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‘Freak!’

‘Eww look at her!’

‘What a stupid bitch!’

‘Disgusting freak!’

‘Stupid, poor loser!’

‘Loser!’

Alex heard the cries before he saw the crowd; they rent the air, ripping the morning sky apart. What had been a perfectly normal, average day had taken a sinister turn; Alex could feel it in the atmosphere. A ring had formed in the middle of the playground, an undulating mass of students moving and swaying in kind, like seaweed being gently rocked by the tide, and without needing to see he knew exactly who was at the centre of it. Whenever a ring formed like this at Deerborn Secondary School, there was only ever one person at the centre of it.

The shouts grew louder, more and more voices joining in. It was a cacophony of sound, a mixture of hatred, excitement, glee; the voices were visceral, their feelings unbound. The sound of a group of children, teenagers mostly, reminding an outsider of their place. Reminding Janet of her place.

‘Janet! Janet! Janet!’

The crowd started to chant her name, the many voices becoming one, but the noise was far from a celebration; if anything it was an incantation, as if to draw yet more spite towards the poor, innocent child at the centre of all the vitriol.

‘What kind of name is Janet anyway, what are you, like 50?’

‘My grandma is called Janet and she’s nearly dead!’

‘Why don’t you just kill yourself, Janet?’

The voices separated into their component parts, and each line was delivered with such a mixture of sarcasm and disgust that Alex flinched. He’d been moving in the direction of the crowd, making his way slowly, reluctantly, towards it, like a moon pulled in by a planet’s gravity, losing all control of itself and doing what it must, but he stopped at hearing these words. Janet. It wasn’t exactly a cool name, a pretty name, a young name, but still, he thought, Janet couldn’t help what her mum had decided to call her. Especially if what they said about Janet’s mum was true, it wasn’t Janet’s fault. You don’t choose your parents, a fact Alex knew all too well.

‘Janet Janet, fatter than a planet!’

The crowd took up the chant, and soon the majority of the voices merged into one again, a monster’s voice, loud, booming.

‘Why are you so poor, Janet?’

‘You’re so dirty it’s disgusting.’

‘Why don’t you ever wash your clothes?’

‘Why don’t you ever wash your hair?’

‘Why don’t you just fuck off?’

Alex reached the mass and began to push his way through. He manoeuvred bodies out of the way, using his shoulders and elbows to force a path through the wall of excitement, fear, exhilaration. The bodies were warm, alive, he could feel the anger emanating from them, it was palpable. He pushed harder, claustrophobia threatening to rise from within him.

He could also feel himself pushing through the air itself, so infused with the frothing and baying of a group of angry, taunting teenagers, a vicious mob of humans turned animals. It was almost electric, there was a heat to it that belied the overcast weather. The air was so heavy that Alex felt like if it was removed, if this had been taking place in a vacuum, it would have been easier to move. He thought to himself, actually it is a kind of vacuum. One with Janet at the centre.

Eventually Alex reached the front of the crowd, which had formed the shape of a doughnut, a doughy, circular collection of people with a clearing at the centre. Bursting out of the mass of bodies, like a freediver breaching the surface, desperately gulping air into his starved lungs, Alex was confronted with exactly the scene he expected.

On one side of the clearing, on her hands and knees, head hung down so her hair was hiding her face, was Janet. From where Alex stood she looked so helpless, so defeated. Her lank hair, long and greasy, probably a mousy brown but too dirty to be able to properly discern, swayed as Janet’s body rocked slightly with each thudding impact. At the other side of the clearing stood Emma Sullivan, the usual suspect. The sun glinted off the golden crucifix she wore around her neck as she threw her head back in laughter. Behind her were her gang, Jenna Marsden, Aliyah Khan, and Francesca Lombardi, the new Italian girl in class. And behind them, Emma’s boyfriend Jason Basely, a lumbering hulk of a boy too big to still be a child in anything but age. Luckily, Alex thought, his gang were nowhere to be seen. Alex dreaded to think what might have happened then.

The four girls laughed as they threw objects at Janet; at first Alex struggled to make out what, but after a couple of seconds he realised it was erasers. Francesca was holding a small, brown cardboard box in her left hand, and with her right was gleefully passing small pink and grey rubbers to Emma, Jenna, and Aliyah. They, in turn, were throwing them at Janet; as Alex stood, his feet rooted to the spot, the trio threw rubber after rubber at Janet, many of the small pieces of stationery missing her, many not. Each one that hit did so with the faintest of thumping noises, and coupled with the gentle swaying of Janet’s body, Alex could imagine the impact. Being hit by one single eraser wouldn’t do much damage; being hit by ten, twenty, god knew how many, the cumulative impact must have taken its toll. Especially in front of a mocking crowd.

Alex felt his temper begin to rise, and not just at Emma and her gang. Those four were pieces of shit, Alex knew that, everyone in school knew that. The problem was, Emma Sullivan was both beautiful and intelligent, a devastating combination for anyone anywhere, but especially so for a 15-year-old girl still in high school. Not only did she get As in every subject, handing in all her homework on time, turning up to all their mock exams and passing easily, she was also easily the hottest girl at school.

With her long, straight blonde hair, her large green eyes, small button nose, and bright, glaring smile, everyone in school, at least all the boys anyway, and not a few of the girls, had crushes on her. Boys trailed after her wherever she went, like crowds of seagulls following a trawler, hoping she’d bestow on them a smile, a hello, anything at all. They basked in her attention, lived for it, some probably even willing to die for it. That she never gave her fans anything only seemed to make them want it more, and if her plan through her ignorance was to discourage them, it didn’t work. The cross she wore coupled with her weekly church attendance meant the majority of teachers were in her thrall, too; whenever anyone had the temerity to tell on her – not Janet, never Janet, but the occasional other student who felt her wrath – the teachers would dismiss their complaints. “Not Emma Sullivan,” they’d say, “it can’t be Emma Sullivan, she’s too good.”

Jenna and Aliyah were pretty, too, tall and slim, with soft features and bright eyes; Jenna had violently red hair, Aliyah’s a badly dyed blonde. She’d turned up to school with the bad dye job one Monday morning, and everyone has immediately assumed she was copying Emma. Whether it was true or not, such is high school, no one cared to find out. Rumour soon became fact.

No one had made up their mind about Francesca; she was new at the school, a transplant from elsewhere, an other, and her arrival was still too recent for anyone to have formed a firm opinion. She was pretty, probably, people said, but she was still too new for that opinion to be the prevailing one, and for her reputation to precede her. As well as this, people were suspicious of her; no one was quite sure how she’d ingratiated herself with Emma and her gang so quickly and it made them uneasy. The smart money would be on the fact that she’d joined in the othering of another to prevent being the other herself, but no one at Deerborn Secondary was that insightful, at least consciously. Between the four girls, however, there was enough beauty and intelligence to make them untouchable. Especially when they were juxtaposed with Janet; poor, dirty Janet.

Alex wrenched his eyes from Emma and her gang and rested them on Janet. Still on her hands and knees, Alex wanted to run over to her, grab her, shake her. It was at her that the majority of his anger was aimed. He didn’t hate her, not like Emma and her gang and most of the school, teachers included, did. He didn’t like her either, oh no, that was not the case at all. If anything he was wildly indifferent, he felt about Janet how he felt about most of his fellow students at Deerborn. They were just people he was forced to be with, forced to study with and learn with and eat with and play football with in PE until the school year ended a few months later. Then he’d finally be free to leave, would never see the majority of them again.

If it had been up to Alex, he wouldn’t have had anything to do with anyone in the school; but he knew that wasn’t possible, knew he needed to blend in to survive, knew, in his heart of hearts, that he did actually need his fellow students, he did actually need the people around him. And so he laughed with his friends, he listened to the teachers, he kept his head down and did his best to get by.

But right then, in that moment, he wanted to break from the crowd, storm over to Janet and grab her arms, drag her to her feet, brush the hair out of her face and shake her. He wanted to shake her as hard as he could, try and shake some sense into her, shake some willpower into her, shake some of the meekness out of her. He wanted to scream in her face that she should stand up for herself, she should fight back. She should, at least, stay on her feet, walk away, exit the situation. That was better than doing nothing at all, than simply accepting her place, surely? Alex wanted to tell her that she had to do something, anything, or the torment would never end. Because Alex had seen his father coming in dejectedly from work, had heard his mother console him, whisper in his ear that it would get better, she was sure of it, she promised. Alex knew that bullying didn’t stop when you left school, and that some people, like his father, like Janet, like Billy Loomis who would eat anything for 50p, would be bullied forever.

It wasn’t just Janet he wanted to grab and shake; he wanted to do the same to Emma, to walk over to her and shake her and slap her face, like he’d seen in films when people are hysterical. He wanted scream at her, “what gives you the right? Why do you get to decide who’s popular and who gets bullied? Who put you in charge?”

He wanted to, but even over and above knowing he wouldn’t, he knew it would be futile. No one had decided Emma was in charge; everyone had decided Emma was in charge. Her father was the local councillor for Deerborn, the village they called home; the public had voted him to be in charge, and this conferred a certain amount of status on Emma. Her father was in charge of his father’s generation, therefore Emma was in charge of her own. But more than that, much more so, what really put Emma in charge was her beauty. She’d matured faster than other girls; she grew tall before them, starting shaving her legs (and talking loudly about it in the corridor between classes and in the dining hall at lunch) before them, grew breasts before them. If anything, that was what truly put her in charge. Not only was she beautiful, a girl slowly becoming a woman before everyone’s eyes, but she had breasts. And not only had she grown them before most of the other girls, she’d never been ashamed or embarrassed by them. Where other girls tried to hide theirs, wearing baggy jumpers, constantly keeping their arms folded, Emma wore hers like a badge of honour. And for someone as beautiful and popular as Emma, a thing becomes what she wills it to be. So where other girls were taunted for their breasts, whether they were too small, too big, one slightly bigger than the other — for there’s no winning for teenage girls, not when it comes to teenage boys — Emma displayed hers proudly. She started talking loudly about bras, about how her mum was taking her shopping, and not just for plain, boring bras, but cute ones, in pretty colours with patterns and designs. Emma had learned long ago that to master something you had to own it, and so she did.

Whilst the children wouldn’t learn for many years, the adults knew it was this confidence that had really put Emma in charge, that made her leader not just of their year, but of the whole school. The year previous she’d been bold, brash, but there had been a holding back, a sense that she was capable of more. Only having been in year 10, not the top of the school, meant she was reserved, waiting, like a tiger in the bush, knowing its moment will come and so not rushing. When Alex and Janet and Emma and the rest of their year had come back that year, into their final year at the school, Emma had truly flourished. And that had been hell for Janet.

There was so much Alex had wanted to do, standing there surrounded by the baying crowd; he felt like he’d done the first time his dad allowed Alex to go with him to watch the annual boxing match at the Harvest Festival in Hagan’s Field, the one with the stone circle children weren’t supposed to go near any other time of the year. At first the crowd had been perfectly calm, perfectly reasonable, men and women sitting, standing, talking, drinking. And then two men had entered the ring, a bell had rung, and everything had changed. Those same people, some of whom Alex recognised, like kindly Mr Jones who ran the library, and his wife Mrs Jones, who Alex knew worked in Hull for the Hull Daily Mail, had ceased being people, and had become animals. Where a minute previously they’d been talking calmly, reasonably, discussing the weather or the local economy, suddenly they were screaming and shouting, egging on these two men to fight each other, to hurt each other. Blood was on the cards, blood was in the air, and when the crowd got a scent, they’d seemed to devolve to their basest animal selves. It was the same right there on the playground.

On the opposite side of the ring Alex had seen see his two best friends, Tom and Mo. Normally very calm boys, they were two people who were, like Alex, just happy to get by. They weren’t popular, weren’t unpopular, but simply blended in to the school’s ecosystem. And like Alex, they were patiently waiting their freedom the following June after their GCSEs; however, unlike Alex, right then they were monsters. They were snarling, shouting, Mo was even moving his arm as if he had a box of erasers, too, as if he wanted to pelt them at Janet, increase her pain and suffering, become a part of it.

Alex could also see Lisa, Maria, and Dani, three of the swots who sat at the front of every class, answered every question, even sometimes asked for extra homework; they too were like bestial versions of themselves, they were no longer humans but Frankenstein’s Adam, rejected by humanity and tearing it apart as a consequence.

The shouting had begun to hush; it was like a reverse ripple effect, starting from the back of the crowd, though it took its time to reach the centre. Alex noticed it before Emma and her gang, and turning he saw the crowd behind him part like the Red Sea before Moses as two teachers pushed through. Mr Barnett, the head of Maths, and Miss Aseen, the new Science teacher, eventually made their way to the centre of the doughnut; Francesca was the next to notice, and in a panic she dropped the box of erasers, spilling them through the clearing, small pieces of rubber bouncing in every direction. It would have been comedic if the situation wasn’t so grave.

‘For fuck’s sake,’ Emma said to Francesca as she bent down to pick up a handful of ammunition before she straightened back up and continued her aerial bombardment. Jenna spotted the teachers next and tried to quickly shove the erasers she was holding into her non-existent pockets; they too spilled onto the floor about her feet. Aliyah and Emma, however, were blissfully unaware of the impending end to their fun, and continued to lob the erasers at the prone Janet, who still was not moving, neither to defend herself nor flee.

Silence descended on the crowd until all that could be heard were the soft thumps of rubber hitting Janet. She was completely silent, any tears her hair might have been hiding without volume, until Emma caught her in the face, just under her left eye, and she finally cried out. The noise was sad, like a dog being whipped, and it broke Alex’s heart even as his anger remained. Emma was delighted with the noise; she turned to face the crowd as if to soak up the praise she thought she was due, and that was when she spotted the two teachers. Rather than panic like her friends, she simply stood on the spot, putting one hand on her hip in a posture of utmost petulance.

‘You four, here, now,’ boomed Mr Barnett, his voice shocking its way through the fresh silence like thunder on a quiet summer night. Emma’s underlings moved quickly to where he was pointing, to a spot just in front of him; Emma stood stationary for a few seconds, as if daring him to ask her again, before with an audible sigh she too moved to stand in front of him.

‘Head’s office, now,’ he shouted, spittle flying from his lips, his fury palpable. As the girls trudged away, and Mr Barnett followed them, Miss Aseen moved over to Janet. Even though it had only been perhaps ten seconds since the teachers had arrived, the crowd had nearly vanished, everyone moving away to other forms of entertainment since the show had ended. Miss Aseen squatted on her haunches; Alex couldn’t hear what she was saying, but her words appeared to have no effect on Janet whatsoever, who remained on her hands and knees, head hung low, unmoving. This continued for a minute before Miss Aseen stood up, putting one hand under Janet’s left arm and lifting her. Janet stood reluctantly, and allowed Miss Aseen to steer her across the playground, in the opposite direction to Mr Barnett and the group of offenders.

Alex remained standing where he was, unsure of how to proceed, until Tom and Mo appeared before him laughing.

‘Did you see that?’ Tom said, barely able to get his words out, his voice high pitched and utterly soaked through with delight.

‘Yeah, I thought Barnett was going to shit himself,’ Mo was bent over with laughter, he put one hand on Alex’s shoulder to steady himself but stopped abruptly when Alex shrugged it off.

‘That was shit.’

‘Huh?’ Mo said, standing up straight. Tom had stopped laughing, too, and was regarding Alex with half a suspicious look on his face.

‘What you on about man?’ Tom asked.

‘What Emma and those bitches did to Janet, that was fully shit.’

Neither Tom nor Mo said anything for a moment, before Tom started smiling.

‘Do you fancy Janet?’ he said, laughter returning to his voice.

Mo started laughing, too, and soon they were both jumping and dancing round Alex, pointing and chanting at him.

‘Alex and Janet sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G.’

‘Fuck off,’ Alex said, repressing his anger and trying to sound like he was joking.

‘You fancy Janet, you freak,’ Mo said, once again bent double with renewed laughter.

‘Ew, no thanks,’ Alex said, hating himself even as he said it. ‘Who the fuck would fancy that dirty bitch?’

Tom and Mo roared with laughter at this, delighted to have their companion back from his odd behaviours. They didn’t notice Alex flinching at the sound, didn’t see the shadow that crossed his face, the darkness on his features. From across the playground came the sound of the bell clanging, summoning them back inside to begin afternoon lessons.

‘Oh fuck,’ Tom said. ‘Double maths with hard-on Harden, we better get a move on.’

The trio stalked across the playground, the patches of sunlight poking out from behind the clouds feeling like taunts to Alex. It was a warm September afternoon, and Alex wondered to himself, as they made their way back into the bland brick school building, how something so awful could happen on such a beautiful day. Little did he know, there were so many more beautiful days to come, days that would feel without end, days that made him happy to be alive. And so many awful events he’d wish he weren’t.
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Janet hadn’t appeared in maths. Alex had thrown regular glances at the door, every slight noise from the quiet class making him jump and throw his head around, but as the first hour had ticked over into the second he’d realised she wasn’t coming.

Alex normally liked maths; he was a bit of a prodigy when it came to mental arithmetic and enjoyed working out percentages. He found them satisfying, the way everything had to add up to 100, a nice, round, easy number. Numbers made sense to Alex in a way a lot of the world didn’t; the world was messy, uncoordinated, surprising things could, and did, happen on a regular basis. But with numbers, everything stayed the same. Numbers obeyed rules and laws without rebelling; one plus one was two, it always had been and it always would be. Every percentage was out of 100, and always would be.

Although saying that, he’d been faltering a bit of late; once they’d started introducing letters into the equations he’d become confused, his brain hadn’t been able to grasp it. Letters belonged in English, he thought, that was their home. In English things had different meanings, one sentence could be interpreted in a variety of ways by a variety of people. He didn’t hate this, per se, in fact a lot of the time he enjoyed reading a book and then finding out other people had interpreted it completely differently than he had. He enjoyed hearing other perspectives, learning new ways of approaching things. But nothing, to Alex, was quite like the firmness and solidity of numbers, and he usually loved double maths, watching things neatly slot into their places. But he hadn’t today.

Even as Mr Harden stood at the front of the class, textbook in one hand and marker pen in the other, explaining some equation as he drew it on the whiteboard, Alex couldn’t stop thinking about Janet, and in particular her hair. He wondered if that was why Emma had latched on to Janet in the first place, had become her enemy. Emma’s blonde hair was never not perfect; never was there so much as even a single strand astray, a single individual hair that didn’t know and perform its role to perfection. It was as if they were as scared of Emma as the rest of the school were, aware they could be cut at any moment if they displeased her. Alex could imagine Emma sitting in front of her mirror each morning, her eyes fixed and focused, carefully and lovingly straightening her hair, pulling the hot irons down the length, stroking it, caressing it. One day the previous year, in Science, he’d found himself staring at Emma’s hair, unable to stop. It was beautiful; even though he hated Emma for what she’d done to Janet earlier today, for what she’d been doing to Janet for the four going on five years they’d all been in high school, he wasn’t going to sit there and pretend she wasn’t beautiful. He, like everyone else, was drawn in to her gravity. He wasn’t completely enmeshed; if Emma was the sun he was Neptune, still completely beholden to her but on the outskirts. If Jenna and the others were Mercury, then he was lightyears away, in her gravity but not in her aura, cold, distant, lifeless.

Alex had been staring at Emma’s hair almost without realising; indeed, it was only when Emma shouted, in the middle of class, ever the attention seeker, ‘Can I fucking help you?’ that’d he’d been startled out of his reverie, had jumped at the sound and then blushed bright red upon the realisation that he was the target of Emma’s vitriolic question.

Mr Buckingham, the science teacher before Miss Aseen, had sent Emma out of the class and given her detention, for a combination of interrupting his lesson and doing so with vulgar language, but that hadn’t stopped people laughing at Alex, making fun of him for being obsessed with Emma’s hair. Thankfully, a couple of weeks later, Sharon Beesting had fallen over in a puddle and arrived at school soaking wet and smelling like shit, and Alex’s hair-related faux pas had been forgotten. There’s a lot to be said, Alex always thought, for the shortness of teenage memories.

Alex wondered, his mind wandering as Mr Harden explained that a² + b² = c², if the fact that Janet never tended to her hair was why Emma picked on her with particular abandon. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, Janet didn’t help herself; school is like nature, Alex thought, like the things he’d seen on Planet Earth, the TV show with David Attenborough. It was a wilderness of wild animals, a mess of competing and warring factions. Everyone is constantly working to make sure they’re not bottom of the food chain, not the victim of anyone else’s misplaced hormonal teenage frustration. You had to be on your guard 24/7, and, as much as he was loathe to admit it, you had to fit in. And Janet didn’t. But not only this, not only did Janet not fit in; she didn’t seem to care either.

Like just now, Alex thought, the way she stayed perfectly still on her hands and knees, head hanging down, not moving, not defending herself, either with words or actions, not even simply standing up and walking away. Emma felt she had a divine right to punish Janet, and by acquiescing, by not fighting back, it almost seemed like Janet agreed.

And although they weren’t friends, never would be, Alex knew, as did everyone else at school, that Emma’s hair was her pride and joy. So for Janet to so neglect her own, Alex thought, was an affront to everything Emma stood for. By refusing to regularly wash or comb her hair, Janet was insulting the thing Emma held most dear. By not using shampoo and conditioner and blowdrying it and straightening it meticulously, carefully, and above all lovingly, Janet was effectively spitting on Emma’s one true love. And Emma couldn’t allow this.

Eventually Alex had been startled out of his mindless meanderings by the bell signalling the end of the day. He and his 30 fellow students gleefully stuffed their exercise and text books back into their bags, the noise level jumping from quiet to deafening as the ending of another day signalled free time, time away from the prison most regarded school as. The students proceeded to fight their way out of the classroom, out of the building, running off the school grounds with shouts of abandon.

Alex fell in step with Tom and Mo, the trio turning right out of the school gates and walking to their respective homes. The sun was still high in the sky, and they each carried their coats, jumpers shoved unceremoniously into their bags, basking in what little autumn sun the year still held. Winter would approach fast, it always did in Deerborn, and soon it would be all winter coats, hats, scarves, rushing from school to home to stay as warm and dry as possible. Though they were all only 15, the trio were mature enough to appreciate good weather whilst it lasted; in the darkest depths of winter Deerborn was known to become completely isolated from the outside world under a deluge of snow, and the boys had experienced this enough times for themselves to not wish it to hurry up.

‘Did you hear, Janet got sent home?’ Tom said, as the trio walked in a line, kicking an empty Coke can between them, the aluminium rattling loudly in the still afternoon air.

‘Did you see her?’ Mo asked.

‘Nah, Dave Kidson told me.’

‘Did he see her?’

The can bounced across the pavement, occasionally reflecting the brilliant sun. A sharp glinting flash caused Alex to cover his eyes and them rub them furiously, willing his vision to return.

‘Nah, but he said that Sarah Bones saw her being walked out the gates by her mum.’

‘Oh shit,’ said Mo.

‘Yeah, apparently she was in with the head for ages waiting for her mum to come, and then when she did they left like five minutes later.’

‘I hope her mum gave Gullis what for, the stupid old dickhead.’

‘I bet she did,’ Tom laughed. ‘I’d love to have seen it, I bet she had a proper go at him.’

They paused as they came to a road, Alex pressing the button and the three of them waiting patiently for the green man. In years gone by, they would have dashed across, regardless of the colour of the traffic light, regardless of the volume of traffic passing at 40mph. But since they’d discovered girls, they’d also discovered a distaste for running. It’s impossible to look good when you run, and no one wants to look like an idiot in front of girls.

The green man came and they continued their journey, the can disappearing into a bush as Tom gave it a huge kick. They continued in silence for a moment before Tom went on.

‘Her mum seems like a proper weirdo.’

‘Well, yeah,’ Mo said, in a very reasonable tone. ‘What do you expect? No one is that weird by themselves, they have weird parents too, or a weird older brother or sister or something.’

‘Does Janet have any brothers or sisters?’ Tom asked.

‘No,’ Alex said, his voice breaking slightly from lack of use as he did. ‘She’s an only child.’

‘Oh, hello, nice of you to join the conversation,’ Tom laughed.

‘How do you know?’ Mo asked, cocking his head to one side like a spaniel, half suspicious and half amused.

‘I dunno,’ Alex said quietly, lamely. ‘I just do.’

‘Is it ‘cos you fancy her?’ Tom said, laughter in his voice which Mo joined in with.

Silence fell upon the boys again, and they walked for a few minutes without speaking. Alex couldn’t get Janet out of his mind; she disgusted him, as she did everyone else, but he couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. Alex had been the subject of Emma Sullivan’s ire for one sentence, nearly a year ago, and it still stung. He couldn’t imagine being a perennial target, never knowing peace or freedom.

‘She doesn’t help herself,’ Tom said.

‘Who?’ Mo asked, as if they hadn’t been talking about Janet for their entire walk.

‘Janet, you idiot,’ Tom said, pushing Mo with both his hands, trying to knock him off his feet.

‘Oi, fuck off,’ Mo said indignantly, remaining upright and proceeding to do his best to push Tom over. The pair stopped walking and began to scuffle, each trying to get the other in a headlock. Alex continued walking, leaving them behind. He couldn’t stop thinking about Janet, no matter how hard he tried. And he was trying harder than he’d tried at anything recently, harder than he would have cared to admit.

Soon Tom and Mo caught up with Alex, both out of breath. They turned a corner and were at the top of Alex’s street. They all stopped, stood in a triangle facing each other.

‘You wanna go to the field and play football?’ Mo asked them both.

‘Let’s do it,’ Tom responded louder than was necessary. His scuffle with Mo had brought his adrenaline to the fore and he was bouncing on the balls of his feet, clearly keen to expend some energy.

‘Alex?’ Mo asked him.

‘I can’t,’ he responded. ‘I’ve gotta go out for dinner tonight, my uncle’s birthday or something.’ It was a lie, he didn’t even have any uncles, but Alex didn’t feel bad in the telling. He didn’t want to play football, to hang out with Tom and Mo. No, he wanted to go home and shut himself in his room and not think about anything, especially not Janet.

‘You didn’t mentioned anything before?’ Tom said, far closer to Alex than Alex was comfortable with. Alex could feel Tom’s hot breath of his face and took a step back, but Tom only moved a step closer.

‘I didn’t know, my mum text me at lunch.’

‘But you said this morning you forgot your phone at home,’ Mo said, also moving close to Alex, sounding suspicious. ‘What’s really going on?’

‘It’s... I mean... I... erm...’ Alex sputtered, annoyed at himself for having been caught in his lie so easily.

‘I know what it is,’ Tom said, drawing up to his full height, a huge grin taking over his face. ‘He’s going home to cry over Janet.’

Tom burst out laughing as he said it, and Mo joined in immediately. The pair started pointing at and taunting Alex, dancing around him and jumping and laughing once again.

‘Alex fancies Janet,’ they half shouted, half sang. ‘Alex fancies Janet, Alex fancies Janet.’

For the second time that day Alex’s face went a deep shade of burnt red, and he felt the heat on his cheeks. He tried to start walking down his street but Tom and Mo stopped him, pushing him back, not allowing him to pass.

‘Are you going to your girlfriend’s house?’ Mo said, pursing his lips in a mock kissing face.

‘Oh Janet, I love you,’ Tom said, shaping his face the same way. The pair began to pretend to kiss each other passionately, being careful to leave a foot of space between them. Alex started tapping his foot in frustration, and, having had enough of Janet and mocking in general for one day, shoved the pair aside and stormed off down his street without looking back.

He heard Tom shout, ‘See you tomorrow, Loverboy!’ but kept walking, his head down, his frustration beginning to get the better of him. The reason he’d stalked so suddenly off was the tears brimming in his eyes; apropos of nothing, Alex had found himself about to cry. Whether it was Janet, Emma, Tom and Mo, the heat, being caught in the lie, or simply the ever-bubbling cauldron of hormones that was his brain, he didn’t know. All he knew was that he had to get home before he started crying in earnest; if Tom and Mo saw that he’d never live it down, it’d be all over school the next day and then he’d be in the same boat as Janet. That boat was the Titanic, and he had no intention of going down with it.

Reaching his house he opened the small white gate, slamming it shut behind him, and stalked up the short garden path. He opened the bright red front door, the colour eerily similar to his cheeks, and threw his bag and coat to the hall floor in frustration. He kicked off his shoes and was about to stomp upstairs when he heard voices from the living room.

Curiosity getting the better of him, he took his hand off the newel post, his foot off the first stair, and quietly padded down the hall instead. He moved slowly past the deer antlers displayed on the wall, the paintings of woodland scenes, careful to make as little noise as possible. The only person in the house at that time of day should have been his mum; his dad was at work, and his mum never had anyone over. As he moved closer to the living room, where the voices slowly drifted from, he realised it was in fact his dad to whom his mum was talking.

Without listening to the words, without knocking on the closed door, another fact that struck Alex as odd – this door was never closed – he walked in to see his parents sitting on the couch, arms around each other. They were both crying, and seeing them set Alex off; he burst into tears himself.
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Chapter 3





[image: ]


‘Come here, love, oh come here.’ Alex’s mum patted the seat next to hear, the empty end of the grey three-seater couch on which Alex’s parents were sitting. It was an old thing, sagging in the middle, threads fraying along the arms, stuffing showing when you moved the cushions. It had been sitting in that exact spot in the living room since before Alex was born; he knew his parents wanted to replace it, but simply hadn’t been able to afford to.

Alex stayed where he was standing in the doorway, one hand on the door handle, reluctant to move. He’d never seen his parents cry before, and didn’t know what to do with it. He was old enough to know intellectually that his parents were flawed creatures, fallible; he was 15, not a child, he didn’t think they were invincible. Still, it was one thing to know something in your mind, to understand it, and another entirely to see it play out in front of your eyes. He wanted his mum to comfort him and his tears, but he didn’t think he had the strength to do so for her.

Alex’s dad wasn’t looking at him; his eyes were on the floor, searching the carpet as if searching for a clue to a murder, looking first this way, then that, his pupils searing into the worn material. Alex watched him for a moment; the two looked so alike even Alex could see it, and sometimes when he looked at his dad’s curly black hair and warm blue eyes he felt like he could have been looking in a mirror. The longer Alex studied his father, the more he could feel an awkwardness rising in him. He realised he needed to move so his dad could raise his head, could look from the floor to somewhere else. Alex’s mum continued to pat the couch, desperate for her son to join her so she could cling on to him, hold him and feel him and remember he was real. Slowly, with all the sureness of foot of Bambi on ice, Alex strode across the living room carpet, feeling its thinness beneath his socked feet, and sat down next to his mum.

The living room was small and dark, the carpet a deep forest green. The wallpaper was also like that of a forest, thin trees reached from the floor to the ceiling, between them birds and flashes of other animals. More deer antlers hung here, and to Alex it had always felt as much like the outside as the inside could possibly be. Now, sitting next to his upset parents, the air in the room was heavy with emotion. The atmosphere was tense, fragile, and Alex was scared to move too quickly in case he fractured it. Things felt on a knife edge, and Alex didn’t want to be responsible for them tipping one way or the other. He wanted to be looked after, not have to look after anyone.

The three of them barely fit on the couch – the fact it was a three-seater didn’t mean it could actually hold three people, that was surely just a marketing term – and Alex felt uncomfortable. He was wedged in, half his bum on the couch, the other half kind of resting halfway up the arm. His spine called out in pain but he ignored it; he was young, not a child but years from being an adult, and his spine still had plenty of give in it.

As he sat down his mum took his hand, and Alex let her. Her hand was soft and warm, reassuring, and Alex immediately felt better for having his hand resting in it. Now it was his turn to sit with his eyes on the floor, he joined his father in the search for the clue, the something that might provide an answer. After a minute or so he stole a glance at his father and saw his mother was holding one of his hands, too; she was spread between them, the two men in her life, father and son. She was clinging on to them.

Alex wanted desperately to ask what was going on, why his dad was home in the middle of the afternoon, if everything was okay. He wondered if Aunty Jean had finally died; not finally as in he was glad of it, but because she was so old and had been sick for a long time. She wasn’t his actual aunt, but his dad’s, and had been diagnosed with cancer when Alex was just a baby. She’d been fighting and fighting all these years, seeming only to get stronger whenever the doctors pronounced her moments away from death. He was finally summoning up the courage to ask when his mother broke the silence, saved him from having to be the one to do so.

‘Your dad,’ she said, her voice breaking as she looked at Alex. Even with his head down he could feel her eyes on his scalp and he wanted to look up, look at her, but he was unable. He knew his tears would come afresh when he did. His mum faltered, coughed, sniffed, before continuing.

‘Your dad has lost his job I’m afraid, Alex.’

Alex finally looked up, looked at his father, as if he needed his dad to say it to know it was true. His dad didn’t say anything, merely grunted in confirmation. Alex wondered if his dad was scared of opening his mouth for fear of the tears returning, too.

‘What,’ Alex began, stopped, continued. ‘What do you mean?’

‘That bast–’ His mum caught herself before swearing. ‘That horrible man, Mr Sullivan, fired your father today.’

The room was quiet. For a moment the only sound came from the old clock ticking away the seconds on the mantel piece, before Alex spoke.

‘I don’t understand,’ Alex
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