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 ZOMB-B CITY: A CITY OF THE DAMNED




  





  THEN . . .




  





  It was the darkest, most wretched hour of the night when the dead came back to life and spread like a plague of monstrous locusts through the village of Pallaskenry. The

  luckier victims were slaughtered in their sleep, their skulls ripped open, their brains devoured. The others suffered a far more terrible fate.




  The living and the undead shared the village for a short, frantic time, but it was a balance made in hell and it could not last. One side would surely wipe out the other. As the demented,

  demonic beasts tore into their unsuspecting prey, killing or infecting, it soon became apparent that this was a war the living had never been destined to win.




  Brian Barry watched sickly as his mother dug through the shredded remains of her husband’s face to scoop out his brains. Mum had often joked about killing Brian’s

  dad, on nights when he had stumbled home from the local pub, or when he wouldn’t shut up about football. Brian and his dad had always laughed when she made her outlandish threats. But neither

  was laughing now.




  Brian couldn’t understand how the world had changed so abruptly. It had been an ordinary Sunday night. He’d watched some TV, finished his homework just before going to bed, and

  settled down for a night of sweet dreams before another school week kicked off.




  Screams had disturbed his slumber. Brian wasn’t a light sleeper, but even the dead were unable to sleep through the uproar in Pallaskenry that night.




  Brian had thought at first that somebody was throwing a party. But he lived on a quiet stretch of road. His neighbours weren’t party animals. Had teenagers driven out from Limerick city to

  bring noise and chaos to the countryside?




  As his head cleared and he turned on the light in his bedroom, he quickly realised that this was no party. The screams were genuine roars of terror. Looking out of his window, he spotted some of

  his neighbours running, shrieking, fighting. He watched, awestruck, as Mrs Shanahan stabbed one of her sons in the chest with a long, sharp knife, then staggered away, keening sharply.




  The stabbed son should have died instantly, as the knife had pierced his heart. But to Brian’s astonishment he yanked out the knife, tossed it aside, then fell upon his mother with a

  bloodthirsty howl. Mrs Shanahan had time to scream once more. Then her son somehow cracked her head open with his fingers and began pulling out lumps of her brain.




  Brian turned away and vomited as Mrs Shanahan’s son stuffed bits of his dead mother’s brain into his mouth and swallowed gleefully. Then Brian rushed to his mum and dad’s room

  to seek protection.




  They weren’t there.




  As if in a nightmare, Brian shuffled towards the kitchen, where he could see a light. Pushing open the door, he spotted his parents, but he didn’t call out to them. There was no point, he

  saw that immediately. His father would never hear anything again. His face had been ripped apart and his body was deathly still.




  As for Brian’s mother, she was too busy eating her dead husband’s brain to care about anything her son might have to say. There was a nasty cut on her left arm and a green fungus was

  creeping across the wound. There was something strange about her teeth and fingers too, but Brian didn’t focus on those details. He could stomach no more. Weeping softly, he backed away from

  the kitchen of death and fled into the night of blood and screams.




  Brian headed for the main street of Pallaskenry, crying, moaning, shivering. He could see atrocities unravelling wherever he looked, corpses littering the road, people –

  neighbours, family members, friends – feasting on the dead, tucking into their brains.




  Fighting was rife, brother struggling with sister, wife with husband, child with parent. It made no sense. It was as if a great madness had swept through the village and struck at random. Anyone

  who tried to reason with the cannibalistic crazies was knocked down and ripped apart. The only ones who stood any chance of survival were those who didn’t stop to ask questions, who

  didn’t try to help, who simply turned tail and ran.




  But Brian was a child and he believed that adults had all the answers, that you should always seek assistance if you found yourself in trouble. So he pushed on, searching for a police officer, a

  teacher, a priest . . . anyone.




  All he found was more horror, blood everywhere, corpses everywhere, undead monsters everywhere. Nobody could help Brian Barry. It was every man, woman and child for themself.




  Brian somehow made it to the top of the main street, ducking challenges, skipping past the lunges of bloodthirsty abominations. In the middle of the killing frenzy there was no shortage of

  targets, so the undead creatures didn’t take much notice of an eleven-year-old boy.




  At the top of the street, where the road branched, a man was standing, feet spread wide apart, hands on hips, studying the violence. Lots of undead creatures were gathered at this point,

  scrapping with the living or feeding on the brains of the freshly killed. None attacked the man in the middle of the road. Some growled suspiciously at him, but all of the monsters let him be.




  Brian was young, but he was no fool. He saw his best chance of survival and launched himself at it, desperation lending him one last blast of speed when he’d been sure that his lungs were

  about to burst.




  Slipping past the frenzied, shark-like killers, Brian threw himself at the feet of the man who was immune to the attacks. He looked up and got ready to beg for his life. But when he saw the

  man’s face, he paused. The tall man was very thin, with a large potbelly and extraordinarily unsettling eyes. They were double the size of Brian’s, the largest eyes the boy had ever

  seen, unnaturally white, with a tiny dark pupil set in the centre of each. Brian was immediately put in mind of an owl.




  ‘Yes, little boy?’ the man murmured. He had a soft, pleasant voice, like one of the announcers on the TV shows which Brian had been watching earlier that night. It didn’t

  really suit those eerie eyes.




  ‘Please,’ Brian gasped, grabbing hold of the man’s legs. ‘Help me. Please. My dad’s dead. My mum . . .’




  ‘She killed him?’ the man asked, then tutted when Brian nodded. ‘How sad that you had to bear witness to such a shocking scene. No child should ever be put in so unfortunate a

  situation. You have my condolences.’




  One of the undead creatures darted at them, reaching for Brian, drooling as it moved in for the kill.




  ‘Back!’ the man with the large eyes barked. The monster snarled at him, but retreated as ordered.




  ‘You . . . you can . . . help me?’ Brian wheezed.




  The man frowned. ‘I could, but with so many in your perilous position, it hardly seems fair that I should single you out for special treatment.’




  ‘Please!’ Brian wailed, clutching the tall man’s legs even tighter. ‘I didn’t do anything wrong. I don’t want to die. Please!’




  The man sighed and looked around at the dead, the dying and the undead. He hesitated, then decided to be merciful. ‘Very well,’ he muttered. ‘But I’ll only do it for you.

  The others will have to fend for themselves. What is your name?’




  ‘Brian Barry.’




  ‘You need to let go of my legs, Brian, move back and kneel in front of me.’




  ‘Kneel?’ Brian echoed uncertainly.




  ‘Yes,’ the man said. ‘Then close your eyes and say a silent prayer, any prayer will do, or none at all if you’re not religious, although I find that even the most

  agnostic individual gains a measure of comfort from prayer at a time like this.’




  ‘You’ll help me if I kneel and pray?’ Brian asked.




  ‘Yes,’ the man smiled, and although it was a cold smile, it filled the boy with hope.




  ‘OK,’ Brian said, releasing the man’s legs. The undead noticed this and started to move in for the kill. Brian gulped, then closed his eyes and prayed manically. He

  couldn’t remember the words very well, but he did the best he could, trying not to think about his mum and dad and how he used to complain when they took him to church.




  The tall man looked down tenderly on the boy. Then he spotted the monsters closing in and wiped the smile away. He would have to act swiftly if he was to honour his promise and spare the boy the

  agony of death at the hands of these foul beasts.




  ‘You have been a brave boy, Brian,’ the man whispered. ‘I am sure you will be reunited with your parents in the next world.’




  Then his hands snaked out. Brian didn’t see the long, bony fingers, and only barely felt them as they gripped his head and twisted left then right. He heard a sharp cracking noise, but

  felt no pain and was dead before he knew it.




  The man let the corpse drop and bade Brian a silent farewell as the living dead moved in and tore into the boy’s skull. He watched for a while, then checked his watch and grunted. There

  was still a long way to go until morning.




  With a small cough, he adjusted the ends of his sleeves, then started down the road into the village, leaving the undead leeches to carve up Brian Barry’s skull and feast upon the hot,

  sweet brain within.




  





  NOW . . .




  





  ONE




  Zombies my arse! I’ve got a real problem on my hands. Dad’s been drinking and I can tell by his beady eyes that he’s close to tipping over the

  edge.




  We’ve been watching the news, a report about the alleged zombie attack in Ireland. Dad takes a swig of cider, then snorts and switches channels.




  ‘I was watching that,’ Mum complains.




  ‘You’re not any more,’ Dad grunts.




  ‘But it’s important,’ Mum presses. ‘They might attack here. We need to know what to do, Todd.’




  ‘B knows what to do, don’t you?’ Dad says, winking at me, and it’s a relief to see he’s still at the stage where he can crack a joke.




  ‘Of course,’ I grin. ‘Put my head between my legs and kiss my arse goodbye!’




  We crack up laughing. Mum tuts and pulls a face. She doesn’t like it when we swear. She thinks foul language is a sign of ill-breeding. I don’t know how she ended up with Dad –

  he could swear for a living.




  ‘Don’t be silly, Daisy,’ Dad says. ‘It’s all a con. Zombies? The dead returning to life to feast on the living? Pull the other one.’




  ‘But it’s on the news,’ Mum says. ‘They showed pictures.’




  ‘They can do anything with computers these days,’ Dad says. ‘I bet B could knock up something just as realistic on our laptop. Am I right, B?’




  ‘Dead on,’ I nod. ‘With a few apps, I could out-zombie George Romero.’




  ‘Who’s that?’ Mum frowns.




  ‘The president of South Africa,’ Dad says seriously and we both howl at her bewildered expression.




  ‘It’s all very well for the pair of you to laugh like hyenas,’ Mum snaps, face reddening. ‘But what happens if zombies attack us here? You won’t be laughing if they

  kill me and B.’




  ‘I’ll happily chuck you to them if you keep on moaning,’ Dad says, and there’s an edge to his voice now, one I’m all too familiar with.




  Dad stares at Mum, his eyes hard. I tense, waiting for him to roar, or maybe just throw a punch at her without warning. If he does, I’ll hurl myself at him, the way I have countless times

  in the past. I love him, but I love Mum too, and I can never stand by and let him wade into her. The trouble is there’s not much I can do to stop him. We could both be in for some serious

  battering tonight.




  But instead, after a dangerous pause, Dad smirks and switches back to the news. That’s Dad all over – unpredictable as the weather.




  I scratch the back of my head – I had it shaved tight at the weekend and it’s always itchy for a few days when I do that – and watch the footage from Ireland. It’s a

  helicopter shot. They’re flying over Pallaskenry, the small village where zombies apparently ran wild on Sunday.




  The village is in ruins. Buildings are being burnt to the ground by soldiers with cool-looking flame-throwers. Corpses all over the place. At least they look like corpses. Dad reckons

  they’re dummies. ‘That’s a waste of good ketchup,’ he said when Mum challenged him about the blood.




  ‘I mean,’ Dad says as we watch, ‘if it had happened in London, fair enough, I might believe it. But bloody Ireland? It’s one of their Paddy jokes. There was an

  Englishman, an Irishman and a zombie . . .’




  ‘But they’ve shown dead people,’ Mum persists. ‘They’ve interviewed some of the survivors who got out.’




  ‘Never heard of actors?’ Dad says witheringly, then turns to me. ‘You don’t buy any of this, do you?’




  ‘Not a word.’ I point at the TV. They’re showing a clip that’s already passed into legend on YouTube. One of the zombies is biting into a woman’s head. He’s a

  guy in pyjamas. His eyes are crazy and he’s covered in blood, but apart from that you wouldn’t look at him twice in a crowd. The woman screams as he chews off a chunk of her skull and

  digs his fingers into her brain. As he pulls out a handful and stuffs it into his mouth, the camera pans away and, if you listen closely, you can hear the cameraman vomiting.




  The clip had gone viral by Monday morning, but they first showed it on TV that evening. There was uproar the next day, papers saying it shouldn’t have been aired, people getting their

  knickers in a right old twist. It gave me a fright when I first saw it. Dad too, even if he won’t admit it. Now it’s just a bit of fun. Like when you see a horror film more than once

  – scary the first time, but the more you watch it, the lamer it gets.




  ‘He should have dipped that bit of brain in curry sauce,’ I joke.




  ‘B!’ Mum gasps. ‘Don’t joke about it!’




  ‘Why not?’ I retort. ‘None of it’s real. I reckon it’s a trailer for a new movie. You wait, another few days and they’ll admit it was a publicity stunt.

  Anyone who fell for it will look a right idiot, won’t they?’




  ‘But the police and soldiers . . .’ On the TV, a tank fires at a church, blasting holes out of the walls, exposing zombies who were sheltering inside – these guys are like

  vampires, they don’t come out much in the day.




  ‘They’re part of the campaign,’ I insist. ‘They’ve been paid to go along with the act.’




  Mum frowns. ‘Surely they’d get in trouble if they lied to the public like that.’




  ‘Trouble’s like a bad stink,’ Dad says. ‘Throw enough money at it and nobody cares. Any lawyers who go after these guys will be given a big fat cheque and that’ll

  be the end of that.’




  ‘I dunno,’ Mum says, shaking her head. ‘They’re talking about a curfew here.’




  ‘Course they are,’ Dad sneers, knocking back another slug of cider. ‘The government would love that. Get everyone off the streets, terrify us into holing up like rats.

  It’d leave them free to do whatever they wanted at night. They’d ship in more immigrants while we weren’t watching. That might be what the whole thing’s about, a plot to

  make us look away while they sneak in a load of scabs who’ll work for peanuts and steal our jobs.’




  Mum looks dubious. ‘You can’t be serious, Todd.’




  ‘I’d bet my crown jewels on it,’ he says firmly.




  She stares at him, maybe wondering how she ended up marrying such a paranoid nutter. Or maybe she’s trying to convince herself that he’s right, to avoid any arguments and associated

  beatings.




  The worst thing about this zombie scare is talk of a curfew. I’d go mad if I had to stay home every night, locked in with Mum and Dad. I mean, most nights I stay in anyway, watching TV,

  surfing the web, playing computer games, listening to music. But I know that I can go out, any time I please. Take that choice away and I’d be no better off than a prisoner.




  I shiver at the thought of being caged up and get to my feet. ‘I’ve had enough of zombies. They’re boring me. I’m heading out.’




  ‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea,’ Mum says. ‘What if there’s an attack?’




  ‘Don’t be daft,’ I laugh.




  ‘But if they struck there, they could strike here. We’re not that far from Ireland.’ She looks like she’s about to cry. ‘They come out at night, the reporters all

  say so. If they attack London and catch you on the street . . .’




  ‘Dad?’ I look to him for support.




  ‘I dunno . . .’ he mutters, and for the first time I see that he’s not so sure that this is the work of sneaky liberals.




  ‘Don’t tell me you’re gonna start too,’ I groan.




  Dad chews the inside of his cheek, the way he does when he’s thinking hard.




  ‘Put your foot down, Todd,’ Mum says. ‘It’s dangerous out there. You can’t—’




  ‘I can do whatever the bloody hell I want!’ Dad shouts. ‘Don’t tell me what I can and can’t do.’




  ‘I’m not,’ Mum squeaks. ‘I was only—’




  ‘Shut it,’ Dad says quietly and Mum zips up immediately. She knows that tone. We both do. I gulp as Dad sits forward, putting down the can of cider. He cracks his fingers, eyeballing

  Mum. She’s trembling. She’s not the sharpest tool in the box. She missed the earlier warning signs, his expression, the clip to his words. But now she’s up to speed. Dad’s

  in a foul mood. There could be some thuggery on the cards tonight.




  I start to edge towards Mum, to do my best to protect her. I hate it when Dad hits me. But I hate it even more when he hits her. Mum’s soft. I’m more like Dad, a tough little nut.

  I’ll distract him if I can, draw his attention away from Mum. If I’m lucky, he’ll only slap me. If not, and he starts punching and kicking, I’ll curl up into a ball and take

  it. Won’t be the first time. Won’t be the last. Better he does it to me than Mum.




  ‘B!’ Dad barks, making me jump.




  ‘Yeah?’ I croak, trying not to shake.




  He glares at me – then snorts, picks up the can of cider and settles back again. ‘Go do whatever the hell you feel like.’




  ‘Sure thing, boss,’ I smile and tip him a stupid salute.




  Dad smirks. ‘You’re an idiot,’ he says.




  ‘I know where I get it from,’ I chuck back at him, feeling safe enough to wind him up a bit. I can do that to Dad when he’s in the right mood. He’s a great laugh when he

  wants to be.




  ‘Oi!’ he roars and throws a cushion at me.




  I laugh and duck out, knowing Mum will be fine now, delighted at this unexpected swing, feeling on top of the world. There’s nothing sweeter than a narrow escape. I don’t know why

  Dad laid off at the last moment, and I don’t try to figure it out. I gave up trying to read his mind years ago.




  The last thing I see is Mum getting up to retrieve the cushion. Dad doesn’t like it if she leaves stuff lying around. Doesn’t matter if he left it there. Cleaning up is her

  job.




  





  TWO




  Out of the flat, down three flights of stairs, taking the steps two at a time, four on the last set. I slap the wall on my right as I fly past. Someone spray-painted a giant

  arse on it months ago and I always slap it for good luck when I pass. Some of the neighbours have tried scrubbing it off, but it’s hanging in there, faded but defiant. I love graffiti. If I

  could paint, I’d be out covering the walls of London every night.




  I land like a cat, cool in my new, totally black trainers. There was a bit of red running through them when they first came out of their box, and the brand name shone brightly, but I carefully

  went over everything with a heavy-duty Sharpie. B Smith is nobody’s advertising pawn!




  It’s not yet six, plenty of daylight left. I don’t know what Mum was panicking about. Even if zombies were real, and even if they did attack here, they wouldn’t show their

  faces for another hour, not if the news teams have got it right.




  I check myself out in shop windows. Plain black T-shirt and jeans, no tags to show what make they are, threadbare in places, but worn in naturally by me, none of your bloody designer wear and

  tear.




  I’m almost past Black Spot when I stop and backtrack. Vinyl’s in there with his old man. Black Spot is a retro freak’s paradise. They only stock vinyl records, along with

  clothes, toys, hats and other bits and pieces from the dark ages. I even saw a video recorder in the window once.




  Vinyl’s dad loves all that twentieth-century crap. He won’t let CDs or DVDs in his house, and as for downloads, forget it! They have a computer, but all the music sites on it are

  blocked. He says the crackle of old records is what real music is all about, that digital tracks don’t make the air throb.




  I lean close to the window and tap on it softly. Vinyl looks up and scowls. He hates it when we spot him with his dad. Vinyl’s old man is all right – he does his own thing and

  doesn’t make a song and dance about it – but he’s a weirdo. I think Vinyl secretly likes the records which his dad makes him listen to, but he never admits that to us or defends

  his dad when we slag him off. As long as we don’t take it too far. I started to make a joke once about his dad liking the small holes that you find in the middle of records. Vinyl very

  quietly told me to shut up. He didn’t have to say any more. I’m not afraid of Vinyl, but I know he’d wipe the floor with me if we fought. Why sign up for a beating if you

  don’t have to?




  I pull a face and stick out my tongue. Vinyl gives me the finger, then says something to his dad. Old man Vinyl looks up, nods at me and smiles. I salute him, the same way I saluted Dad a while

  ago. Vinyl comes out, nudging the door open with his head.




  ‘You’re so cool,’ I gush, squeezing my hands together and making doe eyes at him.




  ‘Get stuffed,’ Vinyl sneers.




  We grin and knock knuckles.




  ‘I like the hair,’ Vinyl says. ‘Number 3?’




  ‘Sod that. Number 2.’




  ‘Hardcore.’




  Vinyl’s got long, curly hair. He’d love to shave it, but his mum would cry and he doesn’t want to upset her. He’s a soft git, Vinyl. But hard when he needs to be. There

  aren’t many who get the better of him in a punch-up.




  ‘How’s the new school?’ I ask.




  Vinyl rolls his eyes. ‘I should have failed that bloody test.’




  ‘Bad?’ I laugh.




  ‘You wouldn’t believe it.’




  Vinyl took a Mensa test in the summer. Turned out he’s smarter than the rest of us put together. His mum went gaga – she thinks he’s the new Einstein – and begged him to

  switch to a posh school. He hated bailing on us, but she turned on the tears and he caved.




  ‘What’s it really like?’ I ask as we stroll, punching each other’s arm every now and then.




  ‘All right,’ he shrugs. ‘I thought they’d be full of themselves, but most aren’t much different to us. I’m doing OK, not the best, not the worst.’




  ‘What about the teachers?’




  He shrugs again. ‘They wouldn’t last long in our place. I’d give them a week – they’d be headcases after that.’




  Vinyl still thinks he’s one of us. And at the moment he is. But that will change. You can’t switch schools and carry on as if nothing’s happened. He’ll make new friends

  soon and start hanging out with them. Another few weeks and we won’t see a lick of him. Way of the world.




  ‘You must be crapping yourself,’ I tell him.




  ‘What are you talking about?’ he frowns.




  ‘The zombies.’




  ‘What about them?’




  ‘They go for freaks with big brains.’




  He laughs sarcastically. ‘Know what I like about you, B?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘You’ll be dead one day.’




  We snicker, knock knuckles and head for the park.




  





  THREE




  Some of the gang are already in the park, as I guessed they would be. We’re too young to get into pubs and there’s not much else to do around here. They’re

  hanging out by the swings, trying to look cool. Dipsticks! I mean, how the hell are you supposed to look cool in a park?




  ‘Strewth, it’s the B-ster,’ Trev hoots. ‘And who’s that with our cheery chum? Strike me pink if it ain’t our old mate Vinyl! Evening,

  guv’nor.’




  Trev loves a bit of mockney. Sometimes it’s funny, but it gets stale quick.




  ‘Anything happening?’ I ask, taking one of the swings and lifting my feet up so that everyone can admire my trainers.




  ‘Sod all,’ Copper says.




  ‘Looking for zombies,’ Kray yawns.




  ‘We thought Vinyl was one of them,’ Ballydefeck says.




  ‘Eat me,’ Vinyl retorts.




  ‘I wouldn’t even if I was a zombie,’ Ballydefeck sniffs.




  ‘Anyone else coming?’ I ask.




  Trev shrugs. ‘Talk of a curfew has scared a lot of people. I’m not expecting many more. Surprised to see you, B. I thought you’d have been kept in.’




  ‘It’d take more than the threat of a few zombies to keep me in,’ I sneer.




  ‘Aren’t you afraid of the living dead?’ Kray asks.




  ‘I’m more afraid of your killer breath.’




  Laughter all round. I grin and treat myself to a swing. It’s great to have friends to slag off.




  Copper produces a packet of fags and passes them round. He’s good that way. He’d share his last butt with you. He used to take a lot of flak for being a ginger before he butched up,

  but I always liked him. I slagged him off, sure – and I gave him his nickname – but in a nice way.




  I’ve given a few of my friends nicknames over the years. I’m good at it. You’d be amazed how some people struggle. It doesn’t take a stroke of genius to look at a redhead

  and call him Copper, but even that simple task is beyond a lot of the kids I know.




  I’m prouder of Ballydefeck. His family’s Irish. Most of us have a bit of Paddy in our blood, but his lot act like they still live in the bog, spuds for dinner every night of the

  week, Irish dancing competitions at the weekend, Daniel O’Donnell blasting out loud in every room of their house if you pop round. He was known as Paddy or Mick for years. Then one night I

  was watching a rerun of Father Ted and I came up with Ballydefeck. He’s answered to that ever since.




  Kray digs out an iPod with a plug-in speaker. It’s brand new, the latest model. I whistle appreciatively. ‘Fall off the back of a lorry?’ I ask.




  ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Kray says indignantly, but his smirk ruins his show of innocence. We’ve all nicked a bit in our time, but Kray would have been Fagin’s

  star pupil.




  We listen to some good tunes – Kray has great taste – and talk about TV, zombies, music, sex. Vinyl tells us about the girls in his new school. He says they’re hot and easy.

  Trev, Copper and Ballydefeck listen with their mouths open as he describes what he’s been getting up to with them. Me and Kray look at each other and roll our eyes – we know bullshit

  when we smell it. But we don’t tell Vinyl to shut up. It’s fun listening to him stringing the fools along.




  After a while I spot a skinny black teenager entering the park. It’s Tyler, a kid from our year. He stops when he sees us, hesitates, then backs up.




  ‘Tyler!’ I shout. ‘Get your arse over here!’




  He grins nervously and taps his watch. Vanishes before I can call to him again.




  ‘A pity,’ I sneer. ‘I fancied a lynching.’




  ‘That’s a bit harsh, isn’t it?’ Vinyl says.




  ‘Only joking,’ I reply.




  ‘Tyler’s all right,’ Vinyl mutters.




  ‘No, he’s not,’ I growl.




  ‘What’s wrong with him?’ Vinyl challenges me, then smiles with icy sweetness before I can answer. ‘It’s not the colour of his skin, is it?’




  I scowl at Vinyl, but don’t say anything. Because to an extent he’s right. Dad’s a racist and proud of it. He hates anyone who isn’t from England, especially if

  they’re dark-skinned. In his ideal world the ruling party would be the Ku Klux Klan and he’d go riding through the streets of London on a horse every day with a load of hood-wearing

  buddies, keeping law and order with a thick length of rope.




  Dad’s always warning me of the dangers of racial tolerance. He pushes Aryan books and pamphlets my way. The first picture book I remember reading by myself featured a family of naughty

  golliwogs.




  I don’t believe the same things that Dad does. I don’t want to be like him, not that way. But at the same time I’ve got to live with him. I learnt early on not to challenge his

  word. So I put up with the ranting and raving. I read the hate lit. I laugh at his crude jokes. I’ve even gone to a few meetings with him, rooms full of angry white men muttering bloody

  murder.




  The trouble with putting on an act is that sometimes it’s hard to tell where the actor stops and the real you begins. It’s rubbed off on me to an extent, the years of pretending to

  hate. Vinyl’s black as the ace of spades, but he’s my only coloured friend. And it’s not just because I know Dad would hit the roof if he saw me hanging out with black kids or

  Asians. Part of me genuinely fears the menace of those who are different. I’ve read so much and heard so much and been forced to say so much that sometimes I forget that I don’t believe

  it.




  To be honest, I’m amazed I’m still friends with Vinyl. We hung out together when we were tiny, before I started selecting my associates more cautiously. When Dad beat me a few times,

  and told me to stop having anything to do with that horrible little black kid, that should have been the end of it. I tried to avoid Vinyl after that, but I couldn’t. We got on too

  well. He made me laugh, he never teased me, I could talk to him about anything.




  I learnt to sneak behind Dad’s back, never mention Vinyl at home, not be seen with him close to where we live. He’s my secret friend. If Dad knew, he’d knock the stuffing out

  of me. Even one black friend is one too many as far as he’s concerned.




  ‘Come on,’ Vinyl says again, bristling now. ‘What’s wrong with Tyler?’




  ‘I don’t like his face,’ I snap. ‘What difference does it make?’




  ‘I ran into your dad a few days ago,’ Vinyl says. ‘He recognised me, which was a surprise. I thought we all looked the same to him.’




  ‘Hey,’ Trev says uneasily. ‘Let’s drop it.’




  ‘He told me he’d heard about my new school,’ Vinyl goes on, ignoring Trev and staring hard at me. ‘Said it was amazing what they could teach chimps these days. Asked me

  if I could peel my own bananas now.’




  I feel my face flush. I’m ashamed of my mean-spirited, foul-mouthed father. But I’m even more ashamed of myself, because I instinctively want to defend him. I know it’s wrong.

  He shouldn’t have said that to Vinyl – to anyone – but part of me wants to take his side, because no matter what, he’s my dad and I love him.




  ‘I can’t control what he says,’ I mutter, dropping my gaze.




  ‘But do you agree with it?’ Vinyl growls.




  ‘Of course not!’ I spit. ‘Tyler’s a whiny brat. He gets up my nose. It’s got nothing to do with him being black.’




  Vinyl eyes me coldly for a long, probing moment. Then he relaxes. ‘That’s all right then.’ He winks. ‘You should tell your dad that you want to move in with

  me.’




  ‘Wishful thinking!’ I snort.




  We laugh, knock knuckles and everything’s OK again. In a weird, messed-up, uncomfortable kind of way. It’s not easy sometimes, having a racist for a dad.




  





  FOUR




  We meet Suze and La Lips outside a kebab shop. They’re sharing a bag of chips and Suze has a doner that she’s saving for later.




  ‘Lovely ladies!’ Trev croons. ‘What does a guy have to do to get a chip and a kiss around here?’




  ‘Sod off,’ Suze growls as he drapes an arm round each of them. La Lips smiles and cuddles into him.




  ‘What’s up?’ I ask, eyeing the chips hungrily. I had dinner before I came out, but I always get the munchies when I spy a bag of steaming hot chips.




  ‘We were meant to be meeting Elephant and Stagger Lee, but they never turned up,’ La Lips pouts.




  ‘What are you doing with them?’ Copper asks suspiciously. La Lips has kissed just about every boy she’s ever come into contact with – I snogged her too, a while back, to

  see what it was like, though she tells me to shut my trap whenever I bring that up – but Copper has been sort of going steady with her for the last few weeks.




  ‘Stagger Lee was going to give us new ringtones for our phones,’ Suze says.




  ‘More Nick Cave I bet,’ Copper scowls (Stagger Lee’s a Nick Cave freak – he was nicknamed after one of the singer’s most famous songs) and drags La Lips away from

  Trev.




  ‘Careful!’ she shouts, spilling a couple of chips. She rubs her arm where he pinched her and glares.




  ‘You won’t be copping a feel tonight,’ Kray laughs.




  ‘He doesn’t cop a feel any night,’ La Lips says, tossing her hair indignantly, but nobody buys that for even a second.




  ‘Here,’ Suze says, handing me the bag of chips. ‘I can’t bear to look at you drooling any longer.’




  ‘Cheers, ears.’ I tuck in and the others crowd round me. Thirty seconds later the chips are gone and we’re licking our lips.




  Suze shakes her head. ‘Like a pack of dogs,’ she sighs. Then she smiles at Vinyl, the only one who didn’t grab any chips. ‘How’s the new school?’




  Vinyl shrugs. ‘You know. All right.’




  ‘Is it very different to ours?’ La Lips asks.




  ‘Yeah. They have gold-rimmed toilet seats.’




  ‘No way!’ she gasps.




  Everyone laughs.




  ‘You’re an idiot,’ I tell her.




  ‘Less of that,’ Copper says, draping a protective arm round her.




  ‘My hero,’ La Lips simpers and stands on her toes to stick her tongue down his throat.




  ‘Not in public!’ I roar and we push on down the street, jostling and laughing.




  The girls don’t have much news. They’re as bored as we are. Suze and I walk a little ahead of the others, chatting about our mums – they used to be best friends when they were

  our age. But then Ballydefeck starts telling us to kiss each other, so I round on him and give him a slap to shut him up. He covers his head with both hands. ‘Not the face, B! Not the

  face!’ In the end I kick him playfully and leave it at that.




  We come to an off-licence and pause by the window, enviously studying the bottles. Most of us have had a drink or two in our time – Dad let me sip beer when I was a baby, for laughs

  – but it’s hard to get hold of. Another few years and we’ll be able to pass for eighteen and go to parties and drink ourselves stupid. But for now we can’t do much apart

  from ogle and dream.




  ‘Wait here,’ I tell the others, deciding to stir things up a bit. I push into the shop and walk straight to the beer fridge. I pick up a six-pack of the cheapest brand I can find

  – in case I get lucky – then lug it to the counter. The Pakistani guy behind the till stares at me, unimpressed. ‘Ring it up, boss,’ I tell him.




  ‘You are underage.’ He doesn’t even ask to see my ID.




  ‘No, I’m not. Go on, ring it up, I’m good for it.’ I dig out a tattered wallet which once belonged to my dad and slide out a tenner which I’ve been holding onto

  since Friday.




  ‘You are underage,’ he says again. ‘It is illegal to sell alcohol to anyone under the age of eighteen. Please leave my shop immediately.’




  ‘Please leave my shop immediately,’ I echo, mimicking his accent. I know it’s petty, but I can’t stop myself.




  ‘If you do not leave, I will call the police,’ he says.




  ‘Call them what?’ I smirk.




  He points to a security camera. ‘This is all being recorded. I would advise you to return the alcohol to its shelf and—’




  I let the six-pack drop. The cans fizz but don’t explode. ‘Stick them back on the shelf yourself, numbnuts.’




  His face darkens and he leans forward to strike me. Then he stops and points at the door. ‘Out!’ he screams.




  I laugh and shoot him the finger. I give the finger to the camera too, then take my time heading for the door. I plan to tell Dad about this later, knowing he’ll laugh, lovingly run his

  hand over my head and tell me I did good.




  ‘You’re crazy,’ Kray yells when I get outside, then he bangs my knuckles hard. They’re all laughing and Trev gives me knuckles too.




  ‘Same old B,’ Vinyl smiles tightly. For a moment I think he’s going to have a go at me again, but he says nothing more.




  ‘You didn’t really expect him to sell you any beer, did you?’ Suze asks.




  ‘No.’ I whip out a bar of chocolate from beneath my T-shirt. ‘But he was so wound-up about the beer, he never saw me palming this.’




  Lots of cheers. They all lean in for a square. I push them away, then dole it out, a piece for everyone, a quick prayer of thanks to Mr Cadbury, then on we go, the others still cooing over what

  I did.
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