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Dedicated to anyone who is not afraid of this world.
I hope this does something to change that.
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MY OVERWHELMING EMPTINESS


‘Could you repeat that please, Elias? I’m not sure I heard you correctly.’


She heard me correctly. ‘I said, I think I’m a psychopath.’


I make the final word louder just so she’s perfectly clear.


‘OK, Elias. That’s an interesting choice of words.’ Melinda stares at me over the bridge of her glasses. ‘Why would you think that?’


‘I overheard someone at work say I look like the kind of person that would shoot up a school.’ Her face doesn’t move. She’s good at this. Very professional. ‘It got me thinking. What if I actually am that kind of person?’


I don’t want to scare her. I like my therapist. I do. But she asked for the truth and I made a promise I’d give it to her.


‘So, you think you’re a psychopath because someone else said so?’ She raises her eyebrows like I’m being childish. She always does that when she thinks I’m being … well, childish.


‘Yes. Exactly.’


It’s OK, by the way. We understand one another. I hate her and she hates me, but we love each other really.


‘But you have empathy and compassion.’


If I do, I’m currently on the last dregs of it stuck here on this blue swivel chair. ‘Sociopath, then. Isn’t that the difference? The empathy part?’


‘I’m pretty sure you’re neither.’


That’s promising. My therapist is pretty sure I’m neither a psychopath nor a sociopath. No one really knows the difference between a psychopath and a sociopath. Well, I do, but that’s because I google these things. Anyway, I digress.


‘You don’t look convinced, Elias.’


‘The guy at work seemed pretty convinced.’


She frowns her thinking frown. ‘Is he the one who pushed your head in the toilet while you were cleaning it?’


‘No. Different one.’ Different one, Melinda. Stay sharp.


‘OK, let’s see. If you’re worried –’ I’m not worried – ‘let’s go through the psychopath checklist.’ Oh, fun. ‘Do you pretend to feel emotions?’


‘No. I just don’t have them.’


She raises her eyebrows again. ‘Elias.’


‘Yes, Melinda.’


‘You do have them.’


Never. ‘Sporadically.’


‘I think you’re referring to the overwhelming emptiness we’ve been working through.’


I didn’t name it that, by the way. She did and now it’s stuck. Me and my Overwhelming Emptiness meet with her every Thursday at 7 p.m. for fifty minutes, annoy the living shit out of her, then leave. ‘Maybe.’


‘We’ve spoken about this.’ Melinda is right. We have spoken about this. We’ve spent forty-three hours speaking about it, to be precise. Every week for ten whole months. But the Overwhelming Emptiness has gone nowhere and all I’ve managed to gain is a more profound knowledge of its existence. ‘You are making progress. And it’s completely normal for you to feel this way after what happened to you.’


‘If you say so.’


‘Are you cold and ruthless?’


Hmm. Is feeling nothing cold? I’ll go with yes. I know that ruthless is going to happen at some point soon, too. You’ll see.


‘I live at home with my mum and dad. I love cats.’ I’m a cat person. Don’t fuck with cats. ‘That doesn’t really scream I’m gonna slit your throat, does it?’


‘No.’


‘Could all be a guise though, Melinda.’


‘I highly doubt it. And not all psychopaths slit people’s throats.’


‘That’s true.’ Told you she was good.


‘Are you intent on becoming successful at the expense of others?’


‘I work in a café, cleaning the bogs because I failed all three of my A levels.’ I put my thumb up. ‘So, a firm no to that one.’


OK, fine. I passed one of them. But it was art, which isn’t a proper subject.


‘Next question, Elias. Are you dishonest?’ I mean… ‘I’ll answer that. You’re not. You are very honest. Bravely so.’ I like that she thinks that. ‘Do you try and copy emotions? Imitate them?’


‘I…’


That’s a weird one. Because since it happened – the reason I’m here – I can’t remember how to feel emotions. Instinctively, anyway. I try to summon them, I do. I worry the summoning part is the psychopathic part. Well, no, I don’t worry because I can’t. But I think about it often. Ponder, if you will. Muse on it. Sorry. Rambling. Shh, brain.


I should really tell her all this. That would be the honest thing to do. ‘No, I don’t.’


‘And you’re not outwardly charming.’


‘Wow. OK.’


‘You’re genuinely charming.’


She then looks sad, like she really cares about me. I hate it when she does that. ‘So no, Elias, you’re not a psychopath or a sociopath.’


‘I dream about murdering people.’


She pauses. ‘Elias.’


‘What?’


‘I can’t tell if you’re joking again.’


Again? Oh, she thinks I was joking about the psychopath thing. It’s probably better that way.


I am joking now, though. I just want to shit her up a bit. Shake up the session in the closing minutes. I can see by the clock on the wall there are only five minutes left, but the last five are always the worst so I’m hoping she’ll just end it. Not all of time and humanity, just the session. (Although that would be interesting.) You get what I mean.


‘We’ve spoken a lot about your dreams.’


Damn it. ‘We have.’


‘And there’s no murder in them.’


‘No. I was making a bad joke.’


‘Right. Good one.’ She puts her thumb up this time. ‘OK, so can we be serious now?’ Melinda closes her notebook, clicks her pen and places it neatly into the pocket of her blazer.


Oh, she’s ready. She’s ready to get serious.


‘Potentially.’


‘There’s six minutes left.’ Five. Five left. ‘And I want to know how your symptoms have been this week.’


I exhale. ‘It’s been getting better. The nightmares aren’t as bad. The pain is less frequent. The headaches aren’t making me feel as sick as they used to. I’ve woken up feeling more positive and I’m screaming less.’ I hope that didn’t sound too robotic.


‘The screaming at night, you mean?’


Yes, Melinda. ‘Less dreaming, less screaming.’


‘Well, that’s great. Really great, Elias. And the emptiness?’


‘It’s less.’


‘Great. Good. And what about the feeling you’ve described as missing something. You’ve often spoken about it as a sort of inexplicable longing?’


‘Yeah.’ That’s the worst one. ‘It’s getting better now.’


‘It will go fully with time.’


I nod to make her think I believe her.


‘And your memory? Is it becoming clearer? Solidifying?’


I blink. ‘Yes.’


‘That’s wonderful. Remember, everyone is safe and everyone is well.’


‘They are.’


‘Are you keeping up with your therapy exercises?’


‘I am. They’re helping.’


She wrinkles her nose like she’s very pleased and very proud. ‘Good. How’s Lucas?’


My older brother. Home from uni for the Christmas break. ‘He’s good. Going to hang out with him tonight.’


‘To tell him how awful this has been?’


‘You read my mind.’


‘God, I would hate to do that.’ She grins. ‘Right, well. See you tomorrow, Elias.’ I scrunch up my face. Tomorrow? ‘It’s going to be a year since the date of the Incident.’


The Incident. She loves referring to it as that. Wait, what?


‘Yeah. I know.’ But I didn’t know. I’d actually forgotten. Or blocked it out, probably.


‘Good. So, as I told you, it’s a group session.’ Oh, holy hell. ‘With Mum and Dad.’


It makes me feel weird when she calls them that, like they’re her mum and dad too. ‘Can you call them something else?’


‘Right. Sorry. With Mr and Mrs Pew.’


‘OK, but no. That’s too formal. Like we’re going to have a business lunch about my trauma.’


She doesn’t smile this time. Probably because she knows that’s exactly what we’re going to be doing. ‘I’ll just call them—’


‘My parents. Yep. My parents will be there. Got it.’


‘It’s a home visit. So, if you’ll remind them, I’ll be at your house at ten a.m.?’


‘Does it have to be?’


‘At ten?’


‘A home visit.’ I glance at the clock. We’re now running over.


‘They’re taking the time off work and I know how busy they are.’


‘But I just feel like… I dunno. I can’t imagine you stood in my kitchen in your own clothes and stuff, talking to my mother about The Great British Bake Off—’


‘I always wear my own clothes, Elias.’


‘You’ll suddenly become normal and not the powerful mythic being that you are.’


‘I think there’s a compliment in there somewhere.’ She smiles. I’m good at making her do that. ‘It’ll be really useful. A pivotal moment in your recovery. We’ll show them the progress you’ve made.’


Not sure. Not sure, Melinda. ‘Cannot wait.’


‘I’ll drop you a text first thing, so you don’t forget.’


Yeah. My therapist texts me. She’s new wave and edgy like that. She’s available to me at any point, night or day, while retaining appropriate boundaries. And my parents pay shitloads of money for her. I wish I could say that I haven’t had to call her in the middle of the night. But I have. Many times.


I stand. ‘See ya, shrink.’ And then I leave.


So, another healthy, well-adjusted session with my therapist complete. Time to go home, sit through my family dinner, then escape to my room and rewatch The Exorcist. I’ve seen it over one hundred and forty times. That’s one hundred and forty times in the past ten months. This is one of the many things I’ll never tell Melinda. But it does help. I’ll explain later.


Before that, there’s something I must do. And Melinda definitely can’t know about this. Because I’m going to do something ruthless. Something morally and ethically wrong. Something bad.
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GHOST VAMPIRE


I stand at the bus stop by Melinda’s office building, looking at the digital screen inside the shelter. I have six minutes until the 134 to Muswell Hill arrives and takes me back to my house, my parents, my brother and our typically formal family dinner, which I cannot be late for. I can’t have them worrying about me. Not any more.


This means I only have six minutes to commit my ruthless act.


I’m going to rob someone.


I’m going to rob them, using force if necessary. Take something of value that they desperately need and will struggle without – they have to struggle, that’s vital. Its loss must result in pain and misery – also vital. And I do not have good intentions.


Yes, people can steal and have good intentions. Robin Hood, Aladdin (the Disney version – God, I really fancied him when I was younger). Alas, tonight I will not be joining them in their honourable thieving ways. Tonight I must inflict suffering. (I did fancy Disney Robin Hood too, come to think of it. But that was a cartoon fox so probably best not unpack that now. I’ll save it for Melinda. She’ll love it.)


Just to be clear, this isn’t some mindless game. I do have intentions – they’re just not good ones. I intend to sit and observe my victim from a few seats back on the bus as they realise what’s happened and quietly watch their distress unfold.


The screen is saying five minutes now. I scan my eyes over the people congregating at the bus stop, looking for a potential target. I do know this is not a decent or acceptable thing to do. But that’s the whole point. Before everything last year, this would not be happening. None of this would.


This isn’t just senseless cruelty. It’s a little side project, if you will, to go along with all the therapy. It has a purpose. More of a purpose than the sessions with Melinda, but I won’t tell her that. She thinks she’s doing great and I’d like to keep it that way because I’ve been lying to her. I’m not as recovered as she thinks I am. I really hate that word, recovered.


Anyway, I’ve decided I’ll steal a phone.


I’d initially thought a wallet, because driver’s licence, bank cards, cash – all things a person needs. But a phone has everyone’s everything on it. And, most importantly, their means to call for help. A phone will do more damage. Yes. This is the level of suffering I must aim for.


I appreciate this might all sound a little … overly thought out. A little … (I’m cautious to use the word because it’s a bit serial killer-y, but hey) premeditated. Well, that’s because it is.


A few people catch my eye. A few potential targets. I try not to stare at them as I’ve been told I can appear creepy. I dyed my hair bright pink last week in an attempt to subdue the creepiness after what that guy at work said, but it only made things worse. Mum had a meltdown and told me I couldn’t leave the house until I sorted it out, so I took a pair of scissors to it. Now it’s all different lengths and the dye has left drip marks down my forehead that I can’t get off. It has a red glow like blood and I must admit I do look a bit mental.


Four minutes now.


I see an old lady with an umbrella. She blinks into the rain and I think: maybe. She’ll be scared and stranded without her phone. This is the hallmark of a good target. I have found Option One.


I then see a mother with a toddler on her hip, pulling at her hair. She’d also make a good target because, well, the child. Option Two.


I see two boys – all gelled hair and Adidas tracksuits – probably about fourteen. They’re sitting on the plastic bench inside the shelter, laughing at something on one of their phones. Hmm. Perhaps. I squint through the pane of glass behind them to see they’re watching a TikTok of a man’s face being slapped repeatedly by a piece of fried chicken. My forehead accidentally touches the glass, making a soft thud directly behind their heads. Oops.


They both turn. Their laughter stops. They stand.


‘What the hell?’ one of them says. For a moment he doesn’t know what to do so he just spits on the floor. I think it’s his way of telling me without using words that although he’s just hitting puberty, he’s absolutely terrifying. He’s even sporting a little fluffy tash on his top lip, bless him.


‘A mistake,’ I mutter.


‘I bet you were,’ says the other. It’s actually quite a good comeback for someone who hasn’t fully grown into his arms yet.


His mate doesn’t get the joke but laughs anyway. ‘You gay or summat?’


I am, but it’s strange for him to have got that from just my head at a bus stop. He smacks his hand on the glass right in front of my face. It doesn’t scare me. Damn it.


‘What you staring at? You wanna be slapped like that, do you? You like that shit?’


I decide not to answer. I just continue to stare through the glass.


‘Hellooo?’ The long-armed one waves at me like I’m stupid. ‘You dumb? Or just some kind of ghost vampire?’


Ghost vampire? Um. Yes, please. I smile in a way I think a ghost vampire would.


‘Freak,’ the tashed one says, putting up his middle finger.


I sigh, clouding up the glass. Nope. Stealing their phone would not elicit the response I need because they are, clearly, two little pricks. This means they cannot be an option. Taking their phone would probably do the world a favour. The more vulnerable the better.


I glance at the screen. Three minutes now. Time is ticking.


I perch on the bin and watch the little old lady trying to read the digital board. Maybe Option One is the best option. It often is.


‘Three minutes,’ I say.


She turns. ‘Sorry?’


‘It’s coming in three minutes. The 134.’


‘Does that one go to Archway?’


‘It does.’


‘Oh, good. Thank you.’


Her eyes hover over my forehead. She frowns. ‘What’s wrong with your head, young man?’


Now there’s a question. ‘It’s nothing.’ I smile. ‘Hair dye.’


‘No, the … thing.’ She points to my temple, tracing a little line through the air with her finger. Oh, she means the scar.


‘I was bitten by a shark.’ The scar looks worse than it is because the pink dye has seeped into it, so she might believe me.


‘In the h-h-head?’ the old lady stammers.


‘Right in the head.’


She pulls a face at me like how awful. She then quickly turns to face the road and stands resolutely, holding her umbrella like a weapon. She should probably use it. Not to hit me with – it’s pissing it down and she’s getting wet. I kick the bin with my heel.


Two minutes. Not long now. I look for other options.


I see a man in an expensive coat and shiny, pointed shoes. He’ll probably have a replacement phone and definitely has the resources to get another quickly. Losing it will mean nothing to him. I watch a man in gym gear shovel a sandwich into his mouth as if it’ll disintegrate in the rain if he doesn’t finish it in three seconds flat. I can see his muscles through his tight fluorescent T-shirt. No, I can’t die tonight.


There’s only really Option One: nice old lady, and Option Two: mum with child.


And then I see her.


A girl. Probably my age, a little older at a push, leaning back against the wall next to the entrance of Burger King. She’s wearing a pair of purple wireless earbuds and is nodding along to her music with her eyes closed.


I think she’s probably an art student. She looks cool in an effortless way – fishnet tights, oversized checked shirt and Docs – like she has a bit of an edge to her but doesn’t really care much about the world outside her own head. (I could like this girl if I didn’t have such bad intentions.) I clock her purple phone case sticking out of the pocket of her denim jacket.


Hello, my target.


OK, that sounded a bit Gollum-like. I’m not going to eat her, don’t worry.


I look back at the screen. One minute. The time is upon us.


I keep my eyes down on the wet pavement as I hop off the bin and move towards the wall until I’m a metre or so away from her. I lean back and put my foot up against it so my leg is angled. Casual.


I glance at her. I like her thick eyeliner. And I’ve just bought a pair of Docs that are very similar to hers. We really could have been friends. Shame.


Her eyes are still closed.


I edge along the wall. Other people are gathering now, appearing from nowhere like they have inbuilt bus-tracking systems. A small crowd forms around us. Useful.


I look down the road. The 134, a red double-decker, is moving towards us.


A car drives past and splashes everyone. The noise of Gym Guy shouting you bastard makes my target look up. She removes her earbuds and puts them in her pocket with her phone.


As the 134 pulls up, she takes a step forwards and I follow. People push into us, squeezing together.


I move my hand. Put my fingers around the phone. Steady now. Gently.


She turns her head to the bus.


Do it. Take it.


And then it’s out. It’s free. As I slip it into the pocket of my jeans, I realise I’m holding my breath. I feel something. Adrenaline, maybe. A strange buzzing somewhere. A thrill.


Earbuds now? Fuck it, why not? They looked expensive.


I wait for the right moment. Until the crowd begins to push again. I then slide my hand back into her pocket. Just as my fingertips brush against the earbuds, the man behind shoves into me, slamming me right into the girl’s back.


She turns. Looks directly at me, our faces inches apart.


Not good. My hand is still in her pocket. Casual. Casual. ‘Hi,’ I say.


She frowns. She looks angry. Does she know? Shit.


The man pushes again, pinning us together.


The girl turns her head to him. ‘Leave off!’


‘It’s not my bloody fault,’ the man growls. ‘Moody cow.’


OK. Now. I clench my hand and pull. One swift movement.


‘Prick,’ the girl mutters, shaking her head.


I keep my fist balled up, the earbuds inside it. OK, that was risky. Risky, risky, risky.


I feel a tingling in my skin. A buzzing in my head. A rush.


‘What a tosser,’ I say.


The corners of her mouth turn up. I made her smile. I made the girl I just robbed smile.


Don’t get cocky now.


The queue in front of us is filing into the bus. We’re still pressed together, just behind the old lady who’s shuffling towards the doors. Suddenly my victim steps forwards and takes her by the arm. The lady looks startled at first until she realises she’s being helped on to the bus by a smiling young woman. I step back, ready to lose myself in the crowd. Nearly there.


But then the girl turns and looks directly at me. ‘Could you help us?’


‘Um…’ Do it. Pretend to be nice. ‘Sure.’


I step towards them, smiling like a good Samaritan might, and take the old lady’s other arm. As I do, she glances up at me. She looks scared. ‘You’re the young man who got bitten by a shark.’


The girl narrows her eyes.


‘That’s me,’ I say, still smiling. I glance at my victim and pull a face. This woman might be a bit off her trolley, the little love.


The girl smiles again. Wow. I’m so good at this.


When we reach the driver’s window, the old lady begins to root through her purse, struggling to find her pass. She drops it.


I instinctively reach down to pick it up, opening my hand as I do.


Oh, shit. Rookie mistake. The purple earbuds fall out and clatter across the floor.


I freeze. Not good, not good, not good.


‘Hold on…’


I gaze up at my victim. She’s staring at the earbuds, momentarily confused. She then pats her pocket where her phone was. She looks at me and her mouth drops open.


OK. Time to bail. Bye.


I turn and hurl myself at the queue of people still waiting to board the bus.


‘Stop him!’ the girl screams.


I shove myself into the throng of bodies, colliding with a sea of limbs, bags and umbrellas. As I force my way through the gaps, I can still hear the girl shouting.


A man grabs my arm, gripping my sleeve tight. Shit, shit, shitting shit.


I yank myself free, pushing forwards, dodging more hands, more limbs. Move, move, move.


I see a space in front of me and stumble towards it. Then I run. I run like I’ve never run before.


I can hear something behind me. Feet pounding right at my heels. Someone, the girl, screaming for me to stop. I glance over my shoulder and she’s right there.


Shit, bollocks, shit. I take a sudden left turn, down a side alley.


I twist through the backstreets, chest heaving, ears ringing, rain ripping into my eyes, the pavement blurring. I run until everything turns into an endless grey streak. Until my body hurts. Until I find myself halfway down a narrow passageway between two buildings.


I glance up and down it. Have I lost her?


I duck into a doorway surrounded by bins. Silence. Apart from the rain.


I take the girl’s phone out of my pocket. The case is covered with stickers, all overlapping. As I turn it around in my hands, I notice they’re trembling. Time to deduce an outcome.


I focus on what I have done. On my ruthless act. And I wait.


But nothing comes.


More. I need more.


I close my eyes and picture the girl. I see her crying, asking for help, desperate to get home because … her mother is sick. Yes. Her mother is dying. That’s good. And … she’s poor. Desperate. Working every day to pay her phone bill. Her dying mother bought her this phone. Brilliant.


Nope. Still nothing.


Come on.


I click the side button and the phone lights up. The song she was listening to is now paused.


NISHA’S PLAYLIST


Nisha. That’s a nice name.


DREAM 1 (before the wind blows it all away) [Pt.1]
MAX RICHTER


Never heard of it. But actually, this might help. Yes. Good. Ambience.


I tap the screen and music starts to play. Soft and gentle. A piano. Not what I expected. I thought something angsty, but this is all rousing and stirring.


I hold the phone close to my chest and feel the vibrations of the music against my jumper. I let it move into my body. Let the music surround me.


Come on. Please, please, please.


I close my eyes again. I can feel my heart thrumming in my blood. And then, something happens. A memory flashes in front of me.


I’m in the garden back in our old cottage in Lewes, before we moved to London last year. Before everything happened. It’s night-time. Music is playing from inside the house, this music. Dad is with me on the lawn. Mum too, standing under the patio security light. Dad looks angry. And I can hear Mum crying, sobbing…


That’s … new. And not at all what I was after.


I still feel nothing. Empty. Numb.


My premeditated act has failed. I have failed.


As I stand in a doorway in a dark alley surrounded by bins with a phone that’s not mine, I must deduce this:


I am totally and utterly broken.
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DING-DONG


I close the front door behind me, shutting out the night. I can hear Classic FM playing from the kitchen. Smell the familiar, lingering floral scent.


‘Eli? Is that you?’ Mum’s voice from the dining room. ‘Hi, darling!’


I push the stolen phone down into my jeans pocket, my own phone in the other.


‘Got sidetracked helping an old lady get on the bus,’ I call back. ‘Sorry I’m late!’


‘It’s fine. Your brother’s still in the shower. Dinner’s nearly ready!’


‘Great!’


I kick off my shoes and check my reflection in the mirror above the side table where a vase of lilies sits. There are always lilies here – Mum’s obsessed with them. I sweep my damp fringe out of my eyes and do my ghost-vampire smile. It looks good, really good. With the hair dye, it’s very Jokeresque. I exhale, then pad across the checked hallway tiles into the dining room.


And there they are. Mum and Dad, Mr and Mrs Pew, sitting at the dining table – candles lit, four sets of expensive cutlery perfectly laid, napkins neatly folded.


Time to pull out my A game. They must not suspect. Confuse and discombobulate to distract. ‘Greetings, sexy earthlings. It is I, your sweet son, descended from a foreign world.’


‘Half right,’ Dad says, not looking up from the Telegraph. ‘Me, sexy? Yes. But you, sweet? Not sure.’ He smiles.


He’s joking, see. Actually, he doesn’t think he’s sexy but does think I’m sweet, which is exactly what I need him to think.


Mum pretends not to have heard. ‘How was it?’ she says, standing. Her white blouse is all chic and elegant and her eternally blonde hair is in a neat ponytail, as always. Her appearance hasn’t changed in my entire seventeen years.


I feel the phone start to vibrate in my pocket. Nisha’s phone. Shit. I should’ve turned it off.


‘It was good, thanks!’ I smile. A warm one.


‘I’m so pleased, Eli.’ As her arms wrap around me, I smell the faint tang of dusty books and altruism. Mum’s a lawyer. A crown prosecutor, to be precise. Precise is actually a good word for her. Immaculate. Delicate, but not frail. ‘Gosh, you’re soaked through.’


‘Just a bit damp. How was your day, Mum?’


‘Busy. But good.’ She kisses my forehead, right where the scar is. She’s stopped mentioning it now, to my immense relief. ‘I’m going to fetch the food. You hungry?’


‘Starving.’


She heads into the hallway and I hear her shout up the stairs. ‘Lucas! Dinner! Your brother’s back!’


‘We were getting a little worried,’ Dad says. He doesn’t sound it though, and only half looks up from his newspaper. He’s wearing his jumper-shirt combo that he thinks makes him look professional but relatable. ‘I was about to call the chief of police.’


‘Ha!’ I say.


He’s very clever, my dad. Very perceptive, so I need to play this well. And he probably could call the chief of police because he works for the government. He’s a Member of Parliament. The MP for Lewes, to be exact. The town I grew up in – the town we lived in until the Incident.


Dad used to have a job in Big Tech, but the company he worked for loved him so much that they persuaded him to join this new political party they were helping fund. ADVANCE BRITAIN: a radical party to elicit real change, harnessing and embracing technology as the way forwards.


Their slogan is burned into my memory from all the campaigning Dad did five years ago. I don’t think he actually thought they’d win the election. No one did. But, as Dad so often puts it, people had become desperate. His party offered something new and the nation got on board. Sounds crazy, but it isn’t really. It hasn’t changed anything for me. Just that my dad is famous now. He signs autographs sometimes – says he hates it, but I know that’s a lie.


So, yes. My parents are both honourable, respected members of the community. Which is why this house is so massive. And also why they cannot know about my side project. They wouldn’t understand.


I feel the phone start to buzz again. Damn it. Stop. I should probably turn it off, but don’t want to draw attention to it.


‘How’s the world doing?’ I say, pointing at the newspaper. To distract. Deflect.


‘Typically barbaric,’ he sighs. He folds it, takes off his glasses and rubs his eyes. He always looks so tired, my dad.


‘Why so serious?’ I say, like the Joker does. But I don’t do the voice.


‘Oh, just another day dealing with terrible people doing terrible things.’


‘Oh no. The worst type of people.’


‘There are more of them than you’d think, Eli.’


‘I can imagine.’ He starts pouring wine, but not for himself. He doesn’t drink or smoke any more – again, very wholesome. ‘Maybe don’t read the paper then. Out of sight, out of mind.’


‘If only that were true.’


He’s right. If only that were true of this stolen phone.


Dad frowns. ‘Is that your phone? Aren’t you going to answer it?’


I suddenly feel two arms envelop me from behind, picking me up so my feet leave the floor.


‘Hey, Little Broski.’


Saved by my brother. Dad goes back to pouring. Thank God.


Lucas smells like a meadow. A masculine meadow. He drops me back down and rubs my head with his knuckle.


‘Hey, Luc,’ I say, keeping things casual.


‘How was the shrink?’


‘Good. My head has been perfectly shrunk.’


He grins. ‘Brilliant. You’re soaking.’ He’s wearing the same shirt he’s been wearing every day since he got back from Cambridge. Yes: he goes to Cambridge University. Yes: he’s very clever. Yes: just like my parents. He’s also very nice. He is Perfect Son Material. We are not short of high achievers in this family, except for the black sheep: me.


It didn’t used to be that way. There was once so much promise. Then my head was smashed open.


Nisha’s phone buzzes in my pocket again.


I quickly sit back down. ‘What are we having?’


‘Lamb,’ Dad says.


Mum brings in the dishes from the kitchen, piled with steaming food. As she sets them down, Lucas sits opposite me and sips his wine in a way that is different to how he did before university. He does it all … academically.


‘How’s work going, Eli?’ he says in his now even posher voice.


‘It’s good, yeah.’ I see Dad smile. I haven’t told them I’m on my last warning at the café. It’s not my fault the customers are so messy. The Muswell Hill mums like to bring their children in to cause what I call food tornadoes. It’s my job to clean that shit up.


God, this phone.


‘No more annoying customers then?’


‘I’m learning to deal with them.’


I try to smile as I’ve been told to. Be nice. A smile goes a long way, Elias.


The manager recently had a sit-down chat with me about all the ways I could appear jollier. Laughing is good, she said. So I did. I laughed. I laughed a lot when a customer asked me for a puppucino for her dog because I thought it was genuinely funny. I didn’t realise she was not joking. I got my first warning for that because the customer was very offended.


‘You’re doing great, Eli.’


‘Why, thank you.’


The second warning was for hiding in the walk-in fridge because the dick chef, Dan, kept flicking hot butter at me every time I went into the kitchen. When he found out I was hiding in there, he locked me in. I tried to break the door open, but just broke the lock instead. When the manager finally opened it, she found me drinking a carton of the extra special posh milk with a chef’s apron wrapped round my head for warmth, which apparently was really not OK.


‘When’s your next shift?’


‘Saturday.’


It’s not. The manager asked me to take Saturday off to reflect on why I think it’s OK to drink things that aren’t mine. But my family don’t need to know that.


I should have thrown this phone in a bush. Please shut up.


I do actually like my job, though. The cleaning bit at least. I find it focuses my brain. To my family, it’s just a stop gap. A way for me to regather myself, after everything. But it’s good for now. I have a bit of money in my bank – currently eighty-three whole pounds – and my parents don’t make me pay rent because they’re nice like that.


‘So, tomorrow you’re all clear for the group session?’ Mum says.


‘Yep! Can’t wait for that little gem.’


She looks at me warmly. ‘I didn’t think you’d remember.’


‘How could I forget?’ Because I have forgotten lots of things.


The buzzes on my upper thigh increase in frequency, like someone’s texting the phone at high speed. I feel for it with my fingers and slip it out while my brother talks about how good it’s been for me – all the therapy.


I make uh-huh noises to show him I’m listening and steal glances at the screen. Messages flash up one after the other. All from the same person.


Boss: I know you stole this phone


Boss: Who are you?


Boss: Fucker


Boss: I’m gonna find you


Wait, is this her? Or is this her boss? Or is she Boss? Or someone just called Boss.


Who calls themselves Boss?


‘What other shifts are you working this weekend?’ Dad says.


‘Uh-huh’


‘Elias?’


Oh, bollocks. I look up to see him eyeing me as he cuts the lamb. ‘Just Saturday.’


‘I was thinking…’ He glances at Mum as she dishes out green things. I know what’s about to happen because he used his soft voice, which means he is about to bring up the Future. ‘I wondered if you’d thought any more about going back to resit your exams? Maybe we could discuss it this weekend? No pressure, of course.’


‘Let’s get tomorrow out of the way first, Gordon,’ Mum says with a hint of a warning as she dishes out potatoes covered in herby bits.


‘Of course,’ Dad replies and I see him go a little red.


I glance back down.


Boss: Ever heard of GPS tracking? Cos that’s about to fuck you mate


Oh, God. Not good at all. I am the world’s worst thief. How could I not premeditate GPS tracking?


‘I have been thinking about it, actually,’ I say.


‘Oh?’ Mum says.


‘I want to do criminology.’ I appreciate that might seem a little ironic right now, but it’s the truth.


‘Oh, Eli. That’s wonderful.’ Mum’s eyes widen with glee. ‘You’d be so good at that.’


Boss: I’m gonna find you


‘Someone’s popular,’ Lucas says, seeing me glancing at the phone. Shit. ‘Made some new friends?’ I look up at him and smile coyly like maybe I have. He raises his eyebrows in that way he does when he’s being encouraging. ‘Or is it a boyfriend you haven’t told us about?’


The room goes silent. Except for the buzzing.


I notice the hopeful look between Mum and Dad. They want me to find someone lovely. They do. Because I’ve never had a boyfriend and they think it’ll be really good for me to find someone nice.


I push the phone back down into my pocket. Out of sight, out of mind.


It’ll be fine.


People called Boss definitely lie. Just like people called Elias. E-lie-as.


‘Sadly not, Lucas.’


I feel the optimism in the room dissipate.


‘That’s a shame,’ Dad says.


‘Steve and Paula’s son, Peter—’ Mum begins.


My brother snorts and grins at me over his wine glass.


‘What?’ Mum says, glaring at him. ‘Peter’s nice.’


Peter is nice. Peter lives a few doors down with his parents. He just got a place at UCL to study Social Change or something wonderfully altruistic like that. He’s objectively very handsome and wears expensive clothes that don’t look expensive, like Prince William. Anyway, Peter asked me on a date. Problem was, he went about it the right way. The polite way. He asked via his mum and dad, which went via my mum and dad. The invitation to go to dinner (at his parents’ house, may I add – why, God, why?) arrived via the lips of my very own father.


Which all just felt a little … formal. And Steve and Paula are obsessed with my dad because he’s famous and they want a famous friend so I actually think they have ulterior motives.


‘I just want to be on my own for a bit,’ I say.


‘You sound like a forty-year-old divorcee,’ Mum says, laughing gently. ‘Not a handsome young man in the prime of his life.’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘He’s so sweet, Eli. And he’s handsome too.’


I slip the phone out again to see if Boss has gone away.


Boss: I know where you live, little bitch


‘Fine,’ I say to stop Mum talking. ‘Maybe.’


Mum’s eyebrows raise and her forehead crinkles. ‘Brilliant! I’ll let them know.’


I feel a sudden flash of blankness, a sharp shooting pain in my head that makes me wince.


‘You OK, son?’ Dad asks.


‘Yeah, all good,’ I say, but I can feel my cheek twitching. ‘Just one of the –’ I point to my head – ‘things.’ They know what I mean and smile sympathetically. ‘How’s Ingrid, Lucas?’ I ask, to change the subject.


His girlfriend. I call her Intense Ingrid. Because she’s really intense.


‘She’s good, thanks.’


‘How’s her PhD in Machine-Intelligence-thingy-thingy?’


‘Good,’ he says, chewing on a potato.


Boss: you’re dead


‘Does she still think the world’s about to end?’


‘Yup,’ he says.


Mum frowns. Dad blinks.


The doorbell goes.


Oh. Oh, shit.


Mum looks at her watch. ‘Who could that be?’


Surely not… Boss is a liar. He has to be. He’s called Boss, for fuck’s sake.


Boss: ding-dong


The doorbell goes again. ‘I’ll get it,’ Lucas says.


‘No!’ I jump to my feet, scraping my chair. ‘Let me.’


‘Elias?’ Dad says. ‘It’s probably just Steve or Paula.’


Lucas raises his eyebrows at me playfully.


I feel the smallest twinge of panic. Yes. Yes! Oh, sweet panic, I’ve missed you.


Wait. This could be a problem. A really big problem. ‘Um…’


But Lucas is already in the hallway, making his way to the front door.


Maybe Intense Ingrid is right. Maybe the world is about to end.
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FEEL ALIVE


‘There’s a girl here.’ Lucas stares at the three of us from the hallway. ‘Says her phone is somewhere in this house? Used a tracking app or something.’


Dad frowns. Mum’s face pinches. I feel their confused gazes turn on me.


‘That’s brilliant!’ I say, standing so quickly that I bang the table with my knee. I take the phone out of my pocket and hold it up – purple case, stickers and all. Hiding it in plain sight is the only way. ‘I found this at the bus stop. She dropped it in the queue. I wondered how I’d get it back to her!’


I see frowns. Frowns all around. I look at my brother, scoping for any sign of what she might have told him. ‘Is it a girl about my age?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Denim jacket? Doc Martins?’


‘Yup.’


‘Great! I thought it might be her. Thank God she has GPS tracking.’


Lucas shrugs. ‘She seems nice.’


‘Is she out there now?’


‘Yeah.’


There’s an awkward silence. I really don’t want to meet her again. Or Boss. I definitely don’t want to meet Boss.


‘Why didn’t you leave it with the driver?’ Dad says. I can see the cogs of suspicion start to turn in his brain.


‘Driver was a mean, angry man,’ I say. ‘I didn’t trust him.’


‘Right,’ he says.


‘I’ll sort it,’ I say calmly. ‘One sec—’


‘Eli, don’t you think—’ Before Mum can finish her sentence, I’m in the hall, heading towards the half-open door. I open it fully, but the porch is empty.


Strange. I don’t like games. Games I can’t win.


I step outside, pulling the door shut behind me. ‘Hello?’


I edge down the steps and along the tiled pathway between Mum’s rhododendron bushes. When I get to the gate, I stop and look around.


No one. That’s—


‘Well, you’re a slippery little fucker, aren’t you?’


Oh. Not happy then.


In this moment I feel nothing but apathy. I really should be concerned, or at least surprised. But I’m not. Damn it.


I turn to the shadows behind me, back to the rhododendron bushes. ‘I have one question,’ her voice says shakily. I hear her sniff. ‘Why did you take it?’


She appears out of the darkness and when she enters the light, it’s like I’m seeing someone else. She’s smaller than I remember, softer. A little delicate looking.


Hang on. Is she… Yes, she is. She appears to be crying. Well, that’s… Not what I expected.


And… Nope. I don’t feel sorry for her. Not in the slightest.


She wipes her nose on the back of her sleeve. ‘You’re clearly rich enough. So, why did you take it?’


‘Um… Are you OK?’ I murmur. To … distract. Although I do sort of want to know the answer.


‘What the hell do you care?’ she says, a stringy bit of snot clinging to her upper lip. Her face looks puffy like she’s been crying for a while. Strands of dark curly hair stick to her cheeks. She steps towards me.


‘Um… One second. Is your name Boss? Because I swear—’


She raises her eyebrows. ‘What?’


‘I just…’ I glance back towards the road.


‘Answer my question.’ She steps forwards again, until she’s right in front of me. I glance at the front door. ‘Why did you take it?’


She pulls her hand from her pocket and points something towards me.


Something sharp flashes in her hand. A blade. A little penknife.


I should be shitting myself right now. But I’m not.


And damn it. Not here. This could all end very badly.


I put my hands up and step backwards away from her because that’s what a scared person would do.


‘All right, all right.’ I keep my voice to a whisper, trying to lead her away from the front door. But she’s not moving and she’s starting to look fierce again, like the girl who chased me from the bus. And now there’s nowhere to run except at her. But no, because the knife. It’s probably best to be honest and hope that’s enough to make her leave.


‘Um. I…’ I’m usually good at this. Why can’t I think? ‘It was just a … little project.’


She pulls a face. ‘A little project?’


‘Yeah. I was just trying to … um … feel … something.’


She clenches her empty fist and before I can duck, she smacks me with it right on the side of the head. Wow, that hurt. ‘Feel that?’


‘Yep.’ I clutch my cheek. Jesus wept, she’s strong. ‘Definitely did.’


‘Piece of shit,’ she says, grabbing her phone from my hand. ‘What kind of excuse is that?’


‘It’s not. I –’ ow, my teeth – ‘I was trying to feel guilt.’


‘To feel guilt?’


‘Yes. Yep. Correct.’


‘Oh, well, that’s normal.’ Her voice echoes down the street. She needs to be quiet. This could really mess things up for me… ‘And did you?’


‘Um… No.’


She shakes her head. ‘What is wrong with you?’


‘That’s a good question.’ And probably one not best suited to right outside my front door.


‘Yeah, it is.’


‘Could you just… I dunno – maybe try and keep it down a bit?’


‘Keep it down? Are you for real?’


‘Yeah, just…’ Be polite. ‘Please. Just … please.’ I check the front door again.


‘But you haven’t answered me. Why did you rob me?’


Because I wanted to feel something. How is she not getting this? ‘Look it’s… I pictured your mum dying and everything.’


Her face suddenly drops. She goes still. ‘What?’ she spits. ‘How did you know that?’


No. Don’t tell me. Is she joking?


Oh, God. She’s crying again. What does that feel like?


‘Listen. I’m so sorry. I didn’t realise—’


She turns to the house, then back to me, eyes burning. ‘Who the hell are you?’


‘I’m not anyone. I didn’t know about your mum. I swear. It was just made up. Which is weird because… Anyway, doesn’t matter. I was trying to think of something sad that had happened to you, so I’d feel worse.’


Her mouth hangs open. She looks disturbed, offended and totally baffled all at once. And I can’t blame her. ‘That’s deeply psychotic. Are you aware of that?’


‘Yeah. I can see that now.’


‘You can see that now?’ She snorts.


‘You have your phone back. I always wanted to get it back to you.’


She starts inspecting it. ‘Have you done anything to it?’


‘No. Look, if we’re going to keep talking – which, you know, is cool – could we possibly do this down the road a bit?’


‘No.’


‘OK, fine.’ I watch her scroll through the screen, muttering about doing something terrible to me if I’ve so much as opened it. As she removes the purple case, studying it like she’s trying to find out if I’ve infected it with a lethal dose of Batshit Crazy, I scan the stickers littering the back. A slice of watermelon. A smiley face. A glittery star.


One catches my eye – a cartoon rabbit. But not a nice cartoon. It’s intense, angry. It’s just the head, with big over-ear headphones and black eyes staring right at me, into my soul. Underneath it are the words FEEL ALIVE.


‘What’s your problem?’ Oh, she’s looking at me again. ‘Why are you staring?’


‘I’m not. I just…’


She reattaches the phone case, closes the blade back into the handle of the penknife so it clicks, then pushes past me and steps on to the pavement. I expect her to turn and go, but she doesn’t.


Please, just go. It’s been lovely, but it really is about time.


‘That shark that bit you.’ She points to my scar. ‘Should’ve taken your head off.’


‘Well, that’s mean.’ Also, please whisper like me.


‘Are you serious? You just robbed me.’


‘Shh!’


‘What? Mummy and Daddy can’t know the truth?’


‘Exactly.’ Damn it. I meant to just think that.


She shakes her head again. ‘You really don’t give a shit, do you?’


‘No.’ I do believe honesty is important.


‘Right. I see.’ Something flickers in her eyes. Anger. I recognise it. Galvanising. Propulsive. God, I miss it. ‘I think they should know the truth about their darling son.’ She pushes past me, heading back up the pathway towards the front door. ‘That he’s a complete loony.’


‘Wait!’ I hiss. I grab her arm and she spins round, eyes blazing. ‘Don’t. Please.’ She laughs like I’m pathetic. ‘You can’t.’


She folds her arms. ‘Oh, yeah? Why?’


‘Because, because…’ Oh. Yes. ‘You just pulled a knife on me. I’ll call the police.’


She stiffens. ‘Self-defence,’ she says, but she actually looks a bit scared. She glowers at me. ‘How old are you?’


‘Twenty.’


She seems unconvinced. I sigh and sweep my fringe out of my eyes.


‘What’s that?’ she says as the sleeve of my top rides up. She’s pointing at the stick and poke tattoo on the inside of my wrist.


‘It’s…’ This isn’t the time, Nisha. ‘It’s a bird.’


Her face screws up. ‘A bird?’


All right, no need to take that tone. I’m aware it doesn’t look much like one.


Suddenly, a click from the door.


‘Everything OK out here?’ Dad calls from the top of the steps.


I smile. ‘All good!’ I look at Nisha. Police, I mouth.


She frowns, purses her lips, then waves. ‘Hi!’ She’s very over the top, but it’s better than nothing. ‘Your son has been so kind,’ she says. ‘You must be so proud.’


Her voice echoes down the street. But I’m OK with people hearing that bit.


Dad nods. ‘We are.’


‘Won’t be a minute, Dad.’


‘Don’t be long, Eli. You need an early night before therapy tomorrow.’


Why would he—


He closes the door.


I turn to her and smile. ‘Right, so, glad we cleared this mess up. It was nice to meet you and I’m really genuinely sorry about your mum. Let’s just call it even and leave it at that, yes? You can go now.’


But I can see she’s thinking. ‘Wait.’ She points to the door. ‘Is that the man from the telly?’


‘Um…’


‘He works for the government, right?’


Bollocks. ‘Um…’


She tilts her head. ‘Interesting.’


Deflect. ‘Where do you live?’ I say.


‘Are you stupid? You really think I’m going to tell you where I live?’


Be nice. ‘I could give you a lift home. Or my dad can, if you’re scared of me or whatever.’


‘My boss is here.’ She points down the road to where I see two parking lights on a banged-up Nissan Micra.


Ohhh. ‘Is that Boss?’


‘Huh?’


‘Boss. Is that his name?’


‘Boss is my boss.’


‘Oh, right.’ At least I now know his parents were kind enough not to christen him Boss. I’ll sleep better knowing that. Although I don’t really sleep. Anyway. ‘He seemed quite angry. I’d appreciate you telling Boss not to hunt me down.’


‘He’s not called Boss.’


‘Right.’


‘He’s called Paul.’


Oh, I prefer Boss. Although I’m not sure how much damage a Paul could do. ‘OK. Got you.’


‘Paul wants to fuck you up.’


Change topic. ‘I like your music,’ I say.


‘Huh?’


‘I liked the music. Max Richter. I liked it a lot.’


She looks at me like I’m an entirely new species.


‘I actually prefer no vocals. Just sounds. Do you know Brian Eno?’ I ask as she begins to walk out of the gate. ‘You’d like him.’ I realise that’s a wild stab in the dark (pun intended), but I think she might. ‘Music for Airports. It’s the best album.’


She doesn’t reply, which I guess is reasonable. She heads towards the Nissan Micra and climbs inside. I edge back into the darkness of the rhododendron bushes as it drives slowly away, past the house. I catch a glimpse of Paul at the wheel. He looks like a science teacher, like all Pauls do. So that’s good.


I head back into the house. When I get inside, Dad is waiting by the lilies.


‘Everything OK, Eli?’


Make yourself look surprised. Happy. Anything.


I pull a face. ‘Yeah! Great.’ I put my thumb up. ‘She called me a saint.’


‘That’s good, son. Quite an eventful time at the bus stop,’ he says. ‘Lots of good deeds you’ve done today.’


‘I’m a doer of good deeds.’


‘You are.’ He looks at me for a little too long. ‘Like I said, I’m proud of you. Your dinner is getting cold.’


He goes up the stairs. When he reaches the top and disappears round the corner, I turn back to the mirror and go to pull my ghost vampire face again. But as I do, I nearly jump. Nearly.


Because as I see my reflection, for a split second, I think it’s someone else entirely.
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THUNDERCLAP


I want you to understand something about the premeditated acts. I do them because I want to know if I can be like I was before.


Since the Incident, I’ve been numb. Empty. Cold. I need to feel something again to know that I still can. To know that the things I’m missing still exist somewhere in my brain and maybe I can jump-start them back into existence. All of them. Remorse. Guilt. Pain. Fear. And the other ones. The good ones. I want those back too.


Sometimes – very rarely – I have this dream. In the dream, I’m with someone – a shadow. We’re lying together on a pebble beach and I feel warm inside like a soft wave of heat is rippling through me. I stand and begin to walk to the edge of the water, the figure right behind me. We enter the waves together and plunge beneath the surface. But when we come up for air, I see its face. It’s a bloody, mangled mess. It opens its mouth and gurgles as it tries to speak. Then I wake.
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