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Chapter One



The cookie broke apart in his mouth like smashed concrete. It was so stale that his saliva turned it into glue and his teeth stuck together. It didn’t matter to Derrick. He forced his jaw to keep working the mouthful until it was soft enough to swallow. It wasn’t about the taste. Not after what had happened to him that afternoon. Not when the cookie was days old and scavenged from the dustbin.


He delved his hand back into the bin bag. Cold moisture tingled on his skin as something mushy swamped his fingers. Derrick didn’t even flinch. The first time he had ever done this the slightest touch of anything wet had made him whip his hand clear and wipe it frantically on the weeds that grew through the fence. Now he’d done it so many times that nothing would stop him.


Why do you do this? he asked himself. It was a question he could never answer. These eating sprees had only begun a few months back. Since then he’d watched the fat swell under his skin, his belly sag over his waistband. It had only taken a couple of months for him to completely lose control.


That was the funny thing. He ate because everything at home was out of control. He ate because it made him feel in control. Even Derrick couldn’t figure it out.


The cloying smell of rubbish filled his nose. His hand found another cookie that was too soggy to consider, then another, which just about made the grade. In the darkness it was little more than a disc of shadow between his fingers. Too dark to make out if anything nasty was stuck to it. Derrick shrugged and shoved it into his mouth whole.


It cracked between his teeth. Derrick tipped his head back to the night sky. With each chew he felt the tension ooze out of his body. It felt like his feet were sinking into the earth. The knot of anger in his stomach, pulled so tight that day that he thought it might snap, began to fall slack as the junk food slopped down into his gut.


These days junk food was the only thing that soothed the anger. Even if it was only for a few hours. It had been that way for three months now. Ever since the incident. Ever since Charlotte had tried to kill herself.


A high-pitched yelp echoed across the allotments and chased the memory from his mind. When he was little, he’d always thought that the fox cries were the screams of women in trouble. Back then he would never have gone to the alley at the bottom of the garden after midnight. It was the only way to make sure his family didn’t see him raiding the bins for days-old junk food, something he wasn’t exactly proud of.


Derrick looked down at the bulge of his stomach. The sight of it. This was her fault. It was the only way to cope with everything Charlotte was putting them through.


The fox screamed again, a strangled wail that snapped his thoughts in two. Derrick leaned back against the wooden fence that lined one side of the alley. It formed an uneven black barrier that cut him off from the segmented back gardens that ran the length of the street. The wood creaked under his weight. Just enough dim light filtered through from the surrounding houses for him to pick out the vegetable patches, sheds, wonky frameworks and mismatched garden furniture of the allotments opposite. Three months ago he’d learned the place like the back of his hand. There was no sign of the fox. The only sound now was the low vibration of a helicopter somewhere behind the roofs.


Derrick swallowed the last of the cookie. It wasn’t quite enough to push away his worries. Things were only going to get worse from here. Charlotte’s final exams were next week. The thought of how the stress might make her behave sent a shiver up his spine. There had already been crying and tantrums. The atmosphere in the house was already becoming too tense to bear.


She couldn’t just get on with things like everybody else. His exams were finished and he’d got through them fine. Ok, she was a couple of years ahead, hers were probably a bit harder. But that shouldn’t be an excuse. Charlotte always made such a big deal out of everything.


Depression – Derrick just didn’t get it.


He felt his jogging bottoms dig into his skin. They used to be loose. He deployed two fingers to tug his T-shirt (XXL, bought in a charity shop) away from his body.


He wiped crumbs from his mouth. When he had chucked the remains of this food away a couple of days ago, the idea had been to stop himself eating too much. The irony wasn’t lost on him. Just like with everything else, he should have known better.


He sighed. Why do you do this? On top of what they had caught him doing at school earlier that day, Derrick wondered if he had any pride left at all.


A little way up the alley the chain-link fence that cut him off from the allotments rattled. The sound made his skin prickle. The fence rattled harder, as if someone were shaking it, sending a metallic ripple all the way along to meet the garden gate with a loud slap-slap-slap. Somewhere in the thick darkness, something unseen scuffled on the soil.


‘Bugger off,’ blurted Derrick. He wasn’t sure why.


But the noise didn’t bugger off and the whole fence rattled like it was going to fall down.


Derrick was pretty sure he should run for it. His feet inched back. It would have taken him maybe fifteen seconds to clear the lawn and reach the back door of the house. That didn’t factor in the possibility of getting a stitch and falling over halfway.


Only a single thought made him stand his ground. What if they’re filming you again?


If they’d caught Derrick eating out of the dustbin, the video would be on YouTube within the hour. Maybe this was an extra part of the prank. Bonus footage. An extra freak-out to make it really humiliating. As if the video they’d made earlier that day hadn’t been humiliating enough.


When the smartphone had appeared over the top of the toilet stall, he’d known straight away who it was. There was no way to get his trousers up in time. The school meatheads had used Tamoor’s phone, while he himself hung back. As if that made it less of a betrayal. Tamoor and Derrick used to be best friends. The end of that friendship was something else that had slipped out of his control.


He forced himself forward. There was no way he could let them get away with it again. Not after everything they’d done to him in the last few months. It wasn’t as if Tamoor would stop them.


The helicopter was overhead now, the buzz of the blades joining in with the rattling of the fence.


Derrick took another step and felt his stomach turn over. Could projectile vomit be used as a weapon? He took his phone out of his pocket. Swiped the screen and thrust it out ahead of him. Sharp white light illuminated the alley and pushed thin, interweaving shadows through the fence onto the grass.


Suddenly the rattling stopped, leaving the thundering chopper, circling.


Derrick held up his phone to inspect a ragged hole, peeled open in the chain-link, just about big enough for a person to squeeze through. A person a little less wide than himself, anyway.


Derrick lowered himself down onto his knees and pressed the screen closer. The earth in front of the hole had been scuffed and churned. It was scarred with shallow grooves like claw marks. Derrick plucked something caught on a barb of metal. It was a clump of black fur. Thick but soft, like the coat of an animal.


Bugger. Three months ago he would have given anything to find this . . .


Derrick tucked his phone back into his pocket and heaved himself upright, clutching the tuft.


Blinding light flooded the alley. Derrick threw his arm across his eyes. Shit. He thought for a paranoid split-second it was Tamoor and the meatheads. Oh god. Everyone would laugh at him. Again. He was exposed. Slowly, as if accepting his fate, he opened his eyes and squinted up from under his arm.


The helicopter hovered directly above him, pinning him in a beam of brightness that cut him out of the night. They wouldn’t go this far. This would be a whole new level of trolling. The turbulence of the thundering blades plastered his T-shirt against his skin. Even in his fear he tried to pry it loose.


The light considered him for a few seconds before it seemed to grow bored. It swung lazily across the allotments, flooding the greenhouses with ghostly white and throwing strange, misshapen shadows across the ground. The helicopter turned and buzzed away, illuminating the empty warehouse in the far corner.


Derrick’s hair settled messily over his face. A high-pitched ringing tore at his ears. All he could do was stand and watch the helicopter drift away over the allotments. POLICE, Derrick read on its side. Eating from his dustbin wasn’t a crime, was it? Derrick had always thought of it more as a total moral disgrace.


After a few minutes the spotlight snapped off like a shrug, the helicopter coasted off over London, and the noise bounced and faded into the distance.


Derrick tried to hold his trembling hands steady. The quiet around him now was absolute. The black fur was gone, blown away into the darkness.





Chapter Two



The reflection in the bathroom mirror always made Derrick sigh. It had been a long time since he was happy with what he saw. Occasionally, depending on how much he had eaten the previous day, it wasn’t quite as cringe-worthy. Even then, though, it was only a case of how close his stomach looked to bursting. Degrees of shame.


Derrick studied his naked reflection. The dustbin cookies were having their revenge. The fold that cut his belly into two distinctive rolls was even deeper than usual, like a trench at the bottom of the ocean. He’d have to try and hide it with the biggest T-shirt he owned.


Derrick poked a finger into his nipple. The flesh swallowed it up to the fingernail. The meatheads at school had yet to reach a consensus opinion about the proper name for a fat boy’s breasts. Man boobs was a frontrunner, usually shortened to moobs. Tamoor, proudly, had come up with chesticles.


When they shouted these at him in the PE changing room, Derrick would try and ignore them and do everything he could to stay in control of himself.


Yesterday that had meant going into the toilet stall for a private moment that had not stayed private for very long at all.


It took one deep breath to summon the courage to step onto the scale. As the digital display rushed upwards he let the air out of his lungs. His belly spread to hide his feet. The only way to see the result was to lean forward. After a thoughtful pause to consider his bulk, the display showed 18 stones and 1 pound. Derrick grimaced. It was just below his all-time personal worst, achieved just two weeks before.


The next step was to lose as much of that weight as possible on the toilet. Returning to the scale ten minutes later, he’d cut down to 17 stones and 13 pounds. Derrick stepped off with a nod. It would have to do. This house would never let him get any slimmer.


Derrick thumped down the stairs in the same jogging bottoms he’d worn the night before. An all-black T-shirt billowed around him (XXXL, ordered specially from America). His school uniform was still a crumpled mess on his bedroom floor. If everything went to plan, he wouldn’t be needing it.


Steam curled up from a mug clasped in Mum’s hands. When he walked into the kitchen she met him with a nod, but didn’t move from her position perched on the edge of the counter. Her smart work shirt was rumpled, as if she hadn’t had a chance to iron it.


‘Uniform’s changed a bit, hasn’t it?’ she said.


Derrick scraped a chair across the pale linoleum floor and tucked himself in underneath the table. ‘I have a compelling argument for staying home today.’


‘Save it,’ said Mum, as she set her mug down on the counter and slung her work ID around her neck. ‘For once I agree with you. As it’s Friday.’


Derrick grinned. He’d been prepared for a fight.


‘But,’ Mum said, wagging a finger, ‘there’s still the matter of talking to your head teacher.’


Derrick’s smile vanished and he scowled into the empty cereal bowl in front of him. Of all the conversations he would rather avoid, this was top of the list. Mr Irvine was probably the least frightening teacher in the world. He wore thick-framed glasses to compensate for his baldness. He’d often take them off and chew one of the arms, trying to look stern. It never worked. Tamoor used to say that Mr Irvine was fired from a girls’ school for getting a Year Eight pregnant. That probably wasn’t true though. Tamoor told a lot of stories like that. Derrick was pretty sure Year Eight girls didn’t even get their periods yet. He’d have to remember to Google it later.


Anyway, it didn’t matter if he was a scary head teacher or not. Talking about what happened yesterday was pretty much the last thing he wanted to do with anyone.


Beneath the table the cat wound herself around his legs. Derrick cast around the table for something sharp to stick into his arm. Just to cause a distraction. Then he remembered.


You shouldn’t even think that. It’s not something to joke about.


There had been no knives or scissors in the kitchen since the incident. For the last three months every morning involved remembering to grab a knife from Mum’s secret stash before going downstairs. That day, like most days, he’d forgotten. A few days ago he’d spread jam on his toast with the edge of his school calculator.


‘No time like the present,’ said Mum, as she reached for the cordless phone.


‘Can we negotiate?’


‘Nope.’


Derrick thought about trying to escape. The back door was ajar and morning sun slanted gently across the garden and the allotments behind it. He could make a run for it. But running was hardly his strong suit.


Mum tapped in the number, but left the handset in the cradle. Then she pressed the button for the speaker and the fuzzy sound of ringing filled up the kitchen. Startled, the cat ran out into the hall.


Mum flashed him a wink, and for just a second Derrick felt the panic in his chest subside. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad?


The ringing was broken on the sixth go around.


‘Mr Irvine speaking.’


His voice was thick and weary, as if he’d been asleep head down on his desk all night and the phone had disturbed him mid-dream.


‘This is Karen Pietersen,’ said Mum.


There was a pause, followed by a rustle of paper. Mr Irvine checking his memos, trying to remember who the hell she was. ‘Ah, Mrs Pietersen, good morning. I’m glad we have this chance to talk.’


Mum rolled her eyes at that. Derrick fought to keep the smile off his face. Even with her in his corner this could not go well. There was no way for him to explain why he had done it. Not a way that they’d understand, anyway.


On the other end of the line Mr Irvine cleared his throat. ‘Now, we both know that Derrick is an unpopular child.’


Mum’s eyes flared wide. ‘You’re on speaker, Mr Irvine.’


A pause followed. The line crackled like burning paper to punctuate the silence.


‘I am?’


‘Derrick is right here.’


Mr Irvine seemed to choke on his own throat. ‘Mrs Pietersen, please take me off speaker.’


A mischievous grin tugged at Mum’s lips. ‘I don’t think so.’


Derrick clamped his hand over his mouth to smother a laugh. She rarely behaved like this any more. Usually she was too tired in the morning to do anything but snap at him, or sit in the kitchen with her head on the table. The last few months seemed to have drained all the life out of her.


‘Very well then,’ said Mr Irvine. ‘We’ve all seen the video –’


The smile dropped off both of their faces.


‘I mean to say, we’re all aware what occurred yesterday.’


‘You mean my son being humiliated on the Internet?’


‘That’s one side of it, yes.’


‘What other side is there, Mr Irvine?’


Derrick flinched at the tone of her voice. It was the same tone she used to take with Dad before he left. The same she’d used with Charlotte in the early days, and now with him when he trod a little too heavily on the invisible eggshells that littered their house. Nothing good ever came after that tone of voice.


‘Mrs Pietersen, I understand that this has been upsetting. The school is well aware that your family is experiencing a difficult time. That is why no further action is being taken against Derrick. But your son has been much more withdrawn than usual in the last few months. This isn’t the first time he’s misbehaved in a . . . strange manner. Our concern is that this might be his way of acting out.’


Derrick kept his eyes on the empty cereal bowl in front of him.


It was hard to argue that he’d been caught doing some strange things at school, like sneaking into the staff toilet or locking his PE teacher in the ball cupboard. There wasn’t a reason for doing any of it. It was just because he could.


‘Rest assured we’re doing everything we can to identify the persons responsible for making and distributing the video.’


Derrick flicked the edge of the bowl. Mr Irvine made it sound like an expensively shot porno. Anyway, everyone who wasn’t a teacher knew who it was.


Tamoor could have stopped the meatheads. He gave up his phone too easily. The meatheads left it to Tamoor to upload the file to YouTube, like a test he had to pass. Derrick had begged him not to, tried to snatch the phone – but Tamoor just held it at arm’s-length above his head. He could have sworn Tamoor never used to be that tall.


For a second Derrick thought that he might not do it. That their former friendship still meant something. But Tamoor pressed the button and smiled as they all laughed and shoved each other about to celebrate.


‘I understand that –’ Mr Irvine pauses. ‘Am I still on speaker?’


‘Yes.’


‘I understand that Derrick is the victim in this. But I must make it absolutely clear that his behaviour is simply not appropriate in school.’


Mum sighed. Her face folded suddenly with tiredness. That was it. The joke was over. It had lasted longer than it usually did. These days it was like she was doing an impression of herself. The ability to laugh and joke was a facade she wore. It would collapse suddenly into exhaustion when she couldn’t keep it up any longer.


‘I think we can be sure he won’t be at it again.’


Derrick flinched and threw her an angry look. She made him sound like a sex pest.


‘I’m glad to hear that.’


‘Derrick won’t be in today.’ Mum cut the call before Mr Irvine could protest. ‘No wonder that school is failing.’


She leaned forward to grab a box of cereal and shovelled a handful into her mouth. She stood over him while she chewed, crunching loudly. Derrick recognised the ‘Mum Pause’ – those seconds she always took to prepare herself to steer the conversation in a serious direction.


‘It was Tamoor, wasn’t it?’


Derrick kept his eyes on the table. ‘Don’t know.’


‘You never did tell me what happened between you two.’


Derrick flicked the bowl again, harder. He didn’t know what to tell her. That his best friend – his only friend – had ditched him as soon as he found out what happened with Charlotte? Derrick remembered the look on his face when he’d told him. He’d looked at Derrick like he was some kind of weirdo. Like it was some kind of disease that he might catch. It freaked Tamoor out. He knew it did. It was Charlotte’s fault. But there was no way Mum would believe that. She’d take Charlotte’s side, just like always.


So all Derrick gave her was a shrug.


Mum sighed. ‘I still don’t understand why you did it in the first place.’


For just a second Derrick thought about trying to explain it. But he knew that she would never understand.


There was no good explanation for his need to do it right at that moment, in the middle of a school day, locked away inside a toilet cubicle. He should have just ignored their insults and got dressed as quickly as possible.


Derrick knew that it was about control. That part of him, making that choice . . . it was one of the only things left in his life that he could control.


‘Don’t tell Dad,’ he said.


‘I’m hardly in the habit of speaking to your father. But I could really do without this right now, Derrick. Things are hard enough with your sister.’


He brought his hand down hard on the table. The cereal bowl rattled. The air seemed to grow thick at the mention of her. The only important thing in the house was Charlotte. It didn’t matter what else was going on. She was all they were supposed to care about now. It felt like they were sealed off from the rest of the world, like there was an invisible barrier on every door and window. The house was slowly filling up with darkness, and there was nothing they could do to escape it.


Derrick looked up at Mum. Her clothes hung off her now. The patches under her eyes were so severe that they looked drawn on with a marker pen. Charlotte was holding them hostage. The whole family was hostage to her depression.


Everything that had gone wrong in this family was her fault. And Derrick didn’t know how he could stop it.


‘I take it she’s not feeling well again today?’ said Derrick.


Mum answered with a weary look. ‘You know that’s not fair.’


‘It never is.’


Mum sighed – something she did a lot now – and checked her watch. ‘I can’t be late again. Just look after your sister for me, ok?’


Before he could answer she kissed him on the head and trotted for the door.


After breakfast he went upstairs and hovered on the landing, listening for any sign of movement from Charlotte’s room. Only when he was satisfied that the coast was clear did he go into Mum’s bedroom. The wardrobe was tucked in beside the window, which offered up the clearest view of the allotments from the house.


The space looked smaller in the daylight. The vegetable patches and greenhouses seemed more crammed together. A bright red kiddie swing rocked gently in the morning breeze. Near the back fence, where it was smothered by bushes and long grass, a fox trotted towards the oak tree that towered over everything.


It could have been fox hair he’d found caught in the fence last night. No, it would have been coarse and orange. Anyway, a fox could have made it through that hole without touching the sides.


Derrick opened the wardrobe and peeled back a stack of pillow cases on the bottom shelf. Arranged underneath, like a secret arsenal in a Bond movie, were all the knives from the kitchen. Even plastic ones. They were joined by a couple of pairs of scissors and the rusty saw from the toolkit. Stacked behind them was all the medication in the house, from plain bottles of old prescription tablets through to colourful off-the-shelf hay fever treatments. Mum wasn’t taking any chances. Not after last time.


The other side of the wardrobe was being used as storage for all the household junk Charlotte would take to university. There were socks folded inside a frying pan, fresh hand towels, a pack of coat hangers.


Derrick stared at the contraband shoved in alongside all the stuff that would clutter Charlotte’s future. Slowly, he wrapped his fingers around the handle of the biggest kitchen knife. He pressed his thumb gently against the blade. How hard would he need to push for it to bite into his skin? The thought made him shudder.


When he opened his laptop, Facebook threatened him with fifteen notifications. Slumped back on his bed, the computer wedged into his belly, he was almost too scared to click. Even though no one at school cared about his existence, they’d still added him online. Derrick could hardly criticise. He’d accepted every request just so that he could pretend to be popular.


Most of the notifications were timeline posts from the night before. All of them were about as witty as Derrick anticipated. There was a reason he’d turned off notifications on his phone.


Hope youve washed ur hands!!


Batty boy!


Someone had posted a link to the video, but it was already disabled. Maybe Tamoor took the video down when the school started paying attention. He’d always avoided trouble if he could.


One of the posts simply said: WANKER.


Derrick scrolled down the page without even bothering to notice who had written each comment. It didn’t make any difference. The only advantage of going to an all-boys school was that there were no girls to make his embarrassment even worse. The disadvantage was that everyone would definitely now think he was gay.


That didn’t really matter though. There was only one girl Derrick cared about seeing it. All he could do now was cross his fingers and hope that Hadley hadn’t seen his timeline.


A new notification popped up. Derrick scrolled to the top of his profile. Someone had tagged him in a picture. The thumbnail showed nothing but a jumbled blur. Reluctantly, Derrick clicked the link. The image filled the screen.


It showed a big black cat, baring a mouthful of sharp, stained teeth. Photoshopped clumsily in front of it was a fat kid with Derrick’s head pasted onto its shoulders, supposedly running away from the animal. Across the bottom of the picture a caption read: THE PANTHER STALKS NATURE’S LARGEST PREY.


He’d been tagged along with his whole form group at school. So right now everyone would be clicking their notifications. Great.


Derrick adjusted the screen to reduce the sun’s glare. The image didn’t make any sense.


Then he remembered the scuffling in the alley last night. The rattle of the chain-link fence. The black fur caught on the metal.


School had only just started for the day, but people had been posting things to each other all morning from their phones. One article appeared several times over. It was a link to the local newspaper’s website. No one at school read the local paper.


The headline read: POLICE HUNT BIG CAT IN SOUTH LONDON.


Derrick skimmed excitedly through the story. From the very first paragraph he realised that he knew it all already. An old lady who lived on the road over the other side of the allotments had spotted a creature prowling her garden. The police took it seriously enough to dispatch a chopper.


Derrick shivered. He’d been there.


There was a stock picture of a panther. Startling green eyes were scrunched up as it snarled with enormous jaws. It had a long body thick with black fur and muscle. Five times the size of the neighbourhood foxes.


Halfway down the page was a picture he’d seen before. A blurry photo of a garden wall, and what looked like hind legs and a long black tail disappearing over the other side. Three months ago the sighting had been buried deep in the newspaper. Nobody had paid much attention. But Derrick had. He remembered staring at it while he was stuck in the hospital waiting room.


The panther had first appeared on the night of Charlotte’s incident, and in the three months since then everything had spun out of his control – his weight, his friendship with Tamoor – and it was only getting worse. Try as he might, he couldn’t make it stop. The panther roamed free while he was trapped in this nightmare.


He replayed the previous night in his mind. The helicopter must have spotted him in the alley. In the darkness they might have confused him for the panther. He had obviously been worth checking out, anyway. What nobody had noticed was: it had been right there, stuck in the fence, just moments before.


There was nothing else it could have been.


Something on the screen caught his eye. An update from three days ago: Tamoor Hussein and Hadley Childs became friends.


He fumbled with the touchpad and clicked through to Hadley’s profile. The familiar profile photo greeted him: her red hair flung across her eyes, the studs in her lip blazing with the camera flash. But now wasn’t the time to linger like he usually would.


The post from Tamoor glared out at him from the top of her timeline. A single word: Hey.


She hadn’t replied. Not publicly, anyway. Derrick would have seen it.


They shouldn’t know each other. He struggled to breathe. Hot panic flushed through his chest. The thought of all the things he’d told Tamoor about her, about his feelings for her, terrified him.


Hadley’s profile picture had obviously been taken at some party. There had been other friends in the photo but she’d chopped them out. A disembodied elbow floated over her head.


Derrick’s family had known Hadley’s family for as long as he’d been alive. They lived just at the end of his road and a little way up the hill that trailed onto the high street. And as long as Derrick could remember he’d loved Hadley. It didn’t matter that she was older than him, and several miles out of his league. Love is blind. He’d probably have had a better shot if she was, too.


In all the confusion of the last few months there was only one thing that Derrick had stayed sure of: Hadley was his only chance to be happy. If he could break free of this darkness and be with her, things would be ok again. He needed that more than anything.

OEBPS/images/title.png
PANTHER

DAVID OWEN





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
PANTHER





OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg
PANTHER





