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When I first saw it, I thought it was the home of an artist, or maybe a fortune teller. I always imagined that they might live in peculiar ramshackle houses with colourful, patchwork curtains, ivy crawling up the walls and cats roaming around on the roof. And this is exactly the view that greeted me when I peered through the gap in the hedge that Tuesday morning. It was such an unexpected and beautiful sight that it made me gasp. I glimpsed a blue sign, not quite covered by the ivy that said, ‘Skipton House Community Centre’.
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A cold wind bit the air and I was exploring Milwood, our new village, for the first time. Later, I would remember it as the day when everything started to go wrong, but at that early hour, I didn’t suspect a thing. I remember looking at my watch and seeing that it had just gone seven a.m. I couldn’t believe that it was still so early as I’d been up for hours. I think on some level my brain was struggling to deal with all the newness. We’d only moved into the flat a week ago, and now I was starting secondary school. The estate still freaked me out – there was sound everywhere. It was an awful lot of sound for a place that was surrounded by what was mostly a big field.

My mum, Lara, would’ve probably flipped out about me going out on my own, especially as it was still half dark and I was only dressed in my school skirt, a T-shirt and a hoodie (the first things I could find) but she would never know if I made sure I was back before she woke up.

The field was practically on my front doorstep. It stretched from Milwood Road and was bordered by a river on the right. At the far end was a line of small, squat terraced houses, that looked as if they came from another century, and on the left-hand side, was a main road – if you could call it that – Dunstan Row. I’d seen its overgrown sign and was intrigued. I decided to turn into it, hoping that it might lead somewhere interesting. And it did.

Skipton House was almost hidden by dense bushes, and I would have walked right past it if I hadn’t heard laughter coming from behind the hedge. First there was a giggle and then I heard someone singing a song. Before I knew it, I was edging closer, trying to take a peep through the misted window with the patchwork curtains.

Upon closer inspection, I saw it had three floors and it seemed there were quite a few people in there. The voices were young – kids my age. Someone was playing the guitar, then there was a clatter of plates, a clap of hands and an older voice talking over the noise.

I hadn’t even realised I’d got so close. I was about three steps away from the window when something furry brushed against my leg and my heart lurched. I looked down to see one of the two cats I’d spotted earlier on the roof weaving a figure of eight around my legs. I must have yelped, because suddenly the misted window was flung open and a boy’s puzzled face appeared. He had olive skin, a shock of black curly hair and deep brown eyes, which looked at me questioningly.

‘Want to come in?’ he asked simply.

I frantically shook my head. And before I could think about what I was doing, my feet were already stepping away, pounding the grass at an increasing pace. I burst through the gap in the hedge and ran all the way down the road to our estate. I didn’t stop until I’d pelted up the three flights of stairs to our new flat and banged the door behind me. I slid down the back of it and gulped mouthfuls of air.

But what had I been so scared of? The boy hadn’t seemed cross and he’d invited me in. I’d acted like a complete chicken, running off like that. He must have thought I was mad. I only hoped he wasn’t in my year at school. I could do without having to deal with any additional awkwardness.
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It had been Lara’s idea to move here. She’d been promoted at Rodrigo’s and she’d always said that the first thing we’d do when she’d earned a bit of extra money, was to move to a bigger place, where I could have my own bedroom and everything. It sounded amazing, but the only two-bed place we could afford was miles away not just from school and my friends, but also any form of proper civilization. Lara’s commute into work now took over an hour, but she said that it was worth it. She’d admitted to me that sales at Rodrigo’s had been down, and that he’d given her the promotion in the hope that she might turn the shop around. I couldn’t help but think that it was risky. What if she couldn’t save it from shutting down?

‘I think I can boost the sales,’ she said to me. ‘It’s about getting the right clothes in and offering a few promotional discounts. Plus, you and I need a new start, eh?’ she asked, looking genuinely excited, and that was that. I didn’t dare say anything to put her off.

That morning when I first saw Skipton House, Lara was in her usual deep sleep. She didn’t even wake up when I slammed the door behind me after my morning escapade. In fact, she only emerged from her bedroom when I was putting on my shoes and I was surprised to see her up that early. Tuesdays were her only proper lie-in days
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