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PART 1

 

I have seen death as clean,

As life will ever be,

And now I live to see another day,

Did my Lord just punish me?

The pain of life I will therefore bear,

Upon my weakened shoulders,

And ask my soul,

Where I feel love,

To release me from these rivers of blood.

 

—Alan Wass

 

 

 

 

 

 

 





ONE

The Start of Summer party was a fairy-lit affair in the back garden of a historic estate. They had a pony ride for the kids, a lighted shooting range for the teens, and a bar for the adults—so they basically covered all the bases of good, old-fashioned country living. I hid at a table up the lawn away from everything, to stop people asking me to refill their glasses.

“Ah, here you are.” Nikki and Macklin appeared, carrying drinks. Nikki set his cane down against the table and flipped a chair around, so he was sitting backward. I had a fundamental inability to understand people who flipped their chairs around, so I blinked at him for a while in confusion as he sipped his peach-coloured drink. Macklin took the seat across from him.

“What have you been up to?” I said. “Have you found any-one to bear you a son?” Macklin tugged at his collar and gazed off into the party.

“It’s just the usual suspects,” Nikki said, stretching back in his chair. “Not that either of us is looking.” I avoided Nikki’s meaningful look. I hated when boys looked meaningfully at me—I could never figure out what they meant by it.

I scanned the party. Excessive abuse of fairy lights meant you couldn’t see the actual stars. All the guests seemed to have been invited for their reluctance to question reality and the unshakable belief that heels could be worn on grass.

Nikki leaned over my shoulder. “Should we just leave?”

“We can’t just leave,” Macklin said.

“Why not?” Nikki had a hopelessly encouraging smile—curved at the ends so he looked like the Joker’s angelic little brother.

“Because we’re already here.”

“Well, we don’t have to stay here,” Nikki said, reaching across the table to steal Macklin’s drink.

“Dad will be angry if we leave.” Macklin adjusted the sprig of white orchid in his coat pocket. His black hair fell over his eyes in a curtain. His style was very dandy-in-distress.

“Dad’s always angry,” Nikki said, finishing off Macklin’s drink. “I think he rather enjoys it. What do you say, Kitty? I have a plan and everything. I’ll nick one of the rifles and create a diversion, and you and Macklin can race away on a pony.”

I grinned. “And you’ll join us in three to five when they let you out of prison?”

“Better make it five to ten. I may need to create a diversion in prison.”

I let my eyes drift through the crowd until they landed on Lord and Lady Bramley. I sighed. “It’s nearly over. Anyway, I don’t think you’d survive prison.”

Nikki, sensing the shift in my mood, moved closer to distract me. “I actually came over here to tell you something rather exciting. Remember that party I went to last week? The one with the snakes?”

“The funeral.” Macklin wrinkled his nose. “The one you said was actually a funeral.”

“Well, she’s here.” Nikki sat back, like his words should have some great effect on us.

“Who’s here?” Macklin said.

“The woman from the party. The psychic, didn’t I tell you? She’s a sort of legend. Apparently she’s never been wrong. I’ve seen her boat parked up just over the hill”—he pointed—“along the canal. I really wanted to talk to her at the party, but she wasn’t doing readings that night.”

“Why did you want to talk to her?” I said.

“To know my future. Obviously.”

“In your case, darling, it’s whatever you want it to be,” I said. “I don’t know if you’re aware, but you were sort of born with everything.”

“That’s not true,” he said, and this time I couldn’t avoid catching his meaningful gaze, his backward chair creeping closer. I liked Nikki, but sometimes I felt mean about it. I felt like I shouldn’t corroborate a world that gave people like him everything they wanted and people like me nothing more than the opportunity to be another thing that people like him got.

I swallowed and then shrugged. “Go on, then. See the psychic if you want to. Ask her what we’re having for supper tomorrow.”

Nikki sighed in a long, drawn-out way, like he had actually been holding his breath all evening, and then he dismounted his backward chair. “I’ll ask her what we’re having for supper this time next year. That’ll really test her mettle.”

 

I explored the periphery of the party, chasing a stone wall to where the garden met the canal. I walked the towpath, the thin wisp of a trail along the waterway. The water was murky, but sometimes you could see underneath the surface the things people left behind: a corroded chair, a sparkle of silver that could be a coin or a gum wrapper, an open book—pages spread beneath the rusty, blood-coloured water.

“What are you doing?” I felt Nikki’s breath over my shoulder.

“I’m trying to figure out if that book is worth rescuing,” I said, crouched down above the water. I couldn’t make out the title headers.

“Any book is worth rescuing.” He sat down on the edge of the canal. Nikki had knee surgery last winter after he fell off a horse during his cowboy phase, and even though he’d recovered, he still carried a Victorian cane. He stabbed it into the water, upsetting the book so it disappeared, buried in a cloud of mulch. “Where did it go?” He bent forward. “Magic.” He grinned up at me.

“I thought you were going to the psychic,” I said.

“I was, but I got distracted.” Nikki very often got distracted.

“By what?”

“There was this very beautiful girl walking along the canal.” He offered his elbow so I could help him up.

“Oh yeah, which way did she go?”

His arms circled my waist on the pretence of finding his balance. “It’s all right. I’ve found her.” His cane dropped and rolled along the path.

“Nik-ki.” My head developed a mind of its own and fell into his chest. “Someone might see us.”

“I don’t care. I love you. I’ve always loved you. I don’t care what anyone else thinks.”

“Of course you don’t.” We were rocking back and forth somehow; it was making me dizzy. Nikki and I had been dancing around something for as long as I could remember, but lately the dance had become tighter, more uncomfortable. Nothing had ever happened between us, but when I looked into his eyes I could see my future: a marriage, a castle on a hill. I could see him buying me flowers after an argument ten years from now. And it wasn’t that I didn’t want it—I wanted it badly—but it scared me. “You’re the one with all the power.”

“You’re so wrong.” He removed his hands from my waist, pouted like he was actually the boy who never got what he wanted. “You know, it is rather trying, that you only love me when no one else is around.” He bent over to pick up his cane. “I don’t mean to be a bore, but I do rather think sometimes—” He stopped, sucking in all his breath. Nikki rarely was anything but impossibly nice to me, which unfortunately often made me treat him worse. I was desperate to know what he really thought.

“What? What do you rather think?”

His clear blue eyes looked dead into mine. “That you’re actually embarrassed by me.”

And I couldn’t say anything, because he was right. But it wasn’t just him; it was the whole idea of love that embarrassed me. Wouldn’t I look stupid, walking arm in arm with Nikki through a party? Wouldn’t I look weak and naive, to be with someone who had all the power when I had none?

Nikki kept his eyes down for a while, straightening his coat. “Anyway.” He cleared his throat. “The psychic’s just up there.” He pointed to a canal boat moored on the water. Blue spirit bottles hung along the roof. A paper sign was posted in the window: Psychic, but only if you BELIEVE it. “Will you come with me?” Nikki rubbed the back of his neck. “To tell you the truth, I’m sort of scared to go alone.”

A lump rose in my throat, because that was exactly what I loved about Nikki. He was never, ever afraid to be vulnerable. And that made him the bravest person I knew. “Yeah. Of course I’ll go with you.”

We started along the towpath side by side. I took his hand at the last moment, right before he’d have to drop it to get on the boat. Another paper sign was posted above the deck: Come in! We’re expecting you.

“Ha.” I pointed it out. “I guess she must be the real thing.”

“You know, it is OK to believe in something,” he said.

“And what exactly am I supposed to believe in?”

He gazed out past the canal, toward the skyline, considering. “You have options: the world, other people, yourself …”

I tossed my shoulders. “I don’t believe in any of those things.”

“Me?” He squeezed my hand.

I swallowed my heart to keep it from overflowing. “All right. I guess I believe in you. But don’t tell anyone.” I helped him onto the deck and followed him into the boat.

 

The narrow boat was like a home crammed into a hallway. The furniture was shifted at odd angles to fit. Heavily scented amber bottles lined the walls, rotted fruit hung in net baskets from the ceiling. Along the far wall, a candlelit altar glowed. Stones and crystals interspersed with prescription drugs and FINAL NOTICE bills covered every surface. I had to pile on Nikki to avoid knocking things over. He had no one to help him do the same.

“Bugger.” A crash. “Rubbish.” Another.

I laughed into his shoulder. “Perhaps you should stop moving.”

“Who’s there?” a voice called from the back of the boat. She didn’t seem to be expecting us, which was already one knock against her.

“Shouldn’t you know?” I called back. The boat stank of frankincense and Febreze.

“None of that,” Nikki said. “This is terribly serious.” Another crash. “Bugger.” He called out, “Sorry, we’re here to see the Future; is she in?” I punched his shoulder.

The lights snapped on with an electric buzz, spotlighting a woman in the doorway. She had good psychic hair, curled and wild like a poor man’s Cassandra. “What are you doing here?”

“Shouldn’t you know that as well?”

Nikki elbowed me quiet. “I saw you at that party. Last week. Or the week before. I want to know my future. Am I going to be rich? Still?”

The psychic cocked her hair. “If you’ve come here to make jokes, you can go out the way you came in.”

Nikki’s smile dropped. I could almost see it slide down his neck as his throat bobbed. He stepped forward, away from me. “I promise not to joke.” I doubted he could keep that promise, but he seemed determined. “And I’ll pay you, of course.” He pulled out a wad of bills.

She put a hand up. “I don’t touch the money.”

Nikki set the money on a table painted with a black snake and a white snake twisted together. I wondered what it symbolised. Something about good and evil, maybe.

The psychic slipped easily through the debris and put the kettle on. “Are you sure you want to know?” She jingled when she spun around, although she didn’t seem to be wearing jewellery. “You seem, maybe, like the type of person who doesn’t want to know. Nothing they tell you can change your future, you understand? The things they will tell you are set in stone.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but Nikki spoke first. “I want to know.”

The kettle screamed. The psychic poured two cups of tea. “Sit down.”

Nikki sat, knocking a raven’s skull and two candles to the floor. “Sorry.” He set his cane down; it vanished like a chameleon.

“I don’t see how things could be set in stone.” I put my hand on Nikki’s shoulder. “Surely your telling us will effect a change. If he left now, things would turn out differently.”

“Who are you?” Her eyebrows were painted on, and they dove down when she looked at me. “Has anyone ever told you that you look like a saint?”

“She looks like a goddess,” Nikki countered.

“I’m just his friend.”

“Well, his friend: he won’t leave.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I don’t know anything. They know. He will stay. You will leave.”

I laughed in surprise. “I beg your pardon?”

Nikki pulled me onto his lap, rested his head on my shoulder. “She has to stay. She goes where I go.”

“No.” The psychic folded her arms.

“Let’s just go.” I tugged Nikki’s arm. His eyes had a blank, mirrorlike quality sometimes, so all I could see was myself looking back. I leaned close, whispered in his ear, “Come on, Nikki. Don’t you want to prove her wrong?”

He took my hand, kissed my knuckle. “Why don’t you go check Macklin’s all right? I don’t know how long he can survive outside his new car.”

“Nikki, come on, this is silly.” I couldn’t breathe properly. The scented oils seemed to coat the back of my throat, my tongue, my teeth. The windows were covered with black curtains, like it was always after dark. The wood floors were stained with dirt. If this woman was so good at predicting the future, why didn’t she sail down to Ascot and win enough money to hire a cleaner? “Please, let’s just go.”

He pulled me close, his pleading breath along my neck. “Just let me, Kitty. I know you don’t like this sort of thing, but I do. It’s just words. It’s not going to hurt me.”

I sighed. “But you’ll believe it.” Nikki, for all his loveliness, had a dangerous permeability about his brain. Whatever the psychic said, he would believe—not for ever, but until the next thing came along—the way he dressed like a cowboy after watching a Western, or walked with a limp when he carried his cane. If she told him something bad, he would believe it. He might even go so far as to make it happen. “It’s not real. You know that, right?”

He kissed my cheek, then he lifted me to my feet. “Tell Macklin she predicted I’ll get his car in the end.”

“Nikki.”

The psychic slithered forward. Set the teacups on the table. I sighed and squeezed Nikki’s shoulder.

“What a load of rubbish,” I muttered, and I left him on the boat.


TWO

Macklin was still at the table, waiting for Nikki to return and give him directions. He had taken out his car keys and was spinning them around his finger.

“The psychic wouldn’t let me stay.” I took a seat across from him.

“Of course she wouldn’t,” Macklin said. “That’s how those people operate. Much easier to convince someone when they’re alone and vulnerable.”

“I’m afraid Nikki is going to believe what she says.”

“Of course he will.”

“What if she says something bad?”

He exhaled slowly. “That’s not what they do; they say good things so you come back to them.”

“What do you think they’re talking about?”

“Knowing Nikki, they’re talking about Nikki.”

“I don’t believe in the future.” It was hard to believe in the future when you were a third generation orphan, living with a family your mum once worked for. I knew that I was incredibly lucky the Bramleys had taken me in when my mum died, but my future was beyond the scope of any psychic.

“I’m going to collect classic cars,” Macklin said. For his eighteenth birthday, he had been given a 1960 Rolls-Royce Silver Cloud II convertible belonging to his grandfather. It was an insanely rare and expensive car. It also made Nikki insanely jealous, which made it even more valuable to Macklin.

“That’s not a job,” I said.

“Who said anything about a job?” Macklin made a face.

“I don’t understand this obsession with wanting things,” I said, raising my voice so he might know I was on my soapbox. “Wanting to be famous or wanting to be rich. Nothing ever lasts. I mean, look at the castle.”

Macklin’s head popped up. “What are you trying to say?”

I suspected I had gone too far. It wasn’t very wise to insult the privilege of a family you lived with, although that rarely seemed to stop me. “It’s just that … it’s too much house for one family. And you have to run tours to make money. Nothing lasts for ever, not even Bramley money. You might have to get a job one day.”

He scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I want to do something important. I want to make a difference.”

“You’re quite good at archery.” This was what they called the English sense of humour.

“Cheers. But I don’t have any immediate plans to join the Hunger Games.” I was good at archery, but Macklin had missed my true talent. What I was really good at was losing people. Mum was dead. Dad didn’t want to know. I had family in the States, and although the Bramleys had offered to send me there to visit, I was too afraid to go. Afraid that if I did, the Bramleys might suggest I didn’t come back.

Macklin scooped up his keys. “I wish he’d hurry up. Everyone’s starting to go now.” He was right. Whatever spell had held the party captive was starting to dissipate. The air was thinning. People were exchanging kisses goodbye. We were allowed to leave.

Right on cue, Nikki staggered up the hill. He tripped and stumbled. Money fell out of his pockets. Macklin went to pick it up.

“I hope you’ve had your fun,” Macklin called up from the ground.

“I want to go home,” Nikki said in a dull zombie voice. He wandered toward the road in a daze.

Macklin and I exchanged glances. Nikki never wanted to go home. “He’s having us on.” Macklin stuffed the money in his pockets and moved to follow.

Nikki hummed as we crested the hill, something like a funeral march, off-key.

“You’re having us on,” Macklin said again.

I tried to smile, but my lips wouldn’t lift. “You’re joking, right, Nikki?”

We climbed into Macklin’s car. Nikki lit a cigarette. Macklin ordered Nikki out of the car. We waited for him to smoke it.

“I hate when he does things like this.” Macklin drummed his fingers on the steering wheel.

“You don’t believe it, anyway.”

“No, but it’s self-indulgent nonsense. Nikki in a nutshell, matter of fact.”

Nikki finished his cigarette and got into the car. We pulled out onto the road. Macklin drove extra flashy because he wanted to annoy Nikki. Still, Nikki didn’t say a word.

“Well,” Macklin said. “Who ever would have predicted? You’ve learned to keep your mouth shut.”

Nikki’s eyes seemed frosted over. My throat tightened. I was afraid of something that I didn’t know the name of. We had driven clear of the Hartford Estate and settled into the isolated patches of countryside when Nikki finally broke. “She told me I had no future.”

“What?” Macklin said. “Did you pay her?”

“She wouldn’t touch the money.”

“I’m sure her hands were all over it the moment you left.” Macklin whacked the steering wheel. “Unbelievable. You can’t pay someone to tell you that you have no future.”

“We pay the college.”

“Are you having a laugh?” Macklin said. “Did she or did she not say that?”

“She said I had no future, and then she escorted me out. She did apologise.”

“I don’t believe it! Of all the—” Macklin inhaled through his nose. “I’m going to be contacting someone about this. Certainly there’s some sort of watchdog organisation.”

Nikki laughed. The world was back in order then, dragging along in his wake.

I leaned between them. Nikki had a heat to him. Perhaps it was delirium. Perhaps the psychic had slipped something into his tea. “Did she really say that, Nikki?”

“What does that even mean: no future?” Macklin said.

“I suppose it means I’m going to die.”

“Don’t say that, Nikki.” I squeezed his shoulder. “That’s not what it means. It doesn’t mean anything. It doesn’t mean any-thing because she’s made it all up.”

His forehead had a cool sheen, like he was sweating out some wicked dream. “Listen, Kitty, if I’m going to die, I’m going to die and that’s all there is to it. It happens to everyone. Allegedly.”

“It’s not funny, Nikki,” I said.

“You’ll have to take that up with God, my dear.” He slumped in his seat. “Look at it this way: you lot don’t believe in this sort of thing, so you needn’t worry.” I felt a slight relief then; maybe Nikki was just trying to prove that we did believe.

We drove the rest of the way home in near silence, only broken when Nikki asked if he could have a cigarette in the car. Macklin said, “Over my dead body,” but nobody laughed.

We rolled down the final hill and the castle rose cryptlike at the end of the road. The Bramley Castle was known for being a bit of a mess. It had started its life as a domed cathedral, then a fortress was added on around it. There was a Gothic extension and a Victorian wing and a lone, unfinished tower.

It was something to be seen, and it could be; tours were available Monday through Saturday from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. They were limited to the stately rooms in the castle. When we were younger, Nikki and I would sometimes sneak in and pose like dummies.

Macklin’s car pulled around the mammoth fountain, where Adam and Eve were forever having a snake-fetish bath, and alongside the stone steps.

Nikki whacked his forehead as the car pulled to a stop. “Rubbish! I’ve only left my cane on that bloody boat.”

“Well, we’re back now,” Macklin said. Nikki was always losing things. He had lost, had stolen, or had given away nearly every one of his considerable possessions over his short lifetime. It was a standing joke in the family.

“But it’s my cane. I need my cane.”

“You don’t actually need your cane, do you, Nikki? You were walking perfectly fine when you suddenly decided to have a mental relapse.”

“I’m making up for how good I was about not using one when I did need it,” Nikki argued.

“The party will be over. I don’t fancy traipsing around the canal after dark.”

Nikki seized Macklin’s elbow. “Please. We have to go back. She lives on a boat. She might not be there tomorrow.”

“Nikki, you’re always doing this. You need to learn to keep better watch over your things.”

“Please, Macklin.” Nikki tugged at his arm. “It’s my favourite cane ever.”

“It’s your only cane ever.”

“So you’re with me?”

“I would think someone who had been told by a psychic they were going to die would be rather more eager to get to bed.”

Nikki kicked the floor of the car, which was not a good way to cosy up to Macklin. “I don’t want to die in my sleep. I want to die for my cane.”

“I wish everyone would stop saying that word.” I frowned. “You know I don’t like it.”

“Die, die, die. We might as well keep saying it till it loses its power.” Nikki was going into a sulk.

“Well, I’ve had enough predictions for one day.” I shoved the door open.

Nikki was undeterred. “Please, Macklin. You can go back there and demand a refund!”

“If we go back there, she’ll be the one dead tonight,” Macklin said.

Nikki giggled manically.

I shut the door behind me and walked up the steps as Macklin said, “You can buy another cane. You can buy a bloody hover board.”

 

Holiday was perched at the top of the grand staircase. She raced down to meet me. Holiday was the “happy” accident in a family with an heir and a spare, so she was over ten years younger than the rest of us.

“How was it?” she said, gathering up the boy’s nightshirt she was wearing. She’d had to miss the party because she was recovering from a cold. “Where’s Nikki?”

I looked through the front windows, but the car was gone. “They must have gone to the garage.”

“What was it like?”

“Exactly like every other party ever.” Holiday huffed, so I elaborated. “There were fairy lights. And Nikki spoke to a psychic.” I knew better than to tell her about the pony rides.

“Really? What did the psychic say?”

I felt a chill, like what I already knew had taken me by surprise. “Nothing important.”

“I wonder what my future is.”

“You will go to bed,” I intoned.

Holiday patted me on the shoulder. “That’s very good. I’ll tell Nikki to go to you next time.”

“Good night, Holly.”

She scooted down the hall. “Tell Nikki he has to play with me tomorrow. It’s not fair always being the one left behind.”

I went to the staff kitchen and had a supper of instant oat-meal. Then I sat at the top of the stairs and watched Edgar throw drop cloths over the more impressive statues so they looked like a procession of poorly realised ghosts. I was tired, and my mind was hazy with the day, so the castle softened around the edges.

The Bramley Castle was a magical place to grow up. The fact that it didn’t belong to me only made it more appealing. There is a certain romance in distance, in being so close to something but never quite being able to touch it. The way Nikki looked sometimes, like all the secrets of the universe were spinning somewhere in the warm recesses of his magnetic brain … I could never quite touch him, I could never quite know what he was thinking, and then he would smile his double-edged smile and I would think I didn’t need to know everything, anyway.

The sun set beyond the enormous glass windows, heavy shadows seeped in to fill all the cracks in the universe. My eye-lids started to droop, so I pulled myself up and walked down the stairs toward my bedroom.

 

I always woke up at three o’clock in the morning. Mum used to say that was the hour when the veil between the real world and the spirit world was thinnest, but it was still pretty thick, in my opinion. That morning, I tried to go back to sleep. I put on the audiobook of The Power of Now; Eckhart Tolle’s narcotic tones nearly always set me to snooze. Still, my heart raced in my chest. I called it anxiety; Mum would have called it a sign, which only gave me more anxiety.

Eventually, I threw off my covers and got out of bed. I went up the stairs and along the hall. Nikki’s door was open. I could see him just inside it, as if he were waiting for me.

“What are you doing up?” I said, coming through the door.

He was sitting in front of his dresser with a candle lit, staring at himself in the mirror. “Hello,” he said. His face still wore that spooked expression. I could tell the psychic’s prediction had really upset him. He had arranged all the objects on his dresser in a weird pattern around the lit candle.

“You should be in bed,” I told him.

“Sorry.”

“It’s OK. You’re not still worrying about what that woman said?”

His smile was hesitant. He was wearing a coat I’d never seen before—dark blue and military. It wasn’t unusual for Nikki to acquire other people’s clothes, usually by trading them for his more expensive pieces. The clouds parted somewhere, but I only saw it on his hair, where light spread in a halo.

“I wanted to say I’m sorry.” I fingered the sharp end of a cracked crystal, resting at the centre of his makeshift shrine. “You were right at the party, about … You know what you were right about.” I spun around to face him. “I do love you. I do want to be with you. But I’m scared.”

He was quiet for a while, his expression impossible to read. “Love is a scary thing,” he finally said.

“Are you going to bed?” I said. “Because I couldn’t sleep and I thought that maybe I could …” I had slept in Nikki’s bed before, once or twice by accident, sometimes on purpose, always in secret.

“Yes.” He got off the chair and climbed stiffly onto his tall canopy bed. I took a deep breath and followed him up. He lay on his back, still in his clothes, with his hands over his heart. I moved in close behind him. I felt his breath catch, shudder through him.

“It’s all right, Nikki,” I said, to comfort him and myself. “It’s not real. No one can see the future.” I pressed my nose against his neck, and eventually his breathing steadied and the world dropped away.

It was beautiful and wonderful until I woke to him screaming. Not a dignified scream, but a loosened, wild one—the sound of a voice that couldn’t hear itself. He was slick with sweat and muttering loud and persistent nonsense, and I couldn’t wake him up. I tried and I tried, and I couldn’t wake him up.

He was alive. He was there beside me. But he was trapped in a nightmare he couldn’t wake up from.




 

 

PART 2

 

I wasn’t sure whether it was me

or had I died, But

HONEY, SWEET THING

HONEY, I’M ONLY DREAMING

HONEY, SWEET THING

TUPELO IS NOT WHAT IT SEEMS

 

—Alan Wass

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 





THREE


Nearly a year later

 

Icrouched inside the private altar in the library, finishing off my schoolwork. I had sat for my GCSEs. I had left school. Now I had to destroy the evidence.

 

Lord and Lady Bramley,

We are writing out of concern to let you know that Katherine Damice’s academic performance has fallen drastically since her mocks last year. We are concerned that Katherine doesn’t seem to care… .

 

Their concerns burned. Ashes to ashes, etc. The flames bit my fingers. I stifled a gasp and released the fireball. It streaked to the floor. Then caught the edge of a seventeenth-century rug. I leapt up, stamped out the flames with my trainers, then I sat down to inspect the damage to my soles.

What Ms What’s-Her-Name, the concerned, didn’t understand was that my academic performance meant nothing. I was going to die and she was going to die and it all meant nothing. It was a warming thought, although possibly that was because I’d just burned my foot.

Anyway, she needn’t have been concerned about the quality of my work. I left most of the questions on my GCSEs blank. On occasion, I was inspired to philosophical discourse, when I wrote engagingly about the futility of life. I didn’t think I would get very good marks, but I liked to think that one day, possibly fifty or so years in the future, Ms Concerned would be on her deathbed when my words would come back to haunt her, and with a last dying gasp she would realise I was right.

My thoughts were interrupted by a chilling scream. I shifted the wooden altar to cover the burn in the rug, then ducked out of the vestry, stumbling on my way down the short wooden steps.
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