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      Praise for Lesley Lokko

      ‘Packed with glamour, power and revenge – 4 stars’ Heat

      ‘Success, glamour and love … the action sweeps from London to Zimbabwe … tragic and sophisticated’

      Daily Mirror

      ‘A delicious tale of power, revenge and true friendship’

      Daily Express

      ‘A very 21st-century blockbuster … Much more than a coming-of-age tale, this creates a glamorous and exciting world that is
         so contemporary and convincing you’ll feel like a special fifth member of their group’
      

      Cosmopolitan

      ‘A sassy novel … sex, money and evil intent – the perfect mix for a summer blockbuster’

      Bella

      ‘Ticks all the boxes: wealth, privilege, power, revenge, ambition and intrigue’

      Sunday Herald

      ‘This is everything you’d expect of a blockbuster – glamorous locations, ambitious female protagonists and a singing, gliding
         narrative’
      

      Glamour

      ‘A novel where Glamour with a capital ‘‘G’’ is the entire raison d’être … refreshingly, wonderfully unpretentious … Lokko
         has the skill to make you care about what happens to the characters … this is her first novel. I’m looking forward to her
         next one already’
      

      Sunday Express

      ‘Exciting from start to finish. It’s well-written, engaging and fast-paced, with a plot you’ll be gripped by … I couldn’t
         put it down’
      

      Daily Mail
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      PART ONE

   
      
      Prologue

      Mougins, France, June 1969

      The dull, mechanical sound of metal hitting the earth came to the young woman as if from far, far away. She watched in silence,
         arms wrapped tightly around her waist, as the two men scooped out a small, shallow hole in the ground, pausing only to wipe
         their faces or mark out the limits of the dig. An owl whooshed past, his gentle enquiring call puncturing the balmy night
         air. The smell of olive and pine trees drifted up to her from the valley below; she knew already the scent would be with her
         for the rest of her life.
      

      Finally it was done. One of the men called out something softly in their own language to the other. She watched as the small
         bundle was passed carefully to him, already wrapped in the white muslin sheet that was their custom, and placed into the ground.
         A tiny stifled sound escaped from her throat but was swallowed up in the soft ‘thwack’ of earth as they quickly began covering
         the hole up again. It took them almost no time at all. The ground was patted flat, the flagstones replaced, stamped over,
         made new. In the morning they would begin the work of resurfacing the driveway … in a few days, no one would ever know what
         lay beneath. Buried, disposed of, forgotten. She would never see the men again. That was part of the deal. Neither looked
         at her as they walked past; that, too, was part of the deal. She turned and watched them as they put away the shovels in the
         small lean-to at the top of the drive, and then they were gone. She waited for a few moments and then walked slowly back into
         the house and bolted the door behind her. Her teeth were chattering. She poured herself a brandy and took it into the living room. She couldn’t bear to go upstairs.
      

      She curled herself up beside the empty fireplace where she’d slept for the past six nights, clutching her drink. It took her
         almost the entire glass to stop shivering. She forced herself to think of what would happen next. Alongside the new driveway,
         in the morning something else would be delivered. Something that would put an end to the nightmare that had begun a week ago
         and make everything all right. Everything. Nothing would have changed; it would never have happened. No one would ever know.
         She took one last swallow of brandy, willing herself desperately to believe it. No one could ever know. If it ever came out, she would be finished. They would all be finished. There was simply no other way, no other
         choice. This was how it would be. Always.
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      JOSH
      

      
      Mougins, France, July 1973

      
      The ground underfoot was hot in that delicious, beginning-of-the-summer-holidays way; air electric with the sound of insects
         pulsing thickly with banked-up warmth. Overhead the intense blue sky yawned endlessly towards the horizon. Josh Keeler, four
         years old and marching along the path with all the determination of a seasoned jungle explorer, could scarcely contain his
         excitement. Ahead of him, his two older brothers, Rafe and Aaron, danced their way around the reassuringly solid shape of
         Harvey, their father. Trailing behind, in a pretty flowery dress of the sort she only ever wore on holiday, Diana, their mother,
         brought up the rear, humming to herself in a way that she never did in London.
      

      
      The pink oleanders that lined the path to the pool swatted his face as he hurried after them, anxious to keep up. His whole
         body was suffused with anticipatory joy. This year he was going to learn how to swim. His brothers were already strong swimmers;
         they’d had lessons at school. Josh was just about to begin. It was hard being the youngest, especially when Rafe and Aaron
         took no more notice of him than they did of Buster, the family dog. He longed to be like them; for them to like him. He couldn’t
         understand why they didn’t.
      

      
      It was almost as warm inside the silky envelope of the pool as it was outside. He felt the gentle pressure of his father’s
         hand cupping his chin and tried to remember what he’d been told about frogging his legs to keep his body level with the surface
         of the water. Rafe and Aaron were clowning around confidently at the far end of the pool, scrambling in and out of the water and diving in off the side. It would be years before he could
         do any of that, he thought to himself miserably as he struggled to stay afloat. A few seconds later, he heard Rafe shouting.
         He felt his father’s attention leave; his fleshy, breathing presence momentarily disengaging itself as he turned towards Rafe.
         The water pushed away from him as Harvey lunged out. There was a sudden lull, as if he were falling, and then everything seemed
         to happen at once. Water rushed up at him, covering his mouth and nose. He panicked, swinging his arms wildly above his head
         as his legs dropped and the water closed over his face again. He burst through the surface, clawing at the air, but there
         was nothing to hold on to. He opened his eyes, caught a glimpse of Aaron staring calmly at him before he went under again.
         No one moved, no hands came out to hold him. It was quiet there in the swirling depths; his lungs were almost bursting with
         the desire to breathe. He was afraid to open his eyes. The taste of chlorinated water filled his mouth, bubbling upwards painfully
         through his nose. He felt the hot smarting of tears behind his eyes; shame flooded over him like a stain. It wouldn’t do to
         cry in front of Aaron. Or Rafe, for that matter. It simply wouldn’t do.
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      MADDY

      
      New York, September 1991

      
      The Greyhound bus slowly lurched its way into the Midtown Bus Terminal just before dawn. Amongst the thirty-odd passengers
         gathering their possessions and preparing to disembark was a young woman who was still fast asleep. She lay curled up in her
         seat, swathed in her black overcoat, only a fiery mass of red curls visible, tumbling halfway down her back. The woman who’d
         been sitting next to her for the past sixteen hours paused in the task of pulling her bag from the overhead locker and looked
         down at her. She smiled indulgently and touched her lightly on the shoulder. ‘Wake up, honey,’ she murmured, bending down.
         ‘We’re here.’
      

      
      The girl’s eyes flew open. For a brief, incomprehensible second, she struggled to remember where she was. She looked around
         her in bewilderment at the darkened, ghostly interior of the bus, passengers pulling their suitcases and bags from the overhead
         lockers, a child whimpering somewhere near the front. Where the hell was she? A sudden lurch in the pit of her stomach brought
         it all rushing back. New York. New York City! She’d finally arrived! She struggled upright and hurriedly pushed her hands
         through her hair, pulling it into a ponytail, furious with herself. She couldn’t believe it! She’d been awake for almost the
         entire journey, taut with anticipation, every nerve in her body waiting for that moment when she’d look out of the window
         and see Manhattan emerging out of the early morning mist, right there in front of her – and she’d missed it. She clambered
         out of her seat, grabbed her coat and bag, still brushing the sleep from her eyes.
      

      
      ‘You know where you’re going?’ Shirley, a plump, recently divorced woman who’d boarded the bus in Franklin, the next stop
         after Marshalltown, smiled down at her. Shirley was in her early fifties and on her way to stay with her eldest daughter in
         New Jersey. She was full of advice about New York City, most of it incomprehensible to eighteen-year-old Maddy Stiller, who’d
         never been further than Chicago and only once at that.
      

      
      Maddy nodded, hoping she looked and sounded more certain than she felt. ‘I … I have the address right here,’ she said, patting
         her bag. ‘My mom said to take a cab.’
      

      
      ‘You do that, honey. Best thing to do. There’ll be plenty of them across the road. Just give the driver the address and make
         sure he’s got a NYC sticker in the window. You never know,’ she added darkly. ‘Well, I hope everything works out for you.
         I’ll be looking to see your name in lights one of these days. You take care, now, Maddy. Everything’ll turn out fine, you’ll see.’
      

      
      ‘Th … thank you,’ Maddy mumbled, cheeks red with embarrassment. She watched Shirley pick up her suitcase and navigate her
         way confidently through the crowd. She felt a sudden wave of loneliness. As recent an acquaintance as Shirley was, she was
         the only person she’d spoken to since leaving home. Although she’d have been quite happy to ride the thousand-odd miles from
         Iowa to New York in silence, Shirley, it was soon clear, wasn’t. Shirley was what Martha, Maddy’s mother, would have called
         a ‘talker-stalker’ – the kind who wouldn’t shut up until she’d wormed every last piece of information out of you. She wasn’t
         unkind – just persistent. By the time they reached Des Moines, she’d established that Maddy Stiller had gone to Meskawi High
         School in Marshalltown, that she was the only daughter of Frank and Martha Stiller and that Frank had disappeared one Sunday
         afternoon when Maddy was fourteen. Just disappeared. He’d got up early as usual, went out to feed the cows and then came back
         into the kitchen and announced he was going into Des Moines. He’d driven the white pick-up truck down the road, turned left
         instead of right and gone all the way to Chicago. He’d left the pick-up truck in the parking lot at O’Hare International Airport
         with instructions on the wind-screen to call Mrs Martha Stiller of Dewey Farm, Marshall County, Iowa. Martha had driven out
         with Ron, their neighbour from across the way, in tight-lipped silence. A few weeks later a letter arrived for Martha and
         a postcard for Maddy. From San Francisco. Maddy read the few lines and then burned it. Apparently there was someone else ‘involved’.
         Maddy didn’t know what that meant. Poor Martha, everyone said. No one ever said ‘poor Maddy’. ‘Oh, we heard all about it, honey. Your poor mother. Just goes to show, doesn’t it? You can just never tell about people, can you?’ Maddy looked down at her hands. When
         people brought up the topic of her father’s disappearance, which they usually did as soon as they heard her surname, she never
         knew what to say. Along the long, flat tongue of Interstate 88, Shirley managed to worm out of her that she’d won a four-year scholarship to study drama and that, aside from her school
         trip to Chicago, it was the first time she’d ever left Iowa. ‘Oh, my,’ Shirley breathed, clearly impressed. ‘You must be very
         talented.’ Maddy’s stomach lurched again and again. Talented? No, she wasn’t talented. She just wanted to get out of Iowa,
         that was all. She still couldn’t get over it all. Less than three months after she’d made the application to Tisch, here she
         was. It felt like a dream.
      

      
      ‘These yours?’ The brusque voice of the driver interrupted her thoughts. He pointed to the two rather battered suitcases left
         standing in the hold.
      

      
      ‘Yes, those are mine,’ Maddy nodded hurriedly.

      
      ‘Here …’ He tossed them unceremoniously towards her. ‘Ain’t got all day,’ he said, slamming the hold doors shut. ‘Let’s get
         this show on the road!’ He slapped the side of the bus and stalked off.
      

      
      Maddy struggled awkwardly to get them out of the way. She stood on the edge of the sidewalk, clutching her handbag tightly
         to her chest, trying to ignore the burning sensation of fear in the pit of her stomach, looking around her for a sign – any
         sign – of where to go and what to do next. People were streaming in and out of the subway station across the street. The sound
         was deafening. It was nearly 7 a.m. and the entire city seemed to be on the move. People thundered in and out of the narrow
         hole in the ground, no one speaking, not looking at one another, no eye contact … nothing. Bodies rushed past one another,
         a tangled, indistinguishable mass of people in which unfamiliar details jumped out at her – a skullcap here, a long flowing
         white robe there; the pitch-black face of a young boy wearing a baseball cap turned backwards, stopping to grab a paper-wrapped
         bagel; two women in diaphanous black tents, only the slits of their eyes showing, large woven shopping baskets visible through
         the sheer black material – she’d never seen anything like it. She stood there on the other side of the road, too stunned to
         do anything other than stare. She thought of her last glimpse of Martha, standing bravely beside the bus stop, waving at the Greyhound as it lurched around the corner, and the tug of tears crept
         into her throat once more. She’d turned her head to wave but the corner was already made and Martha was no longer there. Her
         stomach lurched again, dangerously. She had to get a cab, find the address of the Tisch halls of residence and phone her mother.
         And find a bathroom. Her stomach, always the most precise register of her nerves, was dangerously close to revolt.
      

      
      There was a constant line of yellow cabs crawling up the street. She tried to remember what Shirley had said – was it the
         yellow light to the left or the white light in the centre that indicated an available ride? She couldn’t remember. She shuffled
         along, her suitcases banging awkwardly against her legs and hips, looking for the end of the queue. Several times someone
         simply stuck out a hand in front of her, jumping into the cab she’d had her eye on. There didn’t seem to be a queue. She tried
         waving a hand like everyone else, but as soon as the cab swung over, someone else simply popped out in front of her and sped
         off. No one paid the slightest bit of attention to a slender young redhead whose face carried the painful outward expression
         of her nerves. She was close to tears by the time it happened for the tenth or eleventh time. Didn’t these people have any
         manners? A cab sped up the road towards her. She looked quickly left and right – no one else seemed to be waiting. She waved
         frantically at it like she’d seen everyone else do. It seemed to work – he appeared to be making straight for her. She stepped
         down off the sidewalk, determined not to let anyone else grab it before her, still holding on to her suitcases. She heard
         a sudden screeching of brakes, felt a rush of cool air sweep past her head and then the sound of someone shouting, ‘Oh! Oh,
         my Gawd!’
      

      
      She hit the kerb face first, catching her knee on the edge of one of her damned suitcases. She lay in stunned silence, the
         sounds of traffic and pedestrians rushing over to her receding slowly into the background as their voices rose. ‘What the
         hell was she trying to do?’ ‘What happened? Did I do something? Did I hit her?’ ‘Jesus!’
      

      
      She tried to lever herself off the ground, her face hot with embarrassment and her cheeks already sticky with tears. She’d
         tripped over one of the blasted suitcases. Someone bent down to her. ‘You OK?’ He knelt down so that his face was on a level
         with hers. He helped her to sit upright, squinted at the cut and pulled out a clean handkerchief, placing it firmly against
         her eyebrow. ‘You’ve cut yourself – just a scratch, nothing to worry about. When you get home, splash lots of cold water on
         it. It’ll help the cut close quicker.’ He had a nice voice. Maddy closed her eyes as he applied a gentle pressure to her forehead.
         ‘It’ll stop bleeding soon, don’t worry.’
      

      
      ‘Darling, she’s fine. We’re going to be late.’ A young woman’s impatient voice broke through the babble surrounding her.

      
      ‘Just a minute. She’s bleeding.’

      
      ‘It’s nothing – it’s a small scratch, that’s all. Just put a plaster on it.’ The young woman looked down at the dazed Maddy.
         ‘We’re going to miss the first act.’ She was beginning to whine.
      

      
      A middle-aged man bent down, and together they helped Maddy to her feet. ‘Will somebody get this girl a cab?’ he growled at
         the small crowd that had gathered to watch. Seconds later, a cab appeared. The driver jumped out, picked up her suitcases
         as if they were dust, and Maddy was helped into the back seat. Still holding the young man’s handkerchief to her forehead,
         she leaned back against the plastic seats, handed over the scrap of paper with the address of Gramercy House, the first-year
         hall of residence, and tried not to cry. The cab pulled smartly away from the kerb and was soon swallowed up in the traffic.
         She lifted a hand and tried to brush her tears discreetly away. It wasn’t quite the arrival she’d planned.
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      NIELA
      

      
      Hargeisa, October 1991

      
      Fifteen years after leaving Hargeisa, the Aden family returned. Not as the prosperous professionals they’d become, Hassan
         Aden complained bitterly to anyone who’d listen. No, they were returning as refugees from a war they hadn’t anticipated and
         knew nothing about. Refugees! He spat the word out. Refugees with nothing but the suitcases they were able to carry and the few possessions they’d grabbed
         as they ran. Not even the old second- or third-hand pick-up truck in which they were driving to Hargeisa belonged to them.
         Back home in Mogadishu there were three cars in the driveway, including the brand-new Mercedes, which he’d been forced to
         sell for next to nothing. Next to nothing! Hassan’s voice rose in pained indignation. Next to him, swathed in dusty black with only her eyes showing, his wife remained
         silent. On the back seat, nineteen-year-old Niela Aden and her two younger brothers sat squashed together, exhausted and irritable
         – and scared.
      

      
      The truck groaned its way up the escarpment. As they rounded one bend after another, the first signs of the city began to
         appear – low whitewashed buildings, but with their walls and windows blasted open. As they drove slowly along deserted streets
         into the centre of town, everyone fell silent, even Hassan. The road was pitted with gaping craters that the driver kept swerving
         to avoid. Every single building they passed carried the scars of recent battles – even the street lamps had been blasted apart.
         They hung above the road dangling the remains of a bulb from a crooked, wavering arm. Niela swallowed. Although she could
         barely remember Hargeisa, it was obvious this wasn’t the small city of citrus groves and calm, peaceful streets that her parents
         spoke nostalgically about. This was worse than Mogadishu. Hassan gave the driver directions in low, wary tones. They turned left and right down one pockmarked street after another until they finally pulled up in front of a yellow wall,
         it too marked with wounds. ‘Wait here,’ Hassan instructed. Niela watched him walk up to the wrought-iron gate and rap authoritatively
         on it. From somewhere beyond the wall a dog barked, a low, menacing burst of sound. A few moments later, a small hatch in
         the gate opened. ‘Salaam alaikum,’ Hassan said. ‘Is Mohammed Osman at home?’ There was a quick muttered exchange and then the gate was hurriedly opened. Suddenly
         her mother, who had remained silent for almost the entire journey, began to cry.
      

      
      There was a thin trickle of water coming out of the shower head but it was just enough. Niela stood, letting it dribble its
         way through her thick curly hair, across her shoulder blades and down the backs of her legs. She turned her face up, revelling
         in the simple but forgotten sensation of water running down her face. It had been three days since she’d had a shower. Unbelievable.
         She, who showered three or four times a day at home! As the family fled northwards, her mother had shown her how to wash herself
         quickly at the side of the road with nothing more than a flannel and a small bottle of drinking water. Under her arms, under
         her breasts, between her legs. Her mother displayed no shame, squatting by the side of the road, hitching her black burqa
         up around her waist. Niela didn’t know where to look. She’d never seen her mother squat before. But there was no other option.
         She’d pulled down her jeans and joined her.
      

      
      She wrung the last drops of water out of her hair and stepped out of the shower. She scraped her hair back into a ponytail,
         shook the dust out of her jeans and pulled on her one clean T-shirt. She wondered where everyone was. Her father and brothers
         had been shown a room on the other side of the courtyard. She and her mother had followed the young servant girl, who shook
         her head wordlessly whenever she was addressed. She opened the bedroom door cautiously. The house was arranged around a courtyard.
         In its centre, long since dried up, was a fountain surrounded by pretty blue and green tiles. There was a single orange tree and several large terracotta
         pots that had obviously once held plants. In one, a long, thin green stem protruded from amongst the brown, decaying leaves,
         clinging on to life. She shivered suddenly, despite the heat. Hargeisa, like Mogadishu, seemed to belong to the dead.
      

      
      She turned away from the courtyard and walked along one of the outside corridors that led to the kitchen and probably where
         her mother was to be found. As she approached, she heard the low murmur of voices from within one of the rooms. She stopped;
         it was her father’s voice. He was arguing with someone – Mohammed Osman, perhaps? She looked around quickly – there was no
         one about. She stepped a little closer.
      

      
      ‘Get them out, Hassan,’ she heard the man say. ‘You have family overseas, isn’t it? What about your brother in Vienna? He
         can take you in, surely?’
      

      
      ‘Why should I leave? This is my country!’ Her father’s voice was angry.

      
      ‘Not any more, Hassan. They’ve taken over everything, I’m telling you. At least you have a choice. D’you think I would still
         be here if I had such a choice? Don’t you think I’d be gone too?’
      

      
      ‘But where should we go?’

      
      ‘Go to Vienna! Get out! Go to Europe, America … wherever you can! I’m telling you, Hassan. Go now, before it’s too late. This
         place is finished.’
      

      
      ‘Niela!’ Niela jumped guiltily. Her mother was standing in the doorway of one of the rooms. She’d been so intent on the conversation
         she hadn’t heard her approach. ‘Come away from there!’ her mother hissed at her, gesturing to her to move away from the window.
         ‘Come here!’ Niela moved away as quickly and quietly as she could. Her heart was thumping. Move? To where? She couldn’t imagine
         her parents – especially not her father – leaving Somalia. Yes, they’d been abroad before – they’d visited their Uncle Raageh,
         her father’s younger brother, in Vienna several times, and one summer Hassan had taken the family to France, where Niela practised
         her schoolgirl French, ate ice cream every day in place of lunch and developed a crush on the neighbour’s son … but that was on holiday. At the end of their three or four weeks abroad, they’d boarded the plane and come back to Mogadishu, to the chauffeur-driven
         Mercedes and the large, comfortable house in the suburbs. She’d gone back to the International School, where her best friends
         were German and American and Senegalese – daughters of diplomats or successful businessmen like her father. She and her friends
         swapped notes and pictures of the places they’d been. The thought of not coming back was unthinkable. But the unthinkable had suddenly come to pass. The gunmen who roamed the suburbs neither knew
         nor cared that Hassan Aden had worked hard his entire life to provide his children with the best education he could, or the
         most comfortable home within his means. They grabbed the cars and seized the house, together with the seven Aden pharmacies
         spread across the city that he’d spent the last decade building up. It was all gone. Everything. Not even the signs outside
         the pharmacies remained. Hassan came running home one afternoon with as much cash as he could lay his hands on stuffed into
         a small leather suitcase and ordered them to pack. They fled with whatever they could carry, and that was it.
      

      
      ‘Didn’t I tell you to stay in your room?’ her mother hissed at her.

      
      ‘But …’

      
      ‘No buts! It’s dangerous!’

      
      ‘Uma, we’re inside—’

      
      ‘Come and help me prepare food. Your father and your brothers must be starving.’

      
      I’m starving too, Niela wanted to say, but didn’t dare. Instead, in silence, she followed her mother through the small gate to the kitchen.
         Together they set about preparing the simple meal of rice and beans. The little servant girl who’d let them in darted about,
         following instructions. There was no sign of either of Mohammed Osman’s wives. Insha’allah, her mother answered, whenever Niela asked a question. If God wills it. Sometimes, Niela thought to herself angrily as she rinsed the rice under the tap, she wished she had even just a fraction of her mother’s faith. Ever since the bombs started falling on Mogadishu, she’d
         begun to have serious doubts about where His attention lay.
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      JULIA

      
      Oxford, October 1991

      
      ‘Burrows? Is that with a ‘‘w’’ or a ‘‘gh’’?’

      
      Julia looked blankly at the porter. She could feel her hackles beginning to rise. ‘Sorry?’

      
      ‘Your surname. The spelling.’ His pen hovered above a list. ‘As in William S.? Or as in a mole’s abode?’

      
      ‘B-U-R-R-O-W-S.’ She spelled it out briskly. How the hell else was she supposed to spell it?

      
      ‘School?’ he asked, his lip curling in the faintest of sneers.

      
      ‘School?’ Now she really was confused. School was a good four years away. What the hell was he on about?

      
      ‘What school did you go to?’

      
      ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’

      
      He looked up at her. His eyes flickered over her, silently assessing her accent, her coat, her shoes and, of course, the all-important
         name of her school. ‘Rooming lists. We put the name of your school next to your name. It’s an old Oxford tradition.’ And one that wasn’t about to die either, his expression implied. Despite the sort of student they let in nowadays. Like Julia.
      

      
      ‘Kenton.’

      
      ‘And where’s Kenton?’

      
      Julia’s face began to redden. Behind her, she heard someone snigger quietly. ‘Newcastle,’ she muttered.

      
      ‘Ah.’ His voice carried with it about as much snobbery and disdain as could possibly be packed into a single syllable. ‘Of course. You’re in Room 11. Top of the stairs, turn right. Next, please. Ah, Mr Fothergill-Greaves. We’ve been expecting
         you … Eton, isn’t it? Excellent, sir …’
      

      
      Julia was summarily dismissed. She picked up her bags and turned, her cheeks flaming. Two young men who were standing in line
         behind her looked her up and down as she walked past. Their expressions were as clear as if one or the other had spoken. Who the hell are they letting in these days? Determined not to let them get the better of her, she raised her chin and marched past them, biting down fiercely on the
         urge to snap at them. The three years she’d spent at university in Nottingham had taught her one thing: when feeling overwhelmed,
         say nothing. Nothing at all. She lugged her case up the stairs, turned right as instructed and walked down the corridor to
         Room 11. As soon as she opened the door, however, she forgot all about the porter and the snobbish looks the two young men
         had given her. She stood in the doorway, half afraid to enter. Her room at Holywell Manor, Balliol’s graduate residence, was
         everything she’d ever dared hope for. Small, cosy, charming … exactly as she’d pictured it. There was an apple tree outside
         the window, still heavy with fruit. She let her case drop to the floor and moved hesitantly into the centre of the room. She
         looked around her, suddenly overwhelmed with emotion. She’d done it. She was finally at Oxford. She’d beaten twelve other
         hopefuls to win a place on the coveted year-long Bachelor of Civil Law degree. It was the start of the Michaelmas Term. Ahead
         of her lay eight weeks of lectures and tutorials and then she would go back up to the small house in Elswick that had been
         left to her when her grandmother died, a few years earlier. She opened the window and leaned out, breathing in the scent of
         freshly cut grass and autumn flowers. Up and down the narrow lane in front of her cars came and went as students were dropped
         off and parents said their fond farewells. The lump in her throat swelled suddenly. She quickly pressed her fingers against
         her eyes. She’d promised herself – no tears, and certainly not on her first night. But it was hard not to cry. She could just picture her father’s face, his ruddy cheeks reddening even further with pride. What wouldn’t he have given to see her at Oxford? What wouldn’t she have given to see her parents again? She closed the window abruptly and turned away. She looked at her watch. It was almost
         six thirty. There was a welcome dinner for all new postgraduate students that evening. Time to unpack her belongings, take
         a bath and prepare herself for the evening ahead. After her brief encounter with the snobbish porter, she had a feeling that
         finding a place for herself at Balliol was going to be much harder than she’d thought.
      

      
      It took her less than half an hour to hang up her clothes, put her books on to the bookshelf and change the bed, replacing
         the university standard-issue sheets with her own eiderdown and the patchwork quilt that had been hers since her thirteenth
         birthday. She smoothed it down and plumped up the pillows – the room was already beginning to feel like her own. She closed
         the wardrobe door and turned to the last item on the bed – the photograph of her parents. She stared at it for a moment; it
         had been beside her bed for the past seven years, so much a part of the furniture and her surroundings that she sometimes
         looked at it without seeing. She ran her finger along the scrolled edge: Mike and Sheila Burrows, Mike’s arm around his wife’s
         shoulders, both looking quizzically into the camera. Her nan had taken the photograph one afternoon as they’d come back from
         a Sunday walk down by the river. Julia remembered it as if it were yesterday. Mike had bought the camera for Julia’s fourteenth
         birthday. She and Annie, her best friend, had joined the afterschool photography club. It was Annie’s idea … there was some
         boy she had a crush on who was also in the club; Julia could no longer remember his name. She’d gone along more out of loyalty
         than anything else but she’d discovered she actually liked taking photographs, and Mike, always on the lookout for the little
         hobbies and interests that would open up the world for Julia in a way that hadn’t happened for him, had bought her the camera.
         She looked into her father’s face. Sandy brown hair, blue eyes … a strong, stern face. There was nothing in it, no sign of the tragedy that had followed. At the time, it was still
         two years off. She put the frame down with trembling hands. Now was not the time to think about it. She had to focus on getting
         through the evening ahead. Time to take a bath, wash her hair … think about something else instead. She pulled off her shirt
         and wriggled out of her jeans, pushing her shoes off impatiently with first one foot, then the other. She grabbed her dressing
         gown from where she’d hung it and opened the door. There was no one about. She walked down the corridor to the bathroom, wondering
         where everyone was. Holywell Manor was suddenly quiet. She looked at her watch again. It was half past seven. The dinner was
         at eight. She had half an hour to change into the dress she’d bought specially for the occasion, do something with her straight,
         dark brown hair and possibly even put on some make-up. Not that she had much – she’d never been the sort to paint her face.
         A touch of mascara and a dash of lipstick – those were the limits she’d stuck to for most of her adult life. She’d never paid
         much attention to her looks. After what had happened to her parents, it seemed silly, trifling … almost blasphemous. She gave
         herself a little shake. Stop. Stop now, before it’s too late.
      

      
      Fifteen minutes later, having forced herself to calm down, she opened the wardrobe door and looked at herself in the inside
         mirror. She smoothed down the stiff, unforgiving fabric. It was no use. She looked like a meringue. The pale yellow dress
         that had seemed so right in the shop window suddenly looked overdone, too fussy and frilly by half. She pulled her lower lip
         into her mouth in dismay. Fuck it, she muttered to herself, pulling a brush through her hair. She had no time to change, and
         besides, she’d nothing to change into. It was the yellow meringue or nothing. She thrust her feet into her new white shoes
         and grabbed her handbag. She hurried down the stairs and pushed open the front door, wondering where everyone was. It really
         was rather odd. Apart from the odd Chinese student who’d looked at her blankly as she walked down the stairs in her frock and already uncomfortable shoes, she hadn’t seen a
         single person in Holywell Manor. As she hurried down Broad Street, she noticed that all of Oxford seemed strangely quiet.
         There appeared to be no one around.
      

      
      She stopped outside the wooden door leading to Balliol College and pushed it open. She stepped into the domed archway and
         caught her breath. It was her third visit to the college, but there was something about the golden stone buildings and immaculate
         lawns that sent a shiver of excitement down her spine. The beadle looked up from his post as she approached. ‘Can I help you?’
         he asked briskly.
      

      
      ‘Er, yes, I’m here for High Dinner,’ Julia said, wondering why he was looking at his watch.

      
      ‘High Dinner? Started half an hour ago,’ the beadle said. ‘You’re late.’

      
      ‘Half an hour ago?’ Julia felt a cold ripple of embarrassment. ‘I thought it was at eight? It said so on the prospectus …’

      
      The beadle shook his head. ‘Dinners always start at seven thirty. You can slip in the back, I suppose. There’s a door over
         by the north side.’
      

      
      Julia looked across the quadrangle, following his finger. She’d have given anything to turn around and run straight back to
         Holywell. But the beadle was looking at her expectantly. She couldn’t chicken out. Not on her first night. There was nothing
         for it. She had to go in.
      

      
      ‘Thanks,’ she muttered, walking off with as much dignity as she could muster. Her shoes were killing her and her stomach was
         churning with nervous embarrassment. She peered through the small window in the doorway. The dinner was indeed in full swing.
         The hall was vast and filled to the brim with students, mostly in black evening jackets and long black dresses, stunning in
         their simplicity. Not a soul in yellow or a frill in sight. She suddenly longed for the cosy friendliness of Nottingham. Although
         she’d always been something of a loner, especially after what had happened, she missed being known, having a friendly face almost everywhere she turned. She was the only one from the small group of friends she’d made who’d gone on to do a postgraduate
         degree. Here she knew no one, and what was worse, no one seemed in a hurry to know her either. On the raised platform at one
         end of the hall were the Fellows and Masters, all dressed in long black and purple gowns. Someone was giving a speech. Her
         heart sank even further. She pushed down on the handle, hoping to creep in without making a sound, but the door was jammed
         shut. She tried it again, harder this time – perhaps it was locked? She pushed a third time, there was a loud crack and the
         door suddenly gave way. She stumbled into the hall, all hopes of making a quiet entrance dashed. Several hundred heads turned
         her way. Crimson-faced, her heart thumping so loudly she was sure everyone could hear it, she only just managed to stay upright
         as she hurriedly closed the door behind her and slid on to the end of the nearest bench. The speaker, who’d stopped as soon
         as she came crashing into the hall, resumed his speech. She looked down the table and suddenly caught the eye of someone she
         dimly recognised. It was the man who’d been standing behind her in the queue at Holywell earlier that afternoon. His expression
         then had been one of disdain. Now it was disdain mixed with amused incredulity. He turned his head and murmured something
         to his neighbour. They both looked at her and sniggered. She’d obviously got it all wrong. She looked back down at her plate.
         She’d lost her appetite, and not just for food.
      

      
      An hour later the whole interminably pompous, stuffy dinner was over. She hadn’t spoken to a single person other than to ask
         someone where the toilets were. She walked back alone down Broad Street, fighting back tears, limping slightly from the blister
         that had formed almost as soon as she’d put on her new shoes. She turned left on to Parks Road and was almost halfway down
         when she realised she’d taken the wrong turning. She stopped at the corner of Parks Road and Museum Road – which way was it?
         She tried to remember how she’d come. Left or right? She turned left on Museum Road and then right on Blackhall Road and then suddenly found herself at a dead end. She walked back,
         turned left on to Keble Road and stopped. She was well and truly lost. Her shoes were killing her. Where the hell was Holywell
         Manor? She turned round to face the direction from which she’d come and began limping back towards the traffic lights.
      

      
      ‘Lost?’ someone shouted out cheerfully. Julia looked up. Christ … it couldn’t be? Him again? She put up a hand to touch her
         hair in exactly the sort of self-conscious, girlish gesture she despised in others.
      

      
      ‘No, I’m … I’m just taking a stroll,’ she said as nonchalantly as she could.

      
      ‘Yeah, right. Turn right at the end of the road. There’s a sign. You’ll find life a lot easier if you follow them.’ The two
         men laughed indulgently and rode off without saying another word.
      

      
      Julia stared after them, fists clenched. She hobbled to the end of the road and looked at the sign he’d pointed out. Holywell Manor. An arrow pointing straight ahead. How the hell could she have missed it? She walked back down St Cross Road, her cheeks
         flaming and the horrid taste of tears already in her throat.
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      MADDY

      
      New York City, September 1991

      
      Her head still throbbing from the pain of the cut on her forehead and with a bruise the size of Iowa beginning to show up
         on her knee, Maddy got out of the cab at Gramercy Hall, the NYU residence hall for freshmen students, and looked nervously
         around her. Washington Square was full of cars and cabs. There seemed to be hundreds of students being dropped off and arriving, just as she was. The cab driver helped her with her cases and soon she was given a room number, a key and a swipe
         card, which, the Resident Adviser told her, was worth more than her life. Without it, she wouldn’t be able to attend classes,
         borrow books, eat, sleep or study. ‘Don’t lose it,’ he said sternly, waggling it in front of her face. ‘What the hell happened
         to you anyway?’ he asked, looking askance at her forehead.
      

      
      ‘I … er, tripped,’ Maddy mumbled, taking the swipe card from him. ‘It’s nothing … just a scratch.’

      
      ‘If you say so. You’re on the sixth floor. Lifts are over there. Next.’

      
      Maddy beat a hasty retreat. She lugged her suitcases over to the lifts and waited alongside half a dozen other new students,
         all studiously avoiding each other’s eyes. She got out on the sixth floor and walked down the corridor of identical-looking
         doors until she reached Room 617. The letter from the accommodation office had told her she’d be sharing the room with another
         first-year drama student, Sandra Zimmerman. She wondered what Sandra Zimmerman would be like and if she’d already be there.
         She took a deep breath and pushed open the door. There was a girl standing near the window. Tall, dark-haired, in a smart,
         super-stylish black coat with a fur collar. She turned as Maddy entered the room. Maddy’s heart sank. Not only was she beautiful,
         she was without a doubt the most fashionable person Maddy had ever seen. In her sensible black duffel coat Maddy felt like
         the proverbial country hick. She swallowed nervously. ‘Hi,’ she said in what she hoped was a steady voice. ‘I … I guess you’re
         Sandra?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, but everyone calls me Sandy. I guess you’re Madison?’

      
      ‘Yeah, but everyone calls me Maddy.’ They looked at one another warily, sizing each other up.

      
      ‘What the hell happened to your forehead?’ Sandy asked finally.

      
      ‘I … I tripped. Over my suitcase,’ Maddy stammered, her cheeks reddening.

      
      Sandy raised one perfectly shaped brow. ‘No wonder. Where did you find them?’ she asked, looking pointedly at Maddy’s two large, falling-apart suitcases.
      

      
      Maddy’s face turned even deeper red. ‘They … they belonged to my mom.’ She glanced across the room at the two smart black
         suitcases standing next to the window. She and Sandy Zimmerman were clearly worlds apart.
      

      
      ‘Well, I’m going downstairs to get a bottle of wine,’ Sandy said, moving towards the door. ‘It’s our first night – might as
         well get wasted. What d’you prefer? Red or white?’
      

      
      Maddy could only stare at her. Wine? She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a glass of wine. ‘Er, whatever,’ she said
         as nonchalantly as she could possibly manage. ‘Should … would you like me to … how much?’
      

      
      ‘How much?’ Sandy’s brow wrinkled.

      
      Maddy’s stomach was twisting itself in knots of embarrassment. ‘I just meant … would you like to share? The cost, I mean.’
         It was one of the things Martha had lectured her sternly about. Always pay your way, Maddy. You may not have much, but it doesn’t cost you anything to be generous. Remember that.

      
      ‘It’s only a bottle of wine,’ Sandy said, shaking her head. ‘Don’t worry about it. Besides, Daddy’s paying.’ She waved her
         credit card at Maddy and disappeared out of the door.
      

      
      Maddy sat down on the edge of the bed as soon as she’d gone, overwhelmed and suddenly very lonely. She’d been in New York
         all of three or four hours, she’d fallen over, hurt herself, found her way to her new home and was now confronted with a roommate
         who was so far removed from anything or anyone she’d ever encountered before … It was all too much. She got up, wrapping her
         arms tightly around her, and pushed open the door to the adjoining bathroom. She stood in the doorway, slightly dazed by the
         white tiles and the scent of industrial disinfectant. She locked the door behind her and leaned against it for a moment, her
         eyes closed. She missed her mother; she missed the farm; she missed the animals and the view from her bedroom window. She
         missed everything. She opened her eyes and looked at the toilet bowl in the corner. Gleaming white, solid, pure. She stumbled towards it and knelt down, breathing deeply. It took her a few moments to ready
         herself. Then, in one smooth, much-practised gesture, she tucked her hair behind her ears, leaned forward and stuck her fingers
         down her throat.
      

      
      Five minutes later it was all over. She straightened up, a profound sense of relief flowing over her, calming her immediately,
         bringing back a sense of order and control. Her eyes were streaming with tears but her head was clear and sharp. She got up
         and walked over to the sink. She rinsed her mouth and scooped up a little water in the palm of her hand. She passed it over
         her face, wincing as her fingers brushed the cut. It really was nothing – a crust of dried blood, a little bruising, nothing
         to worry about. Her face stared back out at her, startlingly white in the harsh bathroom light. She looked at herself, trying
         to imagine herself as others might see her. Lightly freckled alabaster skin; a wide, full mouth; brown eyes set fractionally
         too far apart. She wasn’t even pretty. Certainly not beautiful. Not like Andrea Halgren or Lindy Myerson – or Sandy Zimmerman.
         ‘Unusual’ was what people usually said. ‘Striking’, if they were pushed. And in a good mood. She had the sort of face that
         showed everything, every emotion, every thought, every nuance. The sort of face that told its own story, hid nothing, left
         nothing unsaid. She desperately wished it weren’t so. ‘You’re so damned sensitive,’ was what her father always said. Sensitive. Temperamental. Moody. Highly strung. He had a long, detailed list of negatives,
         which generally began with her character and ended with her looks. Fat. She was fat. That last comment had tormented her for
         the past few years. She could still feel the heat rise in her cheeks every time she remembered it. ‘Just look at them damned
         thighs, Madison Stiller. You’ll be bigger than the cows if you don’t watch out!’ She’d been helping him with the early morning
         milking. In summer. In shorts and a T-shirt. She’d looked down at her thighs in horror and promptly burst into tears. ‘What
         the hell’s the matter with you?’ her father had shouted after her as she ran from the shed. ‘It’s only a joke. Where are you going? We ain’t done here!’ She fled upstairs
         to her room and peeled off her shorts, anxiously examining herself in the mirror. Fat? Was she really fat? She looked at herself
         in distress. She had to be. If her father said so, it must be so. She’d eaten almost nothing in the days that followed, much
         to Martha’s distress.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know what’s got into you,’ she said crossly, removing yet another almost untouched meal from the table. ‘It’s hanging
         out with those two, that’s what’s done it. I never liked Lindy or Andrea, for that matter. Will you look at her, Frank?’ She
         appealed to her husband. Frank looked up from the newspaper he was reading and grunted. When he looked back down again, the
         subject was closed. Maddy’s worst fears were realised. She was fat. He thought so.
      

      
      But she couldn’t go on eating next to nothing. The following morning in her science class, she’d been called on to come up
         to the chalkboard. She’d got up from her seat a little too quickly. There’d been a rushing, singing sensation in her head
         and then the next thing she knew, she was lying on the ground. She’d fainted. She’d had almost nothing to eat in a week. Ironically,
         given Martha’s reservations, it was Lindy who’d provided the answer. ‘My sister does it,’ she’d said airily. ‘That’s exactly
         what you need to do.’
      

      
      ‘What does she do?’ Maddy asked, half-fearfully.

      
      ‘It’s easy. You eat what you want and then you just throw up.’

      
      ‘How?’

      
      Lindy shrugged. ‘You stick a finger down your throat. It’s easy, I swear. My sister uses a piece of thread. Look, I’ll show
         you.’
      

      
      ‘Yeeugh! You’re so gross!’ Andrea squealed.
      

      
      Lindy was right, though. It was easy. At home that night, Maddy practised for the first time. She’d eaten a little more at supper than usual, despite her
         feelings of revulsion. She went to bed early, pleading a headache, and then locked herself in the bathroom. It took three
         or four tries before she managed to make herself sick – and then it all came rushing up. One and a half sausages, two spoonfuls of mashed potatoes, carrots. She
         could hardly breathe with the effort of trying to make herself sick, but the feeling of calm and control that descended upon
         her once she had been was like nothing she’d ever experienced. From then on, it was easy. She would wait in her room until
         her parents had gone to bed, then she would creep downstairs, open the fridge door as quietly as she could and stuff whatever
         she could find into her mouth. She would stand there savouring the taste and feel of biscuits, ice cream or anything else
         she could lay her hands on, and then, when she couldn’t possibly cram anything else into her stomach, she would creep back
         upstairs and into the bathroom to bring it all back up. When her father disappeared, it was the first thing that ran through
         her mind. It was her fault. She was fat and ugly and he’d finally decided he couldn’t stand it any longer. He was so sickened
         by the sight of her that he’d had no option but to leave. How else could she explain it?
      

      
      ‘You OK?’ Sandy was sitting on the bed when she finally emerged from the bathroom. ‘You look kinda weird. Here, have some
         of this.’ She held out a tumbler full of dark red wine. Maddy took the glass and took a cautious sip. Her mouth tasted of
         antiseptic mouthwash and bile. The wine was warm and rich. ‘Cheers,’ Sandy said, lifting her glass. ‘Welcome to New York.’
      

      
      ‘Er, cheers,’ Maddy murmured. She took another sip, trying not to stare. Sandy had tossed her coat casually to one side; she
         looked at it curiously. Donna Karan. DKNY. Maddy had never heard of Donna Karan. Or DKNY.
      

      
      ‘So where you from anyway?’ Sandy asked conversationally.

      
      ‘Iowa,’ Maddy mumbled, looking into her tumbler.

      
      ‘Iowa?’ Sandy’s voice rose incredulously. ‘Like, the Midwest?’
      

      
      Maddy nodded, embarrassed. Sandy made it sound like a disease. ‘Are you from New York?’ she asked quickly, wanting to change
         the subject.
      

      
      ‘Sure am. Upper East Side. My mom wanted me to stay home for freshman year but I was just dying to get away. I’m going home this weekend, though. You should come with. One of my friends is having a party Friday night.
         Why don’t you come?’
      

      
      Maddy hurriedly swallowed the rest of her wine. Twin surges of excitement and fear rippled through her. A party. A weekend
         at someone’s home. She felt as though she’d stepped on to the set of a film. She’d only been gone from Iowa for a day and
         a half and already her life felt as though it belonged to someone else.
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      NIELA

      
      Hartishek, October 1991

      
      It took the Adens almost a week to make it to Hartishek, the sprawling refugee camp just across the Somali–Ethiopian border.
         They drove into the camp before dawn. No one spoke, not even the driver, as they wound their way slowly through the maze.
         As the light came up, the sprawling mass of tents and shacks revealed itself to them, a vision of hell. A thin pall of smoke
         hung over everything – in front of the makeshift shelters women cooked on tiny stoves over coal fires. Hassan looked around
         him, too stunned to do anything other than stare. It was Niela who ordered the driver to stop. She wound down the window and
         asked a young man wandering aimlessly in front of them if he could direct them to the UNHCR HQ. He pointed out the dusty two-lane
         track that led to the centre of the camp. ‘But don’t expect them to give you anything,’ were his parting words. ‘They’ve run
         out of everything. Useless.’ He spat the word out bitterly.
      

      
      ‘What d’you think he means?’ Niela asked her father as she wound up the window again. ‘Run out? Run out of what?’

      
      Hassan shook his head helplessly, unable to answer. Niela repeated the directions to the driver, her heart sinking. For the
         past three days, the whole family had focused on getting to Hartishek, somehow imagining it to be the end of their journey.
         Now that they’d arrived, it was clear that this was only the beginning.
      

      
      A few hours later, they stumbled out of the UNHCR offices with a tent, a few blankets and a small parcel of food that was
         intended to last them the weekend. Hassan’s shoulders were slumped. The process had defeated him. The aid workers who staffed
         the various agencies that had been set up in Hartishek to deal with the thickening stream of desperate refugees seemed unable
         to distinguish between him, a prosperous, educated, middle-class Somali with a string of degrees and a successful business,
         and the nomads who wandered in off the Ogaden every day with their goats. They spoke to him as if he’d never held a fork or
         knife in his life, except perhaps in killing. His university degrees meant nothing to them – bought, most likely, one young
         girl’s expression implied. Again, it was Niela who stepped in to spare her father any further humiliation. She collected the
         blankets and food, found the way to the bare patch they’d been allocated in between what felt like a million other people
         and dispatched her brothers to find water. On instruction from Hassan, she paid off the driver out of the cash they’d brought
         with them and told him to return the truck to Mohammed Osman. She watched him drive back down the dusty road, biting down
         hard on the impulse to run after him and beg him to take her away – anywhere. Anywhere would be better than this.
      

      
      Their new neighbours, an extended family from south of Mogadishu, immediately offered what help they could. It took them a
         couple of hours to erect the tent. Niela and her brothers arranged the bedding and the few personal effects they’d managed
         to bring with them. By mid-afternoon, when the sun was finally beginning to lose its ferocious heat, the Adens had a new home. A tent, but still a home. It was hot and dusty and
         the constant noise surrounding them was deafening at times, but it was also a comfort of sorts. Here in the camp they were
         literally one family amongst thousands – but there was unexpected solace in the thought that they were all experiencing the
         same displacement and confusion together. No one here was spared. Doctors and lawyers rubbed shoulders and shared the ablution
         block with watchmen and taxi drivers – here they were all equally dispossessed. And, as Niela reminded her mother, at least
         they were safe. There were no marauding militia, no random gunmen, no gangs. The burly UN soldiers who patrolled the borders
         of the camp looked as though they meant business. Raageh and Korfa discussed their guns excitedly. They were still young enough
         to treat their escape from Somalia as an adventure, but there was something in her mother’s silence and the set of her father’s
         mouth that worried Niela. She had never seen her father – or her mother, for that matter – in that light. Without his pharmacies
         and the automatic deference his successful businesses afforded him, he seemed lost. It was painful and frightening to watch.
         Now that they’d finally arrived in Ethiopia, his task was to get the family from Hartishek to Addis Ababa and from there to
         Vienna, but Niela was already wondering if he had the necessary strength to continue their fight. Her uncle, Hassan’s younger
         brother Raageh, who lived in Vienna with his Austrian wife, was doing everything he could to secure their visas, but the bureaucratic
         processes by which Somalis were allowed to leave Ethiopia seemed insurmountable. It was only their first day, Niela thought,
         swallowing hard. Perhaps her father would recover from the shock in the next few days.
      

      
      As she lay awake that first night listening to the faint sound of her father’s worry beads being passed from finger to finger
         and the soft, shallow breaths of her mother, a feeling of terror stole over her. In the corner of the tent was a small transistor
         radio, a couple of cooking pots and two or three books her brothers had thought to snatch as they fled. Those objects, unwitting
         symbols of the life they’d left behind, were all they had to reassure themselves of where they’d come from, and, more importantly,
         Niela suddenly saw, what they were. Now, more than ever, they had to hold on to those things. If they didn’t, they would soon
         be lost.
      

      
      But if there was terror at where they’d found
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