


[image: Image]





[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]





[image: Image]





[image: image]





[image: image]





Contents


Cover


Title Page


Dedication


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18




For Dominic
With all my love


[image: image]





[image: image]



Mrs Top opened her front door one grey Wednesday afternoon to find a Fat Fairy standing there.


“Is this 6 Valance Road, and are you Thomas Top’s mother?” asked the Fat Fairy.


Mrs Top looked a little taken aback.


“Yes,” she said, “but I think there must be some mistake. The birthday party has had to be cancelled.”


The Fat Fairy adjusted her glasses and huffed.


“Well. I have got it written down here that I am booked for today, the fourth of May, at three o’clock for Thomas Top’s ninth birthday,” said the Fat Fairy firmly. “And I never get it wrong.”
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“I don’t understand. I didn’t book anyone for Thomas’s party. I mean, we always have Mr Spoons the magician. I never asked for a fairy,” said Mrs Top.


“No one ever does, dear,” said the Fat Fairy, “we are supposed to be a surprise.”


Mrs Top was beginning to feel quite flustered.


“You see the party isn’t happening today because Thomas is ill,” she said. “We had to put it off. He’s going to have it on the same day as his dad’s birthday now.”


“Well, that is nothing to do with me,” said the Fat Fairy. “I am here just to wish him a happy birthday. It says nothing about entertainment or parties.”


“Oh I see,” said Mrs Top, feeling relieved, “you are some sort of singing telegram. I can’t think who sent you.”


“I wouldn’t worry about it,” said the Fat Fairy, smiling.
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Thomas was propped up in bed. He felt terrible, with a sore throat and aching bones. A virus, the doctor had told his mum. He was to stay in bed until he felt better, and today was his birthday and he felt worse.


So far he had been given a book on fishing for beginners from his dad, a pen from his mum, a brown jumper from his Aunt Maud, and a pound stuck with masses of sticky tape to an old Christmas card from his Uncle Alfie. Things were not looking good when suddenly his mum entered the room, with the fattest fairy he had ever seen.


She had bright pink hair and was wearing a tutu two sizes too small. Her wings were lopsided and it looked as if she had sat on her tiara. If Thomas hadn’t been feeling so unwell he would have burst out laughing.


“It’s a surprise,” said his mum anxiously.


The Fat Fairy looked around the room and huffed, then went and sat on the end of Thomas’s bed.


“I wouldn’t get too close to him,” said Mum. “He could be infectious.”


The Fat Fairy took no notice and said in a mournful voice, “Love a cup of tea, dear.”


Mrs Top went downstairs, saying she wouldn’t be a minute.


“Not much of a birthday,” said the Fat Fairy, looking round Thomas’s room and at his presents.


“Why are you here?” said Thomas.


“To give you a birthday wish,” said the Fat Fairy.


“You’re joking, aren’t you?” said Thomas.


“No,” said the Fat Fairy. “Come on, just tell me what your wish is, and then I can be on my way.”


“I don’t know,” said Thomas. He wasn’t sure what to make of her. “This is just a game, isn’t it?”
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“It’s no game,” said the Fat Fairy. “Come on, let’s get this finished with before your mum comes back with tea and fairy cakes.”


“I wish I was …” said Thomas.


“No good,” interrupted the Fat Fairy. “You can’t wish for all the money in the world or to turn Aunt Maud into a sheep. It just won’t work like that. You have to wish for something like having the most beautiful hair or being able to sing like a cherub, or being a whizz at computers. Now do you get it?”


Thomas looked at her again. “Mum doesn’t have any fairy cakes,” he said.


The fairy shrugged her wings. “Come on, come on,” she said. “Concentrate, it’s not every day you get a wish granted.”


“You’re kidding, right?” said Thomas.


“Whatever,” said the Fat Fairy. “Just get on with it.”


“I wish that…” said Thomas.


“No good,” the fairy interrupted. “You can’t wish for your father to be fun. It has to do with you, Thomas,” she said gently. “After all, today is your ninth birthday.”


Thomas looked surprised. “How did you know I was going to wish for that?” he said.


“Quick,” said the Fat Fairy as Mum’s footsteps could be heard coming up the stairs.


Thomas said the first thing that came into his head. “I wish I could fly.” Why he said that he couldn’t think.


“Nice one,” said the Fat Fairy, standing up just as Mum entered the room with two cups of tea and a plate of fairy cakes.


“I’m all done and dusted, dear,” said the Fat Fairy, giving a loud belch. “All this wishing plays havoc with my insides,” she went on, gulping down the tea and putting three fairy cakes in her handbag. “Well, I can’t stay here all day enjoying myself.”


And without so much as a goodbye, she made her way down the stairs. Mum followed, saying, “Wait a minute, I was wondering which company sent you,” but by the time she had made it to the front door the Fat Fairy had vanished.
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Thomas went back to school the following Monday.


Monday was his worst day. There were games and Thomas hated games. “Could I have a note saying that I’ve been ill?” he asked his mum.


“No,” said his dad firmly. “If you are well enough to go back to school, young man, you are well enough to play games.”


“I think, Alan, that’s a bit hard,” said his mum. “He has been very unwell.”


“I am not having that boy mummy-coddled any more,” said Dad firmly. “We have had quite enough interruption to our routine.”


So Thomas stood in the hell zone that was gym. Miss Peach took no nonsense from her class. She had all the apparatus out in the school hall: the beam, the trampoline, the mats, the dreaded jumping horse.


All the class lined up ready to jump over the horse. It usually went with a good rhythm, that is until it came to Thomas’s turn. Today would be no different, he thought miserably.


Thomas closed his eyes and started his run, waiting for the bump as he hit the horse, the shout that would be Miss Peach telling him he wasn’t trying hard enough, and the laughter that would be his classmates.


Except he didn’t hit the horse, and all he heard was a loud gasp. When he opened his eyes he was amazed to find he was about six feet off the ground.


Thomas landed ungracefully on the other side of the horse.
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“Thomas Top, what do you think you’re doing?” said a shocked Miss Peach.


“Nothing, miss,” said Thomas, “just jumping.”


The class was silent. Children can jump high, but six feet off the ground was unbelievable by anyone’s standards. Miss Peach was seeing things, that was it. She clapped her hands. “Now everyone, settle down and let’s do it one more time. Well done, Thomas, for getting over the horse.”


It happened again. This time Thomas found himself about eight feet off the ground and heading for the other side of the school hall. He landed with a loud bump.


“That’s it, Thomas Top. I will not have this kind of showing-off in my lesson,” said Miss Peach. “You will go and sit outside until you calm down.”


Thomas sat outside in the draughty corridor in his plimsolls and a flimsy white T-shirt and brown shorts.


“What are you doing out here, Thomas Top?” said Mr March the headmaster.


“I got sent out for showing off,” said Thomas apologetically.


Mr March laughed. “Not like you, Top, you’re always such a quiet little chap. Come on, let’s see what all this is about.”


The class were now on the trampoline.


“Sorry to interrupt you, Miss Peach, but this little fellow tells me he’s been sent outside for showing off, is that right?”


“Yes,” said Miss Peach flatly. “He was jumping too high.”


Mr March looked puzzled. “Jumping too high? Well, I never would have thought he had it in him.”


“Neither would I,” said Miss Peach, who did not appreciate the headmaster’s interruption one little bit.


“Well,” said Mr March, “I’m sure Thomas will behave himself now, and perhaps he can join in on the trampoline.”


Thomas had always hated the trampoline. He was no good at coordination; jumping up and down terrified the socks off him. He climbed up gingerly, his face pale.


“Don’t forget to bend your knees,” said Miss Peach sternly.


Thomas bent his knees and straightened up again, feeling very wobbly on his feet.


“He’s not really trying, miss,” said Suzi Morris.


“He didn’t jump,” said Joe Corry, another boy in his class. “He just bent his knees.”
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“Now come on,” said Mr March. “I’m sure you can do better than that. Let’s see you jumping nice and high.”


What happened next gave Thomas the biggest shock of his life. He found himself going up and up towards the ceiling of the school hall, his legs and arms waving about before grabbing hold of a beam and hanging there.


Thomas was scared of heights. They made him feel sick. He was now higher than he had ever been in his life and he didn’t know how it had happened.


“Help, please!” cried Thomas.


“Oh my word,” cried Mr March. “Get a ladder, quick! Hold on boy, we’ll get you down.”


But it was too late. Thomas felt his fingers getting weak. There was no way he was going to survive this.
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He was going to fall, break both his legs, his arms, his collarbone, everything, of that he was certain. He let out a small scream, which seemed to be echoed by a much louder one from everybody down below.


He was falling like a stone. Thomas put out his arms to break his fall and this had the effect of making him go up again. This couldn’t be happening. He felt he was on a rollercoaster. Perhaps it was all a bad dream.
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He would wake up in a minute and find himself safely back in bed with a nice safe sore throat.


Instead he found himself sitting on a beam high up in the school hall, looking down on his class and teacher who were all staring up at him, open-mouthed. He clung on for dear life while Mr March quickly ushered all the children out of the school hall.


“That’s all fine and good,” said Miss Peach to herself, “but the question is how are we going to get him down?”
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Mrs Top arrived at the school in a terrible state. “What kind of incident? Why have I been called here?” she said. “I have already had to take a week off work with Thomas being ill.”


Mr March looked quite embarrassed.


Thomas felt miserable. It had taken over an hour to get him down. In the end Miss Peach had had to climb up and with a lot of gentle talking, which didn’t come easy to her, she had managed to persuade a very shaky Thomas to make his way to the floor.


“Well,” said Mr March, clearing his throat, “Thomas jumped.”


“Isn’t he supposed to jump, isn’t that what they do in gym, jump?” said Mrs Top.


“Yes,” said Mr March. “Not quite this kind of jumping though.”


“I’m sorry, you’ve lost me,” said Mrs Top, looking even more baffled.


The headmaster coughed. “Please sit down.”


Mrs Top perched on the edge of her chair while the headmaster told her, using a lot of pauses and erms, what had happened in the school hall. He had to admit that it sounded rather far-fetched.


When Mrs Top had heard what the headmaster had to say, she stood up. “You have brought me all the way to school because Thomas jumped,” she said. “I am sorry, but I don’t understand what you are talking about, Mr March. All I know is I should never have let him play games, after he’s been so poorly.”
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“Thomas,” said Mr March, “will you please jump.”


Thomas looked at his mum.


“Do I have to?” he asked her.


“Yes, let’s get this over with,” said Mum wearily. “Then I can get back to work.”


Thomas bent his knees and pretended to jump, keeping his feet fixed on the floor.


“There,” said Mrs Top. “There’s nothing wrong with that. He’s never been all that good at sports.”


“Thomas,” said the headmaster firmly. “I would like you to do a proper jump, not a pretend one.”


Thomas looked from his mum’s face to Mr March and knew there was no way out. He closed his eyes and jumped.


He hit his head so hard on the ceiling that a bit of plaster fell onto the carpet below. Thomas landed with a thud as Mrs Top fainted. She recovered to find the school nurse holding her hand and Mr March pouring a cup of sweet tea. Mrs Top felt flustered by all the attention and stood up, feeling weak.


“I think you should sit down until you get over the shock,” said the nurse kindly.


“There is nothing to get over,” said Mum, getting up and adjusting her coat. “We are just ordinary people and jumping very high doesn’t run in the family.”


“Quite so, Mrs Top,” said the headmaster. “All the same, perhaps Thomas should spend a few more days at home until he is quite better.”
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There was no way Mrs Top would be going back to work today. She took Thomas’s hand and they left the school and walked home. She looked pale and worried.


“We won’t have to tell Dad, will we?” said Thomas nervously.


“I am afraid we will,” said Mrs Top. “He would get to hear about it sooner or later.”


Thomas knew this would be the worst part. His dad prided himself on their being just an ordinary family. They lived in a three-bedroomed house that looked no different from any of the other three-bedroomed houses in their street. Mr Top had a regular job as a button salesman, and Mrs Top worked in an office. They were ordinary people. Nothing extraordinary ever happened to them and that was the way Mr Top liked it. His dad would not be too pleased to hear that his son had done something so out of the ordinary as jump as high as the ceiling.


That evening Mum told Dad what had happened at school. When Mum had finished Thomas gave a demonstration.


His dad smiled and said, “Rita my dear, boys don’t jump to the top of school halls or hit their heads on kitchen ceilings. It is simply not possible for anybody to jump that high. I think this is a classic case of people letting their imaginations get the better of them.” He laughed. “Perhaps, young man,” he said, looking at Thomas’s worried face, “April Fool’s day has come late this year.”


Thomas felt relieved. It wasn’t exactly what he thought his dad would say. He had imagined he was going to be in big trouble.
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“But Alan,” said Mum, “you must have seen him jump just now. Thomas, do it again.”


Thomas did as he was told.
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“There you see,” said Mum, “that can’t be normal.”


“Rita, this is the last time I’ll say it. Boys don’t jump that high,” said Dad, beginning to lose his temper. “I don’t know what’s come over you, Rita. You will be giving the boy all sorts of stupid ideas.”


Thomas couldn’t believe it. Surely his dad could see him jumping up to the ceiling? Mum was right, he shouldn’t be able to do that.


“I think,” said Dad sternly, “that Thomas just needs an early night. Then he will be as right as rain.”


There was a terrible silence, then Mum smiled weakly. There seemed little point in arguing. “Perhaps you’re right,” she said. “It is all a bit odd.”


“Of course I’m right,” said Dad. “I am always right. Now, we will hear no more on the subject. There’s nothing wrong with Thomas. He is just an ordinary little boy. There’s definitely no excuse for missing any more school. I will speak to Mr March tomorrow and put an end to all this nonsense.”
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Thomas sat in bed that evening thinking fairies weren’t fat, were they? All the fairies he had ever seen in fairy books were thin with beautiful long hair and wings that twinkled. They weren’t fat and they didn’t belch. It was hard to believe she was a real fairy and if she was, had she the power to make a wish come true? But then how did the fairy know what his real wish would be, or about Mum and the fairy cakes? He lay in bed looking at the stars that shone bright in the night sky, and thought about all that had happened that day.


Suddenly Thomas felt as if a light bulb had gone on in his head. He remembered that he’d wished he could fly. He got out of bed and gingerly stood on his duvet cover. He wasn’t quite sure what to do. Then he thought back to the school hall; he seemed to go up when he waved his arms and legs. That’s it, thought Thomas, that’s what had stopped him falling. This time he pretended he was swimming. He felt a bit silly doing a sort of hopeless breast stroke in the air. Except it wasn’t silly at all. He was now way above the bed, flying around the room.


Thomas could feel the excitement from the tips of his toes to the top of his head. He felt it like a delicious feeling of melted chocolate. Thomas Top, nine years old, Thomas Top could fly.
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The next day Mr Top took Thomas into school and spoke to the headmaster while Thomas waited in the corridor. Mr Top came out and so did Mr March. “Glad we were able to sort out that little misunderstanding,” said Mr Top.


Mr March also seemed relieved. “Now I have had a night to sleep on it,” he said, “I think you are right.” He looked at Thomas. What were they all thinking of? Of course this boy couldn’t jump that high, it was impossible! Really, this had all got out of hand. He was running a busy school, not a circus.


“We can safely put the whole incident down to an over-active imagination,” said Mr March, “least said, soonest mended.”


“Quite so,” said Dad.


That was the end of it, as far as the staff were concerned. His teacher Miss Peach, who had never allowed herself the luxury of imagination, was only too delighted to agree with the headmaster. It must have been the stresses and strains of teaching that made them think that such an unremarkable boy as Thomas Top could jump that high. Thomas hadn’t done anything extraordinary. He never had and he never would. He was just your average child, nothing out of the ordinary.


Except his classmates didn’t see it that way, and stories of Thomas’s incredible jump quickly spread round the school.


At break that day Neil, the biggest boy in junior school and a bully to boot, came over to where Thomas and his friends were playing.


“What you got in your shoes then, Tommy Top?” said Neil.


“Nothing,” said Thomas.


Shoes were a very sore point with Thomas. He would have loved to have trainers like everyone else in his class, but his dad insisted he wore sensible ordinary brown lace-ups.


“Nothing,” said Thomas again.


Neil didn’t look convinced. “Well, that’s not what I heard. What I heard is you jumped and hit the roof of the school hall.”


“Everybody just imagined it,” said Thomas.


“I don’t think so,” said Neil. “Come on baby, Tommy Top, show us what you got.”


Thomas paused. As no grown-up believed he could jump that high, he had nothing to lose by showing the school bully that he could not only jump but fly.


“Go on then,” said Neil, “bet you can’t, Tommy Top, bet you can’t.”


Thomas started doing his swimming strokes.


Neil burst out laughing and so did the other kids who had gathered around to see what was going on.


“Oh diddums,” said Neil, “what are you…” He didn’t finish what he was saying because Thomas was now flying upwards. He was a little bit wobbly. It felt strange not having any walls or ceilings to stop him from going higher, and also a lot more scary. Thomas was rather pleased when he came down and landed safely on the ground.
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“Miss, miss,” shouted a little girl who was standing next to Miss Peach, “look, Thomas Top is flying!”


“It must be fun to have an imagination and be able to see things that aren’t there,” said Miss Peach.


Neil was quite lost for words when Thomas landed.


“I would shut your mouth before you swallow a fly,” said Thomas, smiling. It felt very good to see all his classmates look so amazed, as if he had just landed from the moon.


A near riot had broken out in the playground. It took Miss Peach quite some time to get the children into class.


“Now settle down, children,” said Miss Peach. “I don’t want to hear any more stories about jumping or flying. Will you open your maths books at page three.”


After school finished the whole class had said they would like to come to Thomas’s birthday when he had it. This in itself was quite something. Usually nobody wanted to come to Thomas’s parties because of Mr Spoons the magician, who did the same old magic tricks year after year. But Dad wouldn’t hear of having anybody else. “We’ve always had Mr Spoons since you were five years old. It wouldn’t be your party without him.”


It was not surprising that no one wanted to come, especially not when Suzi Morris had her party on or round the same day. Last year she had had Aunt Hat and her Magic Handbag, and she had become the most popular girl in the school overnight. Everyone wanted to go to Suzi’s party. In the end she had only handed out invitations to those who had promised to bring the biggest and best presents. There had hardly been anyone at Thomas’s party. But this year it was going to be different.


[image: image]





[image: image]



As the week went on Thomas’s flying got better and he became braver and bolder. He even had the cheek to fly up on the school playing field and get a football that had been kicked high up in a tree, which had gone down well with his mates and unnoticed by his games teacher. So far no grown-up had noticed him flying.


His most daring venture so far was to go to the corner shop and get some bread for Mum. Thomas had started walking. Then he wondered, as nobody was about, whether he could fly. It would be quicker and he could test if he really was invisible while flying. There was only one woman out walking her dog and Thomas wondered if she would let out a scream when she saw him fly past. She didn’t, though the dog barked wildly. Oh well, he thought, if no one can see me then I might go a little bit higher.


He flew right up to the top of a building and sat there seeing the world in quite a different way, watching the sunlight play over the rooftops. He was no longer afraid of heights.


Then Thomas realised to his alarm that he wasn’t alone. Sitting a little way off was a man in paint overalls who was looking straight at him. Thomas felt a moment of panic. He only hoped that he was invisible to this man as he seemed to be to everyone else.


“The Fat Fairy, I take it,” said the man. Thomas nodded, hardly believing what he was hearing.


“How did you know?”


“Oh, I know all about the Fat Fairy. I saw you flying round your garden the other day,” said the man, with a huge smile on his face. “May I introduce myself? I am Mr Vinnie, at your service.”


“You can fly too,” said Thomas in disbelief.


“How else do you think I got up here?” said Mr Vinnie, laughing at Thomas’s surprised face. “Why did you think you were the only person who could fly?”


Thomas shrugged his shoulders. “I didn’t think about it.”


“What’s your name, lad?” said Mr Vinnie kindly.


“Thomas Top,” said Thomas.


“Nice to meet you,” said Mr Vinnie. “When I was a whipper-snapper of your age the Fat Fairy gave me a birthday wish too, and like you I wished that I could fly. I didn’t know it at the time, but it was the best thing I ever could have wished for.”
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“It hasn’t gone away, then,” said Thomas.


Mr Vinnie laughed. “No it hasn’t gone away,” he said. “I have been flying nearly all my life.”


“I didn’t think it would last,” said Thomas. “I was wondering if one day I would fall tumble to the ground.”


“Isn’t that funny. I remember thinking exactly the same thing when I was your age. Then I met other boys and girls who could fly and that was great fun. We grew up in the air, so to speak. We’ve all gone our different ways, but we still keep in touch.”


“So there are others as well,” said Thomas. He found this a very comforting thought, though he couldn’t quite think why.


“Yes, scattered all over the place,” said Mr Vinnie.


“And no one noticed you flying? Are you invisible like me?” asked Thomas.


Mr Vinnie’s face creased with laughter. “You are not invisible, Thomas. Neither am I, though I am more invisible than you because I am old and people don’t take any notice of us old wrinklies at the best of times, let alone when we fly,” said Mr Vinnie. “No, Thomas, it’s simple. Humans don’t fly, so no one sees us.” With that Mr Vinnie flew up into the air and turned a somersault before neatly landing on top of a pigeon, who did not like having his feathers ruffled by such a large bird.
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“Wow,” said Thomas. “How did you do that?”


“I’ve been at this a long time,” said Mr Vinnie. “Now show me what you can do, Thomas.”


So Thomas did his swimming strokes.


Mr Vinnie watched. “It looks exhausting. Don’t you get tired?”


“Yes,” said Thomas, “but I don’t know what else to do.”


“You don’t need to wave anything about. You just have to trust that you can fly. A wish is a wish and it stays with you for ever,” said Mr Vinnie.
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Mr Vinnie showed him how he could fly without moving his arms or legs. It looked so beautiful, as if he had control over the wind and the air.


Up on the top of a building near the corner shop, while the sun was setting, Mr Vinnie told Thomas all he knew about flying. Thomas flew home in great excitement.


Mum was very cross. “Where have you been and what have you been doing and where is the bread?” she said.


“I’m sorry. I forgot it,” said Thomas. He hadn’t meant to. It was just the thrill of flying and meeting Mr Vinnie. It was no good saying all that to his mum. She wouldn’t understand.


“Oh,” said she, “head in the clouds, I suppose.”


“Yes, Mum,” said Thomas.
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At first the magic of flying was so wonderful it hadn’t really mattered tuppence that no grown-up was aware of what an incredible thing he could do. In fact it had been very useful. It had given him a freedom which otherwise would have made learning to fly impossible. As he got better, he began to feel more sad that his mum still couldn’t see what he could do. His dad had said nothing, even when he had sat in the garden watching Thomas do somersaults in the air. It felt disappointing that neither his mum or dad could see just how good he was.


As the evenings got lighter Mr Vinnie and Thomas would meet in the park where they could fly properly without buildings to get in the way.


Mr Vinnie said that it was sad that so many people walked with their heads bowed down, looking out for dog poo, and not seeing the magic that was all around them. The more Thomas flew the more he thought how wonderful everything was and how being so high up with the birds made you see the world in a different way.


Mr Vinnie told Thomas about his dad and how when he was young he had wanted him to get a proper job, like being a banker. “But once you have flown up where the sky is blue,” said Mr Vinnie, “you couldn’t be tied down to a desk imprisoned in four walls.” So he had become a painter and decorator, which was just the ticket. He could work faster than anyone else in the business. Flying up and down meant there was no need for ladders and he could float on his back to paint ceilings.
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Thomas found that he could talk to Mr Vinnie in a way that he had never been able to talk to his dad.


“Do you have any children?” Thomas asked Mr Vinnie as they sat one evening at the top of Alexandra Palace, watching the sun setting over London, turning it from red to gold.


“No,” said Mr Vinnie sadly. “Annie, my dear wife, and me wanted kids but they didn’t happen.” Mr Vinnie smiled. “I am not complaining, Annie and me had a wonderful life together.” He had often taken his wife flying. She couldn’t fly, but Mr Vinnie was a strong man and, as he told Thomas, his wife was as light as a sparrow. Sadly she had died last year and Mr Vinnie said he thought he would never fly again. But then one day he had seen Thomas flying in his garden and he felt that he couldn’t give up, not when there was so much magic in the world.


“I’m sorry,” said Thomas.


“No need, Thomas, but thank you,” said Mr Vinnie. “Annie would have been right chuffed to have met you.”
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It is hard to imagine your parents being young and when Thomas thought about his dad he couldn’t see his dad as a child ever really laughing and enjoying himself. Dad was more interested in Thomas doing well in maths and things like that.


“There’s no money to be made in having fun,” said Dad. “To get a proper job you need maths.” Maths, Dad told him, is the cornerstone of your future. But Thomas was no good at maths, whereas flying was something he could do perfectly. Dad, thought Thomas gloomily, could suck all the fun out of a day without trying. It was like their dreaded fishing trips.


Fishing was Dad’s one little hobby. He bought every magazine and book on the subject. He prided himself on having the latest fishing rod and the most up-to-date equipment. There was nothing Dad didn’t know about fishing except how to catch a fish.
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He would pack the car very carefully on Saturday morning, bright and early, making sure nothing was left out. It took ages and if Dad couldn’t find this or that they would have to stop everything until it was found. By the time they set off it was no longer bright, because Mum and Dad would have had an argument, and it was no longer early.
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The reservoir was a dreary place that backed on to the local gasworks. This was where Dad liked to go fishing. They would arrive so late that all the good fishing spots would have gone. It hardly seemed worth all the effort, because in the end there wasn’t that much time left to catch a fish. They would both come home tired and fed up and Thomas would wait for the awful words, “We’ll get it right next time, son.” His dad always said it and they never did.
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There was no doubt that Dad worked hard. Except for Saturday’s fishing trips he would spend the weekends studying his button sale figures. Mum would sit alone at the kitchen table looking through magazines and dreaming of what her house would look like if only she could paint it the way she wanted. Dad had painted it magnolia and brown when they first moved in. Nothing out of the ordinary, and that was the way he liked it.


A sadness now seemed to hang in the air like a mist. It had definitely got worse since Thomas had taken up flying. Dad had become more rigid, seeing less and less of what was around him. At times Thomas felt sorry that the Fat Fairy had been unable to give him his first wish that his dad could have fun. Then maybe everything would have been all right.
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School was much better than it had ever been. Thomas had gone from being unnoticed, with only one friend, a boy called Spud, to being one of the most popular boys in the school. This was in no small measure helped by the fact that teachers couldn’t or wouldn’t see what Thomas could do. It gave him an edge over all the grown-ups, and a feeling of power which also frightened him.


His friends, like Spud, found it hard to believe that Miss Peach, who had seen Thomas jump and hit the beams in the gym, could not now see him fly. It seemed unfair to Thomas that his teachers would get cross with him for not being any good at games. For playing football as if he had four left feet while not seeing that he was amazing, a star. In the air, Thomas had a beauty and a grace that gravity had never given him. All he wanted was for just one grown-up to say, “Look, there’s Thomas Top flying!”
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Then one Thursday, not a very remarkable day, he had flown as usual in breaktime doing a round of the playground and few spectacular twists before going in with the others. Then he had sat in a very dreary lesson about Henry the Eighth, daydreaming about whose head he would chop off if he had been king. He looked at Miss Peach’s dull face and her cold mouse-like eyes and thin lips. Yep, he thought to himself, she would be the first person to get the chop.
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He was interrupted from his daydream by Miss Peach shouting at him.


“Thomas Top, are you listening? You are to go and see the headmaster immediately,” said Miss Peach. She was reading a note that had been handed her by the school secretary.


“Why?” asked Thomas.


Miss Peach looked very red and blotchy. “Thomas, just do what you are told without talking back at me, and take your coat and rucksack with you,” she said angrily.


This wasn’t a good sign.


Sitting in the headmaster’s office was his mum. She had been crying. Thomas felt he must have done something very bad, but he wasn’t sure what.


“I’m sorry, Mrs Top,” Mr March was saying, “but we can’t cater for a child who is disruptive.”


Thomas couldn’t believe what he was hearing.


“I therefore think a suspension is the only course of action open to us, and we can review the case after the board of governors have had their meeting.”


Mrs Top said nothing but took Thomas’s hand and they walked home in complete silence. Thomas knew his dad would not be pleased. He would be grounded for weeks – maybe years. His party would be cancelled, he thought miserably and that would be a shame, especially when there were so many coming.


“It’s not fair, Mum,” said Thomas when they got home. “I didn’t do anything wrong. I just flew round the playground and got balls out of trees, that sort of thing. I wasn’t naughty or anything like that. And everybody liked it and now all my class want to come to my party and I won’t be able to have it.”


Mum sat at the kitchen table, her head in her hands.


“Mum,” said Thomas, “all I want is for someone to see that I can fly and that I’m not making it up. I haven’t been disruptive, whatever that means.”


Mum looked out of the window at the birds flying past and said almost in a whisper, “I know, Thomas. I’ve seen you out there flying and in my heart I am so proud of you. But what could I say when your dad and all your teachers refuse to see it?”


Thomas put his arms round his mum’s neck. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”
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“Oh, I know you didn’t. It’s not your fault, Thomas. What I would give to have wings like you and be able to fly!” said Mum.


“I don’t have wings,” said Thomas.


“I know,” said Mum, “and you’re right, you can do something so wonderful and magical that it fills me with envy. What is it like up there?”


“Pretty good, really good. People don’t notice you. Only children and dogs stare. I have even flown up the High Street with my friend, Mr Vinnie,” said Thomas proudly.


“Who is Mr Vinnie?” said Mum.


“He’s a painter and decorator who has got his bus pass. He doesn’t use it because like me he can fly. There are quite a few, Mr Vinnie says, but I have only met him. There’s not so many children now because they don’t wish for it any more.”
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