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To those who
have reached the summit:

don’t ever
forget the view.

 


To those still
trying:

it’s worth
everything it takes to get there.
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 Prologue

 


She knew it was
coming. Could feel it in the air, like when she watched something
on TV and knew a scary bit was about to happen, and she’d get all
tense inside while she waited for it.

The sound of
something smashing downstairs made her jump; her daddy’s voice,
shouting, on the tail of it, forcing anxiety to the top of her
throat. “For fuck’s sake, Penny!”

She wished she
was older than five. Everything was so much bigger than her.

Looking
towards the window, through where the curtains didn’t quite meet,
she could see the night only just giving way to dawn; the darkness
turning grey. The dream-catcher hanging from the window railing
cast a very faint shadow on the far wall of her bedroom, and the
amethyst on her windowsill glimmered just a fraction in the low
light.

She reached
out behind her and found the textured threads of Blue’s hair.

Clutching her
beloved rag doll to her, she crawled out of bed, her toes finding
the carpet before the rest of her feet, and she stayed on her toes,
maybe to ensure no one would hear her; maybe to ensure she was that
little bit taller.

“Don’t you
dare do this again! Not again!”

Mummy was
using that voice she used when she was trying to be angry instead
of crying.

“Penny…”

Daddy sounded
sorry. He was sorry quite a lot.

“If you go,
you stay gone.”

That anxiety
in her throat suddenly tightened into a hard ball that lodged a
scream of panic. He’s leaving again.

“Penny—”

“I mean it!
I’m not your god-damn yoyo! I don’t care what you feel inside. I
don’t care what your instincts are telling you … you have
responsibilities. Here. I need you here and so does
Meredith. Be a fucking father.”

Meredith
snuggled Blue tighter into her chest as she peeked out her bedroom
door. The stairs were tall and steep and she couldn’t make out her
mum or dad at the bottom, but her mind played out the picture her
eyes couldn’t see, their hurled words as bright as any colour.

Words can
hurt, Mummy had once told her when a girl had said something
bad to her at school and she had said bad things back, and words
can also heal. We must be careful with our words – we’re like
superheroes and words are like our super powers. Super powers
should always be used to help others.

There were a
lot of words she didn’t understand though. Like reponsa … responsa
… ‘responsibilities’.

She rubbed
Blue against the beat of her heart to ease the slight ache there.
She thought she might know what the word meant, but she
wasn’t sure. Mummy and Daddy used it a lot when they were talking
about her when they thought she wasn’t listening, so she was pretty
sure it was something to do with her, and her daddy didn’t like
reponsa … that word … so it must be because of her that he kept
leaving.

“I can’t
ignore my work. It’s my work – my life work.”

A plate came
flying towards the stairs and smashed into the middle step,
Meredith just catching sight of the top of it as it broke into
pieces. She jumped as the smash sent vibrations through her little
body from under her feet, and then retreated into the shadow on the
landing at the far end of the bannister, her breath frozen in her
throat as she sat.

She hugged
Blue and curled her knees up against her chin.

Her parents’
heads bobbed in and out of view as they shouted and paced.

“This
is your life.”

“You knew who
I was before we married.”

“Don’t you
throw that in my face! You think I’m the same person I was
then? Things change, life changes, children change things
and we all need to make sacrifices.”

She tugged on
Blue’s dress nervously, that not-nice feeling pressing on her heart
again. She didn’t know how she changed things – she tried hard not
to change things because that was another word that they said a lot
when they argued. They didn’t like when things changed, so she
always tried extra hard to make sure everything was the same every
time: she always washed her hands and brushed her teeth the
same way, she always put her clothes on in the same order,
she always made sure her toys went back to the same place
she’d gotten them from. And she didn’t know what that other word
meant – ‘sacrifice’ – but it sounded a bit like fire and a bit like
ice.

“I can’t give
up my life’s work, Penny.”

“Chasing
ghosts?” said her mummy, her voice sounding hard and coupled with a
laugh that sounded not like laughing at all.

Daddy was a
ghost hunter. When he talked about ghosts, his eyes lit up and he
was happy. He said that he helped them when they became trapped in
this world. She didn’t completely understand everything he said,
but she always nodded and smiled with him when he talked about it
because she loved seeing him so happy.

A strange
silence filled the hallway downstairs, and Meredith braved
shuffling a few inches forward on her bum.

“Penny…”
whispered her dad, and he sounded really sad.

Her mum wiped
her face and crossed her arms. “I mean it, Mitchell. I get that you
love what you do – of course I get it. But I need you here with the
living. This time, if you go, you stay gone.”

The big clock
on the mantelpiece – the one that had mermaids carved either side
of it – ticked loudly in the quiet of the breaking dawn.

Meredith heard
a shuffle, and then a rustle, and then she saw the back of her
dad’s head as he opened the front door.

“Mitch…”

He was wearing
her favourite coat – the one that felt like a big, fluffy jumper.
She loved to snuggle with him when he wore that.


“Mitchell…”

The door
closed behind him, and the thing pressing on her heart was really
hurting now.

She gripped a
wooden bannister railing with one hand, and made sure Blue’s eyes
were shielded from everything that was happening. She didn’t want
Blue upset.

A wail left
her mother, and she bent forward, clutching her tummy and started
sobbing.

Meredith felt
torn.

She wanted to
go downstairs and hug her. She wanted to run outside and stop Daddy
from leaving. She wanted to crawl back into bed and under the
covers, because that’s one of the places she felt safe.

Instead, she
stayed where she was and watched her mummy open the big chest that
she called her ‘magic box’. She thought it was a bit like a
pirate’s chest, but where pirates kept gold, her mum kept candles
and crystals and oils and incense and other things that she didn’t
know the names of. The wooden chest smelled lovely, but it also
scared her a little because Mummy never talked to her about
anything inside it – not like her daddy talked to her about
ghosts.

Still crying,
she pulled out a funny-looking feather that was also a pen, and
some red ink, and then began writing words on a yellow piece of
paper, whispering them through her tears as she wrote them…
“Once times thrice, I bind thine heart to mine, to hold, to
never part. Once times thrice, I bind thine heart to mine, to hold,
to never part. Once times thrice, I bind thine heart to mine, to
hold, to never part.” And she repeated it, and repeated it, and
repeated it, until she was clutching the piece of paper to her
chest the same way Meredith clutched Blue to hers.

Finally, she
howled out a last, angry-sounding sob, screwed up the paper and
threw it in the box. Her shoulders slumped in defeat, and Meredith
couldn’t stay where she was any longer. Still on tiptoes, she made
her way down the stairs until she was next to her mother, and
placed a hand on her shoulder.

Startled, her
mummy looked up. Her face smoothed out, but her eyes filled with
tears again. “Merri…” She held her arms open for her.

Meredith
climbed into them, holding Blue.

Her mum rocked
her in her arms and kissed the top of her head. “I’m so sorry,
baby.”

“It’s okay,
Mummy. It’s okay.”

It was
okay, because Daddy had left before and he had come back. Daddy
always came back.

 


The days turned
to weeks, until summer became autumn, and then winter. Christmas
came and went, and then, somehow, the daffodils emerged, the
songbirds sang their yearly tune, and it was summer once more.

 


Daddy never
came back.

 



Dear
Diary,

 


Okay, I admit
it, I’ve never found these entries useful. My therapist said I
should write it all down – just a small paragraph – of stuff that
happens, at least once a week if I can’t manage it every day.
Apparently, it’ll help to balance things out in my mind and reduce
the mountains to molehills again; reduce the anxiety … but I’ve
always been dubious. My mind’s pretty stubborn, after all.

Today,
however, is different. Today, I realised that I’ve been doing it
all wrong for years. I’ve been writing about the ordinary things,
when I’m not ordinary. None of us are ordinary – we just settle
into ordinary lives. We have the hopes and dreams of childhood
knocked out of us; we have our personalities moulded and polished
without our realisation, so we can fit into ‘ordinary’. And because
ordinary ends up being easier, we stay there, some of us never
reaching all those heights we promised ourselves we would.

So, today, I’m
writing about the extraordinary; those ‘moments’ in life that reach
us, and change us. Those moments take place all the time, really –
it’s just that we’re taught not to notice. We’re taught that whims
are for the foolish; that instinct and passion are more akin to
fairy tales than reality; that they won’t get us very far, and
everyone would laugh at us if they knew what we really held close
to our hearts.

It’s a lie we
allow ourselves, and it’s understandable.

But it’s
simply not true.

Do I dare say
that my mother was right? Magic does exist. But it’s not in the
ether, and it’s not some intangible thing we can’t see or sense.
It’s the extraordinary hidden in the ordinary, playing out before
us often, but only in small amounts, so that we’re tricked into
missing it when it happens.

But sometimes,
if we’re lucky – or perhaps luck doesn’t have much to do with it –
it grabs us and shakes us so we can’t miss it, even if we want
to.

Then, things
get hard, because once you know magic exists, you have to decide
whether to be the bystander, or the magician … and we were all born
to be magicians.


 


 


 


I

 Last Night of Freedom

 


~ PRESENT DAY
~

 


The shrill
sound of the doorbell made her jump, just as she leaned into the
mirror, wide-eyed and holding her breath so she wouldn’t get it
wrong.

The black
mascara missed her lashes and landed on her eyelid.

Meredith
groaned.

Crap.

She was uneven
now – she hated being uneven.

Diving into
the bag of cotton wool, she fished one out, knocked the hot tap on
with the side of her hand, held the cotton ball in the stream for a
couple of seconds, then squeezed and attempted to get rid of the
error, ignoring the way her chest tightened over it.

Breathe … it’s
not permanent. Nothing’s permanent.

The doorbell
rang again.

“Fuck.”

No. She had to
deal with this first.

With the black
gloop gone, she reapplied the shimmering brown eyeshadow – one
sweep over that small, ruined part of the eyelid – no, not
ruined … different; just different – then blended it in with
the blending brush.

Her breathing
had become laboured. She could feel the heat build under her
armpits and across her chest.

It’s easy to
fix … it’s not permanent…

The mascara
went on once more, her panic at getting it wrong again forcing her
hand steady. It helped that this time, she was anticipating the
doorbell.

It rang a
second after she’d finished, the bell depressed for a good ten
seconds.

Candace was
early, and she’d obviously been let into the lobby downstairs or
she’d be buzzing her intercom.

“I’m coming!”
she yelled as loudly as she could.

There. Done.
No longer different, but the same.

The prickling
heat across her chest dissipated and she sighed in relief before
turning and making her way down the stairs to greet the friend she
hadn’t seen for ten years.

She still
didn’t quite know why she’d invited her to the hen-do having not
seen her for so long, but they had been the very best of
friends once. She suspected it was part of her last goodbye to her
old life, and out of all the friends from her past she could have
invited, it would only have been Candace – Candace had always been
sensible, providing solid ground for her to land on throughout her
reckless teen years.

She shook away
the brief anxiety that the memory of her childhood self brought up.
Yes, that’s why she’d invited Candace – it was time to say goodbye;
lay it all to rest.

She hurried
down the stairs and across the large hall, the clicks of her heels
echoing across the expanse of the room, then she unlocked the top
latch, followed by the bottom one, and swung her front door
open.

An insanely
wide smile showing off pearly white teeth greeted her. They nestled
in a face that had always been round and jovial, easy to redden and
… oh my god … she’d only gone and gotten her dark brown hair
dyed blue and cut short. The choppiness of it suited her, but
Candace’s hair used to be so long that Meredith couldn’t help but
blink at the new style.

“Merri!!!”
Candace bulldozed right into her despite the bottle of champagne in
one hand and the huge, paper shopping bag in the other, and
squeezed her in a bear hug. “I hope you don’t mind – someone let me
into the lobby downstairs and I just couldn’t wait to see you so I
raced up here.”

An unexpected
laugh ripped out of Meredith as everything that made up her best
friend took her back to the good old days – the days that really
had been good. Tears rushed to her eyes, and when Candace
finally let her breathe, she could see the same mistiness in her
friend’s. “Wow, Candy! Look at you!”

“Look at me?
Hell, girl, look at you. Talk about glam.”

“Oh, I was
going for classical and smart.”

“Well, yes, I
meant ‘classical glam’, and totally smart, but also sexy as always,
and definitely far from slutty.” She pulled a face, but it was in
good spirit. “You know what I’m trying to say – you look
gorgeous.”

“Thanks,”
smiled Meredith, as she reached for the bag and champagne. “Can I
unload you?”

“All for you,”
said Candace, handing them over. “Congratulations, honey. I’ll haul
my own rucksack to my room as soon you show me where to … Jesus
Christ…” Her eyes widened as she took in the light, beech wood
floor, decorated with two lines of spotlights running along the
edge of opposite walls. She moved to stare at the matching
spotlights on the ceiling before taking in the apartment as a
whole. “Jesus Christ!”

“Oh, wait,
Candy – would you mind taking your shoes off?” she asked as she
closed and locked both latches on the door, bottom one first and
then the top.

“Oh, yeah,
sure.” She absent-mindedly kicked them off, her gaze now on the
1930s-styled French doors that led out onto the fifth floor balcony
overlooking the Docklands. “Bloody hell, Merri, you said you were
an accountant? Are you the accountant for the Queen of
England?”

She laughed.
“I work for the Bank of England, not the Queen of England.
And, actually, I’m moving into independent financial advising next
month and will be starting with a new firm – one of the top wealth
management firms in the country. Michael and I talked about it. He
only has partial ties to the bank nowadays as he spends a lot of
time working with his parents in the family business. This
opportunity came up for me and we agreed that having our work
places completely separate from each other’s once we’re married and
living together would probably be a good idea; help to maintain a
healthy relationship.”

Candy’s
eyebrows shot up. “You don’t live together yet?”

“Well, we may
as well have. I mean, we’ve been in and out of each other’s
apartments for weeks at a time over the last two years. The next
step is to buy a place together.”

“The next
step?”

She
straightened Candace’s shoes and placed them onto the shoe rack.
“After marriage.”

Her former
best friend looked at her quizzically for the briefest of seconds
and then threw her another huge smile. “Well, you look awesome.
Clearly, this upmarket London lifestyle is working for you. I can’t
wait to meet Michael.”

Something
inside her squirmed as she imagined exactly what Michael would have
to say about Candace’s blue, cropped hair. Michael Fortune of
Fortune Airs, meet Candace North of … er … Cornwall.

“How’s your
mum?”

The squirmy
feeling got bigger. Michael and her mother got on politely, and for
her sake alone. “She’s good.”

“Not blown up
the Houses of Parliament yet, then?” grinned Candy. “Your mum’s a
hoot!”

Yeah … my
self-confessed, anti-capitalist, ‘white witch’ mother and my London
banker fiancé – heir to his family’s multi-million pound global
enterprise – really don’t mix. “She’s got a permanent weekly
slot as the Clairvoyant for a large and well-known New Age shop
near Covent Garden, and she finally set up her own online business
selling her potions and what-not when I finally convinced her the
internet wouldn’t bite. And it’s doing well – she’s developed a
small name for herself.”

Candace’s tone
grew a touch more gentle. “How’s her health?”

“Good,” she
repeated. “She’s been in remission for almost ten years now.”

“That’s great!
I wasn’t sure. After that last time I saw you, I went backpacking
on my Year Out before uni, and we lost touch and—”

“I’m so
sorry,” they both said in unison and some of the slight awkwardness
disappeared from the room.

Meredith
shrugged, tilting her head in apology. “I should have made more
effort to keep in touch – I really, really missed you. It’s just …
with my mum the way she was back then and all the shit I got myself
into…” She inwardly cringed, battled a swell of guilt, and then
straightened her shoulders, with effort, to stave off the familiar
tightening heat that liked to take her prisoner. “I needed to put
all my focus into turning my life around, you know?”

Candace
approached her and slipped both her hands into hers. “And it’s paid
off, right? I mean, look at you, here, in this place…” Oddly, a
small frown creased the centre of her eyebrows.

Merri wanted
to erase it. “Yes. Everything’s perfect now.”

“Excellent.”
The crease disappeared, and so did the anxiety that formed a vice
around Meredith’s ribcage – squeezing… “So … hen-do! Where are we
going? What’s the plan?”

 


~*~

 


~ THIRTEEN
SUMMERS AGO ~

 


“Merri! Merri!
Merri!” came the chant from below her, cushioned by drunken cheers
and stoned clapping.

A wisp of her
pink-tipped blonde hair smacked lightly into her face with the
wind, as she risked a look down at her audience.


“Meredith,” hissed Candace, her hand on her hip as her eyes,
barely visible from this height and angle, stared daggers at her.
“This is the most idiotic plan ever! Get the fuck back down!”

No way.

“You’re stoned
and drunk, you stupid bint!”

“I’m not
drunk!” she called back down, singing the declaration to the crowd
twenty feet below – friends she might never see again.

“Even a little
drunk is too drunk to go climbing cliffs!”

“It’s not a
cliff. I’m already half way to the top.”

“You’ll break
a limb if you fall – or die – that makes it a fucking
cliff.”

Meredith
rolled her eyes and then gripped the ragged granite a little
tighter when a wave of dizziness washed over her.

Whoa.

Maybe she was
a little drunk. But this was her last night of freedom; the
final curtain before the scenery, along with her life, changed
forever, and the hard rock suited everything that awaited her:
London was cold. Busy and bustling and full of life and wonder …
but hard and cold. Like granite. Except the granite that protected
the Cornish coast encased a land that was expansive and … the only
word she could think for it was free. How could it not be?
The sea was right there, waves crashing into rock, then rolling out
into the ocean; a furious, raging dance of foam and water that met
the horizon. The ocean was free and she wondered how long it would
be before she saw it again.

She closed her
hand around the next jutting piece of wall and hauled herself up
another foot.

She heard
Candace mutter a curse into the wind, but then Candace was always
worried about something. If it wasn’t the additives in food, it was
pollution in the air. God forbid she ever live in London;
she’d have a friggin’ nervous breakdown.

And you’re
gonna be just fine, right?

The next gust
of wind stung her eyes, and tears rose to the surface.

Right.

Because she
wouldn’t let the stoniness of the capital keep her trapped there.
Not for anything. She belonged here where the winters stoked your
fire and the summers ignited your passion, where the cliffs and the
sea reminded you of the greatness of life; the swelling hills and
fields that the earth could breathe.

And what if
Dad comes back and I’m not here?

She quenched
that thought as quickly as it had sprung up, frowning at its mere
existence, knowing it was nothing but a futile illusion – the last
hope of a five-year-old. By all accounts, that hope should have
died a long time ago, but when she looked out towards the skyline,
she still felt it: a small flame, burning, that the persistent wind
could not extinguish. He’s out there somewhere. Why has he never
kept in touch? Maybe I’ll go look for him as soon as I’ve finished
my studies.

More thoughts
that needed to be quenched before they brought a whole load of hurt
with them.

She was old
enough to know it was only ever going to be a matter of time before
her mum found another man – not just a boyfriend, but one for whom
she was prepared to make changes. She had met Rick two years ago.
He lived and worked in London – as a nutritionist and Yoga
instructor in Harley Street – coming down to Cornwall for the big
eco and alternative festivals, two or three times a year. Meredith
had seen their spark, had been happy for her mother – of course she
had. But the move to London was breaking her heart. Why couldn’t
they wait three more years? She had turned sixteen yesterday. In
three years, all her schooling and exams would be behind her and
she’d be able to choose where she lived.

But asking her
mum to wait three years felt selfish – she’d already waited ten;
done everything in her power to make Meredith feel safe and
happy.

So, the
protest lodged at the base of her throat, frothing like the foam
did when the ocean slammed into rock, and growing bigger by the
second. Dope alleviated it.

So did doing
crazy things.

She brushed
away the guilt that enveloped her. Yeah, her mum would have a heart
attack if she knew she was climbing forty feet of vertical rock
with no protection, but she just … had to. Had to let it
out. This was her protest; this was her expression and this
she had control of.

The next ten
feet were a doddle.

She grinned,
looking up. Ten more to the top.

If she could
conquer this, she could…

“Shit,” she
mumbled as the first drop of rain hit her right cheek. This was
going to make things slippery, and she couldn’t exactly go
backwards.

Just get to
the top.

“Merri!”

Give it a
rest, Candy. “I’m fine!” she hollered over her shoulder, unable
to tell if she could be heard.

Shaking her
head to bring some focus to her mind, she took in a deep breath and
continued hauling herself up. She’d only had a couple of drags on
the joint – her head was fine; the night was young and the sun
hadn’t even set yet.

Her fingers
were getting cold, the summer rain bringing a chill to the wind
that hadn’t been there before.

Five more feet
to go. This is nothing. This is easy.

Her left
plimsoll-clad foot slipped.

Her heart
skipped a beat, but both her hands had good hold on the granite and
her foot found its place again with ease. Still … it took a good
few seconds for her heart rate to slow down again. It wouldn’t slow
that much – she was only twenty-odd inches from the top now, and
this was exhilarating.

She’d known
the granite was stable. Shame she’d never stopped to think about
the very top of the cliff – no longer granite, but dirt and
grass.

She clamped
her fingers around the grass, wedged her feet into the side of the
cliff as well as she could on the next foothold, and heaved herself
up with as much force as she could manage, preparing to land on the
grass with her upper body.

The earth
under her hands gave way.

A scream
ripped from her before her brain fully registered the predicament,
because instinctively, she knew she was fucked. She was in the
wrong position for her feet to save her and she was already
teetering backwards.

More screams
echoed below her.

She tried to
push her weight forwards with the force of her body alone, and
reached for the top of the cliff once more.

Her middle
finger brushed soil, but it was just out of reach, and her throat
was still working out the scream when a hand clamped around her
wrist.

Before she
could think about what was happening, she was hoisted upwards. The
ground winded her when she landed hard on her stomach and chest,
and then she was dragged along the beautiful, safe dirt some more
until the edge of the cliff was a good few feet away.

Her rescuer
grunted and fell to his knees in front of her, panting for
breath.

She looked up
and met a mass of dark brown hair, most of it in a ponytail, and
some of it whipping across amused, liquid brown eyes. Her breath
caught in her throat … or maybe she was still winded.

Perhaps the
world had slipped away after all.

The stranger –
a boy, verging on man, about sixteen or seventeen at a guess –
threw her a cheeky grin, and then reached into his coat pocket and
pulled out a smoke and a lighter.

He drew from
the roll-up as he lit it, then handed it to her.

Tentatively,
she brought herself up to her knees, facing him, having no idea
what to say.

Say thank you,
you bimbo.

Right.

Except no
words came out.

But then, he
hadn’t spoken either. He just stared at her with eyes that seemed
to read her like a book.

She reached
forward and took the rolly he offered, and so began the last twelve
hours before her life, as she knew it, ended.

 



 


 


 


II

 Out of the Blue

 


~ PRESENT DAY
~

 


“Your life as
you know it is about to end,” pressed Candace, the wrong side of
tipsy.

Meredith
cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t feel that way about it. Nothing’s going
to change that much – it’s just a ceremony … some words.”

Candy stared
at her with that quizzical look again – the one that had made an
appearance a few times that night – and pushed her glass of Sambuca
towards Meredith. “Drink,” she ordered.

“What?
Why?”

“This is your
hen night and you’re being boring.”

“It’s a chance
to catch up with friends before coupling off. I can hardly do that
efficiently whilst drunk.”

“And,” Candy
looked around her from where they sat at the cocktail bar that had
been hired out for the do, “these are your friends.”

Merri tampered
down a slither of annoyance.

“Which is
cool,” she continued, “they’re very nice. But I haven’t heard
anyone here say more than a few words to you since we got
here.”

“We work
together,” she replied defensively. “We saw each other this morning
– there’s only so much you can say in one day that hasn’t already
been covered.”

“Are all your
friends people you and your fiancé work with? Are they all his
friends too? Have they at least hired a stripper for you?”

“Candy!” she
exclaimed, aghast.

“There was a
time when you’d have been the one stripping.”

Her mouth
dropped open. “I have never stripped!”

“Maybe not,
but you’d have been the first to try it if someone had dared you.”
Her blue eyes took on a mischievous haze. “Want me to dare
you?”

“Don’t you
dare!” she snapped, the crippling sense of panic already rising,
but right there with it, was also a rise to the unspoken challenge
and it was even more unsettling – she thought she’d curbed that
side of her. “I invited you here because you were always the
sensible one.”

“Still am,”
she grinned, “although you may just be stealing the title from me.
Look, I am the sensible one, and I hereby solemnly vow that
I will make sure you get into no trouble tonight, so just let your
hair down a little, okay? Speaking of which, since when did you
start to straighten it?”

She glanced
down at her ash-blonde strands. Naturally wavy with a tendency to
curl when damp, it had always been a pain to get the knots out,
especially living by the sea, so she had never bothered too much,
instead letting it grow long and unruly, and then chopping most of
it off once a year. Starting her job at the bank though, she’d had
to look neat, and her hair was anything but, so she’d taken
straighteners to it and had kept it straight since. “It’s more
acceptable this way.”

Candace
frowned. The Sambuca was pushed another inch towards her.
“Drink.”

“Candy,” she
warned. “Listen, I didn’t want to mention this tonight, but I’ve
been getting counselling for … it’s sort of like an anxiety dis…”
her voice trailed off as wolf whistles and clapping erupted from
the far side of the room near the entrance.

A tall man
walked in, a bag slung lazily over his shoulder; his white shirt
unbuttoned down to the middle of his well-defined chest. He wore
his dark hair back in a short ponytail, and for a second the air
sort of wavered in front of her. The smell of salt, sand and sea,
combined with cool summer wind, hit her sharply – one of those
anomalies of how the brain worked, where it could conjure up a
smell from memory so readily.

It’s him.

When his eyes
finally landed on her, they were a startling blue and not the
liquid brown that she hadn’t thought about for over ten years.
So why think about him now?

Her breath
whooshed out of her in relief, even as a baffling disappointment
made itself known in the centre of her chest. “It’s not him,” she
whispered.

Her sense of
relief was short-lived.

The man zeroed
in on her, taking in the sash she’d been forcefully encouraged to
wear, with Bride-To-Be stamped all over it, and threw her a
devilish grin. Chanting filled the room … “Strip, strip, strip,
strip…”

Candace
squealed in delight. “Oh, you do have nice friends!”

“They promised
they wouldn’t do this.” Damn. She should have told them; should
have told someone about her problem with … surprises. She didn’t
think they’d do this – not here of all places – in this swish,
sophisticated venue. She hadn’t wanted a hen-do. Simply imagining
all the things that could go wrong was enough to start her off, but
all her bridesmaids had insisted; Michael and her mother had both
encouraged it, and when she’d finally decided to invite sensible
Candy, she had conceded.

“Go on, get
up! It’s you he’s here for… Merri?”

She turned to
find Candace staring at her with concern.

“Honey? You
okay?”

Her breaths
were shooting out in short, shallow bursts. She must be pale – she
felt pale … and faint.

With a little
whimper, she gripped the side of the bar and tried to stand; tried
not to double over at the stinging restriction across her chest.
She needed to get to…

Under the
covers, where everything’s safe.

“The
bathroom,” she croaked out.

She lost her
footing on the rung around the base of the bar stool as she rose.
Stumbling two steps forward, she was already seeing multi-coloured
sparks, which were fast fading to blackness, before she hit the
ground.

 


~*~

 


~ THIRTEEN
SUMMERS AGO ~

 


The rolly was a
nice one – it was welcome; grounding. “What are you doing all the
way up here?”

His eyebrows
went up a fraction. “Watching a crazy girl climb a small cliff with
no ropes.” He plucked the smoke back from her hand and took a drag
as he leant to the left and stared behind her at the drop. On his
exhalation, his lips curled up in a wry smile. “You’re fucking
insane.”

That smile
looked like a secret – like he knew something she didn’t – and it
caused an unexpected flutter low in Merri’s abdomen, which in turn
pissed her off, although she couldn’t quite fathom why. “I needed
to know if I could do it.”

“Did you?”

“What?”

“Do it?”

She frowned.
“Well, yeah. You saw me climb up – here I am.”

“That doesn’t
mean you accomplished whatever it was you set out to
accomplish.”

What the
fuck…? Who is this guy? “I did,” she snapped, then strode past
him, looking for the path down from the cliff.

“Was my saving
your life part of your accomplishment?”

Smart
arse.

“You’re
welcome, by the way.”

Irritation
rose fast. “You didn’t—” she began, but had to cut herself short
and bite her tongue. He had potentially saved her life, but
only potentially – it was more likely she’d have survived
and had to deal with broken bones. Still… She involuntarily
shuddered as she pictured her mother’s devastation at hearing the
news of her (potential) death. Fuck. “Thanks.”

He grinned,
and those little flutterings conspired with each other, merged
together, and turned into a somersault. “No problem. It’s over
here, by the way.”

“The path
down? Hang on…” She ran back to the edge of the cliff, careful to
avoid the bits of earth that had fallen away. Peering over the
edge, she whistled down to Candace and the others.

“You’re a cow,
Merri - a stupid cow! I fucking hate you! Are you okay?”

“I’m great!
Listen, I’ll catch up with you all further down the beach a bit
later, okay?”

“What are you
doing up there?”

“Saying
goodbye to home,” she yelled back, not really understanding why she
didn’t want to mention her rescuer. He was just suddenly there –
poof, like magic. If she gave him away, he might poof into
nothingness. The idea of him suddenly disappearing on her didn’t
sit well with her at all. “See you in a bit, okay?” She turned as
she retreated, refusing to look the boy in the face. Instead, she
strode past him, towards the path. “Where is it?”

“Pardon?”

“You said the
path was here.”

“No, I
didn’t.”

She crossed
her arms. “Yes you did.”

He took in her
defensive stance, bemused, and threw the butt of his expired
roll-up under his heel. “No, I didn’t. My ride is here … and
yours.”

He led her
further down the slope and a Piaggio scooter that looked like it
had seen better days came into view on the right. Meredith laughed.
“No way. You rode all the way up here on that.”

“Treat an
engine right and she’ll treat you right.”

“Bet you say
that to all the girls.”

He bellowed
out a laugh and it was her turn to grin. She kept it plastered on
her face as he, once more, got all deep with his stare.

Nope – not
affected.

As if he’d
heard her silent statement, and received it as a challenge, his
mouth moved up again in that secretive smile – oh, to hell with
that smile – and he motioned to the scooter with his head. “Hop
on.”

“And what
makes you think I’m going anywhere with you?”

His annoying
smile widened. “Because I’ve only got one helmet and you’re
insane.”

Oooo … he was
good.

She cleared
her throat. “Where would we go?”

All the
sudden, he seemed to turn serious, his voice coming out low as
those brown eyes – an old soul’s eyes, she realised – shone with
things she might never know about him. That thought punched a hole
through her – she wanted to know everything about him. Which was
stupid because she’d met him little over five minutes ago. She
looked away from him and his haunting gaze as he spoke. “You have
great things you need to achieve. How would you feel if you never
did?”

She kicked
dirt with her feet and kept her eyes glued to the ground. How weird
that her heart ached – just a little, but the ache was there. She
hated it when her heart ached. It reminded her of when her dad had
left.

“I just wanted
to climb that wall, that’s all.”

“Why?”

She sighed.
Fine. “Because we’re leaving to go live in London tomorrow – my mum
and me. Nine in the morning and,” she looked out across the summer
sky, only just starting to grow dusky as the sun lay to rest, “all
this is gone, replaced by … hell, I don’t know what. But the sky’s
gotta be harder to see with all those tall buildings surrounding
me, right? I wanted to leave a part of me here; maybe take a part
of here away with me … I don’t know exactly.”

Ten seconds of
silence was too long.

She gave in
and looked at him. Yep, there he was, still staring at her.

“See anything
you like?” she snapped.

He smirked.
“I’ll let you know. Hop on then,” he added, quietly.

She cocked her
head at him in question.

“The night’s
still young, and the world is ours. We have twelve hours for you to
make your mark in it.”

Ours? A
thrill ran through her. “Ours?”

He shrugged.
“I find myself intrigued by your desire to fall off cliffs – I
can’t look away. It’s sort of like trying to look away from a bad
accident. I want to know how you got this way and what happens
next.” He held out his helmet to her. “Come on, I dare you.”

The thrill got
bigger. Damn it, he knew – somehow, he knew those were the
magic words.

She snatched
the helmet off him. “You’re comparing me to an accident? I knew
what I was doing. I’ve climbed indoor walls fifteen metres high –
that cliff was no higher. It’s barely a cliff.”

“They let you
climb indoor walls without ropes?”

Smart arse.
Again. “I get the helmet? I thought you said—”

“I said you
were insane.” He took the helmet from her hands, pushed it down
over her head, and then adjusted the straps. “I, however, am not
insane. All passengers wear helmets.”

“Smart arse,”
she said, aloud this time, behind the visor.

If he heard
her, he didn’t react.

“How does you
not wearing a helmet make you sane?” she shouted through the
head gear, wishing breathing was a bit easier trapped in this
thing.

“Because I’ll
drive all the more carefully without one. You, on the other
hand…”

She flipped
him her finger and he laughed. “You getting on then, or what?”

Yeah, he was
right – she was insane. For all she knew, he was some kind of
psycho – Ted Bundy’s grandson. She waited for her sensible half to
turn around and walk away, but her sensible half hadn’t really been
around much the past few months. Instead, she got on the small
two-seater and found herself snuggled into him, closer than she’d
expected.

Boys were the
last thing she should be thinking about with her leaving tomorrow –
she’d deliberately ignored Jason, her major crush since middle
school, since finding out she’d be leaving her home behind – but
this guy had just appeared out of nowhere and blind-sided
her a little. He was totally different to the boys she knew and her
curiosity was getting the better of her. That, and her need to
fulfil every last second she had in this beautiful part of the
country with everything she could.

And so you
should. What’s the big deal, Merri? He’s not Jason. He’s totally
new and just for now. He’s the last you’ll have of this place, and
maybe that’s good – better than spending it with friends and going
through all those cruddy feelings at leaving them behind. You won’t
have to deal with so much this way. You won’t have to say heavy
goodbyes and make ‘see you soon’ promises. Nothing’s permanent. For
the next twelve hours, you just get to be free.

“Ready?”

She curled her
fingers around the rear hand rail and shook away the urge to wrap
her arms around his waist. “Yeah – ready.”

 


~*~

 


~ PRESENT DAY
~

 


“Merri…”

A small crowd
had gathered around her. That was the first thing she knew as the
neon sparks in front of her eyes faded. Had she passed out? No –
almost.

The world had
gone black, but, somehow, her body had been able to utilise the
oxygen it needed, and the black had only been passing – a
two-second spell.

“Already
feeling the effects of the cocktails, or the
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