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  ONE

  Every day after school I lug my bike up one hundred and sixty-eight steps to our flat, and every day my bike turns into a mad thing. I try to take control by grabbing the
  handlebars and lifting them in the air so the back wheel bounces up the steps behind me. But the front wheel goes mental because it can’t see the ground and the pedals jab at my calves giving
  me bruises and tearing holes in the holes in my tights. It’s November and it’s pissing it down, so I’m soaked and frozen from the ride home and the bike is wet too, all cold
  slippery metal. Two times I lose my balance and have to grab onto the wire mesh they’ve put around the stairwell to stop people falling down and smashing themselves into bits on the concrete
  at the bottom.

  To take my mind off my psycho bike, each time I reach a landing I glance up at the walls to take in the graffiti. Usually it’s words, but sometimes, when they’ve got something really
  special to say, they draw a picture. On Level 5 someone’s painted a dick. His, I assume.

  He’s pissing out his territory. I know that. I’m thirteen, but that doesn’t mean I’m stupid. Still, you’ve got to ask yourself what kind of dickhead wants this
  territory where there are discarded syringes in the stairwell, and the lifts don’t work, let me think . . . oh yes, nothing works, and anyone who’s got any functioning brain cells left
  long ago. Which makes me stupid, after all.

  Just before I get to Level 7, I hear footsteps running down the concrete steps towards me. The footsteps are soft, like a pitter-patter. I’m holding my breath. I get a better grip on my
  bike, hugging it tight against me. No one’s nicking my bike off me.

  Then the feet appear, and they’re attached to Omar, so I can start to breathe again. Omar’s in Year 11 at school, and he thinks he’s David Blaine or Derren Brown or something.
  He’s always pulling things out of people’s ears or reading people’s minds. He’s got long thin hands, and his fingers are always flexing like they’re practising to make
  things disappear. It’s not going to put him on TV, but one of his tricks is changing out of school uniform in, like, a millisecond. Seriously, I’ve never seen him in school uniform
  anywhere but school. Today he’s wearing jeans and a leather jacket.

  ‘Hey, Carnaby,’ he says.

  I feel stupid in my school kilt with my hair plastered to my face and rain dripping off the end of my nose that I can’t wipe off because I’ve got to keep hold of my bike.

  ‘Hey,’ I say.

  We kind of pause as we pass each other on the stairs. When we see each other in the corridor at school he always teases me. I think he can read my mind well enough to know I’m afraid
  he’ll play a trick on me. Once, in the school canteen, he pretended to pull an orange out of Zoe’s bum, and she was so embarrassed she nearly died. Then he hypnotised Martin, although
  he got suspended for two days for that. I’d hate it if he did that to me. I don’t want to encourage him, so I don’t speak to him.

  ‘Carnaby, I’m having a vision of the future,’ he says.

  I scowl at him. So much for not encouraging him.

  He puts his long thin fingers to his forehead and screws his face up like he’s concentrating hard.

  ‘I see . . .’ he pauses, frowns, ‘I see a man . . . in your flat.’

  ‘I’m not lis—’

  ‘Wait!’ He lifts his long palm towards me to stop me speaking. He opens his eyes wide. ‘It’s Borys!’

  I roll my eyes. Borys is my sister’s Polish boyfriend, and it’s not unusual to see him in our flat. Anyone can see him there, he’s there all the time. Not today, maybe, not
  after the row he had with Mum last night. But the future is a long time. He’ll definitely be back.

  Omar grins at me and I try not to smile back. Everyone always forgives Omar.

  I turn away from him and I start lugging my bike up the steps.

  I hear his voice behind me.

  ‘Hey, Carnaby?’

  I turn my head, giving him a look which I hope makes it clear that I don’t think anything of him.

  ‘What?’

  ‘Nothing,’ he says. And then he grins again.

  I give him the finger and he laughs.

  A few steps later and I hear his voice again, from a couple of flights below.

  ‘Hey, Carnaby?’ he calls out again.

  But I’m not going to say ‘what?’ and have him say ‘nothing’ again. He seems to think that’s hilarious. So I ignore him.

  ‘Hey, Carnaby,’ his voice rises up from the stairwell again, ‘do you want a hand?’

  I’m tempted. For a millisecond. Then I tell myself not to be stupid. If I say yes, he’ll probably pull a plastic hand out of his jacket or something. So I don’t reply. I just
  keep going.

  When I get to the landing at Level 8, I see someone at my door, which is near the far end, eight flats along, and I stop before I step out onto the walkway. He’s squatting down, facing
  away from me. Now I know where Omar’s vision came from. It’s Borys. Omar must have seen him on his way down.

  Although he’s got his back to me I can tell it’s Borys because his shoulders slope down and his ears are pink and his hair’s so short I can see the skin of his skull, and the
  back of his neck and his arms are all covered in tattoos. He’s got a snake winding round his arm. It climbs up his left arm and slithers all the way across his shoulders and down his other
  arm. It took hours and he says it really hurt when they did it but it was worth it. From where I am I can see he’s got his bag open in front of him and he’s moving stuff around as
  though he’s trying to fit something inside it. I don’t know if he’s just come out of our flat or if he’s been getting no answer at the door and is giving up now. I
  don’t call out to him because I don’t want to talk to him. Not now, not after last night. I wait there until he stands up and walks off in a hurry and then he’s gone, breaking
  into a jog and heading down the steps at the other end. That’s when I wheel the bike out of the stairwell and onto the open walkway.

  You can say what you like about Shepherd’s Way, and none of it would be good, not any more, but when I walk along these walkways I feel like I’m walking across the sky. Up above me
  – not counting the bottom of the walkway that’s directly over my head – the sky is dark with a fat inky cloud. Down below me is the round flat roof of the Egleton Shopping Centre,
  and then streets of terraced houses. Because of the rain, the rooftops are glinty, like metal, but it still looks cosy where people have lights on inside their houses. I can see a strip of the
  river. The water is dark and oily. On a sunny day, when the sky is blue and London’s shining, the rich people would pay a fortune for a view like this. They’d kill to be able to see a
  bit of water. But they wouldn’t touch Shepherd’s Way. No way. They wouldn’t even come as far as Level 8 because they’d stop at the first step and decide they didn’t
  want to get their lovely shoes dirty. It’s like Cinderella backwards. Put your foot on the step and someone waves a magic wand and everything vanishes – all your money and your lovely
  castle, all your crowns and dresses.

  Number 87 is home. I rest the bike against the wall while I dig out the keys. I’ve got a zip-up pocket in my hoody, and that’s where I keep anything I don’t want to lose.
  That’s basically my keys and any cash that comes my way. Right now the only thing in my pocket is my keys. The padlock on the security grille is locked, which means no one’s in.
  I’m guessing Borys came by but no one was in to answer the door. I unlock the padlock and then stick my key in the door. Once the door’s open, I wheel the bike in. I try to shove it
  right up against the wall so it doesn’t take up any space, but there’s no way round it. I mean literally there’s no way round it. Mum yells at me to move it any time she needs to
  get out the house, which isn’t as often as you might think.

  I stick my head around the door to the lounge. Mum is in actually, which is a surprise. She’s having a nap on the couch with her back to me.

  ‘Is there anything for dinner?’ I ask. But Mum doesn’t answer. She’s out of it. I’m guessing she never heard Borys at the door, which is just as well under the
  circumstances.

  Nobody’s good company when they’re asleep. So I head into the kitchen. I open the fridge door, then cover my nose and breathe through my mouth because it smells of stale food,
  although how it smells of any kind of food is one of the wonders of the world because there’s hardly ever any in there. I unplug the fridge to save money – it’s just electricity
  wasted if there’s nothing in there. I know it’s the unplugging that makes it smell worse, but I can’t help that.

  Anyway, I still always open the fridge because you’ve got to hope for the best. If Mum works a shift at the shop, which she does one or two times a month, she might bring something back
  with her, and I think I’m in luck because there’s a bottle of lemonade. Except that’s empty too, so I take it out and bin it. Then I switch the radio on and glance at Mum, but she
  doesn’t move, so I turn it up. I don’t mind cleaning up, but it would be nice to have someone to chat to while I’m doing it.

  I go through the lounge again to get to the room I share with Jude and Em, taking the radio with me. It looks like a bomb’s gone off: there are clothes all over the floor, Em’s milk
  bottles rolling around, their teats all fluffy and sticky, and dirty nappies rolled into tight little balls, fat and smelling stinky-sweet. I take off my uniform and change into my jeans, and then
  I start picking stuff up, chucking nappies into a plastic bag. All the time I’m singing along to the radio so I don’t have to think about what I’m doing. I dance around a bit,
  too, because there’s no one looking, and because it keeps me warm.

  When the flat’s half decent I go back to the kitchen. I find my pair of rubber gloves, pull them on, scrub out Em’s bottles and rinse them with boiling water from the kettle. Then I
  run some water into the sink and add a squirt of washing-up liquid, and I swish my school shirt and my tights and knickers around quickly, then hang them to dry by the window, except it’s
  been raining so the air’s wet which means it’ll all still be damp when I put it back on in the morning. Still, the shirt doesn’t need ironing if I hang it up, which is good
  because we haven’t got an iron.

  All of a sudden my tummy starts to ache, and then it starts groaning at me really loudly. On school days I always think if I eat enough school dinner I’ll be able to go without when I get
  home, but sometimes it doesn’t work.

  Dinner at school was lasagne: lumps of gristly meat and cubes of hard carrot layered between pasta which tasted like you imagine a tyre might taste if it was smeared in gravy. I know beggars
  can’t be choosers but I couldn’t bring myself to eat a second portion. Although if you put it in front of me now, with my belly aching and nothing in the fridge, I’d scoff it down
  no problem.

  If I get really hungry, like so hungry I can’t bear it any longer, I go round to Sheena’s mum’s café under the railway arch, and she gives me a plate of sausage and
  beans. But it’s only when I’m so hungry that being hungry is worse than being embarrassed. I was there two times last week. So right now I’m too embarrassed to go and beg for food
  from Sheena’s mum again.

  I should go and buy a loaf of bread and make toast, maybe fry an egg, but I need something right this minute. I can’t wait. If I get bread I’ll eat it straight from the packet, which
  isn’t a good look. Chips are better because you can stuff them in your mouth as quick as you want right there in the street and no one thinks anything of it.

  I put my head round the lounge door again. The music from the radio sounds too loud now I’m this hungry. My brain’s concentrating so hard on finding food that the music is screeching
  in my head.

  ‘I’m going to get chips,’ I say. ‘Can I have some cash?’

  I wait in the doorway.

  Mum doesn’t move a muscle. It’s like she can’t hear me. Like she hasn’t heard the radio blaring, and me bashing around in the kitchen doing the washing-up. I think
  she’s faking it because she doesn’t want to admit to me that she hasn’t got any cash.

  I go over to the couch and look down at her. I can’t see her face at all because her long hair has fallen across it. She’s all curled up like a baby, so I can’t even see her
  breathing. If she does have any cash it will be in her pocket, but she’ll go mad if she wakes up and finds my hand stuffed in there.

  ‘You’re hungry too, aren’t you, Mum?’ I suggest loudly. ‘I bet you’d really fancy some chips.’

  My tummy’s beginning to eat itself and I’m feeling all shaky. All my brain can think about is how hungry I am.

  ‘Chips and a wing?’

  Chips and a wing is £1.99 at the Sunshine Café in the Egleton or £2.79 if you add a drink. Chips and a piece of chicken is £2.20 and a drink is £3.

  ‘I can get you a piece of chicken,’ I suggest to Mum. ‘It’s only an extra 21p, it’s well worth it.’

  Still she doesn’t budge.

  Then I tell her if she’s got enough cash we can get two wings and a piece of chicken and chips all for £2.79. That way we can share it. We don’t have to add a drink – we
  can just have the food.

  I’m trying to tempt her, but it’s just making me hungrier.

  ‘Mum!’ I lean over and speak right into her ear. ‘Wake up, you’re starving!’

  When she still doesn’t move, I reach out and I poke her shoulder.

  Her shoulder moves a bit under my finger, but she doesn’t wake up.

  Gently, so she doesn’t yell at me, I shake her.




  TWO

  It’s June 20th. Which means it’s seven months since Mum was found dead on the couch. In two weeks, Borys goes on trial for killing her. In three weeks I’ll
  turn fourteen . . .

  At school they’ve found me a shrink. Her name is Mrs Franklin, and I see her two times a week in a really small room called The Student Counselling Office. I’m The Student.
  I’ve never had an office named after me before. As far as I know, none of the other kids have to see Mrs Franklin, although in my opinion there are lots of them who could do with her help
  more than me. Clare, for instance, who always gives in her homework early. Don’t tell me that’s not a mental health issue.

  ‘Did you know they used to keep bog roll in here?’ I say to Mrs Franklin. ‘What do you think they did with it when you moved in? Did they just chuck it all out?’

  ‘Sarah,’ she says, ‘I need to bring you back to the point. We need to make sure you’re prepared psychologically. The trial’s what, two weeks away?’

  ‘I can’t think they’d make the school go without bog roll just so I can have counselling, can you? I mean I’m flattered, obviously, but . . .’

  Mrs Franklin smiles, but not like she really wants to.

  ‘No, Sarah, I haven’t noticed a shortage of bog . . . of lavatory paper.’

  ‘I mean, which would you rather have? Bog roll or counselling?’

  ‘Sarah . . .’ She shakes her head. ‘You can’t pretend the trial’s not happening . . .’

  Mrs Franklin always dresses well. She’s got on a draped top with a leopard-skin print on it, and a black skirt to her knees, and patent black open-toed sandals. Her skin is brown and
  smooth and her hair has a sheen to it, like she uses a conditioning oil, and it’s bobbed around her face like a hat. She wears glasses, but the frames have little diamonds in them. Her nails
  are long and perfectly shaped and sometimes she’s got little patterns on them too, like birds or flowers. Today she’s got silver polish on her toenails.

  ‘Bog roll,’ I suggest. ‘I bet you’d rather have bog roll, you just don’t want to admit it.’

  Mrs Franklin pretends to make a note on the pad of paper she holds on her lap, and while her head’s bent she mutters, like she’s talking to herself: ‘Of course, the two are not
  dissimilar.’ Then the edges of her mouth dart upwards in a quick little I’m-so-clever smile. The silly cow is always making smirky little comments to herself. I mean excuse me,
  it’s my joke. But she can’t even see the joke when I tell it, because she thinks I’m thick. So she turns it into this private joke where I’m the stupid one
  who doesn’t get it that she’s mopping up the shit in my head.

  I’m in here every Tuesday and Thursday at 3.30 p.m., and I’ve been coming here for seven months now. But we never get anywhere. We basically just have the same conversation every
  week.

  The Student Counselling Office is in the basement, so there’s just one window high up where you can see everyone’s feet walking past. The window’s barred and it doesn’t
  let in much light, so they’ve only gone and got a fluorescent interrogation lamp. As soon as Mrs Franklin shuts the door on me, I want to get out. There are two armchairs way too close
  together. Our knees keep bumping, which freaks me out. It gets really hot, too, so I can never tell whether I’m sweating because I’m nervous, or because I’m just boiling.
  I’ve rolled up my shirtsleeves and I’ve got my top button undone, but it’s still really hot.

  ‘Sarah,’ she says now, leaning forward, ‘Sarah, I want you to imagine you’re standing in front of the mirror looking at yourself. You peel all the surface layers away . .
  .’

  ‘You want me to take my clothes off ?’ I frown at her.

  ‘No, Sarah, not your clothes.’ Her jaw’s gone rigid. ‘You know perfectly well I don’t mean your clothes. I’m talking about metaphorical . . . about imaginary
  layers. What I’m trying to get at here is how you feel deep down, under your skin, underneath the exterior, the part you show everyone. I want you to peel off your outer layer and look at
  yourself and acknowledge what’s there.’

  ‘So I don’t take my clothes off,’ I say, ‘I just peel off my outer layer. Is that what you mean?’

  Some teachers nearly pee themselves with excitement when you ask whether you heard right. They think it means you want to learn something, when half the time you’re just winding them up.
  But Mrs Franklin just nods.

  ‘Okay,’ I say. Then, after a minute, when she glances at me, I add, ‘I’m peeling.’

  I sit there without speaking. I look down at my hands, clamped together on my lap. My school skirt could do with a wash. I can see yesterday’s ketchup dried into the grey of the material.
  It needs a good scrubbing, but that’s not going to happen. I’ve got Jude’s new mobile number on the back of my hand, just next to a patch of scaly pink eczema. I want to itch it,
  but then I realise I’ve got no nails to scratch with. I suppose I’ve been biting them, because there’s no white at the top of my nail, they just kind of tuck under my skin. It
  looks like my fingertips have been amputated.

  ‘Well?’ She’s sounding impatient by now.

  I look up at her, but I’m thinking about the stumps where my fingers were.

  ‘I was just peeling everything off,’ I say to her. ‘All the skin and that.’

  ‘And? What do you feel? What emotion is left when everything else is peeled away?’

  For a minute, just for like ten seconds, I actually think about it. And what I think is that I can’t believe she’s asking such a stupid question.

  ‘What do you think?’ I say.

  ‘I want to hear it from you,’ she says.

  ‘I think, if you take everything else away, I feel . . .’

  ‘Yes?’ She’s on the edge of her seat.

  ‘Nothing.’

  I look her in the eye.

  ‘Nothing?’ Her shoulders slump. ‘Describe feeling nothing.’

  ‘How can nothing feel like anything? That’s why it’s called nothing.’

  ‘Well, personally, I don’t think I ever feel nothing. There’s always something.’

  ‘So what is it now?’

  She sighs.

  ‘This is about you, Sarah. After all you’ve been through, I’m sure there are emotions there, and I’m also sure you know what they are. Are you angry?’

  ‘What have I got to be angry about?’ I ask her. Which is a bit of a trick answer, because she can’t talk to me about any of the details of the murder, not when there’s
  going to be a trial.

  ‘You’re not grieving?’

  I could be angry. I could be grieving. Mum got killed, my sister’s boyfriend got arrested for murder. My sister got sick because she’s so stressed out. Now it’s me and her
  facing Borys in court. I don’t know how any of us can get through that.

  I shake my head.

  ‘You’re not even a bit sad.’ It’s hardly even a question when she puts it like that.

  ‘Well . . .’ I tilt my head to one side as though I’m giving this more thought, and then I give her one word. ‘No.’

  She sighs and then it’s her turn to shake her head. She scribbles something on her pad. She leans forward again.

  ‘Sarah,’ she says urgently, ‘there’s nothing wrong with feeling emotion. That’s normal. It’s not a sign of weakness. Even the bravest people sometimes cry.
  You can’t just shut your emotions in a box and lock them up. Emotions are there for a reason.’

  ‘What’s the reason?’

  She frowns. Her fingers go to her forehead, and she strokes the skin under her hairline with the tips of her long polished nails.

  ‘The reason for emotion?’

  ‘I’m just asking. It was you who said it.’

  ‘Our emotions are what makes us human, they tie us to our friends and families, they are the way we communicate, the way we respond to the world around us, to people, to events. We
  can’t cut ourselves off. And when you express emotion . . . it’s . . . a form of self-expression, a form of relief . . . If you’re angry, you have to let it out. The same with
  grief. If you keep it in, it eats away at you.’

  ‘So you’re saying if I feel those things, I’ve got to let them out for my own good.’

  She smiles a little bit at that and speaks very slowly, as though what she’s saying is really . . . really . . . significant.

  ‘That’s exactly what I’m saying.’

  I nod thoughtfully and then speak even more slowly than her, like what I have to say is even more significant.

  ‘And . . . I’m saying . . . I . . . don’t . . . feel . . . any of . . . those . . . things . . . so . . . there’s . . . nothing . . . to . . . let . . . out.’

  She bites her lip.

  ‘I don’t mind if other people want to feel things,’ I say, to make her feel better, ‘that’s up to them. It’s just that in my experience emotions screw you up,
  and what’s the point in that?’

  ‘Emotions aren’t something you can choose to have, Sarah,’ she says quietly. ‘I have to challenge you on this.’

  But in my head all I can think is how stupid she is. If she really knew what emotions can do, she wouldn’t want me to let them out, she’d be glad I keep them shut up where they
  can’t do any damage.

  ‘You can’t get inside my head,’ I say. ‘It’s nothing personal. No one can. I can’t even get inside my head.’

  She takes a sharp breath.

  ‘Alright,’ she says, ‘let’s talk about your shoes.’

  ‘My shoes? What about my shoes?’

  ‘They’re always polished. Do you do that every night?

  I look at my shoes. They’re scuffed now, but it’s the end of the day. This morning they started out black. Not shiny, because once they’re scuffed enough they never shine no
  matter what you do; they just look black and furry. Perhaps they’d look better if I had proper polish, but I don’t. I use a scrape of oil or butter saved in a wad of bog roll from
  school dinner. It makes the leather soft and covers up the scratches a bit, but sometimes I get a whiff of rancid oil from my feet. Anyway, my shoes are way too small. When I put them on this
  morning, I had to squeeze my feet into them. My toes hurt all morning, but they gave up at lunch-time, like there was no point. Now I can’t feel them, which is better, they’re just like
  a dull warm ache.

  ‘Your teachers tell me they think that deep down you want to do things the right way. I can see that from your shoes. You really take care of them.’

  I don’t see what my shoes have to do with anything, so I don’t say anything, but my eyes feel like they’re going to cry.

  ‘Your teachers say there’s nothing wrong with your brain . . .’

  My throat is getting tight, like someone’s tying something around it. I stare at the wall over her shoulder. I don’t want to look in her face. Nothing wrong with my brain. Very good
  of them. Very kind. I had been wondering.

  ‘Your brain could save you, Sarah,’ she says.

  ‘I need saving, do I?’ It sounds angry. Anger is an emotion. That’s not good.

  ‘That’s not what I meant, Sarah.’

  ‘Isn’t it? Only I don’t think you’re supposed to say I’m doomed, or things like that.’

  ‘I didn’t say you were doomed,’ she says quickly, like she knows she really did and she shouldn’t have.

  Neither of us says anything for a minute, then she says, ‘You know there’s a school trip to France at the end of term, don’t you, Sarah?’

  I grunt. I don’t know why she’s talking to me about it. I can’t afford to go, and she knows I can’t.

  ‘Your friend Sheena is going. Would you like to go if you could?’

  It’s like asking, would you like to eat a delicious meal if you could, or would you like to go and buy some really nice clothes if you could. Of course you would. And if you can’t,
  it’s really cruel to ask.

  ‘No,’ I say. ‘Paris is boring.’

  She gives me a look like she knows I’m bluffing.

  ‘If we could get funding . . . and I’m emphasising if, so don’t get your hopes up, would you be interested in going? It should be after the trial. It might make a
  really nice change for you.’

  She looks at me like she really means it, like she’s not just messing with me.

  ‘I haven’t got a passport,’ I say.

  ‘Oh,’ she says, looking a bit surprised. ‘That might be a problem.’

  Like she’s never even thought about that.

  She may not think she’s messing with me, but she is. Because if you make someone think even a little bit that something might happen, and then it doesn’t happen, that’s worse
  than not letting them hope in the first place.

  Mrs Franklin’s embarrassed now. She wishes she’d never mentioned Paris. She glances at the clock, and she’s pleased by what she sees although she tries not to show it.
  It’s twenty-five minutes past four. Our session’s nearly over. I can feel her relief, and it makes me angry. She’s supposed to want to help me. That’s what she gets paid
  for. Someone pays her loads of money to care, and she just wants it over and done with.

  I’m not hanging round any longer. I stand up.

  ‘I want to ask you about Jude and Emma,’ she says. She’s waving me back to the chair, but I’m ignoring her, turning around, making for the door.

  ‘Sarah,’ she says urgently as I reach out to the door handle, ‘you’re going to have to walk into that courtroom very soon and stand there and give evidence . . . I have
  to be sure you can cope. If you can’t . . .’

  That sounds nice and caring written down. But that ‘If you can’t . . .’ means it’s a threat. She’s not the only one waiting. They’re like vultures sitting on
  a branch watching me with their beady eyes.

  I pull open the door, and I’m out of there, head down, seeing my school skirt flapping around my legs as I run up the stairs. Running is hard when your feet feel like they’ve been
  chopped off at the ankle, but I can run fast. ‘Sarah!’ I can hear Mrs Franklin calling me back. ‘What’s the matter?’

  There are other girls around now, in PE kit, red and sweaty from the sports field. Their eyes are scouring me, stripping me down, acid smoking on my skin. I’m running, but my feet are
  bursting out of my shoes, my finger-stubs are swollen to double size, my eczema is peeling off me like I’m being skinned alive.

  I won’t let them see me.

  ‘Sarah Carnaby!’ One of the girls calls out. ‘Are you on the run?’

  Another one hoots like a siren.

  ‘They’re coming to get you, Carnaby, they’ve got the sniffer dogs out . . . The dogs are sniffing your socks . . .’

  ‘. . . oh no! The dogs are passing out . . .’

  One of them makes a howling noise, like a dog. They fall about laughing.

  I close my ears. I keep running.

  Then I’m outside, and I’m on my bike and I’m cycling, and the sun is roasting my back through my school uniform. I’m concentrating on the road, where my front wheel spins
  fast, finding its way between the edge of the pavement and the wing mirrors. Stuck in traffic, the drivers have their windows wound down. I get blasts of talk radio and music as I’m racing
  past. I let it all in, all the noise and the voices and the beat, and it fills my head and my brain is singing loud enough to drown everything else out.




  THREE

  Me and my bike fight all the way up the stairs. If I look down, all I can see is the flights of empty steps zigzagging down to the ground. I try to keep my eyes on my feet
  instead. I count the steps out loud to keep myself company and to stop myself thinking about other things.

  I hear soft footsteps running down the steps towards me. I stop and grab my bike closer.

  It’s Omar.

  ‘Hey,’ he says. There’s no smile in his voice, but he doesn’t joke around much these days. I don’t see him do much magic any more, either, but his hands are always
  twitching like they’re remembering.

  He slows down, like he might have something to say to me. Then it’s like he changes his mind, and he keeps on going. I listen to his footsteps until I can’t hear them.

  When I get to Level 8 I wheel my bike along the walkway. I know exactly when I’m passing Number 87, but I don’t look at it. I’ve got into this routine where I just glue my eyes
  to the floor when I pass that door. If I lift my eyes up, anything could happen. I could turn to stone, or my head could come off or something. I don’t look up at Number 88 either, where
  Millie lives. Mum used to call her a nosy cow and told us not to speak to her, and although Mum’s dead I still do what she said. Two doors along I’m at Number 89, which means I can look
  up again.

  After what happened, me and Jude couldn’t stay at Number 87 because it was a crime scene. So the council moved us two doors down to Number 89, and then we never went back. We asked the
  council if they could move us somewhere new, because we didn’t want to be so close to where Mum was killed. But they seemed to think that two doors down was plenty far enough away to make a
  new start. Like there’s a shortage of empty flats in Shepherd’s Way. Like people are queuing up to live there, throwing hundreds of thousands of pounds down to outbid each other. We
  could’ve had our pick of empty flats. We could’ve chosen a flat with damp or a flat with smelly plumbing or a flat where the heating doesn’t work. Any one of them would be good.
  But they go and give us a flat with all three, like it was a special offer. They must have looked at loads – no damp? That won’t do. No smelly toilet? Not good enough. Heating?
  Ridiculous! When they found it they must have been over the moon. Walls running with damp so no wallpaper sticks, and even paint peels off, a toilet which stinks no matter how much bleach you pour
  down it, and heating that’s not heating, it’s freezing. Just right for us.

  Jude and me were Scum before the black day, and so we’re still Scum. And if they’re right, and we were Scum before, then I suppose they’re right that we’re still Scum.
  It’s not like what happened to Mum changed what we are. In fact maybe what happened to her made them think more than ever that we’re Scum and always have been, because that kind of
  thing – being stabbed to death on your couch by your daughter’s boyfriend – doesn’t really happen unless you’re Scum to start out with. At least, not as far as
  I’m aware. I don’t read about posh women being stabbed to death on their couch by their daughter’s boyfriend, but perhaps it happens all the time, and they just cover it up. Or
  perhaps it happens to everyone about the same, like one in ten thousand women get stabbed to death on the couch by their daughter’s boyfriend, but because there are loads of Scum and only a
  few posh people, there really are more Scum cases.

  It’s funny how fast things go through your head.

  And how fast you can get from, ‘I’m home’ to ‘I’m Scum’.

  I unzip my pocket and get out my keys, but then I realise Jude’s gone and left the door unlocked. Sometimes I wonder where her head is, it doesn’t seem to live in the same universe
  as the rest of her, let alone the same body. I push my bike in, and prop it up by the door, dumping my school bag next to it. I breathe in carefully. The first breath back in the flat’s
  always a shocker. It’s like putting a pair of rotten socks in your mouth and chewing. When I look around I think maybe we’ve been robbed, because it looks as though someone’s been
  flinging all our stuff around trying to find the treasure he knows is buried somewhere (there isn’t any treasure, I’m just saying it looks like he’s been looking for it).
  Sensibly, the robber’s left the dirty dishes in the sink, because what would he want with dirty dishes? But then it looks like this every day, and does a robber break in every day? I
  don’t think so.

  I put on the radio then open the windows to let the damp smell out. If you don’t open the windows it just builds up till Jude has an asthma attack. I go and put the kettle on. Then I get a
  bin bag from a roll I keep under the sink and pull on my pair of yellow rubber gloves. You can do anything if you’re wearing rubber gloves. I should know.

  Number 89 is smaller than Number 87. It’s got just one bedroom, and the bedroom is the dampest of the lot, so we don’t even use it. Jude spent one night in there and got really sick.
  So we moved the beds into the big room which is like a lounge and kitchen combined, with a sink and a cooker along one wall with a breakfast bar in front of it. But with the beds and the couch and
  Em’s cot all in one room, it’s really cramped.

  I start picking things up. If it’s clothes, I chuck them across the room to land on Jude’s bed on the principle that she’ll have to do something with them if she wants to lie
  down ever again, which I’m assuming she does. Jude used to go out a lot to nightclubs and that, but since Mum was killed she stays in all the time. She’s been poorly, so she often has a
  lie-down. I lob dirty nappies and food wrappers and uneaten crusts into the bin bag; half-empty bottles of rotting milk get emptied and dropped into a bowl of hot water. Jude says
  everything’s fine, she’s totally in control, but then that’s what the Prime Minister says, and look how that’s working out for him. Jude’s only got one little girl and
  another on the way, it’s not as though she’s a mother of ten. She says I’ll understand when I’ve got a kid of my own. Well, for one thing, Em might as well be my
  baby, the amount of time I end up looking after her while Jude’s busy being poorly or pregnant. And for another thing, I am never, ever, as long as I live, going to allow a boy anywhere near
  me. He can stand at the end of the street and beg and plead and wave his bits around all he likes, and I’ll be saying, ‘In your dreams!’ If she thinks I’m going to end up
  like her, slave to a lump of squirming flesh with a mouth at one end and a nappy full of shit at the other, I’m sorry, she’s got another thing coming . . .

  All the time I’m tidying up, my head’s shouting so loud it drowns out the radio in my ears. Then, when I’ve finished, the shouting in my head stops.

  I think the one advantage of living in a crappy mouse hole is that it doesn’t take long to clear it up.

  I make myself a cup of tea and, just as I’m pouring sugar in, I hear Em screaming out in the hallway and then my sister’s voice cooing nonsense.

  ‘Em-em-em-em-em,’ she’s using her sing-song voice, ‘Em-ti-tem-ti-to . . .’ and so on. ‘Em-ti-tem-tem . . .’ A grown woman, pleading with a toddler.
  ‘For Christ’s sake, shut it, Em,’ she’s saying, struggling outside with the door and the pushchair. Shall I go and give her a hand? I ask myself. Or shall I leave her to
  struggle? Give her a hand? Let her struggle? Give her a hand . . . I’ve just cleaned up her mess, I’m not her bloody butler. But then there’s Em, and by the sound of her
  she’s hot and hungry.

  When I open the door there’s my big sister, skinny and pale, with beautiful blonde hair reaching down to her waist. She’s wearing a sleeveless T-shirt, and her arms are like a flower
  garden, she’s got so many tattoos. She’s got a huge baby-belly, and she’s leaning on the pushchair looking exhausted. In the pushchair, wearing a pink all-in-one, there’s
  this mini monster, its face all red and purple, cheeks shiny with crying, snot caking its nose, a gigantic mouth wide open so that you can see its tonsils bobbing around, and eyes wide and staring.
  It’s a toddler from hell. The noise is ear-splitting.

  ‘You’re scaring me,’ I say to Em, pulling a scared face, hoping it might make her laugh. No chance. She’s not going to fall for that one. I bend over and unclip her, and
  try to pull her out the pushchair. She takes a bit of yanking, because her fat little arms and legs are stiff with anger and her hands are all clutchy and pinchy. I hold her out to Jude, but
  Jude’s had enough of her kid for a bit. She turns her back on the two of us, goes over to the bed, chucks the clothes back on the floor and plonks herself down with a groan. She lies on her
  side, because she can’t do anything else.

  Her belly’s huge. We don’t know if the baby’s a boy or a girl, but I call whatever’s in there Big Ben. She’s got four more weeks to go, but she looks ready to drop
  any minute. Her stomach’s hanging low, like it did just before Em. I don’t want to think what happens when she goes into hospital to have it. She hasn’t even asked me to look
  after Em, but what does she think’s going to happen to her? And what about when she comes back to our bachelor pad with another little living thing?

  ‘Are you all hot and bothered?’ I ask Em. Not that I expect an answer from a year-old kid, but I’m hoping she’ll quieten down because I’m being polite. Fat chance.
  She just shouts louder.

  I put her down on her feet facing the edge of the bed where her mum’s lying, so she can hang on to that. She always wants to be on her feet now, but without something to hold on to she
  just sways a couple of times and then plops down onto her bottom, which we think is funny, but she doesn’t. With her clinging to the bed and howling, I unzip her all-in-one and peel it off
  her. Underneath she’s hot and damp. She stops yelling, at least, and starts heaving great pathetic breaths that make her little pink chest shudder. Every few seconds she gives a big sob, just
  to let me know I still need to be nice to her. ‘She’s all sweaty.’ I turn to Jude. ‘You’re wearing shorts. Why did you put all this on her?’

  ‘I took her to the freezer centre,’ Jude replies. Then she adds, like she can’t believe it, ‘It’s freezing in there.’

  ‘What a surprise,’ I say, ‘who’d have thought it?’ But actually she’s right. Last time I went to the Co-op in a T-shirt I thought I might turn blue and freeze
  solid right there in the aisle, and they’d have to chop me up into steaks and sell me as a special offer.

  Em’s got a full nappy, so I change it while she’s standing, and when I’ve done that I give her tummy a tickle, and she starts to giggle, her fat little knees wobbling with the
  effort of staying upright. She lets go of the edge of the bed with one hand, reaches towards me and says, ‘Mama,’ but luckily Jude thinks Em’s talking to her.

  ‘All nicey-nicey now, are we?’ Jude says to her daughter.

  Just then there’s a knock on the door. We look at each other in a sort of triangle: I look at Jude, and Jude looks at Em, and Em looks at me. No one ever knocks on our door. I get up and
  go to the door. I check the peephole. Outside, a man and a woman I recognise are watching the door as though they think something horrible’s lurking inside. And I don’t mean Em’s
  nappy.

  I mean us.

  ‘Get up,’ I hiss at Jude, ‘it’s the SS.’

  Jude groans and heaves herself upright.

  I know what the SS are here for the moment they walk in the door. They’re looking for only one thing, and that’s Em. Once they’ve got her in their sights they glom onto her
  like aliens sent to pick up specimens of humanoid life and take them back to the mother ship. Peasgood pulls a folder from his briefcase. It’s got Jude’s name on a label on the
  front.

  ‘What do you want?’ Jude moves to stand in front of her baby like a bodyguard, feet planted on the floor, hands curled into fists.

  Peasgood and Bocock stand in front of her, and it’s like a stand-off in a Western. They’re jumpy, their eyes roving around, ticking off lists in their heads. (In Westerns the cowboys
  aren’t ticking off lists, they’re looking for gunmen hiding in doorways, but like bog roll and counselling, it’s not dissimilar.)

  Syringes left lying around? No.

  Empty bottles of vodka rolling round the floor? No.

  Rats grazing in the fridge? No rats. At least, not this minute. At least, not actually inside the fridge this minute.

  ‘Just a routine visit,’ says Peasgood. He looks about seventeen, and he’s twitchy, fiddling with his papers with bony fingers that droop from his wrist.

  Peasgood looks like a proper bureaucrat. I don’t think anything about him, he’s got to do his job. But Bocock’s something else. She gets right under my skin. She’s like
  eczema in human form. She thinks she’s God’s gift. She’s got really big boobs, and she shows them off so you don’t know where to look. She dresses like she’s going to
  a club, with her red hair halfway down her back and lots of mascara. She smiles so wide it almost cuts her face in two.

  ‘Just checking you girls are alright,’ she says, with a too-loud voice. ‘Sarah darling, you know you’ve got an appointment tomorrow morning at the police
  station?’

  ‘I know that.’

  ‘You are going to be there, aren’t you? We’re trusting you to turn up. You know how important you are to this trial.’

  She says it like I’m appearing in a theatre production or something, not like I’m going to put my sister’s boyfriend in jail for murder.

  When she smiles I can see how pointy her white teeth are.

  I shrug. I’m not going to promise her anything. But she doesn’t like that.

  She frowns and turns to Jude.

  ‘Judith,’ she says, ‘you’re Sarah’s guardian, we’re relying on you to make sure she does the right thing. I think you got the letter about your own
  appointment, as well? Please turn up on time. This is a way to prove to me that I was right to let you all stay together.’

  Jude just stares at her.

  ‘She knows that,’ I say.

  Bocock ignores me, carries on talking in Jude’s direction.

  ‘This arrangement,’ she waves her bare arms around our flat, ‘you and Sarah and Em, and the new baby all being together in this small space, it’s really not ideal. I want
  to get you out of this damp, for the baby’s sake.’

  ‘We’re alright here,’ I croak. Because I know what she’s saying. She’s said it before. She could move us. She’d like to move us. I don’t trust
  her. I know she’s looking for an excuse to split us up. Bocock keeps talking about how Jude can’t look after me properly now, so how’s she going to look after me when
  there’s another baby, and how I’d be better off in foster care. Don’t get me wrong, I want to move to a nicer place, but I don’t trust Bocock as far as I can throw her.
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