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			To everyone who has ever lived inside a noisy head

			In memory of David Jones, who told me my first stories
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			2.3

			I’m nervous on Monday morning about what people at school will think of my hair — Kyle took one look at me when he got back last night, laughed and said, ‘Well, that’s a choice.’ (I think the implication was that it wasn’t a very good one.) Plus, I’ve got my first appointment with the new mental health team at 4.30 p.m. — Mum’s going to take me after school.

			My stomach has the sluggy feeling when I walk into the classroom, and I stare at the ground and try not to catch anyone’s eye as I hang up my backpack. I hear someone say, ‘Nice hair, Ben,’ and I look to my left and see Niesha putting her anorak on her peg, which is next to mine. I scan her face to work out if she is joking, but she gives me a thumbs-up and says, ‘Really suits you.’

			I smile and say, ‘Thanks,’ and head over to sit next to April.

			‘So,’ she says, not looking up from her biro drawing, which seems to feature some sort of highly detailed dog-fish hybrid with long rows of razor-sharp teeth. ‘The moment of truth. What did your parentals think?’

			‘Mum says it’s good to have a change every now and then. And Dad . . .’ I think about what I know Dad would have said. ‘Well, Dad thinks I’m a bit too young to dye my hair.’

			Liar, liar, liar, liar.

			‘Hey, April,’ whispers Aliya, as she takes her place behind us next to Michelle and Lauren. ‘How’s the clone?’

			April doesn’t respond.

			‘Is it fun making a double of yourself?’ hisses Lauren. ‘Ben, what do you think of having April play Barbie with you?’

			I wish I was brave enough to say, ‘Actually, it’s awesome,’ or, ‘I’d much rather have April as my friend than a bunch of total cows,’ but instead I feel my throat start gulping. April is staring down at her drawing and you wouldn’t think she cared at all. But then I notice how hard her fist is clenching her pen, and that she is scribbling in the same spot and a hole is forming in the paper.

			‘Hey, Ronald McDonald, I asked you a question.’

			Luckily it’s 9.02 a.m., so Mr Montague puts down his book and takes his feet off the desk and says, ‘Righty-ho, here we go, happy Monday, one and all,’ and starts to call out the register, which thankfully means I get out of having to reply to Lauren.

			*

			April and I were going to skive drama today, but Mr Montague said he had to have a word with Miss Valentine about something, and basically ended up shepherding us all in there. I think he was trying to make sure we all went. Probably his alien senses told him that people had been skipping it.

			Today we have to get into groups of four and create a three-minute horror play to perform at the end of the class to the other groups. ‘To get into Halloween spirit’, Miss Valentine has powdered her face white, making the wrinkles on her forehead look like the ice crevasses I saw on Blue Planet. Her long nails are painted black, with red varnish dripping from the tips to look like blood.

			‘Ew,’ I whisper to April. ‘She looks like she’s been rummaging around in someone’s body.’

			‘Maybe she attacked a casting director to make them finally give her a role,’ replies April.

			Ezinne practically sprints over to me and April, dragging Sophia behind her.

			‘Do you guys wanna be a group?’ she asks.

			‘OK,’ says April. ‘But I’m directing.’

			‘Sure. Hey, did you hear, there’s going to be a Halloween disco in a few weeks. It’s gonna go on until 11 p.m.!’

			‘Yeah,’ says April. ‘I heard about that.’

			‘What are you going to go as?’ asks Sophia.

			‘Huh?’ says April.

			‘What are you dressing up as? We’re thinking . . . bunnies.’

			‘Bunnies?’ I say a bit uncertainly, because I wasn’t aware this was a go-to costume choice, but Sophia and Ezinne either missed it or don’t care.

			‘I didn’t know it was fancy dress,’ says April, chewing the pearly nail of her pointer finger thoughtfully. ‘Awesome. We’ll have to think of something. In the meantime, I have a play to direct.’

			April says she has an idea based on this fear her older brother used to have. She wants Sophia to be the main part. It’s about a girl who wakes up one day thinking it’s just a regular day, but when she gets into the kitchen she sees that her family are frozen — not like ice, but more like if you pressed pause on a film. She waves her hand in front of their faces and tries to shake them, but she can’t get them to unfreeze. Her mum (played by Ezinne) is still as a statue stirring her porridge on the stove, and her dad (April) is frozen sitting at the table with his arms outstretched, reading the newspaper. Her little brother (that’s me) is frozen on the other side of the table with his arm holding a spoon full of cornflakes, and his mouth open.

			‘It’s totally silent,’ commands April. ‘Apart from the occasional drip of milk from Ben’s outstretched spoon.’

			‘Oooh! It’s super-creepy,’ giggles Sophia.

			The girl runs out into the street but it’s just the same there. April, Ezinne and I become the people on the street: frozen in their cars, or mid-step on their way somewhere. The girl tries and tries to unfreeze them, shaking them and yelling, but she can’t. Then she turns to the class and says slowly:

			‘What if they never wake up? What if I’m the only one left?’

			And then the lights go down, which April says in a real theatre would make this look all dramatic, but when we actually perform it for the class it is just Jia standing by the light switch, which we’ve asked her to turn off right after Sophia says, ‘What if I’m the only one left?’ This is called a cue.

			Still, everyone claps and whoops, and says it was the best one, which wasn’t that hard since the other groups just wrapped themselves in toilet roll and stumbled round moaning like zombies, or shouted a lot and pretended to kill each other. Miss Valentine tells April in her husky voice that she is an artiste. I’m thinking that it was clever of April to give me a role where I didn’t have to speak in front of everyone, because I would have found that scary. And better still, there were three of us not speaking, so I didn’t stand out as the loser who had been given the dud role. In fact, Miss Valentine says we were integral to the performance.

			Afterwards, when it’s just April and me walking down the corridor to break, April says, ‘Guess what? That wasn’t my brother’s fear. It was mine. Still is.’

			And I have to try not to gawp because I didn’t think April had any fears.

			‘But you’re not scared of anything, ever,’ I say.

			‘Everyone is scared of something, Ben,’ she says, wafting her arms around like a mystic guru. ‘It’s allll a matter of presentation.’

			*

			Mum picks me up from school for my appointment (I made her wait down the road, rather than right outside school), and then we get the bus together. We have to go to the local children’s mental health centre. I thought it would look like the GP surgery or like a hospital, but actually it is an old-fashioned square white house with balconies and wide windows and a bright-blue door.

			When we walk up the steps to the door I want to say that I can’t walk through the blue door or we will all get sad, but then I realise we’re probably already as sad as we can be, since Dad has left. So I take a deep breath and step through.

			The lady at reception tells us to sit down in the waiting room, and that I will be collected shortly by my counsellor. The waiting room is a safe rectangle shape, but there are eleven plastic blue chairs. I try sitting on the fourth chair from the door, and then the eighth, but they both feel wrong. The Thoughts say that if I sit on those chairs, Dad will never come back, and Mum might even leave too. I’ve hopped up from the two chairs like they’re burning my bum or something, and a teenage girl wearing headphones and chewing gum is staring at me from across the room like I’m a freak. So I just stand by the door, even though Mum tells me that nothing bad will happen if I sit down.

			The wall clock is one of those white plastic ones like we have in school, and I watch the minute hand count four minutes. There is an abacus on a low table, and a couple of plastic dinosaurs with most of their tails chewed off who look like they have been through some rough times. I want to stroke the dinosaurs and play with the abacus. I would like to sit quietly and sort the coloured beads into fours, but I feel like I’m too old, and the girl will stare even more. The minute hand says there are twelve seconds until it is 4.30 p.m., when a man with a neatly cropped black beard and checked shirt comes into the room. He is holding a massive ring binder folder with paper coming out of the sides at all angles in his right hand, and another fat paper wallet clutched under his left armpit.

			‘Benjamin Hardie?’ he calls out with a grin. He seems slightly out of breath. I stand up. ‘I’m your counsellor, Dinesh. Come this way!’

			I nod. I am staring at the file and the wallet, wondering how there can possibly be so much writing about me from the assessment five months ago. It is really freaking me out.

			Dinesh must notice me looking, because he says, ‘Don’t worry, it’s not all about you! I’ve just rushed over from my appointments at one of the other centres. They like to keep us busy!’

			Phew, I think. Then I start thinking about all the other children Dinesh might have been talking to. Children like me? I find I want to ask him about them.

			Mum stands up to come too, but Dinesh says he’ll just need me for now. I feel a relieved feeling I wasn’t expecting. I thought I wanted her there. It’s all very confusing.

			Dinesh takes me up to a room on the top floor, and I’m feeling so nervous that my routines are getting out of control and I have to go up the last set of stairs SIXTEEN TIMES before I can go into the room. He does something no one has ever done when I’m doing my routines. He waits patiently WITHOUT STARING and when I’m finished, he just says, ‘It looks like things are difficult for you at the moment,’ and I don’t know what to say, so I just stare at the floor and say, ‘Yeah.’

			The walls in the room are painted light yellow, the colour of sherbet lemons. There are eight pictures on the walls, cartoon cats and dogs playing with bouncy balls and sausages, which I guess is nice. There are two black (phew) chairs opposite each other and he takes the one nearer the desk, which is good because then I don’t have to choose my chair. The room has six corners because of the way the wide window slopes out, so I sit and start counting them. I tell myself I will get to a multiple of four and stop, and concentrate on what Dinesh is saying, but twelve, twenty-four, thirty-two and thirty-six have come and gone with no luck yet—

			‘Benjamin? What do you like to be called? Benjamin? Ben?’

			‘Ben,’ I say. ‘Well . . . my family call me Benny but I prefer Ben.’

			‘OK, Ben it is,’ he says, and starts to explain that we’ll be together for fifty minutes, and he’s going to ask me some stuff about me, if that’s OK.

			I say that’s fine, and he asks me what I like and who I’m close to, so I tell him all about Doctor Who and April and Kyle, and even Miss Ruiz, because he asked if I had any hobbies and I said art club, even though I’m not really arty, but still I do go and now I even quite like it, so I don’t think it was a lie. I think about saying Mum and Dad, but then I think maybe it’s a bit loserish to list your parents as people you’re close to, Also, I definitely do not feel close to Dad at the moment. Not that I’m exactly close to Kyle, but, you know — at least I see him (sometimes).

			I’m just thinking that this is nothing like how I expected a counsellor to be, and that maybe it won’t be as scary as the Essex assessment, when he starts asking about things I find difficult, and I have to say, well, basically everything (apart from maths). Then he asks why and I say, ‘Because of The Thoughts.’

			‘What are the thoughts, Ben?’

			‘The Thoughts say that something bad will happen if I don’t do things right.’

			‘Something bad? Like what?’

			‘Like . . . like that my mum will get . . . hurt.’

			‘OK.’

			‘I worry about Bumble, my dog. And my mum, dad, Kyle and me, and whether I’ll be happy, and the world ending, and also my friend April, and whether she’ll always want to be my friend.’

			‘Are there any other thoughts?’

			That I want Bumble and my mum to die. That I made my dad leave.

			‘Not really,’ I say.

			Liar, liar, liar, liar. My eyes start flicking round the corners in fours, trying to make the lie go away.

			‘OK, well, I’m going to ask you some more questions, but if you think of anything else, we can come back to it.’

			He stands up and gets a clipboard from his desk and brings it over to me. It has a tick-box form on it and he asks if I would be OK to sit and fill it in. He tells me he knows I probably had to answer loads of questions like this back at the Essex assessment, but that it would be helpful for him to get an idea of where I’m at now, since that was a little while ago. He tells me that it isn’t a test.

			‘OK,’ I say. It’s totally a test.

			I’m thinking whether it’s better to lie on a few of the questions so that I don’t get in trouble, or whether I need to answer them all completely truthfully.

			My pen is hovering above the page, and I am pointing it round the corners of the clipboard, over and over.

			‘Ben,’ he says. ‘There’s nothing you can put on this form that will get you in trouble. Nothing at all.’

			‘OK,’ I say.

			[image: For each statement write the number which says best how much it has troubled you in the last week]

			I decide to tell the truth, so I really hope he means it. I start scanning the list and rating statements:

			[image: presentation]
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			How did they know? How did they know?!

			[image: presentation]

			When I’m done, Dinesh has a look at my answers and tells me that the assessment team in Essex felt that I was living with obsessive compulsive disorder.

			‘I know,’ I say, without entirely meaning to.

			‘That’s interesting,’ says Dinesh, stroking his beard. ‘How did you know?’

			‘Well, my friend . . . April . . . she said that’s what she thought it was. She said I should do something about it. It made me want to go ahead with . . . this.’

			‘Your friend sounds very clever.’

			‘Yes,’ I smile, feeling a little bolder. ‘Yes, she’s the cleverest.’

			Dinesh asks me if it’s something I’d be happy to work on with him, and adds that it might be helpful if we get my mum involved too.

			OH MY GOD, oh my god, I am thinking. It was all a trick. And now I HAVE WRITTEN DOWN that I have bad thoughts, so Dinesh has evidence and they are going to tell Mum. Will she tell Dad?!

			‘You’re not in trouble,’ he reiterates.

			‘OK,’ I say, tapping at the floor again. He walks me to the Family Room across the hall. I can hear Mum coming up the stairs. I can’t breathe. Have I forgotten how to breathe? My throat is doing the gulpy thing.

			Dinesh gestures to the sofa and Mum and I sit down together.

			Dinesh opens his mouth and I’m sure he’s going to tell her that I’m going to be taken to children’s prison and can never come back.

			But what he actually says is:

			‘I’m confident Ben has obsessive compulsive disorder, OCD. What that means is that he experiences distressing thoughts about bad things happening — “obsessions” — and then he has to do things — “compulsions” — to stop them happening. It’s extremely distressing for him.’

			‘Obsessive . . . compulsive disorder?’ says Mum. ‘Isn’t that when people are a bit of a neat freak, or when they like things to be just so?’

			‘Well, lots of people think that, but actually it’s a distressing condition that can be to do with pretty much anything, not just being tidy.’

			‘I see,’ Mum says slowly, taking it in. ‘And if you have it, is it something you can change?’

			‘Well, actually there are lots of things we can do to help Ben live in a world that isn’t run by compulsions.’ Dinesh turns to me. ‘Ben — how would you feel about coming to see me once a week?’

			‘I think that would be . . . good,’ I say, surprised to realise that I do actually mean this, and I think I really would like to see Dinesh every week.

			We both turn to look at Mum.

			‘OK then,’ she says, still looking a bit uncertain.

			‘Great,’ says Dinesh. ‘Do you have any other questions?’

			‘Is . . . OCD common?’ She fiddles with the ends of her sleeves. ‘I mean, are there other kids with it?’

			‘Yes. Lots of children and adults experience it. About two per cent of adults, and one per cent of children.’

			I have to think about this for a moment. That means that for every hundred children, at least one of them has weird and scary thoughts too . . . But I’ve definitely met more than a hundred children in my life, and I never saw any of them behave anything like me.

			‘Um, OK,’ says Mum. ‘Will this fix it then? This talking therapy thing?’

			‘It might not completely fix it, but we can definitely start to make it easier to live with. Was there anything else?’

			I notice the corners of Mum’s mouth twitch, and I can hear the clock ticking. Finally she asks in a teeny-tiny voice, ‘What causes it . . . OCD, I mean?’

			‘Well,’ replies Dinesh carefully. ‘We don’t entirely know for sure. It may be partly genetic, and partly caused by the environment a person is in; most likely a bit of both.’

			‘The . . . the environment?’ stutters Mum.

			‘Yes. Sometimes people describe their OCD starting at a time that was stressful in their life. But this is not always the case.’

			Tick tock, tick tock.

			‘So going forward, Ben, I’ll see you for your sessions on Thursdays at 4.30 p.m. — does that time work for you?’ asks Dinesh when it becomes clear neither of us have anything to say in response. Mum and I nod. ‘From now on I’ll only need Ben — but you are welcome to sit in the waiting room, or in the coffee shop across the street. Is that OK?’

			Mum nods again. She looks terrified.

			I feel like the world is ending but Mum leads me out the centre and we go home via the ice-cream shop for four small scoops of salted caramel ice cream in a pot, with chocolate sauce, chocolate buttons, sprinkles and whipped cream, so I guess I’m not in trouble after all.

			What I really want to know is if Dad knew I had the appointment today, and if Mum is going to tell him about the diagnosis. I almost ask Mum, but something keeps stopping me. If he did know and didn’t message me, I’m not sure I could stand it.

			‘I’m sorry, Benny,’ says Mum, reaching out across the shiny tabletop to take my hand. If possible, her voice is even tinier than before. She sounds small and far away, like a person hiding at the end of a long tunnel. ‘For everything.’
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			2.4

			When Thursday comes around I can’t concentrate on ANYTHING at school. April asks what has got into me and I whisper to her that I’ve got my counselling session this evening.

			‘Oh,’ she whispers back. ‘Fair.’

			When it’s finally time to walk home from school, April comes too, and says we don’t have to talk about anything. She says good luck and presses a folded note in my palm and tells me to open it just before my session. And then she is gone.

			Mum meets me at the end of the road from school. She has even put some purple lipstick on and tied back her hair, because obviously purple lipstick totally screams ‘responsible mother’. We get the bus back to the waiting room with eleven chairs, where the dinosaurs still look sad and lonely. There are no other kids here at the moment.

			‘You could play with the abacus if you like, Benny,’ says Mum. ‘There’s no one to see.’

			My fingers twinge but I shake my head. I don’t want Dinesh to walk in and think I’m even weirder.

			I reach into my pocket and unfold the note from April. It is a cartoon picture of the two of us, surrounded by stars and planets. Underneath, April has written:

			[image: B IS 4 BEN.
B IS 4 BRAVE.]

			My throat feels tight — not in the gulpy way. Like I might cry — but not because I am sad. I fold and unfold the note four times and put it neatly back in my pocket.

			‘Hi, Ben!’ says Dinesh, appearing at the door, even more out of breath than last time.

			‘Bye, Benny,’ says Mum. ‘I’ll be right here.’

			I nod.

			‘We’re back up at the top again.’ We walk without saying anything to each other. Dinesh opens the door to the yellow room, and I sit in the same black chair as before. I stare at the pictures of the happy dogs and cats.

			The Thoughts say, I want Bumble to die.

			Owwww. I screw my eyes tight shut so that I won’t imagine horrible things happening to Bumble. I repeat, stop, stop, stop, stop, in my head. But it doesn’t help. The more I try not to think about bad things happening to Bumble, the more I do.

			Dinesh starts to explain that we’ll be trying things out: different ways of thinking about things and different ways of doing things that will help me to feel less worried.

			‘How does that sound?’ he asks.

			‘OK,’ I say, but my voice is a bit squeaky, because I’m still thinking about Bumble.

			‘So on Monday we were speaking about some of the thoughts you have that you find overwhelming, and I wondered if you might be able to tell me what you actually do when you have those thoughts?’

			‘I have to make things safe again.’

			‘And how do you do that?’

			‘The fours . . . I do things in fours. Like touching stuff, and eating. And I avoid bad colours. And I say special stuff in my head. To make things go away.’ Bumble is safe. Bumble is safe. Bumble is safe. Bumble is safe.

			‘Take me through a normal day in your life.’

			‘From when?’ I wish my voice would stop coming out so high. I stare hard at the floor, hoping that if I can’t see the dog and cat pictures, I will forget the thought about Bumble.

			‘From when you wake up.’

			‘I get dressed in the right colours, and have my breakfast in the yellow bowl. I brush my teeth for four minutes. I put the toothbrush in and out of the glass four times. All the toothbrushes have to be touching the right way. I pack and unpack my backpack four times . . .’

			I trail off, because I’m not sure how much detail he actually wants. People sometimes say I give too much detail. Dinesh helps me out.

			‘What do you do when you get to school?’

			‘I hang out with April. I hope that no one else notices me.’

			‘Ah, April. Your clever friend.’

			‘Yes, that’s April.’ I find myself smiling slightly. My friend April. I wonder what she’s doing right now. Probably she’s home on her own. Doing what, though? Maybe drawing. Or watching TV. Or texting me! I want to check my phone. I can hear Dinesh asking,

			‘What do you do at lunch?’

			‘I don’t go to lunch. I go to the music room with April.’

			‘Why don’t you go to lunch?’

			‘The dinner ladies . . . don’t get my plate right.’ I remember the peas and gravy catastrophe and my stomach feels like it’s going to fall out of my bum (and I am talking literally) all over again.

			‘What about the rest of the day?’

			‘Well, we have lessons. But I don’t like writing if my words aren’t four letters long, or in multiples of four, so I think my teachers think I’m stupid.’ And they’re not the only ones.

			‘Do you think you’re stupid?’

			‘I’m not sure. I’m good at maths.’

			‘What do you do after school?’

			‘Sometimes I have art club.’

			‘How’s that?’

			‘Well . . . at first I was a bit scared of all the different colours and ways you can make things, but now I join in sometimes.’

			‘Cool. And what about if you don’t have art club?’

			‘I go home.’

			‘And what happens at home?’

			Mum is asleep. I can’t wake her up. My stomach feels like there’s a hole in it. I do routines around the house all evening. I still don’t know where Dad is. I think it’s all my fault.

			‘I read my comics.’

			‘DC or Marvel?’

			‘DC,’ I smile.

			‘Good man,’ says Dinesh. ‘And at bedtime?’

			‘I find bedtime quite hard. The things in my room . . . they have to feel right. I can’t sleep until they do.’

			‘What would happen if they weren’t?’

			‘I’d feel like we weren’t safe . . . Me and my family . . . I have to do it to make sure we’re protected through the night.’

			‘So it sounds like you’re doing a lot of magical thinking throughout the day.’

			‘Magical thinking?’

			‘Magical thinking is a thing people do where they act like they have the power to control what happens to themselves or other people by doing or thinking “special” things. So you worry that something bad will happen to you or your family, and then you have to touch things four times, or repeat your special phrase, to “stop” that happening. You are acting like you have magical powers: the ability to change what happens in the world.’

			‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Yeah, I guess I am.’

			‘Do you actually believe that? That you have superhuman powers?’

			‘Um . . .’ Do I really believe I am magic? It doesn’t feel like I’m magic when I’m doing my fours. I don’t feel powerful, I just feel scared. Of course I’m not magic. I’m just Ben.

			But it’s true — I have been acting like I’m magic. What would be the point of doing this stuff otherwise? But clearly I’m not magic, because if I were, I could have stopped Dad leaving, and Mum being . . . well, Mum. It doesn’t even work. ‘No, I don’t think so.’

			‘So you’re not magic. But you’re acting like you are. And taking on all the stress and responsibility of an overworked superhero. Isn’t that . . . a bit of a waste of time?’

			‘Yeah, now that you say it like that.’

			‘What would you rather be doing?’

			‘Just regular kid stuff. Having fun.’

			I want to watch TV without having to count the corners of the screen. I want to text April proper sentences. I want to run with friends without having to retrace my steps. I just want to have friends.

			‘Well, in our work together we’re going to try and make that possible for you. Would you like that?’

			Something terrible might happen. But what if it didn’t? I take a deep breath.

			‘Yes.’

			‘OK, well, we’ve come to the end of our session today, but that’s what we’ll be working on going forward. I’ll take you back out to your mum now.’

			Mum is smiling anxiously at me when Dinesh takes me back down to the waiting room.

			We get the bus home together. When she asks me how the session went I answer, ‘Fine.’

			But I am busy thinking. My number-one hero, the Doctor, does not believe in magic. He believes in science and logic. There is an episode from 1971 where the third Doctor, played by Jon Pertwee, gets annoyed because his companion Jo keeps going on about witchcraft. The Doctor says everything that appears magic can be explained by science. Suddenly it looks like his yellow car, which is called Bessie, is driving itself round the yard with no one in the driving seat.

			Jo is all, ‘Wow, magic!’ But the Doctor takes a remote control out of his pocket and just gives this knowing look, like, ‘You see? No such thing as magic.’

			So why the heck have I spent so long acting like I’m magic?

			*

			April waits until break when we are safe in Music Room 4 to ask my how my session went.

			I tell her that I’m pretty sure Dinesh likes comics too. I explain to her about the magical thinking, and April says she’s had thoughts like that before — a nagging feeling that something bad would happen if she didn’t wear her special heart and moon bracelet, but that she guesses the difference between her and me was that she didn’t get totally obsessed by it.

			‘You mean you just forgot it and moved on?’

			‘Yeah, I guess,’ she says.

			‘How? Weren’t you worried that something terrible was going to happen?’

			‘No . . . not really.’

			‘So HOW then?’

			April sighs. ‘People are just different, Ben. You can’t compare us like that. I’m sure there’s loads of stuff I struggle with that you wouldn’t get.’

			Like what?

			‘I’m just glad it went well. Listen, I’ve come up with an idea for our Halloween disco costume.’

			She pushes her notebook across the carpet so I can see. At first I don’t get it. I see sketches of creepy doll after creepy doll, and after I get through them there are two drawings of perfect old-fashioned outfits, coloured in felt-tip so neatly they look like they’ve been printed. Then I notice that each one has little square tabs coming off the outside of the arms and legs. I ask, ‘What are those?’ and April explains that she thinks we should go as paper dolls, because everyone thinks dolls are creepy. Paper dolls require outfits, and in the sets she used to play with when she was younger, the paper outfits had little paper tabs round the edges so you could fit them on the dolls.

			‘I can’t go as a doll!’ I whine. ‘I’m a boy!’

			April tells me to stop being so boring, and that I can go as whatever I want to go as. I tell her I don’t mind being a bit boring if it means I don’t become the laughing stock of the school, and also that at no point did I specify that I wanted to go as a doll. Plus, I’m a bit disappointed, because I really wanted us to go as Cybermen. To me, they are the creepiest of all the Doctor Who villains because they are humans who have been ‘upgraded’ into shiny metal robots who stomp around and want to ‘upgrade’ any regular humans they find so that they are Cybermen too. The scariest thing about Cybermen is that they see emotions as counterproductive. So when a human gets upgraded they lose all their feelings because the Cybermen say it is more efficient not to feel things like fear and pain.

			And even though occasionally, when I’m feeling really, really bad, there is a small part of me that thinks that might actually be quite a relief, most of me just thinks it’s creepy as hell.

			Anyway, April with an idea is not someone to be messed with. She says it would be nearly impossible to make Cybermen that looked half decent in only a few weeks and without a load of metal. So by the time we get to art club the paper dolls are ‘our idea’ that ‘we’ can’t wait to get started on.

			Great.

			Miss Ruiz also thinks it an awesome idea and, for what it’s worth, Priya and her gang agree. Rhys is, as usual, drowning us all out with his headphones to focus on his charcoal buildings. Miss Ruiz says we can help ourselves to the giant sheets of card, and the paint. She suggests that we use the measuring tape to take measurements of the different parts of our body, and mark them with pencil on the card. We should use those measurements to draw our outfits on the paper, and then we can cut them out. She also says we can use the computer to google pictures of Victorian paper dolls and get ideas for what outfits they might wear.

			April and I share the spinny office chair and spend the rest of the hour searching outfits. There are so many options! Well, for girls at least. The Victorians were really into frills, lace and bows. When I say it’s not fair that there’s way more girl choices, April says (NOT EVEN JOKING) that she doesn’t mind going as a guy if I want to be a girl. Or we can both be girls!

			‘Why would that be so bad?’ April says, laughing at how horrified I look.

			‘Well, everyone would probably die laughing at me!’ I say. ‘You know, think I’m even weirder than they do already?’

			‘So?’ she asks. ‘What do you care what they think?’ I sigh — there’s no point trying to get her to understand. Still, I guess if I’m honest, there’s a part of me that would love it: to really not care what anyone thought of me.

			Sometimes I really wish I could Be More April.

			In the end, April chooses a green dress with a TINY waist (apparently these women wore things called corsets to make their waists as small as possible, which sounds very painful) and a skirt that comes out in a cone shape. The dress has short puffy sleeves trimmed with lace, and there’s lace around the collar which meets in the centre of the chest in a loopy bow. The bottom of the skirt is trimmed with, you guessed it, lace. There’s also a closed paper umbrella, and paper bows for the hair. Most of the men are wearing grey suit trousers and jackets, with a white shirt tucked in, and long boots and a top hat. April says she thinks the two will go well together, and before I can start moaning about the colour she says, ‘Don’t worry, we can paint them black instead if you like.’

			April hits print on the outfits we’ve chosen, and tells Miss Ruiz that these will be our reference images, which sounds very professional. Miss Ruiz says she’ll keep them safe in her drawer and that she can’t wait to see what we make.

			*

			‘Mum!’ I call. I’m unlocking the door to our flat and I can’t wait to tell her all about the paper dolls. Mum is always wanting me to ‘unleash my creativity’ and make things, but fours and colours usually get in the way. When Kyle and I were little, I remember, hazily, that we used to make lots of things together with Mum. The three of us would lie on our bellies and paint pictures on large sheets of paper that Mum fixed down with masking tape on the kitchen floor. Mum would always be bringing home random things she’d found in the road, like someone’s old broken wooden chair that they’d put outside their house on the off-chance someone wanted it, and together we’d clean it and make it usable again. Or she’d get something from the recycling, for instance a tin or glass bottle, and we’d paint it and turn it into something else like a plant pot or a vase. It was amazing how Mum could always find a way for us to make a boring old thing into something new and cool.

			But I started to find it difficult to make decisions about what to make, and then I’d scream if Kyle used the wrong colour, and eventually Kyle got angry and said he didn’t want to make stuff with us any more, because I sucked all the fun out of it, as usual.

			I guess he was right.

			‘Mum?’

			I push open the door. The house is dark, and there’re no sounds, not even from the TV.

			‘Mum!’ I run up the stairs and into the kitchen, thinking I’ll find her there making my tea. ‘Mum?’

			I search the whole house, even though I already know — she’s not here. Dad made a rule for Mum, which is that now that I’m walking home alone she absolutely must be around to make sure I’m back OK. I heard him tell her that it is a safety thing.

			But I know that it’s much more about her safety than mine.

			And anyway, that was before Dad went away, so who knows if that rule even exists any more?

			Maybe Mum hasn’t disappeared, I
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I need things to be arranged in a certain order.

I have to do things over and over again until it
feels right.

| am upset by bad thoughts that come into my
mind even though | don’t want them to.
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has been touched by strangers or certain people.
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0 — has not troubled me at all
1 - troubled me a little

2 — definitely troubled me

3 —troubled me a lot

4 — troubled me extremely
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