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      Dear Janey, I just wanted to send you this one early, just in case the postal service messes up and sends it to Outer Mongolia or something. Happy birthday, Love Mum xxx

      Jane Bennett stared at the card, then picked up the pink envelope and turned it over. The stamp had a kangaroo on it and the Australian postmark was dated June 12th, exactly six days ago, depending on the time zones. Perhaps her mother had meant to freight it but slipped it into the airmail box by mistake. However, when Jane turned over the card to look at the words: YOU ARE 40! DON’T GIVE UP! emblazoned on the front, she realised that at least she had a couple of months to wait until the obligatory phone call.

      Instead, she made one of her own.

      ‘Annabel? It’s me. What are you doing?’

      Her best friend chortled down the phone. ‘What am I doing? Well, apart from a bit of a living room free weights session, currently nothing—’

      ‘Good. I need to get drunk. Right now.’

      ‘But it’s ten o’clock on Saturday morning. Didn’t you get drunk like everyone else last night?’

      ‘No. I’m thirty-nine. I stayed in and watched a movie. But I need to get drunk now.’

      ‘I can do that. You’ll have to earn it, though.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘You can’t just get drunk without doing any exercise first.’

      ‘Yeah, but … this is an emergency. My mother sent me a birthday card.’

      ‘I thought your birthday wasn’t for another month?’

      ‘Another two months!’

      ‘I know, it’s a joke. August 15th, right? I’ve already booked a club in town.’

      ‘You’d better not have—’

      ‘Don’t worry!’

      ‘You know I’ll be forty, don’t you?’

      ‘Of course. Forty usually follows thirty-nine in most cases. I don’t get why it's such a big deal.’

      ‘That’s because you’re only thirty-five!’

      ‘Look, meet me in Sycamore Park at eleven o’clock. Near the duck pond. We’ll sort this out.’

      ‘Thanks, Annabel. I knew I could count on you.’

      ‘Wear light, airy clothing and good shoes.’

      ‘Annabel—’

      But her friend had hung up.
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      Having been best friends for more than ten years, Jane knew better than to ignore Annabel’s request, so on a bright, sunny morning she found herself standing by the duck pond in Sycamore Park, a breeze rustling the leaves of the tall trees overhead. She watched a line of ducklings jerking through the water after their mother, then glanced back over her shoulder at the burger van outside the playground, wondering whether Annabel would be late enough to give her time to grab a coffee.

      She had just started fishing in her pocket for spare change when someone hailed her, and she turned to see Annabel in full branded running gear coming down the path at a rate of knots, arms pumping, lips puffing, a theatrical eighties sweatband pushing up what she allowed to remain of her frizzy, close-cropped hair.

      ‘Hey.’

      Annabel shook her head, then flapped a hand, gesturing for Jane to get out of the way. ‘Off the path! Quick! Now’s my chance!’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      Annabel flapped her hand again, and this time lowered her head as she began to run. Jane jumped aside just in time as Annabel raced through where she had been standing, arms pumping hard, running straight off the path towards a thick sycamore standing behind a line of bushes. With a grunt, Annabel hurdled the bushes, then leapt at the tree, hitting the trunk a couple of feet off the ground. Her hand scrambled for purchase and with the fingertips of her right hand she managed to get a hold on the lowest branches.

      ‘Gottcha!’

      In a moment, Annabel was scrambling up the tree, pulling herself up into the higher branches, if not with quite the zest of a monkey but at least that of a mischievous primary school child, until she was so high Jane could see nothing but the occasional glimpse of the soles of Annabel's shoes through the foliage.

      ‘Come back down!’

      ‘In a minute. Wow, the views are great. Keep an eye out for the caretaker, would you? He gave me a right rollicking last week when I climbed that big old tree over by the plaza.’

      ‘Sure, will do,’ Jane called up, then nodded and muttered ‘Hello,’ to an elderly couple walking arm in arm, who gave her a pair of puzzled looks. ‘Just talking to the squirrels,’ she said, shrugging. ‘Someone has to, don’t they?’

      A moment later a thump came from behind her and she turned to find Annabel crouching on the grass, the look on her face like a football player who’d just executed a perfect scissor kick.

      ‘You didn’t jump all the way from the top, did you?’

      ‘Not quite.’ Annabel stood up and brushed herself down. ‘Right. Your turn. We’ll find you up something a little lighter and then go pick up some green stuff for lunch from that café over there. I imagine it does great vegan food.’

      Jane pulled out her phone. ‘I can Google it if you want to check—’

      ‘No!’ Annabel lifted a hand. ‘Put that foul thing away. We’ll go and look at the menu, and if there’s not one in the window we’ll … ask.’

      ‘Sounds good.’

      ‘That tree first.’

      ‘Really? Do I have to?’

      Annabel shrugged, then grinned. ‘Well, you don’t have to … but you’ll lose my respect. Come on, just a little one….’

      Jane sighed. ‘All right.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Sitting in a pretty café by the northern edge of the park half an hour later, Jane rubbed what felt like a pulled muscle in her shoulder, while still smarting from the ticking off she had received from the park’s caretaker.

      ‘I told you we should have picked you a taller one,’ Annabel said. ‘He wouldn’t have seen you if you were high enough. Still, he was pretty good-looking for a gardener. That must have given you quite the thrill.’

      ‘It was difficult to appreciate his looks when he was telling me off.’

      ‘Ah, come on, it wasn’t a proper telling off. He did say that the oaks by the pond were far better for climbing.’

      ‘He looked vaguely familiar,’ Jane said, frowning. ‘He looked like he’d been on TV or something.’

      ‘Ha, I doubt it,’ Annabel said, rocking back in her chair, just as a woman with her hair tied back in a bun laced with flowers brought over a tray of food. 'What kind of actor ends up working as a gardener?'

      The cafe's owner lifted a bemused eyebrow as she set down a tray with their food. ‘Two slices of vegan summer pie with salad,’ she said. ‘Any drinks?’

      ‘Double espresso for my nervous friend,’ Annabel said. ‘And I’ll have a soy latte.’

      ‘Coming right up.’

      ‘So,’ Annabel said, leaning forward. ‘What are we going to do with you? Forty soon, isn’t it?’

      Jane frowned. ‘Look, I don’t hate being thirty-nine. I could stay thirty-nine for another fifty years or so. However, shouldn’t I have a midlife crisis or something? You know, go crazy and buy a sports car, have an affair with my boss, join a cult?’

      ‘Been there, done that,’ Annabel said. ‘Well, the sports car. Didn’t work out. Scratched it half an hour after picking it up, then sold it six months later and bought a decent racing bike.’

      ‘We can’t all live off the grid like you,’ Jane said. ‘Not all of us can get sponsored for running up mountains in the dark.’

      ‘The world would be a cleaner place if you could,’ Annabel said.

      ‘But you still drive to work?’

      Annabel grinned and shrugged. ‘I have to put all my running gear somewhere, don’t I?  Just in case there’s a sudden apocalypse and I have to start a new world order. And anyway, my car is new electric model. That makes it okay.’

      ‘I’m glad you think so.’ Jane smiled and leaned forward, lowering her voice, even though the cafe was empty besides the two of them, while the owner had gone back into the kitchen. ‘You know, I don’t want to jinx it, but I’m hoping to win one in the Employee of the Month competition next week.’

      Annabel’s mouth dropped open. ‘Really? You got nominated?’

      ‘I did. The first time for three years. It’s because I landed a new account with Davidson's of London Ltd. You know, the financial firm—’

      Annabel held up a hand. ‘See, when you start doing that, all I hear is "corporate corporate capitalism establishment corporate corporate." So, the first prize is a brand new car?’

      ‘A Nissan Leaf.’

      ‘Oh, I hope it’s not orange. It would clash with mine.’

      ‘Yours is red.’

      ‘But if you park in my drive beside mine, people will think it’s part of a rainbow and start digging up my front garden.’

      ‘Will they? You really think so?’

      ‘One hundred percent. I can't have them finding all the bodies and my grandmother's gold.’

      Jane smiled. ‘Well, no need to worry. It’s blue.’

      ‘In that case, you go, girl.’ Annabel lifted a hand for a high five, but Jane had turned her attention to the swiftly cooling pie, and the first she knew about it was Annabel’s palm striking the centre of her forehead.
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      Godfrey Bonsom, CEO and financial overlord of Carter & Carter, lifted the microphone to his lips and paused for dramatic effect. Jane, standing a little further along the stage with the three other Employee of the Month candidates alongside her, barely dared to breathe. What if she coughed or something when she went to collect her trophy, and the all-important envelope with the keys to the Nissan Leaf inside? What if she tripped, or even worse, let one go just as the crowd went quiet?

      ‘And the June winner of Employee of the Month, for exceptional service to Carter & Carter Financial Advisory Services, goes to … Felicity Collins.’

      Jane felt one knee buckle but jarred the other to keep herself upright. Beside her, Felicity, twenty-one, tall, blonde, beautiful, and regularly seen going in and out of the executive suite on the fourth floor after normal working hours were over, gave a little gasp of surprise, before hobbling over to the podium on heels up to Jane’s knees, all the while soaking up the audience's somewhat laboured applause.

      ‘It’s an honour, it really is,’ Felicity began, tittering and giggling every few words. 'I mean, this is the third time in the last year....'

      Jane zoned out the next few seconds, finally snapping back into focus when her own name was read out. As she reached the podium and noticed that the auditorium’s back doors were open and people were already heading back to their desks, she could only mutter a brief ‘thanks everyone’, before stepping aside for her prize to be announced.

      ‘…and for second place, Jane Bennett has won … a three-man all-weather terrain hiker’s outdoor abode from our sponsor, Discount Outdoor Supplies Ltd….’
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      ‘A tent,’ Jane said, managing to slug back half a glass of wine between "a" and "tent". ‘I won a tent.’

      ‘That’s fantastic!' Annabel said, and Jane could hear a sound like one hand clapping against a tabletop or wall. 'You do know what “tent” stands for in the New Age world, don’t you?’

      ‘Uh … no?’

      ‘Ticket to Enlightenment and … uh, Nonstop Travel.’

      ‘Shouldn’t that be “Tenst”?’

      ‘It depends whether you classify “nonstop” as one word or two. In any case, I made it up.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘But you see the possibilities, don’t you?’

      Jane sighed. ‘No. What I see is swarms of flying ants, and centipedes crawling up my t-shirt, and moths flapping inside my top. What I don’t see is a Nissan Leaf sitting downstairs in my parking space. Nor do I see even so much as a brand new Apple Mac sitting on my desk. Or even … god forbid, a sparkling new dishwasher. Instead, what I see is a tent in a bag that’s already been ripped down the side and hand-sewed back together.’

      ‘Perhaps the workers in the factory where it was made couldn’t wait to get it out of the wrapper and into the great outdoors?’

      ‘Perhaps.’

      On the other end of the phone line, Annabel was still whooping to herself as though congratulating a room full of tree-lover friends all sitting around drinking natural mint leaf tea and making wicker baskets. Jane just shrugged.

      ‘So, anyway, I’d better let you go. I’m going into town now to buy something I don't need and can't afford, then go and drink myself as close to death as my pathetic summer bonus will allow. Then I'll lie down in the street and wait until some passing cleaning truck picks me up and dumps me into a landfill somewhere, never to be seen again.’

      ‘Sounds like a plan. I’ll wave to you if the sky’s clear.’

      ‘Sky diving?’

      Annabel chuckled. ‘Oh yeah.’

      ‘Aren’t you contributing to the destruction of the planet by encouraging all those aeroplanes to fly?’

      ‘It’s a glider. No engine. Totally green.’

      ‘Aren’t they those ones that need wind to stay up? That without it they just plummet straight down to earth?’

      ‘Oh, it’s more complicated than that. I’ll take you up sometime.’

      ‘You absolutely won’t. But I will let you buy me a drink tonight to celebrate becoming Carter & Carter's second best employee of the month.’

      ‘And we’ll plan our summer holiday.’

      ‘What summer holiday?’

      ‘I’ll tell you later. Sorry, got to go. The solar phone’s about to run out of power. Clouds coming in. All this tech and they still can't predict the British weather, can they?'
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      It seemed that karma wasn’t having a good day. Jane was halfway across Sycamore Park, cutting across the middle where there weren't many trees, when the heavens opened. She bolted for the tree line, where she managed to find shelter, but her shoes were splashed with mud and she was almost wet enough to give up and just go home. She resolutely held out, however, and eventually the rain did stop. Unfortunately, when she finally got to town, damp, muddy, and determined to spend some money, she jabbed her ATM card just a little too eagerly into the slot, getting it stuck. She managed to jerk it out just before she lost her mind, but after that the machine refused to read it, and her comfort shopping was limited to what cash she had in her purse. Then there would be the bank visit on Monday to ask for a new card.

      And on the way back home, it rained again, and as she cowered under the same tree as before, she spotted a couple embracing beside the duck pond, completely oblivious to the downpour, reminding her once and for all that she was about to turn forty, single, unappreciated, unloved, and now soaking wet.

      Life sucked. And she’d run out of money before remembering to stock up on wine.
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      On Monday morning, she made a decision, and went up to see Mr. Bonsom. However, he was in a meeting which his secretary, Felicity, a sign up on the door which shouted DO NOT DISTURB – IMPORTANT MEETING IN PROGRESS at Jane loud enough to make her flinch. She briefly paused by the door, considering going in anyway and most likely getting sacked, However, from inside came the sounds of tittering laughter and the scrape of desk or chair legs on the floor, so perhaps they were rearranging the furniture. With a sigh, Jane headed back downstairs, and went to see Human Resources.

      ‘And you are? Which department is it? What is your exact role description? What is your reason for the request? Can you spell your own name? Do you have a purpose or were you once a tree that got struck by lightning and now you find yourself wandering around with a semblance of sentience, trying to decide whether you have a reason for actually being here or not?’

      ‘Yes, no, probably, maybe.’ Jane did her best to answer the questions. The woman from H.R. looked through her, then handed her a form.

      ‘Confirmation of your sabbatical. Have a good time, and we’ll see you again on September first, Julia.’

      ‘Jane.’

      ‘Yes, that’s right.’
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      ‘I ripped a calf,’ Annabel said with a shrug, waving the crutch around like a harpoon gun. ‘It was just a slip. I was doing a bit of parkour just off Brentwell High Street and landed a bit hard on a section of uneven roof. One foot went right through, the other kind of jarred.’ She waved the crutch again, almost beheading a passerby. ‘Boom. Nearly came clean off.’

      ‘Ouch. Sounds painful.’

      ‘I managed to climb down two floors and crawl to a phone box,’ Annabel said. ‘It would be helpful if there was a few more of the things around, but you infidels and your portables have killed off an entire industry.’

      ‘I apologise for causing the worsening of your injury.’

      Annabel shrugged. ‘By the time I made it, the thing was practically hanging off. Still, they sewed me up and I’m nearly good to go. Should be walking again by mid-July. Puts me out of the summer race season, though. I’ll probably have to locate to the southern to make up for it over the winter?’

      ‘You mean the south?’

      Annabel gave a frantic shake of her head. ‘The Southern Hemisphere. Argentina, perhaps. Do a little high altitude racing.’

      ‘Sounds fun.’

      ‘So I’m stuck for something to do this summer. Which do you think would be more mind-expanding, painting or writing?’

      Jane smiled. ‘Actually, I just took the summer off. If you can hobble a bit, perhaps we could go on an adventure together. I was thinking Venice, or maybe Bucharest….’

      Annabel’s eyes widened and she leaned forward, staring at Jane like a snake about to strike.

      ‘You took the summer off?’

      Jane nodded. ‘Half of July and all of August. I was just tired of working all the time and not being appreciated. I thought it would be a big deal, but they stamped my sabbatical application without a second thought. Just shows how valuable I am. Still, who cares, right? I get to take a decent holiday for the first time in fifteen years.’ She gave a wistful smile, images flickering through her head like one of those travel agent calendars of exotic places flapping in the wind. ‘I was thinking to do a bit of city hopping in Europe, maybe get a bit of culture—’

      Annabel clenched a fist and slammed it on the table top so hard that Jane’s coffee rattled on its saucer. ‘I’ve never been so happy to hear anything in my life,’ she said, a wild grin on her face. ‘This is perfect. We’ll go on an adventure. Oh, brilliant. The world just righted itself. You have that tent—’

      Jane felt a flush of colour in her cheeks. ‘No. Absolutely not. I’m not spending my summer sitting in a tent getting bitten by centipedes—’

      ‘Great protein. Bite off the head, that’s where all the poison is. The rest is great. Only downside is they’re territorial. Can’t find more than one or two within a couple of square metres. You have to walk miles to get a decent meal.’

      ‘Just no—’

      ‘You’ve never really lived, have you? Come on, it’s time for a real adventure. We’ll go somewhere totally wild.’

      ‘I’m not staying anywhere that doesn’t have an en suite bathroom—’

      ‘Bathing in the river each morning, catching our own food and skewering it over a fire in the evening—’

      ‘I thought you were a vegan?’

      Annabel shrugged. ‘I’m a commercial vegan. If I catch it myself, anything goes.’

      ‘That’s good to hear. Perhaps we can take a break from castle hopping in France to visit a salmon farm—’

      ‘We’ll spear-fish in the Amazon!’ Annabel stood up suddenly, arms aloft. She looked at Jane, eyes widening, then her leg fell out from under her. Jane managed to reach out a hand just in time to stop Annabel crashing to the floor.

      ‘All right, maybe something a little more sedate.’

      ‘I told you, I’m not going on one of your wild adventures. I want culture, wine, ideally some handsome men to look at—’

      Annabel clicked her fingers. ‘I’ve got it,’ she said. ‘It’s perfect. I get my camping and outdoor, you get your culture and your pretty boys.’ Annabel rolled her eyes. ‘You know, if that’s how shallow you really are.’

      Jane grinned. ‘If I was a river I’d be so shallow I’d be upside down.’

      Annabel frowned. ‘Well, I’ll need a minute to try and visualise that, but in the meantime … Cornwall.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You know, that pointy bit in the bottom corner of England where only rich people and hippies live?’

      ‘And farmers?’

      ‘Don’t you read the news? It’s nothing but golf courses now. Luckily, there’s still plenty of rustique in between all the rich city-pat enclaves.’

      ‘You mean ex-pats?’

      ‘You think foreigners go down there with that sorry excuse for a bus service? Guess where your boss probably has his holiday home?’

      ‘France?’

      ‘The other one. Probably in some posh little fishing village so clogged with television drama crews and Rolls Royce’s that he has to have a helipad on his roof.’ Annabel frowned. ‘Actually, maybe Cornwall wouldn’t be such a good idea. How about Wales—’

      ‘Cornwall!’ Jane shouted. ‘Annabel, you’re a genius. We’re going to Cornwall. What a great idea.’ Then, with a grin, she added, ‘It’s southwest, right?’
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      It took another round of coffee that extended into an evening of wine and vegan side dishes out of one of Brentwell’s new-age stores to decide on a location. Annabel wanted to “go freestyle”, setting up the tent in laybys, fields, and the side of the road, but Jane put her foot down and insisted they stay at an actual camping park with a toilet and shower block, within walking distance of a village with a pub, with a shop onsite, and with an actual access road that her little Metro would be able to manage.

      In the end, they both agreed on a little camping park beside a lake just to the south of Bodmin Moor. It was a mile from the nearest village, and had a focus on outdoor activities, such as rafting, canoeing, and zip-lining, just strenuous enough to keep Annabel happy without overtaxing Jane.

      Tall Trees Lake Camping and Caravan Park.

      Jane was pretty happy with the decision, even if Annabel kept grumbling about the nearby river’s lack of white-water.

      ‘I don’t know why you’re insisting on driving,’ Annabel said, as they peered at a map of Cornwall and planned their route in a way Jane hadn’t seen anyone do since her parents had taken her camping as a child. ‘We could just hitchhike. Then we could pick the most appropriate form of transport from those that stop.’

      ‘Ah … no,’ Jane said. ‘While I’m not scared of hitchhiking while I’m travelling with you, I’m not spending all afternoon standing by the side of a road. And who’s going to pick up the two of us? Serial killers like single females.’

      ‘Bicycle?’

      ‘I’m driving, and that’s the end of it.’

      ‘O-kay,’ Annabel said. ‘But I promise to convert you to the joys of pedal power by the end of the summer.’

      ‘I have no problem biking around the town,’ Jane said. ‘But Cornwall is a hundred and fifty miles away, and that’s as the crow flies.’

      Annabel sighed. ‘We could be like crows and go across country, following rivers and forest paths—’

      ‘Or we could just drive.’
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      While Jane was pleased to get her own way over their method of transport, Annabel still had a couple of requirements. No phones for the entire duration of the holiday, except in total emergencies, and even then as a last resort. Not even “a quick check” of social media. If parents or workplaces needed to be contacted, they had better hope that the camping park or the local village had a public phone.

      Jane had tried to argue the use of her phone just for the map, as once they were down past Launceston their journey turned into a higgledy-piggledy mess of country lanes, but Annabel relented only to allow a printout. Otherwise, they would have to go on road signs, or the kindness of the locals for directions.

      ‘You can’t have an adventure without any adventure,’ Annabel said.

      Jane, who’d grown excited after looking at pictures of Cornwall on the internet, was still far more looking forward to sitting in quaint cafés and eating cream teas than zipping through forests or wading through bogs.
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      It was raining on the morning they set off. In fact, it had been raining for the entirety of the previous week after the whole of May and June had been clear, warm and dry. Annabel, who had insisted there was not much need to bring wet weather gear “since we’ll be stripped down anyway”, was excited about the freshening of the terrain, but as they came out of Brentwell and headed for the A30, the wipers on Jane’s little Metro barely able to fend off the battering rain while the wind buffeted them back and forth, she wondered whether they’d even make it as far as Cornwall.

      ‘Perhaps we ought to cancel,’ she said, as they limped off the dual carriageway and into a service area. ‘I mean, there are plenty of cheap flights to Europe—’

      Annabel, shifting in the seat to make herself comfortable around the crutches leaning across her lap, shook her head. ‘When you enter a race, you make a commitment,’ she said. ‘You commit to seeing it through. If you give up, if you quit, you’re not only cheating the race, you’re cheating yourself. And once you start cheating yourself, where do you stop? You end up a shadow of

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/ammfa-publishing-logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/screen-shot-2022-04-05-at-074656.jpg





OEBPS/images/summertalltreeslakecover_ebook.jpg
0

TALL TREES
- LAKE






OEBPS/images/summer-at-tall-trees-lake---chapter-header-art-copy.jpg





