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This one’s for Ariana Winter Edwards.


Thanks for making me an uncle!
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Prologue





Thump-thump . . . Thump-thump . . . Thump-thump . . .
















Wednesday







What are we but kings of dust and shadow? Lords of ruin,


Who watch empires rise and believe they will stand for all time;


Who tell each other that the end will never come,


That the night will never fall, that the abyss will stay forever closed.


What are we but mindless fools? For the end will come,


The night will fall, the abyss will open.


Soon or late the Fury will rise in all mankind;


And in its light the whole world will burn.


Ancient Prophecy



















Benny


Bristol, 4.15 p.m.





It was an ordinary Wednesday afternoon in June when the world came to kill Benny Millston.


It was his birthday. His fifteenth. Not that anyone would have noticed. He sat quietly in the corner of the living room in the tiny box of a house that he’d called home ever since his parents had split up three years earlier. His mum lay on the sofa to his left, idly picking foam out of the gaping holes the dog had made in the ancient green fabric. She was staring at the telly over her huge stomach and between two sets of freshly painted toenails, her mouth open in an expression of awe and wonder, as if she were watching the Rapture, not Deal or No Deal.


On the other side of the room, slouched in a wicker bucket chair, sat his sister Claire. She had once been his baby sister, until his actual baby sister had arrived a year ago. The youngest Millston, Alison, squirmed in her high chair in the doorway between the living room and the kitchen, smacking the hell out of her dinner tray with a plastic spoon. Their dog, an elderly Jack Russell that he had named Crapper when he was a kid, sat under her, snapping half-heartedly at the spoon whenever it came close but too old and too lazy to make a proper effort.


Not one person had said happy birthday to him all day.


This wasn’t what was bugging Benny, though. What was really starting to scare him was that nobody had even spoken to him all day.


And it wasn’t just today, either. Strange things had been going on since last week. He couldn’t put his finger on it, exactly; he just knew that something was wrong. People had been treating him differently. He wasn’t the most popular kid at school, not by a long shot, but in the last couple of days even the guys he’d called friends – Adam, Ollie, Jamie – had been ignoring him. No, ignoring was the wrong word. They had talked to him, but it had almost been as if he wasn’t really there, as if they were looking through him. And the stuff they said – We don’t need any more players, Benny. We’re busy now, Benny. Goodbye, Benny – had been downright hurtful. They’d been treating him like he’d taken an almighty dump in their mouth while they’d been sleeping. They’d been treating him like they hated him.


Things were no better at home, either. His mum’s vocabulary was usually limited to about twenty words, of which ‘do it now’, ‘don’t argue with me’ and ‘I’m busy’ were the most common. But this week he’d heard worse. Much worse. Yesterday she’d actually told him to piss off, which had come so far out of left-field that he’d almost burst into tears on the spot. Claire, too, was acting weird. She’d not said anything, but it was the way she glanced at him when she thought he wasn’t watching, the way kids looked at strangers, at people they thought might be dangerous.


She was doing it right now, he realised, staring at him, her eyes dark, lined with suspicion, or maybe fear. As soon as he met them she turned back to the television, pulling her legs up beneath her, crossing her arms across her chest, curling into herself like a hedgehog being nuzzled by a dog. Benny felt goosebumps erupt on his arms, his cheeks hot but a cold current running through him.


What the hell was going on?


Benny reached up and rubbed his temples. His head was banging. It hadn’t been right for a couple of days now, but what had started off as an irritating ringing in his ears now felt like somebody pounding the flesh of his brain with a meat tenderiser. And there was a definite rhythm to it, syncopated like a pulse:


Thump-thump . . .


Thump-thump . . .


Thump-thump . . .


Only it wasn’t his pulse, it didn’t match. If anything, it reminded him of somebody banging at a door, demanding to be let in. He’d taken a couple of paracetamol when he’d got home from school an hour ago, but they’d barely made a difference. It was literally doing his head in.


It was no wonder, though. He’d never been this stressed in his life.


No, not stressed. Scared.


He realised Claire was glaring at him again, and the intensity in her eyes seemed to make the room shrink, the peeling floral-papered walls closing in. He pushed himself out of the armchair and his sister actually flinched, as if he’d been coming at her with a cricket bat. He opened his mouth to tell her it was okay, but nothing came out. The only sound in the room was that thumping pulse inside his head, like some giant turbine between his ears.


Benny walked towards the kitchen, Claire’s eyes following him. His mum was watching him too, her head still pointing at the telly but her eyes swivelled so far round that the red-flecked whites resembled crescent moons. He turned his back on them, squeezing past Alison’s high chair. His baby sister stopped banging her spoon, her face twisting up in alarm.


‘Don’t cry,’ Benny whispered, reaching out to her, and the way she pushed back against her seat, her chubby fingers blanched with effort, broke his heart. She wasn’t crying. She was too frightened to cry.


That’s when he felt it, something in his head, an instinctive command that cut through the thunder of his migraine – Get out of here – surging up from a part of his brain that lay far beneath the surface. Run.


It was so powerful that he almost obeyed, his hand straying towards the back door. Then Crapper shuffled arthritically out from under Alison’s high chair and limped over to him. The dog peered up with such kindness and such trust that Benny couldn’t help but smile. He crouched down in order to brush a hand over his wiry fur, scratch him under the ear. Crapper’s tongue lolled out, his claws chittering on the linoleum, his tiny tail beating with the speed of a hummingbird’s wings.


‘There you go, boy,’ Benny said, tickling the dog under his belly. ‘You don’t hate me, do you?’


And all of a sudden the voice in his head was gone, even the pounding roar slightly muted. Nothing was wrong. He was just having a bad week, that was all. Claire was a teenager herself now, just turned thirteen, and their rivalry had definitely spiralled in the last few months. It was bound to, considering they were like toy soldiers packed tight into this vacuum-sealed house. And God only knew his mum was prone to fits of depression and unpleasantness, especially since Alison’s dad – a tall, quiet guy called Rob who Benny had seen in the house two, maybe three times tops – had decided he wasn’t coming back.


Benny poked Crapper tenderly on his wet nose then stood up, a head rush making the room cartwheel again. He opened up the crockery cabinet, searching the dusty shelf for a pint glass.


It wasn’t like normal was even a good thing, he thought as he filled the glass with water. Normal sucked. He took a deep swig, letting his eyes wander. Something on top of one of the cupboards hooked them, a scrap of colour peeking out from the shadows. Benny frowned and placed the glass on the counter. He scraped a chair across the floor and hoisted himself up, coming face to face with a rectangular box in crimson giftwrap. A ribbon had been carefully tied round it, topped with a bow.


Benny’s grin stretched so wide that his cheeks ached more than his head, and with a soft laugh he scooped up the package. It was big, and it was heavy. About the same kind of heavy as an Xbox might have been. And that’s when the excitement really hit him, knotting up his guts. His mum had never, ever bought him a console – not a PlayStation, not a Wii, not even so much as a DS. But she’d always said he could have one when he was old enough. He’d never known just how old he’d have to be to be ‘old enough’, but now he did: fifteen!


He leapt down from the chair, bundling the box back through into the living room, almost knocking Alison out of her high chair in the process. So that’s what this had all been about: his mum and his sister teasing him, pretending they’d forgotten his birthday, before surprising him with the sickest present ever, probably a 360 with Modern Warfare 3. They’d turn round, see him with the box, and their faces would dance into smiles. Aw, you ruined it! His sister would laugh. We were gonna make you think we’d not got you anything. And his mum would say, Go on, open it, I s’pose I can miss a bit of Noel Edmonds while you set it up.


‘Thanks, Mum!’ Benny yelled, thumping back down in his chair with the box on his lap. There was a gift card under the loop of the bow, and he fumbled with it, his fingers numb with excitement.


To Benny, at long last, maybe now you’ll stop nagging us about it! Wishing you a really happy birthday. Lots and lots of love, Mum, Claire and Alison.


‘This is so cool!’ he said. ‘I knew you were just kidding.’


His headache had gone too, he realised, that generator pulse now silent, obliterated by the unexpected turn the afternoon had taken. He tore at the thin paper, one rip causing it to slough to the floor. Beneath was a green and white box, the Xbox logo plastered all over it, like some beautiful butterfly emerging from its chrysalis. His mum had hefted her bulk from the sofa and was waddling towards him, arms out, and he waited for the hug, for the kisses he should have had that morning, preparing his mock protests – Agh, Mum, gerroff, I’m fifteen, not five – but yearning for it, so happy to be that kid again, if just for the day. Just so happy.


The slap made fireworks explode inside the living room, raging spots of colour that seemed to burn through his vision. He was rocked back into the chair, so shocked that the box tumbled off his lap, crunching onto the carpet.


You’ll break it! was the first thought that rifled through his head. Then the pain caught up, a flash of heat as if he’d been standing too close to the fire. There was no time for anything else before the second slap caught him on the other cheek, setting off a high-pitched ringing in his ears and making it feel as though his whole face were alight. He looked up, tears turning the whole room liquid, like it was filled with water. His mum was there, at least a blurred silhouette the same shape as his mum, one arm held high, swooping down.


Crack! This time it wasn’t a slap, it was a punch. Benny’s mind went black, nothing there but the need to get away. He could taste something coppery and warm on his tongue, dripping down his throat, and he recognised it from the time he’d taken a football straight in the mouth.


Blood.


Panic catapulted him from the chair, and he pushed past his mum hard enough to shunt her backwards. She windmilled across the tiny patch of floor, striking the sofa, looking for a moment like she was about to do a You’ve Been Framed-style top-heavy tumble, only just managing to catch herself. She grunted, the kind of noise a startled boar might make, and Benny looked into her piggy black eyes and saw absolutely nothing human there at all.


‘Mum,’ he tried to say, but the word wouldn’t fit in his throat. She teetered, her bare feet doing a weird, silent tap-dance until she found her balance, then she threw herself at him. The air was full of noise, the heavy, wet rasps of his mum’s breathing and something else: a rising pitch, like a kettle coming to the boil. It took Benny a split second to understand that his sister Claire was screaming. She climbed out of the chair so fast that he couldn’t get out of her way, her body flapping into his, skinny arms locked around his neck. Then his mum hit them both, her momentum knocking them to the floor like skittles.


Benny smacked his head on the carpet, his mum falling on top of him, cutting out the light. Her weight was impossible, pinning him to the floor, refusing to let him breathe. He was enveloped in her smell – body odour and shampoo and the stench of nail varnish. He lashed out, throwing everything at her, but he couldn’t get any force behind his blows. And she was hitting him back, fleshy fists bouncing off his temple, his neck, his forehead.


Something white-hot burrowed into his shoulder but he couldn’t turn his head to see what. This time the pain made him shriek, the cries muffled by the heft of his mother’s chest. The agony increased, something wet gushing down the sleeve of his school jumper.


It isn’t real it isn’t real it isn’t real.


But he knew it was; he could see sparks flashing in the edges of his vision as his oxygen-starved brain misfired. And worse, so much worse, he could sense death here, his death, somewhere in the dark recesses of the shape on top of him.


The thought gave him strength, so much adrenalin flooding his system that this time when he punched upwards he caught his mum in the jaw. Her head snapped back and she spat out a blood-soaked grunt, her body weight shifting to the side as she flopped off him. He pulled himself out like someone escaping quicksand, his nails gouging tracks in the carpet. Halfway out he saw that Claire’s teeth were lodged in his upper arm, a scrap of flesh caught between them. Then he saw her eyes, so full of rage, and his fist flew automatically, catching her on the nose. With a cry she let go, tumbling away.


Somehow, Benny made it to his feet, careening wildly. He saw that Crapper’s jaws were locked around his mum’s ankles, aware even in the chaos that his dog was trying to save his life. His mum was rolling like a beached whale, her groans ugly, awful. She was trying to get up, he could see the determination in her eyes as they burned into him. She was trying to get up so she could finish the job.


Claire was already on her feet, lurching at him like a zombie. Benny stabbed both hands in her direction, pushing her into the wall. She bounced off, came at him again, and this time it was Crapper who stopped her, leaping over the floundering body of his mum and latching onto her thigh, bringing her down like a snapped sapling.


Benny crossed the living room in two strides, the kitchen door right ahead of him, the back door visible beyond that. He could make it, get out into the light. He could make it.


He sensed a shape at his side and turned to the window in time to see it implode. A hail of glass blasted into the room and he ducked to his knees, his arms rising to protect his face. Something crashed into him and he almost went over again, slamming a hand down onto the carpet to stop himself toppling. He pushed himself up, a sprinter’s start, but a hand grabbed his ankle, yanking it hard, causing him to drop onto his face. He kicked out, turning to see his new attacker: a stranger dressed in jeans and a green Latitude T-shirt. He had both hands round Benny’s leg, and his face – bleeding heavily and flecked with sparkling shards of glass – was a mask of pure fury.


The man pulled again, reeling Benny in like a hooked fish. Claire had managed to prise Crapper loose and now the dog was running in circles howling, the whites of his eyes the brightest thing in the room. His mum was on her feet again. There was someone else clambering in through the window as well – their neighbour, Mr Porter, a man in his seventies, cataract-dulled eyes seething. His hands were balled into white-knuckled fists.


Benny tried to spin round, but the strange man was holding him too tight, his fingers like metal rods in his flesh. He hauled Benny closer, his fingers working their way up to his knees.


‘Mum!’ he screamed. ‘Stop it! Stop it!’


They threw themselves onto him, all of them, so heavy and so dark that he felt like a body being lowered into a grave. He thrashed, but he couldn’t move his legs and now something heavy was sitting on his back. Fat fingers were tight around his neck, squeezing his windpipe so hard that his throat whistled every time he managed to snatch a breath. He snapped his head round, trying to shake them loose, seeing two more people climbing through the shattered window, nothing but silhouettes against the sun. They crowded into the tiny room, trying to punch, claw, kick, bite, no sound but their hoarse, ragged breathing and tinny laughter from the television.


Something too hard to be a fist made contact with the back of his head and a seed of darkness blossomed into full-blown night. He could still hear the sound of each blow, but he could no longer feel them. He closed his eyes, happy to let himself sink into this comforting numbness, happy to leave the pain and the confusion behind . . .


It stopped as suddenly as it had started. When he tried to breathe in he found that he couldn’t. In the last seconds before his life ended, Benny heard the back door opening and the wet patter of footsteps leaving the house, the crunch of the wicker chair as his sister sat back down, a soft whine from the dog.


Then, incredibly, he heard the sound of his mum filling the kettle in the kitchen.


And it was that noise, so familiar, one that he had heard every single day of his life, which ushered him out of the world. Then that too was erased by the immense, unfathomable cloud of cold darkness which had settled inside his head.


His heart juddered, stalled, and he felt something burn up from inside him, a surge of cold, blue fire that burst free with a silent howl. Then Benny Millston died on his living-room carpet while his mum made the tea.
















Thursday







Heav’n has no rage, like love to hatred turn’d


William Congreve, The Mourning Bride





 
















Cal


Oakminster, East London, 2.32 p.m.





Everybody loved Callum Morrissey.


Captain of the lower-sixth football team. A gifted student but cool with it, not a try-hard. All-round nice guy. And he knew it, too. Right now he was belting up the right wing of the school pitch, the ball at his feet, running so fast that the roar of the wind almost drowned out the noise of the crowd. The opposition full-back, Truman – a beast of a stopper with a body like Shrek and a face to match – was dead ahead, big but slow. Cal feigned left, tapping the ball through the kid’s tree-trunk legs before spinning to his right and cutting towards the goal.


In the eighteen-yard box were two of his best friends, Dan and Abdus, both of them with their hands in the air yelling out for a cross. Cal ducked round another defender, thought about trying to put it in the back of the net himself. But he wasn’t greedy. He’d scored once already, a free kick taking the game to 3–1 in their favour. It was better when they all had something to celebrate after the match.


He took a deep breath, enjoying the way time seemed to slow down. Each second was drawn out, hanging lazily on the sunshine that painted the pitch gold. The clock mounted on the single stand of tiered seats to his right – ‘Sponsored by The Union Garage’ stencilled over the face – read 2.32: thirteen minutes left, then it would be over, one step closer to the end-of-year Inter-form Cup. They’d be paraded through their classes like they were already champions, and maybe this time even Georgia would look up from her book for long enough to congratulate him. She couldn’t ignore him forever, not when he was playing this well.


He drew back his foot, ready to launch a high, looping pass into the centre of the box. And that’s when something ripped across his ankle.


He dropped to the floor, agonising heat biting into his leg. He blinked the tears away, gritting his teeth, rocking back and forth with his ankle between his hands until his vision cleared.


Incredibly, the game was still going on. Truman, the one who had tackled him, was back on his feet punting the ball down the pitch. Everyone else was chasing after it like Cal didn’t even exist, including Mr Platt, the PE teacher, who was acting as referee.


‘Hey!’ he called out, lifting his hand to try and get the man’s attention. It wasn’t like he’d dived or anything – he could see the blood soaking through his sock, five lines raked over his ankle from Shrek’s boot studs. He called out again, but there was nobody left in earshot.


Cal clambered to his feet, trying not to put any weight on his left leg. The pain was settling into an uncomfortable throb. It could have been worse, a tackle like that might have shattered the bone, knocked him out for the summer holidays, maybe longer. Truman was going to pay. He jogged towards the action at the other end of the field, ready to kick some ass. He’d get sent off, but who cared? With a handful of minutes left it wasn’t like they were in danger of losing.


Up ahead the ball was at the feet of an opposition midfielder, a kid called Connor. Cal ignored the game, jogging towards Truman. The ogre had his hands on his knees, bent double, trying to get his breath back.


‘Hey,’ Cal said, increasing his speed, his whole body buzzing in anticipation. Truman turned in time to see Cal’s fist heading for his cheek. There was a soft thud and the kid’s head wobbled like a boxer’s punch ball. It seemed for a moment like he was going down but he managed to stay on his feet, his pug ugly mug creased with annoyance.


No, it wasn’t annoyance. The look he shot Cal was way beyond that. For a second Shrek’s eyes seemed depthless, full of a hatred that Cal had never before encountered in his seventeen years. His face was so dark with anger that it seemed bloated, poisoned. It was the look of somebody who wanted to kill him.


He backed off instinctively, hearing the whistle blow again and again, its shrill pitch gaining volume as Mr Platt ran their way. Truman lunged, fists balled into boulders, his mouth hanging open like the village idiot’s but his eyes set fast, furious.


Someone grabbed Cal from behind, arms locked around his chest. Someone else was at his side, shoving him, shouting at him. In no more than a heartbeat he was being bulldozed by a crowd, their hands and arms like pistons, the sensation like being trapped inside an engine.


‘Get off,’ he yelled, feeling the fingers dig into his chest, the swell of chaos around him growing. One of the opposition team shoved him hard and he nearly fell, his legs tangled up in those of whoever stood behind him. Then the jowly face of Mr Platt rose into view, his cheeks an impossible shade of crimson as he blew into his whistle. The teacher reached out and grabbed Cal’s shoulder, stopping him from toppling.


‘That’s enough!’ he bellowed, his whistle dropping to his chest. ‘I said stop that, right now.’


‘Leave it out, Cal,’ said a voice in his ear, and he recognised Joe McGowan, their right-winger, the kid who was holding him. ‘Let it go, man.’


‘Fine, it’s over,’ he said, his voice lost in the roar of the crowd. ‘But look what that tosser did to my leg, almost took it clean off.’ He reached into his sock, then held up fingers stained with blood, waving them at Shrek. ‘See that?’


‘I said enough!’ Mr Platt barked, almost apoplectic. He blew his whistle again, waving everybody away and reaching into his pocket. He flashed the red card at Cal’s face with the enthusiasm of a priest waving a crucifix at a vampire. ‘You’re off, Morrissey, and you’re in trouble too. Get moving.’


Truman lunged again, but without conviction, happy to let his teammates hold him back. His face had softened and the expression it wore now was one of confusion, almost as though he couldn’t quite remember where he was. Maybe Cal had punched him harder than he thought. Mr Platt turned to the ogre, the red card hovering at his side.


‘Don’t push it, Truman,’ he said. ‘Or you’re off too. You’re lucky I didn’t see that tackle.’


Gradually the players were drifting away, a series of boos and jeers drifting down from the stands. Cal ran a hand down his football shirt, straightening the creases, and when he looked up Joe was staring at him, one eyebrow raised.


‘You okay?’ he asked. Cal nodded, and Joe’s face broke into a grin. ‘Almost knocked him clean on his rump; nice one.’


Joe’s smile was contagious, and Cal found himself laughing. The adrenalin had dulled the pain in his ankle, and there were perks to missing out on the last ten minutes of the match – one in particular sitting in the front row of the stands. Joe held his hand out and Cal gripped it in a surfer’s handshake.


‘Stick one in for me, yeah?’ he said.


‘No probs,’ Joe replied, running off. Mr Platt had put the ball down about ten yards from where Cal had thumped Truman, and once again he blew on his whistle, gesticulating wildly at Cal to get off the pitch.


‘Yeah, yeah, I’m going,’ Cal muttered, walking as slowly as he dared. He raised his hands to the crowd, shadow-boxing like Rocky, and milked a cheer from them which he rode all the way to the sidelines. He made his way over to his lower-sixth mates in the first line of folding seats, grateful to be in the shade of the stand. Eddie Ardagh clapped him on the back.


‘Douchebag had it coming,’ he said. ‘Took you out like a lumberjack.’


‘Shouldn’t have hit him, Cal,’ said Megan Rao, shaking her head. One of her crimson-dyed curls popped loose and she tucked it back behind her ear. ‘He’s gonna be after you for that. You know Truman’s crazy.’


‘Let him come,’ Cal said, flopping down on the empty seat between Megan and Georgia. Georgia Cole. She had her perfectly petite snub nose in a novel, the way she always did, and when he lightly elbowed her she gave him the merest flicker of attention. Cal didn’t press the matter – it didn’t look good when you were the one doing the chasing. Instead he turned back to the daylight-drenched field as his team once again fought their way upfront. That hollow, rubbery duff of somebody kicking the ball had to be just about the best noise in existence, especially in summer. Everything sounded better in summer.


He saw Truman waddling around by himself outside the opposition eighteen-yard box, gently nursing his cheek. He’d never been scared of him, even though Truman was a year older and a hell of a lot bigger, even though he had a reputation for whaling on smaller kids. Cal didn’t feel scared of anyone, not really. He’d studied Choy Li Fut kung fu since he was eight and although he’d never had to use it in a proper scrap, he knew he could if he needed to.


In his mind’s eye he could still see Truman’s face after he’d hit him, that primeval hate in his expression, a blood-boiling rage. He’d looked like a proper psycho, the kind you get in the movies. Megan was right, everyone knew that Truman was crazy. But this was the first time that Cal had thought that maybe he actually was crazy.


‘Thirsty?’ Eddie said, offering Cal a bottle of water with the label peeled off.


‘You know I don’t drink that stuff,’ he said, pulling a can of Dr Pepper out of Megan’s open rucksack. ‘Water’s bad for you.’ He opened the can, taking a deep swig before unleashing a burp that almost blew his head off. ‘DP. Pure rehydration.’


‘Don’t know how you’re still alive,’ muttered Eddie. ‘Your insides must be glued together with sugar.’


‘Go on!’ Megan screamed, jumping about a metre into the air, and Cal saw that Ab had dribbled the ball into the box. He shot and the keeper dived for it, meeting it with about half a fingertip but enough to send it wide. Cal was on his feet, hands on his head.


‘Man, that was close,’ he said, collapsing back down hard enough to nudge Georgia’s book. This time she looked up with a forced scowl, peering at him from beneath her blonde fringe. He grinned at her. ‘Sorry, George, but this ain’t no place for a nerd.’


‘I was dragged here against my will,’ she replied, and somehow her deepening glower made her look even more gorgeous, like one of those models who pouts on the front of a fashion magazine. Cal felt his stomach fold into itself, his whole body suddenly too heavy, like gravity had just doubled. And for a ridiculous moment – despite their victory, despite the rush of what had happened with Truman, despite the sun and the promise of an afternoon hanging out with his mates – he felt like he was going to burst into tears. He turned away, his eyes prickling, his whole body tingling, and after a single, ragged breath the feeling passed.


‘Your leg okay?’ Georgia asked, smiling coyly as if she knew what was running through his head. He glanced down, seeing those parallel red lines in his crumpled socks where Shrek’s studs had raked through the skin. There was only a smudge of blood there, already clotted and drying.


‘Dunno,’ he said. ‘Feels like it could be fatal. Might need some mouth to mouth resuscitation in a moment.’


‘Ew!’ Georgia protested, slapping him gently with her book. ‘Get Eddie to do it.’


‘I’ll do it,’ Megan chimed in, blowing Cal a kiss.


‘Thank God,’ muttered Eddie.


Cal laughed gently, lacing his hands behind his head and resting back in his seat. There was a worm of discomfort nuzzling at his temples, but that was nothing unusual after a match, especially one like this. It was part adrenalin hangover, part dehydration. He knew he should drink more water but he just hated the stuff. Dr Pepper, that was all the liquid he needed.


‘That guy is a total donkey,’ said Megan as Steven Abelard, their slowest midfielder, trotted up the pitch.


Cal tuned her out, tuned everything out, happy for a moment’s peace. He took a deep breath, the pressure in his head softening. Then he exhaled and the pain returned, that and a faint pulse which seemed to echo around the front of his skull, no louder than the whisper of distant bird wings.


Thump-thump . . .


Thump-thump . . .


Thump-thump . . .
















Daisy


Boxwood St Mary, Suffolk, 2.47 p.m.





‘You’re scaring me . . .’


Daisy Brien retreated, the ice-cold wall against her back making her jump. Her two best friends, Kim and Chloe, were moving towards her, their hair in identical braids, both wearing old-fashioned puffy dresses that hid their feet and made them look as though they were gliding. Their eyes were wide, unblinking. Ghost eyes.


‘Guys, stop it!’


They had boxed her in, the overpacked clothes rails to her right and left like the walls of a hedge maze, too thick to escape through. There was only one door here, invisible in the gloom, but Daisy could make out the green emergency exit light with the little running stick man on it. It seemed a million miles away. Kim and Chloe were close enough to touch, and Kim reached out slowly with a hand draped in white lace. She ran a cool finger over Daisy’s face.


‘Stop it!’


‘See how she leans her cheek upon my hand,’ said Kim in a low, phantom groan. ‘Oh that Fred were a glove upon my hand, that he might touch her cheek!’


Chloe raised both hands, fluttering them in front of Daisy’s chest.


‘One, two, and the third in your bosom,’ she moaned. ‘Which is where Fred wants to be!’


‘Oh Fredeo,’ added Kim. ‘Fredeo, wherefore artest thou, Fredeo!’


‘Where fartest thou?’ said Chloe. And that did it, the three of them cracking up in peals of laughter which filled the dressing room like sunlight. Daisy was giggling so hard that her sides were in danger of splitting. Chloe collapsed to her knees, the dress spilling out around her in countless folds, releasing the homely smell of dust and old fabric.


‘I hate you,’ Daisy said when her air-starved lungs began to function again. She slapped Kim playfully on her arm, the blow cushioned by an enormous shoulder pad. ‘I told you, I don’t like him!’


‘But he’s your Fredeo,’ said Chloe, holding out her hands. Kim grabbed one and Daisy took the other, hauling her back onto her feet. ‘Fredeo and Daisiet, the world’s most romantic love story.’


‘He’s like so not interested in me,’ she said. ‘He’s in Year 10 for heaven’s sake.’


‘The lady doth protest too much, methinks,’ said Kim, wiping the tears from her eyes.


‘Wrong play, dingbat,’ Daisy shot back. She pushed past them, escaping the labyrinth of the theatre wardrobe and walking to the huge mirror on the left-hand side of the room. It was ringed by bulbs, just like in a Broadway dressing room, and they painted her reflection in sickly yellow light. Even so, she couldn’t help but approve of the way she looked, with her long, brown hair trussed up in an elaborate plaited bun. The dress she wore was so white and so pretty that she could have been a bride, the high, narrow collar making her look taller and more slender than she actually was. It made her look older, too, maybe fifteen instead of almost thirteen.


Just about the right age for Fred . . .


She felt the heat in her cheeks and she was glad that she was already wearing her make-up, thick rouge concealing her embarrassment. She busied herself with her gloves, elbow-length strips of cobweb-thin silk that were a nightmare to put on. At first, three months or so ago, when they’d discovered their roles in the school play, she’d been mortified that the Romeo to her Juliet was going to be from Year 10. The idea was enough to make her scurry to the wings and hide in the shadows there until the whole thing was over.


But she’d bitten back her fear and soldiered on, the way her parents had taught her to. And despite her protests, she’d actually quite liked the attention. She had to keep telling herself that he was just acting, that this fifteen-year-old Adonis who already had a girlfriend wouldn’t be interested in the real Daisy Brien in a million years.


‘I still can’t remember my lines,’ said Chloe, her reflection joining Daisy’s, half a foot taller even though she was a month younger.


‘You’ve only got about three,’ laughed Daisy as she pulled the first glove on. Chloe was playing Lady Montague, Romeo’s mum, and even though she appeared in only two scenes she always managed to get her words in a muddle. Kim was Tybalt, Juliet’s cousin, who, their drama teacher had decided, was going to be a girl in this version of the play. She stood to the side, leaning against the make-up shelf, idly waving a cardboard sword back and forth.


‘I wonder if you could actually kill anyone with this,’ Kim said. ‘Mrs Jackson, maybe.’


All three girls looked at the way the bent sword flopped back and forth and once again they were laughing. The moment was cut short by the snap and creak of the dressing-room door opening, a round, bespectacled face peering inside.


‘Did I hear my name?’ Mrs Jackson asked. ‘Do you need me, girls?’


‘It’s okay, miss,’ said Kim, jabbing the sword in the teacher’s direction and breathing die die die in between her words. ‘We were just practising our lines.’


‘Good good,’ Mrs Jackson said. ‘Well, hurry up and get ready. Dress rehearsal starts in –’ she checked her watch for what felt like an eternity, ‘seven minutes.’


She hung on for a second more, as if waiting to be dismissed, then ducked back out of the dressing room.


‘I can’t be bothered with this,’ said Daisy, feeling an unwelcome pressure in her chest. She knew it wasn’t that she couldn’t be bothered. It was nerves. She felt them every time they took to the stage, but it was definitely getting worse. Heaven only knew what she’d be like on the actual night. ‘Does someone want to take my place?’


‘And fake-snog Freddy? No way!’ said Chloe. ‘I’d rather kiss Mrs Jackson.’


‘Liar,’ said Daisy with a smile. She’d finally managed to pull on her other glove, straightening out the silk around the crook of her elbow. ‘Ready?’


She turned from the mirror to Kim. Her friend was still waving her sword back and forth, harder now, faster. It was difficult to tell with the glare of the bulbs behind her, but she seemed to be staring right back at Daisy, her eyes impossibly dark. And each time the tinfoil-coated blade swooshed through the quiet air her mouth breathed that same whispered word.


Die. Die. Die. Die. Die. Die. Die.


‘Um . . . Kim?’ Daisy said. Kim cut back and forth once more, then seemed to stir, as if emerging from a hypnotic trance. She blinked heavily a couple of times.


‘Huh?’ she said after a second or two.


‘Nothing,’ said Daisy, walking towards the door. ‘Come on, let’s get this over and done with.’
















Brick


Fursville Amusement Park, Hemmingway, Norfolk, 3.03 p.m.





Brick Thomas hated everybody.


He hated his dad, he hated his stepmum, he hated his real mum too for dying when he was a ginger-haired sprat in nursery school; he hated his brother, who’d left home two years back to join the parachute regiment; he really hated his teachers, who had told him not to even bother turning up for his A levels, and he really, really hated the school counsellor who’d informed his dad he had behavioural difficulties; he hated his friends, if you could even call them that when they didn’t bother talking to him any more; and if he was totally honest there were times when he hated his girlfriend – although he wasn’t sure about this one because sometimes love and hate felt so similar he couldn’t tell the difference between them.


He hated himself, too, his brain, the way it made him feel perfectly happy one minute then as miserable as a graveyard the next. He hated it for whispering things to him – You’re no good. You can’t do that. You’re too thick. No one likes you because you’re a headcase – not all the time or anything, but often enough for him to feel like there was something living up there, something that detested him. Most of all, though, he just hated the hate. It was exhausting.


He sat on the raised concrete footpath that looked down over the beach, idly tossing stones at the calm, quiet surf. The tide was out, but even so there was only about twenty metres of shore between the water and the massive dune behind him. On the other side of that lay Fursville, a vast shipwreck of shorn metal and rotting wood and rubbish and rat-droppings that had once been Norfolk’s biggest and most popular theme park.


Back when Brick was a kid he’d come here all the time with his folks, patiently enduring the slow, boring drive through the country lanes from Norwich because the destination was well worth it. There had been a roller coaster, one of the old wooden ones, no loop the loop or anything but still pretty fast. Loads of arcades too, so many that their garbled, artificial birdsong was ingrained in his head, the clarion call of summer. They’d stretched all the way up from the plaza to a pier that had caught fire in 1999, on the eve of a massive Millennium celebration, and which was now a broken, skeletal limb all but buried by sand and surf.


His favourite thing about Fursville, though, had been the water flume, because you had to squeeze into this tiny little longboat which was ratcheted up Everest-high slopes before being slingshotted through freezing puddles of piss-yellow water. He’d liked it because it was the only time he’d ever got a hug from his dad. The old man didn’t have a choice in the matter – you had to grab hold of the person in front of you or risk flying out of the boat on the downward bends. He’d loved that feeling of being held in place, the weight of those tattooed arms on his shoulders, like his dad and gravity were one and the same, stopping him from bouncing right off the planet into the cold, infinite darkness of space.


Not that he ever would have admitted to those feelings, even if he’d been able to put them into any kind of words back then. If nothing else, his pop would have thumped him. He was eighteen now, though, and he didn’t care what his dad thought.


He glanced at the sky, a vast expanse of pale blue, the sun so bright that it made his retinas sting. There was no sound but the whisper of the knee-high waves as they cruised onto the stones, that and the distant chatter of gulls from Hemsby a mile or so south. A decade ago he’d loved it here because there were so many people, their constant motion and sound the exact opposite of the cold vacuum at home that his mum had once filled so effortlessly. Now he appreciated it precisely because of the quiet, the stillness. Here, in the mangled guts of Fursville, there was nobody to hate.


Brick’s backside was getting numb and he stood up, lobbing a last fist-sized rock into the sea. His phone informed him it had just gone three. Lisa would be leaving school any second now and he’d told her he’d be waiting by the gates. Fat chance, it would take him half an hour or so to get back into the city and by that time he expected she’d be home, sending the first of a seemingly limitless supply of angry texts.


He groaned, feeling the delicate equilibrium of his mood start to slide. He’d begun to feel like a tightrope walker, trying to keep his footing by using one of those long poles. Sometimes, when things were okay, his mood could balance perfectly on that thread. But it didn’t take much to make it wobble. Anything could do it – somebody speaking out of turn to him, some aggro from his teachers, even a strange look. But he’d learned to deal with the wobbles: he just took a deep breath and let his mood stabilise again.


The problem was when more than one thing went wrong. The first would nudge his emotions like a breeze, perfectly manageable with a small adjustment, but the second would be like a crazed seagull full in the face, flapping and squawking, and suddenly his mood would drop like a ton of bricks and the world would go dark.


He closed his eyes, the spotlight sun leaving the faintest flutter of pain against his skull. One breath, then out, another, slowly, deeply, and when he opened his eyes again he felt calmer, his mood perfectly balanced.


He walked down the path, the back of his neck stinging where the sun had caught it. He tanned about as well as an albino vampire, his freckled skin veering wildly between extremes of milk white and tomato red throughout the year. His hair colour was to blame, about as bright a shade of orange as you could imagine.


A dozen metres from where he had been sitting was one of the many breaches in the Fursville fence. Most had been caused by nothing more than neglect, the metal simply rusting into oblivion. This one, though, he’d made himself about three years ago when he and a couple of mates had first explored the abandoned theme park. They’d brought a pair of wire cutters and a torch and a rucksack, and they’d spent the night looking for treasures – old soft toys and canned sweets from the crumbling games stands, cash out of the machines in the toilets, bottles left over from the bar where the adults had sheltered while their kids tore from attraction to attraction like banshees.


In the end they’d not found much apart from a couple of tubs of mouldy looking boiled sweets and a stack of plastic-wrapped urinal-disinfectant blocks which Brick’s friend Douglas Frinton had claimed they could use to make their own vodka. But they’d had a hell of a night exploring the place. Although the outside areas of Fursville were derelict and dangerous, the inside – once you got past the chains and the locked doors – was in pretty decent shape. Brick had even spent the night there once after a massive dust-up with his dad, sleeping in the old restaurant, curled up under a couple of tablecloths that had been left behind.


He pushed his way in through the hole, making sure to tuck the fence back behind him and cover it with a massive square of plyboard. Not that he really needed to. Nobody ever came out this way any more, there were no lights on the walkway or in the park, and, like all places that had been abandoned, Fursville had its fair share of rumours about murderers and ghosts. He had visited enough times to know that none of those stories were true. Out here, there was only Brick.


It was always like running an assault course, getting from the beach into the central plaza, but he negotiated the rubble, the broken glass and the faded grins of the kids’ mini roundabout characters with practised ease. His 50cc motorbike was where he’d left it, propped up against a fountain that was overflowing with algae, the front L-plate hanging at an angle where one of the magnetic catches had dropped off. He’d been riding it illegally for a year now and had no intention of ever going for his test. Not until he was rich enough for a Ducati, anyway.


He pulled the helmet on. It pinned his ears back uncomfortably but he didn’t really mind. At least it hid his hair. Then he clambered on board, the bike far too small for his six-foot-five frame. It took six kicks before the lawnmower-size motor decided to wake up, the bike accelerating painfully slowly across the plaza. He ignored the signs for the exit – the front gates were boarded up and chain-bound, Alcatraz-style. Instead he cut towards the south-west quadrant of the park, the engine whining like a bloated fly. He followed his own burned tyre tracks round the corner and down past the medical shack – the words ‘Boo Boo Station’ just about still visible on the pebble-dashed wall. Right ahead was a gap in the fence, just the right size for his bike. He slowed as he squeezed through, gunning the engine to make sure it didn’t stall, then edged between the two enormous laurel bushes that grew up right outside it.


He instinctively looked left and right, not wanting to give away his secret hideout. But there was no danger of anybody seeing him. The wide road beyond was deserted. On the other side of it was a car lot and showroom that had been forsaken for almost as long as the funfair. Past the empty expanse of concrete and dirt Brick could make out the smoking chimneys and blinking lights of the fertiliser factory which lay half a mile inland. That was the closest anyone really came to Fursville nowadays.


He paused for a minute, enjoying the stillness, the way time seemed to stop here. Even with the nasal whine of his bike it seemed quieter and more peaceful than back in the city. But Lisa was waiting, and the sad fact of it was that she was scary enough even when she wasn’t screaming at him.


Sighing, Brick gunned the engine and took off for home.
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Norwich, 3.57 p.m.


‘So . . . It’s Brick, right?’


Brick nodded, trying not to smile at the sight of Lisa’s mum and dad staring out at him from the safety of their front porch. Mr Dawlish, who was in his early fifties but who looked twice that, was gripping the door with both hands as if he thought he might have to slam it shut at a moment’s warning. His wife, who had all Lisa’s bad qualities and none of her good ones, was on tiptoes peeking over his shoulder. Both weren’t so much smiling as grimacing. He was used to it. Standing six five, and broad with it, people were naturally wary of him. And he had one of those faces, so he’d been told, whatever that meant. It was just his lot. Everybody hated Brick Thomas.


‘She knows you’re here,’ said Mr Dawlish. ‘I think she’s coming down.’


He looked back at his wife and she shrugged.


‘I think she is.’ Mrs Dawlish peered at the helmet clasped in Brick’s hands. ‘I hope you’re not planning to take her anywhere on that?’


‘No, Mrs Dawlish,’ Brick lied. Lisa always rode pillion. It wasn’t like anything bad could happen to her – the bike’s top speed was just shy of forty when there were two people on it. Despite his answer, Mrs Dawlish frowned. She opened her mouth to say something then obviously decided not to.


‘Why Brick?’ Mr Dawlish asked after an uncomfortable silence. ‘I take it that isn’t your given name.’


‘Just another brick in the Thomas family wall, I guess,’ Brick said. ‘Like the song. My mum and dad have always called me it. It says John on my birth certificate.’ That was a lie too, his real name was Harry, but he liked to see the look on people’s faces when they thought his name was John Thomas. It took Mr Dawlish a second or two to get the joke, and when he did his forehead creased like an accordion. There were another few strokes of awkwardness before Brick heard footsteps from inside the house. Her parents both turned as Lisa appeared.


‘Four o’clock?’ she said, tapping the bare patch on her arm where a watch might have been. She was pretty, there was no doubt about that, but she did a good job of hiding it behind too much make-up and hair that was constantly straightened and dyed before being scraped back into a ponytail. She had a stud in her nose and a ring in her eyebrow – both of which her parents had blamed Brick for, even though he hated piercings. She looked at him now from behind false lashes that had been badly fixed.


‘Sorry,’ Brick said. ‘I got caught up at work; there was a late delivery.’


‘Trouble on site?’ Mr Dawlish asked. Brick had told Lisa that he worked for the same scaffolding company as his dad. Which was true, strictly speaking, although he hadn’t helped out for weeks now.


‘Nothing we couldn’t handle,’ Brick replied. ‘You just can’t get the staff these days.’


For some reason that seemed to relax the old couple. Mr Dawlish nodded, a glimmer of a smile appearing in the folds of his face.


‘You’re not wrong there, son.’ He turned to his daughter. ‘Come on, love, are you going or not? You’re letting all this heat in.’


Lisa locked eyes with Brick for a good seven seconds, then uttered a mini scream of frustration, barging past her parents and out the door.


‘You better make this up to me, Brick,’ she muttered, that expression demolishing the foot of height difference between them and making him feel like the smaller of the two. Out in the sunlight he noticed that she looked different, somehow, although he couldn’t quite put a finger on why. Nothing so trivial as a new type of foundation or T-shirt. No, it was something in her eyes, in the way she looked at him. For some reason it made his skin crawl. She must have been really angry.


‘Easy, tiger,’ he said, holding his arms up in surrender. ‘I will, I promise.’


‘Have fun,’ Mr Dawlish said as they walked down the path. Brick waved, hearing Mrs Dawlish’s shrill cry follow them all the way to the gate.


‘Be back by ten, please. And don’t you go anywhere on that bike!’


He smiled, but it was short lived. He glanced at Lisa again, trying to work out what was making him so uneasy and wishing that he’d stayed on the beach.
















Daisy


Boxwood St Mary, 6.22 p.m.





‘Um, ’tis he, that villain Romeo,’ said Kim without enthusiasm, still thrusting her sword but this time at Fred.


‘More venom, dear,’ said Mrs Jackson from the wings, interrupting the same way she had done with pretty much every single line so far. ‘You hate his guts.’


‘I hate your guts, you old bag,’ muttered Kim, the acoustics of the school hall carrying her voice further than she had intended. Daisy would have laughed except she was exhausted. They’d been here for three hours and they were still on Act I. At this rate they wouldn’t be home till the weekend, even though they were only doing a cut-down version of the play.


‘’Tis he,’ Kim spat, swiping her weapon, giving all the venom she could manage. ‘That villain, Romeo!’


‘Content thee, gentle cuz, leave him alone,’ said Ethan, the fat kid from Daisy’s year who was playing her dad. He was wearing a toga, and he’d drawn a goatee on himself with eyeliner which made him look ridiculous. ‘I would not for all the wealth of all the . . . town, um, here in my house do him . . .’


‘Disparagement, Ethan,’ said Mrs Jackson without needing to look at the script in her hand.


‘Yeah, disparagement. So be patient, take no note of him, it is my will.’


‘It fits, when such a villain is a guest,’ Kim went on. ‘I’ll not endure him.’


‘You’ll make a mutiny amongst my guests!’ roared Ethan, shaking his fists. ‘You will set cock-a-hoop!’


Everybody giggled – they always did at that line – the sound both echoed and muted by the huge, empty hall. Mrs Jackson shushed them.


‘Romeo?’ said Mrs Jackson. ‘Romeo, wherefore art thou, Romeo?’


‘Huh?’ Fred said, obviously perplexed. He stood on the other side of a large canteen table, and he must have sensed Daisy looking because he glanced up, catching her eye. She twisted her head away so hard that something twanged in the back of her neck, her cheeks flaring once more beneath her make-up.


‘It’s your line, Fred dear.’


‘Oh, er,’ he put both hands on the table and stared at Daisy. This time she didn’t turn away, trying to get herself into the mindset of a young girl with a crush on an older guy. It wasn’t difficult. ‘If I profane with my unworthiest hand this holy shrine, the gentle fine is this: my lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand to smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss.’


In the corner of her eye Daisy could see Kim cracking up, and it took all her strength to stop from joining her.


‘Good pilgrim,’ she said, her voice trembling.


‘Too soft, dear, they won’t be able to hear you at the back.’


Daisy cleared her throat, speaking louder, talking not quite to Fred’s eyes but to his chin. ‘Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much, which mannerly devotion shows in this; for saints have hands that pilgrims’ hands do touch, and palm to palm is holy palmers’ kiss.’


‘Good, Daisy,’ said Mrs Jackson, doing a perfect job of ruining the dramatic tension.


‘Have not saints lips, and holy palmers too?’ asked Fred.


‘Ay pilgrim, lips that they must use in prayer.’


‘O, then, dear saint, let lips do what hands do; they pray, grantest, lest love turn to, uh . . . despair?’


‘Close enough,’ said their drama teacher.


‘Saints do not move, though grant for prayer’s sake,’ said Daisy. Her pulse was quickening, so fast she could feel it in her temples, so fast that it felt almost like a double pulse, running side by side. Three more lines, then it was her favourite – and least favourite – part of the whole play. She took a sideways step to her left, Fred mirroring her.


‘Then move not, while my prayer’s effect I take,’ he said, using a fingernail to scratch a mark from the surface of the table. His cheeks were starting to glow as well. ‘Thus from my lips, by yours, my sin is purged.’


They both took another step to the side, converging on the narrow end of the table – ground zero.


‘Then have my slips the slin that they have took,’ she said, her tongue not working properly. ‘Sorry, sin.’


‘Sin from thy lips?’ Fred said, his voice a mumble, but for once Mrs Jackson didn’t comment. He stepped round the side of the table and Daisy moved with him so that they were facing each other, almost touching. Daisy’s head was pounding – not really painful, just a pressure there, like it might pop clean off. The theatre had never seemed so quiet, the gaps of silence between the words bottomless. Every single person was holding their breath. ‘Oh, trespass sweetly urged, give me my sin again.’


Fred leant forward. Daisy craned up, standing on tiptoes, falling towards him as though some invisible hand was pushing her. Her head was screaming now, a kettle coming to boil between her temples. Daisy’s eyes rose, she couldn’t stop them – up from Fred’s chin, past his lips, his nose, meeting his eyes as their lips converged.


She froze, suddenly breaking into a cold sweat, as if the temperature in the hall had dropped below zero. Fred’s eyes were empty, the unseeing, unfeeling black beads of a doll that looked as if they might just roll out of their sockets as he angled in towards her. She recoiled, but Fred kept on coming, craning over her, his teeth clenched, grinding.


Then his mouth opened, and he spat in her face.


Daisy’s heart stopped and for a moment she wondered if she’d died on stage. She could feel his warm saliva on her top lip – not much, just foam really, hot against her cool skin, but she couldn’t seem to lift her arm to wipe it away. She couldn’t move a single muscle.


Fred started to laugh, his lips pulled back over his teeth, those dead eyes still boring into her. Daisy staggered back, seeing Kim pointing at her and screeching with delight. The laughter was taken up by somebody else, and another, then another, until the hall reverberated with the sound of it.


‘You kiss by the book,’ said Mrs Jackson in between soft chuckles of her own.


‘What?’ Daisy asked, wiping her gloved forearm over her face.


‘Your line, dear, you kiss by the book. You kiss by the book.’ Mrs Jackson was tottering across the stage waving the script at her. ‘By the book, Daisy.’


Daisy bumped into one of the Year 7 extras, almost sprawling on her backside. It was all too much, the hall starting to spin. She turned and ran, thumping down the wooden steps and barging through the double doors, Mrs Jackson’s voice shrieking out behind her.


‘By the book, Daisy, by the book, by the book!’
















Cal


Oakminster, 6.34 p.m.





‘Still can’t believe we thrashed them,’ said Abdus, breathless as he paddled past on his skateboard. He reached the steps that led to the small plaza outside the library, ollying down them but bailing before he hit the tiles. He recovered his balance, chasing after the rogue board before turning back to Cal. ‘Three–one!’


Cal raised both hands in a rock-star salute. He was sitting at one of the three metal tables outside the milkshake café that had become their favourite place to hang out, especially after a match. Called Udderz, it let you pick your favourite chocolate bar then blended it with ice cream and milk to make just about the best shakes on the planet. Cal was on his third of the afternoon, this one made up of Boost bars. It was making him feel a little queasy but he wouldn’t let that stop him from finishing.


The place was mobbed. Sharing his table were Megan, Eddie, Dan and the keeper Jack, who was perched on the edge providing a nice bit of shade from the evening sun. The other two tables had been occupied by the rest of the team, all except Steven Abelard who lived out in the sticks and always had to leave early. Several other kids from his form were scattered around, including Georgia, who sat just inside the large front window, behind the huge stencilled ‘e’ of Udderz, absorbed in whatever it was she was reading.


Cal kept looking at her – he couldn’t help himself, it was like his head and hers were connected by a string of invisible elastic. He could only stretch it away for so long before it snapped back. Whatever she was reading had to be good, though, because she’d not glanced up once. He didn’t think there’d ever been anything so depressing, and so frustrating, as the side of that girl’s head.


‘Want another?’ Dan asked, scraping back his metal chair and nodding at Cal’s shake.


‘I’m sorted,’ Cal replied. ‘Any more of these and I’ll be blowing chunks all over the plaza.’


‘Lightweight,’ said Megan, her lips wrapped around her straw, cup gurgling. ‘I’m already on numero five.’


‘Yeah, and it’s starting to show,’ Cal said, grinning. ‘That chair’s about to break.’


‘Shut up!’ Megan said, reaching over the table and slapping Cal on the arm, her face full of mock outrage. Megan was five foot nothing in shoes, and twig thin. She couldn’t have made that chair so much as wobble if she’d jumped up and down on it for a week.


Someone else flashed past on a board, a kid from the year below, Cal thought. He ollied onto the handrail that dropped down into the plaza, doing a sketchy grind then a trey flip, landing with nothing more than a wobble. He swooped round in an arc back to where a bunch of his Year 11 mates were looking up at the occupied tables, like they were planning an invasion.


‘So, fancy our chances tomorrow?’ Eddie asked, pushing his glasses up onto his nose. Eddie was asthmatic, he had it pretty bad, which meant he couldn’t play for the team. That was a shame, because whenever they kicked the ball about at lunch he was actually pretty decent.


‘12H are tough,’ said Jack without looking round. ‘They won it last year. They got that tall kid, Nasim, the one everyone said was being scouted by Arsenal.’


Cal snorted, pretending to be unimpressed. Truth was that Nas, a midfielder, was good enough to be signed. Last time they’d been in a match together Nas had run rings around Cal. But Cal was a hell of a lot better on the pitch now.


‘We’ll take them,’ he said. ‘Nas or no Nas.’


‘Well, if you can’t outrun him you can always punch him in the face,’ said Megan, and everyone laughed.


‘Might not even get to play in the next game,’ said Jack. ‘If Platt has his way. Red card like that could get you shunted for a match or two.’


‘Nah,’ said Cal. ‘Frosty got sent off in the first match and he played against us in week two, remember?’


‘Oh yeah, slide tackled the keeper,’ said Eddie, shaking his head. ‘Stupid.’


One of the skateboarders took a tumble on the plaza, doing an impressive forward roll before lying flat and staring at the sky. Everybody cheered and clapped. Cal leant back in his chair, taking another sip of his super-sweet shake. It was so warm here, and peaceful. The sounds of the plaza – the constant, liquid murmur of talk and laughter, the clack and roll of the boards – were almost dreamlike.


The only thing that was dragging on the mood was his stupid head, still pulsing. It didn’t hurt, not the way a proper munter did. It was just uncomfortable – thump-thump . . . thump-thump . . . thump-thump – like there was something inside there, a dying bird slowly flapping broken wings, trying to lift off . . .


Christ, where had that come from? Cal shuddered, the image making his stomach churn even harder than before. Dan had reappeared, slamming back down into his seat and sucking on a brand-new shake. The gargling sound he was making seemed too loud, and it was a second or two before Cal realised that it was because the chatter in the plaza had softened. People were still talking, but in whispers. It was almost like one of those weird silences, the kind where everyone stops speaking because they think everyone else has, and they all look at each other for a minute wondering what’s going on, then laugh and carry on.


Only nobody was laughing. The Year 11 kids below were still looking up at the café like they wanted the tables. The skaters had stopped and were all staring this way too. Cal felt something dance up his spine, his arms erupting into goosebumps.


‘Creeeeeepy,’ he said, doing his best to smile. Eddie was observing him with an expression of intense confusion, as if Cal had suddenly sprouted a pig snout or panda ears or something. It wasn’t just Eddie, either. Megan was frowning his way, her nose wrinkled up. Cal’s head swung left and then right to see that pretty much everyone on the plaza seemed to be glowering at him. Even Georgia had finally looked up. It might have been the reflection of the evening light on the window, but Cal could swear her lips were pulled back, distorting her flawless face into a grimace.


He realised his heart was pounding so hard he could see each beat like a flash of light in his eyes. He scraped back his chair, getting uneasily to his feet, running a hand through his hair.


‘Ha ha, very funny, guys,’ he said, his lonely voice echoing across the plaza. ‘Grow up, won’t you?’


The three pints of milkshake he’d consumed that afternoon were now rioting in his stomach. Nobody replied, they were all just staring at him, their faces bent with the same stupefied expression. Cal pushed himself through the wide-eyed crowd, trying not to run as he made his way towards the steps. His throat tickled, the way it always did when he was about to hurl. The shake bar didn’t have a toilet, but the library did.


He crossed the plaza in a dozen strides, dashing through the automatic doors. He stopped for long enough to look back, relief flooding through him when he saw that one of the skateboarders was moving again, that Eddie and Megan and the rest of his mates seemed to be back to normal, chatting away.


They’ve had you good and proper, he thought as he walked towards the toilets. They’d been taking the mick, something they’d probably conjured up that afternoon while he was getting changed. It was like the time they’d nicked Jack’s school uniform after training, forcing him to spend the rest of the day in his goalkeeping kit. Or when they’d all told Megan that there was a teacher-training day one Thursday and she’d not come to school. They were always playing pranks on each other, and this was no different – Psst, at quarter past seven tonight everyone stare at Cal, see if we can freak him out, pass it on.


And the worst thing was it had freaked him out. He’d completely lost his cool.


He slammed open the outer door, pushed his way through the inner door and straight into the only empty cubicle. The second he opened the lid he thought his last shake was coming back, boiling up from his stomach. But after a couple of dry heaves he felt it settle. He stood hunched over the bowl for a minute more, just to be sure, then put the lid down and sat on it.


What was wrong with him? He was losing it. First the incident with Truman, the way that kid had glared at him. Now this. He’d always thought he was made of sterner stuff, but here he was in the toilet at the library ready to chuck his guts all because his mates had pulled some stupid prank.


Cal wiped a hand across his forehead, the skin damp, cold, then he walked out of the cubicle, splashing some water on his face and staring at his reflection in the graffitied mirror. He did look a little pale – peaky, as his mum always said. Maybe he was coming down with something. That would be his excuse, that he’d got swine flu, he wasn’t feeling himself. His mates wouldn’t buy it, of course, but he didn’t care. He was still Cal Morrissey, and everybody loved Cal Morrissey.


Feeling a little steadier, Cal made his way out of the toilet. He’d suck it up, let his friends have their victory. Girls liked a guy who could laugh at himself. Georgia was always saying that he took things too seriously.


He walked over the plaza, keeping his head down in mock shame, dodging the skateboarders who criss-crossed the tiles, waiting for the catcalls, the whoops, the jeers. They didn’t come, and it was only when Cal had jogged up the steps that he realised the kids who were sitting there weren’t his mates at all. The Year 11s had occupied every single table, laughing and shouting at each other, a few of them eyeballing him warily.


What the hell? he said beneath his breath, scanning the inside of the café. Georgia had gone, everyone had gone. He swivelled, seeing no trace of them anywhere in the plaza or the two footpaths that led out towards the high street. He looked at the nearest kid, a girl with green hair and a Linkin Park T-shirt. ‘You see where they all went?’


‘No,’ she spat, like it was the stupidest question in the world. She turned away from him and made a comment to her friend, causing them both to snort.


Cal scratched his head then snapped his hand back down, not wanting to look weak, confused. They were still here, somewhere, he was sure of it. Probably wetting themselves laughing. Jesus, this hadn’t happened since he was eight years old and his three so-called best friends had run off, abandoning him in the middle of London Zoo. Well the hell with them, he wasn’t going to stand around like an idiot waiting for them to show their faces. He moved away from the café, his head banging as he walked alone into the hot, heavy summer evening.
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