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amphibian /æmˈfɪbiən/ a class of cold-blooded animals that live both on land and in water, comprising frogs, toads, newts, salamanders and caecilians. Derived from the Ancient Greek term amphíbios, meaning ‘double life’.
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The forest grew continuously, as slow and steady as a fingernail. The villagers at its edge hacked and hacked to keep it back, but it was a never-ending chore, like bailing water from a leaky boat. One day, it would consume them. They all seemed to know this but no one ever spoke of it. The forest was patient and tireless. It needed only sunshine and rainwater and time, and this was a place that had all three in abundance. And it was this knowledge, rather than the strength-sapping heat, that made the villagers slow and melancholy, that gave their village the air of a camp on the eve of a hopeless battle. The damp green air rang with the hoots and calls of a thousand unseen animals, and to the villagers they were the war cries of a barbaric and bloodthirsty enemy.


All of the villages that squatted on the forest’s immense perimeter had a common expression. They said it to scare their children and to reassure themselves. They said it so often that the words hung in the air like the dense mist that rolled out of the forest at dawn, drenching everything: There are a thousand ways to die in the forest, but old age is not one of them.


It was curious that these people had the same saying, given that they spoke different languages and were separated by countless miles of impassable vegetation. Perhaps they heard it from the trees; they are always talking, if you know how to listen.


So they stayed out of the forest. Bountiful as it was, the forest had traps to match its treasures. Shadows resembled predators, and predators resembled shadows. It was a place of hallucinations. A place where it was safer and saner to see things that were not there. Where one’s life often depended on it. There were creatures lurking in that forest that could swallow a child whole. It was, needless to say, no place for a boy.


And yet, from this tangle of vines and fronds and thick gnarly roots, a boy emerged. Flame-haired and wild-eyed, he crashed through the vegetation as though shoved by a powerful hand. The villagers looked up from their hacking. It was very unusual for the forest to spit anything out. The villagers had watched countless explorers wade into the forest; they arrived with pink faces and pith helmets, well equipped but ill prepared, on noble quests for some ancient artefact. They came from nations that had purged their predators and conquered half the globe. They had no notion of danger; were unacquainted with the untameable. They dismissed warnings as superstitious twaddle. All one needed were nerve, guts and a stiff upper lip. They tried to hire villagers to carry their bags but were met with reluctance. They took this as a typically indigenous combination of laziness and greed, and offered more money and a stern frown. But there were no guides for where the adventurers wanted to go. The forest was bigger than the continent from which the explorers came; it was too large for even their enlightened minds to comprehend. 


So in they went, the dashing fools, swinging their machetes and slapping at mosquitoes, in search of their loot. The villagers watched them disappear, idly wondering what it would be this time: perhaps a venomous snake bite would turn the explorer’s blood to jelly, or maybe a jaguar would rip his throat out, or it might be as simple as eating a bad berry.


The villagers watched the disturbed foliage cease in its swaying. They sighed. If the phrase had been known in these parts, there would have been a general muttering of: Another one bites the dust. They went back to their hacking.


Yes, the villagers had seen the forest gobble up a great many people, but they were yet to witness it spit one out.


The boy became just about the most interesting thing they had ever seen. He appeared to have stolen the clothes of a much larger person; the sleeves of his khaki shirt hung over his hands, and his trousers, which were held up by a belt fashioned from vines, were rolled up at the ankle to reveal two bare and extraordinarily grubby feet. His pale face was flushed and heavily freckled. When the boy realised that the machete-wielding crowd before him did not intend to chop him up, he began to babble excitedly. What ensued was the most bamboozling game of charades any of them had ever played.


Eventually, one of the villagers turned to another and said, ‘Inglês.’


Their companion nodded. They had never been to England, of course – could not have found that greedy little nation on a map, even – but they knew an Englishman when they saw one.


What they could not fathom was why the forest, which had a taste for the delicacies that were shipped from that far-off land, had spat him out. But they could not dwell on this for long. Even now, the forest sneaked towards them like an ageless predator, never resting, never retreating. They raised their machetes and hacked again, in the hope of keeping it at bay for another day.
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The car – a dilapidated, growling lump of rusted metal – lurched into another pothole, throwing up a splash of orange rainwater. Jessica rocked sideways, her head bouncing off the doorframe for the tenth time, and winced. She edged across the back seat, towards Mum, and glared at the driver. The car did not have seatbelts. It also lacked wing mirrors, a licence plate, its radio and air conditioning. This last shortcoming was the hardest to forgive. The sticky heat was crazy-making, and the open windows only let in more of the sultry air. The road was in such bad shape that they couldn’t drive much faster than walking pace. There was no breeze.


Jessica abandoned her death stare to look out at the walls of green on either side. The dirt road cut through the rainforest in a straight line: so straight and long that the foliage seemed to meet on the horizon. But it was just an illusion. No matter how far they drove, they never seemed any closer to their destination. And no matter how many bird calls or monkey hoots Jessica heard, the creatures remained hidden beyond the luscious fronds and waxy leaves. So far she had seen one butterfly – a brilliant electric-blue morpho – and nothing else. And they had been on the road long enough for a bruise to form at the site of her first headbutt.


They plummeted into another pothole, which felt more like a sinkhole, and Jessica found herself almost propelled on to the dashboard.


‘Careful, Jess,’ Mum said, dragging her back on to the seat beside her. ‘Shuffle a bit closer and I’ll hold on to you.’


The thought of being cuddled in this heat was abhorrent. There was a handle to hold on to by the window, but Jessica was pretty sure the next head injury she sustained would leave lasting damage. And so she was left to stick it out alone in the middle of the back seat, rocking and lurching and trying to keep her balance. It reminded her of surfing – an incredibly stressful, painful and joyless form of surfing – and she wished, for the hundredth time since landing, that her parents could have got a research placement in Hawaii instead.


‘Are we there yet?’ she asked, knowing it would either amuse or annoy her parents, and not really caring either way.


‘Honey,’ Momma said, catching her eye in the rear-view mirror. ‘No.’


‘I’m bored.’


‘We’re in the Amazon!’ Momma cried, twisting round in her seat. ‘How can you be bored?’ Before Jessica could list the many reasons why she was bored, Momma frowned, reached back and turned Jessica’s face to the side. ‘That’s a nasty bruise. We should get some ice on that.’


‘If you have any ice,’ Jessica said, blowing a lank strand of dark hair out of her face, ‘please let me have it.’


‘It’s not much further,’ Mum said, patting Jessica’s knee. ‘Why don’t you do some wildlife spotting?’


‘I have been.’


‘And?’


‘All I’ve seen is one butterfly.’


‘Then you, young lady,’ Momma said, ‘haven’t been looking hard enough.’


She turned back to the front and a sweltering silence settled over the car.


‘It is good that you don’t see any animals.’


Everyone turned to look at the teenage driver. Jessica could only see one deep-set eye and a section of cheek in the rear-view mirror. His skin was as pitted as the road on which he drove, the scars of a tropical childhood disease that must have nearly killed him. He pretended not to notice their scrutiny. Jessica’s eyes narrowed into a scowl that he didn’t glance from the road to notice.


He had picked them up from an isolated airstrip on the edge of the rainforest. Momma, overbearingly friendly as always, had tried to make conversation but had ultimately had to settle for shrugs and a selection of sullen facial expressions. He had given his name only with the greatest reluctance. Saturnino, he had said, in a voice thick with the local accent. And then he had tossed their luggage into the car boot and slammed it shut.


‘I thought you didn’t speak English,’ Momma said, twisting to face him.


He shrugged. ‘Um pouquinho.’


‘Mmmm-hmm,’ Momma said, which Jessica knew was bad news, even if Saturnino didn’t. ‘And how much is a little?’


He shrugged again. Momma arched her eyebrows and pursed her lips. Saturnino shot her a quick sideways look and licked his lips, like a lizard.


‘I just drive.’


‘Let it go,’ Mum said, reaching forward and squeezing Momma’s shoulder.


Momma shook her head and sat back in her seat. ‘Okay. You just drive.’


The bad-tempered atmosphere only intensified as the journey progressed, inch by jolting inch. The clouds cleared and the sun beat down on the roof of the car. Jessica’s T-shirt clung to her skin and she couldn’t understand why she had ever imagined that jeans would be a good idea. She had a half-formed plan to shave her head and throw her plait amongst the trees as soon as they arrived.


They finally reached a section of road that was almost flat but Saturnino didn’t accelerate. It was as though he wanted to drag out Jessica’s torture for as long as possible. Even the animals, with their hoots and calls and shrieks and tweets, seemed to be heckling her. 


At last, with a squeal of ancient brakes, they reached their destination. Although, from what Jessica could see, ‘destination’ was a rather grand term. The research station sat alone, exiled. The sad one-storey building appeared to have given up its fight to remain apart from the rainforest. Thick green creepers criss-crossed the walls, like veins on the back of an old hand, and ferny tufts sprang up from the eaves like bushy eyebrows. There was an empty nest at the corner of the roof and beside that a hole big enough to function as a basketball hoop. To seal Jessica’s lacklustre first impression, it began to rain – hard – the moment she climbed out of the car.


Hawaii it was not.


Saturnino fetched the luggage from the boot, apparently oblivious to the downpour. He set the bags down in a pile, climbed back into the driver’s seat and splashed away through the coppery puddles that had already begun to deepen and spread.


‘Charming,’ Mum said.


‘I thought he’d at least hang around for a tip,’ added Momma. 


‘Come on.’ Jessica grabbed the handle of the nearest bag and dragged it towards the porch.


She was already drenched, but for some reason it still seemed necessary to hurry. She lacked the ease that came naturally to people raised in the tropics. Instead, she had spent much of her childhood dodging downpours in two places called Cambridge, one in rainy England, the other in rainy Massachusetts. It had left her with an unusual accent and a profound distrust of clouds. Her parents, on the other hand, seemed right at home. They stood in the road, eyes closed, faces to the sky, their chests rising and falling with each deep breath. They reminded Jessica of captive animals finally being released into their natural habitat. Jessica watched their fingers drift together and intertwine. They smiled, and she couldn’t help smiling too.


‘You made it!’ a voice exclaimed. Jessica turned to find a man with dark curly hair and a beard emerging from the research station. He wore flip-flops, colourful board shorts and a short-sleeve shirt emblazoned with a dazzling pattern of fern leaves. There was a happily marooned look about him. He reminded Jessica of Hawaii, and she liked him instantly.


He strode out into the rain and shook hands with everyone. ‘Welcome to the jungle!’


‘Tom,’ Momma said. ‘It’s so great to finally be here.’


Tom beamed. ‘It’s nice to have some company. Well, you know, human company.’


‘Has everything been all right since Henry left?’ Mum said. ‘Running this place alone must have been difficult.’


Jessica could not understand why this conversation couldn’t take place in the research station, out of the rain. Perhaps this was seen as a good opportunity to take a shower. She glanced at the ramshackle building and realised that it was probably the only opportunity to take a shower.


‘It’s certainly been a challenge. I haven’t been able to go into the rainforest as often, or as deep, as I would have liked, but I’ve kept everything running and ready for the handover. Is Henry doing okay? I haven’t heard anything since he left. We’re pretty cut off out here.’


‘He’s going to make a full recovery,’ Mum said. ‘It sounds like you did well to spot the symptoms. You saved his life.’


Tom ran a bashful hand through the dark curls that were now flattened to his head.


‘I’m not sure about that. We were just lucky that there was someone in the village with a car.’


‘I bet that was a fun trip,’ Momma said, rolling her eyes.


‘Ah,’ Tom said. ‘How was your journey with Saturnino?’


‘Let’s just say he got us here.’


Tom laughed. ‘He seems to be a bit of a pariah from what I can tell, but he’s harmless. You know he speaks English, right?’


‘Mmmm-hmm. He just chose not to.’


‘Don’t take it personally,’ Tom said. ‘No one in the village speaks to him – some family feud or something – so conversation doesn’t come naturally.’ His eyes fell on Jessica, and her misery must have been running off her with the raindrops because he suddenly said, ‘Shall we go inside?’


The sad exterior in no way prepared Jessica for what lay beyond. She had expected a couple of desks, some laboratory equipment, a pinboard displaying schedules and to-do lists, and a large puddle from the hole in the roof. But what she found was a miniature rainforest. Stacked along each wall, and on a central island, were glass tanks containing rocks and branches and leaf litter. A water butt collected the rain that cascaded through the hole in the roof, and a network of pipes channelled it into the lower-level tanks, creating miniature streams and pools. Tom saw Jessica marvelling at this weird, watery marble run and came over.


‘This is perhaps my greatest invention, if I do say so myself. The water is treated and filtered inside the water butt before being fed into the tanks. That way I can make sure no contaminants enter the habitats and affect the frogs.’


Jessica frowned. ‘The frogs …?’


And then she began to see them: poison dart frogs in a rainbow of riotous colours; guilty-looking tree frogs with bulbous eyes; glass frogs with skin so clear their beating hearts were visible. In the largest tank, which ran along the length of one wall, lived a gargantuan toad as big as a hamburger. In another, a golden frog no bigger than a thumbnail rested on a leaf. She saw frogs waddling, leaping, clinging and climbing.


‘There are so many,’ she said.


Tom nodded, but his lips settled into a grim smile. ‘And yet nowhere near enough. We should have collected ten times as many specimens for the number of trips we’ve made into the forest. But they’re just … gone.’


Jessica’s parents were moving from case to case, marvelling at the frogs. Their lives were dedicated to the study and preservation of amphibians, but some of the frogs belonged to species neither had encountered before in real life. 


‘What’s your collection process?’ Mum asked, crouching down to look at a big-headed robber frog, camouflaged amongst the leaf litter.


‘I swab every frog I find out in the wild. If it belongs to a species we don’t have, or it’s a sex that we need, I bring it back here and keep it in quarantine until I know it’s safe. If we already have it, I leave it in the forest and hope the swab sample tests negative for chytridiomycosis.’


‘And how often does that occur?’ Mum asked.


‘Honestly? All the time.’


‘Really? That’s better news than I was hoping for.’


‘Not really,’ Tom said. ‘I think the reason those frogs test negative is that any with the disease are already dead.’


‘Oh …’ Mum said. ‘But I suppose it shows that some might be immune.’


‘Perhaps,’ Tom said. ‘But that’s not much consolation if the frog has no chance of breeding because it’s the only one left. In that context, it may as well be dead.’


‘Is it really that bad?’ Jessica asked.


Tom nodded solemnly.


It seemed impossible that some microscopic fungi caused a disease that could have such a large and devastating impact. Jessica knew that fungi were weird, but she had always thought that frogs were weirder. Frogs, in her opinion, were some seriously weird dudes. 


Whenever she was stuck at Cambridge University or Harvard, and all her parents seemed to be fixated on was a never-ending list of numbers and percentages and data, Jessica struggled to see why their work with frogs was so important. Even some of her parents’ exotic research trips involved sitting at a desk ticking boxes and not much else. It seemed dull. In fact, the most interesting thing that had happened during her last six months at Cambridge was that someone had stolen a book that had been used, for as long as anyone could remember, to prop up Momma’s wonky desk. Jessica would sometimes glance up from whatever comic she was reading and catch the gilded title on its spine shining in the sun: Trekking Backwards. She had been meaning to prise it out for a long time, but then it had disappeared. Momma had been annoyed because her desk now rocked whenever she leaned on it, but Jessica was left mystified as to why anyone would choose to take such an obscure and inaccessible book. Nothing else had vanished, which only deepened the mystery. It bugged her that she had spent so much time trapped in that stuffy room, and yet had missed the one interesting thing that had happened in it. 


But here, in this artificial rainforest, Jessica suddenly got it. These were the last of the survivors: the animals in the ark.


She shivered. Tom must have noticed, because he looked apologetically at the puddle that had formed around her feet.


‘Sorry about the drizzle,’ he said.


‘Drizzle?’


Tom chuckled. ‘When it really rains here, you can’t even hear yourself think.’


‘Why don’t you go and get changed, honey?’ Momma asked, peering into a tank on the far side of the room.


‘The dormitories are just down there,’ Tom said.


Jessica collected her case from the pile and dragged it along a short corridor. The walls were lined with stacks of small plastic chairs, low tables, and bookcases laden with mouldering exercise books, and Jessica realised that the building must once have been a school. She wasn’t sad that it had closed; she disliked school. She moved around so much that she was always the new kid with the weird accent; in the States she sounded English, in England she sounded American. It wasn’t so bad when she ended up in an international school, where everyone had an accent, but she had given up trying to make friends a year or two ago. She knew before long she would be gone, and the friend would become just another pen pal, and she already had quite a collection of those.


She wondered why the school had closed. Perhaps there were no children in the nearby village? Or maybe Saturnino had driven the teacher to despair, and the abandoned children had gone wild and disappeared into the forest … 


There were two rooms that led off the corridor. Jessica chose the one that had DIRECTOR DA ESCOLA on a neat little wooden plaque on the door. There was something quietly thrilling and revolutionary about commandeering a headteacher’s office. She reached for the handle but paused. In the gloom at the end of the corridor stood a blackboard. The erasure of a thousand lessons had left it smeared with ghostly white chalk, and upon this cloud, as though emerging from a mist of forgotten knowledge, were scrawls and doodles and unanswered questions: Genus? Flower some kind of terrestrial water lily? Tulip? Or Selenicereus grandiflorus? Rafflesia arnoldii? Pink and black, 4”, marble markings. Marshmallow.


Jessica’s eyes snagged on the final word – it was circled, and reminded her just how hungry she was – but then they drifted to take in the other words. She tried to make sense of them, but it was like a code to which she did not have the key.


She entered her new room and closed the door behind her. There was an upended camp bed in the far corner, no doubt to deter creatures from napping on it, and as she lowered the frame it squeaked and clunked. A mosquito net hung from the ceiling, and she arranged it around the edge of the bed in readiness for that evening. 


She shuddered again, and the sensation brought her back to the task at hand. She sat on the edge of the bed and flipped open her case. A selection of Wonder Woman comics lay on top of her clothes, and she took them out and put them on a shelf. They would soon be warped and ruined by the humidity, but she had discovered that comics take up a lot less space than books in a suitcase, so it was possible to fit more in. Besides, in a remote place like this you had to start rereading at some point, and she found that rereading comics was more enjoyable than rereading books because of the illustrations.


She took out her clothes and arranged them in neat piles on the shelf below. She pulled on some lightweight cargo pants and a fresh T-shirt, hung her wet clothes up on a hat stand and stopped. 


The nearby window was heavily gauzed and barred. It was no longer raining and she could see the rainforest beyond quite clearly. It was perfectly still, and yet somehow gave the impression that it would creep closer the moment she turned her back. She felt watched by it – or something within it – and had an overwhelming desire, despite the heat, to shut it out somehow. It was the bars, maybe, that made her uneasy. She felt like a prisoner. Or a specimen perhaps, teetering on the brink of extinction, observed by something far bigger than herself.


She pulled on her hiking boots, slid her case under the bed and quickly left the room.
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‘Where do you think you’re going, missy?’


Jessica had been hoping the abundance of frogs would render her invisible to her parents, as it so often did, but those slimy little amphibians weren’t the only ones in the room with an uncanny ability to detect a change in their surroundings. Jessica stopped in the doorway and put the most innocent expression she could muster on her face. She turned round with a smile.


‘For a walk. To the village.’


Momma raised an eyebrow. She folded her arms. ‘Ground rules.’


Tom stood silently to one side, his head bowed, as though the rules were for his benefit too.


‘Momma,’ Jessica said, her shoulders slumping. ‘I know what you’re going to—’


‘Rule one,’ Momma said, holding up an index finger. ‘No unaccompanied visits into the rainforest. It’s a stupid idea, even for someone with a lot of experience.’


She glanced at Tom, who seemed to shrink a little further, and now Jessica knew why. Tom had a lot of experience, but he had clearly been venturing into the rainforest alone after Henry had been evacuated. Momma had evidently been telling him off, and a small smile crept on to Jessica’s face at the thought of something so ridiculous. Even if she grew a beard and got a PhD, Momma would never stop admonishing her.


‘I’m serious,’ Momma said, ‘so you can stop smirking.’


‘Momma’s right,’ Mum said. ‘This is a dangerous place – far more dangerous than anywhere else we’ve visited – so you mustn’t go in, not even a few feet.’


‘I know, I know,’ Jessica said, but Momma wasn’t satisfied.


‘We mean it, Jess, and we need to be sure that you know it. This place is wild.’


‘It’s true,’ Tom said, raising his head a little. ‘The locals here have a saying: Existem mil maneiras de morrer na floresta, mas a velhice não é uma delas.’


Jessica blinked. ‘And what does that mean?’ She expected the translation to be about as jolly as a coffin.


‘It means: There are a thousand ways to die in the forest, but old age is not one of them.’


Bingo! Jessica thought. She scrutinised Tom in that way she had inherited from Momma. She was about seventy per cent sure he had just made that saying up, in an attempt to redeem himself for going full Little Red Riding Hood. Tom shrank again.


‘I bet they don’t put that in the travel brochure,’ Jessica mumbled.


‘Jess! This is serious. Do we have to lock you in your room for the next six months?’


‘Okay! Okay! I get it. Now, what’s the second rule?’


Momma held up another finger. ‘Make sure you’re back here before nightfall. We’re pretty much on the equator, so it’ll be about six p.m. every day.’


‘I have a six p.m. curfew?’


‘Correct. And the sun will set fast, so don’t push it.’


‘The forest makes it faster,’ Tom said. ‘The forest’s shadow, I mean. We’re essentially in a trench, so it gets dark long before the sun reaches the horizon.’


‘Let’s make it five thirty,’ Momma said. ‘Just to be on the safe side.’


Jessica glared at Tom. He winced. 


‘I really hope that’s the last rule, otherwise all I’ll be able to do is stand on the road in broad daylight like some sort of … lollipop lady!’


‘Jess!’ Momma said in a stage whisper. ‘The frogs!’


Jessica bit the inside of her cheek. She wanted to keep shouting, but it would only upset the frogs, and she knew, in spite of her anger and the creeping, shameful envy she felt towards them, that it wasn’t their fault. She took a deep breath.


‘Just tell me the next rule.’


After a tense moment, Momma held up a third finger. Her face suddenly softened into a smile, and it was a smile that made Jessica wish she were less serious and studious more of the time.


‘Go meet the locals. Introduce yourself.’


‘Your third rule is talk to strangers?’


‘It’s not like we’re in a big city, Jess,’ Mum said. ‘Villages are all about cooperation. People need to get on to survive. There’s not enough to go around in a small village for anyone to be too selfish.’


‘What about that Saturnino kid?’ Jessica asked. ‘How do you know the others aren’t all like him?’


‘Tom already told us that he’s an outcast,’ Momma said.


‘Honestly,’ Tom said. ‘Don’t worry about Saturnino. He’s harmless. Almost certainly harmless.’


Jessica just could not work out whose side Tom was trying to be on. He was like the little pointy flag in the middle of a tug-of-war rope.


‘So I can speak to anyone I like?’


There was a brief hesitation, during which her mothers did a compulsory mental scan of all the possible rogues and villains that haunt the imagination of every loving parent.


‘Yes,’ they said, almost exactly in unison.


‘Okay,’ Jessica said. ‘I’ll be back before dark and won’t stray off the path.’


She was almost out the door, but Momma had one last thing to say.


‘And, Jess?’


Jessica waited. Momma’s smile turned sympathetic.


‘Try to make some friends.’


Jessica forced a smile in return and made her voice cheery. ‘I will.’ Then she was out the door and striding along the red dirt road. The smile fell from her face and a scowl swooped in, as though she had just been forced to have her picture taken with strange and unfamiliar relatives, and now the camera was pointing elsewhere.


Why do they think I have a problem making friends? she thought as she stomped. I have friends all over the world. The problem is them. They’re the reason I keep having to make new ones.


It was true. Jessica had made great friends on most of the continents on Earth. There was Joey, in Hawaii, who had taught her how to surf; there was Kaya, in Ghana, who had taught her how to speak French; there was Peter, in Australia, who had taught her how to drink a whole bottle of lemonade in one go without being sick.


It wasn’t making friends that was the problem; it was the fact that just as the friendship began to really blossom, Jessica was whisked away, back to the Cambridges, where she was once again the new kid with the strange accent. And every time it happened, Jessica felt like an animal that had been lifted from its natural habitat and dropped into a tank. She went from being a functioning member of a wide ecosystem to an isolated and unusual specimen. All of her new-found skills, lemonade-guzzling notwithstanding, became useless.


And then they would move again, to a new place that had the makings of home, and just as she began to adapt she would be plucked up and deposited back in a blustery, drizzly place where all the exciting things had happened so long ago that the commemorative statues were weathered and splattered with generations of bird poo.


So she stomped through what remained of the orange puddles, towards the lonely village, and made a silent resolution not to make any friends in this place. She would find something to eat, work out whether there was anything fun to do and then head back before it grew dark.


What a joke, she thought. They don’t trust their own daughter to stay out past dinnertime, but they do trust a village full of strangers. A village whose only representative so far has been a moody teenager with all the manners of a soggy housecat.


On either side of her, the thick tangle of greenery stood like a sealed maze. It, too, seemed grumpy and stubborn, as though it resented the wound-like road that kept its two sides from knitting together. It seemed to Jessica that it resented her, but perhaps that was just a paranoid consequence of being alone in an unfamiliar place. 


And yet she still felt the desperate urge to slip inside. To explore. She knew there were rare and incredible things beyond that treeline; she had seen many of them in textbooks and museums and laboratories. Many more were yet to be glimpsed by anyone. But she remembered Momma’s warning and trudged along the road. The rainforest was just another thing she couldn’t be trusted with. It was like living next to a theme park but being too small to go on any of the rides. She sighed. As if in response, a raucous whooping and cackling arose from the shady depths. Jessica looked but could see nothing. The edge of the forest was like a sleeping face, with a million weird dreams taking place behind its eyelids.


Jessica marched on, keeping to the centre of the road despite the heat and the fringe of shade offered at its edge. She hoped that her parents were watching.


She reached the village. A dozen or so ramshackle buildings had nibbled their way into the forest, creating an arc of red mud to the left. On the right was a solitary building, pieced together with scraps of board and corrugated metal. The forest was in the process of consuming it; tendrils clung to the walls and the canopy had grown so far over its roof that the whole building lay in shade. The sight made Jessica think of a snake eating a large animal, its jaws stretched wide while its prey slowly disappeared along its swollen body. A beat-up car sat in front of the house; Jessica touched the bruise near her temple and scowled. 
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