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      To Alex and Eoin

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Chapter 1
            

          

        

      

      I could fall. I always knew I could fall. That was part of why I did it. Pulling up on rusty bars that could give way at any moment. Making my way to the top where there wasn’t even dead metal to cling to; no safety barriers for people who were never meant to be up there in the first place; nobody to stop you jumping off. But up there was peace and silence, and the journey up was life and noise. Blood pulsing in your ears, the heart that knocks so hard you swear you can hear it out loud. How fast might I fall if I just let go now? How much would it hurt?

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Chapter 2
            

          

        

      

      I was standing on Samson, looking down. I could see a fire. It sparked up, a tiny light in the distance. I sat down, cross-legged, on the wide floor of the tallest crane in Northern Ireland, its great arm holding me high above the town. In the black distance, the light of the fire was blossoming, yellow, like hope. But I could not feel its heat.

      Unless I jump, I thought, I am still really on the ground.

      But I wasn’t planning to jump.

      I let the cool air wrap itself around me. I wanted to stay there, where you could imagine things like falling off. Completely alone, but still attached.

      But I knew I couldn’t stay because if I did the morning would chase away the free feeling and I’d just be a girl who stayed out all night with no decent explanation. ‘I wasn’t with a boy, Dad, I was climbing up a crane.’ Yeah, right. Nobody would believe Big Tilly was a climber. And that’s the way I liked it. If Dad knew me properly he’d know that the crane explanation was far more likely than the boyfriend one, but that was Dad – always looking for scandal, even if it was never going to be true.

      So I started to climb down. Clump, clump, clump. There is no graceful way to climb down a crane and I imagine that’s true for those slim, lycra-clad climbers with their skinny legs as well.

      Back to real life where everything is predictable and you know the next conversation is likely to be about school or studies. Back to ‘reality’, where you can’t think out loud and where a bonfire is just a great big burning pile of wood.

      But the next conversation was not about studies or school. In fact, it was unlike any conversation I had ever had before.

      Nearing the ground, I saw it. Or, rather, I didn’t see it. I had chained it up but I knew the lock wasn’t great. My fault, I know. It should have been replaced ages ago. I slammed my feet on every rung – bash bash bash – I couldn’t care who heard. It wasn’t fair. The walk home would be an hour now and it would probably rain, and every climb I did from now on would be a hike as well as a climb. Shit. Bash bash bash. Hope the feckers get hit by a bus. No I don’t. Yes I do. Bash bash bash.

      On the ground I shone my torch into the space where I’d left my bike to get a closer look, and I noticed a shape moving and then someone stepped out of the shadow.

      ‘Hey,’ said the someone. ‘Don’t freak out.’ He said it casually, like he regularly did this kind of thing, which made me even more nervous. ‘Want some of this?’ He held something out towards me. ‘It’s not drugs. Look.’

      He cracked open the flask and poured something into the lid. The hot bitterness of it cut right through the freezing air. It was coffee. And yeah, I did want some. I didn’t know what else was it in, though, or who this dude was, so I said no thanks. He shrugged and took a sip himself and then I didn’t know what to do. I could have just walked off. I should have just walked off. But I guessed he’d probably have knifed me by now if he was going to, wouldn’t he? And I needed to know something.

      ‘Did you see who took my bike?’

      ‘Someone took your bike? That’s too bad.’ His tone was flat but there was a hint of friendliness. Or maybe he was mocking me.

      ‘Yeah. Come on, you must have seen something. I wasn’t up there for long.’

      He sipped the coffee and I wished I’d taken some. It smelt so good. I pulled my canvas jacket around me. He was leaning on the wall, where my bike had been, one foot on the bricks behind him, cool as you like. ‘Climb much, do you?’

      ‘Yeah… why? Are you the cops?’

      He involuntarily spat a mouthful of coffee out and wiped his gob with the back of his biker jacket. ‘Naw! Do I look like a cop? Christ…’

      He looked at me with a grin; his eyes, ringed with eyeliner, were bright under the street lamp.

      ‘Hey, seen enough?’ he said, but he was still clearly amused. Maybe he’s not a he, I thought. He sounded like a he. But he had a beautiful face that could be a girl’s face. It was hard to tell with the make-up.

      ‘Well, no offence,’ I said, ‘but I’ve no idea who you are. You turn up at the bottom of my climb, it’s the middle of the night, my bike is gone, and you ask me if I want some coffee. You have to admit it’s a bit weird. And I find it hard to believe you never saw who took my bike.’

      ‘Believe what you like. I’m a dealer, a stealer, a cop… Maybe I’m just some guy out for a walk who saw someone at the top of a fuckin’ massive crane and thought they were about to top themselves…’

      I could feel my face burn.

      ‘So you thought you’d come over and watch? Have a little picnic?’ I said.

      ‘Aye. Or maybe I was thinking of climbing up to talk you down.’

      Well, that shut me up. I’ve got to admit it, I really didn’t know what to say then. Was he for real? Kids did kill themselves sometimes. Only last week it was someone from the school next to us. And when it happened you knew there’d be a couple more in the same area within a month or so. My gran used to tell me that during the Troubles people would watch the news at night to find out who’d been killed that day, and they’d sit there at the telly, praying it wasn’t someone they knew, and then feeling guilty as hell because it was going to be someone that somebody knew and it was wrong to feel relief that it wasn’t one of your own. No murders any more. Now we murder ourselves. Loads of schools have suicide prevention programmes, and maybe they help some people, but nobody really knows what to do about it. And I never heard of anyone climbing a crane to talk someone down, but maybe you would if you saw it. I couldn’t think of what to say to him, but now I was curious. He hadn’t stabbed me yet. So maybe…

      ‘Changed my mind,’ I said. ‘Can I have a bit of that coffee? It’s bloody freezin’.’

      He grinned and poured me a capful. It was scalding. I felt my nose start to run as I brought the cup to my mouth.

      ‘So,’ he said, as the coffee burned its way into my stomach, ‘I swear to the little baby Jesus himself that I do not know which motherfucker stole your bike. I really was just out for a walk.’

      ‘OK. Well, as you can see, I’m fine, and I appreciate the coffee and all, but I’ll have to get going.’

      He shrugged. ‘Suit yourself. I was going to invite you to a party, but if you have to go…’

      ‘What party?’

      I was completely sure I wasn’t going to go to a party in the middle of the night with a complete stranger, even if he was pretty good looking, even if I didn’t want to go home. Did he think I was nuts?

      ‘A good one,’ he replied. What a stupid thing to say, I thought. But maybe it was a stupid question. I rolled my eyes, said thanks again for the coffee, and made to walk off.

      ‘Hey!’ he called. ‘What’s your name, Spider-Woman?’

      It couldn’t hurt to tell him my name, could it? It wasn’t as if I’d ever see him again, and I didn’t want to be rude.

      ‘It’s Tilly,’ I called back as I continued to walk away. ‘What’s yours?’

      ‘Brew. See you around, Tilly!’ He waved and I turned back to my walk and raised a hand to wave back. I smiled to myself. ‘See you around, Tilly.’ Yeah, in my dreams, mate, and that’s where I’d like you to stay. The wind picked up and I drew my coat around myself as I tramped across the bridge to town. A single ship moved across the black water and I fell in step with the rhythm of its little light, blinking. I felt the boards of the bridge, uneven, under my feet and cursed my stupidity in failing to get a new lock for my bike. Yet, angry as I was at myself, my mouth kept turning itself into a dumb grin as I went over his parting words. It was a moment to play with – a little thing that happened that I could call on the next time I felt like nothing would ever change. I wouldn’t see him again. I was sure of that. No problem, Brew; leave me to my boring life and my climbs and I’ll see you again at the top of the next building when I’m on my own and it’s safe to imagine you, and maybe in my mind we’ll go to that party together too and who knows what could happen so far off the ground in the safety of my dreams. See you around, Brew, whoever you are.
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