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  Verdigris (Ver-di-gree) n. a blue-green rust that tarnishes ageing and forgotten copper coins, altering them entirely . . .
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  The Flight of the Trolley




  [image: ]




  For a wonderful moment Ryan thought Josh was going to make it. When they had turned the corner to find the bus already at the stop Josh had burst into a run, scattering

  starlings and shattering puddles. The bus’s engine gave a long, exasperated sigh and shrugged its weight forward as if hulking its shoulders against the rain, but Ryan still believed Josh

  would snatch success at the last minute, as always. Then, just as Josh drew level with its tail lights, the bus roared sulkily away, its tyres leaving long streaks of dull against the shiny wet

  tarmac.




  Josh chased it for about twenty yards. Then, through the tiny crystal specks of rain that freckled his glasses, Ryan saw his hero stumble, slow and aim a kick at a lamp post.




  The bus seemed to have carried away Ryan’s stomach, and the last of the summer daylight. Suddenly the dingy string of shops seemed much colder, darker and more dejected than before. Ryan

  could still taste the chocolate milkshake that had cost them their ride, and the flavour made him feel sick.




  Behind him he heard Chelle’s asthmatic gasping and turned to find her fumbling with her inhaler. She took a deep breath, her round eyes becoming even wider for a second so that he could

  see the whites all round them. She stared at Josh’s slowly returning figure.




  ‘He said . . . Josh said . . . he said that the bus was always late, he said there was time for a milkshake . . . I am sososososososo dead . . . my mum thinks I’m babysitting . .

  .’ Her pale eyebrows had climbed up her forehead in panic to hide behind her blonde fringe.




  ‘Shush, Chelle,’ Ryan said as kindly as he could. It was hopeless. Chelle was unshushable.




  ‘But . . . it’s all right for Josh, everyone expects him to get into trouble. I . . . I don’t know how to be in trouble . . .’




  ‘Shush,’ Ryan said with more urgency. Josh was almost within earshot. Whenever Josh felt bad about something he had done he got angry with the whole world, became playfully vicious.

  Ryan did not want to be stranded in Magwhite with an angry Josh.




  They were not meant to be in Magwhite at all.




  Magwhite was an almost-place. The gas towers and the railway made it almost part of Guildley. The lurid fields of oilseed rape that stretched away to the east were almost countryside. The sad

  little strings of houses, the minimart and the bike shop were almost a village. The towpath walks were almost pretty.




  Someone had once been knifed there, or maybe a finger with a ring had been found on one of the paths, or perhaps the local rugby club came to pee in the canal from the bridge. Nobody could quite

  remember which, but something had happened to give the name ‘Magwhite’ ugly edges. If Magwhite was mentioned, parents’ faces stiffened as if they had picked up a bad smell. It was

  very definitely Out of Bounds.




  There was nothing much to do there, but its out-of-boundsness made it exciting. Feeding chips to the jackdaws outside the boarded-up Magwhite post office was more interesting than feeding

  ordinary birds in the park. So, ever since the summer holidays had started, the forbidden excursions to picnic by the Magwhite canal had become almost routine.




  Magwhite was their place, but now there was nothing Ryan wanted more than to be out of it.




  Josh trudged back towards the others, his head bowed, the rain darkening his fierce, blond, scrubbing-brush hair. He seemed to be grimacing at his foot. Maybe he had hurt it against the lamp

  post. Then he looked up, and Ryan saw that he was grinning.




  ‘S’all right.’ Josh shrugged and wiped the rain off his yellow-tinted sunglasses with his sleeve. ‘We’ll catch the next one.’




  Chelle was biting her lower lip, her upper lip pulling down to a point, like a little soft beak. She was trying not to disagree, because she worshipped Josh more than anybody else in the world,

  but words always seemed to dribble out of Chelle like water from a broken tap.




  ‘But . . . we can’t, that was the last Guildley Cityline bus, our return tickets won’t work for the Point-to-Point bus, and we haven’t got enough money for new tickets

  for all of us . . . we’re stuck . . .’




  ‘No, we’re not.’ Josh was still smiling. ‘I have a plan.’




  It was a simple plan, an odd plan, but it was a Josh plan, so it had to work.




  Behind the wall of the minimart car park, there was a long tree-tangled slope that ran down to the canal side. In this wood roamed escapee supermarket trolleys, stripped grass trapped in their

  wheels, ‘sweetheart’ creepers trailing from their wire frames. Josh’s plan was to find one of these, take it back to the minimart car park, attach it to the chain of trolleys

  outside the entrance doors and reclaim the pound coin deposit in the handle slot.




  Suddenly everything was an adventure again. The threesome dropped over the wall into the wood and started hunting through the trees.




  It was a strange wood, stranger still now the light was fading. Ryan loved it for its litter. Yellowing newspapers nestled in branch nooks, like a crop of dead leaves strangely patterned with

  print. A sprawling throne of rotten oak trailed dark ivy and coddled a treasure trove of crushed cans. The twigs of one wavering branch had been carefully threaded through the fingers of a red

  woollen mitten, so that the little tree looked as if it was waiting to grow another hand and start applauding.




  ‘Ryan, you’re our eagle eyes, find us a trolley,’ said Josh, and Ryan felt an uncomfortable swell of pride and doubt. He was never sure if Josh was making fun of him. ‘He

  sees everything different to us, Chelle. Cos his eyes, right, they’re in upside down. You just can’t tell looking at them.’




  Chelle gave a faint giggle, but in the darkness her dimly visible face looked uncertain. Her eyes were large and widely spaced, windows into a world full of doubt and surprise.




  ‘It’s true,’ insisted Josh. ‘He blinks upwards, you know. Not when you’re watching. But right now, in the dark, I bet he’s blinking upwards, aren’t you,

  Ryan?’




  Ryan wasn’t sure how to answer, so he plunged on through the trees and pretended not to hear. Scaring Chelle was easy, and Josh seemed to find pleasure in teasing her. It was often hard

  for Ryan to remember that Chelle was older than he was. Ryan himself had been ‘moved ahead’ and dunked into the icy waters of secondary school a year before everyone he knew. It did not

  help that he was small, skinny and full of sentences that seemed fine in his head, then came out sounding over-adult and clever-clever. He had formed an alliance of desperation with Chelle. She had

  an air of kitten-tottering helplessness, and the pallor of her hair and skin made her look as if she had been through the wash too many times, losing her colour and courage in the rinse. All this

  made her an irresistible mark for the bullies in their class. Both Ryan and Chelle had been glad to find someone willing to talk to them, even if in Chelle’s case she apparently lacked the

  ability to stop talking.




  Josh had been their salvation. He had the advantage of age – there is a world of difference between a first year and a second year – but, in any case, no bully knew what to make of

  Josh, with his Cheshire Cat grin and knuckleduster humour. Taunts seemed to bounce off the shields of his yellow sunglasses, leaving his attackers winded by the ricochet. He won people round

  somehow, as if everyone wanted in on the private joke that kept him smirking. Josh had remembered Ryan from primary school, much to Ryan’s surprise, and suddenly both Ryan and Chelle were

  taken under his capricious wings. For the last year, his friendship had protected them from the worst school-time persecutions like an invisible amulet. For all these reasons, Ryan guessed that

  Chelle did not truly mind Josh’s teasing, but he never felt comfortable joining in with it.




  Usually there were half a dozen trolleys in the little wood. This evening, however, the trolleys seemed to know that they were in danger of being taken back to captivity and had all gone into

  hiding. At last Ryan cornered one down by the canal. It was lying on its side as if it had fallen in its hurry to get away and been unable to get back on its wheels. The three of them dragged it

  over to the wall, feeling the trolley catch at every bramble and tussock, trying to jolt itself out of their grasp.




  It was only when they reached the car-park wall that they started to see a small flaw in Josh’s plan.




  The ground on the woodland side of the wall was much lower than it was on the car-park side. They’d scrambled up and down the wall themselves so often that they no longer noticed how high

  it was. Now they stared sadly at the trolley, then up at the wall, which loomed above and laughed at them.




  ‘We can do this,’ Josh said after a moment. ‘’S just mechanics, that’s all.’




  Following Josh’s new plan, the three scavenged materials for a makeshift rope – a loose-flapping ribbon of plastic cordon tape, a mouldering abandoned T-shirt, a length of wire.

  These were knotted together, and one end tied firmly to the trolley. The other end was thrown over a low branch, and Chelle and Ryan grabbed it as it tumbled down on the other side. Josh, who was

  by far the strongest of the three, clambered up on to the wall and waited to grab the trolley when Chelle and Ryan had hauled it high enough.




  This can’t work, thought Ryan as he started to pull on the ‘rope’. But then the trolley raised its handle-end, swung to and fro, and took to the air. The plan was

  working.




  The flight of the trolley was a beautiful thing to see. It bucked repeatedly against the tree trunk, and its wheels left dark scars across the lichen, but it rose, a few inches at a time. Then

  just as it was almost within reach of Josh’s fingertips, it bumped up against one of the lower boughs and half disappeared among the leaves. They tugged and tugged, and the foliage shivered

  and shook, spilling sleeping raindrops on to their upturned faces. But a thin branch had pushed its way up under the trolley’s blue plastic child seat and would not release it.




  At last Ryan and Chelle stopped tugging. They stood sucking their burned palms and stared up at the triumphant trolley.




  ‘I think . . .’ began Chelle, tumbling helplessly into the silence, ‘I think if we sort of stuck a stick up under that wheel and levered it, swayed it to and fro, then it might

  . . .’




  ‘It’s stuck,’ said Josh. They had all known this in their souls, but Josh saying so made it true. Josh’s tinted sunglasses had dulled with the setting of the sun, and

  behind them Ryan could see the pale flicker of eyelids as he blinked twice and narrowed his eyes. He was biting both lips together so they were quite hidden – a bad sign with Josh.




  Without another word, Josh dropped from the wall and strode away down the slope towards the canal. Ryan and Chelle exchanged a look and then followed.




  He’s not going to run off and leave us, is he? . . . but what did Josh have to lose if he went home late? Being in trouble meant something different in Josh’s home and

  sometimes Josh seemed to have no fear of that anyway. Ryan caught up with him.




  ‘Where are we going?’ he tried.




  ‘The well.’ Josh sounded too calm.




  They followed Josh’s ruthless pace, struggling through dead-nettles and ducking the drooping purple fingers of the buddleia, until they reached the moss-covered steps that led down to the

  canal bank and path. Trainers sliding against the wet slate of the steps, they descended until the glitter of the canal was just visible through the trees; then Josh stopped. To one side of the

  steps was a small dimple in the ground, and at the bottom of the dimple was a stark ring of concrete, with a wire mesh covering the hole in the middle. Several crisp packets had been pushed through

  the wire and stuck in the mesh.




  Josh got down on his hands and knees. Only when he got out his Swiss Army knife and pulled free the screwdriver attachment did Ryan realize what he was doing. Soon Josh had unscrewed three of

  the bolts fastening the well cover in place and was starting on the fourth.




  ‘It’s a wishing well, isn’t it?’ Josh explained, continuing to wrestle with the rusty bolts. ‘And that means coins. Got it!’ The wire mesh came away.

  ‘All right, who’s going down? Chelle, you’re thin and wriggly. Want to go?’




  Chelle’s only answer was a thin squeak of alarm.




  Josh grinned at her. ‘All right then.’ He swung his legs over the edge and, to the others’ dismay, started to lower himself in.




  ‘Josh, look, um . . .’ began Ryan. He exchanged a worried glance with Chelle as Josh disappeared into blackness.




  ‘Josh, what if you get stuck? Shouldn’t we make another rope and tie it round your chest, cos—’




  A sharp cry echoed in the darkness below them.




  ‘Josh!’ squealed Chelle. She threw herself on to her hands and knees beside the well and stared down into the murk, her pale hair falling around her face.




  ‘It stinks down here!’ Josh called up suddenly.




  ‘Josh, you scared us!’ Chelle’s nervousness melted helplessly into giggles.




  ‘That’s right, you go ahead and laugh. Here I am . . .’ Josh’s echoing tones were interrupted by a sudden splash. ‘Oh bollocks.’




  Chelle peered quickly down into the well again.




  ‘I think he’s fallen in,’ she managed through her laughter. ‘I can hear sploshing.’




  ‘Can’t be that deep then,’ whispered Ryan. He was pretty sure that if Josh was drowning he would be spending more time screaming and less time swearing under his breath.




  ‘Right, I’ve got some,’ they heard at last. The well’s echo gave Josh’s voice a solemn and impressive sound. ‘Coming up.’ Josh whistled to himself as he

  started to climb, the tune interrupted now and then by the scrape and splash of dislodged masonry. At long last he reappeared and clambered out. He shook one leg then the other, trying to dance the

  water out of his trainers. Even in the dusk light, however, it was obvious that his trainers were the least of his problems.




  Chelle fumbled a small white something out of her pocket. She looked at it, and then at the sodden wreckage of Josh’s clothes, and her shoulders began to shake uncontrollably.




  ‘I’ve got a tissue!’ she squeaked, and somehow this was much funnier than it should have been.




  Five minutes later they were running down Magwhite’s high street just in time to catch the last bus to Guildley.




  Open-mouthed, the driver looked at the green that slicked Josh’s hair and smudged his sunglasses, took in his clothes, dark and clinging with water from the waist down, contemplated the

  slimy puddle of blackened coins in Josh’s outstretched hand.




  ‘You just pulled all that lot out of the well, didn’t you?’




  ‘No,’ said Josh, with his best brash, unblinking stare.




  It was the total shamelessness of this lie that seemed to throw the driver off balance. He gave Josh a long look, as if to say that he wasn’t fooled, that he’d be watching him. Then

  he jabbed at a few buttons on his ticket machine and a loop of three tickets curled into Josh’s waiting hand.




  Josh sauntered to the back of the bus and waited while Chelle spread the seat with newspapers for him, then settled himself with a grin, as if he would face no inquisition when he reached home

  half-drowned, with rust under his fingernails.




  He did it. At that moment Ryan would willingly have taken a bullet for Josh. He would have followed him over deserts or waded across leech-infested rivers for him. Ryan hugged the surge

  of feeling, as Chelle talked and Josh wiped his sunglasses with her tissue. Suddenly he wanted to face some great danger or difficulty and prove himself to his hero in turn, and he was so full of

  the wish that it seemed it might split him like a conker shell.




  If Ryan had known as much about wishes then as he came to know later, he would have been a lot more careful with his thoughts.
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  Upside-down Eyes
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  The first faint signs of the Change became apparent about a week after the robbery of the Magwhite well. Ryan was the first to notice them, but that was not surprising. Ryan

  was always the first one to notice anything.




  He woke up that morning sensing that he had just lost his hold on a dream. It had left him with an uneasy feeling, as if a cold hand had slipped out of his just as he started to wake. Then his

  head cleared, and the lingering sense of clamminess passed away. He surfaced to the smell of coffee, and knew that the house was going to be invaded again.




  His mother had a rigid drill for whenever anybody came to interview her. She believed fanatically that the best way to make a house seem welcoming but elegant was to fill it with the smell of

  expensive ground coffee. Downstairs three coffee-makers would be growling their hearts out in the kitchen, the living room and the conservatory.




  Ryan reached for his glasses, and his finger touched an empty case. Clearly his mother had already been in his room.




  Only when the back of his hand brushed against his night-time glass of water did he almost remember something of his dream. The memory smelt like greenhouses and damp blots on walls. It felt

  cold and silvery, and Ryan knew that he had been dreaming about the Glass House again.




  Ryan had been dreaming of the Glass House about three times a year for as long as he could remember. He had never spoken about it to anyone. The truth was, the Glass House dreams left a strange,

  acrid flavour in his mind that made him want to forget them as soon as possible. Today, however, the lingering memory seemed slightly damper than usual, as if dew had settled on it.




  He struggled out of bed and felt his way on to the landing and down the stairs. His father glanced up from his crossword as Ryan stumbled in.




  ‘Hello. Where are your glasses?’




  ‘I think Mum’s got them,’ Ryan confessed.




  ‘Oh, not again.’ His father glanced over his shoulder towards the kitchen door and decided as usual that his voice could travel the distance without him. ‘Anne!’ he

  shouted.




  ‘It’s all right,’ Ryan said quickly. ‘Mum doesn’t like to be interrupted when she’s percolating.’




  ‘Anne,’ his father called out again, ‘your son is running up and down stairs blind and likely to break his neck. We only have one child – can we try not to kill it,

  please?’




  There was the faint hushing of an aerosol can, then Ryan’s mother’s voice: ‘Tell him to put in his contact lenses, Jonathan – he has to get used to them.’




  ‘Particularly when there’s a danger of a photo opportunity, it would seem,’ called Ryan’s father. Ryan knew that other families took the trouble to enter the same room

  before talking to one another. His parents, however, thought it perfectly natural to hold conversations from opposite ends of the house at the top of their voices. They carried this conviction with

  them everywhere they went. ‘Which of your victims are you being interviewed about today, anyway?’




  ‘Jonathan, don’t call my subjects victims.’




  Ryan did try not to think of the people his mother wrote about as victims. Sometimes it was quite hard. She was an ‘unofficial biographer’, which seemed to mean working hard to meet

  famous people at parties, then writing books about them without asking them first. His mother’s books had shiny lettering on the front, and words like ‘sensational’ and

  ‘uncompromising’ on the back, and the famous people were usually very unhappy about them. One artist called Pipette Macintosh had been so upset that she had spray-painted their front

  hedge pink. Ryan’s mother had been very excited about that, partly because it made even more papers want to interview her.




  ‘Anyway, it’s Curtain Call, wanting to talk to me about the book I’ve started on Saul Paladine. You know, the actor.’




  ‘Oh, him.’ Ryan’s father was a drama critic, although he had narrowly failed his exams for law school. Ryan thought he would have made a very good lawyer, tall, spruce

  and handsome in scarlet robes with a crisp white wig, pausing mid-stride to fix the jury with a slow, knowing twinkle. You often got the feeling that he was sharing a clever joke with somebody you

  couldn’t see, picking the words most likely to amuse them.




  ‘Delivers his lines like a postman,’ murmured Ryan’s dad. He was thinking theatrical thoughts now, and Ryan had slid out of his mind. Ryan took his cue and slid out of the

  room, quite literally. The floor of the hallway, living room and kitchen was polished wooden tiles, with grain lines that ran into each other at loggerheads. Ryan had long since discovered that he

  could skate along these in his socks.




  He glided into the kitchen on one foot and had to put a hand out against the wall to balance himself. The wall was clammy with condensation from the coffee-making, and again his dream ran its

  cold fingers across his mind for a moment. Briefly he thought of a wall of steamed, dripping glass pressed against his palm. His dream-self had, he half remembered, been skimming through the Glass

  House with a sense of urgency . . .




  But he blinked, and the kitchen showed no sign of becoming glass, even if the outlines were a bit fuzzy in places. His mother was standing at a table, pulling and poking at an orchid in a vase

  as if she was straightening the uniform of a child. Her face was a blur, but he saw the long sweep of her black hair swing and tremble with the brisk little head-shake she often gave when impatient

  or excited.




  ‘Mum, can I have my glasses back, please?’




  ‘You look much better without them.’ The mother shape approached. ‘Let’s have a look at you.’




  Ryan could feel his mother’s fingers pulling and poking him around as they had the orchid. He sometimes wondered whether she thought that if she tugged at him for long enough she would end

  up with something more interesting. But his hair and eyes remained mud-coloured, and no amount of tweaking could make him larger or more impressive.




  ‘Oh dear, now, what’s that?’ She was turning his hand over and holding it closer to her face. The pad of her thumb rubbed at something between two of his knuckles, vigorously

  but not painfully. All the same, Ryan found himself wanting her to stop. The skin there felt odd and sensitive. His mother scratched at the place very gently, and he could feel that her fingernail

  was catching on some slight bump on the skin.




  ‘Mm. I think it’s a wart or something. Ryan, if you get any more of these, let me know and I’ll take you to a specialist.’ Ryan’s mother liked specialists now she

  had money. She often showed love by buying Ryan specialists. He sometimes wondered if he would come down on Christmas Day to find one struggling out of wrapping paper with a ribbon festooning his

  head.




  Ryan skated slowly out of the kitchen and along to the back door. Wearing his contact lenses was an easy way to please his mother, but he always felt stubborn about them. He knew he would put

  them in soon, but he wanted to delay it for a moment. The back door slid sideways, racketing its blind, and the sun patted a hot palm against his face.




  He hopped from one warm paving stone to the next, until he reached the little green-painted bench beneath the cherry tree. He squatted on it, facing the back, and then let himself down

  backwards, until his hands were resting on the grass and he could see the house upside down. Somehow he felt more in control of things when he could turn the house upside down like that.




  Josh was the only person he had ever told about this.




  When Ryan had joined the Waites Park Primary at age seven there had been so many scary boys. Ryan had ducked his head and blinked behind his glasses and hoped that none of them would notice him.

  But somehow, by the time the summer field had become too muddy for football and the guttering clogged with fallen leaf mulch, Josh seemed to know his name, and would call it out familiarly.




  And then, by the time the hay-fever season returned, it seemed inexplicably that they were friends. Ryan realized this one day when he was hanging upside down from a climbing frame in the corner

  of the school field. Josh was hanging beside him, and Ryan was telling him about the woman with upside-down eyes, something he had told nobody else.




  When Ryan was six he had owned a book of optical illusions. On one page there had been an upside-down picture of a woman’s face. She looked like she’d be pretty and smiling until you

  inverted the page. Then you got a shock as you registered that the photo had been adjusted so that her eyes and mouth were upside down compared to the rest of her face. The smile was only a smile

  when the book was the right way up. When you inverted the picture the thing that had been her smile became a terrible clenched-teeth down-turned frown, and her eyes were upside down.




  Josh was the only person Ryan had ever told about the way this picture had frightened him. It had shown him that if you looked at things from a new angle they could suddenly become unfamiliar

  and scary. It became important to see things in as many different ways as possible, so they couldn’t catch you by surprise.




  While Ryan had been telling Josh this, he had realized two things. The first was that Josh would not tell everyone and lead them in teasing him about eyes. The second was that Josh was really

  interested in what Ryan was saying. From time to time he would laugh as Ryan explained that upside-down cypresses looked like a rush of green liquid pouring out of a hole in a field, and that you

  had to think of people walking around with very sticky feet like flies to stop them falling away into the sky. He had laughed, but then he had asked more questions and thought about the

  answers.




  ‘Cool,’ he had said at last.




  Josh understood. Ryan would have worshipped him for that alone. And when Josh occasionally mentioned ‘upside-down eyes’ in passing, he would meet Ryan’s eye to show that he

  wasn’t teasing, it was just a secret they shared. That gave Ryan a warm, uncomfortable, strangely uneasy sense of pride.




  He stood, and teetered slightly as the blood rushed from his head. He padded back to the house and felt his way up to the bathroom.




  ‘Ryan!’ His mother had obviously heard the creak of the stairs. ‘Coffee saucepans in the bath! Be careful, darling.’




  The poinsettia pot which always sat in the bath when it wasn’t in use had been moved on to the flimsy wooden stand with the slender column and the lion’s paws at the bottom. It was

  so delicate that Ryan knew one day he was bound to knock it over and break everything. It seemed unfair to have to feel guilty about something he hadn’t even done. Ryan moved around the stand

  very carefully and felt along the window sill for his contact lenses case.




  The mirror was clouded with steam from the coffee saucepans, and Ryan could only make out a faint ghost-Ryan craning his head forward to peer. He prised out the first lens, worked out which way

  up it was and balanced it on the tip of one finger.




  Ryan reached out with his free hand, and wiped an arc of glass clear with his sleeve. A streak of the other Ryan’s face became fuzzily visible. It almost seemed to Ryan that there was more

  steam in the bathroom in the mirror than in the room where he stood, and again the memory of his dream briefly slithered through his thoughts. He beat the memory back, and held his eye open as he

  dipped his face to his finger and felt the contact lens’s hard strangeness against his eyeball. He straightened, trying not to screw up his face, and for a moment saw clearly out of one eye.

  He gasped.




  The Ryan face that he could see in the streak of clear glass had both eyes closed. The lashes were dark and spiky with moisture, and beneath them tears flowed freely down the face. The eyelids,

  both upper and lower, were trembling as if they were struggling to open or fighting to stay closed. Then both eyes started to open, and murky water flooded between the lids and bubbled down the

  cheeks.




  Ryan leaped backwards, banging the back of his knee against the edge of the bath and completely losing his balance.
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  The Cavern
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  Three hours after the mirror incident, Ryan tried to phone Josh. There was a fault on the line, however, so instead he phoned Chelle’s house.




  ‘Hello?’ Chelle’s voice always sounded even higher and more chirrupy on the phone.




  ‘Hullo, Chelle.’ It was almost impossible to go straight to the heart of the matter. ‘Chelle . . . I’ve broken the Poinsettia Stand. It’s OK though, cos I fell over

  at the same time and banged my head and burned my hand on a saucepan of coffee, so nobody minded so much.’




  In fact, rather than being angry with Ryan for his clumsiness, his mum had been furious with herself. For a while she had been quite insistent about driving Ryan to casualty in person, she would

  either cancel the interview completely or leave Ryan’s dad to tell the journalist that she was a terrible mother who liked to boil her own child alive in the bathtub. But seeing the

  disappointment in his mum’s face Ryan had, of course, persuaded her that the scald was not serious, almost liking how brave he sounded. Eventually she had agreed to go ahead with her

  interview.




  ‘Anyway,’ Ryan continued, ‘Chelle – do you think I could come over this afternoon? And can you invite Josh too?’ The mirror incident was something he wanted to

  discuss face to face. Chelle ran off to ask her mum and returned almost immediately.




  ‘She says yes. She says it’ll stop me getting under everyone’s feet while Miss Gossamer’s visiting.’




  Miss Gossamer had been an old friend of Chelle’s grandmother. Somehow, after Chelle’s grandmother had quietly snuffled herself out of the world, Miss Gossamer had slid into her place

  within Chelle’s family. Ryan supposed this was probably very good-hearted of Chelle’s parents, but there was something eerie about it, like one of those dreams where a familiar face is

  replaced with that of a stranger with no explanation. Although Chelle never quite said so, he was sure she felt the same way.




  Ryan’s mum still felt guilty enough about the accident to give him a lift instead of leaving him to walk through the park.




  Chelle lived in one of a long line of terraced houses. It had tall, thin windows with broad, deep sills which made perfect cat-balconies. Like a lot of old houses, it had an ‘area’,

  a little square pit in front of the house with steps going down to it, as well as two steps rising to the front door.




  The two lowest windows opened on to the area, below street level. At one, Ryan saw Chelle’s face appear. She smiled and waved to him just as the front door opened.




  ‘Hello, Ryan,’ Chelle’s mother said, scarcely glancing at him before looking towards his mum’s car. ‘Isn’t your mum coming in for a cup of tea?’




  ‘She has an appointment, um, somewhere, um, quickly.’ His mum was waving from the car with the bright, wide smile she kept for people who made her feel uncomfortable – people

  like Chelle’s mother, who liked having Ryan’s mum in the house talking about the famous people she met.




  ‘What a shame . . .’ Chelle’s mother said, then looked down at Ryan absently as if to see whether she had been delivered the right package.




  Chelle’s mother’s name was Michelle. As a child she had liked being nicknamed ‘Chelle’, so much so that she had christened her third daughter ‘Chelle’, on her

  birth certificate. Ryan thought Chelle’s mother looked like the sort of woman who would think this was a good idea.




  She had big, vague eyes and a big, vague smile, and was always very busy in the way that a moth crashing about in a lampshade is busy. When she heard that Chelle’s schoolmates were calling

  her ‘Barnacle-head’ she said things like ‘Aren’t children funny?’




  Ryan followed Chelle’s mum into the hall, and the handle of Miss Gossamer’s umbrella in the stand went for him with its parrot beak, as it always did.




  Chelle’s house was always so full of sound that Ryan never understood why anybody bothered talking there at all. The radio was on in the kitchen, and the television had been left on in the

  next room. Upstairs two people were arguing. Somebody seemed to run up or down the stairs every few minutes.




  Chelle was waiting for him in the kitchen. Her greeting was lost as the upstairs argument ceased abruptly and her oldest sister, Celeste, thundered down to the front door in her cycle helmet.

  Someone else, presumably Chelle’s other sister Caroline, retaliated by slamming a door.




  Supplied with drinks, Ryan and Chelle descended the narrow stairs to the Cavern.




  ‘. . . and is it horribly burnt under your bandage?’ Chelle’s nervous, rapid patter only became audible as the door closed behind them. ‘Oh, but don’t show me, I

  hate scars and things, they make my stomach feel like it’s unpeeling . . .’




  Neither of Chelle’s sisters had wanted the basement room, with its mostly lightless window, the annoying pic-pic-pic that emanated endlessly from the light fitting and a creeping yellow

  edge of damp that drew maps on the ceiling. So Chelle had won the whole wide, chilly, dungeon-like room and loved it with a passion that would have made her sisters jealous had they known.




  It was wonderful for secret meetings. Ryan liked looking up and seeing the feet of people passing in the street, not knowing they were being watched from below.




  ‘. . . and it’s tricky because she always makes me feel like, well, you know what it’s like, when somebody’s watching you and you can feel it like dead leaves down the

  back of your jumper . . .’




  Ryan had no idea what Chelle had been talking about. But the good thing about talking to Chelle was that she never really expected anyone to listen to her properly. When you were used to her you

  could just let her ramble, and it gave you a nice long space to think about what you were going to say next.




  Ryan and Chelle always felt slightly odd together when Josh wasn’t there. In some ways it was easier, because Josh was a firework and you never quite knew which way he was going to

  explode. When he was absent they talked more freely, and often caught themselves agreeing with each other. Somehow both seemed to become a bit bigger and louder to fill the gaping hole left by

  Josh. But that chasm was a scary thing to fill. Sooner or later one of them would wonder aloud what Josh would say about something, then they would talk happily about him instead, and the absent

  Josh would swell up to stop the gap again.




  And Ryan knew that soon he would mention Josh’s name, but first he wanted to hear what Chelle thought about something, not what Chelle thought Josh would think.




  ‘. . . and at first I assumed it was the radio but it turned out to be me and I still don’t know what I was talking about.’ Chelle paused to grimace, and Ryan leaped into the

  pause.




  ‘Chelle . . . there’s something I want to tell you. It’s about why I fell into the bath.’




  Chelle waited, her own story forgotten.




  ‘Mum and Dad think it’s because I couldn’t see, and the floor was slippery with steam, but it wasn’t that. Chelle . . . I saw something, and I was jumping back

  to get away from it. It was when I was trying to put my contact lenses in. OK, my eyes were running, and I didn’t have my glasses, and there was steam everywhere, but I could still see my

  face in the mirror. Only it wasn’t.’




  ‘Wasn’t what?’




  ‘Wasn’t my face.’




  The bulb filled the silence with its pic-pic-pic, while Chelle chewed the air and then swallowed.




  ‘I mean, it looked like me,’ continued Ryan, hearing the pitch of his voice rise, ‘with my hair and my eyelids, only I shouldn’t have been able to see both of my eyelids,

  should I? My eyes were open. And then when the reflection’s eyes did open, they began pouring water. Not just tears, rivers of water. And the wrong colour. Any kind of a colour is wrong for

  tears.’




  ‘That’s really creepy,’ Chelle said in a small voice. She did not try to tell him that he had imagined it. Ryan felt a surge of relief. ‘I wish Josh was here,’ she

  added.




  ‘Isn’t he coming?’




  ‘Yes, but he’ll be late. He’s serving time, didn’t you know? Because he came back all sludgy and green from the well and wouldn’t tell them where he’d

  been.’ Josh’s parents thought that the most enlightened way to punish him for his escapades was to trap him in useful tasks that would make him a better person. Often this involved

  staying with the elderly aunts his mother hated, gardening and cleaning out their sheds. Instead of ‘grounding’ him and refusing to let him out of the house, his parents refused to let

  him into his own home. His key was taken from him, and he had no access to any of his own possessions until he had served his time.




  Anything to get rid of me, Josh had said once. They’d send me back if they could find the receipt.




  Ryan could not imagine how he would feel if his own parents sent him into this kind of exile. Josh, who took most punishment with fierce good humour, tended to react to a stint in Merrybells

  – the name of the house where his aunts lived – with a weird, glowering craziness unlike any of his other moods. His aunts, whom he despised, he obeyed with a sullen, dangerous

  taciturnity – it was that or face an extension of his exile – but his conversations with everyone else became a forest dense with tripwires.




  Somewhere a phone rang, and then they heard footsteps approaching the door to the Cavern. Chelle’s sister Caroline opened the door, phone in hand.




  ‘It’s Josh. Five minutes, OK? I’m expecting a call.’




  Chelle waited until Caroline had closed the door before uncovering the receiver.




  ‘Hello, Josh, we were just starting to wonder where . . . oh no, but Ryan had a weird thing . . . no, he’s right here.’




  Ryan took the phone with a sinking heart. If Josh was cutting short Chelle’s sentences, he was in a bad mood.




  ‘It’ll take less time if I tell you,’ Josh began ungraciously enough. There was a hard, knuckley edge to his voice, muffled only by a faint whirr in the background like a

  washing machine. ‘I’m at the Aunts’. I can’t get to the Cavern. If there’s anything important, tell me now before they come back.’




  Ryan tried to tell Josh what he had told Chelle, but quickly, so that Josh wouldn’t get impatient.




  ‘Make a better story if one of the eyes fell out of the socket on a string and swung about a bit,’ Josh said, unimpressed. ‘Uh-oh, the Aunts are back.’




  Ryan suddenly became aware that something other than Josh’s tetchiness was setting him on edge. Something was bothering him, like the feel of fingers drumming on the back of his neck. It

  took him a moment to realize that the familiar, repetitive pic-pic-pic sound from above had accelerated.




  ‘I’ve got to go. If your face is too scary for you, stay away from mirrors.’




  ‘Josh . . .’




  Pic.




  Pic.




  Pic.




  Pic. Pic. Pic. Pic-pic-pic-picpicpicpicpicpic . . .




  The filament of the bulb started to pulse slightly with each faint chink. As Josh hung up on the other end, it flared blindingly and died, leaving the tiny red scrawl of the wire floating in

  darkness.
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  Running Down the Clock
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  Ryan slept badly that night. The invisible stranger who had sat tapping the back of his neck while he listened to the bulb die was back every time his eyes closed. Now sitting

  on his bed, it tip-a-tapped on the skin between the knuckles of his burnt hand. His hands moved of their own accord to brush away the tickle. His questing fingernails discovered a cluster of small

  bumps on his skin and scraped over them, waking a sleeping itch.




  It was too hot. Whenever he got close to sleeping, the tickle would spread into wide red pools of itch bigger than his hands and pulse like the bulb in the Cavern had before it died. The bandage

  tightened with every throb. At last he staggered to the bathroom and peeled back its edge.




  The swellings on his hand were not part of the burn. They were white and tight like new nettle stings, but swollen as dewdrops. There was a slight slit down each, like the first narrow split in

  a conker shell, and the slits were fringed with tiny black hairs. With each throb, the tiny hairs fluttered.




  Ryan turned on the cold tap and pushed his hand into the sink. I didn’t see that, nothing could look like that; I’m asleep; if I don’t look at them, then they didn’t

  look like that . . . There was a penny of panic in his throat.




  Only when his hand was so numb with cold that it hurt did he dare take it out of the sink. Between his knuckles were clustered five white, shrivelled warts, nothing more.




  See, they didn’t look like that. Ryan went back to bed, resolving to tell nobody about it so that it wouldn’t have happened. He settled himself with his hand dangling into a

  mug of water. Someone had told him once that if you were asleep and someone wet your hand, you wet the bed. He hoped it wasn’t true.




  The next day, his ‘dreams’ preyed on his mind.




  ‘Well done,’ his mum said when she saw him surrounded by his textbooks. He did not tell her that he was actually trying to bury himself in maths. The cold, smooth lines of numbers

  always took over his mind so completely that he couldn’t concentrate on anything else.




  But today even maths felt hot. Just as he was starting to concentrate, he was jarred by the phone’s ring. When he answered it, there was nothing at the other end but a fuzzy grinding

  noise, and a high note that cut through his brain like a cheese-wire.




  ‘It’s probably somebody’s fax machine,’ said his mother. ‘We had about three messages like that on the answering machine this morning.’




  Ryan went to open the window. The leaves of the trees outside gleamed like coins. The invisible stranger had followed him and was still tap-tap-tapping at the back of his bandaged hand.




  ‘Ryan!’ called his mother. ‘Chelle on the phone for you.’




  When he held the receiver to his ear, he hit a wall of incoherent words.




  ‘Chelle, c’mon, slowly,’ Ryan interrupted as kindly as he could.




  ‘It happened again! Only this time it was really bad because Miss Gossamer was there and she looked at me, I’m sure she thought I was talking about her . . . and I

  don’t even know if I was or not.’ Her breath had a faint woollen rasp to it, and Ryan knew that something had worried her into asthma again.




  ‘Chelle, what happened again?’




  ‘You remember, I . . . I told you about it yesterday . . .’




  With a sick, guilty feeling Ryan realized that at some point the day before Chelle must have trusted him with something important, and that he had no idea what it was.




  ‘Well, tell me what happened this time,’ he said gently.




  ‘Oh, it was just the same, only we were out shopping, and then suddenly all this strange rude stuff was coming out of my mouth about somebody pushing in a queue and somebody else having a

  fat bottom . . .’




  Then again, perhaps if I had listened to her it still wouldn’t have made much sense.




  ‘. . . and I tried to phone Josh, only when someone picked up the phone there was this weird noise like they were standing next to a digging machine, and I couldn’t hear them

  properly, only I could kind of hear a bit of a voice and I think it was Josh. And I think he said something about how we had to do something before we grew more heads, but at the end he just gave

  up and kept saying “Merrybells” over and over again, like he wanted to make sure I’d heard it.’




  ‘He’s still on aunt duty.’




  ‘Ryan . . .’ quavered Chelle, ‘what do you think he meant?’




  ‘We’ve got to talk to him.’ Ryan hesitated. ‘We’ll mount a mission. To Merrybells. Let’s find out if the Water Clock plan works.’




  Before heading out, Ryan discreetly checked the answering machine and found that another message had been left. It was filled with the same rush of static and ear-splitting note, but there

  was a voice drowning in the grey noise.




  ‘. . . it’s not funny any more . . .’ It sounded a lot like Josh, but Josh without his usual confidence.




  An hour later Chelle and Ryan were gingerly climbing up the back of an enormous clock.




  Josh’s family lived surrounded by a garden called The Haven. At one end of the grounds stood his parents’ great house, and at the other stood the little thatched cottage known as

  Merrybells. The Haven was more of a park than a garden, Ryan had decided. People spent time in gardens. People showed each other around parks. Gardens had spots: a sunny spot for basking, where the

  flowers have been crushed to the shape of a cat belly, a shady spot with ruts from a deckchair. Parks did not have spots. They had ‘features’.
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