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I hid under a bench at the back, waiting for the others to leave. As they rustled past, not one acknowledged me. They knew what I was doing but they didn’t care. Like when you see wizard-obsessed kids playing nerd cards – they’re not your people; don’t give them a second thought. 

The others had more important things to worry about. Namely: lunch. A pat on the back or a quiet nod of understanding might have been nice, but it wasn’t to be. You’re born alone, you die alone, and you only escape a ‘see me after class’ from Dr Andrews on your own.

The key, you see, is to hide until the biology teacher forgets that he said to wait behind. He has a problem with his memory ‘due to eighteen ill-spent months’ in his twenties. Nobody knows what this means.

You might wonder why I didn’t walk out with the rest of the class, hiding in plain sight, disguised by the collective. But Susie Downer tried that once and got a Friday. From behind his whisky-tumbler glasses, Dr Andrews watched the class leave. He stood at the door as he did so, on the other side of the room, to the right of the front-facing desks, past the fume cupboard. He must have once been told that this is what proper teachers do.

With the class gone – well, all but one – Andrews returned to his desk and sighed. I peered round the bench to see him tap at his mouse and frown at his computer. His forehead looked like lined paper and would double in size if he ever relaxed. 

To escape I needed the same control you see in movie stars with biceps the circumference of my waist. You know. They pout and they wait. Like comedy and omelettes, it’s all about timing. To hide until Andrews left would be too late – he locks the door. To some kids, being locked in a lab all lunch might sound fun (have you seen how far plastic pipettes can squirt water?) but this kid (me) needed to get to the library to finish his French and so avoid having to stay behind after that lesson too. 

Everything depended on the whiteboard. 

There remained the scrawled instructions from the start of the test, words on a tombstone. If Dr Andrews followed his teaching manual in this instance, he’d understand the importance of wiping the slate clean before the next period. Once, a biology teacher forgot to remove her notes on human reproduction from the previous lesson. She couldn’t get us back under control for weeks. 

If Andrews wiped the board, he’d turn his back and I could video-game crouch from bench to bench to the sink at the side of the room to the door and be away. 

I gritted my teeth and watched him with a sniper’s focus, my left eye marginally past the last leg of the back bench, controlled breathing and everything.

‘How about you remember to tell Jamie his mother’s at reception?’ he hissed at the screen.

For a moment I worried that he was about to get involved in a long back-and-forth with the school office about the necessity of effective communication, but, still muttering under his breath, he grabbed the board rubber from his desk and turned.

There! No hesitation! I was off! And despite a backpack with a day’s worth of books and despite shoes that might have been made of iron for all their sneaking suitability, I darted from my bench at the rear of the classroom – yes, darted – to the next row and then the next. If there were a CCTV feed and you were watching, you might have mistaken me for a ghost. Or a mouse, albeit a massive one in a school uniform. (A weird image.) Because I half sprang and half glided, caught in the sweet wind of escape. 

Andrews continued wiping the board, moaning about emails as he did. By the time I reached the sink, the open door only a few metres away, I assumed success, and I guessed that it was victory that I could taste, rather than breaktime sour-mix Haribo. I was already thinking about the best way of cheating at French, because surely Andrews wouldn’t mutter if he even suspected there to be a kid in the room.

But assumption has felled empires, lost crowns, got kids Friday detentions.

I swear the second that my foot crossed the threshold from Biology Lab 3 to the science block corridor, Dr Andrews shouted, ‘Stop right there!’

I stopped right there. I didn’t turn. I flinched. I’d heard rumours of him chucking board rubbers. Older school teachers favour them because their soft edges don’t leave a bruise.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’

Slowly I looked over my shoulder, holding on to the faint hope that he was somehow talking to his inbox in an imagined confrontation with the woman in the office – who, in all fairness, is a bit annoying. You try getting an early lunch pass from her.

But no. One hand – the one holding the board rubber – was over his shoulder, looking fully like he was going to launch the thing. At me. The other hand pointed. At me. At my frantic, disappointed heart.

‘Return to your bench. You’ve some explaining to do.’
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‘Take your earphones out,’ Mum snapped, ‘and explain yourself.’

She ambushed me at the front door. She’d have received an automatic email from school, informing her of my Friday after-school detention. She’d have followed my journey home through her phone. This would have provided her with the optimum moment to position herself in the front hall, hands on hips, not disappointed but angry. Having a phone is great and everything, but I could do without Mum using it as a tracking device.

‘Dr Andrews doesn’t teach us. He throws facts at our faces. And whenever anyone complains, he does this evil stare and frowns so hard you think his head will explode,’ I said.

‘We’re not talking about your teacher. We’re talking about you having your earphones in during a test,’ she said. ‘And scoring seventeen per cent. Meaning either you’re bad at biology or really bad at cheating. Were you listening to music again, Will? Honestly?’

‘Honestly?’ I felt the world’s focus fall on me. Or Mum’s at least. ‘Yes. But only because people were being loud and I was trying to concentrate.’

I could hear Robbie, my older brother, moving upstairs. Listening in for sure. He should get in trouble for it. He wouldn’t, though. He never does.

‘Right,’ she said. ‘Okay. Give me your phone.’

Four words to strike terror into the heart of anyone under the age of eighty.

‘But!’ My brain raced. I didn’t want to sound whiny, that wouldn’t work. Think! ‘The calendar app! You know how I use it to get organised, like you told me to. And I’ve already got a detention tomorrow. Nobody should get punished twice for the same crime.’

‘I can do what I want. I’m your mother.’

‘Please. I swear. I’ll never get caught listening to music in class again.’ 

A single raised eyebrow from Mum. She’s amazingly skilled at communicating through her eyebrows. 

‘I mean, it’ll never happen again. Honestly, Mum. Dad would—’

‘Your dad’s not here.’

I tried my puppy face. It’s when you dip your chin and open your eyes as much as possible. For emergencies only. But desperate times call for desperate measures.

‘Mum,’ I said. ‘I love music.’

‘It’s not the music; it’s your phone addiction. If you’re not listening to that noise, you’re tapping away at it, doing I don’t know what. Adults pretend to be kids online. Did you know that?’ (I did know this because she had told me a trillion times.) ‘I read it in this article. Are you listening?’

‘I’m so not addicted!’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘your biology teacher thinks otherwise. And your maths teacher too. And your form tutor. And your geography teacher. And your father. And me.’

If we’re speaking honestly, Mum had only got interested in ‘tech addiction’ after reading an online article. Dad tended to agree with Mum as a relationship-improving technique – not that it worked.

‘Please. One last chance?’

She wavered. There was clear wavering. You could see it in her eyebrow. I increased the intensity of my puppy face: 85 per cent Labrador. Imagining a world without my music … It’d be like fish without chips. Or superheroes without costumes. Trees without leaves.

‘One last chance,’ Mum said. ‘But next time you’re on your phone when you shouldn’t be, getting it confiscated will be the least of your worries. Because next time, Will, I’m sending you to Lonesome Pine Rewild Your Child camp. I read about that too. It’s local.’

As I shook my head, I heard a gasp from Robbie. Coming from upstairs, that’s loud gasping. 

Although I did vaguely remember her discussing this camp as if it were something I’d voluntarily want to do, I made like I didn’t. ‘Lonesome Pine Re-what your what?’

‘Lonesome Pine Rewild Your Child. And if you weren’t constantly on your phone already, I’d suggest you Google it.’ 

‘Rewilding’ sounded painful. Eating nuts and doing yoga, that kind of thing. Advertised by Hollywood actors in Beverly Hills houses on Mum’s Insta feed. Unnatural for boys of my age and appetite. Against our better nature.

‘Now take your shoes off and get changed,’ said Mum. ‘Veggie burgers for dinner.’

Upstairs, I checked my phone’s charge. 33 per cent. I felt similar. And Mum’s burgers were unlikely to help. Sighing, I pulled off my school uniform. 

Back when Dad lived with us, we’d sit round the table for dinner. No technology was allowed, parents included. This stopped after Dad lifted his bike on to the table, to fix the chain or something, and the legs collapsed. (He moved out not long after. ‘I love you, Greg, but you’re like a tornado!’ Mum had said.) Relocating to the sofa and armchairs was meant to be a temporary thing. Putting on the TV too. But, one dinner, Robbie said that he enjoyed being able to ‘share this experience’ (watching the news) with Mum. Mum agreed. We stayed.

‘It used to be a thing,’ Mum had said, speaking over the TV. ‘A community thing. People welcomed neighbours from all around to witness momentous occasions.’

Robbie had responded, ‘Like you and Sue and Love Island?’ and Mum had made like she hadn’t heard. Okay, so he could be funny. Sometimes.

We were still meant to leave our phones in our rooms, though. That was one of Mum’s rules. 

But what difference would it make if I left it in my pocket? I mean, what was the worst that could happen? It wasn’t as if I’d ever get the phone out. I’m not a complete idiot. Maybe, you know, just 75 per cent.
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‘What exactly do you have to do?’ Mum asked Robbie. 

She sat in her armchair, off to the left of us. Me and Robbie sat tight on the small sofa. Our elbows collided each time we tried cutting the meat-free burgers, no buns, the plates balanced on our knees. The TV, directly in front, told of all the ways that American politicians were destroying our future.

Robbie ate his meals in a particular way, splitting up the different elements and eating the sections one by one. Every day, I found it needles-behind-fingernails annoying. Mum didn’t care because he’d always finish his food, which was something you couldn’t say for me.

‘Submit my final project,’ Robbie replied. ‘Anyway, what’s this rewilding camp I heard you talking about? It sounds … troubling.’

Did he wink at me? Was that a wink? Who winks? And it was a good job that I didn’t have a problem with my temper or I might have accidentally thrown my burger at his face. I mean, he was so on his phone more than me. What was her name? Anne, was it? Nobody ever remembered.

Mum had a spot of mayonnaise in the corner of her mouth. Inevitably she didn’t notice the wink. ‘It’s where your brother will be going if he’s caught with his phone out when it shouldn’t be.’

And my phone, in my pocket, vibrated. The horror, the horror. 

I stopped chewing. Maybe it was a ghost alert? Maybe, being crammed so tightly on the sofa meant that my thigh muscle had tremored? But no. My thigh could never be so rhythmic. Why hadn’t I left it on silent? Could Mum hear the vibration? There I sat, tortured by questions. I should have left it charging, safe on my bed. Maybe I was a 100 per cent idiot. 

‘It only happened in biology – one lesson,’ I said quickly, adjusting my plate so it covered my left pocket and trying not to look guilty, which is the worst thing you can attempt when you are guilty. I’m not sure my defence was that impressive either. 

‘Dr Andrews?’ said Robbie. ‘I can’t imagine he’s a fan of eighties hip-hop.’

‘I mean …’ I said, ‘it’s nineties. And Tribe had an album out in 2016. Anyway, he didn’t believe that I was listening to music. He thought someone was transmitting the answers.’

Robbie chuckled.

‘Right,’ said Mum, the word signalling that she was abandoning me. ‘Are you organised for next Thursday, Robbie? Forget about your silly brother.’

(That stung.)

Robbie’s Instagram said that he was an artist. And, in fairness, he was doing a foundation art course at college. It was meant to bridge the gap between school, where you don’t learn anything, and studying art properly at university, where you do. It lasted a year. Despite living at home, he was fully committed; he’d even had his ear pierced. Dad said it made him look like a pirate. Mum said it made him look like William Shakespeare. I thought he looked fairly cool, but I’d never admit that, especially as I knew exactly the reaction I’d get if I’d had my ear pierced. They wouldn’t be comparing me to a famous writer, I can tell you that.

‘All I need to do is take my external hard drive to college, upload the files, and that’s it. It’s like handing in an essay. And then they have a look and then they decide.’

‘Decide what exactly?’ Mum asked.

My phone vibrated again. For sure. Multiple messages. I still had a mound of sweet potato to finish and a good wedge of burger. There was no way I could check without being caught. I was 1,000 per cent an idiot for even considering it. 

‘Everything okay, Will?’ asked Mum.

‘I’m just going to go to the toilet,’ I said, but too speedily. 

I’d have been more convincing if I was sitting under a neon sign that said LIAR.

‘No, you’re not,’ said Mum. ‘You’re not escaping that easily. Don’t think I’ve forgotten the trip to the toilet that lasted three hours. Finish your food.’

I mean, that was the sensible solution. All I needed to do was eat up the stodge that sat thickly on my lap and, in ten minutes’ time, I could collapse on to my bed to check whatever had been sent through. But there was … so … much … stodge. We’d hardly started. It occupied my plate as invitingly as a party of massacred slugs.

I reasoned it was probably only the local Domino’s texting a discount. I should just relax. Or maybe it was Dev sending a dank meme. Or Hudson moaning about homework. Or Nathan asking if we fancied a game of Among Us. But … still … it could wait. Be still my phone.

‘What do they decide, Robbie?’ Mum persisted.

Robbie looked at me and rolled his eyes. ‘Mum, I’ve told you this, like, a hundred times. They decide whether I pass or fail my foundation degree. Or, you know, get a merit or distinction.’

‘Where’s this hard drive? Why’ve I never seen it? Is it ready? Are you finished?’

‘Upstairs. And pretty much – all the hard work is done finally. It’s taken ages. And I’m super proud of it, actually. I just have a few tweaks to make now. Don’t worry.’

‘Why is all your work on this hard drive anyway? Wouldn’t that be a whole year of effort down the drain if something happened to it?’ said Mum.

‘Because my digital art files are massive, Mum – what I do takes up so much storage. They definitely won’t fit on my ancient laptop. I mean, I did mention this to Dad – it would be great if I could get a new laptop, some cloud storage for back-up …’ 

‘You’ll be fine,’ said Mum, changing topic as soon as money was introduced into the mix, as she always did. ‘You’re so talented. Everyone says so, don’t they? Don’t you think, Will? Your brother will get a distinction for sure, won’t he? Is that the highest?’ 

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘He always does.’

‘Say it with meaning,’ said Mum.

Robbie doesn’t draw. It’s CGI. Did I mention that? Initially Dad wasn’t sure about his eldest, best son going off to art school if he wasn’t even studying a proper skill like … woodwork. But Robbie told him that was the point of a foundation year – they teach you all the stuff like that. Dad remained unconvinced until Mum reminded him of CGI in all the movies and video games too. 

‘My son, a millionaire!’ said Dad, practically crying with pride.

But, on the sofa, I wasn’t thinking about this. I was thinking about how my phone had now vibrated for a fourth time. It must be an emergency. Someone was desperate to contact me. It might … hold your horses … even be a girl. Liv had smiled at me at the end of history on Wednesday. If you knew Liv, you’d understand the significance of this. She had eyes that made you shiver.

‘Sure, Robbie will get a distinction,’ I said, trying again. ‘And I really need a wee.’

‘Wee!’ said Robbie. ‘What are you? Five?’

‘You’re not going anywhere until you’ve finished your food. A strong bladder is a great thing to have in life. It’s good training to wait. Thank me when you’re forty.’

Then the news started a story about how unseasonably hot it was. Mum was hooked. 

This was my opportunity.

One-handed, I slid my phone from my pocket and checked its screen. What did I see?

Four messages from the same number asking whether I’d recently injured myself at work. I felt my soul shrink, years fall away from my life force.

‘Will,’ said Mum. 

Hearing my name made me jump, a horror-film jolt, and instead of subtly slipping the phone away, I dropped it. It bounced with a crack against the floorboards.

Like an escaped prisoner with my back flush against the perimeter wall as the searchlight swings past, I gulped.
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‘What is that?’ Mum demanded, staring at my phone on the floor.

I made like I hadn’t noticed, like I thought she meant something else. I nodded at the TV.

‘Global warming,’ I said. 

‘Hey,’ said Robbie, understanding and backing me up for once, like older brothers are meant to. ‘Can you believe this government?’

‘Your phone, Will. On the floor.’

I peered at it. ‘I don’t even …’ I said, 100 per cent Grade 9 drama. ‘What the …?’

‘It’s meant to be upstairs,’ said Mum. 

‘It so is,’ I said. ‘That’s freaky. Maybe I’d forgotten it was in my pocket and it fell out? The burger’s really nice, by the way. I’m so going to finish it.’

Gently Mum placed her dinner plate on the floor. This done, she brought her hands to her face and for a second I thought she might start crying. But when she drew them away, I saw the ice pick instead of tears. This was Dad’s name for the expression she pulled when she was at her angriest. It could shatter ice.

(Also – the mayonnaise had gone.)

‘How long?’ said Mum, face as tight as a barbed-wire fence. ‘How long since I warned you what would happen if you had your phone out when you shouldn’t? Tell me.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Mum,’ said Robbie.

‘How long?’

‘Twenty minutes?’ I offered.

‘Give it,’ she said, holding her hand out. ‘I thought you were better than this.’

My head bowed, my focus on my feet, I did as I was told, retrieving the phone and handing it to Mum. ‘Is the screen okay?’ I asked. ‘It dropped—’

‘Enough,’ said Mum. ‘I hope it’s broken.’ I started to complain but she hadn’t finished. ‘For your sake this rewilding camp better have places. You’re a problem, Will, and we’re going to solve you.’

Mum materialised in my bedroom an hour later, tapping my shoulder. 

‘Take your earphones out. What are you even listening to?’

Obviously I wasn’t listening to anything. She had my phone. It’s just … and it sounds weird to admit it … having the earbuds in made me feel less anxious. About life, the universe, and everything.

I was at my desk, completely focused upon an empty page of my history exercise book, willing the homework notes to appear. Because miracles do happen. It’s how people become saints. I didn’t particularly want to become a saint (it sounded like a lot of work), but I didn’t particularly want to do my homework either. 

If I’d had my phone, I’d have been listening to A Tribe Called Quest. I was led to believe by Netflix teen dramas that liking bands nobody’s heard of made you cool. But, speaking from experience, that’s wack. Whenever I’ve dared mention Tribe to kids in class or whatever, I’ve been met with the same blank faces that appear when I admit that I’m not massively into football. Maybe I would have been better off getting a piercing?

A Tribe Called Quest are a nineties hip-hop group. I first heard them when Dad played their LPs (big black discs that could take someone’s head off if you threw them like massive ninja stars) on his record player. Their MC is Q-Tip. (Nicknamed The Abstract, he is noted for his innovative jazz-influenced style of hip-hop production and his philosophical, esoteric and introspective lyrical themes[1] – Wikipedia). 

Don’t get me wrong, Dad’s too old to be genuinely cool, but he does listen to Tribe. He was even planning to take me on a trip to New York in the summer – just us – where I’d get to see an actual Q-Tip concert, so … he could be a lot worse. Like Nathan’s dad, who’s so into medieval re-enactments that he dresses up as an axeman every other Sunday. Still, Dad is mostly just one of those people who thinks vinyl is better-sounding than streaming because the records snap, crackle and pop. Try to figure that one out. 

And he’d always quote John Peel: ‘Somebody was trying to tell me that CDs are better than vinyl because they don’t have any surface noise. I said, “Listen, mate, life has surface noise.”’

(Don’t worry, I didn’t know who John Peel was either.)

Anyway, in my bedroom, Mum had an announcement to make.

‘The camp does have places,’ she said. My heart was sinking so far it was practically in Australia by the time she added, ‘It’s for the best, Will.’

(Whenever people say ‘it’s for the best’, you can guarantee that you’re in the worst situation.)

The Lonesome Pine Rewild Your Child four-night camp helped eleven- to sixteen-year-olds with tech addiction, and had a very flash website. Too flash, you might say. Mum showed it to me on her iPad, no trace of irony. 

Its centrepiece was a video from the American camp leader, Lieutenant Marvin Faulkner. Wearing a strange uniform that was halfway between Scout leader and desert soldier, he stood in front of a shed and spoke about the dangers of screens. He was a middle-aged man and looked how you’d imagine an ex-soldier who ran anti-tech camps for kids to look. He had a strangely pink face. 

‘Look at him, Mum. Are you really going to place your youngest child in his care?’

But nothing I could say would change her mind. It was like she thought I was ill and needed treatment. Like for real. She acted as if I had a broken leg but was begging not to go to hospital. Within minutes it was all booked; I was going to spend Monday night to Friday lunchtime of May half-term learning how to cope without technology. And to say I was unhappy would be an understatement.

The camp was fairly close, set in the pine forest that loomed over the side of town like a huge Pac-Man ready to devour us dots. The forest was the sort of place parents suggested going for a walk. Mum, Dad, Robbie and I used to go there for picnics and that sometimes, when we were younger, but I couldn’t recall the last time I’d been. Google Maps (on Mum’s iPad) showed a big dollop of green split by a blue thread – the river. I hoped there were no water activities at the camp, swimming or anything like that. Like my phone, I can literally think of nothing worse than getting wet. Apart from jogging.

‘Will I be allowed to listen to music?’ I asked, trembling already at the inevitable answer. ‘What about my mental well-being, Mum?’

‘No technology. That’s the point. And it’ll do your mental well-being good to take a break from all that noise. Don’t think I don’t know about the language in those songs.’

I put my dead earbuds back in, defeated. She left. I wondered whether Q-Tip had ever been sent to camp by his mother. 

Either way, it didn’t matter. Because it was happening. I was being exiled to Camp Boring. 
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Robbie picked me up in Mum’s car after my hour-long after-school detention the next day. As you might imagine, I was keen to get out of there ASAP and recover some of my already ruined weekend. But, before I could even make my way to the passenger door, the head teacher, Mr Rodgers, actually waved Robbie out of the driver’s seat. I had to loiter, wishing I could melt into the tarmac. Floating above the school buildings was a single grey cloud.

‘How’s it going, Robbie?’ asked Mr Rodgers, shaking my brother’s hand vigorously, smiling wildly. ‘It’s so great to see you.’ 

Robbie explained that he was finishing off his foundation course, how all he had left to do was hand in his major project next week. ‘It’s been so much work, but I’m hoping it will pay off and land me a distinction.’

‘Well, all I can say is good luck and make sure you don’t miss that deadline!’ Mr Rodgers turned to me. ‘A very impressive young man, your brother,’ he said. ‘One of our best students in recent years. And not only that but thoroughly pleasant too. You could learn a lot from him … young man.’

That pause, before he said ‘young man’? Yep. Mr Rodgers didn’t know my name. I gritted my teeth, forced a smile and nodded.

On the journey home Robbie had the radio playing the news. There were riots in Brazil, floods in Japan
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