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  INT. EMERGENCY ROOM – NIGHT


  Black.


  Hum of a strip light and radio static as a dial tries to find a station.


  Fade up to a face. YOUNG MAN. Wheat-coloured skin. Dark hair cropped close. Radio static settles on ‘Fly Me to the Moon’.


  Cut to wide shot. Emergency Room. Moulded red plastic chairs and cream walls. YOUNG MAN stares straight ahead, thick shoulders slumped, dark butterfly of blood spread across the chest of his white shirt. A POLICEWOMAN sits in the chair to his right, her body turned towards him.


  POLICEWOMAN: Do you understand me?


  YOUNG MAN just stares out. Circular clock on the wall above them says eleven thirty. Sinatra sings.


  POLICEWOMAN: I need you to tell me what happened.


  YOUNG MAN frowns.


  Cut to black.


  YOUNG MAN (VOICEOVER): Start where it matters, he said. Start in a moment where things hang in the balance. Start with a question. Then you can go back to wherever you like.


  That’s fine, but you show me one moment where things don’t hang in the balance. Go on. Exactly.


  So where to start?
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  EXT. – DAY


  Diagonal rain.


  I’m standing under the bus shelter outside the crappy little shopping arcade. I’m wearing my battered blue hand-me-down Carhartt, but I’m gonna get soaked walking up the hill.


  It’s Friday morning, last day of my first week.


  Wait for the rain to stop and be late, or walk into the room like a drowned rat? Either way, I’m getting stared at.


  It’s been a week of sitting in circles wearing sticky labels with our names on. Most of them seem to already know each other from schools around here. Kids who look like money. Who speak with words my brain uses but my mouth runs a mile from. Kids not like me.


  “No umbrella?”


  The voice is scratchy, but well spoken. I turn.


  She’s wearing one of those long black North Face coats that cost like a hundred and fifty quid. The top half of her face is hidden by the massive white umbrella she’s holding on her shoulder, but I can see her mouth and her chin and chunky plaits of dark hair either side of her neck.


  I look over my shoulder, then back at her. “You talking to me?”


  She tilts her umbrella and I see her face properly. She’s mixed race. Dark shining eyes. Tiny freckles dot her cheeks. And she’s smiling.


  No, she’s staring.


  “Yeah, Travis, I’m talking to you.”


  Rain trickles off the edges of the umbrella, her safe and dry underneath.


  I feel to look away.


  She frowns. “Travis Bickle? Taxi Driver?”


  I know who she means, but I don’t move.


  She holds her left hand out in front of her like a gun, pointing at me. I watch the rain hit her fingers and notice a ring that looks like a mini snow-dome made of amber.


  I look down. Tight black jeans and black All Stars stick out from the bottom of her coat.


  “You’re doing film studies, right?” she says.


  I look up, turning my head slightly, trying not to seem uncomfortable.


  She’s staring.


  Her eyebrows are raised. “I saw you in the circle the other day,” she says. My stomach and shoulders tighten.


  She points at her umbrella. “You want to share?”


  I look past her, but feel her eyes on me as I shake my head. “Nah, I’m good.”


  She stares for a second, then shrugs. “OK. See you in class, Travis.”


  And she walks away.


  I watch her white umbrella float through the rain to the traffic lights, cross the road, then turn into the church graveyard and out of sight.


  Good choice. Not here for mates, remember.


  I look at my phone. 8.50 a.m., Friday 6th September. Seven sleeps left.


  What’s he doing right now?


  An old woman walks under the shelter to my right, pumping her little purple umbrella like a Super Soaker.


  “It’s not dry, is it?” she says, as she opens her bag and starts looking for something. I watch the rain fall off the edge of the shelter roof.


  “I said, it’s not dry is it, young man?” I feel her look up.


  I turn to her. Her hair is the colour of cobwebs. She stares at my face.


  What you looking at?


  “Strong silent type, are we?” she says, looking away.


  I don’t answer, as I walk out into the rain.


  I chose to come here.


  I chose to catch two buses to reach a college on the other side of town. Mum and Dad didn’t even make me get a job. Dad said as long as I stick it out they’re happy to give me a little allowance, and what I saved from working with Tommy over the summer should last me till Christmas, if I’m clever.


  Never had a bus pass before. Never needed one.


  They had film studies at the Community College, which I could’ve walked to. But Tommy had started working for his uncle properly as a builder’s apprentice, and Zia had to take the supermarket job to prove to his dad he’s dedicated enough to join the family business, so it’s not like I would’ve been with them anyway. Plus the film course here looked wicked. Theory stuff, but the prospectus said there’d be lots of writing and practical bits too. Maybe I’ll get to make something of all these ideas. That’s why I came. New start. Blank page.


  A place far enough away that nobody knows me.


  And a place where nobody’s heard his name.


  I walk in soaked.


  Everyone stares.


  I try to tilt my face down without making it obvious.


  Get your head up, you idiot.


  The tables are arranged in a squared horseshoe facing the front. No more circles and name badges. The teacher guy’s half sitting, half leaning on his desk. I look straight to the back of the room. The umbrella girl’s sitting in the back left-hand corner. The chair next to her is empty.


  “Is it raining?” says Teacher Guy.


  A few people laugh. I feel my face getting hot as I scan the room for another empty seat. There aren’t any.


  “Have a seat, we’re just talking favourite films.” His voice is local, with a bit of somewhere else mixed in. He’s younger than most teachers I’ve known, but what does that really mean? I avoid everyone’s eyes as I walk to the back and sit down next to Umbrella Girl. My socks are soaked and my jeans are stuck to my thighs.


  The ring on her finger has something inside the amber, and I think of the mosquito from Jurassic Park. She doesn’t look at me.


  Don’t look at her then.


  Teacher Guy carries on. “So. We’ve had Twilight, Avatar, and, what was the last one?”


  A kid with blond hair and a suntan puts his hand up. “Avengers, sir.”


  Teacher Guy points at him. “Right. The Avengers. Thank you. You can put your hand down, and less of the ‘sir’, OK? I’m Noah. We’ll stick to first names, I think.”


  Great. Another ‘cool’ teacher who wants to be friends. Call me Noah, I’m just like you, let’s be mates. Tell you what, Noah, let’s not, yeah? Hows about you just teach us a bunch of stuff about film and shove the rest of it—


  “Is there anyone here whose favourite film isn’t a huge Hollywood blockbuster? Not that there’s anything wrong with blockbusters, but something different. How about you, at the back?”


  He means me. Everyone turns to look.


  “Waterboy!” says the blond kid, staring back, and nearly everybody laughs. Hot needles prick my face and my hands ball into fists under the table. I spotted him first day. He looks like he should be in a toothpaste advert.


  Teacher Guy’s standing up now, and I can tell he takes care of himself. His hair’s the dark curly bush that mine would be if I let it grow, but he’s got that stubble I’m years away from having. He’s wearing dark jeans and a light blue linen shirt and his shoulders look strong. Noah. I dunno if I could take him, but he’d know he’d been in a fight.


  His eyes are on me. Everyone’s are. Umbrella Girl’s turned in her seat. Better choose something good. I can taste rain as I look straight ahead and say, “Leon.”


  Noah’s face flickers briefly and his expression changes, like he’s gone from just wanting my answers to trying to see behind my face. Other people in the room look confused as their eyes go from me, to him, then back to me again, and even though I don’t want to be looked at, I feel good. I’ve surprised him. The blond kid’s staring back at Umbrella Girl and I can feel her smiling. Noah’s still looking at me, his head tilted like he’s remembering something. Then he nods. “I see. Interesting choice.”


  Umbrella Girl sticks her hand up. “I love that film too, sir, I mean Noah.”


  Noah looks at her, then at me, and it’s kind of like everyone else goes out of focus.


  “All right then. You two can be partners.”


  He claps his hands and everyone’s back.


  “Right. Everybody turn to the person next to you. If you don’t know them, introduce yourself. You’ve got fifteen minutes. I want discussions – best films, worst films, important films, funniest films, films that matter. Get everything down, make notes, scribbles, doesn’t matter, no idea is stupid, get talking. Go!”


  Shuffling and chatter. The blond kid’s looking back at me again. I wipe my forehead with the back of my hand and cold water runs down to my elbow.


  “It’s a love story, you know. Leon,” says Umbrella Girl. She’s doodling on the cover of a new A4 lined pad.


  I peel off my jacket and let it hang inside out over the chair. My black T-shirt is dry, but my arms are cold as I take my notebook out of my bag. It’s a new one. Ring bound. I pull my biro out from the binding and open it up, tensing my bicep more than I need to. I don’t look at her. I’m glad she’s on my right. “No, it’s not.”


  I start to write the date, like we’re still in school, then scribble it out hoping she didn’t notice.


  “Course it is,” she says. “Not a conventional one, but it’s a story about love.”


  The fact that she’s even seen it makes me like her, but it’s not a love story.


  “It’s about revenge,” I say.


  My right arm is still tensed as I scribble over the date again and I can smell cucumber shampoo. Umbrella Girl stops doodling. “No, revenge is what starts it, what she thinks she wants, but it’s about sacrifice. The choice to love.”


  I look at her. Who speaks like that?


  Her skin’s the colour of wet sand, like Dad’s, and her ear has almost no lobe at the bottom, like an elf’s.


  “I guess we saw it differently,” I say.


  “Which is why it’s so good! Tragic love story. Amazing soundtrack, too. I’m Leia.”


  I blink longer than I should do. You’re kidding me.


  She drops her pen and holds out her hand.


  Leia? I look around the class. Everyone’s deep in discussion and right now, in the moment, I feel older. Like school was a long time ago.


  I shake her hand. It’s smooth and cool and only half the width of mine.


  “I’m Luke.”


  And she smiles, our hands still together.


  [image: image missing]


  Whenever I go to a new place I always imagine it as a movie set. I think about how every brick and wall and door and corner and roof had to be chosen and built by somebody. How the people who move through and around the spaces are characters playing their roles and, most of all, I’m aware at all times, somebody could be watching me.


  I’m walking past the refectory to the college car park. It’s not raining any more, but the sky is still dishwater grey and my socks are still soggy. Sitting through two hours of comms & culture and then an hour of English was hard and I’m wishing I could just do film studies without the other two, but I’ll need them for the points if I’m even gonna consider getting to uni. Uni? One week at college and now you’re Stephen Hawking?


  “Later, Waterboy!” The blond kid shouts. He’s standing with a chunky rugby type and a skater-looking ginger boy outside the double doors. He raises his thumb sarcastically, flashing his grin. Prick. I stare at him as I walk, holding his eyes, face up, until the wall of the reception block cuts the shot.


  “Prick.”


  “Talking to yourself?”


  And she’s right next to me on my right, out of nowhere, her steps matching mine. Her umbrella’s rolled up and she’s holding it like a cane. Her eyes are level with my mouth. She is so fit.


  “Didn’t mean to scare you,” she smiles.


  “You didn’t scare me.” I stare ahead. The footpath’s made from the same red bricks as the buildings.


  “You forgot my name, didn’t you?” Her eyebrows are raised. I glance at her, then look away.


  “How could I forget your name? You’re the princess.”


  And as we walk towards the car park, I’m imagining the camera moving out and up, circling round us.


  “Where did you go to school?” she says, and the camera hits the floor like a bowling ball. My stomach knots. Tommy’s picking me up. “Not round here,” I say, as I scan the car park for a blue Peugeot 306, praying he’s not already here. Then Leia’s phone rings and saves me. We stop walking. She looks at the screen, then pushes decline.


  “Not important?” I say.


  She’s still looking at her phone. “Brothers,” she sighs, and slips it back into her pocket. “What other subjects are you doing?”


  She’s got a brother. I’m looking over her shoulder for Tommy. “Communications & Culture and English.”


  “Me too, English, I mean. We must be in different classes.”


  “I guess so.” Why is she still talking to me? What does she want?


  “Why were you at the bus stop if you drive?” she says. “Are you seventeen?”


  Jesus, she asks more questions than Lois Lane.


  A small gang of girls who look like a pop group walk past us and start down the hill. I shake my head. “Not until next month. My friend’s picking me up.”


  Leia nods. “He’s pretty cool, right? Noah, I mean?”


  I nod back. She says, “The thing he said about keeping a notebook is so true, I’ve kept one for years.”


  I think of the notebook in my bag right now and picture all the ones under my bed, filled with ideas; random lines, things people said, thoughts, dreams, memories, snippets of scenes, things I couldn’t say to anyone but that felt like they had to come out. I say nothing and just stare at her. There’s something about her eyes.


  “It’s lazy.” She points at her right eye. “Not loads. I used to have a patch when I was a kid.”


  I look away and pretend I’m checking the road. Leia hits my elbow. “Don’t worry, I’m not offended. Aaaaaaarrrggggghhhhh.”


  I turn back to her and rub my elbow even though it doesn’t hurt.


  She shrugs. “Like a pirate? Eye patch?”


  “Good one.”


  That sounded sarcastic. “I mean, not good that you’ve got an eye patch …”


  “I don’t have an eye patch. I used to have one.”


  “Yeah, that’s what I meant. I’ve gotta go.”


  “I thought your friend was picking you up?”


  “Yeah, I need to ring him. I’ll see you later.”


  I start to walk back the way we came and take out my phone, hearing her voice. “Yeah. Later, Skywalker.”


  I can feel her watching me, but I don’t turn back. I’m not here for friends. Even pretty ones who know about films.


  I hear the horn before I see the car. Our navy blue carriage to freedom. Passed down through three older O’Hara brothers and now it’s Tommy’s. He pulls up outside reception and the passenger door swings open.


  “Yes, Shitface! How’s big school?”


  Tommy’s my oldest friend. We’ve been mates since we were three. He’s the youngest of four brothers, all of them one year apart, all of them carbon copies of their Dad, Micky; Irish catholic, black hair, sharp chin, long limbs and blue-grey eyes. Dad and Micky have known each other since school.


  Tommy was the best footballer in our year by far. I’m all right, but he was something else. He played for the Aston Villa youth team until they kicked him out for trouble. Tommy’s skinny, but he can fight. Even though I’m bigger than him, when we mess around, he’s always a handful.


  One time he bit a dog. We were nine and being chased by Mr Malcolm’s Doberman, Dusty, after we’d been stealing apples from his garden. As we were running down the alley behind the supermarket, Tommy just stopped and turned round, gave this weird howl like a werewolf, and when Dusty went for him, Tommy wrestled Dusty to the floor and bit him on the neck. Dusty yelped and ran off and Tommy just sat there looking up at me, grinning. He still brings that up proudly whenever he gets the chance.


  He insisted on picking me up today. The car’s seen better days, but it’s real and it moves.


  “So how was it then?” he says, leaning forward to check out the campus buildings through the windscreen. Something about him being here feels weird. Like I don’t want to be seen.


  He’s wearing dirty grey overalls and a black T-shirt and his hands and cheeks are speckled with white paint. His voice is deep and his top lip’s got the shadow of a potential moustache.


  An older girl wearing expensive headphones and a denim jacket walks past the car. I feel my stomach drop as Tommy beeps the horn. I look down as the girl turns round.


  “Yes, princess! Need a lift?” He’s leaning out of his window.


  I pretend to tie my shoelace, waiting for it to be over.


  “Whatever then, your loss!” He slaps my shoulder. “You know her? She was banging. What you doing?”


  I sit up and shake my head. “Can we just go?”


  As we drive down the hill, we pass Leia, umbrella under her arm as she talks on her phone. I turn away from the window.


  “So come on then?” Tommy lights a cigarette as we pull up at the island behind a black BMW.


  “It’s fine,” I say.


  “Fine? It better be more than just fine, Luke. It took me nearly half an hour, man. What bus you get?”


  I crack open my window. “The 87 and the 50.”


  “Two buses? Shit, they better be teaching you some important stuff.” Tommy whacks my thigh. “Girls though, yeah?”


  And I picture Leia, her fingers pointing at me like a gun. “Dunno. Not really noticed.”


  “Yeah, right, dark horse Luke Henry? Them posh girls love a bit of rough, eh? Just don’t forget to sort me out once you’re plugged in, yeah?” He raises his finger like a politician. “Share and share alike, Lukey.”


  “You look like your old man, Thomas.”


  “Like you don’t?” He takes a long drag and looks down at himself. “Some of us have to work in the real world, mate. We can’t all be nerds.”
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  INT. CAR – DAY


  Close-up of TOMMY’s mouth as he pulls on a cigarette. YOUNG MAN next to him and scenery outside blurry in the background.


  Tommy turns the engine off and the pair of us sit, staring up at the back of the supermarket. Next to the fire door, a row of industrial-sized bins are lined up and there’s a greyness in the air that I don’t want to say is just this side of town. You just said it. Whatever it is, it feels familiar and I can feel my body starting to relax.


  “What did Zia say?” I ask.


  Tommy flicks his cigarette out the window. “To wait out back and he’d dip out. What time is it?”


  I look at my phone. “Half four. You should get one of them air fresheners, man, them little trees.”


  “What you saying? You saying my car stinks?”


  “Like an ashtray.”


  “You wanna walk?”


  My phone beeps. It’s a text from Dad.


  How wis fist wk big man? Dodx


  I picture him lying on his back under some battered old car, taking ten minutes to type the message, his thick thumb hitting four buttons at once.


  Good thanks. See you tomorrow


  Tommy tuts. “Where is he, man?”


  I look up at the concrete building. “He’s probably being watched. What did he say the manager guy’s name was again?”


  “Dunno. I’m starving though.”


  Then the fire door pops open and Zia pokes his head out, like a meerkat sentry. He looks both ways, then nods at us. He’s shaved his beard back to rough stubble and he’s wearing a hair net. Tommy laughs. “He looks like my mum after a shower.”


  “Yeah, ’cept your mum’s beard’s thicker.”


  He tries to dig my thigh, but I grab his fist and squeeze.


  “All right, all right, get off, Luke!”


  I hold him a second longer, then let him go and open my door.


  “Yes, boys!” whispers Zia. The whites of his eyes sparkle next to his skin. Fists bump, then he says, “Wait here,” and he’s gone. The fire door clicks closed and me and Tommy are standing with our backs against the wall.


  Tommy points up at the security camera facing the car park. I nod. The door opens again and Zia hands me a small, torn cardboard box. I can see Babybels, a ripped pack of Jammy Dodgers and a can of Relentless. I look at Zia.


  “What’s this?”


  Zia frowns. “Dinner.”


  Tommy looks into the box. “Dinner for who? A crack head?”


  “If you don’t want it, don’t eat it, man. I have to be careful what I take, don’t I? We have to put the damaged stock out the back and if I tear expensive stuff, Pete the Prick flips out.”


  Tommy takes out a Babybel. “Couldn’t you just get some crisps or something?”


  Zia pulls the box back out of my
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  Hello? Is it on?

  I’m just going to say it …


  2013


  Things happen for a reason. That’s what Ameliah tells herself. The universe has a plan. Right? Why else would it take her parents? Then she finds an old tape, with a boy’s voice on it – a voice that seems to be speaking to her.


  1993


  Ryan is lost. Mum gone, new stepmum, evil stepbrother. Why would this happen? He records a diary on a tape, for his mum, about a girl he just met, who he can’t get out of his head.


  Ameliah and Ryan are linked by more than just a tape.


  This is their story.


  Read an extract from TAPE …


  Hello? Is it on? Yeah, I can see the light. It’s on. I’m starting again. I’m recording.


  That just happened. That actually just happened and the crazy thing is it didn’t even feel weird. I think I get it now, Dad. I think I understand.


  It’s probably best not to think about it too much, right?


  The universe and everything.


  I’m here. That’s what matters. I’m here doing this and it happened. Just like you said, so I guess the universe is happy.


  Was it always meant to be now? Sorry, I’ll leave it alone.


  Everything happens when it should.


  This is what you did, sitting down and pressing record, and now it’s gonna be what I do.


  I’m talking into the speaker — how does that even work?


  Everybody always said, ‘It’s important to get stuff out, Ameliah, put it down, it’s part of moving on.’ I never really listened.


  I guess I just didn’t want to do it their way. Maybe I wasn’t ready, I dunno.


  This feels different. This feels right.


  So much has happened. There’s so much to say, so I’m gonna say it.


  It’s half twelve now and I’m recording my voice on to this tape.


  Just like you.
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  Ryan wiped the condensation from the small circular bathroom mirror with his fingers and imagined he was scraping ice from the window of a dug-up frozen submarine. A World War II sub discovered near the North Pole years after it was lost at sea. He pictured seeing the solid face of some old naval officer, frost in his moustache, eyes wide, staring out, frozen in the panic of realising he was about to be stuck forever.


  He lowered his hand and saw only his own face, thirteen years old, flushed from the heat of the bath, his thick dark hair slicked back from getting out of the water.


  Whenever Ryan looked into the mirror he felt an urge to slap himself in the face. Not because he was angry with himself and thought he deserved it, more because he’d seen it in a film once. The private investigator character staring at himself in the mirror after a crazy night of action and danger and slapping himself to make sure he was focused for a new day on the job.


  Ryan lifted his hand level with the side of his face. He tensed the muscles in his arm, pulling his hand back ready to strike. His eyes narrowed as he prepared for the slap. Then he froze, staring at himself.


  — Come on, you chicken, do it. Do it!


  He let out a sigh, puffing out his cheeks as his arm moved back down to his side, and thought about how much space there was inside his mouth. How you could probably fit half a good-sized orange in each side between the teeth and your cheek.


  — Yo!


  The voice from outside the door came with a bang that shook the hinges and popped the air out of Ryan’s face.


  — I said yo! You better hurry up, weed, or I’ll fold you in half.


  Ryan stared at himself as the banging carried on.


  He pictured Nathan’s face on the other side of the door, getting more and more angry, twisting into shapes like some kind of mutant monster stepbrother. He reached for another towel and threw it over his head and shoulders like a boxer, getting himself ready for the title fight.


  It was just over six months since Dad sat him down and told him that Sophia would be moving in and bringing Nathan too. Dad had asked him what he thought and he’d said it was a good idea because he’d seen the hope in Dad’s eyes. They moved in the next week, which made Ryan realise it really didn’t matter what he thought.


  At least he didn’t have to share his room. Dad’s gesture to turn his office into a bedroom for Nathan meant Ryan at least got to keep his own space, although Nathan didn’t seem all that clued up about the rules of privacy. He never knocked. He just barged in like he owned the place.


  He was four months younger and yet a couple of inches taller and, truth be told, a lot stronger, although Ryan put that down to the fact that he seemed to eat non-stop. He even slept with a sandwich next to his pillow.


  A month later Dad and Sophia got married in a small grey room in the council building. Ryan wore the same suit he’d worn to his mum’s funeral. Back then it had been baggy; this time it fitted like a glove.


  The night of the wedding Sophia had cornered him in the kitchen, when Ryan was trying to find more cherryade, and told him that she wasn’t trying to replace his mum. That she loved his dad very much and wanted this to be a new start for everyone. Ryan had seen the look on her round face as she stood there awkwardly in too much make-up, her dark hair tied up, wearing her peach dress with frilly edges. Ryan had smiled and said that’s what he wanted as well and Sophia had hugged him slightly too tight and the pop bottle had fallen out of his hand.


  When she went back to the living room, Ryan picked up the bottle and watched the bubbles inside fight to get to the top. Nathan came into the kitchen to get more food. He told Ryan his suit looked stupid. Ryan said nothing. Nathan saw the bottle of pop and snatched it. Ryan went to say something then stopped himself, stepped back and watched Nathan twist the bottle lid and soak himself in cherryade.


  Ryan pulled on his Chicago Bears sleeping T-shirt and stared at his boom box. The shiny silver panels caught the light. The clean black buttons underneath the little windows that let you see the tape inside. The super bass circular speakers. Perfect. It had been his gift the Christmas before Mum died. He remembered tearing open the paper and seeing the corner of the box, spending the rest of the day in his pyjamas tuning the radio dial to all the different stations he could find.


  Ryan pulled open the narrow drawer of his bedside table and took out a cassette box. Its white sleeve was empty of any writing. He ran his thumb along the edge of the box, feeling the plastic edge, then eased the box open and took out the tape.


  He looked at the thin white label as he slotted the tape into cassette deck two. In block capital dark blue felt tip, the word MUM.


  Ryan pressed rewind and wiped the little window with his fingertip as the tape motor hummed, spooling the tape back to the beginning.


  The rewind button clicked up. Ryan moved the boom box to the edge of his bedside table so he could speak into it while lying in bed and, with two fingers, pressed the play and record buttons at the same time. The little red indicator light blinked on as the tape spooled round showing it was recording. Ryan cleared his throat.
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  Ameliah stares at what’s left of her cornflakes. Her spoon makes waves in her bowl as her slender fingers turn it and she imagines each soggy flake is a tiny wooden raft floating in a milky white sea.


  She moves her spoon in between them and watches as some sink, while others fight to stay afloat. Morning light cuts across the kitchen floor through the big window.


  — Penny for ’em, Nan says from across the small square table through a mouthful of crumpet.


  Ameliah knows what that means, she’s heard it plenty of times before (mostly from Nan), but only this time does it occur to her that one penny for what someone is thinking seems like a really cheap deal.


  — I’ve never been in a boat.


  Nan stops chewing for a second to listen then carries on. Ameliah looks at her.


  — I mean in proper water, like the sea.


  Nan starts to spread butter on to another crumpet from the pile on the plate between them.


  — You’re still young, love. There’s plenty of time.


  She smiles as she pushes the new crumpet into her mouth.


  — How old were you? asks Ameliah. When you went on your first boat?


  — Me? Oh, now you’re asking. It was probably with your granddad, long before you were born. Before I had your mum.


  Ameliah looks down. A strand of dark curls falls across her face. She sweeps it back behind her ear with her fingertips.


  — Are you sure you don’t want a crumpet, love, strength for your last day?


  Ameliah shakes her head.


  — No thanks, Nan.


  Nan takes another crumpet from the pile.


  — She wasn’t a breakfast person either.


  Ameliah looks at Nan and tries to imagine her younger, sitting across a table from Mum, a pile of crumpets between them, Mum daydreaming about school.


  — I guess it’s genes, continues Nan, although she certainly didn’t get it from me.


  Ameliah shrugs. Nan leans forward.


  — Are you keeping up with your journal, like the lady said?


  Ameliah pictures the empty journal pushed under her bed, the light brown recycled cover, the pages clean and new. She looks into her bowl. All but one of the tiny rafts have sunk. She stares at it, clinging on to the surface.


  — Kind of. It feels weird.


  — It will do, love, for a while, but trust me, it’s—


  — Important to get stuff out.


  Nan smiles and lets out an old-lady laugh through a mouthful of crumpet.


  — That’s my girl.


  Ameliah stares at the last flake clinging on to the surface of her milk as it bobs alone, refusing to sink.
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  Ryan stared out of the classroom window across the school playing fields. The grey sky heavy with rain ready to fall. He saw a group of girls jogging in a loose pack, doing laps of the pitch, too far away to see faces. He focused on one girl, near the back, her dark hair bouncing against her shoulders as she moved.


  — Ryan!


  Miss Zaidel was standing in front of his desk. Everyone else in the class was watching.


  — Do you have any thoughts?


  Her voice was angry. Ryan looked across the room and saw Nathan smiling his smug smile.


  — Sorry, Miss, I was—


  — You were miles away, Ryan. Again. That’s what.


  — Yes, Miss.


  — It’s been like this all term, Ryan.


  — Yes, Miss. Sorry, Miss.


  Nathan pulled a face from across the room. Ryan scowled back at him.


  — Right, well, if you’ve finished watching the girls outside, would you mind coming back and joining us for our last lesson together?


  People giggled. Nathan’s smug stepbrother smile widened. Ryan felt his cheeks getting hot.


  — Yes, Miss.


  Miss Zaidel returned to the front of the class.


  — Right, so can anyone else answer my question? How long has John Major been Prime Minister?


  Nathan’s hand shot up into the air.


  — I can, Miss. Three years, Miss.


  Miss Zaidel nodded.


  — Thank you, Nathan, and somebody else? Who did he take over from?


  Nathan smiled straight at Ryan as the rest of the class stuck up their hands. Ryan ground his teeth as the sky rolled thunder outside and it started to rain.
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  Ameliah scans the lunchtime selection in front of her. The dinner lady stares at her. Ameliah doesn’t recognise the lady, but she knows that stare. She’s felt it enough times. It’s the stare people give when they know about her parents and feel they should say something, but don’t really have a clue what words to use.


  She grabs a ham roll and a carton of juice and moves away before the dinner lady can speak. As she queues up to pay, she thinks about how six months have flown by. She thinks about Dad, how he changed in the months after Mum. How the illness made him shrink.


  — Is that everything, sweetheart?


  Ameliah snaps out of her daydream. Corine on the cafeteria till smiles her Cheshire cat smile like always. The gap between her top front teeth big enough to fit a five-pence piece.


  — No crisps today?


  Ameliah smiles back.


  — Not today thanks, Corine.


  Across the room she spots Heather, sitting with some of the others, flapping her arms like a bird, calling her over. Ameliah sighs.


  — Chin up, love.


  Corine’s face is round and warm like the grandmas in fairy tales and, as she makes her way through the busy lunch hall towards the table of girls, Ameliah decides that Corine would get on really well with Nan.
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  In the noisy lunch hall Ryan sat staring into space with a mouthful of ham roll. The seat opposite him was empty. He shook his head as he thought about being embarrassed in class earlier.


  Liam sat down like a horse crashing into a fence.


  — Summertime!


  Ryan jumped.


  — Got you! Big L strikes again.


  — I told you not to do that!


  Liam smiled and dropped his Tupperware lunch box on to the table.


  — I know, but it’s too easy, man.


  He rubs his shovel hands together.


  — Half a day left, Ryan, then six sweet weeks of freedom.


  — Sit down, will ya? People are staring.


  — What you got?


  — I dunno.


  — You’re eating it.


  — Oh, ham.


  — You got crisps?


  — Monster Munch.


  — What flavour?


  — Beef.


  — Beef? Forget it. I was gonna swap you, but not for cow.


  Liam started to eat, his square face chewing his sandwich like a camel that was in a rush. Ryan smiled. Liam had been his best friend since the infants and he couldn’t think of a single day since they’d known each other that Liam hadn’t made him laugh at least twice.


  — I heard you got caught watching the girls do PE.


  As Liam spoke, little bits of sandwich flew out of his mouth on to the table.


  — I wasn’t watching the girls. Jeez, Liam, can you keep the food in your mouth?


  Liam shrugged his thick shoulders.


  — That’s not what I heard. Tracey said Miss Zaidel properly got you and you went bright red and everything.


  — Yeah, well, Tracey’s full of it.


  Liam peeled a banana and took half of it with one bite.


  — You should just pick one.


  — What?


  — Pick one. Any girl – there’s loads of them. Look, there’s some.


  Liam stuck out his big arm. Ryan slapped it down.


  — What are you doing?


  Liam pushed the last bit of banana into his mouth.


  — I would just walk up to one of them and lay it down.


  — Lay it down? What does that even mean? Just eat your food, man.


  — I’m just saying I’d do that.


  Ryan took another bite of his roll.


  — You don’t get it.


  — What don’t I get, Ryan? You choose one and then you lay it down.


  — Stop saying that. And you don’t just choose one, do you? It’s not an auction.


  Liam looked confused. Ryan finished the last of his roll.


  — And you wouldn’t lay it down anyway.


  — Yeah I would. I’d lay it down hard.


  — Oh really? Big Liam? Mr Smooth, yeah? And what would you say?


  — Call me Big L.


  — You’re an idiot.


  Liam slapped the banana skin on to the table and puffed up his chest.


  — I’d walk straight up to her and be like, look, baby, it’s me and you, yeah? You can be the I S P to this Big L. What you sayin’?


  Ryan shook his head and smiled. Liam looked offended.


  — What? That’s good. Big L. I S P, lips, like kiss.


  — That spells lisp, you idiot.


  — What?


  Ryan watched Liam’s face as his brain worked out the spelling.


  — Oh yeah. Yeah, well, you know what I mean.


  — Yeah. Big L can’t spell.


  Liam smiled.


  — Big L can’t spell, but you smell, like beef, you’ve got cow crisps in your teeth.


  His big fists started to knock a beat on the lunch table. Ryan smiled and tried to think of a comeback rhyme.
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  Ameliah watches the girls around the table talking about things everybody expects girls to talk about. Their fast lips motoring through sentences.


  Heather gives her a look that says ‘Stop being so quiet’ and Ameliah tries to say with her eyes that she’s only quiet when she’s around people talking about things she doesn’t care about, that she’s not interested in the fact that Simone has taken some of her older sister’s foundation and eyeliner and is going to do makeovers for people after school on the field. Mom always said that foundation was what you build houses on and, if your face needs to be built on, then make-up isn’t really going to make a difference, is it?


  But Heather already knows.


  Ameliah looks at her. Pretty without trying. The freckles scattered across her nose and cheeks making her seem that little bit more special. Thank God for Heather. The bridge between her and the others. Heather knows how to let Ameliah be in the group without having to do or say too much. She’s always done it, since the infants.


  — You OK, Am? Half a day left then freedom.


  Heather smiles. Ameliah smiles back. She thinks about the two of them sitting inside Dad’s tent in her room by torchlight, Heather hiding her face in the neck of her jumper as Ameliah tells her Dad’s ghost stories, Heather screaming as she gets to the end and the big shock about the old man with no head.


  — You wanna try it?


  Heather holds out the little eyeliner pencil and smiles. Ameliah smiles back and Heather lowers her hand.


  — I’m coming back to yours after school, right?


  — Yeah?


  — Yeah. We’re gonna make a start on those boxes.


  Ameliah looks around at the other girls, all engrossed in talk of makeovers and brush technique.


  — We don’t need to.


  Heather reaches out for Ameliah’s hand.


  — Yes, we do. New summer chapter, Am. It’s time to make it your room.


  Click here to read more.
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  Marcie is real. With real problems. For years she’s been hitching a ride on the train of her best friend Cara’s life. Now there’s only one more summer until they’re off to uni together. Just like they planned. But Marcie has a secret, and time is running out for her to decide what she really wants.


  Years ago, Thor was also Marcie’s friend before she cast him out, back to his own world. Time is running out for him too. If he doesn’t make a decision soon, he’s going to face the fade. But Thor is not real. And that’s a real problem …
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