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         The storm had been brewing for weeks.

         When I look back and remember those days of dripping rain, the thick, grey cloud blanketing the sky, the rolling thunder, I wonder how we didn’t see it coming. We didn’t realise it was building to something.

         Back then, we just thought it was stormy weather. 

         We had no idea what lay ahead.

         We couldn’t ever have imagined how it would engulf us.2
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            Chapter One

         

         Before I was Mali, I was Amaryllis. A word that is not only so hard to pronounce that a lot of teachers used to mumble it when they read it on the register, but is even more annoying for the fact that it is actually the name of a plant. It’s the one you see a lot at Christmas time, that looks all stalky and tall and then erupts into a giant red flower.

         It was my mum’s favourite plant, which is how I ended up with it as my name. My dad wanted to name me after something that would remind him of her even though I know, just by looking at me, I remind him of my mum all the time. He doesn’t have to say it; I can just see from the way his face changes when he’s looking at me that that’s what he’s thinking.

         It was OK when I was little. I would lift my head right up when I heard my name being called in the morning register; no-one picked up on the fact that my name was something so odd. I’ve always been the smallest in the year, and so making myself a little taller made me feel like I was just like everyone else. I didn’t want to hide 4away back then.

         But, it did become a problem when I left primary school. When my name was first called, there was a snigger in the classroom, and the young teacher with a high ponytail stumbled over the syllables.

         ‘A-ma … A-ma-lis, no Amaryllis - that’s a plant, right?’ she said, looking up, all innocently with big eyes and a nervous smile. She was new.

         ‘Are you a plant?’ a boy called Petey shouted, and the sniggers grew into laughter.

         Someone else prodded me, and I squirmed in my seat.

         ‘Are you Amaryllis?’ the teacher asked me.

         Another eruption of laughter.

         I could see the teacher’s eyes widen a little, as she realised that things were beginning to turn out of her control.

         I said ‘yes’ under my breath and gave her the smallest of nods.

         She locked eyes with me for just a moment and I realised that she was sorry; sorry for bringing it to everyone’s attention and sorry that it had exploded. But it was too late for sorry.

         I was haunted, hunted by my name. Someone, and I say someone because I think it was a few people revolving and taking it in turns, would throw a handful of grass in my direction during registration. It would 5come from different tables and at first, I turned my head sharply to see who did it, but when I couldn’t work it out, I tried my best to ignore it. I’d stare forwards as the blades of grass would settle around me like confetti. I was pretty sure that boy Petey, who had first shouted out about my name, was one of the people who threw grass. He always had a mocking smile on his face, like he had a not-very-secret secret, when it happened.

         And I don’t quite know how it happened, but in the corridors, I always seemed to be in his way. Petey was bigger than me, in every way: taller, thicker, broader. When I accidentally bumped into him, it felt like I was hitting a wall.

         The first time it happened, at the beginning of school, I mumbled sorry and looked up to see who I’d inadvertently walked into. Petey looked down at me, with small piggy eyes, and for a second before I looked away, I took in his freckles, his short, shaved at the sides, light hair; we didn’t look we came from the same species. I adjusted the sleeves of my jumper, pulling them down a little to cover my bony hands and wrists. How could we be the same age when I was so tiny, and he was so huge?

         ‘Watch it,’ Petey said.

         ‘Sorry,’ I said again, but even quieter than the first time.

         I tried to step around him, but he feinted as though he was going to stamp in that direction and so I tried to 6go the other way. Stamp. His shoe came down again, thunderous and heavy.

         I was still for a second and then he stamped again, right towards me, and this time his shoe came down on mine. It was all I could do not to cry out as I felt my foot being crushed.

         ‘I said, watch where you’re going,’ Petey said.’ I mean, no wonder you can’t see what you’re doing with that ridiculous hair.’

         Despite what he said, I let the curtains of my dark hair fall over my eyes, hiding me just the smallest amount, and bit down on my lip, both features I’d inherited from my mum. People said that I looked like her a lot, and I used to think that was a good thing, but suddenly, like my name from her, it felt like something I should be ashamed of.

         I scuttled away, glad for a moment to escape the stamping but it didn’t last long when I realised he was in fact the boy from my tutor group who I would see every morning, every day of term.

         But, as I said, I felt sure it was more than just one person, more than just Petey, as horrible as he was. It felt like it was coming at me from every direction.

         It was Shiyoon who first called me Mali, Shiyoon who changed everything for me.

         The first day I met him, he was carrying a rucksack 7that looked so comedically big for him that I honestly thought that he was going to fall backwards from the weight of it. He was not much bigger than me in height or stature, and yet he seemed much taller and bigger somehow. Maybe it was because of the huge grin plastered across his face, a smile that lit up his eyes in a way that suggested mischief.

         He was new, transferred from another school. I didn’t learn until later on that it was not just that he’d moved from another school, he’d moved countries. His mother’s job meant that his family had set up homes in Germany, Singapore, and now the UK, all before his twelfth birthday. Maybe it was because he was so used to starting over, but on his first day, Shiyoon didn’t seem remotely nervous. The opposite, in fact. He was practically beaming, and somehow, his open friendliness wasn’t seen as a sign of weakness or an object of humiliation; people liked him. He was in his own little bubble of Shiyoon.

         When the grass came raining down from behind me that morning, he looked over at me and then plucked a blade of grass from my shoulder.

         ‘Old joke?’ he said.

         ‘Something like that,’ I mumbled.

         He said something next like ‘old joke gone bad’ or ‘old joke gone stale’ – I’m not entirely sure because he 8didn’t exactly say it to me, it was more to himself.

         When he grinned over at me and said, ‘I’m Shiyoon’ with an open friendliness that I wasn’t used to, I found myself saying, ‘I’m… I’m… I don’t want to tell you my name.’

         ‘Ah, you want me to guess!’ He seemed delighted; by me or by the thought of guessing, it was hard to tell.

         ‘No, it’s not … my name’s the joke around here,’ I said and picked another blade of grass from where it had landed in front of me. I let it float to the floor.

         ‘Can I tell you a secret?’ he said. He leant towards me a little. ‘They only care because you care.’

         ‘You haven’t heard the name yet,’ I said.

         ‘I’ve heard them all,’ he said. ‘Honestly, you cannot shock me. At my last school, the parents got pretty er … creative. You actually stood out if you were called something normal. I had a friend called Sarah who felt so left out that she insisted we all started calling her Saturn.’

         ‘Did you?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Call her Saturn?’

         ‘Yeah, why not?’ Shiyoon wrinkled his nose a little and cocked his head to one side. I would later learn that he would do that anytime someone said something that seemed strange to him.

         9‘Maybe I should change my name,’ I said. ‘Not to Saturn though,’ I added quickly.

         ‘Do what you’d like,’ Shiyoon said. ‘Maybe I was wrong about not caring – I know it’s hard not to care what other people think. I’ve just changed schools so many times that I’ve realised I can turn that off somehow and then it’s weird that, because of that, people don’t seem to pick on me. Although there’s plenty of reasons why they could.’ He gestured to himself; his scrawny thin arms, his overlarge rucksack. His teeth were wonky and stuck out just a little bit, and his bowl-cut hair stood out in untamable tufts.

         I nodded and remembered the week he’d joined when he’d been so open and friendly but also like he was waterproof to anyone not liking him; no-one could be bothered to pick on him.

         ‘I’ll try it,’ I said.

         Shiyoon nodded.

         ‘Which part?’

         ‘Both – I’ll try not to care and I’ll change my name.’

         ‘Woah, the double whammy,’ Shiyoon grinned.

         ‘Just have to think of one now,’ I said.

         ‘Hmm,’ said Shiyoon, looking thoughtful.

         ‘What do you think of …’ I tried to think of a new way of saying Amaryllis, but every way sounded wrong. But then, as I doodled it onto my hand, I wondered if 10maybe I could just use some of the letters. ‘Mali,’ I said.

         ‘Mali,’ Shiyoon said, nodding and smiling even wider if that was possible. ‘I like it. Nice to meet you, Mali.’

         I smiled back. ‘Nice to meet you, Shiyoon.’

         It wasn’t really funny but we both started laughing, a small giggle that felt contagious somehow, until it was a riotous laughter that came bursting out from inside us.

         Everyone stared at us, at me, but, for the first time since I started at that school, I didn’t care.

         
            ***

         

         Not so long after that, Shiyoon and I were inseparable. It really felt like I was a different person to the quiet, lonely Amaryllis who had started term that year.

         Though I could still sometimes sense the laser glare of Petey, and I still had the occasional run-in with him in the corridors, it seemed like somehow being friends with Shiyoon had made me less of a target. At first I still kept my distance from Petey; if I saw him looming in the distance, I might go another way to avoid him but, over time, with Shiyoon bounding along next to me, I even stopped doing that.

         I discovered that I was funny – well, funny to Shiyoon, at least. But that meant I felt like I was funny to everyone else, too.

         11We got a reputation pretty quickly for being the class jokers, although in truth we were mostly concerned with making each other laugh. I’m not even sure anything we said was that funny, but we just seemed to spend most of our time together laughing. Whenever we saw each other, in the morning or in between classes, we would always say ‘Nice to meet you, Mali’ and ‘Nice to meet you, Shiyoon’ and that would always start us off.

         Not too long after Shiyoon started, we were paired together in Drama and we ended up doing a silly sketch where we did impressions of the Head of Year. It sent everyone wild in hysterics. It felt almost impossible to imagine I could be this person, acting and huffing about like Mr. Heron but that was who I became. Afterwards, we drew the sketch into a little comic strip and Shiyoon showed it to a few people who said they liked it. And then, from the back of that, we started making our comic book.

         It was Shiyoon’s idea, I think, although we both got so excited about it that it’s hard to remember. From then on, it was what we spent all our time doing. It was a comic about our school, with the teachers as thinly disguised versions of themselves, only they were all, in fact, outcast vampires. They had been shunned by vampire society and were trying to take over the school, so they could present to their kind a whole school of 12juicy teenagers to get back in favour with them. But they got foiled time after time by the unwitting students, who had no idea what they were really up to.

         We worked on it whenever we could, both of us doing the drawing and writing – we each had different characters we liked drawing and then we wrote the dialogue together. I had the idea that we could call it ‘Blood Suckers’ and then Shiyoon said that maybe we should just call it ‘Suckers’ because then it wouldn’t matter if what we made sucked in the end.

         ‘Suckers’ took up a lot of our time; we just had one copy of it that we kept adding to and handing back and forth to each other. As with everything else, it was purely to make us laugh, but I could imagine people in our class enjoying it. Sometimes we talked about littering the whole school with copies when we finished it, on Halloween or something, although it was hard to imagine sharing it.

         All that, those sort of plans, feel so far away to me now; it’s as if I’ve somehow time-travelled back to those early days of term when I was known as Amaryllis. Although on the outside I am Mali, I’m back to being that scared, shy kid on the inside.

         Because Shiyoon has gone. It’s as if he was never even here.
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            Chapter Two

         

         ‘Nice to meet you Mali,’ Shiyoon said as usual one morning, about a month ago.

         ‘Nice to meet you Shiyoon.’ I didn’t wait for him to reply before I launched into what I wanted to talk to him about. ‘Hey, I was thinking about that the chapter last night when Mr. Hero starts to booby-trap all the tools in the D&T room … how about we have him chopping off his own arm but he doesn’t feel any pain and then he has to pretend he’s human––’

         When I looked at Shiyoon’s face something stopped me from continuing.

         ‘I’ve got to tell you something,’ he said, his expression uncharacteristically serious. ‘We’re moving again.’

         ‘Moving?’ I repeated. Although I didn’t really grasp what he was saying.

         ‘We’re going to America,’ he said.

         ‘America, America?’

         ‘America, America,’ Shiyoon said.

         ‘But … but … you just moved here.’

         ‘I know,’ Shiyoon said. ‘I stomped off and wouldn’t 14talk to my parents last night after they told me. I can’t believe they’re doing it again. They promised me we’d be here for three years at least. But it’s happening. Mum’s got a new job offer. We’re going to New York – that will be pretty great at least. You know all those hot dogs … and what else do they eat there?’

         ‘Really massive pieces of pizza,’ I said quickly, trying to ignore the lump building in my throat.

         ‘Yeah,’ said Shiyoon, his eyes lighting up. ‘Really big slices. Like as long as my arm.’

         ‘Longer than your leg,’ I said back, trying to make light of it. Shiyoon gave a small chuckle before falling quiet.

         ‘So, when are you going?’ I asked. My voice had a slight tremor to it, which I tried hard to hide.

         ‘Half-term.’

         ‘But that’s the week after next,’ I said.

         ‘I know. It sucks.’

         ‘Apart from the giant pizza,’ I added.

         Shiyoon took a deep breath, and I thought he was going to say something else, but he just breathed out and looked a bit relieved. And then I had a terrible thought: I wondered if maybe he was glad he was going, maybe it was a relief that he didn’t have to be friends with me anymore.

         There was nothing he said about leaving that 15proved that to be true, but the awful thing about having a thought in your head like that is that it can grow bigger and bigger, and so you start to believe it.

         Shiyoon said that we should keep working on the comic but that I should hold onto the copy for now and then send it to him in a few months’ time. And then I wondered if that was just because he was glad not to have to keep working on it.

         After that he said I should come round for dinner for his leaving party but, on the night of it, he messaged to say that he’d come down with a sickness bug and so had to cancel. That translated to me that he didn’t even want to spend any more unnecessary time with me.

         When I think back to it, there were only ten days between us going from best friends and hearing he was leaving to not seeing him again. Because of the sickness bug, we didn’t even say goodbye in person.

         I was sure he was probably glad he didn’t have to have the awkwardness of a goodbye. I knew he was used to moving schools and making new friends and so I imagined he didn’t feel as sad about it as I did. But for me, the first day back to school without him was even worse than I imagined.

         It’s not like something especially awful happened or anything like that. No-one threw grass at me like in the old days or went back to teasing me as they used to. 16But, even though I knew in my mind he was gone, I found that I kept on looking out for him. I was sure that I would hear his footsteps behind me and his greeting to me - ‘Nice to meet you Mali’ - but it never came. I kept wondering why I felt so odd and strange all day, only to remember all over again that Shiyoon had left and was not coming back.

         It was very quick, our friendship – only a few months – but he was the first person I considered to be a best friend and without him, everyone at school seemed to treat me differently. Not like they had before when I had been an object of humiliation, but as if I wasn’t even there.

         Only one person, the person who I imagine wished I wasn’t there, zeroed in on my new status: Petey.

         I was sort of dragging myself through the day immediately after Shiyoon left, it was hitting me with each moment how hard it was going to be to be at school without him. The bell had gone for tutor time and I walked slowly towards the form room, as though my feet were sticking to the floor and I had to make an effort to peel my sole from the ground with every step.

         ‘Hey, watch it,’ said a familiar voice. It was the same phrase he’d said before, an almost exact replica of the first time Petey had picked on me. I had the eerie sensation of slipping back to the time before Shiyoon had come along and changed my world, like none of 17it – Shiyoon, our friendship, my feelings of things being able to be light and fun – had ever happened.

         I didn’t even look up to Petey, my gaze stayed fixed on the floor. I took in his huge trainers, remembering how he’d stamped down on my foot before. His trainers were immaculate, like they’d never seen mud - it was almost like they were brand new, although there was something about them that made me think that they weren’t new, just cleaned and kept pristine. This time, it felt as if he’d be able to lift up one of those hoofing trainers and stamp down on my whole body, squash me into the floor as if I was nothing more than an inconsequential bug in his path.

         But this time, he didn’t stamp. It was worse.

         He came very close to me, bending down so he could almost whisper in my ear.

         ‘I see you, you know,’ he said. He was so close to me that I could smell his breath, the tang of cheese and onion crisps he’d just eaten. ‘I see you – and you’re pathetic.’

         He turned away then and stalked into the tutor room, without a care. Behind him, I stayed in the corridor, feeling as though my body was turning in on itself, shriveling and shrinking and collapsing.

         I stayed there, frozen, until I heard someone coming down the corridor and I ran to hide into the toilets. Behind the cubicle door, I told myself that there 18was no point – no point in coming to school, no point in pretending things were OK. I would find a way to hide myself properly, from Petey and from everyone else too. What hurt most was that Petey’s words were the truth – I was pathetic, that was how I felt. I just thought that I had got away with hiding it, or Shiyoon had made it seem smaller and, for a little while, even disappear completely. But Petey, for all his meanness, had seen the truth.

         Dad, of course, noticed straight away.

         ‘Let me look at you,’ he said, the day after I had the run in with Petey, one week after Shiyoon had left.

         He put a hand onto my temple as though feeling for a temperature.

         ‘I told you, I’ve not got a fever, it’s a pain here,’ I said, gesturing vaguely around my stomach. I’d decided that I’d rather be at home miserable than go to school.

         ‘Hmm,’ he said, and I knew he was not convinced. ‘Can I feel your tummy?’

         He felt my stomach and asked if it hurt more here or there. I tried to reply as if I was ill, even though it was easy to imagine that there was a pain in there.

         ‘Let’s see how you are in the morning for school.’

         ‘It really hurts,’ I said again.

         ‘Well then maybe we should go to A&E,’ he said, looking at me levelly. Last time we’d gone to A&E, 19because I’d broken my arm jumping off the sofa, we’d been there all night waiting to be seen.

         I met his gaze. ‘Yes, maybe we should.’

         ‘Hmm,’ he said again. At just that moment, a fierce wind blew outside and rattled the window. Out of nowhere, rain poured down from the sky. It had never looked more uninviting to leave the house. Dad looked at the pounding rain and I wondered if he would double-bluff me about A&E, but I think the weather made him think again. ‘Well, let me know if it gets worse; if it does, we’ll go in then.’

         ‘OK,’ I said.

         ‘Is it because Shiyoon has gone?’ he asked quietly.

         ‘Why would it be about Shiyoon?’

         ‘He’s been a good friend to you. It’s sad he’s had to move away.’

         ‘We only knew each other for a little bit.’

         ‘That doesn’t matter,’ Dad replied. ‘It’s OK to miss him, you know.’

         ‘I don’t,’ I said shortly, meeting his gaze again.

         ‘OK, you’re giving me that look,’ Dad said. ‘The look that says, please stop talking, Dad.’

         ‘You are too,’ I retorted. Our eyes were the same colour and a similar shape and, as we stared at each other, I had the uncanny feeling of looking at myself. Dad’s dark brown eyes looked sad, almost as if they 20could fill with tears at any moment.

         ‘Well, it would be OK if you did – miss him,’ he said, still looking at me intently. I could see he wasn’t going to let it go and so I made my excuses to go to bed.

         In my room, I looked around for something to do. ‘Suckers’ was peeking out of my school bag and without thinking, I started drawing the next scene and adding in dialogue. But when I came to a character that Shiyoon liked to draw, I had to stop. I tried a few times to draw them, but they just kept coming out wrong.

         In the end, I shoved ‘Suckers’ down to the bottom of my bag so I wouldn’t have to look at it.
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            Chapter Three

         

         I missed the rest of the week by complaining about my stomach but, on the Sunday night, Dad had another big talk with me about not missing school.

         ‘I understand you don’t want to go in,’ he said. ‘Sometimes I even feel like that about my job, but it’s time to go back now, OK?’

         I muttered some noises in reply. I was sure I wasn’t going to go back in. Not for a while anyway, not until this pressing weight on my chest had lifted. With Shiyoon gone, I felt like I had reverted back to the person that I was before I met him. I felt left out and aimless amongst the noise of the school, and there was another fear too. I was sure it wouldn’t be long before others, like Petey, would start picking on me again. They would remember that I was called Amaryllis, and there would be no-one next to me to laugh it away or stand up to anyone. So, though I mumbled to Dad that I would go in, I had other ideas.

         He had to leave before me to get to work and would get home after me, so I simply wouldn’t go in – but I’d 22tell him I had.

         On the first day I did it, the quiet of the house got to me. I felt like I was tiptoeing around even though I knew there was no-one else in. It was horrible weather outside, the kind of grey that settled in the sky and so the house felt like a shadowy cave. I got startled when my phone started ringing and so I cancelled the call without answering it; but not before I saw it was Shiyoon who was calling.

         We’d exchanged a few messages, but not a lot. He’d last sent some photos of him dangling a comically enormous piece of pizza over his mouth, but I hadn’t replied to that. I thought it was best to try to forget him and I imagined he was doing the same about me. I don’t know why he was ringing but, in a way, it made me feel better to swipe across the phone and make the drawing from the front cover of ‘Suckers’, which was his profile photo, disappear. I liked being the one to choose not to talk to him.

         Over the next few days, things followed in a similar kind of pattern. I’d tell Dad I was going in, and make up stories to tell him in the evening, but really I’d spend all day hiding out at home. Shiyoon called a few more times, but I cancelled them all. He left some voice messages, but I didn’t listen to them. What was the point?

         23Then Dad got a phone call from the school. He’d found out what I was doing.

         ‘Ammy,’ Dad said.

         ‘I asked you to call me Mali,’ I said for the hundredth time.

         Dad cleared his throat. ‘Mali, I had a call from your form tutor today.’

         I didn’t reply.

         ‘Look, we both know how this is going to go,’ Dad said. ‘You don’t want to go in, I know it’s hard without Shiyoo––’

         ‘This is not about Shiyoon,’ I shouted back, the words surprising me with vehemence.

         ‘OK, OK, well for whatever reason. But you have to. We all have to do things that we don’t like. Ms. Devine and I had a long chat and I’m going to take tomorrow off work and drop you in. And at the end of the day, you’re going to stay for a book club thing that Ms. Devine has chosen you for.’

         ‘What book club thing?’

         ‘I’m not sure but you’ve been chosen especially. And you’re going, OK? Just to check it out. I told her about your graphic novel that you were writing with Shiyoon.’

         ‘It’s just a comic,’ I said. ‘It’s nothing.’

         ‘Well, there’s a group of you that have been selected for this book thing and so you’re going to the first 24meeting tomorrow. And then I’ll come and pick you up afterwards, OK? And then we’ll go to La Panza for dinner. Your favourite.’

         My mind flashed with the pictures that Shiyoon had sent me of him with the massive pizza.

         ‘I don’t want to go to La Panza.’

         Dad sighed loudly.

         ‘Well, wherever you want to go, you can choose, OK? It’s meant to be a treat after doing a day of school. Something nice to look forward to.’ Dad got louder and louder as he spoke.

         ‘Why are you shouting at me?’

         ‘I’m not shouting,’ Dad said. “I’m just … I’m trying, OK? Look I know things aren’t quite right at the moment but I’m here, alright. I’ll do anything I can to help you through this – whether it’s about Shiyoon or not.’

         ‘It’s not,’ I repeated.

         ‘Have you heard from him?’ Dad asked.

         ‘No,’ I said, burying the thought of all the calls I had cancelled.

         ‘Oh,’ Dad said, sounding surprised. ‘Well, I’m sure you will soon. He’s probably busy just getting settled. But tomorrow, OK? We’re doing this.’

         ‘OK,’ I said.

         
            ***

         

         25Dad was up before me, drinking coffee out of a chipped mug that Mum had given him when they used to work together. It had a faded photo of Dad on it, with the words ‘Artist at Work’.

         ‘Ready, buddy?’ Dad said.

         ‘Yes,’ I muttered.

         When we opened the front door, the wind was so strong it whipped it back in our faces and slammed shut with a bang.

         I looked up at Dad and he looked down at me.

         ‘That might be a sign,’ I said.

         ‘Nice try,’ Dad said, but I could see he was hiding a smile.

         He pushed the door open with two hands and we ran towards the car. Even in just the short distance between the car and the front door, my hair became slick from the rain.

         As Dad drove, I watched the raindrops pooling and carving their paths down the car window.

         ‘It’s been the wettest October on record,’ Dad said as we drove along. And then, when I didn’t answer, ‘I guess we’re heading into winter now.’

         It hadn’t occurred to me that we were in a new season now, and part of me felt glad of the rain and the grey storm clouds. It felt right that this is what the world was like, rather than technicolour, in bright sunshine.

         26‘Ready?’ Dad said again, as we approached the school. There was a queue of cars ahead of us, probably other students who wouldn’t go in unless they were escorted right to the front door. The school loomed over us. It was huge, with the wall facing the car park made almost entirely of glass. The large windows reflected back the dark skies making everything seem darker still.

         ‘No,’ I said, cheerily, and swung my legs out of the car.
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