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For Ashley, for marrying me even though
she knew this kind of thing would happen.
‘You and no other.’
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ZERO

WHEN DID this begin? It’s trickier than you’d think.

It could have been in the empty house. That’s where the wind roared and the fire first burned. It could have been when she spoke to me, or when she first showed me worlds beyond the world.

Actually, I think it goes back way before all that. It starts before me, before the house and the pier were filled with people, before Baymouth was a town or even a place. It starts with the first life in all the world – whoever, whatever that was – and it starts, if I think about it, when that first life stopped.

That, I guess, was Death’s first bit-part. That’s when it began. Everything else came after.


ONE

‘IDON’T SEE why we’re doing this,’ said Danny. He pulled up his hood, making a show of how cold he was.

‘Don’t be such a wimp. A bit of wind never hurt anyone.’

‘Wow, that’s great, Mum.’

‘Don’t call me that.’

‘Well then, don’t say such mum things.’

He was smiling, at least. Things would be better if he was in a good mood. I put my hands on my hips and raised my voice a bit.

‘Well, young man, if you would just participate instead of standing there like a hooligan—’

‘OK, OK!’ He put his hands up. ‘I give in. I’ll play along.’

I wished he wouldn’t say that. This was supposed to be fun. He kept on making things difficult.

‘You want to be here, right?’ I said.

He shrugged. ‘Sure.’

‘’Cause if you’ve got other things to do—’

‘Phil,’ he said.

‘Philippa.’

‘Right, sure. Philippa. I’m fine doing this. Don’t stress.’

‘I’ll try not to. Jerk.’

The wind was stronger here. I tasted the salt of the sea, felt sand rush against my skin. I turned around and punched him on the arm. He laughed and took a step backwards.

‘OK, sorry, I didn’t mean it. I love how annoyed you get.’

‘Prick,’ I muttered, and I turned back to the house. ‘We doing this?’

‘Lead on, Boudicca.’

He thought he was being clever. A comeback rattled behind my teeth, but I was too excited to be angry right now. It had taken me weeks to convince him to come, and now we were here, I didn’t want a fight.

‘So, why this place?’ asked Danny.

‘Why would you not?’

A ripple of sand moved on the pavement beneath us and I followed its movements until the wind died down. We were near the cliff now – near enough that we’d had to push through the metal fencing they’d put up, with its signs and its warnings, and walk along the stretch of land connecting this strange outcrop to the rest of the town. I peered ahead, feeling excited, a little sad, a little nervous. The council had already demolished two of the houses, but this one had been left, caught in some legal loophole, and now it was dying, empty and battered by the sea. Behind me, Danny let out an appreciative whistle.

‘I’ll give you this, Phil, it’s pretty cool.’

‘Right?’

‘How long’s it been like that?’

‘Landslide was six years ago. There were three houses, all looking out on the cliff. I guess they shared this driveway. I love it – look, just water on both sides, like you’re crossing a moat to a castle. The other two houses got torn down pretty quick. This one—’

‘Is it safe?’

‘I don’t see why it wouldn’t be.’

‘Um, maybe because of all those signs that said DANGER! And LOOSE ROCKS?’

‘Pff.’ I waved his words away. ‘You scared, Danny?’

‘As if.’

‘Need your mates with you?’

‘I mean, if you want me to call them . . . ’

I ignored him and pointed up at the house. ‘Those windows weren’t broken last time I was here. It’s so sad.’

‘You went in? By yourself?’

‘No, I just came to have a look. I like the cliffs. I like the sound of the waves.’

‘You’re properly mental, you know that?’

I stuck out my tongue, winked. ‘When you do it without anyone watching, it’s called being artistic.’

‘Why would anyone be watching you?’

‘No, I just meant—Oh, never mind. We going in?’

He opened his mouth to say something, then shrugged and stuck his hands in his pockets. ‘Yeah. Hurry up. I’m freezing.’

‘Wimp.’

‘Let’s just hurry up, eh?’

There was something in his voice that stopped me replying. I never wanted us to fight, but it kept on happening. We’d always been friends – we grew up next door to each other, tapping messages on the wall between our rooms. We went to the same school, went on holiday together – but little by little, things were changing. He had his rugby mates now, and in-jokes I wasn’t part of, adventures I wasn’t allowed to know about. Danny was an idiot, but he was my best friend.

‘Yeah, OK,’ I said. ‘The front door’s been knocked open. Let’s go explore!’

‘The door’s open? And the windows are broken? Sounds like other people have . . .I mean, you’re sure it’s empty?’

‘Yeah, probably. I just want to look inside. I never got to when the house was . . . y’know, alive.’

‘Ew, alive? That makes it sound so creepy.’

I put on a fake laugh, a cackle that flew on the wind. ‘Come into my cottage, my dear!’

‘You are so weird,’ he said, and he walked past me, up onto the porch of the house. The wood was splintered and rotting, no match for the salt-wind of the ocean below. The house had been stunning in its time – a perfect, magical place, rich and loved and full of life. Now it made me think of a dried-up insect, a husk, something left behind on the side of the road, still reaching out for the family that had forgotten it. It was tall, white wood covering the front, its roof tiled in deep red. The front door was off centre, its porch stretching out like the hand of a man clinging to the cliff. This house was old, and grand, and utterly broken.

‘Oh yeah, this seems safe,’ said Danny, but he pushed what was left of the door, and it creaked on its hinges, carving lines in the thin layer of sand already creeping into the dark.

‘If this was a sexy teen movie,’ he said, ‘we would absolutely die in about ten minutes.’

‘Good thing you’re not a sexy teen, then,’ I said.

‘Oi!’

‘Sorry, I meant, you’re very sexy. Too sexy to die in the first ten minutes.’ I looked at him, pouting a little. ‘OK?’

‘Whatever.’

‘Danny.’

‘What?’

‘Are you . . . ? Is that a little moustache?’

In a flash he put his hand up to his mouth, covering it and scowling at me.

‘Are you growing a moustache, Danny?’

‘What? No! I just – I just didn’t shave today, that’s all.’

‘Let me look!’

‘No! Back off!’

‘Whoa! Sorry, man. I’m just kidding. It looks awesome. It does! Really.’

I stifled a laugh and looked away. Danny had his back to me, and when he turned around he still looked annoyed.

‘Hey, hot stuff,’ I said.

‘Don’t,’ he said, then he grunted. ‘Just shut up, Phil. I might grow a moustache. Some of the guys on the team are, so there.’

‘Oh, brother,’ I said, stepping further into the house. The floorboards shifted under our weight, groaning and creaking. Dust and sand was collecting in the corners. A broken chair lay across the stairs, and glass from the windows shone in the light.

‘Wow,’ I said. ‘This place is awesome.’

‘What do you mean, “oh, brother”?’

‘Really? You want to keep on that, right now? Look at this place! Is that a stained-glass—’

‘Yeah, I want to,’ said Danny. He walked over to the stairs, kicking at the broken chair. The wood cracked and splintered, flying into the air. He smirked and looked at me.

‘Danny, I didn’t mean anything. I just thought . . . well, you know. The rugby team. Paul Baxter and Scott Haycott? They’re idiots. Everyone knows it.’

‘They’re my teammates,’ said Danny. ‘Careful what you say. Teammates look out for each other.’

‘Oh, I’m sure they’ll never find my body.’

‘Why do you have to do that? Why do you have to slag off my mates?’

‘I’m not! I’m just saying. And how long have you even been mates? You just—’

‘You’re jealous, Phil.’

‘Philippa,’ I said.

‘Fine, Philippa! I’m allowed to have other friends.’

We stared at each other, Danny breathing more heavily than normal. He’d raised his voice, and in the empty house the words had echoed and rung in the air.

‘I know that,’ I said. ‘It’s fine. I was just teasing.’

‘Yeah, well, don’t.’

‘Fine.’

‘Fine.’

I picked up a shard of broken glass from the floor, looked at my reflection, tossed it down again.

‘You want to go upstairs?’ said Danny.

‘I don’t know. Probably not safe.’

‘Yeah. This is cool, though. Want to go see the kitchen?’

‘Sure. Whatever.’

He stepped closer. ‘Come on, don’t be like that. This is still cool. The other rooms must look out over the water. Want to see?’

The argument that still crackled in the air made everything seem suddenly delicate. My words were glass. They would shatter if I got them wrong.

‘Maybe it’s not safe,’ I said. ‘Maybe we should just head home after all.’

‘Oh. Yeah. Yeah, you’re probably right. Thanks, though. Adventure in a haunted house. Very cool.’

‘Yeah.’

We made our way back outside. I tasted salt again, and the chill of the wind made my skin pimple. A seagull was circling high overhead, the screech of its cry fading to a whisper.

‘I know you have other friends,’ said Danny.

‘Gee, thanks.’

‘You just . . .I like being with the guys, too.’

‘It’s fine. Really. You don’t need to make things better. We’re fine, Danny.’

‘Really?’ He looked hopeful, and he pulled his hood down, straightening his hair.

‘Of course,’ I said, punching his arm again. ‘You’ll need more than that to get rid of me.’

‘Awesome. Thanks, Phil.’

‘I swear to God, Danny, if you don’t stop calling me that—’

‘Fine, fine. Philippa. You’re the boss.’

‘Damn right I am. Best friends, yeah?’

He groaned, but he nodded. ‘Best friends.’

We turned to look back at the house, at the crackling paint, the bare earth where its neighbours used to be, the tough grass and the edge of the cliff that tumbled down to the ocean.

‘We should come back here. Maybe when it’s warmer.’

‘If it lasts that long. Landslides, remember?’

‘Right, right. Well, for as long as it lasts, eh?’

‘Deal.’

‘Sweet.’

He smiled, and I smiled with him, and for a moment it was just like it used to be.

Danny cleared his throat. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow at school,’ he said.

‘Doing anything after?’

‘Practice.’

‘Oh, OK. Hope it goes well.’

‘Thanks. You staying here?’

‘For a bit, yeah. I like it.’

He pulled a face. ‘Weirdo. If you’re not back by night, I’ll avenge your death, probably.’

‘It’s good to know. Right, go away.’

He laughed and ran his hand through his hair. ‘All right. See you tomorrow.’

I watched him as he walked back towards the fence and the road and the town, leaving me with the house.

‘Growing a moustache,’ I muttered, and I kicked at a pebble, watching as it rolled along and fell soundlessly over the drop.
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‘A truly interesting new voice'
David Almond, author of Skellig
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