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In memory of John Sorrel 1989 – 2005





part one



The Citadel





Annie



Wednesday, 3rd September


I know what I have to do. Now I’m home I mean to get justice for John. I just need to work out how to do it, how to make his killers pay. It may come as something of a surprise, but this is no whodunit, I know exactly who’s to blame for his death. I know their names. I know where to find them. All in all, I know everything about them. It isn’t as if they’re hiding. They’re out there. They’re waiting. Everything is in place, the drama, the cast of characters. All that’s needed is a hero or, God help me, a heroine.


I’ve known John’s killers for years. We inhabit the same small world and that world starts here, at the school gates. I wait for them, squinting against the whipping September wind, struggling to control the sledgehammer beat of my heart. The school is Grovemount High, a monstrous hybrid of two existing comps, Grove Street and Mount Carmel. Get it? Grove-Mount, Grovemount. Whoever came up with that little gem is either bound for a knighthood or a one-way ticket to the funny farm. Together the two sites have been reincarnated as a kind of breeze-block squid that reaches its grey tentacles into the town centre. Though the buildings aren’t pretty, it isn’t a bad school. I’ve always got along OK, until now.


This is where the killers will have to pass me, at a windy junction between the second and third tentacle. Very soon, for the first time since it happened, I will see them. Nothing has been done about it. It’s incredible, but not a single one of them has been brought to book for killing a sixteen-year-old boy. None of them have paid for what they did to him, and it was calculated, yes, mean, spiteful and utterly deliberate. They can carry on walking around, having fun, getting on with their lives. You’d think it had never happened, which is why it hurts.


John was my friend.


Here they come now. I thought I was ready for them but I didn’t expect this. Not for a moment did I dream they would be quite so cocky, so dazzlingly, maddeningly unconcerned by what they’ve done. I always imagined there would be something shamefaced about them. Their guilt would have grown, tumour-like, eclipsing everything else. Really, that’s how I pictured them, those four boys walking past me hunched and ill-at-ease, darting shifty looks in my direction. It seems I was living in a dream world.


I mean, look at them. They’re smiling, laughing. As they approach, they’re swaggering, in a line, across the road. Their blazers are billowing in the breeze. It’s one of those iconic images. I’ll remember this as long as I live. They could be in an advertisement. No, better still, they could be starring in a video on MTV, the clean-cut boy band. But they’ve got a secret, haven’t they? They’re cold-blooded killers. See that? See how the sun picks out their features, falling on their cheekbones, illuminating the planes of their faces. It highlights their eyes. In the movies the bad guys are often ugly, twis-ted inside, twisted outside. Their faces betray their poisonous hearts. But these boys, they are so alive, so wholesome-looking, so … cute. Oh, shut up brain, why do you have to make thoughts like that come to me?


These boys remind me of a TV drama I saw once, about a group of lads preparing to go to war, sure that the precarious future belonged to them. That’s how they look, but for them the war is over. They weren’t the brave, embattled few. No, they were the dark legions and their Blitzkrieg has left my friend John broken, derelict. When the onslaught got too fierce his defences crumbled. In the end, he gave in. He was the casualty.


I hate to admit it, but last year I would have given anything for one of them, especially Matthew, to ask me out. I so wanted to hang around with them. Maybe they weren’t the brightest blades in the drawer, but they were definitely the coolest. All the boys wanted to be them, all the girls wanted to be with them. But the thought of any of them, even Matthew, touching me now, well, it makes my skin crawl. I’m twelve months older but I feel as though I’m half a lifetime wiser, all because of what happened to John.


There they are, pleased with themselves, revelling in the sheer joy of being alive. John isn’t. He will never feel the sun on his face the way they do. He will never walk through the school gates the way they are walking now. And it is down to them.


He’s gone, my quiet friend. This summer John took his life. Yes, when it all became too much he swallowed a bottle of pills, the contents of several different bottles they say. I try to imagine him looking at the label, opening the cap. Somehow, I can’t visualise the moment at all. But he did it, he sank a lethal cocktail of drugs and then he lay down to die. By the time his parents found him he was stone cold, not a human being any more, a body, a corpse, a thing.


A hailstorm of questions rush towards me. What was he thinking about as he took them? Did he really mean it? Was it that calculated? Was there really a moment when he chose to go to sleep and never wake up? That’s what I find so hard. I can’t stand the thought of him sitting alone, staring at the bottle of pills, believing there was nothing in the world left to keep him going. Why didn’t he trust anyone enough to reach out? Why didn’t he ask for help? I find the world blurring in front of me and I start inventing excuses in case anybody notices me crying. It’s the autumn sun, something in my eye. Who am I kidding? I should tell them exactly why I’m crying. It’s what they did, what the school allowed them to do.


It all comes down to one question. How do I do it? How do I take hold of John’s hand from beyond the grave? How do I get justice for him? I feel physically sick at the very thought of what I have to do. I can actually feel my breath shuddering through me, scouring the linings of my confidence. I’m not brave. I never have been. Who is at my age? All I ever wanted was to be ordinary, one of the crowd.


So many thoughts rush through my mind. Will I be able to find the words I need to confront them? Will I ever dare? Oh, this is just great. I’m all questions and no answers. But there is no other way. It’s up to me, Annie Chapman. I’m the one who has to do this. I’m the one who has to get them to feel shame, to at least own up to what they did. Isn’t that what justice is, the causing of remorse, the burning of the features of the dead into the minds of the living?


You can’t bring back the dead. But you can get people to acknowledge them. You can give them recognition, a life beyond life. I suppose that’s what I want, something like the bleached stone pillar in the town centre commemorating the war dead. I want a monument to John, to his suffering. But who am I to even think of taking it on? I’m a typical sixteen-year-old girl. All these years I’ve gone with the flow, then suddenly there is this huge responsibility thrust upon me. Even my own mum and dad would like me to keep quiet about the whole business. It’s all best forgotten. Get on with your life.


‘Don’t go storming in, Annie love,’ Mum warned when I told her what I planned to do.


Storm in? I’ve never stormed in my life. I do what most kids do: I get by. Who do Mum and Dad think I am, Lara Croft? Still, parents don’t always think straight about their kids, though Dad for one was thinking straight. He put it bluntly: ‘Annie, I forbid you from raking this up.’


There you go, Dad on his high horse. He forbids. Then it was Mum again, all sweet reason: ‘Nothing is ever as simple as we think, Annie. Those boys have been interviewed. If the police can’t do anything, then what makes you think you can?’


I spent most of last year trying to get these very boys, these thoughtless killers, to notice me. I would even bump into them between lessons, accidentally on purpose. I swear they didn’t even turn their heads. What John needs is a heroine but the world is all out of them. Most of us are satisfied to be the chorus, singing the same tune, shrinking back into the same shadows. All the people I ever looked up to, all the people I would have trusted to keep John safe, all the people who should be helping me now, failed him. So it’s down to me. I’m the one.


The tallest of them, that’s Matthew Rice, looks like butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth, doesn’t he? What with the blond hair and the good looks, he’s got half the girls in school sighing over him. To think, not that long ago I was one of them.


The boy alongside him is Luke Woodford. He’s the leader. You can tell by the body language. The others defer to him. He pulls the strings, comes up with the one-liners, sets them off laughing. Seems he’s got an acid tongue on the quiet. John told me. No, that’s not right. My friend didn’t tell me in so many words. I read it in his diary. That’s where it was all written down, how they hurt him, how they killed him.


The other two, Anthony Fraser and Michael Okey, they’re nothing special. They’re hangers-on, that’s all, the kind of flotsam and jetsam that bobs aimlessly on the school tide, just glad that they are the merchants of bile, not its victims. They did nothing to help John. They joined in humiliating him. They laughed at everything Matthew and Luke said. I bet they even egged them on. They might not be the ringleaders but they did their bit. They’re guilty too. If they’d once confronted Luke and told him to leave it, if they’d once got him to see that John had had enough, then maybe he would have survived. Maybe the citadel would have stood.


I’m still standing by the gates watching them, wondering how I can ever bring them down, when Bryony puts in an appearance. Bryony Calder, my best friend.


‘Hi you,’ she says, kind of shy. She’s got uncertainty written in her face. She isn’t sure what to make of the Annie Chapman standing in front of her in her brand new navy blue uniform.


It’s the first time I’ve seen Bryony in almost a year, you see. I flew in from Canada a few days ago. Twelve months we’ve been out there. What with the jet lag and the unpacking, I haven’t had time … No, that’s an excuse. I could have found time. Friends do that. They find time but there doesn’t seem enough space in my life for anyone else. John is taking all of me. The fact of his death seems to blot out everything else.


I’ve chatted to Bryony on the phone, of course, lots of times. We talked when I was over in Departure Bay. We texted. We e-mailed. But since this thing with John, I’m finding it hard. Deep inside, I know that nothing is going to get back to normal until I do something about it. Since he died, I don’t know how to do all the fun, trivial things. It’s as though there’s a barbed hook caught in my heart and the line keeps tugging it. Every time I so much as think about smiling, doing my hair differently, laugh out loud at something on TV, there it goes. Tug. I know whose hand is pulling it too. It’s John. It’s his hand on the other end of the line, telling me to bring the truth to light.


‘Hi you,’ I say, my voice dying away as I hover round Bryony.


That’s the way we always spoke before I went to Canada, sort of Friends-ish. We didn’t treat anything very seriously then. Why would we? The only real dramas we encountered were in the books we read, the movies we watched. It was all crisis by proxy. There were no shadows over our lives. Well, the usual ones: boys, growing up, living with yourself when you look in the mirror. We used to joke about the Friends thing. I was Monica, dark-haired, a bit obsessive and uptight, but nothing too heavy. She was Rachel, blond, prettier, more filled out than me, more shapely, a bit ditsy too. Is that a word, ditsy? They used it in Friends so it must be. Anyway, Bryony is definitely ditsy.


‘Who’re you looking at?’ she says, turning her head. ‘Matthew? Setting your sights a bit high, aren’t you?’


I feel the tug. There’s the hint of a sting in my chest, as if a tiny fibre is being drawn through my flesh. It must be real, this thing called heartbreak. If this is what I feel because Bryony has mentioned one of John’s tormentors, then the real thing, heartbreak itself, must tear you in two.


‘I’m not looking at Matthew,’ I tell her, blushing hotly, allowing my irritation to show. ‘I’m just … looking. I’ve got to point my eyes somewhere, haven’t I?’


Irritation is what I call it, shame even. I feel the familiar itching between the shoulder blades. I’m ashamed that I didn’t go right across and slap him. I hate myself for not screaming at the whole lot of them, accusing them of murder. John’s avenging angel, that’s what I should be, a Fury taking them each to their own personal Hell. So easy to say, so hard to do when my every instinct is to get back into the routine, to fit in.


‘OK,’ Bryony says, enough of a smile in her eyes and on her lips to tell me she doesn’t believe a word of it. I don’t blame her. Last year I probably was looking at Matthew that way. Me and Bryony, we used to give the boys marks out of ten and Matthew was a definite nine. The marks were just for looks, you understand, we didn’t get near them, not ever. No, we yearned from afar. They went chasing after the Year 12 girls. We didn’t think we had a chance. Knowing what I know now, thank goodness we didn’t.


Imagine … Oh, just imagine if we had got together. If Matthew and me had been an item, Michael and me, any of them, just think what I would be feeling now. Would I have looked at John the same way? Would I have signed up for this mission? Might I even have joined the ranks of his tormentors, or at least gone along with the teasing? It doesn’t bear thinking about.


‘Going to registration?’ Bryony asks. ‘Or are you going to stand here all day? What’s your registration group, by the way?’


‘11KL,’ I tell her.


She gives a high-pitched squeal. ‘No way,’ she gushes. ‘That’s mine too.’


‘I think it’s intentional,’ I say, distinctly underwhelmed at the prospect of being in the same registration group. ‘You know, ease me back into things by putting me in the same group as my best friend.’


‘So we’re still best friends?’ she says.


I look at her. She’s got her head tilted to one side, blond hair spilling into her eyes the way it always does, just the flicker of doubt in her blue eyes.


‘Yes,’ I tell her, ‘still best friends. Honestly, Bron, did you really think I’d change?’


The blue eyes leap. That’s when I notice. I’ve lost sight of the four boys. The four boys? That doesn’t sound right. I don’t know what I ought to call them, but boys isn’t it. Boys don’t do what they did to John. Pack hounds do that.


‘What about Miss Leather, then, ’ Bryony says. ‘A bit of a turn-up for the books, wasn’t it?’


‘I think she prefers to be called Ms Leather,’ I say. Ms Leather – not Miss, you understand – is one of those women who is still making a statement about herself. While some people seem to have given up on feminism and think that a Page Three girl can be a role model for women and lap-dancing is in some weird way empowering, Ms Kathy Leather has always stood firm. All this lipstick empowerment, it’s the same old sexist crap in new clothes. Ms Leather’s my role model. I think I must have had some sort of crush on her when I was younger. Of the half-dozen women teachers on the staff she’s the only one who can really handle the boys, even Luke Woodford.


One time he made a joke about her name, loud enough for her to hear. The boys started calling her Miss Whiplash. Get it, leather, whiplash? Boys’ humour, if anything is. She started out ignoring it, then they said something that went way past the mark. Ms Leather tore into them for that, not in a hysterical way like some of the other female teachers would have done. She didn’t go shrill at all. I admired her for that. There was an inner calm about her, but there was steel there, too. She met Luke’s studied glare of defiance and faced him down. No, she made Luke and his crew look about six inches tall. My heroine, Ms Leather. But that’s all in the past. Even she let John down in the end. She must have. She was there all the time and she stood back and let it happen. Because nobody came to his aid. Nobody called off the hounds.


‘She doesn’t prefer Ms anything any more,’ Bryony says. ‘Ms Leather is a Mrs.’


Bryony didn’t tell me this on the phone, or maybe she did but my mind was too full of John to take it in.


‘So how come her class is still called 11KL?’


‘Because she married Mr Linklater, that’s how come.’


Mr Linklater! This guy is to men what the bulldog is to canine-kind.


‘No!’


‘Ye-es,’ Bryony says. ‘I’m sure I told you.’


‘Maybe,’ I say. ‘Anyway, tell me more. Come on, give with the gossip.’


‘Are you sure you want to know?’ she says, acting all coy.


Well, I just leap on her. ‘Don’t forget I can tickle the truth out of you,’ I say.


Bryony dissolves into a fit of giggles and I join in. For the first time, I’m back. I’m the best friend Bryony remembers. Her eyes light up and I’m glad. I hate the luke-warm person I’ve become, scared of smiling, ashamed of being in a world that John has left. But I’ve got him tugging on the line and he isn’t going to let go.


‘Oh yes,’ says Bryony, her words accelerating as they gush out of her. ‘I knew about it way before anybody else. I saw them in town, holding hands.’


‘But Linklater,’ I say, ‘the Missing Link, how could she?’


Bryony shakes her head demonstratively. ‘I saw them snogging. It wasn’t a pretty sight.’


‘Snogging!’


Bryony grins. ‘Well, more a peck on the cheek really.’


‘Talk about Beauty and the Beast,’ I say.


‘Quite.’


By now we are passing the library. I glance inside. Mrs Kruger is hanging up her coat. She’s the school librarian, another one who let John down. That’s where he used to hide, the library. It was his sanctuary. But the boys got in there, too. She let them.


‘Got something on your mind?’ Bryony asks, obviously noticing the seriousness creep back into my face.


‘No,’ I say in my bad liar voice. Why do people do that? When somebody rumbles you, why do you deny it? It’s a knee-jerk reaction, I suppose.


Question: Did you eat the last Rolo?


Answer: No. Well, yes, actually.


‘Well, yes, actually,’ I say, correcting myself.


‘Oh?’


‘It’s John, John Sorrel.’


Bryony’s ‘Oh’ bongs its way down a deep pit inside her. Her face clouds over. The look in her eyes is almost accusing, as if I have mentioned something unsavoury, something best left unsaid. I wish I could start tickling her again and forget John, but the genie’s out of the bottle.


‘I wondered how long it would be before you brought him up,’ Bryony says.


Of course. We talked about it on the phone. She knows I met him in America.


‘School’s been really weird since it happened,’ Bryony says. ‘People don’t mention it much, but you know it’s there, at the back of their minds.’


Good. I’m glad it’s there. What right do any of them have to forget him? The teachers, Mrs Leather – I mean Linklater – especially; Mrs Kruger, all the kids, yes, even you, Bryony, you all let it happen, even if it was only a sin of omission. Everybody’s guilty.


‘There was talk of putting up a plaque,’ Bryony says.


This is news to me. ‘I got the impression they just wanted to sweep it under the carpet,’ I say. My gran sent a newspaper clipping. The head teacher, Mr Storey, set the tone by going on about how there was no bullying problem in his school. You got the feeling everybody was running for cover.


‘You could be right,’ Bryony says. ‘There is no plaque, is there? It never happened. It was a rumour, I suppose. Anyway, it makes sense. You don’t commemorate a suicide, do you? I mean, if somebody gets run over or drowns saving a dog, maybe you give them a plaque, yes, maybe then. Not if you kill yourself.’


I stare at Bryony. It sounds as if she’s thought about this, especially the bit about the drowning dog. Bryony likes dogs. Save a drowning mutt and you’ll be right up there in her pantheon of heroes.


‘So why’s suicide different?’ I say, cheeks burning.


Bryony blinks. I almost yelled that at her.


‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I didn’t meant to sound …’


‘Forget it,’ Bryony says. ‘It is different though, isn’t it? I mean, how can you do that to yourself? He was only sixteen, our age. He had everything to live for.’


How many times have I heard that since it happened? Mrs Sorrel says it all the time. He had everything to live for. You know what, that’s crap. In John’s eyes, he had nothing to live for.


‘Are you sure about that?’ I say.


Bryony’s forehead crumples into a frown. ‘What are you saying?’


We’ve reached our form room. I can see Mrs Linklater at her desk, messing with the stupid palm pilot they use to register us. What next, electronic tagging, nano-technological implants? I can just see it, Terminator 4: Registration.


‘I’m saying …’


Somebody bumps into me. I look round and see Matthew Rice. I stare for a moment. I don’t believe it. What’s he doing in my registration group? Some irony, huh? The killer is in my registration group. You know what he does then? He smiles at me! A thought flashes through my mind. Once, twelve months ago, it was me bumping into him, accidentally on purpose. Could he be …? I catch Bryony’s eye and she’s smiling too. She thinks there’s a spark there, between me and this … creature. How could she?


‘You don’t understand,’ I say. ‘Nobody does.’


‘Understand what?’ Bryony asks, still looking after Matthew.


‘They killed him,’ I hiss, staring at Matthew as he takes his seat. ‘Matthew Rice, Luke Woodford, they all did.’





from John’s diary


Monday, 14th April


Something good happened today. It was a chance meeting. All my life the only luck I ever got was bad and suddenly there’s this mad, brilliant coincidence. Of all the theme parks in all the world she had to walk into mine. What are the odds against meeting somebody from school thousands of miles from home? This must be it, that one big, I mean really big – massive actually – really totally massive coincidence they say you get once in a lifetime. What are the chances of that someone being Annie?


We were in the queue for Space Mountain, Mum, Dad, Katie and me. Katie was talking nineteen to the dozen, as usual. She was so excited. She kept saying: ‘I don’t believe it. I’m in Florida. I’m at Disney.’ She’d already been photographed with Mickey Mouse and Goofy, well, some guys dressed up as Mickey Mouse and Goofy. They actually give autographs. Would you credit it? There will be some guy called Richard P. Lawnmower Junior, or Duke McPuke or something, wriggling out of his air-conditioned Mickey Mouse costume in the changing rooms and he’s just signed himself Mickey ten thousand times. Weird. I wonder if he could be prosecuted for impersonating a rodent.


She’s every parent’s dream, our Katie. She hugs Mum and Dad for giving her treats, tells them she loves them at least twice a day. She gets just excited enough to tell them they’re great parents, but not so much she turns into a brat. I wish I could be like that. But how do you tell somebody you love them when you never know if you’ll get it back in return? Me and my parents, we live on opposite sides of a street called trust. It wasn’t always like that, not with me and Mum.
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