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Perhaps I’m mad . . . but I think children must lead big lives . . . if it is in them to do so.

Eva Ibbotson, Journey to the River Sea
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For Phoebe, most excellent of goddaughters, with thanks for her invaluable help.





  One


Goodbye, Cherry Grange

Imagine a house, in a garden. The paint is flaking and the chimney is cracked and the uncut grass is wild. But ignore all that. Look here instead, at the giant wisteria with a vine as thick as your arm, its purple flowers dripping against the old stone wall. Look at the swing hanging from that ancient oak, those cherry trees planted in a circle around the house. One of the trees is so close to a window that in summer, when it fruits, the girl who lives here can reach out to pick the cherries.

Imagine that—picking cherries from your bedroom window!

The house, Cherry Grange, was named for the trees. A man called Albert Mistlethwaite built it over a hundred years ago when he came home from a war, and his family has lived here ever since.

That’s a lot of cherries, and pies, and cakes, and pots of jam.

We’ll go inside now. Do you see those pale rectangles on the hall floor, those other pale rectangles on the walls? They were made by rugs and pictures, but those have gone now, along with all the furniture. There’s nothing left but dust and sunlight.

Let’s move on! Here is the kitchen—and here is the family, finishing breakfast.

Small, pale eleven-year-old Alice sits cross-legged on the counter with her nose in a book, tracing the words with her finger as she reads, chewing the end of one of her stiff dark braids. Her father, Barney (you may have seen him once on television), stands drinking coffee by the window with his back to the room, while his older sister, Alice’s aunt Patience, in paint-spattered overalls, dries crockery at the sink.

The last of the Mistlethwaites, in their natural habitat. Take a good look—you’ll not see this again. For the house is sold, and today they are moving out.



  Two


Shhh! Listen!

A bloodcurdling screech broke the silence in the kitchen, followed by a series of thumps. Barney turned away from the window.

“The house,” he observed, “is crying.”

“It’s just the wind in the chimney.” Patience finished drying and began to stack crockery into a plastic crate. “It doesn’t help being all dramatic. And hurry up with that mug.”

A juddering moan—the water pipes—succeeded the thumps.

“Revenge of Cherry Grange,” rasped Barney in a loud stage whisper. “That’s what it would be called if it were a film. The Curse of the Mistlethwaites. The Haunting of the Brown-Watsons.”

The Brown-Watsons were the happy, bouncy family of six people and two Labradors who had bought Cherry Grange. All the Mistlethwaites loathed them, even Patience, who had actually wanted to sell the house.

“Barney, your mug!” she snapped now.

“All right, all right!” He drank the coffee and handed her the mug. “But just so you know, Alice has already written a story about the Brown-Watsons, and they all die except the dogs. It’d make a cracking film, wouldn’t it, Alicat?”

Alice looked up from her book and blinked. “What?”

“We’re talking about your story,” said Barney. “And ghosts.”

Patience shoved the crate at him. “Go and put this in the car,” she said, then, “Alice, where are you going?”

Alice, at the mention of ghosts, had turned even paler and slid off the kitchen counter. Now, like scores of Mistlethwaites before her, she was opening the garden door with a practiced kick.

“Mum,” she said.

“Your mum?” Patience looked baffled. “What are you talking about? Alice! Breakfast!”

But Alice was already gone.

It had rained in the night, and the grass was still wet. Uncut since the previous summer, in some places it reached almost to Alice’s knees, soaking through her jeans. She didn’t notice, and if she had noticed, she wouldn’t have cared. She thumped through the grass and past the ring of cherry trees dropping the last of their blossoms, round the weed-choked pond where the heron came every spring to eat the tadpoles when they turned into frogs, past the butterfly bush and the lavender, until she arrived panting at the bench at the end of the garden.

She couldn’t believe she had forgotten.

Her father and her aunt had yet to explain properly why they were leaving, but Alice was almost certain that if her mother hadn’t died, none of this would be happening. Mum had loved Cherry Grange as if she had been born Clara Mistlethwaite instead of Clara Kaminska, and when she was alive, everything—everything!—had been better. The house had been full of noise, because Mum was always laughing and singing and dancing, and it had smelled delicious because she was an amazing cook, and they hadn’t always been broke, because Mum had had a full-time job people actually paid her for, unlike Aunt Patience with her painting or poor Barney with his acting. But she was gone, killed by a fast and horrible illness four years earlier when Alice was seven, her ashes scattered in the garden and a white rosebush planted in her memory right where Alice was standing now, which was the exact spot where they had loved to sit together on summer evenings to read bedtime stories. Alice came here often to talk to her mother.

The bush was set against a wall, and it was strong and graceful, just like Mum had been, and covered in a riot of little pink buds which, when they opened, turned into big blowsy white roses. It was unthinkable never to see it flower again.

Alice picked up a stick and began to dig.

Patience, arriving on the scene a few minutes later, watched her with despair and wondered, yet again, if she had been wrong to sell the house.

Once a cheerful, outgoing girl, since her mother’s death all Alice ever wanted was to stay at home to read and write. She wrote all the time, but most of all when Barney was away, filling the notebooks Patience bought her with stories she would present to him on his return. He was the only person who was allowed to read them. Alice worshipped her father, never questioning his long absences but clinging firmly to the belief that one day he would be a great actor. And they could have carried on like this forever—Alice scribbling away and not going out, and Barney traveling but not saying why, and Patience in the attic painting pictures nobody wanted to buy—except that Patience had snooped and read some of Alice’s stories.

The stories were wild and sad and funny and beautiful. Until she read them, all Patience had wanted was to keep Alice safe and fed and well. After reading the stories, it became her secret wish to help Alice live as passionately as she wrote. And the more she thought about it, the clearer it became to her that what was needed was a complete break with the past. She was sure she was right—most of the time—almost sure—probably right. For weeks now, she had lain awake at night convincing herself . . . but when she saw her niece do things like try to dig up a rosebush with a stick, she did wonder if it was—well—kind, to take a young girl away from the only home she had ever known.

Alice never talked about her emotions—never talked much at all, in fact, her one-word exit from the kitchen being a typical example—but she couldn’t hide them. Her eyes blazed with anger as Patience approached, even as she scrunched her nose to keep from crying.

“I’m not leaving without her,” she said.

Patience sighed, knowing there would be no room in her small car for a rosebush. She looked around for Barney. Barney—as usual when there was something difficult to do—had disappeared. She would just have to tell Alice it wasn’t possible.

A clean break, Patience thought.

Then, seeing the determined set of Alice’s chin, Sometimes you just have to make room.

“There are still tools in the shed,” she said. “I didn’t see any point in getting rid of them. I’ll get a spade, and we can dig it up properly. We’ll have to cut it back, mind. Then we can put it in a pot.”

“Her,” Alice corrected, scrabbling away with her stick again. “Mum. We can put Mum in a pot.”

It sounded funny, but neither of them laughed.

 


Goodbye! whispered the cherry trees. Goodbye, goodbye, from the sprawling attics with Patience’s art studio and the den where Alice liked to write, from the banisters Mistlethwaite children always slid down and the green-tiled fireplace where they roasted chestnuts. Alice walked silently through every room, and heard the house’s farewell in everything she touched.

It had nothing to do with pipes and chimneys.

They finished packing the car. It didn’t take long, because they didn’t have much—a few suitcases of clothes, a crate of crockery, some books, a silver teapot. Pictures, rugs, a vase.

A rosebush in a pot.

It wasn’t a lot to show for over a hundred years.

They took one last look at the dear old house and squeezed into the car. For a wild, hopeful moment, Alice thought it wouldn’t start, but then there was the familiar crunch of gravel beneath the tires, and they were driving through the wooden gates they would never drive through again, and they were in the lane, and there was the little bridge over the stream in which they had all paddled, and now they were turning onto the main road, and the house was gone, and there was a prick of blood on her arm where the rosebush had scratched her. She sucked the scratch to make the bleeding stop, and thought that if this were a story, she would make the rose or the car or even the blood into a portal to another world, one where cures were found to keep mothers alive and aunts did not inexplicably sell houses. But this wasn’t a story, just people in a car, driving toward an unknown and terrifying future.

“To new adventures!” Barney cried, brandishing the silver teapot. “This is going to be fun!”

There would be no room for Barney in her story. There never was. Barney, for Alice, was above stories.

The Mistlethwaites don’t see the Brown-Watsons’ moving van when it passes, or the Brown-Watsons’ people carrier that follows, and just as well. They don’t want to know about Brown-Watson children tearing upstairs to fight over bedrooms, or Brown-Watson adults talking about which trees to fell, or Brown-Watson Labradors digging holes in the garden. And neither do we, frankly. Our story is with the Mistlethwaites, and we are going with them to London to put Alice on a train.



  Three


The End of the World

Possibly, when you think of railway stations in major cities, you imagine high ceilings and giant clocks and everywhere the thrill of adventures about to begin. Jesse Okuyo—currently at London Euston Station, lugging his orange Stormy Loch Academy rucksack and his empty violin case after his three older brothers down the dark, poky platform of the Scottish sleeper train—would have loved such a station. Another lonely kid, at the age of just turned twelve, Jesse longed for adventure. One of his favorite things was to stride about the countryside with a map and a compass and binoculars, pretending to be a great explorer. Other favorite things included video games in which he got to destroy lots of monsters, books in which he could choose the ending, and stories about ancient heroes and medieval knights. Sometimes, when he read these, he substituted his name for theirs.

Jesse Okuyo slayed the dragon!

Jesse Okuyo charged into battle!

Reality was different.

Reality right now was distinctly unheroic, thanks to his brothers, who had all done this journey many times when they were students at Stormy Loch. Jared had stolen his violin and was skipping along ahead of him, playing a rowdy Scottish ballad. His brother Jed was dancing, and Jeremy was singing. People were staring. Some were taking photographs. They clearly thought this was very picturesque and charming. Maybe you do too. Jesse just wished his brothers were normal. And also not so good at singing, and dancing, and violin playing, or so good-looking, or so tall. Jesse was tall too, but next to them he felt like a hobbit.

His brothers had arrived at his car, were surrounding the smiling attendant, still playing and singing and dancing.

“What’s the matter, little brother?” Jed crowed when Jesse caught up. “Don’t you like our sendoff?”

“You know I don’t,” Jesse muttered as he pushed past them to climb aboard.

“WHAT?” cried Jed, leaping on after him.

“HE DOOOOESN’T LIKE OUR SENDOOOOFFFF!” sang Jeremy, bouncing on next.

Jared switched from the ballad to a tragic lament.

They waited until Jesse had struggled out of his rucksack, and then they pounced. Jeremy got him in a headlock. Jed began to tickle him. Jared moved on from the lament to a fast and furious jig. Jesse yelled, and swore, and tried to punch them. They didn’t hear the commotion outside as the Mistlethwaites arrived, Aunt Patience in an apple-green coat waving Alice’s ticket, Barney carrying an orange rucksack just like Jesse’s, Alice herself clutching the battered copy of her favorite book, Journey to the River Sea, which she had read all the way in the car.

“Are we late?” cried Aunt Patience to the attendant (the Mistlethwaites were always late). “We got lost!” (The Mistlethwaites were always getting lost.)

The attendant informed them they had five minutes.

Onto the train the Mistlethwaites bundled, straight into the knot of laughing, fiddle-playing, roaring Okuyos blocking the narrow corridor outside Jesse’s compartment.

“Let me go!” Jesse’s voice was muffled, his face buried in Jeremy’s belly.

“Not until you pee!” shouted Jed. “He pees when he’s tickled,” he informed the bewildered Mistlethwaites.

It was too much. With a final roar, Jesse threw off his captors and flung himself into his berth. For a few brief, appalled seconds before he slammed shut the door, he and Alice stared at each other.

“I think you two are going to the same school,” murmured Aunt Patience.

Then BANG! went the door, and Jesse sank to the ground with his head on his knees.

Be careful what you wish for, they say.

Jesse wanted adventure. He had no idea that adventure had just found him.

 


Aunt Patience was sending Alice to boarding school.

Alice, horrified, had tried to resist. She had read hundreds of books about boarding school, she informed her aunt. Even the sunnier ones involved violent sports or people getting murdered or evil wizards luring innocents to the Dark Side.

Boarding schools, Alice had argued, were dangerous.

“They are nothing of the sort,” Aunt Patience had responded (and oh, how she would one day regret saying that!). “Look, here’s the website. It’s a charming place. Like a storybook!”

“It’ll be expensive,” pleaded Alice, ignoring the website.

Aunt Patience said it wasn’t as expensive as you might think, and added brightly that all the uniforms were handmade by the students, and that the school had its own farm where they grew their own food, because they believed in being self-sufficient and in what Aunt Patience called a Well-Rounded Education.

“Plus, it’s in a castle,” she said. “Called Stormy Loch. In Scotland!”

“Scotland!”

“It’s not the end of the world.”

“It’s the end of the country. Where are you going to live?”

“I’ve told you before, darling. I’ve got a teaching job in London.”

“But you hate cities. You’re mad. This whole thing is mad.”

At which point Aunt Patience had pursed her lips and clicked shut her laptop and pronounced those impossible grown-up words, “Well, I think it will be good for you.”

Nor had Barney been any help.

“Sorry, Alicat,” he said, when she burst into his room to beg him to change Aunt Patience’s mind. “You know she never listens to me. Besides,” he added as she threw herself into his arms, “Scotland’s not so bad. And I’ll come and visit, I promise! Here, look . . .” He reached into his pocket for his phone and tapped something into Google. “There was this place, I remember, an island—what was it called? Nish! That’s the one—it was awesome. There were puffins, and a castle with a moat. I used to pretend I was the king.” He waved his phone like an imaginary sword. “Pow! Zap! Take that, vile intruder!”

He held out his phone. Alice looked, and saw a photograph of thousands of gulls flying above a stormy sea.

The Isle of Nish is a paradise for ornithologists and seabirds, she read.

“An ornithologist is someone who studies birds,” Barney said. “Isn’t that great? I’ll take you there! We’ll be king and queen together!”

“I know what an ornithologist is,” Alice said. “I want to live with you.”

But Barney, it turned out, was going traveling. On tour, he said, and she pretended to believe him. She had not protested again, but brooded on her fears alone.

Now, standing on the train at Euston that was going to carry her through the night to the place of horrors where she would have to wield hockey sticks and be forever surrounded by people, rather than the safe familiar solitude of Cherry Grange, and probably sleep in a dorm with dozens of other girls who would force-feed her midnight feasts when she wanted to write, and possibly be petrified by a wizard—she couldn’t believe it was happening. She buried her face in Barney’s chest, inhaling the familiar smell of him, the smoky caramel of his leather jacket, the spiced lemon of his aftershave.

“When will you come?” she asked in a tiny voice.

A whistle blew before he could answer. He leaped off the train after Patience, then reached up his hand. Alice leaned out of the open window to take it, but already the train was pulling away, and he was running alongside it, shouting something she couldn’t hear.

The train rounded a bend and, just like that, he was gone.

Alice pulled her head back inside and very carefully closed the window against the hot metallic air.

Soon. That was what she had heard. She was sure of it.


  Soon, soon, soon . . .


Be careful what you wish for.



  Four


Fluffy and Soft and Covered in Penguins and Unicorns

The train trundled through stations, past suburban houses and sharp-angled office buildings. Alice and Jesse saw nothing.

Alice sat on her bunk with her back to the window, furiously writing a marvelous story about a girl who ran away to join a circus and fly about on the high trapeze over a pit of starving tigers, while in the berth next door, Jesse lay on his back, staring at the ceiling and hating his brothers.

Adventures start in all sorts of ways. Jesse knew that in his place his brothers would not have felt humiliated. They would have laughed at Alice’s horrified face and boasted about how much they peed. But Jesse, unlike them, was shy, and sensitive, and easily embarrassed. He worried about what other people thought of him. He imagined Alice right now lying on her own bunk, laughing at him.

If she was not to laugh at him forever, he would have to be brave, and explain.

He swung himself off the bunk, bowed (it helped to pretend he was entering a jousting tournament), stepped out into the corridor, and knocked on her door.

Each thought the other terrifying.

Alice, who hated to be interrupted when she was writing, opened the door with a black scowl that struck dread in Jesse’s heart. And even though Jesse was the gentlest of souls, his mere presence—a real boarding-school boy!—was petrifying for Alice. He wasn’t to know that strangers always rendered her mute. Faced with her silent stare, he was convinced that she despised him. And she could not guess that the choking sounds he made were meant to be friendly. She heard only growling, like the tigers in her story.

If it hadn’t been for Jesse’s brain wave, the whole thing would have been a disaster.

With a sort of yelp, he dived back into his berth. Then, with renewed courage, he returned, bearing a thermos and a large Tupperware box.

“Picnic,” he said firmly, and squeezed past Alice into her berth.

And so it began, quietly, with tea and cake and sandwiches.

Cross-legged on Alice’s bunk, they ate and drank together in cautious silence until Jesse (still too crushed to mention his brothers) asked politely what brought her to Stormy Loch halfway through the year. Just as politely, she said that it was her aunt’s idea. She is banishing me was what she really wanted to say. Like the queen in Snow White. Or the stepmother in Hansel and Gretel. She’s basically a witch.

But these were far too many words.

“What is school like?” she forced out instead.

Sometimes, the simplest questions are the most difficult to answer, especially if you want to be truthful. Jesse, who like Alice wasn’t much of a talker, pondered his reply. He could see that OK, actually or Fine, if you like that sort of thing would be unsatisfactory, but there was a lot to say about Stormy Loch, and he really had no idea where to begin. Instead, he produced an old smartphone of Jared’s and pulled up the school website. On the screen, a group of teenagers and a strapping helmet-haired woman, all dressed in workmen’s overalls, stood flourishing paintbrushes in front of a low stone building, each stone of which was painted a different color. The caption beneath read Exploding Butterfly.

Alice stared, baffled.

“They’re Art Talents,” Jesse explained. “That’s the art teacher, Frau Kirschner. She’s experimental.”

“Art Talents?”

“Everyone has a talent. That’s what the major says. Major Fortescue,” he clarified, “founded the school. He’s all about helping people find their talent. Tap on another photograph.”

The next picture was of a messy-haired redheaded boy with sticking-out ears and train-track braces, holding up a silver cup and grinning so widely Alice couldn’t help grinning back. Jesse’s expression darkened.

“Fergus Mackenzie. Talent: Schoolwork.” He spoke with all the feeling of a person for whom schoolwork is not a talent but a burden. Of all the people to be on the school website, no one could have annoyed him more than Fergus. “Showing off because he won the stupid Math Challenge. He’s always showing off.”

Alice, who could have been good at schoolwork but whose daydreaming drove her teachers mad, asked sympathetically what Jesse’s talent was.

“Running,” Jesse mumbled gloomily, because being able to run faster than anyone in your year when you had the longest legs didn’t feel like much of a talent at all, especially when your brothers, when they were at school, forever came first in everything. Then he brightened, remembering. “But it’s the Great Orienteering Challenge this term—that’s something else about school, they love Challenges—and I’m really good at that. It’s like a massive orienteering competition for the whole year, and I’m pretty sure I can win.”

Alice (who had only a vague understanding of what orienteering was) said kindly that she was sure he could win too. Jesse, considerably cheered, asked what she was talented at.

“Writing, I suppose,” she said. “Stories. Not schoolwork.”

“That’s amazing!” said Jesse (who had never written a story in his life). Then—because this was what he had come for, and she seemed nice, and if he didn’t say it now he never would—“About earlier,” he gabbled. “What my brother said. You know, the peeing thing. It was only once, and I was five years old, and already bursting. I promise I don’t do it all the time.”

And because he had shared his picnic with her, and told her she was amazing, she didn’t laugh but replied very seriously, “Once, when I was little, Dad tickled me so hard I had to change my pants.”

They had a long way to go before they could really call themselves friends. There would be at least two betrayals, and a few lies, and a
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