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PART ONE




Daniel


[image: Image]


My brother gets all As at school, and is generally always nice to everybody. He is on the county football team that trains and plays at his high school, and they rotate captain between the three best players, which is him and his best friends, so for one month out of every three, he is captain of the team. People like him because he is fair and always calls out the names of the other players to support them and claps when they win, plus if they won because of someone else’s goal, he will always make sure that that person holds the trophy in the picture for the paper.


He is like the perfect one of the two of us. Whenever my family is in the paper, they show pictures of my brother. Mostly they cut me out. My brother is much taller than me, and he also has lighter hair and straighter hair than me, and mine is quite curly and a darker yellow that some people say is ginger, which I have been teased about at school. Mum says he looks like an angel and I look like a little imp, but I don’t think she was trying to be insulting because she was smiling like I’d be pleased when she said it. My brother has proper muscles and can run really fast and wins all the races at school sports days. He is also doing an entrance exam for the big school that goes after secondary school so Mum and Dad don’t have to pay any money for him to go, and he is probably going to get that, Mum says, because he works very hard and is naturally bright.


His friends Marc and Carl are funny. They are humorous-funny, but also strange-funny. When they are at our house sometimes they all go quiet when I walk in a room, and I say, ‘Hey! You were talking about me!’


And they say, ‘We weren’t.’


And I say, ‘What were you talking about then?’


And sometimes they make silly excuses but sometimes one of them will say, ‘We were talking about girls.’


And then I say, ‘No you weren’t! You were talking about me!’


And my brother will say, ‘No, really, Daniel, I promise we were talking about girls.’


And then I believe them because my brother would never, ever lie to me, because we are brothers and we have a blood pact never to lie to one another. A blood pact means you would die before you lied to each other.


My brother is also really popular with girls. Carl told me so and so did Marc, and so did Mum. I also deduced this fact because a few times we have picked him up from school in the car and he has been talking to a girl and holding hands and then once . . . once he was kissing a girl and I was shocked and horrified and Mum laughed at my mouth, which was wide open, and beeped the horn and waved at him and my brother smiled and went red and got in the car and when he got in the car I said, ‘Why are you so red?’


And he said, ‘Shuddurrrp, Daniel.’


And Mum laughed again, even harder.


The best thing about my brother is that he is the most amazing player of World of War ever. He doesn’t even play it that often! He only plays it with me. He plays more on the Xbox with Marc and Carl usually, and we play on the Wii downstairs with Mum and Dad sometimes and he also occasionally plays on the Sega, but really he doesn’t play many games because he is out playing football. But he does play World of War with me most nights and we play until eight or eight-thirty and then I have to either have a bath and go to bed or just go to bed, but usually have a bath and go to bed. Then I will read to Mum before bed, or sometimes I will read to Dad, but usually Dad is not home yet. Sometimes my brother comes in and we have our talks, which are very interesting conversations about life. My brother says I am very wise and he is right. I always have advice for him.


We are very different people. Some different things about the two of us are good, though, like he is best at English and Geography and History, and he doesn’t know what he wants to be when he grows up, but I am a very advanced robot designer for my age and I know exactly what I want to be when I grow up: a robotic engineer. I will do all the designs on the robots and I will oversee the construction of the prototype and then I will make an entire robot race, or I will use my robot powers to add robotic extensions to normal human beings, so they can be whatever they want to be. Like if you couldn’t see but wanted to be a fighter pilot then I could add robot eyes, which could give you 20:20 vision, or even better 40:40 vision and night vision, with the ability to detect both infra-red and ultra-violet light. You would have a dial on your head and you could turn it to see which one you wanted to see. People would come into my workshop and I would look at them, and I would improve them until they were absolutely perfect and couldn’t be improved further. I would work on my brother and make him really big and muscly and fast as a cheetah, and I would give him a really deep voice and a buzz cut and a gun that formed from his left arm when his heightened senses told him we were in danger.


I told my brother what I wanted to be, and he said that it was cool but unfortunately he wouldn’t let me add extensions to him, because he wanted to be who he was and see how that played out. I said that was stupid. Who wouldn’t want to be perfect? Or a robot?


And this is why I have chosen to write my class essay about my brother.


Sincerely,


Daniel Alexander Walker, age nine and four-fifths.




Karen
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My parents were each other’s antithesis. My mother was a beautiful, sad woman; dark, small and quick to anger. She would mutter about sacrifice and everything she had given up for us. She died when I was sixteen and now I wish I had known her better. My father was tall, with golden hair swept from a side-parting, and had a gentle, mild temperament. Dad used to practise law, and would leave for York very early in the morning, every day, to go to his office. Later, he became a politician. He saw enough of the world to have dreams for us, and when I could go – when it was still free to go study for a degree – he sent me to Oxford University.


I was three years older than my sister Cheryl, and I didn’t want to go alone, so my friend Leah applied to train as a nurse in Oxford and followed me there. Two years after we moved to Oxford she met Edward, a philosophy student, while out rowing on the river. I was surprised she liked him so much, because Leah was so down to earth, and Edward was prone to arrogance. He felt too cold for warm Leah. Six months later, he took her for a picnic on that same river and proposed in front of all his friends. They married and moved to Hemingway for Edward’s work. The houses were better value and roomier, and the town was quiet and safe. A few years after that, they found out they were going to have a baby – a boy.


Leah had moved to the suburbs, but I loved Oxford. The city was where I became a lawyer, where I met my husband, where we bought our first flat, where the buzz of energy took on a unique momentum and propelled even the most mundane start to an evening forward into something new, something different and unexpected. My boyfriend, Steve, was two years ahead of me in law school. After he graduated we would meet at the pub around six most nights, then either stay there until late, drinking and talking, or walk home together. He was from London, tall, leanly muscular, earnest, blithely good-looking and deliciously self-righteous. He was passionate. We argued a lot but had the same values. We both strove for independence and control, but somehow imagined success was already waiting for us. We were healthy and young and full of promise. We had no problems and no doubts.


We got married in Oxford a few weeks after I graduated. Afterwards we went for a meal at an Indian restaurant we both loved.


We found out I was pregnant just before we exchanged on the flat in Oxford, and we moved to Hemingway a few months after the birth of our first child. Steve was twenty-eight and I was twenty-six. The move was unexpected, but suddenly Oxford was too claustrophic. Our friends would drop by at all times, without calling ahead, and above all we wanted privacy.


We took a long time, a few weeks, to decide on a name for the baby. Steve kept suggesting ones I hated: Jamie, Taylor, Rowan. In the end he grew impatient with me, and starting calling the baby ‘Max’. After a while, it stuck.


Later, when we had Daniel, our second child, my sister moved to Hemingway to be closer to me. Cheryl’s life is very different from mine. She travelled instead of going to university. Cheryl has had several long-term boyfriends but only got married last year, at 38, to Charlie, who has a wide, boyish grin and wild, curly hair.


I know it sounds irrational, but sometimes I feel jealous of all the freedom and solitude she has experienced. As a barrister for the court and a mother of two, my own free time is precious. I spend it with my family, and when I get the chance I see Cheryl or Leah, but even these occasions seem to be few and far between. I call them both regularly but we only manage perhaps one lunch or dinner a month.


Perhaps because we made similar choices in life, Leah and I are closer than my sister and I. I know if anything happened to me, Leah would be there for my children, and if anything happened to Leah, I would be there for her son, Hunter, who, like many children without siblings, can be moody and controlling. I don’t share that thought with Leah, obviously, because we all like to believe that our children are perfect, and personally, I wouldn’t want to be disabused of that notion.


Despite Hunter’s bossiness, Max and he have been best friends since they were little, and Leah and I have always been glad of this because on shared holidays they are good at entertaining themselves. They are both resourceful, playing football together, exploring, swimming, surfing, fighting and making up without our input. Max is always the first, and sometimes the only one, to forgive, ever the peacemaker.


Leah was the first person I confided in about Max’s condition, and Hunter has known since he was four. He was young when he found out, sharing a bath with Max before bedtime, but he seemed to understand as much as a child could. We just told him Max is different. Max is special.




Max


[image: Image]


It is eleven-ten on a Sunday night in late September and I am meant to be asleep, but I’m not. My parents are having a dinner party. It is obvious, by the sounds of the dizzy, hysterical laughter that you start to exhale when you’re an adult and you have very few friends and only rarely have fun, that they are caught in a bubble of their own awesomeness, and won’t be leaving the living room any time soon.


So I’m not asleep. I’m doing what I suspect most 15-year-olds do when there’s a guarantee no parent is going to come into the room. I stroke a hand down my thigh, with my eyes closed. I’m thinking about kissing someone. This is all I’ve ever thought about when I’ve done this so far, in case I never get to go further than kissing in real life. I mean, obviously I want to. But, you know . . . I may never. Get laid, I mean. So I don’t want to really think about it.


Hence the dreaming about kissing. Kissing is good. I can definitely score kissing. I have had some awesome kissing in my time. Thinking about kissing does not come with twinges of ‘but what if I never . . . ?’ attached. I love kissing.


So in my head my lips touch someone else’s and I lean back onto the grass of the school playing field. My hands travel up my legs and roam around my crotch. I never know what’s going to make me come. Usually it’s really hard to get there, so I just settle for feeling good and a general touch around that area.


I roll over onto my side and my hair moves silkily across my face, and this is also erotic. I decide to do what I almost never do, and I suck my little finger, then reach down past my stomach.


It always gets me. Probably because I do it so rarely, and probably also because it’s quite new. It’s like a secret. I grin into my pillow and breathe harder.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Shit!’ I look over my shoulder and grab at my duvet.


‘Oh fuck!’ The figure silhouetted by the light from the hall stands in my doorway, lets out a low laugh and claps its hand to its mouth.


It pushes the door closed and walks forward into the light, where the figure becomes Hunter Fulsom, son of my parents’ friends Leah and Edward. Hunter attends the local sixth form college and we used to be on the same football squad, before he dropped out earlier this year. Now he just hangs around the town hall, where everybody underage goes to party, smoking weed and drinking. Leah told my mum that Hunter’s grades have dropped off and he was cautioned by the police for egging someone’s house over the summer.


I don’t smoke pot. I can’t anyway, even if I wanted to, because of Dad and Mum. They need me to keep out of trouble; to be good. They are lawyers, and they work hard and are in the paper a lot. There’s a certain amount of pressure being in my family. People would write about us if I did something like that. Mum and I call it ‘doing a Prince Harry’.


‘Don’t do a Prince Harry on me,’ she says.


I wouldn’t do it anyway. But it seems Hunter would, and has.


Hunter’s tall, dark and, I suppose, handsome. His eyes look hooded and in shadow in the relative dark of my bedroom. I see the outline of his features only due to the moonlight outside. Everything about him is either black or grey. He smirks at me.


‘Hey you,’ he says.


Hunter’s mum and my mum have been best friends since they were little kids. This makes Hunter a non-genetic ‘cousin’ and, purely by default, one of my best friends growing up. He knows all my secrets, including the secret, the one only my family knows, which means that, on some level, I always had to be on his good side when we were little. A year older than me, he was the one in charge in our relationship. He was the dark-haired, dark-eyed one who remained mysterious and guarded, and I was the sunny, blond one who was open and honest, and had inadvertently stumbled into a situation where I had to do Hunter’s bidding in all our childhood games, because he had info on me and I had nothing on him. Despite this, I always thought of Hunter as one of my best friends and, in a way, my hero, because he did the things I wanted to do, but first and way better. It was Hunter that I had wanted on my team when I read Swallows and Amazons. It was Hunter I thought of when I saw the young John Connor in Terminator 2. It was Hunter who hand-carved me a wooden boat to sail on the lakes when we visited the scene of our mums’ childhoods in Yorkshire, and it was Hunter who taught me to play pooh sticks, and held me in bed at night when the howling of the wind sounded like ghosts. He was a big brother for as long as I remained an only child and afterwards, a forever friend, for better, for worse, etc.


I’m surprised to see him now, though. We haven’t spoken in months, not since a drunken conversation about sex at New Year, when we were staying with our families on a skiing holiday in Switzerland and where, for no obvious reason, Hunter had become angry and subdued and told me to ‘fuck off, pretty-boy’.


‘How many people have you slept with?’ was the last thing I remembered saying to him. I was smiling conspiratorially, whispering this in his ear out of necessity – our parents were in the next room.


‘People?’ he asked suspiciously, then stood up and lurched for the door of the cabin that led outside. With a husky tone in his throat he had spat the words at me, ‘Fuck off, pretty-boy.’


It’s been nine months.


‘What are you doing here?’


‘I came to pick up my parents.’ Hunter holds a car key aloft. ‘They’re pretty drunk. So are yours.’


Hunter walks towards me. The darkness makes his gait appear threatening. He drops his hips in a strange, wolf-like way. He stops about a metre away from me, holding a black rucksack. ‘I said I’d say hi to you before I left. And your parents said it was alright.’


‘Oh.’


Hunter grins. ‘You were—’


‘No,’ I say, for no reason at all, because it’s so obvious.


‘I saw you.’ He is silent for a moment. He wets his lips. ‘Can you?’


‘Of course I can!’ I say crossly.


‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to insult you. It’s just . . . it’s more a boy thing to do, isn’t it?’


‘Oh,’ I mumble, blushing. ‘Err, I guess.’


‘It’s OK.’ He comes to sit on the edge of my bed, and I subtly try, again ineffectually, to move the duvet and sheet a bit more to cover my exposed leg. ‘It’s nothing to be ashamed about.’


‘I know.’ I frown.


‘I meant touching the bit you were touching.’


‘What? How long were you at the door?’


He smirks. ‘Can I see?’


‘Um, no!’


‘Forget it,’ he laughs. ‘I don’t really want to. I just . . . ’cause I saw you touching it.’ He pauses, watching my face.


My throat tightens at the ‘it’ word. ‘It’ is not a word I like.


For a while, there is just the sound of both of us breathing heavily, and cautiously in the quiet room. A car passes outside.


‘I’m not going to tell anyone,’ he says, sounding threatening. I look up at him and he smiles.


‘Fuck off,’ I murmur.


‘Ooo!’ He holds his hands up in mock protest, then rests them on his knees and shrugs. ‘I’m just surprised. I just didn’t think you would touch yourself.’ He emphasises the ‘you’.


I think about this, shrug and colour red. ‘Oh. OK. Sorry.’ (Why did I say sorry? I think.)


Hunter looks around my room with the proprietary air he has always had regarding my life and possessions. He’s always been the leader and, sometimes, the bully. He’s tall and muscular and masculine. I feel small next to him, wearing just a T-shirt, covered by the duvet. Hunter’s wearing a T-shirt with a band logo on it and jeans, with a heavy metal key chain attached to his belt loops. His arms are strong and hairy. He smells of musky deodorant and beer. I probably smell of shampoo.


‘D’you want a Stella?’ he asks suddenly, as if he has been searching for something to say. ‘I have some in my bag.’


I shrug. ‘Sure.’


He takes two bottles out of his black rucksack and passes me one.


‘Are you alright drinking and driving?’ I say.


Hunter puts his left leg up on the bed and turns to me. I manage to get my leg under the cover and I sit up, sipping the beer.


‘It’s just Stella. Not everybody’s a complete lightweight like you,’ Hunter says, swigging from the bottle like it’s Coke.


‘So . . . what have you been up to? I haven’t seen you in ages,’ I say, careful not to bring up New Year.


Hunter just looks at me from under his eyelashes and rolls his eyes. ‘I grew up.’


I raise my eyebrows. ‘So getting stoned and egging houses is grown up now?’


‘Fuck off, what do you know?’ Hunter mutters, grumpily, but he shoves me as if we were playing, and he keeps his hands on my stomach and moves closer to me on the bed, curling up to me like we used to when we were little. ‘You haven’t changed,’ he says, tousling my hair. He leans on my shoulder.


I smile with the bottle in my mouth and feel beer wetting my bottom lip and chin.


‘Oops,’ I say. Hunter watches me closely, like he’s concentrating, while I wipe it away. ‘Are you drunk?’ I ask.


‘No.’ He looks down and chugs his bottle, then takes the tops off two more. ‘I’m really thirsty.’


I take the bottle he hands me and put it on my bedside table. I can already feel my head going woozy from drinking too fast. Hunter wriggles around on the bed and leans back against the wall, his legs on my lap pinning me down.


‘So . . .’ I try to think of something to talk about. ‘Are you still going out with Kelly Morez?’


‘We weren’t really going out.’


I wait. ‘And that’s all you’re gonna say about it? I know you did it with her, you told me at—’


‘Yeah, I know, at New Year.’ Hunter runs a hand through his hair. ‘It’s not properly sex if you don’t fancy the person.’


‘You didn’t fancy her?’


Hunter shrugs. ‘I like other people more.’ He takes another gulp of Stella. ‘How about you? Seeing anyone?’


I shake my head. ‘No.’


‘I hear you’ve got with loads of people from your year.’


‘Where d’you hear that?’


‘Around. I’m supposed to keep tabs on you. You’re my little cousin. Sort of.’


‘Not really,’ I point out. ‘And I’m only a year younger than you.’


‘Whatever. Loads of people at college like you too.’


‘Seriously?’


‘Yeah.’ He snorts, kind of like a laugh, but not quite. ‘They think you’re pretty.’


‘Pretty?’ I frown.


‘Well, you know. Whatever. Fit.’


I shrug. ‘Well, I’ve never even been all the way. I stop before it gets that far.’


‘I know, I heard,’ says Hunter.


‘Huh? From who? Who’s telling you all this stuff?’ I ask, laughing. ‘Where are you getting your information, Gestapo?’


Hunter just smiles mysteriously. ‘Well—’ He chinks his bottle against mine as I pick up the second. ‘I get it, anyway. You can’t help it if sometimes you just don’t want to, right?’


‘Umm, well, it’s not really—’ I begin.


‘And sometimes you . . . just do,’ Hunter says quietly, studying the label of his bottle. He sips his beer and looks around my room. ‘Cool games,’ he mutters, staring at my consoles.


I frown. ‘Are you alright, Hunter?’


For a moment he looks really miserable. But instead of talking he leans back onto my shoulder.


‘Nothing,’ he says, after a minute. ‘Tired.’


And then he breathes in quickly, and I realise he’s crying.


‘What’s wrong?’ I exclaim, wrapping my arms around him. He buries his face into my neck and I feel his lips, open and wet on my skin. His throat makes a choking noise.


‘Hey, hey,’ I murmur softly, and, holding his cheeks with my hands, I gently push back his face so I can look at him. I stroke away his tears. ‘What’s the matter?’


Hunter manages to calm himself. He looks at me fiercely, almost angrily. His lip trembles. He presses both lips together as if considering something, as if he’s confused, then he leans forward and kisses me. The fingers of his right hand knit with the hair at the back of my head. I’m so used to letting Hunter have his way that for a moment I don’t react. I feel his tongue flick in between my lips.


‘Woah,’ I murmur, struggling to pull away from the considerably stronger force of Hunter.


His dark eyes are black now. They track over my face.


‘What are you doing?’


He looks sullen. ‘You’re supposed to like me.’


‘I’m supposed to like you?’ I say.


‘You’re more girl than boy,’ Hunter mumbles, and I realise he’s very drunk. How he drove here without crashing and is going to drive his parents back I have no idea. ‘When we were growing up I always thought . . . Max . . .’ he whispers. ‘Please, Max.’


‘You’re . . . Hunter, you’re drunk.’


‘I was just nervous,’ he mumbles. ‘Because I knew I was gonna see you. Please, Max.’


He leans in again but I turn away slightly, so his lips brush my cheek.


‘I’m not gay. I’m sorry,’ I say. I sound like I’m pleading with him. ‘It’s not a bad thing to be, it’s just . . . I’m not.’


‘You don’t have to be,’ he says, matter of factly.


I look to the side, trying to mull over this, my mouth forming the word ‘what’. ‘Um,’ I eventually say. ‘But . . . you are.’


‘No I’m not,’ he says. ‘I don’t like boys. Or girls. Just you.’


‘You shouldn’t drive home,’ I say nervously. ‘You don’t look good.’


Hunter withdraws his hand and his eyes mist up, but it’s a hard mist, like the frost on a car window in winter. They become opaque.


‘Hunter,’ I whisper softly. ‘I’m sorry.’


He looks at me, then reaches for my throat with his hands and grips my neck. It’s not really aggressive. It’s intimate, like we’re the best friends we used to be. His eyes are set on me – primal, feral. I watch Hunter like an animal, like prey gauging the intentions of a predator. He stares back at me. My eyes flicker down his chest. Taking in how much bigger than me he is.


‘I’m not the freak,’ he growls. ‘There’s nothing wrong with me. There’s something wrong with you and you’re making me feel this way.’


I look down and feel my bottom lip bump out, embarrassed to have him bring my condition up.


‘You’ve always made me feel this way,’ he says. ‘You’re a little cocktease. You’re the freak. I’m not . . . I’m not . . .’


‘Gay?’ I murmur.


‘No, I’m not that, because you’re not even . . . because you’re . . .’


His eyes roam over me. He looks like he’s trying to prevent himself from having a panic attack.


I raise my arm and put a hand on his shoulder to calm him, and he takes advantage of this to move his arm below mine, wrap it around my waist and pull me, with one quick, easy move, from a sitting position to flat on my back, on the mattress below him. He moves forward and kisses me again briefly, before mumbling, ‘You’ll like it. I swear.’


He looks towards the door, rises slightly, unbuckles his belt and hops up onto the bed, leaning on my right leg so it’s pressed down and pushing the other leg down with his arms. It happens so quickly I’m still feeling sorry for him as he does it. The tone of my voice flips from consoling and soft, to sudden panic.


‘Hey! Wait, wait! What are you doing?’


‘Shhh.’ He hisses a warning. ‘Your brother.’


He is referring to Daniel, who is almost ten, and asleep in the next room. No, I don’t want Daniel to wake up and hear us and walk in right now. While I think about this, Hunter has cleared the duvet away from me in one quick swipe. It lands between my body and the wall to the right of me, pressing against my leg. He kneels painfully, right on my thighs, holding me down with his weight.


‘Shit!’ I cry out and cover myself with my hands. ‘What the fuck? Hunter! Get off me!’


‘Shut up.’ Hunter comes forward, puts one hand on my mouth and one hand on my neck and shakes me hard, my brain feeling like it’s thudding up against my skull, until I’m quiet and my head is aching. He leans low to my face and his lips brush against my skin. ‘Shut up,’ he says again, looking, even as he says it, unsure.


He takes his hands away and I lie there, unmoving, my hands still up by my face where I tried to break his hold on my neck. I cough gently, the air coming back into my lungs. I’m not scared. This is Hunter. I can remember what he looked like when he was five. In my head, he’s five.


I lie still. I feel like my physical self, my ability to move, is floating above my body. I feel dizzy and light. Inside my head, my brain-self yells at me to come back.


Then the sensation of being within my own body returns. I breathe it in with two short breaths and realise I have been staring at the ceiling; hands up like a convict in front of the police, not breathing, for about thirty seconds. Some fumbling is going on further down the bed. I look down to my waist.


‘Jesus,’ I murmur in complete disbelief, as if I’m watching something awful on CSI. Hunter’s penis is pointing at me. He takes his hands and rubs around my crotch roughly.


‘Is this your pussy?’ he whispers, shocked. ‘Fuck.’


‘No!’ I regain my voice. ‘Stop it!’ I try to sit up but he leans forward and pushes me back, easily, with a hand on my chest.


‘Don’t move, OK? Please,’ he mumbles. ‘Just don’t move.’


This is when the shock dissipates, and I get what’s coming. It seems a long time to take to comprehend the situation. I mean, things like this never happen. They happen to other people, but not to you, not to me. Not with moody-but-harmless Hunter. Not with the son of your parents’ best friends. Not with your best, true, forever friend when you were a kid. Not in sleepy, small town Hemingway. This happens to people in dark alleyways, at night, with strangers. This happens when you’re lost in a city. More to the point, this happens to girls. So I’ve been thinking so far, This isn’t happening. This is a situation I can control.


Now I’m lying on my back silently, while Hunter feels around my naked skin, and I can feel him, so heavy, his strong footballer’s legs pressing down my thighs, and I realise what he’s going to do. I realise I’m not going to be able to stop him. I realise too late.


‘Ow! Get off me! Get the fuck off me!’ I struggle but he’s already pushing at it, me, it, pulling at the sides with his fingers. ‘No! OW!’


I feel something roughly forced – shoved – inside me. A pain worse than anything I’ve ever felt shoots through me. It’s too big.


My eyes and mouth open wide, I almost shriek in panic. ‘No! Oh god! NO! Please! Hunter! Please!’


‘Oi!’ He hisses at me. ‘Shh! Just shut up!’


‘It hurts! No!’ Tears are falling down my face and I feel ashamed of myself for being such a wimp that I’m crying already. I’m gasping and squirming and pleading with him with my eyes, and panicking and whining on one constant note like a dog that’s been kicked. ‘Please! Please, Hunter! PLEASE!’


‘It’ll get better!’ he hisses, and pushes himself further in.


I hear a roar of laughter from downstairs. I hear the explosions of a video game and realise Daniel isn’t asleep. He’s awake, playing World of War, and I’m in the next room, with Hunter. Hunter grunts and I feel the skin pulling painfully and call out.


‘NO! Please, please, please! Stop, please stop! Please!’


‘Oi! Listen to me! Stop it! Listen!’ He grabs my shoulders and shakes me again so my head is bouncing around on the pillow and I feel like an object, a thing, unable to move, pinned down, plugged and useless, and then he holds me so I’m looking straight at him. His dark eyes stare coldly into mine. I watch him struggle to keep them cold.


Hunter’s fingers pinch my upper arms. His breath is hot on my skin. He moves towards me and kisses me, licking my mouth when I won’t move my lips. He leans fully on me, his weight bearing down on my chest, and wraps his arms around my waist and neck. I can’t breathe. He continues to push into me. His lips press against my cheek. I open my mouth but can’t form any words. I moan. It’s too painful.


‘Hey,’ he lifts his head. ‘Do you really want your mum and dad to hear you?’ he whispers. ‘Do you want them to come in your room and see your little he-she dick?’


I shut up, shocked, and stare at him.


‘Do you?’ he asks, almost matter-of-factly. ‘Do you want your mum and dad to see your little he-she dick?’ His lips part, close. He swallows. He shakes his head minutely, still inside me. ‘I’m not gay,’ he murmurs. ‘You’re not a guy. You’re . . . you’re not anything.’


My lips tremble. Our eyes are locked on to each other’s. Hunter’s face grows more cold and angry as he convinces himself with his own words. I watch him disbelievingly.


‘You’re a freak,’ Hunter murmurs, breathing quickly. ‘You’re a he-she.’


This is the worst moment of my life.


I have never been spoken to like this.


Those words, the word, burn in my cheeks, uprooting shame from my nervous system, causing tears to prick suddenly, immediately, at the corners of my eyes.


We wait together, in silence, for me to come round. My mouth is open. My eyelids blink. I swallow. I sweat.


I look at my penis. I look towards the door. I look at him, above me, inside me.


‘Do you?’ he whispers. ‘Do you want them to see?’


I shake my head and close my lips and wait, watching him.


Hunter nods. ‘Of course you don’t. Nobody wants to see that, do they?’


I wait. He pinches the skin of my waist hard between his forefinger and thumb. ‘Do they, Max?’


I shake my head again and mouth, ‘No.’


We have reached a sort of impasse. We understand I’m not to move, and I’m not to call out. Or in any case, I don’t move. I don’t call out. We stare at each other, straight in the eye, as Hunter moves forward, on top of me. He bends my legs into V-shapes and presses the knees down so I’m flat on the bed, my legs far apart. It feels so strange to be so exposed. It’s the first time, I realise, in my entire life, I have lain in this way, utterly spread beneath someone.


He moves his hips forward quickly, and stuffs something hard and long further into me. His penis – I think, as if it could have been something else and the thought has just come to me. I feel a horrible stretching in my crotch and sick rises in my stomach and throat.


I let out a staggered cry, the breath escaping over my teeth. ‘Uh-oh-oh.’


‘Tight,’ Hunter mutters coldly, like a scientist. Then, almost apologetically: ‘Bit dry. Don’t suppose you get wet, do you?’ He’s trying to keep his cool. But his lips are trembling.


I speak without thinking. ‘I don’t know.’


‘It’ll get better.’


He shoves again, deeper, and I gasp in pain. The pain is . . . unbearable. Explicit. Nauseating. Constant. Rising and falling slightly with each thrust.


I’m not made for this. I’m not built wide enough. He’s too big. He’s too big. The stretching snaps, stops, and turns to splitting. I can feel skin tearing down there. He leans over me, his breath hot, smelling of breath mints and beer. I feel sicker.


Hunter closes his eyes, turns his face into my neck and moans. ‘Oh,’ he mutters, moving in and out of me. ‘Oh my god.’


I can’t close my eyes. I just don’t do anything. I lie there, a blank. I lie there as he kisses my neck, sucking at my skin. I lie there like a blow-up doll, my mouth open, moving up and down on the bedsheets while Hunter presses my legs down and moves back and forth into me. He raises his head and looks down to where he is entering me. I can’t see it. I’m lying back. I don’t want to see it, but I look where he’s looking instinctually. My dick is flopping lifelessly as he pounds at me. I think about how it must feel to be a big, strong guy with a big dick and the ability to walk into any room and know you could overpower and take anyone you wanted. I wonder if I’d want that, given the choice. It seems a weird thing to be. It seems alien.


Hunter’s watching our parts come together. He lets out another, ‘Oh my god’, rising in tone as he thrusts faster. He takes my arm and pushes it above my head, then holds it there. He seems to smell my shoulder. He puts both hands in my hair again, stroking it, tousling it, and moans, rocking back and forth. My hair’s really soft. He used to stroke it like that, when we were little. I didn’t think anything of it. Everyone strokes my hair.


I look at him, look at the ceiling, look across the room to my posters – the England Football Team, Dakota Fanning, Saoirse Ronan, the Hemingway Area 1st Football Team’s Junior League victory with me in the centre front row next to Marc and Carl. I look at my DVDs. I look at the dismantled LP player me and Carl found in a car boot sale that we’ve been trying to get to work for over a month. I look at the TV and the tangle of wires that lead to the Xbox live, Wii and old Sega, which is funny to play when you’re drunk late at night. Halo 4 is on the floor, out of its case, next to a pile of dirty boxers and T-shirts.


‘Oh, Max,’ Hunter groans and ruts at me, his eyes closed. I feel my skin ripping more and squeak, gasp, let out an ‘aah’, pull the pillow over my head, trying to be quiet. His arms enclose my body. I roll to my right a little. He sits up, stops for a moment and takes hold of my legs.


Now he is above me, his torso at a right angle to the bed. I hear the smack of his thighs hitting against mine. A horrible squelching sound is getting louder. He’s sliding in and out freely now, but still roughly, because I’m too tight and small for this. Not made for this. Pain travels up my legs and numbs my toes. I’m embarrassed at the way my body bends, embarrassed at the way it shakes and opens for him. I’m embarrassed and confused as to why I care that I feel ugly, why I want to put my hands over my penis and stop it lolling around. The pain is sharp at the entrance point and dull further inside me. I worry. I wonder what it’s touching. It seems to hit against my stomach. The disbelief and shock shake off a little and the pain mutates into something so strong I have to speak. I slowly take the pillow off my head and grip it tightly above me on the mattress. My throat opens and my voice joins the cacophony of quiet sounds.


‘Oh my god, please!’ I beg him, earnestly. ‘Oh my god, please. Hunter. Please.’


‘Shh, shh,’ he breathes, not looking at my face, his mouth open, his hips moving fast, a strange, confused, flickering spark in his eye. Intent. Excitement. Curiosity. Awe. Desperation. Embarrassment. Realisation. Shame. Want. Need. That opaque gleam. Then, the furious frown and movements of someone who wants to get something over with, get it done. I can hear a slapping sound, I can hear wetness, I can hear the whomp whomp whomp of concave things hitting other concave things and the air passing between them. I can hear the quiet creak of the bed. I can hear and smell and feel Hunter’s breath on me.


‘Oh my god,’ he murmurs to himself. ‘I’m gonna . . .’


His body buckles and crouches over me. Hunter lets out a long, low moan. His face is against my chest. His arms stretch out, feeling blindly for my shoulders, then hold them. I wait, while he hugs me.


Maybe twenty seconds pass, and he looks up, not quite meeting my eye. He looks surprised, tearful, and kind of grateful. Grateful and desperate. He wipes a shaking hand around his face.


‘Sorry,’ he mutters. He moves up the bed. I’m lying on my back. He lays on my left side, still inside me, his arm across my chest, his face turned towards me on the pillow, lips next to my ear. I am staring at the ceiling, but I can feel him watching me.


I frown, my breathing slowing, and look down my body. ‘Did you come in me?’


I look over at him, and I see him panic again, then that cloak of anger going up. The petulant lip comes out. ‘What do you care?’


Hunter moves down the bed. He pulls his penis out of me quickly and I let out an ‘errr’, a strange, sick, stuttering, reproachful, apologetic noise. He buckles up.


‘What are you complaining about?’ He pulls on his jumper, which he gets out of his bag. ‘Don’t tell and I won’t tell about you. Don’t tell your mum, either. She’s got enough problems with you and your spacker brother to begin with.’


For some reason, I shake my head and whisper, calmly: ‘I won’t.’


Hunter packs up the empty beer bottles.


‘He’s not a spacker,’ I say.


Hunter looks at me like he’s five years old again, like I’m being mean to him in the playground. It’s his look for when I’ve done something he doesn’t like.


‘Whatever,’ he says.


Then Hunter isn’t there anymore, and it’s just me, lying, legs apart, like a dead bug, flattened to the mattress by pain, and blinking rapidly with my mouth open. Like I can’t believe what just happened, happened. Like I don’t know where I am. Like I am in some alternate reality where there is a possibility that Hunter is a bad person, that my average little bedroom is the scene of a crime, that I could be quietly forced into something so abhorrent I can’t even think the word in my mind and that it could all be over in five minutes.


I hear the creak of the stairs as Hunter’s shoes tap down them. The living room door opens, letting a gale of laughter drift upstairs. I let my aching legs lower to the mattress.


I can hear him saying something to Mum and Dad and Uncle Charlie and Auntie Cheryl, thanking them, saying goodnight, making a joke. They burst out laughing again, my dad’s deep voice roaring beneath my mum’s high-pitched giggle. I hear his mum and dad shuffle out with him, call goodbye. Then the front door closes and footsteps walk down the gravel drive, the gate creaking, the sound of an engine starting, and the crunch of tyres on gravel signals his departure.


A lorry rumbles by on the road outside. My posters are on the walls. Halo 4 is still on the floor. The night still passes behind the blinds. I am still and quiet and dizzy and shaking. I feel cold and wet and a draft between my legs. I feel sick and vomity. I feel embarrassed and strange and in pain. Voices drift up the stairway.


I sit up slowly, painfully, and pull the covers over myself, with my eyes tight shut.




Daniel
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Dad and Mum and Auntie Cheryl and Uncle Charlie and Auntie Leah and Uncle Edward are still going on downstairs and talking and stuff. I don’t understand what they have to talk about. Everything they do is so boring. It’s all law and rules and court cases and I told Mum she should do something fun like play video games otherwise she just has a boring life and is boring all the time and then she shouted at me. I don’t understand that woman. I wasn’t being rude. I was being helpful.


They are being so loud it becomes difficult to sleep, so I secretly play my game in my room with the sound turned down. It’s a very complicated game, and it is actually for ages ten and up, but I’m extremely advanced at computing, so it’s easy for me. There are sounds outside my door twice but no one comes in. Sometimes I think they all forget about me. I get angry with them a lot. Max doesn’t forget about me, but sometimes I get angry with him anyway because Mum and Dad think he is so much better than me. They think I don’t know, but I do. I’ll show them when I’m older and am a billionaire robot engineer like that ugly little geek in that film. I won’t be ugly or a geek though. If I am a billionaire I’ll do the smart thing and use my powers to build myself into a super-robot, then buy really cool friends.


There, they are laughing again. It sounds like screaming, like on level thirty when you get to the massacre and take out all the aliens.


Well, if they are going to forget about me I am going to stay up and play my game. So I play and play and play until I hear the cars going home and I get to level twenty-two before I am so tired I cannot play anymore, and I also kill a total of three hundred and thirty-five evil dwarflords.




Sylvie
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My head hurts from the music at Toby’s all night. He lives in Oxford and goes to the uni. I made him drive me back but he was totally stoned. It was pretty scary.


I don’t do drugs. I tried a few when I was younger, but only idiots like Toby spend their entire lives stoned. I’m dumping him tomorrow. I’ll call him up.


Tonight I made him drop me at the church, because he’s the type that, if he knew where I lived, would come round and play guitar badly outside the window. I’ve been there before and I don’t think my parents can take it again. It’s best, I always think, to compartmentalise.


It’s really quiet at night, and the town looks like someone has sketched it in black and white. All the living people sleep just like the dead, and we share the quiet. I’m in the graveyard. The graves look so sweet in the dark. They’re not scary. They’re not eerie or anything. They’re weird and cute and freaky. I like hanging out here, but you can’t talk at night, because you wake the spirits, and you can’t step on a grave, because that is sacrilege. You don’t want to wake the dead. They sleep on, just like the living. Well, all the living people sleep apart from me, I guess.


A car drives past. I hear the engine humming when it’s still out of sight and I sink into the shadow of a grave.


The car swerves a little on the road, slows, speeds up. I’m close enough to see through the glass, and the car is going slow enough through the town centre for me to recognise the face. It’s a dark-haired guy from the sixth form college. He’s hot. I remember him from parties but I don’t know his name. A man is seated beside him. He looks like a smaller, older version of the driver so it’s probably his dad. A woman is in the back.


Somehow the car spooked me, appearing so suddenly, and when it’s gone I slip out of the church gates and start walking home.


I wish I wasn’t like this. So scared all the time. I feel like the older I get, the more scared I become. I think it’s because you realise, as you grow up, that the world is a worse place than you thought when you were a kid and the worst thing was being pushed by a bully or peeing your pants in class. Now I realise there’s a lot more to fear than that. I get scared of walking around on my own in the dark, scared of guys lurking in the shadows, too scared to live fully, freely. There are all these things that I want to do before I die, and what if I die now, or soon? Another thing that scares me is my life taking shape and solidifying. We’re taking our GCSEs and deciding on AS Level options this year, and in two years we’re off to uni. What if I make the wrong choices?


I get these panic attacks sometimes. I keep a brown paper bag by my bed. That’s why I sometimes stay out at night on my own, like this. It’s to prove to myself that the night is only the world in shadow, that my fears can’t control me, that I have courage.


The dark isn’t even a loss of visibility. It’s just a change of colour, of tone. It’s the same as day, it’s just a different hue.


You need courage to do anything. It’s the same courage you need to take an exam or make choices or write a poem when your last one was shit, as it is to go out at night without feeling terrified. If you fear, you’ll never live. You need courage to do it.


Before I turn into my lane I hear the car one last time: a squeal of wheels and the engine of the car cuts through the stillness of the night as it turns left on Grove Street. Tyre burn. Dude thinks he’s cool. Idiot.




Karen
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It’s this time of morning, just before dawn, that I love the most. It’s the quiet. I didn’t used to notice it, when I was a child, or at college. Now these minutes are the only ones during my day that are not full of noise. It’s funny what we miss about being young, but I miss the proliferation of silence, unfolding before me on a long Sunday afternoon. I remember in our first house in Hemingway, slipping downstairs for a glass of water and looking out the bay window as the sun moved across the garden, or sitting propped up against my pillows in bed, still in the silent waking of the morning, just before the birdsong began and woke Max up. I remember the silences in the flat we used to have just after finishing uni, in the early days of my pregnancy, my bare-chested new husband reading next to me, while I read cheesy crime dramas and thrillers – my guilty pleasure – enjoying the peace before I started my daily ritual of throwing up and aching.


I try to imagine Steve that young, that skinny. Imagine Steve as a lanky boy in those old ripped jeans with no hair on his chest. I can’t quite do it.


I rub my head to stave off the slight hangover I feel brewing from last night’s dinner party. We used up the last of the wine Cheryl brought us from France this summer.


Life turned out differently from what I had predicted. I do understand what my own mother meant now, that you give up things for your children’s sake, and perhaps there are lines that I wouldn’t be able to cross in terms of sacrifice, but I haven’t reached them yet and I hope I don’t. I wanted my family to be close, like my childhood family never was, and it is. I’m not always the best parent, but I try very, very hard.


The greatest difference between how I dreamed my life would be, and what it became, has everything to do with what I didn’t know about love. I saw it as romantic, something apart from me. I didn’t realise how much it would take as well as add to my life, how completely drained of it I would feel, how I would have to plumb reserves I didn’t know I had to nurture it. I had no idea when I was younger about what love really was, what it does, how it moves, how it grows, what it feels like, why you value it.


How I feel about my children, in particular, is different from how I imagined it would feel to have children. I don’t think I had thought it through well enough. I did not understand that my body and soul were about to be entirely claimed, that I would feel physical pain when I heard them crying, and that I would love them beyond all reason, even when they were being terrible. I’ll admit that I wasn’t ready. Being a parent meant having to make definite choices, rather than meander around possible options. It means having to live the way you wanted to live but could never be bothered to, prioritising things you never used to consider – boundaries and rules and plans. It means living in a school catchment area and saving for university. It means constriction in your chest, and worry all the time, and if not all the time, at least once a day. It means feeling responsible for the every move of two autonomous beings that I cannot control.


Particularly now that they are older. I keep waiting for something to happen, something to come in and crush us all.


Last month, a girl in Max’s school, a couple of years older than Max, killed herself by jumping off a bridge. One of Daniel’s classmates died during during an asthma attack the other summer. Am I giving them too much milk to drink? Am I one day going to get a call at work about drugs? Sex? Drunken violence?


Is it strange that I think of Daniel, my nine-year-old, when I worry about drugs, sex and violence?


Max has never done anything like that. Still, I have worried about Max every day since he was born. He must have lived in an atmosphere of constant panic for the first five years of his life. It was because of his problem. You hear about things going wrong during a birth, but when you’re pregnant and in labour, you never think it will happen to you. No one thinks theirs will be the baby with the problem. And then it was my baby, and it made me worry all the more acutely for the rest of his life, because I had been right to worry before, because when it had been time to give birth, to do the most important thing I could do for Max, something had gone wrong. And I could not shake the feeling, despite logic and reasoning and common sense, that it had been my fault. And I wondered what else I would get wrong in the years to come.


But as he grew up, Max himself never did anything wrong. Not really. Sometimes I think the one problem was enough with Max. Sometimes I think we bore our burden; we had the terrified early years when we didn’t know how he was going to grow or what would happen, and now we just get to enjoy him.


This is how the business of the day first breaks into my beautiful silence and sweeps me forward: these fretful thoughts, combined with a sharp tinge of a headache breaking through to my consciousness from last night. I look over at the wardrobe, where today’s suit is hanging, pressed, ready.


The suits. I get caught up in the suits. I always liked fashion, but this is an obsession. Sourcing them, buying them, pressing them, fitting into them, throwing out the old suits to make space for the new ones – it all takes up far too much of my time. I suspect I am aiming for the perfect wardrobe for my roles in life, to make up for the fact that I am never quite sure what these roles require of me. On the left-hand side rail in the built-in wardrobe are the Good-Barrister work suits; on the right, there are the Good-Mother casual clothes, mostly slim-fitting trousers with plain blouses or T-shirts or casual but expensive white shirts with blazers to go over them. I wear the Good-Mother outfits to PTA meetings, cake sales, football matches, play dates. I am a Good Parent, and you can tell by my Good-Parent suit. Slim-fitting jeans work well. People can see you keep yourself healthy, you keep your kids healthy, you set a good example. A white T-shirt, tucked in, is sexy and cute but still conservative. Your outfit has to say: I took a while deciding on this because my house was clean and my kids were fed and mentally stimulated, so I had plenty of time to pamper myself. A cardigan is appropriate; a jacket is better. No hoodies. No jumpers. No bulk that says you have gained weight.


Today’s suit stares me down.


I get up at six. I run. We have a gym in the basement. I wanted it upstairs so I could look out the window while on the treadmill. Steve couldn’t understand: why would his crazy wife want the treadmill upstairs? Why would she need to look out the window?


It’s boring! Running and running on the same spot and not going anywhere, ever, is boring! I wanted to scream this at him, not angrily, just loudly enough so he would hear, but he had a conference call and I had a case going to court to prepare for and there was Max’s football gear to iron, and something with Daniel, and so it goes, and so I didn’t scream at him. We don’t scream at each other anymore. It sets a bad example. The heated arguments are held in now, and then we forget about them later, too tired to remember how irritated we were with each other. We slide into bed after the lights are out, turn to each other ready to continue to bicker, and then both sigh, bereft of energy. We still make love most nights. It’s always been good. That has never changed.


Steve has free access to the gym at Hemingway City Hall, which is part of the package for the local councillors and our Member of Parliament, Bart Garrett.


Bart is tipped to resign soon, because the newspapers have featured some fairly wild stories about his offspring drinking and partying in expensive private schools, which turned out to be true. Steve has been following his demise in the press with a watchful eye, which makes me think about our agreement to wait until Max was older before running for any form of government. Steve is a Chief Crown Prosecutor. It’s a worthwhile and interesting job, overseeing all the criminal prosecutions in our area, and I work just under him as a barrister. It’s enough for me while the children are young, and I like being in court, but I know Steve is hungry to be in politics. He always has been. And Max will be sixteen this year.


When I get back to the bedroom from the gym, there is a Steve-shaped emptiness in the bed. He’ll be downstairs, putting on espresso to brew. In a few minutes I’ll smell it, and be aroused enough to go down for a cup. Now though, I luxuriate in the shower for ten minutes, and then I discard the suit I set aside, and pick something else.


I choose the black skirt, high heels, sheer tights, and the pearl-grey blouse, adding a silver necklace, foundation, nude eyeshadow and a brief hint of mascara. My lips are plum. I check myself in the mirror. I look pretty good for forty-two.


I wake Daniel up, and he groans at me hatefully. ‘Mum! I can’t be bothered!’


I kiss his head and he wriggles out from under me, slides out of the bed and then pads down the stairs, sits at the table and stares at me with disdain as I pour milk onto his Shreddies. I smile beatifically back.


Daniel is not a morning person. We have all had to come to terms with this.


Steve is on the phone, a cup of black coffee in hand. We can hear him in the second reception room. I know, even without seeing, exactly what he is doing: gesturing, standing with his feet wide apart, one hand steadily weighing up an option to the side, before tossing it out, fist clenching, driving forward. He makes his point. He wins the point. Stephen Walker, everybody! Once second in his class at Oxford (I was first in mine), then barrister extraordinaire, now Chief Crown Prosecutor!


He comes in for a refill and we salute each other with our cups.


‘Into the fray,’ he says, nipping out to his car. ‘Love you.’


We work in the same building but we take separate cars. I leave about half an hour after him in the morning and take Daniel to school, and I come home about an hour before him at night to sort out dinner.


It’s seven-thirty. Max breezes into the kitchen in his uniform. He takes care of himself, always has. He whips past me, grabs a bagel from the cupboard and smears spread onto it, smiling briefly, slipping past me like a whisper, light on the feet.


‘Light of my life,’ I whisper, kissing Max’s hair. ‘Lights of my life,’ I add, chucking Daniel under the chin.


‘Your fingers smell of butter,’ Daniel informs me.


‘Thanks,’ I reply.


Max’s long fingers flip his tie end round and round and up through the loop efficiently. I lean across to fix his top collar button but he’s already doing it.


I pack my leather bag. I have another cup of coffee. I read my case notes. I yell for Daniel, who has disappeared upstairs again, to get in the car. He yells back something I pretend not to hear.


Sipping from my cup, and surveying the room, I notice a shopping bag Steve brought home last night sitting on the seat across from mine at the table. Emblazoned on it are the words ‘Mike’s Printing Supplies and Services’. I purse my lips, put my coffee down and slip out of my chair. Inside the bag is shining bright red card. I move the plastic down to reveal blue lettering on a white stripe across the centre of the card. I stare at it, trying to decide how to react. It’s a mock-up of a campaign placard, with the words: ‘Stephen Walker, MP for Oxford West, Hemingway & Abingdon’ emblazoned on it.


He’s thinking about it seriously.


He’s thinking about it seriously, I think again.


‘But we talked about it,’ I imagine myself saying.


‘I know,’ he will say. ‘I know.’


Steve always says he knows. He knows, and he thinks that makes it OK.


When we spoke about this the other week, I told him I didn’t feel that it’s the right time to run, not while Max is still in school, but I do understand why he wants to run now. Steve would be a wonderful MP, and now would be a strategic time to stand. It’s not a general election, so there will be fewer candidates, and Steve will get more financial support if less people are looking for backing from local businesses. We always discussed that it might happen someday. But we never really saw eye to eye on it actually happening.


How long does a card like this take to design and print? When did he arrange this?


The boys run past me, out the back door, and I pick up my bag and coat and follow them. There is no more time to think about the significance of the campaign card.


Before I go I leave a note for the cleaner to tidy away the piles of books and files from the front hallway. We don’t use the front door, and we should. It doesn’t look good to use the back door all the time. The detritus of our lives is here in the mud, the discarded footwear, the rucksacks. Plus we store all the wine at the back door. I don’t want people to think we’re heavy drinkers.


I slip my Bulgari coat about my shoulders. It’s the first time I’ve used it in six months, and it smells faintly of the closet, but the material is rich and thick, and September is cooling off, the brief heat replaced all too soon by a chilling breeze. Max is talking to Daniel by the car and I give him a kiss before he leaves for the bus. The stop is at the end of our street, the opposite direction to Daniel’s school.


‘Got everything you need?’


‘Yep.’


‘Sure?’


‘Yep.’


‘Are you OK?’ I touch Max’s cheek. ‘You’re a little red.’


‘No.’ He lifts his eyes and beams at me. ‘I’m great, thanks, Mum.’


‘Work hard, have a good day.’


‘I will.’


‘Be good!’ I call as he walks away.


I see him faintly roll his eyes at me, but he nods, good-natured, sunny, smiling, and slips out the gate at the end of the drive. And I remember the conversation with Steve a few months earlier.


‘We would need to get an automatic one,’ I told him.


‘Why would we need an automatic gate?’


‘Everybody has an automatic gate.’


‘Do they?’


‘Steve, you know what I’m saying makes sense. If you run for election, we’ll need to protect Max and Daniel.’


‘Protect them? From who? Kidnappers? The mafia? This is England. This is the countryside. This isn’t London.’


‘From prying eyes, Steve. We need to protect them from journalists and other people and—’


‘Prying eyes? That’s a rather antiquated expression.’


‘Look, I can’t stop you from running if that’s what you choose to do. But this is the reality. The only reason you can run is because Bart Garrett is about to resign after the papers plagued his family.’


‘Let them plague us. There’s nothing wrong with our kids. They’re not some ungrateful idiots at an overpriced school like Bart Garrett’s kids. They don’t go out and get drunk and smash up someone’s car. They’re smarter than that.’


‘People will want to know about him, Steve.’ I paused, sighed, and added quietly, ‘Can you imagine what would happen if it got out?’




Max
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The seats in English class are this eggshell blue fabric-cum-plastic. My fingernails scratch lightly over it. My nails are neat. Everything about me is so neat. Everything I do, I do well. I can’t remember the last time I messed up. This is a big mess up. I feel like it’s my fault. I know it’s not, but that doesn’t stop me feeling like it is.


‘You got forty-six out of forty-seven on the first draft!’


‘What?’


‘You got the same thing last time. Dick.’


I look down to my English essay, scrawled all over in red pen: ‘Excellent’, ‘eruditely, mellifluously communicated’, ‘fantastic’, all followed by exclamation points larger than the words.


‘Oh, no wait, you got forty-five last time.’


‘Did I?’


‘You’re still a dick.’


I can feel Carl grinning at my left ear, but I can’t turn to look at him. It’s almost ten-fifteen in the morning. Carl is spouting the usual rubbish we spout in class and we’re sitting at the back where we usually sit and we bought Coke cans and Maltesers on the way like we usually do, but today I’m not here. I’m thinking about STDs. I’m thinking about that splitting sound. I’m thinking about blood.


‘So what’s up?’


‘What?’


‘Are you pissed off at me?’


‘No.’


‘So, what’s wrong?’


‘Nothing.’


‘You’d normally be gloating by now.’ Carl nudges me. ‘What is it?’


‘Shut up. Nothing.’


I was thinking last night about how I live in the country just outside the town, but the town centre is ten minutes away by car. It’s about five miles and that’s where the doctor is, and they don’t even take patients without an appointment. Then I realised it was going to be Monday in a few hours, and I’d be going to school. I could take the bus in and then walk off the grounds.


I didn’t sleep after. How could you sleep? I lay in bed around 2 a.m., after I had dealt with it all as best as I could, washed myself off and changed the bedsheets, and I thought, So what now? Do I go to sleep? I turned over and started to wiggle my leg in my pyjamas in the way that you do when you’re not tired, but then I realised it was hurting to move. It was stinging. I got still, and stared at the wall. The wall is a light blue. My dad painted it himself just before Daniel was born, so I didn’t feel threatened. The new baby was getting a brand-new room. We had just moved from the centre of Hemingway to the suburbs, to this massive house on Oakland Drive. The house was big enough, but they built an extension over the garage to house the new baby, and Dad painted it yellow. I walked in the new room when it was done and felt really bummed, because they were getting a perfect new baby, after getting over the shock of me, their old, faulty one. I was worried they were going to forget about me.
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