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Hold fast to dreams

for if dreams die

life is a broken-winged bird

that cannot fly.

 

From ‘Dreams’

by Langston Hughes

(1902–1967)
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The train doors opened again and Finch Field’s chest fluttered with excitement. She could smell the sea at last!

“Your stop coming up.”

The guard was handing out tickets on the other side of the aisle.

“Don’t miss it now, will you?” she added, moving off down the carriage.

Finch smiled.

“I won’t.”

There was no way she could miss her stop. She’d been counting off the stations for hours, ever since she’d waved goodbye to Mum and Dad. She’d watched impatiently as the view turned too slowly from houses and factories to fields and farms.

Now, on Finch’s side of the train, there was only the sparkling sea, dotted with boats, and above it, a huge sheet of clear blue sky. Sunview-on-Sea was the next stop.

Finally!

Finch’s fingers tingled. She’d been waiting for this trip all term – all year. Mum and Dad had worried about sending her off on her own for the whole summer, and Finch would miss them while they were abroad on the dig they had planned, but there was nowhere she’d rather spend the summer than Sunview-on-Sea.

And she wouldn’t be on her own, she’d reminded them a thousand times. She would be with Granny Field and Philip at Hilltop House, her favourite place in the whole world.

She was just thinking about how much fun it would be seeing Philip, how he would wag his tail so hard that half his body moved with it, when something wet hit her neck.

“Oh!” She put up a hand to feel sticky liquid trickling down inside her collar. Where had that come from?

A shadow stretched across the table in front of her. Startled, she looked up to see a thin boy standing right next to her, half in her seat, a drink carton crushed in his hand. He leaned over, staring at her with dark, expressionless eyes.

Finch stared back, pressing herself against the window. She wonderered if he was going to squirt juice at her again.

“That was a mistake. Not on purpose.”

He spoke in a low voice and had a foreign accent she didn’t recognise.

“It was a slip of my hand.”

Finch didn’t know whether to believe him. The trouble was, people were always doing things like that to her: deliberately splashing their water at her; flicking peas or pens in her direction. It happened at school all the time. “Aren’t you going to fly after it, Bird Girl?” they would say as they sent rubbers sailing past her ear. “What’s the matter, Pecky, got your wings in a twist?”

She hadn’t been expecting it to happen today.

“Accident,” the boy said, as if he thought she hadn’t understood him the first time. He examined the crumpled drink carton in his hand. “The train swayed. Or perhaps I do not know my strength.”

He didn’t look strong. He had the thinnest arms Finch had ever seen.

“It’s fine,” she said, frowning and turning away, hoping he would leave her alone. Why did it have to happen now? This boy was spoiling the last and best part of her journey. She kept her eyes on the sea and the broadening yellowish beaches, but she knew he was still there; he had a noisy way of breathing.

He was probably staring at her hair. He was going to tease her about it. People often did, because it was tinged such an unusual shade of pink. They thought she dyed it, but she didn’t, it had always been that way. It was the reason her parents had called her Finch in the first place, because her hair was the same soft pink as a chaffinch’s breast.

She tensed, waiting for the boy’s mocking comment, but all he said was, “Right. So long then, until next time.”

“Mmm,” Finch murmured as he walked away. She lifted her hair from where it had plastered itself to her neck. With a bit of luck there wouldn’t be a next time.

The train was already slowing down. She hurried to collect her things and put on her backpack, pulling the straps nice and tight so it would be comfortable to carry.

The train pulled to a halt and she waited for what seemed like ages for the lock to release, swinging the door wide as soon as it did.

“Bit of a gap at this one.” The guard was there again. “Big jump. Mind how you go.”

But Finch leaped down easily, landing lightly on the platform.

“Very nimble,” said the guard. “Someone meeting you, is there?”

“Not really.” Finch smiled. “But don’t worry. I know exactly where I’m going.”
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Finch stood for a moment amidst the cheerful hubbub on the platform.

Families arriving for their holidays wheeled whirring cases at a great rate, talking excitedly. Families leaving for home scooped up straying toddlers and counted luggage. Doors slammed. Whistles blew. A train whizzed through on the opposite platform and the flowers that spilled out of the hanging baskets quivered like flickering orange stars. The afternoon sun sent a fan of golden rays across the station.

Above her, Finch heard the familiar call of the seagulls; she smiled up at them as they went gliding over the old iron footbridge, white wings outstretched against a pure blue sky.

Sunview-on-Sea.

Finch breathed in its familiar sounds and smells. She was all alone on the busy platform, but that was what she had wanted. She had asked specially to be allowed to make her own way from the station, up through the little town to Hilltop House. She’d been looking forward to her arrival in Sunview so much, she wanted to be able to take it all in properly.

And because they knew that Sunview-on-Sea was the safest, happiest town in the country, her parents had agreed. Finch had promised to phone them as soon as she reached Granny Field’s house.

She took one last look round the station. Her heart sank as she caught sight of the skinny boy again. He was sitting on the platform bench, a battered rucksack on his back, hugging two white carrier bags to his chest. He didn’t seem to be with anyone either. He was staring into space, biting his fingernails. His dark eyes, Finch saw, were surrounded by purplish shadows, like bruises. His neck was scrawny inside his baggy jumper, and his cheeks were almost as pale as the carrier bags on his lap, which shivered in the breeze. If Finch had been trying to draw a zombie she thought she might have drawn someone like him.

Before he could look up and speak to her again, Finch turned and marched down the platform. She had often imagined her arrival in Sunview – it had been her favourite thing to do – but there had never been a boy like this in the scenes her mind had conjured up for her. There had never been anything awkward or difficult. She hoped the boy wasn’t staying in town. She hoped he was just waiting for a connecting train. She pushed all thoughts of him away and took off, dodging easily through the milling passengers and out onto the street.

“Someone’s in a hurry.”

Finch looked round. A dented van was waiting next to her, at the traffic lights. A young man leaned out of the open window, his jacket sleeve rolled up over his elbow to catch the sun. An array of brushes and spanners stuck out of his top pocket.

“How do, Finch?” he said with a grin.

“Hi, Dave,” she said, going over at once. “How’s the Down Under fund?”

Dave was Sunview-on-Sea’s odd job man. Finch knew him well because he did all sorts of useful things for Granny Field. Dave worked all the hours he could. He was saving up for a trip to Australia.

“Coming along nicely, thank you for asking,” he said. “I’ll be stroking koala bears and laughing with kookaburras before you can say ‘Surf’s up!’”

Finch giggled.

“I’m off to paint some boat bottoms at the harbour,” said Dave, pushing back his floppy fringe. “How about yourself?”

“Just arrived,” Finch said, turning to show him her backpack. “I’m walking up to Granny Field’s house.”

“Lovely day for a stroll. Have fun!” Dave waved a tanned arm at her as the lights changed and he pulled away.

Finch waved back. She followed Dave’s van at first, in the direction of the little harbour. But when she reached the bowling green – with its white pavilion and bright green grass, clipped so short it looked like carpet – she turned off, wove a path through the throng of sandy holidaymakers coming from the beach, and crossed the road.

She was striding up Middle Street when a toddler in a spotty skirt tottered out of the play park and stood in front of her, putting her fingers in her mouth. It took Finch a moment to realise that she knew the little girl. It was Granny Field’s neighbour, Delia.

“She wasn’t walking last time you saw her, Finch, was she?”

Nikki, her mum, was standing nearby with a pushchair.

“No, she wasn’t.” Finch crouched down. “Hello, Delia,” she said.

Delia looked at her seriously out of her round eyes. “Deel can walk anywhere she wants now. Can jump too. Look.”

She paraded around in a circle and demonstrated a series of tiny jumps, puffing and grinning for all she was worth. Then she did one triumphant final stamp. “Tah dah!”

“Brilliant!” said Finch, giving Delia a clap. “Got to go. See you soon though.”

“Yes, I hear you’re expected up the hill. Finch is going to stay with Serena,” Nikki explained to Delia. “Give my regards to your granny,” she said.

“I will,” Finch called back. She flitted up Middle Street, jumping happily from side to side across the little stream that ran in a gully all the way down to the ocean.

She couldn’t resist pausing at Sue’s Souvenirs, to look at all the sea urchins and shells, glitter globes and key-rings and I ♥ Sunview-on-Sea mugs. Lots of people loved Sunview and bought Sue’s mugs at the end of their holidays. But no one loves it more than I do, Finch thought as she gazed at the window display.

“Well, if it isn’t young Finch!” The bell over the door clanged merrily and Sue herself came out of the shop, price stickers up her arms, dusters trailing from her trouser pockets. She gave Finch a huge hug.

“How are you?” Finch said, breathing in a gust of flowery scent.

“Busy busy!” said Sue. “But never mind. One of these days my prince will come! I’m sure of it. That’s what keeps me going.”

Finch smiled. Sue always said that about her prince.

“I hear you’re with us for the whole summer. Won’t that be a treat!”

“I should say so,” agreed a gruff voice.

It was Fred from Fred’s Fish on the other side of the street, in his stripy apron and straw boater.

“Saw you chatting with Sue here, Finch,” he said, “so I left the fish to their own devices for a moment. Don’t worry, though, I’ve told the haddock they’re in charge of the sardines.”

Finch giggled as he offered her his hand to shake. She loved Fred because whatever he said always had the beginning of a chuckle in it.

“Trust you saw the bowling green on your way up,” he said. “How was it looking?”

“Absolutely perfect!” said Finch. When Fred wasn’t in his fish shop he was down at the bowling green, mowing and rolling the grass into a flat green pancake.

“That’s good,” Fred said. “Because the county tournament’s coming up and I’m planning to win it this year. Or if not this year, next year, or maybe the one after that. But it’ll be my name inscribed on that silver trophy before too long.”

“I bet it will, too,” said Finch.

“‘Course it will!” Sue laughed and shook out a duster. “Now come on, Fred. Enough of your dreams. Let’s you and me get back to work. We’re keeping Finch from her granny.”

“Far be it from me to do that.” Fred tipped his hat at Finch and Sue.

Finch ran on. She was so pleased to see all her friends from Sunview-on-Sea. Apart from the growing Delia they looked exactly the same as the last time she had seen them, a whole year ago. Dave and Nikki, Sue and Fred. They were all so kind to her. She never wanted them to change.

As she passed the Conch Café she heard singing coming from a vent in the basement. The song was very pretty but she couldn’t tell what it was about because whoever was singing was doing so in a foreign language. Finch guessed it must be Irena, the lady who had taken over the Conch Café a few months before. Granny Field had told her about that on the phone. Irena was letting out rooms, too, she said.

The Conch looked quite different now. It had been repainted pearly white and had puffy pink curtains flapping at its upstairs windows. The B&B sign in the front window said “No Vacancies” and the round tables inside were busy with cutlery and napkins and fresh flowers in little white vases.

The singing grew suddenly louder and a woman burst out of the door, tying a brightly coloured scarf around her black hair. Her shoes clopped as she hurried down the hill, checking her watch and tutting, as if she was late for a meeting. A rich aroma of fresh baking and cinnamon wafted out of the café after her. The delicious smell seemed to give Finch fuel and she skipped up even the steepest part of the hill, turning left, away from the shops, and along the narrow lane that led to her destination. Hilltop House.

Philip must have caught her scent because she heard his first excited barks as soon as she turned the last corner. She couldn’t see him, down behind the garden wall, but there was someone she could see.

Standing barefoot as always, on the slope of her garden, with her long white hair and skirt billowing in the breeze, waving and waving. Granny Field! Granny Field who was always laughing, Granny Field who listened to everything Finch said with her head on one side like a wise bird. Granny Field who had a clever knack of somehow making Finch feel that she wasn’t so peculiar or so different from everyone else after all.

Finch rushed through the gate feeling the last cares and niggles of the school term fall away. “Granny Field!” she cried.

“Finch Field!” Granny cried back. “Well done, my darling! You’re here and you’re beautiful and you’re right on time!”

They spun one another round and round until Finch felt their feet might almost leave the ground. And Philip barked his approval and wagged his stumpy tail.
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“Here comes the strawberry!” Finch shouted, pointing up at the sky.

“Oh, yes,” Granny Field set her cup of tea down on the bench, “and there’s my favourite. The rainbow. Isn’t it a beauty?”

They had spent the rest of the afternoon in the garden – Granny never went inside at all if she could help it. Now they were having supper out there, eating sweet, sharp blackcurrants straight off the bushes for dessert, and watching the first hot air balloons of the evening float over Sunview-on-Sea. Granny Field’s garden was so high up it had the best view of the balloons. In fact it had the best view of everything – the town, the sea and the sky. That was why Granny Field liked it. Because she could see so much of the world. And she adored the world. She always said she could never get tired of it.

Finch loved watching the balloons go over. Sometimes they came in the early morning, almost before anyone was up, with only the occasional hiss and burst of flame announcing their arrival. Other times they came in the evening – stately blobs of blue and red, black and gold, sailing across the sky like ships leading in the sunset.

“I bet it’ll be the stars and stripes next,” she said. They were playing the balloon game. They both knew all the balloons well and they had to guess which one would appear next. Whoever had the most correct guesses got to do a victory dance. Philip would scamper after the winner as they danced all the way from the bench down to The Empress – the tallest tree in the garden – and back again. Finch was winning easily this evening because Granny Field wasn’t doing all that much guessing; she was too busy filling Finch in on what she had in mind for the garden. It was her dream to have the best, most glorious garden in England. It was so beautiful, Finch thought it probably already was the best garden in England, with its waving pink and orange spires and its sunflowers as big as frying pans. But Granny Field wanted it to be even better, and just now she was planning a huge pond.

“It’s going to be right here,” she said, sweeping an arm at an area of lawn. “With water lilies and marsh marigolds and a million frogs and fish! What shape do you think it should be, Finch? Figure of eight? Or more like a giant pear? Dave’s going to help me dig it out. Will you help too, love? It can be our summer project.”

Finch nodded eagerly. “Of course I will. But aren’t you going to make your guess now, Granny?”

“Oh yes,” said Granny Field, “Let’s see. The next balloon. I say it’ll be the …” She put her head back to examine the sky. “Cloud,” she said abruptly.

“What? There isn’t a cloud balloon, is there?” There certainly hadn’t been one with clouds on it the previous summer. But following Granny Field’s gaze, Finch saw it wasn’t a balloon she was looking at. It was a cloud. A real one. Not a puffy, white one, like a sheep or a cauliflower, but a flatter, darker, more unusual one. It sprawled across the sky like a heavy rug, travelling slowly but surely along, behind the hot air balloons.

“That’s a funny looking cloud,” Finch said. “Isn’t it, Granny?”

Granny Field didn’t answer. She was very still, staring at the cloud, as if she was mesmerised by it.

“Granny!” Finch cried. “Watch what you’re doing!”

Granny Field broke away from the cloud and looked down at her skirt which was trickling with purple. She had been clenching her fist so tightly she had squeezed the blackcurrants of their juice.

She shook her head and licked her dripping hand. “Silly me. I must be going daft!”

Finch laughed. “It’s only a cloud,” she said.

Granny looked up again for a moment, as if to make sure. Then she laughed too. “Of course it is,” she said. “Come on now, let’s finish our game. I reckon it’ll be your turn to do the victory dance tonight, Finch!”

 

When they went back inside the tall old house, Granny Field put her arm round Finch, pulling her in tight so that Finch felt their bones pressed together. She and Granny Field were both bony and skinny. They were the only ones in the family that were. They had the same type of hair too, the type that fluffed up like thistledown and wouldn’t stay flat, however hard you brushed it. Finch liked taking after her Granny Field. She wasn’t a bit like her dad. Carl Field was solidly built, just like Grandpa Field had been. Finch’s mum had broad shoulders too, whereas Finch was slender and slight. Sometimes people wondered that the three of them were related. But it made perfect sense if you knew Granny Field.
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