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Part One


Chapter 1






Eli paused at the side of the old, stone
market hall. It was unseasonably sunny, warm for late October, and
the Saturday market was doing good business, not that Eli was at
all interested in the various farm produce and crafts that were for
sale. He was only half-heartedly looking at the second-hand books
he was turning over in his hands, using them as an excuse for
falling behind.

He was not, exactly, hiding from his Mam and
Derek, he just needed some time to stop himself from shouting at
them. Did they really have to choose now to ask him what he wanted?
There was no good answer now because surely everything expensive
had already been bought. If he guessed right he ruined the
surprise, guess wrong and he worried everyone and made them run
around spending more money. How was he supposed to know the answer,
anyway? Everything he’d thought he wanted sounded trivial now.

He put the books down with a sigh. It was
supposed to be his birthday they were shopping for but he wished
they could go home already. At home he could shut his bedroom door
and not worry about hurting people, or lying to them. There would
be no one to jostle past and no shouting stall holders to fray his
nerves. He should at least have brought his headphones. Not because
he liked music (which he did), but because they were great props in
getting people to leave him alone. His Mam didn’t pull them off as
often as she tugged his hood down.

Cathy hadn’t noticed his mood. She was
energetically pulling their Mam off towards a baker’s bright pink
window display. Eli shuddered to think what present he was going to
end up with from her.

“Are you alright?” Derek asked. He obviously
wanted to throw an arm around Eli’s shoulder, but he had been
instructed that that was no longer acceptable now his step-son was
a teenager. Sometimes Eli regretted being so firm about that,
however important it had seemed at the time. A hug might have been
alright, now and then, but he was too proud to take it back now.
Plus, they were in public.

“Fine,” he said, unsure if that was a lie or
not. The familiar market place was filled by the same traders who
had set up Saturday stalls ever since he could remember, and lined
by the same chain stores (or at least by the ones that had survived
the recession and the boarded up shells of the ones that hadn’t),
but they looked somehow alien in the cold autumn sunshine. Perhaps
it was him who was the alien.

He flinched away from the thought. That was
too self-pitying even for him, and not likely to be true. Being an
alien was far too exciting a thing for Berwick town centre and
certainly for him. Not that he could come up with a better
explanation. Probably someone somewhere knew the answer but Eli had
no idea who to ask.

He didn’t want to talk about it. Even if he
could find the words to explain, he knew he would only be told to
man up and get through it, for his Mam’s sake. So he shrugged and
Derek nodded, giving him a small push to catch up with his Mam.

The pink window turned out to be promoting
cupcakes. Cathy had probably reasoned that even if she called them
a present, she would still get to eat some. She was quite smart for
an eight-year-old. Not kind, or generous, and aggressively blonde
and pink, but smart. She was eagerly pointing out which decorations
she wanted and for a moment they felt like a normal family. Then
Eli caught sight of his reflection in the glass, with his thick
black hair, white skin and dark eyes. He was like a wraith among
their tanned faces and bright hair. He was even standing a little
apart with his shoulders hunched and his hands stuck in his hoodie
pockets, clearly not belonging in the picture.

Then Cathy said something harmless but
thoughtless. Eli didn’t catch what it was but he was attuned for
the tears welling up in their Mam’s eyes. Derek took over,
attracting Cathy’s attention to a Halloween pumpkin design until
his wife had put her tissues away and was ready to go on. Eli
watched and said nothing. This had always been what his birthdays
were like.

They shopped and bought sausage rolls for
lunch. Eli and his Mam had the familiar argument over how much
sugar was in his cola, even though he didn’t like and never drank
diet and had never given in before. He resolved the fight by
striding off ahead before she could do much more than mention the
dentist.

He had to wait by the car, which he
suspected his parents were very smug about. They took their time
crossing the carpark and unlocking the doors while he tried not to
look impatient. Then it was a short drive back to their modern but
not brand new terraced house. It took longer to get Cathy in and
out of the car seat than it did to drive, but today no one had
wanted to carry the bags on foot if they bought anything heavy so
they’d decided against walking.

The house was on an estate in the gap
between the town and the bypass – neither close to the shops, nor
the sea, nor the countryside and a bit too close to the noisy
motorway. Eli hadn’t minded before Danny had arrived, hadn’t even
really thought about it, but now he wondered if his Mam and Derek
were poor. They both worked all the time and they couldn’t buy
everything he asked for, but he was sure several of the kids at
school were worse off, not counting the ones in care. Not everyone
could be as rich as Danny’s Dad, he supposed.

For some reason the thought made him angry
and he slammed the car door, ignoring Derek’s telling off. He had
his own house key so he let himself in, bounded up the stairs and
was locked in his room before they could catch him. He switched the
music on and lay down on the bed, not listening to anything except
the bass drum.

He stared at the ceiling, which, like the
rest of his room, looked a bit battered and could do with a fresh
coat of paint. It was the small box room at the front of the house,
barely big enough for his bed, wardrobe and desk and bursting with
all the stuff he never bothered to put away. He’d wanted black
walls but he’d been forced to accept pale grey, covered by more
posters than he cared to count. It wasn’t anything to brag about,
but it was his and he felt safe here. If anything happened here no
one would be hurt or angry, because no one would find out.

It was tempting to idle away the afternoon.
He certainly wasn’t going out - Angie was busy, Danny was never
around at the weekend and wandering the streets on his own wasn’t
Eli’s style. He could just let the music wash over him for hours.
No one was going to stop him.

The track finished and he sat up with a
resentful sigh. The album went on but his reverie was broken.
Reluctantly he reached into a drawer and pulled out a brightly
coloured spinning top.

It’s a birthday present, he told himself.
You shouldn’t use it until tomorrow. This was true, but not an
excuse. He wasn’t even sure if he wanted an excuse. More than
anything else, he wanted to know what was going on.

He set the top spinning on his desk. It had
good balance and went for over a minute before it started to wobble
and finally went down and had to be restarted. He stared hard at
it, trying to move it by will power alone, but it stubbornly
refused to listen. Sometimes it would wind its way in the direction
he wanted, but not often enough to convince him it wasn’t pure
chance.

After an hour or so of this, fed up and
bored, he gave up and pulled out his homework instead. He didn’t
think there was any long term use in knowing the dates poor Irish
peasants were sorely mistreated by cruel English landlords, but at
least it would avoid detention on Monday. The spinning top didn’t
even offer that at the moment.

“Eli!” Derek called up the stairs. “Tea’s
ready.” Eli put his pen down gratefully. Two questions to go. As a
last resort, he could do them tomorrow. He wasn’t all that opposed
to working on his birthday.

He made it to the table seconds before the
food, his portion of which was gone almost instantly. His Mam, used
to this, said “There’s more in the pan.”

By the time he’d finished his second
plateful, Cathy had already gone back to the television. Eli
thought he was free to go too until his Mam said “It seems we
hardly get to talk to you anymore.” He sat back down, which earned
him “I didn’t mean you had to stay if you don’t want to.”

Eli felt his eyebrows rise sarcastically
even though he knew he should be being nice and careful. “Oh? What
did you mean, then?”

She swatted at his arm. “You know what I
meant. Have you finished your homework?”

Eli considered the quick escape of admitting
he had but decided he would rather tease. “There’s plenty of
time.”

“No, there isn’t. We’ve got plans
tomorrow.”

“But not big plans. There’s nothing
important.” He grinned as she glared. “I’m fine, Mam. It’ll all
work out.”

“It had better.” Her face softened. “Are you
sure there’s nothing wrong? You’ve been very distant recently.”

He was sure his smile was brittle enough to
shatter. It didn’t help that he’d literally bitten his tongue. “I’m
a teenager now, Mam. I’m allowed to sulk for no reason at all.”

She laughed. “True, I suppose. You’re
growing up so fast.” A cloud passed over her face, a cloud with a
name Eli didn’t say.

“Why don’t you go bother Cathy,” he
suggested impudently. “She’s got some years of childhood yet.”

“So do you,” she shot back, pulling his head
closer so she could kiss his forehead. “You’re not done with us
yet, my lad. Go, off with you then. The rest of us will be sociable
without you.”

Back in his room, he set his alarm for
midnight in case he fell asleep and settled down to wait. He put
his headphones on playing quieter music and sat where he could
watch the street. There was a full moon, only occasionally covered
by thin, high wisps of cloud. It looked cold. Even inside it was
getting cold now his parents had switched the heating off and gone
to bed. He pulled his duvet around his shoulders. He wished he
could see the stars, but the streetlights were too bright to make
out much more than the outline of Orion.

Gradually the late-night dog walkers
disappeared and the cars became less frequent. There was a flurry
of activity around 11:30 as people came home from the local pubs,
talking too loudly, laughing and swearing, and then silence.

Since he was awake he switched the alarm off
before it made a sound and threatened to wake his parents. They
were too smart to have missed his planning, so they probably
weren’t really asleep, they just didn’t want to interrupt, but he
did his best not to disturb them anyway. He crept downstairs in the
dark and collected the photo from its prime position on the mantel
piece. There was another frame beside it, showing Eli’s parents in
the hospital with their new-born daughter, but to Eli that was a
picture of his father (his only picture) and while that was
important too it wasn’t what he needed tonight.

He progressed to the kitchen and pulled a
cupcake out of the cupboard. It had a sugar witch on top. He could
just make out her toothy grimace in the moonlight as he went
looking for the candles. He stole one from the pack for his
birthday cake tomorrow and slotted it through the icing, trying not
to decapitate the witch in the process.

Cathy was rubbing sleep out of her eyes as
she dragged her feet into the kitchen. “Am I late?” she
whispered.

“No,” he whispered back, impressed that he
hadn’t had to go up to fetch her. He helped her to kneel on the
chair so she could watch as he lit the candle. The small flame cast
a warm glow over her face, which was solemn. She was holding her
breath so she didn’t blow it out. Eli wrapped an arm around her
shoulder and they watched the candle burn.

In the flickering light the photo didn’t
look as old and faded as it did in the day. It was a picture of a
very little girl sitting very carefully in a hospital chair with a
bundle on her knees that was mostly blanket and a woollen hat. The
candle didn’t show it but Eli knew that, of course, his hat had
been pale blue and the little that could be seen of his face had
been very deep pink. Hannah had been wearing a yellow dress and
black patent shoes and had her black hair in two pigtails. In the
corner of the frame he could make out Grandma Mitchell’s hand,
ready to catch him if Hannah moved. It was a very sweet photo, but
that wasn’t why it was always on the mantel. It was there because
two hours later, Hannah was gone.

Finally, the candle burned down to its
plastic stub and went out. Eli pulled the stub out and started
erasing the evidence of their vigil. By the time he got back from
replacing the photo the sugar witch had mysteriously vanished,
along with a good finger full of the icing. Accepting his losses,
he divided the rest of the cupcake in two.

“Happy birthday, Eli.” Cathy sighed. “Was
she really so perfect?”

“I don’t know. I don’t remember her either.”
He wanted to say that she’d barely reached two, so how brilliant
could she really have been, but it was the anniversary day so he
reminded himself that that was mean and envious. Maybe she had been
the angel Mam and Grandma Mitchell remembered. Did it even matter,
since she was gone?

“It’s hard,” Cathy muttered, “needing to
make up for her all the time. I wish I could just be me.”

Eli kissed the top of her head, which
smelled of strawberry shampoo. “Yeah, I know.” Neither of them
would ever be as good as Hannah. At least Cathy had no competition
with Derek. She was an only child on that side of the family. “We’d
better get back to bed.”

He reset his alarm clock. Somehow it seemed
fitting that they had honoured his sister’s memory in the hour that
the clock forgot and it was now midnight again. It was a rather
mournful idea, though it didn’t work out like that most years, only
when his birthday fell on a Sunday.

He debated if it was worth trying to sleep
or whether to put his music back on and pull a book out. In the end
he decided he couldn’t handle another dark and sleepless night and
rolled under his duvet.

Almost as soon as he closed his eyes he
could see Hannah’s face. Not as it had been when she disappeared,
but as it would be now. She’d be sixteen, slim but maybe a bit
shorter than him. She would have wavy black hair and dark eyes,
just like his and their father’s, but she’d be pretty. She wouldn’t
have his acne and her teeth would be straight, so she’d smile more.
Maybe she would even understand…

But even as he tried to imagine it the image
faded away, replaced by a view of a windy moorland, with winter
dormant heather and scrubby bushes. Maybe there was a bog, or a
patch of overgrown woodland, or a lifeless tarn. Somewhere north
and west in the mountains, somewhere desolate and lonely, old,
weathered bones, a child’s bones, were poking up through the dirt.
He would never know where because they would never find her, but
somewhere there was a whisper on the wind wishing him a happy
birthday.




Chapter 2






Eli woke up with a start and slammed back
down onto the mattress. He had a moment’s panic that he’d been
floating above the bed but as his mind cleared he decided it had
just been one of those nightmares when your body locks down. When
he levitated the duvet fell off.

He glanced at his alarm clock and was doubly
pleased he hadn’t been doing anything odd because it was past 10am
and his Mam would be in to get him up at any minute. He was
surprised he’d been allowed to sleep in so long, even if it was his
birthday. Despite that, even knowing it was late, it was very
tempting to just roll over and pretend the morning wasn’t
happening.

There were signs of life downstairs – the
television was on and the scent of frying bacon had wafted up the
stairs. The front door shut with a bang and he sat up to push the
curtain aside in time to see Derek pedalling down the drive on his
way to the newsagents. He was wearing his fetching tangerine
cycling shorts to show he meant business. Eli felt lazy watching
and reluctantly heaved himself upright.

After a quick shower he found a reasonably
clean pair of jeans on his bedroom floor and a t-shirt and hoodie
from the wardrobe. All of them were a bit big for him because he’d
been expected to grow faster than he had. They would probably be
too big right up until the moment they were suddenly too small.
That was his normal luck.

“Oh, there’s the birthday boy.” His Mam
threw him a beautiful smile as she wrapped him in a tight hug and
kissed his cheek. “I thought you were going to sleep right through
it.”

“I thought about it,” he admitted
sheepishly. He took a seat at the breakfast bar while she put more
bacon in the pan. “I’m not too late?”

“No. There’s a card for you from your
grandma.”

“Thanks.” He opened it carefully and
pocketed the twenty pounds note inside. His Mam had obviously
bought the card and written it out but Grandma Mitchell had managed
a shaky, almost illegible signature, which he appreciated, knowing
how hard she found writing. “I’ll call her later to say thanks.”
They weren’t going to visit today. One of the other care home
residents was exactly seventy-six years older than Eli and they
were having their own party, which Eli didn’t want to intrude on.
It wasn’t as though fourteen was a special birthday.

He opened Danny’s card as well. It was a
brightly coloured design without much thought put into it, possibly
the first one Danny had spotted in the shop. It was hard to
personalise things for Eli because he didn’t really have any
interests. He played football, played computer games and liked
music, but he didn’t know many boys who didn’t. He knew that was
his own fault but he still minded having a collection of
could-be-for-anyone cards, if only a little. There wasn’t any
present because Danny had handed over a yo-yo and the spinning top
on Friday, with an instruction to practise. It was good to have at
least one friend he could talk to about that, though it was a bit
strange it was one he’d only had a few weeks. He didn’t remember
why he’d told Danny, it must be because he was easy to talk to, or
because he seemed wiser than Eli somehow. Still, it felt odd and…
dishonest that Danny knew what his Mam didn’t. The thought chewed
his insides up and he decided to put it off, at least until he’d
finished breakfast.

He was halfway through his sandwich when
Derek got back and he was allowed to open his real presents. Cathy
had, as expected, bought him sweets and she had added a CD that was
so neatly wrapped he thought their Mam had done it for her until he
realised how much tape was involved. His Mam and Derek had bought
him a new computer game – actually new, not second hand. He lost
his appetite for the rest of his sandwich.

“That is the right one, isn’t it?” his Mam
asked anxiously. “The man at the shop said…”

“Yes, Mam. It’s the right one.” He forced a
smile to his face. How was he going to tell them he’d broken the
X-box? They would only ask how he’d done it, and he couldn’t really
explain, other than that, of course, it had been an accident.

“Good. You can’t play it till tomorrow,
though. Today you have to be social.”

Relieved, but trying not to show it, Eli
nodded. “Yes, Mam.”

They went for a pub lunch with Derek’s
parents, who Eli called Granddad and Grandma Jones even though he
never called Derek Dad. He’d only recently started to wonder why he
did that, but then he’d only recently started thinking about his
father again. His Mam had explained it to him when he started
school, in case the other kids asked. His father had left them
before Eli was born, before Hannah was taken, and no one had heard
from him since. At the time he had simply accepted that, but as he
got older, and Derek arrived, he had asked more questions, most of
which she had only half answered.

She’d said he’d been a salesman and
travelled a lot, but Eli doubted that. It didn’t explain why she
hated to talk about him and why Grandma Mitchell thought (and said,
sometimes, on her bad days) looking like him was a bad thing. Now
Eli suspected his father had been a criminal, or even married, but
he was frightened to ask. He was probably a suspect in Hannah’s
disappearance, he almost had to be. He was also a suspect in Eli’s
more recent and unusual problems. He had to have got it from
somewhere and none of his subtle hints or leading questions had
gleaned anything from his Mam. She seemed to not have a clue and
even, now and then, to be wilfully misunderstanding him.

“Bad night?”

“What?” Eli blinked and looked up at
Granddad Jones.

“You drifted off there.”

“Yeah, I do that sometimes.”

“Aye. I remember that myself.” He winked,
making Eli wonder what exactly he thought Eli had been thinking
about. “Got a girlfriend yet?”

Eli was spared from replying by his Grandma,
who elbowed her husband sharply in the ribs. “Leave the boy alone
and eat your pork,” she said. “Don’t worry about him, Eli. You just
concentrate on school for now.”

“Yes, Grandma.” Thanks to her he now had
three heavy textbooks between his feet, apparently on the theory
that he would like history better if he read more about it. “I’ll
work hard.”

“Not too hard, though,” his Mam chided. “You
need to have some fun, too.”

“Right.” Eli stuck his tongue out at her.
“Hard, but not too hard.”

He felt like he had eaten a horse rather
than a treacle pudding, and so did everyone else, so the walk home
was slow and easy. His arms were aching from the weight of the
books long before the house was in sight. Despite this he stayed
only long enough to drop his burden, check his phone and get out
again.

Angie was already in the park, sitting on a
swing, texting. She was well wrapped up, only a pink face escaping
from a swathe of purple gloves, hat and coat. He was sure she’d be
wearing a skirt but since it was shorter than the coat he could
only see her thick tights. He thought she looked older than he did,
but he thought that about most of the girls in his class. They
tended to act older too, most of the time.

“You summoned me.” He took the swing next to
hers and pushed back slightly, waiting for her to finish
typing.

“I thought you’d be moping, and I was
bored.”

“Aren’t you forgetting something?”

“I don’t know, am I?”

He pointedly drew back his jacket to reveal
the giant “14” button Cathy insisted he wear and she laughed.
“Congrats. Did you get anything good?”

“It was alright,” he admitted modestly.
“It’ll see me through to Christmas.” He shrugged to imply he was
above presents, though he wasn’t really. Angie nodded in perfect
understanding. “You up to anything?”

“No.” She sighed theatrically. “It’s cold,
but if I go home Mam will make me do the homework.”

Eli shrugged again, not wanting to admit
he’d already done his. He hadn’t always been so organised and he
didn’t want to seem proud of it. He had, after all, only done it to
avoid “practising”, which was usually staring at objects that
stubbornly refused to move for hours on end and then threw
themselves at the wall for no apparent reason.

“I got you a poster,” Angie offered, almost
as if she’d read his mind. “You seem to be collecting them.”

“I am.” He needed something to cover the
dents. “Where is it?”

“It’s at my house. I’ll bring it round in
the morning.”

He nodded. Angie had stopped coming over a
few months ago and Eli had stopped going to hers. Both sets of
parents had taken to lurking outside their bedroom doors checking
“everything was okay”. It wasn’t subtle and it was uncomfortable so
they’d come to an unspoken agreement to meet outdoors instead. Eli
kept wondering if he was supposed to ask her out and he didn’t want
to, partly because he thought she’d say no and partly because she
was a friend, which seemed distinct from a girlfriend.

“Are you going to the fireworks next week?”
she asked suddenly.

“Probably. We usually do as long as it’s not
raining.”

“That’s what I thought.” She kicked off and
swung a few times while she gathered her thoughts. “Would you mind
if I asked you to hang out with Cathy, or Danny if he’s there?”

Eli found he had matched her swing without
really thinking about it. Had he used his legs? He couldn’t
remember. He realised he had paused long enough that she was
getting worried and hurriedly replied. “I can do that. Are you
going with Peter?”

She flashed him a relieved smile. “Not yet,
but I’m hoping. He hasn’t asked anyone else and he and Heather have
been broken up for almost a fortnight now. Do you think he’ll
ask?”

“I don’t know.” Eli avoided Peter as much as
possible because of his not so charming personality and tendency to
throw his fists around. He couldn’t understand why Angie would
volunteer to talk to him, but she wasn’t the only girl interested.
He supposed Peter must be hot. “He might, I guess.”

“You could suggest it to him? You know,
mention me a few times.”

“No, I really couldn’t.” Eli shuddered. “Do
your own dirty work.”

“It’s not dirty, it’s… helping.” She saw
that he was unconvinced and groaned. “Why do girls have to wait to
be asked, anyway? It’s so unfair.”

“Nothing’s stopping you from asking
him.”

Angie stopped the swing to stare at him.
“But what if he said no?”

“You just can’t be pleased, can you?”

She blinked and then laughed. “No, maybe I
can’t.” Her phone alarm went off and she sighed. “I have to get
home. Dad’s working tonight.”

Eli didn’t see what difference that made
since her Mam was always home to look after her brothers, but Angie
was always careful to be back before her Dad went to work. Eli
didn’t ask why and she didn’t say.

After Angie was gone he stayed out while
there was still light “practising” swinging. He must have done
something because he was exhausted by the time he tried to stand up
and found his legs had turned to jelly. That was the only sign that
the movement hadn’t been the wind. He pulled his hood tight, stuck
his hands deep in his pockets and trudged back to the house.




Chapter 3






Monday morning was always chaotic. Derek was
the first out, heading off to work on his bike. His Mam had to get
Cathy ready and off to school in the car, Disney Princess lunchbox
in hand, and then off to her own job. That left Eli alone for a few
precious minutes which he used to ignore the washing up, before he
too had to grab his bag and head off.

At the end of the cul-de-sac he waited for
Angie. During the week she was too cool to wait for him, so he had
to be early or she would walk on without him. He resented that a
little, but not enough to attempt being cool himself. He didn’t
think it was worth losing friends over and it did seem to involve a
lot of being mean to people. Besides, he didn’t think she looked as
pretty with her blonde hair back-combed and pinned up like the
sixth form girls. He wasn’t keen on her super short skirt either.
Most of the boys disagreed with him, or at least they pretended to
by ogling and whistling. Maybe he was a late developer. He didn’t
think he was gay. Of course, he could be a late developer on that
as well.

When Angie finally appeared he was wearing a
deep frown, which didn’t help him appreciate the effort she’d gone
to. She pulled a face at him as she crossed to his corner, as if
she hadn’t expected to see him or had hoped not to. She did that
every morning and he ignored it, as always. “Hey.”

“Hey,” she replied. “How is fourteen turning
out?”

“So far, so good.” He shrugged. He decided
not to mention that she’d forgot his present again. He wasn’t in
such a rush for it. “Done the homework?”

“Some of it. I’ll do the rest in the break.”
By this she meant that she would look at his. Eli didn’t think it
was a good strategy because his homework wasn’t always right either
and the teachers were bound to notice when they got the same
questions wrong. They’d had detention over it twice last year. He
didn’t mention that, either. It wasn’t as if he was going to refuse
to help.

The school was on the edge of the estate, in
easy walking distance. The riverside footpath was the quickest
route but Angie didn’t like climbing the steps back up the bank so
they circled around on the level alongside the road. They joined a
steady stream of local pupils alongside the traffic of village kids
getting dropped off by parents in 4x4s and some town centre kids on
the bus. No one paid them much attention as they filed through the
metal gates and towards the main building. Like the estate next
door, it was almost fifteen years old and in the odd stage where
nothing was new but nothing was broken either. Eli thought it was a
soulless place and tried to spend as little time as possible
inside.

“I’ll see you later.” They couldn’t be seen
together in public, of course, so Angie hurried to the form class,
where it was warm and her girlfriends were waiting to compare
make-up and swap glossy magazines. Eli waited in the yard, popping
in his earbuds.

Danny was nearly late. Danny was nearly late
most mornings. His Dad pulled up the car on the double yellow lines
and was off again almost before Danny reached the pavement. It was
an impressive car, black with darkened windows and much classier
than most parents could afford. Danny had both an iPhone and an
iPad and wore clothes with genuine labels on them. He was tall,
pale blonde and blue eyed and probably one of the cleverest kids in
the class, but he wasn’t big-headed about it. By rights, he should
have been at the centre of the popular crowd, but he was new this
year and he had just moved up from London with a very English
accent so only Eli was willing to talk to him.

Of course Eli wasn’t up to Danny’s high
standards, which was why he had never been inside the pricey car
and still had no idea where his new best friend actually lived. He
knew his parents well enough to wave across the yard but had never
been close enough to speak to them. They both looked more like club
bouncers than the successful business people Danny said they were.
Eli knew that was just his imagination trying to create a bit of
interest, though. Door keeping didn’t pay that well and the Borders
didn’t have much in the way of organised crime. They’d prove to be
the same as everyone else’s parents if he ever got the chance to
get to know them.

“You didn’t need to wait outside,” Danny
yelled before he was in normal speaking range. He had an eager
smile, as if he was really looking forward to class, or, less
likely, had actually missed Eli over the weekend.

“I’d only be waiting inside,” Eli pointed
out with a shrug. He pulled his earbuds out and they went in.

“Any luck over the weekend?” Danny whispered
before they reached the form class.

“No.” Eli grimaced. That wasn’t entirely
true, but he decided a crowded corridor wasn’t the best place to go
over the details. “I didn’t have much time to try, what with the
birthday and all.”

“Oh yeah. Did you have fun?”

“It was alright.”

“Good.” Danny tried not to look
disappointed, but Eli knew that he’d been hoping for a better
story. He was the only person Eli had told about the potential
super-powers and why shouldn’t he be excited, after all? It wasn’t
something that happened every day and Danny didn’t have to worry
about being a freak. He was embracing the part of enthusiastic
side-kick a little too well, though. Sometimes Eli regretted
opening his mouth but there was something so trustworthy about
Danny, especially in the morning before his brain fully woke up.
Eli hadn’t been able to help himself.

Another good thing about Danny was that he
knew when to drop a subject. “What have we got this morning?”

“Maths, Danny. Two months into the year you
should have the timetable memorised by now.”

Danny just shrugged. “I follow you around.
Where were we up to?”

Eli gave him an incredulous look. “You don’t
remember? You aced the trig test on Friday.”

“Oh yeah.” He went vaguely cross-eyed.
“Trig. That’s triangles, right?”

Eli sighed and pushed him through the door.
That was another contender for why he liked Danny. He was even
weirder than Eli was.

They shuffled around the school from Maths,
to French, to Chemistry. Eli would struggle to name his favourite
subject but he knew it was none of those. It was very hard luck to
get them all together on a Monday morning. By the end he felt as
though his brain was melting. Danny wasn’t much help. He wasn’t a
morning person and spent most of his time doodling and trying to
distract Eli and anyone else in reach. Mostly he got away with it –
partly because he was new, partly because his parents scared the
teachers, and lastly because he always managed to get As whether he
appeared to be listening or not.

Despite the chill they sat outside to eat
their packed lunches. Food and a bottle of cola had the usual
effect on Danny, who finally woke up. “How’s your Mam?”

“Mam?”

“You said the weekend was going to be
tough.”

“Oh that.” Had he said that? He thought he’d
hidden it well, but then how else could Danny have known? “Yeah,
she was alright, in the end. A bit sad, sometimes, but then she’s
always a bit like that.”

“It must be weird.”

Eli shrugged. “It’s normal for us, I
suppose.”

Danny nodded thoughtfully. “Now that the
anniversary is over, do you think you’re going to tell her?”

Eli tossed the remains of his lunch at the
bin, missed, sighed and got up to pick up the mess. By the time he
returned to the bench he had thought of an answer. “Yes, I had
better. I can’t hide it forever. I just wish I could do it
reliably, so I could do a demonstration and prove I wasn’t going
mad.”

“Really no luck with the spinning top?”

“I’ve had it three days, Danny. Give me a
chance.”

“Okay. Not tonight then, but maybe by the
weekend?”

“Yeah, something like that.” Eli had the
feeling that there would never be a good time to raise the subject
and he’d find ways of putting it off until he was found out, but
that was the coward’s answer so he didn’t say so.

The day finished with History and English,
both of which classes were dominated by a now caffeinated Danny,
whose hand seemed almost permanently raised for any question, which
was even more annoying than the morning of fidgeting. Eli kept as
large a distance as their neighbouring seats would allow and tried
hard not to look at Danny’s answers when they were doing the
exercises, but he didn’t succeed and ended up copying a lot of it
anyway. It was impossible to forget the right answer once you’d
spied it.

“See you tomorrow?” Danny paused at the
school gates.

“Yeah, sure,” Eli agreed, as if he had any
choice about it short of faking illness. In his head he had already
moved on to the next challenge – getting safely past the gauntlet
of bullies who were usually waiting to intercept him. He craned his
neck but couldn’t spot them.

“Mrs Kendrick held Peter back,” Danny told
him. “You should have at least five minutes’ head start.”

“How do you know that?” Eli hadn’t seen any
of that class going past.

Danny shrugged uncomfortably. “I keep my ear
to the ground. You’d better hurry.” He flashed a parting wave and
headed off to where his Mam was waiting, leaning casually against
the car. His shoulders were slumped and Eli had the sudden thought
that he was as scared of her as everyone else.

He couldn’t do anything about that now,
though. Swiftness was key to a clean escape. He jogged out across
the road with only a cursory glance to check for traffic. His Mam
would scold if she ever saw him but so far he’d always been lucky.
He moved up two blocks with the flow of pedestrians and then cut
down to the riverside path.

They were not far behind him, he knew. They
were making a lot of noise, yelling, joking and dragging sticks
against the railings that lined that part of the path. Eli
considered speeding up, but it was muddy and the steps were
slippery. They probably wouldn’t run down them either – they
weren’t stupid and they didn’t want to fall any more than he
did.

He reached the riverbank and turned west. It
was more dangerous here. It was wide enough for two or three to
come at him at once, but running would only encourage them to chase
him. Most of the time, if he kept walking, they would be content to
harry him on. He felt like a coward, but at least there wouldn’t be
a fight.

He was listening hard to the clamour behind
him so he knew straight away when they decided to catch him. The
mud and puddles must have been too tempting. They stopped shouting,
using their breath to speed up.

Eli closed his eyes in a moment of panic. He
stumbled, putting his foot down on empty air, and pushed himself
back. His backpack met resistance and he felt behind him at a stone
wall. Puzzled he opened his eyes again.

It was dark, much more so than the twilight
of a moment ago. He was clinging to the side of a tunnel, a grand
arch stretched over his head and perhaps five feet to either side
of him. He looked down and hastily pushed himself close to the
wall. It was a long way to the ground. He took a deep, calming
breath.

By the time he had counted to ten a group of
pigeons had fluttered in to settle on the ledge beside his feet. He
didn’t normally like pigeons but they had much more business being
there than he did so he didn’t shoo them away.

Peter and his gang ran past below him, still
thinking he was ahead of them. None of them looked up, but then how
often had he looked up even though he passed under the rail bridge
almost every day? He’d known the ledge was there, at the top of the
great pillar of stone clad brick, but he’d never truly thought
about it.

Very carefully he slid down until he was
sitting, bravely dangling his legs over the side. If he leaned out
a little he could see the river mouth and the old town battlements
to his right, sinking into shadows. Westward the setting sun was
lighting the clouds in glorious reds and golds above the purple
hills. A lot closer than that the streetlights were coming on, a
mix of orange and white pinpoints in regimented rows. Everything
was so small it seemed impossible that any of it could touch him.
Even the wind seemed cleaner, simpler. For the first time in a long
while he felt entirely safe.

Then the inter-city train came along,
shaking the tracks above him and startling the birds from their
roosts. Eli covered his ears against the thundering noise and
landed in a puddle at the base of the arch, down by whatever method
he’d used to get up.

He waited for the train to pass and then
executed a hopeful little jump. Nothing happened, except for
another muddy splash up his trousers. He watched wistfully as the
pigeons settled back down. There was definitely no way to climb up.
With a sigh, he re-slung his backpack and walked on.

He was still the first person home because
Cathy went to day-care until their parents finished work. He got
himself a bag of crisps and a cola and went upstairs to start his
homework. A few hours later his Mam popped her head in to check he
was alive, in her words, but generally he was left alone. He
emerged at tea time to gulp down curry and rice, and retreated back
to his room.

“What are you doing up there?” his Mam
called after him.

“X-box,” he yelled back.

“You’ll waste your life away doing that,”
she warned as she returned to her TV soap opera.

He turned his music up and put away all of
his school work, leaving just a single eraser on the desk. He would
have liked to have nothing more to worry about than a video game.
He would have liked to still have an x-box but a few weeks ago he
lost a game and the console had flown across the room and smashed.
He had put it back together and it looked alright, from the front
anyway, and the burning smell had finally faded. At some point he
would have to ask for a new one for Christmas, even though he knew
they were expensive. He tried to convince himself it was better to
have no distractions, but it wasn’t a cheering thought.

He tried to remember the feeling of
teleporting himself. There had been a flash of dizziness and
disorientation. He’d felt a current pulling him along. He was
tired, but not in his muscles as he would have been if he’d jumped
or climbed up. He knew how he had felt afterwards, which was
euphoric, but he couldn’t remember anything special about before.
He couldn’t connect the event to a thought or an action, unless it
was a wish to escape. Once again, it had just happened without him
trying.

It had to be easier to push an eraser an
inch than to move a whole person tens of metres, but the stationery
stayed stubbornly immobile on the desk, taunting him. He tried for
hours, with occasional breaks when he lay on the bed and tried to
reason it out. How was it that things moved when he didn’t mean
them to, but he couldn’t make them when he did? It didn’t seem
fair.

“Eli.” His Mam knocked sharply and opened
the door before Eli could reply. The eraser pinged off her
forehead, hit the wall and disappeared behind the radiator. She
stood blinking in surprise with her mouth open. Eli would have
laughed if he hadn’t been holding his breath. “Well. Well, now. You
are grounded, young man. I want you straight back from school every
night until I say otherwise.”

“Football tomorrow, Mam.”

“Football is part of school. Straight home
after practise.” She even smiled at that because she would be back
from work by then and ready to time him.




Chapter 4


The alarm clock had a short power cord, so
even though it tried to fly away it didn’t make it as far as the
wall and fell harmlessly to the carpet, where it continued to buzz
angrily. Eli hid his head under his pillow. Then he remembered his
plans for the day and managed to muster some enthusiasm.

He rushed through the morning routine but
was forced to wait for his Mam and Cathy to leave because his hurry
had got in their way and made them late. He began to sympathise
with his parents’ constant frustration at how many things Cathy
could forget. She was up and down the stairs a half dozen times
before his Mam decided enough was enough and if they didn’t have it
now it was staying behind. After he had waved them off he checked
there was nothing they would need to come back for before he slung
his own bag over his shoulder and locked the front door behind
him.

He passed the corner where he normally met
Angie and kept on walking, almost running really. He felt a twinge
of doubt. He would have to think up an excuse for not waiting and
it would have to be a lie. A white lie, he told himself, determined
not to delay. Or at least not a black one.

After a few minutes he was stood under the
arch staring up at his ledge, currently occupied by a row of drowsy
pigeons. It was daylight, but he struggled to make out the details
because of the morning fog clinging to the river. It looked very
high and so narrow he could hardly believe he could stand on it. It
must be a trick of perspective.

“Okay,” he encouraged himself. His voice
echoed and he checked he was alone. If he wasn’t then his
companions were hidden in the mist. “I can do this.” It had taken
two hours before he finally teleported the eraser and he had a
maximum of ten minutes now, but it had to be the same process,
surely? He swung his arms as though preparing for a High Jump and
then settled in to concentrate.

He stared at the ledge. A train went over
the bridge but he barely blinked. He didn’t want to close his eyes,
he wanted to see. He wanted to see from up there. A nameless part
of his mind connected – he could visualise exactly where he wanted
to be. By instinct, he pushed and fell into a black, noiseless
stream.

Four of his senses told him nothing. His
eyes didn’t even report the bright spots he often saw when suddenly
plunged into darkness. His outer ears thought there was a
susurration of wind, but he couldn’t make any sense of it. His
inner ears had lost track of which way was down. He didn’t dare
sniff the air in case there wasn’t any. Only his skin had certain
sensation, feeling the pressure as he forced his way through, his
hair standing on end with static.

And he was there, gasping for breath and
choking on scattered feathers. He threw both fists into the air in
triumph, barking his knuckles on the rough bricks above but not
caring at all. He leaned back against the wall, laughing.

He felt as though he was part of the sky and
also buried underground, free and protected at the same time. It
was cold and damp in the shadows, but he could see the sun rising
over the sea, chasing pinks and purples over the low, shifting
mists with its promise of fresh starts. He was finally getting a
grip on things. His smile faded slightly. If only he could stay
longer, but when the sun was up anyone would be able to see
him.

Getting down was even easier. He thought
that was practise. He couldn’t feel any gravity helping him in the
strange in-between world. There was a current, but it was the same
strength downwards as it had been up.

He missed where he was aiming for and landed
in the mud five feet from the path. Luckily it was low tide so he
wasn’t actually in the river, but it did re-inforce the potential
dangers. It would be easy to trip, to fall, to re-appear in thin
air, even when he could see where he was going. He was chastened by
the time he clambered back up the bank, but not enough to knock his
pride.

He was late by the time he got to school.
Only a little, the first lesson hadn’t started, but enough the
school might send a letter home if he made a habit of it. Angie
cast a few curious glances his way but clearly wasn’t worried
enough to ask during school. Danny was so impatient he tried
interrogating via notes, but Eli ignored him. He was in enough
trouble already without getting caught talking in class.

Danny had him cornered as soon as the lesson
was over, shoving the back of his hand against Eli’s forehead. “You
don’t feel sick.” He peered into Eli’s eyes. “They might be a bit
bloodshot.”

“I never said I was sick. I was just… doing
something before school and it took a bit longer than I
thought.”

“Nothing’s up with your family?”

“No.” Eli scowled, not sure why Danny would
even suggest that. “I mean, I’m grounded, but nothing serious.”

“Grounded?”

“Promise you won’t laugh?” Danny promised,
so Eli told him and he guffawed. “It’s not funny.”

“It’s a little funny. Anyway, you’re the one
who’s keeping secrets.”

“I know.” Eli sighed. “I’ll be getting the
talk tonight, I guess. I can bring it up then.”

“No,” Danny said sharply, shaking his head
firmly. “Trust me on this, it’s not a good time.”

“But it’s getting worse,” Eli protested.

“I know.” Danny bit his lip. Eli thought for
a moment he had a proper objection, but all he came out with was
“Can you imagine trying to break the news and being interrupted by
trick or treaters?”

Eli tried and couldn’t help laughing. “Maybe
not,” he conceded.

Danny nodded. “But, worse?”

“I’ll tell you at lunchtime.”

At their bench in the yard, Danny listened,
but he wasn’t as encouraging as usual. He was quiet, asking the
wrong questions and constantly checking for eavesdroppers. Eli
decided he was scared. “Should I shut up, here?”

“What? No, why would you say that?”

“Well, I know it’s a big step up from
spinning tops to teleporting, but I had hoped for more enthusiasm,
you know? I thought you’d be excited.”

“I am excited. It’s just… getting dangerous
more quickly than I was expecting, I suppose.”

“Great. Good for you. I’m going to dwell on
the upside, if you don’t mind, so you can go and worry about it
somewhere else.”

He spent the afternoon disgruntled and
resisting the temptation to stab a pencil into Danny’s constantly
raised hand. He hoped he would get a chance to vent his feelings at
practise, but his pessimistic side doubted it.

As he stepped out of the changing rooms he
was sure. The sea fret had returned and some afternoon showers had
filled the pitch with mud and puddles. Even with the floodlights
glaring it was hard to pick out the mud splattered ball. Danny,
playing mid-field for the opposition, went out of his way to show
Eli up with a dexterity he never showed during their lunchtime
kick-abouts. Like most things Danny did it he was good at football
if and only if he was putting in the effort. It was cold and
miserable and Eli’s team lost the first game 4-2.

“Picked a good night to lose, Jones,” Peter
jeered as they stood waiting for Mr Henstridge to finish giving
individual pointers. Even Peter’s cronies seemed to have missed his
point until he drew himself up and cocked his head towards the
fence. “Scouts.”

Eli craned his neck. There was a group of
three men watching them, strange men in long, dark coats, lurking
beyond the reach of the floodlights. They didn’t fit Eli’s mental
image of a scout, which was more similar to a businessman in a grey
suit, but they weren’t parents so he couldn’t think of many other
reasons for them to be there. He wasn’t bothered by Peter’s jibe
even if they were scouts. He wasn’t seriously considering a
sporting career. “What do you think?” he asked Danny.

His friend was wearing a deep scowl. “I
don’t think they’re interested in the game.” He caught Mr
Henstridge’s attention and gestured. The teacher frowned. He hadn’t
been expecting anyone. He started towards the fence and the men
melted away.

“Weird,” Eli said.

“Yeah,” Danny agreed, in a tone which
implied he understood and wasn’t pleased. Eli was about to ask but
Mr Henstridge blew the whistle for the next match, which turned out
to be brutal as everyone tried to show off, just in case, and he
forgot about it.

“That was fun.” Danny had a bright smile
despite the grime. “Are you hitting the showers?”

“Nah.” Eli rubbed at bruises he’d acquired
in a hard tackle. He’d rather avoid a repeat in the changing rooms.
“It’s not very far to my place. I’ll drop the shoes in the porch
and Mam won’t mind. Is your Dad picking you up?”

“Eventually.” Danny peered back at where the
strangers had been, clearly unsettled. “He’s working late, though.
Can I kill time at your place?”

“Sure.” Eli tried to remember if bringing
friends over was allowed when you were grounded. He suspected it
wasn’t, but his Mam had been asking to meet Danny all term and he
could probably get away with it. “You’ll have to put up with my
little sister, though. She’s a fairy godmother tonight. She will
try to grant your wish, it’s inevitable.”

“I’ll wish for chocolate,” Danny promised.
“That should be an easy one.”

They stayed on the streets because it was
late and dark. The younger kids were already out on their trick or
treat rounds, wearing costumes and face paint
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