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THEY CAME FOR her at 6.47am. Laura made
a note of the time because she’d been waiting for
this moment for eleven years, one month and

five days and she wanted always to remember it
- the hour her life began.

It was still dark but she was already awake.
Already packed. The sum total of her
possessions had been laid out in her suitcase
with a military neatness - two of everything
except underwear and books, of which there
were seven apiece. One pair of knickers for each
day of the week, as ordered by Matron, but not
enough novels by half. Then again, Laura wasn’t
sure how many would be enough. When you
spent your whole life waiting, books became like
windows. Windows on the world; on the curious
workings of the human mind; on shipwrecks,
audacious jewel thieves and lights that signalled
in the night. On giant hounds that roamed fog-
wreathed moors, on magical tigers and savage
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bears, on incredible feats of survival and
courage.

Laura sighed and pulled back the curtain
beside her bed. Her real window didn’t open
onto any of those things. Once it had faced the
rolling, flower-filled landscape that had given
the Sylvan Meadows Children’s Home its name,
but that was before a Health and Safety official
decided that nature presented a danger. As a
result, Laura looked out onto a car park and a
tarmac playground with a couple of swings.

Beyond the hedge was a suburb of identical
brown brick houses, now covered in snow. It
was a vista of unrelenting dullness. Sometimes,
when Laura was absorbed in a book, she’d
glance up and be startled to find that she was
still in a factory town in the far north of

England; that she hadn’t been spirited away to a
forest of dark secrets or to the Swiss Alps or a
poppy-strewn meadow.

But it wasn’t about the meadow or the forest.
Laura had been to some foster homes which had
gardens the size of football pitches, packed with
roses, ancient oaks and decorative features like
birdbaths and loveseats. One had even had a
swimming pool. She’d been to houses run like
army units and another that smelled of incense
and had a mum who sprinkled patchouli oil
everywhere and a dad with hair down to his
waist. And yet none of them had felt right - not
even the last one, which was actually Laura’s
favourite because the dad loved books as much
as she did. It was he who had given her four
Matt Walker detective novels, Agatha Christie’s




