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There! I stuck it in. The advert. Kept it, see? Found it folded up in a back
 pocket. Not that long ago, I read it every day.  
            

For a while, it was the only note I wanted to read.  
            

For a while, it was a good thing. 
            

Mum left a note for me too, the night everything happened. I found it later,
 after the police had gone and I was alone at the kitchen table waiting for
 Dieter. Back when it was dark as killers’ eyes outside. 
            

Tonight I’m catching the black cat.  
            

All she wrote.  

Mum was odd like that. You’ll see. 
            

But maybe I’m getting ahead of myself. 
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So…


The first thing I remember about being here? That’s something Lily wanted me to write about. 
            

I guess it was the heat, slamming into me with a force that took my breath.
 People talk about walls of heat, but this felt like a whole mountain. It
 stopped me moving, made me unwilling to ever move again. I was sweating
 instantly, standing at the top of those rickety plane steps and staring out at
 the darkness. Long, black, endless darkness. That seemed appropriate, at least. 
            

After the bright lights of the plane, the black was impenetrable, like there was
 nothing else beyond the end of the runway: the lights stopped and the world
 stopped too. There could’ve been a gigantic cliff there and we’d never have known it. They could’ve marched us straight towards it. That darkness was alive, too – full of screeching creatures, rustling movement. But there was no sound of
 water. No beach. 
            

‘Some island,’ I said. 
            

Sam was pushing me. ‘Come on, the rest of us want to see too.’


The steps wiggled, so I grabbed hard onto the flimsy banister until I found the
 tarmac below. Heat seeped up through my trainers. If my feet had been bare, I’d have been hopping. I thought it was crazy that tarmac could be so hot when it
 was night-time – how boiling did it get during the day? Could that tarmac melt and become a
 sticky river? 
            

I turned to say this to Sam, but he was no longer right behind me. Instead, he
 was walking away from the plane with Nyall. They were chatting about one of the
 films that’d been on, something cheery about earthquakes and the end of the world. Nyall
 nodded seriously, not smiling at all, while Sam laughed and joked. Maybe Nyall
 was just bricking it to finally be here, like I was.  
            

When Pete came over, I bet he was bricking it too, under his tough-guy look. But
 he slapped Nyall and Sam on the back like they were all comrades – a team about to embark on a dangerous mission.  
            


Wanker.




I turned away and found the other girl, Annie, at my shoulder, pressing me to
 keep going. I stepped away from the plane. The camera was there, even then:
 George in front of our faces with a little hand-held, asking us leading questions about ourselves and how we were feeling. 
            


‘What’s it all like? First impressions? What can you hear and taste and smell…?’ 


I can remember the smell: the shock of it. It was sweet, sort of, and wet. Like
 a mixture of damp school jumpers and the cheap flowery perfume one of my
 therapists had worn. I’d been expecting the sea. Something like salt-and-vinegary chips, maybe. I’d thought there’d be a breeze.  
            

‘It smells like a slug,’ I said.  
            

Sam was too busy chatting with his new best friend to hear me. Annie was still
 there, though, with her face screwed up, smelling it too.  
            

‘It smells like hot knickers,’ she said, right to the camera. 
            

I laughed. I didn’t think she could be funny. The camera caught it all. 
            

Where’s that footage now?  
            


Annie moved away from me then, away from the camera and George and out across
 the tarmac. I followed, still watching the darkness. Was it all just trees?
 Maybe it was like the woods on the mountain back home. And maybe the smell was
 a bit like bracken and moss, like the stuff Mum and I collected one autumn for
 one of her art projects. We had spent days doing that; I’d had dirt under my fingernails for weeks. I closed my eyes to stop thinking
 about it, but the noise of the place jolted them open again: the shrieks and
 rustles and calls. It was like we were stepping out into a zoo. When I caught
 up with Sam his cheeks were hot, red as cherries and almost bitable. 



‘I told you this would be good,’ he said. He was looking at Annie, at her long blonde hair. He was breathing in
 the night. 
            

‘We haven’t even got there yet, not properly,’ I said. 
            

There was a gnawing feeling in my stomach, the one that had started the very
 first day I’d agreed to do this thing with him, that’d been eating away at me ever since. The one I still have now.  
            


But it wasn’t the day when I said yes to The Tribe that really started that feeling, not if I truly think about it. And this is what Lily actually wants me to write about – the beginning, my journey to being here. What started my own personal tip to
 the dark. 
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So maybe it starts here: when Sam asked me out.  
            

I liked that. A lot. At the time.  
            

I liked how Sam didn’t even care that he was in the middle of our English classroom and there were
 people all around us. I liked how he kept holding my gaze. I liked how his
 cheeks went marshmallow pink, too. And he was grinning at me, knowing my
 answer. I liked that best of all. 
            

‘Tonight, after dark, we’ll take her car,’ he said. ‘I know how.’


He’d been talking about doing it for ages. Just me, him and Mum’s old banger at the end of the street. I’d thought it was all a joke, one of Sam’s crazy ideas that never happened.  
            

He scrunched his fingers into a fist, flicked his eyes from where Brandon was
 eavesdropping, and back to me. ‘What do you think?’


And I looked at how wide and brown his eyes were, how cute his lips looked when
 he chewed them at the corner, and I said,  
            

‘Yes.’


…even though I had something else to do that night. Even though I knew what he
 was planning was unbelievably stupid and probably illegal. Even though Mum
 would hate it. 
            

Sam punched the air, then immediately looked around the classroom to check who’d seen. I almost started to laugh. Sam was so rubbish at trying to play cool. He
 shrugged it off. 
            

‘’bout ten? Earlier?’


I shrugged back, looked out the window to the playground. 
            

‘Sure, whatever.’



Unlike him, I could do nonchalant. It was a skill I’d perfected being round Mum. She could get so excited over nothing, she needed nonchalant to bring her down to earth. Needed me to bring her down, too. (Needed that more
 than I care to think about.) 
            



I need nonchalant outhere as well; it gives me a mask. Sam and the others, they don’t seem to need anything.  
            


But none of them  

! NONE OF THEM !  

But 

 none of them  




     killed  
            




There. I wrote it.  

Happy? 

I didn’t write all of it though. Not 
            

quite. 

Not the whole story. 

Not yet. 




(And, actually, I don’t know for sure that none of them have killed. Pete’s probably done over a few.) 
            

Since I wrote that stuff above, I’ve watched a flock of parrots zigzag across the sky. They stopped in a tree
 opposite our huts and made the branches shake. I didn’t look at this page the whole time they were there. Little distractions. I’m good at them. 
            

I feel funny. I’m not sure writing this is a good idea. I don’t want to do it, even though a part of me thinks I should.  
            

But waiting like the others are – just sitting around and talking about nothing and pretending – that’s the worst thing ever. And Sam thinks writing this might be worth it.  
            

‘Lily will like it,’ he said. ‘And that’s good, right?’


But I’m not sure I give a fuck about what Lily likes (and if you’re reading this, Lily, you might as well know it), I just want to get us out of
 here.  
            

And this was a Task after all. My task. 
            

Keep a Group Journal of everything that brought you to this point.  
            


Lily’s words. She even talked about burning the journal afterwards in some elaborate Letting Go ceremony, probably complete with joss sticks and hippy dancing around a fire. 
            


I don’t see Sam writing. He’s sitting with the others. Perhaps he just told me to do this so I’d be out of the way. I don’t think so though. I know if I go over there, he’ll try and hug me and expect me to be a part of things. I’d rather be by myself. Even if it means thinking about why we’re here … how it started. That day. 
            

‘Start with the day everything changed,’ Lily told me when she gave this out.  
            

Did she give anything to the other guys, or just this journal to me? My mind is
 already starting to forget things. It’s the air of this place, the smell. It’s the drugs I’m sure Lily and George are smoking, seeping into me too. 
            

So…



It’s a long while ago now, but out here I have a lot of time to count things like
 this. For example, there are 12 parrots flitting between the trees in front of
 me – 12 I can see, anyway. I am 5,804 days old. Sam is 5,821. We’ve been here 15 days, but I’ve been here, on the steps of this hut writing this, for 1. 
            


The other important numbers are these: 
            

It’s 390 days since Sam asked me out. 
            

And 389 days since Mum died. 

There. 

I wrote it again. 

Most days I try not to think about this last set of numbers … that there are only a few hours between the two. But today, sitting here in the
 heat and the dirt, I dunno…


Sam thinks it will get us out, writing this stuff. I’m not sure about that, but writing this gives me A REASON not to sit with the
 others.  
            

Until we find out what’s happening.  
            

Until we find out when they’re coming back.  
            

That’s another number I can write down, actually. 
            

29 

29 hours since we saw Lily and George. Since they disappeared. 
            

I don’t know how many numbers until they return.  
            


If they do.  



Maybe they just want to freak us out. Make us think we’re alone. Fuck with our minds. I can’t be the only one of us who’s thinking it. Perhaps it’ll go all Lord of the Flies, or Hunger Games, and we’ll start killing each other. Perhaps they’re watching for it right now. Waiting for us to crack. It’s what makes good telly after all. Good psychological drama. 
            


Are we living up to their expectations? 
            

Experiential psychology 

Immersive healing 

The Tribe 

What a joke! How did I ever think that a month with these nut jobs would cure
 anything?  
            

But I did, didn’t I? I chose to come and begged the money off Dieter to do it. I shouldn’t forget that. I told him that if he gave it to me, he could go off with
 Cynthia, or whatever she’s called, to Corfu, or Crete, or wherever. I told him it would help. 
            


Take some responsibility – isn’t that what we’re always being told? 
            



I just gave a hard stare (as Mum would call it) to the trees. I still see the red lights in there,
 blinking.  
            


Sometimes I think they’re eyes. Sometimes cameras. Sometimes, when I go looking for either, I find
 nothing. 
            

But they’re watching, aren’t they?  
            


(You’re watching aren’t you, Lily?) 
            


I feel it. The eyes. The stare.  
            

Something’s tracking us. Some … one. 
            

Maybe. 

I want to draw a cat.  

Paw prints.  

I want those paw prints to cover this page. These words. 
            

I want scratch marks in my arm.  
            

          Claws.  
            

Paw prints in my skin. 
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Claws could rip up a page like this. 
            

Sam’s wrong if he thinks I’m writing down everyone’s stories. I don’t care about them. They can write their own; they can stay here forever and I
 won’t care. Anyway, I don’t want to know anything about them. But me and, yes, even Sam … I want us to get out. That’s why I’m starting with that day, because it’s not just the beginning of my story; it’s Sam’s too. 
            

There are 200 pages in this notebook. Too thick. My story’s not big enough to fill that. But I’ll write what I can. Though I’d rather have a knife in my hand. I bet I could find one too. In the main cabin,
 there’s all sorts of things that hurt.  
            

A pen is less useful than a knife but maybe it just stabs differently. And every
 scratch I make in this paper is an effort. Maybe both require a kind of courage
 to use.  
            

The pages of this thing are damp and soft, a little bit like skin … like they’ve sweated, too. When I run my fingers over them, it’s like touching the soft insides of my elbows, the places the sun doesn’t hit. When I think about it like that, I want to mark these pages. Perhaps
 these words can be the new marks I make. 
            

Yeah.  

I like that. 

Claw-marked words. 

Lily would be happy with my poetic philosophising, at least.  
            

Thinking about her smiling at me, all satisfied-like, makes me want to stab this
 paper with my pen and a knife and pretend that it’s her skin I’m digging into. 
            


   ◆◆◆



There. Can you see them, Lily? Stab marks?  
            

It doesn’t make me feel any better though.  
            


◆◆◆◆ ◆◆◆◆◆



OK.  

   Maybe a little. 
            


◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆




   ◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆◆ 



The night Lily gave me this journal seems ages ago now: the jolty four-wheel
 drive with us all crammed inside, going through the dark for hours, the feel of
 Sam’s hot arm juddering against mine.  
            

So many bumps.  

Ruts.  

Smells. 

And then, spinning this notebook through the hot air. The pages fluttering in
 the wind like wings: a paper dove. I watched it flip away and almost wanted to
 flip out of the window after it. 
            

Which I did, I guess. Lily made me go back for it. It was on the track, a couple
 of metres back. I could see it in the red beam of the brake lights, its blank
 pages fallen open, still flicking. And I picked it up and stood there, my back
 to the vehicle, looking out at the dark. It was thick and heavy and endless,
 the blackest thing I’d ever seen, darker than the mountain behind our house back home. But it wasn’t solid or still. This dark was boiling with creatures, filled with blinking
 eyes that caught the glint of the car’s lights. What would happen if I stepped beyond the red beam? How quickly could
 that darkness eat me up?  
            

Is that how I might escape?  

Then … I’d never come back to Dieter, or what’s left of Mum, or to the mountain behind our house. I’d become someone new. I’d change my name from Kasha to Kate. I could do it. 
            

But something stopped me from running – the dank, muddy smell, again, maybe? Where was the sea, or the sweet tropical
 flowers? Maybe I should’ve realised then that this place wasn’t how it’d looked from the leaflet. Wasn’t anything like it. 
            


So I went back to the car and climbed in beside Sam. Lily even turned around in
 the passenger seat and gave me a lecture about throwing this. I didn’t say anything. What was the point? It was my choice, being here. They’d told us before we left: whatever happens, remember you’ve decided this. So I just put this notebook in my pack – at the very bottom of my pack – leant my head against Sam and shut my eyes. 
            


Then I forgot about it. 

Finding it today – the first time I’ve really looked at any of the stuff they gave us at the start – well, it makes me think. It – almost – makes me want to understand. 
            

And it’s something to occupy my fingers.  
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I wrote that it started with Sam, and it did I guess. But it really started with
 me saying yes and going with him that night. Maybe I’ll live my whole life wishing I’d said the opposite, or wishing I’d never met Sam. At least, wishing I’d never liked him. Not like that.  
            

I feel bad for writing that. But going with Sam that night killed Mum. Isn’t that the real truth? 
            

I’d known Sam almost four years by then – 1,451 days, including a leap year. Which I guess is a long time when you’re 5,415 days old. We’d lived opposite him and his mum and his brother since Mum and I moved there
 from the city; after Dieter decided he needed to get away from Mum’s craziness and go off with a woman half his age, which seemed just as crazy as
 Mum’s craziness to me.  
            

And, I know … cliché, right? 
            

Sam’s room was opposite mine, only the small street separating us. I could see him
 always: getting out of the shower with a towel round his waist; getting changed
 for school. I saw him on his computer for hours.  
            

He might have seen me do the same. Might have seen me dancing to music when
 times were better with Mum. My silent disco. My own crazy. 
            

We had a kind of Morse code, Sam and me:  
            

Three double arm waves = come out to the cubby in my garden. 
            

Thumbs up = OK. 

Arms crossed in an x = no.  

There were other signs too. Maybe I could fill these pages with pictures of them
 all. Maybe I could make up some more – signs that we could use out here. Might be easier than talking. 
            

I liked Sam from the start. No point lying about that. 
            


Turns out Sam’s family had been in the city too and his mum was also separated from her
 husband. At the beginning, while she and my mum talked at each other in the
 street, Sam and I would escape into the cubby house in my garden. We’d draw on the walls, play hangmanon them. Sometimes, when we didn’t see each other for a few days, we’d write notes and leave them folded up tiny in the cracks between the wooden
 planks for the other one to discover later. 
            


Sam and I could do that here too, leave notes – we could fit whole novels in the cracks in these walls. These cracks are big
 enough to contain someone’s life story. They certainly contain spiders. I’ve seen them at night, crawling out from the darkness like they’re feeling their way into new skins. I don’t mind them that much, they’re company, and they haven’t jumped on me yet. The light brown one who lives above the door I’ve called Lily. With her skinny legs and arms, the real Lily looks like a spider
 too, only she’s a small deadly one: the kind who’d eat her mate just after she’s had sex with him. Spiders do that, don’t they, some of them? They get what they want then destroy after. Maybe that’s what it’s all about: wanting things, destroying them after. Maybe life’s just a never-ending cycle of wanting and destruction. When you think of it
 like that, why does anyone bother? 
            

Now I’m imagining Lily sleeping with George. She’s so little, and he’s so big; I don’t know how they’d fit. Maybe they do it like animals do, quickly or doggy-style. Maybe they don’t do it at all. Maybe I’m wrong in thinking they’re a couple. I bet Lily looks weird with no clothes on though, like a sapling,
 or an alien. George would look alright. He’s had his top off round camp; he’s tanned as leather, and he’s got way more muscles than Sam. Everyone was looking, even the guys. But I
 guess if you’re round here all the time – chopping wood, making things – that’s just what happens.  
            

There’s no fat in nature. 
            

I think Mum said that once. And she was skinny as a straw at the end, paler than
 milk. 
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I’ve just gone into the cabin I slept in last night; the cabin Sam and I slept in.
 It feels hotter in here than outside, and smells like mouse shit and mothballs.
 There’s something shuffling somewhere, in a corner. But it’s more private than out there with everyone looking over every few minutes. I
 can’t handle that. It’s like they’re waiting for me to walk over and show them what I’m writing. I know Sam wants that. I’d rather burn this journal in a hippy ceremony than show them anything. The only
 person who can see this is Lily, and even then I won’t let her read it. Not unless she makes me. I just want her to see that I’ve done it – written the words and talked about this stuff – then we can move on to the next task. 
            

When she comes back.  


If she comes back. 


I’m lying on a thin camp bed. There’s a spring sticking up into my stomach, and I can almost see the mattress
 crawling beneath me, but I’m getting used to that now. The bedbugs aren’t as bad as they were. I think they’ve even stopped biting me. They’ve realised what I’ve known all along – I’m sour inside, no sweetness left. And this mattress is better than the one I had
 in the other cabin. At least it’s not ripped or stained. At least it doesn’t look like someone died on it. 
            

I won’t tell Sam, but I’m glad we did this: moved everyone around last night, changed where we all
 slept. Annie hated sleeping with me as I much as I hated sleeping with her, so
 it worked out in that sense. Sam and I took this cabin, the one the boys have
 been in, with the three small beds and the rotten cupboard that none of us want
 to open in case there’s something horrible inside. Nyall and Annie pushed the four beds together in
 the other cabin to make a huge, gappy double bed. Pete chose the main cabin – the cane couch near the dining table to be precise – on the other side of the clearing. He said he didn’t mind sleeping by himself, said it was better than with snorers. Not that he
 would say if he did mind. He likes to pretend he’s the toughest: the one who can deal with anything. Sometimes I wonder how he
 wound up here, his reasons. He’s more ‘lone wolf’ than ‘Tribe member’. Maybe more like me. 
            

It was darker, last night, without the fire torches around. I almost said yes
 when Sam asked me to sleep in his bed with him.  
            

‘There’s enough room,’ he said. ‘Not as lonely. Not as cold.’


I almost saw his smile through the near dark. I certainly felt it. I felt his
 eyes too, searching for me.  


‘But it’s boiling,’ I said. ‘Not cold!’


It was hotter than a furnace in here last night: a black, dark hole of an oven.
 My skin cooked in the sheets. But that wasn’t the only reason I said no. 
            

‘But Annie and Ny…’ he began. 
            

‘They’re different. They’re more than just friends.’


That shut him up. I could sense him sulking after that. I know he wants us to
 have Ny and Annie’s easy relationship of kisses and cuddles. Wants the sex too.  
            

I’m surprised, though, that he still tries so hard. It’s been months since I touched him. And the only time I do is when he hugs me
 first, or tries to. Sometimes he’ll try to tease me about the girls who want him at school. 
            

‘Half the girls in our year would kill for this,’ he says, flicking up his shirt so I can see his flat, brown stomach. 
            

He’s joking, course. I know that by the way he only grins with half his mouth and
 how his eyes sparkle. But he knows I hate it. What he doesn’t know is that later, at night, when I think about that stomach again, I want to
 hurt myself. I want to make myself forget it. Forget him. 
            

He’s kissed other girls. I’ve seen it. He’s probably done other things with them too. Loads of the girls in our year, and
 some of the ones above, probably would kill to be in a bed with him, even if it
 did have bedbugs and was in the middle of a stinky rainforest.  
            

Not this girl. Not now. Sometimes I think Sam hates that most of all.  
            

Last night, he turned about in his bed for ages, sighing like a little kid who
 wasn’t allowed to play with his toys … wanting me to say something about why I would sleep in the same room, but not
 the same bed.  
            

‘C’mon, Kash,’ he murmured. 
            

But I was quieter than a dead person. It was ages before he went quiet, too. 
            

I listened to the rustle and scratch of tiny claws on the roof; the smash of
 leaves as creatures jumped through trees; the screeching and howling of the
 night. It’s never quiet outside the cabins, not even at night. Especially not then. 
            

When Sam’s breathing got deeper and slower, I lay on my back and focused on the cracks in
 the wall. I could see the starlit sky through some of them, the swaying of
 branches through others, and through some I saw nothing but dark. 
            

There was a crack opening up inside me too, bigger than any in these wooden
 walls. In that crack whole worlds could disappear, memories and thoughts and
 people all could fall over its edge.  
            

I flinched when legs scuttled over my cheek: a gecko, pale and softer than the
 sheets, with feet smaller than fingernails. It crawled over my mattress and
 down to the floor. I turned over and watched it disappear, then I stretched
 down and felt where it went, ran my fingers over a smooth-edged crack in the
 boards. I wanted to follow it, disappear into the darkness the other side.
 Maybe there, with dust on my skin and feet smaller than fingernails, I’d find Mum. I could cuddle up to her like I used to as a little girl, and there’d be no need to say anything at all.  
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I’d told Mum a few of us were going to the cinema, that night. It wasn’t worth telling her I was going with Sam. Lately, she’d got funny even about Sam; said I was too young to be hanging around with him
 so much.  
            

But even when I said I was going out with girls, not boys – not Sam at all – she didn’t like it. ‘I’ll go to the cinema with you,’ she said, trying to smile. ‘If you really want to go.’


‘It’s not that, Mum,’ I said. 
            

But she didn’t get it. She never did. She just got worse at being left alone, got worse at me
 doing stuff without her. 
            

‘Tell me then,’ she tried again. ‘Tell me how the cinema is better than being on the mountain and looking for the
 black cat? Maybe we can start a new art project?’


But what could I say? That anything was better than being cold and wet and bored
 on the mountain? That everything was better when I didn’t have to worry about her? These were reasons Mum wouldn’t understand, might get angry about. So I lied. 
            

‘We want to watch a girly film,’ I said. ‘You know, talk about girl stuff.’


Mum didn’t like that either. She pursed her lips into a straight line. ‘But I can do that, Kasha,’ she said, all sing-song and innocent sounding. ‘What girl stuff?’


That threw me. She never asked about things like this. My knowledge of periods
 and bras and sex had come from my friends, not her. But she was serious. I saw
 that in her eyes. I laughed and threw my hands in the air, trying to brush off
 her question.  
            

‘Just stuff,’ I said, keeping my tone light. ‘You wouldn’t want to know about it.’


Mum could never be brushed off, not when she really wanted something. I should
 have known that by then. 
            

‘You mean, like boys?’ she said softly, firmly. 
            

I laughed again, couldn’t help it. The sound came out all breathy. I thought about Sam, waiting across
 the road for me.  
            

‘Not really boys,’ I said, thinking too much about Sam to answer Mum properly. Stupid mistake. 
            


‘Not really?’ she said, eyebrows raised. As she watched me, she crossed her hands across her
 chest. 
            


It made me so mad, the way she could stand there in the middle of the kitchen
 and expect to own it all: me, my time, the people I saw. 
            

‘I’m almost sixteen,’ I said quietly. ‘Everyone else…’


I stopped myself. The look on Mum’s face made me wish I hadn’t spoken at all. She strode towards me and put her hands on my shoulders, heavy
 as rocks. 
            


‘You’re a baby,’ she whispered. ‘My baby. You’re too young for boys. Boys only ever make things worse.’




I turned my face from her sour breath, looked out at the garden and the darkness
 of the woods beyond. Not every boy is like Dieter – that’s what I wanted to scream – not every boy leaves. 


In the moonlight, the cubby house was glittering. I knew it was just the dew,
 but in the spots where the moon touched it, the wood had diamonds threaded
 through. I focused on the cracking paint around the windows, the door slightly
 off its hinges. I was almost twelve when we moved in, too old for cubby houses,
 but Mum had been thrilled about it. 
            

‘A perfect little place for Kasha to play,’ she’d told the agent. 
            

Perhaps I should have realised then that she wasn’t right in the head. That Dieter’s leaving had made something leave inside her, too. 
            

Mum moved to stand next to me, also looking out of the window. She made a little
 whimpering sound as she cleared her throat.  
            

‘You know what boys want,’ she said. ‘One thing, Kasha, only one thing. Then they leave you for the next one.’


I kept looking at the garden, keeping my face blank. Sam didn’t want that one thing. Sam was better than that.  
            


She took a deep breath, as she did when she was trying to keep calm. She was
 waiting for me to talk, but I wouldn’t. I thought about Sam. Was he looking across at our house? Was he thinking
 about that one thing? I didn’t believe it. Sam was other things too. He was also about fixing cars and being
 in the rugby team and being shyly good at science. There was more to him than
 Mum thought.  
            


‘You’re too young for all that,’ she said. ‘Only a couple of years ago you were playing in that cubby.’


I rolled my eyes, but carefully, in a way Mum couldn’t see. The last time I’d been in the cubby I went to do my homework in peace, away from her. I’d drawn faces on the walls, practising shading for Art. I’d written KF 4 SW in one corner. My stomach tightened. Had Mum seen those
 letters? Maybe that was the reason for all this fuss. 
            

‘I’ve told Sam he’s not to talk to you.’


‘What?’ I turned to her and stared at the serious, sensible expression she was trying
 to give me. ‘Why would you do that?’


Her eyebrows rose. ‘I told you,’ she said, calmly. ‘You’re too young for boys. Even Sam wants…’


‘Sam just wants to be my friend,’ I said, louder than I meant to. 
            

Mum smiled this really horrible, knowing smile, like she was the one who knew
 everything about this stuff and I was just an idiot. But Mum hadn’t had sex with anyone for years; not since Dieter, and even then probably not
 very often.  
            

‘Sam wants what all fifteen-year-old boys want,’ she said, still acting like the teen-sexpert she wasn’t. 
            

My hands went into fists and I wanted to hurt her. Wanted to push my fists into
 her smug, sensible expression. Wanted to push her off the mountain she loved so
 much. Wanted the cat to get her. I turned away. I don’t think I’d ever been so mad, so close to not caring whether I was sending her over the
 edge. I think I actually wanted her to flip.  
            

She took a deep breath. ‘I’m not going to bend on this. No boys. Not until you’re an adult. No Sam either. I’ll make you promise if I have to.’



‘But he’s my friend,’ I hissed. ‘My best friend.’ 



‘He’s still a boy.’ Mum glared, hating that I was challenging her. She was completely serious,
 unbendable as iron. She waited for me to agree. 
            

Every fibre in my body wanted to shout at her, but I knew what would happen if I
 did. The more I pushed, the more Mum resisted: Mum was always right, I’d learnt that enough times. The more I argued anything, the more she stood firm.
 Plus, if I kept fighting, she wouldn’t even let me leave the house. Not that night, anyway. 
            

And it had to be that night. I’d promised Sam.  
            

I wanted it to be that night.  
            

If it wasn’t that night, it might never happen. 
            

So I changed tack. ‘Fine, no boys,’ I said dismissively. ‘Not until I’m eighteen.’


It sounded ridiculous to me, but Mum bought it. I guess she just wanted so much
 to believe it. 
            

‘Good,’ she said. She was happy now, happy enough even to give me a small smile. As a
 kid, Mum’s smiles had felt like gifts. Right then, this one felt like something slimy.
 She took my hands, her mood already completely changed, and squeezed them
 gently before letting them go. She was so much like a child herself! 
            

She grabbed a coil of rope from the top of the fridge. ‘Let’s go to the mountain instead! I’ve got a new trap we can try out – we can make it the next project.’


I shook my head quickly. Too quickly, maybe. ‘I can’t let the girls down.’ 


Mum started to frown again so I tried to smile back, make the mood lighter
 somehow.  
            

‘It’s just girls, Mum, I already told you. I can’t spend all my time with you, surely?’


She thought about this. After a moment, she nodded, reluctantly. It was the
 first step out of there. I kept talking. 
            

‘And anyway, Abby really wants to see this new film with…’


I struggled to think of a film star Mum would know; I tried to think of a film
 star who wasn’t a boy. I couldn’t think. In the end I just said, 
            

‘…with me.’


It sounded pathetic; too much like a lie. I talked quickly to cover it. 
            

‘I can make you dinner before I go,’ I said. ‘I’ll even go down to the corner shop and get you a bottle of wine.’


This was a big thing, and she knew it.  
            

‘Red, or white?’ I continued. ‘Ramen’s working tonight, isn’t he, so he’ll sell it to me if I say it’s for you? I’ll grab it before the film.’


She nodded slowly. I saw something like gratitude flicker over her eyes. I’d got her! I opened the freezer and took out a pie before she could say
 anything. I slapped it on the bench. 
            

‘15 minutes at 220.’ 


I even turned the oven on. 

Mum didn’t look at the pie. Just watched me with her best stay-with-me-please look, her
 eyes wide in the I-need-you way she was so good at, the look Dieter hated. She
 didn’t dare try to bribe me by saying I could have a glass or two with her; she’d tried that tactic before and I’d thrown the whole bottle out. Even so, I knew what was coming next: the guilt
 tactic.  
            

‘Without you the world falls apart,’ she said, so quietly. ‘I miss you too much.’


She widened her eyes, big enough to cry. Dieter called them her ‘stupid big cow eyes’.  
            

‘The world’s fine without me,’ I said. 
            

I was angry at Dieter too then; that he’d escaped and left me alone with her; that he didn’t ever come back and help. That the only time he ever called was Christmas and
 birthdays.  
            

Mum turned back to the window. ‘What if the cat comes, and you’re not there? What if nobody sees?’


I said as calmly as I could, ‘Nothing’s going to happen without me. It never does.’


‘But I need you to help me work the trap.’


‘You don’t.’


She nodded but didn’t believe me … not really. In her world, a huge black cat roamed across the mountain beside
 our town. In her world, she’d catch it one day and take an amazing photograph: make everyone believe her
 that it really did exist. Make art like that, and fame. But everyone knew that
 wouldn’t happen. In reality she’d probably just heard a story about an escaped panther from a zoo and convinced
 herself it lived here. 
            

‘You don’t need me.’ I stood on my toes and kissed her flushed cheek. ‘You’ll be alright.’


She grunted. Her skin smelt like Marlboro. I hesitated. 
            

‘You’re smoking again.’ 


I was more surprised that anything. She’d said she’d given it up when Dr Phillips told her it was bad for her anxiety. But Mum was
 always lying about something. I wrinkled my nose against the stale smell. Mum
 saw and moved away, turning back to the window. Her jaw went hard and nasty.  
            

‘Piss off out then,’ she said. 
            

She didn’t mean it. She was just saying it because she was angry at me and didn’t want me to go.  
            

But they were the last words she ever said to me. 
            

‘Hope the fucking cat eats you,’ I said back. Quietly. But probably not quietly enough. 
            

The last words I ever said to her. 
            

I turned and walked. Stuff her wine. And her. I was out. 
            

I was so relieved I’d got out that I forgot to check Mum’s pills like I normally did. I checked my own pockets instead for lip gloss,
 polo mints, mascara to put on in the park. I smiled as I slammed the front
 door. I’d done it! If Mum had known what I was really doing, she wouldn’t have let me past the kitchen. It felt like the biggest victory. 
            


I stood on the step and texted Sam. Meet you in the park, see you soon.  
            


And I was out of there. From inside my coat pocket, I even stuck my finger up
 and aimed it back at the house. Mum was an idiot if she thought she was going
 to stop me. 
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This morning, when it was grey-dark and closer to night than day and not yet
 hot, Sam spoke to me. His voice came from his bed, but he sounded close enough
 to be in mine. I opened my eyes to check he wasn’t, and looked over at the lump that was his body, lying on top of his sheets,
 still and sprawled. I hadn’t even known he was awake. 
            

‘Tell me a story,’ he said, hoarsely. ‘Like you used to.’


His voice was fragile and unsure, still half in a dream. I kicked the sheets off
 my legs and turned to him. In the soft light I could almost make out the
 features of his face, though not his expression. 
            

‘You’re sleeping,’ I said. ‘You’re dreaming.’


‘Make me.’


I was quiet. I was thinking he might go back to sleep, but after a while I could
 see his eyelids, blinking now and then. Waiting. I thought about the stories
 Mum used to tell me, the stories I’d repeated to Sam before. I hadn’t thought about those stories for a long time, hadn’t let myself. But it was dark and quiet, and talking with Sam like that was
 almost like how it used to be, back when we could say anything to each other.  
            

‘Go on,’ Sam said. 
            

So I opened my mouth, and there the words were. 
            

‘There once was a dark, craggy mountain,’ I began. ‘A place where trees, at its base, grew taller than buildings … and there were as many animals on that mountain as it was possible to imagine.’


The words felt strange in my mouth. Wrong. Like they were made up of sharp edges
 digging into my cheeks, piercing my throat. These were Mum’s words, not mine. My voice made a mockery of them. 
            

‘I remember this,’ Sam said. 
            

I focused on the lump in the bed opposite until I saw where Sam’s chest rose and fell. I spoke slowly and calmly, the way Mum once spoke to me
 when she was trying to get me to sleep.  
            

‘In the dark, craggy mountain there were a thousand shades of green, two thousand
 of brown, a million more of grey…’


Sam’s breathing slowed, just like mine used to. I told him how each colour in the
 mountains had a different smell; how walking up there was like entering the
 world’s most amazing sweetshop.  
            

Trees rustled outside the cabin as I spoke, animals jumping around us, things
 waking and stretching. I stopped to listen. It was kind of like Mum’s craggy mountain out there, too. Only there were more animals than I could ever
 know the words for. Mum would’ve had a field day making art here, making traps and taking photos.  
            

‘And right in the middle of those mountains lived a huge black cat,’ I whispered.  
            

I stopped. I couldn’t describe the image in my head. Not to Sam. Not to anyone. The black cat in my
 mind was bigger and stronger and more vibrant than could ever actually exist.
 It trembled with life. There weren’t enough words. Maybe that’s why Mum’d always had to draw it instead – make art to represent it. It was just too fierce. 
            

Perhaps I could do that too. Make that cat come to life here with dark, deep
 scratches from this biro? 
            

I can’t draw it like Mum did, though. 
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When I first told Sam about Mum’s Black Cat we were in the cubby. I’d spoken the story slowly, loving the way I could make Sam’s eyes widen as I repeated Mum’s tale. 
            

‘The cat was enormous,’ I’d told him. ‘And she was staring right back at Mum. Mum swears the cat could’ve killed her right then on the top of the mountain. But the cat chose not to.
 Instead, she prowled on silent feet around the edge of the trees, considering.
 After that, Mum always knew that cat was watching her, somewhere. Whenever she
 went up the mountain, she had a feeling that this would be the day the cat
 would finally pounce.’


I’d pounced my hands onto Sam’s shoulders to make him jump. He’d laughed and said, ‘Go on.’


‘But no one else ever saw the cat,’ I’d said. ‘Not even me. And Mum couldn’t trap her, no matter how hard she tried – could never even take a photo of her. But she saw paw prints now and then – she put them in her paintings. She saw how the cat parted bushes after she’d pushed her shoulders through. Mum found her black hairs on trees. Maybe … she still does. Maybe, she always will.’


I’d laughed. I wasn’t being serious about any of it. 
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Day is almost here. The forest heating’s turned on. The volume of its radio cranking up. 
            

My mosquito net has rips. Six. Maybe I should patch them. Getting malaria on top
 of everything else is all I need right now. But the cracks of sunlight coming
 through those rips make me smile.  
            

Already there’s the familiar feeling of sweat on my spine. Perhaps this is the day Lily and
 George return. Or they set another task. They never actually told us the exact
 day when we go home.  
            

That’ll be up to you. 

Only when you’ve completed all your tasks. 
            

Then you get your bags and your passports back. 
            




What if they never come back? 

Will we still leave in a month?  
            

Should I escape before? Take Sam? 
            

Can we leave without passports? 
            

I turn to watch him. When he breathes out, the hair that’s fallen across his cheek moves a little. Occasionally his top lip twitches.
 What’s running through his dreams … are there any black cats pouncing? Does he dream of escaping too? Would he come
 with me, if I asked? 
            

With the day coming, I see the freckles on him. Scattered across his nose, all
 the way to the darker freckle above his top lip. So many times I’ve wanted to touch that. Only once I have. 
            

I don’t want to wake him, even if I can hear the others moving about outside. I just
 want to watch his peace. Imagine what it might be like to lie beside him. 
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I have a memory from last night, though I’m not sure if it really happened or if I just dreamt it. I heard a noise. I got
 up out of bed and parted the frayed thin curtains across the window. And – there! – for a moment I thought I saw it. At the edge of the trees. Big and dark. Moving
 smooth as water, low to the ground … as low as something so big can get. I haven’t told Sam yet, but…



…it could be a cat, couldn’t it?  
            

Cats in a jungle isn’t a crazy thought, is it? 
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The others are annoyed with waiting. It’s the end of the day now. Thirty-five hours gone. How long are Lily and George
 going to leave it? It’s like there’s an unspoken sentence hanging between us, holding us together somehow. 
            

They’re coming back, aren’t they? 
            

The question circles around us, keeps us out of the trees. So far.  
            


Pete asked the others about going looking for them. No one replied. Nyall and
 Annie are city kids, Pete too I’m guessing – not sure they’d have the guts to go anywhere through those trees.



I would, though.  

But I think it’s a trick, anyway. 
            

It all just seems too easy – forcing us together and seeing what we’ll do. Exactly like something Lily and George would try: make us fend for
 ourselves. A psychological experiment. They have the cameras’ eyes in the trees watching. Why do they need to be here as well? 
            

So, what do I really think? They’re not coming back. Least not for a while. They’ve got something else planned. We just have to wait and watch. 
            

I just stood up and looked around the clearing, trying to count the red lights I
 can see. When it gets dark, it’s easier to imagine eyes there instead.  
            

Demon eyes. Cat’s eyes. 

This place could send someone mad. Maybe that’s the idea. Maybe that’s what they want. That, at least, might make a good documentary. 
            


Either way, I’m sure they’ve left us on purpose. Why else would they have stacked a couple of days’ worth of tinned food on the camp table? And what about the rope and knives
 lying about? Maybe they want us to catch our food – hunt. Either that or they want us to kill each other. Nothing about this place would
 surprise me.  
            



Sometimes I wonder if Lily and George are pretending about the whole
 psychology-camp-to-make-you-better thing: The Tribe. Maybe we’re just here to make a few bucks out of, and they’ll send all this footage off to some TV company to do something weird with.
 Maybe we’re already being broadcast across thousands of screens on some odd reality TV
 programme. I’ve seen the sort.  
            


Teenage Bootcamp.  

Screwed-up Teenagers Communicate with Animals.  
            

Brat Camp. 

The Tribe. 

Or maybe it’s something sicker. Some kinky snuff film. 
            


Maybe they’ll market us as Hunger Games meets Love Island meets Battle Royale. Only we’re not as attractive as Hollywood wannabes, or as fucked up as a Japanese horror
 film (surprising, I know!). And none of us have died … yet.  
            



Maybe there’s a tag line: You need to get lost to find yourself. Or: You need to die to live. A voiceover talking about how we’re coping. 


It’s the kind of programme Mum would have watched, glass of wine in hand and
 cackling like a hyena. It’s the kind of programme we would’ve laughed at together. 
            

I’ve just been over to look at the stuff Lily and George left. There was a
 three-inch knife, a serrated one, a small filleting knife … no big knives, but maybe the others took them before I got there. I took the
 filleting knife – sharp as a razor, and fits easily in my shorts’ pocket. I can feel it now: small, hard, metallic. It’s so tempting to touch it, to hold it against the tips of my fingers and dig in
 until my skin goes red. I want the pain, badly, exactly like how I used to want
 Sam. But I’m good at saying no to things, now. 
            

There is lots of rope, too. Wire. Even nails. I was expecting a machete to cut
 branches down. I mean, how are we supposed to get through a jungle with just
 filleting knives? Lily and George might as well have left art materials! Cotton
 wool! 
            

It would be easy to build an animal trap from all that stuff, though. I can
 think of at least three different types without even trying. The others don’t know I can make traps; only Sam, and maybe he’s forgotten. Or perhaps he’s deliberately not mentioning it. But there’s only so long we can survive on tins of baked beans and chickpeas, and the
 bread’s run out entirely.  
            

Annie’s yelling at us from the kitchen area. ‘Does anyone want to make anything?’


We talked about it this afternoon, whether someone should take over on cooking
 duties. No one volunteered. I guess Nyall and Annie never had any need to cook,
 living on the streets. Sam’s mum is the best cook I’ve ever met, so why would he learn? And Pete. He’s too much of a dick to stand still long enough to boil peas. 
            

And me? Yeah, I suppose I can cook some, but I haven’t told them this and I don’t want to look after any of them. Besides, my specialities aren’t anything they’d want to eat. Thanks to Mum and our time on the mountain, I can cook rabbits
 and rats on a campfire. I can skin them too. My other speciality is heating
 frozen food. 
            

Maybe in the morning I’ll look in the chest that has the books. There are field guides in there,
 information about plants. I’d trust those words more than the crash course on bushfood George gave us before
 he disappeared. 
            


But they’re watching me for this. They’re waiting for me to use the skills they know I have – waiting for the psychological breakthrough from my meaningful interaction with nature.  


When I first met Lily and George, I saw dirt in their skin. I knew they’d spent time outdoors, that was part of what drew me to them, I guess. They
 stooped, crouched forward, were always on alert. And I thought – these are shifty people: people who slip through cracks. Like Mum. Like me.  
            

Sam’s just come over.  

‘Pete wants to make a plan for the morning,’ he said. ‘Maybe we’ll try and find Lily and George’s camp, where they’re staying?’


I shuffled over on the tree stump to make room for him, but he sat on the grass
 instead. The crickets all shut up for a second as he crossed his legs. Maybe he
 squashed them. He picked at a grass stalk and didn’t look at me. I think he’s still annoyed I didn’t sleep in his bed. 
            

I watched him in the gloom, pulling strips off the stalk. ‘Is that what you want?’


He shrugged. ‘I’m sick of waiting. Nothing else to do, is there?’ 


Fireflies were lighting up around him. Tiny, orange, flickering beams. Like the
 smallest campfires in the world. When I reached to touch one, it went out.  
            

I could think of lots of other things to do.  
            


We could leave this place, go find our own way home. We could run away forever
 into the dark. I could reach out and throw my arms around Sam.



He sighed, looking between me and this journal. ‘Annie’s making some sort of stew, do you want some?’


I shook my head. ‘Good luck with that.’


He got up and paused for a moment behind me. I held my breath. ‘You have to eat,’ he said. ‘I won’t feed you.’ Then he moved on, went back to the main cabin. 
            

It’s getting too dark to write now. I’m using my torch, but it’s making insects land on my face, and land on the page too. I can feel legs on
 the back of my neck, scrabbling on my skin. Plus, I don’t want to use up my batteries.  
            


It’s strange, I guess, but none of us have talked properly about the other
 possibility: that Lily and George aren’t coming back at all. That they’ve left us like this forever. That it’s up to us now to find our way out. That something’s … happened. 


We all heard them, after all: the shots. 
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The second night without L and G. It feels hotter somehow – louder. I’m writing with my head torch strapped to my forehead. Tomorrow we’re leaving, it seems. The others have packed day bags ready. It’s decided! 
            


I haven’t done mine yet. When Sam asked me, I told him I hadn’t and he went off to bed in a huff. I’m not sure if he’s still awake – or if I’m keeping him awake with this light – but I don’t think so. Sam and sleeping go together like bread and cheese. 
            

Mmm.  

Bread. Cheese.  

If only we weren’t stuck a million miles from a shop.  
            

Maybe that’s an advantage in looking for the other camp. There might be bread there – cheese! – and it might not be mouldy. 
            

But I can’t move yet. There’s a new horrible-sickie-sinking feeling inside me… 



What if Lily and George disappearing wasn’t a joke? What if whatever – whoever – took them is now waiting out there for us? What if when we leave…



Bang! 

Us too. 

‘That’s anxiety talking,’ Pete said when I told him. ‘You need to get a handle on that – it’s hereditary, you know, anxiety.’


And I wondered … had Sam told him about Mum? That thought made me dig nails into my palm.
 Another reason, maybe, why I haven’t packed my day pack yet. Maybe I don’t have to go with them.  
            

I can escape. Just go. 

Later I heard Pete saying to the others what I’d said to him about the shots. ‘Perhaps it was soldiers,’ he said. ‘Or warring tribes. What if it’s no joke?’


I can’t sleep.  

Just turned the torch off and then on again. Everything feels … uncertain. I mean, we don’t even know where we are, not really. An island off the west coast of Africa
 they said… There must be hundreds of them, right? Maybe thousands. 
            

Did Lily and George tell Dieter the details like they said they would? Does he,
 at least, know where we are? Does Sam’s mum? Anyone? 
            

There’s a huge, wild, wide-open panic attack building inside me. I feel it like a
 tsunami. It could crash down at any moment. It would flood this whole camp if I
 let it. I’d be sobbing. 
            

I want to crawl in with Sam. I want to kiss him. Want to do more than this. 
            

Want. Want. 

     Want! 
            

The knife is on the floor, still in the pocket of my balled-up shorts. I want to
 use that, too. It wouldn’t take much: my hand out from under this mosquito net, one slit. Then, maybe,
 one more. 
            


I’ll keep writing so I don’t do either. No cutting. No fucking. I can handle that, can’t I? If I keep writing, can I make my fingers too tired from words?






So…


So…


That night…


I was jumpy in the park, waiting for Sam. It got dark and cold. Almost like snow
 would come, even though it was already late spring. I thought about texting Sam
 again and telling him to hurry up, but what if Mum hadn’t gone to the mountain yet? If she saw Sam leaving his house and heading in the
 same direction as me, she might start to suspect. She might even come after
 him. In the mood she was in, who knew? 
            

My fingers turned rigid around the swing chains and I had to get up and walk
 around, down near the stand of oaks that separated the park from the rubbish
 dump. All the time, my body felt stiff enough to snap. I was watching for Sam,
 for Mum … anyone really. Every sound was like a footstep behind me. I thought about
 walking on to town and meeting Sam there. I hadn’t realised how creepy it was in the park at night, way creepier than up on the
 mountain. In the park, anyone could come along. Up the mountain, it was just
 Mum and an imaginary cat. 
            

I kicked at soggy pieces of a cardboard box and sent an empty plastic milk
 carton flying across a ditch. I wondered if Mum would light a fire on the
 summit, whether she’d cook something on it. I stuck another Polo in my mouth, wishing I’d brought something more substantial. I could go on to town and bring chips
 back, but Sam would smell them on my breath and feel the grease on my hands. He
 would if things went the right way, anyway. I sucked on the Polos, timing how
 long I could make each one last. 
            

Eventually, I saw Sam’s tall, gangly figure loping towards me. He had one of his brother Jake’s skater hoodies on, too big for him, with some symbol scrawled across the
 front. The beanie he always wore was shoved down over his ears and hair. I’d never been so glad to see anyone in my life. But I tried to keep it cool. 
            

‘Alright?’ I said. 
            

I was breathing mint fumes from all the Polos. He laughed at the way I was
 bouncing from one foot to the other, trying to keep warm. 
            

‘How long you been here for?’


I shrugged. ‘Mum went up the mountain, so I thought I may as well leave too.’


Sam nodded. He knew about Mum and the mountain. 
            


‘What did you tell your mum you were doing?’ I asked. 
            


‘Going to the cinema, same as you. Had to make up some shit about what we were
 going to watch.’ His eyes held mine, laughing at me. ‘Said it was some car-chase film.’



I swallowed the last Polo. ‘You said it was us going, you and me?’



‘Why not? Mum likes you. She’s always liked you.’


I thought about it, wondered if Mum would find out from Sam’s mum that I’d lied about the group of friends I was meeting. Considering Mum hardly talked
 to Sam’s mum anymore, it was unlikely. 
            

Sam shook his head. ‘Don’t worry, I told her not to say anything; she understood. She’s told me before she thinks your mum’s too controlling.’


There was a silence then. I was trying to work out whether I could tell Sam
 about the argument I’d just had with Mum. I wanted to. It wasn’t long ago that I’d told him everything like that. But something had shifted lately and I didn’t know where we stood. And anyway I didn’t know what Mum had actually said to Sam about not wanting him to see me. Mum
 could have been lying about it, just saying it to scare me – it wouldn’t be the first time she’d done something like that. But she might’ve really done it too. 
            

Sam was watching me think, reading my mind again. ‘Your mum alright?’ 


I nodded, but I must have looked a bit funny because Sam came right up to me and
 gave me a hug.  
            

‘You’re colder than an ice pack.’ His arms were so tight and warm around me and, even though his jumper smelt
 like Jake’s roll-up cigarettes, I wanted him to keep hugging, but instead he pulled back
 and took off his beanie. He tugged it down over my head. ‘That help?’


I nodded again, grateful. The red wool felt damp over my ears, and smelt
 slightly doggy. Without it, Sam’s hair bounced up like a nest. He ran his hand over it, flattening the dark
 curls. Then he leant over to tuck a strand of my hair back up under the beanie.
 I felt the rough, cold pads of his fingertips against my skin. He lingered them
 there for a moment. I wanted to turn my cheek and kiss them. 
            

‘So, we doing this thing?’ he said. 
            

‘It’s too friggin’ cold to do anything else.’


He grinned at that, chucked an arm around my shoulder. I leant my shoulder into
 him, hoping his body warmth would jump across to me. He sort of swaggered as I
 did. He was getting so confident lately, like he’d grown so much older than me as well as so much taller. All that working in his
 dad’s garage had made him strong too. I felt it in his arms as he gripped me around
 the shoulders and half lifted me across the playground. He tried tripping me up
 over the slide, pushing his long legs against mine to make me fall, but I held
 onto his waist and wouldn’t let him. 
            

‘You’re like a monkey,’ he said. ‘Tiny, gripping fingers.’


‘If I fall, you fall too.’ 


He laughed at that, corrected me. ‘If you fall, you get squashed.’


I imagined us falling over the slide, landing in the woodchips the other side,
 him on top. It didn’t sound so bad. But Sam pulled us on. A group of girls was watching us as they
 came through the main gates. Sam leant in close to my ear, not even looking at
 them. That was something else that had happened to Sam lately, he got noticed.
 Girls no longer ignored him when he passed. 
            

‘Let’s cover our bases,’ he said. ‘Go the long way round.’ 



He took his arm back and grabbed my hand instead. His was warm now and huge
 around mine. I suddenly had the sharpest flash of memory of walking exactly
 like this when Sam must have been half his height. We were following along
 behind his mum, walking to our first day of high school. Weird that we were
 holding hands; we were old enough not to be. Weird he never became my boyfriend
 then either. I chewed on my lip. Neither of us had ever said the words before
 to each other: boyfriend, girlfriend. But we were inseparable at school. I sent more text messages to Sam than to
 everyone else put together. And then, this. Surely this is what it all meant: where it was all going.  
            


Sam led the way through the smaller side-gate of the park. Then he doubled back,
 walked past the pub on the corner, and up the last dead-end street before where
 the mountain path began, until we got to Mum’s old car. 
            

I don’t know why she’d left it there, in that dead-end street … just the park on one side and the mountain on the other. It was like she wanted
 someone to steal it! For months now she hadn’t even been out of town. She seemed to have forgotten she even had a car. Must’ve been a year, at least, since she’d been inside it.  
            

Sam hadn’t forgotten though. 
            

‘I’m having that,’ he’d said, one evening as we walked past it. 
            

Now he crouched down beside the driver’s door, his back to the mountain. He didn’t care that I hadn’t managed to find the key, said it was better this way. 
            

‘This way, she’ll never suspect us,’ he said. ‘And I know how to get into a car.’


I went on lookout. But really I was watching the curve of Sam’s back as he hunched over his backpack, his long fingers digging around inside
 it for tools. It was so much colder without his arm around me. I guess I’d dressed pretty stupidly, too bothered about wanting Sam to look at me. I think
 Sam liked it though. It gave him a chance to play the hero and keep me warm. 
            

He took out a screwdriver and a piece of flat blue plastic. I tried not to
 listen as Sam made the door groan and bend open, instead thinking about where
 Mum and I used to go in this car. To the city. To Dieter. To shopping trips in
 other places. Once to the airport, where we parked it and went on holiday to
 Tenerife.  
            

There was a hollow thud as the door opened. 
            

‘We’re in.’ Sam chucked the backpack inside the car then turned to me. ‘You first.’


I crawled across the driver’s seat and into the passenger one, my skirt getting caught on the gear stick.
 Old bits of rubbish made crinkling noises beneath me. Then Sam got in and shut
 the door quietly. It was weird, the smell in there. It was all Mum’s hairspray and perfume, back when she was trying to get a job and impress
 Dieter again.  
            

‘You alright?’


Sam’s eyes were shining in the dark, waiting for approval. But for me, right then,
 it was enough just to sit there. I wasn’t sure I even wanted to move the car anymore. I remembered being small, in the
 back, late at night when Dieter was driving and Mum was asleep beside him.  
            

Sam reached for the backpack, dug around in it and took out a small bunch of
 keys. I leant my head against the window and pretended I was still on lookout.
 I was worried those girls from the park would come around the corner and spot
 Sam instantly. But the street was empty. Too cold, I guess. Perhaps the girls
 had gone home. 
            

‘I took the skeleton keys from the garage,’ Sam said. ‘One of them should work on a car like this.’


He was proud of all he’d learnt with his dad. He was always talking about it, and he always had engine
 oil on his skin, even at school. He jiggled first one key then the next in the
 ignition. 
            

‘Course, even if we get a key that fits, there’s no guarantee it will start,’ he said. 
            

But it did. First go.  

Until then, I wasn’t really thinking we’d do it. It was just something fun: a chance to sit in a dark, enclosed space
 with Sam, a chance of it meaning something more than just friends. But when the
 car started, I felt different. We were breaking the law. There was no going
 back, then.  
            

That was the moment, I guess.  
            

The moment I could have stopped it all. That was the ‘pause moment’ as Lily called it in those first strange therapy sessions: the place I could
 rewind my life to, and stop for a while to assess. Freeze-frame on Sam with his
 mouth open, two hands on the wheel, eyes on me. Freeze on me looking back, not
 sure whether to smile or scream.  
            


The moment where everything shifted – changed – where the world went up a gear. 
            


And things could have changed. If I’d got out of the car and gone back to Mum, if I’d said I’d changed my mind about the cinema and wanted to go up the mountain with her
 instead, or watch some crappy TV show, I wouldn’t be here. Sam wouldn’t be either. It would be some other poor fuckers. 
            

And Mum?  

She’d be somewhere, too. 
            


But we know what happens. It’s so stupidly obvious. I’m so stupidly obvious. I didn’t stop to think, didn’t pause anything. Back then I didn’t even want slow motion. Wasn’t looking for anything other than fast forward. I wriggled across my seat so
 that my mouth rested against Sam’s ear lobe and I whispered, ‘Let’s go.’



I felt him shiver as I did. 
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Sam woke me this morning. Guess I did manage to send myself to sleep by writing
 after all. I checked my arms. No cuts. By the look on Sam’s face, I hadn’t kissed him in my sleep either. No cuts, no fucks. 
            

‘We’ve got a plan,’ he said. ‘Going to walk down the main track, past the shower area, see where it leads.
 Lily and George’s camp can’t be too far.’


I was still bleary from dreams. ‘All of us?’


Sam frowned. ‘You want to stay here?’


He glanced out of the door, away from me, to where the others were getting
 ready. I could hear them talking and chucking stuff about. The thought of Sam
 leaving with them, without me, even only for a few hours, was painful. 
            

‘I’ll go,’ I said. 
            

He nodded, didn’t even look that pleased. ‘Better get dressed then.’


By the time I got out and joined the others, they were all ready, day packs and
 sleeping bags on their backs. I stared at them. ‘How long you planning on going for?’


‘Got to plan for anything,’ Pete answered. ‘Remember George said this island isn’t safe.’


I shrugged. ‘Seems fine to me.’ I was starting to hate the way Pete always assumed he was in control.  
            

‘Have you forgotten two days ago?’ Pete said. ‘The gunshots?’


I glared at him, then I went back into the cabin, grabbed a water bottle, a hat,
 this book, and stuck them in a small bag. I checked the filleting knife was in
 my pocket, and came back out. ‘OK, I’m ready.’


‘You don’t have much.’ Pete looked doubtful, but Sam pushed him towards the track to get going,
 turning him from me.  
            

‘Let’s do it,’ Sam said, but he looked back at me sadly. 
            

I glanced around the clearing before we left, looking again for the camera
 lights. I scanned either side of the track as we started walking down it.
 Couldn’t see anything, but Lily and George would’ve hidden the cameras well, in plants and between stalks of bamboo, deep in that
 thick undergrowth.  
            

No one spoke much. Pete led, of course. Then Nyall and Annie, walking really
 close to each other, practically on the same bit of track. Then Sam. Then me. I’m surprised Pete let me go last actually. Everyone knows it’s where the next most capable person goes. Perhaps he thought that since Sam was
 back there too it didn’t matter.  
            

The track led downhill. We passed the small path to the toilet, then the smaller
 path to the lean-to shower, then the hut that had the generator in it. Then we
 were on virgin territory. For us, anyway.  
            

After only a few minutes sweat was pouring down my face, soaking my shirt. I was
 glad I hadn’t brought a heavy bag, though wished I’d brought more water, a little food. My head was spinning from the heat.
 Occasionally we heard the crash of seed pods dropping to the ground, or animals
 leaping through the trees. Each sound made Pete jump – I saw it – they made us all jump.  
            

How many days ago was it when George had gathered us around the campfire to tell
 us there were fighting tribes nearby? Four days? Five? He told us to never go
 beyond the immediate trees of our camp without him, said we could get hurt. It
 seems like a lifetime ago. I hadn’t believed him, didn’t think any of us had. I’d thought it was another trick to fuck with us. 
            

But as we walked down that track, I knew what we were all listening out for:
 more gunshots.  
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I just stopped writing to peer out at this new set of trees. Still nothing.
 Still so loud. How can something be so full and so empty at exactly the same
 time? So dark and rich. 
            

Maybe the shots we heard are something to do with George and Lily’s disappearance. I mean, why else would both of those things happen on the same
 day? 
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The others didn’t believe Pete at first, when he’d said they were shots. Though I knew the sound. There’s that unmistakable crack and echo that only comes from a gun.  
            


We’d stopped, still as the trees, stiller, listening. Two shots. Then – maybe – a grumble of engines, trucks or something. Then nothing. Silence. After a
 moment, I was aware of Sam breathing hard. And Annie’s breath coming back to her in a rush. Then the forest started to screech and
 shuffle, and everything was as it’d been. 
            


‘What the hell was that?’ Sam whispered. 
            

Nyall scooped his arm around Annie and looked up at the trees.  
            

‘Guns,’ Pete said. 
            

‘Someone hunting,’ I’d suggested. ‘There are probably poachers here.’


So we’d decided not to plant the flag on the summit behind the camp (the only place
 George had ever let us walk) even though it was one of our tasks. We’d started off down the hill again instead. We didn’t speak as we’d walked, not even when Annie slipped a couple of metres down the slope. We just
 offered our arms towards her and she grabbed them, and we pulled her up. I
 could sense everyone getting slower as we got closer to camp. We didn’t know what we’d find. 
            

Still don’t. 

But there was nothing to find then. 
            

Least not in our camp. 

‘Do you think we’ll be in trouble for not doing the task?’ Annie had said. 
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The first time I saw a gun I was about six years old. This was back when we
 still lived in the city with Dieter. Mum’d been sitting on their huge double bed, cleaning it, and I’d come in to find her. It was a shotgun, I think, still saved from when she grew
 up on the farm with Gran and Gramps – it’s probably still in her studio at our house now.  
            

I’d padded into the room in my red reindeer slippers and the look on her face
 stopped me in the doorway. I’d caught her before she’d seen me. Her eyes were half closed as she wiped down the gun, and she was
 humming something softly. She looked so calm – maybe that’s how I look when I use the knife on my skin. Perhaps it’s kind of the same thing? 
            

I watched her for a while, methodically snapping open the middle and working a
 bristly stick that looked like a mini toilet brush down the barrel. She
 polished until the lights of the room glinted in its wooden handle and bounced
 back onto her face. After a while she stopped humming, and held the clean gun
 out in front of her. She stayed like that for ages, just looking at it, turning
 it over in her hands. Then, quickly, she pressed something to make it click. It
 sounded so loud in the quiet of the bedroom it made me jump, but Mum didn’t see my movement. Instead she put the end of the barrel under her chin and held
 it there. Then she stared straight ahead at the mirror with the gun motionless
 against her jaw. 
            

I watched. I didn’t know what it meant, this movement. I didn’t know why she was staring so intently at her reflection, or why she sat there
 for so long. All I know is that when the doorbell went suddenly, she jumped as
 if she’d been punched. And there was this noise, louder than anything, crashing all
 around me, echoing off the walls. I slammed my hands over my ears and collapsed
 onto the floor.  
            

It took me ages to look up again. I saw Mum’s shoes first, on the carpet in front of me. Then I felt her fingers, brushing
 my hair. When I looked up at her, she was standing over me, shaking her head
 very slowly like she did when she didn’t want me to tell Dieter something. And there, behind her, was a jagged hole in
 the ceiling. 
            

Perhaps that’s when Dieter started plotting to leave us. Perhaps that’s when I should have started plotting to leave, too. 
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I should write more about what’s happened today.  
            

There’s been so much, but somehow my head’s still stuck in the past, still wanting to get all that out first. 
            

Maybe Lily’s right about writing the past down, that it helps. 
            

Or maybe I just don’t want to cut myself. Or fuck Sam. And when I’m writing, I can’t do either. 
            

There! That’s a kind of progress at least – doing something positive with my fingers. 
            

Or maybe… Maybe I’m even starting to like this writing thing. Lily would really feel smug then. 
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So, we found another track. That was the first thing.  
            

It’s a bigger track than the one that leads up to our camp, wide enough for
 vehicles. There were recent tyre marks on it too. 
            

‘C’mon then, mountain girl,’ Pete said, glancing at me. ‘Which way are they going?’


I glared at him. ‘How am I supposed to know?’


He smiled, nastily. ‘Thought you knew things like that?’


‘Fuck off. They’re tracks on a bit of dirt. How’s anyone supposed to know?’


I threw a glare at Sam. Only he could have told Pete about Mum’s mountain. I wondered what else he’d said. Sam just stepped out into the track and looked slowly in both
 directions.  
            

‘Their camp can’t be far,’ Pete said. He made us take a vote, and we went left. We hadn’t walked for long before the tracks were more churned up. 
            

‘This is it,’ he said. ‘Getting closer.’


The forest was eerily quiet, and we walked slower. I knew it was just because it
 was getting to midday and things always seem to shut off around that time out
 here, but the sudden silence still creeped me out. Annie and Nyall walked as if
 they were practically glued to each other, glancing up at the trees as if
 something was going to drop on them. I found myself listening for shuffles and
 shrieks even more than usual.  
            

I remembered that black cat in the trees from two nights before, seen from the
 cabin while Sam slept. Had I seen it, really? Or was it just an overhanging
 dream? Perhaps I was going mad, hallucinating? Last night Sam had smoked some
 of the weed Lily and George had left lying about, perhaps some of it had got
 into my brain too … perhaps Pete stuck some in my food. Another reason not to eat. 
            

‘Why’s it so muddy and still so hot?’ Annie said, leaping together with Nyall over the ruts. 
            

Pete shushed her. 

Then there were buildings up ahead.  
            

I saw their straight, solid edges through the trees. Pete stopped and turned
 back to us with two fingers on his lips. The way he did it was almost comical,
 like he was acting out an old war film, like the kind my gramps used to watch. 
            

‘Think this is their camp?’ he whispered. 
            

Nyall nodded. ‘Has to be.’


‘Maybe we should circle it and approach from the back?’ Sam suggested. 
            

‘I think we should just walk straight in,’ I said. 
            

Sam looked at me quickly. ‘But if something bad’s happened there, that’s not very smart. The gunshots, remember?’



Even though I was still mad at Sam from what he must have told Pete, I still
 liked how he was asking me about what to do, asking me, not Pete. I pointed at the thick vegetation to our right. ‘We could go through there then, try and get a better look first?’



Pete stepped towards the bushes immediately. ‘I was just thinking that.’


Annie sighed. ‘I think we should go straight in. Lily and George are probably sitting in the
 middle, laughing at us all. Like Kasha said earlier, maybe it’s just another test.’


I nodded. ‘It’s possible.’


Pete scowled at us. ‘You know what George told us, there’s fighting near here – warring tribes. We need to be careful.’



I stared back. ‘Do you really believe either of them about anything? And warring tribes, really?’



Pete looked at me coolly. ‘Who else do we have to believe? Anyway, we heard the shots.’


‘We’re on an island, Pete,’ I reminded him. ‘No space for warring tribes.’


He turned back to the bushes. Sam followed him straight into the undergrowth.
 Clearly Annie and I were the only ones willing to consider my idea of this all
 being a test because after a moment even Nyall ignored us and followed the
 other two. Annie shrugged and went after him. Again I came last. 
            

Pete moved excruciatingly slowly through the vegetation. Even so, we creaked and
 crushed branches, making enough noise to wake half the forest. I felt sweat
 running down my back in two lines either side of my spine, and I was glad for
 the second time that day that I hadn’t brought a big pack. The others’ packs kept getting caught in the branches, holding them up further.  
            


I kept glancing at the clearing where the camp was. There were three buildings,
 all made of wood and thatch, all raised up on stilts from the ground like the
 buildings in our camp. It was set up like our camp, too, with a bigger cabin in
 the centre and two smaller ones either side. The buildings looked newer than
 the ones in our camp, less run down. There were no cars anywhere, though I
 could see lots of tyre tracks in the mud so there’d been a vehicle there recently. I couldn’t see a generator, toilet, or shower, but they could be in the trees like ours
 are. And there was no movement anywhere. The camp was deserted. Unless of
 course there were soldiers, or warring tribes, lying in wait for us inside the buildings. It didn’t seem likely. Why would soldiers do that? Why would there even be soldiers? 
            


It didn’t look like the kind of place where George and Lily would live. Even for them it
 looked basic. I’d thought they’d have flags flying, statues of Che Guevara or some shit. I’d thought they’d have a veggie patch, somewhere to grow all that weed they smoked.  
            

I hadn’t let myself think seriously about Pete’s idea. He’d decided too quickly; soldiers had come and captured Lily and George. I’d laughed at first. But right then, pushing through the undergrowth, I wasn’t so sure. From the glimpses I could see of the camp, it didn’t look raided by soldiers or warring tribes. It just looked empty. But it didn’t look right.  
            

‘This is about as far as we can go,’ Pete said. 
            

He turned back to us, tiny leaves stuck to the sweat on his face, twigs in his
 hair. There was a wall of thick green behind him, branches with small thorns
 and vines creeping everywhere, stopping him from investigating any further. We’d need a serious knife to get through it. Anyway, it looked like a snake pit.  
            

‘There’s a bug on your cheek, Pete,’ I said. 
            

He flicked it off in my direction.  
            

We got down on our knees and crawled closer to the buildings, until we were
 barely in the trees anymore. I could hear Sam behind me, almost feel his hot
 breath on my neck. There was still no movement in the camp.  
            

‘It’s got to be deserted,’ Nyall said.  
            

I agreed. ‘Let’s just walk in.’


But Pete made us wait ages, watching.  
            

‘Should some of us stay in the trees?’ Sam said. ‘Just in case, you know, someone really is in there? Like, backup?’



‘I told you,’ I said again. ‘They’re just fucking with us. This is just one of their tasks.’



In the end we moved together, running quickly across the clearing to the
 buildings. As we left the shelter of the trees, I felt a sudden burst of
 nerves. What if there actually were soldiers or tribes here? What if, at any
 moment, gunfire ripped us apart? 
            


But we all made it to the wall of the closest building. We were all breathing
 hard, our eyes wide. So, perhaps I was a little scared. So, maybe I was
 starting to believe Pete. Maybe. 


We huddled at the side and looked at the wooden steps leading up to the
 entrance. We were all watching the windows of the other buildings in the camp,
 too, but nothing moved behind them.  
            

‘There’s no one here,’ I said, as much to reassure me as everyone else. 
            

‘Should we go up the steps?’ said Sam. ‘Check out what’s inside?’


‘Maybe we could shout as we do?’ Nyall whispered. ‘So we can scare them … y’know, have the advantage. Like they do in films.’


I rolled my eyes. ‘If anyone’s here they would have seen us by now. If they were going to kill us, they would
 have. I told you – it’s just them fucking with us.’



I took the lead, bounding up the wooden steps to the door. It opened easily,
 swinging inwards. If it had been locked once, it wasn’t now. My eyes wouldn’t adjust to the gloom inside. Everything was shadowy. And there was a terrible
 smell like something rotten. I gagged immediately. Then I thought: what if
 there is something – someone – dead in here? What then?  


I took a step away, stumbled back towards the stairs. I heard a gasp behind me
 as Annie joined me and looked inside too. 
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I don’t want to write about what we found inside yet. It makes me feel odd. I haven’t worked it out, what it means. 
            

Instead, I’m touching the filleting knife, pressing its tip into my finger pads. The
 bubbles of blood it makes look like berries. 
            

Here. I’ll smudge some. 

See it? The thing on the page that now just looks like dirt? Blood. 
            

If I die out here, perhaps you can identify me by testing this smear.  
            

I’ll cut harder, I think.  
            


There’s a saying on a piece of card pinned up in the cabin just behind me – a life lived in fear is a life half lived.



And that makes me think. 

Maybe I’m half-lived. Half-told. I’m half of two people who lived in 8 Edgemount Road.  
            

I’m hunching away from what’s behind me, not looking at what’s in front either.  
            

Trees. Heat. Trees.  

Secrets.  

Trees. Heat. Trees. 

Darkness  

  everywhere. 

There’s only one thing I want to write about, one thing I can work out. 
            

The night that started it. The rest of that story. 
            

I think I have to. 

      So…
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That night Sam pressed the accelerator, made it roar in the silence of our
 street. 
            

‘How old is this car anyway?’ he said. 
            

‘Old as me.’


He took the handbrake off, and pressed the accelerator again. For the first time
 Sam looked nervous.  
            

‘Can you drive it?’ I asked. 
            

‘Course.’


He didn’t look certain. I wound down the window and checked the street both ways. ‘You’re clear.’


He stalled as he pulled it away from the kerb. There was a horrible moment when
 we were gliding in the middle of the road; when the houses on the bottom end of
 the street where it joined ours could have seen us; when Mum could have seen us
 if she’d been walking there. Then Sam turned the key again, and we were off. He checked
 the rear-view mirror as he pulled away. 
            

‘I told you I could do it,’ he said. 
            

He took a left into Cromwall Street, past the park, and headed on towards the
 ring road. No one was watching us, no one flagging us down. The night was clear
 and empty, the sky black as deep oceans. Suddenly, Sam was laughing. He thumped
 his hand against the steering wheel, and accelerated again. The lights from the
 strip of takeaways made a haze of orangey-red. 
            

‘You’re going to get us in jail,’ I said. 
            

But I was laughing too. It felt amazing to be doing this: to be out in a stolen
 car with a boy without a licence, to be out there with Sam. 
            

‘Since when did you get so good?’ I nodded at his hands on the wheel. 
            

‘Since I knew we were doing this. Anyway, Dad’s always getting me to move cars around.’ He smiled, happy I’d noticed. ‘And Jake gives me lessons in the car park.’


I thought of Sam and his older, gangly brother bombing it round behind his dad’s garage. I scrunched up the crisp packets on the seat and shoved them in the
 door. 
            

‘You’re lucky to have a brother.’



And a Dad – but I bit back those words. 
            


I watched the easy way he steered with only his right hand on the wheel, his
 quick constant checks in the mirror, and realised I trusted him completely. 
            

‘You’re going to get me into trouble,’ I said. 
            

He looked at me, for as long as he dared keep his eyes away from the road. ‘I think it’s going to be the other way round.’


He reached his left hand across and pinched me above the knee. I slapped him
 away and the car wavered. He glanced at me, but I was still smiling. At that
 moment I didn’t even care if the whole police force of Montford was after us. 
            

‘How long ’til the quarry?’ I asked. 
            

‘Not far.’


Sam put both hands on the wheel after that. We weren’t going fast, but it felt like it. The whole journey felt like a trip on a
 speedway. Sam flicked the full beams on. We wouldn’t be on the ring road long, just enough to get us the other side of the woods
 below the mountain.  
            

I watched Sam’s profile in the moonlight; his sharpish nose and chin, his full lips, the way
 his hair bounced up and stuck to the roof of the car.  
            

‘You’re too big for this car,’ I said. 
            

He reached out his arm and tried to pull me towards him. I shuffled across, but
 the gear stick was in the way again. In the end, I just leant over and rested
 my head down onto Sam’s shoulder, my forehead against his neck. I could smell that perfect Sam smell:
 the car oil and the Lynx deodorant. It felt so comfortable, like I’d been doing this all my life, like my head was made to sit in the crook between
 Sam’s neck and shoulder. It felt wrong we’d never kissed each other. It was weird, but it didn’t feel wrong that I’d never kissed anyone, just wrong that it had never been him. 
            

Sam moved his arm to change gear, then placed his warm hand back on my knee. It
 made the inside of me bubble and fizz. I didn’t say anything when he did that and neither did he, but I was thinking: friends
 might steal cars together but they don’t put their hands on each other’s knees. 
            

I kept my eyes on the dashboard clock. 9.45. There’d be enough time? I’d told Mum the film finished at eleven. And I could get through the woods below
 the mountain in twenty minutes, maybe fifteen if I ran. But perhaps we wouldn’t be long out there, anyway. Perhaps we’d do exactly what we’d planned: we’d find the quarry, hide the car, and I’d traipse back one way and Sam another. Either way, I’d see Mum before midnight. I could stretch it ’til then; she’d be alright. And if she wasn’t?  
            

Sam was watching me, reading my mind again. ‘Your mum OK with you going out, then?’


I shrugged, waiting to see if he’d say anything about Mum talking to him, warning him off. Surely he’d tell me if she had? 
            

‘You know what she’s like,’ I said when Sam kept quiet. 
            

Sam was the only one who knew anything about how bad she’d got. But even he didn’t know that lately Mum had been spending whole evenings on the mountain, or that
 she ate dinner there too sometimes, or that sometimes dinner was what she’d caught in traps she’d set to snare the Black Cat.  
            

‘What Mum doesn’t know’s not going to kill her,’ I said. 
            

A stupid phrase.  

And I was stupid enough to believe it. 
            

It got darker the further from town we got. I started noticing the stars through
 the windscreen. The curve of the Big Dipper, and the dim glint of the North
 Star above it. Mum had taught me them all once, lying in Gran and Gramps’ garden, back when they were still alive, back when life with Dieter in the city
 almost felt normal. 
            

I looked at Sam’s skin, saw the freckle-constellations there too. 
            

‘Let’s just keep going,’ I said. ‘See how far the petrol takes us. See where we end up.’


Sam smiled a small smile. ‘We’ve got school in the morning. And there’s your mum…’


‘So?’


But Sam was already flicking the indicator for the turn-off to the quarry. I
 moved away from the window to wind it down and let the smells rush in. Car
 fumes. Manure. Pine trees. A part of me could leave our town behind and never
 ever miss it. A part of me could leave Mum too. Be like Dieter. I had all I
 needed right there in that car. I swallowed, guilt rushing in with the smells.
 Mum would hate this; if she saw me, she wouldn’t speak to me for weeks. For the rest of my life, perhaps. 
            

I thought about what she’d said, about boys only wanting one thing. About Sam wanting it too. I took off
 Sam’s beanie, held it in my lap. The wind from outside picked up my hair and held it
 for a moment. I felt the ice of it on my neck. It pulled at Sam’s jacket too. I could see the shape of Sam’s chest through his shirt underneath. I wondered what it would be like to have
 my hand there, between the shirt and his skin, wondered about the warmth. 
            

The car lurched as we hit the quarry track, the tyres spinning in the mud. 
            

‘Thank God for the frost,’ Sam said, apparently oblivious to what I’d been thinking, ‘otherwise we’d really get stuck. We picked the best night for this.’


He swerved around the old posts, driving over the wire fence that had come down
 in the last storm. It crunched beneath the tyres. The KEEP OUT sign was
 half-buried. He took a sharp left, driving cross-country until we reached the
 section Sam had cleared a few days ago; the place we were going to store the
 car. The car clunked over a rock, then stalled. Sam flicked the key, the
 lights, then turned to me and said in his best sat-nav voice, ‘You have reached your destination. Abandoned Quarry. Please hide your vehicle at
 the next available opportunity.’


Then he stared at me, mouth still open, not knowing what to say next. I don’t think either of us did. We’d done it. We’d stolen Mum’s car. Sam had driven it all the way there. There was so much illegal about the
 last half hour that it was better not thinking about it. 
            

I thought about Sam instead. Watched him. In the near-darkness his skin looked
 silver, his eyes huge as a deer’s. I didn’t know what he was going to do next, but his eyes were full of thought. And
 something else. 
            

‘Thanks for coming with me,’ he said. ‘Thanks for not going with your mum.’


It was weird. I wanted Sam to look at me like that, I’d always wanted it, but his sudden intensity scared me, too. I looked away
 quickly. I couldn’t help it.  
            

‘I guess we should start covering the car up,’ I said.  
            

Sam had already got the bracken and branches ready, and we only had to lay them
 across the car to make it look like a giant clump of vegetation. Sam had some
 crazy idea that he’d keep the car hidden until he was seventeen. Then he’d wheel it out, spray-paint it, and it would be his. It should be mine really,
 though. I was the one with the memories of it. And the car was technically
 still Mum’s after all, wasn’t it? 
            

But I wondered: was Mum on the mountain, somewhere not far above? Could she see
 down into the quarry? My stomach lurched. At least she’d have the moon for company, up there. The moon would make it easier for Sam and
 me, too. Through the windscreen and down the old quarry tracks, branches were
 swaying with the wind, and nothing else was moving.  
            

‘What’s wrong?’ Sam was glancing through the windscreen too. 
            

I shook my head, tried to laugh. ‘Mum always makes me feel so damn guilty.’ 


Sam half-smiled. ‘But she’s not here now. You don’t have to worry about her for ages, do you?’


I couldn’t answer. Glanced at the car clock instead. 10.09.  
            

Sam watched me look. ‘What time did you say you’d be back?’ 


‘Said the film finished at eleven.’


He worked out the maths. ‘’bout an hour and a half?’


I nodded. ‘I guess it will take a while to cover the car up, though?’ 



Sam’s smile wavered, and I couldn’t hold his gaze. I didn’t know what I wanted, what I should want: to be there with Sam, or go back to Mum? Now that the car’s heating had gone off, it was freezing, too. I crossed my arms over my chest. 
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