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He was blindly wriggling in the dark, like a worm. Soil – and all the unimaginable things that might be in it – filled his ears and his nose and whenever he tried to snatch a breath it filled his mouth too, making him choke. The panic left him dizzy. Not that he was in any danger of falling; he was already deep underground and desperately trying to dig his way out.

A worm, he thought bitterly, would at least have some sense of which way was up and which was down. He could be digging himself even deeper. What other choice did he have but to dig on in terror, scrabbling with his fingers and sobbing with frustration?

Then, just when he thought his lungs might burst, he suddenly broke the surface, gasping and shuddering, less like a worm now, more like a fish on a hook.
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Jordan was awake, lying in a tangled mess in his bed, sweating and shivering – his only conscious thought to stop the terrible noise.

He leaned over the side of his bed, groping around in the pile of clothes that lay where he’d stepped out of them the night before. He rummaged in the pocket of his jeans, searching for his mobile, wondering how long it had been ringing.

‘Good morning, sweetheart!’ his mum’s voice rang out, brightly. ‘How are you this morning?’ Jordan rolled back into bed and covered the phone while he tried to clear his throat.

‘Jordan Gibbons! Are you not up yet?’

‘’Course I’m up,’ he lied, but his still-croaky voice was a bit of a giveaway.

‘You haven’t had that dream again, have you?’

‘No,’ he snapped. ‘I just couldn’t find my phone.’

‘As long as nothing’s wrong…’

Wrong? What on earth could be wrong? he thought bitterly. He was being woken for school by his own mother, calling him on her mobile from a box six feet under the ground more than a mile away, where she had chosen to be buried alive. Now what, he was tempted to ask, could possibly be wrong with that?

But Jordan was under strict instructions to do nothing – and to say nothing – that might upset his mum, especially now that she was so close to setting a new world record. So he resisted the temptation and stayed silent.

‘Well, it’s Friday,’ his mum reminded him, ‘so don’t forget you’ve got swimming. I think it might be raining so take your coat, and please, Jordan…have some breakfast? Dad says you’re skipping it most mornings.’

Jordan really didn’t have time for this. The truth was he should have been up half an hour ago. ‘Gotta go, Mum, you’re breaking up,’ he said.

His mum’s reception, from six feet under the ground, was poor, and always gave him a good excuse to get off the phone.

‘Hang on, sweetheart. I need some shopping. I want some toothpaste, a TV Times. oh, and will you get me a…crackle…crackle…’

‘I can’t hear you!’ he shouted down the phone.

‘A packet of prunes,’ she shouted back. ‘Those no-soak ones.’

‘When am I supposed to do that?’

‘Oh, well, if you’re already late…’

‘I am not late,’ he insisted, getting up at last. ‘See you in a bit.’

Jordan turned off his mobile and threw it onto the bed. He was late, and if he wanted to avoid another detention he really would have to get a move on. He tossed yesterday’s clothes onto the mound already festering in the corner of his bedroom. He knew that was the word his mum would have used – if she’d been there: a festering heap of dirty washing. But she wasn’t there, and what she didn’t know couldn’t hurt her.

Since it was the end of the week his choice of school shirt was either a grubby worn one or a clean one with a hint of green to it. His dad wasn’t great at the washing and hadn’t mastered the art of separating whites from coloureds; Jordan’s PE kit was an embarrassing shade of pink.

He made only the briefest visit to the bathroom, but going to school without gelling his hair was unthinkable. Jordan took a lot of stick from his brother, Kyle, who took delight in flattening his carefully constructed hairstyle and calling him a girl, but Jordan didn’t care. He couldn’t see why girls should be the only ones to bother about their hair.

At the bottom of the stairs he gingerly opened the kitchen door and braced himself for his morning face-licking. Despite his size, Jet was still only a puppy, and his joy at seeing Jordan every morning almost made up for his mum’s absence. That was the reason why they’d got the dog in the first place – as a distraction for Jordan. But his dad had made it very clear that a dog came with responsibilities.

‘He’ll be your dog. It’ll be up to you to do all the walking, training and cleaning up after him. I shall be far too busy supporting your mum.’

And for the first few weeks, having Jet had been a great distraction for Jordan. The walking, even the cleaning up, Jordan still managed brilliantly, in his opinion. But he’d have been the first to admit that the training wasn’t exactly going to plan.

‘Down, down, boy,’ he told Jet in a stern voice, then immediately undermined his authority by making a huge fuss of the dog in return.

When Jet was finally calm enough to let him into the room, Jordan grabbed a half-eaten packet of biscuits and reached for the dog’s lead. This only worked Jet up even more, and it took all Jordan’s strength to get himself and the dog outside the house. It was raining, but hardly enough to warrant going back for a waterproof, and he set off round the block at a trot.

The morning dog walk was another thing Jordan hadn’t really time for today. But, unlike a shower and cleaning his teeth, this job couldn’t be skipped. Jet would be in the house all day on his own and they couldn’t afford any more accidents. The whole way round, Jordan tried to coax Jet to please do his business, but, as if sensing Jordan’s desperation, the dog refused to co-operate. He’d done plenty of wees, one against every lamppost they’d passed, but the more critical number two remained elusive. In the end Jordan had to return home hoping the dog would manage to hold it until he got back at four.

Jordan grabbed his bag and found some money his dad kept in the cutlery drawer specifically for his mum’s shopping. He closed the door securely to keep Jet in the kitchen, then pulled the front door behind him, instinctively patting his pocket to check he’d got his key.

Before he’d even reached the street corner he remembered his swimming gear and his maths homework, which he still hadn’t done! Jordan raced back into the house. Jet, ecstatic at the prospect of a second face-licking so soon after the first, threw himself against the kitchen door until Jordan was obliged to open it to calm him down again. On the fridge he caught sight of his dad’s daily update: 132 days down, 18 days to go!

As he raced up to his bedroom, Jordan did the sums – four months gone, less than three weeks to go, which meant only two more weekends without his mum. Since the beginning of December everyone had been telling him that the end really was in sight now, but eighteen days still felt interminable to him and the prospect filled him with rage. This time when he left the house, he slammed the door so hard the windows rattled in their frames.

Finally, he was on his bike, on his way to school, via the shop to get his mum’s shopping and collect his best friend, Anand. He recited the list in his head to make sure he didn’t forget anything: TV Times, toothpaste, prunes! Jordan almost spat out the word in disgust. He did not want to know that his mother was constipated again. How many other boys of thirteen were intimately acquainted with their mothers’ bowel movements? But then, how many other boys had a mother prepared to be buried alive – just to get into The Guinness Book of Records – just to win back some stupid record her own father had set thirty-odd years ago?! Only Jordan. He was quite sure that no one else belonged to such a weird and demented family as his.

Privately, Jordan feared that this was the kind of loony behaviour he could look forward to himself when he grew up. He briefly wondered if there was such a gene as ‘an obsessive desire to be buried’ gene. If there was, he prayed he hadn’t inherited it.

Jordan passed two of his neighbours standing talking by their cars. When they saw him, the women turned and gave him the familiar look – one that seemed to say: oh, the poor boy, what can his mother be thinking of? Jordan wondered the same thing daily, but he wasn’t going to let his neighbours see that. He rode slowly past, giving them a cheery wave and smiling happily until he was out of sight, then he swore under his breath and pedalled for all he was worth. To be late for school today, after his recent warnings, would be really asking for trouble.

His form tutor, Mrs Raynsworth, had been sympathetic in the early weeks. ‘We all know this can’t be easy for you, Jordan,’ she’d told him. Back then he’d still been one of her favourites. ‘The blue-eyed boy’, Jordan’s friends used to call him – or sometimes the Fixer, because whenever anything went wrong, Jordan could always be relied on to come up with a plan to fix things, to get them all out of trouble. But Jordan was coming to realise that things weren’t always fixable, and that his credit with his form tutor was fast running out.

‘Your home situation,’ she often now told him, ‘isn’t an acceptable excuse for lateness, poor work, bad behaviour and missed homework, Jordan. It’s certainly not a licence to skive.’

Funnily enough, back in June, when Jordan had first told his friends about his mum’s world record attempt, a bit of a skive was exactly what they’d predicted it would be.

‘You lucky devil,’ Anand had told him. ‘Just imagine: nobody on your case morning till night…going to bed when you feel like it…’

‘Never having to tidy your bedroom…’ Martine added.

‘Just pleasing yourself… Man, I’d swap with you any day.’

‘Me too,’ Martine agreed. ‘What I wouldn’t give for a five-month holiday from my mother! Especially if she took my sister with her!’

Jordan himself had never believed it would be a picnic, but at least for the first few weeks there’d been some pluses: he’d got a dog, he’d enjoyed a bit of fame at school, he’d had his picture in the papers a few times – even been on TV. But the novelty had soon worn off. Now all he got were stupid wisecracks at school – Here come de Undertaker or It’s the Son of the Mummy – and endless warnings at home: Don’t rock the boat, keep your head down, don’t do anything to upset your mother…blah! blah! blah! blah! blah!

Turning briefly into the main road, Jordan saw his sister waiting for her bus to work. He really missed Chrissie since she’d left home. Instinctively he waved to her, but she was with a couple of her friends so he wasn’t surprised when she looked the other way. He tried not to take it personally. He knew it wasn’t him she was angry with.

He rode down Anand’s street, reciting the three things his mum had asked for: toothpaste, a TV Times and the dreaded ****** prunes. When he reached the shop Jordan went inside, already turning red at the thought that anyone from school might see him buying them. How his mother went to the toilet, in a box not much bigger than a coffin, was the burning question everyone wanted to ask, and he was deeply sick of the subject.

Anand’s dad was behind the counter; his mum was filling shelves at the back of the shop. Anand was just back from his paper round. The two boys cocked their heads and Jordan said hello to Mr Solanki.



‘Good morning, Jordan,’ he replied. ‘How is your mother? Still surviving, I pray.’ Jordan nodded. Mr Solanki bent towards Jordan and added confidentially, ‘I must say, Jordan, I am very much worried about your poor mother’s safety.’

Me, too, Jordan wanted to say, but he just nodded instead.

‘These people who flock to visit her…they are checked thoroughly, I hope. There are so many disreputable people around, so many crackpots, to say nothing of the terrorists lurking around every corner.’

Jordan quickly shared a smile with his friend. Anand described his dad as a merchant of doom. In his view, his father watched too many news programmes and read too many papers. But it had been discovering the internet that had really been his undoing.

‘He thinks every new person that comes into the shop has some dark motive,’ Anand said. ‘He’s OK with the locals, but he watches strangers like a hawk in case they’re carrying a bomb, or planning to hold us up at gunpoint. I do not know what this world is coming to,’ Anand mimicked his father. ‘The world has gone stark staring potty.’

‘I look at the internet,’ Mr Solanki confided in Jordan now. ‘It is full of the most shocking things. Do you have the internet, Jordan?’

Jordan shook his head. They didn’t have a computer at home, now his sister had left and taken hers with her. When his mum went underground it had been a choice of a new computer or a dog – a no-brainer as far as Jordan was concerned. Of course there were things he’d use the internet for, if he had it: information about fishing, mainly – but he could live without it.

‘No, we don’t have it,’ he mumbled.

‘No, well, there is more than enough on it to keep a person awake all hours of the night,’ said Mr Solanki. ‘I think it is a very mixed blessing in disguise.’

Jordan smiled and went to find the things he needed. He returned to the counter, trying to hide the prunes under the TV Times. When Mr Solanki put them through the till he gave Jordan a sympathetic smile, but said nothing.

Anand, his so-called friend, on the other hand, called out across the shop, ‘Your mum bunged up again?’

Jordan shot him a warning look and was shocked to see Anand secretly filling his coat pockets with chocolate bars. Anand was concealed from his father by the free-standing shelves of sweets, but Jordan instinctively looked to see where the CCTV cameras were pointed. Of course, he realised, Anand would know exactly where to stand to avoid them. Jordan looked down, anxious not to give his friend away, but outside the shop he quickly tackled Anand. ‘Are you mad? What you playing at, nicking all that stuff?’

Anand just laughed and held out a selection of chocolate bars, fanned like a pack of cards. ‘Take your pick,’ he grinned.

‘Won’t your dad miss them?’ Jordan asked with some concern – not too concerned, though, to take a Mars Bar for himself.

‘Nah, he don’t count the sweets. Ciggies are a different matter. I can only get away with the odd packet.’ Anand flashed one before returning it to his pocket.

‘Since when did you smoke?’ His friend was a mass of surprises this morning.

‘They’re not for me, twit,’ Anand laughed, but before Jordan could question him further he raced off on his bike and Jordan had to struggle to catch up with him.

When the boys reached the fork in the road, instead of heading for school, Jordan turned his front wheel towards the track that led to his Uncle Matt and Aunt Julie’s farm and market garden.

‘We’re gonna be late,’ Anand warned, but Jordan waved the shopping bag, then rode on.

‘You’re the one who’s gonna cop it,’ Anand called after him, still hesitating. But in seconds he’d overtaken Jordan and the two boys battled it out up the hill to the car park, doing spectacular skidding stops on the gravel, stones spraying in all directions.

Immediately, a window opened in the nearby bungalow and his Aunt Julie’s voice rang out loud and clear. ‘Jordan, don’t you rush off. I want a word with you.’
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The market garden and self-pick farm that belonged to Jordan’s Uncle Matt and Aunt Julie was called The Pick of the Crop. The car park looked out onto strawberry fields, but now, in early December, there was no crop to pick. On the edge of the first field, conveniently adjacent to the car park, was the spot where Jordan’s mum was buried. A hundred metres away was his aunt and uncle’s bungalow, beyond it the market garden, and beside that a new wooden building that housed a café and gift shop. This had been opened to take advantage of the crowds that were flocking daily to visit his mum.

Jordan wondered why anyone was prepared to pay good money to stand gawping down a tube: the same tube through which his mum’s meals and other daily needs were lowered down to her. It wasn’t like they could see anything; Jordan himself hadn’t had so much as a glimpse of his mum in four months. If it hadn’t been for the photos and videos at home, by now he could easily have forgotten what she looked like.

It was obvious that she must be having the same problem, because she kept asking for particular photos from home, which she Blu-Tacked round the walls of the box she was buried in. Jordan still had to remind himself to call it a box, and not a coffin, especially around his dad. It was one of the things he was very touchy about.

For a month before she began the record attempt, the box had been in his mum and dad’s bedroom and she’d spent all day, every day, in it, practising. It had made Jordan feel as if he was living with the Addams family. What made it seem even more bizarre was the fact that the box had tiger stripes all over the outside of it. It had been specially made for his mum by a local packaging firm whose logo was a tiger!

The box was bigger than a coffin, but not much, and still not big enough to actually sit up in. It measured a little over two metres by seventy-five centimetres, by seventy-five centimetres. Inside the box his mum had a mattress and a pillow, a miniature TV, her iPod and a lamp – nothing else, apart from her photos and a notebook. She was supposedly keeping a diary, although Jordan couldn’t imagine what she found to write in it.

‘It isn’t as if she’s doing anything down there,’ he grumbled to Anand, as they parked their bikes.

‘She must be bored out of her skull,’ Anand agreed.

‘You’d think. But she says there’s no time to get bored; there’re always too many people wanting to talk to her.’

When his mum was first buried, back in July, there had just been a patch of rough ground with a little bit of decking and a few garden chairs for visitors to sit on. His mum had been able to see the sky when she looked up, and the stars at night. But as it got a bit cooler, and her visitors started complaining about feeling cold, or wet if it rained, Jordan’s uncle and dad had put up a shelter. It was a wooden lean-to, a bit like a long bus shelter, and they’d bought a couple of patio heaters too. It made it quite cosy, his dad insisted. He spent most evenings reading to his wife from the local paper, or just sitting companionably in silence after the crowds had gone home.

They’d all thought that the number of people coming to visit would tail off after a while, but the opposite had happened. Soon they’d had to install a turnstile to control the crowds. Now there was a sign telling people, 20p for two minutes with the woman in a box.

It made Jordan feel strange having a mum who was a kind of local freak show, but when he’d complained she’d said, ‘Why should you care, if I don’t? If I’m going to be down here anyway, we might as well make some money out of it.’

The money that was made from the shop and café went to his uncle and aunt, but the money that was taken on the turnstile all went to charity. There was a large notice-board keeping a running tally of the number of days she’d completed and the days she still had left to set a new world record.

Jordan’s grandfather had first set the record in 1967. He’d been continuously buried for one hundred days. Twenty years later, an American had overtaken his record, managing 141 days. Jordan’s mum had easily beaten her own father’s record way back at the beginning of November. In just over a week, on 12 December, if all went well, she would beat the American’s record too and set a new world record of her own. Altogether she had pledged to stay down there for one hundred and fifty days to create a clear margin between them.

‘Not much longer now,’ Anand said, following his friend as he climbed over the turnstile.

Jordan nodded, then called a warning to his mum. ‘Look out! I’m sending down your things.’

Attaching the shopping bag to the hook that was permanently set up for the purpose, he began to lower it down one of the two tubes. They were the size of large drainpipes. This first one, at the head end, was to allow his mum’s meals and other things to be passed down; the other at the foot end was to aid ventilation. A fan was permanently running because, to Jordan’s surprise, even though it was now winter, keeping his mum cool had been the biggest challenge.

Slowly, Jordan lowered the bag until he felt his mum lift it off.

‘Thanks, Jordie,’ she called back, and he retracted the wire.

His little cousins, Rosie and Ruby, had christened the device hook-a-duck. They’d spent hours sending their toy farm animals up and down in a plastic ice-cream bucket, until one time they’d filled it so full it had got wedged in the pipe and there had been a massive panic until they’d got it free. The girls weren’t allowed around there unsupervised any more.

‘Hello, Mrs Gibbons,’ Anand called down.

‘Hello, darling. How are your mum and dad? Remember me to them.’

‘Will do. By the way,’ Anand said, cheerily, ‘if those prunes don’t do the trick my nani ma has the same problem and she uses this stuff that looks like bird seed but she swears by it. It seems to help it all slide out…’

‘Oh, God!’ Jordan groaned, almost sickened. Anand grinned back; he had quite a fascination with lavatorial stuff.

‘Look, we’ve gotta get to school, Mum,’ Jordan called down.

‘Yeah, don’t you be late,’ his mum told him. ‘Come back later, though, and stay for a bit longer, eh?’

‘Yeah, maybe,’ Jordan hedged. ‘If I don’t get a detention,’ he added under his breath.

He vaulted the turnstile and turned to pick up his bike. Anand was already on his. Jordan checked his watch. They might just make it, by the skin of their teeth. But any hopes of avoiding a detention were dashed at the sight of his Aunt Julie coming towards him. She held Ruby by one hand – Rosie must be getting ready for school – and a plastic ice-cream bucket in the other containing his mum’s breakfast.

‘You’d better go on without me,’ he told Anand. ‘No point us both getting a detention.’

His cousin ran over and waved her current favourite soft toy under Jordan’s nose. ‘Say hello to Dogalog.’

‘Hello, Dogalog,’ Jordan said, as ordered. ‘I’m late for school already,’ he told his aunt, but she ignored this, looking him up and down and shaking her head in despair.

‘If your mother could see you now she’d.’

‘Turn in her grave?’ Jordan suggested, flippantly.

‘That’s not funny, Jordan. I was going to say she’d be even more worried than she already is. You don’t look like you’ve been near a bathroom in days, which won’t help your eczema, and those clothes look like they’ve been slept in.’

Jordan let it all drift over him, but even the mention of his rash made him automatically start to scratch. He hoped she’d get to the point soon and then he could escape.

‘Your dad says you’re not eating any breakfast.’

‘I was just a bit late this morning. I overslept…’

‘If you go on like this, you’re going to be in trouble at school,’ she warned him.

She’s a bit behind the times, Jordan thought. ‘I will be if I don’t go now,’ he replied.

‘Listen to me, Jordan,’ she said, holding onto his jacket, to make sure he was taking it in. ‘You know I’ve never liked what she’s doing any better than you, but she’s so close to the end now. Please, don’t go and blow it for her. Just get your act together and keep out of trouble…’ Blah…blah…blah…blah…blah… Jordan could recite this lecture in his sleep, he’d heard it so often lately. ‘Understood?’ she finished.

Jordan sighed and nodded. He knew that neither she nor his uncle had wanted his mum to make this record attempt from the beginning, but by letting her do it on their land, they’d at least thought they could keep an eye on her and make sure nothing went wrong.

His aunt pulled out a handful of change. ‘Now get yourself some decent lunch and call in after school and spend a bit of time with her, will you? She’s really missing you.’

Jordan looked away. He pocketed the coins and, without a word, started to pedal across the gravel. Then he suddenly remembered, and turned to call back, triumphantly, ‘Can’t come tonight. It’s Friday.’

As he rode away he said a little prayer of thanks for Fridays. This was his night for going to his gran’s for tea, the one night in the week when he could pretend his life was normal. He could enjoy his gran’s cooking, get to spend time with his sister, and no one would mention his least favourite subject. Thank goodness he had that to look forward to; he’d need something to cheer him up after he’d faced Mrs Raynsworth.

By the time Jordan turned into the school gates it was gone nine. No chance now of avoiding Mrs Raynsworth’s wrath. He sprinted across from the bike shed, going through his list of tried-and-tested excuses, but all of them felt stale and over-used. His teacher would have heard every one a thousand times before. How he would love to be able to surprise her: Sorry, Miss, I was struck by lightning on my way to school; an unexploded bomb was discovered under our house; you won’t believe this, Miss, but…there’s an escaped man-eating tiger stalking the playground as we speak. ‘Most Far-Fetched Excuse For Late Arrival at School’ was one world record Jordan would have considered worth winning. He’d happily put that in The Gibbons Book of Weird and Wonderful World Records. At least lying imaginatively involved some skill, not like lying down, doing nothing for five months in a coffin.

But when Jordan finally met his form teacher as she marched down the corridor with a thunderous expression on her face, he had the good sense to stick with the tried and tested. ‘Sorry, Miss, I overslept…’

Mrs Raynsworth put up a hand, halting him mid-flow. ‘I haven’t time for your excuses, Jordan. Meet me in the detention room after school. You were warned.’

Jordan went straight to his first lesson, but arriving after it had started meant that he got his ear bent by his maths teacher too, and when he admitted he hadn’t done his homework again, he got his second detention of the day. And it wasn’t yet 9.15.

Jordan was in the top set for maths, unlike his friends, so it wasn’t until swimming that he met up with them. The three of them were standing at the end of the pool, talking and flicking each other with water.

‘Why don’t you just get up earlier?’ Anand suggested.

Jordan looked thoughtful. ‘Oh, now why didn’t I think of that?’

‘I’m always up at six for my paper round,’ Anand said, smugly.

‘You’re going to be on report if you keep on like this,’ Martine warned Jordan. ‘And stop scratching. You know you’re supposed to rub if it itches.’

Jordan began to wonder how it was that he missed his mum so much when he had two friends who never stopped nagging him. He didn’t look forward to swimming lessons because of his eczema, but using it as an excuse to get out of them only drew more attention to him. Guiltily Jordan stopped scratching. ‘It’s all right for you pair…’ he started.

Anand played an air-violin while Martine told him, ‘Oh, give it a rest. You’ve only got a couple of weeks left.’

‘Yeah, you should be making the most of your last few days of freedom. I know I would be,’ Anand added.

‘At least you haven’t got two smelly weddings to go to,’ Martine pointed out.

‘Uh-oh, now you’ve started her,’ Anand complained. They’d both heard more than they wanted to already about Martine’s family weddings.

Martine turned and splashed Anand full in the face, but before he could get his breath back to retaliate, their swimming teacher bellowed down the pool. ‘Gibbons, Solanki, Porter – cut the chat! Five more laps!’

After the lesson, when they met up outside the changing rooms, Martine looked at Jordan for a moment, smirking. ‘New shirt?’ she asked. ‘What would you call that shade exactly? Peppermint?’

Jordan gave her a wry smile and a very rude sign.

They were suddenly overtaken by three of the boys who were generally identified as the footie crew, or as Martine liked to call them, the Dream Team: Jason Carlisle, Neil ‘Nutter’ Norris and Mark Ransom, aka the Biscuit, since that was all he ever ate and he had the spots to prove it.

The boys swung their bags as they passed the three friends, clipping Martine and catching Anand completely off-balance. Martine swore under her breath but wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of over reacting.

‘Out the way, Skanki,’ they shouted.

Anand stumbled then grinned at the boys, as if the clout had been a sign of affection and the nickname a form of endearment. ‘See you later, lads,’ he called after them. Jordan and Martine rolled their eyes. Anand’s pathetic grovelling around the footballers made them both cringe.

‘Come for a kickabout after school,’ Anand suggested to Jordan. ‘That’ll cheer you up.’

‘I’ve got two detentions, in case you’ve forgotten.’

‘Well, after your detentions, then.’

Jordan shook his head. ‘I’m not interested.’

‘You used to be; you used to love it,’ Anand reminded him. That’s what bugged him these days: that Jordan, who was such a good player, could so easily walk away from it. To Anand, who lived for football, whose bedroom was a shrine to Leicester City Football Club, it would have been like cutting his arm off. ‘You’re turning into a boring old fart, you know.’

‘Thanks, pal,’ Jordan grinned, and used his fist to make a farting noise. Anand grinned back, pleased to see something could still make his friend smile.

Apart from double art there wasn’t a lot else for Jordan to smile about for the rest of the day. His detention was even worse than he’d expected. Mrs Raynsworth gave him the longest lecture in history about being a bright boy with a good record who was throwing it all away…about how he was slipping dangerously behind and shouldn’t wait till next term to pull his socks up. Unless things dramatically improved, she told him, she and all his other teachers would be forced to give him a really bad report. Had he thought how that would be for his mum? Blah…blah…blah…blah…blah… It felt like yet more emotional blackmail.
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