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  Chapter One




  Memory Trigger




  My name is Julian Costello Proctor, and I have The Best memory. I remember everything. Well, almost. There are some things I don’t remember because I wasn’t paying

  attention at the time. But that’s rare; I’m normally always paying attention. Unless something bad is happening. And I’m used to low-level bad every day, so it would have to be

  really bad. Like I said, that’s rare. Thankfully.




  To give you an example of me forgetting stuff, I’m going to start with the worst day of my life, because that’s a day when there’s a couple of big gaps in my memory.




  See, I can remember all sorts of stuff right back from when I was really little. The internet says most people have scattered memories that can be triggered by association because the way their

  brain stores them is completely random. But all my memories are stacked up neatly in my head. I can pull them out easily. I also have triggers, which helps make my recall even faster.




  I have two associative trigger recalls for the worst day ever. Well, three actually, but the first is connected to the second, which is why it doesn’t really count – sort of like one

  (a) and one (b).




  So event number one (a) trigger which marks the day: it was my thirteenth birthday. Everyone remembers their birthdays, even ordinary people. But this birthday was reinforced by event one (b):

  it was Dad’s wedding day. Yes, really. He did that. Apparently no other day was possible.




  ‘The hotel is booked up for nearly a year in advance,’ he told me four months before. ‘Someone cancelled, so we were really lucky to get this day. Rachel can’t wait, and

  it’s not fair of me to ask her. You understand, don’t you, son?’




  Understand isn’t what I felt. The complete opposite, actually. I knew it would be Rachel who’d arranged it. She’d been Dad’s new girlfriend for eleven months, and

  she was nothing like Mum. Nothing. She wanted a ‘new start’ for both of them. And now, thinking about it, that’s event one (c): I wasn’t invited to the wedding.




  Which must make event one (d) Dad’s present: a new PlayStation. I wanted a new-model Xbox. I told him that. All my games are Xbox, and they’re retro-compatible with the new model

  – obviously. Didn’t he think of that? Too busy thinking of Rachel, I guess. Ever since he met her I’d seen less and less of him. I’m supposed to spend every second weekend,

  and one week in three of the school holidays, with Dad. That’s what the court decided. At the time he fought hard for that, both he and Mum spent a fortune on lawyers. Mum was always crying

  after every hearing. But she said she was happy with the final verdict, because a boy needs a father figure.




  For the first year, he’d turn up on time for every weekend and holiday week. Then he met Rachel. She’s a personal wealth manager at his bank. After that he began to miss our

  weekends. I can plot his attendance rate in my head, it’s a big decay curve going down. In the two months before the wedding, he saw me on a single weekend. And that was the one when Rachel

  was on her hen weekend in Malaga.




  I don’t care. Well, that’s what I told Mum, because she was getting really upset about it.




  So it was my thirteenth birthday. Dad was forty-four, and getting married to someone just nine years older than me. I had a PlayStation which I didn’t have any games for. And I had a party

  I had to go to.




  To be fair to Mum, I hadn’t had a birthday party for the last eight years. I don’t like them. I don’t like them because other people, especially ones my age, are really stupid.

  Some of them are nasty with it. I’m not interested in hanging out with them.




  I told Mum that, and she said I mustn’t be so prejudicial. Everyone is different. It’s easy for her to say, she doesn’t have to go to school with Scrap Owen and Mods Haffla,

  who are going to be professional bullies when they grow up – not that they ever will. They’re the stupidest of all the stupids.




  So I don’t do parties. Not even laser war, not after Rod Johnson’s birthday when they scragged me behind a camouflage ditch. I cleaned my teeth three times that night, and I could

  still taste the mud. Mum insisted I celebrate, though. ‘You’re only thirteen once,’ she said. ‘You need to do something nice. Especially given what your father’s doing

  today. Help take your mind off it.’ Sometimes I think she never believed I remember everything. I can’t take my mind off anything, it’s not possible. My mind is always on.




  Anyway, Mum fixed it for me to go and see the new Marvel Avengers film at the Peterborough Showcase cinema, which actually was a nice thing. The catch was, Colin Stafford and Chan Ritchol were

  coming with me.




  I don’t really like them, and I know they don’t like me. But our mums all meet up while we’re at school. Sometimes they go out at night as well. I don’t like that;

  afterwards Mum would always come home drunk, then spend the next day feeling sorry for herself, and I had to do all the housework and get the meals ready and stuff, which isn’t part of my

  routine.




  Mum drove us to the cinema, which is about fifteen minutes from our house in Yaxley. We pulled up outside Chan’s house first, and Mum used the horn. It’s loud and I don’t like

  it. I had the passenger window open to get some air – I get carsick a lot – so it sounded even louder.




  Chan and his mother came out. He looked really narked. His mum gripped his arm – tight, I could see her knuckles go all white. Chan’s mouth opened in protest.




  ‘Now behave,’ she hissed. ‘It’s his birthday.’




  ‘So?’ Chan grunted. Chan always talks in grunts. He’s huge for his age. His dad takes him to rugby practice every Sunday morning. Boys in the other teams are all scared of him

  when he comes charging at them to tackle.




  ‘Be nice for once!’ his mum said.




  ‘But he’s weird.’




  ‘He’s a teenager, just like you. You’re all awkward, sweetheart.’




  Chan glanced over at us. ‘Mum! Don’t call me sweetheart.’




  She just laughed.




  Chan glared at me when he got in the car. Mum was glaring through the windscreen, looking straight ahead. She didn’t say hello to Chan, or anything, just drove off.




  Peterborough’s Showcase is ancient, but the screen resolution is okay, and Mum had bought us tickets for the nice leather seats at the back. Afterwards we went over the road to Pizza Hut.

  Mum had given me forty pounds to spend on the meal.




  So: this is why other people are stupid. You’re supposed to talk at meals, having a conversation is normal. I contributed. I told them that Iron Man’s suit was all wrong, that he

  wouldn’t be able to fly in it.




  ‘What?’ Colin said. ‘He flies the whole time, dickhead.’




  ‘There aren’t any fuel tanks,’ I told him, thinking he’d get it then.




  ‘Idiot,’ Chan said. ‘The suit is powered from the arc reactor in his chest. It doesn’t need fuel tanks.’




  ‘The arc reactor only provides power to the suit,’ I said slowly. ‘It heats up the rocket exhaust.’




  ‘So then it doesn’t need a tank,’ Chan repeated.




  ‘He’s got to use mass,’ I said. ‘Rockets need mass to expel through their nozzle. That’s Newton’s law. For every action there is an equal and opposite

  reaction.’




  ‘Which is what makes him fly,’ Colin jeered. ‘Rockets, innit?’




  ‘But they need mass to work with. Either a liquid, which is stored in a tank – which the suit doesn’t have – or air like in a jet engine.’




  ‘That’s your answer then,’ Chan said. ‘The rockets heat up air with power from the arc reactor.’




  Chan got sixty-three per cent in last term’s science exam, and really truly believes because of that he understands science. This isn’t even science, just common sense.




  ‘But the suit doesn’t have air inlets,’ I explained – commonsensically. ‘So there’s no air for the power to heat up. It won’t work.’




  After that they basically ignored me, and talked about sport. I don’t like sport. I’m no good at it, and don’t see the point in ‘following’ football teams. Results

  are completely random. That’s so typical of the stupids. If they’d just listen to me they’d learn something for once.




  When our ice cream came, I sent Mum a text like she’d told me to. By the time we’d finished the ice cream she would have driven from home to collect us. She didn’t reply, so I

  sent another text. She didn’t reply to that one, either. But then she doesn’t always.




  We finished the ice cream, and she still hadn’t turned up. I sent another text. The waitress came over with the bill. It was thirty-eight pounds, seventy pence. I gave her both

  twenty-pound notes and told her to keep the change. Mum said to make sure I left a tip. The waitress was all right about us staying at the table until Mum came. They were open for another twenty

  minutes, she said.




  Ten minutes later I phoned Mum, but she didn’t take the call.




  The manager was okay about us waiting inside after they closed up, he said, but we’d have to go when he left. That was another thirty minutes. Mum still wasn’t picking up.




  Chan phoned his mum, and she arrived to take us all home. She wasn’t happy about it. She insisted on coming into the house when she dropped me off. I didn’t want her to, I knew she

  and Mum would have angry words. I could see the way her lips were all pressed together like they do when she’s in a temper.




  ‘I’ll just have a quick word with her,’ she said as I unlocked the front door.




  I called out when we were inside, but Mum didn’t answer. Chan’s mum walked into the kitchen. There was a light on in there. I was going to check the lounge when I heard her

  scream.




  I ran to the kitchen. Chan’s mum was in the doorway, crying. She put up her arms to stop me, going: ‘No. No, don’t. Stop, Jules. No!’




  But I barged past her and rushed in.




  Mum was lying on the floor. There was a huge pool of blood around her head, which had turned nearly black. When she slipped she must have hit the back of her skull on the edge of the work

  surface. Our kitchen has granite work surfaces. She wasn’t breathing. Her skin was so white it could have been snow. That colour is called a deathly pallor – I checked on the

  internet.




  That’s when I have a gap in my memory.




  Next was police officers trying to talk to me. I was crying and screaming. One of them, a lady constable, was holding me and rocking me gently. She kept asking me where my dad was. But that was

  at eleven thirty p.m. The flight taking him to the Maldives for his honeymoon had left at six twenty that evening.




  I curled up on the sofa and sobbed. There were lots of ambulance people and police going in and out of the house. I didn’t want to see them. I didn’t want to see Mum. She

  wasn’t Mum any more. Just a dead body.




  That’s the second gap.




  I must have been asleep, because I woke up just before dawn, when Uncle Gordon arrived to take me to his house.




  But apart from those two gaps I remember everything. I remember when I went into the kitchen I saw a smear of chocolate icing on Mum’s sole. That’s what she slipped on.




  That afternoon, I’d dropped a bit of chocolate icing from my birthday cake onto the kitchen floor. Mum had said not to worry, that I shouldn’t spend my birthday on my knees wiping up

  bits of icing. Birthdays were to be enjoyed. She’d do it later.




  Obviously she didn’t.




  So you see, that’s my second trigger for the day of my thirteenth birthday; and it doesn’t have any (a)s or (b)s or (c)s, because it’s really simple: I killed my mum.




  





  Chapter Two




  Uncle Gordon




  I like Uncle Gordon. He’s Mum’s older brother. He’s got really short hair and a beard. His hair’s always cut that way because he’s got male

  pattern baldness, so if it was long it would make everyone notice that his forehead is huge. He’s also quite big. Because he’s tall, he doesn’t look fat. But he is putting on

  weight, mainly because he lives off Krispy Kreme doughnuts and hot chocolate. That, plus beer and pizza.




  Mum called it irresponsible living. But he just doesn’t worry about the things most people do, like what clothes he wears, and reading the news, and money, and what car he can afford, and

  seeing new films. He’s also quite fun. He doesn’t work, either. Not like what Mum called a proper job. He used to. He got a physics degree at university ages ago. But after he left he

  played in a band. It was called Marked Card. They toured the UK, he said, and put out one album. So long ago it wasn’t even a CD, it was vinyl before vinyl came back into fashion. I’ve

  listened to it, and it’s like so bad. He keeps saying he’ll put it on a download site for retro music, but there are legal problems with doing that. All the old band members

  would have to agree. None of them have talked to each other for twenty years.




  ‘Too many artistic differences,’ Uncle Gordon says. ‘Now that’s real rock ’n’ roll.’ Which is quite cool, actually.




  After Marked Card broke up, he worked as a roadie for other bands. Thanks to his physics degree he wound up handling a lot of the sound systems, and spent seven years running the mixing desk at

  gigs.




  ‘I earned good dough for that, man,’ he told me once. ‘That’s how I bought my house.’




  When he says house, he actually means cottage. It’s the kind estate agents call a chocolate box cottage, with stone walls, a thatched roof and exposed beams. Which would be nice, except he

  hasn’t spent any money on it since he bought it. The thatched roof has been covered in a tarpaulin for the last five years, which now has its own moss. There’s no central heating, just

  a big iron log-burner stove in the lounge. That isn’t quite as bad as it sounds, as it only has two rooms downstairs, the lounge and kitchen, and two upstairs rooms, bedroom and bathroom.




  ‘I haven’t managed to get hold of your father yet,’ he told me when we were driving into the village where he lived.




  ‘He’ll still be in the air,’ I told him. ‘The flight doesn’t land for another hour.’




  ‘I don’t suppose you remember which airline he’s using?’




  ‘You know I do, Uncle Gordon.’




  ‘Yeah. Just trying to keep you busy, man. I’m not very subtle, see. Sorry.’




  ‘It’s okay.’ The tickets had been on Dad’s desk the last time I’d been in his London flat – Rachel’s hen weekend. I told Uncle Gordon the details:

  flight numbers, stopover in Dubai International, the time it was supposed to land at Malé.




  ‘You’re an amazing boy, Jules, you know that, don’t you? Really amazing.’




  I looked at him, and he was crying. ‘Thanks, Uncle Gordon. Mum always said you were the most reliable relative we had.’




  ‘No she didn’t.’




  ‘No,’ I agreed. ‘She didn’t.’




  We both smiled at each other. Mum loved me, but sometimes I think Uncle Gordon is the only one who comes close to understanding me.




  I enjoy Uncle Gordon’s lounge. The furniture is rubbish, but he’s got three servers he’s networked, and a grid of screens above his desk.




  ‘How’s the e-business going?’ I asked.




  ‘Fine. Do you want to go upstairs and sleep?’




  ‘No thanks. I don’t think I would, anyway.’




  ‘Okay. You know best.’
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