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There’s a graveyard visible from his bedroom window and it grows a little bigger every day. On the hillside it lurks, lurching over the rise and disappearing beyond it, bound by the iron ribs of rusting railings. This graveyard is drawing breath, and ribs are flexible. They expand. It’s bigger today than it was yesterday. Not by much, but it’s bigger.


Caleb hates it. He hates a lot of things, and he hates the graveyard most of all.


Sometimes he thinks the tombstones could be the teeth of some huge underground monster, biting through the tough ground with its slow, ancient mouth. He imagines its fat tongue, calloused with the passing of ages, licking the underside of the ground where mourners kneel with their flowers and tears, desperate to taste them, hungry for their misery. Other times those stones are the brittle fingernails of a surfacing demon, digging its way into our world, consumed by its lust for hot blood. On less imaginative days, those stones simply are what they are: markers of the dead. Here lies so-and-so, died of natural causes. Here lies another, killed in an unfortunate accident. And yet another, sinister circumstances. And another. Another.


Caleb’s mother lies up there in her own cold hole, up there with all the other dead, up there amongst the flowers.


He watches a spot not far from her grave, a collection of blurry scratches smudged by thin, damp shards of rain. It’s useless to squint through the watery slashes assaulting his window, but he does anyway, trying to count the living souls all the way over on Daisy Hill. There aren’t many mourners. He would guess that there are fewer than ten. Weather does not normally keep the bereaved from a freshly dug grave, so Caleb assumes that the deceased was not widely liked, and not important enough for people to show their face for the sake of appearances. Maybe nine, maybe eight, maybe seven souls to remember and mark the passing of an existence. So few to signify something as great as the end of a life. Some of them might only be there out of a sense of duty. The rest? Will the memories they keep be good or bad? The bad ones hold tighter, Caleb knows.


But they all go eventually. Time sees to that.


It’s not the first time he’s seen such a pitiful turnout. It’s the third time in a week. One is sad. Three is odd.


It shouldn’t be too hard to find the new grave. Should be pretty obvious. A fresh mound of earth, a stone he hasn’t seen before.


Caleb needs to go now. Rain won’t harm him. He won’t notice it much. And it’ll be gone soon, pushed back by the ceaseless summer sun. Every day is the same routine: bright mornings warming quickly, then clouds bundle together for the downpour, then sunshine steams it all away. Every day. The same.


Except, perhaps, up there on Daisy Hill, something different is happening.


He’ll stop in the garage on his way out to find a tape measure.
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But first there is a sigh from his father. It is omnipresent, that sigh. It precedes everything his father says, it accompanies everything Caleb does. No mere exasperation, this. It is resignation that he must speak to the boy again. ‘Are you really that dumb?’


Caleb can’t remember the last time he referred to this man as ‘Dad’. It’s a word that seems to imply a closeness that lies cold and eaten by worms. A vague grunt is the most Caleb can muster – a sound that commits to nothing. It doesn’t matter what his response is. It will always be wrong.


‘If you hadn’t noticed, it’s pissing down,’ says Father, granite-face ghastly in laptop-glow.


‘I noticed,’ says Caleb, pulling on first his coat, then his least-favourite baseball cap.


The keyboard taps sound hollow-flat in the quiet living room. ‘So it doesn’t matter to you that no normal person would go out in that?’


There’s a whole bunch of people out there, is what Caleb can’t be bothered to say. A whole bunch of not-normals. ‘I’ve got stuff to do,’ he mumbles, and it is a pain to him that between his bedroom and the outside world there exists this, the rest of the house. Passing through these rooms is nothing but a grey misery.


Father shakes his head like he’s never heard anything so disappointing, and Caleb waits, but there’s only another one of those sighs, and doesn’t it pull at that place near the top of his lungs and the base of his throat, that pressure pocket where raw anger bubbles?


There’s nothing more to be said here. As always. So Caleb goes out into the rain.
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Drenched and breathy, he arrives too late. He’s on the opposite side of the road as a pair of estate cars, one black, one blue, pull out of the northern gates, leaving brief thick tracks on the slick tarmac. Rain makes the windscreens hazy, obscuring details of the sombre suits within. One car turns left, the other goes right, and the rain washes the tracks away. He feigns nonchalance, not certain why, feeling only that he should. He acts like he was walking up this path all along, past the graveyard with no interest in it, until both cars are gone from sight Then his heels squeak in a slippery about-turn, and he jogs into the graveyard. There’s an urgent blip to his pulse, a thrum of anxiety, like he knows he’s doing something wrong, like the mourners might decide to come back.


‘Shut up, stupid,’ he spits at himself. Past the wrought-iron gates he goes. Between the twin chapels that face dawn and dusk respectively. Along the central avenue, then up the steadily rising hill. He flits along pathways he’s followed a hundred times and more, going off-gravel for short cuts, kicking up mud and never once setting foot on a grave, never disturbing a flower. The rain paints the world in greys, and he cuts through it all, a blaze in his orange raincoat.


Mum’s grave is up there, over towards the oak trees. The mourners were more to the west, and Caleb slows down, scanning the lanes for anything new. He doesn’t worry about looking a little suspicious. There are no other visitors in this weather, no one to look up from their quiet rituals and frown at his presence.


Just a boy and the dead.


Three minutes of trudging along the alleys of the interred, and he doubts himself. This isn’t the spot. This is nowhere near the spot. He might as well close his eyes, spin round, then walk in a random direction. That’s how high he feels his chances are. A sigh. It sounds nothing like his father’s. Nothing. It is irritation. It is wishing that ideas worked out in real life the way they did in his head.


Near the top of Daisy Hill he looks back and out towards the town he’s lived in for nine years, sees his house that was once a home, the window into a bedroom that is sanctuary from this cold, grey world. In that small space he is in control. Small, but it is his. It changes only when he changes it.


He should give this dumb hunt up, take his measurements, get back to his room. It was a burial with a small cloud, third in a week. So what? And if he’s heard nothing of deaths in the area… Again, so what? He never listens to anything anyone says, and Father has no care for conversation.


There was nothing to be suspicious of.


But still.


Still.


It comes to him then. He’s not quite high enough up the hill. There’s an elevated area with older graves that needs checking. He trudges up, socks squishy, left trainer squeaking. His momentary loss of conviction is forgotten.


He finds the spot quickly. There aren’t many plots here, and they’re dotted about, no regimental lines of the deceased. No vases of lilies for these fellows. The weeds keep them company.


This grave stands apart. Recently dug and filled in. He’s not sure why it’s odd. He moves a shuffle closer to read the inscription, chewed as it is by Time.




EASTON


UNTIL THE DAY DAWN





The sparseness, that’s what’s odd. Five words. No first name. No dates. The appearance, that’s also weird. This headstone has been here for a while. The recently turned soil indicates that the buried has not. Why bury someone in what is clearly an old plot?


Odd.


Prickles run through the hair-wisps on his neck. Someone is near. His stomach plummets. He really has been followed. One or more of the mourners has come back for him.


His crazy-foolish boy mind screams of horror to come: he is next for someone else’s old grave, and no one will ever know what became of him.


He’s ready to run. He’s ready to try to escape.


He tenses. He looks.


The girl. Halfway down the hill, framed by the distant twin chapels. She holds a busted grey umbrella over her head in one hand, a black ball in the other. Her hair is bundled up in midnight clumps, held by pins. She is as colourless as the world around him, but her dress is layers of green and blue. The hem is soaked and muddy. She shakes the ball, lifts it, peers into it for a moment, almost drops the cumbersome thing; it doesn’t sit comfortably in her small palm. One last look at Caleb. Not a hard stare, but a lingering gaze. Perhaps she is making a decision.


She walks away, disappearing behind well-tended hedges, and Caleb releases his breath.


A lot of kids have a lot of names for her. The ghoul. The crypt-creeper. Zombie-girl. Queen of the dead. Other stuff. Worse stuff. A real freak. This isn’t the first time Caleb’s been in such close proximity to her. A handful of times he’s spied her, watching him from afar. Always she stands there until he’s about to squirm in discomfort, until he fears that the worst of all possible things will happen, that she will come over and speak.


He suspects that one day she will do exactly that, and he’s not equipped to deal with it.


That’s a worry for another day. As is this whole headstone business. The only way to find out anything more would be to dig up whoever is down there, and he’d never ever even think about doing that.


He trudges back down Daisy Hill, a head full of questions.
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Measuring a graveyard is a longer job than he expected, but Caleb is patient and diligent and there’s little else to do in the summer holidays. It’s six weeks of trying to find ways to fill in the time. Forty-two days. He sleeps for eight hours usually, leaving sixteen hours per day to fill. Sixteen times forty-two. In the face of such numbers, graveyard measuring and mystery solving strike Caleb as excellent ways of using up time.


The tape measure is not endless. It stretches three metres. Another problem: his arm-span does not have a width of three metres. He has to hold the measure against the railings in stages. Pin it there, in the middle, against a railing. Hold it steady. Bring his left hand along to take over from the right. Keep a finger on that spot. Right hand to the end. Add three metres to the tally. Pull the tape measure over, and start again. Keep count. Three. Six. Nine. He’s grateful for his baseball cap. It keeps his eyes clear in the continuing downpour. He works on. Steady, not wanting to mess up. Accuracy is important.


Being busy is good.


Twenty-four. Twenty-seven. Thirty.


‘Morning, Caleb,’ says Mr Sebastian, the old feller from the bottom of his street, a newspaper tucked under his arm. ‘Should I ask what you’re up to?’ He twirls his brolly, spraying out a spin of droplets.


‘I’m doing important research,’ says Caleb, flashing a small, polite smile.


Mr Sebastian nods like he already knows that. ‘You’ll catch your death out here, young man.’ He continues walking, whistling an optimistic tune.


Was thirty-six or thirty-nine next? A guess won’t do. Back to the beginning.


It rains on.
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After he finishes the measuring, there is the hateful business of returning home. Father berates him at length; a monotone drone from the living room, starting from the moment Caleb opens the back door. He struggles with his waterlogged trainers, his soggy socks cling to skin as the voice reminds him that he’s dumb and he’d better put everything straight in the washer and all the while Caleb holds numbers in his head. He’s down to T-shirt and underpants while hearing all about immaturity and growing up. He’s putting powder and conditioner in the drawer as he listens to Father warn against big messes in the kitchen and threats about what will happen if colds are spread, because he’s a busy man and doesn’t have time for all this nonsense.


Neither does Caleb.


He goes up to his room as the lecture carries on, fading to the faintest rumble as he closes his door. He has repeated the numbers rhythmically in his loudest thoughts since the moment he rolled up the tape measure, blocking out everything, including monotone drones. He writes them on the back page of an old jotter.




313.15m x 341.6m





There’s great relief in seeing it written down, a peculiar but welcome sense of achievement. A big chunk of time and effort for those two measurements. A base he can work from. It will prove one way or another if he’s going mad. If he actually is going doolally…well, he’ll keep that to himself. But if he can prove his suspicions are right…


In that instance, he has no idea what he’ll do.


For now, Caleb waits for the weather to clear.





6


The bruise from this morning aches. It’s a pressure pushing out from her flesh. It reminds her constantly of its presence, enough to be uncomfortable, an annoyance. Her threshold for pain is high, physical pain, that is. The memory of the incident itself is close to insufferable. Heat flares up in her face. Embarrassment turns her stomach as she remembers the laughter, the name-calling, her own uselessness.


Why couldn’t she stay on her feet? Just once. And if they all hated her so much, why did they come looking for her? For six weeks they could rest their eyes from the misery of seeing her in class. They could stay away, instead of cornering her over by the bins, pushing her around and shouting ‘pass the ghoul’ and calling her Chicken Peck. Her temper had stepped up. She’d shouted in Vic Sweet’s face, right up in that pockmarked face, and in that moment she took control, she shocked them into silence, and she was walking away and her stupid lame foot gave out and she hit the ground hard. They had loved that, laughing like there was something dangerously wrong with them. There was a weight on her back and she thought this time it would be really bad, she wouldn’t get out of it in one piece. Then there was a kick to her backside, and they were gone.


The tears were the worst thing. The burning shame of them. Those boys had got to her. She’d let them catch her out.


It was her own stupid fault.


They’d got her here. The graveyard. Her own territory. School is one thing, but here? Of all places, here?


The world hates her, and she can’t figure out why.


She’d spent the rest of the morning in her secret places, some of which not even Grandfather knew, although he thought he knew them all. Hollow tree trunks and old sheds and more provided shelter from rain and people.


Then she’d seen that boy again. Caleb. Funny-looking kid. Indie type. Scraggy hair and baggy jeans. Always stood in a schlump, like standing up was a drag. He turns up in the graveyard often, and it isn’t always to visit his mother. Sometimes he wanders around aimlessly. Sometimes he stops to read random headstones. Today he went snooping.


Caleb’s lucky her grandfather didn’t catch him. The old man doesn’t like people sniffing around ceremonies. Respect is Grandfather’s favourite word. He says it’s the only thing that matters on these grounds.


She doesn’t know Caleb. She’s never spoken to him. He’s just the only kid who’s never called her a name.


Eight doesn’t like him, though. Eight told her stay away.


Maybe one day Eight will change her mind. Maybe the time isn’t right yet. Or maybe he’s as bad as Vic and those other bastards. Yes. That’s probably it. A vaguely pleasant face does not mean there’s a decent person underneath. It usually means the exact opposite. They come at you with a smile, then ask you how many coffins you’ve slept in lately. Then they really stick the boot in.


She must accept that she’s an outsider. But outsiders survive. They don’t get caught by the bins.


Grandfather calls through the bathroom door. ‘Misha, don’t use all the hot water!’


‘I’ll be out in a minute,’ she shouts. It’s the third time she’s shouted this, but she doesn’t realise it. She remains sitting in the tub, skin doused in the warm downpour of the shower, long hair clinging to her body.


Eight is silent in her room.
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Caleb wishes he hadn’t done such a good job of remembering those numbers. They’re now laser-burned into the meat of his brain. He tries to think of stupidly catchy songs to overwrite the data, but nothing comes. He still hasn’t got rid of it when the rain eventually stops early evening, fat cloud-clumps roving off to wring themselves out further west. He’s been stuck in the house all day. There has been nothing to do but stay in his room, staring out of the window. It’s the only place in the house where he isn’t likely to cross paths with Father. He has to get out there, into the freshly lit outdoors. To do what? Anything. Nothing in particular. Look around. Be somewhere other than the house.


As he pulls his trainers back on, Father calls to him, ‘Your grandfather’s been on the phone. He’s after a hammer. Take one from the toolbox. Tell him I want it back tomorrow. The old goat should have one of his own.’ He follows this by droning about how useless Gramps is and why does he have to keep ringing at the worst possible times, and Caleb blocks it out. None of it is of any use to him. He’s heard a thousand variations before, and each time makes him feel a little worse.


He hates it.


He also kind of hates visiting Gramps. It’s not as fun as it used to be. He’s getting a little strange. Tells odd stories. Asks weird questions. Says things from the middle of non-existent conversations. He’s still nice. He’s still Gramps.


Sort of.


He lives a few streets over, a very short walk. Father hasn’t ventured near in four years.


Caleb tries the door. It’s unlocked as usual, so he lets himself in. ‘It’s just me, Gramps.’


The answer comes from the kitchen at the far end of the hall. ‘Why do you say that every time? Just. It’s just me. Like you’re nothing to be excited about.’ All of his trains and carriages are lined up on the dining table. He picks one up, sprays it with polish. ‘Make people think that maybe you are exciting. It’s me. I’m here. Strong, like that. You use the word just, you allow people to adopt the position of disappointment. Oh, it’s just him, they say to each other. We’ll forget about him and see who comes in next.’ He sets to rubbing the model train carriage with a dirty tea towel.


The smell of polish is more prevalent than oxygen in the room. It burns Caleb’s nostrils. ‘I didn’t mean it the way you’re saying it. I just meant…’


‘Doesn’t matter what you meant, it matters what it sounds like. Sound is more important than meaning.’


Caleb frowns. This sounds like a normal conversation, but Caleb’s only been in the house for about a minute and feels that he’s wandered into slightly wobbly territory. ‘I brought the hammer,’ he says. It sounds like a normal thing to say. ‘He wants it back tomorrow.’


‘I suppose I should thank him for his generosity.’ Gramps picks up another carriage, gives it a hefty spray. ‘I’ll have the trap finished by morning.’


‘Still haven’t caught him?’


Gramps almost drops the carriage. ‘Don’t call it him! It’s it! You’ll start with calling it a him, then you’ll be giving the filthy vermin a name, and then we’ve got real problems!’ Caleb makes an effort not to roll his eyes. The subject of the mouse is a particularly strong agitator for Gramps. ‘Never give it a name! That would make it feel at home. And if one of them feels at home, the others will follow.’ He’s eyeballing the skirting boards, looks ready to swing train segments round like clubs. ‘I keep him on his toes so he never feels settled. Won’t touch poison, the little bugger. But I’ll get him. This trap will be foolproof.’


‘Him.


‘What?’


‘You told me not to say “him”, but you just did. You said, “I’ll keep him on his toes”.’


The confusion pushes Gramps’s wrinkles all together. ‘Did I? Blast! How did he…it. It! How did it get under my defences? This is exactly what I’ve been talking about, Caleb. Even I can slip up.’ He selects the carriage he was dealing with when Caleb arrived, starts polishing it again. ‘You must always think about what’s coming out of your mouth, and what it means. Get yourself some cream soda. It’s in the fridge. You’ll be doing me a favour if you drink it. It’s turned against me in recent years. Gives me tremendous wind power.’


Caleb opens the fridge. There’s cherryade, and no cream soda. He hates cherryade. He doesn’t really want a drink anyway. ‘You’re running out of milk, Gramps. You want me to get some from the corner shop?’


‘Hmm? No, no, I’ll do it myself later, gives me an excuse to get out of the house.’ He sprays more polish. It’s looking like a very good idea for Gramps to get air, and get it soon. He’ll be off his head if he stays in this atmosphere too much longer. Even with a window open, Caleb feels woozy. ‘I spotted you earlier, sunshine, going into that graveyard.’


That fluttering tickle of guilt again. Not like he’s been trespassing or breaking some law; it’s like he’s been seen doing something private, something that’s his and his alone. ‘Uh-huh,’ he says, because it doesn’t commit to anything.


‘I wasn’t spying on you, kiddo,’ says Gramps, without realising how much worse that makes Caleb feel. ‘Just happened to be passing by the front room window, looking out at the rain. Saw you down the road, running through the gates. That’s our Caleb, I said, there he goes again.’


It’s hard to know what to say, so Caleb doesn’t say anything.


‘Happen to see you going in there quite a lot. I’m not a spy; this is only what I see. Some of the grannies around here, they see you sometimes too. You know how it is with old people and graveyards.’


‘Uh-huh,’ said Caleb, although he doesn’t know at all. He chews the corner of his bottom lip, wonders when it will be polite to leave.


‘Don’t suppose your dad knows anything about how often you’re going up there?’ A shrug is an honest answer. ‘I can’t imagine he’s changed his mind about you hanging around there. He won’t be happy, will he?’ It would be easy to tell Gramps that the man is never happy, so what difference would anything make? ‘Don’t worry, I’m not one for running around telling tales out of school. But do me a favour. Come with me a moment, will you?’ He leads Caleb to the front room, putting the highly polished train carriage into his pocket.


In all of Caleb’s life, there’s only been one change to this room. It’s the same two sofas with the same bobble-fluffed throws he sat on when Grandma listened to him read aloud so slowly, so haltingly. The same pictures of places so old they’re out of time, in the same flowery frames. Same smiles, same wrinkles, only deeper as time moves on. Ornamental cats that have never moved, always stretching, rumps in the air. Same smell that always reminds him of Grandma, a small old woman who looked like she’d last forever and who faded and died once Mum was gone. It is preserved, this room. Caleb’s memories may well wait here forever. That is both warming and sad. It pulls at him, and confuses him.


‘Come on, Caleb, I want you to look out here. Lovely day now, wouldn’t believe it was tipping down earlier. It’s turned into the perfect summer’s day, hasn’t it? All the kids are out again. Look at them, down at the park there, swinging about like bloody monkeys.’ The park is at the end of the road farthest from the graveyard. There’s a metal climbing frame, spider-shaped. A fort that spits out children down its gleaming slide. A thing that spins. A thing that rocks. A thing that rocks and spins. ‘Look at all the fun they’re having. It’s full of life that place. And where is it you go? Up there, with the dead. In the rain. Do you see what I’m saying? Can you see the difference?’ The graveyard is at one end of the road, the park is at the other. That is the difference to Caleb. Opposites. Gramps’s voice goes into soft and caring mode. ‘I know your mum’s up there. I know that better than anybody. That’s my girl. And it’s alright to visit sometimes. It’s healthy and normal to do that. Sometimes. But death isn’t for the young, Caleb. That’s not healthy, that’s not normal. You’ve got to spend some time in the park. The air’s fresher there, my boy. You get what I mean?’


Caleb gives his smile, the one that reassures people, makes them think he’s listening.


‘Good. Now, you don’t want to be wasting your summer holiday on a crotchety old devil like me. Off you go. Just live!’


There’s that word ‘just’ again.
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He sits on the very top of the fort, back against the spire, while some girl screams at him to get down, it’s her turn. He blanks the grubby little nutter, figuring she’ll give up soon and find someone else to annoy. There are plenty of other kids around here for her to scream at. They whirl around in dervish swarms, hunting each other in swirling packs that disband every two minutes, and the noise is a senseless squawking mess. He hates it. The meaninglessness of it all. He wonders how they don’t give themselves headaches.


And that’s all he thinks of them because, through the trees at the edge of the park, over the roofs of the houses behind the trees at the edge of the park, there is the hill with the graveyard sprawled across it, and he’s watching it carefully, watching it like he might catch it out, might see it flex or stretch.


He knows he won’t see a sudden moment of expansion. It must be a constant, gradual thing. Tiny increments. The universe does this. Forever expanding. Moving on and on. Such things can only be proved by measurements.




313.15m x 341.6m





If he gets the same numbers, or close (he’ll allow for errors), then Caleb will let it go. He will. But he must go back this evening, because he won’t rest.


He has an alibi. Anyone asks what he’s up to, he’ll say it’s part of an art project for school. He’s going to try to make a scale model, that’s what he’ll say.


And if Father doesn’t like any of it, that’s just tough.
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‘Do you see what I mean?’ the old man asks Misha, and he’s tapping parts of the diagram with a stubby finger. He lost the ends of each digit, up to the first knuckle, on his right hand. He tells people it was in an accident with a chainsaw, his own fault for letting his concentration drift. This story is exactly that: a tall tale. A lie. The truth is, as Misha knows, is very far from and much more dangerous than chainsaws. Granddad physically has to turn her head with his hand to get her looking in the correct place. ‘Please, Misha, focus. Here, at West Nine, everything is higgledy-piggledy. It creates an imbalance that’s hard to address, given current layout and numbers, but look closely here…’ The stub thumps an area halfway up the hill, not far from where she saw that Caleb earlier today. He’d be tiny seen from this angle, high above the large map, which spills over the table’s edges. Miniature Caleb stares at the miniature map-version of her. He doesn’t call her a name, doesn’t tell her to piss off, doesn’t demand anything of her. What he does is look puzzled. She feels an urge to push the mini-Misha closer to him. Mini might dig in her heels, but what chance would she have of resisting God-Misha’s will? An enormous hand will descend from the heavens and force her forwards, digging two thin ditches as she goes. Then she’ll be face-to-face with the funny little indie boy, and she’ll say…what? Should she tell him to stop snooping around? Should she ask what he’s looking for? Should she tell him to get on with it, do what everyone else does, call her Ghoul Girl or the Corpser or whatever else he needs to? Yes, call mini-Misha something horrible, give her a shove so that she falls and lands on someone’s flowers, then God-Misha can shake the land itself with her thunderous anger, and smoosh him under the heel of her palm.


‘Well?’ says Granddad. Misha’s gut squirms a little, because she can’t think of a fake answer. ‘You haven’t heard a word I said,’


‘That’s not true,’ she says, confident now that she doesn’t need to lie. ‘You said about layouts and numbers and the imbalance of it all.’


Granddad shakes his head, rubbing at the deep wrinkles over his brow. Worry lines, Misha calls them. The more furrows there are, and the more they scrunch together, the more worried he is. And before he hides it all away, before he smooths his lines as best he can, before he puts on a thin smile that can’t hope to fool the way it’s meant to, Misha wishes she could be less of a disappointment to him. He’d never say it, but she’s not what he wants, expects or deserves.


This knowledge is a long, slender needle of pain that eases a little further in every day, too slippery to pull back out.


‘I’m pushing too hard, I know. All these extra lessons…’


‘It’s a little bit like getting triple homework,’ she says, looking up at him through her swathe of lashes. It’s one of the looks she practices in the mirror. It works, filling out his smile.


‘No school, and I’m making you work harder than ever, eh? What a horrible old man I am.’


‘You are, Granddad. A real horror.’


He rolls up the map. The large sheet of paper needs nimble work from both hands. ‘I bang on a lot, I know. But it’s important, my girl. You have to learn this, all of this, and we have to do all the boring bits like layouts and arrays before we can bring it all together…’


‘I know,’ she says, and she really does know, and even talking about how boring this stuff is makes her feel bored. ‘It’s just…nothing more’s going in, it’s like my head’s all full up.’


‘No more tonight, then,’ says Granddad as he slips the map back into a cardboard tube and puts the tube back with the stack on the sideboard. ‘Let’s have supper. There’s still some stew left in the pan.’ He shuffles away in his tatty slippers, looking for all the world like just another doddery old chap with his head partly in the clouds and partly in his memories.


Misha trails off to flop onto her bed. She should be pleased. The torture is over for the evening. No more thinking about things that shouldn’t happen. But her eyes feel hot, and her lungs are clenching together. She saw it in Granddad’s face. She’s let him down again. All he wants is her attention, and she can’t even give him that. There is so much that is wrong with her. That’s why boys corner her by the bins. She is life’s mistake, and they sense it even if they don’t know it, and they know in their knuckles and toes that they must get rid of her. She’s so wrong that, even in her fantasy at the map, it was Caleb she smooshed before those boys. Caleb, who is yet to do her wrong.


When Granddad calls for her to come get stew, she doesn’t hear, and he forgets, and she spends the rest of the night on her bed in her big, dark, dusty room, and her thoughts turn into dreams and her dreams are bad.
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Before he climbs out of the window, Caleb takes one more look at the recordings he’s written down. The first




313.15m x 341.6m





has a time and date beside it: 3.15pm, August 2. The second set of results were recorded at 6.30pm.




314.05m x 342.1m





Even now that it’s getting late, when it’s easy to doubt himself, to believe that he made a mistake, he remains convinced that he was careful. He really was. He took his time, didn’t rush. No slips, no fumbles, not even any interruptions. His concentration had been absolute. According to these results, the graveyard has grown ninety centimetres in one direction, fifty in another, and has done so within three-and-a-quarter hours.


He doesn’t realise how deep he frowns, how his face folds slightly in at brow and chin.


He returns the jotter to the bottom of a pile of exercise books and papers in the bottom drawer of his desk. It’s not as if Father ever comes in here to root around, but Caleb feels protective of his odd and disturbing discovery. He not ready share it yet. He needs more. Not that he’d bother to share it with Father. Who knows what kind of withering abuse that would bring? There would be the classic sigh, then anything from a selection of possible verbal attacks. A bit of grief for bothering him with something so ridiculous, perhaps. Or accusations that Caleb must be up to no good, hanging around that graveyard again. A load of senseless shouting about acting dumb, about shameful behaviour, about this, about that. A combination of any or all of these responses is what Caleb could expect. Words like ‘honest’ and ‘really’ and ‘truth’ only ever serve to rile Father up.


Time for some fresh air. And a whole lot of space.


Out of his bedroom window he goes, dragging his quilt and pillow with him. Across the slope of the roof he creeps, until he reaches the garage roof, and here he makes himself comfortable, using the quilt like a cocoon. He wriggles his head deep into the pillow.


Straight up there’s one hell of a view.


It’s another clear night. The stars are all sitting way, way back in the sky, and he hates it. Hates the way he’s drawn to this. Hates that he can’t stop looking, despite what it does to his insides. It aches him. It’s a dull thrum, a craving he struggles to understand.


Look at it all. There’s so much in the darkness. It goes too far to think about.


He’s one kid on one roof, in one town, in one country, on one planet, in one solar system. One. The stars don’t care about his sorrow, because they know nothing of it. All the way out there, so, so far, it wouldn’t matter to them. To them, or anyone else.


They glitter at him, jewels at the bottom of oceans upon oceans, and he tries to feel the distance, get a sense of what endless actually means.


Why is there so much of it, so much that it makes this planet tiny, a blade of grass in a swooping field? This one little ball with life smeared across it. Life that makes choices it thinks are important will have an impact on the grand scheme of things. The grand scheme is too, too big. People’s worries and miseries are all pointless because one day they’ll all be dead and gone and gone is forever and the universe will keep on going until it stretches itself into nothing and then that will be gone too.


This single insignificant boy looks up into forever and knows those stars are not big burning eyes staring down at him. The stars are looking to where they are going. They’re leaving him more alone with every passing second.


Look at me, he thinks. Look at me, just once.


Just.
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Beneath those soaring stars, each concerned only with its own bright journey, a boy slips into a sleep of twisting dreams, and a girl wakes in a tangled sweat, and a graveyard gets a little bit bigger. All the way out here, however, no one is looking.
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He wakes, head-heavy, like his dreams had too much weight for his brain. The stars are gone, replaced by a mushy cloud soup that has spread across the sky. A revving engine: that’s what woke him. Father’s car pulls away. He’s got ready and left the house for work without bothering to check in on his son. Caleb has another day to himself, another day in which it will rain hard, like it does every day.


Caleb struggles out of his cocoon, wondering how many of the neighbours across the street have spotted him sleeping on the garage roof, wondering why none of them care enough to say anything to Father. Perhaps they have, and have walked away baffled by his indifference. Perhaps.


He drags himself and quilt back through the bedroom window, changes PJs for slack jeans and an Alkaline Trio hoodie, and heads straight out before the rains fall. That graveyard has had a whole night to grow, and he’s going to find out how much.


What Caleb doesn’t realise is how much things are about to change.
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She scrubs, elbow aching, willing the words to disappear. The paint is smudging, but putting up one hell of a resistance. It wants to stay on the headstone. It wants everyone to read what it says.




MISHA THE CREEPER GOES WITH THE DEAD





At least Granddad hasn’t seen it yet. This one, or the other two. It would upset him a lot. Anger is a hard rock in her heart, jagged and sore. Vic did this. Him, or one of his mates. Which is the same thing. Twice in twenty-four hours they’ve invaded. Her summer of peace is over, it seems. Vic has her squarely in his sights, and if doesn’t let up? She’ll have to do something about it.


Eight says so.


Her arm refuses to do any more without a break, and she relents. A couple of minutes won’t harm. Granddad’s off out to the supermarket doing the weekly shop. He’ll be gone a while. He finds the amount of choice overwhelming, and fascinating.


She sits, looks to the sky from this vantage point halfway up the hill. Clouds are piling up on top of themselves, layer upon plump layer of dark grey bundles. It’ll come down in torrents today, muddy streams weaving through the graves. It means the day’s practical lesson will be even more of a chore, because Granddad won’t allow the elements to cause any delays. He always says the timetable is too tight to change, and her poor attention span over the last few nights isn’t helping. She refuses to use the phrase ‘it’s not fair’ because that’s the kind of whiney phrase she hears the other kids say, but the refusal doesn’t alter how she feels.


It just isn’t fair.


She shouldn’t have to clean this up. That arsehole Vic should.


‘I’ll bury you, Vic Sweet. One day I’ll bury you, and I’ll laugh while I’m doing it.’


It’s a soothing thought.


That boy again. He’s moving slowly along the southern railings. He’s stretching something. What is he up to? Misha’s feeling fiery, so today’s the day. She makes her way down the hill. The graffiti can wait a little while longer.
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He has a rhythm going, a rocking version of a side-step that almost makes a game of counting the metres. A couple of cars have gone past, and he must have looked seriously weird to the drivers and passengers, but that doesn’t bother Caleb. People don’t tend to approach him anyway. They know they won’t get much in return.


One hundred and five, one hundred and eight, one hundred…and the count stops. The girl is opposite him, staring at him through the railings.


‘You planning on decorating?’ she asks, and the next breath he catches is the wrong one, hitches raggedly in his pipes, so instead of answering her, Caleb gapes.


He was right. He’s not equipped to deal with this. And she’s staring at him. She isn’t filling the silence. She’s letting it stretch out, pull itself thin, until it threatens to snap loudly. He has to say something. She’s got to speak, surely? But she’s not. She’s waiting and waiting for him to speak. Oh God, this is worse than he ever imagined it being! Why won’t anything happen? It’s not the silence that’s stretched and snapped, it’s the universe, and it’s done it at this hideous point, and this is all he will feel, this savage burn in his face, and it will never end because Time just broke along with all of everything. Burning up under the gaze of polished green eyes. What had she said to him? Something about decorating? His head’s all scrambled eggs. That doesn’t mean anything. Answer her! ‘No, I’m not decorating.’


Cale’s own coolness amazes him. It is amazing that the ground doesn’t freeze beneath his feet.


‘Okay,’ says Misha, dragging the word out for longer than is necessary. ‘So you’ve got plenty to say for yourself.’


If Caleb had ever bothered to imagine how this first conversation would play out, this would not have been one of the outcomes. He shrugs. She tilts her head forward. Only the slightest of tilts, but there’s something about it that asks, ‘Well?’ Words are required. ‘I’m busy,’ he says, using Father’s tone, the one that says no interruptions will be tolerated.
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