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Tommo of the Wood. Part 1.

A devastated “Bloody hell'” was Tom’s, or Tommo to his gang, his life support

system, third of the morning. A record even for him, but he was too shocked to care.

The first had parted the air shortly after he squeezed through a broken fence and

headed down the secret path leading to his wood.

As paths sometimes do, this one twisted and dipped and rose and forked, or turned
back a little on itself before ploughing on, downwards or up, depending on the
grounds lie. Both sides were flanked by bushes, dotted with spindly ash trees,
crushed coke cans and the ubiquitous ever-present empty crisp packets. They had
marked the way for so long he hardly noticed them. Finally, the known path ran out
of steam and ended in a sharp left-hand turn, to nowhere unless the traveller
happened to be an explorer. Keen eyes might note the path ducking into a stand of
thick bushes growing so close together that they formed a natural tunnel. It was
known by his gang as ambush point and had served their imaginations well. As
always, Tommo had crouched and paused at the almost invisible entrance to listen
for telltale snapping twigs or stifled giggles. Hearing nothing, not even a warning
from alarmed birds, he crawled into the bushes, aiming for the wood waiting on the
other side. Our kingdom. Our escape from adult crap, from aggression, and abuse, if
me Linda can be believed. And why shouldn’t she be? Me Linda ain’t no bleeding

liar, she ain’t.

With thoughts of Linda urging him on, he crouched and crawled along the tunnel until
he broke through the bushes. Instead of the expected thick green canopies, inviting
shadows and knobbly trunks, he was met by hundreds of tree stumps, bare sky and
several parked-up earthmovers. The silence they were wrapped in was so intense

that it triggered his first “Bloody hell!”

A second “Bloody hell!” followed shortly as he stood staring at a nuclear winter
where once the wood’s fringe had flicked so invitingly. That one was augmented by a
third. A fourth lighter “bloody hell” lingered ready to leave his tongue as he walked

amongst the tree stumps, piles of branches and numerous large holes where the
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bushes he and his gang teased into camps had once flourished. It's all gone,
everything, was neither said in the way Tommo would recognise, nor was it thought.
It arose within as cold shivers which erupted into barbed strands of misery. In a way
he never had before, this boy-man-warrior yearned for a pair of arms to hold him
tight so he could bury his face and hide his tears. What if me mates see me crying?
What if me Linda does? What will she or they think? Fortunately, anger helped to

check those swelling tears.

This was our wood, exploded in his mind. It did no one any harm. It just stood here
minding its own blimming business, like | did. Like we did, in our tree-studded realm,
playing without caring for what flipping school calls historical accuracy. Yeah, he
added with the ghost of a wry smirk, American Indians fighting Romans to reach
Cirencester Castle to scale the walls and rescue a Middle-earth princess in danger of

being fed to a dragon.

Linda... It was always me Linda, who got rescued. Well... he reasoned as a soft
blush rose to heat his boyish, smooth, acne-free cheeks. Why not? She could yell
and struggle like a good’en, she could, he smirked again, while slumping down on a
stump. As the stump’s sticky sap touched his bare legs, he realised, it’s still flipping
weeping, the poor thing. But then trees take a long time to grow, don’t they, and
maybe just as long to die. | hope this stump can'’t feel pain... But | read somewhere
that some science people say they do, and in their own way, they can talk to each

other an all.
“Blimming heck, | bet they’re all in pain and weeping. | bet the soils thrashing about
an all, cos its carrying their agony and screams! And there’s those billions of little

creatures that live here, they’ll be feeling it all as well.”

“Won't they, like me.”



Tommo of the Wood. Part 2.

The idea that the tree stumps and billions of creatures in the wood were suffering

was too much for Tommo’s young spirit to handle.

An instinctive shudder, go mad, or go bad, set him seeking a safe, quieter ley in the
familiar realms of his youth. I'm gonna miss Linda’s polo-mint breath and those times
she kissed me cheek to thank me for her rescue. She’ll never kiss me here again,
will she? And where’s she going to go to get away from the adults’ crap she has put
up with? Where will we all go! There’s nowhere left where we can be ourselves.
There’s only the park, and that’s run by adults, for adults, unless we play the games
they tell us to. And in the blimming way they want; those horrible team games, the
teacher said, were invented to prepare kids for war! And they say we kids have
rights, but still they boss us about, telling us that we ain’t allowed to do what we want
to do. Yeah, not unless they can control it. And if they can’t control it, they banish it,
don’t they? Or like they did to this wood, our wood, they’ll tear it down cos it’s too
untidy on the eye. Or it’s too expensive to keep, just like they said about our youth
club. Yeah, as if it was! Or it'll be like that bloke said to us the other week after he
cussed, you damned kids shouldn’t be playing here; all this is wasted land. And | bet
whoever arranged to destroy our wood lied about their reasons, the bloody snides. |
bet they said, we’re doing it for the kids own good. If we don’t remove it, they might

hurt themselves...

“Then they’ll say, we’ll build a youth club here for them, but they won’t. And what

about the hurt they’ve caused us by destroying our wood?”

Teeming with indignation and unsure what to do with it or where to take it, he picked
up a long twig lying by his feet. Toying with it, he murmured, “Look at you! Just days
back, | would have whittled you into a spear or an arrow. Or, most like a magic wand,
me Linda’s weapon of choice, he smiled shyly. Yeah, twig, you, Linda and me, we

would have played... we would.”

That pricked and stirred memories. Some were just days old, but already they felt so

far away, blurred, colourless and hard to grasp without the trees to give the
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memories life. Sketchily, he recalled his favourite tree’s thick foliage covering him
while he scaled the trunk commando style to reach his nest at the top of the world.
The air always felt excited when | claimed me fighter pilot’s cockpit, the ramparts of a
medieval turret, or a crow’s nest on me pirate ship. Nothing can compare, not even
Linda’s minty breath, he smirked, to the woodland’s smell and the tree’s gentle sway

as | looked across me woodland kingdom.

“Yeah, it was me seat in the clouds, too, me place to argue with those ancient gods.
Now everything’s gone,” he whispered sorrowfully. “I doubt I'll ever find a better

place to shoot arrows down to take out the marauding hordes.”

Yeah, me flipping skulking mates, he thought with a smile, while studying the twig
and wondering what it could be turned into. Although this time, his little pocket knife

stayed inside his pocket.

“What's the point of whittling this?” he moaned.

Instead of tossing the twig away in disgust, a newly discovered reverence compelled
him to show it respect by laying it down carefully. “Bulldozers will come to crush ya
soon enough, mate, so you lie there and have some peace for a bit, before you'’re

gone forever.”

A lone tear swelled as he suddenly felt the ignorant power behind the destruction

that had driven the felling of his wood.

“No sane person would have wanted this!” His breaking heart explained to the
remains of his younger self, the part which had yet to embrace poetry. Especially the
kind waiting within a boy’s emerging outrage. As if he sensed a future self within the
tear he wiped away, his spirit began searching around the stumps and rifling through
the leaf litter. In those mysterious ways of the ethereal dwelling within all things, a
sudden breeze rose and fluttered about his head. After gently pinching his cheeks
affectionately, it carried the scent of slaughtered wood and frightened loam to tingle

and excite his nostrils. He had no idea that the breeze flowed from the same well as



the one that greeted him when he claimed his seat in the canopy. Or that within the

breeze lay the seeds of a poet’s soul.

A deep silence descended. The poet’s essence swelled like a bud beating time to

the sun’s musical kiss. Then it blossomed to fill the air with perfumed wisdom.

“‘Remember this moment, Tommo. Remember these feelings and use them well.”

Though neither spoken nor consciously noted, his body eagerly responded. Shivers
and tingles competed to awaken the new poet’s sense of purpose. Every cell in his
young body joined together to stir the bacteria within his guts until they vibrated with
the message. Suddenly, he quivered and gasped. “The breeze is gathering up the
wood’s scattered spirit and bringing it so it can live through me again. And it will, |

promise...”

Another series of deeply rooted tingles excited the poet’s soul even as it settled
inside him. “What to me”, he blurted, “was thick and flourishing, is now bare and
empty, gone from life, its life, my life, forever and ever. With no bloody amen either.
Just a fuck off and a hello to bulldozers and builders, destroyers all! But I'll
remember this wood; I'll remember where it stood. I'll hold it in me heart, | will, | will,
until, until. Tho the wood is gone, its pulse is mine, and it'll never be still! Not while

I’'m free! Not while I'm stood. Not while I'm Tommo of the wood.”

“No, not while I'm Tommo of the wood, Tommo of all the woods.”



Tommo of the Wood. Part 3.

A little startled and embarrassed by his sudden outburst, he looked around to see if
someone, maybe his mates, had overheard. All he spotted amongst the destruction
was a lone robin perched on a thin branch jutting from a slice of trunk. Or as his
evolving poet’s fancy felt it, clinging possessively. “It's on a slice of me felled
childhood,” he mumbled miserably. “Me fingers could’ve held that branch when |

climbed up a tree.”

As he watched the bird, his newly emerging empathy realised, robins don’t come
with Bambi-like eyes, do they? Life ain’t no blimming cartoon. Things don’t get up
after they’ve been killed and start playing again, either. Yeah, those ideas they use
to trick us kids with, so we accept the adults murderous ways! But life ain’t a cartoon
or a video game. The bird’s blimming real, it is. It's breathing the same air as me,
innit. It has a brain, it thinks, and most like, it has hopes. And yeah, thanks to those
soulless destroyers, | reckon it's the last bird that will ever visit here. Yeah, like me,
the last kid.

If that was not enough for a young boy to cope with, his mood plummeted further
when the robin cocked its head as if to look up at him. Then down again at the
ground and up at him again. The wood’s spirit stirred within him, and he felt the
robin’s plea. “Where’s the wood gone...I've lost my song... Where’s the wood

gone... I've lost my song.”

“You poor thing, you're in shock, aren’t you, mate?” Tommo whispered. “Just like
me. And I’'m sorry, but as much as | want to, | can’t put the trees back. Not for you.
Not for me. Or for me mates either. If you and me mates want to stay here, you and

them will have to move into me heart, because it's where the wood lives now.”

For the first time in his young life, his sigh was not the slightly mocking one of a child
about to face an hour-long geography lesson. It was remorseful and heavy. “And
what about me old mates?” he moaned. “They don’t seem to care about this wood
anymore. They ain’t come here like we arranged. Maybe they knew about this and

didn’t want to tell me. Anyway, they’re gone, and so is the wood. We're done, it's
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over. It’s just you and me, innit robin. We're the same now, ain’t we? Your world and
mine have been snatched from us. And who did this to you! To me...? And what the

hell for...?”

“Yeah, who did this... and why?”

“And | don’t care if anyone sees me cry. | don’t! | don’t! | don’t!”

“Yeah, bloody stupid me, bloody stupid crying for trees! Me, bloody Tommo!”

At that moment, the boy who walked down the path to his beloved wood would have
cried, but the traces left by the breeze when it kissed his cheeks stirred a part within
waiting patiently to grow. Suddenly, rage tore through him, and his boyish pianissimo
exploded into an adult's discordant crescendo. “Who but me will cry out for these
trees murdered by those bloody, destructive, half-witted, selfish, fuckhead bastards!

Only me!”

“‘Me,” he said more calmly as rage gave way to a darker resolve.

“Yeah, bastards they are, and they’ve just fucked with me, me Tommo of the wood.
That ain't good that ain’t! For them or me! I'll make them pay for this... | bloody well

will, one day, somehow!”

“‘Somehow,” he muttered as his spirit tried to muster his scattered childhood,

although in his heart he knew it was lost forever.

“Well, robin,” he said, rising. “| guess it's time to go. You need to find a new home.
And good luck with that!” He added quietly, cringing as he felt his bedroom walls
pressing against him and with no prospect of finding a place to go to escape their

crush.

“And when you do find a home, robin, | hope it's better than mine promises to be.

Unless | take off and fly like you.”



Yeah, maybe | will too.
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Tommo of the Wood. Part 4.

As the robin flew off, tears finally swelled and rolled down his ‘Linda- kissed cheeks’,
to drip unchecked onto the soil around his feet. Beetles, ants, centipedes, spiders,
worms, and bacteria scurried around, as if confused by the strange, salty downpour.
Beneath the insect’s realm of leaf litter and evolving loam, seeds felt the creatures
and woodland’s distress, where they mourned for the light they may never see.

Deeper still, tree roots and mycelium networks hummed with panic.

The raw symphonic outrage of their fear, loss and desolation never found Tommo’s
ears, even though a boyish empathy was moulding his tears. Several fell and struck
the exposed tips of stunned hyphae strands. Messages exchanged. A connection
burst into being. New energy passed through the strands and down into the soil to
brothers and sisters, and then on to millions of others. As Tommo’s feet trod the saoil,
they eagerly reached out to catch his tears. Messages were exchanged again. This
time, like spores riding a wind, they travelled upwards to meld with the ethereal
energy spinning his cells, and they altered their impetus. Longing and deep despair
shot through his body and into the slumbered poet’s soul. It snapped awake.
Although it was still inexperienced in the ways of a bard's lay, it felt Tommo’s and the

woodland’s pain. It also heard their whispers.

“We trees feel the first blows of humanity’s winter snow. Humanity’s coming ice age.
The mass genocide that will erase life which has evolved and existed for billions of
years. Say goodbye to it all, Tommo, for in a week this soil shall lie beneath concrete
so cold, so hard, and you'll never see our likes again. And so the winter snow shall
blow across other lands, and billions upon billions of fantastic wonders will turn to

sand.”

“Billions...”

“Bloody billions.”

The woodland’s sense of loss and finality shadowed Tommo’s hand as he swiped his

childish tears away. The terse movement encouraged Tommo’s inner poet to take
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advantage of his weakened state to recite a few of the fallen woodland’s dying

words.

“We, the wood, speak of, and mourn for, the acorns that will never be. Horse
chestnuts, which young eyes will never see. The ivy that will not weave and wind
amongst bluebells a-chime, nor cling to trunks in daring climbs. We tell of the
hushed, rat-ta-tat-tat of woodpecker’s attacks. The extinguished sweet songs of tiny
wrens. The missing anthems of linnets, the quelling of starling’s startling mimics. The
loss of blackbirds’ surprising lyrics and the squirrels’ jitterbugging frolics. Lost too will
be the spider webs swinging in swags from fronds, and those adventurous frogs
wandering far from ponds. They will all be silenced, all be gone, never to spawn, to
swarm, to swoon, to yawn, to return. Not even in wiser centuries should humans
ever learn to respect, and not destroy, poison or burn. But there again, we ask with a
last gasp, can stones turn? Can fire learn not to burn? Can humans learn to love and

discern?”
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Tommo of the Wood. Part 5.

A sliver of trunk amongst a forest of chippings caught his eye. “Remember me,

Tommo,” it called.

Picking it up, to his surprise, it was a sliver from the trunk of his favourite tree. Where
this once happy, nearly fourteen-year-old boy might have been pleased to find the 'L’
of Linda he had carved to honour her, a scowl distorted his fair face. Where is the joy
in finding a loved one dismembered? Outrage stung like a hard slap, but he knew
that his mother's tin of magic balm was not going to ease the sore this time. Neither
would her hug ease his mental turmoil. Pocketing the sliver to lie beside the knife
that had lovingly carved Linda’s name, he headed into those uncertain realms that

haunt so many angry or disappointed youths.

To some, he was still a boy, yet he felt his childhood dwindle in a vaporous cloud of
anger, riding a burning sense of futility. The morality gleaned from Grimm's fairytales,
which had guided the games he played with his friends, deserted him. He
remembered reading the stories well enough, but on this awful day, it seemed to
have happened to another version of him a long, long time ago, in a land far, far
away. As he walked through what had been his younger self's playground, anger
curled his fingers. One twitched, as if itching to caress a gun's trigger. He could
almost feel it. He wanted to feel it, to squeeze it. To hear its powerful retort, telling all

who heard, “You have killed my childhood, and now I'm coming for you.”

Those new feelings corrupted the fall of his boyish tread. Gone was the gangly
assurance born from the certainty that he knew everything that happened within his
world. In came the heavy, ponderous steps of a stressed victim. Whether the
bacteria in the soil were communicating with those colicky ones in his gut, or whether
it was born from the mess around him, an idea triggered. Suddenly, he sniped. “Put

your childhood away, Tommo, for it's done with.”

You are at the edge of your future, his uncertain tread reflected. You could go on to
become a loving boyfriend, a good mate, a doting father, a fair, ecologically minded

provider. Then, as he crouched to crawl through Ambush Point for the last time, the
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words gardener, mathematician and musician flittered into his mind. When the more
likely idea, a shelf stacker pushed the other ideas aside and caused him to pause, a
vision arose of himself filling supermarket shelves. Not with tins and packets, but
with trees. When the supermarket's out-of-date items that his mother often
purchased turned into people who cut down trees, he saw himself happily tossing
them into the bin. “If only,” he mumbled as he crawled through the short tunnel to

stand on the firmer, beaten path on the other side.

Unable to shake off the bad mood, his heavy steps struck the hardened solil, giving
rise to the idea that he might, to some, become a murderer of certain people, an
avenging ecological warrior. Or what about becoming a terrorist, or worse still, a
heartless, selfish devourer of continuous wants. That startling, horrendous idea
encouraged a grin and a lighter countering idea: how about a voraciously relentless

campaigner against such wanton destruction?

All those possibilities lay in his steps as he climbed through the hole in the fence to
be eaten up by rows of houses, which seemingly never ended. A sudden notion of
living in a land made up of nothing but factories, shops and houses left him reeling.
Is that the kind of future that me, Linda and that poor robin, will be forced to live in?

Well, we’re not going to, not if | have any say in it...

And I'll just have to make sure that | do have a say...
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Tommo of the Wood. Part 6.

Frayed strands of Tommo’s tattered childhood clung on stubbornly while a hard
breeze, risen from the wells of greed dipped into by would-be possessors and
destroyers, tore at his spirit. Gone was the boy flushed and chuffed, wrapped in the
joys of victory, heading back to a place where the familiar dwelt. A place his young
heart, frequently grazed knobbly knees and rumbling belly knew well. Or so it was,

so he once thought.

Doubt dogged his steps as he trod the twisting streets, those confederates of early
childhood forays before the myopic boundaries that kept him tethered close to home
fizzled away. Now and then, he glimpsed his younger self hiding behind a wall, ready
to pounce, or playing in a friend's garage. It all felt so distant, so alien, so confusing
to this evolving boy. So much so that his cells refused to cooperate with the brain to
reveal more memories. What mattered to the collective that made him, Tommo, was
surviving a present that had turned hostile. What use were memories of playing with
toy cars, or cards, or drawing on a friend’s garage floor? Forget them all, Tommao,
they’ll not aid you now, and so the manipulative, scheming breeze gladly rushed in to

tear away more remnants of his childhood.

Immediately, new feelings rushed in to fill the warm empty cots of discarded
memories. These aren’t my streets, not now that I've seen the horrors of the past
and those that await my future. How can | be comfortable living around here when |
know what others destroyed to build this? And what use is a home if | can't leave it

without fearing that it will change before | return.

While Tommo struggled with adult concepts, the poet within converted his emotional,

incoherent thoughts into simple words.

“‘Before | return to its embrace, flush of heart, with a smiling dirt-streaked face. Yeah,

ready to spill with laughter in that safe sheltering space, the place | called home.”

But it isn’t, is it? suggested moribund slaps of feet as they struck the cold, grey, hard

layers of ancient land tilled and turned into streets. Uncertain about the competition,
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the poet fell silent, but, liking the idea, it wandered beneath the slabs to where
flowers once grew. It felt the spirit of trees, aeons old, that some believed held up the
sky. It recognised the fickle ebb and flow of hopes, the type that once urged grass to
grow out of pavement cracks. But no more do their green tips seek the light, the poet
mourned. Like those souls of the past that grew in or worked the land, or wandered
as gatherer bands, their hopes lie and sigh, or quietly cry beneath times levelling

sands.

Duly risen to a companion, Tommo’s subconscious welcomed the poet’s musings.
The silent echo of his steps gave form to that sense of fairness which had poked its

head up earlier to interrupt a carefree childhood.

With our wood gone, what hope is there for those who live in abusive homes? Where
can they retreat to, to hide in and be safe? Like some of me mates needed. And
Linda, the poor cow, Tommo seethed as he passed along streets empty of fantasy
and bare of trees, bare of all but vague memories of grazed knees. Now they
witnessed the awakening of a hardening heart. Yeah, these streets, these horrid
streets where human creatures lay in wait to deal noxious fates to the disillusioned.
Like me, maybe? | bloody well hope not! No, | won't let them take me, cos I'm

Tommo, and I'm gonna save the trees!

So bravely thought when he could sense his steps tarrying in the realms of what
adults call normality. Their daily broil and all that it produced without thought or care
for where or how it came. Or what its progress does, like hacking down woods and

killing off all the life within it. Along with a child’s dreams. My dreams.

Bearing the heavy yoke of a boy in the midst of adult awakenings, his head lowered,
and shoulders sagged. Tommo felt the dull and submissive press of a wearisome
future spent alone in a room that wasn't truly his. That feeling stirred the echoes of
his boyhood reading, The Count of Monti Cristo, Robinson Crusoe, The Call of the
Wild, and many others arose and converged to form an urge. Along the way, they
even enlisted the tale where Christopher Robin parted from his beloved friend at the

edge of what they believed would be their forever wood. As the stories mingled and
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merged, they wove a new tale, then released it into the air for him to breathe in. To

live in. To become.

“‘My time in that room will be time wasted staring out the window into a purposeless
gloom, while | wait to fledge. No! That's not for me,” he decided rebelliously, with a
firmer tread of one who leads.

“No, | won't live like that, and | don’t have to wait, either. Do |?”

“No, | don’t,” acknowledged a determined jut of chin, way different to the one that

encouraged an impatient boy to force into place pieces of a difficult jigsaw puzzle.

“Yeah,” he nodded. “| can leave and take off to the wilds.”

Those shades of doubt which smothered many dreams flew in on the young wings of

a newly hatched sarcasm to try and disrupt his steps. “If | can find any, that is.”

But the journey’s rhythm was not for stopping. Quickly, he gathered his steps and
continued up the street. “I'll live off the land, never speaking to or trusting anyone
again. Except for those trees in my future wood. My wood, where [I'll live, if it will

have me as a friend. And Linda, if she'll come.”
With a clenched fist, ready to threaten and chase off doubt should it try to disturb him
again, he demanded from that mother of all futures. “She must come. She will come,

right!”

To make and seal the bargain, he ended with a naive but well-meaning promise. “If |

have to, I'll defend the wood and Linda with me life. | will!”

“I bloody will!”
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Tommo of the Wood. Part 7.

No lights shone in the windows of Tommo’s house to dispel the shadows of trauma
and welcome him home. The air carried no music or any obvious signs of love,
merely a feeling that everything was smaller, the gate, the path and the red front
door. For the first time, he noticed wood grain behind the paint and huffed as he
inserted his key. The door opened right enough, but he felt like an intruder as he

closed the door quietly and stood in the small hall, listening for signs of movement.

Mums in the kitchen...

“I'm going up to me room, mum, call me when it's tea,” he shouted as he climbed the
stairs, quickly lest she came out and spotted his tear-streaked face. At the bedroom
door, he mumbled, “Then call me again mum when it’s time for school and then

when | get home, call me again for tea.”

“School and tea, school and tea,” he grumbled as he crossed the bedroom floor.
There’s nowt good in between, nothing happy for the robin and me. Just more
blimming school and more blimming tea for me, and nowt nice for the robin that | can

see.

The bed springs squealed as he fell dishearteningly upon it with a deep sigh...
“There's nowt, is there? Nothing... Not unless | escape this crap and go off to live
simply and free, to be Tommo of the wood, caring for all trees and robins. And yeah,

while protecting Linda and me.”

Lost to any immediate purpose, he lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling. “Me
soulless ceiling that has no feeling,” he murmured and smirked at the idea. Inspired,
he tore out a page from an exercise book, grabbed a pen and hastily scribbled down

the words his poet began to recite.

“In soulless buildings that have no feelings, just cold walls and depressing ceilings,
they keep us kids from stars and sun. And far away from levelling guns we might fire,

but not to stun. In morbid rooms, our policed tombs, they lock us in to stop us
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marching, to stop us killing the ones who blacken, flatten and think it’s fun... Yeah, to
kill those with no regard, unless it's to bombard, discard or leave the land scarred.
But they’re reckoning without me, Tommo of the wood. I'll break free! I'll make em
leave things to grow in the way they need to be. And the world will be right and free

for future kids and trees, and for Linda and me.

After sticking the page on the wardrobe door, he stood back to admire his anthem.

“Yeah, not bad for me first attempt. Maybe poetry ain’t just for girls after all.”
| can’t wait to show it to Linda, he thought. But not till we find a wood to live in. Then,
I'll show it to her. And at night, while we sit around our campfire, we’ll write warrior

poems together.

“‘And we’ll be famous warrior poets,” he laughed, “and be seen and heard on TV.

And we’ll say, throw off the crap and live free, for it's the only way to be.”

“Yeah, it's the only way to be, for Linda and me.”
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Tommo of the Wood. Part 8.

Time ticked. Sores festered. Hopes met dreams to mould a young boy into a future
protester. A protector. A warrior and maybe, hopefully, dreamily, a lover. When, a
few days later, Tommo finally emerged from the chrysalis of his childhood, where
Linda also transformed. She became the light shining on his cause to go out and

save the woods.

What Tommo started to prepare for himself, he also prepared for Linda.

He packed a rucksack with clothes and food enough for two. Silently, he wheeled his
and his sister’s pushbikes from the shed and awkwardly along several streets to
Linda’s house. He had passed it many times before, but never once had he stopped
to knock. Why tell adults who we play with, or when and where, but now needs must.
After parking the bikes in an alleyway a few doors along, he walked back to Linda’s

gate. Before he even touched it, the front door opened, and Linda came out.

“Oh, it was you | saw passing by with bikes. What are you doing here, Tommo, and
what are the bikes for?” Then she spotted the rucksack. “And why are you wearing
that?”

“I'm here to rescue you, Linda...” He started to say, but she gave him no chance to

explain the plan.

“What do you mean, rescue me, Tommo?” She asked a little sharply.

“I'm here to take you away, Linda, from, you know...” he added, nodding toward her
house. “We’ll find a wood to live in, and we can write poetry and protect the trees like
warriors. I've got food and stuff, and me savings. You just need to pack a few
clothes. | know you've got a rucksack; | remember you telling me you had one in
case you ever needed to run away. Well, we're going to do that now, you and me,
Linda.”
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“What a sweet idea, Tommo,” she smiled. “The sort only you can have. You were

always so sweet...”

The poet noted Linda’s use of the past tense, but it had no chance to alert Tommo.

“...and you’ve never hurt me like others have, but | can’t go with you, Tommo, you’re

too young, for one thing.”

“‘But I'm as old as you!” He protested.

“Not in ways that matter to a girl, Tommo.” She said quickly. “And anyway, Gary, me

boyfriend, wouldn't like it.”

Tommo gaped at her, horrified, while emotions whirled. Linda’s my girlfriend... didn’t
she tell me all her secrets, hold me hand and kiss me cheek? Didn’t | carve her

name?

Unaware of his turmoil, Linda unintentionally pummelled him again.

“It's him | was off to meet when | saw ya.”

Spotting tears filling his eyes, she reached out and stroked his cheek. “I do like you a
lot, Tommo, | do, but it has to be a no. And I'm sorry to cut you off, but I've got to go.
Gary’s waiting for me in the park. Bye Tommo. Good luck.”

“But, but,” Tommo protested weakly, as she kissed his cheek. “I thought, | thought...”
The rest of his words fell into the pit that opened up around him as he watched her

walk away.

Disappointment clashed with anger, and their forces created a pact. Together, their
strong arms hauled him from the edge of that dark pit and plonked him down onto
the bike’s saddle. Without allowing him time to think about his sister’s bike, they kick-

started his legs, where their pendulating forces set them pedalling furiously.
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Angry, disappointed, hurt words flew about him as the pedals turned faster than they
ever had. By the time he left the town’s outskirts behind, his warming and inspiring
dreams of Linda had died. On he pushed, through the pain and through the cold
night until he had no energy, no fight left. Or emotion, either, and not even enough

breath left to curse himself for not asking Linda to be his girlfriend.
All that remained of the Tommo who had paced a bedroom floor impatiently, or lay

on the bed to make plans for him and Linda, was a need to find a wood to save and

to be saved.
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Tommo of the Wood. Part 9.

“I'm really sorry | didn’t go with you, Tommo,” Linda whispered into the frosty air that

was all the more cold because she felt so alone without Tommo.

“Yeah, you, the silly boy who made me laugh, and scream like a good’en, as you
would say,” she smirked. “| learned how to scream in ways you didn’t know about,
Tommo. Or did you? | think maybe you did, and that’s why you cared for me so
much. | know you did, cos your mum showed me the poem you stuck on your
wardrobe door. That was so cute. No, not was... is cute. I've laminated it to protect it
like you wanted to protect me. | see it when | wake up, and it makes me think of you.

My hero, my warrior, my Tommo.”

She sighed and watched the vapours of her breath kiss his new headstone.

“It's been a long time coming, but that’s from me, Tommo,” she said. “If only I'd
known how you were suffering in that wood where they found ya. | would have come
and got ya, | would have. | might even have stayed to help ya. | know if | had, you'd
still be here. I'm sorry, | didn’t come. And just so you know, I’'m not with Gary
anymore. Or Peter, or Sam, or Steve. All | do is think of you and the times we shared
in our little wood, Tommo. | know now just how much you cared for that wood and for
me. | don’t want anyone else in my life now, because no one else can be you,

Tommo.”

Without caring who saw her, Linda knelt before the headstone and kissed it, like she
once did his cheek. She shivered at its cold touch, but smiled as she imagined her
kiss travelling through the stone and down to her Tommo, who was probably lying

there whittling her a magic wand.

“If only you could. If only you could whittle one with the power to bring yourself back.
| wish I'd known then how much I'd miss you now. It’s like our wood that we played
in. No one really knows how much it'll be missed until it is. But I’'m glad your mum

listened to me and had you laid by a tree. And there’s a space next to you, which I'm
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claiming for me. One day, we’ll be together. It might be a cemetery and not a wood

as you wanted, but at least we’ll be by a tree.”

Another kiss saw her stand to leave, where already she hated the idea of turning her

back on him again.
“Bye for now, Tommo, my sweet warrior of the wood. And yeah, | love you, my silly

boy, and yeah,” she laughed. “I love you in the way you hoped | would, my brave
Tommo of the wood.”
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