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For Mum




Foreword


The Fallen Children owes a tremendous debt to John Wyndham’s essential 1957 novel The Midwich Cuckoos. As an eleven-year-old I saw the (quite terrible) 1995 film adaptation Village of the Damned, fell in love with it, and sought out the book. Its central idea stayed with me, and when I reread it as an adult I realised that, despite being in many ways decidedly old-fashioned, it held the seed of a story fiercely relevant to young people today.


Young people are not properly nurtured in the UK. The bar for entry to education and training has been raised out of reach for many; English universities charge the highest tuition fees in the developed world,1 and student grants have been replaced with loans.2 Those who do make it face a scarcity of opportunity; youth unemployment is the worst it’s been for twenty years3 and access to benefits is increasingly restricted. The UK faces a youth mental health crisis; a third of teenage girls in England suffer with depression and anxiety, and more young people than ever don’t believe they control their destiny.4


It has not been this hard for young people to make their way in the world for generations, and yet they are saddled with the blame, widely written off as lazy, entitled, and self-obsessed; the so-called ‘selfie-generation’.


It really sucks.


The Fallen Children reflects this by borrowing the core concept of The Midwich Cuckoos and inflicting it upon contemporary teenagers. These young people face impossible circumstances outside of their control and fight them regardless, even as the world around them assumes the worst and does everything it can to drag them down.


That’s the amazing thing about young people; even when so many have given up on them, they will never give up on themselves.


It will be hard, and they will make mistakes, and sometimes they will want to give up – nobody gets an easy ride in The Fallen Children. I hope this story – of children with unlimited potential and their struggle to find a place in the world – shows that the world must believe in young people, as they are the key to a better, kinder future.


David Owen, August 2016





_______________


1 see http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/universityeducation/12013303/University-students-in-England-pay-the-highest-tuition-fees-in-the-world.html


2 see http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-36940172


3 see https://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/feb/22/youth-unemployment-jobless-figure


4 see https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/aug/22/third-teenage-girls-depression-anxiety-survey-trend-truant




A Livestream


The screen is divided into three boxes: a video game, a chat room, and a livestream of a girl in her bedroom. She is sitting on the bed, hunched forward over the desk, a video game poster tacked on the wall behind her.


There is no warning before the girl folds into a slump. Just a crackle of static – like a ghost yearning to speak – and she’s asleep.


Her virtual adversaries make the most of the unexpected lull.




Game Over. KillerKeisha has fallen in battle.





Messages of confusion and annoyance fill the chat room. One-by-one her spectators exit the game.


Text continues to crawl across the bottom of the screen.




Playing my way to uni! Click the button to donate.





A menu pops up in-game. Two options: Respawn or Quit.


The livestream image flickers. Then the sound of her bedroom door opening, creaking shyly wide: the girl has company.


She does not stir.


The bed covers shift. They are being tugged toward the foot of the bed, dragging the girl beyond the webcam’s field of vision.


Tug. A careless gesture offers the briefest glimpse of the intruder.


Tug. Fingers, long and gnarled.


Tug. Grabbing at her thighs.


A low, resonant hum rises inside the speakers. After a moment only the side of the girl’s face remains in view. The sound fuzzes, fizzles. Dies.


The girl in the screen does not wake.




PART ONE




Chapter One


Morris


It’s a weird feeling, literally running for your life.


Their footsteps behind me boom off the walls of the grubby brick houses that line the road. Closer every second.


Months sitting around indoors has not done great things for my cardio. The cold rakes at my lungs as I heave another desperate breath and a stitch bites at my side, but I force myself to ignore it all and keep running. My best hope of cheating death is knowing the estate better than my three pursuers. This is the last place I want to die. So much blood has been spilled on these streets already that no one would notice a few pints more.


I kick off the kerb and leap through a narrow gap in the bushes at the edge of the industrial park. I used to head this way after school to meet Keisha for a smoke and some make-out time. Before she put an end to all that.


The road is slick with rain. My battered old trainers struggle for grip. I risk a glance back just in time to see them burst through the bushes. There are two smaller guys I don’t recognise, but I know the guy leading them all too well. Me and Tyrone used to be mates – or I thought we were – until he changed from friend to thug; as soon as he realised he could flick my head off my shoulders with his little finger, we were finished.


I slide between a parked car and a skip piled high with bricks. Being small has its downside – see above – but it also has advantages sometimes. A layer of fog has settled and the air feels thick and heavy. Reflected streetlights bleed through to the tarmac, which glows eerily underfoot. It’s late, the streets as empty as always at this time, especially on a Sunday full of rain.


A row of squat council houses hides a sharp corner. I skid around it and Midwich Tower looms into view. In the hazy air it looks like a stack of dull light bulbs teetering into the sky.


The problem is, I’ve forgotten my key. Again. I’ll have to press the entry buzzer and pray. Mum left for work ages ago so there’s no point ringing our flat, but Keisha might still be awake. They’re gaining on me. No choice but to try. I whip my phone out my back pocket and call her as I run.


No answer.


I’d avoided Tyrone successfully for weeks, not going out at night, ignoring text messages and calls, but tonight I caved. I just had to get out of the tower.


It’s sod’s law that I practically walked right into him.


It all kicked off.


I should have guessed this would happen. Three grand borrowed from Tyrone. Drug money, every penny, but I tried not to think about that. I’d hoped the loan might make something of me – hoped I could spin it into profit. It turns out that being fresh out of school with no exams and crashing out of an apprenticeship isn’t the best way to make your fortune.


All it’s going to make me at this rate is dead.


I round a corner into the car park and the shadow of the tower. I cut close to the low perimeter fence and vault over into a scrubby back garden, tripping over kids’ toys before I reach the next fence. I land in the bin enclosure just as I hear them reach the corner.


The stink of the bins lingers on the air and I hold my breath against it. The tower-side gate into my enclosure is shut, so they won’t see me if they don’t come looking. I push myself into a narrow space between the big wheelie bins. The freezing metal feels like it scorches my skin.


Straight away the footsteps slow down. A lifetime of nights hanging out here means I know the car park better than anywhere else in the world. Which is a bit sad, really. There’s the crappiest collection of cars ever, some of which haven’t moved for years, as well as a fresh pile of fly-tipped junk around the already balding tree. A lot of places for someone to hide. They don’t know it like I do, and now they’re not so confident.


‘You see him?’ says one voice.


‘Nah,’ says Tyrone. ‘Watch yourselves.’


They move across the car park like police combing a crime scene. I listen to the scrape of their feet. The metal bins make me shiver. Yeah, all right, I’m shaking. Something doesn’t feel right, and it’s not just the guys sniffing me out for a beating.


It’s too quiet. There’s usually sirens or a plane roaring over or some waster with their TV cranked up too loud. The only thing I hear now is a sort of low-level hum, barely loud enough to break through the thud-thud-thud of my heart in my ears.


‘Morris!’ shouts Tyrone. ‘Come out, come out!’


My heart shudders like a goldfish shaken in its bowl. I tense my legs, ready to spring over the fence. I know all the best routes of escape.


‘Remember what I said,’ he says. ‘There are other ways to pay up, Mo.’


That’s how it starts. A favour. Then it becomes a regular phone call. I’d be working for him before I knew it.


I can’t go down that road. Not yet.


Their footsteps move away from me towards the tower. There’s a gap in the enclosure fence just wide enough for me to see through. The small playing green, grass sodden and slippery, lies between me and the tower entrance. A single orange light suspended over the heavy door lights up a dirty metal plaque engraved with the words: Midwich Tower.


Home, sweet home.


Me and Keisha used to play a game. We would go up to the roof of the block and imagine what we’d buy for our friends and family if we won the lottery. It made me feel good, that generosity, even if it was just imaginary. That was the first time I noticed Keisha was changing. Instead of saying she’d buy her dad a Beamer and her mum a personal shopping day at Westfield, she said she’d just buy the tower and blow it into gravel.


I can see my bedroom window, as blank as all the others at this time of night. I glance higher to Siobhan’s window, hoping she might still be awake. It’s dark. She’ll be snoring like a warthog in a gas mask by now. The only lights are in the corridors, and even those look dimmer than usual, like they’ve been smothered.


‘What was that?’ says one of the guys as they walk into my narrow field of vision. They’ve rounded the peeling red railings that separate the grass from the path. The smaller guys are staring up at the tower.


‘You think he climbed away?’ says Tyrone, and kisses his teeth.


When I was a kid I used to be able to climb up the side of the block like a spider, though I was always too scared to go higher than the third floor. It was supposed to impress Keisha. Maybe it did, for a little while.


‘Swear down, I saw something up there.’


Tyrone ignores him and glances around like I might jump him any second. Like that would be a good idea.


If I stay here long enough they’ll go away. It won’t get me off the hook for long, but it’s enough for now. It gives me one more chance to try and sort everything out. I’m going to start by always remembering my bloody key.


Tyrone creeps towards the door. It’ll only open if they tap an electronic fob or if someone buzzes them inside. Luckily most of the locals are too paranoid to let strangers in the building this late.


He curses in frustration as he walks for the locked door. ‘Forget this. We’ll get him when—’


He collapses on the spot before he can finish the threat.


The other two shrink back like he’s been hit by a sniper’s bullet. Tyrone lies completely still, the side of his face against the pavement like he’s listening for vibrations. The other two overcome their shock and run forwards. As soon as they reach him their legs switch off and they hit the ground too.


Keisha


I don’t remember falling asleep. I don’t even remember feeling tired.


The first thing I register is a damp patch against my cheek where my dribble has soaked into the bed sheets. My headphones are still plugged in, but the wires are tight around my neck. I sit up straight to slacken the noose and a sharp pain pierces my stomach, making me wince.


Then I notice the desktop screen and realise the stream is still live, beaming my face onto the internet.


To add insult to injury, I’ve been kicked from the game due to inactivity.


Well, this isn’t embarrassing at all.


The chat feed is revealing:




Keisha, u all right?


WAKE UP.


She’s getting some black beauty sleep.


Now she’s dead . . . in the game I mean.





After that the comments slowly degenerated into abuse, only some of it racist, before even the haters got bored and the chat emptied out. The timestamp on what must have been the first comment after I fell asleep was twenty minutes ago. How is it gone midnight?


‘Sorry, everyone,’ I mutter, as if there’s anyone left to listen.


I exit the game and shut off the webcam.


I’ve never fallen asleep during a livestream before. It can’t be good for viewer numbers. Usually I’m too busy owning fools to even think about napping but now it feels like a cat is scrambling to climb up behind my eyes. There’s no reason I should be this groggy.


Something else doesn’t feel right, something I hadn’t noticed before, something that slowly creeps up on me now. I woke up at the bottom of the bed, where the covers are scrunched into a ball. The door is ajar . . . My revision notes are strewn across the floor . . . My cup of water has been spilled . . .


Someone was in here while I was sleeping.


The notification light blinks on my phone. I swipe the screen awake and find a missed call from Morris, about five minutes ago. Like I want to deal with him right now. Thank god it didn’t wake me up.


I’m clearing up the mess when a noise in the living room makes me jump.


‘Mum?’


I open my door, peer out before crossing the hallway. A table lamp’s been knocked onto the floor. It’s rocking rhythmically back and forth, throwing shadows across the walls. Mum’s lying on her side on the sofa, her head lolling back against the cushions and her mouth open like she’s trying to catch something. It’s pretty common for her to fall asleep in front of her programmes. But this time the TV screen is blank except for the short message: You are not currently receiving any signal. She usually wakes up the second the TV’s switched off – it’s the only way Dad can get her to bed.


‘Mum,’ I say again, gently taking her hand.


I look around the sitting room and through to the kitchen. There’s no sign of Dad. I squeeze her hand but she doesn’t even stir.


‘Come on,’ I say, shaking her shoulder, panic rising in my chest.


The unsteady light makes it difficult to see her face clearly. I have to lean in close to see that her chest is rising and sinking. Air whines from her nose every time she breathes out. At least the excitement of her late shows hasn’t finally killed her. But that doesn’t explain why she won’t wake up. A tendril of dread reaches down my throat into my stomach and makes me feel like a little kid.


‘What’s going on?’ I say.


Without warning a voice booms from the TV behind me, making me jump. The signal is back.


‘They mostly come at night. Mostly.’


Christ! Mum always has it way too loud, no matter how many times the neighbours complain. She’s not even old. It started when she cranked it up to block out the arguments from upstairs, and it just ended up staying that way. I find the remote and switch it off.


That’s when I notice the sound outside the front door. A throaty purr, almost electronic. I hurry across to make sure it’s locked. It’s not. In fact, it’s open. Only a crack, but in Midwich Tower anyone with half a brain keeps their front door locked at night.


I put my eye to the peephole. The fisheye view shows the grey corridor is empty, the orange bulb overhead glowing less brightly than normal. It must be on its way out. It’ll take them months to replace it.


I pull the door wider and peer into the hallway. It’s freezing out there and quieter than usual. I wrap my arms around myself.


The noise starts again. A purr that vibrates along the hallway from the stairwell and then grows distant, as if it’s moving up the building. Gritting my teeth against the pain in my stomach, I follow it up the cold concrete steps.


On the seventh floor, one floor up, someone lurches into my path and we collide. Automatically my hands come up to fight, but then I see it’s just Maida, the girl who lives in the flat above me. She’s barefoot and trembling in baby blue pyjamas.


‘You heard it too?’ she says.


I nod. ‘I couldn’t wake up my mum.’ It surprises me how much I sound like a frightened child.


‘My whole family,’ says Maida.


She lives with her parents and shares a room with a younger brother. She’s a year younger than me. If I even look at her in the halls her dad frowns at me, like I’m going to corrupt her with a glance. They’re pretty strict Muslims. She watches my livestreams. That’s all I know about her.


Except now I know she’s involved in whatever the hell is going on here.


‘There’s blood on you,’ I say, noticing a spatter of red marking the inside leg of her pyjama bottoms, already hardening into a dark crust.


She points back at me. ‘You too.’


I look down at my jeans. My crotch is spotted with blood. I press my fingers to it. There isn’t any pain, but my fingertips come away startling and wet with too-bright red.


Morris


Silence settles, disturbed only by that low hum. I stare through the fence at their bodies. A breath of wind ruffles their clothes but they don’t move an inch. I stay crouched between the bins. It could be a trap. A really weird trap.


When I can’t bear it any longer and my knees start quivering with cold I get up and push open the gate. It creaks with rust. All the windows in the tower are still unlit, which means no one has noticed what’s going on outside. As I near the block the humming gets louder. I take another step forwards and address the heap.


‘Hey,’ I say quietly, then louder, ‘Hey! You okay?’


In reply, one of the guys snores. They’re asleep!


This doesn’t make sense. They went from homicidal to nap time in seconds flat, with nothing in between. I step away.


Looking around, I notice something on the path just beyond the tower entrance, where it narrows between the block on one side and a long wooden fence on the other: lying flat on its stomach, chin against the pavement, is Mr Hillier’s cat, its legs splayed at odd angles like it fell asleep mid-strut.


The humming swells in my ears and makes my skin tingle. I look up at the tower again and shudder.


If I try to reach the door, I could wind up joining the slumber party on the pavement. But if something’s going on inside, Keisha needs my help.


I grab my phone and dial her number again. It rings until it switches to generic voicemail. She hates it when I leave a message so I hang up.


Another grumbling snore draws my attention back to the guys on the path. I pull my thin coat tighter around me. Then I point the phone at them and start to record.


Keisha


Something has happened to us. I grab Maida and pull her close to me.


‘Are you okay?’ says Maida, like I’m crazy.


It should be me asking the question. I nod, trying not to think about the blood.


We stare hard at each other for a long moment. Then together we turn towards the stairs and begin to climb.


The purring has stopped now, but the hum that’s been hanging in the background gets louder the higher we go. We climb all the way to the top. Floor thirteen. Up here it feels like there’s an electric current on the air, a pulse that tingles on my skin and chases away the cold.


We shuffle side-by-side along the bare concrete corridor. The floor is damp and gritty under my feet. The air smells like wet dog. The lights aren’t even strong enough for us to see the end of the corridor. It looks endlessly dark. At the far end is a hatch in the ceiling that leads out to the roof. It’s supposed to be sealed but Morris bust the padlock ages ago so we could sunbathe and stuff. It’s a miracle none of us ever fell over the side.


I don’t know what does it – maybe the false happiness of those days with Morris, or just remembering the warmth of the sun – but something in me snaps, and all the fear and anger I’ve been holding back washes over me. I have to know what happened here; what happened to me.


I accidently kick an empty and discarded Relentless can, and it clatters along the floor. Ahead of us we hear the thunk of the hatch slamming shut – so there is someone there. I run towards it, but before I reach the hatch I trip over something in the darkness and fall flat on my face. Groping around to feel my way, I touch something warm and soft and I cry out. It’s a body, sprawled across the corridor.


Maida helps me to my knees. In the dim light I see the face.


‘Dad?’ I push my fingers clumsily against his neck to feel for a pulse.


A small pool of blood has clogged the dust around his nose where it hit the concrete. It must be broken. Before I can find a pulse he snores loudly, the same hippo-snort that barges through my wall every night and keeps me awake. I shake him hard but it doesn’t interrupt the noise.


‘My dad snores like the apocalypse too,’ says Maida.


I try a reassuring smile, as much for me as for her, but it comes off more like a grimace. I glance up. Dad has collapsed outside old Mr Hillier’s flat. He’s lived in the building longer than anyone. The block doesn’t have a working lift, so he hardly goes out anymore, and nobody visits him. We have a spare key so we can bring him shopping a few times a week and make sure he’s okay. There’s no reason Dad should be up here in the middle of the night.


A heavy clacking noise starts up overhead – it must be on the roof – and the humming intensifies alongside it. Bright white light flares in the dirty safety glass of the windows, and the orange bulbs along the corridor blaze so brightly I think they’re going to burst. I pull Maida close as the floor starts to shake, making every door knocker along the hall rattle.


There’s a whoosh, like an airlock opening; the corridor seems to drain of oxygen and for a moment I can’t breathe. Then the humming stops abruptly. The white light vanishes, taking the rattling with it. Oxygen rushes back. Overhead the orange bulbs fade to their usual candle glow.


My body feels carved hollow. I can barely describe it. When I look at Maida I know she feels it too.


Abandoned.




Chapter Two


Keisha


Dad jerks awake, sucking in air like he hasn’t breathed for days. He lifts his face from the concrete with a moan of pain.


‘You don’t want to move too quickly,’ I tell him.


We help him to his feet. He winces as he dabs at his nose. ‘What the hell happened?’


I look at Maida and she shrugs. There’s too much to explain, too much I don’t understand . . . All I know for sure is fear.


Dad draws us away towards the stairs. ‘I must have tripped or something. You okay, love?’ he says to me as we start down. I nod and he turns to Maida. ‘Does your dad know you’re out at . . . what time is it, anyway?’


Maida looks sheepish. ‘If he’d been awake he wouldn’t have been too happy about it.’


‘Maybe we’ll keep it between us, eh?’


It doesn’t work out that way.


As soon as we reach the seventh floor her dad appears in the stairwell entrance sporting a frown and some serious bed head. A white vest clings tightly to the boulder of his stomach.


‘What are you doing out here?’ he hisses at Maida.


He’s fuming, of course. No surprise there; we’ve heard through the ceiling how he bellows at his daughter for the slightest thing.


‘It’s my fault,’ says Dad, before Maida can speak. ‘I had an accident and she came to help.’


It’s hardly a fool-proof explanation, but going by the state of Dad’s bloodied nose alone it’s plausible. We all wait for Mr Masood’s reaction. His eyes fix me with a warning, and he ushers Maida away towards their flat without another word.


‘Close one,’ says Dad.


We head back down to the flat, Dad mumbling about his nose, but I barely hear him. I’m replaying the evening, still trying to piece it together. The strangeness of finding Mum, then Maida, then Dad. The blood on my jeans. The fact that someone was in my room.


When we get back, the front door’s still hanging open like I’d left it, and inside Mum is on the sofa watching the end of a movie as if nothing out of the ordinary has happened. When she sees the state of Dad she shrieks and makes such a fuss it’s like he’s returning home from war or something. Above us, we can hear Maida’s dad shouting his disapproval at his miserable daughter. That’s the last thing she needs, and I want to go up there and tell him so. I stop myself at the door, knowing that I wouldn’t know what to say to make any of this better. I wait to hear Maida’s voice, silently plead for her to fight back, to do what I can’t. Mr Masood doesn’t give her a chance.


I’m just about to shut the door when I hear a familiar voice call from down the corridor.


‘Wait up!’


Morris


She tries to shut the door in my face – like I’m a debt collector or something – but I’m fast enough to jam my foot against the frame. Yeah, I’d risk my toes for this girl.


‘Your mum buzzed me in,’ I say, breathing hard. ‘Just give me a minute, yeah?’


She steps into the corridor and pulls the door to behind her. I can tell she’s rattled. Usually she looks at me with disgust – disgust I know I don’t deserve – but now she’s pale and distracted.


‘I’m really not in the mood for another row,’ she says.


‘This isn’t about me and you,’ I say.


She moves her hands to cover the top of her jeans, but not before I see a stain there. I probably shouldn’t be looking, but I swear it’s blood. I can’t ignore that.


‘You okay?’


‘It’s not your job to worry about me.’


‘I do, though. And something really weird is going on.’


‘Yeah,’ she says, and she glances down at her jeans. ‘I noticed.’




Chapter Three


Siobhan


The supply teacher keeps us at arm’s length on the way to the front office, like she thinks we might chuck up on her or something.


‘I’m going to be sick all over the floor, miss,’ I say, just to watch her squirm.


Keisha rolls her eyes so hard I can practically hear them. When Keish put her hand up to say she was feeling sick, the whole class stared at her like she’d started singing the YMCA in Swahili (these days she’s teacher’s pet – the one nobody likes); when my hand went up, they all just laughed (my reputation as a chancer hasn’t wavered). Only this time, I’m not faking.


Unsurprisingly, the supply teacher couldn’t care less.


Somebody is already parked on the sick bench in the reception area. It’s Maida, that Pakistani girl from the block, holding her stomach like it’s trying to escape.


‘You feel sick too?’ Keisha asks.


Maida nods. ‘But it’s worth it to get out of maths.’


I snort-laugh. ‘I’d high five you,’ I say, ‘but I might spew.’


Miss leaves us without a word. She’s already been gone too long. Her classroom is probably on fire by now.


I drop onto the wooden bench. There’s nothing like a hard seat to remind you how much your arse and thighs have spread. Keisha stares reluctantly at the tiny space that isn’t being taken up by my body fat. I’m basically a disease to her these days. While she weighs up her options, I remind myself not to care what she thinks.


I take out my phone and check my eyeliner flicks in the camera. I tried getting it just like the video showed. My eyes look a bit wonky, but it’s not too bad.


‘You both deserve to feel sick,’ I say, adjusting my fringe. ‘Neither of you liked my cupcake business on Facebook yet.’


‘Are your cupcakes Halal?’ says Maida.


‘I do chocolate and strawberry swirl.’


She hisses through her teeth. ‘I’m afraid your cupcakes are against my religion.’


She catches Keisha’s eye, and I see them both fight off a smile. Right, so they’re laughing at me. Classy bitches.


Whatevs.


‘What’s your excuse, Keish?’ I look her straight in the eye because I know it makes her uncomfortable.


‘I don’t think we’re friends on Facebook.’


‘Oh,’ I say, smiling tightly. ‘That’s right.’


She can pretend all she likes but I know she gives a shit. I know she feels guilty for ending our friendship, cutting me off like I meant nothing to her.


Keisha finally sits down, but talks across me like I’m not even there. ‘You okay after last night?’


Maida sighs. ‘I didn’t get much sleep.’


‘Your dad seemed pretty pissed off.’


I only know two things about Maida:




1. Her dad always seems pretty pissed off.


2. When she smiles it looks strained, like she’s a lot older than her age.





To be honest, I’ve never been bothered to get to know her.


‘All he cares about is getting me into medical school. He’d go mental if he knew I was missing maths right now,’ she shrugs. ‘Far as I’m concerned that’s the one upside to feeling this rubbish. I couldn’t give a toss about maths, or medicine.’


‘What’s wrong with wanting to be a doctor?’ Keisha says.


‘Nothing. Not for you, anyway. You’ll kick the crap out of your exams; the rest of us are just hoping we can scrape through.’


Keisha opens her mouth to argue but Maida doesn’t give her the chance.


‘Anyway, this doctor thing is my dad’s dream, not mine,’ she says. ‘I don’t want to deal with all that blood.’


Their eyes meet for a second, like they know something I don’t, before they both look at their laps.


‘If I was smart enough to be a doctor I wouldn’t think twice,’ I say.


School’s never been my thing. If I had a choice between school and a crappy job, I’d take the job. At least then I could save. But getting a job is easier said than done – there was a web design apprenticeship I wanted, but I couldn’t get a place.


Maida’s lip twitches. ‘I don’t know. With my surname people expect doctor, IT helpdesk, or corner shop owner. Anything else and my CV goes right to the bottom of the pile. I always hoped I’d discover I have some kind of amazing natural talent, you know, like playing the piano or plate-spinning or something. But it’s looking more and more like I was born nothing special.’


‘Shut up,’ I say. ‘None of us can expect that stuff to just happen, as if life owes us; but we’re all born with something. Believing in yourself is what counts.’


Keisha rolls her eyes again. Of course she doesn’t get it. She’s the one who made me realise the only person I can really trust is myself.


‘What does your dad do that’s so great, anyway?’ I ask.


Maida smiles wryly. ‘IT helpdesk.’


The receptionist emerges from the office with a clipboard wedged against her gut. She looks at us through glasses slung low on her nose.


‘All of you feeling unwell?’ she says.


We nod like synchronised swimmers.


The secretary makes a note on her clipboard. ‘What’s wrong with you?’


‘Stomach ache,’ we all say at once.


She hoists a roughly plucked eyebrow, then works her way down the page.


‘Okay, any unusual food eaten recently? Any allergies?’


‘I’m allergic to this interrogation,’ I say.


Maida’s the only one who laughs.


The secretary ignores me. ‘Any undisclosed medication? Any bleeding?’


My stomach does a back flip. I’d almost forgotten. ‘I—’ I begin, stopping when I sense both Keisha and Maida stiffen beside me.


The secretary looks at me over her glasses.


‘I, uh . . . noticed you haven’t liked my cupcake business yet, miss.’


‘No,’ she says, slashing a biro across the clipboard. ‘And I’ve told you before not to add me on Facebook. You three stay here until you feel well enough to go back to your lessons.’


She slouches back into the office and shuts the door.


A wave of nausea washes over me. Bile rises in my throat. Keisha watches like she’s trying to decide if I’m faking it or not.


‘I woke up with blood on me last night. I just thought I was early or something,’ I say. ‘Why did you two act like you’re hiding stigmata or something?’


Keisha and Maida exchange an uncertain look. It makes me want to smack them both.


‘Did you notice anything strange in the block last night?’ Keisha says.


‘Strange like what?’


She takes out her phone and goes into her videos. ‘Morris sent me this.’


I palm the screen away. ‘I don’t wanna see no video Mo’s sending you late at night.’


Keisha almost laughs. Almost. ‘He knows what would happen if he even tried.’


She holds the phone so we can all see the screen. The video is dark and blurry, with streaks of orange streetlight trailing across the picture. The block is on the right, the playing green opposite, the pavement cutting through the middle. Slumped across it is a small heap of bodies in front of the tower entrance.


‘Offing people now, is he?’ I say. ‘Getting dumped by you really did mess him up.’


A snore fuzzes through the speaker to prove me wrong. They’re not dead. They’re fast asleep.


Maida’s eyes widen. ‘Outside, too?’


Keisha nods.


‘Who are they?’


‘Morris said they were just some guys hanging around the block.’


The sleepers are face down, so there’s no way to recognise them. Still, I’d bet anything Morris knows exactly who they are. I wonder what he’s got himself into.


Behind the camera we can hear him breathing hard. There’s a scraping noise, and then something long and thin pushes into the frame. It’s a stick, wavering forward to poke at the bodies. They don’t move a muscle, not even when Morris jabs one of them in the ear.


‘He really is an idiot,’ I say.


‘He says they fell asleep when they got too close to the block,’ Keisha says. ‘Like there was a force field around it or something.’


I can’t help but laugh. ‘What are you chatting about?’


While Morris continues the prodding on the screen, Keisha tells me a story about falling asleep, somebody being in her room, following a weird noise up to the top floor. She shakes her head at every detail, like they might not be true, even with Maida jumping in occasionally to back her up.


‘So what actually happened?’ I say.


Neither of them can answer.


Before I can tell them they’ve both gone batshit crazy, the phone speaker fills up with a steady humming noise. A flash of white light floods the screen. Morris swears – loudly – and the camera swings around to face the tower.


The humming drops away to silence. On the screen I can just make out the roof of the block. Above it a streak of light is etched into the sky. It could just be camera glare. After a few seconds it fades away. Morris is swearing like there’s prize money. He must have seen something. He lets out a long breath. Then there’s the sound of a groan.


The camera view returns to earth and focuses on the collapsed bodies. All three are beginning to stir and stretch. Morris swears again and runs for the tower entrance before the video cuts off.


Yeah, like he didn’t know exactly who they were.


Keisha


‘Do I need to confiscate that?’


Automatically I shove the phone into my pocket. Mr Arnopp, my head of year, is standing over us with a mischievous smile. He’s not wearing his glasses, so the bright blue eyes that make all the girls (and a few of the boys) go weak at the knees are on full display. We were too busy watching the video to even notice him.


‘Just because it’s better than yours, sir,’ I say.


‘You know me, I’m still quite reliant on carrier pigeon.’ He puts his hands in his pockets and rocks on his heels. There’s something sharp in his gaze when he looks at Siobhan beside me. ‘What seems to be the problem, ladies? Typhus? Perhaps a startlingly localised outbreak of Ebola virus?’


I try to smile but I can’t quite pull it off. There seems to be a scarily localised outbreak of something much worse. The possibilities mount up at the back of my mind. I hold them firmly at a distance.


‘Ladies troubles, sir,’ says Maida.


I think of the blood on my jeans and my stomach lurches.


Mr Arnopp grins. ‘You won’t get rid of me that easily. One day in the future, Keisha, my dear, I want you to be curing such terrible plights. The last time I found you sitting here you were on the brink of expulsion.’


My teacher had confiscated my phone; I had called her a bitch; and after years of being late, skipping days and getting detention, the headteacher had been ready to kick me out – would have, too, if it weren’t for Mr Arnopp.


‘You’ve come a long way since then. Don’t screw it up now.’ He smiles. ‘Your studies are what count.’


It feels like I might be sick all over my shoes.


‘Dick,’ Siobhan mutters under her breath.


‘Can I talk to you for a minute, sir?’ I say.


We go around the corner into a corridor that always smells like armpits because it leads into the gym. As soon as we’re alone he’s less good-natured.


‘I thought you didn’t see Siobhan anymore,’ he says.


I nod, struggling to meet his eye. ‘Sir, I think something might have happened.’


‘You know I’m looking after your best interests,’ he says, like he didn’t hear me. ‘Tell me you know that?’


‘I know, sir.’


‘You think people like that are going to help you get to university?’


I shake my head.


University. I have to make it happen. Grades. Money. Everything I need to get out of this place. The thought is overwhelming: my future feels so close and yet so far away. I could escape, or I could be trapped here forever. I can’t let anything push me off-track – but I can’t hold my feelings back any longer.


Without warning, all the terrible things I’ve been trying to ignore rush at me. The blood on my jeans. The pain in my stomach and between my legs. Until now I’ve stopped my mind from sliding toward the worst case scenario: someone getting into the flat, drugging me. Coming inside my room while I can’t defend myself.


A sob sticks in my throat. Mr Arnopp notices, and puts a hand on my arm. Usually I wouldn’t mind. Today my instinct is to flinch. But I know he doesn’t like that.


‘Get back to class, okay?’ he says. ‘Don’t waste your time with her.’


I nod, and go back to the others without another word.


‘He’s such a knob,’ says Siobhan. ‘A fit knob, but still a knob.’


I stand by the bench, sick and sad. These days I find it difficult even to look at Siobhan. It’s not fair, but ever since I made the decision to shut her out I can’t help but see her less as ‘Siobhan’ and more as ‘What I could have become’: fat and stupid. Going nowhere.


I start to gather my bag. I don’t want to think about the last proper conversation we had. After I told her I didn’t want to be friends anymore. After I accused her of leading me down a dead end in life.


Only now it seems like something has happened to us – something my body knows but my mind doesn’t understand – and no matter how hard I try to ignore it, that something links us together again.


My chest tightens. I need to get back to class.


‘Let’s meet by the green after school,’ I say, slinging my bag over my shoulder. ‘We need to talk about this properly. The sooner we work this out the sooner we can forget about it.’


I hurry into the corridor, ignoring a fresh stab of pain in my guts. Before I get far Siobhan is at my shoulder.


‘What?’ I say.


Her face hardens for a moment, like she might just walk away again. Instead I see her make the decision to speak.


‘Watch yourself with Mr Arnopp, yeah?’ she says.


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘Don’t you think the way he behaves with you is a bit—’


I cut her off. ‘He’s the only one who believes in me. He’s trying to help me make something of my life.’


‘You don’t need him for that, Keish. I just want you to be careful.’


I feel an irrational urge to hit her. I dig my fingernails into my palms.


‘We’re not friends anymore,’ I say. ‘I don’t need your help.’


I turn and march away down the corridor. Judging by the look on her face, my words hit her harder than any punch ever could.




Chapter Four


Morris


A group of kids chase a football around the green. It bobbles over the uneven turf like fists below ground are punching it along. It was always a nightmare playing there. I remember when the ‘No Ball Games’ sign first appeared a few years ago. It took less than an hour to get vandalised. Now it just says ‘Balls’ and someone has drawn a proper hairy pair.


Everyone assumes it was me. I guess I can’t blame them.


‘The Nightout was the whole building,’ I tell the girls, waving an arm at the block over our heads. ‘I had a word with a few people and they all fell asleep in weird places and didn’t remember. Tubs was on the toilet.’


‘Tubs is always on the toilet,’ says Siobhan.


‘Yeah, but he doesn’t sleep there, does he?’


‘Wouldn’t surprise me,’ she mutters.


Next to her, Keisha leans on the fence and stares at the shopping bags around her feet while Maida glances nervously up at her seventh floor window. It’s almost like the old days when we’d hang out here all night after school, except Maida wasn’t part of the group back then.


The parakeets chitter in the trees on the other side of the green. If you look hard enough you can see their bright emerald bodies skipping between the leaves. They don’t belong here, but over the years they’ve bred and bred and now they’re everywhere. It doesn’t hurt to have a bit of colour around the place.


Keisha watches the parakeets. The ones that got away, she used to call them. She invented a whole origin story about their bid for freedom against the odds. I grin at her even though she isn’t looking.


‘What did you just call what happened last night?’ she says.


‘The Nightout. Catchy, right?’


She doesn’t reply. Instead she grimaces and runs a hand over her stomach like she’s checking for damage. She’s proper pale, and I think about putting an arm around her shoulder, but don’t: she’d snap it right off, no matter how ill she is.
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