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Chapter 1 

 

Nothing ever happens in Oakley Woods, population 

873. The village is dull every day and even more 

boring during the holidays. Paula goes to stay with 

her dad in Southampton, so here I am on the first 

day of the holiday, sitting in our attic, searching 

through dusty cardboard boxes for Mum’s nutmeg 

grinder. 

Hot and sleepy, with the afternoon sun 

streaming in through a small leaded-glass window, I 

open an old biscuit tin to find myself gazing at some 

a black candlestick holder with half a melted red 

candle and a bunch of dog-eared guardian-angel 

cards. 

“Katie,” Mum calls up from the bottom of the 

stepladder. “Have you found it?” 

“No.” I flick through the cards, each of which 

depicts a different angel, each supposedly having 

superpowers, as well as being stunningly 

beautiful—not a blemish or scar in sight. They 

make me even more depressed. 

“What are you doing?”  

Her footsteps sound on the steps, but I can’t be 
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bothered to answer her back.  

“I’ve got to get this order out by five.” 

“I’m going as fast as I can,” I reply as I read 

about the angel Raphael, who according to the 

author of the cards, likes nothing more than to heal 

anyone’s ailment or relationship or give you that 

burst of creative powers just when you need it. 

“Katie!” Mum stomps over to stand over me, 

face and T-shirt streaked in green powder and what 

I hope is beet juice and not blood. “You said you’d 

help.” 

“Sorry.”  

I start to put the cards back in the tin, but Mum 

stops me. 

“They were your Nan’s.” Sitting next to me, she 

picks up the green Raphael card. “We used to call 

and give thanks to the angels when I was small. She 

was convinced it was Chumuel who found her lost 

engagement ring.” 

I roll my eyes and let out an exasperated sigh. 

I’ve heard this story at least a hundred times, but 

Mum never tires of telling it.  

“Me and your Nan looked everywhere, searched 

every room in the house. But soon as we called for 

Chumuel’s help, he visited Mum in a dream and—” 

“And Nan found it in the drain outside!” 

Mum’s grin is fixed and false. “It doesn’t 

change the fact he told her where to find it.” 

“So?” I retort with a bit more sarcasm for good 
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measure. 

“So why don’t we call upon the angels to help 

you get better?” 

I shudder as she forces me to remember the last 

bonfire night. “A firework hit me in the arm, and 

Noah dumped me. You can’t dream that better, 

Mum.” 

“No,” she agrees, taking out the candle. “But 

you can learn to love yourself again.” 

My stomach tenses up. More than anything, I 

want to go and lock myself in my room, but if I do 

that, I’ll have to endure even more of Mum’s 

psychobabble along with another ten guilt trips 

about how I’m “lucky to be alive” and I should “just 

be grateful it wasn’t your face.” 

“Katie.” Mum slips her arm around my 

shoulders and pulls me into a reluctant hug. “What 

doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.” 

“Yeah, right.” I’d rather go back to being weak 

and pathetic than have half a body that looks like a 

melted candle.  

“It’s true,” she tells me in her calm voice. “Look 

at me. I had my troubles, and now I have a beautiful 

family and my own business.” 

“You don’t have a disfigurement that grosses 

people out,” I retort. “And if it were so easy to wish 

yourself better, why are all the hospitals so busy and 

I’m on an eighteen-month waiting list for skin 

grafts?” 
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Sitting on my bed, staring at my reflection, I 

peel off my shirt and let it fall to the carpet. Like 

most girls, I didn’t like certain bits of myself. I 

wanted to be shorter so that Noah was taller than 

me. I wanted bigger boobs so that dresses didn’t 

hang off me, and I longed for hair that curled 

naturally and didn’t need peroxide to turn honey 

blond. During year nine, I’d managed to convince 

myself my nose was too long and my eyes the 

wrong shade of blue. Now, my left arm and half my 

chest looks like Freddy Krueger’s face, and I’d give 

anything to look how I did before. No wonder Noah 

dumped me.  

A beep on my phone alerts me to an incoming 

text from Paula: “Heard about Noah?” 

“No,” I text back, wishing I really didn’t care 

what Noah Parker was up to. “Why?” 

“Check FB.” 

I fire up my feed to see a half-naked photo of 

Noah slumped facedown across a messed-up bed 

with the caption “4 out of 10.” 

‘Read the comments,’ Paula’s next text says. 

I know before I even read Paula’s comment that 

I’m not going to like it. I just didn’t realise how 

much I wasn’t going to like it. “Karma. Bet you’re 

regretting the way you treated Katie now.” 

Great, now everyone knows I was dumped by 

the guy trending on social media for his lame 
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performance in bed. 

Leaving the sanctuary of my room, I go 

downstairs to raid the fridge for anything that 

resembles chocolate, to find the kitchen strangely 

void of sprouting seeds, nuts, and fruit in various 

stages of drying. Instead, the wooden table has been 

transformed into a witch’s grotto.  

Sitting upon a square of red felt, the candle 

gently burns amongst a scattering of rose petals and 

angel cards, a small scroll of paper tucked into a 

holder protruding from the elaborate iron 

candlestick. Reaching forward, I pick up the note 

and unfurl it. 

 

To the greatest angel of them all, please 
give my daughter Katie the strength to 
love herself again, and I will pay it 
forward by volunteering one day a week 
to help the senior citizens of Oakley 
Woods.  
 

I roll up the note and stick the tip into the flame 

and watch it burn. Mum really is as nuts as her 

butter if she still believes in this stuff. As the fire 

takes hold of the paper, I walk to the sink and let it 

drop, where it continues to turn from a soft pink to a 

black and then grey ashes. Then when there’s no 

more left, I turn on the tap and wash Mum’s wish 

away. 
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“You’re going to have to be one hell of a kick-

ass angel if you’re ever going to make me happy,” I 

say to the dancing flame. “And while you’re at it, 

can you do my history and English assignments 

because I’m miles behind with my course work.” 

When I lean forward to blow out the candle, I 

realise that I haven’t given anything back in return. 

“All right,” I say aloud. “If by some miracle you do 

exist and make me not care I look like a hideous 

monster, I’ll do whatever you want. It can be 

anything you like. You name it. I’ll do it.” 

I blow out the candle and watch a single line of 

greying smoke wind upward. There’s no more anger 

and frustration anymore. I just feel numb and 

disappointed because even though I don’t believe in 

Mum’s retro hippie rubbish, a little part of me still 

hopes some miracles come true. But this isn’t Lord 

of the Rings or Narnia. This is Oakley Woods, the 

most boring place in the world.  
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Chapter 2 

 

When a kick-ass angel with the ability to hypnotise 

and do A-level course work didn’t turn up, I end up 

helping Paula decide what dress to buy for her dad’s 

engagement party.  

‘Like?’ Paula texts me a selfie of her in a yellow 

sunshine dress that’s kind of modern sixties. 

Lying on my bed, I text her a thumbs-up. 

Unfortunately, I can do nothing to stop my stomach 

sinking since I can’t wear dresses like that anymore. 

I know I’m being shallow and vain. I know millions 

of people are worse off than me, but that’s a part of 

my old life I miss.  

‘Buying it,’ Paula texts back. 

I flick between feeds before another text from 

Paula pops up. It’s a photo of some matching 

yellow stilettoes with a daisy on the front.  

‘Like?’ 

I’m just about to text her back that I love them 

when I lose my signal. Weird. I flick through the 

settings because as corpselike as Oakley Woods is, 

my connection to the outside world is always 

buzzing. 
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I reboot.  

Nothing. 

I reboot again. 

Nothing. 

I try my iPad.  

Dead too. 

Great. This summer holiday has officially 

become the worst ever on record now that I’m cut 

off from the outside world and the only real friend I 

have left. I need something sweet, but before I even 

get the lid off the biscuit tin, the strangled sound of 

wind chimes, which is our front doorbell, makes me 

jump, and the biscuits go everywhere.  

“Mum!”  

When I’m greeted with silence, a thud of panic 

reminds me that she and Dad have gone into town 

to get Mum a bigger dehydrator. I hope it’s not Mrs. 

Cooper. I don’t think I can handle any more of her 

pity. Or a worse case—Noah! I take a deep breath, 

clench my fists, and having made up my mind that 

if it’s Noah, I’ll slam the door in his face, I open the 

front door and find myself face-to-face with the 

most beautiful lady I’ve ever seen in my life. She’s 

dressed in a jewelled midnight-blue sari, her long 

black hair woven into a plait interlaced with what 

appear to be pearls, and her intricate gold-and-

purple makeup is every bit as exotic as her brilliant 

amber eyes, which are framed by the thickest lashes 

I’ve ever seen. 
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“Hello,” says the lady. “Are you Linda?” 

I’m struck dumb by her stunning beauty, and 

my voice sticks in my throat momentarily. “Linda’s 

my mum. She’s out.” 

“That is most unfortunate.” The smile fades 

from her eyes and lips. “I have just rented the 

cottage next door. Mr. Holland said your mother 

held the spare key.” 

When I manage to pull away from the hypnotic 

power of her eyes, I see a big black four-by-four 

Jeep with blacked-out windows and armour, parked 

along the road outside. It’s the sort of Jeep paranoid 

celebrities drive, and something is getting out of a 

back door—a cat, but it’s not like any other cat I’ve 

seen outside of a wildlife film.  

After turning around on the spot and looking 

right and left, it moves forward in zigzags and 

circles, sniffing the air, searching for danger like the 

bodyguards surrounding the president do. With 

short ginger fur, black spots, and rounded stuck-up 

ears, it moves alongside the lady to sit beside her, 

its suspicious orange eyes level with the woman’s 

tiny waist.  

“This is Sanvi,” the woman tells me. “Do you 

like cats?” 

“She’s as big as my dog, Bronte.” I should have 

said “yes,” but for some reason, I speak my fears 

aloud because they both look as if they’ve stepped 

from the pages of an exotic fantasy novel.  
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“I am sure they will be good friends.” The 

woman smiles, seemingly oblivious of how weird 

her cat is. “May I take the key? It has been a very 

long journey, and we are very tired.” 

I nod, and leaving them outside, I run back into 

the kitchen and, spreading biscuit crumbs 

everywhere, get the key that Mum keeps in the 

drawer with the string and everything else that 

doesn’t have a proper home.  

When I return, the lady’s talking to the weird 

cat.  

“Err…” I begin, not sure if interrupting 

conversations with pets is rude. “Here you go.” 

She stops talking to the cat, turns to me, and 

smiles. “Thank you. You have been most kind.” 

I watch her and her cat walk side by side across 

the gravel path that links our cottages, and still 

talking to her cat, she disappears inside with it.  

The cottage next door has been a holiday home 

for over a year. Last summer, some Canadian 

geologists rented it. I wonder how long the lady and 

her weird cat will stay when they realise how boring 

it is around here. 

I must tell Paula. I get out my mobile, but the 

internet’s still dead. With nothing better to do, I go 

into the kitchen and sweep up the broken biscuits, 

scoop them up with a kitchen towel, and open the 

back door to let the birds enjoy them. I stop when I 

see the cat doing its strange zigzag secret-agent 
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movement through the jungle that is our combined 

back gardens. 

Feeling even more vulnerable outside with our 

weird new neighbours, I head upstairs to see if I can 

get a signal on Mum’s laptop. I turn it on, and while 

I’m waiting for it to boot up, I gaze out the small 

window where I have a perfect view of our new 

neighbour’s black Jeep. 

Keeping hidden behind the net curtains, I 

narrow my eyes and see for the first time that a 

second lady is there. Like the first, she’s of Indian 

descent, but she’s wearing jeans and a white T-shirt. 

Her hair’s a little shorter and loose, and it has a 

slight wave to it, but in every other way, she looks 

identical to the first in beauty. 

They stop talking and in unison look at the 

window. Realising I’m not as hidden as I thought, I 

duck down, heart pounding in my chest. I should go 

to my room, but the lure of the window is too great, 

and unable to stay away, I take another peek to see 

them dragging a semiunconscious guy from the 

Jeep. 

I can’t move as my brain struggles to understand 

what I’m seeing. Taking an arm each, which they 

loop around their necks, they drag him forward 

along the path and toward their house. Still unsure 

what to do, I go to call Mum before I remember 

there’s no signal. I check the laptop. No signal. My 

thoughts race as I wonder if I could be witnessing a 
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real-life kidnapping before sanity returns and I 

realise the guy must be sick. 

My uncertainty takes me back to the bonfire 

night when the firework stuck me in the shoulder. I 

remember falling back, screaming as the skin 

melted from my bones, and I remember how much I 

appreciated Paula holding my hand. If not for her, 

I’m not sure I would have made it. Just knowing 

one person cared more about me than their own fear 

and revulsion helped me fight through the pain.  

My mind made up, I run down the stairs and 

head back outside. “Can I help?” 

They stop, and both ladies look at me. Despite 

the different clothes, hair, and makeup, the 

resemblance is too strong to hide the fact they must 

be twins. 

“He is sleeping,” says the one in the jeans. “He 

does not travel well.” 

I’m not so sure, especially when I take a step 

nearer and realise he can’t possibly be related to 

them. About my age and Chinese, he’s tall and well 

fit, with short black hair and a perfect, sculptured 

face that shows definite signs of distress as he tries 

and fails to wake. 

“Do you want me to call a doctor?” I stammer, 

the helplessness of not knowing what to do making 

me feel even more useless.  

The lady in the sari speaks this time. “There is 

nothing wrong with him. He is just exhausted from 
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the travel.” 

The more she tries to convince me he’s just 

travel sick, the more convinced I become they’re 

lying. 

“He is our ward,” says the lady in jeans. “I 

know how this must look, but I can assure you it is 

just the effects of travel.” 

The boy groans and, raising his head, stares at 

me through half-closed eyes, which I tumble right 

into. If they ever remake Sleeping Beauty with a 

prince instead of a princess, it would be him.  

Crazy as it sounds, I feel in that second as if he 

knows me and I know him, know everything about 

him even though he’s not like any guy I’ve ever 

seen. Dressed in faded jeans and a bright-red silk 

shirt embroidered with dragons and more 

unbuttoned than buttoned, he looks like something 

out of a manga movie, but the connection continues 

to grow in intensity. Then his eyelids start to flutter, 

and the invisible thread joining us snaps. By the 

time his chin is resting upon his chest, he is just a 

beautiful stranger.  

“We must get him inside,” says sari lady. “We 

are all tired and need our rest. I bid you good day.” 

They drag him inside and close the door behind 

themselves. I’m still not sure what I’ve just seen, 

and even more confused, I return to the kitchen in 

search of something that even remotely resembles 

chocolate. 
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Chapter 3 

 

“Well? Don’t you think we should get the police?”  

Mum didn’t think anything was amiss as I gave 

her a blow-by-blow account of our new next-door 

neighbours. She was more concerned with whether 

she’d put too much vanilla extract in her coconut 

yoghurt.  

“What for, Katie?” she asks. 

“They might have kidnapped him.” 

“It doesn’t make them kidnappers just because 

they didn’t want you calling a doctor.” Climbing 

out of the larder, Mum looks even more flustered 

than usual. Her long straight brown hair looks just 

like mine, hanging limp in curtains around her 

flushed face. “Now, are you going to give me a 

hand or not?” 

“Just go next door. You’ll see for yourself 

then.” 

“Katie, I’ve got to get this internet order boxed 

up by five. Can’t you do something useful and help 

me make more almond milk?” 

I turn on the blender, but I can’t think of 

anything except the boy. I peer out the back window 
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and watch the removal men erect some weird metal 

statue covered in bells in their back garden. 

“Katie!”  

I jump as Mum screeches my name, and foamy 

almond milk spurts everywhere. 

“Sorry.” I turn off the blender and fill up the 

nutmilk bags. “It’s just that I’m worried about him.” 

“If you were going to kidnap someone, would 

you bring them to your hideout in broad daylight 

and have removal men help you unpack?” 

I guess she’s got a point.  

“Katie, I promise as soon as I’m finished up 

here we’ll go around and ask if they’d like to come 

in for a cup of tea.” 

I nod, but my stomach’s churning.  

“There’s a perfectly sound explanation, and 

some of these travel medications, well they should 

be banned, in my opinion. Have you any idea what 

the side effects of…” 

Leaving her ranting on about the evils of 

modern medicine, I go into the lounge and peer 

through the nets, watching the removal men carry in 

an array of dark wooden chests, gold, silver, and 

bronze bells, one big enough for a church, and at 

least four huge bookcases that look too big to fit in 

the tiny rooms. I see one of the women and the 

massive cat but no sign of the boy. I wonder where 

they’ve put him. I bet they’ve locked him in the 

cellar. I was always jealous that next door had a 
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cellar, but now I’m wishing it wasn’t there. 

“Katie, have you got a signal?” Mum comes 

running inside. “I can’t check how many zoodles 

they want.” 

 I check my mobile and hold it up so that she 

can see I’ve got no signal either. 

She lets out an exaggerated sigh, and I hear her 

run upstairs, presumably to see if the laptop’s 

working, before letting out an anguished cry and 

running back down again. Two seconds later, I hear 

her talking to Dad on the phone in the hall. 

“Your dad’s got a connection,” she tells me, as 

if I care. “It’s twenty, and the hotel up the road have 

asked for a tray of brownies. Didn’t I say this was 

the right thing to do? This business is really taking 

off.” 

“Great,” I say in my sarcastic voice. “There’s 

still no sign of him, by the way.” 

“Who?” 

“The boy. The one they carried in unconscious 

two hours ago.” 

“That’s because he’s probably unpacking. Some 

children actually help their mothers when they 

promise to.” 

The only answer to that is going out, and with 

no internet and no Paula, I head into the garden with 

a book. The only good thing about living in a 

cottage in the middle of nowhere is that we don’t 

have a front or back garden. We just have half of a 
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big cottage dropped in the middle of an abandoned 

field and a huge forest a short jog away, big enough 

to hide Robin Hood and every one of his merry 

men.  

Once upon a time, before Mum turned retro 

hippie and Dad started helping at some 

archaeological dig in Portwinter, we used to have a 

neat garden like everybody else, with flowers and a 

picket fence. Now, our garden is lost to wild grass 

and heather, and the only wooden structure visible 

is the bench where I do most of my writing. 

Sitting cross-legged in the middle of it, I stare 

down at my pathetic attempts to write my twenty-

five-hundred-word biography about Lucy, Oakley 

Wood’s only famous person and the one I’m relying 

on to get me an A in English. I’ve got until 

tomorrow to get my first draft together, but my 

attention is drawn to the top window that borders 

my bedroom, where the big weird cat is stretched 

out on the windowsill. My thoughts drift a million 

miles away as I remember back to the connection I 

felt with the boy when he opened his eyes and 

looked into me. 

Bronte growls, and shocked back to reality, I 

look up to see who she’s baring her teeth at. One of 

the four removal men is dumping a stack of paving-

stone slabs next to the weird bell mobile. 

“Hi.” Realising this is my chance to find out if 

my kidnapping theories are true, I walk up to them. 
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“I just wondered how the boy is.” 

 “Boy?” The man with the shaved head stoops 

down to make a fuss of Bronte and immediately 

changes his mind when she growls. 

“Sorry about that,” I say. “We don’t see many 

people. She gets nervous.” 

He nods, seeming to take no offence. 

“Yes, he’s my age, short black hair, wasn’t very 

well.” 

“Didn’t see any kid.”  

“Then where is he?” 

“I dunno. But I’ve got another ten crates to 

move before I get out of here, so if you don’t 

mind…” 

“Sure.” I watch him walk away, and I return to 

the bench and my essay, but all I can focus on is the 

mystery unfolding next door.  
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