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1
            Chapter One

            Nathan

         

         30 June, Edinburgh

         
            The boy, he’s dying.

            He’s dying in front of me, on the tarmac, and there’s nothing I can do.

            I’ve killed him. 

            I’ve killed a boy.

         

         It’s supposed to be the first day of the rest of your life. A new beginning.

         When the teachers wish you all the best for the future, they wheel out all the clichés. They talk about unwritten books, new chapters, dreams, ambitions, opportunities, oysters. They talk about creating your own destiny. They don’t pull you aside and say, ‘Hey, Blakey, yours starts and ends tomorrow.’

         My new beginning lasted two hours and thirty-seven minutes, 2 from the moment I woke up to the moment the world stopped.

         So. I was driving my mum’s car, feeling mighty chuffed with myself. I was off to meet Scotty at the shops. The morning haar was starting to burn off and there was a summer buzz in the air – you know, when the sun’s shining and everyone’s smiling and the whole world’s happy – or maybe it was just me. I was fiddling with my tunes on my phone, turning up ‘Starlight’ – my favourite track on my favourite album – thinking: Thursday, no Maths, no Geography. Freedom!

         I looked up, braked hard, roared.

         Thud.

         My body lunged, the seatbelt slamming me in the chest. Filling my vision, a boy, four or five years younger than me. His eyes were saucers, fixed on mine, his mouth open in a scream, head arcing back, then his eyes glazed and he slid down the front of the car, leaving a big scarlet smear. My mind pulsed to the backing track of my heart pounding, so loud – a thrash-metal beat inside my throat.

         Everything was slow-mo, frame-by-frame. I unclipped my belt, opened the door, stepped out. A blizzard of noise and movement exploded and people shouted and screamed. A purple sari fluttered on a rail outside a shop, next to a red ‘Kebabs’ sign with the ‘abs’ hanging off.

         The boy, pale, brown-haired, in skinny jeans and green checked shirt, lay slumped, earbud flung from his left ear, phone smashed on the tarmac; grey eyes open, unblinking. I stumbled backwards – the air spinning away from me like I was trapped in a vortex, all bass reverb.

         A giant fist gripped my chest, squeezing, squeezing. I fought to take in a breath. The blue stripes of his Spezials jumped out at me. Same shoes as my little brother.

         3 A man with a black crew cut was in my face, yelling, his own face twisted. I stepped back. Another man with white hair in a ponytail stepped in front of me to block the punch coming my way. Two men, three, held Crew Cut, told him to calm down.

         ‘He needs to be locked up,’ he shouted. ‘Fucking wanker.’ I took a puff of my inhaler.

         I don’t know how long I was standing there before the siren wail seeped into my consciousness. I heard them before I saw them: ambulance, police. The paramedic jumped out, checked the boy for a pulse, started chest compressions.

         Nothing.

         Another bottle-green uniform fitted a tube into his mouth and squeezed something, then pulled up the boy’s sleeve and injected him with a syringe.

         One officer cordoned off the area, another directed backed-up traffic and blocked the lane. It was all a mess of people and noise and blue flashing lights.

         ‘Two minutes,’ said the paramedic doing the compressions.

         The other one stuck wires under the boy’s shirt and checked the screen. She said something.

         A patch of red soaked through the boy’s shirt, pooling on the road. The face was grey, the lips draining of colour as I watched. The hand, flung out to the side, was white, dead-looking, small.

         The bottle-green bodies blurred, pumping, waiting.

         The hydraulic hiss of brakes of a bus then a lorry, and the drone of a motorbike growled in my head, like a defibrillator shock. I looked over and locked eyes with a wee girl with a Greta plait, on the top deck of a bus in the far lane, her jaw gaping.

         ‘Four minutes. Adrenaline.’

         They swapped places.

         4 A policeman shoved away a man filming on his phone.

         A car horn. Voices on phones. A kid, wailing.

         A policeman spoke into his radio. He looked at me, shook his head, bunched up his mouth, more sad-looking than angry. He took my phone, asked my name, age, address and whose car it was, and I was breathalysed. I blew into the tube until it beeped. ‘Pass.’ I don’t know why I was so calm. It was like watching someone else. I couldn’t stop staring at the boy.

         ‘Eight minutes.’

         ‘Come on, son,’ said a voice. The policeman. ‘Come on,’ he said again. He bundled me into the back of the blue and yellow car. I’d heard about people being ‘bundled’ into police cars in media reports. I hadn’t ever considered the bundle might one day be me.

         I stared out the window.

         A moment of stillness, of surrender.

         A small shake of the head.

         The paramedic’s lips moved.

         On the car radio, a woman’s voice: ‘Fatal RTC, vehicle versus pedestrian on Haddington Place, Leith Walk, outside Gigi’s. Ambulance on scene. Can the traffic sergeant and collision investigators be asked to attend?’

         Fatal RTC.

         The police officer climbed into the back seat beside me and recited his arrest spiel. I hadn’t noticed a woman officer in the driver’s seat. She indicated, pulled out. I felt cold, so cold; a marble sculpture of myself.

         Fatal RTC.

         Two officers with white tops and gadgets were doing stuff with Mum’s car as we drove past.

         5 It couldn’t be real – none of it. Except I was in a police car. On the way to a police station. Real.

         I’d only been driving four months. I’d passed my test first time.

         The policeman talked into his radio. I could see him, didn’t hear him though. I just saw him, the grey-black side of his head. Short back and sides. His mouth moved, but my head was crammed with silence. The streets were a blur. I had no idea where we were. All I saw was a series of stills, like some sick slideshow. The body, the neat, white jaw. The smell of blood. A red light. Hands – fine, like child’s hands. Spezials. Earbud. What had he been listening to? My mind wandered, scanned, skirted round him, touring along the perimeter, avoiding the bit in the middle: the lifeless heart, the dead eyes.

         The dam couldn’t hold; the truth flooded in, choking me.

         The boy – he was dead. I had killed him. I had killed a person. Silence gave way to thumping: the thumping of my heart, loud, louder, like a kick drum. Thumping out my existence.

         Fuck. What was he doing, wandering across the road?

         Too busy listening to his tunes.

         Man, why did you do this to me? 

         Fuck.

         The door opened. I hadn’t noticed we’d stopped. I looked down: concrete paving stones, dotted with discs of chewing gum. Looked up again. Brown bricks. The policeman’s black shoes walked three steps, through a door. I seemed to be following.

         ‘Have a seat,’ my policeman said, waving a muscled forearm towards a chair. He was medium-tall and looked like the sort that runs ultras for fun – classic copper’s build.

         A man and a woman sat behind a glass-slider partition. The man looked up and slid open the window a head’s width.

         6 ‘He’s in for the fatal on Leith Walk,’ my policeman said, leaning in, his voice lowered. He thought I couldn’t hear him, but my hearing zoned in just on him, like it was making some monumental effort to filter out other sounds and follow the script. ‘Best get him a cup of tea and a biscuit. Worst sort of driver, these young lads – think they know it all. Worse than women.’ And he winked at the pretty, brunette officer, her hair scraped back under her hat. She pulled a face.

         It’s not funny.

         ‘The lad killed – how old?’ she asked.

         ‘Thirteen. Poor lad.’

         They nodded, shook their heads.

         ‘And the lad that did it?’

         ‘Just turned eighteen.’

         They looked at me.

         ‘Watty and Trish got the job of informing the family, poor bastards,’ said the policeman – my policeman. ‘They’ll take them to ID the kid.’

         The man and woman shook their heads again.

         ‘Come with me,’ my policeman said, leading me along a corridor and into a room where another officer was typing at a computer. A harsh, blue-white light buzzed overhead, giving a high-pitched hum. Everything seemed twice as hot, twice as bright, twice as loud as usual. The other officer glanced round then returned to her typing. I had to empty my pockets – house key, wallet, inhaler.

         ‘Sergeant Spencer – the custody sergeant – will be with us shortly,’ said my policeman. ‘Do you want a solicitor informed, or we can arrange the duty solicitor?’

         Custody sergeant?

         7 Solicitor?

         I blinked. He sighed.

         A female officer entered the room. Straight, fair hair, tied back.

         ‘Sergeant Lisa Spencer,’ she said.

         My officer – I’d missed his name when he told me – asked my full name, date of birth, place of birth, address, occupation. I told him I’d just finished S6 – didn’t have an occupation. Grease stains from white tack shone from the four corners of a child’s drawing on the wall. The foreground was green crayon. Three flowers – red, yellow and blue – stood to attention beside a stick man with a big round belly and a big U smile, a black suit and a black cap. Blue sky and sun in solid rays formed a band across the top of the page, above a big blank space – no man’s land between earth and sky.

         Sergeant Spencer sat down and swivelled to face me. ‘Do you want us to contact another reasonably named person?’

         I stared at the straightness of her fringe, a floating line.

         She looked at the officer and back at me. ‘I’ve got a son myself. Turns seventeen in two weeks. Desperate to learn to drive.’ She leaned in. ‘Will we call your mum – ask her to come?’

         My officer bent forward in his chair, stared at the floor, his elbows resting on his knees. A smell of coffee, a trace of sweat.

         Mum?

         
             

         

         I didn’t realize how nice the police were until the solicitor arrived. Seven feet tall, just about. Tall and thin. Pinstriped suit. Pink tie. He shook my hand. His was cold – long fingers that gripped my knuckles in a vice. He had narrow, black-rimmed glasses and his scalp shone, like it had been polished. It probably had, like his shoes.

         8 ‘Stephen Jeffreys,’ he said, with no human glint in his eye. His nose puckered in silent appraisal.

         ‘I’m Nathan,’ I said. ‘Nathan Blake.’ Inside my head, my voice sounded strangled.

         My officer found a room for the solicitor and me, then left, pulling the door behind him.

         The solicitor rummaged in his briefcase and gestured for me to sit. ‘Can you describe exactly what happened, in detail?’

         I tried. I told him anything I could remember.

         ‘Where’s my mum?’ I asked.

         ‘Pacing around in reception, asking why they’re holding her son.’

         I shivered, picturing her.

         ‘Here,’ he said, handing me his phone. ‘Want to give her a call?’

         How can I just ring her? What am I supposed to say?

         ‘Mum?’ I said in a low croak, shrinking back in the chair.

         ‘Nathan?’ she said. ‘What’s happened? Tell me you’re all right.’ Her voice was tight.

         ‘I crashed the car.’

         ‘But you’re not hurt?’

         ‘I’m not hurt.’ My voice quavered.

         ‘You’re all right?’

         Silence. I couldn’t find the words, the courage.

         ‘Why have they arrested you? Where’s the car?’

         ‘Leith Walk.’ Or maybe on the back of some recovery vehicle. I didn’t tell her it was smeared in blood.

         ‘What is it, Nathan? Tell me.’

         ‘I ran into a boy in the car. I don’t think he was looking – he wasn’t looking. He was listening to music.’

         A pause. ‘This boy – is he injured?’

         9 I heaved a great sob that stole the air from my lungs – couldn’t hold it in.

         ‘It’s OK, love. It’s going to be OK.’

         I couldn’t speak, couldn’t control my chokes and grunts. They burst out of me with a ferocity I’d never experienced. I heard Mum too, choked up.

         ‘The boy’s injured? How bad?’ she said, in a voice that was quiet, flat, scared.

         The dark blue of the carpet blurred.

         ‘He’s dead.’

         Silence.

         Say something, Mum.

         Mum, you have to say something.

         ‘He’s what?’

         ‘He’s dead.’

         ‘No,’ she said. ‘Are you sure?’

         ‘He’s dead, Mum.’

         The solicitor looked up at me.

         ‘Oh, God,’ she said at last, in a voice that didn’t sound like Mum. ‘God, Nath, no.’

         Then a silence, loud and frightening, from the receiver. I’d never had the shakes before.

         ‘A child?’ came Mum’s voice, barely audible.

         ‘Thirteen. I’m sorry, Mum,’ I managed, after a rasping wheeze. The solicitor scribbled in his notebook.

         I swallowed and gulped, echoed by Mum, still on the line.

         ‘OK. Try to breathe.’

         I hung up. She was here, on the other side of a few doors.

         Scotty. I should have told her to ring Scotty. I pictured him, still waiting, texting me.

         10 The solicitor stood up, filled a paper cup with water, handed it to me, pursed his lips in a sympathy smile.

         A Cardigans song played in my head. ‘Erase/Rewind’. The boy’s big round eyes jumped out at me, pressed up on the bonnet staring right into mine in pure terror.

         Where had he come from? How come I hadn’t seen him?

         I retched. The solicitor shoved a bin under my face. I puked, the bile burning my throat.

         So this was my new beginning. A grim realization gripped my stomach. I would always be the one who had killed a thirteen-year-old boy. Twenty years from now. Fifty. No matter what else I did. No matter if I saved 10,000 lives. It was inescapable. My newly created destiny.

         A blackness stretched before me.

         He should have been paying attention. You don’t just wander across the road. I was only fiddling with my phone for a second or two.

         It wasn’t my fault.

         
             

         

         We were led into an interview room. The officer and a woman officer – the driver, maybe – sat opposite the solicitor and me. The solicitor breathed in my direction. Garlic breath.

         My officer noted the time and listed our names. He fixed his brown eyes on mine. ‘Nathan Blake,’ he said, ‘I am charging you with causing death by dangerous driving.’

         Death by dangerous driving. The words rammed me in the chest.

         I stared at the ceiling: a white blur that slowly turned black. My future had been ripped from me by some sick magician. A sleight of hand, like that tablecloth trick. I’d been sitting at the 11 kitchen table drinking tea from my World’s Greatest Son mug only a couple of hours before, staring at the shiny red apples of the tablecloth Mum liked, thinking: year out, travel maybe, get a job? Save up, go somewhere cool, learn to scuba dive. Voluntary work in Chile or something. Then see if I can get into uni. Some sort of engineering.

         How had it happened? I’d only looked away for two seconds, three max.

      

   


   
      
         
12
            Chapter Two

            Cara

         

         30 June, Tweedshaugh

         I texted Si between periods, asked him to pick me up a pair of drumsticks and a decent card for Dad’s birthday. Si always found a funny one. I’d already wrapped the garden shears – we always went halvers. Si normally texted right back a thumbs up or something. Maybe he was in the orthodontist’s chair right that moment, having his jaw drilled into.

         Double Psychology then double English – my best morning of the week. A text buzzed in as I put my phone back in my bag. It was Mel, about a girls’ night out on Friday.

         Since it was the last day of term, Miss Fernandez had us in pairs doing a collaborative summer poem. ‘Have a bit of fun,’ she said. ‘Be free with it. Don’t worry about fancy language or ideas. Just express how you’re feeling inside.’ She thumped her heart. The boys stared at her chest, the repulsive gits. Miss Fernandez was in a league of one.

         13 Ava leaned over and shared the now-infamous legend of Roger Ferny’s trip to Snipz, where he thought he was booked in for a Turkish shave. Shell and I had already heard it but it didn’t matter – we drilled down into whether he’d booked it himself or whether it was a set-up by Dougie.

         We were still wetting ourselves about Roger’s back-sack-and-crack story when a knock sounded. The door opened and a face appeared in the gap – the depute head, Mr Thomas. I pressed the four fingers of my left hand tight on my desk, glanced at Shell, concentrated back on the desk, then ripped my right hand upward, in mock wax-strip removal. Shell let out a snort and buried her face in her desk, her shoulders quaking beneath her sheet of black hair. I reached over and poked her, and she sniffed and turned her face to mine. She dabbed at the tears with the backs of her hands.

         That was when I noticed the eyes of the whole class on me. Even Piotr – beautiful, mysterious Piotr – with his big, brown soulful eyes. I looked up at Miss Fernandez and Mr Thomas.

         ‘Cara?’ said Mr Thomas.

         Shit.

         Shit-shit-shit, he knows about the glitter bomb.

         I glanced at Shell. She gave me a one-sided grimace.

         I looked back at Mr Thomas. ‘Sorry?’ I said.

         ‘Could you come with me please, Cara?’

         ‘Wohhhhhhh!’ started up the slow-rising chant. I looked around at Dougie – always the ringleader – and narrowed my eyes at him, but he just kicked the back of my chair and laughed. I started to laugh, too. Surely, I couldn’t be in too much shit for something as tame as glitter?

         My cheeks blazed anyway as I fumbled to shove all my stuff in my bag.

         14 Shell reached out to grab my arm. ‘You OK, hon?’ she whispered.

         I shrugged. ‘Maybe he’s just after a crack wax,’ I whispered back. Shell mimicked a retch. ‘See you later. See you in the park?’

         She flashed me her best bright smile.

         Mr Thomas pulled the door closed behind us and Miss Fernandez’s disappearing face imprinted on my mind, her head tipped to the side, eyes like Bambi’s.

         ‘Cara,’ he said, all awkward. Me and Mr Thomas were besties, ever since my first day of S2 – the day he’d started. He’d seen me in the corridor outside the girls’ toilets, and it was class time so it must have looked like I was skiving, but he didn’t ask why I wasn’t in class; he just pointed two fingers at his own eyes and then pointed one finger at me and grinned. From that day on, I’d always got on with Mr Thomas.

         I looked at him. ‘What’s going on, Mr Thomas?’

         He glanced at my face then looked away. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Your mum rang the office and asked us to send you home. She’s sent a taxi to pick you up.’

         My stomach lurched.

         What?

         Nothing to do with glitter bombs?

         ‘A taxi?’

         Since when had Mum ever ordered me a taxi?

         ‘Yes,’ said Mr Thomas. ‘I’m not sure …’ His voice tailed off.

         A wave of stone-cold dread swept over me, making a whooshing sound in my ears.

         ‘Why? What’s happened?’

         What’s she doing at home?

         Mr Thomas gestured for me to go ahead of him down the 15 stairs. ‘I’ve just been asked to send you home.’ He hesitated. ‘Your mum wants you home.’

         ‘You don’t know why, or you’re not telling me why?’ I asked.

         ‘I’m sorry, Cara.’ We were now at the office. Laura the nice receptionist clocked me and put her hand to her mouth. Even Sal, the psycho receptionist, blanched and resisted the usual sarky comment about my skirt belonging in the accessories department. Gordon the janny was there, too, and the other depute, Mr Mancini, and the headteacher’s secretary, Mrs Patel, eyebrows steepled.

         I scanned the faces. Why were they all looking so freaked out, so – solemn was the word that hovered at the edges of my awareness? There was never that number of people in the office. It was like walking in on some Greek tragedy, before they all get turned to stone. Some weird urge to laugh came over me and I concentrated on stopping myself. Mr Thomas coughed and ushered me out the double doors.

         ‘Hi, Cara!’ Mrs Curran, the PE teacher, said in her bouncy voice, slamming her car boot, engulfed by two big sports bags and a bag of basketballs. She saw Mr Thomas and the smile faded from her eyes – a conversation without words. A giant ice-cream scoop sliced through the air and gouged out my insides.

         ‘Hello, Mrs Curran.’ I kept my voice steady.

         Mr Thomas slid by me like a car overtaking on the inside. The taxi was right there, humming away. He opened the door.

         ‘Wait!’ Shell came barrelling out the doors – a sergeant major in the body of a five-foot lassie.

         ‘Milne?’ called the driver.

         ‘Yes,’ said Mr Thomas into the cab.

         ‘I’ll come with you,’ he said.

         16 ‘It’s OK,’ I said. ‘You don’t need to.’

         ‘I’ll – go,’ said Shell, to Mr Thomas, between breaths. She doubled over.

         Mr Thomas considered her offer.

         ‘OK,’ he said. ‘That’s probably a better idea. I’ll sign you out and ring your mum. Here––’ He reached into his chest pocket and pulled out a tenner. Shell plucked it from his hand, giving a thumbs up instead of having to speak. She stepped into the taxi and tugged me in. Mr Thomas pushed the door closed and we pulled away. I saw him in the wing mirror, his hand still outstretched like he’d been frozen in time.

         We sat in silence down the hill and along the high street, Shell’s breathing slowing.

         I turned my body ninety degrees to face Shell.

         ‘I’m scared it’s something really bad,’ I said.

         ‘Oh, hon.’ She squeezed my hand. ‘What did Mr Thomas say?’

         ‘He just said Mum had sent a taxi to take me home.’

         Shell gulped. ‘Miss Fernandez seemed a bit …’ She swallowed the thought then let out the breath she’d been holding. When you read about people looking ‘drawn’, that was it. Her cheeks and mouth were pulled tight by invisible threads. I imagined she was pale under the foundation. But mostly it was the eyes, under that make-up. They were wider, whiter, and if I wasn’t mistaken, fucking terrified.

         She leaned into me, squeezing harder on my hand. ‘You’ve no idea what it’s about?’

         ‘No idea at all,’ I said, searching the taxi ceiling for answers.

         ‘I don’t know, I hope it’s just … just … something not … well, something not, like, really bad. I’m not helping, am I?’

         17 ‘It could be anything.’ My heart pounded. It was myself I was trying to reassure, and Shell knew it.

         ‘Yeah, course. I’m just being silly.’ She smiled, her lips pressed together.

         Think of reasons why Mum would be at home.

         Had someone––?

         No. Good reasons.

         Papa? Gran or Gramps? Gramps couldn’t have had another heart attack – he’d had the all-clear for years. Cancer, maybe? I dreaded that one. Did Mum have cancer? Dad? Had our house burned down? I banished these thoughts from my head. Was I being self-indulgent, imagining these tragedies?

         Good reasons. She’s bought me a car as a surprise for working so hard for my exams. She’s … She’s won a million pounds in a prize draw – no, a luxury villa in Portugal – and couldn’t wait to tell me.

         No new texts.

         No reply from Si.

         Stop being a fanny. Maybe … maybe Mum had taken the afternoon off. Maybe some distant rellie had called in and wanted to see me before they left.

         I rang home then cancelled it.

         I rang Si – needed to warn him. It went straight to voicemail. Had they sent a taxi for him, too?

         Shell swallowed and looked at my right eye, then my left, and back to my right. She was Snow White with a perma-tan.

         ‘I’m just being silly,’ she said again.

         I didn’t have time to think or talk, because the taxi pulled into our street. A police car was parked outside our house.

         My body stiffened. Shell gasped and clutched my arm. She covered her mouth with the other hand and looked at me.

         18 ‘Oh my God,’ I said. ‘Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.’ An incantation to keep calm. I gripped the leather seat.

         We’ve been burgled, that’s all.

         ‘Number eighteen – this one here?’ said the taxi driver, then registered all was not right. He looked round at me, then at the house. He waved his hand and shook his head when Shell thrust the tenner at him.

         We tumbled out and Shell slammed the door.

         ‘Wait there,’ she yelled through the window to the driver.

         She turned to face me and gripped me by the shoulders.

         ‘Breathe,’ she said.

         I concentrated on breathing in.

         I fixed on Shell’s hairline, paused there, not wanting to look at the house.

         Maybe Si had done something stupid.

         I had to know, but part of me wanted to hold on to this Cara, this Cara whose world was happy and normal, this Cara before I learned whatever was the awful piece of news that was waiting for me. I closed my eyes, breathed in, held it a moment before I released the breath and opened my eyes.

         To my left, Mrs Duke from next door retreated inside her house.

         ‘D’you want me to come in?’ Shell asked.

         ‘No. Get back to school. Thanks m’love.’ We hugged, an urgent hug. I hiccupped and we both laughed. My voice cracked. ‘You’re the best.’

         I pulled away, sucked in one more breath, turned from her and placed one foot in front of the other on the gravel.

         I stopped dead in the middle of the drive and looked up at the house. The shapes of Mum and Dad were silhouetted in 19 the kitchen, slumped in a hug, the luminous yellow of a police officer further back in the room. It wasn’t Dad, then. Cold sweat lined my armpits. Silence crowded into my skull. Then a car revving, the gear changes. My breathing. Short, shallow breaths. The urge to scream presented itself, but I controlled it. Dread branched inside me.

         Mum looked through the window, straightened up to come to the door, her fingers splayed across her mouth, then pulled her hands away as her mouth burst open. Dad’s arms flailed.

         I forced my feet forwards.

         The door opened, as though through a will of its own, and Mum and Dad were there, Dad a step behind Mum. My stomach lurched again, pole-vaulting into my chest.

         I stared at them.

         I dry-retched. I was a deep freeze.

         ‘Tell me nobody’s died,’ I said.

         Mum tried to speak but she was too choked up. Dad let out a seismic sob. I looked at them both, reached out.

         It can’t be.

         It has to be.

         No. Please, no.

         ‘Who is it?’ Terror gripped every cell in my body.

         She held it together for a second.

         ‘It’s Si,’ she said. ‘He was crossing the road—’

         I vomited over Dad’s prize dahlia, its single bud bowed.

         ‘Not––?’ I said, a thin croak.

         A microscopic nod from Dad, and I stepped back, gasping for air.

         ‘No,’ I yelled. ‘No, no, no, no, no. Si. Mum. Dad.’

         ‘Hit by a car. We’ve to––’ A wail burst out instead of words. 20 She put her hands on her head, then thrashed her arms like someone drowning.

         Dad had to finish her sentence. ‘It’s him. They have his wallet, his bus pass, his phone. We’ve to identify him – at the mortuary,’ he said, his face grey and grim; every word an effort. He looked me in the eye once he had the last word out. Mortuary.

         ‘No,’ I said.

         I launched myself towards them and we crumpled to the hall floor. My head was a jumble of sounds and images. Then, like a zoom lens, it crashed and crowded into focus.

         My brother was dead.
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            Chapter Three

            Nathan

         

         30 June, Edinburgh

         The taxi turned into our street, slowed to a stop at the kerb outside our drive. The air rolled towards me like the crest of a wave. I didn’t want to get out.

         The ground swayed. Mum, sunglasses forming a groove in her short, wavy hair, took me by the arm and led me into the kitchen. She dropped her handbag like it was weighed down with lead and watched me. I slumped into one of the kitchen chairs.

         My World’s Greatest Son mug was still on the table, the apples on the tablecloth every bit as shiny and red. I stared at the clementine crowning the mound in the fruit bowl. How could it sit there and shine? I stared at the rubber plant in the corner, beside the fridge. Mimi sauntered in, arched her back, rubbed her side against my leg. She closed her eyes and purred, then turned and stared at me, her ears shifting upward.

         22 Mum just sat there, her water-blue eyes misted and puffy, her mouth pressed into a line. Damian passed me on the stairs – still in his PJs. He spun round, following me with his eyes. I had the longest, hottest shower. My knees buckled and I crumbled to the shower floor, racked with sobs, then crawled out. Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck.

         The walls pulsed and the floor swayed as I felt my way from the bathroom to my bedroom. Everything was as I’d left it – the covers flung back on my bed, my alarm clock sitting there, flashing away. Seven hours since I’d last seen them. Mimi jumped off the bed and slunk away.

         Mum’s voice edged up from downstairs, speaking in low tones to Damian. I didn’t want to hear their conversation. Couldn’t face eating, either. Food: giver of life.

         I sat on my bed, listened to my tunes, focused on the rhythms and waves, the patterns they made in my head. I blinked. Wide eyes – mouth open in a scream – head arcing back. My teeth chattered and I blinked up at the ceiling. Solitary earbud in a crimson lake. Squeezed my eyes tight. Earbud. Stared at the ceiling. Tried not to blink.

         Thud. I woke up at 11 p.m., roaring, back at the moment of impact. Scarlet smear … lips turning blue. My heart drummed. ‘Starlight’ played, the keys loud and tinny on my speaker. I hit stop. I took off my jeans and T-shirt, soaked with sweat, hurled them at the door and collapsed back onto my bed. Mum must have put my duvet over me. Peach light edged round my curtains – the afterglow from the setting sun mixed with streetlights. I shivered and hugged myself into a ball, like a foetus.

         The boy was dead.

         Dead.

         23 On the edge of sleep, my mind threw up image after image on widescreen: a blur of motion, the boy’s fine features, his wide-open eyes looking right at me, his white hand, the girl on the bus, traffic lights, the solicitor’s sneer, his shiny shoes – all these images swimming around.

         Mum came to check on me.

         ‘My baby,’ she said, and stroked my cheek. I closed my eyes, pulled myself into a tighter ball, shut her out. But it didn’t get dark – not properly. I needed dark.

         3.26 a.m. The new day nudged its way round the curtain.

         An empty bed, somewhere.

         I rubbed at my eyes, digging into the sockets.

         Who are you? Where were you going? Why were you there?

         I hid under my duvet, a hermit crab in its shell.

         ‘Nathan, love? Can I come in?’

         I sobbed into my pillow, thumped my fist on my mattress, let out a feral roar.

         Barely toasted toast smeared with butter and cut into triangles appeared on a tray at my door. I gulped it down and crawled back into my shell.

         
             

         

         Bing bong! A police car was parked in our drive. My blood ran cold – yep, cliché, but that’s what it felt like. Glacial streams trickled through my veins. I yanked on jeans and a black T-shirt. It was two new officers – a bald guy with a big chin and a woman officer pushing six foot – piloting some intervention-support thing for offenders and offering to refer me for trauma counselling. No thanks.

         I pictured a Venn diagram with overlapping circles for offenders and me.

         24 The ‘victim’s’ name was Simon Paterson, they told me. Victim. Tiny, invisible needles – thousands of them – pressed into my skin.

         The fact he had a name made it worse. My teeth chattered again – weird. I kept apologizing. They said to expect a letter from the Crown, charging me with causing death by dangerous driving, and Mum wouldn’t be getting her car back for a while. Me and Mum looked at each other – I was pretty sure neither of us wanted to see that car ever again. They left, and Mum walked me back upstairs like a zombie, sat me down on my bed. She kneeled on my bedroom floor, held my hands in hers.

         ‘Love, we need to talk,’ she said.

         I blinked at the carpet, shook my head. She chewed her cheek, sighed, ruffled my hair, and pulled the door behind her.

         He was a ‘popular’ thirteen-year-old from Drumleith. Drumleith? Out in the country? Going into second year? Not any more.

         Simon Paterson, what were you doing?

         I knew what he was doing – crossing the road, at a pedestrian crossing, so the police said. That bit still hadn’t registered.

         I checked social media on my old phone with the cracked screen. Some nutjob messages from people – trolls? – one saying I was a stupid fuck who deserved to die. I deleted my accounts – wasn’t big on posting anyway. Couldn’t bring myself to Google him.

         
             

         

         A knock at my bedroom door. A pause. Another knock.

         What day was it?

         ‘Nathan?’ It was Damian, in some sort of forced whisper. ‘Let me in, would you?’ He shoved the door.

         25 I lay there, deciding. I kicked the beanbag and stuff out the way – my homemade blockade. He tumbled in, all gangly legs in black joggers and a grey T-shirt.

         ‘You need to talk about it,’ he said. ‘You can’t stay in your room. You need to do something. It’s driving Mum nuts.’

         ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

         ‘Nathan, she just put a bowl of cat food in front of me.’

         ‘She did?’

         ‘Yup.’

         There was a big, fat silence.

         ‘OK, I get it, Damo.’

         ‘You need to talk to someone.’

         ‘Thanks for the advice.’

         ‘I’m not trying to be … I just—’

         ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

         He flicked his eyes upward, blew out through his mouth and shut the door.

         He was right, though. I couldn’t stay cocooned in my bedroom for ever. Had to get up, if only to shower. I stared at my face in the bathroom mirror. Dark circles, puffiness. A smell of old sweat. My gaze dropped to the urchin that guarded Mum’s jar of shells on the window shelf.

         
             

         

         Thursday. One week – a whole week – only a week. Mum knocked on my bedroom door and sat on my bed. I wasn’t up for talking. ‘At least let me hug you,’ she said.

         An hour or two later she slid something under my door. An A4 envelope and, on top of the envelope, a postcard. I picked up the postcard. A cartoon frog sat cross-legged on a lily pad, its hands resting on its knees, its eyes closed in meditation. Another 26 frog arm reached in from the side, holding out a mug, which Zen frog seemed oblivious to. I turned it over.

         
             

         

         I LOVE YOU, NATHY.

         YOU’RE A GOOD BOY.

         Mum xx

         
             

         

         The envelope was white and official-looking. It trembled in my hand. A lion with a crown sat holding a sword and some fancy stick thing, beside the words: ‘Crown Office & Procurator Fiscal Service’.

         I stared at it a long time, coldness wrapping around me. The lion had an impressive mane and looked like the sort of lion you wouldn’t mess with. I opened it. All my details, unambiguous in Times New Roman, stared back at me from the white sheet: my full name, date of birth, address, and the charge in bold: causing death by dangerous driving on 30 June, with a summons to the Sheriff Court. My guts turned to mush and I started to sob.

         ‘You all right, man?’ A text from Scotty, like he was some sort of mind reader. He’d gone and buggered off for a week to Mull with his mum, hadn’t he. I tried to tap out an answer but deleted it a few times then gave up. What words were there?

         
             

         

         Mum came with me the to the Sheriff Court the following morning. The waiting room seats had hard plasticky cushions and creaked when you moved. The ‘No Smoking’ signs on the walls hadn’t stopped whoever had made a pattern of cigarette burns along the left armrest of my chair. As if on cue, the man next to me coughed a spluttery cough that smelt of stale cigarettes. I leaned my elbows on my knees, cupping my hands over my nose 27 and mouth. I snatched a look around, taking in the woman with the pink hair, chewing gum, a parade of piercings like staccato dots down her ear and along her nostril, raising her eyebrows, silently telling me to fuck off and mind my own business.

         Mum ushered me into the courtroom. I hadn’t heard my name being called. I was shaking, but it took all of two minutes.

         ‘Not guilty,’ I said, when the sheriff asked my plea, although the ‘Not’ came out so weak it sounded like I’d said, ‘Guilty’. I was just doing what I was told. I pictured Pinstripe Suit. He hadn’t asked if I thought I was guilty or not. He’d told me: all you need to do is confirm your identity and plead ‘not guilty’.

         Guilty. Guilty. Guilty.

         The sheriff said she was committing me for trial. February, probably. I sat there, scared to breathe.

         February? Seven months?

         ‘You can go now,’ she said, a tiny woman with short grey hair. She’d called me Ross. Ross Nathan Blake, same as the charge letter. Mum had settled on Nathan by the time I was four weeks old – ‘You just seemed more of a Nathan than a Ross,’ she would say. I’d hated it at school – hated having to explain to new teachers in front of the class that I was Nathan, that I never used Ross. I can’t believe something so pathetic used to bother me.

         
             

         

         Scotty was sitting on the doorstep when we got back, red and white from sunburn, a burgundy baseball cap hiding his big woolly head. If anyone looked like a farmer, it was Scotty – big, open face; big, friendly features; brown eyes; bushy, arched eyebrows like how a kid would draw them.

         ‘How was Mull?’

         28 ‘Sunny,’ he said. ‘Check out my tan lines.’ He pulled up the sleeve of his T-shirt.

         I shielded my eyes from the dazzling whiteness of his shoulder. ‘Nice.’

         ‘It’s turning brown.’

         ‘That is nowhere close to brown. That is pure pink.’ Man, was it good to see him. The tight coil of my neck loosened – by, like, a trillionth of a Pascal. ‘Why are you wearing hot pants, Scotty?’

         ‘Just cos you huvnae got the legs for them. Lassies love rugby shorts. I’ll be beating them off with a stick. “Form an orderly queue.”’ He elbowed my arm.

         We walked round to his house. A massive invisible ball hung in the air between us but we both pretended it wasn’t there. We played games on his tablet, played basketball in his garage, taking turns at shooting. It was 32–4 to Scotty and he let me get a basket – didn’t try to defend it. My mind wasn’t there. He looked at me. I was cold as ice, like in the Foreigner song.

         ‘You all right?’ he said. I nodded, looking at the hoop. He didn’t push it, didn’t ask anything else; understood I wasn’t ready. Thank God for mates.

         He made us cheese and pickle toasties for lunch and talked about getting a summer job. He was thinking of applying for a plumbing apprenticeship. Go for it, I said. When his mum reversed through the gate, I looked at him, left through the back door. I couldn’t face his mum – didn’t need to tell Scotty why.

         Cutting down the wee lane to the side of the cinema, a smiling face jumped out at me from the street vendor’s stall. Grey eyes, shining out from the front page of the Evening News. I stopped dead.

         29 RIP My Beautiful Angel: exclusive interview with tragic teen’s mum. The solidness of the text struck me between the eyes and the words choked me. I glanced up at the vendor. He didn’t have many teeth, and the ones he had were the colour of black tea. In Chemistry, we once got a tooth and left it in a glass of Coke and the next morning it had gone all rank and discoloured. The vendor fished out change for a customer from the cloth pocket of his belly bag. The thin man in the dark grey suit waved his hand in impatience.

         I handed over my pound.

         I couldn’t help locking eyes with the face in the centre of the page for a moment. Underneath: continued on page 2. I flicked over. Another picture: the boy, in white shirt and green tie, holding up a violin and bow, his sleeves rolled up. I closed the paper, scanned the edges of the front page. Announcements, page 36, it said, at the bottom right-hand corner. I flipped over to the back page, leafed in from the end until I found page 36.

         Had to find out about the funeral, force myself to go and watch, face up to what I’d done. I read the words, but my brain couldn’t make the connection that this was the boy on the road. The service was to be in Drumleith on Monday. Three days’ time.

         Is it right for me to go?

         Is it wrong for me to go?

         Shouldn’t I be there to pay my respects when he’s laid to rest?

         I’d never seen a burial. The only funeral I’d been to was my granddad’s, and it was a cremation. The whole idea of going up in flames didn’t seem right to me. Feed the worms, that was what I planned to do, one day.

         I didn’t suppose Simon Paterson had planned to feed the worms at the age of thirteen.
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