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1 JACKSON



I lean back against the metal railing and look around the Arndale Centre. It’s packed. It always is on a Sunday. I’m on the first floor, near this walkway that runs between Victoria’s Secret and the Apple store. I’d been waiting outside Victoria’s Secret at first, but I didn’t want Aimee to think that I was some sort of perv. Just hanging around watching girls buying underwear. So I decided to move further along. I take a deep breath and pull my phone out my pocket – 15.40.


She’s already ten minutes late.


I try not to overthink it. Maybe her bus got held up coming into town. Or maybe she’s just pushing her way through all the crowds outside. Or maybe, when she messaged me to tell me that she was leaving, she hadn’t even left the house. I click on WhatsApp, but she hasn’t sent me anything since:




Leaving now. Meet u in the arndale xxx





I think about messaging my mate, Harrison, but I know that he’ll only take the piss. Especially if he thinks Aimee’s stood me up. I shove my phone back in my pocket and try to look as cool as I can. Casual. But my palms are starting to sweat and my heart is going a million times a minute. If I’m honest, I’m bricking it. What if she doesn’t show up? What if she’s decided that she ain’t feeling it after all… that she ain’t feeling me? Not that I could blame her. I still can’t believe that Aimee Portas, the hottest girl in school, who could have her pick of any guy she wants, decided to go on a date with me. I pull at the sleeve of my jacket and I’m hit with this strong smell of aftershave. It almost knocks me out. I mean, maybe I overdid it a bit, but I read somewhere how girls like it when a guy smells nice, so I pretty much emptied the whole bottle over myself. It was probably a stupid thing to do, but I want to impress her. Never in my life did I think that Aimee would say ‘yes’ to me, so I can’t screw this up. There’s no way I’m going down in history as that guy. That guy who had a chance with Aimee, then blew it.


I look around, to try and calm myself down. I turn and lean forward on the railing. I can see all the people below me. Just going about their normal lives.


There’s groups of girls spilling out of River Island, teenagers hanging outside JD Sports. People hunched over small tables in Starbucks, kids crying, mums shouting at toddlers. I see a few security guards moving on a couple of boys who are standing beside the cash machine, then I feel my phone vibrate in my jeans pocket.


I pull it out quickly, praying it ain’t Aimee telling me she can’t make it. My heart quickens as I open WhatsApp, and a small part of me doesn’t even wanna look. Then I see the words:




Soz, bus was longgggg. In town now, where r u? Xx





I breathe out, and I feel this grin spread across my face. I don’t care if I look like some sort of goofy idiot either, because Aimee’s coming. She’s here, in town, on her way to meet me. I type a reply, then shove my phone in my pocket again. The nerves are back. What if I don’t know what to say to her? Or it just feels proper weird between us? Then there’s the end bit – she might want me to kiss her. Not right away or nothing, but if it goes well… I think about what it would be like to kiss Aimee. How her lips would feel… I’ve thought about kissing her for time. For three years. Ever since she first sat next to me in R.E.


I pat down the sides of my hair, and I’m about to turn back around, so that I’m facing in the direction that she’ll probably be walking in, when something catches my eye. At first I think it’s just some kids messing about. I hear shouting, and then I hear someone scream. And I don’t know why but it goes right through me and I can tell that it’s more than people mucking around.


There’s a spiral staircase blocking most of my view, but I see this boy in a bright red puffa jacket, running. I can’t see his face or nothing, only the top of his head. But I watch as he frantically pushes his way through the crowds, barging people out of the way, and knocking this woman over. He doesn’t even seem to notice that people are pissed at him for pushing past them, he just carries on running. Looking behind him, like he’s trying to put some distance between him and something else. And then I realize: he’s being chased. A group of boys run after him. One of them shouts something, but it’s so loud inside the shopping centre that I can’t make out what they’re saying. The boy in the puffa jacket jumps over this metal partition thing and runs down a ramp that leads to one of the exits. The other boys run after him and disappear down the ramp as well. Then, it’s almost like it never happened. Like I’d just imagined it… and everything seems to go back to normal.


I feel two warm hands cover my eyes and I jump. Almost stumbling backwards.


‘Guess who?’ a voice says.


I try not to smile too widely, as I move her hands away and turn to face her.


‘You took your time,’ I say, and I can’t stop staring at her. I’m proper nervous now. More nervous than I’ve ever been in my whole life. I’ve only ever seen Aimee around school or when we have classes together, and if I thought she was outta my league then, well, this is a whole other level. This is God-would-have-to-be-on-my-side-for-her-to-even-fancy-me-back type of level. Aimee moves her hair away from her face and I have to look away, because I don’t want her to see how much I’m checking her out.


She leans down over the balcony bit, and I think, Jackson, man. Just tell her how nice she looks. Nah, more than nice, you idiot. Tell her she looks gorgeous, or something… just open your mouth.


‘You got another girlfriend down there or something?’ Aimee asks.


‘Nah,’ I say quickly, and I feel myself getting warm. ‘I ain’t got a girlfriend. Why would I have a girlfriend? I mean, I ain’t saying that I don’t want one or anything like that. ’Course I want a girlfriend… not that I’m tryna ask you or nothing. I mean, that would be a bit much on a first date… what I’m saying is—’


Aimee shakes her head and even though she’s looking at me like I’m from a completely different planet, she’s laughing. That’s gotta be a good sign, right?


‘Jackson,’ she says. ‘Shut up!’ I do as I’m told, because I’ve already made myself look like a right idiot and I should probably quit while I’m ahead. ‘You’re pretty weird, you know that?’ she continues. ‘But in the best way… it’s kinda cute.’


I feel myself go all hot. ‘Erm, was that supposed to be a compliment?’ I ask. Aimee moves closer and I clear my throat. ‘You look…’ I say, and I try to find the right words, but she shakes her head.


‘Yeah, I know!’ she interrupts. ‘Now are we just gonna stand here staring at River Island all day, or are you actually taking me out?’


I laugh. ‘I’m taking you out,’ I say, and I gesture towards the spiral staircase at the other end of the walkway and I start to relax a bit as we make our way towards it.


‘Good,’ she says. ‘Cos it took you long enough. I was beginning to think I’d have to ask you out myself.’


I pause. ‘You mad?’ I say. ‘Been wanting to ask you out for ages, I thought you’d shoot me down… and y’know I’d never hear the end of it if that happened…’ I smile. ‘I don’t think my heart could take it either,’ I say, moving my hands to my chest.


Aimee shakes her head. ‘You’re full of shit and you know it,’ she says. But as we reach the bottom of the stairs, she glances at me. ‘You really don’t have a clue, do you?’ she says. ‘I like you, Jackson. Why else d’you think I’m here?’


I swear, I almost go into cardiac arrest. And for a minute, I wonder if I’ve heard her right. Did Aimee just say that she liked me? Not only that, but she’d been waiting for me to ask her out? Harrison, Sam and Elliot are actually gonna lose their shit when they find out. And now I really can’t stop smiling. I try to think of something else to say, but my throat feels proper dry. We reach the set of double doors that lead out of the Arndale, the same ones that boy in the red puffa jacket ran through and I pull on the handle, holding the door open for Aimee.


She raises her eyebrows. ‘Awww,’ she says. ‘You don’t do this in school – you really trying to impress me, or what?’


I smile as we head outside, but I still can’t look at her properly; I can’t keep eye contact for too long, because of how much I like her. I shrug and I hope she can’t see how awkward I am just being around her.


‘Well, I’ll make sure I do from now on,’ I say.


It’s cold outside and a sharp gust of wind hits me in my face. Aimee links her arm through mine and I swear I almost pass out. I must be looking at her funny, because she says: ‘You don’t mind, do you? It’s freezing.’


‘Nah! No!’ I say, a bit too quickly, and she laughs. So much for trying to play it cool. There’s some large stone steps that lead away from the Arndale and towards the other side of town, and we head down them. A tram makes its way noisily past us and Aimee turns to face me.


‘Where is it we’re actually going?’ she asks.


Up close, I still can’t get over how pretty she is. It’s mad. She’s got these grey flecks in her eyes that I’ve never noticed before and I feel myself looking down, towards her mouth. Her lips are sticky and shiny with gloss and I catch myself thinking about kissing her again—


‘Jackson?’ she says. ‘Hello??!’


‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘Printworks. I thought we’d go there – there’s like Nando’s and the cinema and—’


Aimee smiles again. ‘I know what’s inside the Printworks, Jackson,’ she says.


I clear my throat and I feel myself getting hot, again. ‘Oh, right, yeah. Soz,’ I say. I suck in a sharp breath and I wish we could rewind and start again. All I’ve done since Aimee got here is make a complete fool of myself. I can just imagine Harrison and the others pissing themselves when I tell them later. Aimee nods but neither of us moves. I see her glance towards my mouth and wonder if she’s thinking about kissing me too. But surely she wouldn’t want me to do it in the middle of town? In front of all these people. She lingers for another moment, and if that was my chance to make a move, it’s gone, because she tugs at my arm.


‘Come on, then,’ she says, as we start walking again.


‘All right,’ I say. ‘Keep your hair on.’


‘Wow!’ Aimee says and she bursts out laughing. ‘You actually talk like someone’s ninety-year-old grandma sometimes, y’know that.’


I bring my free hand to my chest and I pretend that I’ve been shot there. I even stagger about a bit. ‘Ouch!’ I say. ‘You ain’t playing today, are you? I mean, are you actually on this date cause you like me, or have you just come to take the piss? So far, I’m weird and I talk like someone’s granny. Any more insults you wanna throw my way? You might as well get ’em out your system…’


Aimee laughs. ‘Oh, stop fishing!’ she says. ‘I already told you I like you, I’m not saying it again.’ She moves her hand along my arm, then links her fingers through mine. ‘There’s still time, though,’ she adds, and she gives me that look again. Like she’s thinking about kissing me too. I try not to make a big deal outta the fact that Aimee’s holding my hand. Or that she’s flirting with me. Is she flirting with me? There are a few shops and cafes dotted about outside, opposite a large, concrete square. A Caffè Nero, Foot Asylum, Selfridges. We take a left, beside this massive Next on the corner and I nudge Aimee playfully.


‘Can’t wait,’ I say. ‘Y’know there’s nothing I want more in life than to be ripped to shreds by you!’


Aimee smiles. ‘I knew it!’ she says.


We make our way along the pavement, and at first I don’t get what’s going on. Maybe it’s because I’m too distracted by Aimee and the fact she’s holding my hand. And I’m concentrating far too much on making sure that I ain’t holding it too tight, or that my hand ain’t too limp or clammy or anything like that. I see a woman a little bit in front of us, dragging her small kid away from something by the hood of his coat. I hear her say: ‘Sweetheart, come over here. Don’t look! Come with Mummy… don’t look!’ The kid starts to cry and she picks him up and covers his eyes, walking away from the pavement, in the middle of the road that the tram runs down. There’s something about the way she says it, something in her tone…


And then it’s like everything else shifts into focus. I see all these people moving away from the side of the shop, or walking into the road like that woman did, and it’s like I can feel it then. The fear and panic bubbling up all around us. I don’t even know how to explain it, but you just know, don’t you? You can tell. When something awful’s about to happen. People are staring or turning their heads, another kid is crying. I see someone gasp, and a few people with their phones out, taking pictures… no, filming. But everyone’s moving away from something on the floor. A knot tightens in my stomach and I feel Aimee freeze next to me.


‘Oh my god,’ she says. ‘Oh my god, oh my god.’ Aimee lets go of my hand and I see how much she’s shaking as she moves her fingers to cover her mouth. She makes this weird sound, halfway between a scream and a sob, then she turns to bury her face in my neck. My eyes go to the spot that everyone seems to be walking past. The faded concrete squares to the side of Next. And that’s when I see it.


The red puffa jacket, in a heap on the floor.


The same one that was weaving its way through the shopping centre while I’d been waiting for Aimee. I stare at the boy. At his brown skin and fade. At the massive tear down the side of his jacket, and the way his body’s sprawled on the pavement. He looks proper young, he can’t be more than fourteen. If that. There’s a girl kneeling beside him, pressing something onto his stomach. An old cloth or something, like she’s trying to stop the bleeding. But there’s so much of it. So much blood – everywhere. I move my hands to my head and I step away from Aimee and I don’t know if I want to cry, or scream, or run, or throw up.


My whole body feels weak, and even though I know that there’s people around me, it all seems to wash over me. All I can hear is my quick breath and the loud thumping of my heart in my ears. There’s a sharp, twisting pain deep inside my chest. I see Aimee leaning over me and I hear her say: ‘Jackson, are you okay? Jackson?’ But I can’t speak. I can’t stop shaking, or feeling like I can’t breathe. I don’t want Aimee to see me like this. I put my hands to my chest to try and stop the pain and I feel Aimee’s hand on my back.


‘Hey,’ she says, but all I can do is stare at the ground. ‘Just breathe,’ she says. ‘I’ll do it with you, come on…’


Aimee breathes in and then out slowly, and I copy her, as she nods and keeps her hand on my back. The pain starts to ease and I feel the thumping in my chest slow down. The sound around me goes back to normal and I straighten myself up and suck in another deep breath. I half-expect Aimee to look at me like I’m the most pathetic boy in the whole of Manchester when I straighten myself up, but she doesn’t.


‘My sister has panic attacks,’ she says, and she tugs at my arm. ‘Come on,’ she continues. ‘Let’s go the other way around, I’m sure someone’s already called an ambulance…’


I don’t move. I can’t stop staring at the boy in the red puffa jacket. There’s tears and snot running down his face and I can see how frightened he is. Everyone else, apart from this one girl, just walks past him. People are crossing over to avoid that bit of the pavement or staring from a distance, and I’m suddenly angry. Why is no one helping him? Is it because they’re scared? Or they don’t care? Or do they just see this young Black boy and think the worst? That he somehow brought it on himself?


‘Jackson!’ Aimee says. ‘Come on! It’s like awful, it really is… but we don’t know what happened… it could be gang-related, or anything.’


I look at Aimee, but I can’t even deal with what she just said right now. Gang-related. If it was a white kid who had been stabbed, would she be saying that it was ‘gang-related’ then? I shake my head. I can’t walk off and leave him. I can’t walk off and do nothing like everyone else is doing. I take a deep breath and I feel myself start to tremble again. I’ve never seen anything like this, just a few fights in school, but I know… I know I can’t leave him.


‘Nah. I can’t… I can’t do nothing,’ I say, and I head towards the boy.


Aimee doesn’t follow me and I don’t know if it’s because she’s too scared to get involved, or if she thinks that it’s not her problem. Either way, I push it to the back of my mind. Up close, I can see that there’s even more blood than I thought and I’m suddenly worried I’m gonna have another panic attack. The girl’s trying to stop the bleeding with a scrunched-up T-shirt, but I can’t even tell what colour it used to be. The boy turns his head and he catches my eye. The tears are streaming down his face and into his mouth and I see it then. The fear. Just how scared he is. He lets out a whimper and even though it’s faint, I can tell how much pain he’s in.


The girl glances up at me. She looks scared, but she presses down harder on his wound.


‘Thank fuck,’ she says and her voice is shaky. ‘D’you know how many people have taken one look over here, then pissed off? I don’t get what’s taking the ambulance so long either…’


The boy starts to cry harder. ‘It’s all right, Shaq,’ she says. ‘The ambulance’ll be here soon, yeah?’


But he’s losing so much blood. He’s already lost so much blood.


‘I don’t wanna die,’ he says. ‘I don’t wanna die… Please don’t leave me…’


The girl shakes her head. ‘I won’t,’ she says, and she glances up at me.


I feel my chest tighten and I kneel beside this boy – beside Shaq – because I don’t know what else to do. I’m not a paramedic, what can I do? Apart from try to make him feel less alone. Less scared.


I move my hand towards his and I’m not even sure if it’ll make a difference because all I am is a stranger. But he reaches his hand out and wraps his fingers though mine. Like just holding onto me is enough to help him survive.










2 CHANTELLE



You know how you get those people who believe in fate? Who believe that everything happens for a reason and people come into your life cos of it and all that rubbish? Well, I am not one of those people. You can keep your shit Instagram quotes with sunsets in the background away from me, thank you very much. Here’s what I actually think. That some people (and, yeah, I’m talking about myself here), are born into shit situations and others get the good end of the bargain. It’s not your fault, it’s not the ‘universe’ trying to prepare you for something. It’s just the way it is. And you can either make the most of the situation you’re in, or you can sit and wallow and cry, and feel sorry for yourself for eternity. Which let’s face it, never solved anything.


For example, my current shit situation means that there’s no way in hell I would be able to afford the jacket I saw in Lipsy. But my ability to make the most of the cards I’ve been dealt means that I’m going to take it anyway. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not like I steal things on a regular basis, and I don’t take things cos I think the world owes me something. It’s just sometimes there are things that I really want, and I know I wouldn’t be able to afford them otherwise. It’s sort of easy when you know how to do it too. The Lipsy bit has its own section inside the big Next in the Arndale. The jacket is awful. It’s covered in all these diamantes and I, for one, wouldn’t be caught dead in it, but I know how happy it’ll make Marni when she opens it on her birthday next week, so I don’t think twice.


I stuff the jacket underneath this dress, then I take loads of items inside the changing room and pretend I’m trying them on. I wait for a few minutes so that it doesn’t look too dodgy, then stuff the jacket inside my bag and hand the rest of the clothes to the bored-looking shop assistant.


The next bit’s probably the hardest. The jacket’s still got the tag on and there’s no point in me even trying to get it off, before I’m at home. Otherwise, it will just leave this massive rip, and it’ll be no good. I see the security guard watching me, so I pretend to look through a rail of leggings. If you act guilty, then nine times out of ten, you’ll be stopped. That’s what my friend Leesha taught me, anyway.


The quickest way out of Next is the exit that leads onto Corporation Street and out of the Arndale. Once I’m out I can make a dash for it, but it’s all about the timing, cos I know that as soon as I try to go through the exit, the tag will start beeping like no one’s business, and I’ll definitely be caught. I look around and I see a woman just in front of me. Her pram is loaded with about fifty million bags. Her kid throws a soft toy out the pram and the woman bends to pick it up. She hands it back to her kid and I yank a pair of leggings off the hanger, then walk past, dropping them into one of her bags without her even noticing. She huffs, then pushes the pram down this escalator. I follow her, so that I’m as close as possible, without looking like a weirdo. We reach the bottom of the escalator and both walk out the exit at exactly the same time.


The beeping goes off loudly and the security guard comes rushing over.


‘Excuse me,’ he says, and gestures for the woman to stop. Out of the corner of my eye, I see him asking her to open all her bags. I don’t stop, I just keep walking until I’m outside and away from the shop. I pull my phone out and I send Marni a message:




Wait til u see wot I got u 4 ur bday!!! xxxx







Wot is it????? xxx







Not telling u!!! xxx







Plsssss xxxx





I go to reply, but I suddenly hear all this shouting. There’s a group of boys standing a few paces away from the stone steps that lead out of another exit from the Arndale. Five of them have got their faces covered and there’s only one who hasn’t. He’s wearing a bright red puffa jacket, with fur around the hood. I recognize him right away from school. Shaqeel, but everyone calls him Shaq. I don’t know him well or anything – he’s in the year below me – but everyone knows who he is. Shaq’s one of those people who you hear before you see. He’s got the loudest laugh and he’s always messing about, but everyone likes him, even the teachers. Everyone knows how good at football he is too. He’s like the next Marcus Rashford! He plays on the school team and I heard that he’d got scouted for United’s under-eighteens as well.


I hear one of the guys say: ‘Not such a big man now, are you?’


Then Shaq says: ‘Nah, don’t, please. Please!’


But I can’t really make out what’s happening. There’s this weird flurry of movement and this scream, then the guys all run off. They leg it in different directions, pushing people out of the way. One of them jumps over a low brick wall then disappears into the crowds of people making their way through the concrete square. Another jumps onto a tram just before it pulls away. At first, I don’t even think they’ve touched Shaq, cos I didn’t see anyone throw any punches. It didn’t even look like a fight, really. Then I see Shaq walking slowly away from that space near the steps. For a minute I wonder if he’s pissing about, cos he’s staggering all about the place like he’s drunk. Or acting like he’s taken something. Then I notice he’s clutching his stomach and that’s when I see it. The blood.


He tries to steady himself against the outside wall of Next, but he can barely hold himself up. He tries to open his mouth to ask for help, but he’s obviously in so much pain and shock that he can’t form any words. He just makes this whimpering sound. I’m frightened, but I feel the adrenaline kick in. I don’t think, I just rush over to help him. Shaq loses his grip and collapses and it’s almost like I’ve stepped out of my own body. Like I’m watching someone else, some other girl, kneeling beside Shaq. I shout for help, but no one does anything. I don’t even realize I’ve made the call, but the next minute, the words, ‘Ambulance! I need an ambulance!’ leave my mouth. Shaq scrunches up his face and he glances down towards his stomach. He must suddenly realize how bad it is, cos his breathing quickens, and he cries loudly, moving his face so that it’s pressed into the concrete.


I hear the woman on the other end of the line say: ‘Chantelle? The main thing is to try and stop the bleeding until we arrive… can you do that? Is there something you can use… a cloth, or T-shirt? Try to find something and press down as hard as you can. Keep the pressure on the wound. Okay?’


‘Okay,’ I say. I feel tears stinging my eyes and I don’t want to hang up, I don’t want the ambulance woman to go, cos I’m so scared. I’m scared that I don’t know what I’m doing, and that Shaq might not make it. Every inch of me is trembling, but I reach over and grab my bag, emptying my shit out onto the floor. I’ve got an old T-shirt in there, this grey one that I was actually going to put on one of the shop hangers, in place of the Lipsy jacket. I grab the T-shirt, then lean over and unzip Shaq’s coat, so I can get to the wound better. My heart almost stops, when I see how bad it really is. But I try not to show it, cos I don’t want to scare him. I scrunch up the T-shirt as tight as I can, and I press it onto the wound. Shaq winces and he turns his head to look at me. Tears stream down his face, but he manages to say: ‘You… you go my school.’


I nod. I don’t know if it helps, him having someone here that he recognizes. Someone familiar, but I swear, I see some of the panic go. I press down on the shirt as everyone else just walks past us, and all I can think is, I don’t want Shaq to die. I wish the ambulance would hurry the fuck up. It seems to be taking for ever and what am I supposed to do? How am I supposed to save him alone? A boy comes over to help, I don’t get much of a look at him, but I mumble something about being glad that someone’s stopped. I know that there ain’t much he can do either, but I’m glad that someone else at least tried, instead of just walking past, like Shaq doesn’t matter. Like he’s just a piece of rubbish. Something that can just be stepped over, instead of a kid who’s badly hurt.


The boy doesn’t say anything at first, maybe because he’s so shocked. He glances down at the T-shirt I’m holding and I realize why it isn’t working: there’s just too much blood. He kneels down beside Shaq and I hear Shaq say: ‘I’m gonna die, ain’t I?’ The words come out faint and his voice cracks, and then he adds. ‘Don’t leave me… I don’t wanna die. I don’t wanna die yet. I’m scared… I want my mum…’


Shaq cries harder and his words sting. My throat suddenly dries up, cos I don’t know what to say. Am I supposed to lie and tell him that everything’s gonna be all right, even though it might not be? Am I supposed to make out that everything will be fine? Even though I can see how bad it is?


I hear the boy say: ‘I’m not going anywhere, all right. The ambulance’ll be here soon. I’m right here. I’m here…’


Another boy comes running over from the tram stop across the road. There ain’t much he can do either, but I hear him on the phone, asking how long the ambulance is gonna be, saying that it needs to hurry. Shaq just keeps crying and I hear the faint sirens in the background grow louder. He catches the eye of the boy holding his hand and he says: ‘Will you tell my mum that I love her?’


‘I will…’ the boy says, even though he’ll probably never see Shaq’s mum.


The second boy is standing just to the side of us, and when I look properly I realize he goes to my school too. The noise of the sirens is almost deafening. Then the next minute, the police and an ambulance are here. The paramedics rush over and move me and this boy out the way, saying long words I don’t even understand. But they ask me what Shaq’s name is as they strap something around his stomach. They lift him onto one of those beds with wheels, then hoist him into the ambulance. One of the paramedics says something about me being brave and how I did the right thing, to try and stop the bleeding. Then they close the doors and drive off. There’s loads of people standing around now, watching. Me and whoever this boy is share a look. A look that says: I hope we’ve done enough. I hope to god he’ll be all right. I bend down and start to pick all my shit up off the floor. I’m shaking and I just wanna get out of there. Two policemen come over, and I pray they didn’t see me shove the Lipsy jacket that still has a security tag hanging off it back into my bag. But they don’t seem to notice. The boy who’s standing with me does, though. He gives me this funny look, like he’s judging me. Like he thinks I’m trash or something and for a minute, I feel embarrassed that I even stole the jacket in the first place. But then I push all that aside, cos it’s got nothing to do with him. And who is he to even stand there and judge me, anyway? I shoot him a filthy look and then one of the officers says: ‘Hello, do you mind if we ask you both a couple of questions?’


I shrug and I feel the boy next to me tense, but he says: ‘No, ’course not.’


The police officer nods. Out of the corner of my eye, in the distance, I see the other boy who came over to help – the one from my school – rush off and disappear into the crowds.










3 MARC



I push my way through the crowds and I keep moving as quick as I can. As soon as I saw the police arrive, that was it. I was out. I don’t even bother to look behind me, just in case they notice that I got off. I can hear more sirens screeching as I follow the road that runs down the side of the Arndale and up past Shudehill Bus Station. Every part of me is still shaking. I saw it all. The whole stabbing. I’d been waiting at the tram stop for Rhys. The thing is, though, I knew that it was gonna happen even before it did. I know that sounds proper stupid, but as soon as I saw those guys run out the exit after that boy in red, I just felt it. I felt the atmosphere change. I suppose when you grow up in a place where violence and fighting can kick off at any minute, you get used to knowing what the signs are. You get used to being able to sense it, just before it’s about to happen…


I didn’t know what to do at first. I was too frightened to go over straight away, in case the boys who’d stabbed him were gonna come back. So I just stood there, frozen. Then I saw this girl from my school go over. This gobby one who told me to watch where the fuck I was going when I accidentally bumped into her on my first day. This other boy joined her and I knew I had to try and do something. I’ve spent enough of my life scared and helpless. Not being able to do anything when my dad hit my mum and then me, and I never want to feel like that again.


So I called the ambulance again and tried to get them to hurry up. And even though I wanted to run away and curl into a tiny ball, I went to try and help.


I didn’t wanna stick around when the police got there, in case they saw me and thought I was involved. I didn’t wanna end up being arrested, or searched, like what normally happens. And if I’d have got picked up by the police, then I’d have been in some serious shit with Dry Eileen.


I’ve spent most of my life around police officers, foster carers and social workers to know that when it comes to it, none of them ever believe a boy like me.


I’ve been in care for about five years. Before I moved here, I was living in Bolton. It was shit, but no matter how many times I got moved around, at least I was still at the same school. But then about four months ago, I got sent to live with Dry Eileen all the way on the other side of Manchester and I had to change schools. I’ve already tried to run away twice. Both times my social worker, Emma, caught me. Don’t ask me how, it’s like that woman’s God or something. She can tell what I’m about to do, right before I do it. The first time, I even got as far as the train station. Then as soon as I reached Piccadilly, she came at me out of nowhere, and started going on about how dangerous running away is, how I hadn’t even given Dry Eileen a chance. I wanted to tell her that she should try living with Dry Eileen and see how she likes it. But I just got in the car with her and let her drive me back. It’s only a matter of time before Dry Eileen says she doesn’t want me, that she ‘can’t cope’, anyway. That’s what always happens. One minute, you’re with a family who are telling you to treat their house like it’s your own, the next you’re packing all your shit up in a bag ready to be moved again.


I don’t want to go back to Dry Eileen’s, so I decide to walk around the Northern Quarter for a bit. It’s the one place I go when I want to get away. And it doesn’t matter where I’m moved to or which new carer I have to go and live with, it’s the one place I feel safe. I can’t explain it, but I just like getting lost down all the side streets and by the old buildings and stuff that are covered in murals and graffiti. I like trying to figure out what the murals mean, or the words say, or who the people behind them are…


Rhys was supposed to meet me at the tram stop, but I don’t even know if they’ll let the trams come this way now. Maybe they’ll just cordon everything off? I pull my phone out and open WhatsApp, but he still ain’t responded. Not since I told him I was here. I kiss my teeth.


Rhys doesn’t always message back. Sometimes he ghosts me for days and then just pops up again with a ‘hey’. Hey!! After he more or less disappeared off the face of the Earth. But like an eediat, I always respond. I check the time – 16.30. I’ve been waiting for almost an hour.


I type out another message:




Some1’s just been stabbed near the Arndale!! I saw it all happen!!







R u comin or wot???







Or shuld I just go?





I stare at the message and I really want him to come more than anything. Cause after what I’ve just seen, I don’t wanna be on my own. I at least wanna be around someone to take my mind off it. I plug my earphones in. If he’s not here by the time I’ve listened to three songs and gone to my favourite mural in the Northern Quarter, then I’m just gonna go. Deep down, though, I know that if Rhys was gonna come, then he’d be here by now.










4 JACKSON



I can’t stop staring at the floor. At the space on the concrete where that boy – Shaq – had been. There’s even more police here now, talking loudly and moving people on, and I see some of them making their way up the stone steps to tape the exit to the Arndale off. I feel my whole body tense and I try to remember everything I know I’m supposed to do when the police stop me. Hold eye contact, don’t answer back, speak properly… don’t use slang. But, most importantly, st ay calm. No matter what they do or say. If I show that I’m even a bit pissed, they’ll say I’m being ‘aggressive’ or ‘intimidating’ or ‘violent’. And that’s when things can get really bad. At least, that’s what my dad’s told me, anyway.


I see that girl, whoever she is, shove a jacket into her bag and I notice it’s still got this massive security tag on it. She looks up at me and realizes I’ve clocked it, and for a split-second she looks embarrassed. Then she shoves the bag on her shoulder, straightens herself up and glares at me, as if to say: mind your own fu cking business! I shake my head and look away. Some boy’s just been stabbed and all she’s bothered about is the jacket she’s stolen. She shoots me a dirty look.


Two police officers come over to us, and one of them says: ‘Do you mind if we ask you both a couple of questions? Did you see what happened?’


I look at him, and even though I know I’ve done nothing wrong, I feel uneasy.


‘Sort of,’ I reply and my voice shakes. ‘Well, I didn’t see anything happen, I just… came over to help.’


The officer stares at me and then he gives me this weird look, after the word ‘help’. Like he doesn’t believe me. He gestures for me to follow him and I search for Aimee in the crowd, but I can’t find her. We stop a few paces away from where another police officer is putting up that plastic tape. He gestures to the girl.


‘Do you know her?’ he asks.


‘No,’ I say. ‘I saw her with that boy – Shaq, she said his name is – and I went over to see if there was something I could do.’


‘Right,’ he says.


I feel people staring as they pass. They’re probably wondering what I’ve done. Why I’m the one who’s been stopped. Maybe some of them think it was me… that I’m the reason Shaq ended up in the back of an ambulance. The policeman pulls a pen and pad out of one of the pockets of his jacket.


‘Was he a mate of yours?’ he asks. ‘The boy who’s been stabbed, did you know him?’


I swallow, hard. ‘No,’ I say. ‘I just… I saw that he was hurt, and everyone was walking past. Except that girl…’ I point back in the direction of where we’ve just come. ‘She was there with him, on her own. So I went over, to see if he was okay – to try and help.’


The last word comes out small. Quiet. I went over to try and help, but all I could do was hold his hand. The policeman stares at me again. There’s something about the way he looks at me. It’s not just the fact that he clearly doesn’t believe a word I’m saying… it’s something else. Something, about the way he takes in my clothes and my trainers, and my Rolex, that makes me feel bare uncomfortable. He probably wouldn’t believe me if I told him my dad bought me that watch for my sixteenth birthday just gone.


‘Help how?’ he asks, and his voice is cold. ‘What exactly did you do?’


I feel embarrassed and stupid, because what did I do? I didn’t phone an ambulance like that girl, or try and see what was taking them so long, like that boy did. And I didn’t try and stop the bleeding either. I just knelt there and held his hand. Like a total idiot. Why did I even think that would make any difference?


I stare at the ground and I say, ‘I held his hand.’


He scoffs. ‘You held his hand?’ he repeats and I try to ignore his tone. I feel the anger rising inside me, but I push it deep down to the pit of my stomach, like I know I have to. I just wanna get out of here. I don’t wanna be standing here talking to this policeman and being made to feel like I’ve done something wrong, when all I did was try to help.


‘Yeah,’ I continue. ‘That girl had already phoned an ambulance, and he looked… frightened. So I thought it would make him feel less alone.’


The policeman goes quiet. ‘Right,’ he says. ‘So let me get this straight, you didn’t see the incident itself? Who did it? What they looked like? You just came out here… then tried to help?’


I pause. ‘Yeah,’ I say, and then I remember. ‘But I was in the Arndale, I dunno, like ten minutes before it happened and I saw him – Shaq – running through the shopping centre. He was being chased by about five or six guys…’


‘I see,’ he says. ‘And did you see what they were wearing?’


I shake my head. ‘Nah… I mean, no! They were all wearing black and they had their faces covered.’


He glances down at my wrist again, and then he says: ‘Pretty expensive watch you’ve got there, isn’t it? That yours?’


I stare at him and I feel that anger inside me, again. Pretty expensive for me, that’s what he means. Like the only way I could ever afford a watch like this is if I’d robbed someone, or got it another way. Through selling drugs, probably. I want to ask him: Who else’s could it be? But I bite my tongue.


‘My dad bought it for me,’ I reply.


He stares at me and I can tell that he thinks I’m lying. ‘And what’s your name, son?’ He says.


I try not to pull a face when he says son. ‘Jackson,’ I reply.


‘Jackson what?’


‘Campbell.’


I already know what’s coming next. I’ve been stopped and searched enough times to know what he’s doing. He reels off some bullshit script and I have to go through the humiliation of it all. In front of Aimee, in front of all these people standing outside the Arndale, who’ve just heard that someone’s been stabbed and see me, getting searched. I feel angry and numb, but I go through the motions of it all, like I always have to. Holding my arms out so he can pat me down, turning out my pockets… of course, he doesn’t find anything, but he still isn’t satisfied. Maybe he was hoping I’d have a knife on me.


‘What’s your date of birth?’ He asks. ‘And your address?’


I tell him and he looks at me funny when I say my postcode. ‘Give me a minute,’ he says. ‘Stay there.’


I don’t move and he wanders down the pavement a bit, talking into his radio. I know he’s running a check on me to see if I’ve got any convictions, or if there’s a warrant out for my arrest, or if I’ve been in trouble with the police before. It’s like I’m treated like a criminal just for existing. I search for Aimee in the crowd again. Most people must’ve got bored of staring and got off, because there’s nowhere near as many people as there were a few minutes ago.


I finally see her standing beside one of the bins and scrolling through her phone. She locks eyes with me as the policeman comes back and I think she looks… embarrassed. Not embarrassed because I’m being searched for no reason, though. It’s almost like I’ve embarrassed her. Like I’m the one who’s done something wrong.


I hear the policeman say: ‘You sure? Okay… all right!’ And then he cuts his radio call.


I don’t say anything about my police check coming back clean, like I knew it would, or the fact that he’s even running a check on me in the first place. I just stand there and wait.


‘Never been arrested,’ he says. ‘That’s impressive! All right, you can go.’


I head back towards Aimee with his words ringing in my ears. Never been arrested, that’s impressive! I feel him watching as I walk off, but I don’t dare look back. I feel hurt and mad. He probably thinks that I’m lying and that I know more about Shaq than I’m letting on, or that my watch is actually stolen, and I just wanna get out of here. One things for sure though, he can do as many searches as he wants when he gets back to the station, but no matter how many times he runs my name through that system, it will still come back clean.


The thin police tape’s been tied across the corner bit outside Next, and I take it all in for a minute. The police, the space on the ground where Shaq had been fighting for his life. People walking past and wondering what’s happened. I move my hands to my head, because none of it seems real, and part of me feels like I’m stuck in some sort of messed-up dream. My head is still spinning.


‘Are you all right?’ Aimee asks. ‘What was he asking you? Did he think you had something to do with it?’


The policeman’s words echo in my head, but I just shrug. ‘I don’t know,’ I say. Even though the real answer is probably. Part of me is surprised Aimee’s even still here. I guess I expected her to get off.


Aimee shakes her head. ‘It’s so awful,’ she says. ‘I just… I can’t believe that happened.’


I don’t say anything, because what am I supposed to say? I don’t really even want to carry on with the date now. How can I see a kid nearly dead, then just carry on like normal? I feel hollow as Aimee links her arm through mine and ushers me away. It doesn’t feel the way it did before somehow. The weight of the silence feels heavy. Everything suddenly feels heavy. I can’t get Aimee’s comment out of my head either, what she said about it being gang-related. I know that the only reason she said that was because of how Shaq looks. The colour of his skin, and it makes me look at her differently. I glance back towards where that girl and boy had been. Towards where Shaq lay just minutes earlier, but there’s nothing there now except concrete and twisted police tape.





Aimee tries to fill the quiet by saying she looked up what had happened to see if it was on the news, and then she clearly decides to change the subject. But I ain’t listening. I can’t concentrate because all I can think about is that fucked-up comment that police officer made, and how scared Shaq was, and how all he kept doing was asking for his mum. What if he dies? What if he never gets to tell her how much he loves her? What if the last thing Shaq ever says is to three random strangers who didn’t even know him? We walk towards the small crossroads, and I hear the sound of more sirens in the background. I kick something, with my foot.


It skids along the pavement and I stare down at the blue plastic on the floor. It’s one of those wallet things that you use to keep your bus pass or something in. I bend down and pick it up, and Aimee pulls a face.


‘Seriously?’ she says. ‘You actually pick shit up off the floor? That could be anyone’s – you don’t know where it’s been.’


I shrug. ‘Someone might need it,’ I say, and I flip the wallet thing open. There’s not much in it, just an igo bus pass and what looks like a chewed-up piece of gum, wrapped in a bit of paper, pushed into one of the clear pockets.


‘Urgh,’ Aimee says. ‘See? That’s why you don’t go round picking random stuff up. That’s na st y… why couldn’t they have just put it in the bin?’


But I stare down at the picture on the igo card. At the thick curls that seem to be taking up most of the photo and the gold hoops. Even in the photo, it looks like she’s telling me to mind my own fu cking business.


‘What is it?’ Aimee asks.


‘It’s that girl from before,’ I reply. ‘The one who was trying to help that boy out. She must’ve dropped it when she left.’


Aimee shrugs like she couldn’t care less. But I gaze at the name printed along the bottom – Chantelle Walker – then slide the plastic wallet into my back pocket.










5 CHANTELLE



The police had cordoned off most of the Arndale. The ground floor exits near to where Shaq had been were closed, which meant that I had to go the long way around. They wouldn’t let anyone back in the shopping centre and all I wanted to do was find a toilet so I could clean myself up. I saw the police searching that boy while I was giving my statement and even though they’d finished questioning me long before him, I still hung back a bit. Just in case they thought he had something to do with the stabbing. Then, they let him go and he went over to his stuck-up looking girlfriend in the crowd.


I walk along, up near Shudehill Bus Station, and head to another entrance on the far side of the Arndale that they haven’t closed off. I feel people staring at me as I push through a set of double doors. Probably cos I’ve still got some of Shaq’s blood on me. But I’ve never really cared what people think, and I’m not about to start now. My legs feel like jelly and I head into the toilets next door to a crappy bagel place. I walk to the row of sinks beside this long mirror, and I pump soap into my hands, then hit the cold tap. For a minute, I just stand there, in the middle of these rank-smelling toilets, feeling the water running along my hands, yet not really feeling anything at all. I scrub my fingers and up my arms, then I get more soap, then even more. The tap only stays on for a few seconds, so I hit it again, then again, then again. I can’t stop thinking about Shaq. I can’t stop thinking about whether or not they’ll get him to the hospital on time, if they’ll be able to save him. And I can’t stop thinking about him lying there. Wanting his mum so badly and knowing that he might not ever see her again. I feel an ache deep inside my chest. I pull off my coat, then unzip the hoodie that I’m wearing underneath. There’s blood on that too. I shove it in my bag, then button my coat all the way to my neck. I was going to hang around town for a bit longer but now all I want to do is go home and see Marni and Gran.


I barge into a woman as I head out the toilets and make my way towards the bus station.


Piccadilly is rammed and I see the 101 getting ready to leave, just as I’m crossing the road. I leg it towards the bus, knocking people out the way, cos I’m not about to be waiting around for another five hundred hours on a Sunday. I get there just in time and I rummage through my pockets for my bus pass, but it ain’t there. The bus driver sighs and looks around.


‘One minute!’ I say, and I shove my bag down on the single seat that’s right near the front so that I can look properly. I pull everything out my bag, the jacket, my purse, but it still ain’t there. Fuck. I must’ve dropped it. It could be anywhere… in the toilets, or back where Shaq was. I open my purse, praying to God that I’ve at least got some change, enough to get home, or even halfway home, but it’s empty apart from a few coppers. One woman sitting near the front tuts, like I’m holding them up on purpose, and I give her a dirty look.


‘Come on, love,’ the driver says. ‘I haven’t got all day.’


I feel my heart sink. What am I supposed to tell him? That I’ve got no money. That there’s no way I can afford to get home without my bus pass. He sighs loudly again.


‘All right!’ I snap, and I carry on looking, even though I know for certain that my pass ain’t there. Most bus drivers are usually pretty all right, and if they see you looking for your pass, then they just let you on. But not this one. This one is a complete knob.
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