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				1

				The Wheels on the Bus

				They say that when you’ve only got seconds to live your whole life flashes before you. I don’t know about that. All I could remember was a sense of not being there. Of being somewhere else. The strange thing was – it was the last place I wanted to be. Well, not the last place, obviously. The last place I wanted to be was where I was – lying in the middle of a road with my foot trapped in the front wheel of a bike and a large double-decker bus hurtling towards me. But one part of my mind was in the other place. Pre-school playgroup. I could even hear the words of the song we used to sing before the mid-morning break.

				The wheels on the bus go round and round

				Round and round, round and round

				Miss McIntyre used to make us sing it before she handed out the orange juice and biscuits.

				The horn on the bus goes beep, beep, beep

				Beep beep beep, beep beep beep

				And we’d have to mime the actions that went with the words.

				I used to hate it. Sapphire Enron and Amy Dyer in their Gap jeans and T-shirts and their cute little high heels hopping about like they were in an all-girl band and Kieran Connor who’s always one step behind going beep, beep, beep for the horn while everyone else was going glug, glug, glug for the petrol pump.

				Everyone except me, that is.

				I used to keep my lips pressed firmly shut and my arms tightly folded all the way through. And when it was finished Miss McIntyre used to say in her sweet little voice: ‘Very good girls and boys, very, very good. That was even better than yesterday. But one of us wasn’t singing, was she, Catherine? One of us wasn’t joining in like the rest of us and Having Fun.’

				As if it was Fun singing those stupid words and putting your arms in front of you and going swish, swish, swish like the windscreen wipers, or covering your eyes with your hands when the doors shut and uncovering them when they open.

				My friend Nina, who’s known me since I was born, practically, says I was always a facety kid, even at four and a half.

				But honestly, you’d think, wouldn’t you, if you’d only got seconds to live, that you’d be spared the thought of Miss McIntyre and Sapphire Enron and Kieran Connor and the rest of the numpties going swish, swish, swish. The last thought in your head before you go swish, swish, splat! and they sweep you up and cart you off to the morgue. And Miss McIntyre peering down at you with that sad, sorrowful look in her baby blue eyes:

				‘You see what happens, Catherine? You see what happens when you don’t sing “The Wheels on the Bus”?’

				Then she’s telling me to get up and screaming at me like she’s finally flipped, calling me a stupid cow and a freak and other names you only ever get in the playground when the teachers aren’t within hearing distance.

				It was this that made me realize, of course, that it wasn’t Miss McIntyre at all. This and the fact that she was about fifty years younger and wearing black lipstick with the thickest make-up you’ve ever seen and choppy blonde hair with a red streak. Oh, and a ring through her nose.

				And then, as I’m staring up at her, I see that she’s got three more rings in one of her ears and another through her right eyebrow. She’s wearing a black leather skirt with an off-the-shoulder top, spider’s-web tights and big black leather buckle boots with skulls on them.

				And on her left shoulder is a large tattoo of a death’s-head moth.

				Even if you met her in Hell, Miss McIntyre was never going to look like that, not in a million years.

				She’s still ranting away at me and I’m staring up at her, speechless, cos I actually did think I was in Hell for a minute, even if I don’t believe in it. I thought I’d died and gone to Hell and she was one of the demons.

				Then somehow – more from sheer terror of the demon, I think, than fear of being crushed under the wheels of a bus – I’ve got my foot free of the spokes and I’m rolling out of the way a fraction of a second before the bus skids to a halt at the exact place I’d just been lying.

				Then it gets very confusing. The bus has stopped and there’s a crowd of people asking me if I’m all right. And I’m saying Sorry and Thank you, like that’s all the words I was ever taught. I meant them for the girl, really, but then I realized she wasn’t there. At least I couldn’t see her, and she wasn’t the kind of person it was easy to miss.

				‘What in God’s name were you thinking about?’

				This is the bus driver. He’s jumped down from the cab and he’s glaring at me with his fists clenched like he wants to finish the job.

				‘Didn’t you see me?’

				‘Yes – but . . .’

				‘She just turned right in front of me,’ he says to the crowd. ‘And the next thing she’s lying in the middle of the road.’

				‘It was that thing there,’ I said.

				They all looked. It was one of those metal things they put in the middle of the road especially for cyclists to skid on – manhole covers, I think they’re called. (I don’t know why – like there’s a man living down there? I don’t think so.) It was all wet with rain. I don’t think I mentioned that it was raining. A thin drizzle that you’d hardly know was there until you realized how wet you were.

				‘It was like ice,’ I said.

				Then they all turn on me. Now they know I’m all right, they’re on the bus driver’s side.

				‘Poor man – he could have killed you.’

				‘You should have waited till it was safe to cross.’

				‘Didn’t you see it coming?’

				‘Does your mammy know you’re riding your bike on the main road?’

				For heaven’s sake, I’m nearly twelve, not three!

				But they had a point. I’m not supposed to use the main road when I go to Nina’s. I’m supposed to cut across the Common. But there’s a ban on riding bikes in the Common, except in certain areas, and the other day I got stopped by the parks police.

				‘What does that say?’ they said, pointing at the sign on the track I was riding down. It said, No Cycling. But it was upside down from where I was standing.

				‘Gnilcyc On,’ I said, pretending to read it upside down.

				I thought that was quite good on the spur of the moment.

				But they didn’t, of course. They’re parks police.

				‘I see,’ says one. ‘A clever clogs.’

				‘Name and address,’ says the first, taking out his notebook.

				I had it off pat. ‘Sapphire Enron, seventy-eight Wickham Road, Balham.’

				‘And if we catch you again, you’re in real trouble,’ they said. Which was probably right, because if they did catch me again they were bound to make me take them back to seventy-eight Wickham Road, Balham, and then they’d find out the last number in the street is seventy-six.

				‘Next time you stick to the Designated Cycle Lanes,’ they said.

				Which would be fine if the Designated Cycle Lanes went anywhere near where I wanted to go.

				So next time I went round by the main road and look what happened. They’d rather have kids spattered under the wheels of a bus than let them ride across the Common in the No Cycling lane.

				‘You’ll cop it from your dad when he sees that bike.’

				This is the bus driver. I looked at it. The front wheel was all buckled where the bus had gone over it. I thought what it would have done to my head.

				‘Think how he’d feel if you were dead,’ says one of the others – the Bus Driver’s Support Club. ‘Think how your poor mammy would feel.’

				‘Never mind her poor mammy, think how I’d feel,’ says the bus driver.

				‘Sorry,’ I said again. But rolling my eyes a bit, because I’d had enough by now. And off I go, pushing my bike along the pavement, and the bus drives off with all the passengers staring out of the window at me and the bus driver shaking his fist.

				I felt a bit sick then. With shock I suppose. I kept thinking about lying in the road and seeing that bus coming at me. I had to take deep breaths. And the really annoying thing was I still had the words of that song going through my head, I just couldn’t get rid of them.

				The wheels on the bus go round and round . . .

				And that girl. I suppose she’d saved my life. No doubt about it. The front wheel of the bus ended up exactly where my head was about a second earlier. No wonder she was swearing at me. But she’d said something else, too; what was it? Something about having a death-wish. More than that. I couldn’t quite remember it now. Something really personal – as if she knew me. But I was pretty sure I’d never seen her before. You’d surely remember if you had.

				And how come she’d suddenly vanished when all the others gathered round?

				After a while I felt a bit better. The rain had stopped and the sun had come out and there was a rainbow in the sky and the birds were singing. It felt good to be alive. And yet, in a strange kind of way, I didn’t feel like I was alive. It felt more like being in a dream. As if nothing was real.

				I think it was then that I first thought I might be dead.
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				Goths, Emos and Wailing Monks

				‘What have you done to your bike?’

				This is Nina when I get to her house.

				‘I ran into a bus,’ I said.

				‘You liar.’ Looking at me to see if I am. Lying, I mean. Then she looks at the bike again. ‘The front wheel’s all buckled,’ she says.

				‘You should see the bus,’ I said. I was feeling a bit better now.

				She just gave me a look and I stuck the bike out of the way at the back of the hall.

				‘Well, are you going to tell me what happened or aren’t you?’ she says.

				But I could hear Nina’s mum, Shella, in the kitchen and I didn’t want her to hear. She’s great, Shella, but she’s part of the mums’ network. She’s a teacher, too. She teaches part time at a school for kids with special needs. I didn’t want Shella knowing I’d fallen under a bus. She’d be on to my mum in no time.

				‘Upstairs,’ I said.

				So we go up to her bedroom. I love Nina’s bedroom. It’s a sort of secret place, or a place for telling secrets, anyway. It used to be yellow but we did a makeover in the summer and now it’s all red. Red walls, red ceiling and this fantastic rug on the floor that’s made of silk and one of her uncles brought back from a village in Pakistan, near the Chinese border. That’s what Nina says anyway. It probably came from John Lewis, she’s such a liar. And there’s this great duvet cover with a peacock on it, but we sit on these cushions on the floor cos she doesn’t like her bed messed up.

				‘So go on,’ she says, as she closes her bedroom door. ‘This bus.’

				So I told her about it. And the girl who saved my life.

				‘The bus stopped just where my head was a second before,’ I said. ‘It would have gone splat like a melon.’

				‘More like a coconut,’ said Nina thoughtfully. She likes to get things right.

				But I could see she thought I was exaggerating so I pulled up my jeans and started peering at my knee to see if there was a bruise coming up.

				‘But didn’t you see it coming?’ she said, just like one of the women from Rent-a-Crowd, only with this eagle-eyed lawyer’s stare. Her dad says she’d make a brilliant lawyer cos she’s always arguing with him and picking him up on things, but she wants to be a set designer for the movies. She reckons she has a flair for it. But I reckon her dad’s right: she should be a lawyer.

				‘Yes, but I thought I could make it,’ I said and I told her about the manhole cover and the rain.

				‘So the bike’s on top of you,’ she says slowly. ‘And you’ve got your foot caught in the wheel, and the bus is coming straight at you?’

				Like I’m in the witness box and she’s taking me through the story bit by bit so she can take it apart.

				‘And this girl just appears from nowhere and pulls you clear?’

				‘That’s right. Well, she didn’t exactly pull me; she just kind of yelled at me to get up.’

				(What she actually yelled was, ‘Move your arse’ – or at least that was some of what she yelled at me. Even Nina would be shocked at the rest.)

				‘You needed yelling at, did you?’ said Nina. ‘You were happy just lying there?’

				‘Well, I was a bit stunned.’

				‘So what was she like, this girl? Well built, was she? Looked like she works out? Pumps a lot of iron?’

				I knew she was being sarcastic and she still didn’t believe me. That’s the thing about being a liar – you think everybody else is, too. ‘No. Not really,’ I said, all cool. I described her, right down to the ring in her nose and the death’s-head moth tattoo.

				‘Sounds like she’s a goth,’ says Nina.

				‘More like an emo,’ I said.

				There’s not a lot of difference to look at, but you know it when you see it. And emos are more aggressive. At least in my opinion. I know they have this reputation for being all emotional and sensitive and wanting to kill themselves but in my opinion it’s you they want to kill.’

				‘Was she on the bus?’ says Nina.

				I looked at her. ‘No. Of course she wasn’t on the bus. How could she have been on the bus when she was standing next to me?’

				‘I don’t know.’ She shrugged. ‘She might have seen you fall and jumped off to save you. Like a superhero.’

				‘Yeah. Right.’

				‘So she was just passing by?’

				‘I suppose. Or maybe she’s my guardian angel and she swooped down from the sky.’

				I can be just as sarcastic as Nina if I put my mind to it.

				‘Looking like an emo?’

				Now I’m doing the shrug but to tell the truth I was beginning to have my doubts. That’s what lawyers do: they put doubts in your mind and feed them. Maybe it was the knock on the head.

				‘I’m not imagining her, you know,’ I snapped at her.

				‘I didn’t say you were.’

				There was an awkward silence. Then she said: ‘And then she just kind of . . . vanished?’

				‘Well, I wouldn’t say vanished, exactly. I just couldn’t see her. There was a crowd of people all round me.’

				Nina sniffed. ‘You should tweet it,’ she said. ‘Like people do with missing cats. Or hamsters.’

				She never misses a trick, Nina. This is because the last time my hamster went missing I posted it on Twitter. I thought it might be living wild on the Common.

				And yes, I know hamsters don’t read tweets, but my friends do and I thought one of them might have seen it.

				Nina’s still going on. ‘Anyone seen “escaped emo in Tooting with ring through nose and death’s-head moth tattoo?” How many characters is that? If she lives locally people must have seen her about.’ Then she shook her head. ‘But I can’t see her coming from round here. Streatham maybe, or the outer fringes of suburbia.’

				The outer fringes of suburbia. This is the way she talks. I shrugged again.

				‘Maybe she doesn’t dress like that all the time,’ I said. ‘Maybe she was on her way somewhere.’

				‘Like an emo convention, you mean? In Tooting?’

				‘No. Like someone’s party or something.’ It was Saturday afternoon; it was possible. ‘Anyway, I think I might have seen her around, now I come to think of it.’ I screwed my face up. ‘Not looking like that exactly, but . . .’

				‘Where?’

				‘I don’t know where. Just around.’

				I wasn’t lying. I did think I’d seen her around. There was something about her that seemed kind of familiar to me, but it wasn’t something I could pin down. And then there were the things she’d said to me – they were starting to come back to me now.

				‘Have you got some kind of death wish or what?’

				‘You’re going to die soon enough – no need to rush it.’

				Except that she didn’t say it as politely as that.

				And I couldn’t get it out of my head that she knew me.

				I was still thinking about this when there’s a knock on the door and even though Nina says, ‘Go away,’ like she always does, it opens and her brother’s standing there. Omar. I’m not into boys as a rule but you could make an exception for Omar. He’s fifteen and he’s gorgeous. Trouble is, he knows it.

				‘Hello, girls,’ he says, leaning on the door with this lazy grin and his eyes all narrow and cool.

				Nina gives him the finger but he just grins some more and he looks at me and he says, ‘Hi, Kit, how’s it going?’

				‘OK,’ I mutter, feeling a blush spreading up from my neck. I hate myself sometimes. Well, most of the time, actually.

				‘Is that your bike downstairs?’

				‘Well, whose else would it be, duh?’ This from Nina. Her name means Gracious One in Urdu; did I mention that?

				‘I’m sorry, is it in the way?’ I said. ‘I’ll come down and move it, if you like.’

				‘No, that’s all right, but what did you do to the front wheel?’

				‘She ran into a bus,’ said Nina, smirking.

				‘Really?’ Slight raise of the brows. He’s got eyebrows like a girl. Eyelashes too. Which does him no harm at all, in my opinion.

				‘I hit a bump,’ I said, frowning at Nina.

				‘Some bump,’ he said. ‘We’ve got a few spares in the shed. Do you want me to see if I can get one to fit?’

				‘Could you?’ I said sweetly. I ignore the way Nina’s rolling her eyes.

				A few minutes later I see him out in the back garden taking the wheel off. He worked in a bike shop over the summer so he more or less knows what he’s doing, or at least he pretends he does.

				‘The boy wonder,’ says Nina, but a few minutes later she makes an excuse to go downstairs and I see her talking to him in the back garden. I wondered if she was telling him more about the bus. Then she came back upstairs and made me play ‘Stardoll’ with her on her laptop until I lost the will to live and we played ‘Twilight Princess’ instead until it was time for me to go home.

				When we went downstairs the bike was back in the hall with a new front wheel on it.

				‘It should be all right,’ said Omar when I thanked him. ‘But I’ll run back with you, if you like, just to make sure.’

				I started to say I’d be OK, but he’s saying no problemo, he was going for a run anyway, and I could pace him on the bike. Nina snorted but we both ignored her.

				‘I don’t suppose I’ll be able to go fast enough,’ I said.

				‘Don’t worry,’ says Nina, ‘he’s just got over a groin strain, haven’t you, bro?’ And she gives him a wicked grin.

				I could feel myself going red again but I pretended to be looking over my bike and testing the brakes. I haven’t got any brothers myself. I’m not sure if that’s a good or a bad thing, but it certainly makes you more relaxed around boys if you have. I was already feeling nervous about the ride across the Common.

				We all call it the Common but its real name is the Bec. Tooting Bec. It was named after some monks from a place called Bec in Normandy who came over with William the Conqueror in 1066 and built an abbey here. Nina’s mum told me that. She knows more about English history than anyone else I know, even though she was born in Pakistan.

				There’s no sign of the abbey now, not even a pile of ruins, but there’s supposed to be the ghost of a monk who wanders along the side of the lake moaning and wailing. He’s called the Wailing Monk of Bec. Or just the Black Monk, cos he wears a black robe and a hood. Lots of people say they’ve seen him, but quite honestly half the people you see on the Common look like that when they’re wearing hoodies so it could be anyone. But Shella says the lake is on the site of an old graveyard where all the monks were buried and he’s wandering around looking for his grave. I think she might have made that up, though. She knows I like ghost stories.

				So we’re heading out across the Common – in the Designated Cycling Lane so the parks police can’t have me put away for life. Me cycling and Omar running. The sun’s very low in the sky, and the leaves are turning. It’s a lovely evening. Everything’s wonderful. And then I think maybe I should say something.

				That’s typical of me. Long silences make me feel embarrassed and I always have to start a conversation. And I nearly always say the wrong thing.

				Here are some of the things I could have said:

				Wheel seems to be OK.

				Isn’t the sky lovely?

				What a great sunset . . .

				Or even:

				What’s the difference between an emo and a goth?

				But I didn’t say any of these things. What I said was:

				‘How’s the groin strain?’

				I mean, what??????

				It wasn’t as if I’d been thinking about it; it just came out. Like projectile vomit. ‘How’s the groin strain?’

				‘It’s OK,’ he says. ‘Thanks for asking.’

				Then I see the girl again. She’s standing by herself, just to one side of the path, next to a tree, smoking a cigarette and looking at me through narrowed eyes. She’s some distance away and there’s no way she could have heard me, but I’m not kidding, she just stares at me like I’m some kind of freak and then she turns round and deliberately bangs her head three times against the trunk of the tree.
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				Screams in the Night

				OK, I know I should have gone over and talked to her. Introduced myself. Thanked her for saving my life. Even if she just slagged me off again. But it was a bit difficult with Omar there. He was bound to ask me who she was and how I knew her, and then I’d have either had to lie to him or tell him about the bus.

				Besides, it crossed my mind, even then, that she wasn’t really there. Not a ghost as such, like the Wailing Monk, but some kind of fantasy I was having. Like a hallucination from the knock on the head. I wondered if I should have gone to hospital to have it checked. Nina obviously thought the girl was all in my mind. I could just imagine the conversation when Omar got back from seeing me home.

				‘Did she seem all right to you? I mean, she didn’t do anything strange on the way home?’

				‘No. Apart from when she stopped to talk to a tree.’

				So I just put my head down and kept on going and never looked back. I was afraid that if I did she’d have vanished, just like before.

				As soon as you come out of the tunnel under the railway line you can see our house. If you know what you’re looking for, that is, cos it’s one of about fifty houses that run along that side of the Common. You have to cross the road to get to them, but it’s only a small road; you don’t get any buses on it and there are speed bumps to slow the traffic down. Even so, Omar saw me across like I was about four years old, making me get off my bike and look both ways. I was worried for a minute he was going to hold my hand. He let me go up the front path by myself but when I looked back at the door he was still standing there watching me with a strange look on his face. But then he just grinned and gave me a wave and ran off.

				I opened the front door and went in.

				‘Is that you, Kit?’

				This is my mother. Shouting down from upstairs.

				‘Yes,’ I said.

				‘I hope you’re not wheeling that bike through my nice, clean house dropping mud everywhere.’

				No, I’m not. I’m riding it through the house. I’m riding in circles round the kitchen. I’m riding up the walls. Look at all the wheel marks. Wheeeee.

				I carried my bike through the house and out into the garden and stashed it in the bike shed, like I’m supposed to. When I go back in she’s coming down the stairs carrying a tray with three cups on it.

				‘I found these in your room,’ she says. ‘Three cups hiding under the bed. One of them’s got something growing in it.’

				‘It’s probably fungus,’ I said. ‘You shouldn’t have moved it. It’s a project I’m doing for homework.’

				She gives me a look.

				‘It’s disgusting,’ she said.

				‘Well, don’t go in there,’ I said, ‘if you find it so disgusting.’

				I hate her going into my room when I’m not there. I don’t go into her room looking to see if there’s cups under her bed. She’s still glaring at me.

				‘I don’t know what you do to get it in such a mess,’ she said. ‘And look at you. What have you been doing with yourself?’

				‘What do you mean?’ I said.

				‘Look at your hair. And what’s that on your anorak, mud or chocolate?’

				I scratched at it with a fingernail and then put my finger in my mouth and pretended to think about it.

				‘Dog do,’ I said.

				‘Don’t be gross. Did you have anything to eat at Nina’s?’ She looks vaguely around the kitchen as if she’s just seeing it for the first time. I know what this means. It means she’s not done any shopping and there’s nothing for us to eat.

				‘I had a cold chapatti,’ I said.

				She opens the fridge door and peers at the empty shelves. ‘We’ve got eggs,’ she says a bit doubtfully. ‘I could do us an omelette.’

				‘Great,’ I say. There’s nothing like an omelette when you’ve nearly been run over by a bus, especially a plain omelette; it really cheers you up. I thought of telling her this, but it wouldn’t sound the same without the bit about the bus and I wasn’t going to tell her that, for sure.

				‘Or we could get in a pizza.’

				This is more like it.

				She looks at me. ‘But you need to shower first.’

				‘What – to eat a pizza?’

				‘I’m not eating a pizza with you looking like that.’

				Sometimes I wonder about my mother. She’s got this thing about keeping everything clean and tidy. Nina calls it OCD, which stands for Obsessive Compulsive Disorder. She doesn’t say my mum’s got it – she’s too polite for that, at least about my mum – but she tells me about other people who have it so I’ll know what she means. Anyway, I think she’s right about my mum. She never stops wiping things down, or straightening things, or picking them up as soon as you put them down and putting them away somewhere where you can never find them. She says it’s because she works at home and if you work at home all day you can’t stand to see dirty dishes lying around and all that.

				My dad says to me, ‘Don’t stay in one place too long or she’ll wipe you down with a cloth.’ It’s all right for him; he’s never here. He’s a photographer – or I should say a photojournalist, cos he mainly photographs things that are in the news, so he’s away a lot. I wish I could say this is what makes Mum sad but she seems even sadder when he’s at home.

				I don’t know what’s wrong with them, but something is. They don’t argue all the time, or scream at each other, like some parents. If anything, they’re far too polite. Not like Nina’s mum and dad who are either laughing and hugging or shouting at each other and throwing things. That never happens in our house. Not with my mum and dad. It’s like something’s broken down and they don’t know how to fix it.

				They’re both all right with me, though. Apart from Mum’s thing about being tidy. I suppose I’ve got nothing to complain about really.

				‘What kind of pizza would you like?’ she says.

				I went for pizza capricciosa which is mozzarella, tomato, mushrooms, artichokes, ham and olives. Mum ordered a margherita without the cheese. Can you believe that? Pizza margherita without the cheese is basically tomato paste on a crust. And she’ll leave most of the crust.

				She’s been on a diet. She says she wants to get her figure back. If you ask me, if she wants her figure back she should eat ten pork pies a day, cos she hasn’t got a figure. She just goes straight up and down. Maybe a slight bump here and there. I know Dad would rather she was a bit fatter cos he looks kind of stunned when he sees her nibbling on a lettuce leaf or something. And sometimes when he’s staring into the fridge and saying, ‘What are we having for dinner?’ she says, ‘But we had lunch.’

				‘You don’t eat enough to stay alive,’ he says.

				He eats all the time. All the time he’s with us anyway. He’s always got his nose in the fridge. But he’s thin, too. Not as thin as Mum and much more muscly, but he doesn’t seem to put on any weight, no matter how much he eats. He says it’s because he’s on the go all the time. I think it’s because he’s always having to dodge bullets. I worry about him. He’s been in Libya and Syria. But now he’s in Russia so with luck nobody will be shooting at him.

				I take more after my dad than my mum. Everyone says so. In appearance and everything. Only not so wiry. I’ve got the same reddish blonde hair as Dad. And freckles. Not many, but enough to worry about. And I like doing things that are adventurous, like rock climbing and shooting rapids. Not that I’ve done any real rock climbing, but I’ve joined the climbing club at school and I do the wall at the gym and they’re going to take us to the Lake District to climb real rocks next summer.

				I’ve only done rapids once – that was with my dad in France – but I loved it. He says he’ll take me again next summer. Also I play football. Attacking midfield. And of course, cycling. If my dad’s not away on a job, we’re going on the London-to-Brighton cycle ride this year. That’s over fifty miles.

				But sometimes I like hanging out with my mum, eating pizza.

				I might have given the wrong impression of my mother. She can be quite nice sometimes. She just isn’t very happy. Things didn’t really work out for her the way she wanted them to.

				She used to be a swimmer. I mean a proper swimmer; she swam for England. This was before I was born. She was in line for the Olympics but then she had an accident. She doesn’t talk about it much, but it was something to do with her back and she was laid up for months. Then she had me and that put an end to it for good. She doesn’t say that, but I’m sure she thinks it.

				So now she sells advertising space to sports magazines. She does it on the phone, mostly. That’s why she works from home. She’s supposed to be good at it and she seems to make enough money. But she doesn’t like it. She says it’s not exactly fulfilling selling advertising space. It’s usually for trainers and sports gear – and swimsuits. I suppose that could be quite depressing after you’ve swum for England. But I don’t think that’s the real reason she’s not happy.

				Anyway, she seemed to be a bit more cheerful tonight. I started to lay the table and she said, ‘Let’s have it in the other room and watch a movie.’

				I was amazed. ‘What about the crumbs?’ I said.

				‘Don’t worry about that,’ she said. ‘I’ll get the Dyson out as soon as it’s over.’

				So we sat in front of the television eating pizza and watching a movie.

				It was called ‘Sleeping with the Enemy’. It was a fifteen, but either my mother hadn’t noticed or she didn’t care. I thought there might be sex in it, which made me a bit tense with my mother sat next to me. But there wasn’t. Not much, anyway. It’s about this woman whose husband is a psycho. Or a control freak, which is the same thing really. She’s so scared of him she daren’t ask for a divorce and she can’t run away cos she knows he’ll find her, so she fakes her own death. They go out in this boat in a storm and she falls overboard and he thinks she’s been drowned, but she’s clinging to this buoy.

				Mum put it on pause then and I thought she’d decided it wasn’t suitable for me, which she does sometimes, but no, she’s just decided she can’t stand to sit there with the dirty pizza plates on the table, so I have to clear them away while she wipes a cloth over the surface, so she can relax and watch the rest of the film.

				The man thinks his wife has drowned, even though they never find the body. But in fact she’s living in a different town hundreds of miles away under a different name. But then her husband finds out and comes after her. I won’t tell you the ending so as not to spoil it for you but it’s so scary I nearly wet myself. I think mum was more scared than I was. We were clinging to each other at one point, and she’s turning her head away and going, ‘Tell me when I can look!’ The woman’s played by Julia Roberts, who looks a bit like my mum. Or I should say my mum looks a bit like Julia Roberts. She’s got the same kind of hair anyway, and the same wide mouth.

				We sat there for a while when the film ended, thinking about it.

				I was thinking I wouldn’t mind if I looked a bit like Julia Roberts. Twenty years ago, anyway. Instead of looking like my dad.

				‘That was scary,’ Mum said. ‘I should never have let you watch it.’

				This is typical of her.

				‘You’ll have nightmares,’ she said. ‘You’ll wake up screaming.’

				As if.

				‘It’s all right,’ I said. ‘It was great.’

				‘Up you go, then,’ she said. ‘I’ll be up in a minute to kiss you goodnight.’

				As I was on my way upstairs I heard the vacuum cleaner going. She must have seen a crumb on the floor.

				Before I went to bed I pulled back the curtain a little and looked out of the window, cos I had this crazy idea the girl was standing outside, watching the house. My bedroom is at the front of the house and I could see this long line of streetlights going out across the Common. There was a thin rain in the air, like a mist. I looked out for quite some time, until I heard my mum coming up the stairs to kiss me goodnight, but I couldn’t see anyone. It must have been the film, making me nervous.

				When I was lying in bed, though, I couldn’t help thinking about her. Imagining her out there in the rain and the darkness in the middle of the empty Common. Her and the Wailing Monk.

				And then, just as I was nodding off, I heard this terrible screaming.

				I was wide awake in a flash. I knew I wasn’t dreaming. It was coming from outside. I jumped out of bed and scuttled over to the window and pressed my face to the glass so I could look out.

				The rain was heavier now and I couldn’t see much at first, just the streetlights, all bleary and faded, and the shiny surface of the road and the darkness over the Common. Then I saw this fox. It was walking straight down the middle of the road and screaming. I remembered now that I’d heard something like it once before and Mum had said it was a vixen – a she-fox – and that they did sometimes scream like that, to attract the males. It wouldn’t attract me if I was a male fox. I’d be off down the nearest foxhole.

				Then I saw the girl.

				She was standing under one of the streetlights on the side nearest the Common, just standing there in the rain and looking towards our house.

				I couldn’t tell for sure – I mean, I couldn’t see her face, not at that distance in the dark and the rain – but I knew it was her.

				I let the curtain fall back so she wouldn’t see me looking.

				But the last thing I saw was the fox walking right past her, as if she wasn’t there.
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