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  wrong and exactly how to make it right.
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  There’s an ape staring at me.




  It’s sitting in the stale musty classroom and it keeps looking at me.




  I’m trying to ignore it. But it won’t stop staring.




  ‘What?’ I ask it, but it doesn’t reply.




  I’m supposed to be meeting my boyfriend Kyle and could have done without getting an after-school detention. I won’t even have time to get home and get changed out of my school

  uniform now.




  ‘What?’ I hiss at the Ape again. ‘Like, seriously, what?’




  The Ape doesn’t even blink – just carries on gazing at me from halfway across the classroom.




  ‘What d’you want?’ Billie, my all-time best friend, asks the Ape. She is sitting at the school desk nearest to mine. Because of her supermodel height, her long slender legs are

  bent awkwardly under the desk.




  The Ape doesn’t reply but the teacher, Mr Allwell, clears his throat – his way of telling us to stop talking without actually bothering to speak himself.




  Which acts as a cue for the Ape to start talking.




  ‘What you in for?’ It’s only taken five minutes for the words to travel from his empty brain to his mouth.




  ‘What are we in for?’ Billie screws up her face. ‘This isn’t a prison.’




  The Ape’s eyes drop down to my chest. Many a boy has done this, but never so blatantly.




  ‘What you in for?’ I think he’s expecting my boobs to speak.




  ‘If we tell you, will you stop staring?’ Billie asks the Ape.




  ‘What?’ he says transfixed.




  Billie sighs hard enough to make her point. ‘I got thrown out of rehearsals for Hamlet.’




  ‘What’s Hamlet?’




  ‘Seriously?’ Billie rolls her eyes.




  ‘I dyed my hair pink. Didn’t know it wasn’t allowed.’




  The Ape’s eyes wrench themselves from my chest and wander up to my hair, which is dyed a hot pink. Kyle’s going to either love it or hate it.




  ‘That not real then?’




  Allwell clears his throat again, only louder this time. Good, I think. Excruciating conversation over.




  ‘Ask me what I’m in for,’ the Ape says, continuing to ignore Allwell.




  The Ape is bigger and wider and hairier than anyone at the school – hence the nickname – and I swear all of the staff are praying that he finally leaves this year. Holding him back

  to retake Year Eleven for the third time wasn’t the best idea they ever had.




  ‘Sykes caught me stealing petrol from his car.’ The Ape points to a petrol stain on his red T-shirt that depicts a bikini-clad woman from the Fifties posing amongst faded playing

  cards. I don’t think he’s ever worn a uniform. The Ape is wearing the stain like a badge of honour.




  ‘That’s amazing, really – awesome,’ Billie tells him with a straight face.




  We look away from the Ape and hope he gets the message that we seriously don’t want to talk to him. But as soon as we do, Carrie sticks her brittle-boned middle finger up at me.




  ‘What are you looking at?’ she snipes at me, her icy blue eyes staring right through me, and I wish she didn’t hate me so much. She is a size minus, as in her weight is

  somewhere in the negative, and which ever way you look at her, her bony body always comes to a point.




  Being in detention is bad enough without having a gorilla and a human knitting needle for company. The only bright spot is the eternally sunny GG, who is sitting at the desk between me and

  Carrie, painting his fingernails canary yellow.




  ‘What’s your problem?’ I hiss at Carrie.




  ‘You know what!’ She looks at me with complete hatred. ‘You so know what.’




  ‘Ooh. Girl war. Handbags are locked and loaded.’ GG talks without taking his eyes off his nails.




  ‘Who asked you?’ Carrie gives GG a sneer, which bounces straight off him. Getting his nails right is all that matters.




  Still seated, the Ape grabs his desk in one meaty paw and then kangaroos it and his chair across the classroom, straight towards Billie and me. We look up at Allwell, expecting him to tell him

  to stop, but like most of the staff here, he prefers to avoid direct confrontation with the Ape.




  He edges loudly across the floor, in his weird chair and table caravan, and it’s like the Ape’s decided we’re in his circle now, or he’s in ours, because he’s

  grinning hopefully at us. ‘I got a question.’




  Billie gives me a wary look and I know she’s thinking the same thing I am. The Ape is trying to make friends with us, but that is most definitely not going to happen. He’s barely the

  same species as us.




  He drags the chair and table right up to mine.




  ‘What you doing after?’




  ‘Oh, good God,’ Billie mutters. Thankfully the door opens and distracts the Ape.




  Lucas stands in the doorway waiting for the Moth, who motors in in his wheelchair. Lucas is a straight-A student and doesn’t do anything wrong ever, so coming to after-school

  detention is the equivalent of getting twenty years for armed robbery for him, and his anxious face shows that’s exactly how he feels. Lucas is clever, athletic, and talented at everything he

  tries – at our school he’s like the boy who would be King, a beautiful, caramel-skinned god.




  The Moth is Lucas’s best friend. A paraplegic with glasses, acne and a flat boneless nose that means his glasses keep sliding down it. No one could be physically further from Lucas than

  the Moth, but on other levels they are closer than brothers. Whenever you find one of them, the other isn’t far away.




  Lucas doesn’t know where to sit at first. He looks at the permanently scowling Carrie and then gets a delicate little wave from GG.




  ‘There’s a lap going free here,’ he suggests to Lucas with a smile.




  Not that GG really knows Lucas. None of us here apart from the Moth have ever reached that rarefied height.




  Lucas turns to Allwell, hesitant in case he does anything else wrong. Allwell points to a vacant chair at the front. Lucas nods, sits down and the Moth parks his wheelchair beside him.




  The Ape immediately scrapes his desk and chair in Lucas’s direction, manoeuvring himself as close to him as he can manage. He can’t believe Lucas is in detention either.




  ‘What you in for?’




  ‘Oh, I was—’ the Moth begins.




  ‘Wasn’t talking to you, Hawkings.’




  The Moth sometimes gets called Hawkings because everyone thinks he must have a brilliant space-brain to balance out his broken, twisted body. He is cleverer than most so it’s not

  completely inaccurate. Usually though, he goes by the Moth, which is short for his real name, Timothy.




  ‘How many times do I have to say this? It’s Hawking,’ says the Moth. ‘Haw-king, not Haw-kings.’




  ‘What you in for?’ The Ape grins eagerly at Lucas.




  ‘Nothing,’ says Lucas quietly. It’s hard to tell if he’s blushing because his Caribbean skin gives little away.




  ‘Tell me.’




  In truth we all want to know what happened to bring the school god to this room, even Allwell, so he lets the Ape grill Lucas some more.




  ‘Be a pal. What you in for?’




  The Moth nods to Lucas as if to say it’s OK. He also knows that everyone is now looking at Lucas, who will hate the scrutiny. Lucas may be the boy that everyone wants to be, but he’s

  also painfully keen to do the right thing. He puts constant pressure on himself and one slip, or in this case, one detention, and Lucas is approaching total meltdown.




  ‘I kicked a football at my games teacher.’




  ‘It hit him in the nuts,’ adds the Moth.




  Lucas gets a big hefty slap on the back from the Ape. ‘Yowza!’




  But Lucas just folds in on himself, looking like his whole, entire life is ruined now.




  The Ape turns to the Moth. ‘Your turn, Hawkings.’




  ‘Daz, it’s Haw-king,’ the Moth replies.




  ‘You in for?’




  ‘Doesn’t he know any other words?’ Billie says to me.




  ‘Brakes failed on my chair and I ploughed into that parents’ night presentation, the one in the hall – brought the whole lot down.’




  ‘Yowza!’ The Ape leans over and high-fives the Moth.




  ‘They keep doing that. Malfunctioning.’




  GG puts up his hand. ‘Can I go to the bathroom please, sir?’




  The Ape snorts, puts his hand up and does the worst impression of GG ever. ‘Can I go and do a big dump, sir?’ The Ape laughs loudly while staring at Lucas, willing him to laugh along

  with him because then he could fantasise that they were best friends.




  GG is the world’s happiest person. Happy and gay. Run the two together and you get happy gay, and gay used to mean happy, so someone said it was like he was double gay or Gay Gay, and the

  name kind of stuck. Rake thin and with eyeliner to match his dyed blond quiff, GG revels in his total campness. He’s completely OK with who he is, and because of that everyone likes him.

  Apart from Billie, he’s probably the only other person in detention that I actually talk to.




  ‘Sir,’ he says again, ‘may I have a tinkle, please? I’ll be very quick. Barely time for an unzip and drip.’ GG told us earlier that he’s here because he was

  flirting ‘inappropriately’ with the new maths teacher. I’m so not surprised.




  Before Allwell can respond, a match strikes and we all turn to the back of the classroom. Johnson holds the match and watches it burn before blowing it out.




  That’s it. That’s all he does. One simple act that gets everyone’s attention.




  He is sitting with his feet up on the desk gazing out of the window, long thin legs stretched out in front of him. His wild dark curls fall over his eyes and I’m so glad I’m half

  facing away from him because there’s nothing like a bad boy to turn a girl’s head. Not that Johnson is bad like the Ape is – he just does his own thing and makes his own

  rules.




  ‘That’s Johnson,’ whispers Billie, barely keeping the thrill out of her voice. As if I needed telling anyway. ‘Johnson,’ she repeats. No one knows if that’s

  his first name or surname, or if in fact it’s his only name. I’ve certainly never managed to get close enough to ask.




  Johnson flicks the dead match across the room and as soon as it lands on the floor the fire alarm goes off in the hall outside. It’s loud and piercing. Panicked voices join in with the

  alarm and Allwell gets to his feet, worriedly raising his hands to us. ‘Stay there.’ He has to speak loudly to be heard above the alarm and the shouting. Something is happening in the

  corridor outside. More people are joining in, footsteps charge up and down.




  ‘Sir?’ Carrie calls out, looking worried.




  Allwell opens the door, and the voices and the fire alarm immediately fill the classroom. ‘Good God!’ he shouts.




  I don’t know what Allwell has seen, but after the door closes behind him there’s a flash of light that seems to illuminate the whole room. Carrie jumps in her seat, letting out an

  involuntary scream. It’s like someone’s put million-watt bulbs in all the light sockets, and the flash all but blinds me.




  The light goes as quickly as it came and the Ape kangaroos his chair and desk towards the door. ‘Did you see that?’




  ‘Don’t open the door!’ yells Lucas, panicked.




  The Ape ignores him and yanks it open. We wait with bated breath as he gets to his feet and leans over the desk so he can peer out.




  ‘Well?’ asks Billie.




  The Ape turns his big head left and then right, checking the hallway. It seems to take him forever.




  ‘Tell us then!’ urges Carrie.




  ‘Nothing,’ he says, eventually.




  ‘It can’t be nothing!’ Lucas wails.




  ‘Wait. The alarm’s stopped,’ says GG. ‘And the shouting.’




  We take a moment to listen and it’s true, there’s just silence now.




  ‘Where’s Mr Allwell?’ asks the Moth.




  ‘Who’s Allwell?’ says the Ape.




  I get to my feet. The Ape is clearly the last person you’d send on a fact-finding mission.




  ‘Rev, what you doing?’ Billie looks worried.




  ‘I’ve got to see.’




  I edge over to the Ape at the doorway and dare to peer out.




  ‘Well?’ the Moth asks.




  All I can see is an empty hallway. The Ape is right. There is nothing out there. Nothing at all.




  ‘No one’s out there,’ I add.




  ‘There must be,’ GG argues.




  ‘No.’




  ‘Is the school on fire or what?’ snaps Carrie.




  The Moth can see that she is tense and tries to calm her. ‘It doesn’t feel like it’s on fire.’




  ‘And you know what that feels like do you, Hawkings? You’ve been in hundreds of fires, have you?’ she snaps back at him, and I can see it hurts him a little.




  ‘There’d be sirens by now, people would be spilling out into the car park,’ he says in his strange little nasally voice.




  I turn back to the others and find that Johnson is looking straight at me. The surprise of it makes my heart skip a beat. ‘There’s no fire,’ I tell the room.




  ‘Later, losers.’ The Ape shoves the desk out into the hall, then gets up and lumbers into the corridor.




  ‘I’m not staying either.’ Carrie brushes past me, jabbing me with her bony elbow on purpose as she leaves. ‘And you so know what.’




  Lucas is now in a total panic. I can see his brain overloading as he tries to decide whether to stay or not. ‘What if the teacher comes back and none of us are here?’ he says.




  ‘I shouldn’t even be here anyway. I was wrongly accused,’ the Moth says as he whirrs his way towards the door.




  ‘But you can’t all just disappear.’ Lucas looks seriously worried. ‘Moth, wait.’




  The Moth stops and turns to his best friend with a pretty good stab at irony. ‘C’mon, live on the edge, Luke, just like I do.’




  Lucas wrestles with his conscience and then, with a low, ominous groan, he follows the Moth out into the corridor, giving himself an excuse as he does. ‘If anyone asks, I’ve got

  football practice and I need to get changed.’




  Before I leave, I sneak one last glance at Johnson who remains seated with his feet up on the desk, looking to be in no particular hurry to leave.




  His eyes meet mine and he gives me a lazy salute, touching his index finger to his temple and then gently cocking it my way.




  ‘Don’t get burned out there.’




  Billie drags me away before I can respond. Not that I had any idea what to say to him.
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  Billie and I are walking down the steep grassy hill that leads from the school to the centre of town. I have become a little anxious about my hair colour now and wonder if

  I’ve gone too far. Billie, with her spectacular half-Indian, half-Irish colouring that translates into dark lush hair and blue eyes, has never needed to improve on that, and I’m still

  not sure what possessed me to do something so crazy. Did I need to be noticed that much? There’s got to be something psychological going on here but I have no idea what.




  ‘D’you think Johnson has a special pass that allows him to wear tight jeans?’ Billie asks.




  I’m not sure why Billie’s talking about Johnson. She’s rarely, if ever, mentioned him before.




  ‘Was he wearing jeans?’ I ask innocently.




  ‘Like you didn’t notice.’




  ‘I wasn’t really looking,’ I lie.




  ‘Must’ve seen the way he saluted me.’




  I know for a fact that he saluted me, but I let it go.




  ‘Did he?’




  Billie smiles to herself at the thought. ‘Oh yeah.’




  We carry on to the bottom of the hill and take a short cut through the car park and over the tiny river that snakes its way through the town.




  ‘You really have to meet Kyle?’ Billie asks.




  ‘I promised.’




  ‘My bus isn’t for another twenty minutes.’ Billie looks at me hopefully. ‘I’ll buy you an Americano.’




  Her big beseeching blue eyes are too much for me and I quickly text Kyle: Still in detention. We both giggle like little kids and then I feel bad. I

  should really be racing round to see Kyle.




  We have been so busy chatting we haven’t noticed that the town is unusually quiet. We’re halfway to Costa before Billie comments on it.




  ‘Look at that,’ she says.




  ‘What?’




  ‘The high street.’




  I take a moment to register the emptiness.




  ‘Never seen it like this before,’ she adds.




  There are no cars or buses driving past, no people walking around.




  ‘Bank holiday?’ I ask.




  ‘We wouldn’t have been at school.’ Billie continues to scan the usually packed high street. ‘And people would still be out and about. Wouldn’t they?’




  She’s right, but there doesn’t appear to be another single human being anywhere. Billie gently pushes open the nearest shop door, a health food shop run by the unhealthiest-looking

  man I have ever seen. The door creaks a little as Billie peers in.




  I wait for her to look around before she pulls the door shut again.




  ‘Empty.’




  ‘What d’you mean?’




  ‘What d’you think I mean?’




  I squeeze past her and take a look for myself. The health food shop is completely deserted.




  ‘They shouldn’t leave it unlocked,’ I tell her before backing out. ‘Someone should tell them about that – they’ll get robbed.’




  We move to the next shop, a key cutter and shoe repairer. Billie opens the door. Again it’s unlocked and again it’s empty.




  ‘Let’s try another shop,’ I tell her.




  We head into the travel agent. There are computer terminals at small desks, a bureau de change at the far end and stacks of travel brochures lying neatly on shelves. But no people.




  ‘Maybe everyone booked themselves a holiday,’ Billie jokes.




  We enter the phone shop next door, which is nearly always packed with people wanting an upgrade on a phone they’ve had less than a week, and the result is the same. No one home.




  We emerge from the phone shop and look up and down the empty high street again. I even scan the second- and third-floor windows of the offices above the shops, but there’s no sign of

  movement behind any of them.




  Billie heads into the next shop along, Boots. I follow her through the automatic doors.




  My heart is starting to quicken and I’m getting a tingling sensation in my arms and shoulders.




  ‘Gas leak?’ I ask. ‘Chemical spill?’




  Billie isn’t listening because usually the first thing you see in Boots are the women on the make-up counter who have applied so much product on their faces you’re always surprised

  there’s any left to sell. But the painted ladies aren’t there today. No one is.




  ‘Where is everyone?’ Billie asks, but it’s not a question I’m likely to have an answer for. ‘Hey!’ she calls out.




  ‘What are you doing?’




  ‘HEY!’ she shouts louder this time.




  ‘Shh, they’ll throw us out.’




  ‘Who? Who exactly is going to throw us out?’ Billie is enjoying the emptiness less and less. She breaks into a fast walk, hurrying down the aisles looking for a sign of life.




  I try to keep up with her as she moves quickly from aisle to aisle.




  ‘Hey! Hello!’ Billie looks at me, her eyes wide. I know her heart is pumping as hard as mine is.




  Billie hurries out of Boots and I chase after her as we race into more high street shops, calling out, hoping that someone is there. But each one is the same. Empty.




  There is absolutely no one to be found. Everything looks the same, it feels the same and even smells the same, but without actual people it just isn’t the same.




  ‘Terrorists? It’s got to be terrorists.’




  Billie’s eyes grow even wider. ‘God, Rev.’




  ‘I’m just saying.’




  ‘You think there’s been an evacuation? Like they’ve found a bomb or something?’




  ‘What else could it be?’




  ‘So where are the soldiers? The police?’ she says, looking more freaked out by the second.




  ‘Let me try my mum.’ I grab my phone and call home, but it goes straight to answering machine. I try to act cool and casual. ‘Mum, you there? Something going on that I’ve

  missed? Call me . . .’ I try to say the last bit in a sort of happy-clappy, sing-song voice – as if I haven’t a care in the world – but my voice cracks halfway through and

  that’s when I hear my heart pounding in my ears, like it has a sixth sense or something. That it’s beating out a warning. I look at Billie and she’s also on her phone.




  ‘Dad, just saying hi. Uh, where . . . Uh, well there doesn’t seem to be anyone around. Could you maybe . . . well, yeah, could you call me back? Please.’




  The pounding is reaching deep into my brain and giving me a splitting headache.




  We head for the town square and Billie cranes her neck to study the sky. ‘There aren’t even any birds.’ It’s as empty as the streets below it. A few clouds, but no birds

  or planes.




  ‘Do they evacuate birds?’ she asks.




  ‘They do now.’ It’s a bad joke – weak. But I’m trying not to freak out completely.




  ‘Let’s keep looking.’




  ‘We’ve been looking.’




  Billie looks me straight in the eye. ‘OK. Here’s what I think. There’s been a mass evacuation. There’s a war or something breaking out, and a missile is heading our way.

  Only they forgot to tell us.’




  ‘Mum wouldn’t forget me. Your dad wouldn’t forget you either. Neither of them have called us.’




  ‘What about Kyle – has he texted back?’




  ‘No. Not yet.’




  ‘So text him again.’




  My fingers jab at the touchscreen. Where is every1?




  We wait, staring at my phone. Seconds turn into minutes, but no response comes.




  ‘Call him,’ Billie snaps.




  I do but a voice tells me that ‘no connection is possible at this present time’. I hang up and look at Billie and she’s as spooked as I am.




  ‘Why am I not enjoying this?’ she asks.




  ‘Why would you?’




  ‘Well, this is a dream right? Having a town all of your own. We can do anything, go shopping, choose the best clothes.’




  ‘That’s called looting,’ I say.




  We carry on towards the town square and Billie slips her hand into mine. It feels cold, like it’s lacking blood, but I hold on tightly as we emerge on to the cobbled square. It’s

  usually packed with people. You can sit there all day and watch half the world pass by. But not today. A children’s roundabout, giant cups and saucers, sits idly in the middle. The sign reads

  Five years and under and I know we’re both wondering where all the five-years-and-unders have gone.




  ‘What about the church?’ Billie says suddenly. ‘People go to churches in times of panic.’




  There’s an ancient church that dominates the centre of town and if panicked, scared people are going to gather, that’s where they’re going to go.




  We run down the cobbled side road, charge past the war memorial decorated with the names of people who were also here once but aren’t now, then burst into the church grounds. I know even

  before we open the great wooden door that it is empty. It just has that feeling.




  Billie’s eyes dart everywhere but the nearest thing to a human being is a large porcelain statue of Jesus, and even he has his head bowed and won’t acknowledge our presence.




  ‘Jesus,’ says Billie.




  On the way home I phone Mum again, this time not cool, but totally frantic.




  ‘Mum? Where are you? I’m scared. Mum! Mum, pick up! You there? Mum!’




  Billie and I aren’t talking. We are locked in our own dark thoughts as the fear spreads through us. No cars pass by – there’s no movement anywhere.




  We walk towards an empty bus, parked at a bus stop. Its door is wide open and for some reason it looks almost inviting. Before I know it, I’ve crossed the road to take a closer look.




  ‘Rev!’ Billie hurries to catch up with me. ‘Stay close.’




  I stop at the open door and I’m sure I can hear voices.




  ‘You hear that?’ I whisper to Billie.




  ‘Hear what?’




  ‘Voices . . .’




  Billie takes a moment. ‘Voices? Seriously?’




  I take a step forward, listen harder. The voices are there, I’m sure of it, but they’re too faint and I can’t quite make them out.




  ‘Rev, don’t get too close.’




  I hold up a hand to get Billie to be quiet and take another step towards the open door. There’s a strange heat emanating from inside. ‘You feel that?’ I ask her.




  Billie remains static – doesn’t come any closer.




  ‘Wait, it’s not voices. It’s a voice. There’s someone on the bus,’ I say. ‘They’re saying my name – I think.’




  Billie takes hold of my arm to pull me back. ‘Rev, please, this isn’t funny.’




  I shake Billie off and start to step aboard, but the second I do the bus doors slam shut.




  Billie screams and my heart nearly breaks a rib it leaps so hard in my chest.




  ‘Christ!’ I yell.




  I look at the shut door and realise that the heat and the voice have disappeared. I peer inside trying to see who closed the doors, but I can’t see anyone. I jog along the side of the bus,

  jumping up to get a better look. But I can’t see anyone on board.




  ‘You sure you didn’t hear a voice?’ I ask her.




  ‘Let’s get to your mum’s. Like now.’




  My mum doesn’t trust me to not lose my front-door key, so she always hides it under one of eight plant pots that sit in full bloom on our window sill – it’s

  the closest we’ve got to a garden. I lift the third pot along and retrieve the key. But when I try the door, I can’t get the key to fit. It won’t go in.




  ‘What is this?! She’s changed the lock!’




  ‘Let me try.’ Billie takes the key from my trembling hand and shoves it hard into the lock. It turns easily. ‘You had it upside down.’




  We burst inside and I start calling for Mum as Billie goes from room to room in the tiny two-bedroom council flat.




  ‘Mum! Mum!’ She should be home because she works evenings, waitressing in a restaurant. Money is tight, so I know it’d be unusual for her to go out shopping or to see

  a friend. Most days she stays in and watches telly.




  ‘She’s not in,’ Billie says, coming back to where I’m standing, having searched the entire flat.




  I stop in the hallway and don’t know what to do next. Our ancient answerphone on the table flashes with messages and I hit play. My voice echoes down the hallway ‘Mum?

  Where are you? I’m scared . . .’




  ‘Dad, could you call me? Please.’ Billie is back on her mobile calling her dad’s office again as I look around, hoping that Billie may have missed something.




  The lounge is pretty much as I left it this morning. The tiny kitchen is the same. Even the bathroom is the same.




  But when I look closer I can see that the bath has been filled recently. I put my hand into it and the water is still hot so Mum must have been running herself a bath. Which makes me think she

  must have been in the flat very recently.




  ‘Dad’s not picking up,’ says Billie. ‘There’s no service for his mobile either.’




  ‘It looks like Mum was going to have a bath,’ I offer quietly. ‘She was here. Can’t have been more than five minutes ago.’




  ‘So why didn’t she answer the phone?’




  I have no idea, I think.




  ‘You tried Kyle?’ Billie asks.




  ‘I already did. You suggested it, remember, when we were on the high street?’




  ‘I did?’ Billie puts a hand to her forehead. ‘I’m losing it.’




  I phone Kyle again anyway, but get the same ‘no connection possible’ message. I try it once more just in case, but it still won’t put me through.




  Billie sits down beside me on the edge of the bath. She’s in most of the top sets at school and right now we need her brains.




  ‘The TV!’ she exclaims.




  It seems so obvious – why didn’t we think of it before? I jump up and charge into the lounge. Billie is right behind me as I grab the remote and switch it on.




  Nothing. I flick through the channels, but there is nothing but static.




  Billie has already started the battered computer that sits on a tiny second-hand table in the corner of the room under the window.




  ‘Anything?’ I ask her.




  ‘It’s still booting. How old is this thing?’




  ‘Was my dad’s.’




  ‘That makes it over twelve years old!’




  ‘Mum can’t afford a new one.’




  Billie watches the screen come to life and we wait for it to make the Internet connection. I managed to hook up the Wi-Fi all by myself. Mum told me that Dad would have been very proud.




  But there is nothing on the Internet either. In fact there is no Internet. The connection just fails and fails and fails again.




  Billie tries connecting to the Internet using the 4G on her phone, but the same thing happens. No Internet connectivity.




  ‘The radio!’ I sprint into the kitchen, banging the ‘on’ button on the old radio Mum listens to every morning. We wait for it to come to life but it doesn’t. It

  just sits there spraying static into the room.




  Billie slumps down at the formica kitchen table.




  ‘It’s not your birthday, is it?’ she tries to joke. ‘Maybe everyone’s waiting to jump out and shout “Surprise!”’




  My phone beeps loudly with a text. After the amount of silence we’ve just endured it makes us both jump. I grab for the phone, manage to drop it and watch it land on the floor. The casing

  springs off and the battery spills out.




  ‘Christ, Rev!!’




  ‘Sorry, sorry, sorry.’




  We get down on our hands and knees, both of us crawling under the kitchen table to retrieve the scattered phone parts. But every time I pick a piece up, it seems to slip from my jittery

  hands.




  ‘Jesus, get a grip,’ Billie mutters.




  ‘Like you’re Mrs Calm,’ I snap back.




  Billie snatches the battery from me, slams it into the back of the phone and switches it back on. I never knew that waiting for a phone to reboot could take so long. It feels like we are under

  the table for hours before the phone finally lights up.




  The text message flashes up.




  Seen any1 l8ly?




  We both stare at the phone, reading and re-reading the text.




  ‘Who’s that from?’ Billie asks me.




  ‘No idea,’ I say. The number isn’t one I recognise.




  ‘Text back,’ she says.




  ‘Saying what?’




  ‘That, no, we haven’t seen anyone lately.’




  I try to compose myself. My hands don’t seem to be trembling so much any more. This sign of life seems to have brought a slight sense of calm.




  No. Have u? I write.




  We wait for the reply and almost give up when the phone pings with a response.




  Duh!




  ‘Duh?’ I say to Billie. ‘Duh? What does that mean?’




  ‘Ask them who they are,’ she tells me.




  Who r u




  The text comes back quicker this time.




  Dazza.




  Billie and I hesitate at this.




  ‘Who’s Dazza?’ she asks me.




  Who’s Dazza I text.




  FFS! is the abrupt reply. We leave it for a few more moments, putting the onus on ‘Dazza’ to text again. A few seconds later the phone

  beeps.




  Stupid ho




  ‘That’s nice,’ says Billie. ‘We’ve found Prince Charming.’




  FU I text back.




  ‘What are you doing?! You’ve just told the only person we’ve had any contact with to F off!’




  ‘Well, he didn’t need to call me that,’ I say. I don’t care if the whole world has vanished. I don’t need some psycho I don’t even know texting me abuse.




  FU 2 he fires back.




  I’m about to get into a text war when Billie snatches the phone from me. ‘Everyone’s gone who knows where and you’ve got anger issues?’ she says, still glaring.




  This is Billie Evitt. I’m with Reva Marsalis. Who and where r u? Billie texts, her thumbs moving like lightning across the tiny virtual

  keyboard.




  Told ya. I’m Dazza




  ‘We must know a Dazza, otherwise how would he have your number?’ Billie starts to rack her brain. ‘Dazza, Dazza, Dazza.’




  I’m in Tesco. A new text from Dazza pings across to us.




  ‘He’s shopping?’ Billie looks completely bemused now.




  U the only 1 there? I text back.




  [image: ]




  ‘He texted a smile? Who texts a smile at a time like this?’ I say. Then it dawns on me. ‘It’s the Ape!’




  ‘The Ape?’




  My spirits are already plummeting. ‘Yes, someone in detention called him Daz, I’m sure they did.’




  Billie looks at the smile on the text and slowly shakes her head. ‘How come he has your number? You been seeing him behind Kyle’s back?’ Even if the only sign of life is some

  gross primate, it appears to have lifted her spirits.




  ‘Excuse me if I don’t laugh,’ I tell her.




  ‘Text him back. Tell him we’re coming.’




  ‘Seriously?’




  ‘Who else is there? We don’t have a choice.’




  We’ll be there in 10 I write.




  Then for good measure I add,[image: ]
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  The Ape is sitting on one of the wheelie chairs the assistants use at the checkout. He’s pulling himself along the aisles, trying to build up as much speed as he can.

  He’s going so fast that by the time we walk through the automatic doors of the very empty Tesco supermarket, he nearly knocks us off our feet. I grab Billie and drag her out of the way as the

  Ape shoots past us.




  ‘Loving this!’ he yells on his way past, clutching a can of beer.




  While we wait for him to slow down and then drag himself back towards us, we can see that the Ape has been making himself at home while he waited for us. Half-eaten bars of chocolate and empty

  bags of sweets lie scattered on the floor. It’s like he’s opened one packet, taken a bite and then discarded it so he can take a bite out of a new bar.




  ‘That is so wasteful,’ Billie says, her eyes scanning the huge supermarket looking for more signs of life, but so far there aren’t any. ‘Looks like it’s just

  him.’




  My heart sinks. Even though the Ape had already texted that he was the only one, I was half hoping he was either joking or just too stupid to notice. He wheels himself back towards us and, in

  trying to stop the chair, topples over and crashes at our feet. His beer goes flying and soaks the tobacco kiosk. He lies on the floor laughing.




  ‘Love, love, loving it!’




  Billie and I look down at him as he belches then belches again.




  ‘So where is everyone?’ he eventually asks.




  ‘You don’t know? No one told you?’ Billie can barely disguise her contempt for the Ape. ‘They got sucked up by aliens.’




  ‘Yowza!’ the Ape responds, delighted.




  ‘Yowza?’ Billie is clearly thrown.




  ‘Yow-zaaa.’ He drags the word out and then climbs slowly to his feet. We are given a flash of the top of his fleshy, hairy buttocks as he gets on all fours before standing.

  He then belches again and Billie and I both grimace.




  ‘Where they sucked them off to?’ he grins.




  ‘Mars,’ Billie offers.




  ‘That’s a lot of sucking off,’ he says, milking his sad little joke.




  ‘Jesus!’ Billie turns to me, and I can tell she’s as deflated as I am to realise that the Ape is the sole person we have met in the last hour or so.




  ‘She was kidding with you,’ I say. ‘We have no idea where everyone is.’




  ‘Oh well.’ The Ape truly doesn’t seem to care.




  I am staggered. ‘That’s all you can say?’




  ‘Hey, I’ve got to show you this.’ He lumbers over to one of the tills and searches for a small bag that he has stashed in a cupboard under the till. ‘Look what I

  got!’ He grins as he takes some money out of the bag, showing us maybe a thousand pounds in cash. ‘I found it in a bank.’




  Billie and I look at him like he’s crazy. Seriously, what is wrong with this boy?




  ‘You stole that?’ Billie asks.




  ‘It was just lying there. Finders keepers.’




  ‘And?’ she prods.




  ‘So, I’m rich. Want to go see a film?’




  I swear I can feel my eyes bulging with incredulity. The Ape picks up a bottle of cider, unscrews the cap and takes a healthy swig. ‘I’ve got plenty of time, cos I can’t get

  into my flat. Mum hasn’t showed up to let me in.’




  ‘That’s the point, idiot, no one has “showed up”!’ Billie’s practically yelling at him now. ‘Haven’t you noticed the lack of

  people?!’




  ‘Well, yeah, but I thought maybe something was going on and I hadn’t been invited.’




  ‘So why did you go to a bank?’




  ‘Door was open. Walked in. Looked around and now I’ve got enough green for a hundred movies plus popcorn. You coming?’




  The Ape is so insanely stupid that I truly wish he’d disappeared along with everyone else.




  ‘D’you have any idea what’s happening here?’ I say




  ‘Not really. And here’s a question for you. Do I care?’




  ‘But everyone seems to have disappeared.’




  ‘So?’




  ‘SO!?’ Billie screams at him.




  ‘Anyway, not everyone has gone,’ he counters.




  ‘You’ve seen others?’ Billie’s instant stab of hope matches my own.




  ‘Yeah,’ the Ape says.




  ‘Where? Where are they?’ I say. I want to shake the great oaf.




  ‘They’re right here.’




  Billie and I hesitate and watch the Ape laugh at us.




  ‘It’s you two. I’ve seen you two.’




  Our hopes crash and burn and I know Billie feels like slapping the Ape.




  ‘That wasn’t funny,’ I say.




  ‘So was. Should have seen your faces.’ His casual, uncaring tone is wretched. There is no other word for it. It is plain wretched. ‘Look, I’m here. You’re here. We

  don’t need anyone else.’ He takes another swig of cider.




  ‘But your family, your mum—’ I start




  ‘She’s never home,’ he interrupts.




  ‘Your friends . . .’




  ‘Who needs them?’




  ‘Aren’t you scared?’ Billie looks tired and drawn now. Fighting back our panic and fear has completely worn us out.




  The Ape thinks for a moment, then comes to an outstanding thought. ‘I don’t do scared. So who’s coming to see a film?’




  I’m ready to grab the cider bottle and bash him over the head with it when we hear movement in another aisle. We immediately fall silent, even the Ape, but I think it’s only because

  he’s following our lead.




  The movement sounds slow and sludgy, like something being dragged. Something wet.




  ‘What is that?’ Billie whispers.




  ‘You said there was no one around.’ I keep my voice low as I look at the Ape.




  ‘There isn’t.’




  The movement is getting closer. ‘I’d say it sounds like there is,’ I tell him.




  ‘Urgh, what’s that stink?’ he whispers, screwing up his face.




  Then I smell it too. A strong odour that attacks my eyes, making them sting.




  ‘Was that you, Rev? You let one go?’ laughs the Ape.




  ‘Shut up, it’s getting closer,’ I whisper.




  The Ape weighs us up, then takes my arm in his big rough hand and nodding to Billie he moves us quietly behind the fresh vegetable aisle. ‘Move.’




  We edge quietly down the aisle, but whatever is moving towards us seems to sense that we have crept away and changes direction.




  ‘It’s still coming,’ Billie whispers.




  The slow, sludge movement continues to suck at the floor.




  ‘I’ve got this,’ the Ape says and turns the cider bottle upside down, brandishing it as a weapon. His large body looms like a wall in front of us. I am amazed that he is even

  thinking of protecting us and it almost makes me feel grateful that he’s here.




  The sucking, creeping sound is still coming towards us.




  ‘Get back.’ The Ape ushers us further into the heart of the supermarket. We go as quietly as we can while he scans the area around us, awaiting an attack. He is clearly better

  equipped to deal with terrifying sludge movements than Billie or me, and his big hulking presence and weird instinct for violence and self-preservation suddenly feels like a warm blanket thrown

  around our shoulders.




  ‘What d’you think it is?’ he whispers.




  ‘How would we know?’ I hiss back.




  ‘Whatever it is, it seriously stinks,’ says Billie.




  ‘Thought that was you getting scared,’ the Ape sniggers. He’s clearly a master at milking the same lame joke over and over.




  The sludge movement is getting closer and the smell is becoming horrendous, burning my eyes and throat.




  The Ape has managed to get us all the way into the drink aisle, but in doing so he has also cut us off from escape. There’s nothing but a wall of wine and spirits behind us now. And still

  the thing – whatever it is – keeps coming.




  ‘Jesus, Rev!’ Billie grips my hand tight.




  The Ape whispers. ‘I’ve got this.’




  ‘You’ve got nothing!’ I hiss at him.




  The thing sounds like it’s moving quicker now, and the noise is getting louder. It’s closing in on us. The Ape pulls a zippo lighter out of his pocket. A lighter that, legend has it,

  he beat up a gym teacher for.




  ‘Cod four,’ he whispers.




  We both look at him.




  ‘Cod four,’ he repeats.




  ‘What?’ I ask.




  ‘Call of Duty 4.’ He grabs a bottle of brandy and starts unscrewing it. ‘I’m going to Molotov it.’




  He sounds pretty sure of himself, even if we have no idea what he’s talking about. He goes quickly to the nearest clothing aisle, grabs a shirt, then comes back to us and tears off a strip

  of material; he feeds half of the fabric into the brandy and gets ready to light it.




  ‘Stay back,’ he instructs, ushering us back even further. The thing is almost upon us and I can’t believe how much I love the Ape right now. It’s like having a big,

  stupid, vicious dog to protect you.




  Billie pulls her top over her nose and mouth to try and combat the stench as the Ape lets out a roar and lights the Molotov cocktail.




  ‘Come on then!’ he yells, and charges out from our hiding place. He hurls the Molotov.




  And misses. Completely. He dives back into our hiding place.




  ‘I missed!’




  And I hate him. I hate him like you hate a big, stupid, vicious dog that’s just bitten you.




  ‘Could you tell what it is?’ Billie asks breathlessly.




  ‘I dunno, didn’t look!’ he says, while he makes another Molotov.




  ‘Let me have that,’ I say.




  ‘My plan, my Molotov.’




  ‘Give me it!’ I snap at him.




  The squelching is louder than ever and the thing totally knows where we are thanks to the Ape and his ludicrous aim. And it’s coming quicker now. Much faster. I grab the Molotov.




  ‘Make more, as many as you can!’ I yell at him, then leap out, rag burning in the brandy, and I see it, the thing, the foul smelling, lurching creature. It’s like nothing

  I’ve ever set eyes on before – it’s not human, it’s not an animal, it’s just a black burned thing.




  I am ready to hurl the Molotov, but when I look closer I swear the thing actually is human – or was. It’s a person. God alone knows what happened, but it’s a man,

  I’m sure of it. The arms are almost shredded completely to the bone, little more than blistered charcoal; the stench we’ve been smelling is burned skin and flesh. Its mouth is opening

  and closing. It wants to speak. He wants to speak.




  I stand in silence, my heart thudding in my chest, with the Molotov cocktail ready to blow any second if I don’t take the burning rag out.




  ‘What happened?’ is all I can think to ask. ‘What happened? Where did everyone go?’




  The man, the thing, the burned human, stares at me and I think he’s probably blind because he has no pupils left. He opens his mouth and his tongue is black and prune-like. I want to

  scream but I also want him to sense that I care, so I do the best I can to stifle my fear. There’s something about him, some sort of presence or aura that draws me in. It’s almost as if

  I know him.




  I manage to yank the burning cloth from the Molotov and even though I burn my fingers doing so I know that my pain is nothing compared to what this poor man is enduring.




  He tries to speak, but words won’t ever come out of a mouth like that.




  The Ape’s first Molotov cocktail has set fire to the magazine aisle and suddenly the rising smoke causes the automatic sprinklers to turn on. It’s weird but I like the wetness, and

  it soothes the burned man, like an ointment on his blackened, blistered skin. I watch him and he almost smiles – maybe it’s just an agonised grimace, I don’t know, but the rain

  makes his skin steam. I can’t help but wonder why the sprinklers didn’t go off before if he was on fire? And then I wonder how far he must have crawled in this state. How far did he

  come and how much did it take for him to seek out help. Because I’m sure that’s why he’s here, he wants someone to save him.




  His ears must be working, because he could hear us moving around the shop, so I squat down beside him.




  ‘What do you want me to do?’ I ask.




  I’m sure that he’s beyond saving and it breaks my heart. Soaking wet, I reach out and touch what I think might have been a hand once. I try to squeeze it to offer some sort of

  comfort but my fingers go right through what’s left of his hot flesh and hit bone. I want to jump away, to recoil, but there’s no way he’s going to die without me touching him and

  being there for him.




  ‘What can I do?’ I ask, knowing it’s futile.




  ‘What the hell?’ Billie has edged out of hiding to see what’s happening.




  I ignore her, too mesmerised by the burned man. There is a connection between us, I can sense it and I think he can sense it too.




  ‘Rev,’ Billie hisses.




  ‘It’s OK,’ I tell her. ‘Just give me a moment. What happened to everyone?’ I whisper to the man.




  He raises what’s left of his face towards me, but before he can open his mouth again the last of his life goes out and he gently lowers his head to the floor and falls still.




  Which is when the Ape leaps out wielding two more Molotovs – one in each hand – and yells, ‘Come on then!’




  He only just manages to stop himself hurling them straight at me. Then, possibly because I’m just sitting here in my wet school blouse that’s now clinging to my chest, he douses the

  Molotovs and comes over and asks me if he should fetch a towel and maybe rub me dry. I don’t respond because I’m sitting with a carcass, a human carcass, and I can’t think for the

  life of me how any of this can really be happening when everything was so normal just a few hours ago.




  Billie can’t help herself and starts to cry at the sight of the dead man, and it’s left to the Ape to lift me under my armpits and pull me away from the poor burned soul. His BO is

  overpowering, but kudos to him for showing some sign of humanity and caring.




  ‘C’mon,’ he says, ‘you can’t do nothing.’




  ‘It’s a man,’ I say.




  ‘Was a man,’ he replies.




  ‘But . . .’




  ‘Dead, Rev. He’s dead.’




  I sit back and can’t tell if I’m crying or if it’s just the sprinkler water running down my face. I look at Billie who is equally as confused and lost.




  ‘I wish it was still yesterday,’ she says quietly.




  ‘We’re out of here,’ says the Ape.




  ‘No,’ I say.




  ‘No?’




  ‘No,’ I repeat. I don’t know where it’s coming from, but I have a new strength in me now. Maybe it’s come from the burned man – maybe by touching him he

  somehow added his life force to mine. ‘He heard us and he came looking for us for a reason,’ I add.




  ‘Yeah, he was on fire. Wanted someone to help.’ The Ape reduces everything to the bluntest logic.




  I look at Billie. ‘You understand, don’t you?’




  She nods, but then adds, ‘Not really.’




  ‘He came from somewhere,’ I say.




  ‘So? What does that matter?’ Billie asks.




  ‘So,’ I tell her, my voice as calm as I can manage, ‘somewhere is somewhere. Right?’




  ‘I s’pose,’ she says, straightening and wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. ‘But I’m thinking . . . I’m thinking that . . .’ She trails off.




  ‘What?’ I ask her.




  ‘The light. It was the light.’




  The Ape looks totally lost. ‘What light?’




  ‘Have you actually got a memory?’ I snap at him.




  ‘You’re the ones who didn’t remember my name,’ he snaps back.




  ‘There was a light when the classroom door got opened. Bright and blinding,’ Billie continues, ignoring our bickering. ‘Ever since then we’ve not seen another

  person.’




  The Ape gets an idea and incredibly enough looks excited by it. ‘Maybe the light fried everyone!’




  Billie shudders. ‘Don’t, please.’




  ‘Something fried that guy.’




  ‘I’m going to follow the man’s trail,’ I say suddenly.




  ‘Seriously?’ Billie looks worried.




  ‘He came from somewhere. He may have been left behind or he may have got out from wherever everyone else is.’




  ‘I don’t want you to go anywhere, Rev,’ she says to me.




  ‘I have to. We need to do something,’ I tell her.




  ‘If he came from somewhere that burned him that badly then that’s not a place anyone should go,’ she replies.




  ‘I need a beer.’ The Ape is already bored by the discussion.




  ‘That light,’ I persist. ‘It might’ve fried everyone, like the Ape said.’




  ‘You just call me an ape?’




  ‘Everyone does,’ I say, impatiently. Is he so dense that he’s not heard people call him that at school?




  ‘I’m Dazza.’




  ‘No, you’re not. OK? You’re the Ape.’




  The Ape almost looks hurt and walks off, muttering something about getting crisps too. For a split second I almost feel sorry for him, but I’ve got bigger things to worry about than his

  feelings.
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