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            In the Zone

         

         Since 1914 over one thousand people have disappeared in a 500,000-square-mile zone into nothingness, nowhere, off the radar, off the earth. The zone got called ‘The Bermuda Triangle’ and the name stuck. I think we call it that because we feel better for calling it something. Like names make us feel in control, like we understand stuff we have no idea about at all. It could be called the Goopatron or the Shidozzle Pyramid. It could be a black hole, a portal to another galaxy, an alien force field. The only truth is that we’re just guessing, that we don’t actually know, we don’t know anything at all.

         This is what I wrote in my Unexplained Mysteries of the World report in black Berol Fineliner in Mrs Ahira’s humanities class at 2.24 p.m. And this is what I’m thinking right now, in the sea, when a THING swims up to my face, blows bubbles into my Vista clear mask goggles and says …
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            Run

         

         What do you do if you find a talking THING?

         You leave it and run.

         And then you feel bad and come back.

         But then it’s gone and you don’t know if it was real at all, or if maybe you imagined it?

         And now you’re standing on the beach and there’s no one else around. The sun’s going down and your towel’s gone missing, and your clothes and your new Nikes. Maybe Jamie Watts took them – or maybe it was the THING. All these questions make your head hurt. You want to run back into the sea to make them go away cos the water’s like a plunger on your head and sucks them out, like carbon dioxide into trees. But you can’t because tea’ll be ready, cos the sun’s gone and it’s Sunday, which means pie and chips night and who would want to miss that?

         I’m Billy Shiel and these are my questions cos this is me. Right here, right now, on Stepson beach. You can see me through the cliff railings. I’m the one with the goosebumps. The speck on the sand with the blue trunks. People call me Fish Boy. My skin goes up and down like the waves. My mind goes in and out like the sea. They say I’ve always got my mouth open, but what’s wrong with that? Did I say they call me Fish Boy? Ha ha that’s just a joke. Actually fish have really good memories, even goldfish. They can remember sounds for up to five months. You can train a fish to swim back to you for its dinner, from upriver, from the sea. You just play the sound and it comes right back like a boomerang.

         So now I’ve got to run, before my chips get cold, up the cliff path, past Zadie Eccleston from class 7RH’s house, through the hawthorn hedge with spikes like razors, over the ‘Look Out For Frogs’ sign and into the back door like the wind, like lightning, like the fastest no-shoes-and-practically-naked boy you’ve ever seen.

      

   


   
      

         
            Hover

         

         I’m in the kitchen in exactly eight minutes twenty-seven seconds. My second best without-shoes-on time. I can tell cos of my National Geographic watch, which is accurate above and below water up to ten metres. Dad’s standing at the table looking at me in my blue trunks.

         ‘You know the rules,’ he says.

         ‘But the chips, Dad?’

         ‘No trunks at the table.’

         ‘Can I just put them in the oven?’

         ‘What, the trunks?’

         ‘The chips.’

         ‘Right, I mean no. I mean get a towel.’ He’s already got the sauce on his. He’s picked his knife and fork up. He’s on a hover. I wish I was on a hover. I’m not even on a sit down. I’m on a drip and shiver.

         ‘What about a tea towel?’

         ‘I’m not having your never-you-mind on my tea towel.’ Dad takes a pride in his tea towels. He gets them for his birthday, for Christmas. His favourite one says ‘I’m too sexy for this tea towel’. It’s hung up in the kitchen, next to the one from the Heavy Horse Centre that says ‘Keep calm and eat cupcakes’.

         ‘Where’s your clothes?’ he says.

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘Where’s your shoes?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         He looks at me right in the eyes.

         ‘Where’s Mum?’ I say.

         ‘In bed.’

         ‘Again?’

         He looks away. ‘I’ll get your dressing gown, son,’ he says and ruffles my hair. He goes upstairs and gets my grey fleecy one. I’ve got three dressing gowns but the grey one is my favourite. I’m twelve and it’s actually size thirteen to fourteen but I like the way the extra length covers my hands. Sarah Collins says that fleece is really made from plastic bags and I wonder how plastic bags can be so cosy. I can feel the heat prickling down my arms. Fleece is the best, it’s like putting on a radiator.

         Dad makes me a little table, with a knee tray. We eat the chips and pies. They’ve gone a bit cold. Neither of us says anything. I eat mine like Sir David Attenborough, award-winning broadcaster and naturalist. Everyone loves Sir David. He’s the best. He knows what needs to be known. He’s asked all the questions and got all the answers. He knows what to be scared of and what not to be, when to get in the water and when to get out. My fork ducks under the pastry like it’s going into a bat cave, through the rock crack, into the cathedral chamber, like it’s exploring for the first time. The bats fly out and away. My fork becomes the red-tailed hawk, my knife the prairie falcon.

         From a chopper David shouts against the wind: ‘The hawk needs all of its aerobatic skills and powers of concentration to snatch one of the confusing multitude.’ I prepare for the kill. ‘Don’t play with your food, son,’ Dad says.

         ‘I’m not playing, I’m exploring.’

         ‘If you discover any meat, let me know.’

         I think, if my fork finds a piece of steak first no one will ever know about the THING and it’ll all be okay and Jamie Watts will give me my Nikes back. In my head I ask Sir David what he thinks and he whispers in his dead calm voice, ‘And now the female is leaving the nest.’ He’s always switched on to nature is David. He’s a professional.
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            Fingers of Steel, Strength of a Bear

         

         So now here I am and here is Jamie Watts. I didn’t think I had anything in common with Jamie. Not even shoe size.

         Now I know I do.

         He’s standing in the school yard with Archie Longdon and Oscar Pierce. They’re doing keepy-uppy with Archie’s Man-U ball by the electricity hub. The sign by Jamie’s head says ‘DANGER: RISK OF DEATH’. There’s a picture of someone falling backwards, a big stabby arrow poking him. If there was a speech bubble it would say ‘aaaargh’, but there isn’t. He’s just falling down and down into nothing. Jamie looks up. I feel my breakfast move in my stomach. 

         ‘Nice shoes, man,’ Jamie says. I look down at my old lace-up gym shoes, my toes pressing up against the ends. I look at Jamie. He’s wearing my Nikes. My mouth opens but there’s no sound coming out. It’s dried up like a rock pool in the sun.

         Oscar laughs and does something I can’t see behind my head.

         ‘Nice one,’ says Archie.

         Jamie kicks the wall. I watch the ends of my Nikes get scuffed. I hate scuffs. I think, what would David Attenborough do? What would David Attenborough do? Sir David wouldn’t jump off the boat with his diving gear on into this. He’d send down a camera on a stick. Or he’d just give the nod to start the engines and get out of here. In my mind I ask him and he says, ‘The lead male in a pack may attack at any moment,’ and bumps off over the Serengeti in a Land Rover.

         So I turn and walk away. I picture the yard as a seabed, my body in fish mode. I wish I was a mackerel. Mackerel have excellent communication and move-as-one skills. They’re the socialites of the deep. Unless you’re from a different shoal and then they might eat you. If I was a mackerel I’d be looking for a kelp forest, so that’s what I do. I go for safe ground, move into the shadows. What I find is Becky Ramsden showing everyone a YouTube video on her iPhone of a cat driving a JCB. She’s in the middle of the watching gang. I duck under and in between and people say ‘ow’ and ‘oi’ and ‘sod off’ but I get right next to Becky and that’s when I hear them.

         ‘Can anyone smell that?’

         It’s Jamie.

         ‘What?’

         Archie.

         ‘It smells like …’

         And Oscar.

         ‘Fish fingers.’

         ‘Fish brain.’

         ‘Fish Boy.’

         They’re across the yard, circling us. I look around and think this is not a kelp forest, it’s a fish swarm, a bait ball. This is how dolphins get mackerel. They put us in a cyclone. They go round and round, turning us tighter and tighter. Then they burst through with their mouths open and shearwaters dive at us from the air with cormorants and gannets. It’s a feeding frenzy and we’re in the middle. We’re the bait, the prey, a sitting target. That’s when Archie’s PE bag with a water bottle in flies up and on to my head. That’s what makes me fall on the ground. Jamie Watts charges through everyone and they all scatter. It’s just me and him and he sticks the Nike on my chest and comes right close up to my face and says, ‘Don’t you like my shoes, Billy, don’t yer?’

         I’m lying there waiting for the bell, for Mrs Curtis on morning duty, for Jamie’s jaws to open and swallow me. I close my eyes and wait, but nothing comes. I open them and see him going backwards. He looks all weird and he can’t move his arms or legs. There’s a finger on his neck, another pressing into his shoulder.

         ‘Leave him alone,’ says the voice behind the fingers. It’s a small voice. They let go and Jamie drops and backs off. I see a new kid standing there in a blue checked puffa jacket and dark-rimmed glasses. He’s shorter than me, shorter than anyone else in the yard.

         ‘I’m against violence,’ he says and offers me a finger, his best right-hand middle. I pull myself up off the ground. I think his finger will pop out of its socket, but it doesn’t.

         ‘I’m Billy Shiel,’ I say. ‘People call me Fish Boy. My skin goes up and down like the waves. My mind goes in and out like the sea.’

         ‘I’m Patrick Green,’ he says. ‘Fingers like steel, strength of a bear.’

         ‘Brown, black, polar or koala?’ Technically koalas aren’t bears and although people think they’re very cuddly they’re actually quite vicious.

         ‘Technically koalas aren’t bears,’ he says and our eyes meet. ‘Grizzly,’ he growls. His growl is less impressive than his mighty hands. He holds one out and I look at the fingers of steel. I imagine them crushing mine. He sees me looking and puts them away. We shake thumbs. Even his thumb feels superpowered.

         I see the blood flowing back under my nail. It goes from white to pink again. I look at Patrick Green and think where did you come from? I think about comings and goings and timings and life. I think of tribes and herds and straggly ones catching up from taking too long at the water hole, caribou and swallows crossing continents just to be at the right place at the right time. But I don’t think about it for too long because the bell goes.

      

   


   
      

         
            Brains Look After Themselves

         

         Me and Patrick hang around together for the rest of the day. It turns out he came from Crystal Palace. Before that County Armagh, Bloomington Minnesota and the Kyle of Lochalsh. ‘Dad’s work demands flexibility,’ he says.

         Jamie Watts doesn’t bother us at all. When Becky and Sheree walk by, Patrick flexes his fingers at them and they walk away, laughing. They must get a buzz out of this cos they come past four times at lunch break.

         At last break I show Patrick my place behind the fall wall. It’s at the side of the field where the grass meets the stone and goes up in concrete levels. We call it the fall wall because pretty much most days someone falls off it. Sometimes deliberately, often not. Zak Wyming tried a parkour butterfly-kick once and it went wrong. He slid off head first on to the concrete and landed kind of wonky. He ended up with a broken rib and the nickname Zonky. He also missed out on the trip to the birthplace of the Venerable Bede, which was actually pretty good. I’m sure Mr Royston the caretaker has to clean extra hard around the fall wall or there’d be red bloody concrete all along the bottom of it.

         We pull up on to the wall and shuffle back enough so we don’t fall off, but not so far back that we soak water off the grass and into our trousers and look like we’ve wet ourselves.

         ‘Pick a number between one and four,’ Patrick says.

         ‘That’s a small range.’ I shrug. ‘Shouldn’t it be between one and ten?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Just pick one.’

         ‘Okay.’ I think hard. ‘Three.’

         He rolls up his left sleeve. I knew you would pick three is written on his wrist. It has smudged a little under the shirt.

         ‘Nice,’ I say and lean over to double-check it actually does say three. It does. I wonder why I look like a number three sort of person. Does everyone think that about me? Do cooler people pick four, or one?

         ‘Shake my hand,’ he says. I do and when I open mine it is full of red spongy balls. ‘Magic circle,’ he says and taps his nose.

         ‘You brought balls on your first day?’ I say. I think of my collection of grey stuff I picked out before I started here. Grey pencil case, grey bag, grey folder. No labels, no designs, nothing stand-outable, nothing noticeable at all. Till I got the Nikes.

         I hand him the balls back and check no one is looking.

         ‘Yeah,’ he says and shrugs.

         Becky and Sheree walk past again and laugh. Zadie Eccleston’s hair comes round the corner, followed by Zadie. She tucks some of it behind an ear. The wind blows it back out. The sun shines on her vampire rucksack.

         When we were little, me and Zadie used to drive a red and yellow plastic Tiny Tikes car up and down our street. Together. Every day. We used to do loads of stuff together. Not now though. She moved round the corner and we started here and it just sort of stopped.

         She walks off past the science window. Her skin is brown and shiny in the sun. Mine turns the same colour as the red spongy balls. I don’t know why this happens, just that sometimes it does, mainly when I wish it wouldn’t, which is always.

         I don’t tell Patrick about the THING. I don’t tell anyone. In humanities Mrs Ahira draws a diagram of the water cycle and writes ‘Water’s Incredible Journey’ in blue marker. I think about Mum in bed, about my Nikes, about the THING. I look out of the window and see its face coming up to mine.
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         ‘Billy?’ Mrs Ahira looks at me. I have no idea what the question was.

         ‘Um …’ I say and go red again.

         The bell buzzes and I try to sneak out but she calls me over. ‘How’s the report going?’ My Unexplained Mysteries of the Universe report is now officially a week overdue.

         ‘Okay,’ I say.

         ‘Okay?’

         ‘It needs some work.’

         ‘Right,’ she says and tilts her head forwards. Her eyebrows go up. Last week her and Dad discussed it. And me. And us. ‘I’m here if you need anything, you know,’ she says. I know she doesn’t mean the coloured paper or spare Berol Fineliners sort of anything, although I do like those. I like the smell when you take the lid off. ‘If you ever want to talk …’ She stops piling up papers on her desk.

         I don’t. ‘Okay,’ I say, moving towards the door like a Minecraft Creeper. ‘Bye.’

         I run out to catch up with Patrick. His mum comes to pick him up with his little sister. She’s wearing a pink Mummy’s Little Angel sweatshirt and screaming her head off. ‘A bit far from the Arctic, aren’t you?’ I say and point at the car. It’s a white Volkswagen Fox. ‘Ha ha, white fox, get it?’ His mum looks at me but doesn’t laugh. She’s sitting behind the wheel in a white shirt and blue trousers with a line up the middle. Her hair is very curly but not moving. If you turned her upside down her head would be great at cleaning pans. She stares out the windscreen and rubs her hand across her forehead, which is sweating. I look at Patrick but he’s making jelly beans pop out of his ears for his sister. She stops crying and sticks one up her nose. I walk home on my own.

         
            *

         

         I take the key out from under the juggling gnome on the top step and go upstairs. I’ve got good at going up quietly lately. The secret is socks and speed. I can move so slow you wouldn’t know I was there. It’s great for stairs and wildlife watching. Stairs is easier though cos you don’t have to worry about the angle of the sun and what kind of shadow you’re making and where it falls. If you’re at the wrong place at the wrong time your shadow moves before you do. Then you’re done for. There’s no light on the stairs unless you put one on, which I don’t.

         At the top I see the door’s open a bit. I push it just enough to slide through sideways. The light inside’s really bright. It’s like that by the sea – you always get more of everything. More light, more air, more wind, more rain, more storms. It’s full on, extreme. It lets itself go wild.

         I see the shape of her in bed. Her breath makes the sheets go up and down. I step over the magazines on the floor that say ‘Luxe for less’ and ‘Love your body’. Dad has drawn beards and googly eyes on all the models.

         Mum’s eyes are closed. A cloud moves across the sun. I see the shadow go over her face. ‘Hi, Billy,’ she says. This makes me jump cos her eyes are still shut. Her voice sounds like she’s using lots of effort to make it come out. ‘Wanna come in?’ She pulls the duvet back. It’s white with daisies sewn on. We bought it together at Tesco. When we got home she was dead disappointed cos the daisies were only on the bit you could see in the packet and it made you think they were going to be all over, but they weren’t. I put my bag down, step over the socks and pants and stuff on the floor and climb on top.

         ‘Had a good day?’ she says and opens her eyes a bit, tries to smile.

         ‘We had science.’

         ‘You like science.’

         ‘I like nature.’

         ‘Righto.’ She puts her arm up and I tuck in and lie on her shoulder.

         I look up and see her eyes are closed again. ‘We had a debate.’

         ‘About science?’

         ‘Microbes. Mrs Jones says I’ve got a very lively mind.’

         ‘Fancy a biscuit?’ She points to the Hobnobs packet behind the picture frame. It’s the photo of us all at Alton Towers on the log flume. Dad looks properly terrified. I get us one each. We eat the Hobnobs and look out of the window at the sea, the line of it at the bottom of the sky. Not that it stops there in real life, just that’s as far as we can see. If we could see the whole thing it’d be too much. It’d fry our brains. It’s like the way we can’t imagine infinity, the way space just goes on and on for ever. Brains look after themselves, they sort out what we can cope with.

         The front door goes and I hear Dad’s voice and someone else’s. They’re coming up the stairs. We look at each other, brush the crumbs off the duvet. Mum props herself up on a pillow. Dad opens the door and I see it’s Dr Winsall.

         ‘Hello, young Billy,’ he says.

         I just stare at him.

         ‘Want to go watch a bit of telly, son?’ Dad says.

         ‘Not really,’ I say. Dad gives me a look. Mum kisses me on the head.

         ‘Go on, love,’ she says.

         I climb out of bed and wait at the top of the stairs and do my best silent listening.

         I think of Sir David in the dark, in the Gobi Desert of Mongolia with the long-eared jerboa. It scurries about, blind. Totally reliant on sound. Its ears are massive, longer than any animal. David whispers, ‘His hearing is so acute he can even detect sleeping insects.’ The jerboa hears an owl and jumps a mile.

         Dad sticks his head round the door. I jump clean off the carpet.

         ‘TV’s downstairs last I saw,’ he says and ruffles my hair. ‘Here, I got you this.’ He pulls an actual Twix out of his pocket and winks. I look at the shiny gold wrapper and go downstairs feeling very un-shiny. I put The Blue Planet DVD on and watch the bit where the seal goes up the beach. A killer whale comes after the seal but it turns round and barks in its face and keeps going. It doesn’t let itself get dead or eaten or anything. It just keeps going.
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            Bigger and Blacker

         

         That night I have this dream. I’m on the beach, but it isn’t really the beach cos there’s cactuses. You have to watch where you’re walking cos of the spikes and I’ve got bare feet. I’m trying to get to the sea, but it keeps getting further and further away. The closer I get, the further away it goes. Then there’s this cave and Jamie Watts is standing by it. Sir David is nowhere to be seen.

         ‘Catch a load of this, Billy,’ he says. ‘It’s a beauty.’ He’s pointing in the cave. I can’t see in cos it’s too dark. The cave gets bigger and blacker, like it’s a mouth opening up, like’s it’s not a cave at all.

         The cave mouth keeps coming at me, stretching out, like all the pointy rocks are teeth. The cactuses all get closer and higher. I have to put my arms over my head so they don’t scratch. I put my hands over my ears.

         ‘Don’t yer like it,’ Jamie Watts says. ‘Don’t yer?’

         I try to run, but there’s an ice-cream van blocking the way. It puts a cone in my hand and scoops chocolate chip on top of toffee fudge and strawberry cheesecake and bubble gum and crunchy mint. I can’t hold on to it all. I’m just about to drop it when the ice-cream man sticks his head out right up close to my face and I see it’s Dr Winsall. The cave turns into this giant fish head and swallows everything into its big black toothy mouth and everything goes dark. And then I wake up.
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