
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			For Magdalen College School, Oxford, class of 2020: 

			It’s been a dark year, but you are stars, and will shine all the more brightly.
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			Part One

		

	
		
			1

			When they thought of that summer, it was to remember the bitter taste of the river in their mouths and the spatter of lager froth on hot skin; to recall days that began after noon and ended as the night sky paled in the east.

			They remembered long afternoons beneath the chestnut trees in University Parks and the particular shade of rose gold that the medieval spires turned in the evening sunlight. They remembered discovering the steampunk shop on Magdalen Bridge and dressing as glamorous vampires for the rest of the month, strutting the cobbles as dusk fell, to the amusement – and occasional alarm – of the foreign exchange students.

			They remembered dust clouds at Reading and Truck Festivals turning nose-bogies black and the relentless mutterings of the drug dealers: ‘Want any coke? Need any gear?’ The answer was always yes, and they never needed to ask the price.

			That summer was a time of neither hope nor promise but of certainty: they were the chosen ones, to whom the world belonged, and their lives, only just beginning, would be long and golden.

			How very wrong they were.

			Inevitably, that summer, they ended each day at Talitha’s mock-Elizabethan monstrosity of a house a few miles out of Oxford. Tal’s dad was rarely around and her mum never bothered them – they weren’t sure she was there much of the time – but the fridge was always full thanks to the housekeeper (who didn’t live in), no one kept tabs on the bar in the pool house, and Domino’s Pizza in nearby Thame delivered until midnight.

			Mainly, they stayed outdoors, dozing away hangovers in the pool house or the circular, lead-roofed gazebo by the lake, waking as the sun came up before heading home to reassure parents of their continued existence. They slept the day away in their own beds and by four o’clock were ready to begin again. And so it had been all summer long, since the last A level exam, which had been Daniel’s: Latin, on 4 June. (Went well, he thought, but you never really knew, did you?)

			On the night before results came out, they gathered again at Tal’s after an evening in the city. Xav sat on the edge of the pool, his feet in the water, as Amber flopped down at his side.

			‘I feel sick,’ she muttered, letting her head fall onto his shoulder.

			‘Don’t throw up in the pool,’ Talitha warned. ‘Mum had to get the filters cleaned last time. She’ll make me pay if it happens again.’

			Walking towards them across the terrace, weaving his way around huge terracotta pots and statues of mythical creatures, came Felix, holding a tray of drinks on the splayed fingers of his right hand. His hair, grown long since he’d finished school, glowed silver like the moon that hovered over his right shoulder. His easy, rolling walk gave him away as an athlete and on closer inspection, the over-developed right arm and shoulder, the huge thighs and slight twist in his torso might suggest an oarsman. The outdoor security lights activated as he passed them, giving the impression that Felix was creating his own light.

			‘I’m not pissed.’ Amber sighed as Felix drew close. ‘I mean I feel sick about tomorrow.’

			‘Today,’ Daniel corrected from his sun-lounger. The smallest of the boys, and the least athletic, he’d never had the same success with girls as his two friends, and yet his face was perfect. Secretly, the others had asked each other if Dan might be gay. It would be totally cool, of course, as long as he didn’t have a crush on either Xav or Felix, because then, you know, awkward.

			‘School doors open in six hours’ – he looked at his watch – ‘seventeen minutes and five seconds. Four. Three.’

			‘Do shut up,’ Amber told him.

			‘Manhattans?’ Felix offered the tray to Dan. ‘Two shots bourbon, one shot sweet vermouth and a dash of orange bitters to jazz it up a bit.’

			Felix had been the first to turn eighteen; the others, mindful of his love of chemistry, had bought him a cocktail kit, and he’d taken to cocktail-making with a passion.

			Talitha shook her head at the offered tray of drinks; of the group, she always drank the least. Talking about it once, when she wasn’t around, the others had wondered whether it might be out of a sense of responsibility – after all, they were nearly always at her house. ‘Nah,’ Felix had scoffed. ‘She doesn’t give a shit about any damage we might do – she just likes to feel she’s in control.’

			The terrace lights went out, leaving the garden in darkness apart from the glistening turquoise glow coming from the pool, and five pairs of eyes fell to watch the slender figure, pale as moonlight, glide over the tiles at the bottom. Megan’s suit was a delicate pink, giving the impression that she was swimming naked.

			‘Is it just me or has she been weird lately?’ Felix crouched at the pool edge to watch the sixth and strangest member of the group. There was something a little unearthly about the way she moved through the water with barely any visible propulsion.

			‘It’s Megan, she’s always weird,’ Amber said.

			‘Yeah, but more than normal.’

			‘She’s been quiet,’ Daniel said.

			‘She’s always quiet,’ Amber insisted.

			Megan floated to the surface. The mounds of her buttocks and her shoulder blades appeared a split second before she flipped and stood up. Water streamed down skin that had turned turquoise in the pool light. She looked a little like a mermaid, if mermaids had short, silver-blonde hair. A siren, maybe? Yes, Megan, with her quiet inscrutability, was more siren than mermaid.

			‘Six hours and fifteen minutes,’ Daniel called to her.

			‘Keep the noise down,’ Talitha complained. ‘If we wake Mum, she’ll make us go to bed.’

			‘Yeah, Dan, shut up.’ Amber hurried to the pool steps. ‘I know I failed theology.’ She handed Megan a towel, holding it high so that her friend’s body was shielded from view. It’s possible she meant it kindly and that she hadn’t positioned her own body so that Xav couldn’t see Megan climb out.

			Felix said, ‘No one fails theology.’

			‘She means she got a B,’ Xav said.

			‘Fair play, that would be a fail. In theology.’

			Amber flicked her middle finger at Felix.

			‘We should go to bed.’ Megan walked over to where she’d left her clothes on a sun-lounger and began pulling them on. ‘It’ll be tomorrow before we know it.’

			‘That’s the last thing we should do.’ Flopping down again at Xav’s side, Amber nuzzled her face against his neck. ‘I want to put it off as long as I can.’

			‘You two could have sex,’ Felix said. ‘That’ll pass two or three minutes.’

			Daniel sniggered. It’s possible Megan smiled too, but she hid it well.

			‘If any of us don’t get our grades, we might not be able to go to Tal’s place on Saturday,’ Daniel said.

			‘What?’ Xav looked up over Amber’s shoulder.

			‘If we don’t get our grades, we have to go through clearing. We can’t do that in Sicily.’

			‘We do have phones in Sicily.’ Talitha sounded affronted.

			‘I’m only saying, I think we have to be here to – you know – hatch a plan B.’

			Felix, who’d already drained his glass, stood up. ‘We are not plan-B people,’ he announced. ‘We will all get our grades. And I know how we can pass the time. Dan, how pissed are you?’

			Dan held out his right hand, palm flat, swaying it this way and that.

			‘Can you drive?’ Felix asked.

			‘No.’ Megan looked up from the sun-lounger.

			‘He’s the only one of us who hasn’t,’ Felix said. ‘Come on, Dan, you don’t want to go down in history as the only chicken.’

			Megan didn’t back down. ‘We said we’d quit.’

			‘Last chance.’ Felix fished the cherry from his empty glass and swallowed it. ‘We’ll all have family things tomorrow and Friday. We fly out Saturday morning.’

			‘I’ll do it when we get back.’ Dan lay back on the sun-lounger, but his eyes stayed open and wary.

			Felix shook his head. ‘Won’t be time. I’m going to the States, Tal’s staying on Mafia Island till late September.’

			‘If you say “Mafia Island” in front of my granddad, you’ll be floating face down in the pool the next morning,’ Tal said.

			Felix strolled up to her. ‘Which would kind of prove my point.’

			Tal was tall, but everyone was dwarfed by Felix. She took a step back to hold eye contact. ‘And at your funeral, we’ll build into your eulogy that you were a smartarsed shitbag.’

			‘Come on,’ Felix took her hands and mimed pulling her towards the drive. ‘Last chance for some real fun.’

			‘It’s not a good idea,’ Megan said. ‘We were all sober.’

			‘Told you she’d gone weird,’ Felix muttered, after a dark glance at Megan.

			‘I wasn’t,’ Amber said.

			‘You’re never sober,’ Felix told her. ‘Come on, guys, it’ll take an hour at most – Dan will officially be a grown-up.’

			‘I haven’t passed my test,’ Daniel objected.

			‘Oh, like that’ll make a difference. “It’s OK, Officer, I know I’ve broken every rule in the Highway Code, not to mention several laws, but look, here’s my licence. Are we good now?”’

			Amber got to her feet. ‘I need to take my mind off things. You stay here, Megan. I’ll come with you, Dan.’

			‘We all go or we all stay,’ Felix said.

			Xav stood up. ‘I’m in.’

			A sharp glance seemed to bounce between Talitha, Megan and Dan; Talitha shrugged, feigning disinterest. Then, looking troubled, Daniel stood up and Megan followed. Back then, when Felix and Xav agreed on something, it happened. That was just the way it was.

			They had a secret, you see, that summer. On the rare occasions, in years to come, when they talked about it, they could never agree quite how it started or whose idea it had been. Maybe at the beginning, none of them really intended to go through with it; maybe it had simply been something fun to talk about. The coolest dare imaginable; simple and yet so freakishly, thrillingly dangerous. None of them could have said when the talk became reality, when they realised it was actually going to happen. All they knew was that one moment they were sitting around the pool at Talitha’s house and the next they were speeding, at eighty miles an hour, the wrong way down the M40.
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			It was three o’clock in the morning the first time. Felix had been at the wheel – of course he had – and they’d seen no other cars. It had taken a little over two minutes, because Felix drove like a maniac down the centre lane. After the first minute had passed, when none of them spoke, when they’d all stared, wide-eyed and open-mouthed, into the darkness, the A40 had morphed into the M40. They’d sped another mile before Felix had braked hard, swinging the car round in a three-hundred-and-thirty degree turn to reach the exit slip road of junction seven. Two minutes of stupid, senseless risk and they were back on the right side of the law.

			The car – Felix’s mother’s VW Golf cabriolet – had erupted with loud, jubilant noise. They’d laughed, screamed and hugged each other. None of them had ever felt more alive. They didn’t sleep that night; they drank and talked till dawn and beyond. There wasn’t a drug that could compare to it; they knew they’d never feel that way again as long as they lived. It had been a rite of passage; they’d bet against the odds and won. They were marked, special.

			But even the purest high wears off, and it had only been a matter of time before Xav had wanted to do it too. Xav hadn’t been quite so lucky as Felix. As he’d reached the M40, at a little over eighty miles an hour, Felix, who’d been in the passenger seat, had seen the taillights of a car on the opposite carriageway. It was a little way ahead of them, but they were gaining on it.

			‘Stop the car, turn round!’ Amber had shrieked.

			‘No, slow down. They might think we’re behind them, on a bend in the road,’ Daniel said.

			‘Kill your lights. They won’t see us.’ Felix leaned across the driver’s seat and switched off the headlights.

			The night was dark, cloud cover and no moon; they were speeding into a black void. Amber screamed and Xav switched the lights back on.

			‘Fuck it,’ he said, and floored the accelerator. The speedometer crept up to eighty-five miles an hour, ninety, ninety-two. Xav leaned forward over the wheel, as though willing the car to go faster. The rest of them froze, silent, turning as one to their left as they caught up with the car, a large red saloon, on the opposite carriageway.

			For a second, the driver, the only occupant of the car, didn’t see them, then instinct alerted him and he glanced their way. He looked away, checked his rear-view mirror, then looked back again. His face twisted with incredulity.

			Felix raised his right hand and waved.

			‘Don’t overtake,’ Megan called from her uncomfortable position, squashed in the back. ‘Stay level with him.’

			‘Why?’ Xav was still hunched over the steering wheel.

			‘If you pull in front, he’ll see our number.’

			‘There are lights ahead,’ Talitha said. ‘Something’s coming at us.’

			‘Shit,’ Xav steered to the right, onto what should have been the inside lane. The lights coming towards them on their own carriageway were high off the ground, widely spaced, powerful; the lights of a heavy-goods vehicle.

			‘You’ve got time,’ Felix said, his voice hoarse with tension. ‘The junction’s coming up.’

			Xav braked, the car on the opposite carriageway moved ahead, and the lights coming towards them grew bigger. A horn, low-pitched and angry, broke through the hum of their wheels on tarmac. The air in the car seemed to reverberate with it.

			‘Junction,’ Felix snapped, as the sign, unreadable on its reverse side, became visible against the background of trees and hedge. Xav swung the car. They were going too fast, heading for the metal crash barrier. Amber screamed. Talitha wrapped her arms around her head. At the last second, Xav pulled the car back onto its course, and they were off the motorway.

			A month went by, and nothing more was said about their two adventures, but then Felix and Talitha had an argument one night about why women should never be permitted in the armed forces. They simply didn’t have the physical courage, Felix argued. To prove him wrong, as he’d almost certainly known she would, Talitha had insisted on repeating the motorway stunt. Once again, they’d piled into Felix’s mum’s car – the only one big enough to take all six of them. Felix had sat in the passenger seat; Megan, the smallest, had curled onto Daniel’s lap. They had their designated places, by this time, with only the driver changing.

			That time had been uneventful until Talitha had pulled off the motorway at junction seven and they’d seen a highway-patrol car in the layby of the A329. She’d panicked and stalled the car.

			‘Move,’ Felix said. ‘If you don’t, he’ll come over. Move.’

			‘What if he saw us?’ Talitha’s face was white with fear. ‘What if he pulls us over?’

			‘If you don’t move, he definitely will.’

			Talitha had pulled out, away from the layby. Every head in the car turned to watch the police vehicle, but it had remained where it was. And that made three times they’d got away with it.

			Amber had been drunk; it had been as simple as that. But even before she insisted on having her turn, it had become an unspoken agreement that the three-minute drive was something that, sooner or later, they were all going to do. They’d seen no other vehicles that night, which was probably just as well, because Amber almost certainly wouldn’t have been able to react in time.

			Megan, to their surprise, had proven to be the coolest of all at the wheel. In the early hours of a Sunday morning, she’d swung onto the A40 to see headlights almost upon her. Before any of the others had time to react, she’d swerved right onto the hard shoulder, screeched to a stop and killed her headlights.

			‘Duck, all of you,’ she’d hissed as she’d dropped her own head onto the wheel.

			No sooner had the other car flashed past than she’d restarted the engine and driven at eighty miles an hour along the inside lane to get them off the motorway.

			‘That’s it,’ she said, when they got back to Tal’s house. ‘We were bloody lucky just now. We’re not risking it again.’

			Shaken, they’d all agreed, and it hadn’t been mentioned again. Until tonight.

			And so now, after all, it was Daniel’s turn.

			Not long after three o’clock in the morning, the B-road heading north out of Talitha’s village was empty. They drove with the top down, because Amber was still feeling queasy and the night air smelled of honeysuckle, which seemed to bode well, and muck-spreading, which didn’t.

			Daniel drove slowly and badly, his acceleration uneven, over-compensating on the steering. At the tiny hump bridge over the stream, he nearly hit the wall.

			‘Watch it.’ Felix, as usual, was in the passenger seat.

			‘I’m not used to this car,’ Daniel complained.

			‘OK,’ Felix said, as they approached the junction with London Road. ‘We all know the drill if we’re stopped. We were heading back to Tal’s house. Daniel wasn’t sure of the way and got lost. We’re all a bit pissed, and we weren’t concentrating. “We’re all terribly sorry and upset and we’ll never do it again, Officer.”’

			‘You don’t have to do it, Dan,’ Megan said. No one replied.

			‘Everyone got their seat belts on?’ Xav asked.

			‘Hold tight, Meg,’ said Talitha.

			‘No hesitation, straight into the middle lane,’ Felix said, as Daniel turned right at the junction and drove onto the slip road that would take them down to the A40. ‘You need some speed.’

			Daniel edged the car up to thirty miles an hour; the bend in the road was sharp, veering south, then south-east. The correct route – the only legally permitted route – made an almost complete circle onto the A40 heading into Oxford. At its south-eastern tip, the carriageway split; one way entered the A40, the other allowed traffic to leave it.

			Black and white chevrons, indicating that all vehicles should turn left, came into view, then came the no-entry signs that flanked the right-hand side of the carriageway. It couldn’t have been clearer which way they were supposed to drive. Daniel gave a low-pitched moan.

			‘Hold your nerve.’ Felix sat forward, as though craning to see around Daniel onto the carriageway they were about to enter.

			‘Oh God, I hate this bit.’ Amber tucked her face into Xav’s shoulder; Talitha sat forward, holding tight onto the back of Felix’s headrest.

			‘And go,’ Felix called at the crucial moment. The car swung right, past the no-entry signs, and onto the wrong carriageway of the A40. The dual carriageway ahead, two lanes, unlit, was clear.

			‘Oh, thank God, thank God,’ Talitha muttered.

			‘You need some speed,’ Felix warned. The car was moving at a little over thirty miles an hour. ‘Two and a half miles, that’s all. Less than three minutes if you get your foot down.’

			Jaw clenched, eyes unblinking, Daniel pressed down on the accelerator and the speedometer moved up to forty miles an hour, fifty, fifty-five. The intermittent white line that divided the lanes flashed past.

			‘Nothing behind,’ Megan called.

			‘We need to get a move on.’ Felix was drumming his fingers on the dashboard.

			‘Not fast enough, Dan.’ Xav’s voice was strained with tension.

			The gear box screamed as Daniel made a clumsy change into top gear.

			‘There’s a fox. Watch out for the fox!’ Amber grabbed hold of Daniel’s shoulder.

			‘Fuck’s sake, Amber,’ Talitha snapped.

			‘I’m good, I’m good.’ Daniel steered into the lane closest to the central reservation.

			‘Motorway coming up,’ Xav said.

			‘I’m never doing this again,’ Talitha moaned.

			‘Nearly there,’ Felix said. ‘Move into the middle lane when you can. The turn will be easier.’

			Maybe the bend in the road took them all by surprise. One moment, all ahead was darkness, the next blinding lights were speeding towards them. Out of nowhere, another car had appeared.

			Amber screamed.

			‘Hard shoulder!’ Felix yelled.

			All of them were thrown forward by the sudden loss of momentum as the acrid smell of brake fluid filled the car. Felix pushed the steering wheel out of Daniel’s grip and the car swung hard to the right. It should have been enough.

			But the other car matched their movements, as though a huge mirror had been dropped in front of them. They were feet away from it. Daniel had frozen, his eyes wide and staring.

			Felix pulled the wheel back. The car rocked and seemed to scream at them. They could hear the squeal of brakes, the blasting of a horn. Light filled the car, illuminating their horrified faces. There was a split second of silence, then the other car was gone and they were stationary on the carriageway. The world had stopped spinning.
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			Tiny whimpering sounds filled the night and it took them a moment to realise they were coming from the car engine as its component parts protested at their treatment of it. A moth attracted by the headlights bounced against the windscreen and, in the heavy silence, they could hear its gentle, reproachful thudding. What did you do? It seemed to be saying to them. What did you do?

			‘Shit.’ Felix dropped his head into his hands and spoke through his fingers. ‘Get out of here, Dan. Now.’

			‘We didn’t hit it,’ Daniel said. ‘That car. We missed it, didn’t we? Someone tell me we missed it.’

			‘It’s crashed,’ Megan whispered, as though if she said it softly enough, it might not be true. ‘It’s hit a tree or something.’

			None of the others moved.

			‘Dan, we have to get out of here.’ Felix grabbed hold of Daniel’s shoulder. ‘Get out of the car. I’ll drive.’

			Daniel didn’t resist Felix’s shaking. He’d become limp, unresponsive.

			Xav leaned towards the driver’s seat. ‘Dan, we can’t stay here. Something else will be along.’

			Gently, Talitha took Felix’s hand away from Daniel. ‘Dan, please,’ she said. ‘We’ll all die if we stay here.’

			Daniel turned on the ignition. Nothing happened.

			‘Again, do it again,’ Felix yelled.

			The second time, the engine started. Daniel swung the car onto the hard shoulder and stopped.

			‘What the hell are you doing?’ Felix said. ‘We have to get out of here.’

			A smell of burned rubber flooded the car. The night was silent.

			‘We have to see if they’re OK,’ Amber said.

			‘Are you mental?’ Felix snapped back. ‘We’ll go down for this. Dan, give me the keys.’

			‘Amber’s right,’ Xav said. ‘We have to check.’

			Dan glanced once into the rear-view mirror and clamped his eyes shut tight. On the other carriageway, a vehicle entered the motorway and sped away.

			‘I’m getting out.’ Megan pushed herself up so that she could sit on the car’s side panel. She swung her legs over.

			Moving slowly, his eyes not quite focusing and his limbs unsteady, Xav opened his door. On the other side, Talitha did the same.

			‘I swear, if you lot get out, I’ll leave you here,’ Felix warned. ‘Meg, get back in.’

			‘I’ll go,’ Xav volunteered. ‘Don’t let him leave me behind.’ Still, he didn’t move.

			With a sudden rush of movement that took them all by surprise, Daniel climbed out through the driver’s door and stood looking back down the carriageway. Seeing his chance, Felix jumped out and ran around the front of the car. Before he could reach the driver’s seat, though, Xav reached forward and grabbed the keys from the ignition. Then, at last, he got out of the car. Amber slid across and followed him. On the other side, Talitha climbed out.

			The six of them, diminished, stared back at the devastation they’d wreaked.

			The other car, a white Vauxhall Astra, was thirty yards away. Its rear wheels were still on the hard shoulder, but its front end had vanished into undergrowth. Its headlights illuminated a mass of vegetation and the trunk of a tree.

			The tree seemed to accuse them, as though if they closed their eyes, they would hear it moan with pain. Then the silence was broken as screaming sounded from inside the wrecked car. Thin, high-pitched, terrified.

			‘I think that’s a—’ Amber stopped, unable to finish her sentence. Xav moved towards the Astra.

			‘Give me the keys,’ Felix demanded. ‘Xav, give me the fucking keys.’

			Ignoring him, Xav took another step forward. Megan did too, as movement became apparent in the headlights of the crashed car; something hardly visible, nebulous, an upward drift. The screaming stopped, only to be replaced by the sound of hammering on glass.

			Xav took out his mobile phone.

			‘What the hell are you doing?’ Talitha demanded.

			‘We need help.’

			She wrapped her hand around his, enclosing the phone. ‘We can’t call the emergency services.’

			‘Dan can turn the car round,’ Xav told her. ‘We’ll say we were travelling the right way and there was an accident. We don’t know how it happened.’

			‘Dan’s over the limit,’ Amber said. ‘He’ll go to prison.’

			‘Not necessarily.’ Xav pulled away for Talitha. ‘And only for a short time. It can’t be helped. We can’t get away with this.’

			‘Smoke,’ Megan whispered. ‘Smoke coming up from the bonnet. It’s on fire.’

			‘OK, OK.’ Felix strode ahead and turned to face them, his hands held up as though in surrender. ‘This is the plan. We make sure they’re OK, then we get back in the car. We drive to the nearest phone box and we call an ambulance from there. We won’t give our names.’

			‘We can’t leave them,’ Megan said.

			Felix reached out, his eyes darkening when Megan flinched away. ‘They’re probably fine.’ He looked from one friend to the next. ‘It’s just a bump. They didn’t hit us. Xav, you and me, we’ll go and check now. OK?’

			Without taking his eyes off the Astra, Xav nodded.

			‘Turn the ignition off,’ Talitha said. ‘You have to do that. It’s the ignition that causes the sparks.’

			‘It’ll be OK, guys. It’ll be cool.’ Felix put his hand on Xav’s shoulder. ‘Get back in the car and wait for us. Dan, get in the back. I’m driving us home.’

			Daniel and the girls stayed where they were as Felix and Xav walked towards the car. They’d covered roughly half the distance when a bright bubble of flame appeared on the Astra’s bonnet.

			Talitha wailed. A second later, the Astra’s petrol tank exploded.
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			The night was transformed, as though someone had turned on floodlights. A wall of heat hit them, and both Felix and Xav took an instinctive step back. For what felt like an age, no one moved and then the two boys, acting as one, turned and ran back to their own car. Xav threw Felix the car keys; Felix jumped into the driver’s seat.

			‘What are you doing? We can’t go?’ Amber wailed.

			Talitha grabbed Amber and threw her inside the car. She followed so quickly the two girls made a heap of flesh and limbs on the back seat. Daniel leapt in and then Megan as Felix pulled away. He drove a hundred yards along the hard shoulder before swinging onto the exit slip road.

			The junction to the A329 was clear. Felix turned left and within minutes they were back on the village roads that led to Talitha’s house. The world seemed oddly normal, as though nothing dreadful had happened.

			The stone mansion was in darkness when they arrived, and that was one good thing at least. No need to start lying quite yet. They got out of the car, slowly, stiffly, as though their bodies had aged in the last hour; as though standing upright, walking forward, speaking normally, had become beyond them. Acting on instinct, moving like a small and damaged herd, they made for the pool house. At the last moment, Megan hung back, her attention caught, it seemed, by the glistening of the water, but when Felix took her hand and coaxed her inside, she didn’t resist.

			In darkness, they sat and waited, although it is likely that none of them could have said what they were waiting for.

			Finally, Xav spoke. ‘We won’t get away with it. They’ll find us.’

			‘I can’t believe we left them.’ Amber’s make-up was streaked with tear stains. Tiny rivulets of water were running down her face and showed no sign of stopping.

			‘There was nothing we could do,’ Felix said. ‘Once the car went up, that was it.’

			Amber stared back at him. ‘We should have called the police.’

			Felix kept his voice low, uncharacteristically gentle. ‘They wouldn’t have arrived in time. You saw how quickly it happened. We were right there and we couldn’t do a thing.’

			‘The police will be there by now,’ Talitha said. ‘The next car along the road will have called them. There’ll be a major incident now. Still nothing they can do. A car explodes, that’s it.’

			‘We should go back and see,’ Amber said.

			‘Are you mental?’ Talitha snapped.

			‘We need to call the police.’ Xav reached out and took Amber’s hand. ‘They’ll find us, sooner or later. It’ll be worse if we don’t own up.’

			‘I’ll go down for murder.’ Dan was huddled in a corner of the room, sitting on the floor, his arms wrapped around his knees as though trying to hide himself away. ‘It was me behind the wheel. You can’t make decisions for me.’

			‘We’re all to blame,’ Amber said. ‘We all agreed to do it.’

			‘That’s not how the law will see it,’ Daniel argued. ‘The driver is responsible.’

			‘He’s right,’ Talitha said.

			‘I’ll tell them,’ Daniel said. ‘I’ll tell them you’ve all done it. I was unlucky, that’s all.’

			‘You weren’t unlucky, you twat,’ Felix snapped. ‘You were incompetent. If you’d driven onto the hard shoulder when I told you, we’d have missed them.’

			Daniel wiped a hand across his nose. Even in the darkness, they could see the gleam on it. ‘You grabbed the fucking wheel – you caused it!’

			‘Stop it,’ Xav said. ‘We stay calm. We work it out together.’

			‘We can’t go to the police,’ Daniel said.

			‘They’ll find us,’ Xav insisted. ‘Someone died in that car tonight. I know no one wants to hear it, but we need to face facts. Someone died. I pray to God it was only one person, but—’

			‘There was a kid in that car,’ Amber said.

			There was a moment of horrified silence, and then Xav let go her hand. ‘That’s not helpful, Amber.’

			‘That screaming we heard, it wasn’t an adult.’

			‘Amber, please don’t.’

			‘Look, guys, we can’t change what happened,’ Talitha said. ‘I wish to God we could, but we can’t. We have to come up with a plan.’

			‘We say nothing,’ Felix said. ‘There were no witnesses. Or no witnesses left. Sorry to sound heartless, but we need to focus. No one but us knows what happened, and I am not waving goodbye to my whole future for nothing.’

			‘That car on the other side of the motorway,’ Amber reminded them. ‘The one that joined at junction seven. They would have seen us.’

			‘We don’t know that.’ Felix’s voice was rising. ‘The car hadn’t exploded when it went past. We were all still in our car. There are no lights on that stretch of the motorway. They might have seen nothing. Or they might have thought they saw something but couldn’t make out what. The chances of them having got our registration number are zero.’

			‘They must have seen something,’ Daniel said. ‘The police will know there were two cars involved.’

			‘We didn’t hit it. There will be no marks on our car.’

			‘They’ll find us,’ Xav insisted. ‘This isn’t a prank any more. Someone was killed. The police will throw everything into the investigation. They won’t rest until they know what happened.’

			Amber started to cry audibly. Talitha stood up. ‘I’m going to find my mum,’ she said. ‘I can’t do this.’

			Daniel scrambled up off the tiles and beat her to the door. ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Just a few more minutes. We can figure it out.’ He looked from one face to the next and it seemed to the others that time had unwound in the last few hours, and Daniel had become the boy they vaguely remembered from years ago; small and shy, clumsy on the sports field, wary of showing his intelligence in class in case the bigger, cooler kids labelled him a nerd.

			‘Is anyone actually sober?’ he went on, and his voice too seemed to have regressed to the time before it broke. ‘If the driver was someone who’d passed their test and who hadn’t been drinking, then all we need to do is say we were driving the right way and it was an accident. We might get away with a few points on someone’s licence. If we all stick together.’

			‘You want one of us to take the blame for you?’ Felix moved a step closer to Daniel, his shoulders squaring up, fingers twitching, as though about to clench into fists.

			‘It was your fucking idea!’ Daniel yelled. ‘I didn’t want to do it. No one wanted to do it but you and Xav. I’m not taking the blame for what you did.’

			Felix stepped closer still, pointing a finger in Dan’s face. ‘You were behind the wheel, tosser. We can say we were innocent passengers, who begged you not to do it.’

			‘You fucking shit.’ Daniel launched himself at Felix. He was several stones lighter but, knocked off balance, Felix stumbled over a chair and both boys fell against the wall. Taken by surprise, Felix lay stunned as Dan rained several punches on the bigger boy’s head and shoulders. Xav and Talitha rushed to pull them apart. It didn’t take long. Neither boy really had the heart for a fight. Red-faced, sweating, they sank back down onto chairs.

			‘It’s over for us, isn’t it?’ Felix’s heightened colour drained as he spoke. ‘Even if it’s only Dan who gets prosecuted – sorry, Dan, but we might as well face facts – we’re all accomplices. We all left the scene of an accident.’

			In the silence that followed, more than one saw the bright bubble of fire again, felt the exploding heat against their faces.

			Talitha said, ‘Everyone will hate us.’

			‘No university will take us,’ Amber said. ‘It’ll be in all the papers.’

			‘Why?’ Xav looked around. ‘It was a road traffic accident. They happen all the time. They don’t all make the news.’

			‘Get real, Xav. We’re the senior prefect team at All Souls,’ Talitha said. ‘Megan’s head of school, for God’s sake. We’ve all got Oxbridge places, or near enough. The rest of the world loves to bring people like us down. Don’t kid yourselves – the newspapers will have a field day with this.’

			‘My dad could lose his seat,’ Amber muttered. Her father was the MP for Buckingham.

			‘We’ve ruined everything.’ Talitha, too, seemed on the verge of tears. None of them had ever seen her cry before.

			Felix held up his hands as though to stop the others rushing him.

			‘Not necessarily,’ he said. ‘Only one of us needs to have been in the car tonight. He can say it was an accident, that he made a mistake. We had a plan, remember? Well, that’s what we do. We stick to it. A solitary driver made a mistake, and there was a terrible accident.’

			‘Don’t fucking look at me,’ Daniel said. ‘I’m not letting you off scot-free.’

			There was movement in the room, hardly noticeable, and yet somehow four of the others – Felix, Xav, Talitha and Amber – had formed a circle around Daniel. He stared from one face to another, like a trapped animal, desperate for a way to run.

			From her seat by the door, Megan watched, her dark eyes wide and staring.

			‘Think about it, Dan.’ Felix’s voice was calm, his movements soothing. ‘One of us has to pay for what happened tonight. There’s no getting around that. But not all of us do. You’re still young. Your record’s clean. You’re an exemplary pupil. You’ll get a year or two, possibly. Maybe not. Maybe you’ll get away with community service. Whatever happens, we’ll make it up to you.’

			Daniel stared at Felix with something like hatred in his eyes.

			‘What are you suggesting?’ Talitha asked, and Daniel shot her an anguished look.

			‘This is what happened,’ Felix said. ‘We were all hanging out here and Daniel left. He was nervous about tomorrow and wanted to be on his own at home. He took my mum’s car without asking, because he had no other way of getting back. He got confused, because he was tired, and a bit drunk, and not a very experienced driver, and he took a wrong turn. He panicked when the other car exploded and drove home.’

			‘I don’t believe I’m hearing this,’ Daniel began.

			‘Hush, Dan. Let him finish,’ Megan said.

			‘First thing in the morning, he comes back here, and tells us what he’s done.’

			‘Then I phone my dad, who can be here in less than an hour,’ Talitha said. ‘He agrees to act for Dan – he will, Dan, I’m sure of it – and the two of them go to the police station.’

			Tears were running down Daniel’s face. ‘No. I’m not doing it.’

			‘My dad might even get you off,’ Talitha said. ‘He’s brilliant, everyone says so.’

			‘I’ll go to prison. That’s it. Life over. Why should I be the only one who pays? Why?’

			‘Isn’t it better to have five friends who are doing well, who can look after you, make sure you get what you need when it’s over, than five friends who are serving time in the next cell?’ Felix said.

			Daniel dropped his head into his hands. ‘I won’t. I won’t do it.’

			‘We could draw lots,’ Xav suggested.

			Daniel looked up. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘Felix’s right,’ Xav said. ‘It’s stupid for us all to take the blame. Why ruin six lives? Only one of us needs to do it. Question is, which one?’

			No one spoke.

			‘We’re all equally guilty,’ Xav said. ‘We’ve all done it. Any one of us could have been in the driving seat when someone got hurt. Got any straws, Tal?’

			‘You’re not serious?’ Felix said.

			‘Why not?’ Daniel demanded. ‘Not so keen on one of us carrying the can when it might be you?’

			‘You’re a dickhead. You caused the crash, not me.’

			‘I’ll do it,’ said Megan.

			It’s possible the others had forgotten Megan was there, she’d been so quiet since they’d got back. On her foldaway chair by the door, she seemed unnaturally still, her arms wrapped around her body, her eyes on the floor.

			‘What do you mean?’ Felix said.

			She glanced up. ‘I’ll say I was driving.’

			They all watched her take a deep breath. She closed her eyes, and for a second or more seemed almost to have turned to stone. Then her dark eyes opened but fixed on something that none of the others could see.

			‘I’ll say I was alone,’ she went on. ‘That I got fed up hanging out with you guys, that I was nervous about tomorrow and that I wanted to go home.’

			‘That’s not your way home.’ Felix spoke slowly, almost suspiciously. ‘And why would you take my mum’s car?’

			Another long pause. ‘I was really, really fed up with you all,’ she said at last. ‘You were behaving like complete jerks.’

			Her eyes held those of Felix.

			‘I got confused at the junction,’ Megan said. ‘Maybe I was upset, not really concentrating as I should have been, and when I saw the other car, there was nothing I could do.’

			A few more seconds of silence.

			‘Why?’ said Xav. ‘Why would you do that?’

			‘Let her, if she wants to,’ Daniel said.

			‘You and Felix are right,’ Megan said. ‘It’s stupid for everyone’s lives to be ruined. One of us can save the others. We’ve always said we’re the best friends we’re ever going to have. Now we show we mean it.’

			‘I can’t believe you’d do that,’ Xav said.

			‘One of us has to, and Dan simply isn’t strong enough. No offence, Dan, but I think you just proved it.’

			‘What’s the catch?’ Felix said.

			Megan got to her feet. ‘The catch is that you will all owe me. You owe me your lives, because what I’m about to do will save them. Do you agree?’

			‘Yes,’ Daniel said.

			‘Meg,’ Amber began, ‘I’m not sure—’

			‘What is it you want?’ Felix said.

			‘Tal,’ Megan said. ‘You’re our legal brain, go and get some paper and a pen.’

			Tal half got up from her seat. ‘But, what—’

			‘Just do it. Dan, go with her. There’s a camera in her bedroom. She usually keeps it in the bedside cabinet. Make sure it’s charged up and bring that too.’

			With a nervous glance at each other, Talitha and Daniel left the pool house.

			‘What are you up to?’ Felix asked.

			‘Keeping you out of prison,’ Megan told him. ‘You were happy enough for Dan to do it. What’s your problem now?’

			Felix opened his mouth.

			‘No, shut up,’ Megan stopped him. ‘I need to think.’

			Seconds, then minutes ticked by. Amber buried her face in Xav’s shoulder, Felix stared at Megan the way predators watch prey that they’re hungry for but fearful of at the same time. Megan fixed her eyes on the water outside. Only once did she turn around, only for a second, to make eye contact with Xav.

			The others returned, Daniel carrying the camera, Talitha with a clipboard, several sheets of paper and a pen. No one spoke. They were waiting for Megan.

			‘Write what I tell you,’ she said to Talitha.

			Talitha sat.

			‘Date it,’ Megan told her. ‘Today’s date. Thursday the seventeenth of August, and put the time, three thirty-five in the morning.’

			‘Done.’ Talitha’s hand was visibly shaking.

			‘OK, now write this. “We, the undersigned, were travelling in the VW Golf, registration number V112 HCG, in the early hours of this morning. At approximately zero-three-ten hours, we drove onto the south-east-bound carriage of the A40. Shortly after the road became the motorway, we narrowly avoided colliding with a Vauxhall Astra, registration number S79 THO travelling in the opposite direction.”’

			‘How did you get the number?’ Amber asked.

			‘I’ve got an eidetic memory. Tal, keep going. “The Astra crashed, due to our actions, and a fire broke out. We were unable to help the passengers.”’

			Tal stopped writing and shook her hand, as though to relieve cramp.

			‘We should say that Dan was driving,’ Felix said.

			‘Shut the fuck up,’ Daniel snapped.

			‘This is about collective responsibility,’ Megan said. ‘Almost done, Tal. “We acted deliberately, knowing our actions were potentially dangerous. It was a dare, one which we’d done five times before, with each of us taking a turn at the wheel. We jointly and fully take responsibility for the accident.”’

			‘I’m getting to the bottom of the page,’ Talitha said.

			‘Is there space for six signatures?’ Megan asked.

			‘Just about.’

			‘We all sign,’ Megan said.

			‘Why are we doing this?’ Felix said, when the paper was handed to him. ‘What are you planning to do with it?’

			‘Keep it safe,’ Megan told him. ‘I’ll only use it if I have to.’

			‘Why?’ Felix’s face had turned stony. ‘What’s the catch?’

			‘If I do this for you, you will all owe me. I’ll take the blame, but you’ll all owe me one favour, redeemable when I come out of prison. Or sooner. Whenever I ask, basically.’

			Felix’s eyes narrowed. ‘What kind of favour?’

			‘Anything I ask.’

			‘I’m not agreeing to that,’ Felix said.

			Megan gave a tight smile. ‘Then the deal’s off.’

			‘What kind of favour?’ Xav asked. ‘What do you want? Money?’

			Megan seemed to be thinking about it. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘Here are my terms. You all agree to one favour each. Whatever I ask, whenever I ask it. If one of you reneges, he or she drops the rest of you in it.’

			‘In other words, you’ve got us by the balls,’ Felix said.

			‘You like my side of the deal so much, you step into my shoes,’ Megan said.

			‘We need to agree now what the favours are,’ Talitha said. ‘I mean, you could ask me to murder my mum.’

			‘I’ve always liked your mum.’ Megan smiled. ‘I might ask you to kill Felix.’

			Felix’s head snapped from one face to the next. ‘What the fuck?’

			‘Kidding. If you’re dead, how will I redeem your pledge?’

			‘Meg, this isn’t you,’ Xav said. ‘Why are you doing this?’

			‘I’m not sure any of you really know me,’ Megan said. ‘You let me into your little group because I was head of school, but I was never one of you.’

			‘That’s not true,’ Amber said, but there was no conviction in her voice and she kept her eyes on the tiled floor.

			‘Whatever. Here’s what happened tonight. We were hanging around, as usual, and I got a bit bored and tetchy with you all. I sneaked away, round about three o’clock, stealing Felix’s mum’s car. That’s the last you saw of me.’

			Felix scribbled his name on the paper and passed it to Daniel, who signed without a word. Amber signed next, then Xav.

			‘Tomorrow morning,’ Megan went on, ‘you go to school as planned. If anyone asks you where I am, you don’t know. After an hour or so, ring my mum, go round to my house. Tal, when I send word, I need your dad to come and represent me.’

			‘Is that my favour?’

			Megan’s eyes flashed. ‘No, it bloody isn’t. And don’t let him get out of it. Make him do it.’

			The paper was handed back to Megan. She signed it herself, then passed it back to Talitha.

			‘Stand together, all of you,’ she said. ‘Tal, hold it up.’

			The others did what they were told. Megan took several photographs, then she pulled the film from the camera and tucked it into her pocket. She held her hand out to Felix.

			‘Keys,’ she said. He gave them to her.

			‘Good luck tomorrow,’ she said. ‘Have happy lives, all of you. Don’t forget me.’

			‘Meg, wait . . .’ Amber took a step towards her, but Felix caught hold of her by the shoulder.

			‘Xav, walk me to the car,’ Megan said.

			Xav gave a last, desperate look around the group, and then he and Megan left the pool house. 
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			‘. . .and is likely to remain so throughout this morning’s rush hour. Finally, the northbound carriageway of the M40 between junction seven at Thame and junction eight at Oxford has reopened following the fatal car crash in the early hours of the morning. Police are appealing for witnesses after a mother and her two young children died in a collision. None of the victims have been named and it is not thought, at this stage, that any other vehicle was involved. Now back to David Prever in the studio.’

			Xav switched off the car radio and felt as though his heart must surely be bleeding; nothing else could hurt this much. Beside him, Amber sobbed quietly.

			It was eight forty-five in the morning. The sun was casting golden light on the ancient stones of the city, and the sky was a bright blue, dotted with cartoon clouds and vapour trails like paper cuts. Xav couldn’t remember the world ever looking darker. His life had ended in the early hours of that morning, and now, zombie-like, he was stumbling through a pale semblance of it.

			‘I told you there was a child in the car,’ Amber mumbled. ‘I told you.’

			Two kids, Xav thought. Two kids died last night, thanks to us.

			The car park was getting busier by the second and the warm summer air seemed heavy with a tension that was entirely removed from the churning inside Xav, and altogether preferable. Oh, to have nothing more to worry about than exam results. Accompanying parents didn’t try to hide their anxiety, huddling together, white-faced, muttering to each other that yes, they’d been dreading it, and no, it didn’t get any easier, and they wished the school would open the doors and get it over with.

			What they didn’t talk about, because they could never bring themselves to be quite so honest with each other, or even themselves, were the enormous sums of money they’d invested in their children’s education, but they were all bitterly conscious that in a few minutes, they’d know whether or not their investment had paid off.

			The school-leavers made a credible attempt to brazen it out with a bit of half-hearted banter, but like their mums and dads, their eyes kept flickering to the dining-room doors. From his seat behind the wheel, Xav could see people inside: catering staff, the usher, the woman who ran the office; even the master had been glimpsed in a fondant-pink suit, but the doors were locked and would remain so until the stroke of nine.

			‘I can’t do this.’

			Beside him, Amber was shaking. Her face still carried traces of last night’s make-up, and her breath in the confined space was sour. He guessed his would be too.

			‘Amber, you have to hold it together. We get our results, then we go back to Tal’s and talk it through.’

			‘I can’t. Two kids. I can’t, Xav.’

			Not for the first time that morning, Xav wished he were alone. He could barely deal with the contents of his own head, and keeping Amber calm might prove beyond him. How could he not have known, twelve hours earlier, that his life was perfect?

			‘Here they are.’ He felt a moment of relief as Talitha drove her Mini into the car park and reversed into one of the few remaining spaces. Felix was in the passenger seat, Daniel in the back. All three looked like shit when they got out. Daniel leaned against the car door, as though he barely had the strength to stand upright, but Felix made straight for Xav and Amber.

			‘Did you have the radio on?’ Xav asked when they were close enough.

			Felix gave a curt nod. ‘It makes no difference.’ Like Xav, he kept his voice low. ‘Two kids, twenty kids, we can’t do anything about it now. The important thing is, they don’t think any other vehicle was involved. Have either of you spoken to Megan?’

			‘She’s not answering her phone.’ Amber blew her nose. ‘She said she wouldn’t.’

			Felix gave a nervous look around. ‘Yeah, but it’s different now. If they think that other driver lost control, they won’t be looking for anyone else. Megan doesn’t need to fess up. We have to find her.’

			‘I’ll try her again.’ Xav dialled Megan’s number. ‘Nothing,’ he said, after a second.

			‘What time is it?’ Daniel asked.

			‘Eight forty-five,’ Talitha told him. ‘We have to go inside in fifteen minutes.’

			‘I’ll drive round to her house,’ Felix said. ‘There’s still time to stop her going to the police. Xav, can I take your car?’

			‘I’ll come—’ Xav began.

			‘Xav, no.’ Amber clung to his hand.

			Biting back what he really wanted to say, Xav handed over his car keys. Felix jumped into the silver Peugeot 205 and accelerated out of the car park.

			‘It’s too late,’ Xav said, as they watched Felix drive away. ‘She’ll have gone to the police by now.’

			He should have talked her out of it when he’d walked her to the car. Wait, he should have said, give it time, let’s see what happens. But he’d been knocked sideways by what she’d said to him.

			Two members of staff, sports teachers, with matching smiles of sympathy, made their way through the crowd. They’d seen it all many times before.

			‘Oh, for God’s sake, come on.’ Talitha glared at the dining-room doors as though she might will them open. ‘Let’s get it over with.’

			‘I don’t care,’ Xav said. ‘I really don’t care what I’ve got. If I’ve failed the lot, I couldn’t care less.’

			In a way, he almost hoped he had, as though exam failure might act as part payment for what he’d done the night before. He hadn’t though; he always found exams easy.

			Amber wrapped her arms around his waist, and Xav took a deep breath, because the urge to throw her off was close to overwhelming.

			‘Amber, you need to pull yourself together,’ Talitha snapped. ‘You can’t go in in floods of tears.’

			Grateful to Tal for voicing his own thoughts so that he didn’t have to, and guilty at those same thoughts, Xav gave his girlfriend a hug. ‘We’ll say it’s nerves,’ he said. ‘Then relief.’

			‘Or dismay, if she does fail theology,’ Daniel said.
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			He was on time, he had to be. It was still early; she wouldn’t have done anything yet. The accident was bad, he wouldn’t try to pretend otherwise, and he’d have to keep a close eye on Amber and Dan over the coming weeks, possibly Xav too, but they’d get through it, just as long as Megan hadn’t made the phone call yet.

			As Felix turned the corner into Megan’s terraced street and pulled over on a single yellow line, he realised he’d never actually been inside her house before. On the few occasions he’d dropped her off after a night out, he’d pulled up outside her front door to let her jump out. He’d never been invited in and neither, as far as he knew, had any of the others.

			A few seconds after he’d set off towards her house on foot, he saw the police car.

			Double-parked, blue lights flashing to warn other road users, it was directly outside Megan’s place. That was it then; he was too late. Felix almost turned on his heels, but common sense kept him moving forward. A few yards closer and he could see a tow truck lifting a vehicle onto its cargo bed. A few more yards and he realised it was his mother’s car that was about to be towed. (‘One more parking ticket, Felix, and I’m taking you off the insurance – I mean it this time.’) Felix heard his mother’s voice loud in his head and ignored it. A car being towed was the least of his problems right now.

			Closer still and he could see the uniformed officer on the pavement, watching the car being lifted. Felix took the last few steps that committed him.

			‘Excuse me,’ he looked from the police officer to the man in the yellow vest who was directing the loading of the car. Heavy chains had been wrapped around the wheels and two crane-like lifts were preparing to raise it off the ground. ‘That’s my car. What’s happening?’

			The man in the yellow vest looked a question at the officer, who nodded at him to continue.

			‘Can you give me your name, sir?’ the policeman asked. ‘This car is registered to a Mrs Elizabeth O’Neill.’

			The lifts bounced, the chains tightened.

			‘She’s my mum. It’s her car, really. She lets me drive it. I’m Felix O’Neill.’

			‘And did you park it here?’

			Steady. He needed to be worried, but not too worried, not yet.

			‘No.’ Felix fixed his eyes on the car that was now several inches off the ground. ‘I lent it to my friend last night. I mean, I sort of lent it.’ He glanced around towards Megan’s front door. ‘Is she in? I came to find her. She needs to be at school.’

			‘Would that be Megan Macdonald, of 14 Warren Road,’ the officer said, after glancing at his notebook.

			‘That’s right.’ Felix looked again at Megan’s front door, at the railings outside where two bikes were chained. ‘What’s going on? Has something happened?’

			Ignoring the officer’s grumbled objection, Felix strode up to Megan’s house. As he pushed open the gate and banged hard on the door, he told himself that he was doing well, that he hadn’t put a foot wrong so far, he just had to keep it up.

			He glanced right to the narrow strip of land that passed for a front garden: gravel, a broken planter, some weeds breaking through.

			A hand landed on his shoulder. The policeman had followed him.

			‘Steady on, son. There’s no one in, I can tell you that for a fact. Now, when did you last see Miss Macdonald?’

			‘Last night. What’s happened? Is she hurt?’ Felix looked back up the road towards the tow truck. ‘I need to tell my mum if the car’s been damaged. Can I go and see what’s happened to it?’

			The police officer raised his hand, effectively blocking Felix’s way back onto the street. ‘What time last night did you lend Miss Macdonald your car?’

			Felix pretended to think, then gave a vague shake of his head. ‘I don’t know.’

			‘Ten o’clock? Eleven o’clock?’

			Down the street, his mother’s car was swinging in the air as it was raised towards the truck’s cargo bed. People had gathered to watch, mainly kids, but one or two adults on doorsteps. His mum would kill him. On top of everything else, she’d never let him drive her car again. Not that that mattered now – nothing mattered now – but it was odd all the same, how he kept having thoughts that belonged to . . . before.

			‘No, later than that,’ he said. ‘We were in the Lamb and Flag till last orders.’

			The police officer seemed to make a decision. ‘Mr O’Neill, I think it would be a good idea if you came with me to the station.’

			Panic raced through Felix like a swig of strong spirit. ‘Why? I mean, I can’t. I have to be at school. It’s results day. We should both be there, me and Megan.’ He felt tears spring into his eyes and didn’t try to blink them away.

			The officer seemed to be thinking for a moment, and then he nodded and stepped back, out of Felix’s way. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Go and get your results. We’ve got your details. We’ll talk to you later.’

			The master of the school – a tall, thin woman with spiky, grey hair – spread her arms wide.

			‘My crème de la crème,’ she said. ‘Well done, darlings.’

			Knowing it was expected, Talitha, Amber, Xav and Daniel stepped forward and let the master enfold them in a group hug.

			‘So proud of you,’ she said, a second later when she released them. ‘Five As,’ she said to Xav. ‘Superb.’ She put a hand on Amber’s shoulder. ‘And you too, straight As.’

			‘Even in theology,’ Xav glanced at Amber, who didn’t react. She’d retreated into herself, her eyes had lost focus and she hadn’t spoken since the doors had opened thirty minutes ago. People were only going to buy the nerves excuse for so long. He had to get her out of there.

			Around them, though, the gathering in the school dining room was turning into a party. Two hundred people or more were talking too loudly, full of excitement and relief. For the first twenty minutes or so, after the doors opened at nine o’clock, a nervous quiet had prevailed as the leavers lined up to get their envelopes, leaving the parents hovering at the opposite end of the hall. Gradually, as more and more envelopes had been opened, as leavers had shared results with each other, with parents, with teachers – who knew them already, but pretended afresh to be delighted – the noise levels had grown and the two groups had merged.

			Every few seconds, a flash of light appeared, as the official photographer captured the tiny moments of triumph and relief.

			The master’s eyes flicked from one face to the other. ‘No parents here?’ she said. ‘I hope you’ve told them.’

			‘We stayed at Tal’s house,’ Xav explained. ‘We’ve all phoned results through. They’re thrilled.’

			‘And rightly so.’ The master’s face fell. ‘Where’s Megan? Did she slip away? And Felix, too. I was going to have a photograph with the six of you, but in the circumstances, maybe . . . Is she all right, do you know?’

			‘We haven’t seen Megan,’ Talitha said quickly. ‘She didn’t come in with us. Felix went to look for her.’

			‘There he is.’ Xav had spotted his car, with Felix at the wheel, pulling into the car park.

			‘Hmmm,’ the master said. ‘Excuse me, folks. I’d better just . . .’

			She walked away without finishing her sentence, towards the desk at the front of the hall where a teacher – Mr Sparrow, Latin – sat with an almost empty box. She and Mr Sparrow spoke for a few seconds, then both glanced back at the group.

			Without conferring, acting on instinct, the four of them moved a little further from the crowd of people.

			Talitha said, ‘Did you see her face when she mentioned Megan? She knows something.’

			‘It’s too soon,’ Xav said. ‘She can’t.’

			‘We should ring again,’ said Daniel.

			‘No,’ Talitha argued. ‘Wait for Felix.’

			Felix and the master reached them at the same time. Her face was troubled, his unreadable.

			‘When did you last see Megan?’ the master asked. ‘Have any of you heard from her this morning?’

			‘I’ve just come from her house.’ Felix kept his eyes on the master’s, not looking at any of the rest of them. ‘No answer.’

			He was going to be the best liar; Xav stored the knowledge away for future use.

			‘She was with us last night for a while,’ Daniel added. ‘Then she went home.’

			The master gave a vague nod, seemed about to speak, but then walked away.

			‘Something’s wrong,’ said Talitha.

			‘Oh, you think,’ Xav said.

			‘I mean something else. She’s worried about Megan, but how can she be? Unless the police have been in touch already?’

			‘You don’t think she’s done anything stupid?’ Daniel said. ‘Megan, I mean?’

			‘What happened?’ Xav said to Felix. ‘Did you see her?’

			Felix shook his head. ‘Not here. Come on, let’s go.’

			They were almost at the door when Talitha remembered. ‘Felix, your results.’

			They waited as Felix walked to the desk and was given his envelope by Mr Sparrow. He opened it as he walked back to them, and his face didn’t change. By this time, most people were leaving, the youngsters into the city to celebrate, the parents back home or to work.
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