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ONE

Tam didn’t want to be here.
The air was damp and didn’t smell clean. It was dark and oppressive and full of flies. The canopy of trees pushed down on her, stealing the sky, demolishing its light. In the dingy green shadows branches moved, taunting her with their seeking claws.
She wasn’t frightened, she wasn’t frightened.
Up there in the mess of bark-skinned limbs, unseen birds called out to each other, threatening, territorial, spooked by the invader. Mum thought it was tuneful, a chorus of song. Not Tam. To her ears there was nothing musical about their cries. They were shouting at her, spitting feathered curses, indecipherable swear words falling from hard beaks onto soft moss.
‘Piss off,’ she whispered back at them, her clipped words evaporating on her tight lips, dying there before they became airborne.
The birds swore back at her, expletives of feather and twig falling earthwards.
She wasn’t frightened, she wasn’t frightened.
The wind rattled through the trees, shaking the branches, silencing the birds, hitting her skin with flecks of cool moisture. She wrapped her arms into her chest, holding the warmth in.
Her feet moved her along the muddy path, deeper into the heart of the trees. Already her shoes were edged with soil, her white socks spotted with the brown blood of the earth. She should turn round, she should leave, but her feet still moved.
Why was she here? She hadn’t planned on coming this way, she hadn’t given it a thought. But her feet, without any instructions, had brought her towards the wood, one step at a time.
Even so, arriving here had come as a surprise, for she was so far inside her head, arguing with every imagined person that dared to pop up. The familiar parade of insecurities had infected her thoughts: school, the imminent GCSE exams, her appearance, the argument she’d had with Becca last week, what to do about that weird picture James Pinchin had sent her, going to college, Mum, Dad . . .
Dad and—
She was dancing around that one big thought, that one giant insecurity, avoiding it at all costs.
The dimming sky and the crying birds conspired against her, breaking her thoughts into useless fragments, pulling her back into the now. She focused on the trees and knew it was too late, the damage was done. She was in the wood.
Tam stopped, circling around to view the prison of trees. The last time she’d been here she had been . . . what? Six years old? Seven, maybe. Back then she came here often, with Dad. They’d walk and laugh and—
No.
The memory was pushed away. She rested against the body of a tree, not caring about getting marks on her school blazer, letting her mind cool.
‘What am I doing here?’ she said to no one.
Leaves rattled in the undergrowth as something small retreated from her, then silence.
Tam pulled out her phone, looking past the cracked screen. There was no signal here. Maybe that’s why she had come, to be alone, to disconnect. Unconvinced, she put her phone away, trying to ease her racing mind.
She forced her attention on the tree opposite, staring at its bark, at the thick valleys gouged into its knotted surface. She allowed her eyes to follow one of the dark grooves up the bulk of the tree until it narrowed and merged with its neighbours and became indistinct.
The sun broke through the swaying leaves, dappling the hard white light into her pinprick pupils. She closed them, letting her hands fall to her sides, finding the solid uneven surface of the tree behind her. Her fingertips traced its contours, building a picture in her mind. She felt calmer, safe in the shadow of this giant, as if it was protecting her, as if it—
Tam opened her eyes and stepped away from the tree, feeling foolish. ‘I’m not a bloody tree hugger,’ she muttered.
It was just a tree after all, just a piece of wood with stupid leaves sticking out of it, just water and mud and sunshine, nothing more.
Just a tree. Just a wood.
Shadows fell onto the clearing, sucking the heat from the space. The summer air lost its menace and Tam felt more comfortable. She looked down the weaving path that tempted her deeper into the wood. She could just make out the distant chatter of the stream she knew lay beyond, cutting the wood in two, pulling soil from the roots of the trees to leave them exposed, clawing at the passing water like gnarled witch’s fingers. She stood there, uncertain if she wanted to continue. But she wasn’t ready to go home, not yet. She needed space alone, time to think . . . or was it time not to think? She wasn’t sure.
She stepped forwards, towards the sound of the water. The path descended, turning and twisting, until the banks of the narrow stream came into view.
It had seemed so vast before, when she was younger, too wide to jump to the far side without the threat of a wet foot. Now it looked anorexic and insignificant. She could jump it easily, she calculated. An image came to mind, of Dad lifting her to the other side, laughing and groaning as he carried her in his arms, leaping onto the far bank and—
No.
High above, the massing clouds broke their silence, delivering tiny parcels of moisture onto the waiting trees. Water dropped onto her cheek and ran down her face, an imitation tear from high above. She should really go home.
Tam hesitated in the shadow of the wood, watching the water drift by, trying to convince herself to leave.
Finally, decisively, she cursed, ‘Bloody stupid,’ and turned back towards home.
She stopped immediately. She was no longer alone. There was someone else there, a dark thin shape at the bend in the path, framed by an arch of ivy that grew over some ancient dying piece of wall.
The pair froze, like two startled rabbits, waiting to see who might move first. Defiantly Tam took a step forwards. The other person jumped, but didn’t retreat.
She saw now it was a girl about her own age, dressed in the same school uniform, but the light was behind her and her features were hidden in shade.
‘Oh, hi, Tamsin,’ the girl said, her voice betraying a tremble of fear.
Tam stopped, trying to identify the shadow. She could see better with her glasses on but she refused to wear them outside of home. ‘Who’s that?’ she asked, making sure her voice sounded loud and aggressive.
The girl stepped towards Tam. Her face was long and narrow, framed by dark black hair that rested on her sloping shoulders. She smiled nervously, her teeth clenched behind her wide lips. ‘It’s me, A-Abigail . . . Abigail Longbourne.’
‘Long Bone,’ Tam acknowledged, recognition filling in the details of the shadowed face. They shared a few classes – drama, art, maybe geography – but Abigail Longbourne was cleverer than her and they moved in very different circles. One of the boys had given her the nickname way back in Year Seven, mocking her slender face, and it had stayed with her ever since. It didn’t matter that she’d grown into her face this last year, that she was actually quite beautiful behind the barricade of hair and insecurity, not that Tam would ever admit it. Only the burden of the name mattered, only that and the power it took away from its victim every time it was used.
The other girl reddened. ‘Well . . . no. I mean, yeah, that’s what you all call me, but it’s not my name.’
Tam put her head down and pushed past her.
‘It’s . . . it’s not my name,’ Abigail repeated, louder.
‘Better than Horse Face,’ Tam responded, trying her best to ignore the other girl.
Ahead the path narrowed, weaving upwards, following the contour of the wood. The walls of earth towered over her, a congregation of trees looking down in judgement.
Behind her the girl called out, ‘I don’t care what you call me.’
‘Good!’
The rain grew heavier, collecting on the leaves before falling to the waiting roots. Tam quickened her pace.
‘It’s still better than what they say about you,’ Abigail muttered.
Tam stopped and turned round. Abigail stood by the stone wall, her eyes wide with surprise.
‘What did you say?’
‘N-nothing,’ Abigail replied, stepping backwards.
Tam marched towards her, her insecurities condensing into aggression. ‘What do they call me?’
Abigail disappeared behind the wall. Tam rounded the bend and saw her further along the track. ‘Come here!’
It wasn’t worth following her, the rain was getting heavier and she didn’t want to go further into the wood. But Tam wasn’t thinking logically. All her angry thoughts came back up to the surface and found focus on Abigail.
Her legs began to run, a hunter chasing its prey.
Abigail quickened her pace, navigating the narrow path with ease, as if she knew every twist and turn. The stream came into view again and Tam slowed, her breathing heavy. This stupid heat had brought out sweat on her forehead. Her anger grew.
Abigail stood on the far side of the stream, tensed, ready to retreat further.
‘Well?’ Tam shouted breathlessly as she walked towards the water. ‘What’ve you got to say?’
Abigail faltered. ‘N-nothing.’ She turned to leave.
‘Stop!’ Tam cried. She looked down at the stream. It was as if she couldn’t cross it, not without Dad.
Abigail froze, half hidden by the foliage of a tree.
‘What do they call me?’ Tam demanded.
‘It’s not me,’ Abigail began. ‘I don’t call you anything, I’m not bothered.’
Tam lowered her voice, trying to calm the rage. ‘Who? Who’s talking about me?’
Abigail shrugged, her eyes dropping to the ground. ‘No one. It’s nothing.’ She went to turn away again.
‘I won’t hurt you,’ Tam reassured her.
The other girl half laughed, not stopping.
‘Wait!’ This time it was an order, Tam’s voice loud and powerful.
Abigail turned back, folding her arms.
‘I just want to know,’ Tam said. ‘What have you heard?’
The rain was heavy now, bouncing into the stream like tiny darts. Tam’s short brown hair coated her wet face as water soaked into her clothes. She glared at Abigail, a reflection of her own drenched form.
‘Nothing, really,’ Abigail replied. ‘I just said it. I have to go.’ This time she turned and didn’t stop, running into the wood, out of sight.
Tam tensed, her fingers forming fists. She should go home, she knew it. Instead she lifted a leg and leaped over the stream. As she landed her foot slipped on the moist soil and she fell on her thigh. Mud coated her skirt and skin . . .
Suddenly her pent-up anger was let loose and rage filled her eyes. She ran down the narrow path, branches snapping as she crashed into them. Ahead was the tiny shape of Abigail Long Bone, a flickering silhouette, hidden behind trees and rain.
A rumble of thunder broke overhead, coursing through the wood, giving voice to Tam’s temper. The rain intensified, shaking the trees, pushing water into her face as she raced to catch Abigail.
The thin girl glanced over her shoulder, saw Tam closing. Her eyes widened and she sprinted harder, over-anticipating the bend in the path, slipping in the dirt, rolling into the grass.
Tam caught up with her and dragged her up by her blazer collar. ‘What do they say about me?’ she demanded.
‘Nothing, not really. I just hear things,’ Abigail cried, her face coated in water and dirt.
‘What sort of things?’
‘About you . . . you and James Pinchin.’
Tam reeled. ‘Who said it? Who?’
Abigail began to cry. ‘James does. He was laughing about it.’
There was no pity left in Tam, just resentment and fury. Her open hand landed on the other girl’s cheek.
‘I’m sorry, I didn’t say anything, I didn’t . . .’ Abigail’s voice faded away.
Tam pushed. ‘What did he say about me?’
Abigail’s face crumpled. ‘That you . . . that you did stuff for him. You did whatever he wanted.’ She put a hand over her lips as if to take back the words.
Tam stiffened, shock dragging the breath out of her mouth.
‘It’s not me,’ Abigail pleaded. ‘I didn’t say that, I just heard him say it, that’s all. Please, let me go.’
Tam pushed Abigail to the ground. She looked down on the pathetic girl crying at her feet, and she suddenly saw what she had done. Guilt and remorse took hold, but she couldn’t bring herself to apologize. That would be weak. She stepped back, breathing hard.
There was a flash of light, followed by a heavy rumble that coursed up through her feet, and Tam began to run, deeper into the wood. She followed the path, hardly caring where it took her – all that mattered was that she ran.
Ahead the track turned sharply to the left. Tam surged into it, losing her footing. She skidded over the wet earth, through the undergrowth, sliding down the slope. The trees ended abruptly, and beyond was . . . nothing.
She clawed at the ground, trying to slow her descent, but it was no use. As she fell over the precipice it was as if time slowed down. She knew about the old quarry that ran along the edge of the wood, cut into the rock like a deep wound, but she had never seen it from this vantage point before. Now she was falling through the air, falling towards the pit of the quarry metres below her, falling towards the hard, unyielding rock.
But she wasn’t falling, not any more.
Tam was floating, floating above the rock, hanging in the air as the torrent of rain fell about her.




TWO

Tam screamed. She screamed until her throat burned, until spittle and phlegm fell from her open mouth, down towards the quarry beneath her. She hung there, her arms outstretched, facing down, as if she was pinned to an invisible ceiling.
This must be what it’s like when you die, she thought. This is how it happens, in slow motion, a frozen moment before the fall. This was God or the afterlife or karma or whatever laughing at her, taking the piss before it smashed her face into a rock.
But it was still raining. She could feel it hitting the back of her exposed legs, and she felt the chill of the breeze on her hands. She watched as droplets of water fell from her hair, down to the ground, splashing in puddles between the rocks.
Tam lifted her head up, turning to look about her; the trees swayed in the storm, the clouds scratched across the sky.
Why was she the only thing frozen?
But she wasn’t frozen. She wriggled her toes, then moved her feet. She waved her arms, testing her body. She wasn’t frozen.
She realized she was crying, breathing hard through her open mouth, her heart beating like a machine gun firing in her chest.
‘What happened to you?’
The voice was from somewhere above. She turned her head to see where it was coming from and her body shifted, dropping towards the ground.
Tam screamed, squeezing her eyes shut. After a moment she opened them and realized she was still floating above the quarry, but the rocks were closer to her now.
‘Don’t move! Don’t move anything.’
It was Abigail, her voice further away now, trembling with fear.
‘I’m not moving,’ Tam said between breaths.
‘How are you doing that?’ Abigail asked.
‘What?’
‘That.’
‘Doing what?’
Abigail paused, then said, ‘Flying.’
‘I’m . . . I’m not flying.’
‘Well, OK, floating. How’re you floating?’
‘I don’t know!’ Tam screamed, and she felt herself drop a few centimetres, her stomach lurching like she was on a sickening roller coaster ride. She held her breath, tensing everything once more. As her body settled again she continued in a whisper, ‘I’m not flying, I’m not floating. I’m . . . falling.’
‘Kinda looks like floating from here. You’re sure?’
‘Yes! Now get down here and help me.’
‘Oh, right,’ Abigail said. ‘Hang on.’
Tam waited. She guessed ten minutes passed; it was hard to tell. The rain eased and the sun broke through, warming her back.
Eventually Abigail came into view beneath her.
‘Took your time,’ Tam complained quietly.
‘Had to walk round. I took the path. Didn’t want to take the short cut, like you,’ Abigail said as she pulled her phone from her pocket.
‘What are you doing?’ Tam asked, incredulous.
‘Taking your picture.’ Abigail held up the phone to Tam. ‘Smile.’
‘Hey! Stop it! You’ve got to get me down.’
The phone clicked. Abigail looked at the screen. ‘You’re really dark against the sky. I’ll try again.’
‘Forget your phone! Put it down or I’ll ram it into your stupid face,’ Tam cried. Her body dropped two metres, making her stomach retch. She emptied her mouth, gasped, eyes closed, body tensed again.
Abigail looked down at the puddle of vomit discolouring the rocks beneath Tam. ‘Gross.’ She put her phone away and folded her arms, looking up at Tam with an impatient stare. ‘And you want me to help you?’ she asked, sounding angry.
Tam took a breath, calming her words. ‘Please, just get me down.’
‘I’m not sure I can. This is really weird,’ Abigail observed. ‘Are you on a wire or something? It’s pretty impressive.’
Tam clenched her teeth, her lips tight. ‘Christ, Long Bone, get me down!’
Abigail opened her mouth, shocked, as if she’d been slapped again. She glared at Tam then she rubbed her bruised cheek, her eyes narrowing. She turned her back and began to walk away.
Fear and desperation overtook Tam’s anger. ‘Don’t leave me, please,’ she cried as loud as she dared.
Abigail stopped, glancing back over her shoulder.
‘Look, OK,’ Tam continued, ‘I’m sorry I hit you, but—’
‘Why?’ Abigail interrupted.
Tam stared at the other girl. ‘Why what?’
‘Why are you sorry?’
‘Because . . . I am. Please, Abigail, can you help me—’
‘So you do know my name?’
‘Yes.’
‘Good. So why are you sorry?’
Tam seethed, hardly able to contain her frustration. She was about six metres off the ground, drifting very slowly to the right. Could she survive a fall from this height? Maybe. She’d break a few bones for sure. She focused on the ground, willing herself down. She felt her body tremble, shifting slightly.
‘Are you trying to get down?’ Abigail asked, the corner of her mouth forming a smirk.
‘You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?’
‘A bit, yes,’ Abigail laughed, circling under Tam, pulling her phone out and taking more pictures. ‘It’s weird, isn’t it? You up there, asking me for help.’
‘No. That’s what you’re supposed to do: help people.’
The phone clicked, filling the silence. ‘I know that,’ Abigail said. ‘But you don’t.’
‘Can we talk about this once I’m down?’ Tam pleaded. ‘This is getting old now. And I’m wet.’
Abigail returned to face Tam, arms folded. ‘I’m wet too. Wet and covered in mud. And my face hurts.’
‘I said I was sorry.’
‘I mean it really, really hurts. I bet it’ll be bruised tomorrow. A big angry purple bruise.’
Tam scowled. ‘What do you want me to do?’
‘You’re a bully, Tamsin Edwards.’
Tam hesitated. Then, blustering, she said, ‘Am not!’
‘You’re a bully, you’ve always been a bully. You’ve picked on people like me since we started school.’
‘I do not pick on people.’
‘You threw my bag over the wall in Year Eight . . .’
‘That was ages ago.’
‘. . . and you dripped bleach on my coat in chemistry.’
A series of images collided inside Tam’s mind. It was as if she was seeing them from a new perspective up there. Doubts clouded her thoughts. Even so, she couldn’t bring herself to lower her defences. ‘I didn’t. Maybe Becca did it, not me,’ she said quickly, not giving herself time to think. ‘Please, just help me.’
Abigail shook her head. ‘You don’t even know you’re doing it, do you? And now you’re saying sorry and you don’t know why you’re saying sorry. You don’t think you’ve done anything wrong.’
‘I didn’t . . .’ Tam faltered. The images wouldn’t go away. Maybe she was a bully. All of her bravado crumbled, leaving her fears exposed. ‘Abigail, I can’t get down and I’m scared.’ Tam was floating in the air, exposed to the elements, exposed to her insecurities. She couldn’t hide her feelings, not any more. Tears choked her words. ‘Please, I’m begging you, help me.’
Abigail’s face changed, pity and regret taking hold where revenge had been a moment ago. ‘You really are scared, aren’t you?’
‘Yes.’
Abigail began to look around her, searching.
‘What are you doing?’
‘Looking for a stick.’ She stopped and stared at Tam. ‘Maybe I could go back up to the wood and get a branch.’
‘And then what?’
Abigail shrugged. ‘You’re right, we’re going about this the wrong way. How did you get up there anyway?’
‘How should I know? Please, just get me down.’
‘That’s what I’m trying to do. But first we need to figure out how you got up there, then we can work out how to get you down. Like Mr Johnstone says, “Gather information first”.’
‘I’m not a science problem.’
‘But the method applies. So, what happened?’
Tam took a breath. Her heart was finally starting to calm down. ‘I was running, I slipped off the path, down over the edge of the quarry wall, I began to fall and then . . . this.’
‘Did you mean to fly?’
‘No! What sort of question is that?’
Abigail ignored her. ‘Have you ever flown before, not including in aeroplanes?’
Tam sighed, defeated. ‘No.’
‘What were you thinking about when you fell?’
‘What d’you mean?’
‘What were you thinking about?’ Abigail repeated impatiently. ‘It’s a simple enough question.’
‘I was . . .’ Tam tried to remember. ‘I was angry . . .’
‘That was pretty obvious. But why?’
Tam looked away.
‘OK, you felt angry. What else?’
‘I don’t know. I just wanted to get away.’
Abigail tilted her head to one side, her dark hair falling over her shoulder. ‘From what?’
Images of home filled Tam’s head, of the one big problem she was trying to avoid. She saw that terrible discussion she’d had with Mum and Dad. She struggled to remember the details of what they had said, but she’d never forget the look on their faces. Most of all she could remember how she felt, that overwhelming urge to get away. She began to rise.
‘You’re going up,’ Abigail whispered, in awe.
‘I know. How do I make it stop?’
Excited, Abigail shouted, ‘You’re thinking about getting away, about escape. Hold onto that thought.’
Tears dropped from Tam’s eyes. ‘I don’t want to go up.’
‘Just try it.’
Tam closed her eyes. She thought about life at home, about Dad, about how she felt about the news. Even with her eyes closed she could feel her body moving higher.
‘That is awesome!’ Abigail clapped, jumping up and down.
‘It’s not awesome.’
‘OK, clear your mind. Try not to think about running away. Think about coming down to me, where it’s safe.’
Tam tensed, her body drifting upwards. ‘It’s not working.’
‘Just relax.’
‘That’s easy for you to say down there. You’re not the one floating above a quarry, soaking wet and probably about to die! Oh God, I’m gonna die in a quarry.’
‘Relax,’ Abigail said, stretching out the word until it turned into a sigh.
Tam’s body was starting to ache. She felt as if she was tensing every muscle, especially around her stomach. She took a breath, trying to put her fear aside and ease the strain in every part of her body. She let her chest open, taking in air, blowing it out slowly. Then she focused on her shoulders, letting them drop. Her arms followed, hanging down towards the ground. She watched her fingers as she stretched and unstretched them. It was as if they belonged to someone else.
‘You’re doing it,’ Abigail shouted. ‘You’re coming down.’
‘Am I?’ Tam couldn’t tell, the movement was so slight.
‘Yes, that’s it. Just try to relax some more.’
The sensation was almost pleasant, like floating in a swimming pool and letting yourself drift to the bottom. Tam began to smile.
Laughing, Abigail raised her hands towards Tam’s. ‘That’s it, I can almost touch you.’
As the distance became smaller Tam’s anxiety evaporated, leaving in its place an odd sense of elation and excitement. She was flying!
Suddenly she shot upwards again, spinning and rolling.
‘Shit!’ she cried out, unable to focus on the ground any more. Her world was revolving, faster and faster, a strobe of blue then brown.
‘Concentrate!’ Abigail called up to her. ‘Relax.’
Tam spun higher and higher, faster and faster. Her vision began to tunnel and she felt like she might pass out. She closed her eyes, desperately trying to calm her mind.
Slow down, relax, slow down.
The spinning eased and Tam managed to get herself facing down again. She saw Abigail staring up at her, pacing through the quarry. She looked so small. Tam’s head was dizzy and she felt an uncomfortable tightness in her stomach.
‘Are . . . are you OK up there?’ Abigail called to her.
Tam put her hand to her mouth, but it was too late. Her stomach tensed and she threw up again, watching as it fell to the ground with a loud splatter.
‘Hey!’ Abigail cried out as she ran to dodge the volley. ‘You’re splashing me.’
Tam sucked in air, sweat forming on her brow. She rested there, gradually feeling better, then she focused on the ground again.
After a moment she began to descend, edging closer and closer to the earth.
‘Better,’ Abigail encouraged her. ‘Keep your focus this time, OK?’
‘Shut up,’ Tam said through gritted teeth.
She reached out to Abigail and her body tilted towards her, as if she was diving. Tam suppressed the bubbling excitement that was stirring again inside her.
Finally, the girls’ hands touched. Abigail lowered Tam to the ground and she landed on all fours, rolling onto her side. She lay there for several long moments, panting, staring up at the clouds in the sky, one hand gripping Abigail’s.
‘That was fun,’ Abigail said enthusiastically.
‘No, it wasn’t.’
‘You flew! Really flew. I saw you. It was . . . amazing,’ Abigail laughed, helping Tam to her feet.
‘Don’t let go of me,’ Tam pleaded.
‘I won’t,’ Abigail reassured her, smiling.
Tam’s head was still light, and she feared she might fly back up into the air at any moment. Her fingers clung onto Abigail as they walked back towards the path in the wood. The last hour felt surreal, like she was now waking from a nightmare. Beside her Abigail talked enthusiastically, but Tam could barely take it in.
‘. . . like nothing I’ve seen before. I mean, people don’t do this, do they? Wait till everyone hears about this. You’ll be famous, be on the telly, and—’
‘No.’ Tam grabbed hold of Abigail by both arms, forcing her to stop and face her. ‘You’ll tell no one.’
‘But—’
‘No one! This never happened, none of it. Do you understand?’
‘Tam, this is huge, we can’t just keep it to our—’
Tam shook Abigail, pushing her to the ground. ‘You’ll tell no one. You’ll never speak of this again. If you say a single word about this to anyone, I’ll kill you, understand? Kill you.’
Abigail, eyes wide with shock, nodded quickly.
‘Good.’ Tam turned away and marched up the path, not looking back.




THREE

The shower felt good, the hot water cleaning away the dirt from Abigail’s skin. Her cheek tingled as the water pushed against her bruise, but not enough to be painful. She wondered if it would show in the morning, if she would be able to conceal it under makeup. Maybe one of the teachers might notice, maybe they’d ask questions, maybe they’d join the dots . . .
Maybe.
Part of her would welcome the intrusion into her life, the opportunity to finally end the cycle of abuse, regardless of the consequences. A chance to help her mum too . . . Her stomach trembled just thinking about doing it. She dared herself not to put makeup on tomorrow, to show off her bruise and to hell with whatever might happen next.
But she couldn’t do that. She couldn’t be the one to break her family apart. That was up to Mum, not her.
Abigail pushed against the bruise, testing it, seeing how much pressure she could apply before it really hurt. After a few seconds of discomfort she took her hand away and switched off the shower. As she dried herself the pain subsided until it was just a numb afterglow. But the fear in the pit of her stomach remained and she knew what she’d do tomorrow.
She’d wear makeup. She’d hide the bruise from the teachers and let things work out in their own way. It wasn’t up to her to fix this. She was just a spectator, nothing more. Besides, things would get better eventually, she told herself, repeating it often enough that she almost began to believe it.
Abigail pulled on her dressing gown and hid in her room, making sure the door was shut tight. She put some music on and turned it up loud, letting the relentless bass rhythm overwhelm her thoughts. She closed her eyes, resting, recalling the unnatural, impossible image of a girl floating in mid-air. Had it really happened? She pulled out her phone, wanting to be certain she hadn’t imagined the whole thing. But there was the proof: a dozen pictures of Tamsin Edwards suspended in the air. Some of the images were dark and blurry, but there was no mistaking it – Abigail had witnessed someone flying. An actual person flying, like in a movie. It had been an amazing thing to see, a moment of unearthly beauty that had almost restored Abigail’s faith.
Almost.
If only it hadn’t been Tam. Anyone was more worthy than Tam. Someone else and Abigail might have considered it a proper miracle. Someone more . . . more . . . She didn’t know what. Just not Tamsin Edwards. Anyone but Tam . . . maybe even Abigail. And why not? she pondered. Why not me?
What did it feel like? To float above the ground, completely free of gravity. She tried to imagine it, grinning to herself.
So what if it was Tamsin Edwards? Did it matter? Abigail couldn’t shake the feeling of exhilaration, having shared that moment. For the first time she felt like she was on the inside of an exclusive club instead of being the one on the outside looking in. She was special and she had the pictures to prove it. She’d been there, the only witness to a unique event. Excitement overwhelmed her and Abigail sang along to the music, letting her tuneless voice soar as she thumped her feet into the bed.
She looked again at the pictures and considered sharing them online. She wanted to show everyone she had been there, that she had witnessed the moment of flight. After all, what was the point of being special if no one knew about it? She chose her favourite image, adjusted the brightness and thought about where best to post it.
Abigail put the phone down, feeling guilt sicken her mouth. She was betraying a trust, even if that trust was with Tamsin Edwards. This was between her and Tam, no one else. If she shared it she’d lose control of it. And anyway, everyone would just take the piss! They’d say she faked it. They’d drain the joy from it and make it poisonous. There would be nothing special left.
No, she’d keep this to herself for as long as she could. But it was no good pretending; the urge to talk about it, to share her experience was overwhelming. There was only one person she could talk to, she realized, only one person she could share this with.
Damn it! Tamsin Edwards.
Abigail searched through Tam’s social media profiles until she found what she wanted. Some people were crap at hiding their personal information.
She saved the number into her address book and began to text her. Finished, she was about to hit send when she hesitated, doubts creeping in once more. This was Tamsin Edwards, after all. Abigail didn’t text people like Tam. They had never been friends and they never would be. She thought for a moment, playing out different scenarios in her mind until she concluded that she should just forget about the whole thing and focus on revising for her GCSEs instead. That was the right thing to do.
Yes, step away, leave it alone. That was the only thing to do.
Abigail stared at the text, immobile with indecision.
The music finished and the room fell silent. Downstairs she could hear the muffled voices of her parents. They were arguing again, stuck on the same old cycle.
She put on another track and, comforted by the music, she returned to her phone. She couldn’t bring herself to delete the text. But right now she didn’t dare send it either.
Maybe she’d feel differently in the morning. Yes, that’s what she would do. She’d sleep on it, see how she felt tomorrow. Perhaps, somewhere between now and then, she’d find the courage to hit send.




FOUR

Tam was flying.
She was high up, above the clouds, gliding effortlessly over the tiny landscape. A fine rain pelted her, hard needles against her face as she raced into them, her speed increasing with every second. She shifted her weight, knowing instinctively how to move through the air, and dived into the cloud layer towards the fields below.
It was dusk, the sun already retreating behind the hills. Lights filled the windows of the houses she passed by, little dots of humanity oblivious to her passing. She twisted to face the sky and her body followed, a gentle rotation as she coursed over the earth. In the dark blue night she saw the brightest stars begin to chase her. She felt full of joy, completely in control, not a care in her mind. Tam had the vast sky all to herself.
Ahead was a column of thicker clouds, shadowy purple, heavy rain falling in long pencil-thin lines. Tam arced, glided, turned, and she was below the cloud, the rain drenching her clothes. She laughed, feeling the moisture hit her tongue as she followed the line of the motorway, just metres from the ground. The cars lagged behind as she dived under a bridge then shot upwards into the dark, thick sky, dragging empty fast-food cartons from their hiding places, lifting them off the ground only for them to tumble back again. They couldn’t follow her; nothing could.
The light faded away until there was just rain and cloud, the air thinning, getting cooler and cooler.
Ahead in the haze she saw something: a shape, indistinct and small. She turned to find it and realized it was someone else – another person – flying in the cloud. She followed, racing to catch them, but the figure moved away from her.
Tam flew higher, chasing the shadow, getting closer and closer until she felt she could reach out and touch it. But the figure turned away again, its silhouette consumed by the storm.
Tam cried after it but her voice was lost in the rain. She flew harder but the flickering shape became tiny again, distant and vague.
Exhaustion overcame her; it was too hard to keep up. She slowed to catch her breath and –
She was falling!
Tam was tumbling back down through the cloud. She couldn’t see the figure any more; it was obscured behind layers of haze and mist. She tensed her body, desperately trying to slow her descent, but nothing worked.
The lights of the motorway came into view, a red and yellow striped snake that clung to the dark landscape. She could make out cars and lorries thundering along the road, never slowing, never stopping, their engines rumbling under the persistent drum of the rain.
Oh God! She couldn’t stop herself.
She was falling towards the cars.
She was going to die.
Tam screamed, helpless as the road flew up to meet her.
Blackness.
A moment of nothing.
Then she took in a breath, and felt the reassuring warmth of her bedsheets.
Already the details were fading from her mind, leaving behind the primordial images of the dream to fester just out of reach, waiting for another night.
Tam stretched. Every part of her body ached like she’d done the mother of all workouts. Legs, arms, back, stomach – they all hurt when she moved. It was best not to move at all.
She snoozed the alarm for the fourth time. It was already ten past eight but she just couldn’t bring herself to get up. School would have to wait today. She turned over, trying to find a position that hurt the least, and pulled the quilt over her head.
‘Oh, no you don’t!’ Mum said as she yanked the quilt off the bed. ‘I’m sick of shouting for you. Like I haven’t got enough on my plate already, Tamsin. I need you to pull your weight round here, now more than ever.’ She tugged the curtains apart, letting the hot light of summer into Tam’s bedroom.
‘Mum!’
‘Don’t Mum me, Tamsin. After the state of your uniform yesterday you’re lucky you’re not grounded. What were you doing? Playing rugby with a hippo?’
Her uniform. Tam had tried to blank out the memory of yesterday. It had been easy to convince herself she’d just imagined it all. People don’t fly, they just don’t. But mention of her uniform brought it all back into sharp clarity. It had happened. No amount of fooling herself would take that away.
‘I won’t tell you again. Get up, now.’
‘Mum, I’m not well,’ Tam said, trying to sound ill.
Mum frowned, pausing at the end of the bed. ‘What’s wrong with you?’
‘Achy all over.’
Mum raised her eyebrows.
Tam coughed.
‘You’ll live. Up.’ Mum gathered clothes off the bedroom floor and disappeared into the hall, saying, ‘You’ll need to clean your shoes before school as well.’
Tam stretched, testing the floor with one foot. What if she took off again? What if she flew up into the air at school, with everyone watching? She’d die of embarrassment at the very least. She might as well stay in her room for the rest of her life.
Her toes gripped the carpet. She took the edge of the bed in her hand and sat upright.
No taking off, no flying. So far so good.
She stood up, tensing her aching legs. Her head still felt dizzy but she didn’t fall, and she didn’t fly. She felt . . . normal, whatever that meant. And she was starving.
Tam washed and dressed quickly. Usually she skipped breakfast, but today she ate four slices of toast with butter and jam. She could have managed more but she was running out of time. She cleaned her shoes, just enough to get Mum off her back, and headed for the hall.
‘I need you home straight after school tonight,’ Mum said as Tam opened the door to leave. ‘We need to talk about your dad’s treat—’
‘Bye, Mum,’ Tam called, slamming the door behind her.
Standing with her back against the door, breathing hard, Tam looked down: the doorstep felt like the edge of a cliff. It was a five-minute walk to school, not far on a normal day. But this wasn’t a normal day, was it?
She looked up at the morning sky, clear and cobalt blue. She’d never taken much notice of it before. Now it felt like a giant open door to nothing. Its vastness was terrifying. What if she fell off the world on the way to school? What if she drifted skywards, higher and higher until she suffocated at the edge of space, her body orbiting where no one would ever find it? They’d think she’d been abducted, or run away to become a drug-fuelled junkie begging on the streets of London. She imagined her parents making tearful appeals on TV for her to come home. Her Facebook profile picture would be on the front page of all the newspapers, the police would ask for clues, search the nearby fields, dredge the river, but they’d never find a body. No one would ever know what had happened to her . . .
She should really find a better profile picture, she concluded with a shudder.
Tam looked down at the step again. It might as well be Mount Everest. She stood there, breathing deeply through her mouth, thinking of everything that could go wrong, her heart pacing faster and faster.
She felt her phone vibrate in her pocket, dragging her away from her plummeting thoughts. She took it out and looked at the screen, then flicked past five or six texts from Becca to read the new arrival; a message from an unknown number:
Want to talk about yesterday? Abigail

 
Tam cursed, thinking about what had happened in the wood, thinking about Abigail Long Bone. She’d never given the other girl a second thought before. She was just another one of those background faces that filled up the school: barely a real person, just a face to taunt, a name to call. But of course she was real. Tam had hurt her, and not just yesterday, apparently. Guilt forced her to break her line of thought. She wasn’t a bully. They were just having fun, larking about. Everyone did it. She wasn’t a bully, was she?
Tam swore again and shoved her phone away.
She looked up; she’d walked four or five steps from the house without realizing it. She was out in the open, just empty sky above her. She looked down, filling her view with solid ground and continued walking, trying to keep calm.
‘You’ll be fine, you’ll be fine,’ she said to herself through gritted teeth.
She grabbed at every lamppost as she passed them, trying her best to look casual. Even the bushes that lined the footpath gave some small comfort as she gripped their fine branches and leaves.
Finally she came to the main gate into the school and the long path to the entrance. To one side was the vast playing field, to the other a wide paved area and the car park. There was nothing to hold onto along the length of the path. Tam stood on the threshold, her hand on the gate as other pupils passed her by. She willed herself to let go and took a tentative step forwards. She felt instantly dizzy. It was no good; her hand was back on the gate again.
‘Are you drunk?’ It was Becca, laughing at her. ‘Been texting you all morning.’
‘Sorry, I’ve not been looking at my phone,’ Tam said, straightening. Usually she was glad of the company of her friend but today she hesitated, staring at Becca’s overly tanned face with uncertainty. They shared everything: secrets, confessions, gossip, their hopes and fears. Becca knew Tam inside out. She would listen to her story, and she would know what to do. Tam opened her mouth, wanting to blurt out every detail about last night, but the words wouldn’t come out.
‘Did you do your maths?’ Becca asked as she absent-mindedly studied her nails. ‘I did the first question; it took me ages and I don’t even think it’s right. I gave up on the rest after that,’ she added quickly as she began to walk down the path towards school. ‘Did you do yours? Can I check what you put? Mr Sherwood will kill me if I don’t . . .’ Becca turned back to face Tam, her makeup-laden eyebrows furrowing. ‘Are you OK?’
Tam nodded. ‘I’m fine.’
Becca tutted doubtfully.
‘OK, I’m not fine,’ Tam admitted. ‘I feel a bit odd. Give me a hand.’
Becca walked back and took Tam’s arm. ‘You’re not gonna be sick, are you? I hate sick.’
‘Everyone hates sick,’ Tam said as she let go of the gate.
‘Yeah, but I really hate sick. It makes me wanna puke, y’know? It’s like one of those responses, what are they called? Pavlova?’
‘Pavlovian response,’ Tam corrected her wearily.
‘Yeah, that. I feel sick just talking about it.’
‘So don’t.’
‘Did you do the maths then or not?’
The school entrance was just ahead. Tam reached out and took hold of the door frame, relieved to be under the canopy. ‘Better,’ she laughed.
Becca stared at her friend. ‘You don’t look right.’ Her eyes widened as an idea erupted onto her face. ‘Hey, maybe we could both be ill today and go back to yours. House is empty, right?’
Tam shook her head. ‘I’m here now. I’m staying.’
‘Oh,’ Becca replied, deflated. ‘So, that maths homework, can I copy yours?’




FIVE

Abigail watched Tam at the school gate, arm in arm with Becca Norwood. Tam looked unwell, walking slowly, leaning on the shorter girl for support. Even so there was something elegant in the way Tam held herself, especially compared to Becca’s aggressive gestures.
Why was she unwell? Was it something to do with last night? Perhaps she should go to her, check she was OK.
Abigail held back, keeping her distance, uncertain what to do, waiting until they’d entered the school.
It had been a mistake to text Tam. She must have read it by now but she hadn’t bothered to reply. Abigail felt stupid, angry with herself. She grimaced, sensing the tightness around her cheek. The bruise wasn’t as bad as she’d expected, easily hidden under her makeup. There would be no awkward questions today.
Abigail sighed, feeling alone as she walked along the school path and entered the school, her mind still back in the wood.
Had it really happened? Since last night her doubts had grown. Flying, floating, levitating – it was all impossible, she knew that. Even so she’d spent over an hour searching to see if anyone had ever done it before. She’d found some grainy videos of people who claimed they could levitate using meditation but they barely left the ground. It was all faking magicians, hidden wires and weird religious nuts in long robes.
Next she had read through various forums, blogs and websites, trying to find anything that sounded similar to Tam’s experience. It was a disheartening wallow in the weirder parts of the internet and she’d come up with a big fat zero.
For the first time in ages she’d turned to her worn copy of the Bible, thumbing through it until she found the part where Jesus came back from the dead. She reread the verse about the Ascension, where He floated up to Heaven. The description was similar to what had happened to Tam. Similar, but not the same. Doubts clouded her thoughts, playing tricks with her memory.
But she’d seen it happen – and she had pictures to prove it. She wasn’t imagining it. Tamsin Edwards had really flown. Abigail had to speak to her about it, today.




SIX

Tam drifted through the day, only half aware of her classes. She had exams soon, GCSEs that needed her full attention, but she just could not focus. Her mind returned again and again to the surreal events of yesterday. It was only in biology, when she saw Abigail, that her concentration fully returned.
Abigail smiled at her, desperate to get her attention. Tam did her best to avoid her gaze.
‘Is she looking at you?’ Becca asked in a whisper.
‘Who?’
‘Her. Long Bone.’
‘She's called Abigail,’ Tam mumbled.
‘What?’
‘Nothing.’ Tam buried her head into her arms.
‘She's doing it again, look.’
Tam glanced up and saw Abigail's open face. She groaned to herself and looked out of the window, watching as the clouds drifted by. She pictured herself amongst them – touching them – and she felt free. The classroom dissolved away. For a moment she wallowed in her thoughts, reliving the odd sensations she’d had yesterday, high above the earth.
Her seat felt far away, her body light. She gripped the table, feeling anxious, and avoided staring at the inviting sky.
‘. . . but is it possible, miss? Could a human fly?’
Tam's mind returned to the room in a flash. Who was talking? Becca rolled her eyes towards Abigail and Tam felt her world collapse.
Miss Ronson smiled. ‘Fly? Like a bird? No, we don't have the muscle mass to lift us off the ground.’ She addressed the entire class. ‘Question six, the evolution of human—’
‘But, miss,’ Abigail interrupted, ‘I don't mean flapping arms. I mean, could a person just float off the ground and fly?’
Miss Ronson sighed tolerantly. ‘No, Abigail, that's not possible.’
‘But if it was—’
Losing her patience Miss Ronson cut in, ‘It's not, Abigail. It goes against everything we know about biology, not to mention physics. Outside of comic books and Hollywood movies it's just not possible. Now, question six on the exam sheet refers to figure seven and the estimated brain volume of different species of human.’
Tam touched her cheeks; she was blushing. Did the others know Abigail was talking about her? She buried her head again.
‘She's weird, isn't she?’ Becca moaned. ‘Freak.’
Freak. That's how Tam felt right now. Like some inhuman mutant. The ceiling seemed to be pressing down on her, the walls crushing her. She was too hot; she could barely breathe.
‘She's always been a freak,’ Becca said to no one. ‘Gets it from her dad. You know Zack? His dad goes to the same gym as her dad, says he smokes a bit of weed, that he's a bit handy, y’know? Christ, if your own dad hates you that much I guess you must be really weird.’
Tam loosened her tie and stood up, stumbling towards the door. She fell against a chair – it would be bloody James Pinchin’s. Why did it have to be his? His hands caught her, holding her for too long, overly familiar. He looked up at her, smiling that odd smile of his. She could never tell if he was being friendly or sarcastic. Tam pushed him away, ignoring his laughter as she continued towards the exit.
‘Tamsin?’ Miss Ronson called after her. ‘Are you—’
‘Gonna be sick,’ Tam managed as she staggered towards the toilets down the hall.
She made it just in time. So much for the toast.
Tam rested there, letting her face cool, wallowing in the silence. Then she heard the door open.
‘Tam?’ Becca called. ‘Tam, babes, are you OK?’
‘I'm in here,’ Tam called. She flushed the chain and opened the cubicle door.
‘Christ, Tam, I told you we should have gone home. It doesn’t matter, it's just school.’
Tam splashed cold water over her face while Becca checked her makeup in the mirror.
‘It does matter, it's GCSEs,’ Tam said, her voice tiny. ‘And I'm fine now.’
‘Not worth sticking it out, is it? Not if you're, you know . . . ?’
Tam looked up at Becca's excited face in the mirror. Her eyes kept gazing down at Tam’s belly.
‘Christ, Becca! I'm not pregnant.’
‘You can tell me,’ Becca said with a grin. ‘Whose is it? Is it James’s? What was he like? I didn’t think you—’
‘I didn’t sleep with him and I am not pregnant! I'm just ill, OK?’
‘If you like, but it'd get you out of exams if you were. Remember Jessica Grinnock from last year? She popped one out in the middle of the exam hall and—’
‘It wasn't in the exam hall, it was in hospital a week after the exams had finished.’
‘– and now she's got her own council house. Two bedrooms, Sky TV, the lot.’
The door opened again and Abigail entered. Tam groaned.
‘Um, hi . . . just seeing if you're OK,’ Abigail asked.
‘Get out!’ Becca growled.
‘I'm OK,’ Tam said, feeling exhausted.
‘See?’ Becca said. ‘She's ill. Tell Miss Ronson I'm taking her home.’
Abigail ignored Becca and stepped closer to Tam. ‘Maybe it’s just exhaustion, or a cold after the rain . . .’
‘Piss off,’ Becca hissed, pushing the other girl back.
‘But I just—’
‘You’d better leave while you still can, yeah?’
Abigail's eyes pleaded with Tam. She raised her hand and touched her shoulder. ‘If you need—’
‘Don't bloody touch her!’ Becca shouted, grabbing Abigail's arm, twisting it and dragging her to the floor.
Abigail cried out in pain. Tears filled her pleading eyes as she looked up at Tam, desperate for help.
Tam shook her head as she stepped round her and walked out the door. She needed time to herself. There was just too much to think about. She desperately wanted to talk it over with someone, but there was no one she could confide in, not without sounding crazy. No one except Abigail.
She stopped outside the toilets, taking a deep breath.
Becca appeared, proud of herself. ‘Come on, I’ll get you signed out at reception. You’ve got Netflix, right? We can—’
Tam pushed past Becca and opened the toilets door.
‘Are you listening?’ Becca asked.
Tam didn’t reply. She went into the toilets and found Abigail at the mirrors, washing her face clean of tears.
She tensed as Tam approached her.
‘Are you OK?’ Tam asked.
Abigail didn’t reply; she just turned back to the mirror.
Becca came back into the toilets, her face painted with confusion. ‘What’s up? You finishing her off?’
‘No,’ Tam said. ‘She was just trying to help, that’s all.’
Becca scoffed.
Tam, rage boiling behind her eyes, turned on Becca. ‘She was just trying to help.’
‘She’s bloody Long Bone.’
Tam reddened. ‘Say you’re sorry.’
Becca’s eyes widened. ‘What?’
‘You heard.’
‘To . . . to her?’
Tam nodded firmly.
‘Bugger off.’ Becca laughed nervously. ‘She’s a freak, Tam. C’mon, let’s—’
‘Apologize.’ Tam stepped closer, raising herself up, her face set.
‘Don’t see why. I didn’t do nothing wrong.’
‘Apologize.’
Becca opened her mouth to protest, then thought better of it. ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled, barely audible. She glanced up at Tam. ‘Are we going home or not?’
‘No. You should go back to class. I’ll be there in a minute.’
Becca grumbled. ‘This is crap, Tam. You’re ill, so we can go home.’
‘I’m better now.’
‘But . . .’
Tam stared at her friend until she backed down and made for the door, still muttering to herself.
Once Becca had gone Tam turned to face Abigail, who looked as stunned and surprised as Becca had.
‘You’re OK?’ Tam asked again.
Abigail nodded.
‘Good. Can you meet me tonight? In the wood?’




SEVEN

Becca didn’t wait for Tam after school. Tight-jawed, fists clenched, she stormed out of the main gate, pushing past anyone in her way.
She marched home, muttering and cursing, angry at Tam’s rejection of her. They’d fallen out before, plenty of times, but never in front of someone like Long Bone. This was something new.
Becca sensed the familiar feeling of helplessness building up inside her, a storm front of emotion bringing with it tears of loneliness. She would not allow it to grow. The only way she knew how to deal with it was to let the energy out.
She ran the rest of the way home and charged at the front door. It was locked, as usual, so she fumbled for her key then kicked it open.
Her bag clattered on the wooden floor as she charged into the kitchen and attacked the fridge. She pulled at a can of Coke, downed half of it then threw it in the sink, splashing the dark liquid all over the worktop and floor.
As sweat cooled her brow, she paced the tiny kitchen, then she opened the back door and went into the garden. In the middle of the patchwork grass Becca stood and screamed.
She stopped to catch her breath and heard the old couple next door muttering to each other.
‘That bloody girl again.’
‘She’s got a screw loose.’
Becca kicked at the fence, shouting, ‘Piss off!’
The voices next door became silent, just a lone tut in response.
Calmer now, Becca returned to the house. She could think again. She went to the cupboard where she knew her mum stashed her gin. She took out the bottle, unscrewed the top and took a small sip from it. Not too much so that her mum would notice, just enough to take the edge off the day.
Better.
She returned the bottle to the cupboard and retreated to her room. Becca checked her makeup before taking a picture of herself smiling triumphantly, then posting it on Snapchat with the strapline, Fab Day.
She was quickly into her usual routine: having multiple conversations with anyone who would listen – it didn’t matter if she liked them or not, or if they liked her. She exaggerated her life, making it sound more exciting than it was, hiding behind the wall she had made for herself online. She was like one of those dead trees in the wood near the estate; from the outside she looked happy, full of life, but inside she was hollow and rotting. She felt like she was an actor playing out her part. No one really knew what she was like behind the mask, not even Tam.
There was a time when this had made her feel better, wallowing in Likes and Follows, but not any more. Now it was just a beast that needed feeding. But she couldn’t stop – she had to let Tam know that she wasn’t bothered, that she wasn’t upset. Tam would see her feed and respond eventually; she had to.
In the meantime, Becca thought about Abigail Long Bone. What was going on there? Why the sudden interest in Tam? Things were changing, and she hated that. They were about to leave school and she really didn’t know what she was going to do next. More education? An apprenticeship? Neither option seemed very exciting. The last few years had been comfortable . . . predictable. A steady, unchanging routine that she never thought she’d miss. But now, as she stood on the edge of uncertainty, she wanted more of that boring repetition. At least then she wouldn’t feel so scared of the future. She knew she wasn’t as bright as people like Long Bone, the sort of people who’d get a bunch of GCSEs, then do well at sixth form college, go on to university, get good jobs in banks and offices. Hell, even Tam was brighter than her; she just didn’t know it yet.
Becca feared she might lose Tam eventually, but this was way too soon. She’d thought they’d have a couple more years before they drifted apart, enough time for Becca to find someone else . . .
Right now though, she needed Tam, someone to help define who she was. Without her . . . well, she was nothing. She was just a scared empty girl with a big grin to keep the rest of the world out. Becca tried to imagine life without Tam. It was too much. She wasn’t ready to lose her best friend, not yet. And she was damned if she was going to lose her to Long Bone. 




EIGHT

‘You’re in early,’ Tam said, surprised to see Mum already there when she got home after school.
‘Took the day off. We’ve been to the doctor’s,’ Mum shouted from somewhere in the house. ‘I told you.’
Tam followed her mum’s voice to the kitchen. She was at the sink, peeling potatoes. Tam took a cold drink from the fridge and almost emptied the bottle in one gasp.
‘You drink like an animal,’ Mum muttered.
Tam wiped her chin and put the bottle on the worktop. ‘What are you cooking? I’m starving.’
‘Pie and chips, be a while yet though.’
‘I'll get something quick now,’ Tam said as she stared into the fridge. ‘I'm going round Abigail's to revise.’
‘Who?’
Tam sighed. ‘Abigail Long Bone . . . Longbourne.’
Mum looked up from the potatoes. ‘You've never mentioned her before.’
‘God, Mum, I've told you about her loads of times.’
‘But I’m making tea. We’re going to sit down and go through everything.’
‘Go through everything?’
‘With your dad, Tam. We can’t keep putting it off. We have to—’
Tam tensed. ‘I’m not putting it off. It’s just . . .’
Mum put down the knife and washed her hands. ‘It’s just what?’
‘Mum, I’ve got my final exams, I’ve got to figure out what to do after school and you keep going on at me about getting a holiday job.’ Her voice rose with the tension.
‘You’re going to sixth form college after school, that’s all sorted. And a little job’d help. You’d have a bit of money for yourself and it’d keep you busy over the summer. You know it’s going to be tight.’ Mum’s voice grew harder, an angry edge to it. ‘Dad won’t be able to work and I can’t do everything.’ She turned away, looking out of the window.
‘No one’s asked you to do everything. I can look after myself.’
Mum whipped round, her face red. ‘No one’s asked? You’re right, they didn’t, and I didn’t ask for all of this either. But no one helps, do they? You reckon you can look after yourself? You’re gonna do your own washing? And cooking? And cleaning? Are you gonna pay the bills and take your dad for his treatments, and go to work at a shitty little job where no one cares who the hell I am?’
Mum covered her mouth with her hands, as if she was trying to stop the words from coming out, and she began to sob.
Tam stepped closer, uncertain what to do. ‘Mum . . .’
Her mother held up a hand, keeping Tam away. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, her voice trembling. ‘I didn’t mean to . . . it’s not your fault, love.’ She forced a smile. ‘It just gets to me sometimes.’ She shook her head, half laughing as she wiped her cheeks with the edge of her hands. ‘I’m bloody stupid, aren’t I?’
Tam felt frustration turn into anger. She said nothing, keeping her feelings contained, waiting to see what Mum did next.
‘Where does this Abigail live?’ Mum asked with a casual smile.
‘Just up past the wood,’ Tam guessed.
‘How long will you be?’
‘Couple of hours.’
Mum sighed heavily. ‘OK, I’ll hold off tea till you get in.’
‘No, you and Dad have it. I’ll just warm it up.’
‘We’ll wait,’ Mum said firmly.
Tam knew better than to argue further.
Her mum looked at her. ‘Come here.’ She held up her arms to her daughter.
‘Mum, I’ve got to go.’
‘Come here,’ Mum smiled. She wasn’t giving in.
Groaning, Tam stepped closer and allowed Mum to hug her. She stood there, feeling the warmth of Mum’s arms wrapped around her. After a moment she felt confined, smothered in affection.
‘Mum . . .’
‘OK, OK,’ Mum conceded, releasing her with a kiss to her cheek. ‘You look a bit pale. You’re OK?’
Tam stuffed a slice of bread into her mouth, talking between mouthfuls. ‘I’m fine, Mum, just got lots to do.’
‘Well, we need to talk as well. Your dad’s got a lot to go through and we need to get organized.’
‘Later,’ Tam promised as she headed out of the kitchen.
‘Not too late,’ Mum called after her, adding, ‘Love you,’ as Tam disappeared out of the door.
It felt good to get outside; the heat of summer made it feel claustrophobic at home.
No, that wasn’t it, not really. It was everything else, weighing down on Tam’s shoulders, too much at once, threatening to break her. Just being outside, away from Mum and Dad, walking alone, felt better.
Tam had never been an outdoors sort of person. She liked to be with friends, to talk, to laugh, to gossip, and she loved being online. She couldn’t imagine being disconnected, away from wi-fi or a decent phone signal. Not until recently, anyway. Now the noise was too much for her. She needed time to be quiet, to know what she thought.
Was that what had brought her to the wood in the first place? The need for solitude, to be left alone to think? She wasn’t sure.
The sun pressed on her back through the thin shirt of her uniform, kissing her neck and close-cut hair. She killed the music she was listening to and took her earbuds out, stopping for a moment. The shouting birds bracketed the silence, but their voices were softer than before, less harsh today. The drone of cars was distant, just a memory of technology. She inhaled; the mixed scent of freshly cut grass and the petrol fumes of a lawnmower was strongest, but beneath it was the perfume of a dozen different flowers that she couldn’t identify, all squabbling for dominance.
She stood at the edge of the field, the brown and grey rectangles of the estate to her back. In front of her, down the slope of a gentle hill, was the wood, its perimeter like a jagged wall broken only by the narrow winding path that allowed access to its interior.
Tam felt an odd sensation of warmth overcome her, like she was visiting a well-loved place, somewhere safe and forgiving, somewhere that wouldn’t judge her. She stepped onto the path and entered the wood.
The air was cooler under the shadow of the trees, a gentle breeze tickling the branches. The earth was still damp in places but the track was firm underfoot. She paused for a moment, taking it in. It seemed as if the birds had stopped their chatter as well, observing her passing.
The silence thickened.
She hesitated, waiting for something. A breeze whispered past her, making her shiver, and she continued along the path.
Ahead she saw the old wall, losing its battle with the roots and branches of the wood, and next to it was Abigail. She had changed out of her uniform into a pair of jeans and a plain T-shirt. Her black hair, normally constricted in a tight ponytail, was loose, resting over her shoulders, framing her sharp face. She looked older, more confident, standing with her arms folded as she waited for Tam to approach her.
‘Hi,’ Tam said with a smile, feeling nervous.
‘What do you want?’ Abigail asked, her voice cool and formal. She was in charge here.
Tam faltered, taken aback by Abigail’s tone.
‘You ask me here,’ Abigail continued, ‘after threatening to kill me—’
‘I never said that.’
‘You did! You said if I talk about this to anyone you’d kill me. And you pushed me to the ground. You made yourself very clear. Then your bloody friend does the same to me in the toilets. And now what? You want to talk?’
Tam blushed. ‘Well, yeah. I’ve got to talk to someone.’
‘So I’ll have to do?’
Tam paused, thinking of turning away. This was a stupid idea. But just thinking of home brought her anger bubbling up. She took a breath and said, ‘Abigail, I’m sorry I said that. I wasn’t thinking straight. I wasn’t thinking at all. And I didn’t mean it. And I’m sorry for how Becca treated you.’
Abigail snorted.
‘Look, I need your help. Can we maybe just start again?’
Abigail looked her up and down. ‘How can I trust you?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘You lie, Tam. So how can I trust you now?’
Tam shifted her weight from one foot to another, thinking. ‘Hell, I don’t know.’
Abigail began to laugh.
‘What’s funny?’ Tam asked.
‘That was an honest answer. A bad answer, but at least it was honest.’
Tam smiled back, some of the tension between them easing. ‘Look, I have to trust you as well. You’re the only one who knows about . . . you know . . . the thing.’
‘The flying?’
Tam grinned involuntarily. ‘Yeah, that.’ It sounded ridiculous when she heard it out loud.
‘It really happened, didn’t it?’ Abigail asked, her eyes full of hope.
‘Yeah, I think it did,’ Tam confirmed.
Abigail stared at Tam, as if she was weighing up all her options. Eventually she said, ‘You’re not going to threaten me any more?’
‘No.’
‘Or hit me? Or push me over?’
‘No. I’m sorry, OK?’
‘Or take the piss out of me at school? Or ignore me?’
‘I promise I won’t. Fresh start.’
Abigail thought for a moment, then her face broke into a broad smile. ‘C’mon, let’s go sit on the bridge over the stream.’
She turned and led the way along the path, looking over her shoulder to check Tam was keeping up.
‘You know this place well,’ Tam noted.
‘Course. Been coming here for years. You?’
‘Not since I was little. Yesterday was the first time.’
Abigail took them off the main path, deeper into the wood. The familiar babble of the stream caught Tam’s ears as an old metal bridge came into view.
‘No one comes here,’ Abigail said as she sat on the wooden boards, letting her feet swing beneath the rickety structure. ‘Well, hardly anyone comes here. Just me – and a few druggies last year, but they’ve not been back in a while.’
Tam sat next to her, watching the tiny gully of water passing under the bridge, drifting idly into the wood. The sun picked out little spots of yellow light in amongst the patchwork of greens and browns spread out in front of her. At first the wood seemed like a mess of dirty greens, nothing more. But the longer she looked the more colour she saw, tiny gifts of red and blue and purple waiting to be found. There was no hint of the nearby estate here, not even a whisper of people or cars. It felt like they were a thousand miles away from all her problems. She closed her eyes, listening to the water, and smiled.
‘So . . .’ Abigail said, her voice harmonizing with the stream. ‘What did you want to talk about?’
Tam laughed. ‘What do you think I want to talk about?’
Abigail didn’t reply.
Tam turned to face her. ‘OK, I have to know. Yesterday . . . what exactly happened?’
‘You can’t say it, can you?’ Abigail grinned.
‘Say what?’
Abigail laughed, enjoying Tam’s discomfort.
‘OK, yesterday . . .’ Tam began, her voice full of hesitation. ‘When you saw me fly . . .’
Abigail’s eyes widened. ‘Fly?’
Tam saw her surprise and blushed. She must have imagined it after all. She looked away, feeling like a six-year-old. Then Abigail began to laugh.
‘Yeah, you flew all right,’ she replied excitedly. ‘What did you think had happened?’
‘I don’t know,’ Tam said, relief flooding through her. ‘I know I flew, but I couldn’t be sure. I mean, it’s not possible, is it?’
‘No, it’s not, believe me I’ve done the research.’
‘Thanks for asking Miss Ronson!’
‘Sorry. But you did fly. I saw you.’ Abigail pulled out her phone and handed it to Tam. ‘And I took pictures, remember?’
‘Christ, I’d forgotten!’ Tam grinned as she flicked through the images. There she was, floating in the air, dark against the brooding sky. ‘It’s true . . . it did happen.’
‘I’ve not been able to stop thinking about it,’ Abigail said quickly, taking the phone back and putting it in her pocket.
‘Me neither.’
‘It’s so weird, isn’t it?’
‘Totally.’
Abigail brushed her hair from her face. ‘Tell me exactly what happened.’
‘What?’
‘We need to figure out how you did it.’
‘Why?’
‘So you can do it again.’
Tam shook her head. ‘I don’t want to do it again.’
‘Liar.’ Abigail grinned at Tam, her eyes wide.
She was right. Tam had to know if she could do it again. The fear and terror were outweighed by the sense of exhilaration and freedom that Tam had experienced. A grin, slow but infectious, grew over her face.
Abigail clapped her hands together and laughed again. Tam joined in, allowing herself a moment of joy. ‘Did you jump first? How did it start?’ Abigail asked as their laughter subsided.
‘I was running away. I slid and fell. I was terrified, I was falling. Then it happened.’
Abigail nodded, pulling out a small notepad and scribbling on a clean page with a stubby pencil.
‘What are you doing?’
‘Making notes. You were running away from me, after you’d hit me—’
‘I said sorry.’
‘And then you slipped on the path. Why were you running away?’
‘What?’ Tam stalled, surprised by the question.
Abigail waited patiently, her pencil hovering above her notepad.
‘I told you before, I . . . I was angry . . . and I felt guilty for hitting you. I just wanted to get away.’
‘Away from what? From me?’
‘Yes . . .’ Tam tried to picture herself stood over Abigail, the rain falling about them, tried to recall what she was feeling. ‘No . . . I just wanted to get away . . . from everything.’
Abigail stood up, and offered her hands to Tam.
‘What now?’
Abigail pushed her hands closer and Tam took them. The two girls faced each other on the bridge, still holding hands.
‘Close your eyes,’ Abigail said firmly.
‘Really?’
‘Just do it.’
‘I feel stupid.’
‘So do I. All the time.’ Abigail gave Tam’s hands a squeeze.
Tam smiled and closed her eyes.
‘Good. You wanted to get away . . .’
‘Mm-huh.’
‘Can you picture that feeling?’
Tam opened an eye, laughing nervously. ‘Are you serious?’
‘Try to picture how you felt, just before you fell.’
Tam closed her eye again. There didn’t seem much point in protesting. She replayed the memory, feeling her legs running along the wet track, her feet slipping in the mud, the wind and rain pitting her face, hiding her tears as she thought of home.
Home.
Tam felt a sensation deep within her, a primal urge to escape. She tried to focus on the feeling, to tap into its source. A picture came into her head, of her family, of Dad, and she felt light-headed.
‘Tam?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Don’t . . . don’t do anything. Just stay calm.’
‘What?’ She opened her eyes. Abigail looked smaller somehow, insignificant.
‘Tam . . . you’re floating.’
Tam looked down at the ground. Her feet no longer touched the soil; they were at least ten centimetres in the air.
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‘Are you doing that?’ Tam gasped, half laughing.
‘Holding you up? Don’t be daft,’ Abigail replied. Their hands still touched but there was no tension there, the grip gentle.
‘I’m . . . flying?’
‘I’d say so, yeah.’
The two girls laughed, looking at each other, then at Tam’s floating form.
‘I’m going to let go,’ Abigail said quietly.
‘No!’ Tam cried, her hands gripping Abigail’s, her nails digging into her skin.
‘It’ll be OK,’ Abigail reassured her. Slowly she released one hand.
Tam’s heart beat faster, but she felt more in control than she had last time, her position above the ground seeming more stable.
Abigail opened her fingers, leaving Tam to let go when she was ready. Slowly Tam slid her hand away until just her finger and thumb gripped Abigail’s index finger. She tested out the sensation, not yet ready to release her grip. She focused her mind on moving upwards and was surprised when her body responded.
‘D’you feel OK?’ Abigail asked, her arm stretched up above her head.
Tam nodded, barely daring to speak for fear of breaking the spell. She concentrated on coming back down and her body glided towards the earth. Tam let out an excited giggle but she still didn’t dare let go of Abigail’s finger.
‘We should get some rope,’ Tam said quickly, ‘then I could go higher.’
Abigail grinned, a glint catching her eyes. ‘You can go higher now.’
Tam shook her head firmly. There was no way she was letting go.
‘OK, let’s try some movements instead. Can you float forwards?’
‘You’ll keep hold?’
‘Yes.’
Tam willed herself forwards and, with a juddering jolt, she lunged out beyond the bridge.
Abigail leaned over the old railing, trying to keep hold but, for a fleeting second, Tam was untethered, floating free just a few metres off the ground. She gasped, half terrified, half ecstatic, then grabbed at Abigail’s hand again. Safely secured once more they both laughed, triumphant.
Sweat coated Tam’s brow; the concentration was exhausting. She tilted her body, allowing herself to drift awkwardly back over the bridge, down towards Abigail. Her legs lowered to the ground and she landed clumsily. But it didn’t matter – she’d proved to herself that it was real, that she could do it again! She rolled onto her back, panting for air, still laughing. Abigail danced nearby, breaking from one pose to the next.
‘You look daft,’ Tam said between gasps.
‘Doesn’t matter,’ Abigail replied as she carried on dancing.
‘Stop it, you’re embarrassing yourself.’
Abigail grinned. ‘So what?’ But after a moment her dancing slowed, then stopped. ‘Look what you did. You spoilt the moment.’
‘You mean I saved you,’ Tam laughed.
Abigail grinned and joined her on the moss-covered wood of the bridge, lying down close by. They both stared up at the canopy of leaves above, catching their breath.
‘That is . . . that’s just . . .’ Abigail faltered.
‘Amazing,’ Tam said.
‘Yeah,’ Abigail sighed. ‘Amazing.’
Tam’s breathing eased and she began to cool down. She sat up, feeling dizzy again.
Abigail put a hand on her back. ‘Steady. Go slow.’
Tam took hold of the rusty handrail and pulled herself up, taking a moment to study the view. The wood seemed more alive, vivid in a way it had never been to her before. The trickle of the stream was sharp and tuneful, a gentle chorus that harmonized with the birdsong in the branches above. And the colours seemed to buzz, tickling her eyes with their vibrancy.
‘It’s like a Disney movie,’ she muttered to herself, in awe.
‘What’s that?’ Abigail asked, standing at her side.
Tam shook her head. ‘Doesn’t matter.’
‘Want to try it again?’
Exhaustion was already creeping into Tam’s limbs. The over-saturated colour was draining from her world, returning to its reassuring mundanity. The stream was just a stream once more. ‘Not today,’ she said, her voice fragile. ‘It really takes it out of me.’
‘You’re sure?’ Abigail asked, sounding disappointed.
‘Tomorrow. We’ll try again tomorrow. I should really get back,’ Tam said, not wanting to leave.
‘You can’t stay longer?’
Tam shrugged, thinking of Mum and Dad at home. ‘You don’t need to get back?’
Abigail looked away. ‘No rush.’
There was more behind her words, but Tam couldn’t tell what. She knew nothing about this girl.
‘Where do you live?’ she asked.
‘Deerwater.’
Tam glanced up, surprised. ‘In one of those big houses?’
‘It’s not that big. And it’s just the other end of the wood. It’s not so different.’
‘It’s the best part of town. I’d love to live there.’
‘Houses don’t matter.’
Tam laughed. ‘Easy to say when you live in a big one.’
‘I don’t live in a big house!’ Abigail shouted, her face red with frustration. ‘Sorry, but it’s just a house. And we’ve only been there a year and . . . I’m probably moving again soon.’
‘Moving? Where to?’
‘Don’t know.’
‘Why?’
Abigail began to walk back along the path, away from the stream. Tam followed, watching her as she stroked the branches of the passing trees as if they were pets.
‘My mum and dad,’ Abigail said softly, ‘they’re splitting up.’
‘Oh shit, sorry.’
‘It’s OK. It’ll be better when it’s all sorted.’
‘Bad timing though, with GCSEs.’
Abigail stopped. ‘It’s been going on for as long as I can remember, since I was little. They argue, they get back together, everything’s OK for a while, then Dad loses his temper again.’
‘Does he ever . . . is he . . . ?’ Tam stopped, feeling uncomfortable, prying into a stranger’s misery.
‘Does he ever get violent?’ Abigail said, voicing Tam’s question. ‘Sometimes.’
They walked on in silence, Tam desperately trying to find the right words to respond, but it was Abigail who eventually spoke. ‘What about you?’
‘What about me?’ Tam replied defensively.
‘You came here to get away from something, didn’t you?’
‘Just needed space. You know how it is.’
‘Yeah.’
They came to the join in the path and Tam stopped. ‘My dad’s got cancer.’
It was the first time she’d said it out loud, the first time she’d let that horrible word pass her lips since she’d found out about her dad.
Abigail turned back towards her. She said nothing; instead she put her arms round Tam and hugged her. At first Tam resisted, but then she let herself be cocooned in Abigail’s warmth. It was different to when Mum hugged her; this wasn’t a hug to make up for an argument, or out of duty or habit. This was a gesture without any baggage. Tam began to cry, shocked by her outburst of emotion.
‘Get off me,’ she said as she retreated from Abigail’s touch, trying to compose herself.
‘It’s OK to be scared,’ Abigail said with a benevolent smile. She was so annoyingly mature, so level-headed and sensible it seemed to reignite Tam’s anger.
‘I’m not scared,’ she replied bitterly, bringing her emotions under control. She shouldered past Abigail and marched along the track.
‘Where’re you going?’ Abigail called after her.
‘Home.’
‘See you tomorrow?’
Tam didn’t reply. She didn’t look back until she was out of the wood and on the edge of the estate. She knew Abigail wouldn’t have followed her but she was still disappointed to see that she was alone.
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Abigail watched Tam leave, sensing she needed time alone. Perhaps if she knew her better, if they had been friends rather than just two people sharing a weird experience, she might have run after her. But it was easier this way. Leave Tam alone, don’t push it. The hug was a mistake, she concluded, feeling embarrassed.
She returned to the bridge and sat in her favourite spot, thinking about what had just happened. It wasn’t a fluke. It wasn’t a one-off. Tam had flown. Again! How the hell was she doing it?
Abigail stood up, legs apart, arms at her side. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes and thought about flying.
Somewhere high above a bird cried out, like it was laughing at her.
She ignored it and tried again. Fly!
Nothing.
‘Christ, how hard can it be?’ she muttered. She shook her arms and tried once more. Eyes closed, breathing calmly, her heartbeat slowing, she tried to sense the wood about her. She thought about the sky, about lifting off the ground and joining the clouds above.
She opened her eyes, disappointed to see that she was still stood on the bridge.
‘Shit.’
She raised an arm above her and jumped up, stretching her body skywards then landing back on the wooden boards.
Maybe if she prayed? Abigail shook her head and laughed. ‘Idiot.’
She sat down again, found her notebook and leafed through it. She’d almost filled it, page after page of sketches: trees, leaves, rocks, flowers. As she reviewed her work she noted she was improving, but it was never quite good enough. Every sketch left her with the feeling that it was better in her head than it was on the page.
Abigail re-read the notes she’d made about Tam; it didn’t tell her anything new. She turned over to the next clean page and picked up her pencil, letting it guide her across the paper until she’d rendered a scene of two ancient-looking trees, their bark shaded in detail. And in between the giant towers was a tiny floating silhouette of a girl against a brooding sky.
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Tam lay on her bed, enveloped in the softness of the handful of cushions that Mum had put there. She didn’t see the point – they always ended up on the floor – but Mum thought they looked pretty. Like a show home, she said.
The muffled bass tones of Dad’s voice vibrated up from the living room below. He was talking to Mum. They’d been talking for ages and, apart from the odd phrase or sentence, their discussion was indecipherable. From time to time Tam heard her own name mentioned, her ears straining to make out more, but their discussion remained impenetrable.
She could have gone downstairs, of course – she could have joined them in the living room, become part of the discussion rather than trying to decode it from a distance. But she couldn’t drag herself off the bed. As long as she stayed up here her world wouldn’t change. There’d be no discussions about treatment schedules, side effects and the odds of survival. It would all stay down there, in the living room, just a dull distant noise.
Her phone vibrated again. Bloody Becca wouldn’t leave her alone. Tam didn’t want to talk to anyone, not even Becca. She couldn’t bring herself to tell her what was happening. Dad’s treatment, the flying thing, they were just too big to bring up in conversation, especially over text or Snapchat or Twitter. But she could talk to a stranger in the wood; she had shared everything with Abigail there. It had been liberating, it had made her feel better. Replying to Becca would just churn it all up again.
‘Tamsin?’ Mum called from the bottom of the stairs.
Tam pretended not to hear.
‘Tamsin? Can you come down?’
No putting it off any longer. Her stomach fluttered. The desire to escape, to fly into the wood, was almost overwhelming. Tam inhaled and dragged herself off her bed.
Mum was waiting for her at the bottom of the stairs, smiling in that way she did when she wanted to have a ‘grown-up’ conversation. She led her into the living room like an executioner taking a prisoner to the gallows.
Dad was waiting for her there, sitting in his usual armchair, trying to look relaxed, fooling no one. Tam avoided his eyes as she sat on the sofa. Mum followed, sitting next to her.
‘You OK?’ Dad asked, his eyebrows arched unnaturally.
‘Yeah,’ she replied, adding, ‘are you?’
‘Yeah.’
‘No, he’s not,’ Mum countered, her voice betraying her emotions. She took Tam’s hand, the gesture surprising her. Tam felt even more awkward than she had already. ‘Your dad’s treatment,’ Mum continued, ‘is going to make him sick for a while.’
‘I know,’ Tam cut in, her voice small but firm. She looked down, focusing on the chipped pattern of her nail varnish. The red colour was flaking, showing the scratched surface beneath, a hastily applied veneer betraying its secrets.
‘He’s got his first treatment this week, then five more after that.’
Mum stopped talking, obviously waiting for some sort of reaction. Tam didn’t look up, her thumb scratching at her other fingernails.
Mum’s hand tensed. ‘Do you . . . do you want to ask any questions?’
Tam shook her head. Flakes of nail polish dotted her dark skirt with islands of crimson. She flicked them onto the floor, then began to work on the next nail.
‘Are you even listening?’ Mum asked bitterly.
Dad raised his hand. ‘It’s OK,’ he soothed. ‘You probably just need some time to let it all sink in. If you’ve got questions later we’ll try to answer them.’
‘She’s had time,’ Mum scolded.
Dad glared at her, shutting her down. Mum’s face tightened but she said no more.
Tam glanced up and saw the micro-gesture of fear flashing across Dad’s face before he hid it behind a determined smile. He was scared as well. The realization terrified her.
He reached down beside his chair and offered Tam some leaflets. ‘There’s some information in here that—’
‘I’m fine.’ Tam’s voice was clipped and hard; it was the only way she knew to keep the emotion out of her words.
Dad’s hand faltered, the leaflets wavering between them, then he retreated to his chair. ‘Well, right . . . I’ll leave them here, in case you want to look later.’ He put them on the arm of his chair, staring down at them as he waited for her to respond.
‘It’s not gonna be easy, Tamsin,’ Mum said, ‘and I know the timing isn’t ideal but there’s nothing we can do about it.’
Another pause, her parents waiting.
‘Just you get on with your revision, don’t worry about me,’ Dad said cheerfully.
He sounded tired. Tam looked up at him; was his face greyer than usual? Dark patches underlined his eyes, making them appear sunken in shadows.
‘You can’t sugar-coat it,’ Mum said to him. ‘She’s not a kid any more.’
It was odd to hear Mum say those words. Tam had said them herself so often that she was sure Mum didn’t hear them.
‘She’s still my baby,’ Dad said, winking at Tam, desperately trying to keep this trivial.
‘Damn it, Bryan!’ Mum muttered. ‘You can’t treat her like that. This is serious—’
‘Mum’s right,’ Tam broke in before Dad could respond. Her parents both stared at her, waiting. ‘I’m not a kid,’ she continued after a moment. ‘I’m old enough to know what’s happening. It’s not like I haven’t read about it already.’
‘Where?’ Mum asked, sounding surprised.
‘Online,’ Tam said. It was a stupid question.
‘Well, you can’t believe everything you read online,’ Dad noted.
‘I know what’s going on, Dad. You’re sick, it’s serious, I get it.’ Tam held her breath. Her words had taken her by surprise, her emotions threatening to erupt.
Dad’s smile had disappeared. His face was a mix of emotion. There was surprise there, but disappointment too. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.
Tam scowled, not understanding him. ‘You’re sorry?’
‘I’m sorry I’ve put you through this.’
The dam holding back her emotions crumbled, overwhelming her. She couldn’t stay – she had to get away from them. To be alone. To escape. To fly.
Tam stood up and rushed towards the door. Mum called after her but Tam kept going, out the front door, running down the road, away from home, towards the wood.
Her feet pounded along the track, closer to the shelter of the trees. Before she was under its canopy she felt her legs swing under her and her head tip forwards. She raised her hands in protection, but she knew she wasn’t falling, she was flying. She had willed herself into the air, rising towards the treetops. She didn’t care that it was still light, that she might be seen. All that mattered was getting off the ground, away from everything. Already her mind was clearing, her anger turning into exultation. The wind dried her tear-soaked face, cooling her blood as she rose up to the tops of the trees, flying above the wood.
The sun struck her skin, bathing her with its warmth. She closed her eyes and flew higher, not even thinking about how she was doing it. This was instinct, primal emotions taking her up into the air, higher than ever before, until she could see the entire vastness of the wood, the stream glinting in the gaps between trees. Beyond was the motorway and the river that ate the stream. The entire land stretched out before her, all the way to the distant strip of sea that marked the horizon. She twisted to look back at the estate, tiny boxes with tiny problems. She turned away again and rose higher into the sky. As she ascended, the air cooled, pushing through her clothes, stinging her lungs, drying her eyes, and she remembered the dream. Fear found the edge of her consciousness, a tiny voice of doubt, but it grew as she tried to ignore it.
The rage in her ebbed away and she became aware of her breathing, rapid and deep. Her heart pounded in her icy chest. She was exhausted, over-exerted like she’d been sprinting. Her mouth watered as she gasped for air. Her head became light.
Tam looked down. How had she got this high up? Even the wood was just a mass of green now, devoid of details, the motorway just a grey line in the distance cutting through the landscape. Her stomach lurched, overawed with fear and vertigo.
How was she going to get down?
Even as her mind formed the question she began to fall out of the sky, spinning end over end. This was worse than her dream. Tam screamed, waving her arms to steady herself. Gradually she regained control, descending back towards the wood. Her teeth rattled against each other, her jaw tensed at the chill air. She clenched and unclenched her fingers, desperately trying to get warm blood into the freezing skin. Her vision was blurred, marred by moisture that she couldn’t blink away. She felt sick with exhaustion.
Then, as the treetops took on detail again, warm air found her. But it wasn’t enough, it was nowhere near enough. Tam glided through the trees, smashing through the canopy, scratching herself on the branches as they tore at skin and clothing.
The ground rushed up to her. She hit it hard with her feet, crumpled into a ball and rolled through the dirt, slowing her momentum, until she smashed into the unforgiving body of a tree trunk.
Tam rested, catching her breath, wiping her face as she tried to recover. She could barely move; the effort was too great.
The sun was going down and the wood was losing itself to the night. She was still cold, shivering but unable to get up. She managed to pull out her phone – relieved not to have lost it. Instinctively she found Mum’s mobile number. Her thumb hovered over the screen as she thought about what she’d say. How would she explain this? Instead she found Abigail’s number and dialled it.
But the line wouldn’t connect. There was no signal.
Tam burst into tears, knowing she couldn’t rest yet. She lifted herself up, then limped along the path, using every tree as a support. She stumbled and fell, unable to keep upright for more than a few steps until she saw the trees thinning ahead of her. She was almost at the edge of the wood.
Tam fell to the ground and tried the phone again. This time she heard it begin to dial.
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Abigail watched the match spark into life, the flame fighting against the gentle breeze from the half-open door. The light popped and flickered, sending shadows dancing over her fingers. She touched the match to the wick of the candle and stepped back, admiring its soft glow.
The church looked beautiful, bathed in the retreating evening light of summer that poured through the stained-glass windows. The candles filled in the shadows, casting golden patterns over the emptying pews. She was supposed to be helping her mum clear up after the charity event, but her mind was elsewhere, deep within the wood.
She looked to the altar, to the carved figure of Christ on the cross, and the image of Tam rising through the trees came to mind.
‘You’re not there, are you?’ she whispered to the wooden effigy, her lips barely moving. She let her anger fester on her face. She was angry with Him, even though she no longer believed.
Abigail turned her back to the altar and looked for her mum. There she was, talking to old Mrs Foster. They’d give her a lift home, no doubt. She would sit in the car and ask Abigail how she was doing at school, if she was revising. She meant well but it was the same questions every week, and her breath smelled like rotten vegetables.
Her mum caught Abigail’s vacant stare, waving for her to come over. Reluctantly she crossed the church to join her.
‘You’re supposed to be putting those candles out, not lighting more,’ her mum said with a shake of her head.
Mrs Foster twisted stiffly to look at her and smiled. ‘Hello, Abigail. How are you?’ Before she could reply Mrs Foster turned to Abigail’s mum, adding, ‘She’s a beauty, isn’t she? Such a good girl.’
‘Yes,’ Abigail’s mum agreed as she picked up some leaflets and left the pair alone.
‘I’m fine, thanks,’ Abigail said to Mrs Foster, feeling self-conscious, wanting to change the subject. ‘How’s your knee?’
‘Oh, you don’t want to hear about my knee.’
You’re right, I don’t, Abigail thought.
‘It’s not so bad in this warm weather,’ Mrs Foster continued without taking a breath, ‘but I’m not looking forward to winter. Supposed to be a bad one this year, that’s what it said in the paper the other day. Don’t get old, Abigail, it’s no fun.’
Abigail smiled politely, looking for a way to retreat from Mrs Foster as she continued to talk about her sore bones and her ear infection. But it was no good, she didn’t come up for air.
‘. . . see three different doctors and they all tell you different things. The last one, he was foreign but a lovely young man, I can’t pronounce his name, he gave me some drops to use, but can I get them in? My head doesn’t tilt sideways! I think I’ve had most of the stuff down my neck. Of course, years ago I’d have asked George to pop them in but—’
Abigail’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out and saw Tam was calling.
‘Really sorry,’ Abigail interrupted. ‘Got to take this.’
Mrs Foster’s mouth hung open.
Abigail answered the call as she walked towards the doorway. ‘Hello?’
Nothing. She pulled the phone from her ear, checking the line was still connected. She listened again. She couldn’t hear anyone at the other end. ‘Tam, are you there?’
The sound of breathing came down the line, shallow and faint.
‘Tam? Can you hear me?’ Abigail asked.
The breathing became stronger.
‘I’m here . . .’ Tam managed, her voice frail. She continued to speak but her words were just a mumble.
‘What’s that? I can’t hear you.’
The phone rustled, as if it was being moved, then the voice became louder. ‘Abigail . . . help me. I’m . . . I’m . . .’
‘Tam? What’s happened? Where are you?’
There was a pause, then Tam said, ‘The wood.’
‘OK, OK, I’m coming, just hang on. I’m coming.’ Already Abigail was running down the steps and away from the church, calculating how long it would take her to get to the wood from here. Almost immediately the line disconnected. Abigail redialled the number, running as she listened to the phone, willing it to connect again, but it just kept on ringing.
She came to the edge of the wood and sprinted along the path into the trees. She knew Tam must be at the other side, closer to her home. Abigail would find her there, she hoped.




THIRTEEN

‘Tam, wake up, please.’
The voice was fragile and distant.
‘You have to wake up! Come on, please, I’m really scared.’
It was Abigail’s voice. Tam tried to open her eyes but the messages didn’t seem to be leaving her brain. She needed to rest. Just another minute, just another minute.
‘Tam, wake up. I’m gonna have to call an ambulance or your mum or the police or—’
No! Tam raised her hand and found Abigail.
‘You’re alive! Oh, thank God!’
Tam opened her eyes and saw Abigail close to her face, fear written across her features. Abigail half laughed with relief. ‘What happened? You look awful.’
Tam shook her head gently. ‘Later. Just get me home.’
‘OK, right,’ Abigail replied, her voice trembling. ‘Do you think you can stand?’
Tam tested her legs and arms, flexing toes and fingers. Satisfied that nothing was broken she pulled herself onto her knees and tried to get up. She fell on Abigail, using her for support as she got to her feet.
‘That’s it, good,’ Abigail encouraged, wrapping her arms around Tam’s aching body. ‘Just one step at a time, no problem. Christ, you look terrible. What’s your mum gonna say?’
Tam stopped and looked down at herself. ‘I need to get cleaned up.’
‘You can come to my house, if you want,’ Abigail said, sounding hesitant. ‘You can . . . you can stay over.’
‘Really?’ Tam checked, tempted by the offer.
‘Yeah, it’ll be fine. I’m sure it’ll be fine.’
A night away from home would be welcome. Tam nodded and they turned back towards the wood. ‘Is it far?’
‘Ten minutes, maybe longer with you like this. Think you can make that?’
Tam nodded. They stumbled down the path, back towards the wood. As she walked further Tam managed to take her own weight and move away from Abigail’s support.
Abigail protested. ‘Don’t rush things, you’re still weak.’
‘I’m feeling better now.’
‘Were you . . .’ Abigail moved closer and lowered her voice. ‘Were you flying?’
Tam nodded.
Abigail’s grin lit up her face. ‘You have to tell me all about it.’
‘I will, but not now,’ Tam sighed.
The wood was different now, dark blues instead of vibrant greens. There was a tense silence over the place, as if a thousand eyes followed them.
‘It’s creepy when it’s dark,’ Tam noted, her voice a whisper.
‘Yeah, you’re right.’
‘Will your mum mind me staying?’
‘No, she’ll be fine. She might want to talk to your mum though; she’s funny like that.’
Tam stopped. ‘What’ll you tell her?’
‘Just that you’re a friend staying over, nothing weird. It’ll be fine.’
‘Good.’




FOURTEEN

‘I’m not complaining, but I just wish you’d given me some notice,’ Abigail’s mum said in a whisper. ‘I don’t have much in. You’ll have to order a takeaway. And the spare room is a tip.’
‘Mum, it’s fine,’ Abigail soothed.
‘And I don’t like you just rushing off from church like that. You had me worried sick. And Mrs Foster thinks you’re on drugs now.’
‘What?’
Abigail’s mum rolled her eyes, sharing her frustration. ‘You know how she is. Just be extra nice to her when you see her next, OK?’
‘I will,’ Abigail soothed. ‘And I’m sorry for running off. It’s just . . . Tam needed me.’
‘Who is she anyway? You’ve never spoken of her before.’
‘I must have.’
‘Have you?’
‘She’s in biology with me. We’re going to revise together.’
Abigail’s mum thought for a moment. ‘She’s not one of your usual friends. She looks a bit . . .’
Abigail folded her arms. ‘A bit what?’
‘A bit rough,’ her mum said, her lips exaggerating the pronunciation.
‘She fell over, I told you.’
Abigail’s mum closed the dishwasher, tidying and wiping the granite worktops. ‘Well, at least her mum sounded nice enough on the phone. She was a bit concerned, said Tamsin was upset, that she’d run out. Did you know her dad’s not very well?’
Abigail nodded, not volunteering any information.
‘She probably just needs a night with a friend,’ her mum continued, thinking. ‘Bit of breathing space.’
‘Probably,’ Abigail agreed, adding, ‘Thanks, Mum.’
Her mum nodded firmly, as if they’d made some sort of decision. She opened up one of the kitchen drawers and pulled out a handful of takeaway menus. ‘Pizza?’




FIFTEEN

Abigail’s pyjamas smelt of flowers. When she wasn’t looking Tam raised up her arm and sniffed at the sleeve, wallowing in the gentle scent.
‘They fit OK?’ Abigail asked from the door.
‘Yes,’ Tam said with a smile. She was clean now, refreshed after a hot shower. ‘Was your mum OK with me staying?’
Abigail sat on the end of the bed. ‘She’s fine. I told you she would be. She spoke to your mum though.’
‘I know. She’s been texting.’
‘She was on for ages, chatting like they’re old friends.’ Abigail rolled her eyes.
‘What about?’
‘Nothing. You know how mums are.’
Tam nodded, pulling her legs up towards her.
‘Is the room OK for you?’ Abigail enquired.
‘Yes,’ Tam said. ‘This is just a spare room?’ It was bigger than Tam’s bedroom, with a double bed and fitted wardrobes that she’d never be able to fill.
‘Yeah, it doesn’t get used much. Dad keeps threatening to make it into a gym but Mum says that’d lower the value. D’you like pizza? Mum’s ordered some.’
Tam grinned. She was ravished. Flying seemed to consume all of her energy, leaving her tired and hungry.
‘How far did you go this time?’
‘You mean flying?’ Tam checked.
‘No,’ Abigail teased. ‘I mean on your magic bicycle.’
Tam thought for a second. ‘Too high. It was pretty scary. I just kept going higher and higher, then . . .’ She shivered, picturing her fall back towards the wood.
‘What were you doing back there so soon?’
‘No notepad?’ Tam asked.
Abigail held up her empty hands, smiling.
‘I just wanted to get away.’ Tam hugged her legs closer to her chest. ‘Mum and Dad . . . they were talking about his treatment. They were being all serious about it . . .’
‘It is serious,’ Abigail said softly.
Tam shot her a look. ‘I know it is.’
‘Sorry.’
‘I needed to get away, that’s all. I wasn’t thinking too much.’
‘Must be cool to just go like that.’ Abigail had a faraway look in her eyes.
Tam sighed, realizing a truth. ‘You’ve got to come back down eventually.’
‘I suppose.’
Downstairs, the front door opened and Abigail tensed.
‘Pizza?’ Tam asked optimistically.
Abigail shook her head tightly.
They said nothing, listening as a distant conversation took place.
‘Dad’s home,’ Abigail whispered.
The voices downstairs grew louder, more heated. Fragments of dialogue made it up the stairs intact.
‘. . . could have checked with me first,’ the man said.
‘Does it matter?’ Abigail’s mum replied.
‘. . . typical, isn’t it?’
‘. . . just one night. She never has friends to stay . . . do her good to . . .’
‘You should have asked me!’
The argument ended. Abigail stood up and shut the door.
Footsteps ascended the stairs. A hand knocked on the bedroom door, followed by an inquisitive, friendly head: Abigail’s dad.
‘Hello, you must be Tamsin,’ he said, smiling cheerfully.
‘Hi,’ Tam managed.
He looked at Abigail. ‘Hello, sweetheart. Good day at school?’
Abigail didn’t reply.
Abigail’s dad stood there, a smirk fixed on his face, about to say something else when the doorbell rang. ‘Have you ordered takeaway?’ he asked, brow furrowed, eyes piercing Abigail.
‘Mum said it was OK.’ She could barely look up at him.
Abigail’s dad’s face broke into a grin. ‘Great, I’m starving. What is it? Pizza?’
Abigail nodded.
‘OK, see you in the kitchen.’ He disappeared from the bedroom and pounded down the stairs to answer the door.
‘He seemed OK,’ Tam said, trying to lighten the atmosphere.
Abigail snorted to herself.
After a moment Tam followed Abigail to the kitchen. The pizzas were out on the worktop, along with chips, garlic bread and a big bowl of salad. Tam’s mouth watered.
‘Help yourself, love,’ Abigail’s mum said with a wave of her arm towards the food. ‘Don’t be shy.’
‘If you’re not quick I’ll eat it all,’ Abigail’s dad added, his mouth already full. He stood by the cooker, a half-eaten slice of pepperoni pizza in his hand. Abigail’s mum laughed politely. Even Abigail smiled. It all seemed so normal, but there was a tension between the three of them that sent a shiver down Tam’s spine. It was as if they were all playing parts, performing for their audience.
Even so Tam couldn’t ignore her hunger. She took a plate and filled it with slice after slice of pizza, topping it off with chips.
Abigail filled up her own plate and sat on a stool at the breakfast bar. Tam followed, sitting next to her, feeling uncomfortable. She focused on the food, doing her best not to eat too quickly.
‘Are you all set for your CGSEs, Tamsin?’ Abigail’s mum asked cheerfully as she rearranged the remaining pizza slices onto a plate and discarded the cardboard boxes.
‘No, not really,’ Tam said honestly.
‘What do you want to do after that? Sixth form college?’
Tam shrugged, her mouth full.
‘Abigail’s gonna study maths,’ her dad said proudly, ‘aren’t you?’
‘Dad . . .’
‘She’s brilliant at maths . . .’
‘Am not,’ Abigail mumbled.
‘It’s a good solid subject. Get you in lots of jobs will maths,’ her dad continued, talking directly to Tam. ‘Better than art.’
‘I can do both,’ Abigail replied angrily.
‘What for though? Art won’t get you a decent job, will it?’
‘Dave,’ Abigail’s mum cautioned.
‘What?’ he asked.
‘Not now.’
Abigail’s dad’s face tensed. He turned away and took another slice. When he turned back towards them his features had eased, a smile fixed in place.
‘Can we take this upstairs?’ Abigail asked, gesturing to the remaining pizza.
Her mum glanced at her husband then back to Abigail, nodding.
Abigail filled up her plate again and indicated for Tam to do the same. Once they had enough they retreated back up to the spare room. As the door closed Abigail’s body relaxed.
‘God, they’re embarrassing,’ she said, eating more noisily now.
‘They’re OK,’ Tam replied.
Abigail shot her a look.
‘OK,’ Tam conceded. ‘Your mum seems nice.’
Abigail shrugged. ‘Yeah, she’s OK, I suppose.’
‘What’s with maths and art?’ Tam asked between bits of food.
Abigail sighed. ‘Dad has this thing about proper subjects.’ She gestured with her hands as she said proper. ‘He thinks art is a waste of time.’
Tam replied, ‘I hate art, I dropped it.’
‘I love it. I want to do something with it one day, but—’
‘But what?’
Abigail shook her head, her lips pressed tightly together.
Tam edged closer, her voice quiet. ‘You shouldn’t let him stop you doing it, not if you really want to.’
‘I know, it’s just . . . everything’s up in the air.’ She looked at Tam and giggled. ‘Sorry, that wasn’t meant to be a joke.’
‘It was a joke?’ Tam teased, joining in with Abigail’s infectious laughter.
‘One minute Mum says they’re breaking up, then they get back together. We’re supposed to be leaving, just her and me, and we even pack bags, then she changes her mind and they make up,’ Abigail explained, her features becoming stern again. Emotion bubbled up, her eyes moistened. She shook her head, wiping her face with her hand. ‘I think tomorrow we could test how far you can fly away from the wood.’
‘You’re changing the subject, aren’t you?’
‘Yes,’ Abigail grinned, finishing off the scraps of food on her plate. ‘Do you think you could carry someone?’
‘What? When I’m flying?’
‘Yeah. Superman does it all the time.’
‘I’m not Superman, obviously. There’s a few physical differences for a start.’
‘Super-Tam?’
Tam laughed, spitting out fragments of food.
‘Gross,’ Abigail said, joining in with the laughter.
‘Don’t ever call me that, OK?’ Tam smiled.
‘I’m gonna get you a T-shirt with it printed on. Super-Tam in huge letters!’
Tam laughed again, imagining herself wearing it. ‘That’s your worst idea yet.’
‘But we could try it.’ Abigail beamed.
‘The T-shirt?’
‘No, no. You could try to carry someone.’ Her grin widened.
Tam sighed. ‘You want to fly, don’t you?’
‘Obviously! Everyone does.’
‘Do they?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, I don’t think I can help. Like I said, I’m not Superman – or Super-Tam. I’d struggle to lift you up if I was just stood on the ground, never mind while I’m flying. It takes all my concentration. It’s really hard.’
Abigail grinned at her, like a kid wanting an ice cream.
‘I’m not carrying you,’ Tam said firmly.
‘We’ll see.’
‘No, we won’t.’
‘Sleep on it,’ Abigail laughed.
Tam smirked back, realizing Abigail was staring at her, a puzzled look on her face. ‘What?’ Tam asked.
‘Nothing.’ Abigail replied as she continued to stare.
Tam laughed self-consciously. ‘What is it?’
‘You’re different to how I thought you’d be.’
‘I am? How?’
Abigail finally looked down.
‘You shouldn’t believe everything they say about me,’ Tam said defensively, ‘especially James Pinchin.’
Abigail’s lips tightened over her teeth, forming a polite smile.
‘He’s all talk, you know?’ Tam said. ‘He’s slept with every girl in school, if you believe what he says. We went out for a few weeks, we messed around a bit, that’s all, nothing more.’ She waited for a response. ‘Look, I don’t have to justify myself to you.’
‘I know you don’t. I believe you.’
‘Good. He’s an arsehole.’ Tam pulled out her phone, flicking through her messages. ‘Look, this is what he sent me.’
Tam passed the phone to Abigail, watching her cringe as she looked at the photo.
‘Oh God, is that his—’
‘Yeah! He sent that to me after we broke up. He thinks that’s going to make me want to go back out with him.’
Abigail read the message under the picture. ‘Jesus, the things he said to you, he’s disgusting.’
‘Like I said: arsehole.’
Abigail shuddered, throwing the phone back to Tam as if it was infected.
‘So don’t believe anything he says,’ Tam warned.
‘Don’t worry, I won’t,’ Abigail replied. ‘You should do something.’
‘Do something?’
‘About James. About how he talks to you. Get him back for the things he’s said about you.’
Tam’s eyes narrowed. ‘Maybe I could carry him up into the air and let him fall.’
Abigail stared at her in shock.
‘I’m kidding, Abigail, obviously.’
Relieved, Abigail let out a sigh. ‘You let him get away with stuff like that and you’re giving him power.’
‘What?’
‘You’re giving him power. You’re feeding him.’
‘Bullshit!’
‘You’re feeding his ego. You should stand up to him.’
‘How?’
‘Don’t give him power.’
Tam sighed. ‘Easier said than done.’
Abigail smiled affectionately. ‘Boys like him, they’re all about the ego. He’d hate to be embarrassed in front of his mates.’
Tam raised her eyebrows. ‘You’ve had a few boyfriends then?’
Abigail shook her head. ‘I read.’
Tam stared at her until Abigail let out a deep laugh. Tam laughed back, feeling the warmth of friendship growing between them. She felt safe here, just the two of them, a circle of trust and honesty. This was different to the way it was with Becca or any of her other friends. There was no competition with Abigail, no manipulation, just friendship. Why had she not been friends with Abigail sooner? That feeling of loss tinged her happiness.
Then she thought of Becca. Being here, ignoring her constant texts, it was a betrayal of their long friendship. Tam looked up at Abigail and realized she didn’t deserve this new bond. They were different people; they shouldn’t be spending time together. Tam’s smile faded away as guilt infected her.
‘What’s wrong?’ Abigail asked, noticing the change in Tam’s mood.
‘Nothing, just tired.’
‘Oh, right . . .’
Tam glanced at her surroundings, the oversized room, the double bed, and she felt like an impostor. She shouldn’t be here.
‘Abigail . . .’ Tam began. ‘I’m not going to fly any more.’
Abigail looked up, her eyes wide. ‘What?’
‘I’m not going back. It’s too dangerous and I’ve got exams coming up.’
‘But—’
Tam’s voice grew in strength. ‘I’m not, Abigail. I mean it, I’m not flying again.’
‘No, you can’t just stop,’ Abigail pleaded, her eyes filling with tears. This meant more to her than Tam had realized.
‘I’m sorry,’ Tam replied, softening her voice. ‘I just can’t. There’s too much going on right now.’
‘There is only right now!’ Abigail said angrily. ‘Right now is all you’ve got. You put this off, you leave it till later, who knows if you can still do it? Maybe . . . maybe this is happening now for a reason.’
‘That’s bullshit,’ Tam scoffed, dismissing Abigail without a thought.
Abigail stood, tensing her face, holding her emotions in check. ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Do what you like. You always do.’
She left Tam alone and retreated to her own room. Tam didn’t follow; she didn’t have the strength to fight. She withdrew under the quilt and exhaustion dragged her to sleep within minutes.
◆◆◆
 
Abigail’s mum did her best to feed Tam breakfast, offering her eggs, bacon, cereals, toast, anything. She was being smothered by her hospitality. But Tam wasn’t hungry. All she wanted was to leave, to get back to where she belonged. But she didn’t belong anywhere, not really. Home was a place of fear and tension. She felt adrift and out-of-place no matter where she was.
Abigail came into the kitchen, barely acknowledging Tam.
‘Hi,’ Tam said, trying to bury last night’s conversation. After a moment’s silence, she added, ‘I’m going to be heading home soon.’
Abigail nodded without speaking.
‘I thought maybe we could talk later?’
‘I’m busy today,’ Abigail said, her eyes looking down.
‘Right,’ Tam said slowly. ‘Well, I should probably get going.’
‘Yes.’
Tam left as soon as she could, deflecting the friendly protests of Abigail’s mum to stay longer.
She walked home through the wood, stopping at its heart to take in the sounds and scents, realizing that this was where she felt most at ease now. Not at home, not at school, not at Abigail’s. Everywhere was tainted with unease. Everywhere except the wood.
Tam allowed herself a moment of contemplation, resisting the urge to try to fly, before continuing on her way home. As she broke through the edge of the wood she felt like she was saying goodbye.
The houses of her street grew in detail and her stomach churned. The wood, her friendship with Abigail, it all seemed like an indulgence. Her family needed her. She had to focus on her exams. And she had a friend in Becca. Flying in the wood was stupid and dangerous. She took out her phone and replied to Becca’s last message.
Meet me, Tam wrote.
She put the phone away and inhaled. ‘That was the last time,’ she said to herself as she approached her house. ‘No more. I’m not going back. I’m not going back.’
As her front door came into view she saw a familiar figure sat on the wall outside. Tam grinned at Becca, knowing she’d made the right decision.




SIXTEEN

Tam sat in the exam hall, staring out of the window at the clouds drifting through the azure sky. She was lost in their shifting forms, her mind floating with them.
She took a breath and looked back at the English paper she’d only half completed on the table in front of her. She could write more but she just didn’t have the urge to. Exams seemed insignificant now. She had been going through the motions the last few weeks, turning up, filling in what she could, then going home again. She didn’t revise, she didn’t worry, she didn’t care.
Tam, up to a few weeks ago, had been on target for a handful of Bs and Cs, maybe even an A if she really put in the effort. Now? She knew she’d crashed and burned and it didn’t seem to matter any more.
English was her last exam, and after today she’d be free for the entire summer, at least until her results came out and reality came back to bite her. Until then. She couldn’t think any further ahead than that. Right now the only thing that mattered was getting out of this shitty school and never coming back.
She glanced over to Abigail sitting at the opposite end of the hall. Her head was down, her pen jittering across the page like it was possessed. Guilt festered in Tam’s throat; she hadn’t spoken to Abigail since the night she’d stayed at her house. Tam had kept her promise to herself and stayed away from the wood as well. Now, with the clarity of a few weeks’ distance, she wasn’t entirely sure why. It was all she’d thought about since then. And the dreams! Every night she dreamed of flying, chasing the other figure in the clouds, never getting close enough to see it properly.
Beside her Becca coughed. Tam glanced over and smiled. Becca scowled at the paper then dropped her pen on the table with an overworked sigh, declaring her work done.
Tam turned back to the window, staring up at the wispy shapes drifting overhead. She tried to think about anything but flying. Anything. Time and again her eyes shifted back towards Abigail, only to look away again like she was a forbidden thing.
The bell rang and the teacher began to collect the papers in.
‘Did you write much?’ Becca asked, continuing without waiting for a reply. ‘I didn’t. That was a tough one. I think I’ve probably failed. Do you? Why do they make them so hard? They want us to do well, don’t they? Anyway, it’s not like anyone needs English, is it?’
Tam was only half listening, still staring at Abigail.
‘You fancy chips? Or we could go into town, look round the shops then go over to Coffee Coffee. What do you think?’ Becca stepped in front of Tam, breaking her line of sight.
‘What?’ Tam asked.
Becca frowned. ‘What’s up with you? You’ve not been right this last couple of weeks. The exams are over, we’re freeeeeeee! Let’s go do something.’
‘No, I’m tired. I’m gonna head home.’
Becca put her hands on her hips. ‘Oh, no you don’t. There’s no more revision now. C’mon.’ She pulled Tam out of her seat and dragged her towards the door.
‘Just give me a second,’ Tam said, freeing herself from Becca’s arm. It was an impulse that made her walk towards Abigail, barely knowing why. She looked down, watching her feet take her forwards, leaving Becca moaning to herself at the exit.
‘Hi,’ Tam said as she approached Abigail’s desk.
Abigail was collecting her things and putting them in her bag. She glanced up, spying Tam, then looked down again.
‘How did you do? You looked like you wrote a lot,’ Tam said quietly.
Abigail closed her bag and held it to her chest, staring defiantly at Tam. Her cheek was red, the remnants of a bruise hidden by makeup.
‘Are you OK?’
Abigail didn’t reply.
Tam flustered. ‘Maybe . . . do you fancy meeting up now the exams are—’
‘Are there two of you?’ Abigail interrupted.
‘W-what?’
‘Two of you? One that talks to me and one that doesn’t? One that likes me and—’
Tam puffed out her cheeks. ‘No, of course not.’
‘So you just figure you can be OK to me one day, then really crappy the next?’
‘I . . . look, I don’t mean to . . .’
‘But you do.’ There was hurt in Abigail’s wide eyes. She pushed past Tam and marched out of the hall.
Tam watched her leave, then slowly walked towards the exit.
Becca waited for her to approach, her face betraying her own confusion. As Tam got closer, she straightened, forcing a smile. ‘So, chips or town?’
‘Chips,’ Tam said, smiling back. ‘But I can’t stay too long.’
‘Why not?’
Tam hesitated. She still hadn’t been able to tell her friend about Dad. She opened her mouth, wanting to confide in her, but something held her back. ‘Family stuff,’ she said, rolling her eyes.
‘Please yourself,’ Becca huffed, folding her arms as she walked ahead of Tam.
‘What’s wrong?’
Becca found her phone and buried her eyes in its screen. ‘Doesn’t matter.’
Tam hid in her thoughts, uncertain what to say.
Almost immediately Becca blurted out, ‘You don’t tell me anything any more. You don’t get back to me when I text you, nothing.’
‘That’s not true.’
‘And you’re talking to Long Bone now instead!’ Becca stopped abruptly and faced Tam. ‘There’s stuff going on, I know it, it’s obvious, and you’re not telling me, are you?’
‘Do you . . . do you ever have dreams?’ Tam asked hesitantly.
‘What?’ Becca reddened.
‘I’ve been having dreams . . . about flying . . .’
‘Flying?’
‘Yeah, like Superman.’
Becca glared at Tam.
‘Well,’ Tam continued, testing the water, ‘I’ve been having these weird dreams and they’re . . . I don’t know, they’re just so vivid. Do you know what I mean?’ Tam stared hopefully, wanting Becca’s understanding, wanting her support. This secret had become a burden.
‘No,’ Becca replied flatly. ‘But she does, I suppose? Long Bone knows all about it, does she?’
Tam flushed. ‘Look, it’s complicated—’
‘I knew it! I bloody knew it.’ Becca stormed out of the school. She marched along the path, glancing over her shoulder to see if Tam was following.
Tam stood in the entrance, fixed to the spot by uncertainty and indecision as the other pupils passed her by. She was aware of someone watching her; further along the path James Pinchin was laughing with a group of his friends. They glanced at her then exchanged muted conversations, grinning to each other.
‘Piss off,’ Tam muttered under her breath. She turned her back on James and the stupid school and marched home.
As she walked through the door she could hear Dad coughing. It wasn’t like his normal cough. This was hollow and weak. Tam went to the kitchen and poured him a glass of water. She found him on the sofa in the living room and handed him the drink.
‘Thanks,’ Dad said, wiping his chin and placing the glass on the carpet. ‘How was the exam?’
Tam shrugged. ‘Fine. Mum in?’
‘Not yet.’
She looked down at her dad. He’d lost weight. His cheeks were sunken, his eyes bloodshot and weary, and his thick dark hair had started to disappear, revealing patches of grey skin beneath. Tam found it hard to look at him. It was as if he was an old man, not the dad she knew.
She picked up the glass and returned it to the kitchen. ‘You need anything?’ she asked, leaning back round the door.
Dad shook his head and smiled. Tam tried to smile back but it was a forced unnatural expression. She retreated to her room and, in the sanctuary of her bed, she sobbed.




SEVENTEEN

Abigail’s new bedroom was tiny, full of boxes and a broken exercise bike. The bed was smaller than her own and it squeaked and groaned whenever she turned over. The road outside was much busier than she was used to; even in the small hours the thunder of traffic seemed never-ending. This room was, in almost every way, inferior to her old room, but she couldn’t help but love it.
She lay in bed, listening to the voices downstairs. Instead of tension and shouting all she heard now was laughter – her mum’s and Aunty Cath’s, talking way past midnight over a bottle of wine.
This was their third night here, after everything had exploded. They’d finally left and this time it felt final. But for Abigail relief was tinged with sadness. Her family had broken up. Her dad didn’t live with them any more. Her parents were getting divorced (unless her mum got cold feet again) and her dad would probably have a criminal record. This new life wasn’t perfect – it was built on the ruins of the old – but for the first time in ages she sensed the flickering spark of hope in her future.
Things would get better, she promised herself. Yes, there would be tears and setbacks, but things would get better.
Abigail turned over and stared at the ceiling, waiting for the creaking springs to stop singing. She was content here, but . . .
Tam.
She missed Tamsin Edwards. She’d finally found a friend she could open up to. But she’d gone, disappeared from her life almost as soon as she’d arrived. And now she missed her and she hated herself for feeling like this. Tam had bullied her on and off for most of her school life. Why the hell should Abigail care about her now? But she couldn’t help herself. And that’s why today had hurt her so much. She’d heard nothing from Tam for weeks until this afternoon after the exam.
It made her angry and confused and optimistic and excited. Christ, why wasn’t anything ever simple?
Her phone buzzed.
She looked at the glowing screen and couldn’t help but smile.




EIGHTEEN

Tam leaned against a tree by the edge of the wood, feeling self-conscious and stupid. Thinking about it she realized that’s how she felt most of the time. Hadn’t Abigail said something similar to her? Maybe they were more similar than she realized.
The last time she had been here the wood had felt like a sanctuary, somewhere free of judgement. But not today. Today, standing here, she felt exposed and vulnerable.
Maybe it was because she hadn’t been here for weeks. Exams, Dad’s treatment, her own denial – it had all conspired to keep her away from the wood. But now school was over and, as she’d finally persuaded Abigail to talk to her again, it seemed right to return here. Last night she’d lain in bed, excited at the thought of coming to the wood, of meeting with her again. But the hard light of morning had brought with it doubts that had festered as the hours passed.
Tam waited, feeling stupid, wondering where Abigail was. She checked the time again, knowing she was already twenty minutes late. Maybe she wasn’t coming? Perhaps her texts had been some sort of revenge, some way of making Tam look stupid? But that didn’t feel like Abigail’s style. Doubt grew again and Tam thought about leaving. But she knew she couldn’t, not yet.
She put her phone away and paced up and down the track, trying to remain calm. After a moment she heard a noise behind her and, with a smile of relief, she turned to face the disturbance.
On the hard path, half hidden by the overgrown bushes, was a fox. Its long snout was raised into the air, taking in the scents of the wood. Tam froze; it hadn’t seen her. She stared at its beautiful form, its red and white coat catching the sunshine. The fox lowered its head, turning in Tam’s direction. Its eyes locked with hers, but it didn’t run away, it just watched her; two wood dwellers acknowledging each other. In that instant Tam’s anxiety evaporated and she felt as if she belonged here after all.
The fox turned to look up the path, and in a blur of crimson disappeared into the undergrowth. As it went Tam’s momentary contentment vanished as well.
There was someone coming along the path, disturbing the undergrowth. The noise of their approach seemed abnormally loud in the stillness. Tam thought perhaps she should hide like the fox, retreat into the wood, but before she could move she saw Abigail appear.
‘You’re late,’ Tam said, trying to make it sound jovial.
Abigail stopped, staring at her. ‘I can go if you like?’
‘No, no,’ Tam said more softly. ‘Sorry.’
Abigail hesitated, as if she was having second thoughts about this. She wore a pair of jeans and a hoody, nothing with labels, nothing flashy, but the look suited her.
‘Did you see the fox?’ Tam asked, forcing enthusiasm into her words.
‘No.’
‘Just now, on the track. It was where you’re standing.’
Abigail didn’t respond.
‘It just looked at me then disappeared.’
Nothing. Abigail folded her arms.
Tam tried again. ‘Thanks for coming. How have you been?’
Abigail shrugged but she took a step closer.
‘Exams go OK?’
‘I suppose so. You?’
‘Crashed and burned, I think. Parents aren’t gonna be happy when the results come out.’
Abigail stopped a few metres away from her. ‘What do you want, Tam?’
‘I . . .’ She didn’t know. The realization terrified her.
Abigail shook her head and turned away. ‘When you can be honest with yourself then maybe call me.’
Tam watched her recede down the path, passing behind the trees and shrubs until she was almost hidden from view.
‘A friend,’ Tam shouted. ‘I need a friend.’
Abigail stopped and turned back towards her. ‘You have a friend.’
‘Becca doesn’t get me.’
‘Neither do I.’ Again, she turned to leave.
‘Please, Abigail. I need you.’
‘Why?’
‘Because . . . I dunno, it’s just different with you. Don’t make me say it out loud.’
Abigail shook her head. ‘No, you’ll have to tell me.’
Tam looked away, trying to focus on her thoughts. It was so hard to say what she felt. ‘Look, you’re the only one I can talk to and be honest with. There’s no bullshit with you. I’m not worried about what you might think or who you’ll tell. You’re not trying to do me over, you’re just . . . you. And this place, Christ, this horrible, damp stinking place! It’s the only place I feel myself, here with you. When we’re here, together in the wood, it’s like there’s no lies, there’s no bullshit, no dishonesty. And . . . and I trust you, Abigail, OK? And I’m sorry for how I’ve treated you. I know I’ve been crap to you and I’m sorry.’ Tam was breathless. ‘There, I’ve said it. All right?’
Abigail nodded. ‘OK.’ She walked back towards Tam and pushed past her, leading the way deeper into the wood.
‘Where are you going?’ Tam asked.
‘To the bridge. C’mon.’
Tam caught up with her, following behind obediently. ‘What are we gonna do there?’
‘Nothing,’ Abigail said with a grin. ‘How’s your dad?’
The question was like a punch to the stomach. Tam took a moment to collect herself. ‘Not great. The treatment makes him pretty bad. Everyone says it’ll get worse before it’ll get better, but—’
Abigail stopped and faced her. ‘But you don’t think it will get better?’
Tam lowered her eyes. She felt a traitor even thinking it. ‘He’ll be fine.’
‘You said there were no lies here. No bullshit.’
No bullshit. OK.
‘He’s so thin and pale. He hardly looks like my dad any more.’ Tam covered her mouth with her hands, shocked at her admission.
‘It’s OK to be scared.’
Tam’s emotions overwhelmed her. She fought to suppress them, embarrassed, but then she noticed Abigail had turned away, giving her space. She let her tears out, taking her time.
She found Abigail at the bridge, lying on her back looking up at the light breaking through the trees. Tam joined her, lying down with her head next to Abigail’s feet.
‘What are we looking at?’ she asked.
‘Nothing, just the trees.’
‘Why?’
‘Why not?’
The wind pulled at the uppermost branches. Tam watched them dance and sway, breaking the sky with their changing outlines.
‘Have you flown any more?’ Abigail asked.
‘No.’ The memory of that last flight still haunted Tam.
Abigail raised herself up on her elbows and looked at her. ‘Why not? Can you still do it?’
‘I don’t know. Seems stupid now.’
‘It’s not stupid. It’s . . . it’s beautiful.’ Abigail blushed. ‘Well, I mean it’s amazing, isn’t it?’ She lay down again, her face hidden from view.
‘It’s terrifying,’ Tam whispered.
‘That’s only cos you’ve not done it much. Like swimming for the first time without armbands. I wish I could do it,’ Abigail said. ‘To go up there, to float about like a . . . like a . . .’
‘Bird?’
‘I was going to say God.’
Tam laughed. ‘I’m not like a god.’
‘But you’re not like a bird either. You’re not flapping about, are you? You’re gliding and floating. It looks so effortless.’
‘Believe me, it’s not effortless. I could have killed myself last time. It’s really hard.’
‘I wonder why? You’re obviously not keeping yourself up using the air, like a bird or a plane. It’s more like you’re using your mind . . . you’re willing yourself to stay up.’
Tam thought for a moment. ‘It’s a bit like that. But it’s like running. You don’t think about how to run, you just—’
‘Run,’ Abigail said, excited.
‘Exactly! It’s like I already know how to do it. I just do it. I can’t explain it. But it’s really tiring. Every time I’ve done it I’ve ached all over the next day. It’s worse than cross-country.’
‘Superman never aches, does he?’
Tam sat up. ‘What?’
‘Superman.’ Abigail propped herself up on an elbow. ‘He just flies. It doesn’t look like he gets achy or tired from flying.’
‘Superman? You keep going on about him. I’m not Superman.’
‘Well, maybe not, but you don’t fly like a bird, or a plane, do you? You are more like a superhero.’
Tam laughed. ‘Superheroes are crap.’
‘OK,’ Abigail frowned. ‘But it’s the closest thing to you, isn’t it?’
‘No,’ Tam said defensively. ‘Superheroes don’t almost fall out of the sky, or land badly and hurt themselves, or fail exams.’
‘Maybe they do, some of them, when they’re first learning. I think you’re a sort of superhero, Tam. How else do you explain how you can do it?’
‘I can’t.’
‘So you’re not from another planet? Or been part of a science experiment? Or a robot?’
‘Yeah,’ Tam laughed sarcastically. ‘I’m an evil super-robot from the future. You watch too much Netflix, A.’
‘You’re calling me A now?’
‘Abigail is too long.’
‘It’s my name, T.’
They laughed as they lay back to watch the branches and the sky. The sun was high overhead and the wood was dense with heat. Tam closed her eyes, feeling content, listening to the trees. The little stream trickled tunefully beneath them, its force diminished since their last visit. The gentle tune of the wood comforted her in its endless embrace. It was good to be back here.
‘We should test you properly,’ Abigail said eventually.
Tam groaned. ‘You’re obsessed with testing me. I’ve done enough tests this summer.’
‘But don’t you want to know what you can do? How far you can fly?’
‘I hadn’t thought about it.’
‘Yes you have. That’s why you wanted me to come here, so you can talk about it.’
‘OK, maybe a bit,’ Tam conceded. ‘What about you?’
Abigail hesitated. ‘W-what about me?’
‘Why did you come here?’
‘Because you needed me.’ Her voice faltered, then she added, ‘And I needed to come here as well.’
‘Things OK?’
‘They’ve been worse.’
Tam waited, wondering if Abigail might say more. Above, a bird called out, and from further in the wood another responded.
‘Me and Mum,’ Abigail continued in a reverent tone, ‘we’ve moved out.’
‘Wow, really?’
Abigail nodded. ‘Dad had one of his red mist moments. It all got a bit messy. The police came.’
‘You must have been so scared!’
Abigail tried to dismiss Tam’s suggestion with a wave of her arm but the damage was clear to see. ‘We’re staying at my aunt’s place for now. It’s pretty good.’
‘Jesus. Is your mum OK?’
‘She will be.’ Abigail smiled with relief, as if a burden had been lifted from her shoulders.
Something moved in the thick bushes, shaking the leaves, and Tam wondered if it was her fox again.
‘So,’ Abigail said, sitting up. ‘We should test you. See what you’re really capable of.’
‘I don’t need testing,’ Tam moaned. ‘Can’t we just, you know, enjoy it?’
‘We can do both.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes.’
Tam watched the bushes for movement. Whatever had been there was gone now. ‘OK,’ she said lazily. ‘But not today. Today’s too nice.’
‘Tomorrow, then?’
‘Tomorrow,’ Tam agreed. She closed her eyes again, letting the sounds of the wood cleanse her.




NINETEEN

As Tam left the wood she felt a sense of contentment she hadn’t felt in ages. She knew her problems were waiting for her just up the road but she had the strength to face them now. Was it the wood? No, she concluded; it was more than that. It was her growing friendship with Abigail that was the key, unlocking her confidence, allowing her to be who she really was.
She smiled to herself, lost in her thoughts, as she ambled along the track and joined the cement and tarmac of the estate.
‘Hey,’ a voice called to her.
Tam looked up and her stomach tensed. Ahead was James Pinchin with two of his friends. Tam stopped, tempted to turn round and avoid him. But there was nowhere to go.
‘What’re you up to?’ James asked, his puzzling smirk fixed in place.
‘Going home,’ Tam said as she tried to push past him. She felt James’s hand grab at her arm, stopping her.
‘No rush,’ he laughed. His friends sneered and chuckled.
‘Get off me,’ Tam said, her voice full of steel.
James pulled her closer. ‘What’s the matter, Tam, you don’t want to have some fun?’
She thought about pushing him away, of calling for help, of joking her way out of this, of playing along just long enough to get away. But then Tam thought of Abigail, about what she’d said. She wouldn’t give James power, not any more.
‘James,’ Tam began, making sure his friends could hear her as well, ‘either take your hand off me right now or I’ll post that little picture of you in the group chat. You want the whole year group to see your little private photo?’
The smirk fell from James’s face.
‘You . . . you wouldn’t do that? You can’t do that.’
‘Can’t I?’ Tam grinned.
James’s eyes darted quickly between Tam and his two friends and, after a moment’s hesitation, his hand opened.
Tam turned to leave, then stopped and moved closer to James, whispering so only he could hear. ‘And if you say anything else about me, if you tell any more lies to your friends, or online – anything – I’ll post that picture everywhere I can. I think I’m still friends with your mum on Facebook. Do you understand?’
James nodded, his face ashen.
‘Good,’ Tam said. ‘I’m not giving you power any more.’
She smiled, slapped his cheek twice, then turned towards home, her heart pounding in her chest. She half expected James to shout something, or to come running after her, but he did neither. When she finally felt brave enough to glance over her shoulder there was no sign of him or his friends.




TWENTY

‘But I promised Tam I’d meet her,’ Abigail pleaded, feeling like she was a little kid again.
Her mum didn’t look at her. ‘Well, you shouldn’t have promised. I told you about today.’
‘No you didn’t!’
‘I did. You just don’t listen. That’s not my fault.’ Her mum’s voice was measured and even, but Abigail heard the temper bubbling just beneath her words. ‘I told you about it when it was booked and I mentioned it again yesterday. What do I have to do? Tattoo it on your arm?’
Abigail started to protest, then remembered it was pointless. Her mum wouldn’t budge. If Abigail argued with her she’d just explode and they’d get nowhere. She sighed with exasperation as she pulled out her phone and texted Tam.
‘How long will we be?’ Abigail asked.
‘Appointment’s an hour. I thought we could get some lunch in town after, just the two of us. Some girly time.’
‘God, don’t call it girly time, Mum.’
‘What should I call it then?’
‘Nothing. Will we be back by one?’
Her mum pulled on her jacket, searching in the hall for her car keys. ‘More likely two. Why?’
‘Rearranging with Tam,’ Abigail said, finishing her text.
‘You’ve got all summer,’ her mum sighed. ‘Do you really need to see her today?’
‘Yes.’
‘Have you seen my keys?’ Abigail’s mum asked, checking her pockets for the third time.
Abigail didn’t reply, her attention on her phone, waiting for Tam to respond.
‘Who put the keys in the fruit bowl?’ Abigail’s mum said to no one as she marched towards the door. ‘Come on, Abby, we’re going to be late.’
Abigail cringed. She hated being called Abby. She’d told her mum not to but she still did it. Like she was still five. She dragged herself towards the door and outside to the car.
It was warm already, the sun shining brightly. She could almost pretend she was on holiday, staying here at her aunt’s house for a week or two. She still half expected to go home again any day now, back to the tension and the shouting and the beatings and the apologies. It didn’t feel permanent. Would it ever?
◆◆◆
 
‘Shit, I’m in the wrong lane,’ Abigail’s mum muttered, grimacing as she steered the car into the car park under the NO ENTRY sign, ignoring the pipping horn of another car leaving.
They shared relieved laughter as her mum parked the car.
‘OK,’ Abigail’s mum said as she turned the engine off. It was as if she was mentally steeling herself for the appointment. ‘OK,’ she repeated, turning to Abigail, smiling as she removed her sunglasses. ‘Shall we go in?’
◆◆◆
 
‘What happened this morning?’ Tam asked as she approached Abigail in the wood. It was mid-afternoon and the trees had trapped the heat under its canopy, making the wood airless and stifling.
Abigail grinned, pleased to see her. ‘Mum happened.’
‘She grounded you?’
‘No, nothing like that.’ Abigail paused, feeling stupid. ‘We had a counselling session, me and Mum.’
‘Oh,’ Tam said, sounding surprised.
‘I know, right?’ Abigail smiled awkwardly.
‘How was it?’
‘Not as bad as I expected it to be. Mum cried a lot, but we talked about stuff we never talk about, so I suppose it was actually pretty good.’
Abigail seemed different today, taller, calmer. ‘You look . . .’ Tam couldn’t find the right word.
‘Happy?’ Abigail offered.
Tam laughed. ‘Yeah, I suppose that must be it.’
‘I am, I think.’
‘Good,’ Tam said, smiling. ‘Oh, guess who I saw yesterday after we left.’
‘Who? Becca?’
‘James Pinchin.’ Tam grinned.
‘Oh God, you’re back with him, aren’t you?’ Abigail groaned, sensing Tam’s excitement.
Tam tutted, her enthusiasm tempered. ‘No!’
‘So what happened?’
‘I told him. I didn’t give him power.’
‘Really?’
Tam nodded quickly. ‘You should have seen his face.’
‘I wish I had. What did you say to him?’
‘I might have threatened to send that picture to his mum.’ Tam burst out laughing.
Shocked, Abigail replied, ‘You didn’t?’
‘I did.’
Abigail laughed along with her. ‘But you wouldn’t, would you?’
‘I deleted it after I showed it to you.’ Tam grinned. ‘But his face! I wish you’d been there.’
The two girls laughed once more, wallowing in the moment.
‘We should celebrate,’ Tam said, producing a small bottle from her pocket. She unscrewed the lid, took a mouthful of the clear liquid and offered it to Abigail.
‘What’s that?’ she asked tentatively, feeling immediately uncomfortable.
‘Gin,’ Tam replied, her face wincing as she swallowed. ‘Dad’s gin. He won’t notice it’s gone.’
Abigail stared at the outstretched bottle. ‘No thanks,’ she said eventually. That little bottle represented so much more to her than Tam could ever know. It was the source of so much pain. That liquid seeped into the cracks in her parents’ relationship and forced them wider apart.
Tam took another mouthful. ‘Come on, it’s just one drink.’
‘No.’
Tam wiped her lips as she watched her. ‘What’s wrong?’
‘Nothing’s wrong.’
Tam waited.
Abigail tensed, not wanting to say any more. She looked up at the trees, breathing in time with their swaying branches. No bullshit here, she remembered. She sighed as she looked back to Tam and said, ‘Mum drinks. Dad drinks. I don’t want to. OK?’
‘Yeah, course it’s OK.’ Tam put the lid back on the bottle and put it away.
Relieved, Abigail smiled at Tam, trying to fix the odd mood that had settled over the wood. ‘All right,’ she said eventually, ‘what shall we do today?’
‘You tell me. You’re the one who wanted to test me.’
‘Right!’ Abigail turned to her bag on the floor, rummaging inside it to find her notebook. She pulled it out and held up her pencil. ‘How far have you flown?’
Tam shifted her weight, looking uncomfortable. ‘I dunno. Not far.’
‘Have you ever tried flying outside the wood?’
‘No.’
‘Why not?’
Tam sat on the floor, thinking as she pulled blades of grass out of the earth. ‘It just doesn’t feel right. I don’t think I could.’
‘We can try that later,’ Abigail said, making a note at the side of the page. She sat down in front of Tam. ‘How fast do you think you can fly?’
‘How should I know?’
‘How high do you think you can fly?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘How long do you think you can fly for?’
Tam sighed impatiently. ‘Abigail, I don’t know.’
Abigail looked up from her notepad. ‘Can you lift me?’
‘Not this again.’ A grin grew over Tam’s face. ‘That’s what this is about, isn’t it?’
‘What?’
‘You want me to take you flying.’
‘No, I’m just testing you,’ Abigail said defensively, but she was already starting to laugh. ‘OK, yeah, I do.’
Tam shook her head.
‘Oh, come on! The least you can do is try,’ Abigail pleaded.
‘I told you, I’m not a superhero.’
‘I know, but I reckon you can carry me.’
‘We’ve been over this. No!’
Abigail put down her notepad and inched closer. ‘Please. Just try.’ She was grinning from ear to ear, her eyebrows lifted in anticipation.
Tam’s stern face began to break into laughter. ‘You’re dangerous, you know that?’
‘I know,’ Abigail laughed. ‘Let’s just give it a go, OK?’
Tam sighed, looking defeated. ‘OK . . .’
Abigail cheered, jumping up and dancing in a circle.
‘. . . but I’m telling you it won’t work.’
‘All I’m asking is for you to try,’ Abigail replied.
Tam stood up, brushing her jeans down. ‘Let’s just get this over with.’
‘Right.’ Abigail approached her, raising her arms, suddenly feeling uncomfortable. She stood in front of Tam, uncertain how this was going to work.
‘It’s your idea,’ Tam said, ‘so you figure it out.’
Abigail inhaled, putting aside her embarrassment and stood next to Tam, their bodies touching. She wrapped her arms round her neck. She could feel the intimate heat of the other girl, smell Tam’s perfume. Every part of her wanted to pull herself back, to put some space between them, but then Tam wrapped her arms round Abigail’s back.
‘What about your legs?’ Tam asked.
Abigail looked down. ‘I . . . I don’t know. I could stand on your feet, maybe.’
‘No, you don’t,’ Tam replied quickly. ‘You’re gonna fall off, you know that, don’t you?’
‘I’ll be fine,’ Abigail said, her stomach trembling. She looked at Tam and grinned. ‘Up, up and away.’
‘Shut up,’ Tam said, laughing. She closed her eyes, turning her head away from Abigail.
‘If anyone saw us now . . .’ Abigail whispered with a nervous giggle.
‘Don’t make it weirder than it already is,’ Tam hissed. She took a deep breath, blowing out slowly.
Abigail felt her body tense, her arms gripping tighter around her. ‘Is it happening?’
‘Shut up.’
Tam lifted up, just a tiny amount, pulling at Abigail’s body.
‘I can feel it,’ Tam said, excited. ‘I’m flying, I’m flying!’
Abigail began to grin, feeling her arms lifting up.
‘We’re flying!’ Tam cried, lifting her head to the sky. ‘I’m a superhero!’
Abigail looked about her, then down at the ground, and saw Tam’s feet, on tiptoes but still anchored to the ground.
Tam burst out laughing. She let go and fell into the soft grass.
Abigail frowned, folding her arms. ‘Did you even try?’
‘No, of course not! I told you I can’t carry you and I’m not going to risk hurting you.’
Abigail felt herself blush; Tam cared about her. The realization brought laughter to her cheeks. ‘You’re such an arsehole.’
‘I know,’ Tam grinned.
Abigail sat down next to her, leaning back and letting the sun touch her face. She was still smiling, she realized. Their laughter subsided and they settled into a comfortable silence, soaking in the beauty of the wood.
Abigail turned to look at Tam. Her eyes were closed. Her face was relaxed and untroubled.
‘Thank you,’ Abigail murmured.
Tam opened her eyes and turned to face her. ‘What?’
‘Thanks for coming here . . . for not pushing me to drink . . . for letting me share this.’
Tam smiled self-consciously, then pushed Abigail’s shoulder. ‘Shut up.’
‘I mean it.’
‘I know you do.’ She broke Abigail’s gaze, looking back up at the sky.
‘Have you told Becca?’ Abigail asked hesitantly.
‘Told her what?’
‘That you can fly.’
Tam burst out laughing. ‘Of course not. If you want something to be kept secret, you don’t tell Becca about it.’
‘You don’t trust her?’
Tam thought for a moment. ‘It’s not that I don’t trust her, but she just can’t help telling other people things. If she knew something about me she’d have to share it. She can’t help it, not really.’
‘Have you told her about your dad?’
Tam sat up, her back to Abigail. ‘No. It’s . . . private.’ Her head tilted so she could look over her shoulder. ‘I haven’t told anyone else, OK?’
Abigail nodded. ‘OK.’
Tam turned away again, cutting herself off.
Above them the sky became grey as clouds drifted over the sun.
‘How is he?’ Abigail ventured, feeling like she was pushing her luck.
‘Not great.’
A drop of water splashed into the dry soil next to Abigail, stealing her attention for a moment. ‘If there’s anything I can—’
‘There isn’t,’ Tam said abruptly. Another drop of water hit her hand. Soon the earth was dotted with tiny darker islands of moisture. ‘We should go,’ she said, standing up.
Abigail watched as she began to walk away. ‘But the experiments . . . We’ve barely started.’
Tam stopped. Her face betrayed her worries. ‘I’m tired.’
The rain became heavier, a summer torrent that fed the soil and made the leaves glisten as if they were made of painted glass. Smells erupted onto Abigail’s senses as the rain cooled her.
‘Are you staying?’ Tam asked, a sad smile on her face.
‘No, I’ll go home.’
They said no more and, with a brief glance at each other, the two girls ran in opposite directions, towards their homes, towards shelter from the elements.




TWENTY-ONE

Tam stared at the full moon, taking in its detail for the first time. She had never stopped to look at it before; it was just a thing up there in the sky. Now, as her eyes became accustomed to the blue midnight, she realized how beautiful it was, like a stone jewel hanging above her back garden.
Oh God! She was one of those people now. Someone who stops to admire the moon! Next she’d be calling people over to point out the untouchable joy of its pitted surface. She laughed to herself, shaking her head as she thought about the change that had come over her since that first day in the wood. Back then, Tam’s view of the world had been small, focused only on herself and those in her immediate circle. The rest of the world hadn’t mattered. But now it was as if she was seeing everything for the first time, in high-definition detail. There was more to life than the confines of this stupid little town. There was a whole world to explore.
The faraway chime of breaking glass startled her. Drunken laughter followed it; the last few revellers were making their way home from the pub.
She waited until the night settled into stillness once more, then she looked back to the moon. She relaxed her shoulders, letting the tension fall from her body as she willed herself into the air.
Her bare feet stayed on the ground, the blades of grass tickling between her toes.
She tried again, thinking of escape, of leaving her problems behind, of the freedom she found in the clouds.
Nothing. The addictive sensation she had felt in the wood was absent here.
‘Shit,’ Tam whispered.
The dark cut-out shape of a cat arched its back as it watched her from the top of the wall.
Tam tensed too, the hairs on her neck tingling. She bared her teeth at the cat and hissed. The animal leaped over the wall and disappeared into the next garden without a sound.
Tam laughed quietly to herself. She waited a moment, listening to the empty night, wondering if it was worth trying one more time. But she already knew the truth – she’d known it all along: she could only fly from the wood.
She took in the view of the moon for one last time before she walked towards the house. As she returned to bed, she texted Abigail with the news.




TWENTY-TWO

When Tam arrived at the bridge Abigail was already there waiting for her.
‘So, it’s here or nowhere?’ Abigail shouted to her as she approached.
‘No hello?’
‘Hello,’ Abigail said with a sarcastic smile. ‘You tried it in your garden?’
‘Yeah. I can only fly in the wood,’ Tam said, realizing the notion saddened her.
‘Interesting.’
‘Is it?’
Abigail thought for a moment. ‘Well, I guess so, yeah. I wonder what’s special about here? Why can you only fly in the wood?’
Tam looked about the towers of bark. The air was damp, cool and overcast. Yesterday’s downpour had killed the overbearing heat and already the wood looked greener, its leaves glittering with the lingering dew. Yet it was more than just a wood. This place was special.
‘Did you bring everything?’ Abigail asked as she closed the gap between them. She was grinning, excited to see Tam, and Tam realized she felt the same. Her stomach tingled with anticipation.
‘Most of it,’ she said, remembering the extensive list Abigail had sent her. ‘Do we really need it all?’
‘I dunno,’ Abigail replied. ‘That’s why I wanted you to bring it. Today’s an experiment.’
Tam stepped onto the old bridge and dropped the rucksack from her shoulder, glad to be free of it. Abigail sat down on a bag of her own.
‘What’s in there?’ Tam asked.
‘Just some stuff off the list, in case you didn’t bring everything. Mum saw me packing it – she thought I was leaving.’ Abigail laughed. ‘She wouldn’t stop asking me about it.’
‘What did you tell her?’
‘That I was leaving,’ Abigail said, still smiling.
‘Are you serious?’ Tam checked.
Abigail shrugged the question aside. ‘Did you bring goggles? I couldn’t find any.’
Tam opened up her bag and pulled out some of the contents until she found her swimming goggles. She held them up for Abigail to see.
‘Great. Coat? Hat? Gloves?’
‘Yeah, got all of those here.’
‘Rope?’
Tam shook her head. ‘I thought you were joking.’
‘We’ll use it to measure your height.’ Abigail opened up her bag and took out a rolled-up length of white rope, black tape strapped to it at intervals. ‘I’ve marked it every metre.’
Tam laughed. ‘You’ve thought this out, haven’t you?’
‘Of course. Haven’t you?’
‘Not really.’
Abigail found a small blue notebook and pen. ‘Experiment number one,’ she said as she wrote.
‘Oh, we’re doing this straightaway?’
‘Why not? I’m not wasting another day,’ Abigail said. ‘Let’s start with the coat.’
Tam obeyed, pulling on her winter coat. ‘It’s too hot.’
‘Too hot at ground level.’ Abigail pulled the rope round Tam’s waist, tying it in place. ‘The air cools higher up. I don’t think you’ll need the goggles for this one but you should take the gloves.’ She picked up the clothing and offered the gloves to Tam.
‘This feels stupid,’ Tam said, looking at them.
‘Well, yeah, it is stupid,’ Abigail laughed. ‘We’re testing how you can fly. It’s totally stupid.’
Tam grinned nervously and took the gloves.
‘How do you feel?’ Abigail asked. ‘And don’t say hot.’
‘I feel OK, I suppose. I haven’t flown for a few weeks and I’m a bit nervous after last time . . .’
‘Understandable.’ Abigail began to write in her book.
‘You’re putting that down?’
‘It’s important. How you feel could affect how you fly. Ready?’
‘For what?’
‘To fly.’
Tam shook her head. ‘Give me a minute.’
‘OK. I’ve got the rope. If you can just lift off slowly and go straight up. I want to see how high you can go.’
‘How long is your rope?’
‘Thirty metres.’
Tam tried to picture the length. ‘How long is that?’
‘How long’s a piece of string?’ Abigail grinned. ‘The school swimming pool is twenty metres.’
Tam visualized it in her head. ‘Not so far.’
‘It’s pretty high. Thirty metres is like eight . . . ten floors up.’
‘What? Really?’
Abigail nodded as she wrote in her book.
Tam’s nerves rattled. Thinking about how high she might go sent a shiver of vertigo down her spine. ‘I don’t think I want to—’
‘Relax, you’ll be fine.’
Tam felt sweat form on her brow. ‘No, it’s too high.’
‘I’ll shout out the height. Just go up as far as you like, OK? Then come back down.’ Abigail’s voice was laid back, as if this was a perfectly normal thing to do.
Tam nodded quickly, closing her eyes and blowing out of her mouth. She tried to focus her thoughts, willing herself into the air. After a moment she opened her eyes again.
‘Nothing?’ Abigail enquired.
‘Not yet.’ Doubts began to creep into Tam’s mind. Maybe her failure last night in the garden had nothing to do with where she was. Perhaps it didn’t matter that she was in the wood now. Maybe she couldn’t fly any more.
Abigail sat cross-legged on the far side of the bridge, hardly looking up as she began to sketch in her notebook. ‘Just take your time. Do whatever it was you did last time.’ She pulled out an apple from her bag and began to chew noisily on it.
Tam felt her frustration grow. ‘It’s not that easy.’
‘Why not?’
‘It just isn’t.’
Abigail shrugged, her lips slapping. ‘Don’t see why not,’ she muttered.
‘For God’s sake, it’s not like I’m going for a run! It’s flying!’
‘So fly,’ Abigail shouted, spitting apple. ‘Fly!’
Tam’s face reddened, her hands forming fists. She wanted to leave here, to get away, to stop feeling trapped and stupid.
‘That’s it,’ Abigail laughed. ‘Keep doing that.’
Tam looked down; she was hovering just above the earth, no more than a few centimetres.
‘Higher!’ Abigail ordered.
Tam began to ascend. Abigail ran over the bridge and grabbed the rope, feeding it out as Tam drifted up into the air.
‘Three metres,’ Abigail said excitedly. ‘How do you feel?’
‘Quiet! I’m concentrating.’
‘Four metres.’
‘I said quiet!’
Slowly Tam felt her tension turn to joy as the adrenalin rush hit her. Her fears and doubts were left behind on the ground. She was flying and it felt amazing.
‘Six metres,’ Abigail whispered.
‘Can still hear you,’ Tam replied, but it didn’t seem to matter as much now. She reached out and touched one of the branches as she drifted past it, setting droplets of water free.
‘Eight metres.’
The tree canopy thinned out, the gaps between the branches widened. The morning light found her and a welcome breeze danced through the treetops. To her left a bird fluttered, squawking as she passed its nest.
‘I can see eggs,’ she called down to Abigail.
‘What?’
‘Doesn’t matter.’
Abigail shouted, ‘How’s it feel?’
I feel free, Tam wanted to say. Instead she turned her face to the sun and rose above the treetops. Her last flight had taken her much higher, but this time she was more controlled, more considered. She had time to take it all in, time to enjoy it. But time brought fear as well. There was no logic to her flying. She hated thinking about it too much; it just sent butterflies of dread scratching at her stomach.
‘It’s fine,’ she whispered to herself. ‘You’re OK.’ She looked down at the dot of Abigail. ‘How high?’
‘Fourteen metres,’ she cried. ‘You feel OK?’
‘I’m still too hot,’ she replied. Her body was tense, every muscle focused on her flight, and the familiar ache and fatigue began to creep in. ‘I’m coming down,’ she said.
Abigail waved her arm. ‘Go higher.’ Her enthusiasm was infectious.
Tam pulled off the gloves, letting them drop towards Abigail. She looked up again and willed herself skywards. The view was spectacular. The houses of the town were sharp rectangles of light and shade, their windows glinting spots of white at her. Her thoughts slowed. Everything seemed possible – there was nothing to hold her back, just a thin piece of rope between her and heaven.
The wood was far below her. Abigail continued to shout up to her but her voice was distant, lost amongst the birds and the far-off heartbeat of the town.
‘. . . out of rope!’ A barely audible fragment of a sentence found Tam’s ears, half-buried in the breeze. She looked down; the rope was swinging freely below her. She was above thirty metres already.
Tam laughed to herself, stretching her arms out to either side of her, embracing the moment, her fear forgotten.
‘I can fly,’ she said to herself, then again, ‘I can fly.’ Louder this time. ‘I’m flying!’ Tam shouted. ‘I’m really bloody well flying!’
She heard the distant sound of Abigail’s laughter from far below, and she joined her, laughing at the stupid, illogical brilliance of it all.
Her amusement subsided as something caught her eye at the edge of the wood: two dots of yellow were moving along the path, two men in high-vis vests and hard hats. The men stopped as one of them pointed up in her direction. Tam gasped, and she began to fall down towards the treetops.
‘Slow down, slow down,’ she huffed.
She fell into the trees, the branches snapping as she passed them.
As Abigail came into view, Tam managed to ease her descent, slowing to a safe speed. ‘There’s men at the edge of the wood!’ she shouted down to Abigail. ‘I think they saw me. I think they’re coming.’
‘Shit!’ Abigail said as she reeled in the line.
Tam landed firmly, undoing the rope and pulling off her coat.
They worked quickly without speaking, stuffing the clothes and rope into their bags, stashing everything away before they retreated into the undergrowth.
‘Can you see anything?’ Tam whispered as she crouched behind Abigail.
‘Nothing. You’re sure they were coming?’
Before Tam could answer the sound of men’s voices came to their ears. Then, through the green of the wood, the vivid yellow of their jackets appeared.
‘. . . be kids dickin’ about,’ the first man said. He was broad-shouldered, thick with muscle under fat. His skin was ruddy, bronzed from the sun. He removed his hard hat, rubbing sweat from his bald head. ‘You sure you saw something?’
‘You saw it too,’ the second man replied. He was thinner, sinew and bone, and younger than the first man.
‘I don’t know what I saw. Need to get my eyes checked.’
‘Well, you heard the shouting, didn’t you?’
Tam grimaced, cursing her stupidity.
The larger man shrugged, wiping his face with his broad palms. ‘Just kids is all. Bet they’ve got one of them drones. C’mon, we’ve got work to do.’
‘Need to make sure the site’s safe, Bob.’
‘Bloody health and safety!’ the larger man sighed. He put his hands to his mouth and screamed, ‘If you’re still here you’d better bugger off sharpish! All right?’
‘Brilliant.’ The thinner man shook his head. ‘Nice bit of consultation with the public.’
‘That’s what the signs are for. Not my fault if people don’t read the signs. Just kids is all,’ Bob repeated, turning back along the path.
The thinner man hesitated, looking into the dense wall of branches and leaves.
Bob stopped and turned back to face him. ‘You coming or not?’
The thinner man scanned the space for the last time then, with a defeated shrug, he turned to join his companion. The two men disappeared along the path leaving Tam and Abigail holding their breath.
As the wood returned to normal Abigail let out a shallow sigh. ‘What’s that all about?’




TWENTY-THREE

Tam and Abigail waited in the bushes until they were certain the two men had gone.
‘We should go,’ Tam muttered.
Abigail stared at her. ‘Where?’
‘Home. Away from here.’
‘Why?’
‘Christ, you ask some stupid questions. They saw me, up in the air, flying.’
‘They think they saw a drone, or maybe a balloon, that’s all. And even if they did see you, so what?’
‘So what?’ Tam’s eyes widened, glaring at Abigail. ‘So what?’ she repeated as she stood up and walked back towards the path out of the wood.
‘Tam, where’re you going?’
‘Home.’
‘What about the experiments?’
Tam stopped and whirled round to face Abigail. ‘They saw me, Abigail. They saw me up there, floating at the end of your bloody rope. This is stupid – it’s a waste of time.’
‘But you can fly,’ Abigail replied meekly.
‘So what?’ Tam’s anger made Abigail jump. ‘So what if I can fly?’
She turned and walked away. Almost immediately she heard Abigail following her. ‘We shouldn’t just stop . . . just cos of one person.’
‘Two people, not one. And there’ll be more.’
‘OK, maybe we should come at night. We can test—’
‘No more tests! No more experiments. No more flying, OK? It’s a bad idea.’
Abigail said nothing, padding behind her. Tam could hear her breathing, sense her thinking, trying to come up with something that might convince her to change her mind. Then, ahead, she saw movement at the edge of the wood and she slowed down.
Abigail bumped into her, peering over her shoulder. ‘Is it those two?’
Tam could see their bright vests. They were talking and laughing with other men. She couldn’t make out what they were saying but she saw the thinner man pointing up into the sky. The other men laughed, taunting him as they packed tools and equipment in a van. After a moment the men got into the vehicle. It roared into life and sped away. The rumble of the van subsided and Tam continued along the path.
‘See, they’ve gone,’ Abigail said with a relieved chuckle.
‘So?’
Abigail didn’t respond.
As they walked up the gentle slope that led out of the wood something caught Tam’s eye. Pinned to a tree was a sheet of paper inside a plastic sleeve. She focused on the words, aware that Abigail had joined her there.
‘Do you understand any of that?’ she asked, gesturing to the official-looking document.
‘They’re building here,’ Abigail said, her voice low.
‘On the wood?’
‘That’s what it says. A new housing development. Forty eight new homes.’
‘They’re knocking down the wood?’
‘Cutting it down,’ Abigail corrected. ‘Most of it, yeah.’
‘That’s bullshit!’ Tam fumed.
Abigail began to pace up and down. ‘I know. What do we do?’
Tam turned away from the sign and stared at her. ‘Do? What do you mean?’
‘We have to fight it. We can’t let them build here.’
‘I don’t think we can stop them.’
‘But . . .’ Frustrated, Abigail grimaced. ‘But we can’t let them. This is our place; this is where I come to—’ She shook her head quickly. ‘They can’t cut it down.’
‘It’s happening,’ Tam said without emotion.
Abigail stared at her. ‘Don’t you care?’
Tam looked down, not wanting to reply.
‘Doesn’t it bother you that this place might be gone soon?’
Tam suppressed her rage, pushing her feelings of frustration deep inside her. Of course it bothered her. ‘It’s just a wood.’
‘Just a wood? Are you kidding me?’ Abigail’s emotion took Tam by surprise. ‘This place is special,’ she continued. ‘You of all people must know that. This is where you fly! It’s only here.’
‘The wood doesn’t make me fly,’ Tam replied quietly.
‘Don’t be stupid. Of course it does. You know it does. It’s special, we’ve both felt it.’ Abigail’s voice became louder. ‘Have you ever flown anywhere else? Have you?’
Tam had never seen her like this before, so full of anger. She turned away from Abigail, her own fury bubbling up and threatening to consume her.
Abigail stepped in her way, tears in her eyes. ‘This is where it’s happened! Not at home, not at school. Here, in the wood. Do you want all that to go away?’
‘Of course I don’t!’ Tam exploded. ‘But what can I do? What can you do? They’re gonna do it no matter what we say.’ She began to march away. ‘That’s what they do. Nothing we can do to stop it.’
‘So that’s it?’ Abigail cried after her. ‘You’re just gonna give up? Walk away?’
Tam didn’t look back. Her walk became faster, breaking into a run.
‘When are you gonna stand up for yourself, Tam? When? When are you going to stand up for something you believe in?’ Abigail’s voice called after her, but Tam refused to turn back.




TWENTY-FOUR

Abigail marched home, cursing Tam with every step. Already she was making plans in her head. If Tam wasn’t willing to fight this thing then Abigail would just have to do it herself. She’d find out who was going to build on the wood and speak to the council and fight it all the way. They couldn’t destroy her wood.
She pulled out her phone and began to make some notes, jotting down each new idea as it came to her, her anger fuelling her creativity. She’d use social media and speak to the local paper. What was it called? The Herald. She’d make a banner and hold it up at the entrance to the wood. She’d create a petition, lobby the council, get local businesses on her side. She’d contact conservationists, get them to support her and—
Abigail tripped and fell onto the path, scuffing the palm of her hand. Cursing, she pulled herself up, brushing the knees of her jeans clean. Then she stood and screamed, letting her rage free until her throat hurt. Birds scattered from the treetops, circling overhead.
She felt better after that and continued along the path towards home, planning more ideas about how to save the wood. She could speak to the local radio, and maybe even the TV. Were there any rare animals living in the wood? She should really write this down. She reached for her phone.
Abigail stopped, thinking. Where was it? With a growing sense of dread she turned back along the track and retraced her steps to the spot where she’d tripped.
But the path was clear. Her phone was nowhere to be seen. She checked under the low foliage on either side of the track, stinging her hands on nettles, but her phone wasn’t there. She sat on the earth, thinking. She heard the gentle trickle of the stream and her heart sank.
The little line of water ran by the edge of the path, barely a metre wide here, shallow, slow and crystal clear. Its surface danced with sunlight, and just beneath was the dark rectangle of her phone.




TWENTY-FIVE

She had the dream again.
The sheets were damp with sweat, the air clammy and thick. Tam took a moment to slow her breathing then opened her eyes, throwing the quilt off her.
It was bright outside, the edges of her curtains bleeding yellow sunshine into the room. A cooling breeze from an open window pushed the material back and forth, bringing with it the distant sound of children’s play.
She reached out and found her phone, its screen hurting her eyes. It was after nine already. A pang of guilt at the wasted morning tried to take hold but she quickly dismissed it. After all, there wasn’t much to get up for.
There was a missed call and three text messages from Becca. She quickly replied: a brief note promising to call her later. Even as she hit send she knew she wouldn’t.
Tam dropped the phone onto the bed and rubbed her eyes, her fingers sensing the crusty remains of tears coating her skin. She looked a mess, she was certain. After last night it didn’t seem to matter.
Last night had been a blur of phone calls, of rushed conversations with Mum while she drove too quickly, of difficult hours in the hospital.
Dad was ill. Really ill. They had rushed him to hospital and, after hours of tests and drugs, they had managed to stabilize him. Tam had had no choice but to see him there, crucified on an altar of wires and pipes and fluid bags. It had turned her stomach, to see her giant immortal dad reduced to half a man, a bed-ridden carcass fed by beeping machines.
Mum said he was lucky. He didn’t appear to be very lucky, lying there with his heavy eyes trying to reassure her. This was lucky? This was hell.
Tam did her best to wipe the memory from her mind. She thought of TV shows and food, even the wood. None of it worked. The images from last night were bleached into her head, permanent and immovable.
Hunger pulled at her stomach and she mustered the strength to get up. Then she heard movement downstairs and she decided to stay put, pulling the quilt back over her.
She wanted to call out, to know how Dad was now. Had he improved overnight? But what if he was worse? What if he was dead? She didn’t dare ask. She didn’t want to know.
The stairs creaked. Small feet. Mum.
‘Are you awake?’ Mum asked quietly from the door.
Tam opened her eyes. ‘Yeah,’ she said icily, terrified of the next few moments.
Mum sat on the edge of the bed, resting a hand on her shoulder under the quilt. Tam sighed and turned over, facing the window so Mum couldn’t see her.
‘How are you?’ Mum asked.
Tam said nothing, pulling the quilt tighter round her neck.
‘Last night was a bit . . .’ Mum faltered. ‘Look, I’m sorry, OK? I didn’t mean to shout at you – it’s just hard, you know?’
‘I know!’ Tam said, not meaning for it to sound as clipped as it did.
Mum took a breath. ‘I called the hospital this morning. Your dad’s slept well overnight. He’s still being monitored but at least he’s resting. They’re waiting for a doctor to see him later.’
Relief overwhelmed Tam. She tensed her stomach muscles, fighting the tears that were desperate to be out. She focused on the shifting patterns on the curtains, trying not to think of anything else. She’d had them for years. She used to love the repeating yellow flower print; now it just looked tired and old-fashioned. Dad kept promising to redecorate, to replace them with something more ‘grown up’ but he never got round to it. He was either too busy or he couldn’t afford it. And now he was ill.
Dad. Every thought, every memory led back to him eventually. There was no getting away from him.
‘Tam, are you listening to me?’ Mum asked, her voice still soft.
‘Yes.’
‘I’m going to see him soon. You want to come?’
Tam shook her head, not daring to look round at her.
‘Look, I really think you should come. It won’t be as bad as it was last night, really. He’d love to see you and—’
‘No.’ Tam was adamant.
Mum’s voice rose up in response. ‘Why not?’
‘Because I don’t want to.’
‘But he’s your dad and he needs you. Christ, Tam, I need you too.’ Mum’s voice broke into sobs.
Tam sat up and turned to look at her. Don’t you bloody crumble! One of them had to be strong. Tam wished it didn’t have to be her. ‘Mum . . .’
Mum leaned in. It was no good, Tam couldn’t help it; she wasn’t strong enough either. They took hold of each other in a tight embrace, neither wanting to let go, and Tam joined in her mother’s emotion.
‘I’m sorry,’ Mum said as she pulled away. ‘I’m not supposed to cry.’
Tam wiped her mum’s face with her hand. ‘Why not? You can cry, Mum. It’s OK.’
Mum shook her head, half laughing in her embarrassment. ‘I’m supposed to be looking after you, not the other way round.’
‘I suppose we’re looking after each other now.’
‘Fair enough.’ Mum pulled away from her, trying to compose herself. She took a deep breath and smiled. Her face looked tired and old today but her eyes were lost, like a little girl’s. ‘I’m going in the next hour . . .’ she said, almost in a whisper. ‘If you want to come, that’s fine. If not . . . well, there’s always tomorrow.’
‘Mum, I want to . . .’ Tam pictured her dad in hospital, connected to tubes and machines, and she felt physically sick. ‘I just can’t, not today. But tell him I said hi.’ She shook her head, angry with herself. ‘Tell him I love him.’
Mum nodded, standing to leave. ‘Breakfast?’
‘I’ll sort something out later, thanks.’
‘I’ve got washing on the line. Keep an eye on it, will you? The forecast is for rain later.’
Tam nodded, watching Mum pause at the door, as if she was about to say something else. Mum smiled, tight-lipped, but the rest of her face looked afraid; then she left Tam alone.
Guilt-ridden, Tam pulled the quilt over her head, keeping still until she heard Mum leave.
The house was empty without her, silent and sinister, even in the glare of sunshine. Tam got up and showered. She stood under the pelting water for almost half an hour, still caught by the sharp fragments of her dream and the images from the hospital. She thought of Abigail, of what she’d said at the edge of the wood, about being afraid.
Abigail was right. I give up, she told herself. I always give up.
She dressed and found herself in the kitchen. Routinely she foraged in the fridge, finding some left-over chicken to eat. She stood by the window, looking out at their tiny garden with its rusted swing, a forgotten fossil from a distant childhood.
Her phone vibrated in her jeans pocket, making her jump. It was Becca again, wanting to FaceTime.
Tam let it connect.
‘You been out of the country?’ Becca said immediately, even before her face appeared.
‘Hi, Becca,’ Tam said, forcing a smile. ‘What are you doing?’
‘Dunno, there’s nothing to do, is there?’ As she spoke Becca moved around inside her home, the image struggling to keep up with her. ‘And I’m totally skint. Mum refuses to give me money unless I do all these jobs she keeps telling me to do. I said, I’m no slave, but she won’t give me anything. She’s such a bitch. And there’s nothing to eat. So what’s been happening? I’ve not heard from you for, like, for ever. You’ve not been avoiding me, have you?’ Becca laughed as she asked, but it lacked warmth.
‘No, no, course not, just been busy,’ Tam said without conviction. She was too tired for this.
‘Busy with what?’
‘The usual,’ Tam said, not revealing anything.
‘No more school, babes,’ Becca said from off screen. Only her shoulder was in shot as she rummaged in a cupboard. ‘We should be doing stuff together.’
‘Yeah,’ Tam replied.
Becca stopped searching and looked straight at Tam as if she’d just remembered something important. ‘Hey, is your dad OK?’
Tam felt sick. She hadn’t said anything to Becca about him. ‘What?’
‘My mum, she works with Angie Dodson – you know, her with that weird fringe? Well, she went to school with your dad, I think, and she saw him at the doctor’s last week. Said he looked like shit. Is everyth—’
‘He’s fine,’ Tam babbled over her. ‘He’s got some stomach bug. Been chucking up rotten. Something he ate at work, I think, bad chicken or something. He’s got some antibiotics for it. He’s fine.’
‘Oh, right,’ Becca replied, sounding unconvinced. She paused, thinking, then added, ‘She said he had cancer.’
Tam froze, her brain unable to respond.
‘You still there?’ Becca prompted.
‘It’s a stomach bug, that’s all,’ Tam said eventually. ‘He’s fine. Look, I’ve got to go, Mum’s calling me.’
‘But what about the—’
‘I’ll call you back,’ Tam said, cutting the call. She put her phone on the kitchen workshop and stepped away from it. Almost immediately the screen glowed again, the device vibrating as Becca tried to reconnect. Tam stared at it until Becca gave up.
She wanted to get away, to the one place she knew Becca couldn’t contact her. To the wood. She picked up her phone again and dialled Abigail’s number. After a few rings the answerphone clicked in.
‘Abigail, it’s me . . .’ Would she know her voice? Would she know who she was? ‘. . . Tam,’ she added, feeling stupid. ‘Look, can we talk about yesterday? I—’ She stopped, realizing she was apologizing again. ‘I’m always saying sorry to you. Please, give me a ring.’
Tam put the phone on the worktop and stepped back from it. She stared at it, arms folded, waiting for it to do something.
‘Come on,’ she urged.
Outside the sky turned a dark grey. Heavy drops of water bounced off the window, slow at first then rapid like gunfire. The pensive rumble of thunder vibrated through the house as the downpour intensified. Then, as quickly as it had started, the rain ceased and the clouds retreated, leaving the blue sky to the sun.
Tam noticed Mum’s washing, dripping on the line.
The phone rang. She picked it up, staring at its glowing screen: Unknown number.
‘Abigail?’ Tam asked as she put the phone to her ear.
‘Tam, can you hear me?’ The line crackled but she recognized the voice immediately.
‘Mum? Is everything all right?’ Her heart fluttered.
‘I’m at the hospital, my phone’s dead, forgot to charge it. What am I like? I’m using the phone on your dad’s bed. Save the number, then you can ring him when you want.’
There was a pause. Tam said, ‘OK.’
Another pause.
‘You want to speak to Dad?’
Tam tensed. She couldn’t avoid it. ‘Yeah, OK.’
There was a muffled conversation, then Dad said, ‘Hello, Tam. Are you out of bed?’
He was trying to sound jokey, but his voice was feeble. She wanted to throw the phone away from her ear. Dad was sick, she knew that. But not in her head. The dad in her head was the same as ever: rough, loud, funny, annoying, larger than life. But his voice was in her ear now. Reality was infecting her memories, killing the dad she remembered.
‘Hi, Dad. How’re you doing?’
‘Oh, I’m fine. They’re just keeping an eye on me. Nothing to worry about really.’
‘Good . . . good.’
‘Maybe . . . I thought you might want to pop in some time?’ Dad said. It was like his voice had been slowed down, drained of power. ‘No rush, just if you’re free.’
‘I will,’ Tam replied, wanting this to end. ‘Soon, I promise.’
‘Later today? Tomorrow?’
Tam was cornered. ‘Yeah, probably.’
‘Good. OK then, I’ll let you get sorted . . .’ There was a pause, muffled voices talking to each other. ‘Oh, your mum’s asking if the washing is OK. It’s raining here.’
‘It’s fine.’
‘Great. Well, OK then. See you soon, Tam. Love you.’
‘Love you, Dad.’
Tam ended the call, feeling like she was saying goodbye to him for ever. Stupid, he’s not dying, she told herself. But she didn’t believe it.
She left the house and walked to the wood. There was a metal fence lining its edge. Further up she saw two vans and a Portakabin. She followed the fence away from them until she found a gap between the metal panels, big enough for her to escape into the embrace of the trees. Just being there calmed her mind. She sat in the shade of the branches close to the bridge, listening to the stream, hoping that Abigail might appear.
The water ran under her feet, relentless, calming, marking time. She realized how much she needed this place now, how much she needed Abigail, and it frightened her. She was retreating from everything else.
She stayed there until the shadows lengthened and the light began to shift to oranges and browns.
Tired, hungry, full of uncertainties, Tam left the wood and returned home.




TWENTY-SIX

Tam wandered the streets of the estate, circling her house, not wanting to get too close. She looked at the red brick boxes of humanity as she passed them by, painting pictures in her mind of what might lie inside. Each one appeared perfect in its own modest way, a snapshot of family life that was easy to envy. At this distance the problems were hidden behind social niceties and lies, behind the masks we show to others. She hoped that’s what people saw when they looked at her house: a normal family with normal day-to-day problems, nothing more.
Problems got smaller with distance, she concluded. Was that why she so desperately wanted to fly away? The urge was almost too strong to fight. She thought about going back to the wood, of flying into the sky and never returning, going higher and higher until there were no problems left to worry about any more. But she just kept walking, peering into the little red boxes and imagining a better life for herself.
As soon as she’d left the safety of the wood her phone had buzzed back into life. She’d checked it quickly, hoping to see a message from Abigail, but it was just Becca and Mum. She’d responded to Mum’s text, reassuring her she wasn’t dead or missing, then she’d pushed her phone deep into her pocket and tried to ignore it.
Tam found herself in front of the school, a silent monument to missed opportunities. She counted the windows she’d broken that time with Becca when they were in Year Seven. She remembered the fear she’d felt back then, clutching a stone in her little hand in the crisp darkness of winter. Becca had smashed the first one, taunting Tam to do the same. Eventually she’d crumbled, throwing the stone just to make the teasing end. She was glad when it was over, ready to be shouted at by Dad. But no one had ever caught them, no punishment ever came.
That’s when it had begun. Their friendship had started there, in amongst the broken glass. Since then they had led each other along a precarious path, neither a good influence on the other. They would have been better apart, Tam concluded. She wondered what things would be like now if not for their constricting friendship. Would she have had friends like Abigail instead? Would she have done better in her coursework? In her exams? Would she be happier? No, probably not. She couldn’t blame anyone else for how things had turned out – just herself.
Tam turned away from that big old building, full of the dead dreams of people like her. She didn’t miss that school.
Hours passed. Tam continued to walk, no destination in mind. She walked along the edge of the main road, following it to the bigger houses of Deerwater. She saw Abigail’s home and her step quickened. But she didn’t live there any more, she remembered. Abigail’s dad was outside, washing his car while his tinny radio polluted the air with heavy guitars. Tam put her head down and crossed the road, avoiding him.
She stopped on a bench, her feet throbbing. After a moment’s rest she began to walk for home, avoiding the temptation of the wood between here and there.
The houses became smaller and closer together again. Smaller cars parked in front of smaller gardens. Smaller houses with smaller dreams.
She turned onto her road and her phone began to buzz once more. It was a text from Becca:
Did you just walk past my house? x

 
Shit.
Tam tried to replay her path in her mind but the truth was she hadn’t been paying attention. She put her phone away and began to run, faster and faster, sprinting on instinct. She was an animal being hunted. She ran straight past her home; it didn’t feel safe there now.
Breathless, her legs aching, she came to the edge of the wood once more. Her destination was inevitable, resistance futile. She broke through the fence again and dropped onto the long grass, feeling light-headed.
Tam rested until her breathing settled then she entered the wood. Almost immediately she felt the familiar tug of the sky, the urge to be above her problems. She ran further, until she was certain she was alone, and stopped in a clearing. Then she centred her mind, focusing on her desire to be free . . . and she lifted into the air. The transition was almost effortless, so much easier than it had been before.
She elevated through the trees and up into the clear sky, exulting in the joy of escape.




TWENTY-SEVEN

Becca stood at the window, watching Tam go up the street. She’d walked past without stopping.
Where the hell was she going?
As she watched her friend walk away doubts crept in. Maybe it wasn’t Tam. She wouldn’t just go by without saying hello, would she?
Becca texted her, watching as the figure turned the corner at the top of the street. She was out of sight now. Becca waited at the window, like a daft little dog with its nose pushed up against the glass. She waited with her phone in hand, expecting a reply from Tam any second now. She would come back down the street, smiling, and they’d hang out for a while, laughing and joking like they used to before . . .
Becca looked down at her phone. Nothing. No reply. Tam wasn’t coming back. Becca swore as she found her trainers and pulled them on.
‘Goin’ out, Mum,’ she called as she went to the front door, not bothering to wait for a reply. Not that it mattered; the old cow didn’t care. She wouldn’t even notice she was gone.
It was hot outside as Becca marched up the street. She turned into Simmons Road and spotted Tam at the far end. She was stood still, looking down at her phone.
Becca froze as well. Should she catch up with her? Or wait for her to reply. But Tam didn’t reply; she began to run. Becca ran as well, trying to keep up as Tam twisted through the estate. Did she know she was following her?
Bet she’s going to see Long Bone, Becca thought as she sprinted after Tam. What does she have that I don’t? What’s so special about her?
Everything had changed in the last few weeks since bloody Long Bone had started talking to Tam. Tam didn’t call any more, they barely talked at all, and as Becca felt her friend slipping away from her, it terrified her. Without Tam the world felt vast and hostile. She was losing the shelter of her closest friend. Being alone was too much to bear.
Tam was running too fast now for Becca to keep up. She turned another corner and was gone. Becca stopped, catching her breath. Christ, Tam was fast! She leaned over, spitting phlegm onto the pavement, wiping her chin.
She straightened again, thinking about giving up and returning home, when she spotted movement at the edge of the wood, just beyond a metal fence. There, in the long grass, was Tam, getting up and disappearing into the trees.
What the hell was she doing? Tam never went into the wood.
Becca edged closer. Her top clung to her back, sweaty and uncomfortable. She squeezed through the gap in the metal fence and stopped just inside, staring at the entrance to the wood. The little path disappeared between the trees. Inside was dark and hidden. There was no sign of Tam. Becca hesitated, feeling scared, not understanding why, then forced herself to enter the shadowy opening.
She hated it here, full of flies and slugs and rotten things. But she welcomed the cooler air as she ventured deeper into the wood. Maybe it wasn’t so bad in here after all. Then the damp smell of piss caught her nose and she coughed, disgusted. Someone should burn this dump to the ground.
She’d lost sight of Tam again. Becca swore to herself as she padded along the hard earth path. Either side, branches clawed at her, slowing her down.
She stopped to check her phone but there was no signal here. It was like somewhere out of the last century. Reluctantly Becca continued, curiosity overcoming her desire to get out of this place. She followed the path, listening, watching, hoping to spot Tam somewhere ahead of her. A flash of colour caught her attention, an unnatural blue in a clearing just ahead.
Becca slowed, watching Tam, not too far away. What the hell was she doing? Her friend was stood still, her eyes closed, her arms outstretched to her sides.
She was about to call to her when something happened that made Becca gasp; Tam floated just above the soil, like something out of a horror movie. The vision of her friend lifting into the air terrified her, choking her scream to nothing. Shocked, Becca fell backwards, scratching her shoulders against the hard bark of a tree. She ignored the flash of pain as she watched Tam’s body rising towards the trees like she was possessed. She felt she was a witness to something demonic and evil.
Instinctively she reached for her phone, her hands shaking, and she began to record what she saw.




TWENTY-EIGHT

After an avalanche of ignored text messages and calls Becca had finally given in. The silence was even more unnerving than the constant cries for attention.
Tam thought about calling her, or sending her a text, but the longer she left it the harder it got. It had been days now. Too long. She stared at her phone, wondering what to do.
‘Everything OK?’ Mum asked.
Tam glanced up, pulling herself out of her daydream. ‘Yes.’
The noises of the hospital invaded her mind: beeping machines, half-heard conversations between patients and their visitors, a phone ringing down the corridor. She looked up and saw Dad propped up in bed, wires feeding into his arms. He was asleep, snoring gently. What was the point in visiting if he was just going to sleep all the time?
‘Can’t you just put your phone down for five minutes?’ Mum moaned.
Tam glared at her then put it in her pocket. She looked out of the windows, letting her eyes trace the contours of the landscape. In the distance she could see the green of the wood, tempting her to visit. She hadn’t been there for the last three days. It wasn’t the same without Abigail. She still hadn’t heard from her, and Tam didn’t want to go back without her.
She was aware of Mum sighing. Tam turned to face her. ‘What?’
‘We could chat,’ Mum said, grumbling.
‘What about?’
‘I don’t know. Anything.’
‘OK.’
Mum sighed again and shook her head. ‘You’re in your own little world lately.’
‘I’m not,’ Tam protested feebly, knowing Mum was right.
Mum inched closer, whispering through her teeth, ‘I’ve had to drag you here to see your dad. Anyone would think you didn’t want to see him.’
‘That’s not fair.’
‘Isn’t it? Do you want to be here, Tam?’
No, she didn’t. Her eyes moistened and she looked down.
Mum put a hand on her knee, squeezing it twice. ‘This is hard for all of us . . . but it’ll be easier if we can get through it together.’
Tam glanced up; Mum was smiling, trying to look positive, but her eyes were teary as well.
‘Do me a favour,’ Mum said. ‘Go get some chocolate for us to share. We can eat it before your dad wakes up. He doesn’t need to know.’ She found some money in her purse and gave it to Tam.
Tam took the coins, feeling like a stupid little kid. Still, at least it was better than sitting here and feeling uncomfortable. She took her time walking to the lifts, looking in at the beds of each ward as she passed. The hospital was busy at this time of day, full of chat and laughter, but even now it seemed grim and depressing. What must it be like in the middle of the night?
The lift doors opened with a judder and Tam entered. Visitors crammed in to fill the space around her, cocooning her from the rest of the world. The lift descended, rattling as it went, until the doors pinged open again. The other visitors filed out, leaving Tam alone.
‘Going up?’ an old man asked her from outside the lift.
‘No,’ Tam replied, stepping out of his way.
She walked towards the entrance and the little newsagents she’d passed on the way in. The breeze of fresh air lured her outside. She rested there in the glare of the afternoon sun, watching the smokers just ahead of her. An elderly woman in a nightdress sat on a bench. In one hand was a metal pole supporting a drip-fed bag of fluid; in the other was her lit cigarette. She seemed content, puffing smoke into the air, coughing intermittently, letting the sun warm her face. Tam smiled to herself, then turned towards the newsagents.
The little shop was busy with customers filling the narrow space. She edged towards the counter, looking at the rack of chocolate. She picked up a bar of Galaxy – she knew Mum liked that – and joined the queue at the counter. As she waited, her mind adrift, something caught her attention. On the counter was the local newspaper, the Herald. She didn’t bother much with newspapers – she’d never seen the point of them – but something on the front page drew her towards it.
The main headline was about a town councillor accused of child abuse, but beside it was a small banner that read: Flying girl? Pictures inside.
Tam’s stomach turned over. She snatched the newspaper and flicked through it to page eight. Spread over most of the page was a series of photos, six in all, showing the dark shape of a girl flying up through the trees. Tam’s heart pounded: it was her. Someone had taken pictures of her flying in the wood. The images were blurred and distant, and her face was just a blob of dark colour, but Tam knew it was her. She could barely focus on the article below, her hands shaking.
‘Are you buying that?’ the man behind the counter asked in a gruff voice.
Tam nodded quickly, putting the paper down as she rummaged in her pocket for enough money. She dropped the coins on the counter and grabbed the newspaper, rushing towards the door.




TWENTY-NINE

Abigail sat in the counsellor’s waiting room with her mum, going over in her head what they might say in today’s session. She’d had her doubts about doing this but things did seem to be getting better. This whole mess had brought them closer than they had been for years. Her mum seemed more confident, although she still had bad days and she drank too much. That was Aunty Cath’s fault, keeping her up till all hours talking, laughing and drinking. Still, at least the talking was helping, and maybe the drinking was as well. One problem at a time, Abigail thought.
Mum was looking at her phone, distracting herself with Facebook. From time to time she’d show Abigail a picture or a comment that amused her, or shocked her, or annoyed her. Abigail listened, nodded and smiled.
In front of her was a low table with a selection of magazines. There was nothing there that Abigail wanted to read so she leaned back, resting her head against the wall and closed her eyes.
She pictured herself in the wood, alone at first, and then with Tam. The image made her happy and she looked forward to collecting her phone from the shop later. Her mum liked to treat her after the sessions. Usually it was a coffee and cake, or clothes shopping. Today they’d get her phone back and Abigail could connect with Tam again. It had been only a few days but it felt like for ever. At least her mum hadn’t been too angry about her getting it wet in the wood. One advantage of parents breaking up.
The blinds at the open window rattled as someone moved through the waiting room, distracting Abigail from her thoughts, and she opened her eyes. Her mum was watching her, smiling. She blushed slightly, embarrassed.
‘What?’ Abigail asked with a nervous grin.
‘Sorry, I was just looking at you,’ her mum said.
‘I know that. What for?’
‘Just because.’ Her mum chuckled and looked down at her phone.
Abigail rolled her eyes, then looked back at the table in front of her. There was something new there: the local newspaper. She picked it up, wondering who at the newspaper would be best to contact about her plan to save the wood. Then she gasped as she read the front page, her spine tingling.
Her mum looked up. ‘What’s wrong?’
‘This town councillor,’ Abigail bluffed, gesturing to the main headline. ‘Disgusting.’
Her mum tutted her agreement, then returned to her phone.
Abigail swallowed. Her throat had gone dry. She turned the paper away from her mum and opened it on page eight. Six photographs showed a girl flying in the air.
Tam. It had to be Tam. Abigail felt sick. She read the article twice, trying to take it in. But it was no good, none of this made sense. Tam had told her she wasn’t going to fly again. But these pictures . . .
She had to talk to Tam.




THIRTY

Becca waited in the front room for the newspaper boy to deliver the paper. It would be in tonight’s edition, she was sure. But she’d told herself that yesterday as well. Maybe it wouldn’t be in, maybe they wouldn’t bother using her pictures at all, maybe they’d just decide it was a stupid story and not bother with it. But the journalist had emailed to say they would print it. It had to be in tonight.
Anticipation rattled through her, making her leg shake. She was excited, but she couldn’t tell if that was good or not. Part of her thought this was a great idea, a way to get Tam talking to her again. She’d be glad of the publicity, she’d be famous and Becca would be there to share in it. She would be the one who told the world about the girl who could fly. But part of her was less certain. There was a nagging voice inside of her, small but growing, that thought this might be a mistake, that maybe Tam wouldn’t want all the attention. Still, she hadn’t mentioned her name, so what harm could come of it?
Even so, there was another part of her that wanted Tam to be discovered. What Becca had seen had terrified her, a sickly unnatural image that festered in her mind. Tam wasn’t normal, not any more. Everything was different now. Maybe the only way back was for Tam to be discovered, for her identity to be known. Then maybe she and Becca could go back to being friends again, without Long Bone. Like they used to be.
A dark shape passed by the window and Becca jumped up from her seat to see who it was. It was the paperboy. Becca’s stomach tensed as he opened the gate and walked up the short path to the door. She rushed to meet him, pulling at the paper as it appeared through the letter box.
Becca took a breath, opening the folded paper to see the newspaper properly.
There it was! On the front page.
Becca felt herself blush. She took the paper to the room and sat down, turned to page eight and slowly read the article.




THIRTY-ONE

As soon as Abigail collected her repaired phone and they were sat down in the coffee bar, she switched it on and saw the multitude of messages and calls from Tam.
She sent off a quick text immediately:
Just got messages, sorry phone’s been broken. Saw the paper!! Am with Mum, will call ASAP x

 
Abigail waited patiently, thinking how she could get away. She hid her frustration behind a fixed smile while her mum sipped on her coffee.
‘You must have been thirsty,’ her mum noted, glancing at her empty glass.
‘I suppose so,’ Abigail replied.
‘You want another?’
Abigail shook her head urgently. ‘No, no, I’m fine.’
Her mum returned to her coffee. Behind her a man sat reading the paper. That article was following her.
‘I thought that went well today,’ her mum said as she dabbed her mouth with a napkin.
Abigail smiled. ‘Yeah, me too.’ She glanced back at the newspaper.
Her mum leaned in closer, breaking Abigail’s line of sight. ‘You seem a bit . . . distracted. Everything OK?’
Abigail smiled reassuringly. ‘No, I’m fine, Mum, just a bit tired, I suppose.’
Her mum nodded, finishing her coffee. ‘Let’s get you home then.’
‘OK.’ Abigail stood immediately.
‘Just nip to the loo first. Won’t be long,’ her mum said as she tidied the table, clearing away their dishes.
‘Leave them, Mum, I’ll do it.’ Abigail took the cups from her mum’s hands.
‘All right,’ her mum smiled, turning to find the toilets.
Abigail waited until her mum was out of sight, then she grabbed her phone from her pocket and dialled Tam’s number.
Almost immediately Tam answered. ‘Have you seen it?’ she asked, her voice a desperate-sounding whisper.
‘Yes. What happened?’ Abigail replied. ‘You went flying again?’ Her voice broke for a moment. ‘You said you wouldn’t. Not without me.’
The line went quiet, just the sound of Tam’s empty breaths.
‘You still there, Tam?’
‘Yes.’
‘Tam . . . who took the pictures?’
‘I don’t know, I really don’t know,’ Tam blurted out. ‘Christ, I’m sorry, but you didn’t call me back . . . and then I just went there the other day and it sort of . . . happened. Now I don’t know what to do. What should I do?’
Abigail glanced at the toilets door. ‘Just stay calm and—’
‘Stay calm?’ Tam laughed angrily. ‘Easy for you to say! You’re not the one in the newspaper, flying.’ She sounded like she was crying.
‘Look, the article doesn’t mention your name, and the pictures are really bad. You can’t tell who it is. Just keep quiet and act normal and no one will know.’
‘But it’s obviously me. You can see my clothes and my hair.’
‘Really, you can’t tell,’ Abigail soothed. ‘It’s just one of those silly stories newspapers run from time to time. It’ll be forgotten about tomorrow. Besides, it looks fake to me. I bet it’s Photoshopped.’
Tam sighed. ‘You’re not funny, Abigail.’
‘But that’s what people will think, won’t they? They’ll think it’s a hoax. No one can fly, remember.’
Tam paused, then said, ‘I suppose.’
‘Good. So just stay away from the wood for a while until it all blows over and you’ll be fine.’
‘God, I don’t know, I just don’t know.’ Tam’s voice was calmer now, but the sense of fear remained.
The toilets door opened and Abigail’s mum reappeared. ‘Look, I’ve got to go but I’ll call you tomorrow, OK?’ Abigail said quickly. ‘Maybe we can meet and talk it over.’
‘OK, yeah.’
‘Tam, just remember, it’s only a stupid little local newspaper.’




THIRTY-TWO

Tam woke early for once. Since school had ended she hadn’t bothered with her alarm. Every new day started a bit later than the last. She couldn’t remember the last time she was up before ten. But today she’d woken just after seven and dragged herself downstairs.
‘Blimey,’ Mum laughed as Tam entered the kitchen. ‘What’s up with you?’
‘Nothing,’ Tam muttered. She opened the fridge and drank milk from the bottle.
‘Get a glass.’
Tam wiped the lid of the bottle and put it back in the fridge.
‘There’s a few jobs I need doing today, love. I’ve left you a note by the kettle,’ Mum said as she collected her bag and keys. She grabbed a half-eaten slice of toast and walked towards the door. She opened it, about to leave, then stopped and looked back at Tam. ‘Is everything all right?’
‘Yeah,’ Tam said coolly.
Mum sighed, standing there, thinking. Eventually she replied, ‘OK, but call me if you need anything. I’m going straight to see your dad after work so I’ll be in late.’
‘How is he?’
‘The same. Bit of a restless night.’
Tam nodded, both of them waiting.
‘Right then,’ Mum announced. ‘See you.’ She closed the door and the house fell silent.
Tam went to the living room, switched on the TV and collapsed onto the sofa. She checked her phone, scrolling through the never-ending status updates. Becca had been quiet for the last few days, and that made Tam nervous. She put her phone down and closed her eyes, letting the noise of the television waft over her.
‘. . . seems we have our very own British Supergirl flying over the town of Pondsdon.’
Tam sat up, her eyes wide, staring at the TV, and she let out a tiny gasp. ‘Oh, shit.’
The breakfast TV presenter was holding up a copy of a newspaper, showing off a blown-up photo of her flying.
‘Oh God, no.’
It wasn’t the Herald; it was a national newspaper. The story had spread.
The smiling presenter continued. ‘. . . let’s hear more from Rachel Vincent at the scene of the sighting. Rachel, what can you tell us about these remarkable pictures?’
The scene cut to a reporter outside the wood. Tam’s world seemed to crumble around her. Her phone rang in her hand but she couldn’t take her eyes off the TV.
‘. . . somewhere close to here. In the pictures you can clearly see a young girl floating off the ground and up into the air. Of course, pictures like these are easy to fake nowadays, and as the source of the images has chosen to remain anonymous it’s difficult to verify their authenticity. So until the photographer comes forward we might not get to know the secret identity of this particular superhero any time soon. There’s some local speculation that this might be some sort of stunt to stop the development of new housing on this piece of woodland, but unless this mysterious Supergirl flies in to make another appearance we might never know if these pictures are real. Back to you in the studio.’
Tam realized she was holding her breath. She gasped, taking in fresh air. Her heart hammered in her chest. Had she just dreamed that? She looked down at her phone and realized she hadn’t. Abigail was trying to ring her for the third time.
‘Did you see it?’ Tam asked rapidly as she answered the call. ‘God, did you see it? What the hell is happening?’
‘I saw it,’ Abigail replied. Her voice had lost her usual measured response; instead she spoke quickly, a tremble under her words. ‘It was on breakfast telly, Tam, breakfast telly! And it’s in the Sun
and the Mirror and the Story. This is big. Scary big.’
‘I know, I know. Christ, this is serious. What should I do?’
‘Do?’ Abigail paused. ‘I don’t know . . . nothing, I suppose.’
‘Nothing?’
‘They don’t know it’s you, do they? They think it’s probably a hoax . . .’
‘They said that.’
‘Exactly, so just sit tight and it’ll go away.’
‘But what if there’s more?’ Tam asked, her thoughts coming too quickly.
‘More?’
‘More pictures. We don’t know who took them. Maybe they saw my face. Maybe they followed me home. Maybe they know who I am. God, I feel sick.’
‘I’m sure it’ll all blow over. Sure of it. Aren’t you?’
‘No!’ Tam bellowed. ‘You said that yesterday when it was in the Herald. Now it’s in the national papers and on the bloody telly. It’s not blowing over, is it?’
Abigail fell silent.
‘I’m . . . I’m scared,’ Tam admitted.
‘Do you want to meet?’ Abigail asked.




THIRTY-THREE

Abigail had never seen the wood so busy.
She had already spotted two reporters and camera crews, one at the perimeter fence, the other deeper into the trees. The reporters had attracted people from the estate who formed a loose circle of onlookers. There was an air of excitement around the unusual activity, people smiling and taking pictures as younger kids zipped about on their bicycles.
Abigail avoided travelling along the path for fear of being accosted by one of the reporters. Instead she circled the wood, keeping out of sight as much as possible, until she got to the far side where she planned to meet Tam.
At the boundary of the wood she saw a digger and three men in high-vis jackets, all idle, watching the spectacle. They looked like they were already preparing the land close by. Everything seemed to be happening so quickly. She really needed to talk to Tam.
At first she couldn’t see her in amongst the onlookers, but then she spotted a girl with a hoodie pulled down low, hiding as much of the wearer’s face as possible.
‘Tam,’ Abigail said as she approached the hooded figure.
Tam glanced up, acknowledging her as she took her arm and pulled her away from the spectators.
‘This is crazy,’ Tam whispered.
Abigail nodded. ‘It’s like a circus.’
Tam stared out at the people around the wood. ‘Look at them. TV, radio, newspapers – all for some stupid little story. How did this happen?’
‘I don’t know. But it’ll go away by tomorrow.’
Tam turned on her. ‘You keep saying that. But you don’t know. You don’t know if it’ll go away. It might just get worse. They might name me on the ten o’clock news.’
‘That won’t happen.’
‘You don’t know that, do you?’
Abigail took a step back. ‘No, I don’t’
‘So stop saying it’s going to be OK.’
‘Sorry,’ Abigail replied meekly.
‘This was meant to be something special, just for us two, not for the entire world to laugh at. This was our secret. That’s how I wanted it to stay.’
For the first time Abigail understood how upsetting this was for Tam. She shuddered, recalling how she had been tempted to post her own pictures after the first incident in the quarry. Things could have been very different if she’d given in to that impulse.
‘I still don’t understand how someone else found out,’ Tam continued. She turned to look directly at Abigail. ‘Swear you didn’t tell anyone.’
‘I swear I didn’t,’ Abigail replied.
Tam scrutinized her, uncertainty flashing over her face. ‘You took pictures, I remember.’
‘Just that first time, in the quarry. You had your school uniform on, remember.’ She took out her phone and showed them to Tam. ‘The pictures in the paper, they’re different.’
‘You didn’t take them?’
‘No!’ Abigail replied defensively. Tam’s accusation cut into her. ‘Christ, Tam, this didn’t come from me.’
‘Then who?’
‘Do you think it was those men?’ Abigail gestured to the distant silhouettes next to the digger.
‘The builders?’ Tam pulled her hoodie down lower. ‘They saw me, didn’t they? Maybe they came back and waited for me.’
‘Maybe,’ Abigail said, unconvinced.
‘Then who?’ Tam asked, the anger returning to her voice.
‘I don’t know,’ Abigail replied firmly. ‘But I’m on your side, Tam, you know I am.’
Tam sighed, looking away. ‘Yeah . . . sorry. It’s just so frustrating.’
They watched as a reporter and cameraman went over to a small van and rested inside it. The crowd was also thinning, returning to their usual routines.
‘See, they’re moving on already,’ Abigail noted, trying to sound optimistic.
Tam didn’t reply; she just observed.
The reporter opened her window and lit a cigarette while she made a call. After a few moments she hung up and got back out of the car. She waited there, finishing her cigarette, glancing about her. Then she waved, smiling. Someone was approaching the van.
‘Oh, God!’ Tam said, sounding more desperate than before.
‘What’s wrong?’
‘Can’t you see? Look who that is.’
Abigail squinted at the lone figure that was talking to the reporter and the cameraman. ‘I can’t tell.’
‘Shit, shit, shit,’ Tam muttered. ‘She knows, she bloody well knows.’
‘Who is it?’
Tam glared at Abigail. ‘It’s Becca.’




THIRTY-FOUR

She still wasn’t sure about this. Knots tightened Becca’s stomach as she approached the van. It wasn’t too late to run home, she told herself. But she kept walking towards the woman with the tanned face and white teeth. She forced a confident smile into place, something to hide behind.
‘You must be Rebecca,’ the woman said, holding out her hand.
‘Hiya.’ Becca took her hand, feeling stupid.
‘I’m Rachel, and this is Chris.’ She pointed at a man in his twenties holding a camera. He smiled at her, a cute grin behind a scruffy beard. Becca felt herself blush and looked down. ‘So, you’re the mysterious photographer?’ Rachel continued. ‘Can you prove they’re your pictures?’
Becca nodded as she pulled out her phone. ‘Here are the ones from the paper,’ she explained, ‘but I never sent in these.’ She played a short video clip of the flying girl, then scrolled through more pictures, stopping when she came to a selfie she’d taken in the bathroom. ‘Not that one,’ she laughed, flicking back to the last picture of the girl in the wood.
‘No,’ Rachel said, joining in with her laughter. Abruptly she stopped laughing, all business-like. ‘OK, great. So you can lead us to the spot where you took them?’
‘Y-yes.’
Rachel turned to her cameraman. ‘Chris, you ready?’
Chris nodded, his mouth full of chocolate.
‘Lead on, Rebecca.’
Becca smiled, hesitating. The knots in her stomach remained. Was it too late to turn back? But this was TV. She would be on the news. She couldn’t turn away from this chance. Who knows where it might take her. She stepped onto the path, down towards the wood. Two panels of the metal fence had been prised apart, leaving a gap wide enough to walk though.
‘Is it far from here, Rebecca?’
‘Becca.’
‘What’s that?’
‘Everyone calls me Becca, except for my mum.’
‘Oh, I see,’ Rachel smiled politely. ‘So, Becca, this is where you saw it happen?’
‘Just a bit further ahead, yeah.’
‘It must have been thrilling for you.’
Becca thought about how seeing Tam fly had made her feel. Thrilled? No. Fear, then anger and envy had been her first emotions.
‘Yeah, thrilling,’ Becca lied, trying to control her feelings. She couldn’t forgive Tam for keeping this a secret from her. Instead of sharing it with Becca Tam had turned to Long Bone, she was sure of it. The betrayal was like a dagger in her side.
‘Can you tell me what happened?’ Rachael asked.
‘Well, yeah. She was just floating in the air, so I took my phone and—’
‘Yes,’ Rachel said, her smile fixed. ‘But what were you doing here? How did you come to find the flying girl?’
‘I . . .’ Becca fumbled over her words. It had been easy to lie to the journalist from the Herald – he seemed to be glad of the story and didn’t ask too many questions. He didn’t even mind her keeping her anonymity. But this one was sharper, she could tell. She was prying between the words that fell from her mouth, looking for the gaps in her story. ‘I was just out walking. I often come through here for a walk, and that’s when I saw her.’
‘You walk here?’ Rachel’s question felt like barbed wire, waiting to snag her on its razor edges.
Becca nodded, feeling less confident.
‘And you were alone?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Do you often come to this forest alone? Seems like quite a creepy place for a young girl to come by herself.’
Becca pushed out her chest. ‘Nah, it’s fine. I just come here to walk. Alone.’
‘Just to walk?’ Rachel asked, inching closer. ‘Nothing more? It’s a good place to hide, isn’t it?’
‘Suppose.’
‘A good place to have some fun . . .’
Becca laughed. ‘In the wood?’
‘Of course. No one would see you here, would they? You could drink or smoke or—’
‘No, I just came to walk. Like I said I was alone.’
‘Right,’ Rachel said, exchanging a glance with her cameraman. ‘So you just came across this girl, floating in the middle of the wood?’
‘Yeah. What’s so weird about that?’
‘Weird?’ Rachel was almost laughing. ‘It’s a flying girl. It is kind of weird, don’t you think?’ She turned to Chris again. ‘Have you ever seen a flying person before?’
Chris shook his head.
Rachel turned back to Becca. ‘Me neither.’
‘You don’t believe me?’
‘I didn’t say that.’
Becca reddened. ‘Look, I don’t have to be here. If you don’t want the story I’ll just sod off home, all right?’
‘No, no, please, Becca,’ Rachel soothed, her voice like warm butter, ‘that’s not what I meant. I’m sorry. We believe you, really.’
Becca stopped walking. Her eyes darted between Rachel and Chris. ‘This is the place.’
Rachel looked around the clearing. ‘Here?’
Becca nodded, feeling trapped.
Chris began to set his camera up as Rachel checked her makeup. ‘OK,’ she said as she applied fresh lipstick. ‘We’ll just do a really simple interview. Chris’ll film you, but you look to me, OK? It’s just you and me having a chat. Try to ignore him.’
‘Right, OK.’ Becca ran her fingers through her hair, rubbed her tongue over her teeth, her nerves jangling.
Rachel smiled reassurance, but her sympathetic expression seemed barely skin-deep.
‘Just while Chris is setting up . . .’ Rachel leaned in, her voice dropping to a whisper. ‘You know who it is, don’t you?’
‘Me? The flying girl? No . . . no, I didn’t see her face. Like I said.’
‘I think you know more than you’ve let on so far,’ Rachel said, her hands planted on her hips. ‘I don’t think you just stumbled upon this flying girl, did you? I think maybe – and I could be wrong – but maybe this girl is someone you know.’
Becca’s lips tightened, as if she was trying to stop the words from blurting out.
Rachel studied her, a sceptical frown on her face. ‘Where were you stood?’
Becca walked back into the trees. ‘Around about here, I think.’
Rachel joined her there. ‘And the girl was floating over there?’ She pointed back into the opening.
Becca nodded.
‘Quite close,’ Rachel noted. ‘And you didn’t see her face?’
‘No.’
‘You’re sure you didn’t recognize her?’
Becca bit her bottom lip. Her eyes couldn’t meet Rachel’s. ‘No.’
‘It’s a small estate where you live, isn’t it?’
Becca shrugged.
‘Everyone knows everyone else?’ Rachael said.
‘Suppose so.’
Rachael didn’t move, her smile locked on Becca’s hesitant face. ‘Thing is,’ she said slowly, ‘it’d make the story much more exciting if we could put a name to those pictures. The video you showed me is great – it’ll help sell the story – but we really do need a name. We could probably get you in the studio to talk about it then. I bet we could get you on all the news channels. Doors open . . . you meet people . . . who knows where it might go from there.’
Becca said nothing. She could taste blood in her mouth.
‘All we’d need is a name,’ Rachel continued.
Becca chewed the edge of her tongue, holding her breath.
Rachel watched her for a moment then she went over to Chris’s bag and came back with a wallet. She opened it and counted out a handful of notes and showed them to Becca. ‘This could just be the start, Becca. Like I said, doors open . . . and sometimes they just need a little kick.’ She inched closer, her eyes glinting. ‘If you can give me a name, I’d be very grateful.’




THIRTY-FIVE

‘What’s Becca doing talking to a reporter?’ Abigail asked Tam.
‘Oh Christ, this is all going to shit,’ Tam muttered to herself.
They watched as Becca and the reporter spoke. Tam wanted to rush over, to pull them apart, but she couldn’t move. It was like she was paralysed, just a bystander watching as her life unravelled before her eyes.
‘They’re going into the wood,’ Abigail noted.
‘She knows. She must do. She’s gonna tell them everything.’
Abigail pulled at her sleeve. ‘C’mon. We should follow them.’
‘Should we?’
‘Yes. C’mon,’ Abigail encouraged.
They trailed after Becca and the reporter into the wood, making sure they kept their distance. The foliage was dense with summer growth, helping to hide them from their prey.
‘Can you hear them?’ Abigail whispered.
Tam listened intently, catching snippets of the conversation ahead. ‘I think they’re talking about her walking in the wood alone.’
They hunched down in the bushes to the side of the path, watching as Becca and the others made their way to the clearing up ahead.
‘This is the place,’ Tam said expectantly. ‘This is where I flew.’
‘How could Becca know?’ Abigail asked.
A knot of dread grew in Tam’s gut. She knew the answer to that question but she didn’t want to believe it.
‘Shit,’ Tam gasped. ‘She’s coming this way.’
Becca walked towards them. Tam was about to run when Abigail grabbed her arm.
‘Don’t move,’ Abigail hissed.
Becca stopped just a few metres in front of them. The reporter joined her. Tam hardly dared to breathe. She was certain if they looked in their direction they’d see them hiding in the bushes.
The reporter gestured back towards where the cameraman was working. ‘And the girl was floating over there?’
Becca nodded.
Abigail’s hand was still on Tam’s arm, her fingers so tight they began to hurt.
The reporter turned back to Becca. For a second Tam thought she looked in their direction.
‘. . . and you didn’t see her face?’
‘No,’ Becca replied. She sounded nervous; her voice had lost all of its usual bluster.
The reporter looked doubtful. ‘You’re sure you didn’t recognize her?’
Becca shook her head quickly. ‘No.’
‘She’s gonna tell,’ Tam whispered to Abigail. ‘I’ve got to stop her.’
Abigail’s hand pulled her back. ‘Keep still.’
The reporter continued talking to Becca. ‘. . . it’ll help sell the story, but we really do need a name. We could probably get you in the studio to talk about it then.’
Abigail flinched, rattling the bushes. Tam was certain they must have heard but Becca and the reporter continued to talk.
‘. . . all we’d need is a name.’
Tam wanted to rush over there, to rip Becca’s eyes out, to kick her to the ground and stop her talking. But she knew she couldn’t – that would give her away for sure. ‘What do I do?’ she pleaded with Abigail.
‘I-I don’t know.’
The reporter opened a wallet and offered money to Becca.
‘God, she’s gonna say my name.’
Becca stared at the notes in front of her.
‘If you can give me a name,’ the reporter grinned, ‘I’d be very grateful.’
Becca’s hand moved towards the money.
She was going to take it. Tam would have to make her move.
Becca and the reporter stood there, two statues in the heart of the wood. Then Becca lowered her arm.
‘I don’t know her,’ Becca said at last.
The reporter shook her head and took out more money. ‘Are you sure?’
Becca knocked the money away. ‘I said I don’t know her, all right?’ She turned and ran back along the path, right past Tam and Abigail’s hiding place.
‘Bloody kids,’ the reporter seethed. ‘Pack it up, Chris, we’re going. Stupid story anyway. It’s about time we got the meaty stories instead of this provincial shit.’
Tam and Abigail waited while the reporter and the cameraman cleared their gear away and walked out of the wood.
Finally, Tam began to breathe again. She stood, taking a moment to look about her. She closed her eyes, letting the wood calm her, then she walked towards the path.
‘Where are you going now?’ Abigail asked.
‘To find Becca. I’ve got to speak to her.’




THIRTY-SIX

Becca hated feeling like this: so many emotions she couldn’t deal with. She could handle the regret, the disappointment, the fear and insecurity. But the anger wouldn’t go away, it just festered and grew. She was angry with the reporter, angry at Tam for ignoring her, angry at Long Bone for taking her friend away from her. But most of all she was angry with herself, and she didn’t know how to cope with it. She hit her hand off her head, banging out a rage-filled rhythm.
‘Stupid cow, stupid cow, stupid cow,’ she muttered to herself. She paced, looking for something to kick or punch. She had the urge to break things. Then the tears came. Stupid, weak tears. All this emotion. Too much. She retreated to the side of a garage, resting in its graffiti shadow.
Becca’s thoughts were all out of joint, clouded with raw, unprocessed emotion. She leaned against the wall and watched the wood. Rachel and Chris emerged from the trees and got into their van. She studied them, fighting the impulse to run over and tell them what she knew, to beg them to put her on TV. But no. She wasn’t going to beg. Their loss.
She would go home and call Ellie, see if she wanted to go out somewhere. Ellie was OK – not as much fun as Tam, but she’d go along with whatever Becca wanted to do. Maybe they could get some cider from the shop on Phoenix Way, they never asked for ID there. Or—
Her thoughts broke apart.
Two more people were coming out of the wood.
It was Tam.
And Long Bone.
Bloody Long Bone.
The rage and anger boiled up inside her, demanding a way out. Becca sprinted towards the two girls, teeth clenched, hands tensed.




THIRTY-SEVEN

As they left the wood, the hard light dazzled Abigail’s eyes. For once she was glad to leave, the atmosphere was too tense there today. Tam walked beside her in silence, deep in her own thoughts, fear written across her face.
‘Do you want to come to my place?’ Abigail asked, adding, ‘Well, my aunt’s place, but there’s no one in. We can just hang out and talk.’
‘I . . . I don’t know what—’
Tam’s words broke off as a blurred shape charged into Abigail, knocking her to the ground. There was no time to ask questions, no time to comprehend what was happening. All Abigail knew was the weight of a person on top of her and the pain of fists hitting her face.
Abigail did her best to defend herself, raising her arms up to block the repeated blows, but she wasn’t a fighter and she didn’t know how to stop the attack. She’d been hit before, but it had only ever been one blow followed quickly by regret and apologies. This was different. This hurt like hell. The blurred shape screamed at her between blows, spitting obscenities into her bruised face.
‘All your fault, Long Bone! Break your stupid nose!’
Then the weight lifted from her chest as her attacker fell to the side. Abigail tried to focus on what had happened, squinting through tears and blood. She saw Tam fighting another girl, both of them punching and scratching.
Who was it?
Tam pinned the attacker down, holding her arms, and the fight paused long enough for Abigail to recognize the face.
Becca.
‘Christ, Becca,’ Tam shouted. ‘What the hell are you doing? What’s wrong with you? Pack it in!’
Becca wriggled to be free. ‘All her fault! She had it coming.’
Tam stood up, her fists clenched as she domineered Becca. ‘She’s done nothing to you, Becca.’
‘She has! We were friends before she came along. We shared everything. No secrets.’
Tam checked on Abigail, helping her up. ‘Your head’s cut.’
‘See!’ Becca screamed. ‘You help her, not me.’
‘What do you expect? You did this, Becca, you attacked her,’ Tam replied.
Becca’s face transformed as her anger gave way to hurt. ‘You never told me. You started hanging out with her and you can fly! Bloody well fly, Tam.’
The anger in Tam’s face gave way to pity. ‘You took those pictures, didn’t you?’
Becca ignored her, hardly stopping for breath. ‘You can fly and you never shared it with me, but you told Long Bone, didn’t you? You shared it with her. How could you do something like that and not tell me?’
Tam shook her head. ‘It wasn’t like that – it just happened. I didn’t mean to keep it a secret.’
‘But you did,’ Becca spat.
‘And you followed me and took those photos.’ Tam’s anger took hold once more. ‘You sold me out to a newspaper. My God, Becca, you call yourself a friend but you can do that. Why?’
‘You . . . you didn’t text, you didn’t call, you didn’t want to see me no more.’ Becca rubbed her face dry, sniffing. ‘You didn’t want me as a friend.’
‘You’re right, I don’t want a friend who can do this,’ Tam replied, shouting. ‘Friends look out for each other, even if they don’t know everything that’s going on in their lives. So what if I didn’t tell you I can fly? That doesn’t mean you should betray me.’
‘But . . .’ Becca began, but her words dried up on her open mouth. Her eyes darted back and forth as if she couldn’t get her head round it all. ‘But . . .’ she repeated, more softly this time as emotion invaded her voice. As Tam turned her back on her, Becca blurted out, ‘I hope your dad dies!’
Tam whirled round and punched Becca to the earth. She stood over her whimpering body, breathing hard. ‘Christ, grow up, Becca,’ Tam shouted. She put her arm round Abigail and walked away, leaving Becca crying alone on the ground.
‘Maybe we . . . I don’t know,’ Abigail spoke, struggling to find the right words. ‘Should we, I don’t know . . . leave her like that?’
‘Like what?’ Tam barked back, full of thunder.
‘She’s just sat there crying . . .’
‘So?’
Abigail stopped, dabbing her cut brow with her sleeve. ‘Tam, I know what she did was wrong but she’s your friend.’
‘She’s not my friend, not any more.’
‘She is. You can’t just walk away.’
‘I can and I am.’
Abigail waited. Her bruised face was beginning to ache.
Tam took five more steps, then looked back and said, ‘What are you doing?’
‘I’m gonna help her,’ Abigail replied.
‘She hit you, Abigail. She’s not your friend.’
‘But she is yours.’ Abigail glared at Tam, neither budging.
‘Please yourself.’ Tam turned and continued to walk away.
Abigail shook her head, wondering what it was she liked about Tam. She watched her leave, hoping she would change her mind. ‘Please,’ she whispered to herself. ‘Please be the person I think you are.’
As if in response Tam stopped again, looked over her shoulder and cursed. Abigail stifled a relieved smile as Tam marched back towards her. ‘OK then,’ Tam began, ‘what are we going to do with her?’
‘Do?’ Abigail asked, surprised.
Tam’s eyes bore into her. ‘This was your idea.’
‘All right,’ Abigail said, thinking quickly. ‘We’ll go over there and help her, make sure she gets home. OK?’
Tam nodded curtly.
‘Good,’ Abigail said as she turned to find Becca.
But there was no sign of her.
Tam frowned. ‘Where the hell has she gone?’




THIRTY-EIGHT

‘I can’t see her anywhere,’ Abigail replied as she circled around.
‘She can’t have gone back to the estate,’ Tam noted. ‘We’d have seen her coming this way.’
‘So that only leaves the wood.’
Tam tried to imagine Becca in there. She shook her head. It was the last place she’d want to go. But then their conversation replayed itself in her head and a sensation of dread crawled up from her feet and possessed her entire body.
‘You don’t think . . .’ she said slowly to Abigail.
‘Think what?’
‘That she’d do anything stupid.’
Abigail stared back at her. An odd sensation came over Tam, like she was reliving these events, that she already knew the terrible conclusion to them and she was replaying her part in them. No matter what she did, she felt as if she was a train fixed on a track, its destination unavoidable.
‘We should look in the wood,’ she said grimly.
Abigail nodded without a word, turning to face the imposing wall of trees.




THIRTY-NINE

Becca stumbled into the thick cover of bushes and trees. The hatred of the estate was far behind her now. She was alone, just her and this infested wood.
Flies buzzed around her sweating face, catching on her open mouth. She spat them away, blowing her lips and swatting them with her hand.
Nettles hooked at her bare skin, burning her with their stings. Something small and loud buzzed close to her ear, flitting and scratching, making her jump away from it. She fell into the spiky plants, snapping their barbed limbs with her body. She pulled herself up, muttering curses under her hot breath.
This place. This stupid, stinking place.
She felt wounded and beaten. It wasn’t Tam’s fists that had done the damage; it was her words. The bruises were on the inside, hidden from sight, never-healing open wounds that sapped her strength. But more than that she hated herself for what she’d said to Tam. She barely had the energy to put one foot in front of another. What was the point? She’d lost the only good thing in her life. There was nothing left now, just this damned wood, the source of her pain.
Her wanderings took her off the main path, moving where the trees allowed her to go. It was as if they had created a secret trail just for her, leading her into its stinking bowels, to an ancient-looking bridge over a pathetic trickle of dark water.
Becca stood on the bridge, full of uncertainties and brooding thoughts. Dark living walls surrounded her, holding her, passing judgement. The trees whispered to each other, talking over her as if she didn’t matter. Tiny, insignificant Becca. This was how it had always been; she saw that now. Her whole life had been pointless and trivial. She wasn’t clever like Long Bone. She wasn’t pretty and funny like Tam. She was just Becca. There was nothing more to add.
The sky cracked, casting its rage through the wood, shaking the ground. Rain followed, cool and heavy, drenching her in seconds. She let it wash over her, bleeding through her clothes to her skin beneath, wishing it would wash her away completely. A clean start.
The tiny stream grew louder, rushing under her, urging her to follow it.
Becca jumped off the bridge, into the water, and walked with the flow, letting it guide her.
Why wasn’t she special, like Tam? she wondered. Why was she just Becca? Poor, lonely, lost Becca. No hope for a better future. This was all there was.
She stepped out of the water and found herself on the path through the wood. She followed it for a while until she came to the edge of the quarry. The trees ended abruptly, giving way to a cut in the land.
She looked down at the yellow-white expanse of rock below her, watching the spontaneous waterfalls cascade down the wall of stone, and she realized she could be special as well. If Tam could fly, then so could she.
It would be a short flight, a maiden voyage into the sky. But she would be free, her pain would end, and she would be special, she would be just like Tam. No more ordinary Becca.
She stepped closer to the edge and raised her hands. She thought about what she was going to do and realized there was no other way for her. She wasn’t afraid, not any more, just resigned to her destiny. She raised her face to the clouds, closed her eyes and smiled.
Her leg muscles tensed, then pushed ever so slightly – and Becca Norwood flew.




FORTY

The rain cut through Tam’s clothes like cold spikes, urging her to retreat.
‘We should go back,’ Abigail said, echoing the demand of the forbidding water. ‘Becca won’t be here.’
‘She’s here,’ Tam replied. The knot of dread had taken over her entire body now, and she chewed on her lip as she marched deeper into the wood. Please don’t be here, she begged inwardly. She wasn’t religious, never had been – she didn’t believe in anything, not really. It was all just playschool nonsense. But as she searched she realized she was praying, repeating her pleas over and over.
The wood was dark, indistinct columns of grey cowering in the downpour. A flash of lightning illuminated the space, an instant of clarity before the darkness of the storm returned. The deep rumble of thunder followed, a guttural moan that filled Tam with despair.
The sky cracked with light once more. Beside her she heard Abigail gasp. Then – almost immediately this time – the mournful thunder shook them again. Every fibre in Tam’s body urged her to retreat. But she couldn’t, she had to keep going.
‘Becca!’ Tam called out into the rain, her voice hardly carrying.
‘I can’t see anything,’ Abigail said.
Tam ignored her, searching through the trees. Ahead she saw the old bridge, the water beneath it brown and angry, gushing over its banks, dragging sticks and leaves in its wake. She rested on the feeble structure, squinting to see detail in their ominous surroundings.
Abigail stopped beside her, pushing her wet hair away from her forehead. ‘Do you see her?’ she asked, sounding breathless.
Tam shook her head. Immediately she began to walk again, searching.
‘She could be anywhere,’ Abigail moaned.
‘This was your idea,’ Tam reminded her.
Abigail sighed, then followed quickly.
Tam blinked rain from her eyes, her head dropping to face the earth, and something caught her attention. ‘Footprints?’ she asked, pointing to a smudged indent in the wet soil ahead of them.
Abigail pushed ahead, scrutinizing the ground. ‘Yes, there’s more here.’
Tam saw them now, a trail leading them on. Instinctively she took Abigail’s hand in hers, squeezing it tightly as they followed the trail.
Foreboding tears mingled with the rain running down her face. They continued in silence, their eyes focused on the footprints, their depression drowning in rainwater.
Without warning, they came to the edge of the wood. The footprints disappeared, hidden in longer grass. The treeline gave way to a short slope, then nothing.
Tam and Abigail stopped, joining the trees in their silent vigil, their heavy breathing and the easing rain the only noise.
The quarry lay ahead of them, just over the edge, out of view.
Abigail broke the intense silence. ‘Do you . . . you think she’s over there?’
Tam squeezed her hand, unable to speak. She couldn’t even look at her. Her focus was on the edge – that terrible line where the earth ended and the sky began.
She took a step forwards.
‘Careful,’ Abigail warned. ‘It’s slippery.’
Tam took another step, then another, revealing more of the quarry.
Two more steps, then Tam stopped, her face fixed on the stone floor far below. Something dark caught her eyes, a cut-out shape against the creams and greys of the rocks.
Abigail saw it too and cried out.
In amongst the purple mirrored puddles was the broken body of a girl, her unblinking eyes staring up to the faraway sky.




FORTY-ONE

It was the dream again, catching her at her most vulnerable, lifting her from her sleep and throwing her down in amongst her deepest fears.
Tam lay on her side, clutching the damp quilt to her chest. Already the images were fading, but the fear remained. She wiped her cheeks dry, pushing the salt of her tears out of her eyes.
One image remained, the elusive afterglow of the other figure flying with her in the sky. Was it Becca? She couldn’t tell.
Thinking of her lost friend filled her with sadness. There was the inescapable sensation of loss, of a life thrown away, of missed opportunity. But there was anger too. She wanted to grab hold of Becca and shake her, to scream at her for being so bloody stupid. What was she thinking? Underneath that anger was guilt. This was her fault. She’d let Becca down. She’d turned her back on a friend. The guilt, she knew, would be with her the longest. The anger and regret would ebb away eventually but the guilt was made of something harder, something that would endure the erosion of time. This was Tam’s burden. No one could carry it for her.
As she wallowed in her feelings she got out of bed and washed. Automatic actions, no thought required. She found herself downstairs, cleaned, dressed, ready for today.
The worst day.
She didn’t want it to come. Now it was here she wanted it over as quickly as possible. Today was a mountain that she knew she had to climb. The rest of her life – for what it was worth – lay in the slopes on the other side. But it was too big to take on all by herself. She needed Abigail at her side.
Mum was in the kitchen already. She wore her black dress, figure-hugging, cut just above the knee. She still looked good. Black suited her.
‘Hi,’ Mum said. It was almost a sigh, but her subtle smile comforted Tam. Without a word Tam walked over to her and wrapped her arms round her. She was taller than Mum now. Tam rested her head on Mum’s shoulder, taking comfort from the warmth of her skin, the scent of her hair, the memory of childhood.
After a moment they parted with an exchange of smiles.
‘Breakfast?’ Mum asked.
‘No,’ Tam replied.
Mum nodded, not pushing.
‘How’s Dad?’
Mum hesitated. ‘Rough night . . .’
‘Can I go see him? After the—’ Tam’s throat caught. ‘After.’
‘Course you can, love. I’m going this afternoon. He’d love to see you.’
I need to see him, Tam told herself. It didn’t matter how he looked, not any more. She nodded to Mum. ‘Good. We’ll go together.’
The doorbell rang, high-pitched, cutting through the morning air. Tam opened the door and pulled Abigail in towards her without a word.
‘You OK?’ Abigail asked quietly.
‘Not really,’ Tam confessed. ‘You?’
Abigail shrugged feebly. She looked older in black, harder, like she knew exactly what she was doing. Tam felt the opposite – younger, out of her depth, like a lost kid terrified of the world.
Tam led Abigail to the kitchen and they sat in the quiet comfort of each other’s company, watching as Mum found things to tidy: dishes, clothes, takeaway menus. She offered them drinks, made small talk about the weather, about Abigail’s plans for college, avoiding the terrible subject that had dominated all of their lives this last ten days.
Becca was dead. She’d killed herself and it was Tam’s fault. She’d talked to everyone about it: police, counsellors, friends, family. The hardest had been Becca’s mum. She never said it aloud, but Tam saw the cold accusation festering in her eyes. She blamed Tam for her daughter’s death, and she was right. Yet throughout all the interviews and reports and discussions no one had joined the dots from Becca’s photos to Tam. Her secret had died with her friend, and Tam was glad of that small mercy.
Outside a dark car pulled up, its polished body reflecting the crisp sunshine through the window.
Mum smiled. ‘Time to go.’
Her words were like a death sentence. They were climbing that horrible unavoidable mountain. Tam stood, feeling light-headed, and found Abigail’s hand in hers. They exchanged tight smiles as they walked to the door.
Outside, the car waited. Mum opened the door and Tam climbed inside. The three of them sat together on the back seat, Tam in the middle, her hands holding Abigail’s and Mum’s. Her mind was far away, drifting through that damned wood. She tried to think of something else but her mind kept dragging her back into the judgement of the trees.
She looked outside at the procession of houses drifting by, those tiny boxes full of secrets. Then, unexpectedly, the wood came into view, taking Tam’s breath away. It looked vast today, a giant beast squatting at the edge of the estate, waiting to engulf them all.
Now she was crying. Mum put her arm round her, pulling her into the warmth of her body.
The wall of trees disappeared, replaced by the estate once more, and Tam felt her anxiety ease. But then the cemetery and the crematorium loomed ahead and the tension returned, taking hold of her entire body.
The car pulled up outside and Tam, Abigail and Mum joined the other mourners outside. The sun warmed Tam’s face, narrowing her eyes. She saw faces she recognized there – other school friends, a few teachers, some of Becca’s family. She avoided their glances, wishing she’d brought her sunglasses to hide behind.
Then a procession of black cars entered the cemetery and crawled towards her. Tam half hid behind Mum’s body, feeling tiny. Sweat trickled down her neck as the first car pulled up outside the entrance. Tam saw the long windows and the coffin within, strewn with flowers spelling out her friend’s name.
Becca’s in there.
Tam felt her legs go weak and she gripped Mum’s arm tighter.
Becca’s mum appeared as the coffin was taken from the car. She glanced at Tam, just for a second, but Tam was sure she was going to scream at her for killing her daughter. The urge to escape was almost overwhelming. Tam looked up at the empty sky, not a cloud in sight, and thought how easy it would be to fly away from here, to embrace that giant blue nothing, to be free of the ground with all of its problems.
But she couldn’t. She refused to try. Never again, she swore to herself. The joy of freedom wasn’t worth all this. The price was just too high.
‘C’mon,’ Mum said with a gentle tug of her hand, and together they entered the cool sanctuary of the crematorium.




FORTY-TWO

Abigail returned home, exhausted. The funeral had taken more out of her than she had expected, and she wished she’d agreed for her mum to go with her.
As she walked towards her house Abigail pictured the warm bath she was going to run for herself, a long soak to wash away the grime of today. But as she opened the door she heard voices raised in argument.
Dad was here.
Abigail froze, the door open in her hand.
‘Is that you, Abigail?’ her mum called to her.
Damn. ‘Yeah, hi.’
Before she had taken her shoes off her mum was there. ‘You should have called. I’d have picked you up.’
‘It’s not far.’ Abigail glanced over her mum’s shoulder. ‘He’s here?’
Abigail’s mum nodded stiffly. She folded her arms as she returned to the living room.
‘Hello, honey.’ Her dad stood up, grinning as Abigail entered. ‘How are you?’
‘What’s he doing here?’ Abigail whispered to her mum, blanking her dad. ‘He’s not supposed to come here.’
Her mum smiled apologetically. ‘He’s just—’
‘It’s OK,’ her dad soothed, his arms held up. ‘I’m not stopping. I just wanted to see you. I know today is a rough one so I just wanted to check on you . . . on both of you.’
‘I’m fine,’ Abigail said crisply. She refused to look at him. ‘You can go now.’
‘Abigail,’ her mum said. ‘Don’t be rude.’
‘He’s not supposed to come here,’ Abigail replied. Her heart pounded. Normally she fell behind her mum, followed her example and did as she was told. But not today, not any more. She wasn’t going to give him power. She turned to face him and said, ‘You should leave.’
Her dad’s hands became fists, then he took a breath and sat down, his palms resting on his knees. ‘I’ll go in a moment, I promise.’ His voice was controlled and calm. ‘It’s just . . . I haven’t seen you in ages and—’
‘Whose fault is that?’ Abigail demanded, putting herself in between her parents. She stood over her dad, her eyes glaring at him. ‘You did this. You spoilt it all.’
‘Abigail, don’t . . .’ her mum pleaded pathetically.
‘No, Mum, I’m sick of you two screwing up this family . . . getting back together then splitting up again.’
‘I know, and I’m sorry.’ Her dad’s eyes moistened. ‘I don’t want to argue. I know this is all my fault. I’ve ruined our family, no one else, just me. But I’m getting help and I think I’m getting better.’
‘Too late, Dad.’ It took all of her strength to hold back her emotions. ‘You’ve said all this before. Mum might fall for it but I’m not, not any more.’ Abigail gasped for air, shocked at her own resolve.
Her dad nodded solemnly. ‘You’re right, Abigail, but I love you and I wanted to say this anyway.’
Abigail felt herself wavering. She knew if he didn’t go soon she’d crumble and let him back in again. This was what her mum used to do, and she’d stood by and let her. But it wouldn’t make things better, she knew that. ‘Dad, I love you too, but that’s not enough, is it? You love us but you hurt us.’
‘I don’t mean to. And I’m getting better, really I am.’
Abigail couldn’t look at her mum. If she did she’d see the hurt in her eyes and cave in. No, she had to stay strong, for both of them. She summoned up all of her remaining strength and said, ‘Just say what you want to say then leave, please.’
‘Right . . . yeah, of course, sorry.’ Her dad licked his lips, floundering. ‘Well . . . I just want to say that I’m sorry for all of the pain I’ve put you both through. I know I can never make it right again but I hope that . . . maybe . . . in time we can, you know, talk again.’
‘I’ve—’ Abigail glanced at her mum. ‘We’ve got nothing to say to you. Please leave.’
Her dad nodded, shock and resignation on his face, and he stood up slowly. ‘OK, well, that’s what I wanted to say. I’ll go now.’
He stepped closer to her, wanting to embrace, but Abigail stepped back and turned her face away. She couldn’t let him back in, not even just a little. If she did they’d end up back in the same self-destructive cycle all over again. The cycle had to be broken.
Her dad turned to face her mum. ‘You’re gonna let her talk to me like that?’
Mum reddened, flustered, then said, ‘She’s right, Bryan. It’s for the best. For all of us. Just go, please.’
Pride welled up inside Abigail and she took her mum’s hand.
‘Right,’ her dad replied, shocked. He stared at both of them, blinking quickly, then said, ‘Bye then.’
Abigail listened as he went to the door, waited until she heard it close, then she took in a deep breath, feeling her knees buckle. She turned to find her mum and they held each other. Just the two of them, keeping each other up. That was the future now. It was as if a long-brooding storm had passed overhead. She smiled at her mum, allowing herself to hope for a better tomorrow.




FORTY-THREE

‘Don’t expect too much from him, he’s very weak.’
Tam glanced at Mum, trying to decipher meaning in her tired eyes. ‘I’m not expecting anything,’ Tam said, sounding more defensive than she intended.
‘It’s just, you haven’t seen him for a while,’ Mum explained.
Tam looked away. ‘It’s not been that long.’
‘I didn’t mean it as an accusation, love. I’m just saying he’s weak. He’s lost weight since you—’
Tam cut her off. ‘OK, Mum, I get it.’
They continued in silence. The bus chugged along the road towards the hospital. Behind them two old women complained to each other about the delayed service, about the weather, about the bloody foreigners, about the council, about their husbands, about dog walkers and their fouling, barking pets. They never seemed to tire of things to moan about. Was this what getting old meant? Moaning more? Living less? Tam shuddered, wishing she’d remembered to bring her earbuds. She buried her attention in her phone, at the stream of pictures and status updates. Becca was dead, but nothing stopped, nothing changed. Did her death mean anything? She switched her phone off and put it away.
The bus turned into the hospital and they got off, joining the procession of visitors entering the shabby grey building. The place had a smell that Tam hated, a mix of cleaning products and death. It seemed to cling to her clothes whenever she came here. As they entered the lift she felt the familiar sense of dread overwhelm her, drowning any excitement she had for seeing Dad.
The lift rattled upwards. It stopped at the first floor and a porter dragged a bed and its patient into the space, pushing the other passengers up to the walls. The doors closed in slow motion and Tam felt a wave of claustrophobia grow inside her. She watched the lift panel, willing it to get to the next floor. With a slow discordant ping the doors opened and the porter pushed the bed out. Tam smiled with relief, and she realized Mum was watching her. She offered her hand and Tam took it. Somehow, that gave her comfort and her tension eased.
When the doors opened at the fourth floor the lift was almost empty – just Tam, Mum and two others. She gripped Mum’s hand as she led her towards Dad’s ward, past his empty bed.
‘They moved him yesterday,’ Mum explained. ‘I told you.’
‘Did you?’ Tam asked, doubting her memory.
‘Mm-hum.’
They passed through a set of double doors and Mum used a wall dispenser to clean her hands. Tam followed her example, rubbing the gel between her fingers. Ahead the lighting was dimmed, and there was a sense of stillness, as if the ward was trapped between heartbeats.
Tam hesitated, the uncertainty of what was waiting for her freezing her feet to the floor.
‘It’s OK,’ Mum reassured her. She took Tam’s hand again and led her towards a small room on the left. The space was dark, a sliver of light edging the blinds at the window. The soft yellow glow of a lamp pulled the bed out of the gloom. Machines cluttered either side of the bed, their wires snaking towards the pale old man resting under the sheets.
They were in the wrong room, surely. Then Tam locked eyes with the grey face in the bed and she recognized the shadow of Dad surviving at the back of those bloodshot eyes. She almost burst into tears right there. She choked back her emotions, forcing them down.
Mum stepped between them and kissed Dad on the forehead. She turned to Tam, encouraging her to greet her dad, but she couldn’t do it. Her feet refused to work. She couldn’t get any closer, let alone touch that skin. Fear and repulsion kept her there, a trembling statue.
A low gurgling noise came from the bed. Mum shushed Dad, tapping his arm, avoiding the needle in the back of his hand.
‘Just rest,’ she said to him. ‘Don’t try to speak. Tam’s here to see you.’ Mum turned to her, waiting, expecting.
Tam lifted her foot, managed to touch the cold metal of the end of the bed. She gripped it, taking a breath, trying to smile, failing.
‘Hi, Dad,’ she managed, unable to say anything else.
The ghost in the bed made a faint noise.
Tam knew today was going to be bad, but never this bad. She’d hoped that coming to see Dad would have lifted her spirits – she needed him today – but this was too much to bear. Her emotions overwhelmed her. She had to get away from here, out of this tiny room, out of the hospital, away from him.
She turned for the door and ran, not stopping when Mum shouted her back, not waiting for the lift, bounding down the stairs two at a time, sprinting out the main entrance, running until there was sky overhead, an embrace of blue and grey that calmed her troubled mind.




FORTY-FOUR

Tam ran. She didn’t plan or think. She just ran.
She wanted to text Abigail, to call her, to meet her, but she just kept on running, ignoring the rings and pings coming from her phone.
Tam ran, hardly surprised when she came upon the wood once more. She hadn’t been back since they’d found Becca. She hated it now; it had taken far more than it had ever given.
The metal fencing lined the edge, snaking towards two Portakabins and a silent digger. The builders were getting ready to flatten the wood. Good, she thought to herself. Tear it down, concrete over it and forget it was ever here.
She looked at the warning signs on the fence:
NO ENTRY. TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED

 
The gap in the fence had been dealt with, the panels secured to each other, barring her way. Tam glanced down to the Portakabins, checking she was unseen, then she scaled the fence and fell to the other side. She rolled down the bank, coating her clothes in the damp grass. She slipped into the cover of the trees, allowing herself to be lost in their shadow. She caught her breath there, touching the damp trunk of one of the giant monsters. Its gnarled bark came away in her hand, revealing dozens of woodlice beneath. They fell to the earth, scrambling for cover, writhing on their backs with their legs clawing at the air like tiny clockwork devices. Two landed on her hand, their antennae twitching in front of them. Tam shook them off, dropping the bark to the floor.
This place, this stinking, damp, infested place.
‘I hope they burn you all,’ she muttered to the trees.
She weaved through the wet foliage until she found the path, letting it guide her into the centre of this place.
Why she had come here she wasn’t sure, not yet. There was an urge to be here, like a calling deep within her, something she couldn’t resist. Was it the wood itself? Was it summoning her here one last time?
‘Fuck you!’ Tam shouted at the trees.
Birds scattered. For a moment the leaves rustled, then all was still and deathly silent. No cars, no noise from the estate, no living thing, it seemed. Yet she felt like there were dozens of eyes upon her, waiting to see what she might do next.
‘I should have brought matches,’ she cursed.
Her feet moved along the path, replaying the old routes, taking her back towards the narrow track that led to the bridge.
She almost missed it. The trees and ivy and leaves had gorged on the summer storms, putting on new growth that hid the metal structure from the casual eye. But the trickle of the choked stream gave it away. Tam saw the bridge ahead of her, cowering behind fresh yellow-green growth.
She stepped onto the old wooden planks, wallowing in the creaking and groaning as she walked to the middle. The bridge didn’t want her there, neither did the wood.
‘Well, tough shit!’ she called. ‘I’m here, whether you like it or not.’
The trickle of the water faded away, leaving only Tam’s thoughts to fill the air. She looked at the wood laid out in front of her and wondered again why she had come here. Was it to remember Becca? No, that wasn’t it. Becca had hated it here. Becca had died here. The memory of Becca endured in the streets of the estate, in the litter-filled back alleys behind the shops, in the path to school where they first tried a cigarette. That was Becca’s domain, not here.
Was it Abigail then? Was that why she had come here? Abigail loved the wood. This was her place. But Tam still had Abigail – she didn’t need to come here to think about her or remember her. She could pick up the phone, she could meet her.
No, that wasn’t it. She had come here for herself. She had come here to grasp that bittersweet sensation that she loved so much, that intense feeling of freedom and joy, that desire to escape from worry, to lift off the ground.
Tam had come here to fly.
She let go of the bridge and closed her eyes, letting her senses reach out to the world around her. To the damp earth, cool and silent, hiding root and worm. To the stream, always moving, glistening and fresh, on its way to elsewhere. To the air around her, shifting and changing, dense then ethereal, connected to that vast sky above her. To the trees, the ever-watching trees, mute sentinels that seemed to be calling her to join them, to wrap herself in their roots and become one more silent watcher.
She sensed the wood all around her and, without opening her eyes, she knew she was already rising through the branches, leaving the little bridge and the stream behind.
She felt the air rushing over her face and Tam opened her eyes, looking up just as she broke through the tree canopy. She hovered there, studying the mass of leaves. All of the trees were separate, individual plants standing alone, yet their upper branches touched, mingled with each other, caressing, supporting, communicating. And their roots, hidden in the cool soil below, they intertwined, twisted around each other, melding, sensing, holding. The entire wood was a single entity, made whole by the individual trees amassed there.
Tam looked at them and smiled, understanding. Then she turned her face to the grey clouds overhead, and she began to rise once more. Moving higher and higher, the sky-bound colours took on form and detail, and she saw that the clouds were vast. She rushed faster and faster towards them, higher than she’d ever dared before.
Moisture dotted her face. The cloud became a fog around her and she stabbed into it. Far below, the landscape lost all colour and clarity. Everywhere she looked was cloud.
As she ascended the air cooled and thinned. Tam looked up and saw the vague yellow glow of the sun beyond the grey-white wisps, and pushed herself towards it.
The cloud was dense about her, tight currents of air that pushed her in all directions. She fought against it, determined to go higher. As she rose she felt the familiar feeling of release that she yearned for. Her thoughts became serene, uncluttered and full of purpose. This was where she belonged, at the heart of this cloud. She was the cloud. She could make it rain – all she had to do was think about it.
The air seemed to obey her thoughts, contracting about her, pushing against her skin, then it expanded again and the rain came. She felt a rumble vibrate through her and the air cracked with lightning, so close that her hair stood on end.
Tam laughed, feeling terrified and triumphant all at once. The rain grew stronger, becoming a torrent, but she pushed against it, rising still, and she realized that there was a vague familiarity to all of this.
The dream! This was exactly like the dream. But there was no figure to chase. She was alone in the storm. Checking, Tam looked around her. Was that a shape above her in the cloud?
She moved towards it, the rain forming lines over her face. The indistinct shadow became darker, standing out against the rest of the cloud. There was someone else in the cloud with her!
‘Hey!’ she cried, but her words had no strength here. She rushed towards the shape, trying to catch it, but it seemed to move with her, keeping its distance. Tam forced herself to fly faster, up, up, up, feeling the exhaustion growing in her muscles.
The cloud shifted and the shape took on form and detail. It was another person, Tam was certain now. The grey of the storm gave way to cool yellows and oranges as the rain eased. But the figure was still too far away, too shrouded in mist to be certain. She had to know.
Tam ignored the aches all over her body and forced herself to go faster, higher. She opened her mouth, trying to get enough air. It was as if her lungs weren’t working properly and she felt her head going dizzy. Every inch of her body wanted to give up, to turn back towards the ground, but she couldn’t stop, not until she knew for sure.
With one last effort of will Tam felt her speed increase and the gap between her and the other figure closed. At the same instant she broke through the top of the cloud and the sun erupted onto her freezing body. The light dazzled her eyes, and for a moment she couldn’t see the other person. Had it been just a cloud after all?
Then she saw it clear against the ice blue sky. She flew towards him – she was sure it was a man now – and reached out with her hands. She could barely move any more; her body screamed for submission. She tensed her fingers – she was so close . . .
The man held out his arm to her, their fingers almost touching.
Relief coursed through her; she could see him now, dark against the sky, but she could see his face. Her fingers stretched, aching at the joints, hardly any air between her hand and the man’s.
Then Tam began to fall.




FORTY-FIVE

Tam was enveloped in warmth, like she was submerged in a soothing bath. All around her was dark, devoid of detail, yet she felt safe and secure. Her heartbeat gave off a lazy rhythm, a gentle hammering deep inside her ears that separated the ambient flow of her blood through her veins. Then another sound made itself heard, an echo of her heartbeat, getting louder now, harder and high-pitched, overpowering the calming beat of her own body. The new sound grew stronger, more mechanical and shrill, until it was all she could hear.
And with the sound came pain. It started in her left side and spread across her chest, finding her right, then down into her legs. She tried to move but the pain just got worse, flashing up into her head.
Tam moaned. Her mouth was dry and tasted odd.
‘Are you awake, Tam?’ a voice asked from far away.
The sound startled her and she jumped. Pain coursed through her body. The warmth ebbed away as the noises around her penetrated her rest. She could feel a soft mattress at her back, sheets over her chest. She was in bed, but not her own. It didn’t feel right – the smells were wrong, the scent of flowers and disinfectant and something else . . .
Disinfectant and death. She recognized that odd mix. Was she in hospital?
Tam tried to open her eyes. The lids were stuck together, parting under protest. Light flooded in, stinging her brain. She blinked rapidly, trying to focus. Everything was a blur of bleached colours.
‘Tam? Can you hear me?’
She tried to respond. Her mouth was dry, her jaw loose.
‘It’s OK,’ the voice reassured her. ‘Just take it easy.’
The colours began to take on form. She was in a small room, its walls a uniform light orange. At the side of the bed was a man, smiling at her with relief in his moist eyes. He was thin, his face angular and pale, his hair just a few uncombed wisps. This was a stranger’s face, yet there was something oddly familiar. The shape of the hesitant smile, the upturned wrinkles at the corners of the eyes. And those eyes. Pale blue with flecks of grey, just like her—
‘Dad?’ Tam slurred.
The man laughed, half crying. ‘Yes, pet, it’s me. God, it’s good to see you awake.’
‘What . . . what happened? Where am I?’
‘Hospital. We’re both inmates now.’ Dad chuckled, stroking the back of her hand.
‘Water?’
‘Oh.’ Dad looked about the room. ‘Yeah, of course. Let me . . .’ He stood up, thinking. ‘I’ll get a nurse. Wait there.’ He looked at her and laughed. ‘Don’t suppose you’re going anywhere, are you?’ He leaned over and kissed her forehead, then, with a grin, he left her alone in the room.
Tam took in her surroundings. She had so many questions but she was too tired to ask them. She closed her eyes, resting, sleeping in between the noise of nurses and doctors coming and going. Every time she opened her eyes there was Dad, sitting guard at the side of the bed.
‘Mum’s on her way,’ he said quietly.
‘You . . . you look well,’ Tam managed.
‘Well? No, not yet. But I am better. A lot better.’ Dad grinned, raising his stick-thin arms in a defiant pose. ‘I’m going home soon, maybe tomorrow.’
‘How long have I been here?’
‘Three days,’ Dad replied. ‘What do you remember?’
Tam pictured the grey clouds and the storm. She saw herself high above it all, reaching for the sun. Then she remembered seeing the other figure – the man – and she saw his face.
‘Dad . . .’ She had to tell him. ‘I was flying, high up in the sky.’
‘A dream?’ Dad asked.
‘I was in the clouds, flying. It was . . . amazing. And I wasn’t alone. You were there too, Dad. You and me.’
Dad smiled, cocking his head in the way he used to do. He looked more and more like the dad she remembered, before the cancer, and she realized she’d found him again.
‘Do you remember anything about what happened?’ Dad asked. ‘Do you know why you’re here?’
Tam didn’t reply.
‘You’ve been lucky, love. You’ve got four broken ribs, and your left leg’s broken in two places. They had to operate . . .’
Tam gasped, looking down at her defeated body.
‘They’ve put a bloody big metal plate in there,’ Dad continued proudly. ‘You’re stronger than a robot now.’
He laughed, then his face darkened, his smiling mouth tightening. ‘What did you do, Tam? Did you . . . were you doing the same as Becca?’
Tam turned away. There was a small window that looked out onto a brick wall. At the top was a thin sliver of blue sky.
‘No, Dad, I wasn’t trying to kill myself.’
Dad took a breath, his shoulders relaxing. ‘Right, OK . . . good. You must have slipped, I suppose. Nasty fall down to the quarry. You’re lucky it wasn’t a lot worse – you could’ve been . . .’
Tam smiled, saying nothing.
‘They need to get that fence sorted out. I’ll be on to that bloody council once I’m out of here. Bloody dangerous leaving it open like that, especially—’
‘Dad,’ Tam took his hand. ‘It’s OK. I’m OK.’
Dad opened his mouth but said nothing. He thought for a moment then nodded, tapping her hand. He mustered his strength and stood up, bones creaking. ‘I’d better get back to my bed. They’ll be round to check on me soon. I’ll let you rest, but I’ll be back. And Mum’s on her way, did I say?’
‘Yes,’ Tam laughed feebly, ‘you said.’
Dad stood in the door, his back straight. ‘Love you, Tam.’
‘Love you, Dad.’
He saluted her, like he used to when she was little, when he had tucked her in for the night, then he was gone. Tam was alone. The pain filled the void, but it was bearable now. She smiled to herself as she drifted back into sleep.




FORTY-SIX

Tam stood at the edge of the estate, looking over the wood. The autumnal air was crisp and cool, the low sun picking out every detail of the landscape in pin-sharp clarity. Somewhere not too far away a worker’s radio broadcast tinny songs into the air, their barely audible lyrics lost on the gentle breeze. She watched as a digger trundled back and forth, pulling tree stumps out of the compacted earth and dragging them to a cluster of waiting men.
She felt an uneasy sadness at the wood’s death. It was like she was saying goodbye to Becca all over again.
Beside her Abigail sighed. ‘I couldn’t stop it. I didn’t try hard enough.’
Tam turned to look at her. ‘You never could, Abigail. No one could. It didn’t matter what you did.’
Abigail shrugged. ‘I suppose. But still . . .’
Tam put her arm round her friend, shifting her weight onto her stick.
‘This was special,’ Abigail said quietly, her voice betraying her emotion. ‘This was our place.’
Tam felt it as well. This was the passing of something important in their lives, something they might never find again. ‘At least we had it for a while.’ She let go, stretching her leg with a sigh.
‘Still hurting?’ Abigail asked.
‘It’s getting better. It just aches sometimes.’
Abigail looked back towards the remains of the wood. A vast hole of cleared land marked its centre. The old bridge lay exposed, the little stream clogged with branches and sawdust.
‘Do you remember much?’ Abigail asked Tam without looking at her.
‘Bits,’ Tam replied, tensing. The fall had come back to her in nightmare snapshots, visions of the ground coming up towards her far too quickly, of her trying to slow her descent, desperate to regain control.
Abigail glanced at her. ‘You OK?’
‘Yeah.’ Tam smiled. ‘I’m getting there. How about you?’
‘Getting there. Mum’s found a new house . . .’
Tam heard Abigail’s hesitation. ‘But . . .’
‘It’s in Ashbrooke.’
Tam nodded, saying nothing, thinking. Ashbrooke was miles away.
‘What about college?’ she asked eventually.
‘Suppose I’ll find another one there.’ Abigail lowered her head.
‘They have a good art college there,’ Tam offered.
Abigail glanced sideways, a grin forming. ‘Yeah, they do.’ Then the grin melted away, leaving space for new doubts. ‘Tam, everything’s changing. Home, this place, everything.’
Tam took Abigail’s hand. ‘Change is good.’
‘But I won’t see you any more.’ Tears formed in Abigail’s large eyes.
‘Christ, it’s only down the road. What is it? Fifteen, twenty minutes in the car? An hour on the bus. It’s not Australia, is it? I’ll still see you.’
‘Will you?’
Tam laughed, reassuring her. ‘Of course I will.’
But even as she said it, Tam acknowledged the slow inevitable death of their friendship. They’d stay in touch but their lives would not be intertwined in the way they had been these last few weeks. They’d drift away from each other, finding new things to fill the holes left behind. Maybe that was the way of it, maybe that was always what happened with friendship. Nothing lasted for ever, not even the wood.
‘How’s your mum?’ Tam asked, keen to end her train of thought.
‘She’s good. She’s moving on, as she keeps saying.’ Abigail laughed, rolling her eyes. ‘But I think she means it this time.’
‘Good,’ Tam replied.
Another load of cut wood was dropped onto the back of a waiting truck. It revved its engine, pushing black smoke into the air, and jerked away from the building site.
‘Do you miss him?’ Tam turned to view Abigail’s face. ‘Your dad.’
Abigail thought for a moment. ‘Sometimes. I suppose I miss Good Dad. I don’t miss Red-faced Angry Dad, that’s for sure.’ She laughed, hiding her sadness. ‘I’m gonna see him, once things are settled. I don’t want to lose touch. But I don’t want him living with us again. So we’ll do the coffee shop thing, once or twice a month. That should be fine.’ She wiped her face on the sleeve of her coat. ‘How’s your dad doing?’
‘Great, thanks.’ Tam grinned, unable to hide her relief. ‘He’s putting weight on. He’s so bored though. He keeps watching stupid daytime TV shows and shouting at the telly. Mum can’t wait for him to go back to work. They actually had an argument the other day.’
‘Really?’ Abigail’s face showed concern.
Tam laughed. ‘That’s a good thing, really. They argued all the time before, but never in a serious way. It’s just how they’ve always been, teasing each other. They haven’t done that in for ever. It’s nice.’
The girls laughed together, then turned back to the wood.
Abigail rummaged in her pocket and pulled out a small bottle. She unscrewed the top and held it up. ‘To the wood.’
Tam stared at her, astonished. ‘What the hell is that?’
‘Mum’s vodka.’ Abigail laughed.
‘You? Drinking?’
‘Just this once. Special occasion.’
Tam laughed too. It still hurt around her ribs. ‘I’ve corrupted you.’
‘Maybe just a bit.’ Abigail took a swig from the bottle and offered it to Tam.
Tam leaned on her stick and took the drink. She raised her arm up. ‘To Becca.’
Abigail nodded. ‘To Becca.’
Tam took a mouthful, swallowed, tried not to cough, and then handed the bottle back to Abigail.
‘To friendship,’ Abigail said, raising the drink once more. She took a small sip, offering it again to Tam.
Tam shook her head. ‘Painkillers and voddy don’t mix.’
Abigail screwed the lid on and returned it to her coat. ‘And what about you?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘What are you going to do?’
‘Nothing.’
Abigail’s eyes bore into her. ‘No bullshit, wood or no wood.’
‘OK, OK,’ Tam laughed. ‘My results were crap so as a first step I’m resitting what I can at sixth form college. Hopefully I can make up for lost time.’
‘And then what?’
Tam looked out over the disappearing wood. ‘Me and Becca . . . we held each other back, I think. We’d have stayed here all our lives, I’m sure of it.’ Tam pictured that possible life. It wasn’t terrible, it wasn’t wasted, just different.
‘And now?’
‘Now . . . I want more,’ Tam replied honestly. ‘This place, it’s not where the world ends. I’ve been up there,’ she gestured to the clear sky. ‘I’ve seen the edges and there’s more I want to see.’
Abigail chuckled. ‘You’ve broadened your horizons.’
‘I suppose I have, yeah,’ Tam admitted.
‘And the flying?’ Abigail asked, sounding uncertain. ‘Can you still do it?’
Tam thought about that. She hadn’t tried since the fall but she instinctively knew her ability was tied to this place, to the wood. It had been a gift, fleeting in nature, a temporary miracle that belonged in the past. Now the wood was dying, and the gift had returned to the earth. ‘No, it’s gone now.’
Abigail’s shoulders slumped in disappointment.
‘Did you only like me cos I could fly?’ Tam asked mischievously.
‘No, no, of course not,’ Abigail replied quickly.
Tam laughed. ‘You always were easy to tease.’
Relieved, Abigail grinned.
The shouting voice of one of the workmen drifted up from the wood as he directed a reversing lorry.
Tam took a breath, finding the strength to tell Abigail of her plans. ‘I think, after college, I might try for university.’
Abigail stared at her, mocking. ‘You? A student?’
‘I’m not going to Oxford or Cambridge.’ Tam laughed. ‘But I think I can try for . . . for more than just . . . this.’ She gestured to the estate behind them.
‘I think you’ll be brilliant,’ Abigail said, her eyes moistening.
‘Maybe, maybe not. But I want to find out.’
Abigail nodded her approval before grabbing her in a hug.
Tam moaned. ‘Steady! Still hurts.’
‘Sorry.’ Abigail released her.
Tam laughed. ‘It’s OK.’ She looked back down at the wood, its deep scar growing by the hour. Sparks lit up one end of the bridge as a worker cut through its structure. ‘I think I’ve seen enough,’ she said, feeling like she was watching an animal being dissected. ‘Coming?’
Tam and Abigail turned their back on the wood and walked away, laughing and joking with each other.
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