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The Persistent Dream
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The dream is fractured by the crackle of frost in his throat. Goosebumps pucker pale skin as the boy lifts his head to cough glassy shards of ice into his palm. Propping himself on his elbows, he sees he has once again strayed from his bedroom. A wide, round window cups his body like a shallow basin, his lingering warmth melting his profile into the thin, chill layer of frost that rimes its surface.


‘I’m still asleep,’ the boy tells himself, every word a wintry puff of breath. ‘This isn’t real.’


The view beyond is boundless vertigo, giddiness lurching through him. A legion of winking stars are blunted by the curve of the Earth. The planet – his planet – glows as if lit from within. He expects to shudder awake again, break the surface of the dream, sit up in bed with sweat on his forehead and panicked breath in his lungs.


The dream persists.


‘Not here,’ says the boy, trying to scrabble away from the window, the polished ice slipping under his hands to leave him stranded. ‘Not again.’


This is the third night he has been brought here, and he braces for what must come next –


Pain, fierce and familiar, a physical entity expanding and contracting inside his stomach. A stowaway strong enough to curl him into a ball. The boy grits his teeth and clenches his eyes shut. It will pass. It always does, retreating to a hidden corner to convalesce.


The window is set into compact metal walls thick with ropes of bundled wires, bulbs blinking red and green. The cold clings to him like a second skin.


‘I can’t stand it here,’ whispers the boy.


You asked for solitude. The answering voice slinks, teasing, from the darkness. There’s nowhere more solitary than here, hundreds of miles from any other soul.


The satellite – for what else could it be? – is lightly whirling. The planet below, its homespun tattoos of continents, drifts out of view. In moments, there is nothing to be seen but stars and void.


‘I’ve changed my mind,’ says the boy. ‘I thought this was what I needed, but—’


I’m on your side. The voice belongs to a boy. It’s strikingly similar to his own, but is somehow … primeval. A voice to whisper arcane sins in your ear while you sleep. I’ll take you wherever you need to go.


‘I need to find the right way out of this,’ says the boy, straining to peer through the darkness. ‘That’s all I need.’


A moment brittle with promise passes before the voice speaks again. How do you know there is any such thing?


The vacuum of space beyond the window tugs at him, exerting a hypnotic pull he can hardly resist. It will claim him, he knows, and the boy will let it.


‘There has to be,’ he says.


The satellite turns, turns.


I might know a place. A long way from here. Look out for me.


The bulbs sputter and fail. Underneath him, a biting crack is chased by the insistent hiss of escaping air. A fracture spider-webs across the glass, corrosive veins of ice splitting it into jagged plates.


There is nowhere to run. The boy reaches out for something, anything, to hold on to. Silent, the void inhales.


The glass is sucked out.


He is expelled, the satellite a cocoon breached too early to have given him wings. The incalculable emptiness catches him, turns him over, snatches him ever further from home. An impossible distance.


And then the black, soft as a feather, caresses his face. Wraps his body up tight in its embrace. Takes him—


Now the boy wakes with a start. The dream recedes. He stands shivering in the sitting room, still unfamiliar, one hand resting on the cool grey stone of the mantelpiece. The photograph and the box are inches from his fingers.


It was a dream. Only a dream.


A tickle against his bare toes. The boy leans down, fingers hesitant as if reaching for an apparition, to brush the single black feather that lies across his feet.




Chapter One


Duncan


My phone vibrates in my pocket at the same moment the football clips my toe and spins up to hit me in the face. I ignore the notification in favour of rubbing my nose to keep my eyes from watering. Nothing is more important than my friends not thinking I’m crying.


‘Lovely bit of skill, Spunk,’ says Lorenzo, flicking the stray ball into the air to catch it deftly on the back of his neck, before propelling it upwards to knock a header across our ragged circle.


The genesis of my undesirable nickname is too lacking in imagination to bother telling in full. At two syllables, ‘Duncan’ was of course considered by my peers to be too long to ever be uttered in its entirety. Rapidly, it was shortened to ‘Dunc’, which upon the arrival of puberty was promptly discovered to rhyme with the newly identified fluid brimming inside our teenage bodies like untapped oil wells.


I like to think the nickname became established as a sign of affection.


Narrator: It wasn’t.


My brain is always quick to correct any such favourable delusions.


The ball comes at me again and I jerk a knee up in time to keep it from hitting the ground. It floats across for Saeed to control with his chest.


‘You’re getting better at this,’ says Matt through a cloud of breath.


‘That’s what your mum said,’ Saeed shoots back as he loops the ball into the air.


Matt considers this for a moment. ‘Solid five out of ten.’ I don’t know when they started scoring their your mum jokes but they have come to enforce the criteria with unflinching rigidity.


Lorenzo flicks the ball high and manages to wriggle it across his wide shoulders before using an elbow to push it up on to his head. Any compliment not aimed at him is clearly a challenge not to be ignored. He tries to hold the ball on the tip of his nose but loses his balance. It hits the ground and rolls away towards the maths block.


‘Good one, mate,’ says Matt, taking the opportunity to cram half his sandwich into his frighteningly large mouth.


Lorenzo shrugs. ‘At least I tried to give it a bit of finesse.’


‘Twenty-three kicks,’ says Saeed, nodding approvingly. ‘Not far off the record.’


The record – twenty-nine touches without the ball hitting the ground – was set on a day I was off sick, a fact I am never allowed to forget every time we’ve failed to beat it since. I take out my phone to note down the day’s effort, but open a waiting message instead. There’s an image, the wheel spinning for a moment as it downloads.


‘Hey, new boy, send it back!’ shouts Lorenzo. The ball has rolled under the sheltered walkway of the maths block, and the new boy is there alone, leaning against the railing. The football is practically at his feet, but he doesn’t seem to have noticed. Instead he’s sticking his head out from the shelter to peer at the sky, eyes wide behind his glasses, like a mouse being circled by an owl.


‘Forget it,’ says Lorenzo, shoving his hands into his pockets.


‘You think he’s a bit … simple?’ asks Saeed.


Lorenzo sighs. ‘He wouldn’t be here if he was.’


‘They let you in, didn’t they?’


Lorenzo aims a kick at his shin that Saeed dodges. ‘What d’you think, Spunk?’


There are a lot of rumours circulating about the new boy. It’s only his second week, and I’ve already heard that he’s here variously because he was caught having sex with a male teacher at his old school, because he sexually assaulted a year seven with his ponytail, or because he murdered his dad.


Obviously, it’s none of the above. But it is weird for somebody to move schools in February, in the final term of GCSEs, after which at least half the school will be leaving for pastures new.


We haven’t really talked about what will happen after we finish school. Matt’s going to the same college as his girlfriend Becky, while Saeed is half-heartedly applying for apprenticeships instead (‘Engineers make bare money!’) while secretly waiting to see what Lorenzo, who still can’t make up his mind, will do.


It’s going to be the biggest change of our so far largely uneventful lives. Except …


The change has already started. In the last year Lorenzo has become obsessed with the gym, so now he looks like he could crush a double-decker bus into a cube using his bare hands. Despite his undying devotion, that’s one hobby Saeed hasn’t managed to copy, instead opting to become so obsessed with pornography I’m surprised he can still walk. Matt spends most of his time outside of school and his part-time job at Asda doing the real thing with Becky, which in turn has made him as much Lorenzo’s rival in performative masculinity as his friend.


All they seem to care about now is girls, clothes, getting served in pubs, eating clean to get better erections. Or whatever.


And then there’s me. I’m not really interested in any of that stuff. At least, I don’t find any of it remotely as urgent as they do. I just miss hanging out and playing Mario Kart, when the most important thing was who had the best lap-time on DK Mountain. I haven’t changed at all, which I guess means there must be something wrong with me? They’re leaving me behind. It’s only a matter of time before they realise it.


Unless I can cling on by my fingertips to hide it and act like I’m one of them, like a spy, or a camera disguised like a penguin for a nature documentary.


We watch the new boy. After a minute he snaps his head away from the sky, like he’s spotted something in the empty space beside him. He starts talking, even though there’s clearly nobody there.


The new boy is really not doing himself any favours.


‘We should probably just leave him alone,’ I say.


Lorenzo deliberately steps on the toe of my shoe, smearing it with mud. ‘Yeah, because I was planning on asking him out on a date.’


‘Speaking of which,’ says Matt through a mouthful of sandwich, ‘how’s it going with that girl from the gym?’


Lorenzo watches him for a second, like it might be a loaded question, and then smiles slowly like he’s harbouring an elicit secret. The group he hangs out with at the gym are all older than him, but they don’t know it. I tune them out as they begin discussing what his next move should be. It’s absolutely not because I’m jealous about his new mates.


This is the strangest thing about how our friendship has changed: it’s almost as if I’m unimportant to them now. Surplus to requirements. Like I’m a spectator rather than part of the group. If I disappeared from the face of the Earth – poof! – I’m not sure they’d miss me. They might even be glad I wasn’t cramping their style any more.


When I look back at my phone, the image has finally downloaded. For half a second I’m not sure what I’m seeing. It’s a picture of a girl, naked but for a red ribbon wrapped artfully around her to cover anything too private.


‘Why did you send—’ I say, thinking it must be one of the guys messing with me, before I clock the name at the top of the screen.


‘Hello, who’s that?’ says Saeed, porno-sense tingling as he grabs at my phone. I try and pull it away but he’s too quick. He practically presses his greasy nose against the screen. ‘Bloody hell.’


The others crowd around. I consider making a run for it and leaving my phone behind, but there isn’t a chance before the penny drops.


‘What the fuck?’ says Matt, grabbing the phone and glaring at the picture.


The message is from Becky.


Matt and Becky have been going out for around six months. It’s fair to say it came as a bit of surprise – Matt’s belly and distinctly potato-shaped head always put him at the bottom of our unspoken internal hotness rankings. His unforeseen sexual triumph upset the natural order more than we could ever have expected.


Firstly, we had always thought that whoever of us got a girlfriend first (and everything that came with it) would be worshipped like a god by the rest of the group. Instead it just made things weird. We could no longer talk endlessly about sex – how it worked, the things we’d like to do, what we were doing to ourselves in the meantime – because one of us was actually doing it. The rest of us just seemed pathetic in comparison.


Secondly, it practically gave Lorenzo an aneurysm. He had always been the de facto leader and king-in-waiting to the throne of masculinity we were all scrabbling to claim. He should be able to have any girl (and probably a lot of the boys) at school that he wanted, but for some reason he always ignores their attention. Still, Matt’s behaviour was practically mutinous.


I hold my hands up, an innocent man, but it does nothing to keep Matt from charging me. He grips my throat with both hands and propels me back until I hit a wall. Air rushes out of me in a cloud.


‘I swear, I don’t—’


‘Shut up!’ His breath is hot on my face.


I can see in his eyes that he wants to hit me, but I’m not sure Matt has ever actually hit anybody in anger before. He’s a gentle giant, really – his gargantuan hands are usually reserved for holding kebabs.


If he punches me – if he actually punches me – our friendship will unravel for good. Not just mine and Matt’s; all four of us. He lifts his fist. It trembles, either with rage or reluctance. I clench my whole face in anticipation of the blow.


‘Hold up,’ says Saeed.


He’s retrieved my phone from where Matt dropped it. As much as I’m sure he’s savoured the image (and mentally tucked it away for later), he’s also scrolled up to earlier messages between Becky and me. There are precisely two of them.


‘Look,’ he says, holding the phone in front of Matt’s face.


Matt is strong enough to open his fist and take the phone, while still using the other hand to pin me against the wall.


‘“Does Matt like Attack on Titan?”’ he reads.


‘It was your birthday,’ I say. ‘She didn’t know what to get you.’


‘I hate Attack on Titan.’


I nod at the phone. ‘That’s what I told her.’


The second message corroborates my story. Matt thinks about it for a moment, and then lets me go. I take a breath, trying to ignore the ache in my throat.


‘Then why’s she sending you this?’ Matt says.


‘It was blatantly an accident,’ says Lorenzo, who’s been quiet until now. ‘It must have been meant for you.’


Matt frowns. ‘She’s never sent a sext before.’


‘Then I guess it’s your lucky day, bruv.’


I hear Lorenzo’s phone chime in his pocket, but he ignores it. He watches jealously as Matt deletes the picture from my phone before handing it back to me.


‘Sorry about …’ Matt says, not looking me in the eye.


‘Don’t worry,’ I say, shoving the phone inside my school blazer before it can do any more damage.


Taking out his own phone, Matt begins making a call and stomps off across the playground. I guess our friendship is going to survive another day. I just have to hope its days aren’t already numbered.


Narrator: They blatantly were.


Thanks, Brain.


That pessimistic voice is my depression talking. In fact, that’s the biggest sign that our friendship has changed: I still haven’t told them about my depression diagnosis. It’s been around a year, but every time I’m about to do it, I realise I don’t know how they’ll respond. I can’t risk it.


‘Christ,’ says Saeed, grinning wide enough to reveal his vampire teeth. ‘I’ll never look at Becky the same way again.’


‘Leave it out,’ says Lorenzo, checking his phone and quickly tapping out a response.


Without these guys, I wouldn’t have any friends. They’ve been a part of my life for so long. No matter what has changed, I have to cling on to them for as long as I can. I don’t know what I would do – who I would be – without them.


A bell rings all around the school, signalling the end of lunch break. Everybody on the playground immediately begins sloping inside.


‘The new boy’s coming to my house tonight.’


Lorenzo pockets his phone. ‘You what?’


‘Owen Marlow. That’s his name. His mum’s joined the same church as my parents.’ I huff a cloud of air. ‘They want to welcome her to the community.’


‘New recruit for the God squad,’ says Saeed. ‘I wonder if she’s hot?’


As the playground empties, I look back towards the maths block. The new boy – Owen – is the only person who hasn’t moved. The bell rings off, and his eyes seem to follow something invisible up into the sky.


‘Go on, head boy. I’ll see you in English,’ says Lorenzo, slapping me hard on the back. ‘Get the football while you’re at it.’


My parents insisted that being head boy would look good when applying to colleges and, eventually, universities. Unluckily for me literally nobody else rivalled me for the job. One of my so-called responsibilities is to make sure everybody gets inside quickly after break.


So I shoulder my bag, and make my way over.


Owen


There’s hardly any shelter on the playground. The canteen was too hot, too busy, condensation fogging the windows. At least it’s quiet under the maths block entrance. Just a few guys kicking a football around nearby. It’s enough that I don’t feel completely exposed.


I lean out as far as I dare and look up at the sky. The birds are circling lower than before. Close enough that I can see the dull winter light through the gaps between feathers. They look like herons, but three times as big. Oily black, legs, wings and necks stretched out of proportion. If I close my eyes and listen, I’m sure I can hear the wind whistling through their feathers, like a storm passing through a cave.


A shout across the playground snaps me out of my trance. I pull back under the roof. It’s been four months since the birds appeared. A few days after Dad died. At first, I tried pointing them out to other people. They laughed, thought it was a joke. When I insisted, they looked at me like I was more broken than they’d thought. Nobody else could see them.


After that, I kept the birds to myself.


I googled if it’s normal to hallucinate manifestations of your grief. Unsurprisingly, it is not. That didn’t stop me from coming to think of the birds as Angels – not guardians, but heralds. Of what, I wish I knew.


I yawn and rub my eyes. Last night’s dream still clings to my mind. The darkness, the solitude, the peace of the vacuum. After waking, I stayed downstairs until morning. Looking at the photograph on the mantelpiece. Trying to resolve it with the way I remember things.


A new house. A new start. Just like that, everything I knew is gone.


I rub my fingers against the feather in my pocket. When I lean out from cover again, I’m sure the Angels are lower than a moment before. There are five or six of them. It’s hard to tell as they cross paths, lazily change direction, like cells merging and dividing.


They’re not angels, you know.


I rear back under cover. The boy is beside me. Somehow I didn’t hear his approach. He looks roughly my age, dark hair cut into a too-straight fringe. There’s something familiar about him, like he’s somebody I knew in a past life. He smiles at me without warmth, lopsided dimples puncturing his cheeks. Tugs on the lapels of his school blazer like wearing it is a novelty. It leaves dusty black stains on his pale fingertips.


‘You can see them?’ I say.


It can make you think you’re going crazy, can’t it? he says, gazing up. Now I recognise his voice – last night it existed only in the darkness of a dream. When I look into his eyes they’re as black as the void.


I back away from him so quickly that I almost fall, the wall of the maths block catching me. ‘What can?’


The boy’s lip twitches. Grief, of course.


A football rolls up behind him and knocks against his ankles. He doesn’t seem to notice. The pain in my stomach is roused, threatens to double me over.


‘Leave me alone.’


The boy grins. You told me you wanted somebody to help you through this.


‘What if nobody can? I keep being told I have to grieve properly. That I should be sad, or angry, or accepting,’ I say, the urge to retaliate driving me forwards. ‘But I still don’t know how I feel.’


The boy steps closer. Who are you grieving for?


We’re close enough now that I can lift a hand and reach for him. My fingers hover inches from his skin. The boy doesn’t flinch. I want to know that he’s real. But then I imagine my hand pushing through his body, closing on empty space. A breath shakes itself from my lungs and I drop my arm.


‘You already know.’


I think I do, says the boy. But I can’t say the same for you.


A shout and a scuffle somewhere across the playground. A fight kicking off. I don’t take my eyes from the boy.


I told you I knew a place, he says. I’ve found somebody to guide you there.


The pain begs for attention. I grit my teeth and wrap my arms around myself, my blazer stretching at the shoulders. ‘It was only a dream.’


I jump as the bell rings all around us. Everybody on the playground moves in slow motion. Delaying the inevitable as long as they can.


The boy wags a sooty finger at me. You can cling to dreams as long as you want. It won’t get us anywhere.


A shift in the air. One of the Angels drops out of the sky with its wings wide and talons outstretched. I stagger back under shelter as it swoops. In a single moment I see how its dull eyes are set deep in its head, catch the smell of rain on its feathers. My ears pop as it beats its wings to stall its descent. It hasn’t come for me – not yet. Instead its talons sink into the boy’s shoulders, the school blazer disintegrating into dust as he is plucked from the ground.


I’ll come for you again soon, the boy calls down as the bird steals him for the sky. That’s a promise.


The loose circle of birds tightens and hides the boy from view. When they open out again to resume their patrol, he’s gone.


I’m still staring after him when I realise another boy in a school blazer has stopped a few paces away from me. I know he’s real because he looks at me like I might collapse or explode at the faintest touch. I’m used to that – I have been for four months now.


‘Are you all right?’ he says.


I wish I never had to hear that stupid question again.


Duncan


It’s almost always a stupid question, and this occasion is clearly no exception. He’s drenched in sweat and holding his belly like an alien is about to burst out of it. I know his name, but for some reason it seems too familiar – too presumptuous – to use it.


He takes a deep breath and fixes his eyes on the ground, never once looking at me directly. When the younger kids drag their feet after break I usually threaten them with a visit to the head teacher, Mr Spencer. The playground is almost empty now, and I don’t want him getting into any trouble.


‘Lunch is over,’ I say, relying on the age-old practice of shamelessly stating the obvious. ‘Do you know where you need to be?’


He looks at his watch, and then finally at me. ‘Yes,’ he says.


I begin to follow as he steps past me, but instead of heading inside he makes straight for the front gate.


‘You can’t just …’


The real problem with being head boy – apart from everybody saying I suck off Mr Spencer under his desk – is that I have no actual authority. If Owen hears me, he doesn’t show it. He must already know that the main gate is kept locked during the day, because he heads for the staff car-park entrance and on to the road. He glances up at the sky, and then puts his head down, feet pounding away from the school without looking back.




Chapter Two


Duncan


I invoke Emergency Girl Protocol #3 to tidy my bedroom quickly enough: dirty clothes kicked under the bed, antidepressants hidden in the bedside table, dirty plates piled outside the door where Dad will spend five minutes loudly refusing to pick them up before doing it anyway, then spray enough air freshener to drown a canary and delete every last cookie of my internet search history.


The entire process is designed to take less than two minutes so that if a girl was about to arrive on short notice she would never see how I really live. Owen isn’t a girl, obviously, but despite the extraordinarily low probability of such an occurrence it’s only sensible to run a drill now and again.


I hear Dad come to an outraged halt outside my bedroom door. ‘I’m not picking up these plates!’ he singsongs.


While I wait for the air to become breathable again I set an episode of Battlestar Galactica playing on my laptop. It’s the one where the exiled fleet meets another ship full of survivors and everybody realises they’re not the only humans left in the entire universe. The new ship has a hard-ass lady captain who awakened in me an interest in tightly fitted military gear I never knew I possessed.


I check the clock. There isn’t time, and it definitely wouldn’t help with the smell.


It’s strange when you introduce somebody to your room for the first time. I don’t bother cleaning up for Lorenzo or the other guys because they’ve known me long enough that they won’t judge. It’s not like they bother coming over much now anyway. When it’s a new somebody it feels sort of intimate, like you’re showing them a little piece of your soul. Except, for somebody new, you always clean up and hide your terrible secrets so what they see isn’t quite real at all.


Whatever Owen was feeling on the playground earlier was definitely real. I hardly recognised whatever emotion that look on his face was betraying: an overpriced smoothie of fear, sadness, dread and anger. Intense enough to make him run away from school in the middle of the day.


My phone vibrates. A message from Lorenzo: Ready for your big date?


He’s being a knob, obviously, but I’m jittery enough that it could be a date. Not that I’d know what going on a date feels like. My assumption is TERROR with multiple exclamation points.


Before going downstairs I do one final sweep of my bedroom and wonder what it says about me to a stranger – the Battlestar Galactica poster on the wall (signed by precisely one-fifth of the main cast), the bank of shelves containing sci-fi Blu-rays, books and graphic novels, the games consoles piled in a tangle of wires around my tiny TV, and the threadbare armchair shoved into a corner because I refused to let it be thrown away. Lorenzo has started referring to the room not-so-affectionately as my sad nerd cave.


Lorenzo’s room is now poster-free in what I assume is an attempt to seem more grown up. The only concession to his personality is the assortment of free weights leaving dents in the carpet.


I’m pretty sure I know which room I like better.


The plates are gone from outside my door. By the time I head down to the kitchen, full hospitality protocol is in effect. The thickest tablecloth we own covers the table, which is now laden with plates of quiche, halloumi skewers, prosciutto on crackers, and other fancy stuff I don’t even recognise. Mum has applied to be on Come Dine With Me so many times they must have blacklisted her by now.


‘Did you get my instant noodles?’ I ask.


Mum sighs theatrically and throws me a packet of Asda-brand chicken-flavoured noodles. ‘Some mothers might take offence that you prefer those over my best spread.’


I’m so happy Saeed isn’t there to hear my mum say ‘best spread’.


‘It just means Dad can eat double in my place,’ I say, snapping on the kettle.


Dad flicks soapy water at me from the washing-up bowl. ‘I’ll blame you when I’m the one who has a heart attack.’


Mum gives him a non-jovial frown and he turns away sheepishly. There isn’t time to find out why before the front door bangs open, sending a gust of cold air through the house. It’s raining outside, and when Emily storms into the kitchen her wheelchair leaves faint wet trails across the hard floor.


‘They quit,’ my young sister snarls, throwing off her raincoat.


Mum hurries to retrieve it. ‘Who quit?’


‘Steph and Renata!’


‘They’re not doing the talent show?’ says Dad, snapping off his yellow rubber gloves.


Emily growls in frustration, as if we should telepathically know exactly what’s happened. ‘Cowards! Abandoners!’


Every year our school holds a talent show that generally serves only to demonstrate the profound dearth of talent among the populace. Emily and her friends had entered with some kind of dance routine we haven’t been allowed to see yet.


‘Why have they quit?’ I ask.


Emily scowls. ‘I’m not telling.’


That’s one thing I like about my sister: she never lies, she just stubbornly refuses to tell the truth.


‘I’m sorry, darling,’ says Mum, just as the doorbell rings. ‘Can we commiserate about it later?’


‘There’s no need to commiserate!’ Emily proclaims, as Mum hurries off to answer the door. ‘Those deserters won’t stop me from performing!’


I grimace. ‘You’re going to dance by yourself?’


She fixes me with a steely glare. ‘If I have to.’


By the time I reach the front door our guests are already shuffling inside, carrying the smell of rain with them. Mrs Marlow stamps her feet on the mat, shaking raindrops from her red anorak. She’s tall and skinny, bony fingers wrapped around the neck of a bottle of wine that she thrusts at Dad to parry his enthusiastic attempt at cheek kissing. Her small eyes flick rapidly around the hallway, like she’s scanning for threats. Mum takes the anorak and hangs it dripping on a peg.


‘It’s blowing a gale out there,’ says Mrs Marlow, pulling an opener straight from the awkward-conversation handbook.


‘Oh, it’s terrible,’ says Dad, meeting the play head-on. ‘Come on through and dry off.’


Owen is still half hidden by the door, cleaning rain from his glasses. His long, dark hair hangs in limp strands across his face. There are heavy bags under his eyes, like he might not have slept for days.


‘Do we need to take our shoes off?’ he asks.


‘If you wouldn’t mind,’ Mum says sweetly, like she wouldn’t amputate his legs at the knee if he dared take another step.


I nod at Owen, and he nods back, apparently remembering me from earlier. It’s official – we are on embarrassed masculine nodding terms.


Emily pivots her chair to lead us all through to the kitchen.


‘Have you eaten?’ Mum asks.


‘Sorry, yes,’ says Mrs Marlow, goggling at the abundance of food. ‘I hope you didn’t go to too much trouble.’


Mum deflates a little. She’d already been cooking for hours by the time I got home from school.


‘It’s all right, I’ll eat your share,’ says Emily, reaching for a plate.


Dad crams a handful of peanuts into his mouth, which rather undermines the clipped posh tone he always assumes in company. ‘Duncan, I believe you already know Owen from school?’


‘Yeah, sort of,’ I say.


Owen nods, eyes on the food. It’s as if he’s been told he can only eat one thing, and he wants to make sure he chooses wisely.


‘I’m making some noodles if you want some?’ I tear open the packet of flavour, pour the bright yellow powder over the block of dry noodles, and add the boiling water before shoving the whole thing into the microwave.


Mum throws up her hands in despair, but Owen nods. ‘All right.’


We all share a painfully extended silence as the microwave hums and Dad crunches another mouthful of peanuts.


‘We’re really grateful for the invite,’ insists Mrs Marlow.


The microwave finishes with a ding! I grab a tea towel and retrieve the steaming noodles, now dyed a luminescent yellow.


‘Duncan, why don’t you show Owen your room?’


‘I would be delighted,’ I say with a mock bow. ‘Care to follow me?’


Mum lightly slaps the side of my head and I flash her a grin. Emily glares at me – apparently there’ll be no such easy escape for her. I swaddle my hands in tea towels to carry the steaming bowl. Owen grabs a couple of forks and follows me out of the kitchen.


For some reason I’m relieved to find my room still tidy, like it might have thrown a tantrum of disarray in my absence.


‘Sorry if you had better plans for tonight,’ I say, shutting the door behind us.


Now he looks at me, cheeks flushing red. ‘These are the first plans I’ve had since we moved here.’


‘No pressure, then.’ I wave him to the bed and hand over the bowl of noodles. Rain drums against the window behind him. ‘I don’t know what you want to do – I’ve got movies, or we could play something?’


Owen digs a fork into the noodles and slurps up a mouthful. He chews once, twice, and then pulls a face like I’ve fed him boiled tapeworms. ‘These are terrible.’


I blink at him, unsure what to say. ‘I love instant noodles.’


‘I do too.’ He sets the bowl aside and wipes the back of his hand across his lips. ‘But you need proper noodles. I’ll get you some next time.’


‘Oookay. Thanks?’


Owen glances back at the window and shoots to his feet, as if he’s seen a monster lurking behind the glass. He recovers by crossing to my shelves to run a finger along the spines of my Blu-rays and games. ‘Alphabetical order,’ he says.


‘Yeah, I know,’ I say, waiting for him to find fault with the system or me for employing it. Lorenzo used to mix a few around whenever I went to the toilet, just to see how long it would take me to notice.


‘And no Transformers movies,’ he adds, nodding appreciatively.


I don’t tell him that I torrented them because I knew they’d be rubbish but kind of wanted to see them anyway. I always buy the Blu-ray of something I really like. My shelf has plenty of choice, even though I mostly just re-watch Battlestar Galactica.


‘You seen this?’ I say, pointing to where the episode is still paused on my laptop.


‘I don’t watch much TV. What is it?’


I already regret mentioning it. ‘Battlestar Galactica, probably the greatest TV show of all time.’


He leans down to study the screen more closely, like he might have missed some important detail. ‘What do you like about it?’


At first I think it’s a dig, a little more subtle than his noodle criticism. Then he raises his eyes to mine and I realise he’s genuinely interested. ‘I don’t know …’ I say. But of course I do know, I think about it constantly, and all at once I’m too excited to not tell him.


‘It’s got all the cool sci-fi stuff – dog fights in space, alien planets, cool tech – with special effects decent for TV. But it’s also, like, really human? It’s got politics, and love, and it’s funny. It’s all about people trying to find where they belong after everything they knew is destroyed, trying to carry on like everything can be normal again, when it never really can be.’


Owen seems to think about this for a moment, his face unreadable until a smile creeps on to his lips. ‘Wow. I thought it was just about killer robots.’


‘It has those too.’ I quietly kick myself for showing too much enthusiasm. ‘Lorenzo refused to keep watching because he said the “hot robots” weren’t naked enough of the time.’


‘Lorenzo’s your friend?’


‘Yeah. My best friend.’ It’s weird that I can only say it with uncertainty.


Owen returns to the bed. Before he sits down he glances out of the window, and then pulls the curtains closed. I’m beginning to consider the possibility that he’s going to murder me.


Narrator: He probably wouldn’t murder him.


I pick up a fork just in case.


‘I saw you all on the playground,’ he says. ‘So, which rumours have you heard?’


I’ve never seen a single person at school talk to him, so I have no idea how he could have heard the stories. He’s caught me off guard, and he knows it.


‘You’re variously a murderer, a rapist, a torturer and rapist of animals, and a brainwashed Scientologist on the run from Tom Cruise,’ I say, counting them off on my fingers.


Owen laughs loudly, the sound ringing around the room. It’s matched by a muffled burst of laughter from the kitchen. ‘Funny, isn’t it, how I can be so many different things when everybody has stayed as far away from me as possible.’


Hello, uncomfortable silence, old friend.


I glance at my laptop. A Cylon disguised as a supermodel is paused on screen, walking among humans and hoping nobody will discover the truth about her. My bedroom door nudges open, and our cat toddles inside, making straight to rub himself against Owen’s legs.


‘This is Cuthbert,’ I say. ‘You’re not allergic, are you?’


He leans down to scratch Bert’s squashy cheeks. ‘Cuthbert is the most middle-class name for a cat I’ve ever heard.’


‘For the record, I wanted to call him Starbuck.’


‘Is that a … ?’


‘Battlestar Galactica reference, yeah.’


‘Approximately how much of your day-to-day conversation is about Battlestar Galactica?’


‘At least 33 per cent.’


‘Is that another …?’


‘Yep.’


I have no idea if he hates me or not. He squeezes his eyes tightly shut and then smiles at me, almost like he’s relieved the exchange hasn’t offended me. For some reason I feel like I have to press the advantage.


‘Were you okay today?’ I ask. ‘When you ran off after lunch I thought—’


‘Do you want to know the truth?’ Owen says, straightening up and tucking a strand of hair behind his ear. ‘You’ll hear it eventually anyway.’


Why does it feel like I’m being tested? ‘Only if you want to tell me.’


He squeezes his jaw tight, and then winces as he reaches a decision. ‘We moved here because my dad died.’


The room is so quiet that I just have to respond as quickly as possible. ‘Oh, man. I’m sorry.’ A sentiment that never sounds genuine, no matter how much you mean it.


He nods, crossing his arms over his chest. ‘Four months ago he had a heart attack on a train. Nobody noticed for over three hours, until the guard tried to wake him up at the final stop. He was a teacher at my school, and going back afterwards didn’t work out. Mum wanted a fresh start, so …’
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