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      Dear Reader,

      

      This book is a curated collection of accounts: testaments of those involved, police records (I was particularly proud of obtaining those, although I can’t take all the credit), and of course, the Spectrotext records. Some of these records have never been shared with anyone, but we decided to share them now, to make people understand. We’ve made mistakes, bad mistakes, because we felt we had no other choice.

      

      I've had to change the names, for obvious reasons, but that does not make this story anything less than true. This is happening, every day, probably not far from where you are now. Drugs, criminal gangs, kids dying. You only need to open your newsfeed to see these kinds of stories. I believe it’s time to change the narrative, tell it from the inside, and maybe change things for the better.

      

      The world is ours; we can make it whatever we want.

      

      Sincerely yours,

      

      Wrecked x

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SPECTROTEXT©

          

          AN INNOVATIVE TECHNOLOGY FOR THE RECORDING AND INTERPRETATION OF THOUGHTS

        

      

    

    
      Introduction

      

      The Spectrotext implant is a small, flexible plastic card, approx. 4mm x 6mm. It is placed under the skin behind your ear, by a registered physician, and lasts for 6 months.

      

      Once the implant is in place, you will be given access to the Spectrotext app and online forum, where you can engage with other participants.

      

      How it works

      

      The human brain is made up of approximately 86 billion neurons, connected by approximately 100 trillion synapses. Information flows through the network in complex patterns, helping us to understand the world around us.

      

      For those who experience trauma and adversity in childhood, synapses can grow in those areas of the brain responsible for negative emotional responses, such as anxiety and fear, leading to mental health concerns later in life. Spectrotext is a new approach to treatment, finding the root causes of trauma in thought patterns, helping people understand why they feel the way they do.

      

      The Spectrotext implant has a microscopic receiver, which can scan and record the patterns of information in the brain, downloading them into coherent text, which can then be read and interpreted.

      

      The Medical Trial

      

      Prior to receiving your Spectrotext implant, you will be asked a series of questions so that you can be appropriately matched with a mental health specialist. This person will be responsible for reading and interpreting your Spectrotext records in order to tailor a treatment plan.

      

      When it is first put in, you may feel some tenderness around the area. In the unlikely event of a severe reaction, the implant can be immediately removed.

      

      You will be financially compensated for being part of the trial. An initial sum will be paid to you after receiving your Spectrotext implant, further sums will be paid on submission of your Spectrotext records. There is no limit to the number of submissions you can make.

      

      Your Information

      

      Your biometric data and associated records will be held in accordance with data protection legislation, including the Bio-Privacy Law (2019). Further information on how your data is handled will be made available to you.
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            MINNIE REYNOLDS

          

        

      

    

    
      The beauty of the Spectrotext, was never having to think about thinking. I've had therapy for as long as I can remember, and I’ve told the same stories over and over about how I ended up in care, but when they ask me what I think about those memories, or how they make me feel, I don’t know what to tell them. How can I unpick the knot that sits just above my stomach, pull out the threads and show each one to you? How can I find the words to describe how it feels to be on your own in the world, to feel so cold and so hungry that you think the pain alone will kill you? I can’t, but the Spectrotext can. That tiny bit of plastic taking all those thoughts and feelings, pulling them into a story to be packaged up and sent to someone to interpret. The idea was never having to explain, just use what they learnt from my mind to tailor treatment, but it never got that far. A drug called ‘Angel’, which I took accidentally, fried the Spectrotext on the night when I needed it most. Or maybe it was just my brain that was fried. The records were patchy after that.

      I can tell you what I saw: them first, then her. She was laying on the bed and the light from the doorway lit up her eyes. They were watery, but fixed, staring straight up at the ceiling. Still, like the rest of her, so still and her mouth, her lips, something not right about them, I could tell straight away.

      The rest, you can read in my Spectrotext record. At least what is left of it.

      

      They…. talking in angry-spit-whispers. Thump, thump music to room turns and…… whatever’s happening between them, they haven’t noticed me… yet…notice.  Too bright to see proper. Shannon…. I’ve found her, and she’s... what’s wrong with her? Wrong her eyes…. fixed on… that bright yellowy light by it I can see... I can see the tears on her cheeks.  And them shadows against the light. They move.

      She’s still, so still, open-mouthed, lips dark, purple-blue.  

      

      I didn’t realise I was screaming until a hand clamped over my mouth. I can’t remember his face, but I remember he wore a black t-shirt, and his arms were covered in tattoos, faded and blurry like the ink had run.

      He slammed the door shut behind me, pushed me against it, and he was too close. I felt sick, and hot, and dizzy. He put a clammy hand over my mouth, and I couldn’t breathe. I fought him, I thought he would kill me, so I fought hard, and I cried, and I tried to scream, and I'm batting his arms and kicking, but it hurts me more than it hurts him. Then he has me by the hair, a fistful, pulling from the roots and I’m on tiptoes, my scalp burning, and I'm thinking ‘this is how I’m going to die’. Then he slams my head back into the door, once, twice. Blackout.

      Those are my threads, pulled out, not yet fully unpicked.
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            JAKE MITCHELL

          

        

      

    

    
      From my bedroom window I could see the coast, the greyish sky and the first line of light over the sea.  I love living in the Northeast. There are miles of sandy beach, cliffs and rocks to climb, stories of smugglers caves and pirate ships that ran aground, of spies and bombardments, of labyrinths of tunnels that snake from the headland, deep into the countryside, of monks using the tunnels to escape raiding Vikings.  More stories than anywhere else, I reckon.

      I even like the parts most people think are rubbish. Turbines blinking red and endless columns of concrete, old steelworks, huge hourglass chimneys spewing smoke, and, between that lush coast and the looming power station, the row upon row of houses that make up Waterfell.

      Our house is at the top of the hill, so I see it all, and the best thing is the cracker at Wilton. I like it when it flares, belching flames against the grey, and you can smell the burning chemicals as the sirens go. I like the danger and the excitement, and I feel like I am the cracker, angry fire and smoke.

      I wrote that in my journal. I kept one back then, pages and pages of writing about where I lived, because my tutor at college said Write What You Know. And I liked all that stuff, but mostly I just liked stories, and I thought about writing my own, but who would want to hear what I have to say?

      I like the quiet of the early morning, when the rest of the world is asleep, and my brain is still, and I can just write.  Sitting outside on the window ledge, one foot inside my bedroom, one on the flat roof over the kitchen, watching the sun appear on the horizon.

      I’d been partying a lot, staying out ‘til the early hours, staying away from home. Mam said it couldn’t go on, but the drink and the weed was a compulsion, and my best mate, Alfie, always knew someone who was having a party. Crowds of facelessness, sound systems and trippy lights. My ears were still ringing, my throat dry from smoke-thick air, my knuckles raw. There had been a fight. Someone wound Alfie up and all hell broke loose. I was always having to sort out his mess.

      I took one last drag on the joint before flicking the butt into the guttering, just to annoy Pete. Usually, I’d be in bed, way under, before everyone was up, but that morning, it took a little longer for my mind to quiet.

      Suddenly, I was dragged back inside, through the window, cracking my head on the frame. I knocked the jar of sea glass off the sill, it skittled over the roof tiles and smashed in the yard. The pain in my head made me sick and dizzy, and I vomited all over the carpet, white and pink and yellow. He twisted his hand in the back of my jacket and threw me against the wall, with my mam at his shoulder saying: 'Don’t Pete, please.'

      He shrugged her hand off: 'Stay out of it.'

      Mam was gone and back again with a bucket of Dettol and hot water, she scrubbed the carpet while he shouted. My vision was blurry, jerking left to right, but I saw that he was holding a joint. He’d found my stash. He ripped it in half and threw it down. Swallowing the bile in my throat, I tried to say something, but my tongue felt all thick and the words came out funny. He raised his fist, and I got the strength to push him back.

      He tripped over the bucket, sending water over the carpet. He kicked it away, socks soaking wet, and the look on his face... pin-hole eyes squeezed shut... growling like a dog. I laughed. I couldn’t help it.

      He got hold of Mam instead, shook her like a ragdoll, called her a stupid cow, so I pushed him again and got in between them. He let go of her and squared up to me, sticking his chest right out, forehead butting against mine. He's a big bloke. I’m as tall as him, but he’s twice as wide, and I waited for the inevitable, for the punch that would lay me out.

      ‘Go on then.’

      ‘Jake.’ Mam grabbed my arm, and I remember thinking how much better it was when it was just me and her.

      Night times were best, hushed words and cuddles, falling asleep to the sound of her heartbeat. But then she met him, and he had to have all of her.

      'Don’t hurt them, Daddy.' A soft voice. Little Rosie, the only one he’s scared of, standing in the doorway, wide-eyed, hair messed up.

      Pete let me go, scratching the shadow on his chin, torn between decking me and hiding the monster he really is from Rosie. He gave me a look loaded with hate, before turning to her, and just like that, his anger was gone.

      'It’s still early, love,’ he said gently, picking her up.

      Her dark eyes watched me as he carried her from the room.

      Mam thought she couldn’t have any more kids, then nine years after me, Rosie came along, this tiny, crying, little pink, squashed-up thing. And that’s when it started. I don’t know why having a baby in the house made him change, maybe he’d always been violent, and they somehow managed to hide it from me. But he loved Rosie, never laid a finger on her. I’d kill him if he did.

      

      He left for work not long after, slamming the door so hard the whole house shook.

      I went to Rosie’s bedroom to see if she was OK. She was watching cartoons on her iPad. When I sat down beside her, she put her fingers on my forehead, and they came away bloody. My stomach rolled. I’d always hated blood.

      'Daddy shouldn’t hurt you.' She stuck out her bottom lip as she examined the cut.

      ‘A scratch, a scratch,’ I said, in a dramatic voice. She didn’t know the famous speech from Romeo and Juliet but giggled anyway.

      ‘I’ll be OK.’ I wiped her hand with the hem of my T-shirt and kissed her on the head.

      I went back to my room, hoping I could sleep, but Mam was still scrubbing the carpet, and she was annoyed because I’d put her on his bad side.

      'You know, you wouldn't get in such a state if you didn’t drink so much.'

      ‘None of us would be in such a state if you hadn’t married a psychopath.’

      ‘Jake-’

      ‘You know I’m right.’

      I wanted her to look at me, to see what he had done, but she kept her head down. And our conversation went something like this:

      'He’s under a lot of pressure at work, what with this coronavirus and everything.'

      'He works on a building site, Mam. The virus’s got nothing to do with him.'

      'And there’s talk of shutting them down if it gets any worse. That’s what they’ve done in Italy and China.' She snapped off her rubber gloves and chucked them in the bucket. 'Trouble is you’re both so alike.'

      'He’s a bastard. I’m nothing like him.'

      'Stop swearing, Jake. You’re both so bloody bad-tempered.'

      'Bad tempered? Have you seen my head? And it’s not the first time.'

      She looked then, brushing my hair back, sucking in air between her teeth. I always thought she would leave him if he ever hurt me. I think she thought so too.

      He was OK when they first met, but I wasn’t a little lad anymore, no tree climbing, skinned knees, football on Sundays and summer days that ended with sunburnt skin, a bath and a story, then bed, tucked in while it was still light outside. Things were alright when he wanted to show her that he could be a good dad, someone worth having around.

      'Even his own mam thinks he’s a nob.'

      'Well, she’s no saint either, but Jake, y’know you’re - you’re just difficult sometimes, you’re off your medication and I-'

      Mam was convinced that I had ADHD, it never occurred to her that maybe it’s hard to focus when your ears are ringing from being smacked in the side of the head, or that you move around a lot to avoid being hit in the first place.

      'He beats you up.' It was hard to say the words out loud. Years and years of dodging the issue, saying he was bad tempered, handy with his fists, that it was only in drink. It was like there wasn’t a word for what he is.

      Her chin wrinkled up. 'I don’t know what to do Jake. You’re off the rails, your dad’s always going on.’

      ‘He’s not my dad.’

      She ignored me.

      ‘And Rosie’s scared to death of you.' She scowled.

      'Scared of me? No, she’s not. What do you think’s going to happen when she’s older, Mam? Do you think he’ll always be like this with her? Or will he start kicking her about as well?' I could just imagine Rosie coming home with a boyfriend, or a haircut, or a piercing, stinking of smoke and drink, staying out late with her friends. Imagined what he might do. She's why I stayed.

      'He won’t,’ she shook her head firmly, ‘You’ve got to remember, this is his house; he goes to work all day to keep a roof over our heads and food on the table.'

      'And he never lets us forget it, does he?'

      'He’s told me not to give you any more money.'

      I rolled my eyes. He was always threatening to cut me off, then later when things had calmed down, Mam would lay it on, saying that if he didn’t give me money, then she’d have to get another job, and he would grunt, and she would know, then, that she could take some money out of the bank account.

      'You know I need it for college and stuff.'

      She could work, she used to when I was younger. She had her own cleaning business, all her own stuff and a little red car with the name of her business on the back window.

      'It’s the stuff that worries me. Look, will you just think about the medication? Go to the doctors.'

      I let out a long breath. 'He said I could stop taking the medication if I wanted.'

      'He doesn’t know what’s going on with you now though, does he?'

      'No, and he’d call the social if he did.'

      Rosie said something at school once, but they went up to see the Head with lies and smiles and said Rosie had a troubled older brother with ADHD, but things were OK, and he was getting help. Saying anything about what was going on seemed pointless after that.

      'All families argue; social services won’t get involved every time something kicks off. The tablets will help, they’ll calm you down, and then... he’ll calm down too.'  She looked at me, wide-eyed and lip trembling. I wanted to say more to her, but I couldn’t. Thinking back, remembering that look on her face, I realise now how broken she was.

      She was surprised when I agreed. I had no intention of taking the medication, I just wanted her to leave so I didn’t have to hear anymore, so I didn’t have to feel the scratchy ache I got in my belly when I saw her cry.

      'Things’ll be a lot better, Jake. I promise,' Mam said, wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand.

      I knew things wouldn’t get better, and she knew it too, and it was horrible. We went round and round, different days, the same routine, the same argument. But then she was smiling, and even though the whole thing was twisted, and all I could feel was this black and red and bad thing, I thought: just smile back.
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            MINNIE

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know how Angie Crampton ever became my carer. There’s nothing care about her, no love-warm hugs, or even a nice word. Her mouth pulls down at the sides, two big thick lines right down to her chin. She said what she thought Steph wanted to hear. ‘Course it’s the best place for her. Lovely, isn’t it? Bet it gets wrecked though, what with who you’ve got coming in and tha’.’ Could’ve been a dog kennel and she still would’ve left me there.

      Steph’s pen stopped over the admission form. She was barely older than me, and she had a blunt fringe and a nose-piercing, but she wore her ID on a lanyard, so I knew that she was a professional, a person who knows what’s good for you, who knows you better than you know yourself. She’d held her hand out for me to shake when we’d first met, and I had just looked at her ‘til she dropped it. Oh god, you’re right. Can’t be too careful. Then she gave me a squirt of antibac hand gel instead.

      But it wasn’t the germs I was scared of, we’d only just started hearing about Covid-19, we didn’t even have the proper name for it. It was just ‘the virus’ or ‘that corona thing’.  It was people that I found hard to deal with. Strange, unpredictable people.

      'We try to instil a sense of ownership; the young people really value this place. It's their home and they treat it with respect.' She looked at me then, and she must have seen the look on my face at the mention of the others. 'Don’t worry, Minnie. Everyone’s really nice. You’ll see.'

      Of course, I couldn’t wait to be shot of Angie. She was going on, lies, most of it. She wasn’t bothered about saying stuff to my face, but she usually covered up the really nasty when she was talking to professionals, making out I‘m rotten to the core and she couldn‘t be expected to cope. I can’t keep an eye on her twenty-four hours a day. Angie was not professional.

      'She’s out of control.'

      That one was a surprise. No-fault-Angie giving me a hard look, Steph looking at her and then me and then her again.

      Steph didn’t believe her, I could tell. I hadn’t said a word in the ten minutes since we had arrived, I’d barely moved in my chair, and yet my cheeks burned.  I crossed my fingers, one over the other, over the other, until my knuckles were white.

      Steph didn’t seem to know how to respond to what Angie said, so she smiled politely and looked back down at her paperwork, humming as she traced her pen over the words she’d already written.

      My Social Worker, Sarah, said The Hive would be the best place for me, a step to independence, she said, and it didn't seem so bad. I was freezing under the aircon, but the garden looked like summer. It reminded me of my Aunty Kathy’s, though hers was more colourful, sweet-peas, blues and pinks and purples. Kathy had never married or had children of her own. She wasn’t really my Aunty, she was a distant relative on my mother’s side, but she insisted that’s what I called her, and it was nice. Sarah had gone to great lengths to find a family to take care of me and my sister Emma, when we were taken into care. She was the best carer I could have hoped for. Not like Angie. And she had the most amazing garden, filled with all kinds of plants and flowers. I liked to dip the watering can in the rain tank covered with fallen leaves. I liked the noise it made on the hydrangeas, like hailstone on the roof. I liked the feel of the heart-warm grass, where we lay side by side, looking up, playing the cloud game. That one looks like a dragon. Picnics and homemade lemonade, Saturday dance classes and Sunday tea of sandwiches and scones, with proper cream. Sarah got Emma into a posh boarding school on a full scholarship, because she was so clever, but she came back for weekends and the holidays, and it was like that for five years, before we lost Kathy too. Before the clouds joined up and the sky went dark, before inside quick, as the rain splattered the windows like tears. It was almost my forever home, so perfect that sometimes I’d wonder if I imagined it.

      'We often find that young people flourish in an environment like this, they’re given a bit of freedom, but with rules and boundaries and it’s up to them to make it work. Doesn’t that sound like something you want to be part of Minnie?'

      What I wanted was my brother and sisters back. There was five of us altogether, split up when things went wrong, and me and Emma went to live with Kathy. The little ones were adopted, Sarah said they needed a chance at a family life. I hated that, because we were already a family, and we had Kathy too, but I knew she meant they needed proper parents. And that’s what they got. The three of them kept together with good parents with good jobs and a big house. Kathy said she would have taken all of us if she could, but she said she was ‘getting on in years’, and Sarah was concerned about her health. I didn’t know what this meant, Kathy seemed fine to me, but the little ones went. Little pieces of my heart, taken, and only heard from once a year in a Christmas card. Lots of love from Freddie, Billie and Teigan. I try to hold their faces in my mind, but they’re fading. At least they have each other.

      I wanted Kathy back too, but that wasn’t going to happen. I’d been left on my own, to float along, with nothing to hold me to the world, except memories.

      The best I could hope for was to bide my time at The Hive, wait until I was eighteen and I could move in with Emma. She would be finished university by then.

      I wasn’t thinking about rules or boundaries, my whole life was packed up in a bin bag at my feet. I was tired, and I wanted to go to my new room, curl up into a ball and cry and sleep for a fortnight.

      'You’ll get nothing out of her,' Angie said. 'She doesn’t like to talk to adults. Not the ones who try to help anyway. Her Social Worker can only talk to her through the door most of the time.'

      I bit the inside of my mouth and tasted blood.

      'Well, that actually brings me to my next point,' Steph said. 'A lot of young people who come here struggle to talk about their feelings, which is why we are so lucky to be part of the Spectrotext pilot programme.'

      'Spectro-what?'

      Steph pushed a leaflet across the table towards Angie. 'I assumed you knew all about it.' She glanced at me.

      Of course, I knew all about it, but Angie didn’t. She wasn’t interested in what might happen to me once I left her house, she’d never tried to talk to me about it.

      Her eyes drifted back and forth as she read the information. Then she pushed it back to Steph. 'Oh p-lease,' she snorted.

      Steph looked at her sharply. 'Is there a problem?'

      Angie’s mouth opened and closed like a goldfish. 'It’s just…it…'

      ‘I know, it sounds like something out of a science fiction film,’ Steph said. ‘But I assure you it’s real. Scientists have been working on this technology for decades now, starting off with animal experiments,' her mouth twisted at this, ‘then implant trials for headaches, depression… all kinds of things.’

      Angie looked at the leaflet again and then at me. It wasn’t worry that screwed her face up, it was confusion.

      We live in a world where people post their thoughts on social media and post videos to followers, sharing every detail of their lives on the internet. Spectrotext didn’t seem that unlikely to me.

      'The procedure is easy-peasy,’ Steph said. ‘A little local anaesthetic and then it goes in. The whole thing takes about ten minutes. Look.' She pulled her dark hair back from her neck so we could see the tiny incision behind her ear.

      'You have it?' The words shot out of me unexpectedly. It happened sometimes. I liked to think it was a sign I was getting better, that I was no longer freezing with panic when meeting new people, or when I was expected to talk about myself, but it was too random.

      'I couldn’t recommend it without trying it first myself.' She fished in her pocket for her phone and put it on the table. 'The app picks up all my thoughts, I read through them and select what I want to send. It’s like a story.'

      'Well, you’ll have to speak to her Social Worker before she gets anything like that.' Angie looked down at the leaflet as though it might bite her.

      . 'Actually, Sarah’s already signed the paperwork and Minnie’s agreed,’ Steph said. ‘Her appointment has been booked. Isn’t that right?'

      I smiled then. 'Yep.’ I was feeling braver. Take that Angie. I sat up a little taller, looked straight ahead. I knew if I looked at Angie, I would shrink again.

      ‘Whatever,’ Angie shrugged, then after a pause. ‘All seems a bit unreal, if I’m honest. But it’s up to them, I suppose. She’s not my responsibility anymore.’

      Steph raised her eyebrows, and I looked down at my hands. Even though I couldn’t wait for Angie to leave, her words still stung.

      She was only there as a formality. As my current carer, Angie had to be involved in the admission process. She didn’t know that all of this followed months of planning, and paperwork and telephone calls with Sarah. She’d never asked, and I couldn’t tell her. Even though Angie wanted rid of me, I didn’t trust her not to ruin it by saying awful things about me, so I lied and told Sarah that I had told Angie all about the Spectrotext programme. She’d been too busy to follow that up and I enjoyed knowing something about myself that Angie didn’t.

      When Angie finally stood to leave, hitching her handbag up high on her shoulder, she pulled out my old, battered mobile phone. 'Supposed to supervise her when she uses this, so I kept it with me. I just let her have it on a night so she can ring her sister. It’s part of her contact arrangement.'

      She handed the phone over to Steph without looking at me. ‘That’ll be your job now.’ Then she edged out around the table and left without looking back.

      Steph’s mouth hung open as she watched Angie leave, then, meeting my eyes, she quickly pressed her lips together into a sympathetic smile. I think she expected more of an interaction, maybe a hug from my foster carer before she walked out of my life. There was no chance of any kind of keeping-in-touch, like most foster carers do, because Angie wasn’t like most carers. Nothing care about her.

      After the door shut behind her, Steph let out a long breath.

      'Are you OK?'

      I nodded, although I was shaking.

      'You can have that back.' Steph passed the phone to me. Angie’s grubby thumb prints were on the battered screen and the battery was almost dead. ‘You’ll get a better one when you get your implant. You’ll have to change your number unfortunately, but you’ll be able to tell your sister your new one.’

      She took the bin bag with my life inside, shaking her head as she tossed it over her shoulder.

      'You know, I really hate this. I see too many kids coming here with their stuff in bin bags, like it’s...well... I don’t think it would’ve killed Angie to use a proper bag, that’s all.'

      I shrugged. The bin bag was the same as anything else Angie had ever given me. Practical, functional, but never quite right.

      'Sorry, that wasn’t very professional of me.'

      That word again. I watched Steph’s cheeks flush, and I wanted to tell her that what she said was OK, but then she pressed her thumb against a panel and a set of double doors opened, revealing the inside of The Hive.

      It was ultramodern, with thumbprint entry to all the doors and lights that blinked on when you passed underneath. Everything was white and clinical, but with touches here and there, as if someone had tried to make it more homely. These were mostly bee themed. Yellow-gold curtains and bee-print scatter cushions in the lounge, yellow appliances in the otherwise entirely white kitchen. Even a huge canvas at the top of the stairs that said ‘HOME’ featured tiny bees around the lettering. Another door and then we stepped onto a big landing with a yellow shaggy rug and five yellow doors with a gold plaque above each one. I could hear the steady thump-thump of music and the low sound of voices.

      'The building is hexagonal,' explained Steph. ‘There are five bedrooms on this floor, and another five on the next. They all have names associated with bees; you know…. Hive….' she said, rolling her eyes.

      The landing was hexagonal too and she turned on the spot, pointing at each plaque in turn. 'Honeycomb, Flight, Bumble, Nectar, Lavender.'

      The door labelled ‘Flight’ opened, spilling out music and a woody smell of new furniture.

      'Turn it down, Ethan,' Steph said.

      'Who’s this?' A boy with wavy-red hair and a freckled face peeked around the door. You had to be sixteen to live at The Hive, but Ethan looked much younger.

      'This is Minnie.'

      'What kind of a name is Minnie?' he said, straight-faced.

      Brain freeze. I thought how great it would be if I could think of something snappy to say back, but my mind was a blank. Even if I thought of something, I don’t think I could have unstuck my tongue from the roof of my mouth to say the words out loud.

      'Be nice, Ethan, or me and you are going to have another talk.'

      He looked at me and I looked down at the floor, thinking how stupid I was for not saying something.

      'I was being nice,' he said cheerfully, shutting the door and turning the music up even louder.

      Steph rolled her eyes. 'You’re slightly outnumbered I’m afraid. There’s another two boys upstairs: Karim and Stevie. There’s only one other girl here, Shannon. She’s in Honeycomb.' She checked her phone. 'She’s not here right now, but I’ll introduce you later.'

      Steph crossed the landing, pressed her thumb against a panel and the door labelled ‘Lavender’ opened.

      'Even though it’s brand new, it’s had a deep clean in line with the new regulations,' she said.

      I could smell it, too-strong bleach and something apple-y.

      'You have your own bathroom,' she pointed at another door on the right. 'It’s small, but it beats sharing.'

      She unpacked the bin bag, stacking my things neatly on the end of the unmade bed. 'The walls have to stay as they are, but we can get you some nice things so you can brighten the place up.' She scrunched the empty bag into a ball, then twisted it until her knuckles went white. 'We can go into town now if you like?'

      My own place. I smiled, a real smile, for the first time in ages. Dry lips stretched and cracked. It felt strange and I stopped in case it looked weird.

      'I just need to sort something then we’ll go,’ Steph said, heading for the door. ‘You want to meet me downstairs in ten minutes?'

      She left, and I put my clothes in the wardrobe, inhaling the smell of new pine. The room was a funny shape, widening on one side like a half-open fan. The windows were floor to ceiling, and I could see out into the garden. It needed work, and I wondered if Steph would let me help. I wanted to feel useful, to feel like I belonged, and in the dusty sun filtering through the window, I closed my eyes, and I thought of our garden, Kathy. Of heart-warm grass, sweet peas and hydrangeas.
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      The fire alarm rang in the middle of English, and we filed outside with the sky dark overhead. I felt jittery. Mam had stuck to her word about not giving me any money, and that meant no spliff for the walk to college that morning.

      I had already got a telling-off for having my hood up in class, shielding the latest bruise, and I anticipated another when it came to handing coursework in, so I was glad when the alarm went off.

      I didn’t want to have my hood up all the time. I liked English, I wanted to talk about books and poetry and drama. I imagined taking on lead parts when we read through plays in class, I could be Stanley in A Streetcar Named Desire, but I never got picked. Not good enough, I reckon.

      'Must be a real fire,' Alfie said. 'Not just a drill.'

      His hands were in his pockets, neck craning. I knew what he was waiting for. I could hear the sirens, and then he was bouncing on his toes with a daft grin on his face, and it made me smile too.

      Me and Alfie had been best mates since nursery. He was a blonde-haired, blue-eyed pretty boy that the girls went mad for, and he had wanted to be a firefighter for as long as I could remember. Shifting from side to side, edging closer to the road, he was ready to do his nut.

      'I’m going to Smokey’s,' I said, glancing over my shoulder to check none of the tutors were watching, and then edging around the crowd.

      'I’ll come with you,' Alfie called after me.

      'Nah, you can’t miss your lesson.' He was on the pre-uniformed services course, and his tutor, an ex-soldier, ran it like the military. If Alfie was missing from class when they started shepherding everyone back inside, his tutor would declare him AWOL. I told him so and he pulled a penny from his pocket and flicked it at my head.

      It landed at the feet of a girl standing on the edge of the crowd. She looked up with a strange expression, and I reckon she thought I had thrown it at her. She had dark hair and green eyes, and they watched me, and I watched her, and just for a moment, there was no fire alarm, no crowd.

      'What you looking at?' Alfie waved a hand in front of my eyes.

      'Nowt.'

      He tried to follow my gaze, so I turned and set off in the direction of Smokey’s flat. I looked over my shoulder for the girl, but she was gone.

      Alfie trailed behind, despite me trying to turn him back. The rain started coming down as we reached Smokey’s estate, salt spray, hard as ice. Most of the houses were empty, doors kicked in and boarded up, metal shutters on windows, seagulls nesting in crumbling chimney pots. The building on the corner of Smokey’s street was just a carcass, a scorched, wooden house-shape, surrounded by bricks and plaster. He had the upstairs in the last house, a maisonette, what they give everyone in Waterfell who gets kicked out at eighteen.

      Smokey got the place when he was a BMXer. He had mad skills, he got his photo in a couple of magazines and there was talk of sponsorship, maybe even the Olympics and a posh, new flat on the harbour, but then it all just went away, and instead of doing hops and drops he started dealing instead.

      He didn’t answer the door when I knocked, so I cupped my hands around my mouth and shouted up at the greasy window. He peeked out between yellowy blind slats, wide-eyed and shifty, wearing a backwards baseball cap. When he saw me, he gave me a straight-faced thumbs-up and thumped down the stairs. The front door opened out like a caravan, and he looked around me, at Alfie and then me again. ‘C’mon.’ He hustled us inside, slammed the door shut and rested his forehead against the glass, letting out a long breath.

      'Everything OK, Smokey?' I asked.

      ‘Course.’ He pushed himself away from the door and started up the stairs. ‘Come on up.'

      'Smoked too much of his own stuff,' Alfie grinned.

      The place smelled like weed and chip fat and stale smoke, and there were no carpets, but in the living room he had all the kit. Full-sized decks and sound system, a couple of games consoles on the floor, underneath a massive flat screen TV. Alfie went straight over to it, flicking switches and pulling out an Xbox controller.

      Smokey didn’t need to ask what I wanted; he got it from a wooden box on the coffee table, great big buds of it in a plastic bag. 'It’s good stuff this.'

      'Square up with you later?'

      He looked at my empty, outstretched hand and snatched the bag back. 'Can’t mate, I owe on it.'

      'C’mon, I’ve got no money on me, but I’ll have some by the end of the week.' I knew Mam would give in eventually, once things calmed down.

      'Nah, I need it today.' He put it back in the box, but didn’t close the lid, and I could see it, all those bags of green. Anxiety gripped my insides, squeezing my ribs, my chest. I needed it. I needed to feel the smoke reach down my throat, burning everything away. I pulled my pockets out, a pen, about fifty pence in change, my student card, my prepaid debit card. I dropped it all on the table.

      Smokey picked up the debit card. 'Anything on this?'

      'Couple of quid, maybe.'

      'I’ve got a few quid,' Alfie piped up. I ignored him. His dad worked away pulling cables, and he barely left Alfie enough for bread and milk.

      Someone hammered on the door, and it echoed around the carpet-less maisonette. The colour drained from Smokey’s face. More hammering, then something louder, a foot I reckon, thudded against the front door, again and again. 'Smo-key.' A sing-song voice through the letterbox. Another boot and the door was off its hinges. The whole place shook and there were heavy footsteps on the stairs. Alfie retreated behind one of the big speakers.

      Those of us who have experienced violence can be separated into two types of people: those who are like rabbits caught in the headlights, frozen or fleeing, and those who are always ready to fight back, who anticipate it constantly, who sit with their back to the wall so they can keep one eye on the door. Smokey and Alfie belonged in the first camp.

      'Christ.' Smokey ran to the window and pushed the frame up. He had one skinny leg over the sill when they stormed into the room, two of them, massive, heads almost brushing the ceiling. I would get to know them later: Si, the bigger of the two, and Ronnie, but back then I just called them Thug One (Si) and Thug Two (Ronnie).

      'I said I would get it by the end of the week.'

      They dragged him back inside. 'That was last week.' Smokey got laced in the stomach with a big meaty fist, he crumpled to the floor, moaning. Then they hit him in the face, knocking his cap off and revealing an almost bald head, save for a few gingery wisps around the sides.

      Alfie was pressed against the wall, the Xbox controller clutched tight in both hands like he was controlling the action. There was blood coming out of Smokey’s nose, and it made me feel sick. I don’t know how I even put one foot in front of the other, but I did, because he was crying now and I had to help him. He was a weedy little thing, skinnier even than me. I was sure if they kept going, they would kill him.

      Another kick in the gut for Smokey and I felt it. Thug One said: 'Brought it on yourself.' And that made me think of Pete. He said that to my mam after he cracked her rib once.

      'He’s had enough,' I said, but my mouth felt all thick and I don’t know if they even heard me.

      'I’ll work it off,' Smokey, winded, gasping. 'Whatever you want.'

      'I said he’s had enough.' I moved towards Smokey. 'Just stop it.'

      Thug One was fast, he grabbed me, and I heard my jacket rip as he lifted me off my feet and dumped me near the door. 'Do yourself a favour, get lost.'

      My blood boiled, I felt it pumping from my heart around my body, into my head, fuelling the rage. 'Can’t you just take all this stuff?’ I shouted. ‘The decks and the telly must be worth a few hundred?'

      They both laughed at that. 'It’s all on tick and it still wouldn’t make up what he owes.' They turned back to Smokey, who had curled up like a baby with his arms wrapped around his head. I looked for something to hit them with, for a way to stop them, and saw the box on the table.

      'Take his stash then, it’s over there.' I said, pointing at the table.

      Thug Two picked the box up and tipped it upside down. The green fell out, little snappy bags scattering across the surface.

      'Wouldn’t put a dent in what he owes.' He pocketed it anyway, then he picked through my stuff that I’d left on the table. He looked at the prepaid card, turned it over, then my student card too. He passed them to Thug One.

      'These yours?' he asked me.

      'Yeah.' I was still scanning the room, wondering what to hit them with.

      'You’re a student. How old are you, kid?'

      The question caught me off guard. 'Seventeen.'

      'What about you?' Thug One asked Alfie.

      Alfie looked at me.

      'You deaf or something?'

      'He’s my age,’ I said, quickly. ‘He’s doing pre-uniformed services and his dad’s a bobby, so I would leave him alone if I was you.' They looked at Alfie with distaste, but it had the right effect.

      Alfie didn’t give away the lie, and it was quiet then, except for Smokey gasping and crying, as they considered my cards, like two blokes at a car boot sale wondering how much to offer for an old piece of tat.

      'Tell you what,' Thug One said eventually, 'Let me have the debit card and I’ll give Smokey here another week to get my money.' He prodded him in the stomach with the toe of his boot and Smokey flinched.
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