
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	A  n o t e  f r o m  t h e  a u t h o r

	 

	Welcome back to Bumptown! Or perhaps this is your first time round…

	To keep you in the loop, I always think it’s helpful to tell you about any aspects of the book that have the potential to upset you.

	As in the first book, our heroes Anish and Kevan endure taunts and bullying; for Anish, some of it is racist. The boys encounter teenagers, and as such there are depictions of smoking, drinking, swearing and general delinquent behaviour. In addition to this there are other grown-ups who pose a threat to the boys’ safety.

	As with Book 1, I hope you can both escape and relate, and if I’ve managed both then you should get a lot out of this follow-up.

	Anyway, find your reading space, plump the cushions, and I’ll hopefully see you again in the future.

	Or the past.

	 

	Matthew Eccles, 2026

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	For my wonderful wife Alexis

	 

	xxx

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	C h a p t e r   1

	 

	 

	Anish Desai stumbled, the bracken nipping his hair and scratching his face, the springy moss carpet launching him unevenly through the undergrowth. He found a hiding place – the hollow created by a half-fallen tree – and scrambled in. He pressed himself against the leaf litter and compacted soil, the roots jabbing his back, and breathed as quietly as possible in the dank twilight so he could listen out for his pursuer.

	Silence, save the hooting of an owl amid the forest, and the distant shriek of skulltures across the deep violet sky. And then, some kind of ripping sound, like thousands of strands being grudgingly wrenched from their rightful place.

	He peered out.

	The canopy ahead trembled and ruffled as dull ground-buzzing thuds resolved into heavy, crunching footsteps.

	Anish held his breath, and the breast of his tunic thumped in protest.

	The footsteps neared, unsettling the damp leaves. Slowing to a single step with a scuff.

	Turning.

	Searching.

	The damp air pulsed out of Anish’s lungs in sync with his heart.

	Beyond the stump: grunting and snarling. The smell of rotting meat and greasy fur offended Anish’s Elven nose.

	Then the footsteps moved off quickly to the north, as if drawn to some distant sound.

	Anish breathed loudly; finally his heart and lungs slowed.

	Perhaps if he just stayed here for a moment, he could regain some strength?

	But fate had a different plan.

	A pinprick of light glinted through a gap in the dense woodland, due south. Had Anish embarked earlier in the day, it might not have stood out. By waylaying him, the ogre had done Anish a favour.

	The glint called to him, like a single, yearning note in his head. He rose and walked slowly toward it.

	The pinprick became a glow, the note became a chime, and as Anish pushed through branches and thickets into a tiny clearing, he gasped at the beauty of the object that lay peacefully on the mossy ground:

	The Amulet Of The AgesTM.

	He knelt.

	It almost seemed to float above the ground, such was the luminescence of its emerald gem, rough hewn and set in a pewter holder, with dragons and fire emblems hammered into the sides.

	From the riddles posed to him at the Traveller’s Arms by Dregory over a flagon of hopswill, Anish had been able to chart a route to the amulet. Since then, ogres, orcs – even adolescent dragons – hadn’t stopped him. In fact, the only true obstacle to triumph so far had been–

	A twig snapped. Anish whipped his bow round and pulled an arrow from his quiver and through the handle as fast as a human could blink.

	He knew before the figure emerged. He could tell by the stomp of his boots.

	His mortal rival.

	Kevan of Meifod.

	And there he was, at the edge of the tight clearing. His armour shone from the Amulet’s glow, and the blood on his axe gleamed.

	Black blood.

	The blood of a mountain ogre.

	Kevan of Meifod whipped up his visor.

	‘So what’s this then?’

	Anish glanced at the ultimate treasure between them.

	‘Don’t tell me,’ said Kevan. ‘It’s the “Omelette with Eggshells”.’

	Anish grimaced. It was the third time he’d cracked this joke.

	‘So, the prophecy has come to pass,’ declared Anish. ‘A duel for the glory of eternal custodianship of the Amulet.’

	Kevan groaned. ‘Does that mean we have to roll that dice a billion times to see who wallops who first?’

	‘Kevan of Meifod, blood shall be spilled, and the one who prevails shall fulfil the destiny of a thousand–’

	‘Come on then, let’s get this over with.’

	Anish lowered his bow.

	‘Can’t you at least play along?’

	‘I am,’ Kevan protested weakly. ‘I got to the castle ruins before you and killed the Wispa–’

	‘“Wisp”. It’s a “Fire Wisp”.’

	‘Yeah, that. Then I went west and fell into that wooden trap thing.’

	‘But that’s because you didn’t read the–’

	‘And I rolled that dice about a hundred times and only got out of it a minute ago. And I’ve been catching up with you ever since.’

	‘Well, now you’re here. So, according to The Scrolls Of The Frozen Wastes, the challenger must make the first move.’

	‘This made-up stuff is boring. Can’t we play computer games instead?’

	And no doubt he’d want to play an action game. It was always action.

	Anish put the PythonBladeTM gamebook down.

	‘Bev, you promised.’

	‘I know,’ he mumbled, absently knocking a tree over. ‘But why does it always have to be role-play games?’

	‘Because you get to be different characters.’

	‘So?’

	‘So, have you never wanted to be someone else? Even for a little while?’

	‘But I can do all that with my console.’

	‘I never get to play this,’ Anish said, putting the tree back in place. ‘It’s two-player minimum.’

	‘Same with me and computer games.’

	The perils of being an only child. At least Bev’s dad played computer games with him sometimes. Anish had even tried to compromise and play chess with Dad, but he couldn’t master the knights. And then they’d found a comfortable middle ground: board games. Many a night was spent playing Game of Life or Monopoly. Sometimes Risk. But never PythonBladeTM.

	Bev sighed and pulled down his visor.

	‘Alright then – give me the dice.’

	Anish passed him the die, and Bev rolled it: a nine.

	‘So… that’s a body blow with your primary weapon.’

	‘Cool.’ Kevan of Meifod swung his axe behind him, ready to strike.

	‘Hold on – we need to see whether I block it or not.’

	Kevan sighed and stuck the axe into a mossy tree stump.

	Anish rolled a three.

	‘Odds. It’s a strike.’

	‘Ha-hah! So I win.’ Bev bopped the axe gamely against Anish. ‘Gimme the omelette.’

	‘Wait – that’s taken two points off my health counter. So… I’ve got… only eleven left.’ Anish tried to sound excited for him, even though they both knew that it would take a long time, even with luck, to get him down to zero.

	‘Eleven? Jeez. Well, how many have I got?’

	‘Erm… two.’

	‘So – one blow and I’m dead.’

	‘That’s not necessarily–’

	‘Roll the dice, Anish of Pampas,’ Kevan of Meifod commanded in a deep voice.

	Anish rolled.

	A one.

	‘It’s a miss.’

	Bev groaned. ‘Look,’ he said, gesturing to the Amulet. ‘Let’s just share it. Then we can rule the kingdom together. You can do all the planning and thinking, and I’ll be in charge of the army.’

	‘We can’t do that.’

	‘Why not?’

	‘Because the prophecy – oh, forget it. You can put the console on.’

	‘Sure?’

	‘Yep.’

	‘Finally!’

	While Bev unwound the cables from the game controllers, Anish packed away the PythonBladeTM game. He held the Amulet up to the light and gazed at the glow from the transparent green plastic gem in its grey housing, before wrapping the metal beaded chain around it and putting it back in its small drawstring bag.

	Bev dismissed game suggestions from Anish (Defender of the Crown, Rampart, Pirates) and loaded up two-player action games – Bubble Bobble, Rampage – but in both games Anish retaliated. In the former, he swept up the gems before Bev could get near, and in the case of Rampage, Anish just beat up Bev’s character, a mutated giant gorilla, and when he returned to human form, ate him. The resulting dead-arm was worth it.

	Finally, they played Super Mario Bros 2. It was a 1-player game which meant Bev was spared any further “mistakes”, and Anish’s arm stopped aching. 

	And then Bev, playing as Luigi, created a secret door and disappeared into a different dimension. And it reminded Anish to ask Bev a question he’d been stewing over for weeks.

	Anish had never been able to find the best time to broach the subject – although he began to realise there was no ‘best’ time. But as well as a prompt, the game was an opportunity; because Bev was preoccupied, which meant he might answer without thinking.

	‘Bev?’

	‘Yeah?’

	‘You know when you pushed Ya-Ya and got the Action Slip?’

	‘Which time?’

	‘Just before Easter. Just before April Fool’s Day. We fell out after you got done.’

	‘Right. Yeah?’

	‘I came after you, to try to make up.’

	‘Right.’

	‘And I came onto Meifod Crescent, and do you remember there was that thunderstorm?’

	Bev paused the game, but Anish didn’t shift his gaze from the screen, and the words tumbled out.

	‘And I lost you for a moment behind a hedge, ‘cos your road curves round, but when I got near the end you were at your house, in the porch, looking like you were about to go in, and then I looked round and somehow you were also crouching down by the wall on the Road to Nowhere, and I looked back to the porch–’

	‘What’s the “Road to Nowhere”?’

	Anish glanced at him but only briefly.

	‘The gap on your street, where that cottage used to be. Where they’re gonna build that new road. Anyway, I looked back to the porch, and you were still in there and then you disappeared, and then the other you by the wall stood up, and then a bolt of lightning hit the trees and they burst into flames, and then I hid behind the telegraph pole.’

	There was a strange silence, as if the air had been taken out of the room.

	‘Which I guess wasn’t a smart thing to do.’

	Anish realised he hadn’t asked a question, so he just unpaused the game.

	Bev quickly paused it again.

	‘You’re mad. Ha! How could there be two of me?’

	Anish shrugged. ‘Dunno.’

	He looked round. Bev had a really strange expression – incredulous, but also intent. 

	Unpause.

	‘I’m just telling you what I saw.’

	Pause.

	‘Well, it wasn’t me, was it?’

	‘Which one?’

	‘The other one. The one by the wall. It must have been someone else.’

	‘But the one by the wall went into your house as well. Straight after the lightning.’

	Bev’s eyes darted from side to side, like he was trying to figure something out. The whole thing was so awkward, Anish could barely stand it.

	He unpaused.

	‘Look, it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter. Just forget it.’

	But that wasn’t going to happen. Anish had to liven this up somehow.

	‘I thought maybe you had a cloning machine or something!’

	That didn’t work. The tension felt like an elastic band tightening between them, twisting, until at some point it was going to snap.

	They played for about a minute.

	‘Cloning machine,’ Bev scoffed, finally.

	Anish snickered. It sounded ridiculous now Bev had said it. Perhaps Anish had been reading too many sci-fi books. As if that was the most plausible–

	‘It’s a time machine,’ Bev said, not missing a beat in the game.

	Anish stared at Bev.

	‘Dezzy, pay attention!’

	He turned back to the screen.

	Neither of them paused the game after that.

	 

	Bev left shortly after – Anish was allowed one friend to visit on the weekend, but not past four o’clock. He loaded an RPG game, but he couldn’t really concentrate. He needed something a bit more immediate.

	Perhaps a “shooty bang-bang” game, as Dad called them.

	He loaded Operation Wolf.

	Anish hadn’t progressed beyond level three, although he was able to anticipate the baddies quite well in the early stages, and could shoot them efficiently. But after a few minutes he lost focus and turned the console off.

	After dinner, he came upstairs and read, and then clambered into bed.

	And that night it took him longer than normal to sleep.

	Because he realised that something didn’t add up, and it made his heart thud. You could explain away the “two Bevs” as a case of mistaken identity, even though Anish was sure both of them went into Bev’s house. You could even put one of them disappearing down to poor visibility because of the storm. But when Bev asked Anish to keep hold of his completed homework earlier on that fateful day, his best mate was holding his tatty old rucksack in front of him.

	Even though that very same rucksack was already on the ground, near the drainpipe.

	 


 

	 

	C h a p t e r   2

	 

	 

	It was one of Mr Carter’s “Special Days”.

	They had a day like this every couple of months in Seven Carter. In February they had “France Day”, with coffee, cheese, frog’s legs (yuck) and snails (double yuck). Bev wasn’t allowed caffeine – not even the milky lunchtime coffee that they put out in jugs on the tables during the cold months (although why anyone would want to drink something with skin on it was a mystery) – and this French stuff was strong, so it was kept far away from him. Anish really liked the Brie, so he traded his coffee for Bev’s cheese. Big mistake. Mr Carter called Bev “Le Pinball” for the rest of the week.

	Six Lewis was joining them for May’s Special Day, so everyone had to budge up. Anish was forced to sit next to Ieuan “Ya-Ya” Roberts to make space. Since their fight in April, Ya-Ya hadn’t really spoken to him. And Anish didn’t mind at all. But there was that nagging feeling that perhaps Ya-Ya was plotting revenge.

	Mr Carter wheeled a TV trolley into the classroom and squeaked it back and forth into position.

	‘Okay, my darling cherubs, settle down, settle down,’ he said, and turned on the TV to channel 8 and its white noise, before pressing play on the video recorder. A brief flicker on the screen revealed two people in suits at a desk, talking. Mr Carter turned the volume up and the voices blared, making the TV set buzz.

	The picture cut to the NASA space shuttle, and Anish’s heart skipped a beat.

	‘Now then, does anyone remember the space shuttle we watched two years ago?’

	‘It crashed!’ Hughesy exclaimed, his springy hair bouncing with glee. Anish rolled his eyes.

	‘No – you’re thinking of the Challenger shuttle about four years ago. And it didn’t crash, exactly.’

	Anish remembered that day. They were still in Bradford then, eyes fixed on the telly in their two-bed terrace, watching the news, as it showed footage from America of a twisting fork of white smoke billowing out high in the blue sky, the strange silence both on the box and in the living room when it happened, until some of the spectators and loved ones, shielding their eyes from the sun, began to gasp in horror, and Ma just said really slowly, ‘Jesus Christ’, and even though it was bitterly cold out, Anish was ushered into the small back yard to play with his old dog, Chuff.

	‘Well,’ Mr Carter continued, ‘this is a very important launch. This shuttle is called “Discovery”, and it’s carrying a very large telescope called the Hubble telescope. You know the big telescopes that point to the sky? Well, this one will orbit the earth. Without pollution, it will have the clearest view of the universe.

	‘Now – does anyone know what a light-year is?’

	‘Distance?’ Anish ventured, to a few weak giggles.

	Kids in class often laughed at him, at his attempts at humour, the way he spoke. Not just because of his Bradford/Gujarati accent, but also because of his “big words”.

	He held out for vindication.

	‘That’s right, Anish. It’s a unit of distance. It’s the distance that light travels in a year. And when you think that the speed of light is–’ he looked at a sheet of paper – ‘186,000 miles a second, or 671 million miles an hour, we’re talking great distances, over the course of a year.

	‘But the nearest star, apart from our sun, is over four light years away. Around… 24 trillion miles. So even though light travels very fast, the distances in space are very, very big.

	‘Now here’s the interesting thing. All of this means that what you can see beyond our solar system is how things were years ago. So, in a way, you’re looking back in time.’

	‘What do you mean sir?’

	Mr Carter looked delightedly at Bev – perhaps because he never asked questions.

	‘Well, the further away an object is, the longer it takes for light reflected from that object to travel to your eye. So for example, if you looked through a telescope and saw a supernova happen 100 light years away, it would mean the light took 100 years to get to you. So – what you could see would have in fact happened 100 years ago.’

	‘Like it was taped, sir?’ Ya-Ya said. Only Hughesy laughed at that one.

	‘I suppose, Ieuan,’ Mr Carter said.

	Anish wanted to get back to the time-travel thing with Mr Carter, but it was too late – he was turning toward the TV. And even though he’d ruined Anish’s chance, Ya-Ya smirked.

	He stared at Anish, the smile still pinning up the corners of his mouth.

	‘What?’

	‘Nothing,’ Anish said, and looked back to the telly.

	Smoke billowed out of the bottom of the shuttle and after what seemed like forever, it lifted slowly into the air. Within seconds, though, it was hurtling into the sky, the camera almost unable to keep it in frame as it zoomed in to track what was rapidly becoming a blurry white blob. Mr Carter was perched on his desk, and even though it had reached orbit safely days ago and this was just a recording, his knuckles were white from gripping it.

	Bev hung back when the class filed out at the end of the day. Anish loitered this time, instead of backing out of the room. He didn’t know of any trouble that Bev was in, and if he had more questions, Anish wanted to be part of it. After all, this was his turf.

	‘Sir, how far back in time can the telescope go?’

	Mr Carter ejected the tape from the slot.

	‘It’s more how far back in time the telescope can see, Master Bevan. The telescope doesn’t actually go back in time.’

	‘But if you can see back in time, can’t you just travel there?’

	Anish held his tongue.

	Mr Carter frowned at Bev and unplugged the TV. He put the tape in the case and perched on the edge of his desk again.

	‘Think about it this way: if what you can see is 100 light years away, that means what you see had already happened 100 years ago, no? It’s more like what Ieuan suggested earlier, Kevan – it’s more like a recording from the past.’

	‘Okay.’

	‘So, assuming you could travel toward the object, very fast, all the light travelling toward you would reach you a lot more quickly. So by the time you reached the thing you were looking at, the images would have caught up. Understand?’

	Anish looked at Bev. He clearly wouldn’t understand. This wasn’t his–

	‘But what if you travelled faster than the speed of light?’

	Mr Carter regarded Bev for a few seconds.

	‘Well, at the moment that’s not possible.’

	‘But what if it did become possible? Wouldn’t you go back in time?’

	‘I don’t know, to be honest. Nobody really knows.’

	‘But it could happen?’

	‘I suppose,’ Mr Carter said, and ushered them both to the door. ‘Anything’s possible.’

	 

	‘It’s not possible,’ Anish said, as they walked their bikes down the alley through the town wall.

	‘It might be,’ Bev said, his elasticated tie, as usual, now around his head.

	‘It’s not. No one can get to that speed.’

	They approached the bollard signalling the end of the alley and the start of the high street.

	‘Anyway, why are you so interested in all that?’ Anish asked.

	He tried to say this as nonchalantly as he could. He didn’t want to imply that Bev wasn’t clever enough to grasp it all, but he also didn’t want Bev to cotton on to the fact that Anish was hoping to redirect the conversation back to time-travel.

	Bev had never yet realised that Anish did this – it was a skill of his. He’d employed this tactic when he wanted to know something without sounding too keen, or where he wanted something from him. And Bev had no clue he did it to him.

	‘I dunno. Just seemed interesting, what he said.’

	‘Yeah, s’pose. Just wondered why now, all of a sudden.’

	They passed the bollard and Bev stopped. He shrugged.

	‘It’s just – what he was saying. About time-travel.’

	Here we go. It never failed.

	‘Right?’

	‘Well… er, well –’

	‘They’re gonna kiss! You were right, Ya-Ya!’

	It was a broken voice, raspy and rapid, and it belonged to Darren Jenkins. He approached from the high street with his usual bouncy stride, his arms out wide from his skinny body. A toothy grin broke out of his acne-riddled face, and menace twinkled in his dark, beady eyes. He was accompanied by a boy on a skateboard and some kid on a racer.

	Ya-Ya followed close behind, strutting almost, no doubt emboldened by his elders.

	Bev turned suddenly, looking at the ground.

	How did they get onto the high street so early? Valley Hill Secondary finished at the same time. There was no way they could have–

	Then he noticed: Darren had a tracky top on, and the others were similarly in “civvies”. 

	They were skiving.

	That didn’t surprise Anish. They said that Darren Jenkins had set fire to the show-home in the new housing estate down the Old West Road last year. Him and a girl called Rhonda had been questioned by the police about it and then let go, but people generally believed it was their doing.

	Darren had singled Anish out for attention whenever he saw him on the high street: a joke with an edge here, a demand for 10p there. He always seemed to be on the cusp of picking on him, but never quite did it.

	‘You coming to the slots?’ Ya-Ya said, flicking the curtains of his centre parting as the boy on the racer started circling them, jerking back his pedals to make a whirr-chunk.

	‘What you asking “Rambo” for?’ Darren said, letting out a high-pitched cackle. ‘His kind don’t gamble.’

	This wasn’t the first time Jenkins had called him Rambo. He had no idea why. Maybe because he was skinny? Maybe because it sounded like a racist insult that some people use? Either way, Anish didn’t like it.

	Not that that ever made a difference.

	A cigarette pack bopped off the side of Darren’s head. He bent swiftly and grunted upon realising it was empty.

	‘Leave him alone.’

	The command came from Rhonda, walking down alone. She was skiving too, wearing an oversized white t-shirt emblazoned with some kind of band logo, a long-sleeved black top underneath, and big baggy jeans. Her earphones hung halfway down her top, the wires leading up to her V-neck. Her hair was dark and messy, like that guy from that band. 

	Darren turned and scoffed at her.

	‘What, you fancy him do ya? He’s, like, eight.’

	‘I’m not the one who wanted them to kiss, you ____ing perv,’ she spat back.

	Rhonda’s foul mouth turned into a tight-lipped smile at Anish, as she walked past. The group drifted after her, the cyclist no longer circling them. Darren gave finger guns to Anish, and he wasn’t sure if it was some kind of actual threat.

	The gang had gone, but the interruption had taken the wind out of Anish’s sails. There was no chance of pressing Bev further on time-travel.

	‘Anway, what were we talking about?’ Bev said.

	‘You were going to tell me something about time-travel,’ Anish said, delighted that Bev had got them back on track.

	‘Hey!’ yelled Darren as he turned and backed away. ‘You’re the kid that puked on everyone!’

	Bev gulped, shook his head as his face reddened, and walked across the road, with Darren continuing his braying. And once Darren informed Ya-Ya that Bev was the puker, he began laughing hard, too.

	 

	*

	Over the top of Anish’s book, the bedroom door opened. He rested it on his chest, pausing the fight between the Doctor and the Cybermen. 

	It was Dad, pushing up his glasses and smiling that short, intermittent smile.

	‘Lights out, Ani,’ he said.

	‘Okay.’ He placed the book on his bedside table.

	Dad began to close the door but opened it again.

	‘Have you rearranged your room?’

	‘Er… yeah.’

	‘Again?’

	Anish shrugged. It wasn’t as if he did it every week. Just once a month or so. 

	Dad sat down at the foot of the bed.

	‘Are you alright?’

	‘Yeah – I just sometimes like having my bed near the–’

	‘No, I mean – just generally.’

	‘Oh. Yeah, I’m alright.’

	He thought he sounded convincing, but Dad waggled Anish’s duveted knee.

	‘Someone being mean?’

	‘No,’ Anish said, thinking about school. ‘I did bump into Darren, but nothing really happened.’

	‘Isn’t he the one who–’

	‘–Yeah. That one.’

	The last time they’d talked about Darren was around a year ago, but in the same place – in bed, door opening, book down, gentle interrogation.

	It had been about the Amusements that time, too. And just like earlier today, Ya-Ya had asked if they wanted to come along, but Darren was once again dismissive.

	‘Aren’t there signs on the door about his lot?’ Darren had said, cackling as he walked off.

	Anish hadn’t initially been sure what he’d meant, and he knew it wasn’t true, but then he remembered seeing a sign in a window on the news that said “No Blacks, No Irish, No Dogs”, and his stomach had tied into a knot.

	Dad took his glasses off, did a hoh-hoh and started cleaning them with the hem of his shirt.

	‘Do you like living here, Ani?’ Dad said.

	‘Yeah.’

	‘So do I. Nearly everyone I’ve met has been very accommodating.’

	He pushed his glasses up.

	‘I was watching a TV show last week. I cannot remember what it was called. But it had a young black lad on it, and his mam said to him, “Those that hate you for what’s on the outside, when they look inside”… No – hold on. It was: “Those that hate you for what’s outside you” – no, actually I had it right the first time: “Those that hate you for what’s on the outside, hate themselves for what’s on the inside.” Their inside. Something like that. Anyway, I thought that was quite clever.’

	‘Yeah.’

	Dad glanced at him and grinned.

	‘Or they’re just pillocks.’

	Anish broke into a smile. ‘Yeah.’

	Dad huffed and patted Anish’s knee.

	‘Love you, my boy.’

	‘Love you too.’

	He got up and went to the door.

	‘Get some sleep,’ he said, and turned out the light.

	But sleep didn’t come easy. After a few hours Anish turned over and pulled the duvet between his legs for comfort. His eyes started to rest a little, but his mind still fizzed, as it often did when he went to bed. He thought about Darren and Rhonda but only for a short while – after that he thought about the two Bevs in Meifod Crescent, and about the Challenger disaster, and those poor people looking into the sky at the white billowing columns of cloud.

	A Time-Machine, though? It wasn’t possible.

	But perhaps, like Mr Carter said, anything was possible.

	If I could go back in time, I might get a good night’s sleep, Anish thought, the last image in his mind’s eye before overdue oblivion being his beloved dog in the back yard of his old home, jumping up in the crisp winter air.
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	It was always strange having Bev in the house. There would be a mash of different accents – Ma with her lifelong Wakefield, Dad’s yo-yo-ing Gujarati-inflected tones occasionally dropping, on some words, into a strong, rich Bradfordian. And then Bev, with his high-pitched take on that melodic, mid-Wales poetry.

	He hastily pulled on his Ocean Pacific T-shirt, keen to get downstairs before either Bev or his parents disclosed a different version of Anish’s truth to the other. Recent example: that Anish confided in Dad that he didn’t like wrestling all that much. It would only be a matter of time before one of them unwittingly let slip, and his carefully crafted worlds would collide.

	He didn’t even tie his joggers – he just held them up and ran downstairs, his rucksack swinging behind him.

	‘So, what video are you boys watching?’ Ma said, breezily, as she swept into the kitchen, her long heavy skirt roiling and chasing her. Whenever she sounded breezy, she was anything but.

	‘Dunno,’ Bev said. ‘“Batman”, I think.’

	Anish clamped his mouth shut, his lips pressed inward. Bev knew this reaction, and raised his eyebrows and shoulders. Anish hoped Ma hadn’t heard him – he didn’t want to be interrogated about the age rating on it. Bev had already seen Batman at the cinema, but Ma didn’t let Anish watch anything more than a “PG”.

	Dad didn’t help.

	‘Have we not seen that already?’ he said to Anish, putting his briefcase against the phone trolley near the front door.

	‘No.’ Anish shouldered his rucksack.

	‘Did we not go to the cinema to see it?’

	‘No,’ Anish repeated, sharper than before. He didn’t want to talk any more about it, for more than one reason.

	‘Oh.’

	‘Come on Bev, we’ve gotta go.’

	‘I’d’ve thought you would’ve wanted to see it.’

	‘I was too young.’

	‘It’s not a fifteen, is it?’ Dad said, frowning. ‘It can’t be.’

	Jeez, Dad.

	Anish looked at Ma’s back as she used the dustpan and brush.

	‘No,’ Bev said, ‘it’s a “twelve”.’

	Ma’s head whipped round, and she stood, her face matching her severe pixie haircut.

	‘A what?’

	‘Yeah, you had to be twelve or older,’ Dad said to Ma, remembering. ‘It’s a new thing.’

	‘So I’m assuming you chose to watch something else instead of taking our underage son to an inappropriate film?’

	Anish was almost amused to see how Dad handled this next bit.

	‘Yeah,’ Dad said, the hint of protest in his voice. ‘What did we watch instead?’ he asked Anish, clicking his finger at him for backup.

	‘“Indiana Jones and The Last Crusade”,’ Anish said. He wondered if Dad would absently report that lots of people got shot, one man aged into a skeleton and disintegrated, and someone drove off a cliff in a tank and blew up.

	Instead, Dad nodded, his head hanging slightly, and Anish knew why, which was the other reason he didn’t want to talk about it.

	It was the same day that Chuff went missing.

	‘So this video – it’s a “twelve”,’ Ma said, evidently keen to keep the conversation on track.

	‘Yeah.’

	‘And… you’re eleven.’

	‘Yeah,’ Anish conceded.

	Ma’s eyes darted side to side, feigning confusion. He hated when she did that.

	‘So…’

	‘Yeah, but I was ten then!’

	Dad started laughing. Ma’s eyebrows rose to meet in the middle; she smirked and shook her head. The tension in the hall fell away.

	‘I think it’ll just be lots of “zaps” and “kapows”,’ Bev said, nodding, his eyes narrowed like a sage. ‘Nothing Dezzy can’t handle.’

	‘Come on, let’s go.’

	‘Ani,’ Ma said.

	Anish stopped at the front door.

	So close. Looked like it was going to be Honey I Shrunk The Kids again. 

	‘Don’t stay up too late.’

	Still a nag, but better than the alternative.

	‘I won’t,’ he said, relieved that no one told her the video release of Batman was actually a “fifteen”.

	Later that night, they watched the film. Well, Anish peeked at it from behind a cushion. When Jack Nicholson got his face melted with acid and Batman dropped him into a vat of the stuff, he started to wonder who the bad guy was. And when the Joker shot the old man so many times that the bullets ran out, Anish wondered where the “kapows” had gone. And when the Joker showed off Jerry Hall’s ‘arty’ disfigurement to Kim Basinger, Anish thought that perhaps Honey I Shrunk The Kids might have been a wiser choice.

	Bev’s dad sighed and stood up. Anish and Bev shared a look: What was he going to say?

	‘That was brilliant.’

	He looked at the case, noted the red “15” on the white circle.

	‘Don’t tell your mam.’

	‘Where is she?’ Bev asked.

	‘She’s meeting that Mr Protheroe.’

	‘Why?’

	‘I dunno,’ he said, standing and stretching. ‘She bumped into him at that support group she’s started going to. He’s looking for people to work at that mine museum.’

	‘When’s she back?’

	‘I dunno. Why?’

	‘Can we play computer games?’

	‘Lights out at nine.’

	‘But it’s eight thirty!’

	‘You wanted to watch a film, boy,’ he said, walking through the arch to the kitchen/dining room.

	Bev sulked briefly.

	‘Okay then, nine thirty.’

	Bev’s dad shook his head sadly as he walked into the kitchen.

	‘There was no need to do that to Jerry Hall.’

	 

	*

	‘Wanna play out til dinner?’ Bev said the next morning at the breakfast table, cornflakes spilling out of his mouth. 

	‘You mean lunch?’

	‘Yeah – “lunch”,’ Bev said, rolling his eyes, wiping milk from his top – an Aztec print from the Sunday market. Anish noted that Bev had slept in his school uniform – it was only now, on Saturday morning, that he was in his “civvies”, as Ma called it.

	‘Can we take Fenwick?’ Anish asked, unsure why – perhaps because Chuff had been on his mind.

	Bev’s groan answered the question.

	Anish hadn’t asked about the Time Machine the night before. They’d been too busy poring over the magazine he’d brought (which had a six-page special on a new handheld games machine called the 8-Kit), as well as pretending to be asleep when Bev’s dad checked in on them. But as they neared the front door, he felt compelled.

	He stood in the porch and looked around, at the painted brickwork, the pots with struggling plants in them, the “Wellcome Mat”. He opened his mouth, commanded it to speak boldly.

	‘In here then, is it?’

	‘What?’ Bev looked genuinely unsure to begin, but as the meaning of Anish’s question dawned on him, his face turned pale.

	‘Oh, you mean, what I said last week.’ He bopped Anish playfully on the shoulder. ‘I was just joking. You know, like when I said Tom Cruise was from Welshpool. As if there’d be a time machine in my front porch!’

	On the one hand Anish truly believed there was something going on, but on the other, he felt a bit foolish asking for the whereabouts of something that was impossible.

	Bev ushered Anish onto the garden path and closed the porch door, before gently pushing him toward the gate, babbling all the while.

	‘So do you think you’ll get a 8-Kit for Christmas? You’ll probably hold out for the Gameboy, I reckon. Can I borrow it? Or at least have a go? What games do you think you’ll get? I might ask Dad for a 8-Kit. Or a Gameboy. Bet he’ll say no. Especially after the trouble he got into when he bought me the NES. Maybe I can get it as like a Christmas and birthday present–’

	There was a loud slam behind them, like a door closing in a draft, and Anish looked up at movement in the porch, but his assumption that it was Bev’s parents faded quickly, as did Bev’s babbling. Anish slowly raised an index finger to point; his mouth opened, but he couldn’t manage to form the words, to explain to Bev what he thought he was seeing – what he knew he was seeing, when the Aztec print became clear through the porch door window.     

	‘What? What is it? Dezzy, you chump–’

	Bev finally turned.

	Inside the porch stood another Kevan Bevan, and another him – another Anish Desai. Initially they had their backs to him, until they turned as well.

	Anish’s porch-side counterpart seemed just as shocked as he; porch-side Bev waved apologetically and then nodded at path-side Bev before holding up an index finger.

	‘One minute,’ path-side Bev murmured, nodding back.

	Then porch-side Bev turned porch-side Anish round and, with their backs to their path-side selves, he put his other hand on the inner door.

	And they both disappeared, to a short sucking whhhuut.

	Anish realised he was still pointing at the empty porch, but he just couldn’t lower his arm.

	Bev huffed. ‘Okay, so I suppose I did tell you. Well, no point hanging around. Come on.’

	He said this as if Anish had found his stash of sweets (which Anish knew to be in his sock drawer).

	Bev grabbed Anish’s outstretched hand and led him into the porch. He found himself leaning back.

	‘Promise never to tell anyone.’

	Anish gulped.

	‘Ever.’

	Anish gazed at Bev and lifted his head to nod but didn’t quite complete the action.

	‘Promise?’

	Anish’s mouth opened and closed; again, he couldn’t make any sound.

	‘Good.’

	Bev tentatively placed his hand on Anish’s shoulder.

	‘So I guess… if I just…’

	Bev peered through the inner door before placing his hand against it.

	‘Ready?’

	Anish wanted more than anything to do this, but he also wanted to run down the garden path and sprint all the way home, perhaps screaming as he went.

	Bev closed his eyes.

	Anish followed suit.
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