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            Praise for

WHEN SHADOWS FALL

            “Full of empathy and hope… Kai’s story is a must read for teens to explore how easily things can fall apart but also how we can heal… A truly special, heartfelt and unique book.”

            A. M. Dassu, author of Boy, Everywhere

            “A powerful tale of our times … Sita’s writing glides evocatively between poetry and prose diving full on into the heartbreak of the characters’ stories. It is beautifully told with real care, tenderness and heart.”

            Jasbinder Bilan, author of Asha and the Spirit Bird

            “Sita’s lyrical prose captures the raw emotions of adolescence – of a young person navigating their way through grief and troubled times. A book for all of us.”

            Gill Lewis, author of Swan Song

            “A song of growing up, grief and the power of connection, When Shadows Fall is an illuminating and lyrical read.”

            Polly Ho-Yen, author of Boy in the Tower

            “Empathetic, original, searingly sad in places, but full of hope and the power of friendship, art, music, wild places and ravens.”

            Nicola Penfold, author of Where the World Turns Wild

            “A heart-wrenching story about loss and art and nature, about how things can fall apart and how friends stand beside one another no matter what.”

            Rashmi Sirdeshpande, author of How to Change the World

            “Sita Brahmachari skilfully threads together multiple narrative voices across different time periods to tell the compelling story of Kai. Kai is that rare thing in YA fiction: a lead protagonist who will appeal to avid and reluctant readers alike.”

            Andrew McCallum, English and Media Centre

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Dear Reader…

         

         
            
               Dear Reader,

            

            
               This is a story long in the telling,

               planted into childhood,

               finding form and wings in words.

               When shadows fall you stand beside, so says Omid.

               His message I too stand by.

            

            
               This is a story that has your back.

               It stands by you –

               who walk this tender earth –

               seeking light.

            

            
               This is a story-tree of survival

               with world-wandering roots,

               a strong trunk,

               wide reaching, sustaining branches

               for all to shelter under,

               in family, friendship, community, love.

            

            
               This story is in your hands

               to have and to hold.

               In it you will find the passing of a pen

               and charcoal to make art from scorched earth.

               Take it up and feel its force,

               for now is your time to fly.

            

            
               Sita Brahmachari
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            Prologue
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         I’ll tell you what this is not going to be. It won’t be a sob story. It won’t be a gut-wrenching tragedy, though there is that, for definite. It’s not one of those stories where you watch me fall and fall and fall, though I do.

         What can I say? I’m here today, aren’t I?

         I suppose my point in writing this is so that somehow, in all the mess that was made, I can put what happened to me, to us, to some use. See how I don’t say the mess I made or we or they made or even he or she or they made. I say was made. Though nothing felt passive about it.

         Who the hell am I talking to? Not the ravens. They’ve flown this world, though I do keep looking for Bow. Got to let her go.

         I’ve written this for me.

         Kai.

         I.
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         9It’s summer now, though there was a time that felt like eternal winter. If you ever get sucked into Shadowlands remember: no matter how bleak, seasons change.

         So here I am, sitting on our Green Hill, writing this…

         
            There is a green hill far away without a city wall.

         

         Strange how you think you’re doing the writing then lines from songs bombard your mind and write into you.

         
            There is a green hill,

            far away,

            without a city wall.

         

         I sang this hymn once with Dad at Christmas, standing outside St Paul’s Cathedral, listening to the choir practising. Dad was banging on about bringing me back there to sing one day. What was it he said? “Everyone has the right to raise their voice and hear it echoing round a place as awesome as St Paul’s.”

         It still gives me shivers to hear our Green Hill song. I suppose it’s because it’s the first tune he played on his sax when I came back. It always gets me, the way it builds so predictably then creeps up on you and steals your heart 10 with the minor keys… Cuts me up every time.

         Here’s what I wish I could have told myself when I was wading through crap. You know those interviews where people say what they would have said to their teenage selves? I can’t believe I still am one. An oversized teenager staying on for another year at sixth form while my mates all fly away. Anyway, get over yourself, Kai, as Orla says. Get on with it.

         Well, if I could speak to me, how I was then, I’d tell myself to remember this green hill was always waiting for us. To look down on the past and see ourselves in the pools of light, shining like raven wings after rain.
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         That doesn’t even sound like me! Why is it so hard to read back your own words? Like stripping stark bollock naked and walking up the street, your whole self out there, exposed, even though I’m the only one reading it, for now anyway. I leaf through the pages where I attempted to write some kind of ending for what happened – torn or scrubbed out because everything I wrote just felt so lame… Maybe that’s what writing this has been all about – starting at the end with a lot of help from my friends, finding my way back, not to normal … but back.

         On our balcony behind me Dad’s playing his sax again. Something he’s composing. My friends are celebrating getting their A levels and I’m here on our Greenlands hill by Sula’s tree, waiting for them. How long can it take to pick up a few results? The answer comes back and slaps me in the face… In my case, no matter how fast I’ve tried to catch up, another year.

         Nothing’s what it looks like from the outside, is it? I’ve clocked this scene before; it’s an old story. I suppose anywhere in the world it looks the same. Brothers and sisters at the point of breaking out. From where I’m sitting now it’s all about an eighteen-year-old boy and his mates, setting out to leave the bit of turf they’ve made their own and fly in different directions.

         Nothing mythical about this moment. But till now, if you’d told me I’d ever have it in my sights to even be sitting here, reading over my story, waiting for my mates and thinking this time next year I’ll be down there, walking through the high railings of Ravenscroft with my own results, I would have said, “You’re dreaming!”

         They’re taking ages.

         I run my hands over the soft surface of my notebook that I’ve crammed full of our takes on what went on, pictures and words, nothing spared. All the shit we went through. This notebook, Orla’s early birthday present to me… Her voice jogs me back. I could pick her tone out in any crowd.

         Here she comes, leading the way, Om and Zak trailing behind her, past the flattened earth where our Bothy used to be, past the old metal railings that lead out of Ravenscroft, the place they’re leaving now forever.

         Orla… Or-laaaaaaa, Or-leeeeeee… I always want to sing her name like the first two notes of a love song. Old habits.

         Zak, my first best mate who took all I threw at him and refused to give up on me.

         And by their side walks Om. My newest friend and oldest soul brother. It feels like I’ve known him forever, like we knew each other in another life or something.

         Watching them make their way up the Green Hill of our growing, I think I never really understood what Om tried to explain, why his family died defending the ancient buildings of Aleppo instead of running for their lives. But, when I think about how we’re still battling to hold on to this triangle of Greenlands wood and our little bit of Rec, maybe I do start to get it. Saving a place isn’t just about the land – it’s about saving us too, our memories of home… I have to stop feeling sorry for myself and stay and fight for our Greenlands, for all of us. Like Om’s family guarded their home. What’s the big deal? I’m safe. No bombs are raining down on my head.

         Get over yourself, Kai… Orla’s right. It’s time I do. Dig deep and keep fighting. This is something worth guarding.

         “We did good.” My friends’ voices bring me back as they tumble down beside me. They must have rehearsed this moment as I knew they would. Not to turn results day into a big deal.

         Zak hands me an envelope. “Mum said to give this to you.”

         “What is it, a consolation prize?” I snap but Orla shoves me in the back.

         “Didn’t tell me what it was, just said make sure you get it.” Zak shrugs.

         “Thanks.” Maybe one day we’ll shrug off all the awkwardness between us. I put the envelope in my pocket.

         Om’s portfolio is tucked under his arm and he thrusts it at me. “Here! I packed away my exhibition. This is for you.”

         I shake my head. “No, Om, man. It’s too much. I can’t take this.”

         But he grabs my face and holds it in his hands, like his aunt does to him. “No argument. It is my gift.”

         Orla lets out a sob behind him. “We said to keep it light, Om!”

         I want to say something but there’s too much and too many words between us. I don’t know what comes over me but I spring on Zak and wrestle him to the ground like we haven’t done since we were kids. Just sparring, at least I can’t feel any anger left in us as we roll down our Green Hill.
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         We’re sprawled out on the grass now, cloud surfing like we used to. Om takes his phone from his pocket, insisting on a group selfie. He’s obsessed. Like he thinks he’ll lose everything if it’s not recorded. I get that. He almost did.

         “You’re sure about giving me all this art, Om? If you change your mind…”

         “I am done with this.” He waves it away as if it’s nothing. “Zak, Orla… Get in the picture! Close, closer,” he orders.

         We’re all squeezed together, just about fitting in the frame. Here we are, caught in time forever. Me, Orla, Om and Zak gathered round Sula’s tree. In this moment it’s all laughter, though if you do look close and closer through the shafts of light, you might just make out the rainbow spirits of ink-black wings.

         Om’s not happy with the shot and we all know he won’t let us go till he is.

         Finally.

         “This is honest shot! Looking for the future,” Om announces, showing us ourselves peering out of the photo, squinting into the sunshine, our bodies casting long shadows…

         Just then Orla’s mum and Om’s aunt call from their balconies, eager to celebrate their results.

         And trailing off, one by one, they leave me to it.

         I pick up the notebook, turning to the beginning again, but realize something’s missing… A dedication. Who knows when or if the wounds will heal enough to let my mates read this whole thing. Truth is I’m struggling myself to get through, but if they do ever read it the least I can do is write them a dedication. If I can just find words strong enough, loyal enough, kind enough, brave enough to hold what my mates have done for me. I turn the pages and find the place I left off reading.

         
            See ourselves in the pools of light, shining like raven wings after rain…

         

         That is how it feels turning way, way back to when we were kids. Like walking in pools of light.
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               When I was a kid

               Dad was always song-weaving,

               singing of rainbows and what’s at the end of them.

               I didn’t know if it was fairy tale, myth … or whatever.

               That was back when I thought my parents could save me,

               fly me to golden places,

               hold me,

               never let me fall.

            

            
               In myth time you think they know what they’re doing.

               Then comes an age

               when you discover that they can fall too,

               so you have to work out new rules.

               Maybe you can and maybe you can’t

               or

               maybe you break them instead.

            

            
               Then you’re in the eye of the storm,

               flying inside myth

               where anything can happen

               and this time there’s no turning back,

               you’re in it before you know it.

               No one warns you that the border’s spun

               fine as a spider’s web.

            

            
               I’m sorry, friends.

               Before you knew it you got caught up with me

               but this is the web we’ve woven together.

               It’s tangled, torn, tortured even,

               and I could never have told it

               alone,

               shouldn’t.

               And even though I need to know what you’ve written,

               what sense you’ve made of everything that happened,

               I’m also dreading it.

               If this were music

               it would be more Dad’s wild jazz improv

               than the tunes I know

               where I can picture where my voice will land

               in clean, clear notes like

               ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow’.

            

            
               Time to cut through

               if I’m ever going to do what I’ve told myself I will

               and help other kids clinging on to the high wire

               to work themselves out,

               pick themselves up.

               or better still

               catch them before they’re pushed,

               jump,

               fall…

               Then I always knew this was the only way through.

               To spin this together.

            

            
               But now my part’s done

               there’s this weird emptiness that the writing

               and dreaming of Orla used to fill

               and fear’s creeping in.

               If only I could be

               moving on like everyone else.

            

            
               Is this another of what Dad calls “forging moments”?

               How many do people have of these

               earthquakes, storms, hurricanes

               in their lifetime?

               How many can you take?

            

            
               I think what I’m chatting about

               is the mammoth moments of transformation,

               metamorphosis, whatever…

            

            
               It’s been all right writing this,

               knowing my mates would help piece together what I can’t,

               but when they’ve flown

               I’m going to have plenty more times like this,

               sitting here on my own.

               Then what?

               I’ve done all the thinking about who was here

               with me,

               for me.

               Not the ones who had to be

               or should have been like family,

               I mean the people I chose

               or who chose me.

               Whichever way,

               for better or worse,

               it’s written.

            

            
               Notebook in hand,

               sitting on this Green Hill,

               waiting for my mates to fill in the voids.

            

            
               Maybe when I’ve read what they each have to say

               I’ll find a way to cut and paste it.

               To make a proper book for myself.

               Strange sort of tale that would be,

               written by humans and ravens,

               who picked and pecked up the pieces whenever I lost my way.

               Because that’s what friends do.

               Friends … more than

               friends,

               who have your back

               no matter how much pain you’re in

               or how much pain you’ve put them through,

               who hold you so you don’t fall,

               isn’t that true?

            

            
               When I couldn’t make any sense of where I was

               or even who I was

               they stepped in.

            

            
               They lived through the times when my words slipped away.
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               all have skin,

               or feathers,

               in the game.

            

            
               This was never only my story to tell.

               That’s the thing

               that always goes against the lie

               of the I – the self,

               of me and my.

            

         

         I have this strange feeling of lifting out of myself … as if I’m telling someone else’s story. I gaze up through the canopy of Greenlands trees, still searching for my ravens. Maybe that’s the way to read this… Imagine I’m the one who’s flying above, looking down on who we were.

         The earliest memories are the easiest.

         
            [image: ]

         

         To a kaleidoscope of screeching, swirling dots careering round the playground. No… I haven’t flown back far enough.
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         How old am I? Three or four maybe? It’s the summer before I start school. I have my own cutters, small and blunt. Dad’s got me kitted out in bright yellow overalls, thick garden gloves, wellington boots and swimming goggles. He wears overalls too, though his are navy blue. I like that we’re the same. Young, handsome, unlined, long-locked Dad is right here ahead of me, brandishing his sharp cutters in the air. My invincible warrior dad.

         “We are men armoured against the thorns! Greenlands Guardians.” I close my eyes against the pain of Dad’s laughter. His deep, strong laughter, low and sure. My little boy voice sweet, unbroken, comes to me sharp and clear.

         This is the feeling I have. That my dad is strong enough to shake the earth we’re standing on.

         At this moment in time I love my dad so hard that it hurts. It is before the moment the world comes rushing in. Before school and way, way, way before Sula’s tree was planted. This is the summer of stories and songs, of cutting new paths further every day into the steep, brambled path that leads down the Green Hill from our flat.

         This is the summer that Mum’s taking her exams to be a nurse and it’s just me and Dad, wild and happy, randomly bursting into song and building our den.

         Ah! And they are there too, the ravens, nameless then. Cawing through my mind.
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         I am afraid of the ink-winged birds as they settle around us, but Dad isn’t. “Good afternoon!” he jokes. “D’you think they look a bit like me in my doorman suit?”

         I shake my head, backing away. I am cautious of these raucous creatures, won’t stray too near them, and I’m not the only one. Mum always flaps her hands at them like she’s frightened, wants them gone. No matter how many times Dad laughs and says they’re harmless, I run away, leaping into his arms to safety. And every time he sings the same silly song.

         
            
               Don’t fear the ravens, Kai.

               Look to the shine in their eye.

               See how the light glints on their feathers,

               painting rainbows on ebony wings.

               Look to the shine in their eye,

               Kai.

               Look to the shine in their eye.

            

         

         Each day Dad tells me tales of the ravens and slowly my fears ebb away. “This piece of woodland wilderness we’re clearing belongs as much to these ravens as to us, my Kai!”

         Huddled in our den of sticks Dad spins stories of how ravens have nested here since the beginning of time. “If we’re going to share this wilderness, if you’re to one day walk through the high gates of Ravenscroft ‘Big’ School, then you’ve got to learn to trust the ravens!”

         I block my ears. I don’t like it when he says things like this. If Mum hears she tells him not to fill my head with nonsense. “Don’t take any notice, Kai. By the time you go there, you’ll be all grown and the gates won’t seem so high.” Mum reassures me but woven in Dad’s stories I always hear his sighs. I’m not supposed to know but I heard him say to Mum once how he hated school so much he used to run away.

         I am happy, maybe at my happiest, building dens in Greenlands, learning to trust the ravens. Dad teaches me the names and calls of sweet songbirds as we thrash our way through brambles. His favourite is the thrush. Mine’s between that and the robin that’s brave enough to hop within touching distance of us. Dad stops, places his finger to his lips and we hold our breath, listening to its song and playing statues, seeing who can go the longest without moving.
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         Just us and the birds in the world.

         High above the den the mottled-bellied thrush sings her song and we watch the mother busying herself. Dad says there’s bound to be a nest. “Shh – we mustn’t disturb her whatever we do because –” and he leans into me, close like he’s going to share the most important secret in the world – “their nests are little low heavens… Their eggs the most perfect shade of blue anyone could ever paint.”

         He makes us tiptoe up the steep hill and under my breath I whisper,

         “Little low heavens,

         little low heavens,

         little low heavens.”

         I was too young to think this then, but if I could have put into words what I felt that day it would have been that maybe we’re song thrushes too! Living in our Greenlands nest, our little low heaven.

         I’m straining my neck to the ground-floor balcony where Mum stands waving as we climb the final stretch of steep hill.

         “But look yonder … Juliet my love!”

         “Don’t talk funny again, Dad! Why do you call Mum Juliet when her name’s Janice?”

         But Dad just ruffles my hair. “I hope you’ll know one day!” he answers, laughing.

         “Look at the state of you two!” As we get closer I see Mum’s eyes are bloodshot tired. Dad throws his arms out wide, reaching up towards her. I copy him and it makes Mum giggle. I wish our balcony could go straight out on to Greenlands, instead of the lock-ups getting in the way. Then it really would feel like ours.

         “Why can’t we have steps from our wood to our balcony?” I ask and Dad chuckles, looking up at Mum, the shine in his eye sparking with happiness.

         “Now there’s an idea for a lyric – a stairway to our little low heaven!” I hear him whisper as we walk round the block through the cold metal clanking door.

         “Juliet… Wherefore—”

         Mum opens our door, shaking her head, but she’s not really cross with us. “You idiot, Dex! Get in!”

         Dad gathers Mum in his arms and swirls her around till she begs him to put her down.

         “Look what we did, Mum!” I say, running out to the balcony.

         From here you can see our progress. We stand together, just the three of us, watching the sun setting over the path we’re cutting through the brambles. The path through the triangle of woodland that Dad says is no-man’s land, so why not claim it as ours.

         Mum wipes a smear of blackberry juice from my cheek. “What on earth have you two been up to?”

         “Taming our very own Greenlands garden!” Dad announces.

         “You’re a dreamer, Dexter King.”

         “Yep! That’s why you love me!”

         Dad puts some music on and they hold each other, Mum and Dad, swaying to a rhythm I can’t hear. But when I stand on Dad’s feet, clinging to his legs, and close my eyes I can feel it playing through them.

         Love.

         “You better go and get yourself cleaned up!” Mum pulls away from Dad, bends down and plants a kiss on my muddy forehead.

         Dad runs the bath and plays his bubble-blowing trick, soaping his hands till they’re covered, dipping them in water and prising his thumb and fingers apart “ever-so-slowly” until a great shiny orb forms. When he’s sure it won’t break he gives me the nod. Lips pursed, eyes saucer-wide at the miracle giant bubble, I “ever-so-gently” blow it through his hands.

         “Make a wish, Kai!” he whispers.
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         Then we eat together on the balcony. Dad goes inside and dresses in his black work suit that he hates wearing more than anything. But he says it could be worse. At least he gets to stand at the Jazz Café door and listen to music he loves, “when it’s not drowned out by the noise of the street”.

         I don’t see why he isn’t one of the acts inside because my dad’s the best musician in the whole wide world. I tell him what I think and he looks like he could cry but instead ruffles my hair and says, “Thanks, Kai. You’re the best son in the whole wide world.”

         He always deep-sighs before he leaves. “Once more into the urban jungle!” he jokes but the shine has gone from his eyes and mine too. Because wishing that Dad would never have to work through the night, that he could sometimes read me into dreaming, never comes true. The magic of the day always ends, the bubble bursts, when he sets out.
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         First day of school. Do I remember it? I think I do. But maybe this is just lots of different pictures crashing against each other. Collage-memory connecting. Synapses finally lighting up. What does it matter? It feels like the first day of school, so let’s say it is. Who’s arguing? Maybe one day if I let Zak read this he’ll have another take on it.

         I see myself hanging back against the climbing frame, waving to Dad who’s carrying the ball we dribbled into school together.

         Ha! If I could I would run up to myself and give me a hug.

         I raise my head and come face-to-face with Zak, beaming his missing-teeth grin.

         He was there for me on day one and he’s still here now, although half the time we haven’t got a clue what to say to each other.
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         Out of nowhere a ball lands at my feet. “Want to play?” Zak asks. I bite my lip, tears stinging my eyes as I watch Dad cross the Rec. Ravens fly with him – I wish they wouldn’t. “Go on! Kick it!” Zak says.

         I shake my head but Zak comes over to me where I cling to the railings.

         In no time we’re cartwheeling, stretching our arms and flying like ravens. I teach Zak Dad’s song and we career around, arm-wings soaring, chanting together.

         
            
               Don’t fear the ravens, Kai.

               Look to the shine in their eye.
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         On the way home Dad brings my football and we dribble it across the playing fields of our Rec. I tell him about my new best friend.

         “If I have a brother I think he’ll look a bit like Zak,” I tell Dad.

         He winks at me and says, “You never know, son. Maybe you will have a brother or sister one day.”

         I screw up my nose. “I only want a brother!”

         Dad sighs and says, “Babies don’t come to order.” Then he whacks the ball off the football pitch and far across the Rec so I sprint after it and wait on the Greenlands path for him. I’m doubled over while I catch my breath. When Dad reaches me he’s out of breath too and he crouches down and points into the brambles that mark the beginning of Greenlands wood. “I’ve been thinking maybe one day we could cut through from here all the way home,” he pants.

         “Why?” I ask. Even standing on my tiptoes, I can’t see Greenlands tower over the top of our Green Hill on the other side of our wild wood. I like that anyone walking on this Rec wouldn’t know our den’s in there.

         “To make a short cut down to the Rec, instead of having to walk the long way round on the path to Greenlands. How about you ask Zak over, see if he wants to help us with our clearing?”

         Dad picks up a long stick and pushes it through the thicket till I can hear it tapping on the metal railings that back on to Ravenscroft Secondary School, where me and Zak will go one day. But as he thrashes around with his stick, beating through, my gut tangles … like opening up our path really wouldn’t be a good idea. Greenlands is our secret kingdom, mine and Dad’s, and, even though Mum’s always telling Dad off for wasting so much time down here with me, I don’t want us ever to be finished with clearing it.

         Back home Mum opens her arms and I run at her, telling her about my new friend Zak, and she smiles and says how she still remembers her first school friend. I wait for her to tell me more but she hurries me through to jump into the bath. She’s walking round our flat, picking up washing and cleaning the kitchen, and Dad’s just about to blow a mammoth wishing bubble when Mum drops in a clean towel and says she needs to borrow Dad for a “little chat”. I can hear their bickering through the door.

         I wonder why Dad never calls Mum Juliet any more. Her voice is not chatty but angry and she’s saying how she’s working hard and studying for her nursing exams and how Dad needs to find more work and how she can’t make ends meet (I don’t know what that means). Now she’s saying she can’t do it on her own any more. It all comes out in a rush.
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         But she’s not on her own. I don’t understand. She’s always telling off Dad for not looking for more work, not just his nightshift. She’s not shouting but her words punch at the air.

         Then I hear Dad say, “I told you I’d put my name forward for football coach for after school!”

         “Is it paid though? We need the money, Dex! I’m wearing myself out here! Sign up for it anyway. It might lead to something. Better than idling your time away in that wilderness every day, filling Kai with nonsense stories about ravens.”

         “They’re not nonsense stories,” I want to scream at Mum. I don’t know what “idling” means but it doesn’t sound good. I slide under the water so I don’t have to listen to the “discussion”. That’s what they call it, but it’s arguing really and I’m trying to work out how I’m going to break the news that Zak’s dad has already started coaching us.

         When Dad comes back through I refuse to get out of the bath till he blows a proper wishing bubble. I scrunch my eyes tight and wish my usual wish – that he starts to call Mum Juliet again.

         I let it out that Zak’s dad’s our coach and he just shrugs, wraps me in the towel and flies me out of the bath on to the floor. But I can see he wishes he could be coach as much as I do.

         “But Dad? It’s not fair. I wished for you. Did you tell them you used to be professional?”

         “That was a lifetime ago, son! They can’t all come true, your wishes!”

         Seems like none of them do. Not for me, not for Dad either.

         Tonight, just before Dad sets out to work, he plays some music that’s too sad to dance to so I make him change it. Grabbing Mum’s hand and his, I pull them close together, standing on their feet so they have to stay close or they split me. We sway together, my arms wrapped round them both. Even though the music’s happy now, I can still feel sad music beating through them.
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         I haven’t talked aloud to Bow since I returned. I’m trying not go back to that but it’s strange what writing does to you. It’s sort of released this thing in me. I imagine I’m talking to Sula as if she and not the tree were beside me… Sometimes I catch myself muttering the words as I’m writing them down, as if she really is here, listening. Is there any harm in picturing that?

         I had some faith in wishing on bubbles for a while because Dad got to step in as coach when Zak’s dad was pushed for time … but it still didn’t make Mum happy because no one paid him and it led to an even more explosive argument. I do remember her saying one thing, because it’s bitten into me so many times over the years. The truth does bite. “If you don’t value yourself, Dexter, no one will ever take you seriously.”

         Is that when I first noticed Dad was losing the shine in his eye?

         So while I couldn’t put any of this into words back then, I sort of sensed it, knew things were sliding, but kicked it to the back of my mind because whatever worries I had, as soon as Dad was coaching us at footie, they were gone.
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         “What does ‘value yourself’ mean?” I ask Dad on the way to footie.

         “How much you’re worth,” Dad mumbles, dribbling the ball to me.

         “But you’re worth my dad!” I protest.

         “Seems that’s not enough, Kai.”

         “Why?” I pass it back.

         “Forget I said that.” He picks up the ball and breaks into a jog. “Come on, son! Let’s win this game!”
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         After the match Zak’s mum and dad come over to shake hands with him. Zak’s dad says, “The team’s come on so much! You’re a great coach! Thought of doing it professionally?”

         “He is professional!” I butt in.

         “Almost was!” Dad laughs, ruffling my hair. “I did play for a bit but got an injury,” he explains like he’s embarrassed. “It’s just for fun these days!” Dad smiles, chipping at the churned-up ground, but I can see that he’s flushed with pride and I am too.

         
            
               My dad is worth a lot.

               My dad is a good coach.

               My dad is worth a lot.

               My dad is a great musician.

               My dad is worth a lot.

            

         

         Sometimes I wish Zak didn’t live on the other side of the Rec. I’ve been to his house loads of times but he’s never been to mine. “Can Zak come back to ours?” I beg, both of us caked in mud.

         On our way home I tell Dad that all the houses on Zak’s road have gardens with enough space for football nets. Suddenly Dad sets off at a sprint so we have to run to catch up with him. For some reason he’s decided that today’s the day to open up our secret short cut. “We don’t have a garden but we have got this – our very own wilderness wood. You’re filthed up anyway, boys – come this way!”

         We’re on hands and knees, following the railings of Ravenscroft School. We’re struggling a bit so Dad hunts for long sticks and passes us one each to beat our way through.

         “Your dad’s brilliant!” Zak’s eyes flash with excitement as we swish, bash and crawl our way through the undergrowth. I nod, fit to burst with pride. I lead the way now, knowing that soon our cutting through will open up to the path that leads to Greenlands.

         We scramble up the bank we’ve cleared. I show Zak our den as we slip and slide on watery clay. At the top of the Green Hill we catch our breath, looking back to where we’ve come from.
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         We were here. Our clay-encrusted feet and hands planted on this ground. Right where I wrote this, right here where I sit now, reading it through beside Sula’s tree, though nothing of this was planted then. I lay my book down because the tears are dripping on to the page, smudging the words. These memories are scored deep into me. It’s like now I’m scratching at old scars, picking at hard-crusted scabs, making myself bleed. A bit of me wants to rip everything up.

         A shaft of sunlight falls on Sula’s tree as if she, who never spoke a word, is speaking now, encouraging me to carry on writing. “Do this for me.”

         Take Dad’s advice… Keep in the present of the past if you’re going to go there, I coach myself. He’s right! He should know, I suppose. It makes it possible to face it all.
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         “You’re so lucky. Is this really all your wilderness wood?” Zak sighs, wide-eyed as we sit together, me, Dad and Zak. The trees are bare above us. A pair of ravens perch in the spindly branches, squawking insistently, making sure we don’t forget it’s their land too.

         I look to Dad for an answer because I know it’s not exactly true that it’s all ours. Not like Zak’s garden is his. “Yep! All ours. We’re its guardians.” Dad nods, not meeting Zak’s eyes, looking off into the distance through the trees.

         Mum calls from the balcony for us to hurry up and get in the bath before we catch our deaths.

         When we’re inside I start a running commentary of the match. She says well done, but I can tell she’s more interested that I’ve got a friend with me, and I think, from the nod she gives to Dad, that she’s happy he invited Zak. She’s waiting at the door with bin bags, makes us strip off our kit and marches us through to a steaming hot bath.

         This is the day I teach Zak how to make the best giant wishing bubbles a seven year old could ever blow. I couldn’t believe no one had taught him. “My dad’s a champion bubble blower,” I boast.
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         We watch like it’s a race between our wishing bubbles. Zak’s get caught on the mirror edge and bursts but mine floats out of the door and we spring from the bath, trailing froth and murky water, chasing it to my room and out through the open windows. We stand on my balcony, shivering, watching my giant bubble drift down the steep mound that leads to Greenlands…

         Mum comes running out, fretting about the soaking carpet and us catching a cold. “What will Zak’s parents think of us?”

         Mum’s always worrying about what people think of us but Dad doesn’t care. We’re not cold at all, still steaming from the bath. She throws towels over us as we watch my giant bubble drift away.

         “You can share my wish!” I tell Zak.

         “OK!” He nod, and Mum places a hand on both our shoulders.

         “Never too old for wishing!” she whispers with her eyes scrunched closed like she’s making one too.

         I know what she’s wishing for because I hear Mum and Dad whispering about it all the time. As well as the wish for Dad to be worth more, and for her not to have to work so hard all the time, she wants a baby brother or sister for me. I wish she wouldn’t say she wants it for me. I don’t care that much, as long as they stop arguing.

         The way Mum’s knuckles turn white from holding on to the balcony railings while she’s wishing makes me feel sad and I reach for her hand. I think Mum’s been making the same wish for a long time so, instead of my usual wish for Dad not to have to go to work at night, I wish for a baby too.

         I hear the metal door to the outside slam. With our free hands we wave to Dad as he heads out into the dark.

         “Your dad looks smart in his work suit!” Zak says.

         Under the lamplight Dad pulls a face and starts to do his funny raven dance, flapping the ends of his black jacket to make me laugh like he always does but suddenly it’s not OK. I wish he wouldn’t play the fool with Zak here.

         Zak creases up and I make like it’s funny too, but I’ve seen the look on Mum’s face and it makes me want to cry because she knows as much as I do how Dad hates wearing his raven suit.

         When Zak’s gone and Mum comes to say goodnight I tell her, “It’s OK, Mum. If another baby doesn’t come. Zak can be my brother.”

         But as soon as I say it I wish I’d kept my mouth shut because now she has tears in her eyes and I think it’s me who made her cry.
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         Hard to pinpoint the day when I started to feel there were things that were better left unsaid, best to be quiet… It seems young to have decided that, but I think it was around then that I began folding in on myself. Orla called it: writing this while she and Zak are away at their festival or working at their summer camp, whatever, has got me thinking deep about how I was back then, more than I’ve ever done before.

         I remember how I felt with an acid ache inside like hunger.

         And just when I started to feel the bubbles bursting who should appear in my life but Orla.

         A light breeze loosens a cluster of dry leaves and I follow their tumbling golden path, illuminated by the sunshine, coming to settle on the flat earth that was once our den. The chasing leaves turn my memory back to golden times when I was ten years old. I didn’t know it yet, but this was going to be one of those mammoth days.
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         Dad doesn’t come down to our wood so much any more but he says I’m allowed to stray as far as our den on my own … as long as he can still see me from the balcony. He says he has to practise his sax and I ask him if that’s because they’re going to let him inside the Jazz Café, not stand at the door in his suit.

         “In my dreams!” He sighs, no shine in his eye. “Don’t worry about it, Kai… You and your mum are the only audience I need.”

         I turn and wave to him. From down here I can still hear him play. At this distance it sounds like the saddest cry in all the world. Why can’t he and Mum play happy music?

         In our den I turn over a stone and woodlice scurry away. I listen to Dad and try to work out what’s happening. I take a stick and dig a hole and I think it’s like he’s hunting for something buried so deep in the earth that it can only be brought to the surface by music.

         I’m smoothing the mud back over the hole I’ve made as Dad’s playing comes to an end. I’m just wondering if he’ll come down now he’s finished, when I hear voices. A girl and a woman. No one ever comes here except me and Dad and, if he’s with me, Zak. I freeze but I want to run out and shout at them to go away… This Greenlands wilderness is ours.

         “It’s not really a garden, Mum,” the girl says, who from what I can see is about my age.
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         “How about I fix up your swing permanently right here over this tree?” The woman peers back over to our block. “I’ll be able to see you from our balcony, no problem. Told you you’d like it here! So much more freedom to play than in our old flat.”

         Above me, through the roof slats in the den, I spy the woman climbing. “Let me test the weight of the branches first,” she says. “Better than a garden, Orla! From up here you can see… Someone’s started cutting a path. Looks like it could lead all the way to the school railings – then across the Rec – handy! It’s only a hop and a skip to walk you into school. But look at this lovely little wild patch!” She stretches out, holding on to two sturdy branches, and her voice changes like she’s talking to herself. “All the fiery colours… I knew we’d love it here!”

         After a while I hear her clamber down and now her shadow’s above me, circling in small arcs.

         “My turn!” the girl shrieks and the swing circles wider and wilder. The ravens set off shrieking too and their raucous cries fuse with the girl’s laughter.

         Slowly the woman’s voice fades away.

         Above, the sun dazzles as a bright yellow orb circles faster and faster. I scramble out to see her raven-black hair unravelling as the sun spins light all over Greenlands. I stare at the screeching, swirling dervish who whirls before me, dumbstruck until the golden vision settles into a skinny girl in yellow dungarees, two baby teeth missing and big teeth pushing through her gums just like mine are. She jumps off the swing, hands on her hips. First thing I notice close up are her eyes – green like tree moss.

         “Where did you come from?” she asks.

         “I live here!”

         “What? In the wood?”

         “Sometimes here and sometimes there!” I tell her, pointing from our den up to our balcony.

         “Same!” She nods towards the flat above ours where her mum’s already leaning over the balcony, chatting to my dad below. They both wave at us.

         “I live here too now! Want a go?” she asks, handing me the knotted end of the rope swing.

         I must be gawping. Can’t speak.

         “Aren’t you going to say your name? It’s polite to indruce yourself. What you staring at?” she asks, feet planted. “Can’t you say your name?” She huffs, impatient.

         “Kai!”

         “Kai!” She echoes my name back at me.
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         I take the rope from her and climb on the knotted end. She runs round me with it, faster and faster, laughing when it’s twisted as high and as taut as her strong, skinny arms can make it…

         “Rude! You didn’t ask me my name,” she says, all wound together, her face close to mine now. I see myself reflected in her eyes and the wood behind and I can smell her minty toothpaste-breath.

         “Orlaaaaaa,” she sings, releasing her name with the swing.

         “Orlaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa,” I let rip as I spiral through the air, holding her name till the end of my breath, filling my lungs with oxygen, mesmerized by our spinning orbit.
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         I turn and look up to Orla’s balcony window, even though I know it’s closed. I can’t decide if writing this is making the summer pass faster or slower.

         These are things I never noticed before I started writing. How the sun falls in shafts, stippling velvety orange through the silvery-blue leaves of Sula’s eucalyptus tree. The colours are surreal. I take a photo for Om because he’s not back from the art studio yet and I know he’d want to paint this.

         Now that golden Orla day is all lit up in me as I write us in, just as we were… So much of me longs to leave us there.

         I send the photo to Om and a few minutes later a message pings into my phone.

         
            This is good. You are seeing beauty. This turning season is of use for your story. Colours are good also.

            I will paint something of this.

         

         But Om isn’t in our Greenland’s picture yet. The bomb had not yet dropped on his world far, far away, destroying his home and bringing him here.

         It was still just the three of us. There had been no real bombshells yet for me, Zak and Orla. “The three musketeers,” as Dad insisted on calling us, no matter how much I begged him not to treat us like kids.

         Bow pecks around at my side and I catch myself almost slipping into old habits and talking to her again, but I get a hold. I’ve seen Om a few times recently, but with Orla and Zak away at summer camp it’s starting to kick in how much I miss us all being together.

         It’s got a bit chilly now but that’s not the reason I’m shivering, actually shuddering as I look up to the roof of our Greenlands flats. I feel as if I’m standing on the edge of a precipice, taking this step back into the Bothy. Dad’s right – it is hard to face yourself sometimes, as I was … as I have been. Back then, so full of embarrassment, fear that he would shame me. I’m charged with a mix-up of all that crap now, writing this. Something in me knew that, although everyone laughed and loved Dad’s quirky ways, things were falling apart… Maybe that’s why I was so desperately seeking sunshine.
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         We’re crouched in the den, the three of us, beside the rope swing. Crouched because we’ve grown and our den hasn’t. We’re almost in Year Seven and we look ridiculous; clinging on to childhood, making our pacts of how whatever happens when we go to secondary we’ll always stick together, look out for each other.

         “It doesn’t matter. Even if we get put in different classes, we can still meet here after school every day,” Orla reassures us as we crawl out of our den and look down over Ravenscroft Secondary. Our old den might have shrunk but each time I look at the enormous school buildings, half old, half new, their shadows seem to grow.

         “Shame the path isn’t cleared to the Rec railings! We could be at school in minutes!” Orla gazes down the hill. “We could clear it ourselves, if your dad’s too busy.”

         “I told you. We can’t. He doesn’t want us to, says it’s dangerous!”

         “All right! No need to get all edgy!” Orla shrugs. “Just thought we could wake up later instead of having to drag ourselves round the roads.”

         “I’m not asking him again,” I mumble.

         Now Zak has to chip in. “If he’s too busy I bet my mum and dad would help.”

         “I said no! Sorry. It’s just Dad thinks of it as ours and he doesn’t want anyone else using it as a cut-through.”

         “I mean, I get it, but it’s not really finders keepers, is it!” Orla starts to argue but then she catches the dejected look on my face and changes her mind. “How about we clear it just enough to keep it as our secret passageway still? No one else would need to know…”

         I turn away so they don’t clock the tears in my eyes. No matter what we say about nothing changing I can feel it … everything already is.

         “What’s the matter, Kai?”
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         Orla always saw me, sometimes before I saw myself.

         I’m cringing inside just as I did then, frozen and full of fire at the same time … wanting to express something I had no words for.

         Bow lays her head against my arm. How did I not notice before how old she’s getting? Her torn wing trailing; thinner, frailer, less adventurous. She hardly flies at all any more except for my morning call. Sometimes, when I open my hands to her, she hops into my cupped palms and lets me cradle her.

         She stirs, ruffles her wings and I set her down. I think she likes me sitting here day after day. I can feel the light pools opening up my mind as I write, clearing the path, and she’s been here with me every step, flight and fall of the way. I gulp the freshening autumn air, letting the earthy scent of mulched leaves soothe me.
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         Zak doesn’t give up easily, prodding me. “Remember when I came back to yours and your dad brought us through this way. I loved it! We were wild that day.”

         “No!” I yell right in his face. I don’t even know why I’m shouting but he backs away from me. “Dad says no. He says we have to let it wild up again … let it grow over or someone might find it and try to take it off us.”

         I see the look that Orla and Zak give each other. Do they feel sorry for me, or Dad, or both of us?

         Orla nudges me and laughs. “Suit yourself! It was just an idea! I’ll tell you what though, I’m not waiting around for you to make me late for school!” I know she’s trying to lighten the mood.

         Out of nowhere a dog barks close by and voices shock us into silence. Without saying a word we creep back inside our old den.

         “Where are you going, Pops? There’s nothing in there. It’s just a bit of wasteland.” A woman appears by an old man’s side, attempting to pull him back to the path on the Rec below. Peering down the hill through the branch gaps, I see his skin, wrinkled as old bark.

         At first I thought it was the dog whimpering, but it’s the man. We’re huddled together, our noses pressed up against the stick slats. The dog’s snuffling the air and for a moment I think it’s going to sniff us out, but it trots back to the old man’s side.

         The man starts to speak – his voice raspy, like every word scratches his throat. “I know it’s here! It’s got to be here! It was the first wee bothy I built! The corvids ken it.” At first I think he’s speaking another language until I strain closer and make out his Scottish lilt, like Mum’s when she talks about where she grew up.

         “Come on, Pops, you’re getting all confused. There are no bothies in London. You’ve never lived here before. Remember you’ve come to stay with us. We’re not in the Highlands any more,” the woman reasons, taking the old man by the crook of his arm and gently leading him away.

         “I need to go home, please let me go home, Kath!” the old man cries like a child.

         “Don’t upset yourself, Pops. Let’s get you back inside. You need to rest now. The ground’s too uneven here – you don’t want another fall…”

         We listen to their fading voices and watch the woman guide the old man slowly, pulling back branches to shield his eyes as they find their way out through the bottom railings on to the Rec.

         “Poor old man. Maybe your dad’s right about keeping this our secret! We don’t want just anyone coming up here,” Orla says, and I want to spring a hug on her like I used to do.

         “What’s a bothy anyway?” Zak asks, checking it out on his phone. “According to this, some kind of shelter left unlocked that anyone can stay in –” He reads on. “Used by anyone, but mostly gardeners and labourers on Highland estates.”

         “Sounded like he was really lost in his head,” Orla says.

         My phone pings. A text from Dad.

         Scram’s up!

         “Gotta go!” I say, scrambling out as fast as I can so they don’t see the river of tears running down my cheeks. Because somehow I know that after today, whatever any of us have vowed, things are changing and none of us can stop it.
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         The sun’s just rising and a mist covers the tops of the Greenlands trees. I’m standing on the balcony with Dad. I can hear an old man calling through the mist. “Cassie, Cassie!” he cries over and over again, and I turn to Dad and I tell him how the old man is searching for a place he came to when he was a boy, that we should go back with the cutters and find it.

         Why did we give up, Dad?

         He shakes his head and says, “It’s a mistake to go back. Don’t go back, Kai. There’s nothing there for us.” And then he starts whimpering and his face morphs into the old man’s and I shout at him to stop changing but he can’t and he sinks on to his hands and knees and cries and cries. No matter what I do I can’t make him stop.

         When I wake my pillow’s drenched in tears and I know that I have to go and take a look… To see if there is something hidden underneath that wilderness that we haven’t discovered yet.
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         It’s the weekend. Dad’s out. I tell Mum I’m meeting Zak at his place, fingers crossed behind my back, hoping she won’t find out he’s away on holiday. I wait till Orla heads out for athletics training and set out to Greenlands with Dad’s cutters.

         On my hands and knees, no overalls or goggles to protect me now, I crawl through the undergrowth, beyond our den to where the dog was sniffing, away from any path me and Dad have cut before… I’m moving forward but it feels like burrowing back in time. I’m cutting away with the sharp shears now, thinking of all the worries that have crept in since the days when me and Dad were Greenlands Guardians.
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         Before I know it I’m hacking at brambles, and it feels good to be clearing again. I’m making progress. The ravens follow me through. The daylight’s almost gone in here and suddenly I’m in a tunnel, too far in to go back now, even though I know I should.

         A branch needles right into my eye. Flinching at the shooting pain and in a blurred haze I see two ravens swoop down, looking on, concerned for me. I can just make out the raven pair now hopping ahead through our old den, like they’re leading the way. Am I still dreaming? My arms flail, and as I stand, slats of our den roof fall away. I trample them, scrambling on. As I follow the ravens deeper, tugging away at the undergrowth, a voice in my head guides me. Carry on, Kai, clear the way and maybe one day Dad and Mum will dance again.

         The moment passes and my eye and head clear. I turn back to our half-dismantled den and make a vow to myself that I will never tell Orla or Zak or anyone I came here today, following the rantings of the old man’s foggy memory and a twisted dream. They would think I’d lost my mind. But the ravens turn to me, encouragingly.

         
            
               Look to the shine in their eye, Kai.

               Look to the shine in their eye.

            

         

         My eye still stings and waters but the haze has cleared. I hack through wildly, angry at myself for being so weird that I’m following this useless dream, ignoring the scratches on my arms and ankles, bleeding. I’m about to give up when the cutters hit something solid. As I scrape the undergrowth away I discover a wooden door. The ravens disappear through an opening, black wings edging their way inside. Frantic now, I cut away, clearing the ground until I can ease the door open further. The smell of earth and damp and age is in my nostrils.

         Dropping to my hands and knees once more, I crawl to where the raven pair sit in the centre of … what is this place? Some kind of bunker? No. More of a shelter growing out of the ground. And this is how, crouched in our wilderness, I find the old man’s bothy. The way the ravens caw and hop on a yellow-stained camp bed together, it seems they’ve known this place forever. I sniff the air and see their droppings scattered everywhere. So this is their home.

         There is a window on one side, the glass shot through. Cautiously I cut away at the ivy vine that’s reaching inside and through it I spy the Ravenscroft railings. I’ve done what Dad did not want me to do and properly cleared the path through our wilderness. I wrap my arms round myself, staring at the ravens. Then I lay the cutters down, place both hands over my eyes and cry and cry and cry … and I don’t even know why.

         
            [image: ]

         

         I try to replace the slats of our den roof as best I can but you can see the sky through it now. The ravens sit beside me, watching, and I wonder if it’s them making me have these thoughts. Maybe it’s good that you can see the sky now, Kai. Not everything your dad says has to be true – maybe for him, but not for you.

         I need to get away from them messing with my head. Back home I hide the cutters in the cupboard and head for the bathroom, but Mum comes out of their bedroom and bumps into me. “What’s the matter with your eye, Kai? It’s all bloodshot. And you’re covered in scratches!”

         “Got a boot to the head playing footie, so I took a short cut through Greenlands,” I lie.

         She shakes her head, wrinkles her nose and plants a kiss on my forehead. “Hmmm… Reminds me of when you and Dad used to—” She breaks off midway and I wish she would finish what she wants to say but it’s like she can’t talk about happy times any more.

         She lifts her hand to my eye and I swerve away. “Stop fussing, Mum, I’m OK!”

         I lock the door and strip my clothes off, watching the steam fill the bathroom, limbs relaxing as I slowly immerse myself in the heat of stinging water. Time slides away. I lather my hands and blow bubbles, each one growing larger as thoughts form. Should I tell Orla or Zak, or should I keep it to myself? I could go back and cover over the tunnel in the undergrowth I cut to the bothy. It wouldn’t take long to grow over again.
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