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  THE END




  Lips, sticky, not how his mother kissed. He only considered the difference in their ages whenever he tasted her make-up.




  ‘Are we in trouble?’ Bobby asked.




  ‘No,’ Val said, ‘not any more.’




  The white cliffs of southern England spread out beyond them, disappearing where the blues, sea and sky, coalesce. High up in the cab of the mobile library, they could not see the land below

  them, just the ocean’s ceaseless loop, as if they were driving an island through the sea to a faraway place. Hemmed by a crescent of police cars to the cliff edge, bulbs flashed, helicopters

  chopped up the air. When the sirens fell mute, he saw her, exquisite in the dim dashboard light.




  Rosa rested her head in the shallow pool of sun on Val’s lap. Bobby’s stomach gurgled.




  ‘Are you hungry?’ Val asked.




  The noise, a purr, came from another compartment inside him: one contented, not troubled by bubbling chambers of acid or some such bodily thing. ‘No,’ he said, and kissed her

  again.




  Detective Jimmy Samas, chase-weary but enlivened by its imminent conclusion, stood by his car. He knew the other officers were waiting for him to issue an order, but he could

  not conjure one. It was a high-profile investigation. His job was to lead it, and so his colleagues presumed he would know what to do. They were wrong.




  At times he felt too young to do his job, though this was precisely why he was good at it. His boyish nature and unblemished skin provoked sympathy in others. Sympathy is an invaluable asset in

  the business of negotiation. People immediately felt sorry for the fresh-faced boy sent to do the work of a man, and it was in this second of distraction that Detective Samas was usually able to

  free a hostage, or talk a man down from a ledge.




  The gummy gnaw of tiredness made it difficult to concentrate. He considered his priorities. Continual reassessment of the objective at hand had formed a major part of his training, and he did

  well to remember that now, his eyelids pinching in spasm. Chief among his concerns was the safety of the two children, Bobby Nusku and Rosa Reed, aged twelve and thirteen respectively. Regardless,

  a hundred and one other problems crackled in the heat of his mind. For starters, there was the woman, Rosa’s mother Valerie Reed, who at any moment might drive the truck into the sea. Who

  knew where her mind was? Evading the law, whether wilfully or not (that remained to be seen), was a mightily stressful business. First-time kidnappers, particularly single mothers with an otherwise

  clean record, would feel that anxiety more keenly than most. A wrong move on Detective Samas’ part could prompt disaster. He watched a live news crew setting up behind the police barrier and

  unstuck his collar from the sweat beading on his neck. Televised disaster, at that.




  Besides Ms Reed, of course, there was the not insignificant matter of the man Detective Samas had reason to believe was hidden in the back of the vehicle, and whose pursuit had shorn sleep from

  him for months. He put the megaphone to his mouth but didn’t squeeze the trigger. Instead he appreciated a calm that exists only by the sea. The jeer of diving gulls and the tide washing the

  rocks. He took a deep breath, trying to co-opt its serenity.




  The mobile library formed the trailer of a semi-truck, the type that rattled teeth as it streaked by on the motorway – a real gum-tingler. Originally painted pea green,

  the library was so long that Val could barely see its rear end in the wing mirror, just the rusting skirt of its livery. Rolling through the countryside it appeared, to a squinting eye, as a mirage

  moving on the breeze. Now the white emulsion with which they’d covered it was flaking, and this original bed of colour could be seen again, along with the words ‘Mobile Library’,

  returning like a memory once forgotten.




  On the side was written its weight, twenty tons. Many months previously, as they had sat on the mobile library’s steps watching zigzag jet trails carve a blushing summer sky, Val had said

  twenty tons is what a whale might weigh ‘if you could catch it and slap it on the scales’. Rosa had hooted with delight. They had read Herman Melville’s Moby Dick

  together. To her, with the sea view now before them, it appeared that the story was, in some tiny, beautiful way, coming true. Searching the foamy breaks of waves for glimpses of the whale’s

  silver hump breaching, or a blowhole spouting, Ahab’s heart (that madly seekest him) was now Rosa’s, beating as if her imagination might fill it with joy enough to burst. How

  quickly, she wondered, would the mobile library sink, when the whale smashed its chassis and dragged it down into the sea? She would not need to wait long to know.




  ‘I love you,’ Bobby said, and Val flinched like she had never before heard those three words strung together in that certain painful order.




  As the sun rose, heat beat out the cab’s cool air. Bobby’s T-shirt clung to his belly, a transparent skin over the pale smirk of his scars. Bert panted, sweat collecting on the

  glistening black cherry of his nose.




  Detective Samas had not accounted for the presence of a dog. No mention of it had cropped up in the case notes. Only now that it had been sighted by the police helicopter

  humming overhead, and the news relayed to him over the radio clipped to his belt, was he even aware of its existence. A dog! How had this been overlooked? Even a detective as sharp as he could not

  be in complete mastery of the details in such a sprawling case. This was precisely the kind of oversight he’d been desperate to avoid. Animals were far more unpredictable than kidnappers or

  fugitives. Generally speaking, he found that the less hairy the variable the better. He imagined it savaging his testicles as he calmly tried to negotiate the children’s release.

  Contemplating the job ahead had already prompted the first dreadful needling of a catastrophic migraine. Switching off his mobile phone in case his girlfriend went into labour and called it, he

  felt momentarily guilty. Bad timing, he supposed. There was a job to do.




  Nothing happened for a while. The mobile library stood strangely dormant, surrounded by police cars on the clifftop, existing in the uneasy lull before the future comes. Val

  had never looked forward much before. To her, the future was a magic-eye picture, always disappearing whenever she verged on fully grasping its shape. But she could see it clearly now. It was

  beautiful and full of love and she wanted it, but it had never seemed further away. Perhaps it was she who was vanishing.




  ‘We had an adventure,’ Val said, like it was over. ‘That’s all we ever promised to do.’




  A warm film covered Bobby’s eyes. ‘Like in a book,’ he said.




  Bobby looked in the mirror and saw the detective’s reflection as he approached. He had seen him before, on the television news, and noticed the red flecks in his moustache, a neat copper

  awning for his lips. The detective’s shirt was crumpled, as if his clothes had gone to sleep without him.




  Running through a mental checklist of everything he knew about Valerie Reed, Detective Samas realized that it amounted to more than he knew about his own girlfriend. Rather

  than saddening him, this epiphany buoyed the detective with renewed confidence. Perhaps, just perhaps, he was better equipped to handle this investigation than anybody else. Some talk had

  circulated, in light of how long the case had gone on, that it should be handed over to a more senior officer. Nonsense, he thought now.




  When he got to within four metres of the mobile library, Val leaned out of the window and nixed his assurance with the devastating speed of a bullet shot through the bottom of a barrel.




  ‘Stop,’ she said. ‘Wait right there.’ And he did, shielding his eyes with a yellow-fingered hand and smoking a cigarette, the ash whipped in dances from the end of

  it.




  ‘What does that man want?’ Bobby asked.




  ‘He wants to speak to me,’ Val said.




  ‘Tell him to go away.’




  ‘He just wants to check we’re OK.’




  ‘Of course we’re OK.’ He clambered over Val’s legs, put his mouth to the small gap at the top of the driver’s side window and shouted, ‘Of course we’re

  OK!’




  ‘We’re OK! We’re OK!’ Rosa said, and they both laughed.




  Detective Samas took a few steps backwards. Had the wind not picked up enough to extinguish his smoke, he’d have heard the collective sigh of the tired police officers

  standing by their vehicles, guns trained on the mobile library’s rear door from where it seemed any danger was most likely to emerge. It had been a long, frustrating night chasing shadows

  that refused to be boxed.




  Val put an arm around Bobby’s waist and another around Rosa’s shoulders and bunched them together, burying her head between their bodies so they could both feel wet

  from her face. Bobby butterfly-kissed Rosa on the forehead and she swallowed loud enough that they all heard it.




  ‘Do you want me to go out there and tell him to go away?’ he asked. Val shook her head. ‘Because I will. I’ll protect you.’




  ‘I know you will,’ she said, ‘you’re my man.’ She held him even more tightly, so that their bodies creaked with a realization – this might be the last

  time.




  ‘Tell me a story,’ he said.




  ‘All of the books are locked up in the library,’ she said.




  ‘Then make one up. One with a happy ending.’




  ‘I told you before, there’s no such thing as an ending.’




  ‘Then start to tell a happy story and stop before you get to the end. If we decide where it ends, than it’s bound to be happy, isn’t it?’




  She peered into the mirror again.




  Skimming the grass with the sole of his shoe, Detective Samas tried to decide his next move. Should he rap on the window, or wait for Val to open the door? There would be no

  benefit in trying to establish authority here. Though he wore the badge, she had the upper hand. He decided to bide his time, and hoped that whatever they were discussing in there wouldn’t

  take much longer. His colleagues were already starting to suspect, quite correctly, that he didn’t know what to do. Feeling woefully out of his depth was something he was getting used to.

  Impending fatherhood had seen to that.




  Far from being offended, as the subjects of negotiations often were, that the police had sent a relative youngster to deal with her, Val watched Detective Samas for a few

  seconds, long enough to see something that she could relate to absolutely. Fear. In that moment they shared it, mournfully, like the last of the rations.




  Beyond him, past the police line, on the hill that led back up into Britain, was an ice-cream van emblazoned with vibrant colours. At first glance she thought it a tastelessly decorated

  ambulance, parked as it was behind a row of others.




  ‘Who would like an ice cream?’ she asked. Bobby and Rosa thrust their hands into the air, waking Bert from the delight of a newly entered slumber.




  Val removed a note from her purse, the fake-gold clasp shining a greenish hue, and held it out towards Bobby, clutching it tight: a flower in her hand that unfurled when she opened it.




  ‘Here,’ she said, ‘take Rosa and Bert and buy us all an ice cream.’ Bobby shrank back into his seat, not keen on the notion that they might be parted for the first time

  in months. ‘What are you waiting for?’




  ‘You’re not coming?’




  ‘I’ll stay and guard the mobile library.’




  ‘The police will catch us,’ Rosa said.




  ‘The police won’t catch you because the police only catch bad people. Isn’t that right, Bobby?’ Bobby understood the pretence, and nodded, so that Rosa copied him with

  that charming delay she’d perfected. Val had made a new plan, and he trusted her, despite not knowing what it was.




  He pulled on his plimsolls, then attached the dog’s lead to his collar and put the handle into Bert’s mouth. Lazy even by the standards of old dogs, Bert insisted on walking

  himself.




  ‘Just keep going,’ Val said, ‘all the way to the ice-cream van. Don’t let them stop you. And make sure you get me a big one, with lots of chocolate sprinkles on

  top.’




  Detective Samas tugged tight the plump knot of his tie. Something about the situation rested awkwardly on his conscience. No amount of training could have prepared him for it.

  To what life was he returning the boy? He had met Bobby Nusku’s father, and seen not the hollow a lost child leaves, but hints of indifference in the space where it should have been. What

  misery would he, in helping, inflict? There were no happy endings to this story, he was sure of it.




  Val hugged Rosa, whose body loosened to fit around her mother’s, and they became the same for a second, merging to make pairs of everything. Then she put her hands on

  Bobby’s face to pull him close, and they kissed a final time. She closed her eyes and hoped that nothing would go wrong.




  ‘I love you,’ she said, and he had not heard the words before either, not like that, not sewn together with such magical thread.




  He climbed out of the cab and felt the air cool his ankles. Rosa came next, and then Bert, leaping onto the dewy grass on the clifftop, only a misstep from the violent drop of the edge.




  The detective watched, incredulous, as the children for whom he’d been searching since before autumn came ambling past him arm in arm, followed by a dog apparently

  walking itself.




  ‘Hello,’ Rosa said, ‘I am Rosa Reed. What is your name?’




  ‘My name is Jimmy Samas,’ Detective Samas said, tipping his head to the side. Rosa stopped and wrote down his name in her notebook.




  Many surreal moments had punctuated his service, but none more so than this. It had more in common with a dream’s wobbly oddity than with real life.




  Bobby, Rosa and Bert continued on their way. They walked past the police cars and the men and women in their smart blue uniforms, with silver badges and heavy belts so black as to blaze off

  reflections of the sun, past the eager news crews, past the waiting ambulances. They walked all the way to the ice-cream van.




  Detective Jimmy Samas approached the mobile library.




  Bobby didn’t turn around until the fire melted the ice cream over his trembling fingers. Smoke inked the sky.
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  THE ROBOT, PART ONE




  With eyebrows drawn at an inflexible 38-degree angle, the toasted ochre of Bobby’s father’s girlfriend’s foundation was a matte bed onto which she painted a

  single unchanged emotion. Suspicion. The egg-white wink of missed inner ear offered a fleeting hint of her true colour, but her singing voice, a dull functional honk, was befitting of the new shade

  she had chosen. Few who tried could accurately guess at Cindy’s age, in the same way it’s difficult to know the age of a reptile thanks to its unchanging mask of scales. It was actually

  somewhere in the mid-twenties but could easily have been a few decades north of that, depending on the harshness of the light. She looked youngest on Saturday nights.




  Despite her calling herself a mobile hairdresser, people always came to her – that is, to Bobby’s father’s – house, into which she had moved barely three months after

  Bobby’s mother left it for the final time. Though Cindy had received no formal training, her knack for recreating the styles worn by stars, from pictures in glossy magazines, was passable.

  Once a week she bleached her own hair over the kitchen sink. The damage she had done it was irreversible. Though permanently attached to her head it did little to repel potential customers, lending

  weight to the adage that all publicity is good.




  Apart from hair, her other primary interest was gossip. Bobby sat on the stairs listening to the conversations Cindy had with her clients. Soundtracked by the scissors’ percussive clack,

  they discussed rumours and invented new ones. To Bobby, the chatter was of no concern. He concentrated on one thing and one thing only: hair, theirs, cut loose and slowly floating down onto his

  mother’s rug. Individual strands, brown and black and brittle bottle-blonde, wove themselves into the wool, entwining lives that were never meant to touch. Afterwards, when alone, he would

  pick the hairs out by hand, split them into two piles and put the piles into jars. One jar for his mother’s hair, one jar for everybody else’s. He could tell which hairs were his

  mother’s because they were softer and smoother. When he held them to the light they were the same colour as the glow behind an angel. Collecting them took hours and made his fingertips ache,

  but Bobby updated his secret files every night after Cindy’s last client left and she headed to the shop for wine (she boasted of having become immune to the resultant headaches).




  He kept the jars beneath his bed. He was an archivist of his mother.




  Measurements formed a similarly integral part of his files, and he would meticulously catalogue them in a notebook, making the numbers as small as possible so that his father, should he ever

  find the book in a hiding place beneath the bedroom carpet, would have great difficulty understanding what they said. With arms outstretched, walking sideways like a crab, he could make it from one

  wall of the house to the other in five big steps. There were eleven stairs to the staircase, thirty-eight tiles on the kitchen floor, forty-three swirls in the bedroom ceiling plasterwork and nine

  mini paces from the toilet to the bath. There were fifty-seven different vehicles – planes, police cars and helicopters – on the wallpaper in his bedroom, but they were only the ones he

  could see to count. Bobby estimated another twenty were hidden on the far wall, behind the boxes bulging with Cindy’s belongings.




  Sometimes he practised walking around the house with the lights off. If he couldn’t be seen, he couldn’t be punished, and so in the darkness he was closest to himself. As his night

  vision improved he was able to find his way around without touching any furniture, even on the blackest of nights. If he ever encountered a burglar, Bobby planned to wait until he fell over the

  hairdressing chair in the middle of the lounge, then stab him through the throat with the scissors. Coagulated in the carpet fibres, the blood would make the hairs more difficult to pick out. But

  he would do it anyway. There could be no greater indicator of commitment to his files than that.




  The rug was five feet by three feet – it said so on the label – and turned from red at one end to yellow at the other, the colours of a plate after a decent breakfast. Other rugs

  looked plain by comparison. No wonder she had loved it.




  Houses are bodies, their memories mapped by the scars left behind. Bobby drew sketches of each room with a charcoal pencil that his mother had used to draw him, and added the pictures to a

  special section at the back of his files devoted to art. He knew that this was the section she would enjoy most.




  The black smudge on the wall above the stove marked the time she set fire to a pan of oil when his father crept up behind her, drunk and in a state of arousal. The spot was two and a half hands

  wide. There was a crumbly seven-inch hole on the stairs from afterwards when she ran, fell, and put her foot through the plasterwork, breaking her ankle. There were the divots her fingernails dug

  in the headboard, and remnants of the easel Bruce had smashed.




  Bobby imagined how proud his mother would be of his archives when she returned. They could use the notes to recreate the house to these exact specifications, except up on top of a mountain.

  Inside, it would be identical. Lime-green curtains in the lounge, chocolate-brown borders ringing the walls. Cream tiles on the kitchen floor betraying splats of dropped food. The same gap between

  the cupboard and the fridge, three inches across, where lost items could always be found. But when they opened the back door there would be clouds on the lawn. Eagles would nest in the drainpipes,

  and he’d scoop snow from the peak for pure washing water. The world would be their garden, just as she had promised.




  Days felt longer with her gone. Bobby chased the slowing hours round his watch. Until his mother came home, only one other person in the world knew about his files. His name was Sunny Clay and

  he was Bobby’s best and only friend. He was also his bodyguard. That’s why he always wore a shifting mask of bruises, the coloured lumps changing, a violent ode to coral reef.




  Bobby arrived at Sunny’s house on the first Saturday morning of the summer holidays. Everywhere glimmered reminders of the amassed blank days ahead, on which he and Sunny

  could impress any fantasy they wished. Excitement’s hot tickle rushed down Bobby’s spine, until Sunny finally answered the door with a familiar look on his face.




  ‘Hello, Bobby,’ he said.




  ‘Hello, Sunny,’ Bobby said.




  ‘Do you know what today is?’




  ‘I know it’s Saturday. Is that going to be enough of an answer for you?’




  ‘Not really,’ Sunny said.




  Bobby sighed. He hooked his thumbs through his belt loops and hitched up his jeans. ‘Then you’d better tell me.’




  ‘Today is an important day. Today is the day that we commence Phase Three.’




  Bobby had been dreading Phase Three. Phases One and Two were difficult enough. Bones had been broken. Blood had been spilt. It wasn’t very relaxing. However, they had made a plan, a

  mission, and there was no backing down. When it was over, Bobby Nusku would never be picked on by anyone, at school or by his father, ever again. Sunny would become a cyborg by the end of the

  summer holidays, and then he’d be able to protect Bobby with all the extra strength and speed being half human, half robot would bring.




  It had been Sunny’s idea, and though he claimed it as a long-term ambition, it had come to him shortly after he and Bobby met. Sunny had approached Bobby in the

  playground at school and asked if he knew anything about making tunnels.




  ‘Tunnels?’




  ‘Yes, tunnels.’




  ‘Not really.’




  ‘Then you can pick it up as we go along.’




  Bobby presumed that Sunny had an ulterior motive. He was considering running away when Sunny stretched out an open palm towards him. When Bobby finally opened his eyes he was surprised to

  realize that he hadn’t been struck. They shook hands, and Bobby was impressed by the strength of Sunny’s grip.




  Sunny had been watching Bobby all week. He had watched him skulk alone around the perimeter of the fields at break time. He had watched him try to avoid three older boys who had chased him

  across the football pitch. He had watched one of them trip Bobby into the mud, not once but twice, and followed him unseen into the bathrooms where he had attempted to clean his shirt in the sink,

  only to make it worse.




  He recognized loneliness when he saw it. Noisy crowds that swirl around the silence in the centre where you sit. An irrepressible ache made by the melody of other people’s laughter. The

  breadth of the canyon between you and someone you can reach out to touch. He too had felt as if he had radioactivity trapped in his bones.




  Sunny was large for a twelve-year-old. Bobby on the other hand was slight, waspish and the colour of milk. He looked like he needed a friend no matter what shape they took, and so this new

  arrangement was mutually beneficial.




  ‘Come with me,’ Sunny said, and Bobby walked proudly behind him towards the art department, trying to match the exact timing of his steps.




  ‘Why are you making a tunnel?’ Bobby asked, as they reached a brick wall, sheltered from view of the playground by a thorn bush.




  ‘So that we can get out of here. You want to get out of here, right?’ Bobby’s first thought was of the trouble they would be in, just as his mother had raised him to think.

  Embarrassed, he put his hands on his hips and tried to stand up tall and straight.




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘And you’ve seen prison films?’ When Sunny’s father walked out on Sunny and his mother he left behind a considerable library of old movies on VHS cassette. Sunny had made

  an education of staying up late and voraciously consuming them.




  ‘Uh-huh,’ Bobby said, not sure what Sunny even meant.




  ‘Then you’ll know as well as I do that tunnels are the only way out.’ Sunny leaned against the wall, stroking the brickwork so that the cement turned to dust on his

  fingertips.




  ‘But this is the wall to the art department. If you tunnel through this, you’ll be breaking back in.’




  ‘Wrong kind of tunnel,’ Sunny said. He lay on his stomach on the ground and reached into the base of the thorn bush, from where he produced a box containing two stolen tins of black

  paint. Bobby glanced down at the ground, which he sensed move further away from him. This, he reasoned, would be his view from the gallows. Regardless, he didn’t want to desert Sunny. He

  wanted to climb on his back and throw both fists into the air.




  Sunny daubed the semicircular outline of a tunnel onto the wall, as he’d watched Wile E. Coyote do in countless Road Runner cartoons. This Bobby had seen, though he wasn’t

  brave enough to point out where he recognized it from, hoping he might be wrong and that Sunny wasn’t crazy. Sunny thrust a brush into Bobby’s hand and told him to start helping fill

  its empty centre black.




  ‘This isn’t going to work. You do know that, don’t you?’ Bobby said, liberally splashing the paint onto the wall.




  ‘Incorrect,’ Sunny said, ‘this tunnel will get me out of school today.’ Bobby admired the fervour of his new friend’s belief. Even if it was misguided, it was

  enough to convince him. And that was all Sunny wanted to do. He knew full well the plan was stupid, but in that hour, the timid boy he’d watched retrieve the contents of his bag from the

  marshes at the back of the field had scarcely looked over his shoulder. He hadn’t needed to.




  ‘Do you want to come over to my house later?’ Sunny said.




  ‘To your house?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘For what?’




  ‘For dinner.’




  ‘Your parents wouldn’t mind?’




  ‘It’s just me and my mum.’




  ‘Oh. Well, OK then.’




  ‘OK,’ Sunny said, ‘good.’ He rolled up Bobby’s right sleeve and, with the thinnest paintbrush he could find, daubed an address onto his forearm. Then they both

  turned towards a rustle in the thorn bush, and Mr Oats appeared, spittle collecting in the corners of his mouth.




  ‘What the hell have you done?’ he said. Spooked, Sunny turned and sprinted into the tunnel, knocking himself unconscious. He lay spreadeagled on the floor, coated in black paint. The

  tunnel had gotten him out.




  They spent that entire weekend watching Sunny’s father’s movies in the attic, thrilled by the fact that their ages were far lower than the numbers framed in red on

  the front of the cases, gorging on chocolate and long sherbet straws. At Bobby’s insistence, Sunny fetched what toys he had from the cupboard in his bedroom. All of them fitted inside a

  battered shoebox, which Sunny opened with a sickly mixture of dread and embarrassment, stalling as he peeled back the lid. But Bobby, unlike any friend Sunny had invited home before, never

  commented on how dated the few toys were, or that some were held together with sticky tape. In his hands the green plastic soldiers came to life, and eventually even Sunny stopped seeing their

  missing limbs.




  Neither mentioned how reluctant they were to part when Bobby slowly gathered his things and prepared for the short walk home.




  ‘I can protect you from those boys at school,’ Sunny said.




  ‘What?’




  ‘I can stop them.’




  ‘No, you can’t.’




  ‘I can. I can walk with you to and from school every day. I could come to your house and collect you in the morning, and afterwards I can walk you all the way home.’




  ‘No,’ Bobby said, knowing that he didn’t want Sunny to meet his father, ‘that’s something we definitely can’t do.’ They shook hands again. ‘But

  thank you.’




  Sunny ignored his mother’s pleas to go to bed. That night he watched Terminator 2. The indestructible metal skeleton, coated in a faux-human flesh, protected the

  boy, John Connor, at all costs. He had an idea and immediately began to take notes. In order to execute it properly it would need to be done in three separate phases, otherwise he would probably

  die. Having his entire skeleton replaced with steel in one single operation was, by any standards, too ambitious.




  The next morning, Sunny waited by the tunnel. He found that, like all his ideas, his enthusiasm for it had diminished as quickly as the paint had dried in the weekend sun. All of his ideas, that

  is, but this new one, which he knew he’d see through to the end no matter what, as long as he had a little help.




  When Bobby arrived, Sunny beckoned to him from the bush. As he came closer Sunny saw that his shirt was again covered in mud, and that a mixture of snot and tears had blurred the dirt on his

  cheeks. A solitary droplet of blood glistened in his left nostril.




  ‘What are you doing here?’ Bobby said, forcing his foot flat on the ground to stop his leg from shaking.




  ‘I have a plan, and I need you to help me with it,’ Sunny said.




  ‘What kind of plan?’




  ‘To protect you.’




  Bobby opened his mouth to say that he didn’t need protecting, but no sound emerged.




  Sunny stepped out from behind the bush in time to catch Bobby, who sobbed with force enough to send ripples through them both. ‘I’m going to become a cyborg.’




  Even through his anguish, Bobby struggled to stifle a laugh.




  Reckless as it may have been, Phase One had nonetheless gone as hoped. Sunny positioned two chairs in his garden, resting his right leg across them. They placed sandbags either

  side of his ankle to hold the foot in place, then laid a sleeping bag beneath him as a rudimentary crash mat. Bobby rolled up a towel so tightly that it creaked and pushed it into Sunny’s

  mouth, who clamped his jaws shut. Just as they had practised, Sunny nodded three times to let Bobby know that he was ready. The third nod was Bobby’s cue to leap off the shed onto

  Sunny’s leg, snapping both the tibia and fibula clean in two. The jump was swift and accurate. Birds fled the echo.




  Sunny pretended that he had fallen from the shed and landed awkwardly. The surgeon told him it was one of the cleanest breaks he had ever seen. Sunny thanked him, confusing everyone in the

  operating room.




  With steely resolve, Sunny soldiered through the months of pain that followed, emerging with precisely what he and Bobby hoped for: beneath the shiny twist of scar tissue on Sunny’s leg

  – six inches long and almost the shape of Italy – was a stiff metal rod. Solid. Indestructible. The first part of Sunny’s skeleton had been replaced.




  Phase Two wasn’t nearly as successful. X-shaped scarring mapped the spot on Sunny’s forearm where the smashed crumbs of bone swam around inside his skin. Though he’d had a

  metal rod fitted, the arm remained twisted and weak. The sledgehammer had been too unwieldy for Bobby, half its size, to control, and both Sunny’s mother, Jules, and the hospital staff were

  more reluctant this time to believe his lies about what had happened. Regardless, they had achieved their aims for Phases One and Two. Having come this far, nothing could deter them from seeing the

  plan through to completion.




  Before Phase Three commenced, Sunny declared it important that they didn’t work on an empty stomach. Bobby, always pestered by hunger, was happy to hear it. Inside the

  fridge skulked a large lemon cheesecake. They each gobbled up a generous slice. Bobby licked his teeth until the sugar buzz subsided, methodically hunting down all residual zing. His father never

  allowed food like this at home. He wouldn’t even let Bobby chew bubblegum. He said that if Bobby swallowed it, it would stick inside his guts for seven years. Bobby imagined his ribcage as an

  explosion of colour. He was fine with that. When he was with Sunny it was how he felt on the inside.




  They took two bottles of Coca-Cola and sat on the wall in the front garden beneath the lip of the gutter. The sky was as dirty as a pigeon’s wing. It started to rain. Petrol-poisoned

  puddles shivered on the road. Traffic crawled by, car windows steamed with muddled hieroglyphics. Sunny licked the palm of his hand and swiped it upwards over his brow.




  ‘What if you don’t like me when you’re a cyborg?’ Bobby asked. As much as Bobby appreciated Sunny’s efforts to protect him, he feared losing him as a friend far

  more than any playground beating.




  Sunny pushed his tongue against his front teeth, maggoty pink lumps pulsing in the gaps.




  ‘That’s the part of my brain I’m going to keep,’ he said.




  His mother, Jules, appeared, draped in the shadow of her umbrella. A kind, quiet woman, she worried about only two things: the ailing health of her parents, who lived hundreds of miles away, and

  the remarkable talent of her only child for injuring himself in such dramatic fashion. She spoke slowly, hoping that her words might somehow worm their way inside his ears.




  ‘Are you hearing me?’




  ‘Uh-huh,’ Sunny said.




  ‘Then what did I just say?’ He wriggled. She clipped him around the side of the head, but only lightly. She knew how easily he broke. ‘I said stay off the scaffold.’ The

  scaffold had been erected around the house while the windows were replaced. Bobby and Sunny were already conspiring – silently, as only children can – to work out exactly how they were

  going to scale it. Even when she made them promise, hands on heart, they were wondering how high they might get.




  ‘Sunny, honey, I only tell you to do things because I love you. You know that, right?’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘Except for when I tell you to tidy your room. I do that because you make a damn mess and I’m sick of it.’




  ‘I know.’ Jules stroked Sunny’s hair.




  ‘I love you,’ he said.




  ‘I love you too, honey.’ She said goodbye to Bobby and walked slowly towards town. As she left, Bobby felt guilty enough to whisper an apology she didn’t hear. Guilt was an

  emotion he knew well. Adults mistook it for impeccable manners.




  The boys climbed a plaster-spattered ladder to the third storey of the scaffold and threw broken brick chippings off the side, penny-whistling bomb sounds and growling in their throats to make

  explosions. From there the town was a dull procession of chimneys, muted by a drizzle that made it somehow futureless, but also without history. It existed, as did its people, in a moment it wanted

  to escape. Sunny’s tunnel didn’t seem such a bad idea from up on high.




  Sunny tried to take off his T-shirt, but Bobby had to help feed his head through the neck hole while he bent like a disobedient marionette. Sunny’s left arm was still limp; the plaster

  cast had been removed only a few days before. They could feel the metal through the skin, a cold stiff lump of hard-won achievement. Wet, his body glistened. There was already something robotic

  about it, lithe and functional, the efficient engine of youth.




  ‘Let Phase Three commence,’ Sunny yelled, proceeding to the far end of the platform three storeys up. With a sick feeling in his stomach, Bobby’s knees buckled. Phase Three,

  the final phase, was to have metal plates installed in Sunny’s skull. Had they waited any longer the scant regard for danger enjoyed by young boys might have waned. Without danger, boyhood is

  undone.




  Sunny rocked back and forth on his feet, and as assuredly as he might step into a warm bath he began to run towards Bobby. His arms rose like wings on either side of his body, but Bobby could

  tell by the writhing eels of the muscles in his jaw that he was already having second thoughts.




  ‘Abort! Abort!’ Sunny said, grinding his heels into the wood. But the surface was slick. There was no time for him to stop. Bobby grabbed him by the ankle and rammed a shoulder into

  his knee, which locked and spun Sunny’s leg to the left. This only seemed to give him more momentum. Sunny seemed briefly, gloriously weightless as he left the scaffold’s edge. He took

  to the air in near silence, scuppered only by the songbirds mocking a boy’s imitation of flight. Upside down and tumbling towards the earth, he said, ‘I’ll protect you, Bobby

  Nusku.’




  Sunny cracked his head on the jut of a long, sharp metal pipe protruding from the scaffold – breaking his fall – and then dropped the remaining nine feet to the ground, where he hit

  the patio with the sickening thump of a boxer punching a side of beef. Blood formed a deep-red maze in the cracks between the paving stones, an eerie puzzle with Sunny the prize in the middle. The

  balloon of nerves swelled in Bobby’s craw, filling his insides and threatening to prod his guts out through his bottom.




  Right then, Bobby learned of the dizzying nausea that arrives in the wake of a freshly made mistake. Mistakes are those moments when we grip the future so hard that it breaks, and we know we

  must build another future from the pieces, but one that can never be as good. Bobby wondered how many pieces there would be, and if any would be too small to pick up.




  Jules returned to find Bobby cradling her son’s broken head. In her panic she pushed Bobby to the ground, and became blind to everything but the boy, whose skull moved

  beneath her fingers.




  ‘He fell,’ Bobby said. ‘It was an accident.’ But it was as if she couldn’t tune to the frequency he was using, as if she’d changed to some emergency channel,

  the unique language shared by a whale and her lost calf.
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