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Blue Plastic Sandals





The first time I ‘moved’, I had no control over it. It wasn’t long after my fourteenth birthday and my class were on a school trip: a journey along a canal. Our barge was puttering through the murky water, full of merry exuberant kids. We loved the fact that Miss Day was cooking sausages in a pan over a little gas fire and making us all hot dogs in the outdoors. It was a bright sunny day and I was happy.


Then, like a premonition, a mosquito landed on the soft inside of my arm. A moment later it bent over and bit me, the bag of its body quickly swelling up with my blood. I ignored the sting; it was fascinating to see the fly change, filling its body before jumping off, bloated and twice as heavy as when it had landed.


The soft coughing of another engine made me look up. A barge, painted vividly in white and red, was coming our way. The man at the tiller was smiling at our rowdy boat and touched his hat to us. In response to his wave, our boat steered to the left and, as a result, came close to the wide flat stones that paved the sides of the canal. This gave the girls up the front the opportunity to mess about. Some of them jumped across from the wooden frame of our barge to the bank.


One of the smaller girls in our class, Tara, stood up to have a go, and stumbled. Just as she fell, hitting her shins on the stone lip of the canal wall, our boat closed up the gap. We felt a shudder from the impact of the barge against the canal wall and there was a loud crack, like someone had broken a dry stick across their knee.


It all happened right in front of me. The inexorable momentum of the barge was causing the vessel to grind along the wall, right across Tara’s foot. She was white, utterly white, and she looked across into my eyes. There was a kind of pleading in her face, as if to ask ‘it’s not true, is it?’ But I looked down at her leg and threw up in an uncontrollable spasm. By doing so, it was as if I’d failed her. She knew it was true.


As the barge came away from the wall there were screams from the others, who could now see what had happened. Tara’s foot was broken, but it wasn’t just broken. It was horrible. Scarlet blood was streaming down the stones of the canal wall, but that wasn’t the worst of it. The worst thing was the sight of a pathetically sad little blue plastic sandal hanging loose below the crushed foot.


A moment later, Tara screamed.


Hopefully you’ve never heard anyone really scream. Of course you’ll have heard shrieks and stuff, even fairly serious screams, like those from the other girls on the canal bank. But this was something else; this was as if all the horror and pain of the whole world was howling in your ears. It paralysed me and made me curl up, shrinking inside myself to avoid the terrible sound.


It was the screaming that pushed me over the edge. I just wanted to escape, to be anywhere else, not to be standing there, unable to look away, and listening to screams that clawed through my whole body.




***





When I woke up, I saw my mum leaning over me.


‘Mum? Where am I?’


She laughed. ‘Home, silly.’


It was true. I was lying in my own bed. The screams had faded fast. Somewhere I knew they were still continuing, but thankfully not here. The clock read 3.35.


‘What about the canal trip?’


‘That left long ago. Don’t you remember? You were too sick to go.’


Now that she drew my attention to it, I could remember getting up, then feeling a bit dizzy. The fact that I hadn’t eaten any breakfast was noticed by my mum, as was my slightly dazed behaviour. That’s right. It was coming back more strongly now. She’d placed a cool hand against my head, and then taken my temperature. Much as I’d wanted to go on the trip, I’d agreed to go back to bed.


Was the accident all just a feverish dream? Writing about it now, that’s the obvious conclusion anyone would have come to. Except that I knew it hadn’t been a dream. I had been there, really been there, until just a few minutes ago and it was absolutely nothing like a dream.


Did you ever see a drawing where if you just look at the black lines, you see something, say birds, but when you look at the white parts of the drawing, you see something else, like a face? Both pictures are there at the same time, but you can’t fix on them simultaneously, you have to see one or the other. Well it was like that with my memories, only they were not black and white, but a rich composition of bright colours, sounds, tastes, scents. And screams.


There was no way I was going back to the barge, even if I could have. I settled into my bed and into this version of the world, with the other version receding and fading, like I’d walked out of a dark cinema, back into the daylight, and begun to forget the horror film I’d just seen.


There was something else. I knew, even then, what I’d done was wrong. The more moral reader will have already noticed that my wish had been a selfish one. I hadn’t wished that Tara was uninjured; I’d simply wished to get away from the barge. That’s true and that’s the way I was back then. There’s not many of my classmates would have been different either. It’s how most people are in an emergency. But the fact that my desire to escape had been selfish wasn’t what was troubling me.


A lingering sensation that I had done something wrong, perhaps injured someone, lay heavy upon me. But who? Why did I feel like I was inside the mind of a shark that had just scented blood? Whatever I had done was repulsive, but at the same time it was exciting. To be fair to the young lad who moved away from that horrific scene, I didn’t know what I’d done and I certainly didn’t know how to fix it.


While I was deep in thought, feeling my way around the strangely split memories, the buzzing of my phone made me jump. It was a text from my best mate, Zed.


‘OMG. Total Chaos. Taras leg knackered. Hsptl. Blud. Jamie waz sic. All the girlz r crying. U missed it all!’


Looking at the little black letters on the phone’s screen, I shuddered. The echo of that scream was ringing in my head. I could see it all again. But it wasn’t just the recollection of that awful moment that made me shiver. Zed’s text proved it wasn’t a dream. It was true. Some kind of magic, some kind of unnatural magic, had taken place. And I had caused it to happen.


What would you have done next? I was tempted to tell my mum. Even though it was so unbelievable, I could prove it; I could describe exactly what had happened, what everyone was wearing, who was standing where. But I didn’t. Partly it was because of that guilty feeling, for some reason I felt like I’d done something she would be angry about. It was also because my mum was worried that I was a bit more geeky and soft than other kids. She was always at me to go out and play in the street, rather than be on the computer. Trying to describe this to her would be risky. She’d probably think I was going mad. Maybe I was?


What I did do was wait until she left the room. Then I rang Zed.


‘Liam, Jays’ man, what a day.’


‘Where are you Zed?’


‘On the bus.’


‘Can you call up to me when you’re home?’


‘Sure, as soon as we’re back.’


‘Thanks Zed.’


‘Later.’




***





It was about an hour later that I heard the doorbell ring.


‘Zed wants to come up. Is that all right?’ asked my mum.


‘Sure.’


Zed is a bit like Tigger in the Winnie the Pooh stories. Well, an Asian-looking Tigger, with a taste for heavy metal. When he enters a room he bounds in full of energy and immediately becomes the centre of attention. What most of my class never realised about him was that he has a lot of respect for brains and he never sneered at me like some of the others did. That’s why we were mates. That, and the fact that for years he lived right across the road from me.


‘Liam, man, it was incredible. Wait while I tell you.’


‘Stop, stop right there Zed. I want to prove something to you, something totally weird.’


He stopped.


‘Hold on a second. We need some background noise.’ I put on the radio, which had a channel preset to Kerrang! for when Zed visited.


‘Yeah?’


‘OK. This is really strange, kinda scary. But I was there all day on the barge and then when the accident happened, something magic happened and it was as if I’d never gone on the trip.’


‘Erm, Liam, mate, you’ve been sick, like. You dreamt it.’


‘Just listen.’ And for the next ten minutes I told him how it was, all the while trying to read his face. Sometimes Zed looked surprised and sombre, at other times he shook his head.


‘Well?’ I asked him.


‘I dunno. You weren’t talking to anyone else?’


‘No.’


He picked up my mobile phone and checked. I let him.


‘Well, it’s strange all right. Some of what you said is dead on and I don’t see how you could make it up. But you said we had sausages just before the accident?’


‘Yes.’


‘Nah, mate, we had burgers.’


‘Oh.’


‘And she knackered her left foot?’


‘Yes.’


Zed shook his head. ‘Right.’


‘That’s really strange.’ I was surprised. It was impossible to make sense of this information. Not that it would have been much better if my memories had been in total accord with Zed’s view of what had happened. ‘So close, but not quite the same. But you do agree about the clothes she was wearing? About what Miss Day was wearing? That earlier, at the start, Jocelyn had nearly fallen in, messing about at the back? And she was made to help with the food?’


‘Yeah.’


He spoke reluctantly, but I felt hugely relieved. It meant that I wasn’t going mad, that all this wasn’t just happening in my head. Something really strange had happened to me today.


‘There’s this other thing as well.’


‘Yeah?’


‘I feel I shouldn’t have done it. If it was magic, it wasn’t good magic.’


‘Magic? Do you think it was magic?’ He was disbelieving.


‘No. I’m just saying. It was like I was using some power in my head. But I shouldn’t have. I’ve upset something. It’s really hard to describe. I dunno. It’s very confusing.’


‘No kidding.’ Zed widened his eyes. ‘Can you do it again, though? Like now?’


‘What? Get away from here to somewhere else?’


‘Yeah.’


I thought about this and hadn’t got a clue how I’d escaped from the barge in the first place.


‘I don’t think so.’


‘What if I shriek my head off?’ Zed smiled, making a joke out of it, but I shuddered.


‘Yeah. Yeah, if it was for real, maybe that would do it. It has to be an emergency, I reckon.’


‘Nice skill to have, mate.’


‘So you believe me?’


‘I think you had a vision or something, a flash of something in your head.’


‘Should I tell my mum?’


‘No way, Liam. If I was you I wouldn’t tell anyone. They’ll think you’re a looper.’


‘But you don’t think I’m a looper?’


He looked at me for a long time.


‘I’ve always thought you were a total madzer.’
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Learning to ‘Move’





After that, even though the whole experience was never far from my thoughts, I just got on with things. What else could I do? All the time I was alert for it happening again, but the only sign I’d ever moved was that I’d sometimes get nightmares in which Tara broke her foot. The strange thing about those dreams was that I didn’t experience any of the horror, fear and sickness that I’d felt when it had happened for real. Actually, having those dreams was weirdly satisfying.


Being back in class with Tara was strange at first. It was like we had some kind of bond. At least, from my point of view it was. If it hadn’t have been for her, this peculiar, dark, magic would never have happened. From her perspective though, we had no relationship at all. I hadn’t even been there on the day of her accident. It’s not surprising then, that when she caught me glancing at her, she looked back, blankly, not even curious. Perhaps I should have talked to her, but what could I say that wouldn’t sound crazy? It wasn’t as if I had any idea what had happened to me.


Not until nearly a year later did things begin to make a bit more sense. Because there then came a moment when I learned that I could move at will, that it wasn’t just some bizarre magical thing that affected me in emergencies.


The school soccer ‘C’ team only played on days when Mr O’Connor, our P.E. teacher, had fixtures that could not be met by the ‘A’ and ‘B’ teams. This was only about four times a season. The ‘C’ team was a collection of players who had more enthusiasm for the sport than ability. We were misfits, not even friends with each other. But still, some masochistic bent in each of us would get us on to the cold field to be thrashed by a rival school.


Back then I wasn’t the person I am now. I was shy; I preferred books to the babble of my classmates. My circle of friends was small. At that age I was the sort of kid that when you come, years later, to look at the picture of your former fourth-year class, you puzzle over it. What was the name of that geeky-looking lad there, with the dark eyes and the long black fringe?


For all my bookishness, I just loved soccer. Saturday was easily the best day of the week. Mum would bring me home from having played a game; I’d jump in the bath to bring life back into my half-frozen body and to let whole clumps of mud peel away from my legs. Then, warm again, I’d lie on the couch watching the soccer preview on TV at 1pm, daydreaming that it was me slotting home the long-range volley to the rapturous cries of the crowd and the astonished superlatives of the commentators.


One Saturday morning, and I can’t now remember the name of our opponents, the ‘C’ team were in action again. At half time we had been losing six-nil and the only question was whether our opponents would get to double figures or not. It was a typical ‘C’ team game, a mismatch; the other side were much bigger and much more surefooted than us. For most of the second half we chased the ball like a starving pack of dirty mongrels after a rat. If, by chance, one of us did get the ball, the rest would be yelling: ‘pass, pass, give it to me! Pass it!’ All of us, in our daydreams, were stars. To be fair, we were all so starved of the rush that comes with being in possession of the ball that our desire to get the briefest touch of it was understandable.




***





A drizzly grey Saturday morning. The game is being played entirely in our half of the field. No sooner do we kick the ball away than it comes straight back at us. That is, until the moment when Rory hoofs a mighty clearance high in the air, up towards the left wing. There are three people with any chance of getting near the ball as it lands: Deano, who has been living in his own world somewhere in the middle of the field, their defender, and me. I’m left-footed and having been assigned the position of left back had loyally stuck to it, even when I was entirely on my own in that particular muddy patch of the field.


All three of us chase hard and Deano wins. This isn’t too surprising, because he is actually quite athletic and does orienteering for Leinster. What is astonishing, however, is what happens next. The ball is descending fast towards him. Since I’m pretty close, he probably should try to head it, or even better, chest it towards me. But everyone on our side knows what would be the result of that. Deano may be fast but he’s got no co-ordination. The ball is going to bounce off him and fly away in an almost random direction.


As the ball lands, Deano swivels, sticking out his leg with his foot held up, making an L-shaped cup to catch it in. The momentum of the ball is deadened. Perfectly. It rolls to the side, right in front of me, about two yards away. There is an audible gasp of awe from some of our players, although perhaps that is just in my head. I nearly stop running in surprise. Deano sprints off ahead of me, down the left wing. I look up to see the defender hesitate. Should he cover Deano or come for me and the ball? The problem is, none of his teammates are close; they’ve all been caught out, pushing up, looking for their own moment of glory, a goal.


With a look of resolution, the defender bursts into action and charges towards me. I boot the ball past him and it’s not a bad pass in that at least it doesn’t hit the defender or go out of play. Then I tear off towards their goal, while the defender turns to chase the ball and Deano. This is fantastic. We are in the opponent’s half, with a real chance of scoring. All their team are streaming back; our own players are standing still, watching, wondering. Is it possible? Can it be that we have played so sweetly for once that it is us bearing down on their goal?


My legs are driving me on, my breath is ragged. I’ve got to get to the goalmouth. Deano laughs aloud with excitement as he kicks the ball onward and chases it. Their defender can’t keep up with him. So it’s up to their goalkeeper, who starts to come forward. He must have spent the entire game until now trying to keep warm on his own. He is tentative, crouched. Deano kicks the ball again, to the side of the goalkeeper, away from the goal. He’s trying to take it around the keeper, but I wince, it’s too close. They both chase the ball towards the left-hand corner flag and Deano gets there first. He hoofs it across towards me with a cry ‘Liam!’, and then he falls on his back from the twisted shape he had to make to get the ball over to me.


This is the moment: a muddy spinning ball, coming fast, almost, but not quite, going into the goal. It takes one bounce, then another and it’s here. I’m here. I’m in front of an open goal, a yard away. No opponents are anywhere near. The goal beckons. I’ve seen it so often on television: the triumphant moment when the net stretches, receiving the ball. I’ve done it so often myself, when there was no one else watching, whacked the ball into the goal, to listen to the sighing, rushing, sound it makes as it hits and slides down the white cord netting. But never in a real game, never when the hopes of a team who have not scored a goal in eleven matches are resting on me.


I stick out my foot; the ball hits my knee and flies up over the bar. The goal is still empty, the net flaccid.


I’ve missed. 


The shame is indescribable. It was far, far harder to miss in this situation than to score. If the ball had hit me in the stomach, the face, anywhere, if it had hit my shin, my foot, I would have scored. But somehow I managed to scoop it up and over the bar. I’ve let everyone down. That goal should have been the culmination of the most beautiful football we had ever played and instead the whole opportunity serves to illustrate more than any scoreline the fact that the ‘C’ team are the school’s donkeys. Losing is expected of us, but for a moment we dreamed of scoring. Look and laugh at the collapse of our hopes. Look at how we had the easiest scoring chance ever to come about in a game of football and we missed it. I honestly didn’t care for my own part, well, only a little. What was really stinging and making hot tears come unwanted to my eyes was the feeling that I had ruined everything. My team were all at the point of leaping about, cheering and celebrating, a pent-up eleven games worth of celebration; I could sense it. Now those feelings were to be driven back, a big heavy lid put on them with a slam.


No, it couldn’t be. There had to be an alternative.


That’s when I first consciously saw them – awareness breaking through the barriers of perception, driven by desperation and shame. There were hundreds, thousands of alternatives. Universes were constantly splitting away from this moment. I picked one nearby and moved into it. It was like holding a balloon in front of your face and squeezing it. I could feel something stretch and I screwed up my eyes, knowing that if it did give way, the rupture would be explosive. There was no sound, but something very serious snapped. Somewhere there was a bang, a meteorite destroying Siberia, the trees all lined up along the ground for hundreds of miles, radiating away from the impact. That’s a metaphor by the way; I’m just saying what it felt like and how even then I knew what I had done would have repercussions.




***





The ball was in the net. I’d tapped it in with no difficulty. My new memory confirmed the simple kick. Just like the first time I’d moved, I felt disorientated, having two memories of the same moment. But the old one, the miss, quickly faded, not that it disappeared. It became rather grey and unreal, like a daydream.


‘Yaaay!’


‘Goal!’


‘Yes!’


‘Get in there!’


‘Goal!’


The shouting, cheering and general happiness was everything I had anticipated. It really did make the difference. Not only did the team play much better after that but our opponents also showed us respect, at least to the extent of keeping defenders back and marking us. I’m sure that every one of the ‘C’ team went home happy that afternoon; it didn’t matter that we had lost 8:1.


‘Mum.’


‘Yes dear?’ 


‘I scored a goal today.’


‘Did you dear? Well done.’


She was right, the goal wasn’t that important. What really mattered was that I’d learned that the ability which had come to me in the barge accident had not gone away. I’d learned how to move.
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Steering Towards Trouble





That night I lay in bed, looking at the stars, the dayglo ones I had put up in pretty good approximation of real constellations. When you lose a tooth, but before the new one grows through, you have a place in your mouth that your tongue keeps coming back to, until you get used to it. For a while it is raw and ticklish. Well, my whole body was like that. I was that space and I felt uncomfortable, like the universe was licking me, getting used to me.


There was something more.


The closest you can get to visualising infinity is to put two mirrors together and examine the way that the reflections echo back and forth. It’s not actually possible to see an infinite number of images though, for two reasons. One is that your own eye gets in the way of a perfect alignment. The other is that each time light bounces off the silver behind the glass a few less photons come back. Eventually, even if you had a light as bright as the sun, the images would become sluggish and peter out in darkness. In reality, in your bedroom say, the best you can do is shine a bright light on two mirrors that are not quite opposite, and then you see long corridors of reflection, sinking into the depths.


That is exactly what I felt as I lay in bed. All around me, in every direction, were other universes. The nearest ones were bright and they were very similar to the one I was in. Here, I had left my socks on the floor; there, my duvet was upside-down. I didn’t focus on them all, because I could sense there were millions of them. All around us, all the time, the universe was seething with alternatives. How had I not seen it before? It seemed very natural to me now, to exist in a particular universe whilst being surrounded by all the other ones, millions of echoes.


You remember that when I told my story about the barge accident to Zed, my version was slightly different to his? Well, I realised excitedly, I could now see why. All the universes around me were slightly different. I hadn’t moved from the barge to home that time; I’d moved to a different universe where I’d been too sick to go on the school trip. That other universe had been slightly different to my original one in lots of small ways.


With my eyes closed, I tried to see more clearly into the alternate universes. It was hard work to reach out with my mind for the ones that were further away, but they did exist. I found one in which Mum came up with a glass of water. Since I was thirsty and I wanted to talk to her, I made the effort to go to it. Again, resistance. Trying again, I didn’t have shame or desire to help me and I stopped before I felt the rupture open, but then I got a little angry with myself for being frightened. Was I going to give up on something amazing because of some vague feeling that it was wrong? What was I afraid of? This time I tried I gritted my teeth and pushed hard for the universe I wanted; sweat broke out all over my body, but I felt something tear and I fell through.


‘Liam.’ Mum tapped softly on the door. ‘Are you awake? Would you like a drink?’


‘Yes please, Mum.’


She put it beside the bed.


‘Mum?’


‘Yes?’


‘Can you move universes?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Like, can you see lots of alternative universes, all spread out around you? And can you move to the one you want?’


‘No.’ She got up to go, a little distant now. I knew she worried about me, wondered if I spent too much time indoors on my own. But this was important, so I tried again.


‘It’s like you are in a bright light and there are other places beside you, in the shadows, but you can move to them, bringing the light with you. Don’t you get that?’  


She put her hand on my head.


‘You are hot, Liam. Drink your water.’


I drank some.


‘No, but, Mum, do you?’


‘No, Liam.’ She was cold, deliberately discouraging me from this kind of chat. She wanted me to be normal, to talk about normal things, whatever they were. I gave up. In a way it was good that she didn’t understand me; the discovery was my own. And I was going to keep it that way. This was my chance to become someone else, someone admired and strong, a hero. I resolved not even to tell Zed any more about it, not until I was ready.




***





Once I had got the hang of moving, I did it all the time. Of course I did. I was nearly sixteen and I had discovered an amazing way of solving all life’s difficulties. That there was a price to pay for this awesome ability should have been obvious to me. After all, I did have a growing sensation that somewhere I’d awoken a beast with an appetite the size of a planet. It crept into my dreams.
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