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The first crack is freaky.

I’m alone in the boys’ toilets at the end of break-time. Everyone else has

drifted off to class. I’m just washing my hands when there’s a creaking,

groaning sound like a

dying cow above me. I look up to see a dirty great crack racing across the

ceiling. A piece of plaster falls off and just misses my head. I run out,

straight into my maths teacher.

Peters says, ‘Why aren’t you in your classroom? Didn’t you hear the —’

‘The roof’s coming down, sir!’

‘What? Show me.’

He goes in first. ‘What are you talking about? I can’t see anything.’

I follow him in.

The ceiling looks exactly as it always does. There are no cracks. Toilet

paper glue-balls cover it like constellations of grotty stars.

‘Is this some kind of joke?’ sighs Peters. ‘You’d better get yourself along

to your lesson,’ he says. ‘Think yourself lucky I’m not giving you

detention.’

He walks off down the corridor.

I take one last quick look up and then get out of there as fast as I can.

The second crack is even freakier.

You have to climb a huge hill to get to our bungalow. It sits right on the

top, like the massive zit my stepdad once had on his bald head. I made the

mistake of laughing and he slapped me round

the face so hard my teeth played tunes.

His name is Desmond, Des for short, and he has a son called Pigface. Of

course, he isn’t really called Pigface. He’s called Ryan, but he has a face

like a pig and is half as

smart.

Des must know Pigface is an idiot, but you’d better not criticise him. I

guess that’s why they say blood’s thicker than water. My mum, Tina, is all

right, but she has a huge

blind spot when it comes to Des. She says things like, ‘I deserve a bit of

happiness, Cal, don’t spoil it for me. Can’t you all just try to get on with

each other?’ Deep

down in a place I don’t visit too often, I reckon there’s something a bit

missing with her maternal affections, to be honest.

As I was saying, we live – Pigface, Desmondo, Mum and me – in a

bungalow at the top of the hill. If you manage to get there without coughing

up one of your lungs, you can stop for a

minute and take in the lovely view.

There’s the brewery on the edge of town. It has a permanent cloud

coming out of the giant chimney, like in a kid’s drawing. Except this one

isn’t fluffy and white, it’s

black and filled with chemicals and muck. There’s school, in case I try to

forget about it between three-thirty p.m. and eight-thirty a.m. And there’s

the top of Riley Hall, the young

offenders’ place where they put all the bad lads. As in, ‘If you don’t do

your homework/eat your peas/stop picking your nose you’ll end up in

Riley.’ I sometimes

imagine Pigface getting locked up in there for some crime he’s bound to

commit (I’m thinking something involving violence is most likely) and then

Des topping himself in his grief.

I can dream, can’t I?

I haven’t been first back to the bungalow for ages because I’ve been

going running every night or doing circuit training at school. I go to the

hiding place to get

the key, which is under the car that sits on bricks at the front of the house.

FYI, there’s also an old sink and a toilet from when Des started to do our

bathroom. Over there is the shed, or,

as I still think of it, The Shed . Des used to shove me in there to teach me

a lesson sometimes and it was filled with spiders and webs and general

horror. There are loads of old petrol cans

too from when Des had a phase of doing up cars. The whole thing could

have gone boom with the slightest spark. Des’s massive thighs rubbing

together in their polyester trackie bottoms

would be enough to do it. Now though, it’s where he keeps the proceeds

from his other ‘business’. It’s got a load of old fertiliser, packs of foreign

batteries and a load of

alarm clocks that don’t work, among other tat.

We don’t even bother hiding the key to the house that well. It’s not like we

have much to nick inside, although Pigface has his beloved Xbox, which

he never lets me near. Not that

this stops me from playing on it all the time when he’s not there. If I’m not

playing on it, I’m pretty much thinking about when I’ll get my next chance. I

wander into his

room, intending to have a go on Call of Duty . First, I pick up one of his

weights and give it an experimental lift. Not too bad. I must be getting

stronger even though I still need to use

both hands. I lift it higher and wave it about a bit, dancing on my toes.

‘Look at me, Pigface!’ I say. ‘Think you’re so tough, yeah? Yeah? One day

I’m going to kick your fat —’

I don’t mean to let go of the weight, really I don’t. But it slips out of my

hand. And lands right on top of the Xbox with a sickening crunch. The

room shrinks around me and my

vision goes all blurry. I think I’m going to be sick . . . Then I spring into

action, frantically trying to turn it on. But it’s dead.

I’ve gone and killed Pigface’s Xbox!

‘Oh God, oh God, oh God, oh God . . .’ I’m gibbering as I look pointlessly

around the room for a magic device that will turn back time and make it not

have happened. I

can’t stand to look at it, all broken and accusing, so I run into the living

room, heart pounding and mouth dry, trying to think.

I hear a noise outside and the shock feels like someone has unzipped my

skin. I flick back the grey lace curtain and peer out. But there’s no one

there.

I’m standing in the middle of the room, quivering all over when there’s this

beeping sound. It starts quietly and then gets louder and louder so I have

to cover my ears. I feel like

my head will pop like a balloon.

Then a voice says the word, ‘Stabilising,’ so close to me I wheel round

and shout ‘Who’s there?’ but there’s no one. Something makes me glance

down at

my hands and I see they’re covered in hundreds of tiny spots. But they’re

not really spots, they’re lights. Like someone’s pointing hundreds of lasers

at me. I try to shake

them away and they switch right off and everything is normal again. I look

out the window but all I can see is a small black and white cat, which

seems familiar, and is staring at me in that

sod-you cat way.

Cracks in the ceiling . . . weird voices . . . funny lights. Maybe it’s my mind

that’s going.

I’m so freaked out that my teeth clack like falsies and I collapse on the

sofa. I’m still sitting there, thinking hard about not thinking, when Des

walks into the room, holding a bag

of groceries.

‘What’s the matter with you?’ he says.

‘Nothing, just chillaxin,’ I say, really unconvincingly.

Des stares at me like he’s never seen anything so pointless. ‘Well, you

can get off your arse and put this shopping away.’

I follow him into the kitchen. You don’t argue with Des. He weighs about

seventeen stone and looks like he’s carrying triplets in that belly. He’s

bald, like I said, and his

head and neck are about the same width. It’s as though he has one big fat

column of flesh with facial features at the top. He smokes and likes his

fry-ups and lager. Really, he’s a

heart attack waiting to happen. Sometimes I slip him some of my chips

just to speed things up a bit.

I put the milk and cheese into the fridge and Des sparks up a fag. They all

smoke in this house. If we had a guinea pig, it’d be on the B&H too, I

swear.

I cough, even though I don’t really need to.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, is my evil cigarette bothering you, princess?’ says Des.

He often calls me ‘princess’. That’s the kind of comic genius he is.

I ignore him and start to put the bread away. He walks up to me, smiles,

and blows a big gust of smoke right into my face, so close I can smell his

eggie lunch. I cough for real then and he

laughs as he leaves the room.

My eyes are streaming and I wipe my face, picturing Des driving off a cliff

to make myself feel better. Then I do a dumb squeak and shoot back

about three metres because . . .

. . . there’s a massive crack right down the middle of the kitchen table.

It makes a groaning sound as one side keels over, and a box of eggs

crashes to the ground.

I almost shout for Des but, remembering what happened in the bogs, I

force myself to stop. I close my eyes and open them again and, in that

instant, everything is back as it was before. Except

for the eggs, which are lying on the floor in a smushed mess.

Just at that moment, Des strolls back into the room. ‘You useless little sod

– did you drop those?’

No, Des, I’m suddenly seeing giant cracks appearing everywhere. And by

the way, I’ve knackered your son’s Xbox.

‘Sorry.’

‘Well, you’re paying for them,’ says Des, filling the kettle with water. ‘Eggs

don’t grow on trees.’

‘Don’t they?’

I really need to learn to keep my gob shut. For a fat bloke, he can move

surprisingly fast. He’s across the room and holding my chin in his meaty

fist in a split second. His piggy eyes

narrow so much they almost disappear. He’s so close I can hear the

wheeze in his breathing and see all the beardy dots on his chin.

‘Now, you know that I love Tina to pieces, don’t you?’ he says in a

dangerously quiet voice.

I nod, or try to. He’s gripping me so hard my bottom lip is folded in half.

‘But you . . . you’re nothing to me. Nothing. You’re nobody. Do you

understand? Nobody.’

I nod. He’s really hurting me now.

‘And if you think you can cheek me, you’re going to find your backside

kicked into the end of next week. Now clean those eggs and get out of my

sight.’ He lets go and carries

on making his brew.

I get the dustpan and start to sweep up the broken eggs, darting glances

at the table to check it’s still in one piece.

It’s been a very weird day.

D es goes off to collect Mum and Pigface from work and I hurry back into

Pigface’s room. I pull out cables and put them back in again, giving

the telly a thump, just in case. But it’s no use. This Xbox is a goner.

Some old song comes into my head . . . something about it being the end

of the world and feeling fine.

It’s the end of the world all right, but I definitely don’t feel fine. My heart

keeps pounding and my vision’s funny. It’s like I’m looking through a weird

lens.

The edges of everything feel blurred, distorted. Like none of it’s real.

When I come out of the room a few minutes later and hear the sound of

the car, my stomach twists and my heart races

even faster. Maybe I could just slip out the back door and never come

back?

‘. . . now make sure you leave those boots outside, Ryan, they’re filthy.’

‘Yeah, yeah, keep your hair on,’ says Pigface and I hear Des laugh.

Mum comes through the door, frowning. Des lets Pigface say what he

likes to Mum.

‘Stick the kettle on,’ she says by way of hello and flops into a chair to take

off her shoes. She flexes her toes and then bends over to rub them,

groaning a bit. Des comes in next,

smiling at something his darling boy has said and his smile slides right off

his face when he sees me.

‘What are you staring at?’ he says.

I turn away. ‘Nothing.’ I put the kettle on. Mum’s talking about something

that happened in the supermarket where she works but I can’t really

concentrate. I hear the

unmistakable sound of Pigface lumbering into the kitchen and keep my

back turned to him.

‘I’ll have a coffee,’ he says, ‘and make sure you put a decent spoonful in it

this time. Last one you made was like gnat’s pee.’

Normally, I would say something like, ‘Make your own,’ or ‘What did your

last slave die from?’ but today I just dip my head and spoon coffee into

cups.

There’s a change in the air like a drop in pressure. I realise there’s no

hope of him not finding out what I’ve done. He may be thick but he’s got

these super-senses,

like an animal. I can feel his eyes boring into me but I ignore him as I put

the coffees onto the kitchen table. I almost hear the heavy clanking of his

brain working as he wonders why I’m

being such a good little slave.

‘Ooh, I need this,’ says Mum, fishing for her fags in the pocket of her blue

checked overall and closing her eyes as she lights one.

Des is talking to someone on his mobile phone but picks up the coffee

and slurps loudly anyway. He runs a business putting bathrooms in but

he’s obviously rubbish at it because he’s

always getting customers ringing up and yelling at him.

‘Yeah, well, I may have said Wednesday but I never said it would be this

Wednesday, did I?’ he says, walking out of the room.

Pigface is still watching me. I look away but may as well have a neon sign

saying, I’ve messed with your stuff above my head. He pushes past me to

go to his room and I get a strong

whiff of his pits.

I’m thinking about whether I can run when I hear Pigface swear at the top

of his voice and I know he’s found the broken Xbox and worked out who

did it. He may be big, but I’m

fast. I’m out of my chair and heading for the back door before he comes

steaming into the room. Mum says, ‘What’s going —?’ but I don’t hear the

rest because

Pigface is screaming, really screaming what he’s going to do to me.

I race round to the front of the house, thinking I’ll have to run away,

anywhere . . . and I smack straight into Des’s wobbly belly. He grabs my

shoulders and shakes me, hard.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ he spits.

‘Let me go! He’s gonna kill me!’

I wrench away from his grip but then Pigface is there, his eyes almost

bulging out of his head and bits of spit flying through the air. Time seems

to slow down and for a moment, it’s the

weirdest thing, but I can see the whole scene like I’m watching it on

widescreen. Each drop of Pigface’s spit is suspended in the air like tiny

jewels. The front door’s open and

Mum is a silhouette in a puddle of warm light, watching and slowly

smoking a fag like she’s watching all this on telly.

Pigface pulls his fist back, his face twisted with hate. I close my eyes

instinctively, bracing myself. And then nothing happens. I open one eye.

Pigface’s meaty fist is about a centimetre

from my face. It’s vibrating slightly and he can’t seem to move it. His face

is a picture. It’s like there’s a forcefield between us or someone’s holding

him back. And

then there’s a whoosh and everything comes back to full speed. Des and

Mum are both shouting but it’s not clear at who. Pigface storms back into

the house.

I start laughing. I can’t help it.

‘Did you see that?’ I say.

‘You think everything’s a joke, do you?’ snarls Des. ‘Well, next time I’m

not holding him back.’

Like he was! He was standing miles away, watching.

‘Yeah, but did you see what —?’

‘Shut up, Cal,’ snaps Mum. ‘I can’t believe you think this is funny. You

don’t help yourself, you really don’t.’

‘No, but —’

‘SHUT IT!’ Des slams his fist into the other hand and even Mum flinches.

He continues in a low growl. ‘Get to your room and don’t come out.’

I look at Mum but she’s avoiding my eye so I slink off to my bedroom and

flump onto the bed, face down. Eventually I take off my clothes and crawl

into the bed even though it’s still

early.

My thoughts are going round and round in my head. The cracks in the

boys’ bogs and the smashing eggs were enough to cope with. Pigface’s

mysterious floating fist is even weirder

still. What’s happening to me? Am I going mad?

I’m certain I don’t fall asleep, really certain. So I can’t explain why the next

thing I know it’s morning and I’m in the bathroom in my school

uniform brushing my teeth. It’s like someone jumped a scene ahead on a

DVD.

Nobody says very much at breakfast. Pigface acts like I’m not even there.

I wonder whether he’s a bit scared of me and this gave me such a buzz I

almost laugh out loud. Des is

stomping around with a bit of toast in one hand and a cig hanging out the

side of his mouth. He’s speaking into his phone and saying something

about ‘problems with the

suppliers’.

It feels like there’s no air in the house so I’m glad when it’s time to walk to

school. The sun is shining and the birds are tweeting away. It’s a bit hard

to stress

about mystery cracks and the general horror that is my life this morning.

I knock for Amil, who lives on the road behind the school.

Even though he’s my best friend, he doesn’t come to the house. The one

time he did, Des took one look at him and could barely bring himself to

speak. I reckoned it might have

something to do with Amil’s brown skin and I burned with shame.

I’m always at his, though. I love it there. He lives above the newsagent’s

on the high street, which his parents own. There are always loads of

people crammed into the tiny, hot

living room upstairs when the shop’s closed. His little brother Janesh

zooms around with his trucks, and various aunties are all yabbering away

in Hindi and mainlining tea. But however full

on it is, his mum, Asha, always has time for me. She bustles about,

bracelets jangling, talking non stop and offering me food. She seems to

think I’ll starve to death unless she makes me eat

at least two slices of cake and a handful of sticky, sugary Indian sweets.

I’m not arguing. There isn’t much in the way of sweetness at my house, I

can tell you. Amil always tries to

steer us straight up to his room and complains about the way she goes

on. But I feel like the sun’s beaming right down on me when she fusses

and tells me how much I’ve grown and how

handsome I’m getting, even though it’s a bit embarrassing too. Sometimes

it feels as though she likes me more than my own mum does.

Anyway, he comes out and we chat about this and that. Although I’m

bursting to tell him what’s been happening, I hold back. But as we reach

the school gates, I can’t keep it in

any longer.

‘Hey, Am, do something for me, will ya?’

‘Look, man, you still owe me two quid from —’

‘No, no, it’s nothing like that,’ I pause. ‘I know this sounds weird, but I want

you to . . . hit me.’

Amil stops and looks at me with an expression I’m seeing a lot lately.

‘What are you on about, freak?’

‘Do it! Go on. I’m testing something out.’

‘If you insist.’ Amil grins and then punches me in the gut. Hard.

I double over, trying to get my breath back. When I regain the power of

speech I yell, ‘That really hurt!’

Amil falls about laughing. ‘What did you expect?’ he says. ‘You did ask!’

I swear at him quietly and we walk the rest of the way in silence. Amil

shakes his head every now and then.

Me? I’m angry, humiliated and very, very confused.

I’m in history, and Mrs Jennings is droning on about some old rubbish or

other. I’m looking out of the window and thinking about cracks and

wondering how I am going

to get the money for a new Xbox when . . .

‘ . . . so what’s the answer, Callum?’ says Jennings.

My head snaps round and I hear sniggers. Jennings is glaring at me. I try

a winning smile, but she’s immune to my charms.

‘What is the answer to the question I just asked?’ she repeats.

‘Cheese?’ It’s the first thing that comes into my head.

The class erupts and I can’t help dipping my head in a little bow.

‘I’m glad you think that’s funny,’ says Jennings, stony-faced. ‘I hope you

enjoy doing an extra essay on the topic for me as much.’

She smiles at me then, evilly. ‘I’d like it for the morning, please,’ she says

and turns back to point to the image on the white board.

‘When the first flag was introduced in 1606,’ she says to the class, ‘it

became known simply as the British flag or the flag of Britain’. She pauses

and gives her head a

weird shake. ‘British flag or the flag of Britain,’ she says again. Then she

does the head shaky thing a second time. ‘British flag or flag of Britain, flag

of Britain, flag of

Britain, flag of Britain . . .’

I look around the class, grinning. What’s happened to the old cow? She’s

got stuck. Some people are scribbling frantically, but most are doodling or

texting under the desk as usual.

Even the people watching her have no expression other than the normal,

bored one. The smile dies on my face as the horrible realisation takes

hold.

I swallow hard. Is it only me who heard that? When I look back at

Jennings, she’s talking normally again.

I can’t get out of the class fast enough at the end of the lesson. I gulp

fresh air down and I’m clammy all over.

‘What’s up with you today, man?’ says Amil.

I clutch his arm. He grins awkwardly and steps back a bit.

‘Look, this is really important, right?’ I say. ‘So think carefully.’

He shakes my hand away with an embarrassed laugh. ‘All right, but take it

easy, yeah?’

I take a deep, slow breath. ‘Did you hear Jennings repeat herself back

there?’

Amil bursts out laughing. ‘Course I did,’ he says. ‘Are you nuts?’

Relief pours into me. I could hug him. ‘Thank God! I was starting to think I

was really losing it, man!’

Amil laughs again. ‘She always repeats herself, doesn’t she?’ he says.

‘Different lessons, same old crap, innit?’

The warm feeling drains away, leaving behind a chill that feels like it will

never go away.

I turn, trying to hide the scared look on my face. ‘Yeah,’ I say, quietly.

‘Same old crap.’

‘I ’ve found a way for you to pay Ryan back,’ says Des. I look up from my

dinner, trying to keep my expression blank but knowing

I’m not going to like this.

‘Yeah?’ I say, through a mouthful of chips.

‘It’s through my mate, Loz,’ he says and my heart falls as I picture the

skinny, stoner freak with mad eyes Des sometimes works with. He’s about

a hundred and four, with

ginger dreadlocks, and he’s always hoiking huge phlegm bogies onto the

ground.

‘Right,’ I say. My misery only adds to Desmondo’s glee.

‘Well, he’s got a bit of work on at the moment renovating a building and

you’re going to help him. Pay’s good – a tenner for evenings, twenty-five

quid for

weekends.’

‘OK,’ I say suspiciously. ‘Where is it?’

Des puts half a sausage in his mouth and chews, grinning the whole time

so I can get the full chewing action. ‘Not far. You can see it from here.’

‘Aw, come on,’ I say, ‘I’m not having to work in the brewery with Pig—,

Ryan, am I?’

‘Nope,’ says Des and spears the rest of the sausage, still grinning. ‘Try

again.’

‘It’s not school!’ I say. ‘I’m not working at the bloody school!’

‘Not there either,’ says Des. ‘Try again!’ He pauses but can’t hold it in any

longer. ‘I’ll tell you, then. It’s Riley Hall! You should feel right

at home among all those losers and toerags.’ Des actually slaps his leg,

he’s so chuffed. ‘Close your mouth, Princess, you’ll catch flies,’ he says,

sitting back in

his chair and letting out a massive burp.

I don’t feel like the rest of my dinner but I keep going so he can’t see how

freaked out I am. He couldn’t have given me worse news.

I’ve always had the horrors about Riley Hall. I can’t explain why. I’ve never

been there, but I only have to hear the name and I get this choking feeling.

I have a recurring

dream about it too, where I’m endlessly walking down corridors. All I can

hear is a boy screaming in a room I never find.

Weird.

‘So,’ I say casually, which takes a truly impressive amount of effort. ‘When

do I start?’

‘Tomorrow after school,’ says Des. ‘Make sure you get back here quickly.’

It gets worse every second. ‘But I have art club on Wednesdays!’

Des leans across the table and lowers his voice. ‘Not until you’ve paid for

that Xbox you haven’t.’

I try to swallow the rest of my dinner but it tastes like sand and

polystyrene. Art club is one of the few places I feel like I’m any use. It’s

nothing to do with the fact that Miss

Lovett, who takes it, is blonde and pretty and smells like she’s just come

out of the kind of frothy bath you see on adverts. And she says things like,

‘That really is wonderful,

Callum,’ and ‘I think you have a real aptitude for this,’ which aren’t words I

hear anywhere else. I’d promised I’d help her paint some backdrops for a

Year

Eleven exhibition. Looks like I’m going to let her down.

I want to kick something. But I’m not giving Des the satisfaction.

After dinner, Mum’s watching one of her soaps and Des is on the phone in

the kitchen. Ryan’s probably out torturing baby chicks or something. I’m

sat on the sofa opposite mum,

staring at a piece of paper with the words Cal Conway, 9BF at the top and

nothing whatsoever about the stinking Union Jack or whatever the hell it’s

called. I’m thinking about

everything that’s been happening and suddenly Mum gets up. She moves

to the middle of the room and in a voice that isn’t really her own says, ‘He

can’t be waking. It

isn’t possible. Increase the dosage by another five mils . . .’

‘Mum? Mum, what are you doing?’

She turns her head and stares at me, still as a statue.

Des is still on the phone next door.

‘Des!’ I shout. ‘Something’s wrong with Mum!’ Normally he’d yell at me for

interrupting him. That’s how I know, with another fizzing chill, that he

can’t hear me.

I jump up and stand in front of her, waving my hands about. But there’s no

reaction even though she’s looking right at me. Her eyes are starey, like

she’s not even human. Then

she abruptly flops back into her chair.

‘What’s the matter with you? Why are you gawping at me like that?’ she

says irritably.

I drop to my knees and cling onto her awkwardly, because I’m so scared

and freaked out by everything. I can feel her body tighten but I hang on

and squeeze harder. My head pulses with a

sudden headache and I’m dizzy, so dizzy I cling tighter to Mum to stay

upright.

‘Cal, will you give over, you’re hurting me!’ She pushes me away and

reaches for her fags, her face tight and annoyed. ‘I don’t know what’s

wrong with you at

the moment, I really don’t. Now get on with your homework and let me

watch Corrie.’

I don’t get any relief from worrying about all this at nighttime. Oh no.

I already have a full repertoire of strange dreams. Not just the Riley Hall

one. There’s another, where I’m in a car, listening to the same nursery

rhyme over and over again. Then

everything goes scorching hot and I can’t breathe. I’ve had that dream for

as long as I can remember. But lately the two dreams are on shuffle.

I try to stay awake, listening to Pigface oinking in his sleep and sounds I

don’t want to hear from Mum and Des but eventually my eyes droop and

now when I close them I go hurtling down a

Technicolor tube like a combination of the biggest rollercoaster and

waterpark slide you can imagine. Except instead of being a laugh, I’m

fighting for my life. I see things exploding and

body parts lying like joints of meat in a street. Ghostly white faces with no

features lean over me, whispering harsh words I can’t make out. I wake up

coated in slimy sweat and feeling like

I’ve done ten rounds in a boxing ring, my duvet strangling me.

There’s a good dream too, though. It only comes now and then. I can see

sunlight sprinkling the ground and I’m really high up. There are strong

hands holding my legs and a little kid

is laughing fit to bust. I think the little kid might be me. A woman with

reddish hair is smiling up at me and reaches up to touch my face. I try to

remember more because it feels good, like a warm

bath, but it always stays just out of sight.

The next day after school I wait for Des’s idiot mate to collect me. Telling

Miss Lovett I wouldn’t be at art club for the rest of term was bad, especially

when I

had to add the bit about not helping with the exhibition.

‘Is there any way I could talk to your parents and we could reach a

compromise?’ she’d said, a lovely crease between her lovely brown eyes.

‘No,’ I said. ‘I have to pay for something . . . something I broke.’ I felt

ashamed and suddenly angry, because she was making me feel bad.

‘Well, maybe you can carry on with the picture you were working on at

home? It’s so unusual, it would be a shame not to finish it.’

The picture she’s talking about is of loads of wires. That’s it, wires.

They’re snaking all over a room and a person is imprisoned in them, right

at the centre.

Unusual is one word for it.

Anyway, I tried to picture myself at home, taking over the kitchen table

with art stuff. Maybe Mum could say, ‘Here’s a nutritious snack, darling!

You must keep up your energy levels

for these marvellous artistic endeavours!’ And then Des could come in,

fart loudly and smack me round the back of the head for behaving like a

girl. This made me angry too so I said,

‘Nah, don’t think so,’ and walked out of the room without even saying

goodbye or anything. I could feel her looking as I walked down the corridor

and her gaze stayed on my back

all day like a stain.

So I’m looking out the window, getting ready for Loz’s arrival when Ryan

comes into the kitchen with a sandwich in his hand. The other one is

rummaging about in his trousers.

He’s home from work early for some reason and he stops dead when he

sees me. His eyes narrow and I know he’ll die before he forgives me for

the other day.

‘You know what they do in Riley, don’t you?’ he says.

‘No, Ryan, why don’t you tell me,’ I say in a bored way.

He comes and stands over me so I feel his warm breath. ‘They make

weapons out of anything they get their hands on,’ he says quietly. ‘Bed

springs, disposable forks, bits of

plastic covering from the table.’ His breathing is shallow like he’s been

running. ‘Then they slice each other up with them. I reckon you’ll be

painting a wall and thinking

your pathetic thoughts and the next thing, someone will come up behind

you and open you up until you cry like a stuck pig.’

I swallow and I know he can see the fear in my eyes because his smile

widens.

‘So you’d better watch your back,’ he whispers into my ear. ‘And if they

don’t get you, I will. Only a matter of time.’ He grins and moves away.

I hear a sound and look out the window. A battered white van, exhaust

spewing a toxic brown cloud, parks in front of the house.

Ryan gives a snort and moves away to switch on the TV, while I pull on

my trainers and think about how nice it would be if I were about to have all

my teeth pulled out with a pair of broken

pliers. Better than what I have to do now, anyway.

L oz’s van smells of feet, fags and dog. The mutt in question, a barrel of

pure muscle and teeth, is called Tizer. He’s tied up by a bit

of string but I can feel his stinking breath on the back of my neck. If I turn,

he rumbles like a washing machine about to spin.

Loz comes from Glasgow and I understand about a tenth of what he says.

He mumbles into his chest and every now and then grins to show the little

brown gravestones of his teeth.

He has a conversation into his mobile most of the way. Every now and

then I catch something like, ‘Wuzznae like that, hen,’ or ‘You’re breakin’

ma heart,

darlin’!’ I tune him out and stare at the sky, which is a weird pink colour.

The clouds seem to be moving really fast. Do they usually look that way,

like they’re brewing

something poisonous? I suddenly can’t remember what the sky normally
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