017 and I was living in York again, working in the bar of the independent cinema and trying to write another novel. After Billy had been expelled from school, he left our lives almost entirely, though there were moments of return when we would see him or hear of him or wonder about where he was or how he lived. But now, eighteen years later, he was back, hopping around in my mind with all the other recollections like an unwelcome wraith. Sita asked about his significance, and I told her that there was none. ‘He was honestly just a boy at my school who was a bit wild and who went off and did some crazy stuff.’ I related the story we’d heard of him breaking into the Carters’ farm, partly because it was so salacious and I enjoyed recounting it. A couple of years after he was expelled from school and sent to live elsewhere, he turned up again at his former foster home. First, he stole a moped from the centre of town and rode it all the way out there, along the winding roads and muddy tracks, cutting across the field of a neighbouring farm and destroying some crops. Then he got into the Carters’ tractor and drove it straight through the wall of their barn, then clean out the other side, leaving two gaping holes and shards of snapped wood. Next, he hot-wired one of their cars – an old Volvo estate – and sped off in it down the A64 pursued by the police. One of the officers was the dad of a girl in our year and we all went round to her house one day after school to hear all about it. He reported seeing Billy Fletcher clutching the steering wheel with two scrawny hands. The boy hadn’t properly shut the boot, so debris kept flying out as he sped along: shopping bags and dog toys and electrical cables. The car’s hazard-warning lights were blinking the whole time. Eventually, the police caught up with him, arrested him, sent him to a juvenile detention centre. I don’t know how he got on there. Presumably he had a tough time. And I don’t know where he lived after he got out. 

The first time I met with Sita, she asked me about my earliest memory; my elemental impression of consciousness. Her consulting room was dimly lit and smelled of incense. I’d originally been given her name, as far as I could recall, by one of the men who now claims to have no idea who I am, and when I told her this in my initial email, she expressed delight – he’s a significant figure, after all, and it was understandable that she would have been pleased to have been on his radar. Now that I’m slowly reconciling myself to the idea that I never in fact met him, I’m left to surmise that I must have spotted her name somewhere or other – possibly when researching psychoanalysts to help my younger brother, Jos – and it must have burbled up from somewhere in my brain.

I placed my hands on my knees, studied the ceiling and tried to answer her question. ‘My dad rowing a boat,’ I said. ‘I was standing on the beach, watching. He was out on the waves. It was rough. I remember it being rough. And I was scared for him.’ 

I tried to figure out where it was, and when. I guessed that I was perhaps three years old, but she reminded me that veracity wasn’t the point, and I studied the floor and the soft rug with its knotted vine-leaves.

We return to the image often. She asks about the fear I felt in that moment, and I find it difficult to respond. We interrogate the motif of the turbulent sea and why I was on the shore alone. One week it represents the deep unconscious with my tiny self unmoored. The next week it is a broken mirror.

In recent years, I have had difficulties with my memory. It began a couple of years ago, or rather, I began to be aware of it a couple of years ago. In truth, I think the problems commenced earlier, but just how much earlier I do not know. Although there was a catastrophe – a moment that we might usefully refer to as a breakdown – there was also a gradual accrual of uncertainty; a kind of fog that descended upon me over time, and the breakdown was as much a rapid dispersal of that fog as it was its most opaque point.

It was not a sickness of forgetting. I did not have too few memories, but too many. They came at me like du Maurier’s birds: one, then two, then abundantly. Memories of three discrete events, only fabricated. A psychic concoction. The details were astonishing, not only in their quantity but in their quality. The evidentiary layers; the scope. Each was furnished with familiar touchstones, or content upon which my mind could depend. There were incidents from real life – I mean, from my verifiable life – and from my family’s history, and these slotted together with the marvellous so adroitly that I can forgive myself for relinquishing control. The persons I remember were – indeed, are – as real to me as anyone else I have ever encountered. Yet – I am told – I never met any of them. They are likewise wraiths, who came to me with news. Recollections of their own. Fabulous tales. 

It was Eric who suggested I contact a psychiatrist. At first I told him to sod off, but after a while I decided I would play along. I was careful with the memories, being always aware of their absurdity even as I was – as it were – living them. But he and I had always been so close – so proximate in our mental movements – that the words came. We spoke on the phone, he in New York City, of course; I in the other York, in the house I shared with a woman called Elizabeth who worked for an environmental charity and basically considered me to be a complete degenerate because I drank alcohol, had casual sex and didn’t recycle. Eric expressed concern, his voice quiet but firm. As I say, I resisted, then relented. He said he’d check in with me the next day, and the next. And so he did. Sometimes he’d message and sometimes he would phone.

I was guarded in what I told my GP. Knowing something of the psychiatric process (having experienced the system when my brother was ill), I made sure to convey just enough to get a referral, not so much that I would be admitted to a ward. Although pressed into action by my distant friend, I thought myself highly skilful in all of this, as if my efforts were coherent. In my presence, the GP wrote a letter to a psychiatrist called Dr Raymond Hoggett, relating what I had described, keeping intact my chosen words, thus burnishing my sense of agency. I informed Eric that I had an appointment, and went to speak to Amelia about it too at her house one evening after she’d
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Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.1

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time. In 2024, 1 in 10 children and young people in the UK aged 5 to 18 did not own a single book at home.2

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:


• Reading to  children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference

• Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them!

• Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations

• Encourage them to listen to audiobooks

• Support school libraries

• Give books as gifts



There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our website: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk

Thank you for reading.

[image: Hachette UK logo]



1 OECD, ‘21st-Century Readers: Developing Literacy Skills in a Digital World’, 2021, https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/21st-century-readers_a83d84cb-en.html

2 National Literacy Trust, ‘Book Ownership in 2024’, November 2024, https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/book-ownership-in-2024
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