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I breathe the sea.


Eyes closed, I draw air in oh-so-slowly until the wave I follow reaches its peak on the beach. As the water falls back I relax, release the air I was holding inside, drawing it out until the next wave begins its return. In a ritual of controlled breathing and rising tide the rhythm is so perfect I almost lose connection with my body and float away, asleep, on the water instead.


But part of me is still watchful, still aware. All I hear is the music of the sea, but is there a small change in the way the air moves on my skin, some disturbance nearby?


I open my eyes. Warm brown ones are looking back into mine from above. I smile, stretch, sit up.


‘I thought you were asleep,’ Jago says.


‘I was, nearly. And I thought you couldn’t come today?’


‘Made an excuse and got away early.’


‘To see me?’


He grins and those dimples in his cheeks appear like magic. ‘Yes, to see you.’


He sits next to me on the damp sand, close, but not quite touching my bare arm with his. ‘I couldn’t wait to tell you something.’


‘What’s that?’


‘You wouldn’t tell me, but I found out your name. I saw you leaving the library yesterday; the librarian said your name is Tabitha.’


Guilt stirs inside me. The only library I can get to from here is the mobile one in Boscastle, and it’s only there for a short time every four weeks; I couldn’t sit in it and read. To let me borrow books she said she had to know my name, and I wanted to read them so much that I told her the true one even though I knew I shouldn’t. And now Jago knows it, too.


‘That is your name, isn’t it? Tabitha?’


‘She said she wouldn’t tell, not so long as I brought the books back when I should.’


‘It’s not her fault. I kind of tricked her, made her think I already knew what it was, and then she said it.’


‘Oh.’ I raise my eyes to his, trying to think what I should say, but there is nothing I can do when looking in those eyes but tell the truth. ‘Yes, I’m Tabitha – Tabby, really. But don’t tell anyone.’


His eyes crinkle in the corners. ‘OK, Tabby Cat, how about this: I won’t tell a soul if you give me your number?’


My number? I’m confused for a moment, then think I get what he means. ‘Do you mean, my phone number? I haven’t got one.’


‘You don’t have a mobile?’ His eyes open wider with surprise.


‘No.’


‘Landline, then.’


I shake my head.


‘Is that no, you won’t tell me, or no, you haven’t got one?’


‘Haven’t got one.’


He looks both amazed and doubtful, like not having any sort of phone to be traced and reached by is so unbelievable that I must be lying.


‘It’s the truth,’ I say. ‘We don’t have anything like that. But I can meet you here again tomorrow afternoon?’


‘What if something happens and you can’t come? Take my number just in case.’


I shake my head, unable to think of anything that could happen that would stop me from being here tomorrow. This whole feeling of having a friend of my own, someone who smiles to see me, talks to me and wants to meet up every day, is all so new; I couldn’t stay away. But still he insists. When I tell him I don’t have anything to write it down on he says the numbers over and over again until I can repeat them back without fault. Will I ever call him? Would I dare?


The sun is pulling further across the sky. Cate will be back from her second cleaning job soon, and if I’m not there when she gets back and she asks where I’ve been and what I’ve been doing – well. What would I say? Talking to an outsider like this breaks so many rules. If she found out, that’d be the end of it.


‘I have to go,’ I say, and reach across the sand for my trainers. But when I look up again his smile is gone, his eyes focused beyond me. There are footsteps, voices. Laughter.


I turn and there are four of them walking towards us – three boys and a girl – gawping like they’ve found something unpleasant washed up by the tide. Another two boys hang back behind them.


We scramble to our feet.


‘Honestly, Jago. How could you sink that low?’ the girl says. Hard eyes flash with anger, disdain, and something else. Is she jealous?


‘This is none of your business,’ Jago says.


‘Who is she?’ one of the boys says, looking at me up and down in a way I don’t like.


‘Nobody,’ another of them answers. ‘She’s from one of those caravans parked up the hill. They’ll be asked to move on soon.’


‘They should get the push, shouldn’t they? Dad says property values will fall if they stay.’


They laugh. Jago doesn’t stand up for me; he says nothing. Maybe he didn’t know that’s where I live, and now that he does, he’ll disappear. I thought Jago was my friend, that I could trust him, but townies are all the same, aren’t they? Even though he seemed different, he’s still one of them.


Cate’s voice is in my head. Don’t react to stupidity, Tabby. Ignore them. And I listen for once, turn, start walking away – across the sand towards the steep, stone steps that wind up the cliff to the coastal path.


Footsteps follow behind me.


‘She’s kind of cute.’


‘Don’t get too close, you might catch something.’


‘We could give her a good wash first, maybe?’


There’s an edge to their voices, beyond their mocking. Where is Jago? Why didn’t he say anything else to them, or come with me now? Even as I wonder these things there is certainty in what I must do:


Run.


When I reach the steps I try to ignore the sharp pain of jagged rock on bare feet, but it drives home my mistake. I’m not a good runner; I should have turned to the sea instead. They’d not have followed and, even if they did, could never swim as fast as me.


I get to the top and dash for the path to the road.


Another step, two, three – and then one of them grabs my arm from behind, yanks me around to face him.


‘Let me go!’ I say, and add a bunch of words Cate wouldn’t like to hear, wouldn’t like to think I even know, but he twists my arm around my back.


‘Such filth. We need to wash out your mouth,’ one of the other boys says, having caught up now, along with the rest of them, except for Jago and the two that were behind. I’m struggling and then one of them has a bottle in his hand and twists my head back, and now I’m coughing, choking, on something vile – some spirit – while they laugh.


I twist and elbow the one holding me, hard, in the stomach. He falls to the ground.


The girl grabs my hair. Furious now, I swing out with my fist, catch her full on the side of her face, and push her back into the other two.


Again: Run. Not even feeling my feet any more with adrenalin and fear, as fast as I can up to the end of the path to the road, and then –


Headlights—


Brakes, screaming—


I’m hit hard, and fly through the air.
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‘She came out of nowhere. It’s not my fault.’ A disembodied voice penetrates the blackness.


Hands are touching me and I open my eyes, try to struggle, but with movement comes pain like I’ve never felt before, and now I’m crying.


‘Keep still,’ a woman says, and I try to focus on her, her voice, instead of the pain. ‘It’s all right, we’re paramedics. We’ll look after you. What’s your name?’


‘Tabby,’ I manage to say, gasping it out before remembering I shouldn’t.


‘Where does it hurt, Tabby?’


‘Everywhere,’ I say, then try to focus – my left arm burns like it’s on fire, my head is pounding. ‘My arm. My head.’


They’re strapping something to my neck and my back.


‘We have to lift you.’ There’s someone else here now, a man, on the other side. There is movement and agony explodes in my arm; I cry out.


‘Smell that?’ he says to her. ‘Probably drunk.’


‘No!’ I say, wanting to protest. The taste of it is still there and my stomach twists with nausea.


‘Hush,’ the woman says. ‘It doesn’t matter.’


The ambulance is bright inside and I close my eyes. Siren on, we lurch up the bumpy road and I cry out again.


There’s a pinprick in my arm. ‘That should help, love,’ she says. ‘Now, what is the rest of your name? Where are your parents?’


Don’t tell strangers about us, Cate always says. But if I don’t, how will she find me?


I don’t know what to say, so I keep my eyes closed and say nothing.


Bright lights are strange, fractured – moving oddly as I’m wheeled down a corridor, and I feel as if I’m floating like I did by the sea. Is this a hospital? I’ve never been in one before.


There are voices. They’re talking about me?


A woman – not the paramedic, a different one – comes closer. ‘Hi. Tabby, is it? Who’s your mum, sweetie?’


‘Cate,’ I say, answering without meaning to, again, and the fear rushes back. Never give our names. Never. I’ve broken this rule so many times now. What will happen?


‘What is her surname?’


But I’m too scared to answer and don’t say anything else.


‘We’re just going to take some blood and do some X-rays,’ another cheerful voice says. Then there’s a sharp prick again, in my right arm. There’s a tube put there. Bright red fills it, and then another.


I’m moved again on the trolley and close my eyes.


Time shifts. There’s someone cleaning a cut on my foot; it stings. She’s talking to someone else about my feet while she works, wondering why they haven’t been seen to. What does she mean? I’m self-conscious and tuck my feet away when she’s done.


Then I’m half sitting up in a bed, watching a man wrap wet strips around my arm. He’s chattering on about what he’s doing, says that it’s a temporary plaster cast, that I’ll have to come back for a permanent one once the swelling has gone down.


Finally he says, ‘There. All done, Tabby. It takes a few days to dry completely so take care with it.’ My arm is propped up on pillows, and he’s saying it needs to be kept elevated with my hand higher than my elbow, and to wiggle my fingers now and then to make sure it’s not got too tight from swelling.


Then there are voices beyond us, and one of them I know. Cate is here? And I’m both relieved to see her when she comes in and scared it was my giving her name that brought her. This place, it’s official, part of the government. We shouldn’t be here.


‘Tabby! What’s wrong? What are you doing to her?’


‘I’m sorry,’ I whisper.


‘She’s been hit by a car,’ the man says. ‘She’s got a broken arm – a clean break, should knit no problems – a mild concussion, and a few minor scrapes and cuts on her feet.’


Another woman has followed Cate. ‘You’re Tabby’s mother?’ Cate nods. ‘We need some details. If you can come with me for a moment?’


They want to know things about me? Trouble.


‘What do you need? Why?’ Cate says.


‘Just the usual – name, address, and so on – and we need to find her previous records. There’s an anomaly in her bloods—’


I cry out like I’m in terrible pain and Cate turns away from them, comes to me. ‘Oh, baby. Can you give us a moment alone? Please.’


‘Of course.’ They step away, go around a curtain.


Cate’s hand touches my cheek, she kisses my forehead, and I want her arms around me but she pulls away and peers through the curtain on the other side. ‘We’ve got to get out of here. Do you think you can walk?’ she says, voice low.


‘I don’t know,’ I say, and I’m scared if I move that the pain will be as bad as it was before. I try to sit up and my head spins. ‘I’m dizzy. They gave me a shot of something.’


She helps me sit up all the way. It’s awkward with my left arm out of action, and I stare at it: the bone inside there is broken? To think of it makes me feel sick.


‘It wasn’t my fault,’ I say.


‘Tell me later.’


I swing my still bare feet over the side of the trolley bed. She helps me put my weight forward and stand; my head does a massive spin and I almost fall over. I test my bandaged foot and it’s sore but OK. I look about for my shoes, but they’re not here. I must have dropped them when I was running.


‘I’ll help you,’ Cate says. ‘Quick, now.’


Her arm goes around me and I lean on her. We go through the curtain on the opposite side from where the others went, around another bed. The patient in it, an old woman, looks at us with eyebrows raised but doesn’t say anything.


We move around a few more curtained beds to a door, then a hallway.


My steps become surer and we go faster until we’ve reached the front doors of the hospital. Cate turns her head, nudges me to do the same – away from some CCTV cameras. Then we’re stepping outside into darkness. It’s night? I’ve been here longer than I thought.


We walk across the car park to our car. She has just finished helping me get in when a police car goes past. It stops by the hospital entrance. Fear lurches inside of me: did they come for us?


Cate swears under her breath as she gets in. ‘Too close,’ she says, and reverses out of the spot.


‘What would have happened if we were still there when they came?’


‘Don’t worry; we weren’t. Anyhow, they might have nothing to do with us.’ But I can tell from the way she says the words that she doesn’t believe it.


‘What now?’ I ask, though I know. This is what always happens, isn’t it? Though not usually with a hospital and broken arm thrown in. Or a Jago. Pain and confusion make me push any thought of him away for now.


‘It’s time to go,’ she says. ‘We’ve been here far too long when somebody recognises you and comes to tell me what happened – though in this case, that was helpful. Lucky the car had a full charge today.’ She’s driving carefully at the speed limit as we leave the car park. At the roundabout, she turns left, starts going faster.


‘What about our caravan – are we going back for it?’


‘It’s been slowing us down, don’t you think?’


I sigh. The shot must be wearing off; the pain is starting to come back in my head, my arm is throbbing.


‘Can we stay in Cornwall? Or at least somewhere near the sea?’


‘We’ll see. Try to get some sleep, Tabby.’


Despite the fear, pain and movement of the car – or maybe because of it, too – I start to disconnect. Random thoughts and images flit in and out of my awareness.


Why can’t we stay? Not just here, but anywhere?


Because they’d come for us. The police. Just like Cate always said – and tonight, there they were. She was right.


Faces. The first paramedic, she was kind. The cheerful one at the hospital with the needle. The man who put this cast on my arm.


Don’t get too close to strangers; they’re dangerous. Cate’s warnings sound in my head even though she isn’t saying a word, as if something I’ve heard often enough becomes so much a part of me that the echoes will always be there.


Maybe she was right about Jago. But the paramedics, the doctors and nurses in the hospital; they were helping me, weren’t they?


But they stole from me. Bright red tubes of blood, taken from my arm without permission.


An anomaly? What’s that?


They won’t find any previous records on me – there aren’t any – but they have part of me: they still have my blood.


My books and notebooks – in our caravan. Gone. Seashells I’ve collected; some smooth pieces of wood. Nothing else there matters much, but still, it was mine, and now it isn’t.


Later we’re on a motorway, and then I’m gripped by another sort of pain. It’s not physical; it hurts far more. We’re heading away from the sea. I can feel it getting further and further away, and with every turn of the wheels of our car, part of me is dying.


Sun . . . sea . . . earth . . . sky . . .


Sun . . . sea . . . earth . . . sky . . .


The words, chanted by many voices – past, present, future – drum through my blood:


Sun . . . sea . . . earth . . . sky . . .
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Part of me is awake while the rest is caught in a dream. I want to get completely lost in the unreal, the imagined, not come back to here and now. I hurt.


The harder I try to stay asleep the more I wake up, until finally I give up and open my eyes. The car has stopped and Cate is gone.


We’re parked next to a rundown building, doors with numbers on them along the side and windows between. A hotel?


There are footsteps and Cate is back now. She unlocks the car, comes to my side and opens the door.


‘We’re staying here?’ I say.


‘Just for tonight. Let me help you.’


It’s awkward with the broken arm being on the same side as the door. I swing my feet out first and gasp; everything aches. I guess getting hit by a car can do that. I shuffle forwards on the seat and Cate leans around me to take my right hand. I manage to shift my weight forward enough to stand.


Even though it’s warm, I’m shivering. Cate helps me to a nearby door.


Inside, there are two small double beds, a door that must go to the loo. She helps me to the nearest bed, sits me down.


‘I’ll just be a sec,’ she says, and goes back out through the door. When she returns she’s got a suitcase in one hand and a few bags in the other. ‘I grabbed some things. Just in case,’ she says, but finding out I’d been taken to a hospital wasn’t really in the just-in-case category: we both knew we’d have to run.


She unzips the case and I smile when I see the blue cover of one of my notebooks on top of some of our clothes – it’s a special favourite. Cate made it for me for my fifteenth birthday last year, from thick recycled paper; she copied Hokusai’s painting The Great Wave on the cover, and wrote Tabby’s Notebook on the spine with a calligraphy pen. I love it so much I haven’t been able to bring myself to write in it yet.


‘Thank you for bringing that,’ I say.


‘I didn’t think to bring spare shoes,’ Cate says. ‘We’ll get you some soon. Do you want anything to eat?’


I shake my head, then wince at the movement. ‘I just want to sleep some more.’


‘OK.’ She helps ease me down, under the covers, and gently props my arm up on spare pillows. The mattress is lumpy but it’s better than sleeping in the car.


I close my eyes.


‘You are not alone,’ Cate says, and starts to sing, a song without words; it’s a healing song. Her hands lightly touch my arm, my head, while she sings, and warmth slowly grows inside me in response.


I wonder what they’d make of this in the hospital?


It wasn’t that many years ago that I started to realise how different we were to those around us, even to the name that I call her – Cate, not Mum. When I asked her about this, she explained: we are mother and daughter, sister and sister, daughter and mother, best friends. No matter what labels we use, we are all things to each other, and she was right to say this. We may look different on the outside – my long hair is dark, eyes grey-green; she is my opposite, blonde and blue-eyed – but like the night needs the day and the day needs the night to make each who they are, we two are one. Our hearts beat together as if we were under the same skin.


There is growing warmth, there is Cate’s voice, there is sleep – for the other part of me this time, that was awake in the car. The part that stays awake now is the wild half of me; it doesn’t use words. It keeps vigil as Cate sings, and I begin to heal.
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Hunger pulls me from my dream. I start to stretch but am stopped short by the cast on my arm – it feels strange, alien, to have something attached that isn’t part of me. At least the pain is less than last night.


‘Good morning. Tea?’ Cate says, and holds out a cup.


‘Yes, please.’


As I sit up and she passes it to me, my stomach rumbles so loud that she can hear it, too, and we both laugh. ‘Appetite back?’ she says.


‘I’m starving.’


‘A good sign.’


She’s already dressed and reaches into a hessian shopping bag; she must have gone out while I slept. There is orange juice, some fruit, nuts – she’s even managed to find some vegan sandwiches. We make quick work of much of it, and I can see Cate glancing at her watch, out the window. She wants to go and that makes me hurry. Does she think the police could find us here?


After a quick sink wash with Cate’s help to keep my cast dry, we get ready to go. Cate has us wear different-coloured T-shirts to yesterday; she puts my hair up and a scarf on hers. She’s making us look different, I realise, and that makes me even more nervous than I was before. I hurry as we gather our things, though I’m not much help with only one arm. We head out the door.


‘Where’s our car?’


‘I sold it,’ Cate replies. ‘But this one is ours, now.’ She walks towards an old car, a nondescript grey under the dirt and rust. My eyes widen: did she sell our car in case anybody knew what it looked like and told the authorities?


I carefully get in while Cate puts our stuff on the back seat. I loved that car and I know Cate did, too, and being electric, the carbon cost was so much less. I helped pick it out – the bright blue, my favourite colour – and had just washed and polished it a few days ago. It’s just so not fair. This one is way too old to run on anything but fossil fuels, and it doesn’t look like it has been washed for years.


When Cate starts the engine, the roar it makes seems deafening but is probably just like most cars that aren’t electric. She pulls out on to the road, and soon we’ve left this little town behind and are on the M6, trailing poisonous exhaust fumes all the way.


‘I know this car isn’t right for us,’ Cate says, ‘but it is a compromise we need to make for now, so we can go far and fast; we can’t do that if we have to keep stopping to charge.’


‘Where are we going?’


‘A quick stop in the Lakes, then we’ll see.’


I stare out as the motorway rushes by. The pull of the sea ebbs and flows as the motorway’s distance from it changes over time, like an itch, deep inside. One I can’t scratch.


‘Are you going to tell me what happened yesterday?’ Cate says.


I sigh, uncomfortable, but needing to talk, too. ‘Do you want me to?’


‘Only if you do.’ She glances at me sideways. ‘There was a boy named Jago who came and found me, told me where you were. He knew your name.’


I bite my lip.


‘He had a lovely, gentle soul; I could feel it, and I could see why you trusted him. But you have to be careful, Tabby. Even someone who doesn’t mean to could be used by the authorities to set a trap.’


‘I know. I’m sorry.’


‘It’s hard to ever completely know outsiders, what they are capable of. They’re not the same as us.’


They’re not, are they? I understand this teaching better than I have before, in a deeper, more personal way. Jago didn’t stand up for me, didn’t say anything, didn’t even try to help. Maybe he found out what happened to me and felt guilty, and that is why he went to find Cate and tell her where I was.


‘Jago is a perfect example,’ Cate says. ‘He didn’t seem like the sort to fight, but he obviously had been.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘He had bruises and cuts around his eye, his cheek. A split lip.’


I stare at Cate, shocked. It couldn’t have been long after I got taken to the hospital that Jago went to find her. What happened to him in between? There were two boys hanging back when the others came up to us; they weren’t there later when I was chased. Was it those two boys that Jago fought with? Maybe he didn’t help me because he couldn’t. Was I so intent on running away that I didn’t see he was the one who needed help?


‘Was Jago all right?’


‘Time will heal him quicker than it will you. Are you ready to tell me about him now?’ Cate says.


‘Yes,’ I say, and pause. ‘You know I’ve been going to the beach in the afternoons when you were cleaning.’


‘Yes. At Tintagel?’


‘To start with. But then I found one off the coastal path – Bossiney Cove. It’s a bit of a hike down so it’s really quiet. Anyhow, I met Jago there a few weeks ago. He tried to talk to me. I walked away the first time.’


‘And then?’


And then: I tell her everything that happened, remembering at the same time. I’d been feeling a little lost, alone, drawn to go to the sea to find something I needed without knowing what it was. Instead of soothing me like it usually did, being there made the longing worse, but I couldn’t stay away.


Then Jago was there. As if I’d called him – someone from another world.


I’d walked away from him that first time, then later wished I hadn’t, that he’d come back.


And he did; the next day. This time I stayed, listened to him – until his voice and the music of the sea were sounds that went together.


Then I started to speak to him, too. It was easy even though he was so different. When I wouldn’t talk about myself he told me stories about him, his life. His mum and dad, two sisters. Where they lived and what they did, and things they squabbled about at home, like his little sister always taking his phone to play games. And he thought it was boring but it wasn’t to me: it was a glimpse into another way to live.


‘When did you give him your name?’


‘I didn’t.’ Time for another confession. ‘I told the librarian in Boscastle my name, to borrow books; he said she told him.’


‘I see.’ Cate sighs now. ‘So, it wasn’t just a boy with dreamy eyes; it was someone else, too. That’s even more dangerous, Tabby. Your name at a library may only seem a slim wedge into their world, but it is one that could grow and take you away for ever.’


Tears well up in my eyes. ‘I’m sorry. I never thought—’


‘Please, Tabby, in future, think. Now tell me the rest about Jago.’


‘We started to meet every day at the same place on the beach, late afternoon, when he was finished school and you were cleaning. He wasn’t supposed to come yesterday; it was his sister’s birthday, he said. But he came anyway.’


‘And how did this lead to you being hit by a car?’


I tell her everything – the others, what they said. What happened when they chased me. I can see her hands tightening on the steering wheel as I talk.


‘I’m so sorry this happened to you, Tabby.’


‘It’s not your fault.’


‘Isn’t it? Maybe I should have prepared you better. People can be wicked. But you did well to get away; running in front of a car not so much. How are you feeling?’


Miserable about Jago: maybe both trusting him too much at first and then not enough. Guilty, too, like I have failed Cate by not taking better care of myself. But I know that isn’t what she means right now. ‘I’m OK. My arm is throbbing a bit; they said it might swell more. My foot is sore and I’ve got a headache.’


‘Poor baby. I’m glad it wasn’t any worse.’


Having talked about Jago to Cate and remembering how I’d felt when we met has got me thinking. Maybe the wonder of finding a friend in Jago wasn’t all about him – it was the place, too. The sea. The beach, and finding my own space on it. Thinking about how the beach – and Jago, too – are getting further away with every mile hurts me inside.


‘Where are we going?’ I ask her again.


‘We’ll see,’ she says, giving the same answer as before, but this time I don’t leave it alone.


‘Where is we’ll see?’


‘Well, that depends.’


‘On?’


‘I’ve got to find a job; other things that may or may not happen.’


I sigh, first annoyed and then angry – not at Cate, but at everything: the world, the way we live in it. Talking to Jago and hearing about his family made me think that maybe staying in one place wouldn’t be so bad. They didn’t sound like they were trapped in their lives by the authorities; he made it sound like they could do what they like – or, at least, they thought they could – and isn’t that kind of the same thing?


The police don’t come for them, though, like they do for us. Is that because they do what is expected of them? Then, like Cate has said many times before, they aren’t truly free: it’s an illusion of freedom if you always take the path that is laid down before you.


But would that be so bad if you didn’t know it?


‘I don’t want to go somewhere else; I liked it there,’ I say, voice low, my anger giving way and leaving loss and pain behind. Despite what happened yesterday, I really did. I’d almost felt like I belonged to the place or it belonged to me.


‘I know you did, Tabby, and I’m sorry. But once you’d been to that hospital they wouldn’t have left us alone. We had to go.’


With a shiver I see in my mind the police car that had gone past us to the hospital doors, and I know she’s right. But that doesn’t make it any easier.


Tiredness settles around me once again, and I close my eyes. It’s being hurt, beginning to heal; these things make me need more sleep. One part drifts away while the other keeps watch, and the miles slip past us as I dream of Jago and the sea.
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They appear at first as hills in the distance, then mountains that grow bigger and slowly surround us. As we go further, the endless dead and parched lands we’d driven through in the drought-stricken Midlands are a memory. The lush green surroundings of the Lake District make my spirits rise, but it’s not just the change in landscape: it feels like a place I know, one I’ve been to before. I soak up the unfamiliar coming-home-feeling, the greenness and beauty of the spring.


After a while we turn on to a narrow road that winds around a lake, and hungry for water – even fresh, not salt – my eyes drink it in. Now I’m sure: I recognise where we are. But we don’t return to places; at least, we never have before.


‘We’ve been here, haven’t we?’ I say.


‘Yes.’ There is a note of surprise in Cate’s voice. ‘It was many years ago – you were only small. Do you remember?’


‘Yes.’ There’s a warm feeling inside me to be coming back to something from my past – to know I was happy here a long time ago. I can feel it. ‘Are we going to stay?’


 ‘No, we can’t. This is a brief visit only. There’s something I need to collect before we move on.’


We wind around another lake, then climb higher, through trees. Finally, she turns off down a lane that is more a track than a road, and as we bump up and down I wonder if the car will hold together.


We stop at a house masked by trees. A secret, hidden place. There are solar panels on the roof and along the most open side of the house – the roof slants down to the ground in a way that says it was built for this purpose.


‘Wait a moment,’ Cate says. She opens her door and gets out of the car. Two massive dogs bound towards her, barking.


‘Hold,’ a voice says – a man. The dogs stop, still bristling and intent on her. The man steps out around the side of the building. He’s got a shotgun in his hands pointed at Cate, but then he lowers it.


‘Could it be? Is that really Catelyn?’ he says.


‘It’s good to see you, Eli.’


He shakes his head like he can’t believe his eyes, then says something else to the dogs who now sit and wag their tails while the man hugs Cate. She says a few words to him that I can’t hear, and he turns to the car.


‘This can’t be Tabby.’ He opens the door, sees the cast on my arm. ‘Been in the wars, have you?’ I’m staring at him and trying to remember. He had a beard then, I think. I was scared of both this place and him at first, but then we were friends. He used to carry me around on his shoulders?


Smiling, I get out of the car, moving more easily than yesterday. He hugs me too, careful of my arm, and introduces me to his dogs: Bear and Max. They’re like giant, bouncy puppies now we’ve been introduced, and I’m remembering another dog, gentle but bigger than me. Gem?


‘They’re Gemma’s boys,’ he says. I remembered her name right, and that makes me happy. ‘Can the two of you stay?’


‘Just tonight,’ Cate says.


Later I’m cosy on the sofa, snuggled up against Bear with Max by my feet: lucky it’s a big sofa. There’s a fire in the grate and I’m drifting towards sleep. Cate and Eli are at the kitchen table behind me, candles casting their shadows on the walls. They’ve been talking about politics, mostly. Eli thinks the world is going wrong, that when the dust settles it’ll be up to people like him, who know how to survive and protect themselves, to carry on. He asks us to stay and I know what Cate will say, but I wonder if I’d even want to? This is lovely for a while, here, with his dogs. But there’s no one else, no one my own age. Since I’ve met Jago I’m starting to see how important that is.


Anyhow, what would be the point of surviving if you’re all alone?
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Kneeling down, I bury my face in Bear’s fur while Max licks my ears. Maybe we don’t actually need people.


I wait in the car while Cate and Eli say a goodbye of their own. They must be close to hug like that, after so many years. She’s got another small bag over her shoulder now – is that what we came here for? When she gets to the car she opens our case on the back seat, puts the bag inside and zips it up again.


Cate doesn’t look back as we drive away, but I do; Eli is watching and I wave just before he’s lost from sight.


There was something in his eyes when he looked at her last night that made me wonder, and now that we’re alone I can ask. ‘Was Eli your boyfriend?’


‘I guess you could say that. It was a long time ago,’ she says.


‘You said not to trust men, but didn’t you trust him if he was your boyfriend?’


There’s a quirk to her lips as she drives. ‘I understood him, and I trusted him to be the way I knew him to be. That’s not the same as complete trust. There are things I wouldn’t tell him. Did you remember Eli?’


‘A little. And his other dog, Gem. Can we get a dog?’


‘I don’t think that would be fair on a dog. We move around too much.’


And I know she’s right, but something aches inside of me – for a house, a dog, staying in one place.


For a life I’ve never had.


Hours later we stop at a service station. We find some canvas shoes that fit well enough, and it’s a relief to not be hobbling around barefoot any more.


Cate goes to buy supplies; I’m looking at the papers in a newsagent. Half of the headlines scream about the last of the ice packs melting, drowning islands and islanders, the death of the great coral reef in Australia. The others condemn the effect of climate strikes on the economy, and say things like, Keep Climers Out – that’s what they have started to call climate refugees. But they are just people, like us, whose land is drowned or dead in drought; all they want is a safe place to live. If everyone says keep out then where can they go?


And what about us, Cate and me? Are we like Climers that nobody wants? That boy on the beach said we’d have been asked to move on soon, and he was probably right.


‘You’re being quiet,’ Cate says when we get back to the car. ‘Does your arm hurt?’


‘A little.’ I shrug. It does, but I hadn’t been thinking about it.


We get in and I squirm sideways to grab the seat belt with my right hand.


‘Leave it for a moment,’ she says, and she doesn’t put her seat belt on or start the car either. Instead she takes my right hand in both of hers, and as if she heard my unspoken thoughts so many miles ago, she answers them now.


‘I’m sorry, Tabby. Things are getting harder for you, aren’t they? But you know as well as I do: if we don’t stay off the grid and keep moving around, the authorities will find us. The system has slots for people and we don’t fit into them, do we? They’d take you away from me, make you wear a uniform, go to school, stand up and sit down when bells ring. It’s like prison.’ Her hand touches my cheek. ‘You do understand, don’t you?’


I nod, scared to even think of being taken away from Cate. We belong together. No boy, beach or fantasy of a house and dog could ever be more important than us being with each other, and being free.


‘Say it, for me. Please,’ Cate says, and worry lines crease between her eyes, on her cheeks.


‘I understand.’


She smiles. ‘Good girl. I love you, Tabby. No matter what happens, always know that I love you.’


No matter what happens . . . like what? What could happen? My throat catches in an odd way, and I move closer to her. Her arm goes around me.


‘I love you too, Cate,’ I whisper into her hair.


Daughter, mother.


Sister, sister.


Mother, daughter.


Best friends.


Everything.


Always.
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We get to Manchester. There’s a place she knows, Cate says, where she might get some work for tips. She doesn’t want me to go with her. It’s a club.


I wait in the car, radio on, but no matter how many times I channel surf I can’t find a song I like and soon turn it off. I get out of the car and then into the back seat. I unzip our case and find my notebook with The Great Wave on the cover. But I’m not ready yet to dip into its blank pages and mark them for ever; I haven’t decided what it is for. Everyone and everything needs a purpose to not be wasted.


Yet . . . there is one thing it could be: a place for memories. Things I write down because I don’t want to lose them.


I open the notebook, but instead of the first page, I go to the last. I hesitate, then before I can change my mind, quickly write down a sequence of numbers: the ones Jago had me repeat back to him. I can put it out of my mind now; I don’t have to decide to call him, or not, or worry that if later on I decide I want to I’ll have forgotten his number. It’s here if I need it.


I close the notebook again and open the case to put it away, but as I do, I see the bag – the one Cate tucked away inside it when we left Eli’s. I wonder what’s in it? I’m curious, but hesitate. She didn’t say not to look in it, did she?


I take it out. It’s heavy for its size, something lumpy inside. I undo the zip.


It’s full of little felt bags and boxes – all with jewellery inside. Really expensive-looking sparkly stuff. I hold a heavy gold bracelet in my hands, a thick bangle with blue and green stones set in it. The gold is shaped like waves and the colours of the stones make me think of the sea. It’s so pretty. There are also earrings, a watch – it doesn’t have the right time – several necklaces and rings. All amazing, but the bracelet is my favourite.


Why did Eli have all this? Was it something he’d kept for Cate, or was it his and he gave it to her?


I slip the bracelet on my wrist, hold it this way then that to look at it against my skin.


Suddenly nervous in case anyone walking past sees the jewellery, I check the car doors are locked and look around. I see Cate at the end of the road, walking this way. Feeling guilty, I quickly put everything back as it was. I’m sitting there with the notebook in my hands when she gets to the car, as if to say this is why I’m in the back seat.


I get out. ‘How’d it go?’


‘I got the job.’ She doesn’t look that happy about it. ‘It’ll do for a while. And now we need a place to stay tonight.’


Later, I’m in bed, Cate is on a sofa across the room – I can tell by the way she’s breathing that she’s asleep. This place is even worse than the place we stayed after we left the hospital. Cate put a chair under the doorknob, as if she wasn’t that sure of where we are, either.


My arm is throbbing and itchy under the cast, and I grip my left hand tightly in my right, as if squeezing it hard enough will make me stop feeling the need to scratch the arm above it.


My right wrist is the one that wore that shiny thing a few short hours ago. There was something about that bracelet, something I can’t begin to explain. It was like it spoke to me, and I yearn to hold it, to wear it again.


It isn’t just because it was a pretty thing – though it was, not like anything I’ve seen before. It was more.


Arms are around me, holding me close. Thud-thud beats where my head rests against her. A hand brushes hair from my face, and I reach out to touch what is around her wrist.


It’s shiny; the colours sparkle like the sea. My eyes close but I see it still, a circle of fire that spins in my dreams.
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‘I didn’t think you’d ever wake up.’ Cate is there, watching me, tea in her hands, when I open my eyes.


‘Are you all right?’ she says. ‘You’re pale.’ She gets up and places a hand on my forehead, concern in her eyes.


‘I’ve got a headache,’ I admit. ‘I had trouble getting to sleep.’


She’s there next to me, close. Warm. Her hands rub my temples, her voice soothing as she gently sings the pain away.


I look up at her and smile. ‘Thank you. I feel much better now.’


‘Good. We’ve got to go do some things.’


‘Are we checking out?’


‘Yes. Come on, time to get up.’


A bit later when I come out of the bathroom Cate has that bag in her hands from the case.


‘There’s something I want to show you,’ she says. She unzips it, spills it out on the bed. One by one the contents of each velvet bag and box flash and sparkle – even more beautiful than I remember. And now is the time I should tell her what I did, but I don’t, and I don’t know why.


Instead I ask her what I wondered yesterday: ‘What is all this stuff? Did Eli give it to you?’


‘No. A long while ago I asked him to keep it for me for a rainy day, and the sun may be shining just now but it’s rainy enough. I thought we could use some of it to get a better place to stay for a while.’


Cate starts going through it all, sorting what to sell. She picks up the bracelet and holds it out to me. I hesitate. ‘Go on,’ she says, and I take it into my hand.


The cool weight of it against my skin makes me shiver and not from being cold. Touching it gives me a strange double feeling of holding it now and then, and I don’t mean yesterday in the car. In my dream it felt different – warmer, bigger – or was it that my hand was smaller? If so, it was a long time ago.


‘Are you all right, Tabby?’


‘Yes. I mean, I don’t know; I think so. There’s just something about this bracelet.’


‘Do you like it?’


‘It’s beautiful.’


‘Try it on.’


I hesitate, then slip it over my right wrist like I did yesterday, hold it up to the sunlight at the window. The blue and green stones seem to hold and reflect the light like they did in my dream. A smile takes over my face.


I take off the bracelet, hold it up to give it back to Cate. She shakes her head and closes my fingers around it with her hands. ‘It’s yours.’


‘Really?’


‘Really. We can sell some of the other stuff.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Keep it. Wear it. It’s a pretty thing for a pretty girl like you,’ she says, and I smile at the unusual compliment. Not that Cate never compliments me, but I don’t think she’s ever called me pretty before. She says people are too worried about their looks and not enough about their thoughts.


There’s a question inside of me as I look back at the jewellery on the bed: Where is all of this from? I almost say it out loud, but I’m looking at the bracelet, and all I say to Cate is, ‘Thank you.’
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It turns out that selling jewellery is easy, if you know where to go. Cate has me stay close and tells me to keep the bracelet out of view under my sleeve, as we visit one pawn shop, then another. The secret, she says, is to only show one thing in each shop, and to look around first and see which piece they’re most likely to be interested in. If they see multiple pieces of jewellery they’ll want a deal for the lot and never pay as much.


She changes her name and story in each one. When they ask for ID and she says it was stolen, or left at home, or lost in a fire, they don’t believe her – even I can see that – and the price they are willing to pay comes down. But we still have made enough money to make Cate happy within a few hours.


We have a quick lunch in a vegan café. Cate has newspapers spread out, circling ads for rooms to let. There’s a payphone nearby. She makes calls; some she crosses out straight away and a few we go to see. One we drive up to and so don’t like the look of the building that we don’t even stop. Another she dismisses as the landlady is too curious.


‘Third time lucky?’ Cate says, as she pulls in front of the next one.


She knocks on the door of the bungalow and we wait; no one comes. We’re about to give up but finally the door opens. A white-haired woman peers out.


‘Yes?’ she says.


‘Hello, Mrs Fulton? I’m Alison Smith,’ Cate says. ‘This is my daughter, Jenny. I called about the room to rent?’


She comes out. ‘It’s around here,’ she says, and we go down the side of the house, through a gate. In the back garden is a granny flat, separate from the house.


She unlocks the door. ‘It’s one room. The sofa opens out,’ she says. There’s a small fridge, an electric hot plate on top of it, and a bathroom with the world’s smallest shower, but it’s all spotlessly clean. ‘No parties, no overnight guests.’ She glances at me. ‘There’s a high school up the road.’


‘Jenny is home schooled,’ Cate says. There’s a pause and Mrs Fulton doesn’t react or say anything else – she passes the curiosity test.


‘Maybe it’s too small for two of you?’ she says – exactly what I was thinking. Even our caravan had more space.


‘It could work,’ Cate says.


Mrs Fulton is looking doubtful. ‘Do you have any references?’


Cate reaches into a pocket, takes out some notes. ‘First and last month’s rent. Cash in hand?’


The sight of the money seals the deal.


Soon after that, Cate has to leave for her five p.m. shift. By the time the door closes behind her and I hear the car start on the drive I’m already feeling bored and claustrophobic – like I can’t breathe.


She’s left some money and the usual admonishments: don’t do anything to be noticed, keep myself to myself, be in by dark.


I head out for a walk.


Our road of bungalows gives way to high narrow terraces. I wander, find a street with restaurants, shops. I walk and walk and there is more of the same. It’s a city, I know this is what they’re like – we’ve stayed in them before – but even though I know the way back, the longer I walk the more lost I feel.


I find a few old SF novels I haven’t read in a second-hand shop and head back to our place. I can’t call it home – at least, not yet.


It’s gone midnight when I finally make up the sofa and lie down in the dark. Cate said she’d be late; I don’t know how late. There’s traffic noise, both near and distant; voices from next door; barking dogs behind and a loud TV from our landlady. I try to block it all out and remember the sound of the sea, to breathe in and out with imagined waves.


That last day, lying on the beach, feeling the scratchy damp sand against my skin. The taste of salt on my lips and the tang of sea air in my mouth and throat as I breathed in slowly.


Then I opened my eyes, and there he was: Jago.


I sigh. I’d thought he abandoned me, didn’t care what happened to me – but with what Cate said about him being in a fight, I’m not sure. I know I can never see him again, but it still feels so important to know what really happened.


I never even got to say goodbye. Somehow that is the worst thing of all.
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