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  For Joe. And the time that is given.
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  London, the near future




  





  Nat




  I glanced at my phone. It was almost three p.m.




  Three p.m. was when the bomb would go off.




  I raced along the street, my heart banging against my ribs. I had to find Lucas. Canal Street market. That’s what the text had said. That was where Lucas would be. My

  lungs burned as I gasped at the cold air. I ran faster, pushing through the crowds.




  The covered market was packed with shoppers, most of whom were heading for the food stall run by the Future Party. Since the cutbacks had really set in last year, unemployment had risen fast.

  Now people who would once never have dreamed of taking a handout queued for free food from the only political party in the country that seemed to care. I hurtled past the queue. Most people were

  staring at the ground as they shuffled along, avoiding eye contact.




  There was no sign of Lucas.




  I kept running. The bomb wouldn’t be here, anyway. Why would anyone want to bomb people so poor they had to queue for food? The next few stalls all sold ethnic clothes – a mix of

  bold African prints and soft Thai silks. I turned the corner, past the section of the market specialising in baby stuff. No. No way. Neither Lucas nor the bomb would be here. Not where there were

  babies, for goodness sake. I ran on, panting, past the market clock. It was just four minutes to three. There was hardly any time left. I looked up. The market had a first floor full of

  cheap toiletries and household goods. Should I go up there or check more of the ground floor?




  A security guard strode past. I stared at the radio that hung from his belt. I’d been so focused on finding Lucas I hadn’t thought about everyone else in the market. There were lots

  of people milling about. Lots of children with their mums and dads.




  I chased after the security guard. Grabbed his arm. ‘Listen,’ I said. ‘You need to clear the market. Get everyone out.’




  The man turned. His face filled with suspicion. ‘What did you say?’




  ‘There’s a bomb,’ I said. ‘I don’t know exactly where, but it’s in the market and it’s going to go off in a few minutes.’




  The security guard frowned, a look of disbelief on his face. ‘What makes you think that, lad?’ he said.




  ‘I just do. You have to believe me. Please.’ Heart pounding, I caught sight of my reflection in the shiny Future Party sign that pointed the way to their free food stall. My

  hair was messed up, my eyes wild and staring. No wonder the security guard was looking at me like I was crazy. ‘You have to clear the whole place.’




  ‘Wait here,’ the guard said with a sigh. ‘I’ll go and get the site manager.’




  ‘No, there’s no time.’




  But the security guard was already striding away, heading towards the stalls I had just passed. As I turned to the next aisle, intending to run on, I caught a glimpse of a black leather jacket

  on the stairs up to the first floor. Was that Lucas? I strained my eyes, but the jacket had disappeared, lost in the crowds.




  I swerved to the left and raced towards the stairs. I sped past a stall promising fifty percent off piercings and tattoos. A girl about my age stood in front, arguing with a woman. She was

  gesticulating wildly, her face flushed.




  ‘Why not, Mum?’ she was shouting.




  Even racing past at top speed I could see the girl was pretty, with a mass of wild, honey-coloured curls cascading over her shoulders. But there wasn’t time to take a second look. I took

  the stairs up to the first floor, two steps at a time. It was two minutes to three. And I still hadn’t found Lucas.




  





  Charlie




  Mum shook her head. She reached out to smooth a curl off my face. I backed away, furious.




  ‘Come on, sweetheart, we’ve been over the reasons,’ she said, lowering her voice.




  ‘It’s just a tattoo,’ I insisted. ‘I’m not going to get anything outrageous. Or big. Maybe a butterfly, or that yin-yang symbol thing.’




  Mum pursed her lips and shook her head again. ‘You don’t even know what that symbol means, Lottie.’




  ‘Don’t call me that,’ I snapped. ‘You said I could choose what I did with my money. I’ve been saving for ages.’




  Mum sighed. I turned away, so angry I wanted to scream.




  It wasn’t just the tattoo or Mum using her old name for me. It was everything: all the ways that Mum tried to stop me growing up. Dad died when I was very small and Mum and I had

  been on our own for years. This was great when I was little and had all her attention. But I would be sixteen in a few months and she needed to let me make my own decisions.




  ‘As I’ve already explained . . .’ Mum said with another sigh. ‘You can’t have a tattoo because it’s permanent – you’re basically mutilating

  yourself for life. And it’s a waste of money we don’t have.’




  ‘It’s half price here,’ I hissed. I know I sounded like a spoilt brat but I was so fed up of us having to count every penny, every day. On my last birthday we

  hadn’t even had a proper cake. ‘And it’s just a fashion thing. I’m not going to have one anywhere obvious. Maybe on my shoulder or—’




  ‘And it’s painful,’ Mum added. ‘It will really hurt.’




  ‘So what?’ I said. ‘Childbirth’s painful. That’s what you always say. But you put up with that. I can—’




  ‘Childbirth was worth it,’ Mum said. ‘A tattoo isn’t. Come on, love, there are lots of better things you could do with that money. A tattoo isn’t exactly a

  practical choice.’




  ‘Please, Mum?’ Tears sprang into my eyes. Just a few years ago, when Mum still had a job, before her war widow’s pension was stopped in the government cuts, there had

  been plenty of money for impractical things. Mum reached for my arm. Her hands were red and rough from her part-time work at the factory. She worked nights but had got up this morning to come to

  the market for the free food bags. Her face was lined and worn. Once she had used eye make-up and nail varnish. Now she looked old and dowdy.




  Out of the corner of my eye I glimpsed the Asian woman running the tattoo stall watching us. She saw me looking and turned back to the TV where the Mayor of London was speaking direct to camera

  – another appeal for support for the austerity cuts. I was filled with loathing at the sight of his fat face and sleek, dark hair. He looked like an overfed rat. Just like the last Mayor

  – and the past two Prime Ministers – he kept telling the country that we were ‘all in it together’, that more cuts were necessary.




  I turned back to Mum. It was obvious from her expression that she wasn’t going to change her mind.




  ‘I hate you.’ The words shot out of me. I wish I could say that I didn’t really mean them, but in that moment I did.




  Mum fixed me with an unhappy look. I’ve often thought back to that moment, the last time I saw her properly. In my memory I can still hear the drone of the Mayor of London’s voice

  behind us, but what I remember most is Mum’s expression: part disappointment, part hurt, part weariness.




  ‘I’m sorry, Charlie,’ she said, her voice low and even. ‘You can have a tattoo when you’re eighteen, when you’re free to make your own decisions. But as long

  as I’m responsible for you it’s not going to happen.’ She paused. We were still looking at each other. I remember the slant of her eyes, just like my own; the curve of her lips,

  pressed together. ‘Now, let’s go down to the free food stall. There’s already a queue and the meat always runs out fast. I was hoping they might have some lamb. We haven’t

  had that for ages.’




  ‘We haven’t had anything for ages.’




  Mum bit her lip. ‘I know, but—’




  ‘I’m not coming.’ I folded my arms. I knew I was being childish but I couldn’t stop myself. I was too hurt, too angry. ‘I’m going to look at the clothes

  stalls.’




  ‘Okay,’ Mum said. ‘I’ll come and find you when I’m done. Don’t go far. And don’t buy anything until I get back.’




  She walked away. Her coat – long and leaf green – swung around her as she headed to the Future Party’s stall where a large crowd of people was already queuing for the free food

  bags that were handed out every Saturday. A second later Mum disappeared into the crowd.




  I glanced over at the tattoo woman. She was still watching the TV. The Future Party’s leader, Roman Riley, was speaking now, his handsome face alive with conviction.




  ‘Youth unemployment is now running at sixty percent and the Government has the audacity to—’




  I moved away. I wasn’t interested in politicians and their talk, though at least Roman Riley’s party organised handouts. The Government only ever took things away.




  Still furious with Mum, I wandered to the far corner of the market, idly looking at a rack of cheap jumpers, then a big display of discounted jackets. They were all hideous. I sighed. Mum wanted

  me to wait nearby. Well, tough. I headed towards the exit, passing a stall selling African-print T-shirts, then another steaming with the scent of coconut curry. I stopped at a sign advertising

  free noodle soup – one person, one cup – hesitating as I wondered whether to get some.




  WHAM! The blast knocked me off my feet. I slammed down hard on my back, onto the floor. Winded, I lay there, stunned. What was happening?




  Voices rose up around me, shouts and screams. An alarm. Footsteps pounded past me as I struggled up onto my elbows. An elderly woman had been knocked over too. We stared at each other, then

  turned to look across the market. Smoke was pouring up above the stalls two or three aisles away.




  ‘What was that?’ I said.




  The elderly woman was struggling to her feet. I jumped up. Mum. I raced back through the market. People were staggering past, going in the opposite direction. Thick clouds of dust

  swirled around us. Jackets and jumpers from the stalls I’d passed before were scattered across the floor, blackened and ripped. I headed for the section of the market where the smoke was

  coming from. My head throbbed. Was the explosion gas? An accident? A bomb?




  ‘Did you see what happened?’




  ‘Call an ambulance!’




  ‘Help me!’




  People all around me were yelling. Screaming. I raced towards the smoke. I had to get back to the free food stall. Find Mum. Rubble was all around, counters from stalls splintered and on their

  sides, clothes and food strewn across the dirt-streaked floor. A man staggered out of the smoke, blood pouring from his face. Another man followed, holding a little boy in his arms, his jacket

  covered in dust, his eyes wide with shock. Two women held another up between them. More people, blocking my way. I pushed past them into the next aisle.




  Mum had been right there, exactly where the smoke was coming from. Terror tightened my throat. I had to find her. My eyes were watering from the thick air. It was hard to breathe. I pushed

  through the crowds. People were rushing past me, desperate to get out of the market. Injured people, terrified people.




  I forced my way past them. The smoke was even thicker as I passed the tattoo stall. The TV was smashed on the ground, the woman from the stall bent over, groaning. I held my hand over my mouth,

  choking on the dust. I stumbled, unable to see anything through the smoke. I stopped for a second, trying to make myself focus. The thin, piercing alarm stopped. An announcement sounded, telling

  everyone to leave the market.




  ‘Make your way to the nearest exit. Make your way to the nearest exit.’




  I headed left, towards the free food stall. A small fire was burning out of a pile of cables. Shards of plastic crunched under my feet. Everywhere was blood and dust and metal. Hell. A shoe on

  its side with a broken heel. A torn poster showing just one side of Roman Riley’s face above the words: Future Pa—




  The smoke cleared slightly. I saw the leaf green of Mum’s coat. Her arm flung out behind her head.




  And I knew.




  I knew but I couldn’t face it.




  ‘Mum!’ I yelled, and time slowed down as I moved towards her. ‘Mum!’




  





  Nat




  I felt the bomb as much as I heard it, the ground shaking under my feet as I ran. I was on the first floor, at the far end of the market. The explosion had come from below. Two

  women on the other side of a trestle table stacked with bottles of half-price toilet cleaner looked up as I passed, their faces echoing my own shock and fear.




  Was I too late?




  ‘Lucas.’ His name came out as a whisper as an alarm pierced the air. I raced to the stairs. A security guard – a different man from the one I spoke to before – was

  stopping people from going down. Everyone was shouting. It was pandemonium.




  ‘I think my brother’s down there,’ I yelled, trying to shove the security guard out of the way.




  ‘It’s too dangerous,’ he said, pushing me back.




  I swore, forcing my way past him and onto the stairs. I sped down the steps. Smoke rose up from the ground floor. Had Lucas been there when the bomb went off? Fear gripped me. It was impossible

  to think. All I knew was that I had to find him. I reached the ground floor. Smoke swirled everywhere. People staggered past, covered in dust. Screams echoed in the air, as the alarm

  switched to a tannoy announcement urging everyone to leave the market.




  I ran past the clothing stalls on the ground floor. The smoke was coming up from the middle aisle near the tattoo stall where I’d seen the girl arguing with her mother. People were

  shrieking and moaning, rising like ghosts through the smoke. I elbowed my way through the crowds, past the tattoo stall and around the corner, past splintered wood and twisted metal. A bag of

  potatoes lay on its side, the food spilling out. Two middle-aged women were on their knees, scrabbling around in the dirt, picking up potatoes. I reached the Future Party’s food stall and

  stopped. A ripped poster of Roman Riley had fallen to the ground. Just beyond it the security guard I’d spoken to earlier lay spreadeagled, face up. The man was motionless, his eyes open but

  unseeing. I shuddered.




  Please let Lucas not be here.




  And then I saw him, just a few metres away. He was lying on his back, his legs twisted awkwardly under him. A woman was bent over his body. I ran over, choking on the acrid smoke that rose up

  around me, filling my lungs. The woman pressed her fingers against Lucas’s neck. She was feeling for a pulse.




  I dropped to my knees. Around me the alarm, the shouts, the screams, the smoke all faded away.




  ‘Lucas?’ I leaned closer. There were no marks on Lucas’s face, but his eyes were shut. ‘Lucas?’ I turned to the woman. ‘He’s my

  brother.’




  ‘He’s alive. Unconscious, but alive.’ The woman looked at me. ‘I’m a nurse. He’s alive.’




  I nodded, trying to take it all in. It was like a scene from a film. Terror and noise everywhere. But Lucas was alive.




  A man in a suit was trying to usher people away through the smoke and the dust and the rubble. The nurse shook my arm. ‘I’m going to check on the others,’ she said. ‘Stay

  with your brother.’ She hurried away.




  An empty plastic bag lay on the ground beside Lucas. I stared down at its ripped handles. I hadn’t found Lucas in time. His eyes were still closed. Around us the dust swirled through the

  air. The noise was indescribable: the screams, the screeching alarm. Across the market the girl with the wild, honey-coloured hair was crouched over the woman she’d been arguing with just

  moments before. Her mouth was open in an agonising scream.




  ‘Mum!’ she was crying. ‘Mum!’




  I couldn’t bear to see her face.




  The nurse was with the girl’s mother now. She was shaking her head. I glanced at the girl again. Her hands were over her mouth.




  Firemen appeared. Paramedics. I had no idea how much time had passed since the bomb. My brain seemed to have stopped working.




  The shock settled with the dust. A paramedic knelt down beside Lucas and I leaned back to give him room.




  I looked around.




  Blood in the dust. The air full of death.




  And Lucas there, in the middle of it.




  Lucas. My brother. The terrorist.




  





  Six months later . . .




  





  Part One


  Investigation




  (n. a searching inquiry for ascertaining facts)




  





  Charlie




  I slammed the door and stomped away, into my bedroom. Outside, I could hear Aunt Karen sobbing. I felt like crying myself. Just for a moment. Then I forced the impulse away. I

  never cried. Not anymore. After months when I did nothing but shed whole rivers of tears I had finally realised that it made no difference.




  Mum was dead. She was never coming back.




  And no-one was going to face justice for murdering her. A little known far-right group – the League of Iron – had claimed responsibility but no-one had been arrested for the crime.

  The police insisted that they were still investigating but Aunt Karen was certain the officers in charge had turned a blind eye because so many of them actually supported the League of Iron’s

  nasty, racist views. I thought it was more likely the police were just very busy. There were riots in the cities every few weeks and, since the latest round of cuts, fewer officers to deal with

  them. The bomb that killed Mum wasn’t even the only explosion in recent months – though it had been the worst, leaving four dead and seventeen seriously injured.




  Afterwards, Aunt Karen had brought me to live with her despite the fact that she was even worse off than Mum had been. We survived on a series of tiny benefits and the kindness of our

  landlord.




  A timid tap on the door. I turned to face Karen as she peered into my bedroom. I hated that room. It was basically a storage area which I had to share with the landlord’s spare china and

  lots of Karen’s clothes. Racks of these filled the long wardrobe – ancient dresses and tops that she never wore but couldn’t bear to throw away.




  ‘What?’ I said.




  Karen wiped her tear-stained face. ‘I can’t cope with you anymore, Charlie,’ she said. ‘I’m at the end of my tether.’




  ‘What, because I junked you and your stupid friends earlier?’ I could hear how harsh my voice sounded and, inside, I felt bad for being mean. But I couldn’t seem to stop

  myself.




  Karen’s lip trembled. ‘Please don’t talk about my friends like that,’ she said. ‘And I had them round for you. Because it was Friday and the weekend and

  last weekend you didn’t leave your room.’




  ‘So what?’




  She was right, of course. I hardly ever went out. Losing Mum hadn’t just meant moving to Karen’s tiny flat in Leeds but also leaving my old school and friends behind. Not that I

  missed anyone. My friends all treated me differently after Mum died, like they were scared to come near me. The girls at my new school in Leeds, on the other hand, delighted in taunting me.




  I’d never been to a single sex school before and I hated how bitchy it was. The girls here teased me constantly about my London accent, the way I’d use a long ‘a’ when

  they said it short and flat. They didn’t even know I was called Charlie instead of Charlotte. Not that I cared. I didn’t care about anything.




  ‘I cut back on cigs this week to make sure I could afford that pudding.’ Karen’s mouth trembled again. ‘I think the least you could do is say sorry.’




  I peered past her, out to the tiny kitchen, where the remnants of the chocolate trifle Karen had bought lay where I’d thrown it onto the grubby floor. Mum would have made a

  trifle. Mum would have kept her kitchen floor clean.




  It suddenly struck me that of all the many reasons I felt angry with Karen, by far the biggest was that she simply wasn’t Mum. It was ironic, really. Karen and I had got on well once, when

  Mum and I used to visit her. Karen was Mum’s younger sister, with no kids of her own. She had been fun back then, at least I’d always thought so. But Karen was also kind of scatty

  – forgetful. Not about big emotional stuff, but about the small things that make life easy, like paying bills on time and not losing mobile phones and remembering when someone’s told

  you ten times already they need new shoes for school.




  Mum had been great at all that stuff.




  Not that I’d ever appreciated it.




  An image of her unhappy face, just before she’d turned away from me in the market, flashed into my head. I hadn’t even really wanted that stupid tattoo we’d been arguing

  over.




  A miserable fury filled me again.




  ‘Charlie?’




  ‘I just didn’t want to join in earlier,’ I said, struggling to keep my temper. I knew that the rage I felt was out of all proportion. Karen had only been trying to be nice.

  But, again, I couldn’t stop myself. ‘They’re your friends, not mine.’




  Karen gazed at me and, though she doesn’t look anything like Mum, for a moment I saw Mum’s sorrowful expression in her eyes.




  It hurt too much to look at her.




  ‘Go away,’ I said. And I slammed the door in her face.




  The next day was Saturday. I spent the whole morning asleep then the whole afternoon reading in my room, only coming out for some toast and a cup of tea. The kitchen was a mess

  as usual: a huge splodge of trifle still lay on the floor, dirty plates from last night were stacked in the sink and an ashtray overflowing with cigarette stubs sat on the table. It was funny, I

  thought as I wiped up the trifle, how Karen was always complaining about being poor, yet spent masses of money every week on her ‘cigs’, as she called them. I expected her to come in

  and talk to me again at some point during the afternoon but she didn’t appear until the evening. I was truly bored by then, with another whole day stretching ahead of me before school on

  Monday morning – and nothing to do.




  I was just poring over my bookshelves, trying to pick another book to reread. I used to have an e-reader with loads of more grown-up novels on it but Mum had pawned it just before she died

  – so I was left with just the childhood books I’d loved from years ago. Right now I was rereading The Suitcase Kid by Jacqueline Wilson.




  I heard the doorbell, then voices. A minute later Karen knocked on my bedroom door. She didn’t smile as she asked me to come with her into the living room.




  ‘There are some people here to see you,’ she said.




  ‘What?’ Who on earth could be here to see me? I felt like refusing, but Karen was already heading for the living room. Anyway, I was curious.




  A man and a woman were sitting on the sofa. They stood up as I walked in. The man looked vaguely familiar, the woman less so, but I couldn’t place either of them. They smiled at me. I

  glared back and the woman looked down at the threadbare carpet. Karen cleared her throat.




  ‘This is Brian and Gail,’ she said. ‘Your uncle and his wife.’




  My mouth fell open. Dad was a soldier who died in action when I was a baby and I’d only met his brother, my uncle, once or twice when I was younger. Brian looked different from how I

  remembered him, more fleshy in the face with a definite paunch under his smart suit. I glanced at Gail. She was thin with a timid smile. I couldn’t remember her at all. Brian had gone to work

  abroad when I was still very little. Mum had told me that he and my dad disliked each other and had hardly seen each other in years.




  ‘Hello, Charlotte.’ Brian strode towards me and gripped my hand. He pumped it up and down. ‘It’s a pleasure to see you again.’




  ‘Is it?’ I withdrew my hand. ‘If it’s such a pleasure, how come I haven’t seen you for, like, a million years?’




  Beside me, Karen gasped. Across the room Gail’s eyes widened. She looked horrified. I folded my arms, filling up with anger. How dare she act so shocked? She and Brian hadn’t even

  come to Mum’s funeral.




  And then Brian laughed. A big, belly laugh. It transformed his face, softening all his features. I’d heard that laugh before. It sounded just like my dad’s in the films Mum used to

  play of him. Of them together. When they always seemed to be laughing. I’d grown up watching those films, hearing the sound of Dad’s guffaws, seeing his eyes shining with love for

  Mum.




  I hated Brian for reminding me. Tears filled my eyes and I turned my face away, not wanting him to see how much losing Mum hurt.




  Brian stopped laughing. There was a pause then he spoke in a low, gruff voice, quite different to the formal tone he’d used before.




  ‘I deserve that, Charlotte,’ he said. ‘I’m truly sorry for all that you’ve been through. My mother died when I was younger. I know how hard it is and I can’t

  imagine how impossible it must be for you losing your mum at such a young age.’




  I looked back at him. ‘I’m doing fine,’ I said, ‘and it’s Charlie, not Charlotte.’




  ‘Okay.’ Brian nodded. He beckoned his wife, who drifted nervously to his side, eyeing me as if I were a wild dog that might bite her if she wasn’t careful. ‘Gail and I

  would like to help.’




  I stared at them. ‘Help?’




  ‘Why don’t we all sit down?’ Karen tugged me onto the chair next to her. Brian and Gail sat opposite.




  ‘It’s been difficult, as you know, Charlie,’ Karen said. She laid her hand over mine. ‘I love you very much but I don’t think it’s really working

  out. We’ve both said as much, so . . .’ She tailed off, not meeting my eyes.




  ‘You’re kicking me out?’ I said.




  ‘No.’ That was Brian. He leaned forward. ‘I’m back in London for work and living with the family full time instead of only at weekends. Gail and I want to have

  you. We have a super house and I’ve got a great job at ViaTech – and a good job is a big deal these days, as you’ll know. Rosa’s your age. Well, she’s nearly ten

  months younger, but you’re the same year at school. We’re your family. And I think it’s time we stepped in.’




  ‘We just want to help, Charlie,’ Gail said. Her eyes were round and soft. ‘I only met your mother a few times but I liked her. It’s a shame we lost touch. And I know we

  should have done more over the past few months but with Brian spending so much time out of the country it’s been hard.’




  I looked from her to Brian. ‘You want me to come and live with you?’ I turned to Karen. ‘You want me to go?’




  Karen looked down. ‘It’s not that, exactly.’




  Something twisted in my guts. It was that. Exactly.




  ‘We’d treat it as a trial,’ Brian said. ‘Like a holiday, trying it out for a couple of weeks. There’s no need to involve social services or do anything formal at

  this stage.’




  ‘Does that mean I won’t have to go to school?’ I looked up.




  Brian chuckled. ‘I’m afraid school is non-negotiable. This is an important year for you, with your GCSEs coming up. Anyway, trying out Rosa’s school is part of the reason for

  coming to stay for a couple of weeks.’




  ‘It’s a great place, Charlie,’ Gail said. ‘Newbury Park. Rosa loves it. It’s private, with lots of super facilities.’




  ‘A private school?’ I sat back. Since the economy had got worse last year, lots of private schools had shut because parents couldn’t afford the fees. You had to be

  really rich to go to one.




  ‘We’d be happy to pay for your place there if you decide to stay. It’s not a problem,’ Brian said.




  I sat back, my head spinning. I’d never been to a private school before or mixed with private school kids. And I had no idea what Rosa would be like. On the other hand, the prospect of

  getting away from here was tempting.




  ‘Where do you live?’ I asked.




  ‘North London,’ Gail said. ‘Near Hendon.’




  I nodded. Back to London then . . . not far from where Mum and I had lived and even closer to where my dad had grown up. Near, in fact, to the market where Mum had been killed. Still, I could

  avoid ever going there again. And no-one would tease me about my accent in London, either.




  Brian stood up. ‘Take some time to think about it. I know things haven’t been easy for you this year. But Gail and I want to help, like we said.’ He sighed. ‘It’s

  no secret that your dad and I didn’t get on, but that’s no reason you should suffer now. We’re staying overnight in a hotel nearby. Call if you’ve got any questions. Karen

  has the number. We’ll come back in the morning, you can tell us what you’ve decided then. If you need more time, that’s fine.’




  ‘Right,’ I said. I looked at Karen. She was watching me carefully. I knew that if I refused to go she would let me stay with her. But was that what I really wanted?




  ‘So . . . the school, me going there for a trial period, that’s really okay too?’




  ‘Absolutely. You can even join Rosa’s house temporarily,’ Gail said.




  I stared at her blankly.




  ‘They divide the kids into houses, so they can have mentors and a proper sense of identity. It’s a great system.’




  ‘Will you think about it?’ Brian asked.




  I looked into his eyes. They were warm, strong, serious. Like my dad’s had been. A sob welled up inside me. I swallowed it down. Karen didn’t really want me. There was nothing to

  keep me here.




  ‘I guess I could think about it,’ I said with a shrug. But inside I already knew I was going to say yes. After all, London was more my home than Leeds. And, in the end, it

  didn’t matter where I was. Mum would never be there.




  Wherever I went, I would always be alone.




  





  Nat




  I put my hand on Mum’s shoulder. She leaned towards me for a moment, then shifted forward in her chair, her eyes fixed once again on Lucas. I let my hand drop.




  There had been a time, before the bomb, when we were still a family: all five of us watching TV together or Mum insisting we sat down for meals or that last holiday in Spain when Jas got

  sunburn. But those memories belonged to another life. For the past six months Mum had spent most of her time in the hospital, as if somehow she could will Lucas back to consciousness simply by

  watching him. The doctors held out only the faintest hope that he would ever wake up. He had been in a coma since the bomb went off.




  And I had kept his secret.




  ‘Lucas looks better today, Nat, don’t you think?’ Mum glanced over her shoulder at me. ‘A bit more colour in his cheeks.’




  ‘Mmm.’ I shrugged, feeling awkward. As far as I could see Lucas looked the same as he always did: pale and still and kept alive only by the wires and tubes that ran in and out of his

  body.




  I walked to the door. Mum didn’t seem to notice. Lucas had always been her favourite, her ‘golden boy’, tragically left in a coma because he happened to be in the wrong place

  at the wrong time. But I knew the truth. I knew that Lucas had been part of the terrorist team who set off the bomb in the market.




  I still didn’t understand it. Lucas hadn’t been a violent person with extreme views. He hadn’t really been interested in politics at all. He’d admired the peaceful and

  democratic new Future Party – and its leader, Roman Riley – but then so did virtually everyone. It just didn’t make sense that Lucas could have set off a bomb for the League of

  Iron, a nasty, far-right group that spouted vicious and racist propaganda.




  Having said that, Lucas had changed a month or two before the bomb. Previously happy-go-lucky and disorganised, he had acquired a new sense of purpose. His sixth form grades improved.

  He made more effort around the house. He carried himself more proudly. And then, on the very day of the bomb, I’d overheard him on the phone, his voice tense and excited. I hadn’t

  picked up much, but Lucas had definitely referred to an explosion which would happen ‘later today’ and the resulting ‘blast radius’. A few hours after the call I’d

  screwed up enough courage to sneak a look in the pockets of his jacket and found the mobile phone he’d used . . . a second mobile that I hadn’t even known he had. And I’d

  seen the text:




  Take package – Canal St market, 3pm




  I’d put the phone back in his jacket and psyched myself up to ask Lucas what was going on. But before I could say anything Lucas had grabbed his jacket and left the house. I followed him

  to the market, but I was too late.




  It ate away at me, not being able to tell anyone, but things at home were bad enough without me making them worse. The truth would destroy Mum and Dad – who would never understand how

  Lucas had got mixed up with a Nazi outfit like the League of Iron – and it would devastate my twin sister, Jas. She had idolised Lucas as much as I had.




  After the blast, I found Lucas’s phone with the incriminating text in his pocket. In a panic I’d thrown it away. For weeks I expected the police to come knocking at the door, but

  Lucas wasn’t a suspect. He hadn’t been right next to the bomb when it went off and there was no trace of explosives on his clothes, so no-one connected him with the bombers. Perhaps the

  device had detonated sooner than it was meant to, before Lucas had time to get away. I had no idea. All I knew was that Lucas, with his easy manner and crooked smile, was the opposite of

  anyone’s idea of a terrorist.




  I stood at the door of the hospital room. ‘I’m going to school now, Mum,’ I said.




  Mum didn’t hear me. She was busy tucking Lucas’s arm under the cover, her anxious fingers stroking the underside of his wrist with its tiny, strange tattoo in the shape of an open

  hand. None of us had even known it was there until after the bomb.




  I dug my fists deep into my pockets as I walked away. I wanted to shout at Mum that there was no point fussing over Lucas, that he wasn’t coming back. But of course I couldn’t. There

  were no raised voices in my family anymore. Our house didn’t even really feel like a home, it was just somewhere we all slept.




  I dawdled along to school, seriously considering bunking off for the rest of the day. A couple of tramps shuffled past me. There were homeless people on practically every street now. I kicked an

  empty can of beer across the pavement. I couldn’t bunk off again. It would just mean more stress for Mum and Dad.




  It started to rain and I sped up, pulling my school blazer over my head. It was Lucas’s old blazer – and slightly too big for me. Most of my school uniform was Lucas’s now. It

  had felt weird at first putting on his clothes, but I had grown almost two inches in the past six months and my own stuff didn’t fit anymore. It was obvious Mum wasn’t up to replacing

  my uniform, even if we could have afforded new clothes, so I took Lucas’s.




  Out of habit, I checked the League of Iron forum as I hurried along the street. I had spent a long time trying to find out who Lucas had known in the League, hoping it would lead me to someone

  who could explain why my older brother had wanted to bomb the Canal Street market. But, so far, I’d discovered nothing. I checked a few threads. As usual there was plenty of anger against the

  Government and support for the League, now proposing that all black people should have their benefits stopped or their jobs taken away. Some forum users even wanted all non-whites and new

  immigrants rounded up into camps and killed.




  I sighed. I understood how frustrating it was to see people on benefits when others, like Dad, worked sixteen-hour days. Still, a lot of people couldn’t work through no fault of their own.

  And why did the League of Iron have to take their anger out on black people? It didn’t make sense. Still, maybe I needed to get more involved, pretend to share the League’s disgusting

  views. My tentative efforts to find out if anyone on the forum knew Lucas certainly hadn’t worked so far. I logged in with my user name: AngelOfFire, then bent over my phone, writing

  in the ‘add your comment’ box:




  Killing people should be TARGETED. We need to destroy EVERYONE standing in our way: blacks, Muslims, corrupt politicians, bankers, scroungers. It means BOMBS, not talk. Not stupid

  politicians who wimp out from DOING anything.




  I pressed the ‘post’ button and my comment appeared live on the forum. I checked the time. I had already missed registration which probably meant another detention. I trudged along

  as the rain poured down, matching my mood. Sometimes it felt that nothing had changed and that nothing was ever going to change.




  





  Charlie




  ‘We’re here.’ Uncle Brian pointed out of the car window.




  We had parked outside an enormous house. Wow, Brian and Gail must be really rich. Gail turned from the passenger seat and smiled at me.




  ‘Rosa can’t wait to see you,’ she said. ‘She’s so excited.’




  ‘Don’t worry, Charlie,’ Brian said softly. ‘This is just a trial period, remember? No pressure.’




  I nodded but inside I felt all churned up. Getting away at such short notice from a school I hated and leaving behind the constant rows with Aunt Karen was one thing, but now I was actually on

  the verge of a new life the reality seemed overwhelming. For a moment I missed Mum so badly my stomach hurt. I gritted my teeth, refusing to give in to the pain. This was a fresh beginning, a

  chance to start over. That’s what I had to focus on.




  We got out of the car and walked up the path. The light was fading from a rather dreary Monday afternoon. Rose bushes – not in bloom of course – lined the edges of a crisply

  manicured lawn. I could hardly believe a lone family lived here – you could have fitted ten of my old flats into the place. I thought of Mum scrimping and saving to buy food all last year. It

  didn’t seem fair that some people had so little while others had so much.




  I caught a glimpse of a round, eager face at one of the ground-floor windows. That must be Rosa. If only I could have a few more days just with Brian and Gail to get used to the house before I

  met my cousin.




  My whole body tensed as we reached the front door. Gail was fishing in her bag, reaching for a key, but, before she could find it, the door opened. A girl stood there: shorter and plumper than

  me, with straight hair cut into a thick fringe. She was wearing a lot of make-up, with glitter around her eyes and long blue earrings that matched her jumper.




  ‘Hi, Charlie,’ she beamed. ‘I’m Rosa.’




  ‘No kidding.’ The words came out all harsh and disdainful. Inside, I winced. I hadn’t meant to sound like that. Rosa blinked, her expression hurt and shocked. I wanted to say

  something nice, maybe ask how she was or whatever, but I couldn’t figure out the right words to use. ‘Sorry,’ I mumbled.




  There was an awkward pause then Gail bustled forward.




  ‘Hiya, sweetie.’ She gave Rosa a kiss on the cheek. ‘How was your day at school?’




  ‘Fine, thanks.’ Rosa stared at me.




  Brian kissed Rosa too. ‘Come in, Charlie,’ he said. ‘Sorry, but I just need to do a bit of work before dinner. Still, it’ll give you a chance to settle in, get to know

  Rosa, eh?’




  ‘Charlie doesn’t mind, do you?’ Gail said, smiling anxiously at me.




  I shook my head. ‘Course not,’ I said, feeling awkward. Brian had taken the whole day off to collect me from Aunt Karen’s and had spent most of our journey here from Leeds

  taking business calls on his mobile. I watched him head across the hall, laptop in hand.




  Gail cleared her throat. ‘Why don’t you pop the kettle on, Rosa, make us a cup of tea? Charlie, would you like one?’




  I shook my head, feeling more uncomfortable than ever. I followed Gail inside. The hall was large and square, with mosaic tiles on the floor and French windows opposite. Gail led me into the

  room on the right: a big, airy kitchen with shiny scarlet cupboard doors. A table stood at the far end. More French doors led onto what looked like a huge garden. For a second I felt disoriented; I

  hadn’t anticipated a house so massive it would take me a while to find my way around. Then I realised Rosa was hovering beside me. I turned to face her, willing myself to say the right thing,

  though unsure what that was.




  ‘Would you like me to show you around?’ Rosa asked. She still had a smile on her face, but it was a little fixed now and there was a wary look in her eyes.




  ‘Sure.’




  Rosa glanced at her mum. Gail nodded. ‘Go on then, I’ll make the tea.’




  Rosa led me through the hall. Both the doors beyond the stairs were open. She stood back to let me peer into each room in turn. A gigantic living room, then a dining room with a polished wooden

  table and elegant, glass-fronted cupboards. I could feel Rosa watching me as I took in both rooms. I felt hot and uncomfortable. I would so much rather have been left to wander around by myself.

  Rosa kept looking at me expectantly, but I had no idea what I was supposed to say. Everything seemed very grand and formal, the total opposite of Aunt Karen’s mess and nothing like the cosy,

  comfortable home I’d shared with Mum. A sob twisted in my guts as I thought of her. I swallowed it down.




  ‘Mum got our cleaner to come in today so it would be nice for you.’ There was a slightly reproachful edge to Rosa’s voice. I looked at her.




  ‘She didn’t need to do that,’ I said.




  Rosa smiled her bright, fixed smile again. ‘We wanted everything to be just right. I helped with your room. Do you want to see?’




  I nodded, wondering what Rosa meant by ‘helped’. Privately I hoped that the glittery eyeshadow and harsh, bright blue of her jumper and earrings weren’t an indication of the

  décor she’d chosen.

OEBPS/html/docimages/image4.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
ssssssssssssssss





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





