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Beaky picks a blade of long grass and chews on it like a
yokel. It’s only a baby! she mumbles grumpily.

‘You're only a baby, says Lamont.

Beaky sticks herlong grass in Lamont’s ear. He leaps up
with a yell and Nero bounds protectively out of the trees,
barking.

‘Save me, Nero! Beaky's attacking me!” Lamont laughs
and so does Beaky.

‘I come in peace,’ she says, putting her hands up. Nero
sees it as an invitation and clambers all over her, licking

her face.

I smile and a big part of me aches to come down from
this stupid tree and just muck around with my friends
like normal. Or maybe they’ll even help me, know what I
should do ... I'm just about to reveal my hiding place by
starting to drop acorns on their heads, when Lamont’s
phonerings.

His eyebrows crinkle down as he looks at the screen.
‘It’s Charlie’s dad,’ he says, and my blood goes cold.




image1.png
My heart leaps and I'm just about to yell hello when a
hospital window flashes in the sunlight and I realise I'll
have to explain about Dara and suddenly it all just seems
too tricky to know what to say. So I say nothing. I squeeze
my knees tighter to my chest and breathe very lightly.

‘One small step for man ... one giant leap for mankind,’
declares Beaky as she ‘spacewalks’ into my line of vision.
1 roll my eyes, because Beaky always makes that same
joke. She sits down right beneath me and Lamont plonks
himself beside her. I can still hear Nero rustling about in
the bushes somewhere.

‘Why is it sooooo hot?’ asks Beaky.

‘Probably something to do with that! says Lamont,
pointing up at the sun.

“You're hilarious, Lamont. This weather’ll be perfect for

Charlie’s birthday camping though, won't it; clear skies,
campfire, stars ..."

Ican see that Lamont is giving Beaky one of his looks.

‘What, Lamont? What did I say?’

‘Catch yourself on, Beaky! Charlie won’t be camping,
Charlie probably won’t even be birthdaying with us at
all. Charlie will probably just be sitting around at home
singing “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” and changing
nappies and stuff. You know how much Charlie was
wanting this baby to come along. We probably won’t see
Charlie for weeks now ... months ... years ...

Up in my hiding spot, my stomach drops. It’s like
they’re describing a different Charlie — a Charlie that
should’ve been me.
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so many it’s impossible to tell. They remind me of those
close-up pictures of flies’ eyes: all those hundreds of tiny
compound eyes, each one seeing something the same
but ever so slightly different. I imagine each window is
an eye, all watching me. It gives me a little guilty shiver,
that feeling of being watched. I should ...

No. I turn away from the hospital. Leaning my back
on the trunk, I draw up my knees and hug them to my
chest. Something spikes the top of my leg. I reach into
my shorts pocket and take out the deertooth I found
yesterday. Yesterday feels solongago.

I look at the tooth more carefully this time; it has a
little hole in it that I didn’t even notice before. The hole’s
full of mud. I hunt about for a thin twig and poke it
until it’s all clear. I peep at the green leaves and blue sky

through the hole. Close up, I can see minuscule markings
scratched on to the tooth’s surface, a stripy pattern
almost. Squinting, I count the tiny lines. There are twelve
of them - twelve like me! I bite my lip. It’s my birthday
and everything’s wrong. I bounce the tooth’s pointy tip
on the fat part of my thumb.

Voices.

Someone’s coming.

I shove the deertooth back in my pocket and sit very
very still.

I hear the crunch of footsteps approaching through
the forest, heading this way; the voices grow louder too.
They’re voices I know.

‘This way, Nero!’ calls Lamont. ‘Here, Nero!

‘Neeeeerooooo! yells Beaky.
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GABRIEL'S OAK

I crash into the gate at the top of the hill feeling like my
lungs are going to burst, but I can’t stop and think yet. I
haul myself over and cannon between the picnic tables
to the big oak tree that marks the proper start of Mandel
Forest.

‘Gabriel’s Oak, I spit bitterly. That’s Mum and Dad’s
stupid name for this tree; they named it after a character
from Mum’s favourite book apparently. Panting, I bang

my fist on the rough barkand stare up into the cool green
of the canopy.

The sun’s heatis like a weight pressing down on me. My
heart feels all fluttery and my mind whirs, all I can think
of is that noise Mum made, that awful noise. My eyes
start to prickle. No. 'm not going to cry.

I blink away the fog in my eyes and scramble up
Gabriel’s Oak, squirrel-quick and breathless. Up and up
and up, until the branches turn too bendy to take my
weight, until when I turn to look at it the world seems
small beneath me. I perch on a thick branch and rest my
head on the trunk; my whole body aches and throbs as
my heartbeat settles.

Through the leaves I glimpse the hospital tower. I
wonder which window is Mum’s window but there are




