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THE INTERVIEW


Beverly Hills, California, August


It’s just after 11.30 a.m. by the time the limo drops us off outside the Four Seasons Hotel. I feel tired – kind of – but somehow wide awake at the same time. It’s like there’s a weird buzzing in my head, but I’m trying my best to ignore it and stay calm, just so I can retain a tiny sliver of cool in what feels like a totally mad situation. It’s not easy, you know? I bet you couldn’t do it. In fact, I bet most seventeen-year-olds in my shoes right now would be all over the place, just like I am. But then again, how are you supposed to behave when you’re only a couple of hours away from the most important moment of your life and everything is falling apart? How are you meant to stay calm when the stakes are so high? What do you even tell yourself at a time like this? Just keep it simple, I guess. My name is Jack Penman, and I’ve just arrived at The Four Seasons Hotel in Los Angeles, California. It’s as easy as that. The rest can wait.


We follow a talkative porter through the impressive hotel lobby towards the reception desk, where our manager, AJ, checks us in before suggesting we head upstairs while he finalises a few last-minute details in preparation for this morning’s event. Once we’re inside the room, my travelling companion, who’s been unusually quiet during the taxi ride to the hotel, finally speaks. Actually, he shouts.


‘Oh what? This hotel room is insane. It’s mental. Can you seriously believe all this is for us, J? I mean, just look at it, it’s awesome.’


I get the feeling that Austin is pleased with the room, although technically it’s not a room. It’s a suite of rooms, about the square footage of a football pitch, I’d say at a guess. Not that I play much football, but that would be about right. I let my eyes sweep across the floor and up the walls, scanning every corner. Taking in the L-shaped black sofa opposite the sixty-five-inch curved-screen ultra-high-def TV; the three steps leading up to the bed, which is twice the size of my entire bedroom back home, and the smooth dark wood and grey metal of the industrial-style dining table in the far corner. Yeah, of course there’s a dining table and eight chairs in my hotel room – why wouldn’t there be? I nod my approval but I don’t speak because I’m not sure I’m quite ready yet. Right now I’m trying to process the events that led me to be standing here in this football pitch of a hotel suite. I’m trying to compress those events into a single thought, but it’s impossible. It’s just …


‘J! Oi, Jack! Are you listening to me?’


Austin is my best friend and business partner. Yeah, that second part still sounds weird, but that’s what we are these days. I guess that was the plan all along only we didn’t expect it to happen quite this fast and for things to be this … full on. Austin likes to talk. A lot. He’s usually not a fan of peace and quiet, and of course I can hear him, but I’m not sure how to answer because … well, to be honest, I’m just as blown away by all this as he is. I’m just trying to keep my excitement on a low one.


‘So here we are, then,’ I offer eventually.


‘Yeah, I definitely think we’ve arrived,’ Austin says. 


‘One hundred per cent.’


I drop my bag on the carpet by my feet, which is so thick there’s barely a soft thud when the bag hits it. Austin cocks his head to one side and glances through the big white double doors on the far side of the room.


‘There’s another massive bedroom through there. I think that one must be mine ’cause, you know, the TV’s bigger.’


We look at one another, our grins widening in unison until we both fall about laughing. We laugh until our sides hurt, until our faces ache. And why not? It’s pretty hilarious, all this – funny and stupid and terrifying all at once – and to be honest, if I don’t laugh right now, I’m probably going to lose it, and now is definitely not a good time for that to happen.


Once we stop laughing, Austin strides over to the big glass coffee table in front of the sofa and picks up one of about six white boxes. 


‘What’s all that?’ I ask, falling backwards on to a ridiculously soft bed.


He pulls a pair of blue and white Converse All Stars from the box. Then he pulls a pair of grey and white ones out of a second box.


‘Nice,’ he says.


‘What size are they?’ I ask.


‘Austin and Jack size.’ He smiles.


He picks up the little white card that is sitting on the table next to the boxes and starts waving it around like an idiot, talking in a silly posh voice as he reads it. ‘“Gents, we believe these are to your taste. We’d be very happy if you’d like to wear a pair each at the interview tonight. Good luck and all the best from Andy Smart, head of press and promotions, Converse US.”’ He drops the card back down on the table. ‘Mate, people are giving us flippin’ shoes. Why are people giving us shoes? And six pairs; I’ve only got two feet.’


‘They want us to wear their trainers tonight because the interview is going to be watched online by, like, millions of people or something,’ I tell him. ‘So the idea is that other kids watching will say, “Yeah, I want to wear All Stars just like Austin Slade and Jack Penman.”’


‘Why?’


‘Because they’ll want to be like us is why.’


I watch Austin trying to process this information, his eyes narrowing, his floppy blond hair hiding a scrunched-up forehead. ‘Yeah, I get that,’ he finally says, ‘but will they even be able to see our feet?’


This makes me crack up all over again. Austin has got a point. A stupid point but a point nonetheless.


Twelve p.m. I’m showered and dressed now but I’m feeling even more tense. The old tummy’s doing a few gymnastics under my T-shirt and the dry throat is creeping upwards until my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth. AJ is sitting at the dining table, poking at his phone and sending emails. He doesn’t look all that relaxed either, but when I glance over in his direction, he smiles. ‘Everything’s cool,’ he says.


He’s a man of few words is AJ, but he’s a good manager: smart and very competent, even though he doesn’t look much older than us most days. He’s overseen this sort of event before and he knows the drill. I just nod back at him and chew my lip nervously. Meanwhile, I can hear Austin on the phone to his new girlfriend, Jess, in the next room; I recognise that lovey-dovey tone he adopts when he talks to her. Suddenly I feel quite envious; it just kind of sweeps over me. It would be nice to have a girlfriend to wish me luck right now, wouldn’t it? Someone other than my mum and dad to reassure me and say, ‘Don’t worry, Jack, you’re going to smash this interview.’ I feel like I need that today.


When the knock on the door comes, I don’t feel ready. AJ jumps up and darts across the room to answer it. Austin looks over at me. ‘Are you all right, J? You look a bit pale, man.’


I notice he’s wearing the blue and white Converse. ‘Yeah, I’m all good.’


‘Here we go,’ he says.


‘Here we go.’


A plaid-shirted hipster greets us as the door swings open. He has an excessive amount of facial hair but I can just about tell that he’s grinning under the bushy red of his beard.


‘Hey, Jack, Austin, AJ. Duke Hamilton. I’m one of the producers of tonight’s event. How y’all doing?’


Surely his name can’t be Duke. That’s a dog’s name, isn’t it?


‘Are you ready for your big moment, guys? The world’s waiting.’


‘Is it?’


‘It sure is, Jack. OK, guys, I’m going to take you down to the room where it’s all happening and we’ll get you a drink, say a few hellos, then set you up with mics and give you a little sound and camera check. We go live at one. We’ll do a quick warm-up chat with you guys first, just in case there’s anyone out there who still doesn’t know who you are and what you do, and then we’ll get to the main event. Exciting, huh? Does that sound OK?’


‘Sounds good,’ I tell him, but I’m bricking it.


‘Don’t worry, boys. I’ll be with you every step of the way,’ AJ assures us. ‘Just chill and enjoy it.’


Austin puts his hand on my shoulder, giving me a gentle shove towards the door, but I feel like I’m in a kind of semi-daze; like I’m about to be jolted awake at any moment and I’ll find myself sitting in my bedroom back in Hertfordshire in my boxers and a T-shirt and not in some stupidly swanky hotel in Beverly Hills at all. 


Halfway down the hall, my phone rings and makes me jump.


‘Guys, you should turn off your phones before we go live to the universe,’ Duke says. 


Instinctively I pull my iPhone out of my side pocket, slide my thumb across the screen and answer it, even though the caller’s number is blocked. I wish I hadn’t. The sound of the voice on the other end hits me like a train. I feel like all the blood has run out of my face and I’m numb. Crap. Not this, not now. I listen to the voice for a while, and then I speak.


‘Yes, I hear you. Yes, I understand.’


I’ve stopped walking now, halfway down the hall leading to the elevator. I can feel the sweat on my neck, my dry mouth returning with a vengeance. ‘Look, I can’t do this now, man. You couldn’t have picked a worse …’


Austin and AJ are walking back down the hall towards me now, both wide-eyed. Duke is standing by the elevator, beckoning impatiently. ‘Let’s go, guys!’


‘I need to hang up,’ I say. ‘Don’t threaten me … Look, I don’t even believe you have what you say you have, so back off, all right?’


Shaken, I shove my phone back into my pocket and look up at Austin, who is now facing me. ‘Is everything cool, J?’


‘Yeah, mate, everything’s totally cool,’ I say, lying through my teeth. 


‘What was all that about?’ AJ asks.


‘Nothing,’ I say. ‘Let’s go.’


I follow Austin and AJ further along the hall to the elevator and we head downstairs. We cross the shiny lobby towards a noisy room packed with people: some drinking low-fat decaf soya lattes, or whatever they drink in LA, and others gulping down mini-burgers, all standing under a stupidly large chandelier. Just outside the room is a big unoccupied sofa. It looks inviting, so I sit down.


Poor Duke looks flustered. ‘What’s happening, Jack? Why are you sitting down? There’s no sitting down now.’


‘I just need a minute,’ I tell him.


‘But …’


‘Take Austin through,’ AJ tells Duke. ‘We’ll follow you in a minute.’


‘No. All of you go in,’ I snap back. ‘I just need to be on my own.’


Austin looks concerned. He leans over me, studying my face for a telltale sign of what the hell might be going on.


‘Are you positive everything is all right, J? Who was that on the phone?’


‘It’s all good, mate. One hundred per cent.’


The corner of Austin’s mouth is doing the involuntary twitching thing. It’s something that happens when he’s nervous or he knows something isn’t right. He’s had it since the day I met him. 


‘Go and get us a drink. I just want to get my head straight, that’s all.’ I try to sound as calm as I can. ‘This is a massive thing we’re doing; I need to gather my thoughts. I told you, I just need a minute.’


Once they’ve gone, my mind races. How can this be happening, right at this particular moment? And how can I do anything about it when we’re about to do something so important? I sit back, enjoying the softness of the sofa, and I suddenly feel shot; so tired. If only I could just shut my eyes and sleep. Just for …


‘Jack, we need to move. Now, please.’ 


AJ is standing over me. He’s holding a glass of what looks like champagne, even though it’s only noon, with Austin hovering behind him. ‘Have this, Jack. Dutch courage.’


‘He’s not Dutch,’ Austin says, grinning, but I can tell now that he’s as scared as I am.


Maybe not quite as scared. 


I decline the champagne – the last thing I need is for my thoughts to feel any more scrambled than they already are. I virtually catapult myself off the sofa and move into the crowded room, smiling and nodding at people I don’t know but who clearly seem to know me. A young woman jumps in front of me, walking backwards while trying to pin a mic on me as I move through the crowd. There’s a lot of noise, a massive buzz, and I know what it’s all for but it sort of doesn’t compute, and as I get closer to the small stage that has been set up at the far end of the room, I feel like the whole scene is going a bit fuzzy around me and the sound of the chattering crowd is getting louder and louder. 


Before I can catch my breath, my phone beeps again and I grab it because I really need to turn it off now, but there’s a text from the same blocked number – someone has sent a video. My heart sinks like a stone, but I know I have to look, just to be sure. I turn my back on the stage and hit play and … there it is. It does exist, and I’m screwed. We’re all screwed. 


Before I know what’s happening, I’m ushered on to the stage and find myself sitting on a stool next to Austin, looking into a huge camera lens. A guy in a denim shirt comes over and shakes our hands in turn and then sits on the third stool, on the other side of Austin. Duke jumps on to the stage and hushes the crowd before glancing at his watch. Have I missed something? Has somebody been talking to me while I’ve been walking and I’ve not been listening, because I can’t really remember a single thing since … since the phone call.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, Jack Penman and Austin Slade of GenNext!’


The voice comes from nowhere, and now there’s rowdy applause in the room, but this bunch are the least of my worries; there could be millions of people watching this all over the world. No pressure then. Duke gives the thumbs-up and a red light goes on above the camera, then the young dude in the denim shirt leans forward and shakes our hands all over again. I look at Austin, who is smiling, so I smile too. Then the denim shirt dude speaks.


‘So, guys, welcome, so glad you could be here with us.’


‘Thanks, we’re excited to be here,’ Austin says.


After a bit of small talk about the flight over and what we think about LA so far, all of which Austin deals with, the guy addresses me and I gear myself up to speak. Pull yourself together, you idiot. This is it; it’s happening now. You can’t screw this up.


‘So, Jack, let’s hear from you first on this. How did you guys come up with the idea for GenNext, something that has become so amazingly successful so fast?’ 


I stare into the guy’s face for a moment and then I look at Austin. All I can think about is the video, which sends hundreds of scenarios shooting through my mind at once, none of them good. I look down at my new Converse shoes, resting on the bottom bar of the stool, and I hear Austin speak.


‘Sorry, he’s still a bit jet-lagged. Jack? Jack!’


‘My shoelace is undone.’


I imagine this is just a private thought, but apparently not. Some of the audience are sniggering.


‘Your shoelace? Jack, what’s wrong with you?’


I look up at Austin and his mouth is twitching again. And then everything just … stops.


Can you imagine it for a moment? The eyes of the world are on you – quite literally – and you can’t speak or even move. It’s funny, I’m struggling to remember how it came to this; how I even got here. When was it? Has it really only been a matter of months since I walked into that classroom at St Joseph’s with all eyes on me? It might as well have been a lifetime ago. I was just the new boy with something to prove back then, but so much has changed in these short months. So much …
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THE BEGINNING


Hertfordshire, England, five months earlier


I was twenty minutes late when I walked into Mr Allen’s advanced media production class, and, on top of that, soaking wet. I mean, completely and utterly drenched – torrential downpour just as I jumped off the bus, so unavoidable really, but not ideal. Not when you’re talking first impressions – you know what I mean, right? Your strategy is to walk into a roomful of people you don’t know looking fresh and unruffled, like it’s absolutely nada starting a brand-new school with brand-new students and brand-new teachers at the ripe old age of seventeen. Your strategy is not to fall through the door looking like you’ve just crawled out of a duck pond wearing a jacket that smells like a dishcloth. That wasn’t how things had played out in my head while I was lying in bed that morning, anyway. 


Mr Allen looked up from his desk as he heard the door click shut.


‘Are you Penman?’


‘That’s me, sir.’


‘OK, well you’re late,’ he said, like I didn’t already know. ‘Just find an empty seat and someone will fill you in on what you’ve missed. Class, this is Penman, he’s just transferred.’


‘Where from, the aquarium?’


There’s always one smart-ass in the class, and this one was a guy with slicked-back dark hair, grinning and balancing on two legs of his chair with his feet on the table at the back of the room. There was a bit of sniggering from a few of the other students as I navigated my way across the floor, looking for an empty space in the already packed classroom. When I eventually spotted one and pulled the chair out from under the two-seater desk, the dark-haired guy piped up again from two rows behind me.


‘Not there!’


This time I turned around and met his stare, which was clearly designed to intimidate. Then I smiled sweetly, turned my back on him, slowly continued dragging the chair out and sat down. That’s the way, Jack, I told myself, pulling my textbook out of my bag, start as you mean to go on. This time at this school was going to be different – I’d promised myself that. No trouble, no being pushed around, no compromising or trying to fit in just to be accepted. And no getting your head kicked in. Definitely no getting your head kicked in. 


The classroom itself was smart and modern. Much more so than the rooms at my other school, which seemed antiquated compared to this one. I clocked a couple of very nice Canon cameras on tripods in one corner, and a row of spanking-new MacBooks lined up on the workbench along the far wall. The students seemed interested in what they were doing, too, which was a good sign. In my last media studies class no one listened to a word the teacher said and three of the cameras were stolen on the first week of term, so all in all this class seemed like it might be an excellent one to take, and with my AS levels coming up, I needed as many good classes as I could get. 


Once I’d settled down at the desk, I turned to say a quick hi to the person I was sharing it with. You see, that was the other thing I’d promised myself – to make more friends at St Joseph’s and not be the reclusive geek I’d been at Charlton Academy. Anyway, that was when I saw her: blonde hair, piercing blue eyes, the most kissable mouth turned up in a half-smile. Literally the most stunning girl I’d ever set eyes on. 


‘Oh wow! Er, hello.’


At first glance, she seemed to have an air of effortless cool about her: the long-sleeved black and white striped T-shirt under a denim dress that kind of looked like dungarees but with a skirt instead of trousers, the funky silver rings shimmering on both hands, the bright red Converse. It all looked so right.


It was clear that I hadn’t been expecting anyone like her when I’d turned around; in fact it showed big time.


‘I’m, er … hi. I’m Jack … Jack … Jack …’ 


What was my name again?


‘Jack Penman is who I am, and that’s my name.’


The girl looked through me like I was a total weirdo.


‘You’re dripping,’ she said.


‘I’m sorry, what?’


‘You’re dripping on my Gatsby.’


Slightly puzzled by this declaration, I looked down at the desk and noticed the small pool of water gathering on a well-thumbed paperback copy of The Great Gatsby. It fast became clear that the water in question was actually dripping off my hair, running down my nose and … well, you can guess the rest.


‘Oh damn, I’m really sorry,’ I said. ‘I got caught in the rain.’


‘Never,’ she said sarcastically, but then her half-smile blossomed into a full one and I was properly in love.


Like an idiot I picked up her wet book and shook it, sending the rainwater flying everywhere.


‘Now I’m as wet as you, thanks,’ she said.


‘Sorry.’


It suddenly dawned on me that my relationship with this heavenly creature, whoever she was, had probably begun and ended all in those few short seconds, but my suffering was short-lived as Mr Allen stood up and addressed the class. He wasn’t badly dressed for a teacher, and actually didn’t look that much older than most of his students. 


‘All right, everyone, listen up. For this term’s main project I’m going to need you to work in pairs. So this morning you’re going to have to find yourselves a study partner, and I’d like you to do it quickly and quietly.’


I turned slowly to meet the eyes of the girl next to me again.


‘Don’t even think about it, Jack Penman,’ she said sternly.


Oh well, at least she remembered my name. Then her expression cracked and she started to giggle, putting her hand out for me to shake.


‘I’m Ella,’ she said. ‘Ella Foster.’


‘Hi there, Ella Foster.’


‘So do you want to partner up for this project then, new boy?’ she said.


‘That would be … yeah, cool.’ 


You never want to sound too eager in that kind of scenario, do you?


‘OK, brill. Let’s do it,’ she said.


So my initial instincts had been right. This was definitely going to be an excellent class to take.


Austin Slade had been in Mr Allen’s media production class that morning, but I didn’t notice him till later in the day. It was lunchtime and I was making my big entrance into the sixth-form common room, which was clearly the hub of the entire school; totally different to the dry atmosphere of the communal areas of my previous school. In contrast, the St Joe’s common room was busy and bright, with a coffee machine and a snack machine, plus there was a huge amount of chat and noise, loads going on, and it was all happening to a soundtrack of Radio 1’s Live Lounge playing merrily away in the background. Nice, you know? All in all it seemed like a pretty cool place, but at the same time maybe a bit intimidating, especially when you’re the new kid. Ah, but hang on a minute. I stopped that thought in its tracks and had a little word with myself. No, Jack, there isn’t going to be any of that crap. No intimidation this time, remember? Just walk into the room like it’s yours; like you own the place. Start as you mean to go on, mate.


There were various cliques of kids dotted around the common room and I amused myself for a while trying to decipher which clique was which and, more crucially, what the pecking order might be. The ‘populars’ were a mix of boys and girls, and mostly Year 13, I’d say at a guess. Their general demeanour was cool, calm and collected and they were easy to spot by the whiteness of their teeth and their immaculately ironed, expensive-looking clothes. The boys in this group all seemed to have that hair that looks effortlessly swept forward and messy but they’ve actually spent four and a half hours fiddling about with it in the mirror, applying just the right amount of fresh-out-of-bed-look surfer-dude hair fudge. The girls were mostly of the hot variety and looked as though they’d just jumped out of a make-up artist’s chair and were about to step in front of a camera. If, as a new student, you could get in with any one clique, this lot would be the prize. Just by looking at them you could tell that not only did they know where it was happening, they were mostly the people that made it happen. 


Close to them – but not too close – were what I’d call the fringe group. This was a smaller group of kids who clearly lived in the shadow of the popular group and basically followed the same principles but weren’t really all that popular and their teeth weren’t as white. This was a noisier, more attention-grabbing crowd, the girls generally showing a bit more flesh and yakking a lot louder about what they’d been doing the previous night, and the boys swearing every other word so they looked hard. Then there were the usual scattered cells of athletes, geeks, hipster kids and loners. Standard, really. 


As I stood at the door, I pondered on which of these random groups might spot me and invite me over to join them. Maybe none of them would. Maybe it would be a repeat performance of Charlton Academy, where I spent ninety per cent of the time with only a laptop for company. I was lost in thought, reminding myself of my pledge to make more of an effort to be social, when I heard someone shouting at me.


‘Penman! Oi, Penman! Come over here, man.’


I scanned the room to see which of the cliques the yelling might be coming from. I knew it wasn’t going to be the popular kids – they were much too cool to shout across the room at anyone – and it obviously wasn’t the sporty lads in their Adidas tracksuits, or the small nest of vampires dressed in black in the far corner, or even the …


‘Penman! Over here!’


Of course. It had to be … the geeks. 


‘Over here, man.’


To be fair, the kid shouting at me didn’t look all that geeky, but the rest of his associates were the quintessential school boffins. I made my way towards them.


‘Austin is the name,’ the kid said, sticking out his hand.


As I went to shake it, he pulled it away quick and pushed it through his floppy hair.


‘Funny,’ I said, not really laughing.


‘I saw you in media production earlier,’ Austin said, grinning. ‘Are you into all that stuff? Filming, editing, videos and all that?’


He nodded towards his small group of pals, who were lounging over a small sofa and a couple of leather armchairs.


‘We are. Plus games, of course. Anything techy, really.’


‘Yeah, that’s my thing too, a hundred per cent,’ I said.


‘Cool beans, Penman. Well, you looked a bit lost standing in that doorway just now, so I thought you could do with a few introductions.’


I nodded. ‘Sweet, thanks.’


Austin playfully slapped the head of a boy sitting in front of him.


‘This here is my man Sai,’ he said. ‘He’s from Sri Lanka.’


‘Wow. That must take a while on the bus, mate,’ I said. 


I noticed the pretty girl in a beanie hat sitting next to him start sniggering.


‘No, I live in Hemel Hempstead,’ Sai said, dead serious, causing much laughter within the small group.


Austin continued, unfazed.


‘Anyway, Penman, I noticed you were sitting next to the most smokin’ babe in the class earlier.’


I scowled back at him. Smokin’ babe? Seriously? Mind you, his remark, however cringeworthy, did stir a flickering reminder of the girl in question. Ella Foster. And what a nice flickering reminder it was.


‘Yeah, she’s OK,’ I said, as if I’d hardly noticed.


‘She’s more than OK,’ Sai muttered under his breath.


Austin turned his attention to the girl next to Sai, who was still sniggering.


‘And this is—’


‘Ava,’ she said, jumping up and sticking out her hand. ‘I’m Ava, and you’re Jack, right?’


I noticed that underneath the beanie hat, her hair was a washed-out pastel lilac colour, and she was wearing black fingerless woollen gloves – indoors, and it wasn’t even cold. I ignored this quirk and shook her hand anyway.


‘That’s right, I’m Jack. I just transferred from—’


‘Why?’ she barked.


‘Why what?’


‘Why did you transfer? Did you do something terrible in your last school? Were you forced to leave?’


‘Er, I …’


‘My cousin Dermot laced the fruit punch at his school prom with vodka,’ she said, ‘and after five glasses of it, he tried to snog his chemistry teacher outside the gym, but she tripped over some bunting and fell backwards down the stairs and broke her tibia. Was it that sort of thing, the reason you were forced out?’


‘I … I wasn’t forced out.’ I laughed nervously.


‘Well it must have been something,’ she said, ‘or why change schools in Year Twelve? That seems quite unintelligent to me.’


‘It was something,’ I said firmly, ‘but not that.’


‘Yeah, sorry, this is our Ava,’ Austin interjected. ‘She’s pretty much a genius but sometimes a little outspoken, you get me?’


Ava made a sudden move closer to me and looked me dead in the eye.


‘You can tell me anything you want, Jack Penman,’ she said. ‘My sister’s got a minor eating disorder, so nothing fazes me.’


‘Right,’ I said, backing away a tad.


‘And just in case it matters to you,’ she went on, ‘we are not the cool group around here.’


I looked at her, Austin and Sai, one by one.


‘You think?’ I said.


After I’d said hi to a couple of the less alternative members of Austin’s tribe of misfits, he filled me in on a few of the key players in the school hierarchy – the big hitters – as well as some of the eternal losers, plus who was cool and who was best avoided. 


‘You know Hunter?’ Austin said. 


‘Who?’


‘The guy who shouted out to you in the class earlier.’


I nodded.


‘Well he’s definitely one to be wary of. Total knob-head. Lots of kids look up to him ’cause he’s stinking rich, but he’s massively arrogant and never misses a chance to tell everyone how amazing he is. Prone to violence on occasion, too, so watch yourself around him.’


‘Noted,’ I said. ‘Thanks, mate.’


As we were leaving the common room, Austin invited me to one of the group’s computer game nights, which they took turns in hosting. Deep joy. The next one was at his place, and, he assured me, it would be the coolest one because his parents had made their cellar into a den for him and his younger brother and they had a massive fifty-inch flat-screen TV with surround sound down there. The whole thing sounded unfeasibly lame to me, but I had promised myself I’d make an effort, so I nodded and smiled agreeably. 


‘Sure, why not?’


I could have actually come up with about thirty reasons why not off the top of my head, but sometimes you just have to take the plunge in a new situation, you know? That was one of the reasons I agreed to go along, the other being the fact that nobody else in any of the other cliques had spoken to me, so I thought I might as well give this lot the benefit of the doubt, right? If I’m totally honest, they seemed like they might be an OK bunch. Little did I know then how momentous that decision was going to turn out to be. 
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THE PAST


‘So how was it, then? How were the other students? Did you meet anyone nice, make any friends?’


So many questions and I’d only been in the house for three minutes. While I poured myself an orange juice, Mum hovered around me in the kitchen, halfway through making what she called her world-famous lasagne. The fact that nobody outside our family had ever tried it cast some shadow of doubt over the ‘world-famous’ handle, but we all thought it was pretty good anyway.


‘Yeah, it was fine, Mum. Really cool.’


‘That’s good, Jack,’ she said. ‘Because this time your dad and I really want … I mean, we don’t want—’


She stopped, suddenly, as if she might be about to say the wrong thing. I sat down at the breakfast bar and looked across at her standing over the sink with her back to me, her best chopping knife suspended in mid-air as she thought carefully about what to say next.


‘You and Dad don’t want what?’ I asked her. 


I knew what she was thinking; what all her conversations with Dad must have been about for the last two weeks. Is Jack going to fit in at this school? Is he going to make friends? Will there be any more … bullying. Yes, that was the word she couldn’t bring herself to say. That was the elephant in the room. Her only son had been bullied at his last school and then had to leave. Boom! Of course they’d been amazingly supportive at the time, but sometimes I wondered if they might be a little bit ashamed of me for not sticking up for myself more. Probably nowhere near as ashamed as I had been of myself when it all went down. Still, I’d left that in the past where it belonged. It wasn’t going to happen again; things were different this time. I was different, wasn’t I? Anyway, I decided to put her mind at rest.


‘Actually I met quite a decent guy today, Austin. He’s invited me round to his place with a few of his mates, gaming night or something. They’re all a bit geeky, but they seem nice, y’know?’


Just as I finished the sentence, my dad walked in from work, throwing his briefcase down on the stool next to me. 


‘Well that sounds positive,’ he said, joining in the conversation. ‘Fresh start.’


‘Doesn’t it, Paul?’ Mum agreed, a beaming smile on her face as she hacked into an iceberg lettuce. 


I recognised that tone in both their voices – a mixture of concern and hope – and I was seconds away from yelling at them, telling them to back off and stop making such a fuss, but then I stopped myself. After all, why wouldn’t they be concerned? Seeing their son bloodied and bruised the way I was on that very, very bad day back in January, of course they were going to worry.


‘They’re into the stuff I’m into, this crowd,’ I said instead. ‘Making videos, tech stuff. They all seem pretty intelligent, even though a couple of them are a bit weird. There’s this one girl, Ava—’


‘A girl already, eh?’ Dad chimed in. ‘You don’t waste much time, do you, son?’


‘Well he’s a nice-looking boy, Paul, of course he’s going to have girls flocking round him,’ Mum said.


She’s always been my biggest fan.


‘No, I was about to say that this girl, Ava … she was a bit wacky, but yeah, very pretty. Then there was this other girl …’


I stopped mid-sentence, as I was about to veer into TMI territory. They didn’t need to know that I’d already developed a crush on my very first day at St Joe’s, did they? That would just give them more to talk about, and sometimes with my mum and dad, much as I loved them, less was most definitely more, you know?


Up in my room, I began to think about my time at Charlton Academy. That place had been a total nightmare. In fact I couldn’t fathom how I’d survived it for five whole years. An all boys comprehensive, it was well known all over Hertfordshire as being a tough school, but for the first few years I kept my head down and held my own pretty well. Most of the students in my form seemed happiest when they were coming up with new ways to disrupt a class, and the only time half of them concentrated was when they were on the football field or during rugby practice. Look, it’s not like I’m trying to big myself up – I wasn’t bloody Einstein or anything, but I wanted to learn, and in that environment it was next to impossible. Feeling like I was ahead of the pack in English, maths and history was one thing, but in the technical classes – computer science and graphics, which were important to me – I felt like I was in a different postcode to everyone else, including a couple of the teachers. You see, ever since my seventh birthday, the day I got my first proper computer from my mum and dad, technology and how it works had been my utter passion. It started off with games – and yes, like most kids, I loved playing them – but as time went on it went deeper than that. I wanted to know what made those babies tick: how they worked and how it was possible to make all those amazing things happen at the mere touch of a button or the flick of a lever.


Originally I’d gone to Charlton because of their so-called excellent technical departments, but that turned out to be a joke. By the time I was fourteen, I was writing code, making programs and inserting virtual weapons, tools and all manner of other stuff into games: things that didn’t even exist in the game until I put them there. Eventually I became known as ‘GODLYM0DZ’ in gaming circles online – M0DZ being slang for modifications. It was like being a bit of a celebrity, with people writing about me on forums, desperately trying to find out my real identity like some crazy internet version of Batman. You know what, it felt good … for a time. Meanwhile, in my computer science class we were still covering the basics. 


I guess that was when the trouble started. The other boys could see I was bored; they watched me rolling my eyes and slumping forward on my desk while the poor bloke teaching the class tried to explain the rudiments of something I’d known how to do since I was ten. Yeah, I know what you’re thinking: I was probably too big-headed, a know-it-all who deserved to be taken down a peg or two. Maybe that was true. I mean, it’s all very well being GODLYM0DZ when you’re sitting in the safety of your bedroom, fighting your enemies with a fast flick of your wrist, but out on the streets, things weren’t quite as neatly tied up as that. In real life I was seen as an outsider by the other boys in my class, and maybe they were right – I certainly felt like a bit of a freak, being one of the few kids who seemed eager to learn something and to get somewhere in life. OK, so I’m not exactly what you’d call a straight-A student, but I sometimes felt like I was the only one in the class knuckling down to study for exams. 


Some of the boys in my form even took the piss out of me because I had a paper round in the week, and before my revision schedule started to get really heavy, I worked in a local clothes shop on a Saturday and Sunday. To be honest, I didn’t really care what they thought; I wanted to earn my own money so I could have a bit of independence and buy my own things. It wasn’t like my mum and dad were super rich, so anything new I wanted I worked for and bought myself. 


During break times and lunchtimes I sat in the computer room trying out new stuff, discovering something great and then trying to work out how to do it myself. I withdrew more and more from the other kids until it seemed like nobody ever saw me outside during school hours because I was always shut in a classroom in front of a screen. I ignored the name-calling when it was just some idiot shouting ‘Freak!’ at me in the playground, but when it came into the classroom, that was a different matter. There’s nothing worse than being insulted and belittled in front of a roomful of your peers, especially when you’re trapped and there’s nowhere to run. 
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