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FRIDAY, 24 APRIL 2009

Before she knew what was happening, the knife was in and out of his body. Over and over, sinking deep. It cut through the air, mesmerising them, slowing their lives, condensing everything to the beautiful moments just before it happened, just before it entered him, just before their worlds changed for ever.

She didn’t know how to make it stop; couldn’t make it stop.

They stared at each other one last time. A love affair packed into a second. Blood flowed between them. What was he telling her?

‘Shit!’

‘Fucking twist,’ one of the youths yelled, already running. They danced on brilliant trainers; a pack fleeing. Their shiny tracksuit bottoms dragged in the puddles; their liquid eyes gleamed from adrenalin, drugs, alcohol – any fuel for their fire.

The vinegar from the chips still stung her lips. Slow motion, he dropped to his knees, then his body folded to the ground. She couldn’t believe he’d stood this long. She tried to catch him. His head hit the tarmac. She screamed but nothing came out. His eyes bulged.

She pressed her hand to his ribs, his stomach, but there were too many holes. Scalding blood flowed between her fingers, although she could already feel it cooling.

‘Don’t die,’ she sobbed, dropping her head on to his body. Where was everyone? ‘Help me!’ she screamed. All in class. No one else bunking off today. ‘I’ll get help,’ she said frantically, not daring to take her hands off his wounds. How had it come to this?

His chest suddenly heaved up with a bubbling wheeze before it collapsed again, as if it was the last breath he would ever take. Otherwise, he didn’t make a sound.

‘Help!’ she cried again, scrambling to her feet. She had to do something. She spun around, desperately looking for someone, anyone. All she saw were the blank faces of the ugly buildings, the empty school grounds – a desolate wasteland. She pulled her phone from her pocket. She dialled 999. Gave details. Screamed for them to hurry. He was dying. Please be quick.

‘Don’t leave me,’ she begged. She was beside him again, applying pressure as the operator had instructed. His expression was blank, empty, staring – not even showing any pain. It was so far removed from just ten minutes ago when they’d shared a joint and a tray of chips.

‘I can’t live without you,’ she cried, thinking of everything. She couldn’t do it alone. Tears fell from her face and melted into his blood. ‘I won’t live without you.’ The sobs burst from deep inside. Spit and phlegm, tears and blood choked her words. ‘Bastards,’ she screamed out.

‘Stay with me. Stay with me,’ she said, panting, rocking, pressing. Where was the ambulance? She tried to pull herself  together, scanning through the fragmented memories of the first-aid classes she’d taken last year. Quick-fire revision for a real-life exam no one wanted to take. ‘OK, OK.’ She helped herself first. She was no good to him in a panic. She fought hard to keep the shots of breath down. She would pass out if they got any faster.

What had she done?

‘Shock,’ she whispered, refusing to think of it now. Quickly, she let go of the wound on his side and pulled her arms from her jacket. Her limbs shook as she struggled free, draping the coat over him. He was shaking every few seconds – a deep vibration that she felt resonating up through her arms and straight into her heart.

She’d never told him that she loved him.

She saw the pool of blood, dark as death, seeping through the coat at the same time the siren reached out to her.

‘Oh, thank God,’ she cried. ‘The ambulance is coming. Please don’t die.’ Her arms shook from the strain of clamping his wounds. She was leaning on him, her left forearm tracking a series of deep bleeds while her right arm took care of several more under his ribs.

Suddenly, she heard voices, all around her.

‘Young male, about sixteen, seventeen . . . multiple stab wounds to the chest and abdomen. Major blood loss, blow to the head . . . BP falling, pulse weak . . .’

She heard all these things as she was prised out of the way. ‘Fifteen,’ she whispered from the periphery of the scene, but no one heard. ‘He’s fifteen.’

‘What’s going on?’ a male voice suddenly snapped at her. Was she in shock too? She couldn’t move. A hand fixed  round her arm. ‘Jesus Christ, tell me what’s happened, girl.’ He yanked her round, their faces close. Then he was on his phone, calling for people to come, calling for more help, gripping her as if she was getting a telling-off for bunking lessons. ‘Jack, it’s serious. Get down here now,’ he barked into his phone.

She looked up at him. Mr Denton. Her maths teacher.

‘Well?’ He shook her. His face was red.

‘I . . . I don’t know,’ she whispered. ‘I was coming back from the sports centre and . . . and I just found him lying here all messed up.’ She swallowed. Her mouth was dry. What was she supposed to tell him?

How could she tell anyone?

Her entire body shook. She stared down at the blood-soaked ground. He had help now, and that was all that mattered, wasn’t it? She’d say she didn’t know what happened, that she’d had nothing to do with it. She would just go home, call the hospital later to see how he was. It would all be OK. Not as bad as it seemed.

‘Did you see anything? A fight? Was anyone else around? Speak, girl!’

She shook her head. She saw the stretcher being lifted away, sealed inside the ambulance.

‘Fucking hell,’ someone said. Another screamed at the blood clotting on the ground. Hands clapped over mouths, eyes wide, people gathering and gawping.

She looked up. The headmaster was striding across the school grounds towards the mayhem. The buildings – our ship, as he called it in assembly – had faces crammed at every window. Pupils and staff spilt out on to the far end of the  rectangle of dull tarmac that caged twelve hundred teenagers during mid-morning break and lunchtime.

Police swarmed through the school gates. They raced down to where he had dropped, gauging the blood, the denim jacket, the spread of chips, as if that would tell them exactly what had happened. They took control. Everyone was ushered back. Somehow, Mr Denton let go of her arm; somehow, she got swallowed up by the crush of students, teachers, people off the street, and somehow she managed to slip out of the school grounds without anyone knowing she’d gone.

She reckoned, as she ran and ran, that it was all going to be fine.




AUTUMN 2008

Carrie Kent smiled routinely. As if she damn well needed telling. She touched her earpiece. The director was telling her to dig deeper, push harder. Get him to crack, Carrie. She wasn’t going any easier on the guy because of his age or the circumstances. She knew exactly what she was doing – toying, entertaining, making great TV.

There’ll be a fight, she thought, she hoped. A quick glance as she turned and paced the set for effect told her that she was flanked offstage by security – two burly men dressed in black with shaved heads, arms folded. All good. She swung round to face camera two, dividing her gaze between an audience that had barely breathed in ten minutes, the row of Britain’s best no-hopers that her researchers had dealt her this week, and the viewers. Classic Carrie, the producer had once said. She liked that.

‘So what you’re telling me, Jason . . .’ She paused, pulled a concerned face, then continued. ‘Is that your baby nephew is actually your son and you’re claiming this little family tree gem in order to get back at your brother?’

She walked up to him slowly, with the camera zooming in from behind. She knew the skirt looked good. ‘Get back at him for what, exactly, Jason?’ she whispered, bending down. 

The mike would still pick her up. ‘Because, forgive me, but I still don’t quite understand. We’ve seen the report. Watched your family . . . er . . . dynamics at work in your home . . .’ A quick turn to the camera, an exasperated look. ‘There aren’t any, are there, Jason? Your family is dysfunctional and, at sixteen, you’re already a loser.’ She thought of her own son, only a year younger, but immediately refocused, not wanting the viewers to pick up on anything personal. Then, bordering on a yell, she said, ‘Did you or did you not sleep with your brother’s twenty-seven-year-old wife when you were just fourteen?’

She stepped back, gave the youth the stage. It would go one of two ways – he would cry like a baby or fend off an attack from his brother, who was sitting only five feet to his left, perched on the edge of his seat and waiting to pounce.

Oddly, the boy didn’t do anything.

‘What we want to know, Jason, is who should little Tyler call Daddy? You or your brother?’ The expected rumble of audience disapproval flew around the studio.

Good work, came through her earpiece.

That did it. The brother, who hadn’t said much so far, launched himself at Jason, swearing, yelling, toppling him backwards off the chair that was designed to be just a little unstable. Carrie waited a beat, knowing security had been briefed to do the same – they wanted a scuffle, but not bloodshed. People might still be eating breakfast.

Carrie stepped back as security marched on stage and pinned the brothers back in their chairs. ‘Now just settle down, the pair of you.’ Her voice was commanding. The studio silenced. She spoke first to Jason, then to the camera.  ‘I think it’s time we brought on Bobbi-Jo and heard what she has to say about all this, shall we? Followed by the results of the DNA test.’

Carrie allowed the strand of blond hair to cut across her cheek. Nice, she heard the director say in her ear. ‘Join us back on Reality Check after the break to find out who little Tyler’s daddy really is. Don’t go away.’ Then her famous eye-hand signal, warning the viewers that she was watching them, that her cameras could soon be delving into their lives.

‘Off-air,’ the director called out. ‘Two minutes forty-five.’ It was three minutes in reality, but they always ran fifteen seconds ahead. Working in live television, despite the unpredictable contents of the show, suited Carrie perfectly. Everything was precise, controlled and scheduled. Just the way she liked things.

The audience shuffled, mumbled and whispered. Carrie ignored the line-up of dysfunctional guests on her stage. She strode off set, sat on her own chair, sipped specially imported Swiss mineral water, allowed the make-up girl to touch up her cheeks, her eyes, and the stylist to set back that loose strand of hair so that when she tipped her head a certain way, it could fall free all over again.

‘One minute ten,’ she heard in her ear. Just how would she get this tough little nut to crack before the results? She stood, stared at him sitting rigid with fear on stage. Bobbi-Jo was in the wings opposite: fat, red-faced, eager to get on television to brag about sleeping with an underage boy.

Carrie felt for them, really she did, each and every one of her guests. She was all too familiar with the burning deep  inside her chest – the guilt, the sadness that their lives, despite appearing on her show and the help they offered afterwards, would never really change. Then came the rush; the warm lake of security that swept through her, that kept her going, that made her so damned good at her job.

I’m not like them.

Gloss was slicked across her lip. She strode back on stage, faced the camera, smiled and prepared to take apart the miserable family sitting behind her.

 

Brody Quinell was lying in the dark wondering what stank. Maybe it was the takeaway cartons from the other night, or it could be the drains again. Perhaps it was coming from the flat above. They were pigs. He didn’t really care. He liked lying in the dark, feeling the autumn sun stream in through the window, warming his skin, imagining he was on the beach. Jamaica. He could hear music – the dull thud-thud of a bass line. But it wasn’t reggae and there were no steel drums. Some emo punk dirge. But he quite liked it. It made him resonate. Down the hall, someone screamed and a toddler wailed. The music went up louder.

Brody’s mobile phone vibrated in his shirt pocket. ‘Yeah,’ he said. It would be the university. He didn’t want to think about work today. He just wanted to lie in the dark and be left alone. He sat up suddenly, finding the floor with his feet. ‘He did?’ He wiped big hands over his tired face, reigniting himself. ‘Are you sure?’ The slow, definitive yes brought Brody fully upright. ‘Shit,’ he said. He felt around for his clothes. ‘I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Hold fire. Don’t let this get out, right? Don’t talk to anyone.’

Hopping into his jeans, Brody called Fiona. ‘Come on, come on . . . answer . . . Fiona, you have to get over here right away. Something’s happened.’

‘Of course,’ she replied in her usual hyper-efficient manner. ‘Everything’s in hand, Professor.’ Then there was a knock at the door. With the phone still pressed to his ear, Brody fumbled his way across the room and answered it with one leg still out of his jeans. He wasn’t wearing a shirt.

‘I see you’re all ready,’ Fiona said, striding in. She snapped her phone shut. ‘It stinks in here, Brody.’ She sniffed her way to the kitchen and knocked the top off the bin. She pushed down the contents and tied the bag.

‘My housekeeper’s been off sick.’

‘You don’t have a housekeeper. But if you did, I’m pretty certain that, yes, she would be sick.’

Brody heard Fiona pull the rubbish sack from the bin and dump it outside on the concrete balcony that ran round the interior of the block, connecting up the hundreds of dismal flats. A group of kids jeered from one end of the run, calling out obscenities to Fiona. She shut the door.

‘Do you want me to dress you or are you going to do it yourself?’ she said.

Brody lit a cigarette. ‘I’m going to think first.’

‘Don’t you want to get straight down . . .’ Fiona stopped. She knew better than to interrupt him, he reckoned. If what he’d just been told was true, then he damn well deserved a smoke. He’d discovered a genius.

‘Like I said, when I’ve finished my cigarette.’ Brody felt around the floor for the ashtray. He knew it was around there somewhere. When he couldn’t find it, he flicked the ash out  of the tiny window opening. It blew right back in, but he didn’t notice.

Fiona paced Brody’s small living room. He knew she hated coming inside. Usually he was ready and they would head straight out. She said it was depressing with its sickly orange and brown carpet, nicotine-coloured walls and dark, dusty furniture. Nothing was put away. He’d lost count of the times she’d tried to get him to move out. He flatly refused.

‘Can’t you suck a little harder?’ she said.

‘I’m thinking.’ Brody put on a shirt, belted his jeans and walked around the room, knowing every square inch. He leant on the back of a chair. ‘Thing is,’ he said slowly, ‘what do I do with him now?’

‘Write the introduction, publish the paper and give him another one to do.’ She rattled her car keys. ‘Which you’re never going to be able to do unless you put that thing out.’

‘It’s the bigger picture we’re looking at now. What this solution means for the rest of the mathematical world.’ Brody was getting excited. ‘Even fucking Einstein couldn’t do it, Fi.’ He strode across the room, catching his leg on the coffee table. He took Fiona’s slim shoulders between his big dark fists. ‘Correction. It’s not a big picture any more. It’s an enormous one. That boy’s sat silent in my class for months. I knew he was different.’

‘Thanks, but I quite liked my suit without the cigarette ash.’

Brody was sweating, perhaps with anticipation, perhaps with fear of what it all meant. Ricky was his responsibility now. He was the one who had slipped the unproven statistical theory into the student’s assignment in the hope that the  sullen, shy and friendless boy would rise to the challenge. ‘This is life-changing,’ he said, dropping the butt out of the window.

He linked arms with Fiona and allowed her to take him to the car. He belted himself in and heard the engine tick over. He heard the mid-morning news on the radio, quickly followed by a click as Fiona turned it off.

‘Hurry,’ he said. ‘I want to get there now. I want to see it for myself.’

Then there was silence. The engine cut out.

‘What’s going on, Fiona? Drive me to the university.’

‘No,’ she said quite simply. ‘I want you to move out of this dump.’

‘What?’ Brody was incredulous. He banged the door with his fist. ‘Just get driving, Fiona. I want to see Ricky before the story breaks.’

‘No.’

Brody heard the keys being taken out of the ignition. ‘Now don’t be stupid, woman. This isn’t what I damn well pay you for.’

‘You don’t pay me. The university pays my salary.’

‘Same darn thing.’ They both knew that what he meant was, without him, she wouldn’t have a job. ‘Drive me or I’ll walk.’

‘Then, unless you agree to getting a new flat or a nice house somewhere, you’ll have to.’

Brody heard her little gasp. She had just told him to walk to work and clearly regretted it. He said nothing.

‘Oh God, I’m so sorry.’ She jammed the keys back into the ignition and started the engine, but Brody was already  out of the car. He leant back in through the open window.

‘Fine. You want me to walk, I’ll walk.’

‘No, no . . . don’t. I just don’t like seeing you living in . . .’ Fiona hesitated, ‘. . . in there.’

‘Honey, then don’t look.’ Brody laughed. ‘I don’t.’ He turned, snapping a telescopic white stick out of his bag. Like a beagle, he sniffed the air. He angled his face skyward, paused for a moment, then swung through a hundred and eighty degrees.

He knew Fiona would be watching, stunned how he knew the exact direction of the university. So he didn’t get killed on the road, she tailed him in first gear all the way.

Half an hour later, Brody gave up and was back in the car.

 

‘I did say white, Martha.’ Carrie spoke softly, which was, as Martha knew from experience, worse than yelling. ‘White.’ A whisper. She really didn’t want to shout.

Carrie pressed the pedal of the gleaming bin and allowed the Swiss chocolates to fall from her hand.

‘But the box was white, pet.’ Martha shrugged.

‘The chocolates. I wanted white chocolates, Martha.’ Carrie shook her head and brought her vibrating phone to her ear. ‘Yes, Leah. What’s up?’ She walked across the kitchen to the vast expanse of window that gave way to a view of the garden with its steel waterfall, glass walkways and Japanese plants. ‘Me? Uptight?’ Carrie laughed. ‘Why on earth would I be uptight?’ She paced through the vast hallway and into the drawing room, making sure Martha was out of earshot. ‘The stupid woman got milk chocolates. Not white. This whole cooking thing is getting to me.’

Carrie kicked off her shoes and curled up on the leather chaise that had recently been delivered. She was glad Leah had called. ‘Do I really have to do it?’ she begged – and Carrie rarely begged – her mood softened by her friend and producer’s lilting Irish accent. It reminded her of her country house. Of the garden. Of grass. Of everything green and lush. Of when things were normal.

‘Can’t you come over early? You know I don’t do kitchens.’ Carrie examined her hands, wondering if there was time for a manicure before they arrived. ‘Five o’clock, honey. Please. And get some nice white chocolates on the way over. Swiss.’

Carrie disconnected before Leah could argue. She joined her housekeeper back in the kitchen. Things needed to be sorted.

Martha was virtually invisible, her white uniform blending against the glossy white cupboards. All that stood out was her grey-black hair, her blue eyes. Eyes that didn’t believe what Carrie had just done. That little box would have probably racked up fifty pounds on the food hall account.

‘You really don’t want them?’ Martha swallowed and blinked. ‘I need a thank-you present for my surgeon. The tumour hasn’t spread.’

‘What?’ Carrie glanced up. She smiled and waved her hand. She was on the phone again. ‘No, no. Take them, Martha.’ When there was no reply, she left her phone on the stone worktop. ‘And I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful before.’ She reached out for her housekeeper’s shoulders, her hands hovering above the older woman. Martha had been with her for nine years. She knew a lot about her. Too much, she sometimes thought. ‘What time are  the caterers coming?’ She folded her arms across her cashmere sweater. Touching her wouldn’t be right.

Martha’s skin paled, making her even more invisible. ‘Caterers?’

‘Yes.’ Carrie laughed, bordering on nervous. ‘The caterers. I told you to book them a week ago for this wretched dinner tonight.’

‘But . . . but you said you wanted to cook for yourself. That home cooking was in fashion and everyone was doing it to save money.’ Martha held her breath. ‘The ingredients are being delivered later, pet.’

Calmly, just as Martha had seen her do on TV before she let rip at one of her guests, Carrie fell silent. She made a slit of a smile before narrowing her eyes. Her chin jutted forward just a little more than normal, and her shoulders tensed. A single vein on the side of her neck – not usually visible – ticked in time with her heartbeat.

‘When I said home cooking was in,’ she said slowly, ‘I didn’t mean that I would be doing any actual cooking.’ She allowed a little laugh, knowing that she was unable to lose her cool in front of the housekeeper. If she sacked her, she’d probably sell her story to the papers, despite the confidentiality agreement.

Carrie sighed. Television had taught her control, if nothing else. Keeping her voice level was easy. Things could still be sorted. Just. She had people. She had enough money to book an entire restaurant – hell, buy an entire restaurant – if necessary. Leah had said that the producer from the States would appreciate some English hospitality. English hospitality was what she would give him.

‘Where’s Clive today?’ Carrie thought fast. Was her Hampstead house, all four thousand white square feet of it, really enough English hospitality? It was a little Spartan. She hadn’t thought this through properly. ‘Damn it, Martha. Get me Clive.’

Carrie went to lie down. It was only eleven thirty. Things could be done. This could be sorted. She reached for the remote control and drew down the blackout blind. She felt a headache coming on. Moments later the phone beside the bed rang.

‘Clive, thank God. Can you fly three of us to Charlbury later? You’re an angel. You and Sally go somewhere nice this weekend on me. Love you.’ She hung up. Then she touched the direct dial button to Charlbury Hall. ‘Answer, answer . . . come on.’ She breathed deeply, just how her therapist had shown her. ‘Daniel. I’ll be home for dinner tonight with two others. Can you make it English? Very English . . .’ She was about to hang up. ‘And you have my permission to use wines from the second cellar.’

Carrie nodded, satisfied the evening was sorted. She flopped back on to her bed, smiling as she tried to imagine herself in the kitchen, jiggling plates and ingredients, making a meal. Ridiculous, was her last thought as she dozed off, dreaming about Reality Check going Stateside.

Dayna Ray doodled on the cover of her exercise book. She’d scalloped all four edges in blue, coloured them in, and now she was doing it again in green. In the middle of it all she’d drawn a heart. She thought she might write that new kid’s name inside it, but not yet. She wanted to mull him over  some more first, find out who he was, where he’d come from.

The teacher was harping on about something. Stupid equations. Quadratic something or others. Who cared? She hooked her foot around the strap of her pack and slid the bag towards her. She pulled out a packet of crisps, coughing loudly as she tore it open.

‘Give me one,’ Neil whispered across the gap between their desks. Dayna pulled a face that told him to get his own, but the idiot’s hand shot up above his head. Dayna rolled her eyes and passed across the packet when whatshisface up front wasn’t looking. Denton was off sick.

‘Don’t bloody take them all,’ she spat.

‘Who’s talking back there?’ The teacher swung round to the class. None of them was paying attention or taking note of what was on the whiteboard. Most were texting under their desks, some were reading magazines, one was asleep. ‘What’s the matter with you lot?’ he barked. ‘Lazy little sods.’

Dayna glanced up. There was a knot of laughter from the kids to her left. Maybe something good was going to happen, like when the last supply teacher ran out in tears and they had the whole lesson to mess about.

She always listened in English, though. It was the only subject she liked; the only reason she bothered coming to school at all. All those stories; all those crazy lives, some even wilder than her own. ‘Give them back, you idiot.’ Dayna leant across the gap and snatched at the crisps, but her chair toppled and she ended up on the floor. The class howled and whooped. Bits of balled-up paper rained on her head.

‘What’s your name, girl?’

Dayna looked up. The teacher was looming over her. His skin was pockmarked. He had small hands. ‘Dayna, sir.’ She stood up and righted her chair. Her hip hurt. ‘Dayna Ray.’ She slung her pack over her shoulder. She’d be sent out for sure. Good, she thought.

‘Well, Miss Ray, you can pay a visit to the head’s office for being so stupid.’ There was a rumble of disapproval around the class. Not because the others didn’t want her to get slammed by Jack the Crack, no. They were annoyed because they knew that she’d effectively just been given the day off.

‘Not fair, sir. If we all fall off our chairs, can we go too?’

‘Silence, you idiot.’ The supply teacher scribbled something on a piece of paper. ‘Take this to Mr Rushen. Let him deal with you, you stupid girl.’

‘Are you allowed to call me that, sir?’ Dayna stared up at him through eyes rimmed with kohl. What was she saying? ‘To call me stupid.’ Another ripple of laughter. A whistle. No one had ever seen Dayna cause a fuss. She reddened and distracted herself by seeking out that new boy, whatever his name was. He wasn’t joining in with the predictable catcalls. She couldn’t help it that her eyes narrowed to focus on him; to check out what he was doing over there in the corner. Reading, she thought, as she walked towards the door. He was reading a book and it didn’t look like a maths textbook. Her stare fixed on him as she turned the handle to leave the class.

At that exact moment, the boy looked up and caught Dayna’s eye. He didn’t smile, didn’t frown, didn’t make any smart remarks like the others did as she left. Slowly, the new boy in the corner with his black hair and his skinny neck and  his ripped jeans offered a flicker of a wink before turning back to his book.

‘Get out of my sight, stupid, stupid girl . . .’ Dayna heard the teacher say as she walked out. She had no intention of going to the head’s office, but equally she had no intention of going home or hanging out at the shops either. It was English after break and she wanted to go. She’d written an essay. Besides, she wanted to find out more about New Boy. It had been a week since term began and he hadn’t said a single word to her yet. She wasn’t sure he’d said a single word to anyone.

‘A loner,’ she said to herself in the mirror, leaning against the sink in the girls’ loos. ‘We have lots in common already.’

The door banged open. ‘Who you talking to, freak?’ said one of a pair of sixth-formers. They came up to Dayna, who was pretending to wash her hands. She’d hoped to hide out for a bit.

‘No one.’ Dayna shrugged and looked at the floor. She knew the routine. Her cheeks were burning and her mouth went dry, a bit like when she’d had to taste bleach. There were no paper towels so she wiped her hands on her school trousers. She bent down for her pack.

‘What we got in here, then?’The older girls yanked it from her and unzipped it. They rummaged through the contents.

‘Hey,’ Dayna said, lunging for it. ‘Give me that back.’

‘Uh-uh,’ the blonde one said. They disappeared into a cubicle with it, leaving Dayna kicking and thumping the door.

‘Yuk, that stinks,’ one of them said. ‘Jesus, look at that.’ Then she heard paper ripping and what sounded like the contents of her bag being emptied out. A couple of pages of  a precious book fluttered out from underneath the door.

‘Just fucking stop it, will you?’ Dayna fought back the tears. Not much made her cry. She’d learnt to be tough, to hide it all away, to keep the bad stuff inside. It generally worked. She gave one extra hard kick on the door just as the girls came out.

‘Dirty little emo,’ one of them said. They left the loos arm in arm, their straightened hair falling in highlighted lines down their backs.

In the cubicle, Dayna found most of her belongings stuffed down the toilet. What wouldn’t fit was trodden into the filthy floor. She pulled her pack from the pan. It dripped on to her sweater. A couple of books – including the one she’d been decorating in maths – were sodden and fit for the bin. Her make-up bag had been emptied into the sanitary disposal unit, and the little bit of money that was in her purse was missing.

‘Bitches,’ she said. Then she felt it start – a burning in her chest, speeding through her body with every banging heartbeat. She grabbed the edge of a basin. ‘Breathe slowly,’ she told herself when her chest rose and fell in increasingly shallow bursts. The room started to spin. She dropped to the floor, anticipating the blackout that would follow. She didn’t want to smash her head on the tiles. This didn’t happen often but when it did, she knew she’d been pushed to her limits.

‘It’s OK, it’s OK, it’s all OK,’ she repeated. Everything suddenly appeared colourless, washed out, unreal. As usual, her eyes fogged and her limbs tingled. The inside of her mouth was dust and the beginnings of a migraine buzzed across her forehead. She breathed. She stared. She counted. She focused, just as the books had told her to do.

Don’t let them win, something told her. You’re better than they are.

Her mouth suddenly filled with saliva. Please don’t be sick, she prayed. Dayna gripped on to a dusty old pipe that ran behind the basins. It was warm. It sent ripples of comfort through her hands, up her arms and down to the rest of her body. She screwed up her eyes and carried on counting – up to ten over and over again. She rocked. She nursed herself through it.

Then, as quickly as it came, the attack subsided. She’d won. It was the only thing in her life she could control.

When the bell rang, Dayna got up off the floor and left the toilets. In another thirty seconds, the break-time stampede would begin. It marked the start of half an hour’s mayhem.

She walked briskly through the building, went outside and slipped round the back of the science labs. She pulled the half-finished joint from her pocket and stared at it. She glanced around, full of the feeling that someone was watching her. They were always taking note, scrutinising her, laughing at her, telling her what a loser she was.

‘Don’t cry, you silly bitch,’ she said, digging her nails into her palms. She kicked the wall of the building, lighting the joint and sucking slowly. She wanted it to last. She’d sold the silver bracelet her real dad had given her as a baby on eBay for this hoard. It was worth it. A couple of lungfuls and she felt better. She glared at a couple of younger kids who dared come near, willing them to leave her alone. She hated them all. A chilly early autumn wind cut between the science block and the boundary fence, making her shiver.

Dayna pulled her mobile phone from her pocket and  stared into its mirrored back. She licked her finger and wiped beneath her eyes, trying to get rid of the smudged make-up. She saw the black and orange streaks of her hair in the body of the phone. She thought she looked like a wildcat as she put the mobile away, disgusted with herself. She finished her smoke.

When it was time for English, she skulked back into school, eyeing groups of kids as they thickened into impenetrable packs in corridors and classrooms. She sat at her usual desk and opened the books she’d salvaged – books that the teacher had given to her because he’d said she’d got an eye for language, that she should experiment, read a lot. She got her head down to work, making character notes on Romeo and Juliet. She chewed her pen and glanced across at the new boy. He was working too. She wondered if he was anything like Romeo, if they would fall in love.

She went back to her books and made a list of the cast, circling her favourites in red, jotting notes across the page, highlighting the bits she loved, frowning at the bits she didn’t understand, the language that occasionally passed her by in an unintelligible string of gobbledygook. An eye for it . . . She pondered her teacher’s words, wondering how it was that she could understand everything about the lives of fictitious characters yet nothing about her own.

 

Carrie Kent was majorly under-impressed with the producer from the States. Was he really here to talk business? She nudged Leah’s foot under the table. Leah glanced up and scowled. Carrie scowled right back and hoped her best friend, her producer, her right-hand woman, was happy that she’d  wasted an entire evening without the tiniest glimmer of a US series to be had.

The dreadful man was nothing more than a tourist with some half-bit show on an obscure cable channel. He had only come to gawp, to say he’d spent the evening with the famous Carrie Kent while visiting London. And then there was the cost of it all – the helicopter fees, the food, and, oh, the wine. Rich she may be, but she didn’t like wasting money. It went against every fibre of her being. Some things were genetically programmed.

‘So,’ she said, leaning forward on her arms. She might as well play him like a guest on Reality Check. Bob Dane or Dole or Dreary . . . she couldn’t remember which – put down his knife and fork. He virtually melted on to his rabbit fricassée at the sight of Carrie’s smile and her low-cut dress. ‘Silly old me thought you came here to talk about a US version of my show, Bob.’

He laughed and dabbed at his mouth. ‘Bill. My name’s Bill.’

Carrie glanced at the mantel clock. Nine forty-five. Would it be horribly impolite if she wrapped things up by ten thirty? She was good at wrapping things up. She did it every week on her show, usually to the detriment of her guests, right at the point of no redemption. She wondered if he would notice if she disappeared upstairs to watch a movie.

‘I’m so sorry. Bill.’ Carrie leant to the side while her waiter went round with the wine. ‘Don’t open any more,’ she whispered in his ear, wistfully eyeing the level of the Château Latour specially brought up from the reserve cellar for what she believed was going to be a very special occasion. Wasting  such a treat with this jerk was a travesty. At best it deserved to be drunk in the company of her closest friends – three, four, five bottles of the stuff, deep into the night. At worst – better than this – she’d have settled for it on her own, crashed out on her bed, allowing the velvet of it alongside a platter of French cheese to quieten her mind.

‘So what do you think of my little show?’ Carrie noticed Leah’s raised eyebrows, the dab of her lips to cover the smirk, the jut of her angled jaw. Oh, they’d probably laugh about this later, but for now it was painful.

‘I haven’t yet had the pleasure of viewing your show, Mrs Kent.’ Bill forked up rabbit with one hand and hovered his wine glass near his lips with the other. ‘But I’ve heard so much about you, I couldn’t resist calling you up for a meet.’

Leah, what the hell were you thinking arranging this? Carrie shot a look at her friend.

‘And I’m just loving your English hospitality.’ He stuffed his mouth. Carrie looked away.

‘I’m so glad. Nathan will be in the car waiting to drive you back to London in twenty minutes. Isn’t that right, Leah? Will you call him and check he’s on schedule?’ she said pointedly. She’d be damned if she was flying him back to his hotel.

Leah gave a salute. ‘Yes, ma’am.’ She grinned and left the table.

‘To be honest, Mrs Kent—’

‘Ms Kent.’ She couldn’t take another Mrs.

‘To be honest, since I have been in your company this evening, since I have had the pleasure of meeting you in  person, since . . .’ and he shifted his chair closer to Carrie and trailed a finger along her wrist. She snapped her arm away. ‘Since I have come to know you—’

‘But you don’t know me.’ Carrie used her show voice, the one where the guest has no way out. He was messing with the wrong woman. How tiresome.

‘I would like to take you for dinner—’

‘All set with Nathan,’ Leah said. She grasped what had been going on in a second. She wheeled round behind Carrie’s chair and threw her arms around her bare shoulders. She bent down and delivered a fond kiss right on her lips. Carrie took her cue and grabbed her friend’s arms, pulling her closer. The two women eyed Bill pitifully and raised their eyebrows, smiling. He sat there for a moment, perhaps considering whether to ask them both for a date, before reddening and excusing himself.

‘Don’t even go there,’ Carrie said when he’d left the room. She shoved Leah off her back. She dropped her head on to the table, suddenly hit square on the jaw by the huge empty space that was her love life.

She groaned. ‘Things must be really bad. Really bad.’

‘Oh?’ Leah pulled a face and waited for her friend to continue.

Carrie lifted her head. ‘Part of me actually considered accepting his offer.’

 

Max Quinell stared up at the dismal block of flats. The dingy concrete merged with the sky. He liked it; liked the red, black and green slashes of graffiti shouting out through the murky weather. He liked the fact that there weren’t any trees or  lawns or neatly clipped bushes outside stupid front doors. He liked the sense of danger that clawed around his body as he walked deeper into the tenement.

He pulled up his hood and bent his head parallel to the pavement. The box was tucked under his right arm, a little crushed but he knew the contents were fine. He shoved the other hand deep inside his pocket, fingering his fags, his lighter, the cash his mother paid directly into his bank account for the taxis he never took. The key was there. His phone was in his back pocket, probably ripe for nicking given the groups of youth that hung around here.

But what he didn’t feel in his pocket, and sorely wanted to, was a knife. The compact, silky-smooth handle wrapped around its hidden blade; the effortless protection whipped out in an instant at the first sign of trouble; the look on their faces when it glinted; the power, the shock, the safety. Everyone else had one, didn’t they?

But he just couldn’t bring himself to get one. No one would sell him one without ID and, while he knew he could probably buy one off some of the kids who hung around his dad’s estate, he wasn’t brave enough to do it. Would owning one, he wondered, invite more trouble? He didn’t want that. Then again, he thought, taking the stairs two at a time, not having one could be asking for trouble too.

Max banged on the door. He waited a while. His father might be . . . doing something. With someone. That woman, Fiona. When there was no reply, he let himself in.

‘Jesus fucking—’ he said, retching. The stink was overpowering. He covered his nose with his sleeve and went round the tiny flat opening curtains and windows. He’d not  visited in a while. No one had, he reckoned. So much for his dad’s stupid assistant.

He put the box down on the table in the living room. ‘Dad?’ he called out. He wandered around, kicking old cans and empty food cartons, tripping on strewn clothes and shoes, picking up CDs and gadgets that he’d given him over the months. He eyed the box he’d brought with him today, wondering if his father would even want it.

Sighing, Max began in the tiny kitchen. It was the worst. He pulled off his hoodie and draped it over the back of a chair. He lifted the stack of congealed plates and takeaway cartons from the sink, sorting what could be thrown away.

He’s managed to take the rubbish out at least, Max thought, noting the empty bin and fresh liner. He pushed his earphones into place and turned up his music full volume. Somehow, it made the stench seem less. Then he set to washing up, plunging his skinny arms into soapy water that soon became greasy and brown. He emptied the sink, dried up what he had washed so far, then began again. After that, he wiped down all the surfaces, spraying everything with some cleaner he’d found under all the junk in the cupboard. It was that easy, he thought, unable to understand why the place was such a . . .

‘Hey! Jesus, you fucking scared the sh—’

‘Doesn’t your mother teach you any manners at all?’ Brody Quinell released his son, but received a face full of suds for creeping up on him and grabbing him round the chest. ‘If you will deafen yourself with those stupid things then expect to be pounced upon.’ His father roared with laughter, apparently in a good mood.

Max pulled out his earphones and heard the tss-tss of the music in his palms. He turned off his iPod and stuffed the thin wires in his pocket. He wiped his hands down the front of his jeans and followed his father into the living room. ‘I haven’t tidied in here yet.’

‘Good,’ Brody replied. ‘Then I won’t be losing anything.’

‘You can’t leave it like this. Doesn’t that woman of yours do anything?’

‘Firstly, she’s not my woman. Secondly, I see no logical reason for you to refer to her in that tone and, thirdly, you’re a teenage boy. You should understand and embrace the disorder. Don’t tell me your mother makes you keep your room tidy?’ Brody lit a cigarette.

Max wondered if it would matter if he smoked too. Would his dad even know?

‘Help yourself.’ Question answered. Brody threw the packet at him, aimed perfectly in his direction. How did he do that? ‘And don’t pretend to me you don’t smoke, either.’ He shook his head and went round closing all the windows. ‘I often smell it on you. Bloody cold today,’ he complained.

For the next ten minutes father and son sat in silence. Max watched as his father’s cheeks hollowed with every pleasurable suck on the cigarette. There was something about the way his lips curled round the slim stick, the way his large hands ridged with veins deftly bent around it, holding it at his mouth. Max copied his dad. He stared at his own hands, smaller, a bit paler, smoother. He switched his cigarette between his thumb and forefinger but dropped it on to the dirty rug.

‘Don’t burn the place down,’ Brody said.

Max laughed, picking it up and flicking his ash. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘I brought you a present.’ He touched the box against his dad’s hand. Brody took it and shook it. He felt the size of it while holding the cigarette between his lips.

‘Not another blood-pressure monitor, I hope.’

For a second, Max looked crestfallen. ‘It’s an electric whisk. You can beat eggs with it. Or froth milk.’

‘Why the fuck would I want to do that?’

‘Omelette? Cappuccino? I dunno.’ Max felt like taking it back. But his mother wouldn’t want it either. ‘I’ll put it in the kitchen cupboard. Get Fiona to show you how it works. It could be useful.’ He tried to refer to her with less resentment. Thing was, while she was in his father’s life, there was no chance of a reconciliation between his parents. A crazy idea, he knew, and although he didn’t want to dislike Fiona, he simply couldn’t help it. She was the one who had replaced his mother when things had gone bad.

‘No space in the kitchen ’cos of all the other shit you gave me. No more kitchen gadgets, son, OK? Don’t mind the mobile phones or the music, and the weekend break was a nice touch. But no more electric griddles or bread-makers.’

Max squinted. They’d always been honest with each other. ‘Sure, Dad.’ He stood. ‘I’ll get on with the washing-up.’

‘Fuck you will,’ Brody said, rearing up and grabbing his son with a lucky lunge at his arm. ‘We’re going out to celebrate.’

‘Celebrate what?’

‘That my little protégé cracked something that simply shouldn’t have been cracked by a kid. And you, son, have a new woman.’

Max stopped dead. ‘New woman?’

‘Don’t deny it, Maxie. You smell like a duty-free shop. Calvin Klein? Armani?’

‘Beckham.’ Max pulled on his hoodie.

Brody grinned, white teeth flashing, proud as hell. ‘She hot? Got big—’

‘No, Dad. You’re wrong.’ Max sighed heavily. He threw his father’s leather coat at him, gathered the bunch of house keys from the window sill, quite unable to explain why he was suddenly thinking of that weird girl at his new school again.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/samh_9780755379804_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
someane
Else’s

. il

A TEENAGER STABBED.
A TERRIFIED WITNESS.
A MOTHER’S NIGHTMARE.





