
[image: cover]



[image: images]



www.hachettechildrens.co.uk




Praise for Lydia’s first book,

THE TASTE OF BLUE LIGHT

‘This devastating YA book goes to the most unexpected of places and will leave you mulling it over for days, weeks and months after’

Stylist

 ‘A game-changing exploration of mental health’

Emerald Street

‘It’s very brave, and fierce, and electric’

Sara Barnard, author of Beautiful Broken Things

‘A gripping Bell Jar-type narrative of mental distress and confusion’

Financial Times

‘An original take on trauma and memory loss … Lux’s voice engages readers on issues that are timely, absorbing and perceptively related’

The Irish Times

‘This gripping thriller will stay with you long after you finish the last page’

Fabulous

‘Beautiful. Visceral. Gripping’

Louise O’Neill, author of Asking For It

‘Startling and mesmeric this is an intense, vivid story that will stay with me for a long time’

Daisy Buchanan, author of How To Be A Grown-Up



No matter where you go, there you are.

Confucius
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ONE

Memories of the little forest at the bottom of the swimming pool flood Arlo the second the plane flings its great bulk into the sky.

His brain conjures the heavy moon strung up by a crane, suspended over the roof, the city. He can see it all. The dusting of blossom on the ground, the shoelaces. The thing they’d been trying so hard to make, ruined. Phone calls and crackling radios. The way a door had unhinged inside his head as time stuck, glitched, restarted.

Familiar black weeds start to crawl inside him. He forces his eyes open and watches the plane blip across the screen in the back of the seat in front of him, inching off the edge of land until it’s hovering over water.

There are better maps of Mars than there are of the oceans. You’ve got to go to sea if you want to get really lost; find somewhere deep and watery, somewhere that doesn’t even have a name.

Not that he can see the ocean below. The windows are choked with clouds. He’s nowhere. Off-map.

Maybe he doesn’t exist if nobody, not even he, knows where he is.

Arlo sniffs.

I stink.

The plane banks left, pushing him back into his seat. His life is going one way while he goes another.

Forgot to write on the blackboard.

How will Luke know where he’s gone? Arlo taps a message into his phone ready to send to his friend when he lands.

Closes his eyes again, blocking everything out except the pain in his hand.

A day later, half a world away, the plane descends through a bloodshot sky and he is lost.


TWO

Twelve days earlier

On this rooftop no man’s land between the city and the clouds, Arlo has almost everything he wants. A friend, an escape, the chance to make something that matters.

He leans back on his elbows, long legs hanging like dead weights over the side of the swimming pool. Luke’s thicker body next to him, his feet closer to the cracked tiles. They breathe deep, armpits and temples damp from their labour. Their fingers are raw and their shoulders throbbing from the hefting and heaving and sluicing and scrubbing.

Darkness pours itself across the basin of the empty pool. It trickles into the dry splits like syrup, leaking over their mismatched shadows until the whole thing is full of soft night.

It’s a gentle dark, the kind that trusts that light will follow. Safe to wallow in for a while.

‘I can hear you thinking,’ Luke tells him. Arlo laughs. His friend cuffs the side of his head. ‘Want to tell me what’s going on in there?’

‘You remember when your mum made that rank black treacle thing?’

It’s Luke’s turn to laugh. ‘Well, that’s not the response I was expecting. Not that I don’t welcome some respite from your usual existential commentary.’

‘It was an abomination. You really don’t remember?’

‘I don’t think so.’

Arlo can’t recall why Mrs Swanson had been making the weird cake, but he remembers being in the Swanson kitchen up at the big house, watching the syrup ooze into the mixing bowl, like the darkness sliding into the swimming pool. The sticky, crumbling cake, its surprising claggy bitterness.

‘What about it anyway?’ Luke asks.

‘Nothing really. You asked what I was thinking about and the answer was treacle.’

‘Just casually thinking about snacks from fifteen years ago. No big deal.’

‘Ha.’

‘If we ever had a normal, linear conversation up here, I think I’d fall off the roof in shock.’

Arlo smiles. The thought of them eating cake together as children is somehow funny. Luke’s shelves in the fridge are stuffed with Tupperware boxes, labelled with things such as ‘Huevos’, ‘Treatz’, and ‘Chix Titz’. The kitchen is stocked like a nuclear bunker, with bottled water and various nutritional powders and supplements. They definitely won’t be malnourished in the event of a zombie apocalypse.

Luke takes two bottles of beer from the six-pack behind them and opens them on the side of the pool.

‘Finally got the hang of that then,’ says Arlo. They’ve been perfecting the art of using the pool and various other bits of the roof as a bottle opener since they first came up here.

The tarp that they use to cover the pool flaps by the railing. The wind shakes the blossom on the potted trees they’d ordered and lugged up to the roof to try to make it look nice up here.

‘What are we going to do with them when they grow?’ asks Luke.

‘What do you mean?’

‘When they get too big for the pots.’

‘Good question,’ Arlo says. ‘Make some stealth donations to the park across the street?’

‘I don’t think we thought this forest of ours through.’

Quiet settles again.

This is where they have their best conversations and their best silences, looking out over their adoptive city. The skyline ever-changing with its creaking cranes and low-flying planes. Mobile landmarks. A million doors and windows opening and closing in the sprawl below while they sit, talking, thinking.

Nobody knows they’re up here, the secret pool and the two of them. Just a shallow oblong and two warm dots in the grand scheme of things. There are no auditions, no agents, up on the roof. No ‘Why did you quit the The Beat?’ or ‘What’s next?’ Up here, they are kings.

Arlo wonders if Luke is thinking the same: We’ve come a long way.

‘Here.’ Luke hands him a head torch. Arlo had bought them so they could work on the secret project at night. His friend had humoured him, as always.

He takes the torch and fixes it to his head, leans on the rusty pool steps to his left. No need to explain to Luke that he’s not quite ready to turn it on. That the orange glow of light pollution is enough for the moment. Arlo’s ‘Thanks,’ is shorthand for all this.

Luke stretches the thick elastic strap of his own torch around his head but doesn’t switch it on either. Arlo is grateful; he’s fortunate to have someone to talk with and not talk with like this. Someone who will let him sit quietly in the dark for a while but come in and get him if he stays too long. On good days, Arlo knows Luke is lucky to have him too.

They gaze over the endless city, past the chimneys of the older houses and the designer slate tops of the new builds. The concrete ecosystem that they belong to reaches further than their eyes can in the dark.

The air is threaded with chlorine. Luke will have been at the gym pool all afternoon.

‘We’ve still got an hour before we need to leave,’ Luke says. ‘We could finish it.’

Arlo snorts.

Luke concedes, ‘Well, maybe not finish it.’

Now that they’re so close to completing their project, Arlo’s not sure he wants it to be done. They have no real idea what they’re doing and it’s probably illegal but what started on a whim has become important. Something to focus on.

‘Let’s finish tomorrow,’ Arlo says, grabbing the beers and his hoodie and standing up. ‘It’s too windy today and I need a shower before we go out. I’ll get the tarp.’

‘The trees are getting battered there. Let’s move them away from the edge,’ Luke says, switching on his head torch.

They shift the heavy pots one by one away from the railing and into the middle of the roof where they continue to shake and shed their blossom in the breeze.

‘Well, that made absolutely fuck-all difference,’ says Arlo.

‘Yup. Literally none.’

‘We could put them in the pool.’

Luke laughs. ‘Oh, you’re serious.’

‘Just while we figure out what to do with them.’

‘Or we could just send them back,’ Luke says.

‘I don’t think that’s how tree-buying works. At least not when you get them off Amazon.’

‘OK. Let’s do it.’

So they shuffle the trees over to the edge of the pool, then Luke climbs in. ‘I’ll lift them down. You hold the branches steady so they don’t capsize.’

They get all the trees into the pool and line them up side by side in the middle.

‘Looks pretty good,’ says Arlo. He takes a quick photo of their mini wood and sends it to his mum. She likes to hear from him, to know he’s having a good time. She needs me to be doing well.

They fix the pool cover in place with Luke’s kettle bells, tucking the trees away for the night. Arlo gets to the other side of the roof before Luke says, ‘Are you wearing that out?’ He taps his own head torch. ‘It’s a strong look but …’

Arlo rests his stuff on the ledge and takes off the head torch, laughing. They shove both the torches into their bag of supplies behind the chimney.

By his side, Arlo feels Luke draw in a deep, slow breath.

He knows what’s coming.

Luke tips his head back and pushes out a thunderous howl from his chest.

Arlo had refused to join in the first time, but weeks of howling later they’re at the point where it’s actually more embarrassing for him not to.

‘AwoOOOooo,’ they howl.

‘Shut. Up. You. Animals,’ a voice yells from one of the windows across the street.

‘Shit,’ says Arlo. ‘What if he comes up?’

‘Relax, he won’t. Your turn.’

‘AwoOOOooo,’ whimpers Arlo.

They laugh.

‘Come on. Let’s go down.’

They reach for their beers at the same time, knocking hands and sending one of the bottles over the ledge. It plummets. The smash echoes up to them.

‘Shit,’ says Arlo again.

‘There’s nobody down there,’ says Luke.

‘We could have hurt someone.’

‘But we didn’t.’

‘OK, new rule, no glass bottles on the ledge.’

‘OK, boss,’ says Luke, and sucks in another deep breath. ‘AwoOOOooo, awoOOOooo.’

‘AwoOOOooo,’ Arlo answers.

They’re still laughing as they clamber down the steps off the roof.

 

An hour later and six floors down, they step over the drift of blossom that’s heaped like popcorn on the doorstep and head out into the early night.

Down off the roof, Arlo’s mind turns the colour of city rain. The thought of crawling through traffic on a bus seems unbearable.

‘Shall we walk?’

‘Sure.’

The street lamps wear the spring cold like halos and Arlo shoves his hands into his pockets. He’s borrowed a jacket from Luke. His own wardrobe is sparse, as if someone has unpacked a few things in a strange place on a weekend away. His whole room has an air of temporary about it, even two years after he moved in.

‘Not filming tonight?’ he asks Luke.

When he’s not swimming oceans’ lengths at the gym, Luke makes videos for his YouTube fitness channel. It’s unlike him not to document his every move, something Arlo learned the hard way to avoid. Someone had leaked some of his old photos just after he’d got his part on The Beat.

That had hurt, seeing pictures of him and his parents being picked over by trolls – especially the ones of him and his dad from when Arlo was a baby, building sandcastles, him pulling his dad’s beard. Snapshots of things he was too young to remember happening were violated by people who didn’t even know him. The worst thing was, he wasn’t sure who had leaked them.

Lottie, the publicist at The Beat, runs his social accounts now. Arlo had deleted all the personal content and now ‘he’ says things like, ‘So pumped that I get to work with this AMAZING cast every day! Dreams really do come true!!!’ and ‘Great ep tonight! Gonna miss my Beat bros [image: images][image: images][image: images].’

‘Can’t film myself going to the pub,’ says Luke. ‘That would be way off-brand. I did a vljog earlier anyway.’

Vljogging is something Luke claims to have invented. Basically, he straps a video camera to his chest and goes for a run.

They pace on.

In the quiet, the memory of the self-tape audition that Arlo did that morning surfaces. It would be a big deal if he got the part and the chance to be part of something special and important. He also needs to be able to tell people something when they ask what’s next for him. All he can do now is wait for Russell, his agent, to call or not call.

‘Shall we play Doors?’ he suggests.

Arlo and Luke have a lot of games, some old, some newer. They all involve some kind of adventure or magical maps; some kind of being somewhere else. This one had started as a joke last summer. It felt familiar to Arlo, as if he were born knowing the rules. He’d pointed to a tiny door in the side of a bakery and said to Luke, ‘Borrowers’ Bakery.’

‘Nougat Narnia,’ Luke said.

‘Pavlova Portal.’

They’d evolved the rules over the last year. You could call out any door, any size, and say it led anywhere. The only rule was no duplication; you couldn’t call out the same door or the same fantasy place more than once. Heavy forfeits and sanctions were applied in the case of repeats.

‘Vomitsville Vestibule,’ says Luke.

‘Where?’ asks Arlo, before clocking a car door being puke-splattered by a drunk guy. ‘Never mind, I see. Do you actually know what a vestibule is?’

‘No idea.’

The guy retches again.

‘Bit early to be that shit-faced, isn’t it?’

‘To each their own,’ says Luke. If he were any more open-minded, his brain would fall out of his head. ‘Tiny car though. I’d have to leave my body outside and put my legs through the sun roof to drive the fucker.’

Arlo points down at a grate as they cross the road. ‘Fatbergia Gateway.’

‘What?’

‘Fatbergs. They live in the sewer.’

‘What the hell is a fatberg?’

‘Massive lumps of fat and other stuff that people flush that doesn’t break down. Nappies and condoms and stuff.’

‘Savage,’ says Luke.

They pass the familiar shops. At first it’s all pound stores and fried chicken places but after twenty minutes of walking these give way to grand empires with revolving doors and shiny lobbies. They weave in and out of bankers, journalists, lawyers, faces lit only by the lights from their phones. Real grown-ups with the kinds of jobs that Arlo hopes never to have. He’d been a waiter for a while but it was too much, having to carry actual things and all the other stuff in his head at the same time.

‘Shall we try a new route?’ asks Arlo.

‘Obviously.’

Another game, this one from childhood. It doesn’t have a name but if it did it might be called Run Until You’re Lost Then Try to Find Your Way.

They leg it the wrong way down the street, zigzagging down random roads, doubling back, turning corners, unofficially racing until they reach the end of a narrow alley.

Both stand catching their breath.

Arlo closes his eyes for a few seconds, inhaling the thrill of being temporarily lost in the tiniest of adventures.

‘Where are we?’ asks Luke.

There are sixty thousand streets in the city. A handful have fake names on maps. Copyright traps. Maybe this alley is one of them; it’s too small for mislabelling to be of real consequence.

Arlo has drawn the city hundreds of times in various forms in the last two years, always fragments, never a whole. He imagines the paper of his notebook spread out in his mind, all the places he’d once been lost, sometimes with Luke, sometimes solo. All the subways and tunnels he’s been through, one path linking to the next, the next, the next, until he’s home.

He opens his eyes. Luke is already moving.

‘We need to get to the river. This way,’ he calls from the end of the alley, rounding to the left.

‘Straight over’s faster,’ Arlo says.

‘I’m telling you, it’s this way.’

Stalemate.

This has happened many times. Each thinks he knows the city best.

‘Divide and conquer?’ asks Luke.

Another game.

‘Walk don’t run.’

Their usual rules. Whoever gets to the river first will wait for the other to catch up and be declared the victor. They shake on it and part ways.

Arlo fights the urge to quicken his pace. Luke is competitive but, above all else, a good sport. Neither will cheat.

Arlo passes a man sleeping on a filthy duvet in a doorway and tucks some cash under the side of his blanket, being careful not to wake him. He does this a lot. He tells himself he’s being kind and tries not to see the bit of himself that doesn’t think he deserves to keep the money.

It takes just a few minutes to wind his way to the river. Luke emerges at the same time as him.

The ideal outcome: each of their private routes proved right and each safe in the knowledge that nobody walks The Smoke quite like he does. Maybe Luke doesn’t call it The Smoke. It’s not an original name for the city, granted, but it’s what Arlo’s mum calls it so he’s sticking with it.

They stride along side by side playing Doors, following the river further into the city, away from home and their home before that. They call out Portaloos, a cat flap, gates holding back a rabid-looking dog. Any door, leading anywhere.

It’s a pointless game but Arlo likes the feeling he gets when they play it. When they arrive at the bar flushed with cold and laughing, he’s sad that they have to stop. The feeling is slipping away already, as if he can’t hold the echo of having fun in his body.

Arlo points to the pub entrance. ‘Hell Mouth.’

‘Forfeit. You always say that.’
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