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Chapter One

 


“That bell is for me, not for
you. So just sit back down,” the teacher commanded.

Jake found himself frozen
somewhere in between standing up and sitting down, and behind him
he was sure that he heard the window rattle slightly. Whether it
was from the wind or the power of the teacher’s voice, he couldn’t
quite tell.

One or two of the pupils glanced
nervously at each other as the entire class slowly sank back into
their seats.

Mr Hamish’s stern face
immediately relaxed. “Thank you. Now, I want you to do sections
four, five, and six for homework. Bonus points for anyone who gives
section seven a go as well.” His thick Scottish accent made ‘well’
sound almost indistinguishable from ‘hell’.

“Sir, when do you want this done
by?” Jake asked, more by automatic reflex than a desire to actually
know and he regretted the question the moment he asked it. A couple
of the other pupils looked round at him, their eyes full of
impatience and annoyance at being held back against their will.
Everyone else remained transfixed with the towering form in front
of them.

Mr Hamish narrowed his eyes and
thought for a second. “Next lesson should be plenty of time. That
leaves you all a couple of days, right?”

Jake froze in panic. The
monotony of school life meant his timetable was usually printed
indelibly in his memory, yet now he couldn’t remember any of
it.

“Yeah, Friday afternoon is our
next lesson with you, sir,” a girl’s voice piped up.

Mr Hamish nodded at the girl. He
was back into fatherly teaching mode now, but at six and a half
feet tall he was an imposing figure whether teaching in class, or
telling a joke in the staff room.

“And remember to show your
working out, or I’ll make you do it all over again, I will,” he
warned them. A small smile crept across his face.

Jake was sitting near the
classroom exit and the noise of an entire school in motion was
beginning to drown out every other sound.

Mr Hamish waved an enormous hand
towards the door, his fingertips coated in white chalk dust. “Okay,
off you go now and behave yourselves.”

The class rose as one and
bundled itself out of the door.

As Jake trudged down the stairs
he felt a sharp pain in his ear, it was as if he had been bitten by
an insect. However, when he glanced around to see what it was, he
saw a hand extending towards him; poised and ready to flick out at
his ear again. Jake stuck out his elbow and managed to catch his
assailant in the ribs, grinning as he heard someone swear at
him.

Just under a thousand students
were on the move now, and the noise was deafening. Jake dutifully
made his way along the corridor, wondering if he was the only one
who wasn’t shouting his head off. A door with the word Gents
appeared to his left and he manoeuvred his way towards it. Stepping
inside, the sudden brightness of bathroom tiles and mirrors made
him blink. Two boys had their heads in the sinks, drinking so
noisily from the taps that it sounded as if they were having to
suck the water out of them. One of the boys had a school tie
wrapped around his head with one end dangling in the water. When he
stood back up, the tie flopped down onto the front of his shirt,
soaking it right through. He wiped a hand across his mouth,
groaning when he saw that his shirt had turned almost entirely
transparent.

Jake laughed and said, “Nice
one, Gondo.”

“Jakes, man, I look topless. I
bet some paedophile is gonna fall in love with me now.”

Jake laughed again and moved
over to the urinals. “Yeah, he’ll put photos of your little winky
up on the Internet as well.”

Gondo approached Jake, shoving
him lightly in the back a few times. “Come on Jakes, don’t piss on
your trousers.”

Jake twisted slightly, as if he
was going to turn back around. “I’ll piss on you, if you don’t stop
pushing me.”

Gondo cackled loudly and took a
step back. Two boys from the lowest year came into the toilet, with
rucksacks on their backs almost as big as they were, and stood at
the urinal.

Gondo began clapping his hands,
breaking into a song. “Jakey Jakes, having a wee! Jakey Jakes,
brought his friends and now they’re three!”

Jake zipped himself up and
laughed. The two other boys remained nervously silent.

“My French teacher is such a
slag. I hate her,” Gondo announced.

Jake nodded in agreement.
“Coming outside? I think someone brought a ball today.”

Gondo thrust a fist into the
air, shrieking loudly with delight.

Jake just shook his head.
“You’re insane.”

The two younger boys finished
their business and scampered quickly out of the toilet.

Gondo pointed at them, his mouth
wide open in exaggerated shock. “Those kids didn’t wash their
hands! They’ll probably die of AIDs, or something.”

He strode over to the door and
yanked it open. “I hope you die of AIDs!” he yelled into the
bustling corridor. Laughter, and voices telling him to shut up,
wafted back down at him.

Jake chuckled and shook his
head. He looked to his right and spotted Gondo’s bag over in the
corner. He shoved it across the floor with his foot, sending it
spinning into the back of his friend’s legs.

“Come on then, let’s go,” Gondo
said, slinging the bag over his shoulder.

The pair of them walked down the
corridor, out of the building via a side entrance and on towards
the playground. They kicked at some small stones as they went,
acting as if every touch was the winning goal in the World Cup
final.

They approached a group of boys
from their year who were standing together in a group. One of them
turned to Jake and Gondo, his hand rummaging around in a packet of
crisps.

“Any of you two got a ball?” he
asked them, as yellow flakes of food fell from his mouth as he
spoke.

“Nah, we was hoping one of you
lot would have one,” replied Jake.

The rest of the group was now
looking at Gondo with amusement. His untucked shirt was still
soaking wet, and the tie was still wrapped around his head.

“You’re such a mess, what’s
wrong with you?” one of them asked him, trying not to laugh.

“What? I got my uniform on, just
like the rest of you have,” Gondo replied with a look of mock
puzzlement on his face.

“Do you look like that when you
first get dressed in the morning? I don’t know how you’re always so
scruffy.”

Gondo just shrugged and grinned
back at them.

A triumphant cry rang out not
too far away from them. “Look what I found!”

They glanced round just in time
to see someone carefully pick a tennis ball out from under a pile
of muddy leaves. The boy held it gingerly between his thumb and
forefinger, bits of black sludge dripping off it.

“Looks like a dead rat,” Jake
said.

“Yeah, it smells like one as
well.” The boy dropped the ball, grimacing as it bounced with an
unwelcoming splat on the concrete.

“It’s a ball, so it’ll do. Come
on, I’m in goal as usual,” Gondo said.

The group of boys burst into
life, arranging their bags up against the wire fence as goal posts.
There weren’t enough of them for a proper game of football, so
instead they just played their usual knockout game against each
other.

Gondo was known for being a good
goalkeeper, and he taunted them as he batted and parried away their
shots on goal. Of course, this meant that he received plenty of
abuse back each time someone actually managed to sneak the ball
past him.

The boy who had been eating
crisps earlier was now wielding a can of Coke in his right hand. He
waved it deftly around in the air like a magician’s wand, desperate
to control both the ball and his beverage at the same time. Much to
everyone’s surprise he almost managed it, failing only when he
accidentally stepped on the ball and stumbled backwards, arms wind
milling around and filling the air with a dark, sticky liquid.

The game continued until nearly
everyone had been knocked out, with just Jake and one other boy
left.

“Just you and me again, Jake,”
Gary challenged him.

“Let’s do it.”

For the next minute or so, the
pair of them flitted around each other, doing their best to keep
possession of the ball and gain an advantage over the other. Gondo
played his part well enough, sticking out the occasional hand or
foot to block their attempts on goal. The rest of the boys stood on
the sidelines, shouting curses and encouragement whenever the fancy
took them. One of them in particular just stood there in silence,
munching his way through a sandwich, keeping his emotional displays
limited to shrugs, frowns, and the occasional groan.

Gary drifted to the side of
Jake, and booted the ball at the goal. Gondo lunged desperately for
it and felt something brush against his hand, but ultimately he
wasn’t quick enough. The sound of the ball clattering against the
fence rang true, confirming that Gary had won.

“Yeah, the champion wins again!”
Gary yelled, throwing his hands up in the air. He clicked his
fingers in celebration a few times, and then taunted Jake by
pointing at him.

Jake clenched his fists with
annoyance, and shot an accusing look at Gondo for a moment. Gondo
just shrugged back at him.

A loud bell rang out, signalling
the end of break time. The playground was transformed from one of
happy shouts and bouncing balls, to one of groans and bags being
slung over disgruntled shoulders.

“Right. See you all at
lunchtime, yeah?” Gary asked. Everyone apart from Jake murmured in
agreement.

Jake wandered over to Gondo.
“We’ve got history now, right?”

“Yeah, time to learn about the
Romans again. Mr Flaherty gets proper excited when he talks about
all this stuff. I reckon he has naked pictures of Julius Caesar all
over his bedroom walls.”

Before Jake could say anything
in reply, a voice barked out at them.

“Gordon!”

Gondo turned around, and let out
a small groan.

“Gordon!” the teacher repeated,
more impatiently this time. “Take that tie off your head, and put
it back on properly!”

“Yes, Miss!” Gondo shouted back,
pulling the tie off his head.

Jake waited as his friend began
fiddling with the knot, noticing that Gondo’s shirt was now spotted
with faint, black marks where the dirty tennis ball had struck
him.

“See, I told you that French
witch doesn’t like me. Always telling me off.”

“Maybe she fancies you. Want me
to put in a good word for you?”

Gondo laughed and pulled a face.
He turned back around to show that his tie was now back on, but the
teacher had already disappeared into the school. The pair of them
walked back into the building, and made their way to class.

As they climbed the stairs to
their classroom, Gondo glanced up and saw a couple of girls on the
flight above them.

“Sight for sore eyes up them
skirts,” he said, nudging Jake.

“Oooh, good spot. Isn’t
that...?” Jake left the question unfinished, but Gondo nodded back
at him.

“Sarah Bryce. Oh yes.”

They remained in their wishful,
lusty thoughts until they arrived at their class. The room was
mostly silent, with everyone else already sitting down at their
desks. A dozen or so heads turned around to look at them.

“Good of you to finally join
us,” Mr Flaherty told them. “Hurry up, and sit down.”

They mumbled an apology, and
walked over to the only two free seats near the back. On the desk
in front of them was a single text book, and Gondo made an
exaggerated yawn as he flicked it open.

“Right, if everyone could turn
to page 55 and start reading the chapter about when the Romans
invaded Britain,” began Mr Flaherty. “There’s a few pages to read
through, and then we can discuss it afterwards.”

Gondo let out a low groan.
“Bor-ing,” he muttered under his breath.

Jake smiled in amusement, but he
was actually quite happy to do a spot of reading. In fact, he could
quite happily sit there and lose himself in the entire book if he
was left to his own devices. Although he would be reluctant to
admit to it, he had always enjoyed history. Unlike the tedium
involved with a subject like maths, history lessons didn’t really
require much in the way of doing actual work, as you could just sit
back and absorb all the facts of the past.

As the class made their way
through the text, the room was entirely silent. Only the sound of
an occasional page being turned, and the squeak of the teacher’s
pen on the whiteboard broke through the peace and quiet.

Mr Flaherty lightly clapped his
hands together. “Okay, you should’ve all been able to read through
that by now. So, can anyone tell me why Julius Caesar wanted
to invade Britain?”

“It’s ‘cos he only had one
testicle,” murmured Gondo from behind his hand.

Jake suppressed a grin. He was
almost certain that he saw a flicker of annoyance register on the
teacher’s face.

The rest of the lesson dragged
for Gondo, but for Jake it went fairly quickly. At one point Gondo
was chatting to someone over on another table, so Jake scrunched up
a bit of paper and threw it at him, hitting his shoulder. Gondo
pulled a face and bent down to pick the ball of paper up.

“Gordon, what’re you doing?”
demanded the teacher. “Sit back down and get on with your
work.”

Gondo slinked back over to his
seat.

The bell went, and everyone
immediately stood up. This particular teacher wasn’t capable of
commanding the same kind of respect that Mr Hamish could, so he had
to make sure that any details about homework were made known long
before the lesson actually ended.

“Right, I need to grab something
to eat from the canteen. You coming?” Jake asked.

Gondo suddenly looked a bit
embarrassed. “Nah, I got a couple of sandwiches in my bag.”

“Don’t be silly, I’ll get you
something. Come on.”

Jake knew that Gondo’s ‘couple
of sandwiches’ usually consisted of two dry bits of bread with a
thin sliver of ham shoved in between them. With a meagre diet like
that, it was hardly a surprise that he was so skinny and this
lunchtime exchange was a charade that was often played out between
them. Gondo didn’t want to come right out and say he couldn’t
afford something decent to eat, and Jake felt a bit awkward just
saying outright that he would pay for everything.

As they made their way to the
cafeteria, the noise of hundreds of students talking all at once
battered their ears. A long queue was already forming, and they
joined it with a reluctant groan. One of the teachers on lunch duty
walked slowly up and down the line, handing out the free lunch
passes to those who qualified for them. When they eventually
reached the front, a disinterested middle-aged woman asked them
what they wanted. Jake got them a sandwich and a packet of crisps
each, and they slowly walked in the direction of the playground.
Gondo wolfed his food down and pulled his own sandwiches out of his
bag, offering one to Jake. For the sake of politeness, Jake
accepted it and found that it was as dry and as tasteless as he had
anticipated.

When they got to the playground,
they saw that someone had managed to scrounge a proper football
from somewhere.

“Gondo, you fancy being in goal
for us again?” someone asked him.

“Sure. Just let me get ready
first,” he replied, undoing his tie so he could wrap it around his
head again.

They all separated into their
usual teams, mostly consisting of one class versus the other, with
a few extra stragglers here and there. Their makeshift pitch
clashed with a basketball game that was going on, resulting in
several collisions between the two sets of players.

“Can’t you lot play somewhere
else?” an exasperated basketball player asked them. “These
basketball hoops are fixed to the ground. You guys can just move
your bags.”

“Piss off Four Eyes, football is
the national sport. We’ll do what we want,” someone yelled
back.

The basketball player
involuntarily pushed his glasses back up his nose, his cheeks
flushing red with anger. Both games had stopped completely now: the
two balls had been discarded as the two groups began to size each
other up. The footballers heavily outnumbered the others, so it was
only likely to go one way.

“Your mum’s the national sport.
We all do her when we want as well,” leered Four Eyes.

“Fancy a smack in the face?”
threatened Gary, even though the insult hadn’t been aimed at
him.

They all just stood there
glaring at each other, none of them willing to push things any
further. Jake decided he would rather play football than get into a
pointless fight.

“Look, for today we’ll just be a
bit more careful,” he said, addressing everyone at once. “When we
come in tomorrow we can move the goals further down.” There were
some murmurs of agreement and the crowd dissipated.

Gary looked at Jake with a
sneer. “You crapped your pants there, mate.”

“Yeah right, as if you were
actually gonna do anything after shouting your mouth off,” he shot
back.

The rest of the lunch break
continued with less drama, and soon enough the bell rang to signify
that the fun was over. Everyone began to pick their bags out of the
pile, and hurriedly finished off the remains of their lunch. Cans
of deodorant were passed around and sprayed liberally, filling the
air with a cloud of boyish perfume.

Jake’s remaining lessons trudged
by without incident, and when school finally finished he made his
way down to the train station. The display board informed him that
his train had been delayed by fifteen minutes. He swore under his
breath, and decided that he wasn’t going to bother buying a ticket.
And why not? If the train company was going to screw him around,
shouldn’t he be entitled to some form of compensation? If the pizza
delivery guy ends up being late the delivery charge is waived, and
so it should be for the trains, too. And anyway, how is it even
possible for a train to be late? It goes up the line and then comes
back down again. It’s not as if the driver can take a wrong turn,
or get stuck in traffic.

Feeling justified with his
decision, Jake thought about what he could use the money for
instead. Something fun, perhaps? Or maybe even something
useful, like going towards the cost of sharing a can of beer
with someone, or chipping in for a packet of cigarettes. He wasn’t
very keen on the taste of either of those things, but he couldn’t
let anyone else know that. They were activities that were hard to
turn down on the rare occasion that they were suggested.

After what seemed like an
eternity, the train eventually rolled into the station. The
carriage was half filled with noisy school kids, and half filled
with ordinary passengers trying to ignore the noise. Jake sat down,
leaned back and closed his eyes. Just as he started slipping into
the comforting arms of unconsciousness, he heard two words that
filled him with panic.

“Tickets, please.”

His eyes flew open and focused
immediately on the intimidating figure stumbling through the doors
that connected the carriages together. Even on the days when he had
a valid pass, Jake absolutely hated this ticket inspector.
The man had a droning, nasal voice that seemed to penetrate every
corner of the train. Most of the kids in Jake’s school knew about
him, but no-one actually knew how to pronounce the strange name
that was written on his badge. Instead, thanks to Gondo, he was
mostly known as ‘that noisy dickhead from Nigeria’.

“Tickets, please,” he repeated
in the exact same tone.

Jake waited until the inspector
had started checking the passengers closest to the door, then got
up and walked through to the next carriage. He sat in a seat about
halfway down, keeping a sharp eye on the inspector through the
narrow window in the adjoining doors. As the train began to slow
down on the approach to the next station, the seeds of paranoia
began to take root in Jake’s head: were there enough carriages for
him to retreat back to? He tried to think how many more stops it
was to his station, but his memory failed him completely. Was he
near the front of the train, or nearer the rear? He clawed
desperately around in his hollowed-out mind, but came up with
nothing.

As the inspector got closer and
closer to the carriage door, Jake’s fear of getting caught really
started to take hold. The train was now pulling into a station,
swaying and clattering as it rolled over an old junction point. The
inspector seemed undeterred by the erratic movements of the train,
walking as easily as if he was out for a stroll in his slippers.
Jake sat there squirming, sure that he was going to get caught. He
was sure that this man was not a man at all, but some kind of ghost
who could just walk through the walls if he wanted to.

Through the small window Jake
saw him check a passenger’s ticket, and he was absolutely
certain that he could hear the man’s grating, monotonous
voice through the thick glass.

The train was now almost at a
complete stop, the last few remaining sinews of momentum making the
concrete platform appear as little more than a blur of
uncompromising grey. Jake stood up, almost jumped in fact, and
walked briskly to the exit. He stood there, desperately wanting the
train to just stop, for the love of God stop, before the inspector
got to him. A large, rubber button to his left stared at him, the
words Door Open seducing him with their teasing promises of
freedom. He pressed at it repeatedly with his thumb, receiving only
an empty clicking sound in return for his efforts.

Jake dared a glance to his
right, and saw that the inspector was now fumbling with the awkward
handle on the other side of the adjoining door. The man looked up
and for a brief moment their eyes locked, sending a surge of panic
through Jake. Why had he skipped the fare? Why had he been so
stupid and childish, just for the sake of saving a few quid? What
was he going to spend such a meagre amount on? Booze and fags? The
mere thought of either made him feel sick.

The inspector finally managed to
get the door to open, walking effortlessly through it. And why
wouldn’t he be walking effortlessly? He was a ghost, a witch, a
genie, a demon, and doors were nothing to him.

Jake pressed his thumb against
the rubber button again, but the empty clicking now sounded like
the clanking of a huge, rusty lump of broken machinery.

“Tickets, please.”

Jake twisted his head to the
right again, his mind now full of terror. How was it possible for
that voice to belong to a human? It wasn’t even a voice, it was a
buzz, the horrific buzz of an insect; a giant insect
masquerading as a person, ready to strike down and devour the first
person who uncovered his secret.

What would Jake do if he was
caught? During times of peace he had assembled an entire armoury of
excuses, but suddenly found himself unable to mobilise even a
single word.

Jake looked at his thumb and saw
that it was almost entirely white from pressing the button so
forcefully. The clanking behind the button was now deafeningly
loud, and Jake was sure that he felt something shift beneath it.
How many times had he pressed it now? A dozen? A hundred? Had he
somehow worn it out, somehow managed to break it in his
desperation? Would he now get detained for vandalism, as well as
for fare dodging? What would he tell his parents? Was he going to
get hauled up in front of the entire school, and have an example
made of him?

“Tickets, please.”

Jake’s eyes widened as the man
moved slothly towards him, taking on the appearance of a shuffling
slug. Suddenly, a new sound filled the air, a sound of joy and
happiness, a sound of doors opening, and Jake almost wept as the
impenetrable barrier in front of him vanished. Lunging for his
freedom, relief instantly swept over his entire body. He glanced
triumphantly behind him, feeling more like an escaped convict than
a passenger, and sprinted as fast as he could to the other end of
the train, well away from the inspector’s gaze and nasal voice.
When he stepped back onto the train, Jake was sure that he saw a
slug-like movement out the corner of his eye. Not wanting to tempt
fate by looking back, he ignored it and sat down to catch his
breath.

Although Jake’s station was now
only two stops away, the journey seemed to take far longer than it
should have done. When he finally stepped down onto the platform,
he kept his eyes firmly on the exit, not yet brave enough to look
behind him. Fifteen minutes later he arrived home, the trauma of
the train journey all but forgotten. He slid his key into the front
door, and stepped into the house.

“Oh, for goodness sake stay
still!”

For some reason, the sound of
his mother scolding someone other than him was oddly reassuring,
and a small smile appeared on his face. He walked into the kitchen,
and there she was, holding a spoonful of mushy liquid. His younger
brother was in his highchair; the same mushy liquid smeared all
round his mouth. The two of them looked at Jake at the same time,
but with very different expressions on their faces.

“Yakes! Hi, Yakes!” his brother
yelled, a huge grin on his face.

Jake grinned and waved back at
him.

“Hi honey, you alright?” asked
his mother, sounding rather strained.

“Yakes, Yakes, Yakes!” yelled
the toddler, banging a blue dinosaur cup on the plastic tray in
front of him.

“Ssssh, Ben. Come on, finish
your dinner,” scolded his mother.

Ben turned his head at the sound
of his name, and took a gulp from the hovering spoon.

“Yakes, how school?” Ben
asked.

Jake shrugged. “School was okay,
Ben. History was boring as usual though, and Gondo made a mess of
himself again.”

“Ondo?”

“Yeah. He’s almost as messy as
you are.”

His mother managed a smile this
time. “Don’t lie, you like history. It’s about the only subject
that you do your homework for.”

Jake shrugged and looked in the
fridge for something to eat. He grabbed some bread, butter, and
cheese, and started to make himself a sandwich.

“Don’t eat that standing up,
you’ll give yourself indigestion,” she lectured him, still trying
to navigate a spoon into Ben’s mouth.

He ignored her advice and
remained where he was, taking a large bite out of it. He glanced to
his right, and spotted his mother’s handbag sitting on the counter.
A book lay right next to it. His mother didn’t usually read books
so he was curious about what it was, even if it was just some
romance crap. The cover was dark and simple, with nothing more than
a picture of a man’s tie on the front of it. He picked the book up,
and frowned at the odd title: Fifty Shades of Grey.

“Whaf’s ‘is?” he asked, the
question muffled by a mouthful of bread and cheese.

His mother finished scooping
food into Ben’s mouth, and slowly turned her head round to face
Jake. A look of sudden panic appeared on her face.

“It’s nothing, give it here!”
she hissed, blushing red.

She grabbed the book out of his
hand and shoved it in her lap, but not before Jake caught a glimpse
of the word ‘erotic’ lying somewhere in the description on the
back.

“Yakes! Nice sanich?” asked
Ben.

“Cheese: the best a man can
get,” Jake answered, waving it up in front of him.

He walked over to his brother,
playfully honked on his nose a couple of times and went upstairs to
his bedroom.

***

 



Chapter Two

 


The next morning, Jake got up
and went into the bathroom to get washed. At the breakfast table,
Ben somehow managed to get hold of a plate of toast and promptly
threw it on the floor with the sort of triumphant cry that only a
child can produce.

“Don’t laugh, it only encourages
him,” said Jake’s mother.

Jake walked to the train
station, and this time he made sure he got himself a ticket.
Thankfully his train arrived on time, and he squeezed himself into
the queue to get on. Gondo waved at him from his seat, and Jake
went over and sat down with him.

“Morning, mate. You look tired,
playing on the Xbox all night again?”

Gondo looked at him and shook
his head. “Nah, I was round my grandparents again last night,” he
sighed.

Jake raised his eyebrows, not
really sure why that mattered. Gondo saw the look on his face, and
shifted awkwardly.

“It’s my granddad. He has all
these weird myths and ideas about stuff. The news said that there
might be a thunder storm on the way, so he opened the front and
back doors.”

Jake just blinked, still not
really sure where this was going.

“He thinks that if you open the
doors during a storm, it allows the weather to pass through the
house, rather than going over it,” Gondo explained. “It meant the
place was bloody freezing for most of the night.”

Jake laughed. Although he had
known Gondo for a few years now, there always seemed to be
something new to learn about him, and he often wondered if insanity
ran in the family. Mind you, Jake didn’t actually know all that
much about Gondo’s family. He had only ever seen his parents once
or twice, and even then that had been from a distance. In fact,
Gondo always seemed nervous at the prospect of anyone ever meeting
them. Of course, everyone was like that to an extent, but with
Gondo it seemed that there was more to it.

About a year ago there had been
a parents evening, and Jake was sat in the school cafeteria with
some friends. All of them nervously sat waiting for their fates to
be decided upstairs. They were all anxious to one degree or
another, but Gondo had been unusually quiet. As the evening wore
on, the pupils slowly filtered out of the cafeteria, as the
meetings between their parents and teachers had taken place.

All of a sudden, a skinny man
and an overweight woman appeared in the large doorway of the
cafeteria. The man looked dishevelled, and was wearing an old
leather jacket that was worn out at the elbows, whilst the woman’s
hair looked greasy and unkempt. A lit cigarette was perched in
between two of her fingers, despite the presence of numerous signs
advising visitors that smoking was prohibited. The man barked a
word that sounded a bit like ‘Gordon’, causing Gondo to look up in
a panic. He didn’t even say goodbye to anyone, and shot over to
these two people as quickly as he could. Jake was sure that he had
heard the man say something like ‘little prick’, but he couldn’t be
entirely sure.

“Oh God. Here’s that dickhead
again,” groaned Gondo.

Jake looked up, and saw the
ticket inspector. A tinge of worry ran through him as he remembered
his journey home the previous evening.

“I outsmarted him yesterday,
bunked the fare completely! When the train stopped, I just got off
and ran down the other end,” Jake boasted.

“Nice one.”

“Tickets, please,” the man
droned in the same nasal, monotone expression.

He glanced blandly at the small
bits of card that were being thrust in front of him.

Jake held his own ticket out,
leaning back slightly as if expecting a cuff round the back of his
head. For the first time, Jake got a proper look at the man’s face
and saw that it was a tired, haggard, and pitted face; one that
looked cruel and full of pain.

“I can’t stand his bloody
voice,” Gondo said quietly, shaking his head.

The inspector had moved further
down the carriage, and was in discussion with someone who didn’t
seem to have a ticket.

“Oh God, it’s like listening to
a Nigerian foghorn.”

Gondo put his hand up to his
mouth and spoke into it as if he was playing a trumpet, mimicking
the man’s voice almost perfectly.

“Tickets please, or I chop your
balls off.”

One or two passengers smiled
from behind their newspapers, whilst Jake hid behind his seat and
roared with laughter.

“Tickets please, or I’ll steal
your children.”

There was a mixture of frowns
and smiles from the other passengers, and more guffaws from
Jake.

“Tickets please, or I’ll tell
Sarah Bryce you have a small willy.”

Jake peered through the gap
between two of the seats, and saw that the inspector was now at the
far end of the carriage. The man glanced round for a brief moment,
and Jake was certain that the hatred and anger in his eyes was
aimed directly at him.

The rest of the journey was
pretty normal, and the pair of them arrived at the school with
about half an hour to spare until their lessons started. They made
their way to the cafeteria, and sat down with the usual crowd of
early birds. There were discussions about what homework they had or
hadn’t done, what they had watched on TV the night before, and
numerous other inane teenage ramblings. The boy who always seemed
to be eating something arrived with about five minutes to go, his
hand scrambling around in a packet of crisps.

Jake’s first lesson was
religious education, a subject he despised. Sure, there was the
occasional interesting lesson where he learnt something new, but it
was mostly stuff he had practically no interest in at all. A while
ago, he had received a severe telling off for doodling in the
pocket bible that they had all been given at the beginning of the
year. Of course, most of the class had also done the same sort of
thing, but so far he was the only one to get caught. Even then, it
had been entirely by chance: the teacher hadn’t been able to recall
a particular passage, so she had picked up the nearest bible to
her... which just so happened to be Jake’s. The moment the teacher
grabbed it, Jake felt a rising panic surge through him.

“Jake, can you see me after
class please?” she had said, pointing at the book. “I’ll hold onto
this for now.”

A few sniggers could be heard
from those who had twigged what had happened, and Jake sat there
fuming at the injustice of it all.

Come lunchtime, Jake took a
large swig from his bottle of Coke and let out an impressively loud
belch, much to the delight of those around him.

“I can do better than that,”
piped up Gary.

“Go on then.”

Gary gulped down some of his own
drink, but couldn’t produce anything other than a pained
expression.

“Is that the sound of you
crapping yourself?” Gondo asked.

Gary ignored the jibe, took a
gulp of air and let rip with a huge burp, one that was louder and
longer than Jake’s had been. For the next five minutes a burping
competition ensued, lasting only as long as the supply of fizzy
drinks allowed.

Someone produced a football, and
they used their schoolbags to mark out the goalposts. Thankfully
there were no basketball players to get in their way this time, so
they were able to just play in the same place again.

It was Mr Hamish’s turn for
playground duty, so everyone behaved themselves a bit better than
they normally would. He slowly walked over to where their game of
football was being played.

“You alright there, Jake? How’s
things?” Mr Hamish asked, folding his long arms and looking right
down at Jake.

“Er, yeah, fine thanks. Sir,”
Jake replied, somewhat nervously. He felt as if he was being
interrogated by a Scottish giant.

“Aye, aye. That’s good to hear.”
Mr Hamish nodded twice, glanced over at the rest of the playground
briefly and gazed back down at Jake again.

Jake couldn’t shake the notion
that Mr Hamish was sizing up how far he could throw a pupil across
the playground.

“I hear there was a bit of a...”
Mr Hamish paused and thought for a second, before unfolding one of
his arms towards Jake. “...a disagreement yesterday between
you boys and the hoop ball lads.”

For a painful second, Jake had
no idea what ‘hoop ball’ was. Then the penny dropped.

“Er, yeah, but it was nothing
really. I sorted it out in the end.”

“Aye, did you now? You’re a good
boy then, Jake. I’m not really a fan of the hoop ball myself, think
it’s a bit mince really, but you got to share the playground. You
understand?”

Jake just nodded.

“Good lad. You boys, you can do
some real nasty damage to each other these days. You ain’t bairns
no more.” He tipped a wink at Jake, and started to walk away. “Now,
on you get with your game. It looks like someone’s about to give
you a wee scalping.”

Jake heard movement behind him.
He turned around and watched helplessly as a couple of lads on the
other team slotted the ball easily into the goal.

“Bloody hell, Jake! You could’ve
stopped that if you weren’t so busy licking the teacher’s arse all
the time,” Gary shouted.

Mr Hamish spun around, his face
red with anger. “Gary, I heard that! Watch your mouth, ya daft
numpty.”

Gary looked up, his face
suddenly full of worry. Mr Hamish wagged a large finger at him, and
turned away to continue his walk around the playground. A ball
rolled towards him, and he used the side of his foot to deftly pass
it back to the boy chasing after it.

“Shit your pants, much?” Jake
said, keeping his voice low.

Gary turned away without saying
anything.

The lunch break continued as
normal until the bell went, and the students filtered their way
back into the building for the afternoon register.

As he made his way down the busy
corridor, Jake glanced up and saw Gary looking down at him from the
stairs. They remained staring at each other for a second, and then
both disappeared from each other’s view.

Jake was struck with the
realisation that things hadn’t always been so tense between him and
Gary. Whilst he couldn’t say for certain that they had ever really
been friends, things between them had been generally friendly. They
had sat together in some classes, occasionally copied each other’s
homework, and thrown bits of paper at each other behind the
teacher’s back. Fairly bog standard fare, really.

However, in the last year or so,
Gary’s attitude had changed. Exactly why that was, Jake honestly
couldn’t say. Gary was far more boastful than he used to be, and
seemed to have taken on an irritating arrogance that simply hadn’t
existed in the past. Of course, everyone bragged or exaggerated
about what they were capable of, especially when it came to playing
sports. In fact, Jake liked to compete in these things as much as
anyone else did, but he didn’t treat it as a matter of life and
death, and he certainly felt no need to let rivalries spill over
into the rest of his life. He had heard one or two rumours about
Gary being addicted to drugs, but that type of rumour had existed
about all the boys at one point or another.

When Gondo managed to block one
of his shots on goal, as infuriating as it was, there was no way
Jake was going to let that frustration turn into a personal grudge.
He simply didn’t have the will or the inclination to let such
things get in the way of his life. And really, who did? The daily
battle against the monotony of everyday school life was bad enough
already, so why bother creating petty rivalries with the people you
spend almost every lunchtime with? Those breaks were just that:
breaks.

Jake slowly made his way back to
his tutor room for afternoon registration. On the way, he passed
the art department and noticed that the display boards were in the
process of being changed over again. On some of the boards, new
pictures had been put up whilst the remainder of them were still
blank, the old drawings having been discarded. Jake always found it
fascinating when it came to taking down things from the walls like
that. The backing paper would gradually fade due to being exposed
to the sunlight and the air, yet it happened so slowly that you
didn’t notice it. It was only when you took things down again and
saw the areas behind them, that you saw how much it had changed. A
thought occurred to him at that moment: why does coloured paper
fade in the sunlight, yet a person’s skin gets darker as it tans?
Perhaps it was something his science teacher would know.

Although Jake was a poor artist
himself, he enjoyed admiring the work of those who had the talent
to create something that was pleasing to the eye. He wasn’t
particularly keen on the weird stuff, like the illustration of an
eye floating above a chair in a thunderstorm, but that picture of
Batman swooping down from the rooftops? You can bet your life he
liked that one.

As he approached the doorway to
his tutor room, he saw a paper airplane sail across the room, as
good an indication as any that their teacher hadn’t arrived yet. He
walked over to his seat, and saw two girls leafing through a book
about horses. Jake wondered if either of them had ever actually
ridden on one. Over to one side, another clump of girls were
talking amongst themselves. Whether they were continuing their
lunchtime chat, or had only just started up a fresh one, Jake
couldn’t tell, and despite there being an official ban on the use
of cosmetics, one girl was busy painting her fingernails.

“Alright, settle down and I’ll
do the register,” said a friendly voice.

Miss Sargeant slapped her book
down on the table, and the room quickly quietened down.

“Right then. Let me get my pen,
take the lid off it, and... Jeremy?”

“Here, Miss.”

Miss Sargeant worked her way
down the alphabetical list of names, ticking them off as they went.
An easy going and popular teacher, she smiled with amusement as the
replies came thick and fast, some of them in comically high-pitched
voices.

“It’s like you lot are a
xylophone sometimes,” she joked. “Nearly at the end, though.
Amy?”

“Yes, sir,” Amy replied, and
then realised her mistake. “I mean Miss! Sorry, I really meant to
say Miss!” She turned red and slapped a hand over her mouth, trying
to hide an embarrassed giggle.

“Three hour detention for you,
girly,” Miss Sargeant said with a grin, and then finished calling
out the last few remaining names.

There were a couple of notices
to be read out, including some lost property that still hadn’t been
claimed, and for the final few minutes before the bell went again,
the teacher made general conversation with those around her. She
fiddled absently with a whistle that was hanging around her neck, a
personal effect that she always seemed to have on her. Even for a
PE teacher she was known for having the occasional strange habit,
including the almost permanent wearing of shorts no matter what the
weather was like outside.

All conversation, educational or
otherwise, was interrupted by the loud sound of the bell going off,
and the entire school was in motion once more. Jake made his way to
his next lesson, nodding at Gondo as they passed in the corridor.
He passed the public payphone booth, a device that he had so far
never had to make use of himself.

He arrived in time for his next
class, but if the queue outside the door was anything to go by the
teacher hadn’t arrived yet. He nodded at a few of the others, and
waited patiently. One of the boys spotted an umbrella on the floor,
and much to everyone’s annoyance he began waving and stabbing it
around like a sword. The boy’s name was James, a person known more
for his idiocy than his intelligence or wit, and his favourite
topics of conversation tended to be about fighting or punching
people in the face; a personality trait which didn’t really earn
him very many friends.

James quickly realised that his
swordplay wasn’t garnering the attention that he craved, so he let
the umbrella fall to the ground. As it hit the tiled floor, it made
a sharp tink noise, piquing his interest once again. He
picked the umbrella up and rammed the tip hard onto the tiles,
producing some small sparks.

Jake, along with most of the
other boys, was actually quite impressed with this.

“Hey, someone turn the light
out,” James said. A big, maniacal grin appeared on his face.

There was a faint click, and the
corridor was filled instantly with a gloomy darkness. James
cackled, and stabbed the point of the umbrella into the floor
again. Although the small sparks looked far more impressive in the
dark, the crowd was already beginning to lose interest. James could
tell he was losing his audience, and proceeded to do the only thing
that made sense to him: do it again, but harder and noisier. The
tip of the umbrella suddenly snapped off completely, generating
plenty of amusement for anyone who was still paying attention.

“What’s all this noise? Who
turned the light off?” demanded a familiar voice. “You’re supposed
to be young adults, learn to behave yourselves in future.”

Silence descended on the small
corridor and just before the light came back on, the clunk of an
umbrella being dropped back onto the floor could be heard.

The pupils were lined up along
both sides of the corridor, and the teacher stomped her way right
down the middle of them, pulling a large clump of keys from her
cardigan pocket. Someone’s bulky bag managed to knock the keys out
of the teacher’s hand, sending them to the floor with a loud crash.
James let out a snort of laughter, and the teacher scolded both him
and the owner of the bag. She picked them back up, walked over to
the locked door and began sifting through the keys. After unlocking
the door, she stopped and sniffed at the air.

“What’s that smell? Can anyone
else smell burning?” She looked around with a frown, but was met
with a wall of silence.

As she shrugged and turned back
around to open the door, most of the class exchanged grins with
each other. It was one more little secret that they had, a small
moment of power and superiority over their dictatorial masters. Of
course, this wasn’t always enough for everyone. The student versus
teacher gap was nothing compared to the rivalries that arose
between some of the students.

“Miss, is that your umbrella
down there?” one of the girls asked, her face a picture of
innocence. She shot James a quick glance, just to make sure he was
looking at her.

The teacher turned and glanced
down at the broken umbrella. “No, I’m not sure who that belongs to
actually. Tatty old thing, it’s been there for months.” She bent
down to pick it up, and it promptly fell apart in her hands.

“Ooops, looks like I don’t know
my own strength!” joked the teacher, somewhat embarrassed.

James’s face turned bright red
with fury, and he silently mouthed obscenities at the girl. She
looked back at him with an arrogant expression on her face.

As the class began to make its
way into the classroom, Jake looked at the girl again with
something resembling disgust. Her name was Zoe and he hated the
horrible, pig-faced little bitch. He had been on the receiving end
of her sharp tongue several times in the past, and the way she
always followed her words up with a smug tilt of her head and a
pinched smile infuriated him.

When Jake glanced back at James,
he wasn’t surprised to see that he was still fuming at her.
Although Jake wouldn’t ever claim to actually like him, James was
just about bearable in small doses. Whilst he was okay to
occasionally sit next to in class, and often joined in with the
football at lunchtime, James had an unbearable tendency to try and
assert his dominance over everyone. If you were in the classroom
with him, he would flick your ears or shove your books off the
table. If you were outside in the playground, it wouldn’t be long
before he began shoving anyone who managed to get the ball off of
him.

The worst part about all this
was that James always seemed to think that he was being funny.
After tripping someone up he would look around with a big grin on
his face, desperately seeking validation for what he had done. He
might get a few sympathetic smiles, but everyone would just roll
their eyes at him the moment his back was turned. On one occasion
he had been sneaking around trying to pin a ‘kick me’ sign onto
someone’s back, completely oblivious to the one that had been
placed on him already.

Typically, James wasn’t very
good at being on the receiving end of these things. In actual fact,
it was very easy to get him wound up and annoyed, and Gondo in
particular had perfected it to an art form.

Jake made sure that he didn’t
end up on the same table as either James or Zoe, instead sitting
down with some people he was vaguely friendly with. One of them was
a girl called Kim who he had a soft spot for, although he would
never admit this to anyone. When it came to ogling and fantasising
about the prettiest girls in his year, he was fine, but when it
came to those who were closer to the plain-attractive end of the
scale, he felt too embarrassed to ever mention that he liked them.
It was fine to publicly talk about Sarah Bryce in hallowed tones,
as everyone felt the same way and he wasn’t sticking his neck out
or attracting attention to himself by saying so. She was well out
of his league, and he felt safe on the other side of the chasm that
separated the two of them.

However, if he ever dared to say
something about Kim, a girl who was under the radar for most part,
he dreaded to think what might happen. What if the news reached her
and she found out? The mere thought of that happening terrified
him. He could talk to her easily enough in the classroom, but that
was about it. If he tried talking to her anywhere else, it wouldn’t
be long before his anxieties got the better of him, and his tongue
would begin tying itself into knots.

There was a loud clunking noise
as the teacher dropped the broken umbrella into a metal bin.

“So, did anyone actually know
whose umbrella that was?” Jake asked his table.

The boys shrugged, whilst Kim
smiled and said, “No idea, I’ve never seen it before.”

“Someone’s gonna get wet the
next time it rains, thanks to James.”

“He’s such an idiot, that boy.
He thinks he’s funny, but he’s just an idiot.”

Jake was suddenly unsure which
way he should take the conversation. He glanced around at everyone
else and said, “I can’t believe Zoe tried to grass him up.”

The two other boys agreed and
nodded. Kim glanced around and then looked at all three of
them.

“She’s such a bitch, I hate her
so much,” she confessed, lowering her voice. “Seriously.”

Her admission caught Jake by
surprise, as he still harboured the illusion that all the girls in
his year liked each other. And why wouldn’t he? They always seemed
to be talking to each other, and he never saw any of them getting
into fights on the playground.

Kim saw the inquisitive looks on
the boy’s faces, and relished the opportunity to slag off a
rival.

“She’s so two-faced, always
saying things behind your back. You’ll see her in the morning,
waving and being all nice, and then the next thing you know, she’s
slagging you off. ” She tried to sound serious, but a smile crept
across her face. “Zoe’s gonna get beaten up one of these days, I
swear.”

Jake and the other two boys
exchanged amused glances.

“I can’t stand her, either,”
Jake agreed. “And that face she does, it drives me mad.”

Jake did a crude impression of
Zoe’s face, and Kim let out a shriek of laughter. Her face quickly
turned bright red, and she lowered her head down to the table as if
attempting to hide from someone.

“Can you get on with your work
please, Kim?” The teacher chastised her, looking over the top of
her glasses.

“Sorry, Miss. The boys are
making me laugh!”

“Well, you can come and sit next
to me if you would prefer.”

Kim didn’t bother responding to
this, and instead turned back round to face the table.

“That’s nice isn’t it, lads? She
just grassed us up,” Jake mocked her. “Always slagging us off
behind our backs. She’s gonna get beaten up one of these days, I
swear.”

“Oh, shush you,” Kim replied,
playfully slapping him on the arm.

Jake grinned, but felt a pang of
anxiousness run through him. He had wanted to make her laugh, and
he had managed to do that... so what should he do now? He had no
idea, so just clammed up for a while.

The rest of the lesson dragged
along slowly, and it was a relief when the bell went. As the class
filtered its way out of the room, Jake happened to glance in the
direction of the teacher’s desk. He smiled when he saw the remains
of the umbrella poking out from the top of the bin.

Out of the corner of his eye,
Jake could see James looking over in his direction and he did his
best to ignore him. Partway down the corridor, James managed to
catch up with him and lightly nudged his arm.

“I tell you, I’m gonna smack
that Zoe in the face one of these days. Always opening her gob and
getting me in trouble.”

Although Jake didn’t actually
disagree with anything he had said, having to listen to James talk
about who he was going to beat up quickly became tedious.

“She’s so ugly as well. Maybe a
few smacks in the face would sort her out, make her more
attractive.” James’s face had developed that stupid smile where he
thought he was being funny.

“She’s a stupid fat moose! Zoe
the moose!” he shouted, feeling safe in the anonymity of the busy
corridor.

Several people looked round at
him, whilst Jake just rolled his eyes.

“Right, I’ll see you later,”
James said, bounding off with the air of someone who has just put
the world to rights.

Jake sighed with relief, and
made his way over to the science block. The science block was a
building completely separated from the main part of the school, and
this had led to various rumours springing up over the years
regarding its location. The most popular theory was the one about
the walls being made of reinforced concrete, so that dangerous
experiments and explosions could be safely carried out after
school.

One of the more bizarre rumours
involved a female teacher who had been so badly burned by a jar of
acid that the doctors had had no choice but to remove one of her
breasts, and replace it with a cosmetic one made entirely out of
wood.

Jake thought that it was an
absurd, if amusing, rumour and it was one that the whole school
knew about. Whenever a new school year started, it wasn’t uncommon
to have the new pupils asking the older kids if it was true that
Miss Brattock had a wooden tit.

A crowd was now forming just
outside the science block; everyone waited as the final couple of
classes emptied out of the building, and Jake watched a group of
kids from the lowest year throw clumps of grass at each other. A
teacher inside the building rapped on one of the windows, and
wagged an accusatory finger at them. They immediately stopped their
game, and decided to wait patiently like everyone else.

After waiting for about a minute
the students were allowed to go inside. Jake sat down and hefted
out the heavy textbook that they all had to carry around with them.
He slapped it down on the table, and saw that a small insect had
somehow got squashed in between the plastic cover and the front of
the book itself.

“Anyone fancy a snack?” he
asked, addressing everyone on his table.

“Oh, that’s where he went. I was
looking for him earlier,” one of them joked.

Although Jake didn’t mind
science lessons, he found the classroom itself rather dull and
uninspiring. Whilst the experiments and projects that they did were
interesting, writing it all up afterwards was tedious beyond
belief. The walls were decorated with the remnants of past
projects, but they seemed to consist of almost nothing other than
A4 sheets of paper filled with essays. Science was supposed to be
about discovery and pushing the boundaries of human understanding,
wasn’t it? Where were the pictures of planets, spaceships, and
Frankenstein’s monster? The occasional poster explaining plate
tectonics simply wasn’t enough for Jake.

As the lesson progressed, the
occasional smell of gas wafted under Jake’s nose. Giggles could be
heard from the rear corners of the classroom, betraying who it was
that was playing around with the taps. Jake was just as guilty of
doing it as anyone else was. Usually, the gas was only turned on
when the Bunsen burners were going to be used, but sometimes the
teachers forgot to turn it off once a lesson had ended. It didn’t
take long for the next class to spot the mistake, and it was always
funny seeing how long you could get away with it before the teacher
noticed.

Jake glanced up at the clock on
the wall. A few seconds later the bell sounded to signify the end
of the lesson. He banged his textbook on the table, and saw the
dead insect slip out from under the plastic cover. As he started to
put the book away, an idea popped into his head. He held the heavy
tome up at an angle, put the insect on top and flicked it with his
finger. It shot right past the teacher’s head, who was too busy
droning on about what they were supposed to be doing for homework
to actually notice it.

Two of the boys on Jake’s table
saw it and they laughed loudly.

Jake walked out the door of the
classroom, and passed the science teacher’s staffroom. The door was
wide open. Inside he could see a familiar overweight woman sitting
on a stool, sipping tea from a mug. Well, he assumed it was tea as
the mug had the motto I love tea! written across the side of
it. For all Jake knew, it might be dog piss that was in the damn
thing. In fact he hoped that it really was dog piss, as it would
explain a lot about her.

Jake actually had no idea what
this woman’s purpose was. Truth be told, no-one really seemed to
know who she was, or what she did. Her only involvement with the
pupils was on the odd occasion when she came out of her cave to
tell them to be quiet as they walked down the corridor. Everyone
immediately complied with her request, yet it was more out of
confusion than anything approaching obedience or respect. The woman
sat well outside the usual school hierarchy, so no-one knew how
they were supposed to react to her. She wasn’t a full-time teacher,
yet she wasn’t a supply teacher either.

His one and only proper
interaction with this woman was several months ago when he needed
to do an experiment with magnesium. He had approached her and
politely asked for 24 grams of magnesium, but received quite
possibly the dirtiest look he had ever been the victim of. It was
if he had walked in completely naked, and asked if he could dunk
his testicles in her tea.

As it turned out, the project
they were doing required a mere 0.24 grams of magnesium, with the
decimal place shunted one significant figure to the left. Fair
enough he had made a mistake, but how the hell was he supposed to
know just how light these light metals actually were? Didn’t she
know that the whole point of doing these experiments was so that
they could learn stuff?

The inside of the staffroom
itself was drab and boring, much like the rest of the building. A
single Garfield poster occupied one of the walls, whilst a
noticeboard made of cork hung crookedly over on the opposite side
of the room. It was mostly filled with sagging notices, but up in
the top right hand corner someone had pinned an empty packet of
pistachio nuts to it. The packet had been there for as long Jake
could remember.

The overweight woman glanced up
at Jake as he walked by the door, and she frowned at him with the
sort of look usually reserved for peeping Toms. Jake was more than
happy to leave her as she was.

He walked out of the main door,
and saw the beginnings of another crowd forming outside the
building. Although the lessons for the day had now finished,
everyone had to go back to their tutor room so that the final
register could be taken. In front of him were some boys from the
top year, and they were squabbling amongst themselves about
something. Although they were only a year older than Jake, in his
eyes they were fully grown men and he had to be careful as he
navigated his way through the gaps between them.

On the way back to his tutor
room, Jake went by the art department again. A few more pictures
had been put up and he surveyed them for as long as the noisy,
moving crowd allowed him to. There was a drawing of a sports car
which was technically brilliant, but seemed to be devoid of any
real character. There was also a scenic landscape that caught his
attention, but he would have to save his overall impression for
when he had more time to examine it.

“Alright, Jake? I’m gonna go and
buy an umbrella tonight, use it to bash Zoe over the head.”

Jake glanced behind him and saw
James’s big, grinning face staring back at him.

“Oh yeah? Make sure you get a
good one. Don’t want it falling apart like the other one did.”

“True. Might twirl it around in
some dog shit first as well, make her smell nice for once. I bet
she only washes when it’s been raining, can’t afford to have a
shower fitted in the bathroom. Probably ain’t even got a bathroom,
either!”

Jake wasn’t looking at James any
more, but he just knew that the grin was getting even bigger. He
could almost hear the sound of it splitting his head open.

“You what?” James asked loudly.
He seemed to be offended that his little outburst hadn’t generated
as much laughter as he thought it deserved.

Jake rolled his eyes in
annoyance. He hadn’t bothered responding to James’s little rant
because, well, what was there to say? There are only so many times
that you can listen to the same person say the same sort of thing
all the time. All Jake wanted, was for James to talk about
something other than who he wanted to punch in the face. Just once.
Was that really too much to ask? Just what was the conversation
like at the dinner table for him? Did his dad challenge him to an
arm wrestle if he asked for some tomato sauce? Did his mother write
out her shopping lists by head butting slabs of granite? In the
summer, did they –

Jake felt something yank his
foot back, and he stumbled forward, nearly smashing into the person
in front of him.

“Ooops, mind your step! Have a
nice trip? Send us a postcard next time!” James leered at him.

A flash of annoyance rushed
through Jake. He could practically hear James’s face creaking and
groaning, the grin threatening to rip his head open entirely. He
turned around briefly, and shoved James’s shoulder. James shoved
him back but Jake decided to leave it.

He came to his tutor room and
found it to be full of boisterous clamour. His fellow pupils were
almost climbing the walls in their desperation to be let out after
a long day of education. Miss Sargeant was sat cross-legged in her
chair, her muscular thighs protruding out from her shorts. Some of
the boys had asked her what kind of diet professional footballers
would have, and they were enthralled as they listened to her talk
about protein, creatine, and various other dietary supplements. She
seemed to relish the chance to educate these young, impressionable
boys about something that interested them, and in her excitement
she almost forgot to take the register before the bell went.

Instead of calling the names out
she just flicked her eyes quickly around the room, ticking the
names off the list, before going back to fiddling with the whistle
around her neck and listening to the boys talk about their sporting
heroes.

Jake listened in with interest,
but didn’t actually say anything. When the bell went to signify the
end of the day, it actually took him by surprise. The other boys
seemed almost disappointed that the day was over, and so did Miss
Sargeant. She followed them to the door, and they thanked her when
they left.

“Always a pleasure, boys,” she
told them with a wink. “You’ll be the nation’s Olympic heroes in a
few years’ time.”

Outside, Jake met up with Gondo
and a couple of others. When they arrived at the train station, he
once again decided to play it safe and bought himself a ticket.
They stood out on the platform, hands in pockets, waiting patiently
for their train.

“Anyone on Xbox Live tonight?”
asked Gondo. “I fancy shooting some of you lot in the face
again.”

“Yeah, might do,” replied Jake.
“I just hope Ben hasn’t managed to get hold of my controller again,
he just dribbles all over it. I might have to start bringing it to
school; he always manages to find it.”

“Maybe your mum gives it to him,
just for a laugh,” suggested one of the other boys.

“Yeah, probably. For some
reason, he loves anything blue.”

The boy scrunched his face up.
“Why’ve you got a blue controller anyway? They look crap.”

Jake shrugged. “It was a
birthday present.”

“Does Ben like blue movies?”
asked Gondo.

“If he did, it would be a
different kind of dribbling going on,” one of them quipped.

“He’d get the breast feeding of
his life.”

Jake felt a flush of annoyance
run through him. “Yeah, can you like, not talk about my little
brother like that, please?”

“Just joking around, boss.”

A bland, mechanical voice
announced the arrival of a train on another platform. One of the
boys said his goodbyes, and sprinted off so he didn’t miss it.

The rest of them watched as he
popped up from the stairs on the other side of the platform,
bursting into laughter as he nearly knocked an old woman over.
Despite his yelled apology, she angrily waved her walking stick at
him.

“I hope she knocks him out with
that stick,” said Gondo.

A few minutes later their own
train pulled into the station, and they bagged themselves a set of
six seats, using their bags to fill the remaining spaces. Jake let
out a big yawn, and rested his elbow on the small ledge that jutted
out from under the window.

“Have you heard about the
vitamin things that footballers take with their meals?” he asked.
“Miss Sargeant was talking about it earlier.”

“Yeah, my brother uses some of
that stuff when he goes down the gym. He reckons it makes a big
difference actually,” said the other boy.

“Kevin, I bet your entire family
is on that stuff. It’s why you’re all so ugly,” Gondo told him.

Kevin fished a pen out of his
pocket and threw it at him. Gondo instinctively put his hand up to
protect his face, and the nib jabbed his palm.

“You could use some fattening
up, you skinny twat,” Kevin shot back.

Gondo rubbed the sore spot on
his hand. “I don’t need none of that nonsense, mate. It’s all about
pure skill and I’ve got bags of it.”

“The only thing you’ve got, is
shit for brains.”

Gondo pretended to look
offended. “No, I know loads of stuff about loads of things, and
you’re just jealous. For instance, ask me any question you want
about Firefly.”

Kevin screwed his face up in
confusion. “What’s that?”

“Only, like, the best sci-fi TV
series ever made. I’ve got all thirteen episodes downloaded.”

“They only made thirteen
episodes? Sounds crap, I’ve never even heard of it.”

“No, it’s because Fox showed
them in the wrong order. Rupert Murdoch is an arse.”

“Who the hell is Robert
Murdoch?”

Gondo shook his head, and rolled
his eyes theatrically. “It’s Rupert! And he owns all the Fox TV
channels. God, and you say I’ve got shit for brains.”

Kevin glanced at Jake, but he
didn’t find any support there: Jake was too busy laughing his head
off. Gondo always had something of knack for turning conversations
around to something completely nonsensical.

A female ticket inspector burst
noisily into the carriage. The machine around her neck banged
loudly against the door. She marched towards the three boys, but
stopped only to tell Gondo to get his feet down.

Jake looked at her, and noticed
that her skin seemed to be impeccably smooth and pale. There was a
kind of harsh beauty about her, one that he found both attractive
and intimidating at the same time. She reminded him of the
newsreaders he sometimes saw on TV, with their serious, robotic
eyes staring at him as they reminded him how awful the world
was.

The woman felt his stare, and
Jake had a brief moment of panic as he couldn’t remember if he had
bought a ticket or not. He shot her a nervous smile, and to his
surprise she smiled back at him. It changed her face completely,
and Jake realised that she probably wasn’t the harsh taskmaster he
had initially imagined her to be. She was just doing her job, and
he felt a brief pang of sympathy for her.

Jake watched her walk down the
rest of the carriage, and the machine seemed to hang heavy around
her neck. There was another clunking sound as it swung and banged
against something.

Jake leaned forward. “I wonder
how much they get paid? The inspectors on these trains, I
mean.”

Kevin just shrugged, whilst
Gondo thought for a moment.

“Quite a lot, I reckon,” he
stated. “They do an important job, and probably get commission on
the tickets and fines and other stuff.”

“So why didn’t she check for our
tickets?”

It was Gondo’s turn to shrug
now. “Dunno. Maybe she’s made enough money today already. I wonder
why they bother having ticket barriers at the station, as well as
the inspectors on the train though. Why not just put the ticket
barriers on the train? Would be loads easier.”

The three of them pondered this
conundrum for a few moments.

“I wonder where they go for
lunch.”

“Probably go to the buffet
car.”

Gondo screwed his face up. “When
was the last time you saw a train with one of those?”

“I don’t know, maybe there’s one
in the driver’s cab.”

A few more moments of
silence.

“So, do you reckon the driver is
their boss?”

“Might be. It’s probably why
they’re always walking up and down the train, to get away from
having to do anything. Kind of like the school prefects that wander
around the school, asking people to pick litter up. They only do it
to skive off going to lessons.”

“I hate some of those prefects.
They’re either arse lickers, or just complete arseholes who think
they can push you around.”

“Didn’t James get into a fight
with one of them?”

“So he reckons, but no-one saw
it happen.”

“Who’d you think would win in a
fight between Mr Hamish, and all the prefects?” Gondo asked
them.

Jake and Kevin both snorted with
laughter. “Mr Hamish would smash the lot of them. I reckon he’d be
picking them up, one in each hand, and throwing them over the
school roof.”

“Is it true he was in the
army?”

“I heard that he was in the SAS.
It’s probably why Bin Laden went into hiding; he knew Mr Hamish was
coming for him.”

The three of them sat there in
awe, imagining one of their teachers jumping out of a plane and
parachuting down into the jungle.

Jake glanced up suddenly,
wondering why the train wasn’t moving. Realisation dawned on
him.

“Crap, this is my stop! See you
lot tomorrow.”

He grabbed his bag, and darted
for the doors. They were already starting to close, but he just
about managed to slip through the narrowing gap. His friends waved
and laughed, and he shot them a thumbs up through the window.

About halfway home, he came upon
a small stone in the middle of the pavement. He kicked it around
liked it was a football, his fun only coming to an end when it
bounced out across the road and down a drain.

For the rest of the walk home he
twirled his keys around on his finger. Just as he reached his
house, they flew off and he came close to losing something else
down a drain.

The moment he opened his front
door, the putrid smell of a soiled nappy hit him. He glanced into
the open door of the lounge and saw a half-naked child sitting on
the floor chewing on something.

“Mum!” Jake whined. “You let him
eat my Xbox controller again!”

Ben looked up at him with a
smile, and threw the controller down onto the floor. He pointed at
it, keen to inform Jake of something he had learned about it.

“Yat! Is ‘lue, ‘lue!”

Jake bent down to pick it up,
being careful to avoid the drool. “Yes, I know it’s blue. Do you
sniff these things out?”

Ben turned his head, and looked
past Jake. “Yat! Mumma, Yakes home!”

Jake held the controller up
towards his mother, but when he saw the tired look on her face he
knew that sympathy was going to be thin on the ground.

“Sorry, he’s been a right little
sod today. He managed to pull the cloth off the table and spilled
coffee everywhere. Then he got hold of some toilet paper, and tore
it to pieces.”

Ben somehow seemed to know that
his antics were being discussed, and he let out an excited giggle.
Jake couldn’t help but smile at him.

Ben heaved himself up, and
reached out as if he was trying to take Jake by the hand. “Yakes,
you come play?”

“Maybe later, I got to get
changed.”

Jake glanced at the sofa, and
spotted his mother’s handbag lying on its side. The book she had
snatched out of his hand the day before was sitting next to it. She
appeared to be a third of the way through it already, if the
bookmark that was poking out of it was anything to go by.

Jake went upstairs to his
bedroom, threw his bag over into the corner, and got changed out of
his uniform. He bunged on some tracksuit bottoms and a t-shirt, and
used his sock to wipe the drool from his Xbox controller. He
gingerly put it on top of a chest of drawers to dry out, and went
back downstairs.

He walked into the lounge where
Ben was hard at work smashing a plastic brick with a bright blue
squeaky hammer.

Ben looked up and asked, “We
play cars?”

Ben’s notion of ‘playing cars’
seemed to involve little more than smashing them into one another,
or, if he got the chance, ramming them into any stray hands that
were lying on the carpet.

A few minutes after their game
started, his dad popped his head round the door. There was an
awkward half-grin on his face when he spoke.

“Erm, can you watch Ben for a
while for us? We’ve, er, got some business to attend to
upstairs.”

Jake tentatively agreed, a frown
appearing on his face. In the hallway behind his dad he caught a
glimpse of his mother, and she also had a strange grin on her face.
He thought he heard her giggle, and then there was the noise of the
pair of them stomping their way up the stairs.

A sickening realisation slowly
dawned on Jake, and he found himself looking towards the book in
his mother’s handbag again. Just as he was about to get up and take
a closer look at it, he felt a sudden pain shoot through in his
hand.

“I got you, Yakes!” Ben cackled,
already gearing the car up for another go.

Jake quickly lifted his hand off
the carpet, prompting Ben to emit a noise of disappointment. For a
brief moment, Jake thought his little brother looked like a child
of the devil. His chubby, childish cheeks were bright red with
excitement and his early, protruding teeth looked like exposed
fangs.

Jake pointed his finger in front
of Ben’s face, who looked at it quizzically for a moment. The devil
reappeared in his face again, and he made an eager attempt to chomp
down on it. Jake moved his finger out of the way, and slowly
brought it back again. Ben once more tried to bite it, but this
time Jake gently nudged his brother over onto his back and started
tickling him.

A shrill, childish giggling
filled the room, and Jake found himself laughing along with it. The
devil was now banished from Ben’s face, and he was back to being
the happiest child in the world again.

About thirty minutes later, his
mother came back downstairs in her dressing gown to announce that
she was putting the dinner on. Jake avoided looking at her
directly, and instead made Ben giggle by pulling a face at him.

At the dinner table, Ben was on
top form as he kept the family amused with his own, unique set of
table manners. He let a bit of ham dangle from his mouth, and shook
his head side-to-side. Jake struggled to hold in his laughter,
which was all the encouragement that Ben needed to carry on.

“Stop laughing! You’ll only
encourage him,” his mother scolded him, although her own face
seemed to twitch with the temptation to smile.

Jake’s father tried to sneakily
steal one of Jake’s meatballs whilst he was distracted, but some
deft defensive fork work by Jake stopped him from claiming his
prize.

“Sam, there’s more in the pot if
you’re still hungry,” Jake’s mother said.

“Nah, it’s more fun stealing
someone else’s,” he replied, winking at Jake.

Jake grinned, and pulled his
plate towards him.

“Oh, you can’t run from me. I’m
the meatball ninja, and these are my deadly weapons of thievery,”
his father said, waving his cutlery.

Jake responded by putting a
meatball in between his lips, and spitting it in the direction of
his dad’s plate. It missed and landed on the table, sending small
splatters of gravy in all directions. This produced a squeal of
delight from Ben, a grimace from Jake’s dad, and a furious telling
off from his mother.

“That’s disgusting, pack it in
the pair of you! Sometimes, you’re both worse than Ben.”

At the mention of his name, Ben
banged his plastic spoon noisily on his tray.

“Don’t worry honey, you’re being
a good boy,” she told him. “It’s those two who’re being
naughty.”

Jake and his father exchanged a
quick glance, knowing that they were in trouble. They finished the
rest of their dinner in silence, with even Ben sensing the change
in the mood.

After dinner, Jake went upstairs
to his room. He turned on his Xbox, and saw that he had a new
friend request from someone. He checked who it was from, and
frowned when he saw the name: Dog Poo McGroo.

Just as his finger hovered over
the delete button, he realised who it was and started laughing.
Gondo had had his account banned again, and this was his new one.
Jake accepted the friend request, connected his headset up and
joined the game.

“Hey, Jakey Jakes! Why you so
late? I’ve had to shoot the French people all by myself so
far.”

“Sorry, eating dinner and
stuff.”

“Ooooh, what did you have?”

“Meatballs and couscous.”

Gondo snorted incredulously.
“What the hell is kiss-kiss?”

“I dunno, some weird thing my
mum likes. What about you?”

“I had another argument with my
mum again, so I had to make myself beans on toast.”

“Actually, so did I. I spat a
meatball at my dad, and she went mental.”

“Nice one! I reckon you should
go downstairs and do it again, just for a laugh.

“Probably not a good idea. How
long are you going to be online for?”

“Dunno, until I get bored of
shooting French people.”

“Sounds like you’ll be falling
asleep in class tomorrow.”

“Probably. The weird thing is, I
can’t tell the difference between the boys and the girls. I
sometimes wonder if my French teacher plays this, I would love to
shoot her in the face.”

Jake laughed. He couldn’t
imagine any of the French teachers playing a Call of Duty
game. Actually, he struggled to imagine any of the teachers playing
anything other than Solitaire. Well, apart from maybe one
teacher in particular.

“Do you reckon Mr Hamish plays
this?”

Gondo was silent for a few
seconds. “Er, probably. If he was in the army, he’d know all the
best hiding places. I’d be more scared of him online than in real
life.”

Jake played for about an hour or
so, and then yawned loudly. “I’m tired, I’m gonna go to bed.”

“Yeah, I think I’ll join you.”
Gondo paused, and added, “Not literally, of course. That’d be
hideous.”

“I’d spit meatballs at you if
you tried anything like that.”

“Enjoy your kiss-kiss. See you
tomorrow.”

Jake turned off his Xbox, and
went into the bathroom to brush his teeth. As he squeezed the
toothpaste out onto his toothbrush, he found himself fascinated by
how perfectly straight the red, white, and blue stripes were. It
seemed a shame that he had to spoil the immaculate pattern. He
yawned again, and decided that maybe it wasn’t worth getting quite
so emotional about supermarket own-brand toothpaste.

After he had finished brushing,
he looked down into the sink and looked at the mess the toothpaste
had made. This time, the colours had swirled together and formed a
crude representation of the Union Jack. He considered it for a
second, yawned, and then rinsed his brush and the sink.

***

 



Chapter Three

 


The next morning, Jake had a
shower and trudged downstairs to sit at the breakfast table. Ben
wasn’t in his highchair, but instead had been given free reign of
the kitchen.

“Keep an eye on him, please,”
his mother asked, nodding towards the half-naked child.

She turned back to the counter,
whisking up some scrambled egg.

Jake pointed his finger at Ben,
waggling it teasingly in front of him. Ben waddled over, and made
an effort to chomp on it. Jake picked him up and put him on his
lap.

“I hope you haven’t done a
poo-poo,” he told his little brother.

“Is ‘lue, ‘lue!” Ben shouted,
pointing an enthusiastic finger at one of the blue plates on the
table. Jake and his mother looked at each other, and laughed.

Jake lightly squeezed his
brother’s nose a few times. “You’re a mad little nappy
monster.”

“Morning Jake,” his dad said,
waltzing into the kitchen. “And a good morning to Sandra and Ben as
well.”

Jake glanced up and saw his dad
sidle up behind his mother. He kissed the side of her neck,
whispered something in her ear, and moved to get something from one
of the cupboards.

Sandra smiled coyly at her
husband, and shoved the bowl back into the microwave. Jake wrinkled
his face up in displeasure.

His dad put three mugs down on
the table, and hoisted Ben up from Jake’s lap.

“Come on smelly naked child;
let’s get you into your chair.”

Ben dutifully held his arms up
in the air, as he usually did when dad was strapping him in.

“How’d you get him to sit still
like that?” asked Sandra. “He wriggles around like a fish whenever
I try to put him in.”

Sam theatrically spread his
hands out, tipped a quick wink at Jake, and then looked back at his
wife. “What can I say? The boy knows who’s the boss, and who isn’t
the boss. Ain’t that right, Ben?”

Ben banged his hand
enthusiastically on his tray. “Yat!”

Sandra rolled her eyes at Jake,
and then turned her attention back to the microwave. Toast was
promptly dished out onto the plates, and topped off with a generous
wedge of hot scrambled egg.

Jake had a mug of coffee shoved
in front of him, and did what any self-respecting teenager would do
in this situation: spooned in four heaps of sugar to sweeten it
up.

Ben had scraps of toast and egg
placed on his tray, and did his level best to smear it all over his
face and hands. At one point he sneezed, sending a lump of food
flying out of his left nostril. Jake snorted with laughter.

Ben giggled, and pointed at his
older brother. “Yakes is laugh at me!”

Jake wolfed his breakfast down,
said his goodbyes and walked to the train station. As he went
through the entrance, he heard a loud, agitated voice. A woman was
leaning against the ticket counter, her head no more than a couple
of inches away from the glass. She jabbed a finger in the direction
of the tired, bored, and unfortunate employee who was sat on the
other side of the glass, trying to get her to calm down. A queue
was forming behind her, and the people in line shook their heads
impatiently.

Jake noticed that the woman’s
handbag was up on the counter, rather than hanging from her
shoulder. He considered this to be a bad omen, and decided to buy
his ticket from the machine.

His train rumbled into the
station more or less on time, and as the carriages whizzed past him
he kept an eye out for Gondo’s gaunt frame, but couldn’t see
him.

Once the train had stopped, he
jostled with the other commuters on the platform as they tried to
board as quickly as possible. Some of the disembarking passengers
tutted with annoyance as their path was blocked by those trying to
get on. Jake was naturally quicker, and more willing to squeeze
into the small gaps than anyone who was wearing a suit or carrying
a briefcase.

As he walked down the carriage,
he spotted the occasional arm and shoulder adorned in the same blue
fabric as his own school uniform. They all seemed to belong to
people in different years to him, so he stayed away from them.
There were also flashes of red, an indication of people from other
schools, and he made sure to avoid those as well.

He sat himself down next to a
middle-aged woman who was reading a free newspaper, whilst just
opposite him was a younger girl in jeans who had a small identity
badge hanging around her neck. Jake looked at the girl, wondering
how old she was. He couldn’t read the writing on the badge, but he
assumed it was a security pass of some kind. A security pass for
what, though? An office block? A college? A university? Government
access to an MI5 building, perhaps? The more he thought about it,
the more he realised that he simply couldn’t make a firm guess
about what her age was.

It was easier for him to
estimate the age of the older woman, as her skin had the usual
creases that accrue over a person’s life. Also, the fact that she
was on the train at this time of morning indicated that she was off
to work.

With the girl, it was different.
She wasn’t wearing a smart suit, but then again she wasn’t wearing
trainers either. Everything about her put her outside his frame of
reference and all he could say was that she was older than he was,
but younger than the woman reading the paper.

He remembered when he once saw
one of the older girls from his school out of her uniform. She had
finished her final school year only a few months before, yet she
looked like a completely different person. Jake found it almost
impossible to imagine that she had recently been a student at his
school.

The girl opposite him glanced up
briefly, and a pang of anxiety rushed through Jake. He felt as if
he had been caught doing something he shouldn’t have been doing and
relief filled him when she just turned her head to look out of the
window.

For the rest of the train
journey, Jake just sat there patiently until he arrived at his
stop. When he got to school, he went to the cafeteria and joined
the small group of boys that had gathered over in one corner. James
was sitting on top of one of the tables, swinging his legs and
talking loudly. A couple of the others nodded a greeting at Jake,
and he sat down.

After about ten minutes, a
pleasant aroma of cooked food wafted over them.

“Oh man, I’m bloody starving!”
James announced loudly, and jumped down off the table. He walked
towards to the serving counter, purposefully kicking someone’s bag
out of his way.

Despite having breakfast at
home, Jake also fancied having something to eat. He walked over and
queued up with James, who was impatiently tapping a coin on the
metal counter. The tic-tic-tic noise sounded like a giant
insect that was trying to burst through.

“Annoying, ain’t it?” James
asked, a grin spreading across his face.

Jake half-shrugged in reply, but
James wasn’t really interested in his answer.

“God, I wish these old biddies
would hurry up. I’m bloody hungry, haven’t had any breakfast
yet.”

A dinner lady seemed to hear
James’s complaints, and appeared in front of them a few seconds
later. Jake got some cheese on toast, and took it back to his seat.
As he sat down, he saw that Gary had turned up. He greeted him with
a brief nod, and tucked into his second breakfast. The cheese
dripped down onto his chin, and Jake lurched forward so that it
didn’t drip onto his trousers.

Gary looked at Jake with
amusement, and with what seemed to be a kind of petty jealousy. He
slinked off away from the group for a few minutes, and then came
back with his own plate of toast.

“Look at that, mate. Two slices
of the stuff, much better than one.” Gary took a large bite, and
then exaggerated his delight. “Yeah, that really hits the
spot.”

A moment of annoyance rushed
through Jake.

“Mind your fingers,” he advised
Gary. “You look like you’re going to bite them off.”

Someone laughed, and Gary shot
them an angry look.

“Where’s Gondo?” asked
James.

Jake shrugged. “Dunno, he
weren’t on the train this morning.”

The bell rang out, catching a
few of them by surprise. Everyone began gathering their bags and
books up, and the school was in motion once more. Jake caught a
glimpse of Kim off in the distance, laughing with Zoe. He shook his
head, not really understanding how it was possible for two girls
who hated each other to seem so at ease like that.

As Jake walked down the
corridor, he heard Mr Hamish’s stern voice booming out. Through an
open doorway, he saw the man towering over two kids from the first
year, his arms crossed and his brow furrowed. One of the boys was
busy tucking his shirt in, avoiding the teacher’s gaze. The other
was looking right up at Mr Hamish, a worried look on his face.

Jake let out a small laugh, as
did several other people around him.

“I bet those two kids are
crapping their pants,” someone said.

Jake couldn’t find any reason to
disagree with that sentiment.

He arrived at his tutor room and
sat in his usual spot. Miss Sargeant was already at her desk,
reading through some papers. She glanced up occasionally, usually
in response to the loud dink noise of a chair leg against a
table leg.

A couple of the boys were doing
some last-minute bits of homework, and someone decided to flick an
elastic band at them. A few loud snickers erupted, but were quickly
silenced with a glare from the tutor.

Jake’s morning lessons went by
without any real incident. Someone got sent to the headmaster’s
office for making too many smart arsed remarks to the teacher, most
of which had Jake laughing behind his hand. At lunchtime he went to
the cafeteria and groaned when he saw the size of the queue.

“Jake!” someone yelled at him.
“Get in here.”

Jake peered down the line and
spotted a boy waving at him. He had been on the same train home as
him the evening before. Jake was glad for the chance to jump the
queue, and ignored the tuts and protestations from those behind
him.

“Cheers, Kevin. You seen Gondo,
today?”

“Nope, not yet.”

“Me neither. It’s weird, I was
talking to him online last night and he seemed fine. He can’t be
off sick.”

Kevin shrugged. “I gave up
trying to make any sense of him years ago.”

They eventually reached the
front of the queue, and Jake got himself a sandwich, a packet of
crisps, and a small bottle of Coke. Kevin got pretty much the same
thing, and they both walked to the playground. On the way, a meek
prefect asked them to pick up a chocolate bar wrapper that was
blowing along the ground.

Jake was just about to do as he
was asked, when Kevin swallowed some air and belched loudly back at
him.

“No, do it yourself,” he told
the prefect.

“Right, I’ll report you for
that. What’s your name?”

Kevin fiddled with his tie, and
adopted an overtly suave voice. “The name’s Bieber. Justin,
Bieber.”

Jake burst out laughing, whilst
the prefect stood there not knowing what to do. As the two of them
turned away, Jake thought he glimpsed an expression of incredible
dismay and sadness on the prefect’s face. The red badge on his
blazer, usually a sign of respect and authority, was suddenly
nothing more than a tiny representation of meaningless bureaucracy.
What was it about Mr. Hamish that made everyone obey him
immediately? What was it that this poor prefect lacked which meant
that people could ignore him so easily? Jake wondered if it would
always be like that. Had Mr Hamish always been the immense,
towering giant that he is now? Had he ever been a meek schoolboy
that everyone ignored? When this prefect left school, would things
change for him? Would he always be ignored, not even able to get
onto a bus or a train without being shunted out of the way?

Jake and Kevin continued their
journey to the playground and when they arrived, they were
surprised to see that everyone was crowded together in a small
group.

“Oh arse. Looks like we don’t
have a ball again,” Kevin moaned.

As they got closer, they heard
some chanting.

“Chug, chug, chug, chug!”

“Champion! I’m the chugger
champion!” yelled Gary, and he thrust his arm up into the air. In
his hand was an empty bottle, and he waggled it triumphantly above
his head.

A few seconds later, some of the
others thrust their own empty bottles into the air. Just off to the
side, one of Gary’s friends was silently working his way through a
packet of crisps.

“We not got a football today?”
asked Jake.

Gary sarcastically rolled his
eyes. “How’d you guess?”

A pang of annoyance ran through
Jake. “So what’re you doing?”

“Chugging,” someone said, with a
small laugh.

Kevin and Jake exchanged a
glance. “You what?”

“Chugging. Basically, a
competition to see who can drink a bottle of water the quickest. We
started doing it yesterday after school.”

Gary gave Jake a disdainful,
challenging look. “You can join in if you reckon you can beat
me.”

Jake once again felt that pang
of annoyance run through him, and he looked Gary right in the
eyes.

“Alright then, let’s go.”

They filled their bottles up at
the nearby water fountain, and stood facing each other in a small
circle. Gary took a deep breath.

“Right, you all ready?” he
asked. “Here we go, after three. One... two... go!”

The five of them threw their
heads back and began drinking as quickly as they could. One of them
somehow managed to miss their mouth, spilling water all down their
face. The rest of them started the chanting again.

“Chug, chug, chug, chug!”

Jake stared at the bottle that
loomed right in front of him. He was drinking as fast as he could,
but the water just didn’t seem to be going down fast enough. In
fact, he wasn’t even sure if it was going down at all. Had he been
given a dodgy bottle? Had someone managed to rig it, so that it was
never empty? Already he could feel himself running out of air. His
arm was starting to ache. The bottle seemed to be swelling and
growing, right in front of his very eyes. He managed a quick glance
to his right, and felt himself sway slightly. He couldn’t remember
who it was that was standing next to him, but they seemed to be
almost finished. When Jake looked back at his own bottle, a feeling
of dismay swept through him again when he saw that it still seemed
to be full. How was that possible? It felt as if he had been
standing here for an eternity, undergoing some perverse kind of
Chinese water torture.

His lungs were now close to
bursting point. Was this ever going to end? He couldn’t back down
on this now, not when he had felt so certain of -

“Finished!” shouted Gary,
thrusting his arm into the air. “I beat all of you! Chugging champ
wins again!”

Jake finally gave in and lurched
forward. He bent down, grabbed hold of his legs and spat the water
out of his mouth in a fine spray. The relief was incredible as he
took a few deep breaths, desperately resisting the urge to puke his
guts up. Standing back up again, Jake glanced around, noticing that
a couple of the others also looked a bit unsteady on their
feet.

“What’s the matter with you lot?
This is easy! Jake, you’re just a pussy,” mocked Gary.

“Piss off.”

Jake finally looked up at Gary,
and couldn’t believe how at ease and triumphant he looked. His
smile made Jake feel sick; his teeth gleamed impossibly bright in
the sun. Jake wanted to smash those pearly, white molars in.

“I’m never drinking again,” one
of them groaned.

The boy eating crisps nodded at
Jake and for a split second he hated him.

“You’re like a bloody camel,
how’d you manage to drink so fast?” asked Kevin.

“Mate, I’m the champion. That’s
all there is to it,” he bragged.

“I’ll give you another go later,
after school,” one of them said.

Gary just shrugged.

Five minutes later, Jake and the
others felt better, the bravado and testosterone returning to their
normal levels. They hinted at trying it again and Gary gladly
accepted the challenge, and they filled their bottles up again.
This time, nearly everyone took part.

“Okay, here we go. After three.
One, two, three!”

Bottles were thrust up into the
air once again, noses and chins pointed up at the sky, and tiny
Adams apples began to bobble up and down.

The chanting came thick and
fast. “Chug, chug, chuggity chug, chuggity chug!”

Although Jake felt more
comfortable this time, the anxiety and the panic soon began to
overwhelm him. Once more, his bottle began to loom and swell in
front of his eyes, almost taunting him. It was as if a giant blimp
was threatening to crash down on the school.

“Oh, yes! Champion wins again!”
Gary yelled, grinning and leering at them.

Jake’s heart sank. He gripped
his bottle hard, crushing it in his hand.

“Looking a bit pissed off there,
Jake. What’s the matter? Can’t take losing?” Gary taunted him.

Jake felt anger rush to his
head. “Bollocks,” he growled. “You’re cheating and starting before
everyone else.”

A couple of the others looked at
Jake in surprise, whilst Gary just laughed at him.

“Well, I ain’t doing that
again,” grumbled Kevin.

The rest of the lunch break
trickled by slowly. The boys broke off into smaller groups; some of
them ventured back into the school building. Those that stayed
outside watched the basketball players with a mixture of curiosity
and envy.

Jake was quite glad when the
bell finally went. As he made his way back to his tutor room, he
went by the art department again. Nothing new had been put up, but
he looked at the picture of the sports car again. He thought he
spotted a tiny mouse hidden underneath one of the wheel arches, but
the crowd was moving too fast for him to stop and look closely.

At tutorial, everyone was
chatting noisily and Miss Sargeant was busy taking the register in
dutiful silence. After about a minute or so, she began humming a
tune that Jake was almost certain he recognised and he strained his
ears to hear better. Suddenly she glanced up and saw the intense
look on his face. She smiled, tipped him a wink, and went back to
her list of names.

Jake had always found her habit
of winking at people a bit strange and as far as he was concerned
it was something that only blokes should do. However, this time she
had caught him staring at her. Had she misinterpreted him? Did she
now think that he had a crush on her? His face blushed red as he
thought about it, and he hoped that things weren’t going to be
awkward at the next parents’ evening.

A few minutes later and everyone
was on the move again. Jake peeked at Miss Sargeant out of the
corner of his eye, but couldn’t quite make out which direction she
was looking in. It took a mountain of willpower for him to resist
looking right at her, and he was glad when he reached the
hallway.

As he made his way to his next
lesson, he thought he heard Gary’s voice shouting something out
about being the champion. Jake glanced around, but couldn’t see him
anywhere. A realisation slowly dawned on him: he genuinely didn’t
like Gary anymore. It wasn’t so much the losing to him that hurt,
but the gloating and the posturing that came afterwards. Especially
when it was aimed directly at him.

Of course, chugging was
something that was easy enough to practice at home. It required
nothing more than a plastic bottle and a working tap. Hopefully, he
could practice it and wipe that smile from Gary’s face once and for
all.

The remaining lessons for the
day offered Jake little in the way of excitement. Although he got
told off for not completing his homework, the blow was cushioned by
the fact that he wasn’t the only person in the class to ‘forget’ to
do it. Somehow, being the only one to get into trouble for
something made it worse.

When he went back to his tutor
room at the end of the day, he purposefully avoided looking at Miss
Sargeant and it was a relief when the final bell went. He hovered
around outside the school for a few minutes, waiting to see if any
of his friends were heading home. Once the crowd began to thin
itself out, he decided that they must be in detention and he walked
to the station by himself.

When he arrived, there was a
woman handing out small packages to anyone who walked past her.
Jake decided to take a look and he made his way over to her as
casually as he could.

“Free copy of Fitness Magazine
for you, young man?” she asked, thrusting something in front of
him. “You’ll get yourself a six pack in no time at all!”

Blonde highlighted streaks ran
all the way through her dark brown hair, which was tied back in a
tight ponytail with a thick, pink hair band. She was wearing black
leggings and a bright pink sports top, a look that Jake found very
attractive.

Just as Jake reached out to take
it, the magazine in her hand sagged away from his fingers and for
reasons he would never be able to explain, he suddenly felt anxious
and embarrassed. He felt as if everyone was now looking at him and
laughing.

“Ooops, I’ve got butter fingers
today! Sorry about that,” she said, shooting him a friendly
wink.

This was the second time that a
woman had winked at Jake today, and it was all he could to mumble a
quiet ‘thanks’ back at her. Why was he being winked at? His teacher
had caught him looking at her, and winked at him. And now this
woman, handing out the magazines, had done the same thing to him.
Was it something that they were seeing on his face? Where they
teasing him? Did they fancy him...?

The woman turned away from Jake
and handed a package to another gentleman. From what Jake could
see, she didn’t wink at him; she just offered a polite smile.

She briefly glanced back at
Jake, her eyebrows raised as if she thought he was going to ask her
a question. He held the magazine up, and thanked her a second
time.

“That’s alright, darlin’.
There’s a free sample included with it as well, you’ll be the
school champ in no time,” she replied in a friendly, almost
flirtatious manner.

Jake smiled, and noticed that
she was quite tanned. He tried to guess her age, but once again
came up blank. She was older than he was, but younger than his
parents. If he was forced to choose a number, he would say she was
twenty five. Somehow it seemed to be a ‘correct’ age, and it was as
if the world was full of twenty five year old women.

Jake watched her hand out a few
more packages, and he was struck by how easily and gracefully she
moved. Some people refused them, whilst others took it and
immediately threw it into one of the nearby bins. For some reason,
this annoyed Jake. Here was this woman, kindly handing things out,
and these people were just throwing them away. He wondered how she
felt about it.

Realising that he had been
rooted to this same spot for a while, he made his way to the
station platform and boarded his train. After finding himself a
seat, he decided to take a look at what was inside the package. The
black plastic covering tore open easily enough, and a few things
plopped out onto the floor. There was a thin publication entitled
Fitness Magazine! emblazoned across the front in a large
font, and underneath was a picture of an athletic-looking man, all
bulging muscles, square jaw, and immaculately styled hair.

Jake shook the magazine by the
spine and two leaflets fell out, both of them advertising a
gymnasium of one description or another. He then picked up a small
sachet, and looked at it with interest. This must have been the
free sample that the woman had spoken about.

The sachet itself was black and
all the text was written in purple. Fitness Booster! For men who
want to get ahead of the game!

There was a list of ingredients
that included protein, creatine, and various other scientific words
that Jake couldn’t pronounce, which made it sound very professional
and enticing. As he considered whether to bother trying it out or
not, he noticed an unfamiliar smell. Glancing down, he saw that the
contents of the sachet had somehow trickled out, and now lay all
over his trousers and the floor of the carriage.

Frustration rushed through him
as he realised he must have torn the packet when he first ripped
open the plastic cover. He felt annoyed with himself, and briefly
considered getting the train back to grab another one. Then he
remembered that the woman would probably recognise him, and wonder
why he was back again. Sure, there were the packages that had been
dumped in the dustbin, but did he really want to risk being seen
rummaging around in someone else’s rubbish? What if someone from
the school saw him? What if Gary saw him...?

Jake was suddenly pissed off
with Gary and school in general. He looked at the magazine again,
and relished the idea of being as muscled as the man on the front
cover. Surely anyone who looked like that would be able to beat
anyone, at just about everything?

He shoved the sachet into his
pocket, and flicked quickly through the magazine, losing himself in
the fitness articles, the pictures of athletes and bodybuilders,
and the endless adverts for home gymnasium setups.

Jake found the entire concept
utterly fascinating, and he bent down to scoop up all the flyers
which were now on the floor. He was almost at his stop, so he
shoved the lot into his bag and stood by the doors. The train
jerked as it came to a standstill, causing him to stumble slightly.
He glanced around to see if anyone he knew had spotted him, but it
seemed that no-one took any notice of him.

The train doors hissed open, and
he stepped down onto the platform. As he walked through the ticket
barrier, he glanced at the station attendant. The man was jabbering
enthusiastically into his mobile phone, and for a split second his
eyes rolled back in their sockets. A moment of horror ran through
Jake as he thought that the man was going to pass out right in
front of him, so he walked briskly towards the exit.

Partway home he fished the
magazine out from his bag again, flicking through it until he came
upon a page filled with adverts. His eyes swept across them,
looking for something interesting and worthwhile, when he felt his
heart pound quickly. Something had caught his attention briefly and
he scanned his eyes over the colourful columns and rows again.

Then he saw it right there, in
the middle of the page. He wondered how he missed it the first
time. It had the same black background, and the same purple
text.

Fitness Booster! For men who
want to get ahead of the game!

He stopped in the middle of the
pavement, and gawped at the bold statement. The writing was fairly
small this time, and it seemed that whoever was in charge of
quality control at the printing press had fallen asleep when this
particular page was being turned out, so it was rather difficult to
read. He squinted, screwed his face up and moved the magazine right
up to his face:

Available in three tub sizes: M,
L, and XL! Ring up and get yours before stocks run out!

Jake’s mouth slowly opened as he
contemplated this. Was he too late? Had they run out of stock?
Surely not; the woman certainly hadn’t been there this morning.
Mind you, what if other people were handing the magazines out at
train stations all across the country...?

A man on a bicycle rushed past
him but Jake barely noticed. He slowly lifted his head up, and
lowered the magazine down to his side. He had some money in his
bank account, and he could quite easily afford a few tubs. Would
they actually sell it to him, though? What if they just laughed at
him?

He put the magazine back into
his bag and continued his walk home, his doubts and anxieties still
lingering around in his head. As he approached the front door, he
fiddled around in his pockets trying to locate his key. Just as he
unlocked the door he heard a faint, piercing wail which hit him
full on as he stepped inside. Jake winced as the unmistakable sound
of Ben’s shrill screaming filled the air. He went past the front
room and saw his mother picking his brother up, his little face
red, angry, and full of tears.

She began bouncing him up and
down in her arms, and then spotted Jake standing in the doorway. He
pulled a questioning frown, silently enquiring what was wrong with
his brother. His mother just shook her head and shrugged, giving
him an equally silent answer.

Jake decided he would rather
leave the parenting to his parents, and sloped off to the kitchen
to make himself a sandwich. After a minute or so Ben’s cries began
to die down, which was good for both his ears and his sanity. He
walked slowly back to the front room, and saw that Ben was now
sitting on the floor at his mother’s feet. She was leaning forward
on the couch, stroking his cheek with a finger.

Jake watched them for a few
moments and snorted with amusement as Ben picked up a small toy
car, and threw it over his shoulder.

Ben heard him and he looked
first to his left, then to his right and finally up at his older
brother. A happy smile appeared on his face, and he let out a small
giggle. He rubbed his nose, and waved at Jake. Jake waved back.

“He’s always happy to see you,
you know,” his mother told him. “Sometimes, he cries when you leave
for school.”

There was a smile on his
mother’s face, but it was one that Jake didn’t truly recognise. It
wasn’t so much a smile of amusement, but one of parental pride.

Jake raised his eyebrows in
surprise. He found the idea of his little brother being upset with
his absence rather strange, though not necessarily in a bad way. It
was something that he simply hadn’t ever considered.

Jake wondered if he ever did
something similar himself, when he had been younger. The only
difference he could see between his own childhood and Ben’s, was
that he didn’t have an older brother to look up to and depend on.
Was this the start of life to come for the pair of them? In a few
years time, when Ben was older and starting school, would he still
be looking up at his older sibling with wide-eyed wonder?

Ben rolled onto his front,
crawled towards Jake and reached his small hand up towards his
brother, opening and closing his fingers.

“Yah, yah?” he chirped, as if he
was asking for something.

Jake crouched down and extended
a finger towards him. Ben grabbed the finger, pressed his face up
against it and then let go.

At first, Jake thought that Ben
was kissing his hand, but there was a crafty gleam in his eyes
which made him suspect that he just wanted something to rub his
dirty nose on. Jake wiped his finger on the carpet.

“Thanks, I’ve always wanted your
bogeys.”

Ben giggled, his teeth once more
exposing themselves to the world and reminding everyone that they
were still there. This time Jake saw nothing devil-like in his
brother’s face, just a playful, boyish mischievousness. A knot of
emotion settled somewhere in his stomach. He poked his brother
playfully in the stomach, and kissed him on the head. For the first
time, Jake realised that he loved this happy, young boy, and
probably always would. After all, it was his job to look after his
younger brother, to make sure that he was okay.

Ben stood up, and waddled over
to the middle of the room. He chewed on one of his fingers for a
few moments, and looked up at his mother with a strained expression
that she recognised only too well.

“I think someone needs their
nappy changed.”

She picked Ben up, and walked
out of the room with him over her shoulder. As they went past Jake,
Ben looked at his older brother and let out an impish giggle.

Jake grabbed his bag, went up to
his room and changed out of his school uniform. He turned on his
Xbox to see if Gondo was online, but there was no sign of him.
Opening up his bag, he took out the fitness magazine and went
straight to that advert again.

Fitness Booster! For men who
want to get ahead of the game!

He traced the words with his
finger and tried to decipher the phone number. The print quality
was mind-bogglingly bad, but he could just about make it out. He
went downstairs to get the cordless phone from the hall and brought
it back up to his room. For some reason, it felt impossibly heavy
and warm.

For men who want to get ahead of
the game!

Jake glanced at his bedroom
door, which was open about halfway. Or was it closed halfway? He
wanted it shut, so that probably meant it was only half shut. He
heard a faint babbling sound, and then what might have been his
mother’s voice telling Ben to stay still. For some reason, Jake
felt guilty about what he was about to do. His palms were hot and
sweaty, though he had no idea why.

For men who want to get ahead of
the game!

He remained rooted to the spot,
and looked down at the page again.

get ahead of the game!

He began dialling the number,
got halfway through and then stopped.

ahead of the game!

The purple words seemed to swirl
around in front of him. He dialled the number once more, this time
managing to press every number. The digits on the phone display
looked more solid than usual, almost as if they were pressing up
against the screen so they could break out. He took a deep breath,
and slowly moved his thumb over the call button. The display seemed
to change to dialling on its own, and Jake almost dropped
the phone in surprise.

He held the phone to his ear,
and the ringing sounded more like a warning than anything else. It
rang once. Then twice. He began to have second thoughts. Why was he
doing this? What good could some stupid powder do him? Did it
really matter who the chugging champion was? Or who was the best at
football? Or who ate the most cheese on bloody toast in the
morning?

Yes, it did.

“Yeah?” someone seemed to shout
at him.

The sudden, gruff voice in his
ear almost made him yelp in shock, as if he had somehow managed to
forget that he was trying to call someone. There was no going back
now.

“Um, hello, um, I was wondering
if, um, you had the...” he stammered.

Jake fumbled for the words,
struggling to remember what he was even phoning about. He glanced
desperately down at his bed, wondering how the magazine had
suddenly vanished from his grasp, his mouth open in bewilderment.
Then he saw it was over on his chair, where he had put it. He
picked it back up, desperately needing to see the advert again.

“You still there, mate?” This
time, the voice had an unnatural strangeness about it, as if the
speaker was chewing on a toothpick.

“Yes, I’m still here!” Jake
blurted out, getting a grip of himself. “I’d like to place an order
for a tub of the Fitness Booster. Is it still in stock?”

He did his best to sound
interested, but not too desperate. If he sounded like he meant
business, they might be willing to cancel someone else’s order if
they had run out.

There was a pause at the other
end. “Er, the what? Oh, yeah. That. Yeah, got loads of it, mate,”
the voice chuckled.

Of course it’s still in stock,
why wouldn’t it be? They probably make it in a huge laboratory
somewhere, churning it out by the -

All of a sudden, Jake heard the
most horrendous sound of his life. It was a terrifying crunching
noise, the sort of sound that could only be made by an impossibly
large machine pressing down on the bodies of a thousand innocent
families. His ear was filled with the wet squelching of flesh being
ripped apart, of bones snapping like twigs. Jake gripped the phone
in a panic, his knuckles turning white, his throat mere moments
away from screaming in terror, when the voice once again brought
him back to reality.

“How much you want, then? Ain’t
got all day, mate,” it said, sounding as if the speaker was chewing
on a mouthful of apple.

“Er, just the one tub will do.
Large size, please.”

“Right, that’s more like it.
Give us your card details and your address, then.”

Jake fumbled about in his wallet
for his bank card, and read out the numbers. For a split second he
couldn’t remember his address, but an impatient sigh on the other
end of the phone helped him recall it.

“Right, that’s all gone through
alright. Should be there within a couple of days, mate.” There was
a pause. “Unless the postman nicks it, of course.”

Before Jake could say anything
in reply, the line went dead. He was sure he had heard the man
laugh at him, but he couldn’t be completely sure. He looked down at
the phone, not quite believing that he had actually gone through
with it.

Jake suddenly felt something hit
the back his leg, something warm, something alive, something that
shouldn’t even be there. He spun around, his fists tightly
clenched, his face contorted into a silent scream, ready for
whatever was lying in wait for him.

“Yakes, you come play?”

Jake blinked and looked down at
Ben’s smiling, inquisitive face. He heard a girlish titter and
glanced up to see his mother covering her mouth with her hand,
laughing at him.

“Oh my God, that was a classic.
He really made you jump that time!”

“Yakes, you come play? Please?
Is fun when you play!” Ben repeated, tapping impatiently at Jake’s
leg.

Jake relaxed. “Okay, let’s go
and play.”

Ben shot him a toothy grin, and
reached up for his hand. Jake let Ben lead him to the top of the
stairs, but he wasn’t in the mood for a slow, awkward trip down
them. He picked Ben up and carried him down into the front room,
where they played whatever games had been bouncing around in Ben’s
head.

Dinner time came and went, and
when Jake went back upstairs to his room he checked to see if Gondo
was online. Once again, he was nowhere to be seen. Jake shrugged,
and wondered if he was likely to be in school tomorrow.

***

 



Chapter Four

 


The next morning, Jake scoffed
his breakfast and said his goodbyes. Just he was about to walk out
of the kitchen, a thought entered his head and he scooted back
inside.

“Bye bye, Ben. I’m off to school
now, see you later,” he said, and kissed his brother on the
head.

“Bye bye, Yakes,” Ben replied,
bits of toast falling out of his mouth.

Jake walked to the station, and
waited on the platform for his train. This time, he spotted Gondo
in one of the carriages, and he ran over to it as it raced past
him. Slightly out of breath, he boarded the train and sat down
opposite Gondo.

“Hey, where were you
yesterday?”

Gondo shrugged awkwardly,
avoiding Jake’s gaze. “I sort of had an argument with my dad the
other night. I ended up staying round my grandparents’ again.”

Jake frowned, not really
understanding why that would require a day off school. “What was
the argument about? What happened?”

Gondo shifted uneasily in his
seat and pawed nervously at his face. “Oh, you know, just stuff.
It’s all okay now though.”

Jake wasn’t convinced but didn’t
press the issue any further. Gondo seemed to be embarrassed about
many of the things in his life, and it didn’t seem fair to give him
a complex about them when there were plenty of other people willing
to do so.

Gondo was unusually quiet for
the rest of the journey, and it wasn’t until the pair of them got
near to the school that he said more than a few words.

“What the hell are they doing?”
he asked, pointing over to a group of about five boys in a huddle,
all of them drinking from bottles.

Jake rolled his eyes. “It’s some
new game that Gary and his lot have started playing. They call it
chugging, and it’s a race to see who can drink a bottle of water
the fastest.”

Gondo pulled a face.
“Seriously?”

“Yeah, we had a few goes
yesterday lunchtime. I don’t know how Gary wins so easily, it made
me feel sick when I did it.”

There were a few seconds of
silence. “He’s a bit of a knob these days to be honest,” Gondo
said, as if he were stating a simple, well known fact.

They went to the cafeteria and
Jake offered to buy Gondo some breakfast. Gondo deliberated for a
couple of seconds and accepted the offer. They queued up at the
counter, got some toast, and went and sat with everyone else.

James looked up at them, a
stupid grin spreading across his face.

“Where was you yesterday,
Gondo?”

Jake could tell by the tone of
James’ voice that this was probably the lead-in to a stupid
joke.

Gondo shrugged. “Was just off
for a day.”

“Was you shagging your mum?”
James asked. “I popped round last night for a quick go, she
knackered me right out.”

A few of the others laughed,
whilst the rest just rolled their eyes. There was a brief pause,
and Jake shot a glance at Gondo. He instantly recognised the look
on his friend’s face, and started to smile.

“Yeah, she said something about
a bloke with a small dick coming round to see her. Must’ve been you
she was talking about, said your pants had massive skid marks in
them as well,” Gondo shot back.

There was another short pause.
Jake noticed that James had stopped swinging his legs, and his grin
had vanished entirely. There was a look of pure shock on his face:
as if he knew that something bad had just happened, but his brain
hadn’t managed to figure it out yet.

Everyone burst into laughter and
the world seemed to slow down for Jake. He watched as James’ face
twitched first one way and then another as he tried to process how
the situation had turned against him so quickly. His face looked
like stone, and it began to turn red.

“You skinny little prick,” he
growled.

Gondo’s expression began to take
on a worried look. The initial rush of smart-arsed adrenaline
dissipated almost the moment the words had come out of his mouth.
James was about three times the size of Gondo, but Gondo could move
fast if he needed to, something that had been put to the test many
times over the years. James was always quick to dish abuse out, but
he was a bad loser if things came back on him; Gondo’s knack for
getting under his skin was almost second nature.

“Look mate, you asked for that,
so stop sitting there looking like someone’s just taken a shit in
your bed,” someone said to James.

Jake moved so that he was
standing just in front of Gondo, and the fury in James’ face died
down. The boys exchanged amused looks with each other and hid
smiles behind their hands. About a minute later, James picked up
his bag and stormed off without saying anything.

A fresh bout of laughter erupted
in the group, and a large grin appeared on Gondo’s face.

“Mate, that was so funny,” Kevin
told him. “You were as quick as a flash with that comeback, he
didn’t know what hit him.”

“He’s gonna be in a huff all day
now, probably off to beat up some kids in the first year,” someone
else remarked.

“Probably, but I reckon I’ll
have to keep an eye out for him for the rest of the day,” Gondo
said.

“Nah, don’t worry about him, he
won’t do nothing.”

“Yeah, you’ll be fine. He’s all
fart, and no shit.”

Twenty minutes later, the sound
of the school bell filled the air. As they went their separate
ways, Jake gave Gondo a friendly nudge in his side. He didn’t know
if it was his imagination, but he was sure that Gondo flinched
slightly, as if in pain.

During the day, Jake passed
James in the corridor a couple of times, and if the look on his
face was anything to by, his delicate ego was still bruised. He
glanced at Jake briefly, and looked away again without saying
anything. Jake was almost glad, and he imagined most of the others
would be as well.

In the afternoon they had PE,
and the boys’ changing room was as cramped as it always was. As
Jake walked in, he couldn’t miss the faint aroma of old mud that
the place always seemed to stink of. He had no idea how old the
school was, but he reckoned that the smell originated from the
shoes of his grandparents. Assuming that they even attended this
school, of course.

PE classes were two or three
times larger than the other classes, and Jake and Gondo were always
on the same timetable for it. Jake glanced over at Gondo, and
noticed that he was moving rather stiffly as he got changed. He had
his t-shirt tucked tightly under his arm for some reason, and Jake
was outraged with what he saw when Gondo pulled it away: a large,
ugly bruise just under his armpit.

He watched Gondo’s eyes flit
nervously about, as if he was wondering if anyone was looking at
him. Although Gondo had always been skinny, his smart mouth gave
him a bit more presence than he actually had. For possibly the
first time, Jake saw just how weak and vulnerable his friend really
was, and he struggled to understand who would want to hurt him like
that. At first he thought that maybe James had caught up with him,
and exacted some revenge, but that didn’t really seem likely. James
wasn’t one to keep quiet about the things he had done, and so news
would have got out fast.

Jake thought back to how Gondo
had reacted to a small poke in the ribs earlier that day, and about
what he had said on the train about the argument with his dad. He
had been evasive about it... just what kind of argument was it?
Surely, Gondo wasn’t being beaten up by own his parents? That just
didn’t make any sense. Why would they even have kids if they were
just going to beat them up? It was the sort of thing that you only
ever heard about in fairytales. How could that sort of thing happen
nowadays? Surely the police would hear about it and do something?
In fact, why wasn’t Gondo calling the police? Or his
grandparents?

The PE teacher stormed in and
barked at them to hurry up, breaking Jake’s thoughts and
sympathies. As the class trudged out onto the sports field, Jake
spotted Miss Sargeant over in one corner, waving a javelin around
in front of a group of girls.

“Jesus Christ, what the hell are
those things you’ve got on?” someone leered.

Jake looked around, and saw Gary
pointing down at Gondo’s feet. While most of the class was wearing
kit adorned with the Nike and Adidas logos, Gondo had to make do
with the bog standard PE plimsolls.

“Seriously, did you get them
from a bin or something?” continued Gary. “I wouldn’t be seen dead
in them!”

Gondo had nothing to respond
with, and stood there looking at the ground. Jake was incensed.

“Shut your face, Gary. When was
the last time you scored a goal against Gondo?”

Gary glared back at Jake. “What
difference does that make? His stuff’s still a load of
rubbish.”

“So? You’re wearing proper
football boots and he’s wearing plimsolls, yet you still can’t put
the ball past him. That means you’re crap. You’ve got all the gear,
and no idea.”

A few people laughed, and Gary
fumed in silence.

They carried on walking towards
the football pitch but neither Jake nor Gondo looked at each other
for a while. Gondo felt too embarrassed to say anything, and now
that Jake had calmed down he felt too awkward to say anything
else.

The boys slowly ambled their way
to their usual spot, and waited for the PE teacher to turn up. The
ones who took sports more seriously started doing some leg
stretches, whilst most of them just stood there chatting.

“Take your hand out of your
shorts, dirty git.”

“What? It’s warm and cosy down
there.”

“Why were you looking at his
balls, anyway?”

“Probably just feeling around,
seeing if he’s grown any pubes yet.”

With that last quip, a ripple of
nervous laughter floated over the group. Some of them averted their
gazes, looked down at the floor, and only the lucky few, with their
Adam’s apples already prominent, seemed genuinely amused.

Jake looked over at the girls in
the far corner again. Miss Sargeant was no longer the centre of
attention as dozens of javelins now pointed up into the air. From
this distance they looked like a group of medieval soldiers, ready
to march into battle. There was a faint, distant sound of a whistle
being blown, and Jake half-expected them to all start marching
towards him. He often heard talk about sexual equality and the
sexual revolution. Was this how such things started?

There was some movement on the
field, and Jake watched as one of the girls took a run up and
launched her tiny javelin into the air. It was like watching a
matchstick floating in the wind. The javelin tilted backwards, the
rear point landing clumsily in the ground first. There was a
shrill, wild shriek as the girl doubled-over in a fit of
embarrassed giggles and whilst Jake couldn’t be completely sure, he
thought it might have been Kim. He wondered what sort of things the
girls talked about during these PE sessions, and what happened in
their changing rooms. It was common for the boys to throw each
other’s bags around, or to shove someone under the shower while
they still had their clothes on. He struggled to imagine anything
like that going on with the girls. It was probably all carpets,
perfume, and mirrors, all dainty little –

“Jake, stop perving at the
ladies. You’ll burst a hole in your shorts if you’re not careful,”
barked the PE teacher.

A loud laugh rippled through the
group again, this time filled with more gusto than before. Jake
flushed a deep shade of red and remained quiet.

Within a few minutes, Mr Parker
had them doing stretches, press-ups, and various other warm up
exercises. He then split them into two teams, setting the boys
against each other. The bravado and challenges that cropped up
earlier between Jake, Gondo, and Gary were left unresolved as they
were all put onto the same team. Secretly, they were glad as none
of them wanted to risk losing face one way or another.

The match itself was a tense
affair for all three of them. Although Gondo did well in goal,
neither Jake nor Gary felt comfortable shouting each other’s names
out. This resulted in several attacking moves breaking down, and
they were unable to provide cover for each other when the other
team were on the attack. The PE teacher bellowed at both of them
from the sidelines, whilst their team mates cursed them under their
breath. When the teacher finally blew his whistle at the end of the
match, Jake was relieved. He walked slowly over to Gondo, but
didn’t really know what to say. In fact, he wasn’t even sure if he
wanted to speak to him, seeing as it was partly his fault for
having such cheapskate parents in the first place.

“Oh well, shit happens,” Gondo
quipped.

Jake shot him a quick glance,
annoyed that this skinny, smart-arsed kid was being so nonchalant
about things again. Gondo seemed to flinch slightly, and when Jake
looked back at him he once again saw the gaunt, fragile form of his
best friend.

“Yeah. Gary’s a prick, don’t
worry about anything he says.”

Gondo nodded, and started to
relax a bit. He shoved his hand down the front of his shorts. “He
can pull on my small wing-wang, and ask to speak to the Queen.”

Jake laughed, and suddenly
everything was right with the world again.

They walked back to the changing
rooms without saying much else. Behind them, they could hear the
laughter of their more boisterous classmates, and the clattered
scraping of football studs on the concrete path sounded loud and
jarring.

“Hey, I never noticed that one
before. Funny how those ugly things seem to suddenly spring up
everywhere,” Gondo said, pointing at something just above a
doorway.

The school building itself was
old, dating back to the Victorian era, and was a heaving
monstrosity of crumbling red brick, narrow window arches, and
ill-fitting doors. Over the years, the school had been extended
several times with extra wings added to it here and there.
Sometimes you could turn a corner, and the walls would suddenly
look completely different. The oldest parts of the school tended to
be the creepiest, and if you were kept behind after school, whether
for detention or for some other reason, walking through the long,
quiet corridors could be an unsettling experience. If a door was
slammed shut somewhere above you, it wasn’t uncommon to think that
the ceiling was about to fall in.

Jake looked up at the stone
gargoyle that Gondo was pointing at, and almost grimaced. How on
earth had he never seen it before? It wasn’t particularly big, but
boy was it weird. It seemed to leer at him, and the large nostrils
appeared to flare up over the entire world. Jake wasn’t sure if it
was a nose for breathing, or for sucking up small animals, and as
he stared at it, an uneasy feeling began to creep through him.
There was something very wrong with it, something genuinely
disturbing about the way it was able to look down on everyone
completely unnoticed. It’s face was an abomination, something that
should never have seen the light of day, something that certainly
shouldn’t be anywhere near a school, something that looked like it
just didn’t belong here, something that was capable of the most
unspeakable crimes against humanity, almost as if it was -

“It looks like a paedophile,”
remarked Gondo.

For a split second, Jake’s mind
was flooded with dozens of the most distressing images imaginable.
It really was only a second, but seeing his family, his friends,
and all the people who were dear to him in such a way sent a shiver
down his spine.

The clump of boots behind him
suddenly got louder, and the two of them found themselves
surrounded by their classmates. Some of them started to stamp their
feet on the ground, the gummed-up mud falling away from their boots
in large clumps. Others decided it was more fun to take their shoes
off, and use their hands to slam them against the ground.

Jake joined in with the
stamping, and sneakily threw some mud at the back of someone’s
head. Gondo had to make do with standing awkwardly to the side,
scraping the soles of his plimsolls on the floor.

The path just outside the door
quickly became carpeted with clods of dirt and if the fruity whiff
that passed under Jake’s nose was anything to go by, a spot of dog
poo had managed to sneak onto someone’s boots too. Soon enough,
everyone was walking back into the school. Some of them put their
boots back on, their loose shoelaces bouncing around and making a
soft tink sound as they hit the polished, wooden floor. The
ones in their socks skidded along the corridor, and Jake realised
that this was the only thing he had enjoyed about that particular
PE lesson. He glanced into the open doorway of a geography
classroom, and received an impatient frown as the teacher closed
the door on them. One of the boys on the front row stuck his
fingers up, but it was unclear whether it was intended for the
teacher or for Jake. Most likely, it was aimed at anyone who saw
it.

Back in the changing rooms, Jake
noticed that Gondo wasn’t so shy about the bruise on his side this
time. Had he forgotten about it already, in such a short space of
time? Perhaps the mocking of his PE kit had stung him enough, and
anything said now about his injury would just be water off a duck’s
back.

“Right, you lot. Who left a mess
outside just now? The caretaker’s going batshit mental about it,”
the PE teacher yelled at them. “It looks like you’ve brought half
the football pitch back with you and just dumped it outside the
school.”

A few murmured apologies were
heard.

“It’s not me you need to
apologise to, it’s Mr Bird. If I were any of you lot, I’d avoid him
for the next few days.” He paused, and wrinkled his nose. “And
whoever’s just farted, it stinks. Hurry up and get out of my
sight.”

“It was me, I did it. Silent,
but violent,” someone admitted with a grin.

“Not very silent, now that
you’ve shouted your head off.”

“I farted as well, surprised we
ain’t all suffocated.”

Jake put on his school blazer,
checked that he hadn’t left anything behind and left the changing
rooms. He saw that his PE teacher was talking to the geography
tutor who had closed the door on them earlier, and he put his head
down, making sure he avoided their annoyed gazes.

Once school had finished, he
walked down to the train station with Gondo and Kevin. This time,
there wasn’t anyone handing out magazines or anything else at all.
Jake thought about this, and realised that it was very rare to see
anyone handing out free stuff anyway. There was the occasional time
when someone would be handing out leaflets, but they were usually
about political parties that he knew nothing about, or for
restaurants that he couldn’t afford to go to. Why did no-one ever
hand out free ice creams, pornographic playing cards, or Xbox
games?

As they got to the ticket
barriers, Kevin began fishing around in his pocket for his
travelcard. A look of annoyed panic began to settle on his face as
his fumbling revealed nothing other than bits of fluff. He dropped
his bag onto the floor, and began to search through the various
side compartments. Casting a quick look at the doorway, he
considered the possibility of waiting until the train arrived, and
vaulting over them just before the carriage doors closed.

Over on the other side of the
barrier, a station attendant was looking at Kevin with a stern
expression on his face. He was more than familiar with the
fare-dodging tactics of school kids, and although he found it
bloody annoying when they tried it on, he relished the opportunity
of catching one red-handed. Generally speaking, his working day
consisted of standing around in the cold, or standing around in the
sun, or standing around listening to passengers warble on about
delayed trains. Sometimes he got to pick up some litter, but he
preferred to leave that sort of thing to the cleaners. Lunchtime
was usually the highlight of his day, as it meant he could retire
to the office for an hour or two and choose something from the
delightful array of hot drinks they all had access to:
supermarket-brand teabags, or supermarket-brand coffee. At
Christmas a jar of supermarket-brand hot chocolate might appear as
if by magic, a well-received treat that tended to disappear very
quickly - suspiciously quickly in fact, and the attendant was
convinced that his ‘thrifty’ colleague, Brian, was stealing it when
no-one was looking.

“No point paying for summink, if
you can get it for nuffink,” was Brian’s motto, usually said
whenever he pocketed some toilet roll, or took home the remains of
the almost-but-not-quite-sour milk from the fridge they all
shared.

The station attendant pretty
much hated Brian, and often dreamed about shoving him in front of a
train, or knocking him off a ladder. In fact, whenever Brian had
reason to go anywhere near the train tracks, the attendant would
often cross his fingers and silently say a prayer, hoping that he
stepped onto the live rail.

As the attendant stood there
watching Kevin search through his bag, he shifted his position
slightly. Those school kids might have youth on their side, but he
had the advantage of being right next to the platform entrance. If
the boy tried to jump the barrier, he knew that all he had to do
was step to the side and the way would be blocked. When the mouse
tries to steal the king’s cheese, the cat has to up his game.

The attendant was beginning to
feel impatient. He wished the kid would just hurry up and find his
ticket, or make a decision to jump the barrier as the dithering
quickly became boring and annoying. He scratched at his nose, and
smoothed down his moustache with his thumb and forefinger.

“Ah, got it!” Kevin yelled,
holding up a tatty plastic wallet.

The three of them fed their
tickets through the slots, and walked through to the other side.
Jake glanced to his left, and spotted the attendant. Despite the
fact the man was wearing a shirt, trousers, and shoes, Jake thought
that he looked homeless. His face was weary and tired, the eyes
heavy and drooping, and the hair unwashed, pointing in all
directions. An untidy, greying moustache covered his top lip.

They made their way to the
platform and waited for the train. Jake heard the squeak of old
hinges, and saw a door marked Private swing open. A man with
short, tidy hair stepped out and paused for a moment. A badge with
the name Brian Pentland was pinned to his left breast pocket
and he tapped his left leg as if considering something important.
He looked at Jake, smiled pleasantly at him and then walked off
down the platform.

The door hadn’t been closed
properly, and through the crack Jake could see what seemed to be a
staffroom of some kind on the other side. There was a grubby
plastic box filled with teabags, and a filthy kettle sitting on a
table. Just above the table, an old brown plug with exposed wiring
was jammed into a cracked socket. A few inches to the left, a
calendar with a picture of a topless woman hung from a rusty nail.
What looked to be an empty crisp packet lay in the corner, but Jake
didn’t recognise the brand.

“I think I’ve got that same
calendar,” remarked Kevin. “My dad gave it to me. I reckon he
nicked it from work, he’s always pinching stuff from the people he
works with.”

“Like what?”

Kevin shrugged. “Dunno, really.
They always get gifts and stuff from clients, or something. Big
bars of chocolate, bottles of wine, tickets to football matches. I
think they trade them with each other, or just take them from each
other’s desks if they get bored.”

“Oh, right. I’ve nicked loads of
pens from school. I even grabbed some paints from the art
cupboard,” admitted Jake.

“Why? You’re crap at art.”

“Yeah, that’s why I threw them
away when I got home.”

“I took some drawing pins the
other week. Ended up giving them to my granddad,” said Gondo.

Jake and Kevin looked at him,
sure that there was more to come from this little anecdote.

“I’m not sure if he knew what
they were, though,” Gondo continued. “Probably thought it was a tin
of mints, like you buy for long car journeys.”

Jake and Kevin glanced at each
other and laughed, whilst Gondo shrugged innocently, suggesting he
didn’t know what they were laughing at. Jake looked at his friend’s
face, not entirely sure if the story was true or not. There seemed
to be a tiny smile on his lips, and Jake realised that he didn’t
really care what the truth was; all that mattered was that it was
funny.

A few minutes later, their train
pulled into the station. A woman tutted loudly at Gondo as he tried
to get on before any of the disembarking passengers stepped off.
Just before Jake got onto the train, he glanced back and saw that
the door to the staffroom was now closed. Next to the door was a
large window that was split into nine smaller squares. The bottom
two rows were made of obscured glass, and a blurred silhouette of a
man’s head could be seen through them. The head moved, though Jake
couldn’t tell what direction it was looking in. He wondered what
life must be like for the people who went in there, sitting in the
grottiest, most depressing room he had ever seen.

The top row of windows were made
of clearer glass, and a single light bulb could be seen hanging
down from the ceiling whilst a large, dirty cobweb lurked over in
one corner. It reminded Jake of the pictures he had seen of former
Communist countries, made up of endless drab concrete buildings
that housed most of the population. When the engineers start losing
the will to live, was it any surprise that accidents like Chernobyl
happened?

Jake stepped onto the train, and
sat down with his friends. Somewhere behind them a passenger
dropped something on the floor and cursed loudly. Gondo yawned and
closed his eyes briefly, but for most of the journey the three of
them sat in relative silence.

When the train arrived at his
station, Jake wondered if his package was likely to have been
delivered yet. More specifically, he wondered if it would ever
arrive. Thinking back to the phone call the previous evening, the
attitude of the man on the other end of the phone didn’t exactly
fill him with confidence. What could he actually do if it didn’t
turn up? Phone the same number again and complain? Just the thought
of going through that ordeal again filled him with dread.

Glad to finally arrive home, he
opened the front door and stepped into the hallway. He walked past
the front room, and peered inside to see that his mother was sat on
the sofa, totally engrossed in her book. Ben was leaning into his
blue toy box, scrabbling around for something. Sellotaped to the
side of the box was a sheet of paper, with the words Ben’s
Toybox! written across it. It was covered in childish scribble,
tiny handprints, and probably even a few dribble marks. Jake
remembered the messy Sunday afternoon when the sign was made, and
the faint stain on the kitchen floor meant that no-one was likely
to ever forget it either.

Jake stood there for about half
a minute, listening to the sound of toy cars being shunted around
and the occasional nonsensical babble as Ben put the world to
rights in his own, unique way. A strange smile appeared on his
mother’s face, and she bit at her lower lip.

“Hello,” said Jake, unsure if he
should be breaking the deep concentration of everyone in the
room.

His mother’s head spun around, a
look of embarrassment on her face. “Oh! Er, hi, how was
school?”

She looked flustered, her face
taking on the look of someone who has been caught doing something
they shouldn’t have been doing. She leaned forward as if attempting
to hide the fact that her hand was shoving the book down the side
of the sofa.

He shrugged, and scratched at
his head. “Okay, I guess. We played football,” he said, speaking as
if that was a sufficient explanation for an entire day’s worth of
education.

“Oh, that’s nice. Did you score
any goals?”

“Nah, we played rubbish.”

Some noisy scrabbling alerted
them to the fact that Ben had climbed right inside his beloved blue
box. He bent down and picked a car up, studying it intently. He
looked towards the middle of the room, and threw it across the
carpet, adding his own explosion-cum-raspberry sound effect into
the mix. When Jake took a step towards the car, Ben let out an
excited cry as he half-climbed, half-fell out of the box, and
waddled quickly over to the car, diving right on top of it.

“Yah, yah, yah!” he shouted up
at Jake, a look of victory etched on his face.

“Well, who’s a mad little
Benjamin then?” Jake asked, picking him up.

Ben responded by banging the car
on his older brother’s head, and dropping it on the floor.

“Is car,” he announced, pointing
a chubby finger down at the carpet.

Jake set him back down on the
floor, and Ben picked it up again. He raised his arm up, waving the
toy in the air.

“You want car? Yakes have
car?”

Jake pointed towards the blue
box. “No, go and put it back in the box if you don’t want it
anymore.”

Ben looked curiously at the toy
for a second or so, as if seeing it for the first time. He then
glanced back up at his brother and shook his head in defiance.

Jake half-laughed, and looked at
his mother again. “I don’t suppose anything arrived for me today,
did it?”

She shook her head. “No. You
expecting something?”

He shrugged, and rubbed at his
nose. “Just some sports thing for school.”

“Well, I’ll keep an eye out for
it and put it on your bed when it comes.”

Jake nodded, and went up to his
room.

***

 



Chapter Five

 


A few days went by and, unlike
Jake’s package, the weekend arrived and each day of non-news
brought a fresh pang of annoyance. He was annoyed that he may have
spent all that money for nothing, annoyed that he felt too
intimidated to ring the number again, and annoyed that Gary had
managed to get under his skin so much.

On the Friday night, Jake and
Gondo went online with their Xboxes and shouted at French people
until they were hoarse. They arranged to go for a bike ride on the
Saturday, and met up fairly early in the morning. As the two of
them sat on their saddles deciding where to go, their respective
bikes were in stark contrast to each other. Jake’s trusty steed was
relatively clean, had new tyres, and was equipped with more gears
than he knew what to do with. Gondo’s was old, dirty, and heavy. He
was even reduced to wearing his school plimsolls.

“I think I’ve got a slow
puncture, so I’ll probably have to use your pump later,” Gondo
said. Although he was grinning, there was an element of envy and
embarrassment in it.

“Yeah, I thought you might. I
might even have a spare inner tube at home if you want it.”

Gondo just nodded. “What’s in
the rucksack? You haven’t brought Ben along have you?”

Jake smiled. “Nah. My mum made
us some sandwiches and other stuff for lunch.”

Although his bike was an old
wreck, Gondo still managed to effortlessly perform dozens of tricks
on it. He could spot a ramp from a mile away, whether it was the
rise of a curb, or a small mound, and pulled off some very
impressive jumps and wheelies. Jake was no slouch either, but he
couldn’t do half the things that Gondo could. After a while they
swapped bikes and Gondo took full advantage of the lighter frame,
eager to show off his skills.

“How the bloody hell do you do
anything on this thing? It’s like a tank!” Jake said, struggling to
get to grips with the change. With every bump and jump, the entire
frame seemed to shift and clank beneath him.

“Skill, mate. You either got it,
or you ain’t. You boys with your posh bikes ain’t,” Gondo replied,
pedalling along with his hands nowhere near the handlebars.

He pulled up besides Jake,
finishing off with a large skid which made Jake take an instinctive
step backwards.

“Don’t worry, I had it under
control,” Gondo said, with a large grin. “Is it lunchtime yet? I’m
hungry.”

“Yeah, I’m getting hungry as
well. Let’s find somewhere a bit nicer to sit down first.”

They cycled for another few
minutes, and came to a large, open park. Dotted around were small
groups of people sitting on the grass, with one or two dog owners
slowly walking their four-legged companions around the edges. They
found their own spot, and set their bikes down on the floor. For no
particular reason, Gondo rested his own bike upside down, the
wheels sticking up into the air. As Jake rooted around in the
rucksack, Gondo spun his front wheel around as fast as he could.
The spokes were nothing more than a blur, and the dented wheel
wobbled so much that it was a wonder it hadn’t fallen off yet.

“Right. Do you want ham and
cheese, or ham and cheese?” Jake asked, holding up two large
baguettes.

Gondo was now feeding a blade of
grass through the spokes of his wheel. Without looking up he said,
“Whichever one has the most cheese in.”

Jake pretended to throw one at
Gondo, who jolted his hand forward and yelled in pain as one of his
fingers brushed against the tyre. Jake grimaced, but couldn’t stop
himself from laughing. Gondo shook his hand, his finger now
decorated with a nice, red mark.

Gondo took the sandwich, and
looked at it as if it was a bar of gold.

“Now that is how you make
a lunch. Your mum sure knows how to please the boys,” he said,
casting a sideways look at Jake.

“Hold on, there’s more,” Jake
replied, only half-listening. He pulled out a packet of Scotch
eggs, some crisps, and a selection of chocolate bars.

“Yeah, she’s really good to the
lads,” Gondo remarked with a sly grin.

“You what?”

“Nothing.”

Jake undid the fiddly folds of
the plastic wrapping and ate steadily, whilst Gondo greedily tore a
hole in it with his teeth and ate like someone who hadn’t even had
anything for breakfast. He was finished before Jake had even got
halfway through, and he eyed up the rest of the food pile. Jake
gestured for him to help himself, which Gondo was more than happy
to do.

After a few more bites, Jake
glanced quickly around them and reached into his bag.

“Guess what else I brought?” he
asked, pulling his hand back out without waiting for an answer. He
placed something on the ground, and moved the rucksack round to
make sure that no-one could see what it was.

Gondo looked down, and froze
midway through biting open a bar of chocolate. Laying there in the
grass, was a can of beer.

“Where’d you get that?”

“Got it from the fridge, it’s
one of my dad’s.”

The boys looked at each other,
and then down at the can. They remained there staring at it,
neither of them saying a word. Jake carried on chewing away at his
baguette, and Gondo returned to his chocolate, albeit at a slower
pace.

Things had somehow turned
serious all of a sudden, and the rest of the day’s plans were no
longer clear. The intention, such as it was, had been to get on
their bikes, ride around for a bit and then go home. It had a clear
beginning, a fun bit in the middle, and a clear end, yet the
unveiling of that one, solitary can of beer had changed all that.
It was as if a thick fog had descended in front of them, and
neither wanted to be the first one to go in. Of course, neither
Jake nor Gondo wanted to look like a chicken in front of the other
by volunteering to go second. By sitting in silence and proceeding
more slowly, they were merely hedging their bets, waiting for the
other make the first move. However, as any sea pirate from the
Middle Ages would tell you, it didn’t matter how slowly you walked
the plank, you were always going to reach the end of it, and the
sharks would be ready and waiting for you.

“Fancy a swig, then?” Jake
asked, finally breaching the silence. “It’s that new, triple
filtered stuff that’s been on the TV recently,” he stated, as if
the issue of filtering was a major consideration to teenage
boys.

Gondo shrugged. “It’ll be shaken
up and warm. Everyone knows that warm beer is nasty,” he replied,
sounding defensive.

“Nah, it’s not too bad. If I tap
the top a few times, it stops it fizzing up so much.”

Gondo rubbed at his nose, and
shrugged again.

Jake picked the can up, and
hooked a fingernail under the ring tab. He recalled a scene in a
film he saw once, where some low-grade military officer suddenly
receives an order to press the red button that unleashes a nuclear
strike onto the rest of the world. Despite the fact that this
officer’s sole job is to do nothing, but sit there waiting for that
particular command, when the time came he couldn’t actually bring
himself to do it. He frantically gets on the phone, desperate for
confirmation and reassurance about what he was about to do.

Jake cast a quick glance over at
Gondo and realised that he was on his own. The world around him
seemed to go silent, as if it knew that there was no going back for
either of them. If he had just left the can in the rucksack, he
could have sneakily thrown it away with the rest of their
rubbish.

Psschk!

The sound seemed to fill the
air, and the two of them struggled to remember the last time that a
can had opened quite so loudly. Jake glanced nervously around him,
absolutely certain that everyone would be looking in their
direction. However, other than a girl twirling a jumper around
somewhere off in the distance, he saw nothing out of the
ordinary.

Gondo was now looking at Jake,
an elbow resting on his knee and his chin propped up on his palm.
Jake twisted the can around slowly, and lifted it up to his mouth.
The smell reached his senses long before the taste did, and right
there and then, he wished he had left it where it was, back in the
fridge at home. The liquid filled his mouth, and although he
swallowed it with a grimace, he was surprised to find that it
actually didn’t taste as bad as he was expecting it to. He passed
the can over to Gondo.

“Here, it’s quite nice actually.
You can really taste the triple filter.”

Gondo slowly reached out, and
took it. He followed Jake’s lead by first twisting it round in his
hand, and then took a small gulp. It tasted bitter, and he pulled a
face that made it look as if he had just sucked on a lemon. He took
another, larger swig and found that it didn’t taste so bad the
second time. Instead of passing it back to Jake, he set it down in
the grass between them.

“You’re right, not too bad
actually.”

Jake took another mouthful, and
placed it back down on the ground. The girl who had been playing
with her jumper had disappeared from view, and a dog that neither
of them could see barked twice. Within a few minutes about half the
can had been drunk between them.

“Nice park, this.”

“Yeah. Not too much dog shit
lying around.”

Jake spurted with laughter, the
tendrils of alcohol beginning to tickle at the outer edges of his
mind. A girl shrieked from halfway across the park, running away as
someone chased after her with a water pistol.

“I wonder if that’s Sarah
Bryce,” Jake wondered out loud. His voice had a barely perceptible
slur to it.

“Hope so. If I did some
wheelies, she might let us sniff her tits.”

Jake laughed loudly, and took
another gulp. He swung the can clumsily out towards Gondo, almost
dropping it. Gondo took it, and took two quick mouthfuls. A few
minutes later, and the can was finished.

“I’m gonna need a pish in a
minute. Any bogs round ‘ere?”

“No, just them fuffing trees,”
Gondo slurred, raising his voice. “Gonna haff to get yer cock out,
and shake it around.”

The two of them laughed loudly,
and stupidly.

“Let me sniff yer tits!” Jake
yelled, almost beside himself with laughter.

“Sniff my bollocks!”

Jake grabbed a handful of grass
and threw it into the air. “Gordon just farted!”

“Who’s Gordon? I bet he’s a
right sa-spastic!”

Their game of shouting random
obscenities lasted only as long as their bladders could hold out,
and the pair of them stumbled over to some trees to relieve
themselves. At least one of them managed to splash their shoes, and
quite possibly even their jeans. As they stood there revelling in
their new-found relief, Jake spotted a low-hanging branch.

“Hey, let’s do chin-ups!” he
suggested, and jumped up to grab it without waiting for a
reply.

Jake managed about seven, and
gestured for Gondo to try. He looked doubtful, but tried anyway.
After a mere two lifts, Gondo’s entire body started to shake under
the strain and he dropped back down, shaking his exhausted arms out
by his side. Jake pointed at him, laughing his head off.

They made their way back to
where their bikes where and sat down again, tucking into the rest
of the food.

“I hate my funfing parents,”
Gondo mumbled through a mouthful of chocolate. Brown drool dribbled
down his chin, and he sucked it back up again.

“Yeah, mine piss me off as
well.”

Gondo screwed his face up in
disbelief. “What? Your parents are great, look at what your mum
gave us.”

Jake shrugged. “They’ve gone all
weird recently, all lovey-dovey shit. Dads shouldn’t fancy
mums.”

The two of them considered this
logic for a few moments.

“My dad isn’t even my real dad,”
admitted Gondo. “I fucking hate him.”

Jake looked over at his friend,
but couldn’t read the expression on his face. Gondo was looking
down at the grass, his left cheek bulging with half-chewed
caramel.

“Why?” Jake asked
innocently.

“He’s an arsehole, always
telling me what to do. Sometimes he... and she always takes his
side,” Gondo was close to mumbling by the time he had finished
speaking.

Jake scratched at his head.
Things had become serious again, and the fog had returned with a
vengeance. It wasn’t anywhere near as thick as the last time, and
it would be very easy for Jake to go around it by remaining silent,
but Gondo was his friend and he didn’t want to do that. He recalled
the bruise he saw in the changing rooms at school.

“Was it him who gave you that
mark, under there?” he asked, motioning under his own armpit.

Gondo remained silent for a
while, staring off into the distance and picking bits of grass.
“Yeah,” he said quietly.

And there it was, all out in the
open. Gondo felt embarrassed and ashamed, but there was also
something resembling relief; it felt good to finally be able to
tell someone.

“Why, though? There must be a
reason.”

“Dunno, you’ll have to ask him
that.”

“Do your grandparents know about
this? Why not just live with them?”

Gondo shrugged. He genuinely
didn’t know the answers to these questions, and he simply wasn’t at
an age whereby he could make the decisions. His grandparents were
caring, but old, and he had no idea what lies - or threats - were
passed onto them. Several times he had turned up on their doorstep,
and each time they would take him in. Gondo had never been very
good at talking about himself, or how he felt, and he often clammed
up when his grandparents started asking too many questions. Did
this mean they thought he was a liar? Did they place some of the
blame on him? He had no way to tell. And besides, it wasn’t his job
to sort these details out. If the grownups were unable to do the
grownup stuff, how on earth could he do anything about it? He was
in no position to dictate anything to anyone.

Jake had no idea what to say, so
just sat there in silence. He couldn’t even think what he would do,
if he was in the same situation. Fight back? Smash the windows?
Burn the house down? Tell a teacher...?

“You could talk to a teacher at
school about it.”

Gondo looked horrified. “What?
Like who? What’re they gonna do anyway?”

Jake didn’t have an answer for
that one. He lay down on the grass slowly, tucking his hands behind
his head as he stared up at the clouds. He blinked a few times and
realised that he was still a bit woozy from the beer. He tried to
focus on the huge, white shapes forming and colliding with each
other in the sky, and soon enough he spotted an elephant’s head.
Shortly afterwards, he watched a fist merge with a large ear. A few
seconds later he saw what looked to be a large -

“Bloody hell, that cloud looks
like a frog sucking on a pair of tits,” Gondo shouted.

Jake laughed, and a bit of
normality returned to the world. He closed his eyes, and found
himself drifting off to sleep. A short nap was a welcome escape
from the world, even if it was only for a short time, so he dozed
for a while, disturbed only by the occasional sound of a bird or
the yell of an excited child. Just as he was beginning to drift off
into a deeper sleep, he heard a persistent rustling noise. Despite
his efforts to ignore it, the sound itched and scratched at the
edges of his consciousness, bringing him back to the real world. He
glanced over, and saw Gondo finishing off the rest of the food.
Jake slowly sat up, stretched and yawned.

“You snore like a homeless
tramp. I bet you’ve pissed yourself as well,” Gondo remarked, half
a Mars Bar sticking out of his mouth.

Jake picked up a small lump of
discarded cheese, and threw it at him. It landed in Gondo’s hair,
and remained there despite his attempts to brush it away. Jake
decided not to tell him, as it was more amusing to watch it bobble
around every time he moved his head. Once Gondo had finished eating
what was left, they decided to make a move. Jake somehow managed to
kneel on the empty beer can, and he kicked it away in annoyance. As
they cycled off, Jake looked back at where they had been. The
discarded litter and flattened areas of grass served as stark
reminders of their teenage presence.

The mood between them had
returned to normal, and on the way home they stopped off at a
field. They shouted at some cows, and soon enough the entire herd
was trudging over to see what all the noise was about. They fed
grass to some of the more inquisitive cows through the fence, and
laughed hysterically as none of them seemed to have any qualms
about shitting right on top of each other.

It didn’t take long for them to
get bored of these antics, and they were soon back on their bikes.
When they reached the point where their routes home diverged, they
said their goodbyes and Jake watched as Gondo cycled off, wondering
just how much longer that wobbling wheel of his was going to last.
He also wondered just what it was that Gondo was going home to.
Open, welcoming arms or closed fists? Jake drummed his fingers on
the handlebar a couple of times, wondering what to do. Or what he
even could do. He looked back up the road again and saw that Gondo
had now disappeared from view. Jake scratched at his head, wheeled
his bike around and cycled home, wondering if the missing beer can
had been noticed. He put his key in the front door, turned it with
a small amount of apprehension and stepped inside. He was just
about to announce his arrival home, when he spotted something on
the floor. He picked it up, groaned and trudged upstairs to his
room.

Ben had been chewing his Xbox
controller again.

***

 



Chapter Six

 


By the time Tuesday rolled
around, Jake had almost entirely forgotten about the order he had
placed over the phone, so the sight of a dented brown box lying on
his bed caught him off guard. Turning the package over in his
hands, he found that it was surprisingly heavy and felt something
shift inside it. Whoever had written the address label was barely
literate and, judging by the amount of packaging tape that had been
used to keep it together, the box had been made from the discarded
remains of other boxes.

Jake wormed his finger into a
small gap at one of the corners, and touched something inside that
felt surprisingly cool. He tried to tear it open, but the layers of
tape held it firmly together. After finding of a pair of scissors,
he started cutting it open. The cardboard was tougher than he
expected, and he grunted with frustration as the scissor handles
started to dig into his hand.

Slowly, but surely, his
handiwork unveiled a large, white tub sitting cosily on a bed of
brown packing paper. The black, plastic lid seemed to absorb the
light around it, and the label was dominated by some familiar
purple text:

Fitness Booster! For men who
want to get ahead of the game!

He pulled the tub free of the
cardboard, held it with both hands and found himself face-to-face
with a rather homo-erotic cartoon picture of a muscle bound man.
Spinning it round, he found some blocks of text that warned against
using the product if you were, amongst other things, pregnant. Jake
was pretty sure that he possessed neither a womb, nor a set of
ovaries, so he was fine there. Mind you, he wasn’t entirely sure
what ovaries actually were, so even if he did have them he was
completely ignorant about their existence.

Next up on the list were people
who suffered with angina: apparently, they shouldn’t take this
stuff either. Jake screwed his face up at this one. What the hell
was an angina? It sounded like one of those weird women things, and
if it was, he was sure it was something that they were born with,
rather than something that they occasionally suffered from.

The list continued with other
warnings: those suffering with heart defects, spells of dizziness,
and excessive flatulence. It was topped off with the suggestion
that anyone wanting to take this stuff should consult with their
physician first. Jake didn’t really know what a physician was, but
he was sure his PE teacher had mentioned it once.

He slowly twisted the top off
and was confronted with a silver foil seal which seemed at odds
with the dull, black lid. He tentatively poked his finger through
the foil with the sort of trepidation you would expect from someone
dipping their toe into a mysterious lake. He tore the seal off and
peered inside the tub, not really knowing what to expect. Was he
disappointed with what he saw? Possibly, but anyone expecting
fireworks and computer games was always going to feel a bit let
down.

A mass of green powder stared
back at him, and some of the crystals seemed to glisten in the
light, giving the surface a kind of reptilian appearance. He stuck
his nose in, sniffing at the contents cautiously. It smelled putrid
and chemically, as if it had been formulated in a hospital.

He gave the tub a quick shake,
and almost dropped it in surprise: something had moved just beneath
the surface, something horrendous, something which would surely
explain the putrid smell, something that explained why the powder
had that snakeskin appearance about it, something that explained
why the man on the phone had been so gruff and dismissive.

He shook it again, but this time
there was nothing. He put his hand slowly inside, until his
fingertips were just touching the surface of the powder. He took a
shallow breath, and pushed his fingers further in, breaking the
surface. After he had gone about an inch down, he felt something
nip at his skin and almost screamed as he jerked his hand back. He
looked at it, almost certain that it would bleeding... but it
wasn’t.

Grabbing a ruler from his desk,
he slowly pressed it into the tub. It hit something. He readjusted
his grip on the ruler and used it to poke around in the tub.
Something suddenly broke the surface of the powder, something black
and shiny. It rose up towards him, and Jake’s heart pounded with
terror... then he realised what an idiot he was. He shoved his hand
into the tub, and pulled out a benign black scoop. It was a cheap
and crude thing, with rough edges which looked as if a tiny rodent
had been nibbling around them. He ran his finger lightly down one
edge and felt it prick his skin. It didn’t actually cut him, but if
the scratch was anything to go by, it came remarkably close to
doing so.

He screwed the lid back on, took
the tub down to the kitchen and plonked it on the work surface with
a dull thud. The writing on the label wasn’t very clear, so it took
a bit of searching to find the instructions. They were pretty
vague, and just stated that he should mix one scoop of the powder
into a glass of milk. He opened the cupboard above his head, and
began rooting around for a glass... but which glass? The
instructions didn’t say anything about the size of the glass he was
supposed to use, which was stupid: he wasn’t a bloody cook. Perhaps
this was why he was supposed to talk to a physician first. Well, he
didn’t have any time for that nonsense, so he grabbed his favourite
glass and scooped some of the green stuff into it. He used a fork
to stir in the milk, and soon enough it looked a bit like a green,
Halloween-themed milkshake. Lifting the glass to his face, he took
a quick sniff and found that it smelled kind of milky. He took a
sip, and smacked his lips together like a wine taster. It tasted
like a sort of yeasty, chemically type thing and after taking a few
more gulps, his mother walked into the kitchen. He felt
exposed.

“What the hell is that? Looks
like something from Ben’s nappy,” she remarked, screwing her face
up.

“Just some stuff for sports at
school.”

“I see,” she replied, raising
her eyebrows in amusement. She stuck her nose into the tub, and
pulled another face. “Smells a bit manky. You sure it’s safe to
drink?”

Sandra picked the tub up and
read the blurb on the label. She saw the muscled cartoon drawing,
and then looked at her son with a small smile.

Bless him. He’s growing up so
fast.

A tinge of sadness ran through
her as she recalled the memories of him at various points in his
life, most notably the time when he managed to choke on something
he had picked up off the floor. One minute he had been wiping his
nose on a cushion, and then the next minute he was making an awful
coughing sound. As his face turned blue, she began screaming so
loudly that the neighbours ended up calling the police. Somehow, he
started breathing again and it wasn’t until three hours - not to
mention several glasses of wine - had passed before her hands would
stop shaking. When she was changing his nappy the very next day,
she found a small marble mixed in amongst everything else. Exactly
where that marble had come from, she had no idea.

Then there was that time when he
was five years old. She’d had some friends round in the afternoon
and he had walked into the room, shyly avoiding all their gazes.
His hands were tucked nervously behind his back. Just as they all
started cooing at him, he unleashed two handfuls of dirt at
them.

She also recalled just how hard
it had been to find him a blazer that fitted him properly, in time
for his introductory day at secondary school. As he walked off into
the assembly hall for the first time, she saw that his left trouser
leg had somehow got tucked into his sock. It was still like it when
she picked him up at the end of the day.

Sandra had always tried to shove
away the notion that her son was turning into a man, but every so
often the world would cruelly thrust something in her face, just to
remind her that she couldn’t always hold onto the past. Like that
first time she found a pornographic magazine hidden under his bed,
it was if someone had slapped her round the face. Initially, she
was just shocked. A while later she was angry. But most of all, she
was sad. Sad that he was no longer mummy’s little soldier. Sad that
she could no longer scoop him up when he tried to scamper away from
her in the supermarket. Sad that she wasn’t always going to be the
most important woman in his life.

“Can I have the tub back now
please?” he asked. “I might go for a quick run before dinner.”

She winced as he left the empty
glass next to the sink. No matter how many times she told him, he
never put things in the dishwasher.

“Okay, baby,” she whispered as
he walked out of the kitchen.

Jake stomped back up to his room
and sat on his bed. The shake had turned out to be a bit heavier
than he thought it would be, so he was going to have to wait until
his stomach settled down first. He was a bit miffed about why his
mother had laughed at him when he was in the kitchen; if he wanted
to spend his money on things for himself, why shouldn’t he? She had
her stupid book which was some huge secret that no-one else was
allowed to see, so why was she poking her nose around in
everything? There had been a funny look on her face, and for a
moment Jake thought that she was going to throw the tub away. He
might have to consider hiding the powder if that’s the sort of
thing she had planned.

He grabbed some shorts, an old
t-shirt, and his trainers, and got changed. He sat down again,
scratching impatiently at his head. Sod it, he couldn’t wait any
longer for his stomach to faff around doing it’s digestive stuff.
He stomped back downstairs, heading towards the front door.

“Tickle, tickle, tickle!” His
mother’s soft voice floated out into the hallway, and the sound of
a giggling child followed it immediately afterwards.

Jake stepped out of the house
and walked to the end of his drive. Looking up and down his road,
he realised that he had no idea where he was going to run to. To
the end of the road and back, perhaps? Surely that would be easy
enough for him.

As he set off, Jake noticed that
his neighbour from across the road was busy washing his car. The
man was using a large, yellow sponge which looked like a prop from
a clown costume. As he got further down the road, he passed someone
going the other way on a bike. A woman walking on the opposite side
of the road glanced casually over at him. Someone’s front door
opened, releasing the noisy sound of a barking dog. After ten
minutes or so, he reached the end of his road, panting heavily. He
leaned against a signpost for a few seconds, and then set off back
the way he came, this time barely noticing anything other than his
own exhaustion. His legs were heavy, his lungs were burning, and
his head was drooping. He realised that his road wasn’t quite as
flat as he originally thought it was: every small rise felt like a
mountain.

Utterly exhausted, Jake finally
arrived back at the top of his own drive and slumped down onto his
garden wall, staring hypnotically down at the floor. Sweat poured
from his head and dripped off his nose, whilst his mouth sucked in
every molecule of oxygen that his body would allow. He felt an
overwhelming urge to throw up. As he started to recover, his vision
cleared and focused on the soft, brown lump of dog shit that was
lying on the pavement in front of him. It was enough push him over
the edge, and the vomit was flying out of his mouth before he knew
what was happening, splattering all over the ground and splashing
up against his shoes and socks. He wiped his arm across his mouth,
sticky spittle dripping from his lips. The feeling of relief was
immediate, and he chuckled in spite of himself.

A minute later he had recovered
enough to analyse the mess he had made. It was entirely green, and
seemed to mock him. The occasional lump rose out from the goo,
presumably the remnants of his partially digested lunch.

Jake wiped his mouth clean
again, and hobbled towards the house. He put his hand into his
pocket, realised he had forgotten his key, and knocked feebly on
the glass.

“You okay?” his mother asked
when she answered the door. “You look like you’re gonna have a
heart attack.”

Jake shrugged and trudged
inside. He caught a glance of himself in the hallway mirror, and
did a double-take at the sight of his bursting, red face.

“Looks like I’ve been sitting in
the sun too long,” he remarked.

“Go and get in the shower, I’ll
be putting the dinner on soon.”

Jake nodded, went upstairs to
the bathroom and stripped off. After testing the water to make sure
it wasn’t going to kill him one way or another, he stepped into the
shower unit and noticed that his favourite shampoo had been
replaced with some new, fancy stuff. Picking the bottle up, he
squeezed it and a dark red blob of goo appeared in his palm. He
stared at it, completely mesmerised, the water pelting down around
him, as the gel seemed to move around of its own accord. He pulled
a face at it, and duly washed himself.

Later on at the dinner table,
Jake’s dad made a comment about the state of the pavement outside
the house.

“Someone puked up out front,
made a right bloody mess of the place.”

“Really? Probably those kids
from down the road again, they’re always coming along here with
cans of beer in their hands,” said his mother.

Jake remained quiet.

“Oh, we’re going to the theme
park on Saturday,” his dad advised him. “We haven’t been for ages,
and it’ll be Ben’s first time there.”

“What, daddy?” enquired Ben, on
hearing his name.

“Going to the theme park, Ben.
Fun. Brumm, brumm, chugga, chugga, crash!”

Ben banged his small hands
enthusiastically on the highchair tray. “Fun? We play? Yakes come
play?”

“I’ll come, and we’ll have lots
of fun,” Jake promised his brother, thrusting an enthusiastic
thumbs up in his direction.

Ben looked curiously at his own
hands, and did his best to return this new gesture that his older
brother was showing him.

Once dinner was finished, Jake
went upstairs to his room.

***

 



Chapter Seven

 


The next day, Jake woke up and
tried to stretch the stiffness out of his legs. He decided to mix
himself up another shake, which generated a curious look from his
dad. Ben was in an inquisitive mood, and he pointed a small finger
at it.

“Wassat? ‘Sat?” he asked.

“It’s a big boy’s drink, need it
for school,” Jake told him.

“Me big boy!” Ben yelled back,
doing the thumbs up gesture he remembered from the night
before.

Always keen to show off his
knowledge, Ben practised his thumbs up routine several more times
that morning. He even did it when his mother spilled some hot
coffee on her leg, prompting Jake and his dad to exchange amused
glances with each other.

Jake set off for school, and
noticed that the car he saw being washed the evening before was no
longer in the drive. He thought about the early morning routines
for all the other people who lived along his road, and wondered if
businessmen did their homework on the way to the office, like he
often did with his. Given how many traffic lights there were on the
road, plus the amount of traffic jams, there must be ample time to
do it. In fact, maybe that was the cause of the traffic jams in the
first place.

As he arrived at the station,
Jake spotted two men arguing with a station attendant. They had
thick, heavy accents that Jake didn’t recognise and the inspector
was trying to explain to them that their tickets were out of date.
Jake began to wonder what sort of homework would be given to a
station employee, but the arrival of his train put a stop to such
ponderings.

He found Gondo and bade him good
morning by flicking his ear.

“Watch it, I’ll have to get them
insured if you keep doing that; Dolly Parton got her tits insured
because people kept touching them.”

Jake shot him a funny look. “Who
the hell’s Dolly Parton?”

Gondo’s face went blank. “I
dunno, just some woman with big tits.”

“Oh, I thought you were talking
about someone at school.”

“Nah.” Gondo thought for a
second. “Actually, it sounds like the sort of name you’d give to a
horse.”

“If I had a horse, I’d probably
call it Gertrude or something.”

One or two passengers around
them exchanged amused glances, and then went back to their
newspapers.

As the train approached their
stop, Jake and Gondo got up and went over to the doors. An empty
Coke bottle rolled across the gangway, and Gondo’s foot clipped it,
sending it spinning off in the direction of a small dog. The dog
jumped out of the way, barking angrily at it.

“Sorry about that, Gertrude,” he
muttered.

The train came to a halt, and
they made their way to school. Walking past an alley, they caught
sight of three kids from the lowest year standing about halfway
down it. Jake wondered why they were all hunched together, and then
he saw that they were passing a cigarette between them. Whenever
one of them took a puff, they spat onto the floor a few seconds
later. Jake realised that smoking was a very strange habit for the
world to have, if no-one actually liked doing it.

Later that day, Jake and Gondo
met up for lunch as usual. Jake looked down the length of the
queue, and saw that it was nothing more than a line of
identically-dressed pupils, a forest of black shoes, black socks,
and black trousers rising up from the floor. There was one
exception to this; a kid whose trousers were a bit too short for
his legs, with the ankle-sized gap exposing a pair of yellow socks.
Jake thought this was a rather strange choice to make when getting
dressed in the morning. Of all the colours to choose from in the
morning, why yellow? He then noticed that it was one of the kids
who he saw earlier that morning in the alley. The kid had a pen was
dangling from his mouth. His two friends were stood next to him,
one of them chewing on his fingernails. The third one yawned,
complaining that he was bored.

Jake looked towards the front of
the queue and noticed that the dinner lady on duty was the slowest
of the lot. She was quite possibly the oldest woman he had ever
seen, and seemed to move as if every joint was stiff from
arthritis. Or was it rheumatism?

“Any idea what the difference
between arthritis and rheumatism is?” Jake asked.

Gondo paused for a second.
“Dunno. Mind you, arthritis is sort of close to the name Arthur...”
A look of inspiration appeared on his face. “Maybe men get
arthritis, women get the other one. Anyway, who cares?”

“No-one, I was just
wondering.”

“Perhaps you should consult your
physician about it,” Gondo said, putting on a snooty voice.

Jake got a creeping sense of
deja vu, and shot his friend a questioning look. The quip about the
physician was an odd choice of words, and it was very similar to
the warning label on his tub of green powder.

This brief moment of paranoia,
however, was interrupted when Gondo suddenly screwed his face up.
Jake instinctively moved back, not wanting to get caught in
anyone’s sneeze-cloud.

“Phew! Think me brain fell out
that time,” Gondo said, blinking his eyes.

“That’s disgusting! Put your
hand over your mouth next time!” yelled a girl from somewhere
behind them.

Jake was almost certain that it
was Zoe’s voice, and the shrillness cut right through him. Neither
of them were particularly keen on getting involved in any arguments
with a hormonal harpy, so they just remained silent.

When they finally got to the
front of the queue, Jake paid for their lunches and they walked out
towards the playground. On their way round, they saw Mr Hamish
standing just off the main path. One of his enormous hands was
wrapped round a mug of coffee, making it look like a small
plaything. He extended his free arm and pointed at something on the
ground.

“Could someone pick up that bit
of rubbish, before it breezes itself away?” he said to no-one in
particular. Three passing pupils jumped to do as he asked.

Upon reaching the playground
they groaned when they saw that no-one was playing football.
Everyone was standing in a small huddle, hands in their pockets,
and Gary was bouncing a bottle from one hand to the other.

“Come on you bunch of pussies,
let’s have a game of chugging. Got nothing else to do.”

“You nearly always win, you
freak. Getting bored of it,” one of them moaned.

Jake and Gondo reached the
group. Gary sized the pair of them up.

“Come on, Jake. Fancy another go
at this? You nearly puked up last time. Life’s good when you’re the
chugging champ.”

“Your mum’s a chugging champ,”
said Gondo. “Years of practice at it.”

Gary glared angrily at Gondo,
whilst everyone else laughed.

“It’s why he’s so good, she’s
been teaching him all the tricks,” someone else quipped. More
laughter rippled around the group.

Jake narrowed his eyes at Gary.
“Yeah alright, I’m up for another go.”

Gary seized the chance to
distract everyone from talking about his mother, and hit the two
boys nearest to him over the head with his bottle.

“Come on then, bitches. Game is
on,” he challenged.

They filled their bottles up,
and stood in a circle facing each other.

“Gary, if you win can I have
your autograph?” Gondo asked. “You look so dreamy with your bottle
of water.”

“Shut up.”

Gary did the countdown, and they
drank as quickly as they could. Once again, Jake quickly found
himself running out of air. Just as he thought his heart was going
to burst, there was an unexpected cry of triumph.

“Ha! I won on my first go! Gary,
you’re crap at everything. I guess your mum still has plenty to
teach you,” Gondo yelled, doing a little victory jig.

Gary stared at Gondo in
disbelief. How had this skinny streak of piss beaten him like that?
He hated losing, he hated losers, and Gondo was one of the biggest
losers in the year. Losing to a loser was infuriating.

“Look at you, you tramp. You
only won because you can’t afford to eat food at home,” he
growled.

“Oooh, Gary’s angry at me. Did
he lose his handbag on the way to school? Feeling a bit stressed
about not being able to find your lipstick?”

Jake laughed loudly, as did
several others. Gary fumed and clenched his fists. Gondo simply
remained where he was, knowing that Gary wouldn’t dare do anything
with this many people around.

The angry confrontation put an
end to anyone wanting to play again, and within a few minutes the
large group broke up into smaller ones, with Gary and his mates
disappearing somewhere else after a while.

“Christ, you really upset that
twat this time,” Kevin said to Gondo. “It was hilarious.”

“He’s such a dick. How can you
take drinking a bottle of water so seriously?”

No-one bothered to disagree.

Soon enough, lunchtime ended and
everyone filtered back into the building. Just as they went their
separate ways, Gondo tipped his head back and raised his hand,
pretending to drink from a bottle. Jake smiled at first, but it
quickly turned into a small frown as he made his way down the
corridor. Was Gondo mocking him? Although he was glad that he
hadn’t lost to Gary, losing was still annoying.

Jake walked past the art
department, and saw that something new had been put up on display.
This one was an impressive watercolour of a rather large, and
sinister-looking shark. It was surrounded by light, fluffy strokes
of green paint, so Jake assumed it was a tropical shark. Not that
he knew if there was such a thing as a freshwater shark or not.
What would be the point of being a shark if you couldn’t swim
around in the Arctic Ocean? Or was it the Atlantic? He didn’t
really know what the difference between them was.

The natural movement of the
crowd meant he was pushed along the corridor with everyone else as
he made his way to his tutor room. Miss Sargeant called the
register as usual, and not long afterwards the bell was telling
everyone to get moving again. In his next class, Jake ended up
sitting with Kim again. He noticed that she had her hair tied back
in a ponytail, exposing her slender neck. She reached down into her
bag and brought out a small brown case. When she opened it, Jake
was surprised to see a pair of glasses inside.

“You haven’t always worn glasses
have you?” he asked.

She slipped them on, and looked
right at him. Jake couldn’t believe how different she looked, and
almost did a double-take.

“I’ve had them for about six
months, but keep getting told off for not actually wearing
them.”

“Told off by who?”

She shrugged. “Mum, dad.
Teachers as well, if they see me squinting.”

“Maybe they’re worried your eyes
might fall out,” he joked, but instantly regretted it. It was a
stupid joke that didn’t even make sense, and he cringed in
anticipation of everyone turning around and pointing at him.

Kim let out a small laugh.
“Maybe. They’ll probably be asking me to go around in goggles
soon.”

Someone tapped a pen on the
table behind Jake. He braced himself, absolutely certain that it
was someone alerting the entire class about his awful joke. The
seconds ticked by agonisingly slowly, until he realised that no-one
had even taken any notice of what he had been saying.

“You alright?” she asked him.
“You looked a bit worried for a moment there.”

“Erm, yeah. Just a bit
tired.”

“Careful your eyes don’t fall
out,” she teased.

Jake curled his thumbs and his
forefingers into circles, and held them up to his face like a pair
of glasses. “Don’t worry, they’re safe.”

Kim laughed again, and they
chatted for another minute or so until a glare from the teacher
ended their fun. Once the lesson had finished, everyone walked to
the exit and Jake watched as Kim put her glasses back in the case.
She looked up, caught his stare and smiled at him. Jake made an
attempt to return the smile, but by the time his brain had
untangled itself she had disappeared off into the crowd.

During the journey home from
school, Jake sat with Gondo and Kevin and the discussion somehow
moved on to what biscuits they liked to eat whilst playing Xbox
games.

“I quite like those pink wafer
things,” said Kevin.

“Yeah, trust you to like to
pink,” replied Gondo. “If it ain’t got chocolate, I don’t
bother.”

“Actually, some of the biscuits
my mum gets my brother are really nice,” admitted Jake. “I
sometimes get him to go and ask for some, and he brings them to
me.”

“Top tactics there, my friend,”
Gondo complimented him. “Do the same thing with his nappies, and
you’d soon be able to make one, giant nappy. Then you could play
online all day, without having to stop for the toilet.” He followed
this explanation up with several loud toilet noises.

“That’s a great idea!” exclaimed
Kevin. “Jake, make me a giant nappy please. If we borrow one of the
sewing machines from school, we could make loads of them.”

“Hey man, this is good stuff. We
could even make ourselves a base in someone’s garden. Jake, if you
trained your brother to sneak through cat-flaps, he could even
steal food for us.”

Kevin clicked his fingers in
excitement, his face now alive with inspiration. “Old people! Old
people always have cats! And they nearly always have those pink
wafer biscuits. And some wear nappies, too!”

“The sky’s the limit here, guys.
Those French Xbox players are history,” Jake told them.

The three of them laughed, and
played the idea out in their heads for a while. For once, Jake was
rather sad when the train arrived at his stop, finding their little
fantasy scenario incredibly funny.

Later on that evening, Jake was
sitting in the front room with the TV on. His earlier conversation
with his friends on the train had spurred him into rooting around
in the kitchen cupboards, searching for any delights that might be
hiding in plain sight. His diligent scrabbling was rewarded with
the discovery of a half-empty packet of pink wafer biscuits laying
underneath a tin of custard. The first few turned out to be
slightly stale, but that didn’t stop him from diligently working
his way through the entire packet, and his trousers were soon
coated with pink crumbs.

Just as he bit into the last
one, Ben wandered into the room with an impish grin on his
face.

“Yakes? Me show you,” he said,
the grin turning into a giggle.

Jake looked at him with a
curious frown. Ben had pulled a few odd stunts over the last six
months or so, including putting his toy cars in people’s shoes, or
sneaking a piece of a jigsaw into an unattended sandwich.

“You come? Me show?” he beckoned
with his small hand.

“Okay, you show me,” Jake
agreed.

He took Ben by the hand, which
was damp with drool. He noticed that Ben was half-naked, and his
legs were streaked with lines of dirt. No doubt he had been busy
making mud cakes again, and needed help putting them in the ‘oven’.
This oven could be represented by anything from a brick, to a lump
of wood.

Occasionally, Ben would even
have guests for these dinner parties. Next door’s cat was regularly
in attendance, and not too long ago a dead pigeon made a special
guest appearance as well.

Jake allowed himself to be led
out across the lawn, but so far all he had seen was a discarded
blue plastic bucket, and a child-sized wellington boot. Ben took
him to the bottom of the garden, and looked up at his older
brother, the impish grin spreading across his face again.

“I done poo-poos,” he announced,
pointing a small finger at the ground.

Jake was still working his way
through the remains of the last biscuit, and he stopped mid-bite.
Glancing down, his attention was drawn to what seemed to be a
perfectly round ball of poo sitting right next to his foot. He
looked back at Ben, who was chewing his hand again.

“You like?” Ben asked, shooting
his brother a quick thumbs up.

Jake threw his head back and
roared with laughter, sending a small pink cloud of dust flying out
of his mouth and down onto Ben.

***

 


 


Sandra was in the kitchen,
getting things ready for dinner. The window facing the garden was
open, and her concentration was broken by a loud noise outside. As
she looked up, she noticed that Jake was doubled over, either in
hysterics or absolute agony. Ben was stood next to him, jigging
enthusiastically up and down on the spot like a mischievous, half
naked leprechaun. A smile appeared on her face as she watched Jake
pick his little brother up and plant a kiss on his forehead. Panic
briefly replaced her high spirits as another bout of hysterics
almost caused Jake to drop Ben again.

Although she was happy that the
two of them got on so well, she wondered how different things would
be if the age gap between them wasn’t so large.

Around about the time when Jake
was just three years old, she had suffered a miscarriage.

She had woken up one night,
instantly aware that something was wrong. There wasn’t any blood
and no real pain to speak of, just an indescribable feeling that
something was missing. The familiar feeling of that little person
growing inside her, the person with whom she communicated with
every single day, was no longer there. In its place was nothing
more than a dead weight.

“Are you sure?” her sleepy
husband had asked her. “Remember that the doctor said they -”

“Of course I’m sure,” she had
growled back at him.

At this point, the bedroom was
still cloaked in darkness and so Jake’s father was spared the look
which had appeared on his wife’s face. It was the sort of look
which was reserved for stupid bastard husbands, who asked their
wives stupid bastard questions. She felt every single movement,
every single breath, and shared every single thought with the small
being inside her. So yes, you’re damn tooting she was sure about
what she was saying. To question that, was to question her very
existence as a woman.

The bedside light flicked on,
flooding the room with brightness. Sandra’s eyes burned and as she
instinctively turned her head away, she tumbled off the edge of the
bed and banged her head against the wall.

Jake’s father, now fully awake,
dashed round to the side of the bed just as the screaming
started.

The trip to the hospital was
largely a blur, and the weeks which followed were filled with
despair. Sandra wanted nothing to do with anything, and wished she
could just melt away into the earth.

“Mummy, why you crying? Why you
so sad?” Jake would ask her, nearly every day. She had no answer
for him.

Sandra began locking herself in
the small office room, hoping that everything would go away. During
the third week of isolation, she heard a rustling sound coming from
the door. A sheet of paper had been slid underneath it, and her
hands shook as she picked it up. A picture of two people next to a
house had been crudely drawn in crayon, with the words I love
you mummy please stop be so sad scrawled across the top. She
stared down at the picture, her eyes glistening with fresh tears,
and slowly she began to realise that she should treasure what she
has, rather than what she has lost.

Jake walked in from the garden,
a grinning child perched happily on his arm.

“What’s he been up to?” she
asked cautiously.

“You don’t want to know but I
think he’s gonna need a bath,” he replied, spinning Ben round.
“That isn’t mud on his legs.”

A grimace appeared on her face.
“I think you’re both going to need a bath.”

“Yakes, come bath with me?”

Jake scrunched his nose up. “No,
don’t think so.”

Ben blew a raspberry at him.

“Yuck, I think I can smell it
now. Take him back outside, or I’ll be sick,” she said, waving the
pair of them away.

Jake took the bouncing little
poo monster back into the garden, and tried to keep him entertained
without having to actually touch him. He used the garden hose to
clean himself, and then started chasing Ben around the garden with
it.

At the dinner table a couple of
hours later, a freshly-washed Ben was strapped into his highchair
and given his last meal of the day. His mother bent down to smell
his freshly washed hair, brushing it with her hand.

“There, baby is nice and clean
for dinner,” she announced with pride. Of course, she was tutting
at his dirty, food-smeared face a few minutes later.

The next morning, Jake had a
shower and pottered downstairs. He decided to mix himself up
another shake, generating an annoyed look from his mother.

“Oh, so it’s you who
keeps using up all the milk is it?”

“What is that stuff anyway?”
asked his dad. “It looks like mouldy custard.”

Jake rolled his eyes. He
knew they wouldn’t understand. How could they?

“It’s for sports and nutrition
and stuff. Helps me with football at school,” he replied, sounding
more defensive than he intended.

His parents exchanged a glance,
but decided to say nothing more about the matter.

Jake grabbed the sugar bowl and
waited for his dad to serve the coffee out. As he poured in the
last, heaped spoonful, Jake watched with fascination as the tiny
crystals slipped beneath the surface of the dark liquid. Had it
always fallen so cleanly and smoothly as that? It barely rippled
the surface. How was that possible?

He thought about this as he
waited for the coffee to cool, and gulped it down in one go. Just
before he left for school, Jake honked playfully on Ben’s nose.

“Laters, poo man,” he said and
disappeared out the door.

Once on the train, he found
Gondo and sat down with him. They chatted for a few minutes when a
shadow suddenly appeared at the left edge of Jake’s vision, sending
a cold chill down his spine. He slowly turned his head, and saw the
dark face of the ticket inspector staring down at him. A sense of
panic ran through his body as the adjoining carriage door swung
open, and the man marched quickly towards them, his face utterly
devoid of emotion, the eyes seeing everything and despising it
completely. The inspector stormed down the middle of the carriage,
saying nothing and stopping for no-one. Jake watched as passenger
after passenger stepped out of his way, none of them willing to
meet his gaze.

“He’s a right creepy dickhead,
ain’t he?” Gondo said, pausing for a moment. “Maybe he’s always
bursting for a shit.”

Jake tried to speak, but nothing
more than a croak came out. He swallowed, and said “You’re telling
me.”

“Hope there’s no toilet paper in
the bogs when he gets there. He’ll have to open up that machine and
wipe his arse with travelcards.”

Jake laughed, and felt the world
return to normal again. “What happens if he uses a return ticket?
He’ll be in there for days trying to flush them away.”

“Jake, my man, every so often
you come out with a stormer. That right there, was a stormer.”

They continued the rest of their
journey in relative silence, and got off at their usual stop.

“You ever wanted to just stay on
the train until it gets to the end of the line?” Gondo asked.

“Dunno, never really thought
about it.”

“We should do it one day, see
where it goes. Might end up in another country where everyone has a
moustache.”

Jake thought about this as they
walked through the ticket barriers. He had never travelled beyond
his home station, nor the one for his school. When he first started
taking the train all those years ago, he had been utterly terrified
of missing his stop. He would remain sitting in his seat, bolt
upright, clutching the bit of paper that showed him the route,
counting off each station as it went. The moment the train began
pulling out of the station just before his stop, he would already
be standing up near the door to make sure he didn’t miss it by
accident.

Eventually he got used to the
journey and stopped worrying about these things, but by then the
habit was hardwired into him. As far as he was concerned, the
stations outside of his daily trip to school didn’t exist.

After walking through the main
entrance gate, they made their way to the cafeteria and sat with
the usual crowd. A group of girls were sitting on a table not too
far away, some of them chatting idly amongst themselves, whilst
others were busy making last minute changes to their homework. One
of the girls looked up from her textbooks, with a look of
frustrated concentration. In her hand was a sparkly, purple pen and
she tapped it on her nose a few times. She glanced over at Jake,
and he felt his heart skip a beat as he realised it was Kim. She
smiled at him, and the next few moments seemed to last an eternity.
His head turned into a battleground as he fought against his inner
demons. Yes, she had smiled at him but she was a girl and the girls
made the rules. What if she was just smiling in his direction,
rather than smiling specifically at him. What if she didn’t
want him smiling at her? What if she was repulsed by it? What if
she pointed and laughed at him, and then all the other girls
started laughing at him?

Somehow, he managed to return
the smile. It was more of a smile-shaped movement of his mouth than
a real smile, but Kim seemed to accept it as a genuine one. She
pointed the sparkly pen down at her schoolbook, and rolled her eyes
in boredom.

The relief for Jake was instant,
and his smiled widened. This time it was a real smile and he felt
almost giddy with joy.

This joy was short-lived
however, as the bell rang out filling his ears with the ugly noises
of school.

“What the hell are you smiling
at?” Gondo asked him.

In his mind, Jake pictured the
answer to that question as one of rainbows, angels, and sparkly
purple pens.

“Dunno, I was miles away,” he
replied, not untruthfully.

“Still thinking about that
ticket inspector on the toilet?”

Jake laughed, and went to his
tutor class. One of his lessons that morning was history, one he
shared with Gondo. They sat down at their table, waiting patiently
as the teacher handed some textbooks out. At the front of the
classroom the whiteboard still had diagrams and writing from the
lesson before, and for some reason the words 1933 for the
National Socialists - 48% caught Jake’s attention. It was one
of those things that he knew he should know about, but it sat just
outside of his mind’s reach.

“Is there such a thing as an
international socialist?” enquired Gondo.

“Dunno. Don’t see why not,” Jake
replied, thinking for a moment. “What about international
anti-socialists? A load of people that fly around the world, but
don’t like speaking to people.”

Gondo raised his eyebrows. “Good
point. Probably have to use their plane ticket to wipe their arse
as well.”

The two of them sniggered behind
their hands.

The teacher used a cloth to
clear the whiteboard, which seemed to protest against this
intrusion with the occasional squeak. He then turned around,
clapping his hands to get everyone’s attention. Behind him, Jake
noticed that a small line still remained on the whiteboard, most
likely the horizontal part of a capital ‘L’ or maybe the top of a
‘T’.

“Right, can you turn to page
one-five-six in your textbooks please?” Mr Flaherty asked them.
“There aren’t enough for everyone, so some of you’ll have to
share.”

Gondo pulled the book towards
them, and leafed his way through it. Jake rested his chin on his
hand, watching the pages flick by. He caught a glimpse of a large
photograph, but it flashed by too quickly for him to see what it
was.

Suddenly, Gondo let out a gasp
and stopped. He flicked back a bit, and stopped at the photo that
Jake had seen. He tapped at the page, a large grin spreading across
his face.

“Look, it’s that dickhead from
the train. The inspector!” Gondo whispered.

Jake looked at the photo, and
felt his arms break out in goose bumps. It was an old, black and
white photo from the 19th Century, taken during the American Civil
War. There were three black soldiers standing in a field, holding
rifles. The one in the middle really did look like the
dickhead from the train.

“That’s really freaky. I told
you he was a creep, I bet his entire family goes around the world
scaring the crap out of people,” Gondo said.

“You mean he’s an international
anti-socialist?”

The teacher let out a loud sigh.
“Look, can you two stop talking whilst I’m talking? It’s very rude,
and you’re distracting everyone else.”

“Sorry, sir,” replied Gondo.

However, neither of them were
able to forget about the photo, and as a result they didn’t get
much work done in the lesson.

“What if he’s a time traveller?
He goes around interfering with history, trying to ruin society.
What if... he was Guy Fawkes, the bloke who tried to blow up the
Houses of Parliament?” Gondo suggested.

Jake thought for a moment, then
shook his head. “I don’t think Guy Fawkes was black.”

“Oh yeah. Mind you, if you put
someone on a bonfire they’ll probably turn black.”

“Actually, Jesus was sort of
black wasn’t he? Maybe the inspector went back in time, just to
annoy the Romans.”

This time, it was Gondo’s turn
to be the spoilsport. “Why would the son of God need to use train
tickets for toilet paper?”

Jake tried to keep a straight
face, but couldn’t. “You reckon it might just be coincidence,
then?”

“No way, time travel is
definitely more likely.”

The ringing of the school bell
filled the air, ending both the lesson and their discussion.

“You coming to the canteen for
lunch?” Jake asked.

“Er, no. I’ve got some detention
thing to go to, not sure how long it’s going to last,” Gondo
replied, looking annoyed.

“Okay, I’ll try and grab you
something if you want.”

Gondo’s face lit up a bit. “Oh,
cheers Jake. I’ll pay you back one day, I swear.”

Jake didn’t say anything, and
just nodded back at him. He wasn’t expecting to ever get any money
back from Gondo, and didn’t really see it as a debt. And besides,
he got the money from his parents anyway.

Gondo disappeared off into the
corridor, whilst Jake made his way to the cafeteria. Not for the
first time, he noticed that the queue always seemed longer and
noisier when he was on his own. Every girlish shriek, every clash
of cutlery, every clank of a chair against a table leg, dug into
his body. A bag brushing up against him felt like a vindictive,
personal attack. He looked at the walls and saw that they were
thick with a dozen coats of ancient paint, every lose flake looking
like a cavity.

Jake eventually reached the
front of the queue, but was suddenly at a loss at what he wanted.
He scratched at his face, and looked quizzicall at the dinner lady.
She let out a small, weary sigh and puffed her jowls out. Jake
thought of his grandmother, and he realised that this woman was
probably a grandmother too. He wondered if she ever got to take
these boxes of crisps home with her, dishing the contents out to
her family. Would the school notice if anything like that went
missing? How could they? There must be stacks of them stored away
somewhere, just to make sure they never ran out midway through
lunch. There would probably be a riot if that happened.

“You alright, love?” she asked
him.

Jake snapped back to reality,
and bought two lots of sandwiches, crisps, and Coke. He held it all
in an awkward bundle in his arms, and walked stiffly out of the
cafeteria. As he made his way round to the playground, he bumped
into Kim. She smiled pleasantly at him.

“Hello,” she said, raising her
eyebrows at him.

“Er, hi,” he replied, feeling a
bit stupid.

She looked at the collection of
food he was holding. “You always that hungry?”

Jake felt his face go a bit red.
“Erm, no. This isn’t all for me. Gondo’s in detention, so I grabbed
him something as well.”

“That’s very kind of you. Need a
hand?”

“Nah, I’ll be fine” he said,
just as something fell off the top of the pile.

He made a decision to put it all
in his rucksack, and dropped his shoulder so the bag would slide
off his back. For reasons unknown even to himself, he changed his
mind and tried to reverse the movement, causing everything to spill
out of his hands and onto the floor. The crisps flopped lazily onto
the ground, whilst the bottles bounced and rolled away from him. He
panicked as their contents fizzed and bubbled up inside them, the
froth threatening to burst out any moment.

Kim squealed with laughter, and
stuck a foot out to stop one of the bottles. Somehow, Jake managed
to stumble over her outstretched leg and then tripped over his own
bag. He landed on the floor, the bottles continuing to roll away
from his grasping hands. He looked up, and saw that Kim was bent
over double with hysterics, both hands covering her bright red
face. He flushed red with embarrassment, absolutely certain that he
had made a complete fool of himself. Surely, she wouldn’t ever want
to speak to him again? Why would any girl want to speak to a boy
who tripped over sandwiches all the time?

Kim carried on laughing, but it
wasn’t a mocking laugh. Despite her best efforts to apologise, her
words were constantly cut off by more laughter and giggled. She
placed her hand on his head for a moment, trying to steady herself
and say sorry at the same time.

Jake’s feeling of shame started
to fade, and he began to see the funny side of what had happened.
He had a brief flashback to when Ben had dragged him out into the
garden the day before. He wondered if this was how Ben felt, as the
older brother he cherished so much stood there laughing at him.

Jake stood up, an embarrassed
grin now stretching across his face. He began picking the food up,
and put it all into his bag. At long last, Kim’s hysterics began to
wind down.

“Oh my God, that was so funny,”
she said, wiping at her eyes. “I’m so sorry, you went flying!”

Jake shrugged, grinning in spite
of himself. “Er, that’s okay. I guess I won’t be buying any more
lunch for Gondo for a while.”

As soon as he spoke, he wondered
if she knew who Gondo was. Did girls understand the nicknames the
boys used for each other?

“Well, just make sure he opens
his shaken-up drink before you do,” she suggested to him.

The two of them walked slowly
back towards the playground, chatting about homework, school, and
other meaningless bits and bobs. Their conversation was
occasionally broken by one of them laughing at Jake’s earlier
misfortunes. Kim touched his arm a couple of times, and Jake felt a
warmth rush through him each time.

As they came to the edge of the
playground, Jake was relieved to see a game of football was already
in play. He was not at all pleased to see that James was also
playing. Gondo was visible at the other end of the makeshift pitch,
standing in his favoured goalkeeper stance.

Kim and Jake spoke for about
another minute, and then went their separate ways. She turned and
walked off with a slight skip, which Jake assumed was a good thing.
He walked over to where Gondo was, took off his bag and got ready
to throw it on top of all the others.

“Did you have fun in the
cafeteria?” Gondo asked. “It turns out the teacher wasn’t in, so no
detentions for me today!”

Jake had actually forgotten
about the food. He unzipped his bag, and dished it out between
them.

“She’s alright, you know,” Gondo
said, speaking with his mouthful.

“Who?” Jake asked, slightly
defensively.

“Kim, the one you were speaking
to just now. I’ve sat with her in a couple of classes before. I
told her all about that Firefly TV show a while back.”

Jake nodded. “Yeah, she seems
quite a good laugh,” he replied, trying to sound as casual as
possible.

The two of them looked at each
other briefly, a rare moment of sincerity passing between them. For
once, a chat about girls had contained no bravado, and no bullshit.
Jake wondered what this meant for the two of them. Was Gondo trying
to register an interest in her? Was this the start of some bitter
rivalry between them?

They remained silent for a
while, content to just finish off their lunch. Gondo had the
occasional shot on goal to block, and Jake kept himself busy with
some light defensive duty. Jake purposefully waited for his friend
to open his bottle of Coke first, making sure he took a few steps
back in case the contents sprayed everywhere.

“Jesus, what’s wrong with him? I
swear he thinks he’s Rambo,” Gondo said, pointing out across the
pitch.

Jake looked up, and saw that
James was shoving people off the ball as usual. The more skilful
players liked to taunt him, deftly stepping out of the way of his
clumsy lunges. Of course, this meant that James would become more
and more frustrated as the game went on, and he would start barging
into those around him.

“Look at him, he’s such a
useless sack of crap. The real Rambo would be ashamed if he could
see what was being done in his name.”

Jake laughed, and they continued
poking fun at the oafishness going on in front of them. Soon enough
though, James stumbled and almost fell over. He swore loudly, and
pushed the person nearest to him. A few people swore back, and the
game promptly stopped as tempers began to rise.

James was well known for having
a strong kick, an attribute that he was rather proud of. It was
also well known that this was pretty much the only reason he was
ever selected for the school football team, so it was something he
would frequently practice at the weekends.

He scooped the football up from
the floor, and kicked it as hard as he could over to the other side
of the playground. A few of the boys were genuinely impressed with
how high it went, and they nodded at each other with smiles of
amazement.

Gondo let out a load roar, and
flexed his thin arms above his head. “Wow, look at Rambo! Go on
son, show us your big kick again. We ain’t seen it for a
while.”

“What’d you say, you skinny
little prick?” James shouted back.

Gondo changed his pose again,
this time flexing his arms behind his back. “You’re Rambo, mate!
Show us your big Rambo kick, everyone’s really impressed with it.
You big spastic twat.”

Just about everyone in earshot
began laughing.

“I’m gonna smash your face in,”
James roared, his face red with fury.

Gondo started making monkey
noises, waiting until James got close before turning and running
away. James chased after him, but there was no way he could outrun
his quick-footed antagonist; Gondo had his own reputation for being
fast on his feet. James soon stopped his pursuit, and instead
bellowed out a string of insults. Gondo responded by dancing around
and making more monkey noises. By now, the entire playground had
stopped what they were doing.

Jake watched as James stormed
his way back to where Gondo had been standing, and got an
inclination of what he was intending to do. Jake picked up Gondo’s
bag, put it over his shoulder... and then picked his own bag as
well, just in case. A couple of the other boys did the same thing
too.

“Where’s his bag? I’m gonna shit
in it, and feed it to his mum when I shag her later on tonight,”
fumed James, searching through the pile.

Jake took a couple of steps
back, and James suddenly looked up at him.

“Gimme his bag. Now.”

“Don’t think so,” Jake replied,
taking another step back.

Kevin stepped in next to Jake.
“Leave it out, James. We’re trying to play football, and you’re
running around shoving people out the way. Half the time we don’t
even have a ball to play with, and then when we do get one you
start booting it across the playground.”

James grunted, and realised he
was going to be up against everyone else if he carried on like
this. He picked up his own bag, swore at no-one in particular and
stormed off. They watched him go, glad to see the back of him.

“Thank God for that,” someone
said.

“Has Rambo finally pissed
off?”

Jake turned around, and saw that
Gondo had returned. The football was tucked under his arm and his
shirt was hanging out.

“Mate, that was hilarious. We’ll
have to get you to do that next time he starts acting like a twat,”
Kevin told him.

“That’ll be pretty much every
day then.”

Jake handed Gondo his bag back.
They looked at each other again, their expressions once again
sincere and genuine. There was no hint of any rivalry this time,
just friendship.

“Right, let’s get the game going
again. See if any of you plebs can actually score against me this
time,” Gondo said, lobbing the ball at someone.

The rest of the game continued
as most of their games did. Gondo was in top form with both his
goalkeeping and his taunting against anyone who failed to score
against him.

Once lunchtime was over,
everyone filtered back into the building for tutorial.

The second half of the day
wasn’t anywhere near as exciting as the first half had been in
Jake’s eyes. When he got home, he was greeted with the wonderful
sight of a nearly-naked Ben, bouncing around on his favourite blue
inflatable space hopper.

“He started playing on that
thing straight after lunch, he was sick everywhere,” his mother
exclaimed.

Jake could see that such things
hadn’t dampened his brother’s enthusiasm, and he watched as the
noisy little child bounced around the room with a huge grin on his
face. Ben turned to face Jake, roared something resembling a battle
cry and launched himself forwards, giggling loudly with each bounce
and landed on Jake’s foot. Jake turned his toes up, sending the
hopper veering off to the side and Ben fell down onto the floor.
There was a brief moment of silence, and then the three of them
laughed together.

“Come on little one, let’s get
you dressed,” his mother said, picking him up off the floor.

Just as she went up the stairs,
she called down to Jake. “Remember we’re off to the theme park
tomorrow. We’ll be making an early start, so don’t stay up all
night on that Xbox of yours.”

***

 



Chapter Eight

 


The next morning, Jake was
rudely awoken by Ben’s foot planting itself into his crotch. He
groaned in sleepy pain, whilst his mother stood in the doorway
trying not to laugh. Ben did his best to make a bad situation worse
by jumping up and down. Jake got his revenge a minute later when he
shoved his brother under the covers, and let rip with a loud early
morning fart.

“You boys are disgusting,” said
his mother, scrunching her face up. “The shower’s free if you want
to jump in now.”

The next hour or so was a hubbub
of activity, and Ben managed to get right into the swing of things.
Although he had no real idea what was going on, he sensed that
something was happening and he was the most excited out of
all of them. He was treated to an ‘airplane breakfast’, where Daddy
fed him bits of toast whilst making flying noises. Once he had
finished eating, and after he had almost fallen out of his
highchair twice, he was given free reign of the entire downstairs
of the house on his space hopper. To top off this immense start to
the day, he was even allowed to take his favourite blue spade into
the car with him.

As they drove out of their road,
Jake’s dad groaned when he got stuck behind some old man travelling
well under the speed limit.

“Come on Granddad, some of us
want to get there before Christmas,” he moaned.

Ben seemed to take this
literally, his eyes opening wide in amazement. “Where Granddad?
Where Granddad?” he asked, straining against his seat straps to
look out the car windows.

Despite his mother’s best
efforts to keep him fully clothed, Ben spent the best part of the
next half hour pulling his shoes and socks off, and then thrust a
foot in Jake’s direction, demanding that he tickle it. All the
excitement of the morning began to take its toll on his small,
excited body, and it wasn’t long until Ben’s head was tucked down
onto his shoulder and he had drifted off to sleep.

The monotony of the journey
meant that Jake joined him in slumber land after a while.

Once they arrived at the theme
park, the car was parked and the family got out to stretch their
legs. Sam and Sandra had a brief debate about whether to take the
pushchair or not. Sam was in favour of letting Ben walk around,
whilst Sandra was concerned about his little legs getting
tired.

“Well, you’re the one coming
back to the car if we need it,” she told her husband.

“Yes, boss.”

Jake didn’t care either way, and
just wished his parents would stop arguing about stupid stuff. He
wanted to ride on the rollercoasters.

The walk to the entrance took
about five minutes, and Jake ended up carrying Ben so that they
could get there a bit faster. As they queued up for tickets, Jake
spotted a beautiful redheaded girl standing off to the side. A pair
of skimpy denim shorts showed off a perfect set of legs; her milky
white skin seemed to glow in the sunlight. He couldn’t take his
eyes off her and he placed her age to be about twenty five. She
turned to face Jake and smiled, revealing an ugly set of dental
braces that made him flinch. His own mouth opened slightly, a
completely involuntary action which his body seemed to perform
without consulting him first. The girl put a hand up to her mouth
and giggled. Jake found himself rooted to the floor, his heart
pounding, completely unable to move or function under this girl’s
mesmerising spell. Her head turned away slightly, her entire
expression full of joy, when a man suddenly brushed past Jake and
embraced the girl. They kissed and disappeared off into the
crowd.

Once they finally got into the
park itself, the family was greeted by people in oversized animal
costumes. One of them was a large, blue bear and Ben let out an
excited yell the moment he saw it. He tugged against his father’s
hand, and for a few minutes their schedule was dictated by the
smallest member of the family. Ben embraced the soft, cuddly fur,
giggling uncontrollably and completely ignored his mother’s
repeated requests for him to stand still so that she could take a
picture of him.

As they walked further into the
park, something made the hairs on the back of Jake’s neck stand up.
Not too far away from them, he saw a lone man standing next to a
wooden bench. The bench was empty apart from a discarded paper
coffee cup that rocked gently in the breeze. The man was wearing a
pair of black sunglasses which seemed to blend in seamlessly with
his dark skin. His head turned slightly, no more than half an inch,
and Jake was certain, absolutely certain that the man was
looking right at him. The man had the sort of face that simply
didn’t belong here, the sort of face that had absolutely no right
to be anywhere near a park that was full of children, happy
memories, and ice cream.

Something hit Jake’s leg, and he
nearly yelped in shock. Looking down he saw that Ben was lying on
the floor with a look of annoyance on his face.

“Clumsy Yakes!” Ben yelled
indignantly.

Jake helped him back up, and
brushed some bits of grit away from his hands.

“Sorry, Ben. Wasn’t
looking.”

Ben looked up at his older
brother. He stretched his hands up in the air, preferring to be
carried again rather than walking amongst all these nasty tall
people. Jake picked him up, and Ben was all smiles again. He had
acquired a small, blue flag from somewhere and waved it eagerly in
front of Jakes face. Jake closed his left eye, not wanting to have
it poked out.

Jake looked over at the bench
again, and saw that the coffee cup had been flattened and folded in
half. There was no sign of the man who had been standing there a
few moments ago.

“Right. Who wants to go on the
Black Hole Ride?” asked his father, unfolding a park map. He jabbed
his finger somewhere in the middle of it, and looked questioningly
at the rest of his family.

“I do! It’s what I’m here for!”
Jake grinned.

“You two can go if you like,”
said his mother. “I’ll take Ben to one of the play areas and wait
for you there.”

“C’mon Jake, my lad. Let’s show
‘em how the men do things around here.”

Jake set Ben down again and they
split off into two groups. Ben waved his flag at the two departees,
and then they became in the crowds.

Following the signs to the Black
Hole Ride, Jake and his father grabbed themselves an ice cream each
to keep them entertained in the queue. Jake managed to finish his
before they even got there, whilst his dad had managed to pace
himself better. As they shuffled slowly into the entrance of the
space-themed ride, Jake thought he could hear an American accent
floating somewhere above all the other chatter. He wondered why
anyone from the US would ever bother coming to an English theme
park, when they had all the Disney parks to go to. Why fly all the
way over here, when you’ve got everything right where you live?

After what seemed like an
eternity, they finally reached the front of the queue. Clambering
enthusiastically into their seats, they listened obediently to the
attendant as he told them how to fasten their safety belts. The man
was horrifically overweight, and Jake wondered how the hell he
managed to get up and down this thing each day, or what he did when
he had to go to the toilet.

There was a loud clicking noise
as the ride jerked to life. It trundled slowly out of the starting
blocks, and whooshed its way down a sharp bank. As the ride began
to gain momentum, a large grin appeared across Jake’s face. Now
this was what he had come for! He heard his dad grunt loudly
in protest as his stomach attempted to climb out through his
nostrils.

The ride went round a sharp
bend, and Jake felt his own stomach lurch as he caught a glimpse of
a milky-white thigh being chased by a flash of billowing red
hair.

As they came to the final rise,
there was a short pause as the ride halted at the top of a steep
summit. Jake glanced down at the ground far below him, catching
sight of a lone figure. It seemed to move very slightly, and Jake
was sure that it was the same man he saw before: the same dark face
appeared to be staring emotionlessly up at him. The ride edged
itself forward again, reached the point of no return and Jake was
screaming in delight as they hurtled down the final drop.

As father and son emerged from
the exit, their faces couldn’t have been any more different: Jake
was grinning, desperate to go on the ride again, whilst his dad
secretly wished he had stayed with the other two. He pestered his
father into buying the ride photo, and they waited for it to be
printed out. Jake practically snatched it out of the vendor’s hand,
and immediately cackled at the pained expression on his dad’s
face.

“I’ll have to show this photo my
cousins next time we see them,” he teased.

His dad grimaced. “I’ll never
hear the end of it if you do. I won’t be doing that again. Let’s go
find the others.”

They found Sandra and Ben in a
play area. Ben was trying to climb the wrong way up a slide, and
his mother was doing her best to make sure he didn’t fall off and
break his neck. Ben’s face was now covered in blue and yellow
paint, making him look like a colourful wild animal. He curled his
little hands into claws, and roared at Jake. Jake did the same
thing back at him.

A sly grin appeared on Sandra’s
face when Jake showed her the photo from the ride. The fact that
her husband was so embarrassed about it made it all the funnier,
and she playfully pinched his cheek.

“Awww, never mind honey. Me and
Ben had lots of fun as you two whirled around in the air.”

Ben roared in agreement.

Later on that day, Jake popped
into a coffee shop. He had seen numerous people walking around with
brightly coloured, tasty looking drinks, and decided to try one for
himself. Inside the shop was a short queue of about five people,
and he patiently took his place at the back. It didn’t take long
for him to slip into a day-dreamy haze, and he glanced aimlessly
around the interior of the shop. The walls were painted dark red,
and large framed pictures were dotted around the place, whilst a
selection of scrumptious-looking cakes sat alluringly behind a
smoked-glass display cabinet. Pinned up behind the counter was an
elaborate menu that Jake paid little attention to. Although he
initially found the loud woosh woosh woosh of the espresso
machine rather alien, it soon became a pleasant background noise
that he barely noticed. He overheard the two women in front of him
talking about mochas, vanilla syrup, whipped cream, and chocolate
sprinkles. It all sounded very exciting, and he couldn’t wait to
-

“Hello sir, please can I
help?”

Jake snapped his head to the
left, and saw that the barista girl was smiling at him. She spoke
with some kind of European accent which made her sound incredibly
cute. Her long hair was dyed jet black, and two silver clips held
it up in a neat little bun at the back of her head, making her look
very feminine.

Jake mumbled something
resembling a hello, glanced frantically up at the menu and found,
to his abject horror, that none of it made any sense to him. It was
written in an italic font which was almost impossible to read; his
eyes swept around, searching desperately for a word that his brain
might recognise. He thought he spotted something familiar but when
he looked back it had somehow vanished. Jake glanced quickly at the
girl again and saw that her head was tilted down slightly, her eyes
now looking at something on the counter.

Looking back up at the menu, he
once more found that it was awash with unfamiliar words and
phrases. His eyes managed to latch onto the word ‘latte’, but his
mind fumbled around aimlessly trying to understand what it meant.
He saw the word ‘mocha’, and began to wonder if he had accidentally
walked into an Italiany-Spanishy restaurant.

“Would you like special vanilla
frappe? Is tasty and nice,” the girl suggested.

Jake looked helplessly at her,
and now saw that she was pretty in a way that he had never seen
before. He had no idea what she had said, his mind utterly confused
by both her accent and her unconventional way of speaking. He
replayed her question in his head over and over again, latched onto
the word ‘vanilla’ that sat somewhere in the middle, and pinned all
his hopes on it. He nodded and garbled something that sounded like
an agreement.

“Okay, come right up,” she said,
tilting her head forward and raising her eyebrows. Her smile turned
into a small, impish grin, and she covered her mouth with her
fingertips.

Jake watched as she busied
herself with what seemed like a dozen different instruments - he
was fascinated by the noise and the smell of the place. She smiled
at him once more, sweeping her head back as if brushing a loose
strand of hair from her eyes. The familiar woosh woosh woosh
sound filled the air again, and he felt himself relaxing.

“You enjoy time in park? Go on
fun rides?” she asked.

For the first time, he noticed
that one of her front teeth was slightly crooked. It made her seem
more approachable, and less of the perfect human specimen that he
assumed she was. He wished that more twenty five year old girls had
wonky teeth.

“Erm, yes. I got my photo taken
on the Black Hole Ride.”

“Oh, is my favourite ride! I
like when goes round in circle,” she said, make a swirling motion
with her finger. “Make my stomach go bleurgh.” She pulled a
face as if she was about to be sick.

Jake laughed. “Do you get to go
on the rides for free?”

She smiled and nodded. “You get
job here, you come on ride for free too!”

Jake was in awe of her wonderful
lifestyle. “How old do you have to be to work here?” he asked.

The girl thought for a moment,
answering only with a shrug.

“How old are you?”

“I’m nineteen,” she replied.

He was surprised. “You look much
older.”

She thanked him and placed his
drink delicately on the counter.

“Would you like receipt?” she
asked, pronouncing the silent ‘p’.

Jake was confused for a moment,
and he had to replay the question in his head. “Er, no thanks. But
thanks. I’ll see you later.”

She waved him goodbye. As he
went out the door, he glanced back and saw that she was fiddling
with her hair. Through the window he saw her yawn, and then the
pretty girl with the crooked tooth was gone from his life
forever.

“What that?” Ben asked when he
rejoined them.

Jake looked at it, trying to
remember what it was called. He had no idea.

“Coffee milkshake,” he
answered.

Once he had finished his iced
drink, they walked into the amusement arcade. Ben was both
fascinated and intimidated by the flashing lights, and he clung
protectively to Jake’s trouser leg.

On the opposite side of the
room, a blue sign which read Over 18s only dangled down from
the ceiling, swaying gently in an unseen breeze. Intrigued, Jake
decided to take a look and saw several rows of gambling machines
manned by surly-looking men in leather jackets, every one of them
absorbed with the bright buttons and reels in front of them. Jake
left Ben with his parents and approached the nearest machine to
him, certain that someone would soon be along to tell him to piss
off.

He looked at it, and called upon
his vast experience with an Xbox to make sense of it all. There was
a small LED screen in the middle and the words Win a fortune on
the Rainbow Jackpot! scrolled across it. Jake scratched at his
head and shoved some money into the slot. A small tune played, and
a question flickered on the screen:

What is your favourite
colour?

Seven buttons, each one a
different colour, flashed underneath. Jake suddenly got the feeling
that someone was watching him, and he glanced quickly in both
directions.

Not really knowing what his
favourite colour was, he scanned the memory of his bedroom for
ideas and thought of the tub of powder. He pressed the green
button, and the reels began to spin. The screen changed again.

Good choice! Here we go...

The reels came to a stop,
revealing a matching row of three green limes.

Green is the winner! Two more
goes left...

The jackpot counter increased by
£1. Well, at least he had won his money back.

What colour is your wallet?

As it turned out, his wallet was
green. Happy to stick with a winning colour, he pressed the green
button a second time. The reels spun round again, everything
blurring into one long line until they thudded to a stop. All now
showed a completely different symbol.

Bad luck! Have another go for
free...

He pressed the green button. The
reels span, and stopped on a matching row of apples.

Green is the winner! One more
go...

The jackpot counter increased to
£5. Jake considered asking for one of these machines for
Christmas.

What is your favourite
colour?

Not one to interrupt what seemed
like a winning streak, he once again reached for the green
button.

“Yakes, what that?” interrupted
a familiar voice.

Jake glanced down and saw that
Ben had materialised next to him. He picked his brother up, eager
to show off his winning ways.

“Oooh, pretty!” exclaimed Ben,
pointing eagerly at the flickering lights dancing around in front
of him.

Ben lurched forward, and Jake
watched in disbelief as his brother smacked a hand down on the blue
button. The reels span, and thumped home with no matching symbols
at all. A small cry of frustration escaped from Jake’s mouth.

Game over! Collect your winnings
and try again.

A few coins were rudely spat out
into the collection tray, attracting the attention of one or two
jealous leather jackets. Jake scooped up his meagre winnings
quickly, and contemplated trying another game when he felt a tap on
his shoulder.

“Sorry mate, you can’t play on
these. Adults only,” a park attendant told him.

The man addressing him was
wearing a grubby blue shirt, and his face was one of sheer boredom.
A packet of cigarettes and a pen poked out of his top pocket, and
there was a small badge with Park Helper printed on it,
pinned upside down on his left breast.

Jake mumbled something and
shuffled off to the non-adults area. He saw a group of three men,
who may or not have been drinking alcohol, playing with an arm
wrestling machine, whilst a large group of kids were having some
kind of tournament on the music dancing games. Someone around
Jake’s age was going from machine to machine, putting his finger in
the money slots to see if any discarded coins had been left in
them.

“Teddy!” Ben cried, pointing at
a glass case with various soft toys inside.

They walked over to the row of
cases and inside each one was a crane hand hanging down from the
top, with a joystick on the outside. Jake had never actually had a
go on these things before. He looked down at Ben, who was trying to
stand up on tiptoes to look over the top of them. Jake was still
annoyed at him for ruining his winning streak, so he didn’t really
fancy doing him any favours.

His dad suddenly appeared next
to them. “Ah, there you are. Here, I used to be great at these
things back in the day. These toys make great birthday
presents.”

Jake watched his dad fish around
in his pockets for some change, who proceeded to shove a coin into
the slot. A light appeared on the top of the joystick.

“Ready to watch the crane champ
get his prize?” his dad asked, shoving the joystick forward.

The crane jerked into life, and
dropped down into the pile of toys. The hands closed around
something.

“Ha, bingo! Told you I was the
champ!” his dad boasted.

The crane began to move again,
and Jake snorted with laughter as it came up empty.

“Oh, come on! That’s a fix,”
exclaimed his dad. “Right, that first go was just a warm up. I’ll
get it this time.”

The same thing happened again,
and Jake laughed even louder.

“Alright smart arse, you have a
go then. Bet you can’t do any better,” his dad challenged him.

“Bet I can.”

“Lemme see!” whined Ben.

Sam picked his son up, and put
him on his shoulders. Ben made a cooing noise as his eyes feasted
on the sight of all these cuddly toys in one place.

“Come on, Ben. Let’s watch Jake
make a fool of himself.”

“Get blue one!” Ben ordered from
up on high, twisting his dad’s ear around.

“Go on, Jake. Do your family
proud,” his dad said with a crafty smile.

Jake shoved some money into the
slot, and the joystick lit up. There was a blue one that
looked like a viable choice, but there was another one of a
different colour which was poking up a bit more...

Green is the winner!

He decided to go for the green
one, if only so he could laugh at his dad again. He shoved the
joystick forward, and waited for the crane to get into the right
place. He pressed the button, watched it plummet down onto his
target of choice, and... bingo!

“You’re kidding me! How the
ffff-lipping hell did you manage that?” his dad asked, doing his
best not to swear.

The crane moved over to the far
corner and released the prize into the chute. The toy span as it
fell, pulling another prize down with it. Jake grinned in triumph,
whilst his dad simply stared at him in disbelief.

“We win?” asked Ben.

Jake fished his prizes out, and
handed the blue one up to Ben. Ben jiggled excitedly up and down in
celebration of receiving his new toy.

“Theme parks aren’t as fun as
they used to be,” moaned his dad.

A few minutes later, Sandra
rejoined them and saw Ben’s new toy.

“Did you win that on the crane
game? Your father used to spend hours trying to win things on them,
but he was hopeless.”

Jake laughed, and his dad tried
to suppress an embarrassed smile.

“Son, if you ever get married
you’ll quickly learn that women are only there to put you in your
place.”

She raised her eyebrows.
“Sometimes, men need reminding about these things.”

Jake didn’t really understand
this exchange. The concept of marriage seemed to be something far
off in the future, for when he was twenty five or so. He looked
down at his younger brother, and saw that he was absorbed with his
new toy. Ben sneezed, and then rubbed his nose with it.

Jake held his green one out, and
waved it in front of Ben. Ben smiled, lifted his blue one up and
made a kissing noise when the two heads touched.

The four of them went back
outside, and queued up for some ice cream. The girl serving them
saw Ben, and gave him a little wave. Ben waved back.

“My friend have i-cream?” he
asked, holding up his blue toy.

The girl laughed, and suggested
that he share his own one with him. Ben then asked her what her
name was, and they traded personal details such as how old they
were, and what their favourite colour was.

Soon enough, the girl had fallen
in love with the youngest member of their family. Ben’s parents
beamed with pride as she told them how cute he was, whilst Jake
felt a strange pang of jealousy. Why did these twenty five year old
girls never say nice things about him?

They stayed at the park for
another couple of hours, by which time Ben was beginning to yawn
and rub his eyes. Jake managed to go on a couple of the big rides,
though his dad didn’t bother to join him this time. On the walk
back to the car, Ben was fast asleep in his father’s arms. He woke
up during the drive home, and subsequently started to take his
shoes and socks off again. This time, his mother didn’t try to stop
him and instead just rolled her eyes at him.

Ben held his blue toy out and
made a kissing noise. Jake obliged, and touched his one against his
brother’s. A few minutes later, Ben was fast asleep again with his
prize tucked under his arm.

Jake looked out the car window
and saw that they were now on the motorway. The other cars slipped
slowly behind them; his dad had never been one to stick to the
speed limit. He wondered what sort of journeys all these people
were making. Was everyone on their way home, or were there families
on their way to somewhere new? How many of them had also spent the
day at the theme park? His thoughts returned to the girl in the
coffee shop. Did she live nearby? Did she drive, or rely on public
transport? And when she got home, what sort of thing did she like
to drink?

A large, red car overtook them
and Jake got a curious feeling in his stomach when he saw that one
of the passengers was a girl with long, red hair. A slender,
milky-white hand reached up and pressed an earphone into her ear.
Her head turned slightly, and Jake saw what he thought might be the
tip of a nose. The car then slipped off into the distance.

The sun was beginning to set by
now, and the horizon to his left was a bright yellow glow. As the
sky darkened, Jake felt himself drifting off into slumber land. He
embraced it, and soon enough he was fast asleep.

From his driver seat, Sam looked
up in his rear view mirror and saw that both of his sons were fast
asleep. Sat right behind him was the tiny form of Ben curled up in
his seat straps. He had the rest of his life ahead of him. Usually
so full of life and noise, it was always strange to see him
sleeping so peacefully.

On the other side of the
backseat was his teenage son, a person who was slowly becoming
something of an enigma. For about a year or so now, Jake’s
personality seemed to be changing, often turning moody and sullen
for no reason at all. He was also less inclined to talk about
things, instead preferring to shrug or grunt in reply if asked a
question. Of course, Sam had always known that the teenage years
were a tricky time for parents, but nothing could really prepare
you for them when they finally arrived. He remembered the days when
the two of them were like best friends, playing out in the garden
or on the swings down the local park. Sam had often considered
getting another Xbox for the house, reasoning that it might give
the two of them an opportunity to do something together again. The
prospect of playing online with strangers put him off in the
end.

Seeing his two boys asleep in
the back of the car put a strange perspective on things. Ben wasn’t
going to be a toddler forever, and Sam feared the day when his
transition to moody teenager would start.

He glanced over at his wife,
wondering what her thoughts on the matter were, but she too was
fast asleep. When he turned his head back to the road in front of
him, he saw that it was now pitch black outside. Somehow, the night
had crept up on him.

Sam yawned, and realised that
despite being surrounded by his family in the close confines of the
car, he was all alone.

***

 



Chapter Nine

 


The next few days didn’t bring
much excitement for Jake. It rained for most of Sunday, so he
stayed inside watching TV and playing online with Gondo. When Jake
told him about the rollercoaster rides, Gondo was disappointed to
hear that his friend hadn’t tried to spit on anyone below
him.

Ben became rather attached to
his new toy, and carried it around with him wherever he went. The
rate at which he was also using it as a handkerchief suggested that
it would have to be put into the washing machine before long.

When Jake came home from school
on the Monday, he saw Ben was sitting on the toy.

“He been naughty,” was Ben’s
explanation.

“What did he do?”

Ben looked up at Jake as if he
was stupid. “Been naughty!” he repeated, raising his voice
slightly.

Jake had a moment of deja vu,
and realised that Ben’s mannerism just then had been copied from
their mother. It was a strange thing to see, and he wondered how
many of the things that he himself did throughout the day had been
copied from his parents.

Ben picked up one of his cars,
and threw it at the sofa. It hit the edge of a cushion, and bounced
right back to where he was sitting. He looked up at his older
brother, a look of surprise on his face.

Jake was almost certain that car
throwing wasn’t something that Ben had copied from either of their
parents.

At school the classroom table
lottery had him sitting with Kim for another couple of lessons, and
he found himself feeling more relaxed with her than he had in the
past. At one point he noticed that she was using a green, sparkly
pen.

Green is the winner!

He asked her about it, and
discovered that she had received a collection of pens for her
birthday a few months back.

“The case is one, big sparkling
rainbow thing. Here, let me show you, I think I’ve got it with me,”
she said.

She rooted around in her bag,
and brought out quite possibly the most dazzling thing Jake had
ever seen. It was a silver plastic case, covered in all manner of
glittering colours. The seven colours of the rainbow were present,
all of them seamlessly blending into each other. A doubled-over
elastic band held the case closed, and Kim scooped her fingers
underneath the strands and pulled it off.

“My brother dropped it and broke
the clip,” she said, shooting Jake a look that had him wondering if
it was somehow his fault. “I wanted to kill him; he didn’t even
have the guts to tell me. He just put it back on my shelf hoping I
wouldn’t notice.”

Jake wasn’t sure what he was
supposed to say to this, so he just nodded his head slowly.

“I nearly went and snapped all
his Xbox discs in revenge,” she continued, narrowing her eyes
crossly and then laughing at herself.

“Sorry,” she said, touching him
lightly on the arm. “Just thinking about it makes me mad.”

She opened the lid, revealing
seven sparkly pens all laid out neatly in a faux velvet insert.

“That’s... very sparkly and
girly,” Jake told her. He wasn’t sure what else to say about
them.

She took one out, and showed him
the top of it. “Look, if you move this slider you can choose to use
either black ink, or whatever colour the pen is,” she announced
proudly.

Jake was still at a loss of what
to say, but he feigned interest. He could see that being able to
switch the colour of the ink was sort of interesting, but
why the hoo-ha about the case? What was the point of it? He would
just prefer to have a pack of pens, and use them when he needed to.
Girls were weird.

He was reminded of the time when
Ben once shouted at him to come and see the new ‘house’ he had
made, using his building blocks. Sure, it was all very impressive
to a toddler, and Jake told Ben what a clever boy he was... but at
the end of the day, it was just a pile of blocks that were going to
be knocked down again.

Kim seemed to read his thoughts,
and put the pens away again. “Don’t you have any special stuff like
that?” she asked him.

Jake thought for a moment.
“Well, I did buy the limited edition version of Call of Duty for
the Xbox.”

Kim blinked; her blank
expression mimicked that of Jake’s earlier. “Oh, right.”

“It came with a pair of night
vision goggles,” he explained.

Kim was silent for a couple of
seconds. “Why would you want those?” she asked, trying to hide a
curious smile.

He shrugged. “It’s what army
people would use at night to fight the Taliban and stuff.”

Kim giggled from behind her
hand. She couldn’t understand why someone would want to run around
at night, pretending they were looking for terrorists. Sitting next
to a nice, cosy fire was a better thing to do when it was cold and
dark outside. Boys were weird.

“You sound like my brother, I
bet he’s got x-ray specs as well,” she said.

“I haven’t got them anymore,”
Jake lamented. “My little brother threw them down the stairs.”

Kim tried to hide her amusement,
but the thought of a soldier being outwitted by a toddler having a
tantrum was too much. She covered her face with both hands, and
laughed into her palms.

Jake looked at her, not entirely
sure if he should be amused or insulted. He could no longer see her
face, only the backs of her hands. Her fingernails were painted
bright pink, and Jake felt an overwhelming urge to reach out and
touch them. Her hands looked irresistibly soft and delicate, and he
wanted to feel her skin brushing against his.

Some of her hair had fallen down
in front of her hands; the pink fingernails were now partially
hidden by the long strands. Jake suddenly noticed a small gap
between her fingers, and an embarrassed flush ran through him when
he saw that she was looking at him through it. He managed to hold
her gaze for another second, and then tore himself free of it.

She patted Jake lightly on the
hand, sending another warm rush running through him. “Don’t worry,
I wasn’t purposefully laughing at your misfortunes,” she said, her
face still red from laughing. At least, Jake assumed it was from
laughing. He wouldn’t recognise a woman’s blush if he saw one.

He tried to say something, but
nothing more than a croak came out. He cleared his throat, and said
“Nah, that’s okay. I guess it’s pretty funny when you think about
it.”

The bell went a few minutes
later and as they filtered out the door, Kim waved and said goodbye
to Jake. Without really thinking about what he was doing, he
touched her arm and said goodbye as well. She smiled, and
disappeared into the throngs of the corridor.

Jake was in a daze as he made
his way to his next class. It was rudely interrupted as he glanced
up at the walls, and saw something which sent a shiver running down
his spine. A new picture had been put up outside the art department
area, and it looked exactly like...

“It’s exactly like that
dickhead on the train! I swear! You’ve got to come and look!” Jake
begged Gondo at the start of their lunch break.

“Alright, keep your hair on. But
I swear, if you’re lying to me there’ll be no more bedtime
stories,” Gondo told him.

They made their way to the art
department, and bumped into Kevin on the way. Jake and Gondo
decided to drag him along for moral support.

“That one! It’s a spitting image
of him, and it’s proper freaky,” Jake said, pointing at the
picture.

It was a pencil drawing of a
native tribesman, holding a spear in one hand and facing out
towards them.

After Jake had first spotted the
artwork, he had stood in front it dumbstruck for several seconds.
It was only the loud complaints from everyone else in the corridor
trying to get past him which broke him out of his trance.

The three of them looked up at
it.

“It does look like him,
actually,” agreed Gondo.

“Looks like who?” Kevin asked,
sounding confused.

“The dickhead from on the train.
The ticket inspector bloke, who only ever says ‘tickets please’ in
his annoying voice,” explained Gondo.

Kevin looked at the picture for
a few more moments, and scrunched his face up. “No it doesn’t,” he
disagreed, looking at them as if they were mad.

“It bloody does! Look, he’s got
the same weird marks on his face, and everything!” Jake replied,
getting annoyed.

Kevin looked at both of them in
turn, and then back at the picture. “Sorry guys, I just don’t see
it. And so what if he does look like him anyway?”

“There’s a picture in one of the
textbooks from history that looks like him as well. It can’t just
be a coincidence, surely.”

“What’d you mean?”

Jake and Gondo looked at each
other, and shrugged in unison. Kevin laughed at them.

“This was drawn by someone in
the top year. Maybe the inspector is someone’s dad,” suggested
Gondo. “Kev, you know people in the top year. Could you ask about
it?”

“Yeah, if I wanted to get beaten
up I could,” Kevin sarcastically replied. “What am I supposed to
ask? ‘Hi, is your dad a ticket inspector, and did you draw a
picture of him hunting tigers?’ They’d be shoving my head down the
toilets for the rest of the year if I came out with anything like
that.”

They stood in silence for a
moment.

“But it’s definitely
him!” Jake said.

“It bloody well is him,” Gondo
agreed, nodding sagely.

Jake suddenly remembered the man
he saw at the theme park. “I saw a bloke like him at the weekend,
as well! He was staring at me and everything,” he said, glancing
quickly between Gondo and Kevin.

Gondo winked at him. “Maybe he
fancies you.”

Kevin rolled his eyes. “Hey,
guess what? I saw Jesus’ face in my breakfast this morning.”

“You lucky sod. I only got some
fat, German bloke in mine,” Gondo began. “He was dancing around
naked, shoving his arse right in my cornflakes.”

He put his hands on his hips and
swirled around, doing his best to mimic what an overweight, naked
German man looked like when he tried to dance. Kevin and Jake found
this hilarious.

“Let’s get some lunch, I’m
hungry,” Jake suggested.

“Right on, sister.”

The discussions about the
dickhead on the train continued as they queued up in the
cafeteria.

“Maybe his family has a history
of spying on people. Like, the picture in the history book was when
his granddad was an army inspector,” Gondo said.

“Might even be the same bloke in
both cases. What about, he’s an immortal who goes around stalking
people?” said Jake.

Kevin had decided to join in. He
thought the two of them were batshit insane, but he didn’t want to
miss out on the fun. “Yeah, and maybe he drew that picture himself.
Snuck in at night, and put it up when no-one else was around.”

“How’d he get in the doors?”

“If he’s immortal, he’s probably
got a skeleton key or something.”

Jake grimaced. “Does that mean
he might try sneaking into my bedroom?”

“He probably already has. Have
you noticed any of your underwear going missing?”

The boys laughed loudly, drawing
a few annoyed looks from those standing around them.

A voice cut through the air. “Oh
shut up Gondo, you’re so annoying.”

The three of them looked round
and were confronted with Zoe’s sneering face glaring at them.

“What do you mean?” Gondo asked,
feeling himself shrinking under her gaze.

“I mean, I don’t want to hear
your stupid voice all the time.”

Gondo scratched nervously at his
head, and mumbled something.

Zoe took a step towards him.
“Sorry, what? If you’re gonna say something to me, say it in
English. And go away, I don’t want your weird germs on me.”

Gondo looked down at the floor,
his mouth suddenly dry and incapable of saying anything.

“Yeah, well we don’t want to
look at your fat, ugly face either,” said Kevin.

“Excuse me, I wasn’t talking to
you.”

“I couldn’t give a shit, love.
We weren’t talking to you, and you just shoved your fat ugly face
in our business. And believe me, you really are ugly,” he shot
back.

“I’m ugly? Take a look in the
mirror!”

“Yeah, but I’m a bloke so it
doesn’t matter. I run around head butting footballs and smoking
fags all day. You spend all that money on makeup, and you’re still
ugly. Maybe if you stopped eating all those crisps, you wouldn’t be
so fat. You’d still be ugly, but at least you wouldn’t be fat
and ugly at the same time."

Zoe just stood there with her
mouth hanging open in disbelief. She wasn’t used to being on the
losing side of these slanging matches.

“And close your gob up, it’s not
feeding time yet,” Kevin finished, turning his back on her with a
big smirk on his face.

The people immediately around
them started to laugh, and Zoe’s face turned red with rage and
embarrassment.

Kevin stood there, hands in his
pockets and a big satisfied grin smeared across his face. He looked
at his two friends, and muttered “Stupid bitch.”

Although Jake and Gondo would
both look back at this moment with great amusement, right there and
then they were too consumed with awe to actually laugh. For Gondo,
it was a moment of relief to have friends who were willing to stick
up for him. It wasn’t something that he would acknowledge out loud,
but he knew he was lucky to have Jake and Kevin around.

For Jake, it was a moment of
realisation that bravery came in different forms. Although he had
no problem standing up to the other boys in his year, when it came
to the girls he simply didn’t have the stomach for it. Responding
to someone shoving him was easy, you just shove them back and swear
loudly. Responding to the shrill, bitchy comments of the female
tongue was often beyond him.

They eventually reached the
front of the queue, and got themselves something to eat. Kevin
bought his own, whilst Jake paid for himself and Gondo as usual.
Kevin was more than familiar with this peculiar lunch arrangement,
and had in fact often chipped in for Gondo in the past. He didn’t
really mind doing it every now and then, but he wouldn’t want to do
it to the extent that Jake did. And besides, he got the impression
that Jake was quite wealthy anyway. His uniform was smarter than
most other people’s, his football boots were usually newer, and the
clothes he wore on dress-down days always looked more expensive
than anyone else’s. If Jake was able to splash the cash so easily,
then Kevin was happy to let him.

As they walked out of the
cafeteria, Jake and Gondo made it clear how much of a hero Kevin
was to them at that moment.

“I honestly can’t stand her,”
Kevin told them. “When she started having a go at Gondo, something
in my head just snapped.”

They continued laughing about it
for a few more minutes until they arrived at the playground. A game
of football was in full flow, and they each did a quick scan to see
who was playing. Although none of them actually said anything, they
were glad that James wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

The rest of the day ambled on as
usual, and once school had finished Jake walked to the train
station on his own. Gondo had a detention, and Kevin was getting a
lift with someone. As Jake slumped into a seat on the train, he
glanced up and spotted a woman sitting a few rows down from where
he was. She was sat facing away from him, and all he could see was
a pair of crossed legs poking out into the aisle, a loose, teasing
shoe hanging off her foot. The woman was reading a book, and every
so often a slender hand would sneak out and turn the page over.

Jake found himself unable to
stop staring at such an incredible display of femininity. He
wondered what it would be like to place his hand on her thigh, to
rub it up and down, to caress the top of her knee with his thumb.
How would it feel? How different would it be to touching his own
leg, or his own arm? What would it be like to run his hand down the
back of her soft, elegant calves, to cup the heel of her foot in
his palm, to press his fingertips into the delicate soles of her
stockinged feet? How did a man actually get to the point where a
woman would permit him to pass his hands up her thigh and under the
thin folds of her dress? Who could he ask about such a thing? What
was the secret, and why did it seem so elusive?

The woman remained where she was
for the whole of Jake’s journey. As the train approached his stop,
he got up and walked apprehensively past her. The train lurched
slightly, and for a horror-filled moment he thought he was going to
fall down into her lap. He made his way to the doors and remained
there, only daring to look at her out the corner of his eye. Before
the train finally stopped, he somehow mustered up the courage to
glance in her direction and felt surprised, shocked, and betrayed
to see that she was far, far older than he thought it would be
possible for her to be. She raised a hand to her mouth and coughed,
causing Jake to look away again.

The train doors hissed open, and
he plunged himself into the outside world, quickly making his way
to the station exit. Breathing a sigh of relief, he felt glad to be
free of the claustrophobic and sexually confusing confines of the
carriage.

***

 



Chapter Ten

 


The next day started off like
any other for Jake, though he would later look back on it as being
the beginning of the rest of his life.

At the breakfast table, Ben
insisted on bringing the blue toy that Jake had won for him at the
theme park. He was now very much attached to this toy: he’d given
it a name, and considered it to be a proper member of the family.
As such, it was entitled to the same things that everyone else in
the house already had access to, including - but not limited to - a
place at the table. After all, what’s good enough for the goose, is
good enough for the gander.

“Yah-Yah hungry.”

“Yah-Yah want drink.”

“Yah-Yah tired, he go sleep
now.”

“Kiss for Yah-Yah.”

By the time Jake left for
school, Ben had held at least one conversation with Yah-Yah, and
shared a fair portion of his breakfast with him.

“It’s like watching Geppetto
trying to talk to Pinocchio,” his dad noted, glancing up from his
newspaper.

“I think Yah-Yah might have to
join in with his bath times as well,” said his mum, noticing the
bits of toast that were now stuck to it.

The rest of the morning trudged
along as normal for Jake, until he bumped into Kim at the beginning
of lunch.

“Hi,” she said with a shy smile.
“Not carrying everyone’s food with you today?”

Jake smiled back at her. “Nah,
you never know when someone will come along and trip you up.”

She giggled, and Jake felt his
heart beat slightly faster. He spotted a green, sparkly pen poking
up out of her blazer pocket.

Green is the winner!

An idea suddenly popped into his
head, one which caused him to battle with his inner self for a few
moments. Kim was standing there in front of him, on her own. He too
was on his own. It was the perfect opportunity to ask her...
something. Anything.

Jake remained rooted to the spot
as he watched her brush a lock of hair away from her eyes. He
realised that time was ticking fast and that he only had a few
seconds left before the silence would start to get awkward, sending
her skipping off in search of a more interesting companion. His
fleeting wants and desires were up against the immense, unstoppable
forces which were his teenage anxieties and crushing
self-doubt.

He saw her fiddle with the strap
of her bag. Or was she touching her shirt? No wait, girls wore
blouses these days. Was she that bored of him already? Why was this
so hard? How did anyone ever manage it?

Jake opened his mouth to speak,
but nothing came out. He cleared his throat. “Do you fancy, erm,
going somewhere for lunch?” he blurted out.

For some reason, his toes had
clenched themselves up and his palms were drenched with sweat.

Kim looked up at him.
“Erm...”

This is it. This is where the
pattern of rejection for a lifetime begins. She’ll run away,
singing ‘lalalalalala, you can’t have this’ and lift her skirt up
just as she disappears around the corner.

“Go where?” she asked, with a
curious smile.

Jake’s relief was followed
instantly by yet another feeling of abject panic: he hadn’t ever
thought this far ahead. Just having the courage to ask that first,
initial question had been in the realms of fantasy land for as long
as he could remember.

“We could...” he began.

Yes, you could go into the
cafeteria where the entire population of the school is. That’d be
fun, wouldn’t it? You could sit there worrying about what everyone
else is thinking the whole time.

“Pop into town. I’ll... buy you
some lunch, if you want. That fried chicken place is really nice,”
he suggested.

His lungs were now completely
drained of oxygen, but he did his best to appear relaxed rather
than utterly exhausted.

The smile widened on Kim’s face,
and her cheeks turned a slight shade of red. “Erm, okay. How will
we get there without a teacher seeing?”

Once again, Jake’s relief and
jubilation was plunged into an icy pool of despair and agony. He
had never, ever got this far before. He had no ideas, no
contingency plans, nothing. His mind was little more than an empty
vessel of useless brain cells, wandering aimlessly around no-man’s
land.

“I know a way we can sneak out.
Me and Gondo used to do it all the time.”

Whilst this wasn’t technically a
lie, they had in fact only done it the once. Or at least they had
attempted it once, and got caught in the process.

She let out a small chuckle, and
tugged absently at her earlobe. “Okay then, that sounds like fun.
Shall we go now?”

“Erm, yeah. Follow me.”

They walked round the building
together, and Jake found himself unsure of what he was supposed to
say or do. He kept glancing to his left to make sure that she was
still with him and hadn’t run off when he wasn’t looking. He felt a
desperate need to try and fill every moment of silence, to point
something out to her to make himself sound interesting.

“You seen that gargoyle before?
It’s well ugly,” he said, pointing up at the top of an arch.

“Yeah, there’s loads hidden
about the place. They always give me the creeps. You can even see
one from the girls’ changing room, it’s horrible.”

Jake hoped that they didn’t bump
into either Gondo or Kevin. What would he say if they asked where
he was going? What if they wanted to come as well? It would be a
disaster.

“Come on, we need to go this
way,” he advised, leading her up some stone steps.

“Oooh, I’ve never been up here
before,” she said.

Jake detected a hint of
excitement in her voice. “Really? There’s a small pond just round
the corner.”

“Wow, I never knew that thing
actually existed. If I fall in, I’m blaming you.”

They stopped at the pond for a
moment, which was about five foot long and two foot wide.

“There’s tadpoles and stuff in
there,” Jake told her. “Maybe even a frog if you’re lucky.”

She crouched down and poked her
finger into the water, sending small ripples racing across the
surface, whilst water boatman insects skittered away from her.

“They’re not going to eat me,
are they?” she asked, looking up at him.

“Nah, the piranhas are
hibernating at this time of year,” he teased.

She quickly snatched her finger
back out again, laughing at her own skittishness.

They continued on along the
path, which came out near the side of the school. There was an old
shed with a rusty spade leaning up against it, and a large, rusty
padlock secured the door.

“Right, we’ve gotta sneak round
the shed so that no-one sees us. Follow me,” he told her.

They crept around the shed, with
Jake once again leading the way. The smell of oil and tar filled
the air, replacing Jake’s earlier nervousness with a sense of
adventure. The fact that Kim had so far been happy to come along
with him was something of an ego boost. A large reel of hosepipe
was piled up on the ground, and the long grass covered it entirely.
Jake spotted the handle of a rake, and stepped over it. He turned
his head to warn Kim about it, when she suddenly shrieked at the
top of her voice. A startled crow flew noisily out of a nearby
tree, and she instinctively grabbed onto his arm, her nails digging
into his flesh.

They looked at each other,
utterly dumbstruck for a moment. Jake wondered if there was anyone
on the planet who hadn’t heard them.

“Oh my God, I thought I’d
stepped on a snake. My heart is pounding like mad, I’m so sorry,”
she apologised, her face turning bright red. She put her hand over
her mouth, and started giggling. “Oh my God,” she repeated.

Despite an unshakeable feeling
that a teacher would come round at any moment, Jake couldn’t stop
himself from laughing. They stood there giggling at each other, the
notion of quietly sneaking out forgotten entirely.

***

 


Two storeys above them, the
imposing figure of Mr Hamish glared down at them. Contrary to what
many of the school pupils seemed to think, the teachers were well
aware of the so called ‘sneaky route’ that these two were making
use of. If Mr Hamish wasn’t on playground duty, he would sometimes
stand here and see who was trying to pop out for lunch. Whether he
bothered to follow things up afterwards, would depend entirely on
who was doing the sneaking.

As he watched Jake and Kim
attempt to creep out, a small smile appeared on his face. He
recognised them almost instantly, two pleasant and generally
well-behaved kids from the fourth year. Jake was in front leading
the way, and Kim daintily skipped close behind him. At one point
she seemed to step on something, and he heard her scream and grab
onto Jake.

Mr Hamish snorted with laughter.
“Aye lad, you’re doing fine here,” he muttered quietly to
himself.

Whilst they were clearly up to
mischief, it was what he considered a good type of mischief. It was
a ‘take a friendly wee lass home’ bit of mischief, rather than a
‘going to the park and setting fire to the local swans’ sort of
thing.

Someone came and stood next to
Mr Hamish, looking out the window with him. Much like Mr Hamish,
she too indentified the two of them right away.

“Is that what I think it is...?”
she enquired, fiddling with a whistle which was hanging around her
neck.

“Aye, it is. Ain’t it
beautiful?”

Miss Sargeant looked up at him,
almost having to crane her neck. A smile appeared on her face.
“You’re a big softy, you know that?” she teased.

He looked down at her, grinning
in agreement.

“It’s your accent that scares
them, you know,” she told him. “That’s why they always do whatever
you tell them.” She nudged her elbow gently in his side.

“Aye, the English are a soft
folk, you all startle too easy.”

“Good job I’m Welsh.”

“Aye, I know. I can tell by the
way ye wiggle yer arse, as ye scurry along the corridors,” he told
her, a crafty smile spreading across his face.

She slapped him playfully on the
arm, cackling loudly. “You cheeky sod!”

A twinkle appeared in her eye,
and she held up the empty coffee mug that was in her other hand.
“Come on, you can make me a coffee for that. And I want the decent
stuff that you keep hidden away, not that cheap stuff they always
get in.”

He smiled down at her. “It’d be
my pleasure.”

He glanced back out of the
window, and could no longer see the two young escapees. Either
another teacher had caught them, or they had managed to sneak out.
Mr Hamish hoped they had managed to sneak out.

“Where’d you reckon they’re off
to? The corner shop for cheap cider, or the fried chicken place?”
asked Miss Sargeant.

“I don’t think he’s the type for
booze, not yet,” guessed Mr Hamish. “Them kids, they love the fried
chicken shop too much, it’s like a second home to them. Even if he
doesn’t get to stroke her feathers, at least he’ll get to chew on
some breast.”

Miss Sargeant snorted out a
laugh. “Come on. Let’s not leave all the fun to the kids.”

The two of them walked off down
the corridor, laughing and joking.

A couple of girls from the upper
year watched them go, and the same thought appeared in each of
their heads at the same time.

“Are they...?”

“Do you reckon...?”

They looked at each other in
surprise, and began giggling behind their hands.

***

 


“Yeah, could we have two of
those meal deals,” Jake pointed to something up on the menu. “And
we’ll have Cokes with them. No ice,” he said to the short, squat
man behind the counter.

As he gave the food order, Jake
felt calm and collected. Like a seasoned alcoholic telling a barman
how much water he wanted with his Scotch, this was his territory.
It was his domain. He, Gondo, and Kevin had spent plenty of time in
here over the years, and they were proud of the number of times
they had used mayonnaise to spell out swear words on the
tables.

“Be about five minutes, alright
boss?” the squat man told him.

Jake thanked the man, and turned
around to look at Kim. She was sitting down at one of the tables,
absently rubbing her palm with her fingers. He wasn’t sure whether
he should go and sit with her, or just coolly stand at the counter
waiting for their order. Instead, he looked at her for a few
moments until she glanced up and smiled at him. He smiled back, and
decided to sit with her.

There was a moment of silence,
and then they both laughed as they recalled the screaming incident
again. Looking back, Jake was actually glad that their getaway
hadn’t been as clean as he had hoped it would be. It made him
realise that she was probably just as nervous about this as he was,
and it had also helped to break the tension.

“You’re never going to let me
forget about that, are you?” she asked, lowering her head
slightly.

“It’s impossible to forget that.
Every time I look at you, I hear you shouting your head off.”

For a split second, Kim looked
embarrassed and vulnerable. Jake felt an overwhelming urge to reach
out and hold her, so she could feel safe again.

He shifted in the moulded,
plastic seat. “We should go and eat it in the park, it’s only round
the corner.”

She considered this for a
moment, and nodded in agreement.

“Alright boss, food’s ready,”
the squat man called out to them, placing a carrier bag on the
counter. The bag was the cheap kind, and it looked almost
impossibly thin and flimsy.

Jake paid for the meals and
delicately grabbed hold of the bag. The park was less than a minute
away, and once there they found a lone bench to sit on.

“Oooh, look! A cute little
squirrel,” Kim exclaimed, nodding her head at something behind
Jake.

He turned around and spotted the
squirrel halfway up a tree. The tree was wide and old, and at first
Jake thought the little rodent was hugging it. It stared right at
them, its small black eyes somehow seeing everything at once. It
flicked its tail, and scurried off round the other side of the
trunk.

“It waved its tail at us, saying
hello,” Kim said, sounding sad that it had gone. “I like squirrels,
they’re really cute and funny.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean. I
like watching them jumping from one tree to another. They just
fling themselves forward, it’s mad,” Jake agreed, spreading his
fingers out as if to impersonate something jumping from a tree.

“You’d make a really good
squirrel, actually,” she teased.

“Well, I’ve never forgotten
where my nuts are.”

Kim let out a small chuckle.
“Hey, we could both be squirrels! I’d be all wrapped up warm in my
hole, and you could bring me lunch every day.” There was a small,
teasing smile on her face.

Jake realised that this was a
probing hint, but his heart pounded and he felt his mouth almost
dry up entirely. His mind raced for something to say, something
which didn’t make him sound like an idiot, but also wasn’t just a
load of bland nonsense.

“I’d also make sure there
weren’t any snakes hiding in the grass outside your door,” he
managed to say.

To his relief, she leaned
towards him and laughed.

They finished off their lunch,
with Jake doing his level best not to wolf it down as quickly as he
usually did. Kim used one of the supplied wet wipes to delicately
wash her hands, which Jake found fascinating to watch.

She lifted one of her hands to
her nose, and smelled it. “Hmmm, I love the smell of those things.
I’ve got loads of them at home,” she admitted with a small
laugh.

Jake looked at her as if she was
mad. “What, you just sit there at home cleaning your hands with
them when you’re bored?”

She touched his arm, and laughed
even louder. “Sometimes, yeah!”

Jake smiled, and shook his head
at her.

“Oh come on, I bet you’ve got
some funny habits you do at home as well,” she said, probing for
information. “Like... wearing your favourite Superman underpants,
or something.”

He laughed again, and thought
for a moment. He struggled to think of something, and then an
embarrassed smile appeared on his face. Kim’s eyes lit up as she
patted him repeatedly on the arm in anticipation of his tale.

“Oh, come on, come on, tell me,
tell me!” she blurted out, bouncing eagerly up and down on the
bench.

Jake turned red, and tried to
keep a straight face. “Okay, well... you know the film Terminator
Two, right?” he waited for her to nod in confirmation.

Her hand was warm against his
arm, her eyes looking directly into his. He was utterly captivated
by the look of excitement on her face, and how she was now hanging
on to his every word.

“Well, when I get out of the
shower in the morning, I like to squat down and then stand up
again... as if I was the Terminator getting transported back in
time to save the -”

He felt her grip on his arm
tighten for a second, and watched as she threw her head back and
shrieked with laughter. This was the first time he had ever told
anyone about his post-shower habit, and the redder his face became
the harder Kim laughed. He couldn’t help but laugh along with
her.

“Don’t you ever, ever,” she
began, trying to calm herself down. “Mock me for the snake thing,
again. That is the funniest thing I’ve ever heard, I swear,” she
said, wiping at her eyes.

They slowly stopped laughing,
and Kim used the lull in the conversation to decide how she felt
about things. About stuff. About the here and now. Did she like
Jake? Did Jake like her? Probably, and probably.

She had seen the way that Jake
sometimes looked at her, and she liked the feeling that it gave
her. Of course, he wasn’t the only boy who looked at her
like that, so this alone wasn’t enough to tip things in his favour.
However, many of those other boys were... not really her thing.
Some of them were just too aggressive and seemed to think that she
would be impressed by talking about fighting. Others were just
annoying, or too timid, or kept talking about things that she had
no interest in... like sci-fi TV shows which were cancelled after
only thirteen episodes.

Someone in the year above had
taken an interest in her not so long ago, which had been a great
novelty at first. Unfortunately, he always seemed to smell of
Lucozade and farts so she soon lost interest in him. He didn’t take
too kindly to the cold shoulder treatment, and for a while Kim
began to think that maybe there was wisdom in her dad’s warnings
when it came to the length of her skirts.

Jake, however, was different. He
was a good laugh in class, especially recently, and he was quite
nice looking, which was always a good thing as far as she was
concerned.

Sneaking out of school had not
only been great fun, but also very exciting and daring. And then
there was the lunch thing. No-one had ever taken her out and bought
her lunch before. Well, okay, there was that one time when James
offered her half of his sausage roll, but he had practically shoved
it in her face before she had even had a chance to say anything.
There was also the generosity side of things. If there was one
thing that made Jake stand out amongst all the other boys, at least
as far as the girls were concerned, it was the fact that he seemed
to be financially well-off. None of them really knew why they
thought this, but it was one of those rumours which was accepted as
fact. Maybe it was the way he spoke, maybe it was the clothes he
wore. Or maybe it was the fact that he was always willing to pay
for his friend’s sandwiches every day. Actually, that reminded her
of something that she had always been curious about.

“Why do you all call Gondo,
Gondo?” she asked him.

Jake looked surprised at first,
frowned for a moment, and then smiled at her. “Because he’s Gondo.
It’s his name, he’s the Gondo,” was his cryptic reply.

This answer annoyed her: it
didn’t make any sense! How can you frown and smile at the same
thing? Why did boys keep secrets like that? And now he was laughing
at her again.

“Wait, what? That doesn’t make
any sense, how did he get that nickname in the first place?” she
enquired.

Jake carried on laughing. “I
told you, he’s the Gondo,” he explained. “I don’t think anyone
knows where it came from. It’s just a funny name for him.”

Kim wasn’t convinced, but she
decided not to press the issue any further. There had been a look
of sadness on Jake’s face when she first mentioned his friend’s
name. Did he actually like Gondo as a friend, or did he just feel
sorry for him? Maybe it was a mixture of both. The two of them were
very different, at least as far as Kim could tell.

She picked up her cup and took a
sip through the straw. Actually, if there was one thing that Jake
had done to annoy her a teensy bit, it was the fact that he had
ordered her a Coke without asking first. It was far from her
favourite drink, and she actually rather liked having ice in her
drinks. It was, however, such a minor quibble that she crossed it
off of her imaginary list of bad things that some boys do.

Jake sat there wondering what to
do or say next. They were going to have to start heading back to
school soon, and time was running out for him. He watched her take
a few gulps of Coke, and marvelled at how graceful she seemed to be
with everything. Her cheeks barely moved, and she grasped the straw
protectively with two dainty little fingers. He stared at her
hands, fascinated by how small and perfectly formed they were. For
the first time, he noticed that her nails were painted a light
shade of green.

Green is the winner!

“I like your nails. That’s a
really nice colour,” he told her, butterflies beginning to swirl
around in his stomach.

She put her cup down, and smiled
at him. She splayed her fingers out, causing his heart to pound
even faster.

“Really? You think so? It’s a
new colour I got the other week.”

Jake took hold of her hand,
though he wasn’t really thinking about what he was doing. It was
actually a good job that he wasn’t thinking rationally, otherwise
he wouldn’t have done it. He looked closely at her nails, but paid
them no real attention. As their hands touched, Jake found himself
fascinated with how soft they felt. He yearned for more, and his
hand closed around the tips of her fingers. He looked up at her,
his mouth open in amazement, his head full of emotions and wild
ideas about what came next. Somehow, Jake found himself kissing
her, if you could call it that. It was the clumsy kiss of two
people who had never really done it before, but their lips touched
together for a few, short precious moments.

He pulled his head slowly back,
his head swimming with confusion. Had he gone too far? Did she
actually want him? What if she got up and ran away?

Kim took a deep breath, and
blinked a few times. She glanced down at the floor and then back up
at Jake again with a small smile, her cheeks flushing red.

“Wow,” she whispered.

Their hands searched for each
other and they kissed again, the clumsiness and apprehension
banished forever. They sat there for a while afterwards, looking at
each other with big, happy smiles on their faces. Jake studied
every aspect of her face, taking in all the small details which
made her what she was: the way she blinked, the individual beauty
of every eyelash, the tiny, minute hairs on her cheek and the fold
lines at the corners of her mouth.

Jake took hold of her hand
again, craving her softness. He wanted her to keep her hands open
so he could stroke her palms, whereas she wanted to close her hand
around his. A small battle broke out between them, and they blushed
red and laughed at their confusion.

“You’re so soft, I can’t stop
touching you,” he told her.

He caressed her cheek with his
fingers, running his thumb over her lips. He stroked under her
chin, he touched her neck, and her arms. He put his hand on her
thigh, fascinated with how warm and perfect she felt. They kissed a
few more times, each time growing bolder and more confident with
each other. Jake couldn’t imagine the thrill of being able to touch
her ever going away. He allowed his hands to explore, but not too
much. He had no need to rush things, he was still trying to get to
grips with the fact that she wasn’t flinching away from his
grasp.

Kim looked at her watch. “We
need to go back, lunchtime is nearly over,” she groaned.

“We could just stay here all
day,” Jake suggested, although he knew they wouldn’t. Sneaking out
for an hour was one thing; skipping school entirely was
another.

There was a scrabbling noise
behind him, and Kim glanced at something above his head. Her face
lit up.

“Oh, it’s that squirrel again!
Maybe he’s come to say goodbye.”

Jake turned around just as it
disappeared up the tree. He was pretty sure that it wasn’t the same
one they saw earlier, but he didn’t see any need to point that
out.

“Maybe we can come back and see
him tomorrow,” he suggested, standing up.

Kim smiled and nodded. “That’d
be great.”

Jake picked up their rubbish and
chucked it in a nearby bin. At any other time he would have
probably left it there, but he decided that being on his best
behaviour was probably a good idea. They watched a dog chase after
some pigeons, and made their way to the park exit. Kim slipped her
arm though his, and a small tingle ran through Jake as their
fingertips brushed against each other. Her fingers crept into his,
and he squeezed them tightly, hoping he would never have to let go
of them.

As they got closer to the
school, Jake felt some of his old worries slipping back into his
head. What if someone saw them? What if people laughed at the idea
of them being together?

“Shall we keep this quiet?” Kim
asked. “No need to tell everyone about it, it’ll be our little
secret.”

He squeezed her hand tighter
again, feeling relieved that she suggested it first. “Yeah, good
idea. No point in having them all gossiping about what we’re
doing.”

They were now almost back in the
school grounds, with just a few trees keeping them hidden from
view. Jake reluctantly let go of her hand and kissed her one last
time. They stood there smiling at each other for a few more
seconds, and then went their separate ways.

As Jake walked through the busy
corridors, he couldn’t shake off the floating sensation that he was
experiencing. Someone going the other way bumped against his
shoulder, but he barely seemed to feel it. He walked into his tutor
room, and sat down. Miss Sargeant was counting the register off,
and Jake wasn’t sure how to take the way she smiled at him. About a
minute later, she read some notices out and then got up to pin
something to the wall.

“You alright there, Jake? You
look like you’re in love,” she whispered, shooting him a wink.

He felt his face turn red, and a
smile spread across his face. “I’m fine, really.”

“Good for you, Jake. Good for
you.”

For a while, Jake was lost in
his thoughts and it wasn’t until he was scolded by a teacher for
not paying attention in class that he managed to snap himself out
of it. Not that he really wanted to be snapped out of it, but it
turned out that it wasn’t his decision to make.

When school finally finished, he
went outside and joined up with Gondo and Kevin. Off in the
distance, Jake thought he spotted Kim getting into a car. He
realised he had no idea where she lived, or anything else about her
for that matter.

As they sat on the train as
usual, Jake stared at his hands and slowly rubbed them together. He
opened and closed them a few times, utterly absorbed in his own
little world.

“You alright, mate? Looks like
you’re trying to cast a magic spell or something,” Kevin asked
him.

Jake looked up, momentarily
disorientated. “Nah, dunno. I was miles away.”

“Yeah, I know the feeling. The
thought of doing my homework is driving me potty.”

“Don’t do it, then,” suggested
Gondo. “Anyone up for some Xbox tonight?”

“Maybe,” Jake said,
half-heartedly.

When his stop came at last, Jake
hopped off the train and made his way home. He went straight up to
his bedroom and stood there for a while, looking around. Right
here, in his bedroom, was everything he owned in the world,
everything which was precious and important to him.

Over there sat his Xbox and his
large library of games. How many hours had he spent on it over the
years? Far too many to count, but it was his most prized
possession, the high scores a testament to his gaming prowess and
skill.

Up on his shelf sat the large
tub of green powder he had bought a while ago. Back then, it had
seemed so vital to improving his social standing in school. The
rest of his room was full of various other toys and trinkets that
made up the sum of his life, but all of it seemed so pointless
compared to what he had experienced earlier that day. He picked up
a Buzz Lightyear figure that he had had for several years now.
Should he throw it away? What possible purpose could it serve in
his life? He put it back where it was, and picked up his Pin Art
box. What was it that his dad had called it? An executive
toy, whatever the hell that meant. He stuck his tongue out, and
gently placed the Pin Art box onto his face. The pins felt
refreshingly cool against his skin, and he turned it around to look
at the results. He smiled at the impression of his own face poking
its grey, metallic tongue back out at him. He wondered just who it
was that the tongue belonged to, him or the toy? It stuck out like
an act of defiance, telling him that he couldn’t just discard a
large part of his life on a whim.

Jake put it down, and glanced
around his room again. He decided that perhaps it really was too
early to forget everything, just for the sake of a soft pair of
hands.

He lay down on his bed, tucked
his hands behind his head and stared up at the ceiling. It was
dotted with torn bits of paper, and the occasional patch of missing
paint. Over the years, he had suspended numerous helicopters and
Batman figurines over his bed. How long they lasted up there
usually depended on how securely they had been put up; when an
Apache helicopter fell on your face during the night, you really
knew about it. After a while, he decided that glow in the dark
stickers were more ceiling-friendly than toys.

Jake dozed off for a while, and
when he woke up his hands felt like they were filled with pins and
needles. He spent a minute or so shaking them back to normal, and
went downstairs. Ben was there in the front room, using his wooden
blocks to build a cage.

“Yah-Yah been naughty,” he
advised his older brother.

Ben began scrambling around in
his toy box, and struggled with a large fire engine. He looked up
at Jake for help, who dutifully went and offered a helping hand.
With the vehicle now free of the confines of his toy box, Ben
carefully lined the vehicle up and rammed it right into the middle
of the building blocks. He rescued Yah-Yah from underneath the
rubble and hoisted him to the top of the fire engine’s ladder with
a cry of triumph.

Jake shook his head, glad that
none of his teachers at school felt the need to treat naughty
people like that.

***

 



Chapter Eleven

 


The next morning, Jake woke up
and walked sleepily into the bathroom. He was annoyed to discover
that someone, most likely his mum, had been tidying up again and
moved everything around. After finally locating his shower
gel, he stepped into the shower and proceeded to wash. A smile
appeared on his face as he recalled the events of the previous day,
and for the first time in his life he decided to sing in the
shower. He wasn’t much of a musical person, but he was perfectly
capable of warbling a few notes to himself when the time called for
it. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes and let his vocal chords
work their magic. Just as he was getting to get into the swing of
things, a horrible thought crept into his head: what if she had
changed her mind? What if she had got up as normal (just like he
did), searched for some shower gel in the bathroom (just like he
did), and then decided that perhaps Jake wasn’t the one for her
after all?

Jake stood there in shower,
unable to shake this worrying thought from his mind. He scoured
back through the hour or so they were together, desperately trying
to see what could upset her in any way. Could he have been a bit
too eager? Did he freak her out with the whole stroking of her
hands thing? What if she was actually allergic to chicken, and had
spent the entire night puking her guts up?

He continued washing himself,
although with far less enthusiasm than before. He got dressed, not
paying attention to what he was doing, and subsequently put his
trousers on backwards. After whipping them off, he threw them
across the room and sat down on his bed with his head in his hands.
Surely, he was just being ridiculous? She had seemed so happy
yesterday, so why would she change her mind like that? There was
only one way that he was going to find out, and that was by going
to school and seeing for himself. He got up, and set about
untangling his trousers from the bedside lamp.

During the journey in, he
managed to find Gondo on the train and sat down with him.

“You missed a great game online
last night. What did you get up to?”

Jake shrugged. “Not a lot. Ben
is probably the best entertainment these days.”

“Did you get to change his
nappy? I bet it really stinks.”

Jake laughed. “No, I leave that
stuff to my mum. It does bloody stink, though.”

Gondo nodded. “I had sausages
for dinner.”

“Lasagne for me.”

“Lasagne is great in sandwiches
you know. Also pretty good as an emergency cake, if an unexpected
birthday pops up.”

As they walked towards the
school, Jake’s earlier worries about Kim came creeping back. When
they entered the cafeteria, Jake took a deep breath and glanced
nervously around for her. A small part of him didn’t actually
want her to be in here; rejection is easier to deal with
when you are on your own. However, he spotted her sitting with two
girls over to one side. His heart stopped in his throat as she
momentarily glanced up at him, and turned away again.

That’s it, it’s over. Who did I
think I was kidding anyway?

A feeling of utter despair swept
through him, and he felt his legs turn to jelly. What was he meant
to do now? Sit there and forget all about it? Or walk out the front
gates and find a tall building to jump off of?

Suddenly, she did a double-take
look back up at him. She flushed a light shade of red, and a shy
smile began to spread across her face. Her hand did a quick
open-shut wave and Jake shot her an awkward smile as a confused
relief swept through him. They held each other’s gaze for another
second or so, and then it was broken.

Gondo and Jake sat down with
their usual group, Jake placing himself so that he could look over
to where Kim was. She was sat facing away from him, so they only
managed to steal the occasional glance at each other.

He turned his attention back to
the group he was sitting with, and noticed that Gary was now
staring at him.

“Who you perving at?” Gary asked
loudly.

“No-one,” Jake replied, just a
little bit too quickly.

“Yeah you were, you keep looking
over at that table.” Gary glanced round, and spotted Kim looking at
them. “Jake fancies Kim! Jake fancies Kim! Woo!” he yelled.

Jake felt his face burn bright
red. His hands were nested in his blazer pockets, and he clenched
them shut as hard as he could, finding himself caught between
wanting to melt away into the floor, and wishing he could throw
Gary out of a window.

“She’s not a bad looking girl,
to be honest,” piped up Kevin, unaware that he had just saved Jake
from more probing questions. “But you’ve gone bright red, it has to
be said,” he continued, chuckling at Jake’s discomfort.

A couple of others laughed at
him, and the discussions moved on to other things. Jake slowly
relaxed his hands, making sure to avoid looking at either Kim or
Gary again.

The sound of the school bell
soon filled the air, and everyone began making their way to the
exit. Jake wondered if he should try to casually make his way over
to Kim, but decided to play it safe for now. If they were going to
be discrete about things, keeping his distance was the best bet,
especially after Gary had decided to shout his mouth off
earlier.

As he walked down the corridor,
Jake wondered how they were going to arrange to meet up again. That
is, assuming she wanted to meet up with him again. That horrible,
creeping paranoia was making its presence felt again, and it was
driving him mad. Yes, she had waved and smiled at him earlier, but
she had also looked away at first. Was that just an honest,
early-morning mistake, or did she suddenly find him repulsive to
look at...?

As he bounced these thoughts
around in his head, he heard someone call his name. He turned
around, and saw a girl trying to get his attention. Although he
knew who she was, he had rarely spoken to her.

She quickly approached him and
shoved a bit of paper into his hand. “It’s about... you know,” she
said quietly, shrugging as if unsure how to get the message across
to him.

He looked down at the paper
briefly and then back up at the girl. He wanted to ask her what she
meant, even though he had a pretty good idea. If things were
supposed to be a secret, should he be denying all knowledge of
Kim’s existence entirely, or... what? How the hell did this kind of
thing work?

“Er, yeah. Thanks,” he replied,
feeling confused.

A few people bumped against his
shoulder in the corridor, causing him to drop the piece of paper on
the floor. He lunged for it, desperate to reclaim it before it was
lost amongst a sea of feet. The girl rolled her eyes at him, and
disappeared off down the corridor. Jake felt alone.

When he got to his seat in the
tutor room, he sat down and put his bag up on the table. For
whatever reason, he felt safer reading the note if something was
blocking everyone else’s view. He carefully unfolded it but he
wasn’t really sure if he wanted to know the contents. For some
reason the paper was shaking, and then he realised it was his hands
doing the shaking.

Hey you! Meet at the pond during
break time! K.

It was written in that typically
curved writing style that just about every girl seemed to use, and
then signed off with a small heart and a smiley face. The note was
barely even a sentence long, but he spent a good minute or so
reading and then re-reading it to himself, touching the words with
his fingers and silently mouthing them to himself

His next two lessons were
excruciatingly dull, and Jake couldn’t shake the feeling that
someone was messing around with the clocks; every time he glanced
up at one, the hands had barely moved and it was like waiting for a
freshly planted seed to sprout up into a flower. When the bell
finally rang for break time, it initially caught him by surprise
and he noticed that the end of his pen was covered in teeth marks
from where he had been anxiously chewing it. He shoved his books
into his bag, and walked out of the classroom. Despite being
desperate for the morning to end, he found himself in no rush to
get to the meeting point. What if the whole thing was a joke? All
girls’ handwriting looked the same to him, so how could he be sure
that Kim had been the one to write the note? What if Zoe was just
playing a joke on him, getting revenge for what happened in the
canteen the other day?

He went into the toilets and
splashed his face with water a couple of times. Unable to delay
things any longer, he walked out of the building and made his way
to the steps leading to the pond, listening carefully for any clue
that there may be people hiding in wait for him. As he walked round
the corner, the edge of the pond slowly came into view. A few steps
later and he could see the rest of the pond. His heart pounded as
he caught a glimpse of a pair of female legs. The girl turned
around and had a look of relief on her face. A shy smile appeared,
and she tugged at one of her earlobes.

“Hi,” Kim said in a small
voice.

Jake’s mouth went dry. “Hi. I,
er, got your note,” he told her.

Now she’ll ask what note I mean.
She’ll frown, wondering what I’m talking about. She’s just here to
look at the tadpoles, like she does nearly every day. She’ll then
ask what I’m doing here, and everything will fall apart.

She looked away, seeming a
little embarrassed. “Yeah, I wasn’t sure how else to get a message
to you.”

Another wave of relief swept
through Jake. “No, that’s okay. It just... took me by surprise a
bit.”

She turned towards the pond
again. “Erm, are there really frogs in here? I haven’t seen any
yet.”

The change of subject gave him
something to focus on, something to actually talk about. He
wondered why this was still so hard for him, why he had spent so
much of this morning in a state of abject, paranoid panic. Was it
always going to be like this? How on earth did people cope with
it?

After about another minute or
so, there was a period of silence. He watched as she fiddled with
her earlobe again. She caught him looking at her and smiled at him.
A pleasant, familiar warmth spread through Jake and he held her
gaze for another second or so.

What did I do yesterday? One
minute I’m sitting on a bench eating burnt chips, and then the next
minute we were -

He cleared his throat. “Um, I
like your nails,” he told her.

“Oh, really? I painted them
again last night,” she said, splaying them out in front of him.

Jake took her hand, and felt her
fingers melt into his. He stroked her palm a few times, and they
laughed as the hand battle broke out again. The spell of
awkwardness was finally broken so Jake pulled her towards him and
kissed her on the lips. They separated and stood there blushing and
smiling at each other. Jake was filled with an indescribable need
to hold her tight against him for the rest of the day. He rested
his forehead against hers, and closed his eyes for a moment.

“You know, this morning has
been... I don’t know, just weird,” he confessed.

“What do you mean?” she asked, a
small smile on her face. Her breath had a fresh, minty tinge to
it.

“When I woke up this morning...
I wondered if this whole thing was just a dream. Like, I was going
to come into school and it turned out that yesterday never
happened.”

She laughed, but not
unpleasantly. “Actually, I had a similar thing as well. I was in
that canteen for ages, waiting for you to walk in. Every time
someone came in, I was looking around to see who it was. And then
when you did come in...” she just shrugged, and laughed again.

Knowing that they only had a few
remaining minutes of the short break left, they got reacquainted
with each other just in case it did all turn out to be a
dream.

The sound of two bells ringing
out simultaneously shouldn’t have surprised Jake, but it did. The
strange geography of the school grounds meant that the pond was
situated somewhere between the lower and senior playgrounds, so he
should have expected it. The loud clanging of a handbell from the
direction of the junior’s went off first, dragging up old memories
of his first days at the school. A few seconds later it was the
turn of the automatic bell from the seniors’ to roll out across the
world.

The two of them reluctantly
separated and picked up their bags. They decided to make the pond
their usual meeting place from now on, as it made life easier.

“What should we do if other
people are here before us?” Kim asked.

Jake shrugged. “Shove them in
the water, I guess,” he said. “You might even get to see a frog
that way.”

He was actually worried about
this too, but it wasn’t something he wanted to think about right
now; he’d already had enough paranoia for one day, and the pond
area was generally a quiet place. Occasionally you would get other
people coming here, mostly as a convenient place to smoke
cigarettes, and sometimes a teacher would pop along to make sure no
pupils were flicking their cigarette butts into the water.

Kim went down the steps first,
followed by Jake who trudged down them thirty seconds later. He
glanced around to see if anyone had seen him, feeling like a secret
agent trying to keep some important secret from everyone else.

His next lesson started off far
more pleasantly than the previous ones had. As he sat down, he saw
Zoe look over at him from the other side of the classroom. The
strained look on her face suggested that she was about to shoot him
one of her death stares, but she decided against it at the last
second. As she started to turn away he began to smile with a sense
of satisfaction, but if past experience was anything to go by, her
new-found meekness wouldn’t last very long. His amusement was
intensified when the teacher had to tell her off twice for talking
too much. Jake wondered if he was the only person in the entire
room finding any of this funny. He glanced around and saw nothing,
but people getting on with their work.

“Jake, if there’s something more
important than my lesson on your mind, please share it with us,”
the teacher called out to him.

Jake flushed red, and mumbled an
apology. Out the corner of his eye, he saw Zoe turn and look at
him. Whether she was grinning at him or not, he couldn’t tell.
Someone behind Jake managed to knock a pencil case onto the floor,
producing a loud sigh from the teacher.

When the lesson finally ended,
Jake was in high spirits and rushed to pack his things away. The
teacher shot him a stern look, reminding him of the old adage that
the bell was a signal to the teacher, rather than the pupils. Once
he was finally set free, he made his way quickly down the stairs
and through the corridors, keeping his head down to avoid making
eye contact with anyone who might ask where he was rushing off to.
The feelings of nervousness and paranoia which filled him earlier
in the day were mostly banished, though not entirely. The notion
that Kim still might suddenly decide that she doesn’t like him
after all still niggled at the edges of his mind.

Jake got to the pond before Kim,
which didn’t do much for his male ego. A minute later he heard
footsteps coming from around the corner, and a tiny feeling of
panic swelled up in his stomach. What if it wasn’t her? What if it
was Mr Hamish coming round, looking for someone to help wash his
car? If he got whisked away, what would Kim think about his
absence?

The footsteps got closer and
closer, and relief swept through him when Kim finally popped into
view. Their eyes locked, and they smiled bashfully at each other.
She stopped about half a foot away from him, tugging absently at
her earlobe. Although Jake’s stomach was doing loops again, they
weren’t as bad as before.

“Okay, fancy a spot of sneaky
lunch?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.

She nodded enthusiastically.
“Sure, I’ve been looking forward to this all day.”

Jake led the way as he did
yesterday. When they came to the shed, he looked at Kim with a
small smile. Without either of them having to say anything, they
began giggling as they remembered what happened just twenty four
hours earlier.

Kim blushed, and slapped him
playfully on the arm. “Oh, shush you. You’re the one who thinks
he’s the terminator, you should be making sure it’s safe for me to
walk along these dangerous parts.”

Jake laughed, and made sure the
way was clear. It seemed that someone had moved the snake-rake at
some point, and they were soon making their way into town. Jake
wanted to feel the soft touch of her hands again, but that strange
nagging doubt began to creep back into his mind. It frustrated him.
Why could he not learn the lessons of this morning? Were his
insecurities ever going to go away? Was he always going to be
seeking some kind of reassurance from her?

As they walked, he moved himself
closer to her and their hands brushed. She smiled at him, and
slotted her arm through his. He felt her hand slide down by his
side, and then her fingertips brushed against the palm of his hand.
A moment of giddiness rushed through him, and he realised that he
would always relish that initial touch. Her fingers slipped through
his, a sensation worth a thousand lifetimes. Their hands closed
round each other, and he took a deep, faltering breath.

She rubbed his arm with her
other hand. “You okay?”

He had no idea what to say, no
idea how to express in words just how he felt at that moment. “Yes,
I feel fine, I feel great. Amazing. How about you?”

She rested her head against his
arm for a moment. “I feel great as well.”

For the next few minutes, they
found themselves spontaneously smiling at each other. Barely a word
passed between them; their faces and emotions did all the
talking.

Arriving at the fried chicken
shop, the same squat man in a red paper hat greeted them from
behind the shiny, steel counter.

“Alright, boss. What you and
your lady friend have today, eh?” he asked them.

This time, Jake let Kim choose
what she wanted to eat and drink. They sat down in the same seats
as before, and waited for their food to be prepared. Kim put her
hands down flat on the table, and lowered her head towards
Jake.

“I can’t understand a word he
says with that accent,” she whispered.

Jake laughed. “He’s been here as
long as I can remember, I barely even notice it anymore.”

She nodded once. “His big, hairy
arms are so scary. And why does he call you ‘boss’ all the
time?”

He laughed again, but this time
shrugged in reply. He began to trace the outside of her hand with
his finger, as if drawing an outline on a piece of paper. After
completing it twice, he realised something.

“Your hands seem really small,”
he said. “Let me see a second.”

He held his own hand up, the
palm facing out towards her. For a split second he had a horrible
feeling that she was just going shake her head at him, and tell him
that he was being an idiot. Of course, she didn’t do anything like
that and instead quite happily put her palm up against his and held
it there. Jake found the difference in size fascinating. Even his
fingers were slightly wider than hers.

“Are you being mean about my
hands?” she asked, pretending to be hurt.

He let out a small laugh, and
felt an urge to reach out and hold her close to him. “No, I just
really like your hands.”

With their hands still together
he opened and closed his fingers a few times, laughing as she went
along with it. She then slipped her fingers through his, and he did
the same. A familiar warmth ran through him again, and he couldn’t
take his eyes away from her face. She playfully poked her tongue
out at him, and they giggled like schoolchildren.

He focused on her fingers.
“Yellow nails this time. Do you have a different colour for each
day of the week?” he asked.

“Got loads of different ones.
Some sparkly, some shiny. Sometimes I like to mix them up a bit and
make a mess.”

Jake thought it was a strange
thing to do, spending all that time and effort on painting your
nails.

“Here you go boss, lunch ready
now,” the man with the hairy arms called out to them.

They took their food, walked
round to the park again and sat down on the same bench as before.
Although there was no sign of the friendly squirrel this time, Jake
managed to spot a dog squat down and defecate somewhere in the
middle distance. Not too far away from them, a man wearing a red
and black checked shirt was halfway up a tree, sawing off a large
branch. Although far from being an expert on this sort of thing,
Jake wondered if checked shirts were a kind of unofficial uniform
for people who did this kind of job. In fact, how did someone even
become a lumberjack? It didn’t look very hard. He bet that the
college course was probably quite easy. Or perhaps the bloke was
just a local nutter, who liked to chop things up and then send an
invoice to the local council.

The ground underneath the tree
gradually became covered in a thick coating of sawdust, and the two
of them sat there watching the saw gradually eat its way through
the branch.

“It’s like a scene from a giant
snow globe,” Kim noted absently.

A loud, splintering crack ripped
through the air as the branch started to sag. A split appeared
along its length, exposing the white, wooden flesh, before finally
breaking free and crashing noisily to the ground. Some pigeons that
had strayed too close to the scene of destruction were startled
into flight.

Kim thought of something and
tapped Jake eagerly on the arm. She still had a mouthful of food,
so she had to twirl her hand around to indicate that she was
waiting to finish chewing before speaking.

“If that tree had fallen down
when we weren’t here,” she began. “Would it have made a sound?”

Jake blinked. “You what?”

“We had a discussion in class
about this the other day. Like, if a tree fell down in a forest
when no-one was around, would it still make a sound?”

“Well yeah, it probably would.
Trees are massive and always make loads of noise when they fall
down.”

“But how do you actually
know that? If no-one’s there to hear it, how do you know it
made a noise? It’s a philosophy thing, really interesting. Like, if
you put a chair in the middle of a room, is it still there if you
walk out of the room?”

Somewhere inside Jake’s mind,
the cogs of understanding slowly whirred to life. The last two days
had shattered so much of what he thought he understood about the
world, and he wondered if he was ever going to catch up with
himself.

“Okay, I sort of see what you
mean,” he replied. “What about... if a snake is in the grass, is it
still there if no-one’s around to step on it?” A cheeky grin spread
across his face.

She burst out laughing, nearly
dropping the last few remaining bits of her lunch.

They finished eating, and Jake
watched with amusement as Kim once again smelled her hands after
cleaning them with a wet wipe. Catching his gaze, she looked up at
him and smiled. Feeling more certain about himself, Jake leaned
forward to kiss her. Their lips met halfway, and a thrill ran
through Jake’s body as he felt yet more of his self-doubts fall
away. He knew that they would be back at some point, but for now
the cobwebs of anxiety had been swept away.

Sitting next to each other on
the bench made it hard for Jake to put his arms round her, so he
gestured for her to sit on his lap. There was a moment of panic as
she almost squashed his testicles, but he battled through that
particular emergency in fine style. She slid an arm around his
neck, and pulled his face up to hers. With their bodies this close,
Jake revelled in her warmth. He squeezed gently at her waist,
rubbed his hand over her stomach and stroked at the side of her
thigh.

All too soon, their time in the
park came to an end. Holding hands, they walked towards the exit
and passed a white van that had Alan’s Tree Surgery written
on the side of it. Sitting in the driver’s seat was a man in a red
and black checked shirt, a newspaper spread across his lap, and an
open packet of crisps lying on the dashboard. He glanced at them,
and for a fleeting moment Jake felt a compulsion to wave at him.
The man barely gave them a second glance, and went back to reading
his newspaper.

As they neared the school again,
Jake felt a small pang of worry creeping back. It wasn’t as strong
as it was the day before, but it was still there and he squeezed
her hand a bit tighter. To his surprise she squeezed his hand back,
and smiled up at him. He wondered if she too got these same pangs
of nervousness that he did.

Once again staying hidden behind
the trees, they embraced and said their goodbyes. The pond was
reaffirmed as their meeting point for the next day, and they
reluctantly went their separate ways.

On the way home from school,
Kevin and Gondo enquired as to where Jake had been for the last two
lunchtimes. His face went red as he ummed and ahhed an excuse about
having some homework to do, which they seemed to accept without too
much hassle. He knew that this excuse wasn’t going to work forever,
but he shoved the thought away for now.

Later on in the evening, Jake
was in the front room watching his brother smash his toys up again.
Yah-Yah was sat up against a cushion which had been put down on the
floor, and Ben seemed to be putting on some kind of destruction
derby show on for him.

A rubber ball was lying over in
one corner of the room, and Jake thought back to what Kim had been
saying about philosophical trees earlier in the day. He picked the
ball up, and took it out into the hall with him. He turned to face
the door of the front room, and took a few steps back so he
couldn’t see the middle of the floor. A deafening silence descended
on the house as Ben seemed to realise that he no longer had his
brother’s attention.

Jake lobbed the ball gently
through the doorway, letting it bounce off the wall and into the
middle of the room. Ben made a noise that was a mixture of a laugh
and sheer curiosity, and a few seconds later he waddled out into
the hall holding the ball.

“You?” Ben asked him, holding
the ball towards Jake.

“Yeah, me.”

A familiar impish grin appeared
on Ben’s face and he threw the ball as hard as he could, laughing
as it bounced off the radiator and then settled at Jake’s feet.
Jake looked down at the ball, and then over at Ben. He had no idea
what any of this meant. Maybe his brother was some kind of
unwitting philosophical genius. Maybe it didn’t mean anything.
Maybe that was precisely what philosophy was, the study of
nothing.

Ben let out a noisy battle cry
and charged towards Jake, who scooped him up and threw him into the
air. As he carried him back into the front room, and as Ben took it
upon himself to stick a finger deep into his brother’s ear, Jake
was sure of at least one thing: his little sibling was a bundle of
pure, joyous, happy fun.

***

 



Chapter Twelve

 


When Jake woke up the next
morning, he went into the bathroom and began to think about the
events of the previous day. His niggling self doubt threatened to
make itself heard again, but this time it amounted to little more
than an annoying whisper and he decided that singing in the shower
was the best way to drown it out completely. It was utterly
tuneless, and it was probably closer to a hum than actual singing,
but as his grandparents were fond of saying, it’s the thought that
counts.

“Was that you making that noise
in the bathroom earlier?” asked his dad at the breakfast table.

“No. What noise? Wasn’t me,”
Jake replied, a little too defensively for the lie to be
believed.

“Oh, right. Must’ve been Ben
then. I didn’t know he listened to Madonna,” he said, pointing at
his youngest son. “Ben, was it you making that noise?”

Ben shook his head. “Was
Yah-Yah, he naughty.”

Jake didn’t want to tell his
parents about Kim, at least not yet. It was supposed to be a
secret, and he didn’t know what he was supposed to tell them
anyway. Did he mention the sneaking out at lunch? The meetings at
the pond? It was easier to just stay silent about it for now.

He finished his breakfast and
over-sugared coffee, and left for school. He sat down on the train
with Gondo and as they got further into the journey, that nervous
feeling started swelling around in his stomach once again. In the
cafeteria, Kim was sitting in the same place as she had been the
previous morning and she smiled and waved at him, considerably less
discretely this time. The girl she was sitting with also turned
around, and he recognised her as the one who had handed him the
note in the corridor. She shot him an I-know-what-you’ve-been-up-to
smirk. Jake smiled back at them, doing his best to make sure no-one
else saw him do it, whilst also making sure they knew he wasn’t
ignoring them.

When break time finally arrived,
Jake made his way to the pond. The moment he put his foot on the
first step which led up to it, the butterflies in his stomach woke
up. He took a deep breath, and as he carried on up the path he was
relieved to find that his nerves held out. It seemed that his body
had finally managed to send someone in with a net, so that any
hyperactive flying insects could be caught and kept under lock and
key.

He arrived before she did again,
and so he had an impatient couple of minutes spent kicking at his
heels as he waited for her. The sound of approaching footsteps had
him clenching his buttocks in anticipation, and when Kim finally
came round the corner he was briefly tongue tied, but he recovered
soon enough. They chatted for a minute or so, embraced and were in
each other’s arms again.

This same routine carried on for
the next couple of weeks: at break times they would hang around the
pond, and then at lunch they would sneak out to the park. Once or
twice their fun was spoiled by some kids in the top year coming to
the pond area for a smoke. Their natural wariness of anyone in the
year above them meant that Jake and Kim stayed as far away from
them as possible, speaking only in hushed tones. The older kids
were quite happy to ignore them for the most apart, although they
would always cheer and holler loudly if they saw the two of them
getting too friendly.

At the park, Jake found himself
staring at a large gap in between the buttons of Kim’s blouse. She
caught him looking, and laughed when he flushed red and mumbled an
apology. At one point he decided to explore things a little more,
and put his hands on things that he had never touched before.
Naturally, he was pleased to discover that they really were just as
fun as they looked, and that all those years spent obsessing over
them was perfectly justified.

Despite their wishes to keep
things a secret, it didn’t actually take long for the rumours to
start. Jake’s absence from lunchtime football began to be noticed
more and more, and Kim was always bursting to tell her friends
dribs and drabs about how much she was enjoying life at the
moment.

Their behaviour in class slowly
became indiscrete too. About five days after they first started
seeing each other, they had a lesson together. They were eager to
sit next to each other, and made a beeline for the same table. In
fact, Jake was so eager that he banged his knee on the table leg,
much to the amusement of Kim and everyone else who saw him do
it.

During the lesson itself, Kim
pinched his leg hard enough to make him jolt and cry out in
surprise. The teacher shot him a disapproving look, but nothing
more. A few minutes later, Kim then did it again in almost the
exact same spot.

“Jake, what is the matter with
you today?” scolded the teacher.

“Erm, sorry Miss. Got some pain
in my leg from, er, playing football earlier,” he explained. His
face turned red with embarrassment and betrayal as Kim sat there
tittering at him.

He grabbed a piece of paper,
scribbled a few words on it and slid it underneath her arm.

I’m going to throw you in the
pond.

She laughed under her breath and
wrote something on it herself, pushed it back to him and made a
little pinching gesture with her fingers.

The man in the chicken shop will
put his hairy arms in your food if you do.

Jake laughed, and they continued
writing silly notes for another minute or so.

“Jake, you’re obviously having
trouble concentrating where you’re sitting now. Can you come over
here, please?” demanded the teacher, pointing at a table just in
front of her.

Jake moved places without
arguing, though he gave Kim a small poke in her side as he got up.
A little later, he turned around and she mouthed the word
sorry at him. He shook his head in mock anger, but his
creeping grin gave him away and when the lesson ended, the two of
them laughed their way down the corridor.

One lunchtime Kim handed him a
bit of paper with a number on it. It was her home phone number, and
she wanted him to call her after school.

“I’m usually home within an hour
of school finishing, so any time after that is fine,” she advised
him. “We can, you know, just chat and stuff.”

Sure enough, when Jake got home
from school he did as he was asked and took the cordless phone into
his room. The phone number was written in Kim’s usual curved, girly
writing where the number eight looked a bit like the capital letter
B.

He dialled the number and it
rang once. He scratched at his nose, and listened as it rang a
second time. A third ring sounded in his ear, and a small thought
popped into his head: what if it’s her dad who answers?

Halfway through the fourth ring,
someone picked up.

“Hello?”

It was a male voice, and the
phone began to feel hot in his hand. What was the usual procedure
for this? Had she told her parents about him? Was he supposed to
discuss the weather? The hosepipe ban? The microeconomic policies
of Brazilian agriculture?

“Er, hi. Is Kim there?” Jake
asked.

There was a long moment of
silence.

“Who’s speaking?” the voice
demanded.

Jake took a deep breath. Even if
he said his name, they still wouldn’t know who he was. Did he have
to give his address? His school report? What?

“Um, it’s Jake. From
school.”

There was another moment of
silence. Jake glanced down and saw that his hand was in his pocket,
nervously fiddling at the edges of his nether regions.

He’s watching me!

Jake yanked his hand out, and
looked at it as if he had never seen it before. He flapped it
about, suddenly unsure where to put it.

“Oh, hi Jake. Just a
second.”

There was a clunk as the
phone was put down on a hard surface. Voices could be heard in the
background, and then what sounded like someone skipping towards the
phone.

Kim’s excited voice filled his
ear. “Hey! You called! How’re you?”

Relief flowed through Jake, and
he lay back on his bed. “Not bad. What you up to?”

“Um, not much. Watching some TV,
probably do some homework later. Dinner’s cooking as well, smells
really nice!”

Jake heard her voice quieten as
she pulled the phone away from her mouth.

“Mum, what’s for dinner?” A
pause, and then she resumed speaking down the phone again. “Oooh,
we got lasagne, can’t wait!”

Jake felt overwhelmed by this
sudden deluge of information. “Erm, I’m just sitting in my room at
the moment.”

“Oh, right.”

Jake detected an element of
disappointment in her voice. What else was she expecting him to say
right after school?

Yeah, I fell asleep on the train
again and somehow ended up on the moon. Princess Diana is here as
well. I tell you, she hasn’t aged a bit.

“Might play on my Xbox later,”
he suggested, glancing around his room. “Maybe even fly Buzz
Lightyear about.”

“You’ve got a Buzz Lightyear? Me
too! He’s so cute! My granddad got me it for Christmas.”

Jake laughed, and found himself
caught up in her infectious enthusiasm. They talked for another
fifteen minutes or so, and Kim made him promise to call her more
often. He promised he would, and they hung up.

Taking the phone back
downstairs, he could hear Ben’s noisy babble floating about the
place. He sat down and watched him play for a while, once again
getting caught up in someone else’s infectious enthusiasm. Jake
playfully honked on his tiny nose, making him laugh. He stayed
there with him until dinner time, and wondered what Kim would make
of his little brother.

She’d love him. Of course she
would, everyone loves him.

***

 



Chapter Thirteen

 


A few days later Jake and Kim
were sat in the park, roaring with laughter. A small flock of
pigeons had gathered in front of them; watching them peck away at
their discarded chips was the funniest thing either of them had
seen for a long time. Every time a scrap of food was tossed onto
the floor, the birds closest to them would flutter away in panic,
allowing the braver ones to surge forward and claim their
prize.

“I’ve got to get the train or
bus home tonight,” Kim sighed. “Mum’s visiting granddad.”

Jake looked at her for a moment,
tapping a finger on his chin as he considered something.

“What?” she asked.

“Fancy coming round my house?
After school, I mean,” he suggested.

She glanced back down at the
pigeons for a second, and then back up at Jake. “Really? You mean
that?”

Jake shrugged. “Yeah, why not?
Be good fun.”

She smiled, feeling somewhat
flattered that he had asked her. “Okay then. It would be quite fun,
actually.”

He smiled back at her, glad that
she accepted the invitation. There was the small fact that he still
hadn’t told his parents about her yet, but it was too late to go
back on things now. He couldn’t keep her a secret forever, and
bringing her home solved the problem of deciding how to bring the
subject up in the first place. They couldn’t miss her if she was
standing right there in front of them.

“If we meet at the pond after
school, we can go down the train station together,” he told
her.

“Alright. Just make sure you
don’t forget about me and go home on your own.”

He laughed, and slipped his
fingers into hers. “Don’t worry, there’s no chance of me ever
forgetting about you.”

The thought of going round his
house was rather nerve wracking, and Kim was grateful for the
comforting squeeze from his hand. Of course, it was also quite
exciting and she was curious to see just how he lived. What was his
bedroom like? What did his parents look like? Would they like her?
Would they be annoyed about a strange girl suddenly popping up in
their house?

She looked at Jake, thinking
about their time together and how this boy, who showered her with
so much care and attention, had turned her world upside down. It
seemed like he had come out of nowhere, somehow emerging from being
someone she occasionally talked about, or sat next to in class, to
suddenly being the biggest thing in her life. There were times when
he seemed to dominate her thoughts entirely, and during the more
boring lessons at school she often found herself doodling his name
without even realising it. Despite it being a few weeks since they
first got together, her heart would still flutter each time they
met up. The special feeling which ran through her whenever he
caressed her palms was showing no sign of diminishing. Not that she
wanted it to go away of course; it was part of what made
things so thrilling and exciting. It was part of the emotional
element that kept things passionate. Mind you, there were times
when she tried to hide the strength of these emotions from him.
Although he had earned a large chunk of her trust, she didn’t want
to expose herself too much, at least not yet. She saw no harm in
keeping him on his toes.

“Good boy, because I’d send Mr
Hamish after you if you did,” she deadpanned, narrowing her
eyes.

Jake laughed. “I guess I’ll have
to stick to my promises from now on.”

Once school was finished, they
met up as planned. They spent a few minutes together at the pond,
and then made their way down to the station. This marked the first
time that they had allowed themselves to be seen out together, in
full view of everyone else and initially it felt rather strange.
Normally when they walked this way at lunch, the roads were
empty.

After a while, Jake realised he
no longer cared if people knew about them or not. He was taking her
to see his family, so it made no sense to try and hide it from
everyone else. As they walked, he put his arm around her and kissed
her. She looked up at him and a shy little smile beamed from her
face. As far as Jake was concerned it made her look beautiful, and
this mattered far more to him than the whispers and stares did.

When they arrived at the
station, Jake queued up and bought them a ticket each.

“You pay for everything. I owe
you so much,” she said, almost scolding him.

Jake looked at her in surprise.
Over the years he had become so accustomed to buying lunch for
someone else that he barely even gave it a second thought.
Somewhere in his mind he had been under the impression that paying
for her was part of the deal of them being together. The look on
her face made him realise something: they were each other’s equal.
She wasn’t going to run off if he stopped buying her fried chicken
every day: this wasn’t the reason she was with him in the first
place.

“You can buy the tickets on the
way back if you like,” he suggested.

They walked out onto the
platform, and Jake got a little shock when he saw Gondo and Kevin
standing there. There was absolutely no reason for him to feel this
way as it was completely and utterly routine for them to be there
at this time, yet somehow he had forgotten all about it. Some of
his old doubts resurfaced for a few moments. What if they don’t
like her? What if they laugh at him? What if one of them pushes her
in front a train for a laugh?

Jake decided to suck it up, and
go and join them. And why not? They were his friends and there was
no reason to hide her from them. As he started to wonder what Kim
thought about this, he felt her fingers slipping through his. He
gave her hand a quick, reassuring squeeze.

“Hi,” Jake said, unsure of how
else to address them. Was he supposed to introduce Kim? Obviously
they knew about her, but they didn’t know her. Or at least
he didn’t think they did.

“Hi,” Kevin replied, a friendly
smile creeping across his face. “At least now we know why you don’t
play football with us anymore.”

Jake let out a small laugh,
relieved that he didn’t have to explicitly spell it out for
them.

“Erm, yeah. Do you guys know
Kim? Like, properly I mean,” he asked, gesturing to the silent girl
standing next to him.

Kevin nodded. “Yeah, I think
we’ve got a class together. Science, isn’t it?” he asked, looking
at her for confirmation.

She thought for a second. “Yeah.
Do you sit over with the boys who always turn on the gas taps?”

“That’s us!” he replied. “It’s
usually the first thing we check for when we sit down.”

The three of them laughed, glad
that the initial tension was broken. They continued chatting for
another minute or so until Jake slowly became aware that Gondo had
so far been oddly silent.

“You alright, Gondo? Going to be
playing online tonight?” he asked, trying to bring him into the
conversation.

Gondo tilted his head to one
side, and scrunched his nose up. “Erm, yeah maybe. Dunno, might do
something else. Go on my bike, perhaps.” He avoided looking
directly at either Jake or Kim.

Jake nodded slowly back at him,
not entirely sure what to say. There had been a strange
defensiveness in Gondo’s voice: it was as if he had been looking
for something to disagree about.

The sound of the train pulling
into the station put a stop to any further discussion. Gondo got on
first, finding himself a window seat. He stared out the window, not
really paying any attention to the others as they sat down around
him.

“How many stops is it?” Kim
asked Jake.

He thought for a second. “Erm,
dunno actually. I’ve never bothered counting.”

“That’s a good point actually,
I’ve got no idea how many stops my station is either,” admitted
Kevin.

Kim’s eyes suddenly lit up as
she remembered something. “Oooh, do you want to hear some gossip?”
she asked, before continuing without waiting for an answer.
“Apparently, Mr Hamish and Miss Sargeant are, you know, going out
together.”

They all looked at her in
surprise, Gondo included. “How the hell do you know that?” he asked
sceptically.

Kim edged forward in her seat,
suddenly enjoying the excitement of being the centre of
attention.

“Two girls from the top year saw
them kissing and looking out the window near the top of the school.
Apparently they couldn’t take their hands off each other.”

Gondo was again the first to
speak. “Wait, how can you kiss and look out the window at the same
time? That doesn’t make sense.”

A brief rush of annoyance ran
through Jake. He didn’t like the condescending way Gondo was
speaking to Kim.

“Maybe they’ve got really long
lips,” he suggested, looking his friend in the eye.

Gondo shrugged, and went back to
gazing out the window.

Kim leaned back again. “Well,
I’m just saying what I heard.”

“If it’s true, that’s a cracking
bit of gossip,” Kevin said. “I reckon he’d probably kill her if
he’s not careful, he’s about ten times the size of her.”

The three of them laughed, and
for the rest of the journey they talked easily among themselves.
Gondo occasionally looked over at them, but for most part remained
sullen and silent, which Jake found rather strange and annoying.
What was his problem all of a sudden? Was he having issues at home
again? Did he not like Kim?

The train rumbled on and soon
arrived at Jake’s station.

“Right, this is our stop,” he
announced, standing up.

Jake and Kim got off the train,
and Jake glanced in through the carriage window. Kevin gave him a
cheery thumbs up whilst Gondo, who had spent most of the journey
concentrating on what was happening outside, was now looking down
at his feet.

During the walk home, Gondo
faded from Jake’s thoughts and he began to think about what he was
going to say to his parents. Would they be angry that he didn’t
tell them earlier? Would they berate him for not ringing ahead?

A large dog barked noisily at
them from the other side of the road, and Jake felt Kim’s hand
creep into his again. He was glad he wasn’t the only one who was
feeling a little nervous about this.

***

 


Even though there was a large
clock on the wall, Sandra glanced at her watch. Jake was due home
soon, and he would no doubt be making a beeline for the kitchen
shortly after he walked through the door. She had done some
shopping earlier and managed to get him the nice cheese that he
liked (well, she was sure that he liked it last week. Keeping up
with these things wasn’t easy). There was plenty of milk so he
could have one of those horrible green shakes if he wanted.
Actually, did he even bother making them anymore? She hadn’t seen
him mixing one up recently, but that could be because he does it
all up in his room. Mind you, they didn’t seem to be running out of
milk so quickly these days.

Talking of which, was it just
her imagination or had there been a slight shift in his mood during
the last few weeks or so? It wasn’t anything that she could pin
down, but he seemed happier. There were times when he would be
sitting there at the dinner table, lost in his own thoughts, and a
faint, dreamy little smile would appear on his face. Of course, he
still had his more morose, withdrawn moods, but that was just
normal teenager stuff, right?

Sandra closed her eyes, a wave
of tiredness running through her. Pushing around a shopping trolley
with a wobbly wheel in the supermarket whilst also trying to
make sure that Ben didn’t climb out of his seat was mentally
draining after a while. She’d had a tough afternoon, and having to
constantly bend down to pick up that blasted toy of his took its
toll as well. She yawned without covering her mouth.

“Mum-mum want sleep?” Ben asked,
looking up at her from his usual place in the middle of the
floor.

She looked down at him with a
smile. Ah, her dear little boy, the most adorable thing in the
world. She crouched down to him, and used her hand to tidy his hair
up. It wouldn’t be long before the crafty little devil started
rubbing it all out of place again, but he looked so cute while it
lasted.

As she stood back up, she
glanced at her watch again: Jake was due home any minute now. In
fact, he had popped into view just as she looked out the window and
ohmygod who is that with him? Her mouth dropped open in
surprise as she saw that they were holding hands.

Sandra stood there utterly
dumbfounded. What should she do now? Who was this girl? She spun
around, instinctively reaching down for Ben, but without really
knowing why.

In case they’re here to steal
him from me.

She stopped herself and stood
back up again. Ben was now looking up at her, his arms slightly
raised as if he had been expecting to be hauled up off the floor.
There was a slight look of confusion on his face.

“Mum-mum?” he asked in that
irresistibly cute voice of his.

Completely thrown out of whack,
Sandra hurriedly bent down and yanked him up into her arms. Yes,
she was being absurd about this. No, it wasn’t likely that they
were coming to steal her baby, but...

But she’s already in the process
of stealing one of my babies from me. Look at her, holding his hand
like that! She’ll be carting him off for marriage next. Who the
hell does she think -

The sound of a key turning in
the front door sent shivers down her spine. A smile appeared on
Ben’s face as he recognised the sound of his older brother coming
to see him again.

She heard voices in the
hallway.

Why are they whispering? Are
they only here for the milk?

A girl’s voice was audible. Ben
was looking confused again, completely unused to foreign visitors
at this time of day and he clung to his mother for protection. She
readjusted her hold on him, and stepped out into the hallway to
confront the intruders.

***

 


Jake felt Kim readjust her hold
on his hand, no doubt for reassurance and comfort. Or maybe it was
just because his palms were sweating; he didn’t know. He stroked
her hand with his thumb again which was about the only thing he
could do as they walked up the driveway.

Jake saw some movement in the
front room window, but when he looked again the place appeared
empty. Maybe everyone was out. Gone shopping perhaps, or maybe to
the park. They reached the front door, and Jake fished out his key.
As they stepped inside, Kim began to take her shoes off and Jake
told her not to bother. He was worried that she wouldn’t have time
to put them back on again if they got chased out of the house.

His mother suddenly appeared in
the hallway. Her face was red and she looked angry.

“Hi,” Jake said in a small
voice.

For some absurd reason, he felt
like he was about to get told off by the head mistress. Maybe he
would get a whack with the cane for being such an insolent boy.

Sandra glared down at these
newcomers, her eyes darting around looking for weapons and weak
spots. She didn’t see any weapons, but she saw plenty of weak
spots. In fact, the intruders looked downright terrified.

Hardly a surprise, is it? You’re
standing there in the hallway, wielding a toddler at them like you
would an axe.

She relaxed slightly. But what
the hell did they have to scared about? They were young, in
the prime of their lives. Jake could be sent to his room without
any dinner easily enough. The girl? Well, actually, she didn’t look
quite so scary up close. In fact, she looked like a pleasant girl
who was going to be rather pretty in a few years time. No wonder
Jake liked her.

“Hi, I’m Jake’s mum. Call me
Sandra if you like.” She shifted Ben slightly, and shook Kim’s hand
politely.

Jake and Kim tried to speak at
the same time, and all three laughed together.

“Erm, this is Kim. She’s, er, a
friend from school,” Jake explained. “We sometimes go to lunch
together,” adding in the extra detail as if it mattered.

“Pleased to meet you, Kim. This
little one here is Ben,” she said. “He’s all quiet now, but he’ll
be making plenty of noise later.” She tapped Ben on the nose, and
he let out a shy gurgle.

There was a moment of silence,
as mother and son tried to figure out what was supposed to happen
next.

“Do you two want something to
eat? I can fix you up a sandwich or something, if you’re hungry,”
Jake’s mother asked them.

The two teenagers looked at each
other.

“Yeah, okay then,” Jake answered
for both of them.

Jake and Kim went into the front
room, and Sandra scooted off to the kitchen. She became so
pre-occupied with what they might want for fillings, and whether
they would want their sandwiches cut into squares or triangles,
that she didn’t notice Ben sneaking off to spy on the
newcomers.

Ben peered nervously around the
door frame and Kim was the first to notice him. She smiled and
waved at him, causing him to smile shyly back at her. Jake coaxed
his little brother inside, and set about introducing him to
her.

Ben stood in the front room, a
place where he usually felt completely in control and dominant,
chewing nervously on one of his fingers. He had no idea why
chomping on select parts of his own body was so comforting, but he
wasn’t one to question the small pleasures in his life. Although he
was used to being surrounded by tall people, the sudden
introduction of a new one often put him on the back foot. If he was
strapped into his buggy whilst out with mum-mum, then it was easy
as he could just lie there and fall asleep if he got bored with the
social side of life. However, this new tall person was in
his house. Near his toys. And although Yakes indicated that she was
friendly, he was still wary of dipping his toe into the water. That
is, until he saw something that made his blood boil.

She was sitting on Yah-Yah.

Ben lunged forward, taking Kim
completely by surprise. Using a combination of brute force and loud
noises, he embarked upon a valiant rescue campaign and snatched his
best friend up from the sofa.

Once the initial shock wore off,
Jake began to laugh. Kim sat there with a horrified expression on
her face, feeling absolutely certain that she had somehow caused an
international diplomatic incident of some kind.

Ben sat and sulked near his blue
toy box for a while, making sure Yah-Yah was okay. He shot the
other two an angry look, causing Jake to laugh even harder. Kim was
mortified.

Jake’s mother walked in, placing
a plate of sandwiches onto the coffee table. She looked at her two
sons, curious as to why one of them had a face of thunder and the
other was in hysterics. Jake did his best to explain what happened,
whilst Kim sat there with a red face.

Although Sandra joined in with
the laughing, she felt very sorry for the embarrassed-looking girl
sitting only a few feet away from her. Once mother and son had
calmed down, they did their best to reassure Kim that everything
was fine.

Not long afterwards, Jake
decided that it was time so show Kim his bedroom. As they clumped
up the smooth, wooden stairs Kim glanced around the interior of the
house, fascinated by the large size of all the rooms. She followed
Jake into his bedroom and stood in the middle of his floor, looking
around in curiosity.

His room was large and spacious.
A lone desk was stood up against one wall, which she presumed was
where he did his homework. He had his own flat screen TV and Xbox
in one corner, and a variety of little toys and trinkets dotted
around the place. There was a faint stain on the carpet near his
bed, and his furniture looked as new and as expensive as everything
else she had seen so far in his house. A poster of a woman in a
bikini was pinned strategically on the wall across from his bed,
which provided her with a fascinating insight into the mind of a
typical teenage boy.

She picked up the Pin Art box
and pressed it up against her face, creating a perfect metallic
mirror image of herself.

“See, I can use that to keep an
eye on you now,” she joked, gently putting it back down.

As she finished her initial
sweep of his room, something caught her eye. “What the hell is
this?” she asked, picking up a large tub that had a cartoon
picture of a bodybuilder on the side of it.

“Er, I got that a while ago,” he
said, feeling slightly embarrassed. “I thought it would make me
play football better.” He tried to remember when he last bothered
with it, but could only come up with some vague idea that he hadn’t
touched it since he started seeing Kim

Kim unscrewed the lid, and
pulled a face when she saw the colour of the contents. She gingerly
held her nose over it, and took a sniff. “Yuck, I think it’s going
mouldy.”

They stayed in his room for
another hour or so, and Jake managed to entice Kim to play a game
on the Xbox. She wasn’t too keen at first, but after watching him
fire up a puzzle game she challenged him to a match. Much to Jake’s
annoyance, she was a quick learner and managed to beat him several
times. Just as they finished their last game, an invite from Gondo
popped up on the screen. He declined it and turned the console
off.

As they made their way back
downstairs, Jake’s mum once again met them in the hall. She
subconsciously scanned the two of them, looking for any sign that
they had been up to anything that she wouldn’t approve of.

“Kim, would you like to stay for
dinner? We can get Jake’s dad to give you a lift home, and you can
use the phone to call your parents if you like,” she asked, doing
her best not to sound too pushy, paranoid, or overbearing.

Kim agreed to stay, and called
home to make sure it was okay. Naturally, the two mothers wanted to
have a chat with each other to make sure everything really
was okay, and in the meantime Jake and Kim went outside into
the garden where Ben was playing.

“Yakes and Him come to play?” he
asked them. It seemed that the events from earlier had been
forgotten about already.

***

 


Sandra finished her conversation
with Kim’s mother, and put the phone down. They’d had a polite
conversation about the youth of today, the speed at which they grow
up, and how they never seem to tell their parents anything these
days.

Although she was over the
initial shock of her son bringing a girl home for the first time,
Sandra was still trying to come to terms with it all. She stood by
the kitchen window, and watched the three of them playing in the
garden. To the casual observer, it looked as if they’d known each
other for years.

That was a good thing,
right?

Sandra had always wondered
whether Jake was going to be a heartbreaker as he grew up. From a
relatively young age it was clear that he had inherited his
father’s good looks, but if the way he kept looking over at Kim was
anything to go by, he wasn’t going to be living the life of a love
rat just yet.

So far, Sandra hadn’t found any
reason to dislike Kim. She seemed to be fairly shy, but this wasn’t
necessarily a bad thing. Teenagers weren’t known for being overly
talkative to adults anyway, and she seemed to be doing fine out in
the garden with her two precious boys. Her parental instincts
didn’t really approve of the length of that skirt, but, well, she’d
been a schoolgirl herself once.

A moment of panic ran through
her when she saw Kim bend down to pick the youngest one up, but he
seemed happy and secure enough in her arms. She wondered if having
the same girl fall in love with both of her sons at the same time
was going to cause problems in the future.

Partway through preparing
dinner, her husband came home from work. She quickly debriefed him,
including the fact that he had been volunteered to give someone he
had never met before a lift home.

“The boy’s got good taste,” he
said, looking out into the garden. “Why don’t you wear skirts like
that anymore?”

Such insolence earned him a slap
on the arm.

During dinner, Ben thrived on
having an additional person to entertain and Kim’s sides were sore
from all the laughing by the time they had finished eating. Jake’s
parents glanced up at each other a number times, and both of them
noted that she seemed to be fitting in nicely with the family.

As promised, Kim was given a
lift home by Sam. It wasn’t a particularly long journey and Jake
shifted round into the front passenger seat for the trip back.

“Come on then stud, let’s get
you home,” his father said to him.

At first, Jake thought that his
dad was mocking him and it took him a few moments to realise that
he was actually complimenting him, albeit in a rather sideways
fashion. Once they got back home he thanked his mum for the dinner
and went upstairs to bed. As he drifted off to sleep, he wondered
why he ever thought there would be a problem with bringing Kim back
with him.

Maybe his parents weren’t
quite so bad after all.

***

 



Chapter Fourteen

 


“Where’s thingy?” Gondo asked
him the next morning.

Jake frowned, wondering who he
meant. Then it dawned on him.

“If you mean Kim, we gave her a
lift home last night,” he answered, a moment of annoyance running
through him.

“Oh. She didn’t put out
then?”

Jake felt genuine anger rush to
his head. How dare he ask something like that.

“How was Call of Duty?” he asked
in an almost mocking tone.

Gondo briefly averted his gaze.
“Yeah, not bad. Didn’t play it for very long, was only a quick
go.”

Jake could tell he was lying.
For Gondo, there was no such thing as a ‘quick go’ when it came to
playing on his Xbox. The rest of their journey was filled with an
awkward silence, and when they got to the school cafeteria Jake
glanced around for Kim. She was sitting in her usual spot, and
waved excitedly at him. After a moment’s hesitation, he went over
and spoke to her for a few minutes.

When he sat with the rest of the
boys, he found that Gondo once again did his best to avoid looking
at him.

The next few weeks went sailing
by for Jake. Kim decided to put her foot down and insisted that
they take it in turns to pay for lunch, although this came to an
abrupt end when they were caught sneaking out by a teacher. As a
result, they spent their time by the pond, but it just wasn’t the
same as having an entire park to explore, so they stopped spending
every lunchtime together: Kim went back to her group of friends and
Jake returned to the playground.

The dynamics of the lessons took
quite a change as well. Whereas Jake and Gondo used to be
inseparable, this was no longer the case. Jake had no idea why, but
they began to drift apart.

Conversely, every lesson spent
sitting next to Kim was chock full of fun. They would write each
other little notes, sliding them over when the teacher wasn’t
looking.

You smell.

Only with my nose.

I snapped your pencils when you
weren’t looking.

I’ll stuff the ends up your
nostrils if you have.

Jake developed a resistance to
Kim’s pinching, although his legs were often covered in small
bruises. He also devised his own range of revenge tactics, in the
form of shoving her pencil case onto the floor, launching her
elastic hair bands across the room, and leaning back to undo her
bra. He only got to do that last one once, as she jabbed him hard
in the ribs afterwards with her nails. When she saw the size of the
scratch she had given him she was mortified, and Jake received
plenty of affection for the next few days.

One morning, Kim came into
school with a look of excitement on her face. She grabbed Jake
eagerly by the hand, and asked if he wanted to come round her house
for dinner sometime in the week. He accepted, and two days later
the two of them were picked up after school by her mum.

Although Jake was quite nervous
about this first visit to her house, there was none of the drama of
before. The two of them sat in the back seat of the car, both
feeling anxious and restless. She wouldn’t let go of Jakes hand,
and they spent most of the journey pulling faces at each other.

When they reached her house, she
dragged Jake inside and proudly introduced him to everyone. Her
younger brother was eight, and their relationship was very
different to Jake’s relationship with his own brother.

In the kitchen, Kim fussed
around making them both something to eat whilst her brother stood
there, glancing curiously between his sister and her new boyfriend
without saying anything.

“Get out the way, why are you so
annoying?” she scolded at him. “Go and play your Xbox or whatever.
I don’t come and stare at your friends when they come round.”

Jake had never seen her act like
this before and he found it rather amusing. After a while he
actually began to feel sorry for her brother.

“What Xbox games you got then,
Craig?” Jake asked him.

“Um, quite a few,” was his vague
reply.

Kim turned around and rolled her
eyes. “I swear, I don’t understand how we’re related.”

Jake struggled to contain his
laughter.

Kim gave him a detailed tour of
the house, pointing out family members in the photos, explaining
that the faint stain on the hallway carpet was from when her stupid
brother dropped his dinner, and even going as far as showing off
the corner of the bathroom where ‘her’ shampoo and conditioner were
kept.

Saving the best until last, she
ushered him into her bedroom. It was smaller than his own room by
quite a considerable margin, and everything was intricately laid
out to make maximum possible use of the limited space. Her room
wasn’t actually messy, just rather full, and Jake was utterly
fascinated by it all. He looked closely at everything whilst Kim
proudly explained the details like a museum guide.

“Oh, those three penguins are
from last year’s Christmas crackers. No-one else wanted theirs, so
I rescued them.”

“That’s a photo of me and my
friend, when we were in the woods. We left afterwards, as someone
kept following us.”

“Hey, smell in this bottle! I
got it when we went on holiday to France, it’s really nice. I
accidentally spilled it last week, so there’s not much left
now.”

And on it went: it seemed that
every single item in her room had its own little story behind it.
Each time he picked something up, she would snatch it from his hand
so she could talk about it, and then give him something else to
look at. Jake found it both hilarious and endearing.

They watched some TV for a
while, laying down on her bed to get comfortable. As Kim began to
snuggle up to him, he found himself almost wishing that his own
room wasn’t as big as it was.

“I have to say, your room is
amazing,” he told her.

She giggled. “Yeah, it’s lovely
and cosy in here.”

A shout drifted up from
downstairs.

“Oh, dinner’s ready! Come on,
we’ll bring it up and eat it here,” Kim said.

They tottered down to the
kitchen, and on the side were two trays with plates on them. Craig
was sat at the kitchen table, already tucking into his own
dinner.

“Jake’s is the one with the
extra sausage,” her mother winked at him. “He looks like a lad with
a hearty appetite.”

As they trooped back upstairs
with their meals, Jake was wary about dropping the whole lot like
her stupid brother once did. If the way Kim bounced back up the
stairs was anything to go by, she was more used to carrying a plate
up the stairs than he was.

“Don’t you lot eat round the
table together?” Jake asked, curious.

She thought for a second.
“Sometimes. Mostly at Christmas, or if granddad comes round. But
mostly only really at Christmas.”

Jake finished his dinner first,
and began to look around her room again whilst he waited for her to
finish. She couldn’t resist telling him the history behind things
again, so he started picking up the things that were right behind
her, just so she couldn’t see what he was holding.

They finished off the evening by
watching a film, and seeing just how cosy they could get in her
room. Kim’s mother dropped Jake off home, giving him a handshake
and a wink as he stepped out of the car. He found this to be a
fairly odd thing for someone’s parent to do, but it was just one of
the many things that were different about their families.

“He’s not a bad looking fella,
that Jake,” she said to Kim, during the journey back. “Looks like
his family’s got a few quid as well. If you don’t look after him,
someone else will.”

Kim tutted and sighed.
“Mum!”

“Just a friendly warning, like.
I don’t want my daughter coming home with a broken heart.”

“He’s not like that, he’s really
nice.”

“Yeah, he seems like a nice boy.
I can see by the way he looks at you, he thinks the sun shines out
of your behind,” she admitted. “Must be that new toilet paper your
dad got last week.”

The two of them laughed, and
discussed the foibles of school boys for the rest of drive
home.

The next two days rolled by, and
at the weekend Jake and Kim decided to go for a bike ride. Jake
said he knew of a nice route they could take, and he led them along
the same familiar roads that he and Gondo had ridden down a couple
of months ago. He was a bit miffed at her lack of interest in the
size of the wheelies and jumps he was capable of doing, but he
managed to coax her into giving it a try. He set up a small ramp
and explained that she’d need a lot of speed, and also that it was
very important to yank the handlebars up in order to generate some
lift. He watched tentatively as she trundled slowly towards the
jump, and then howled with laughter as she somehow managed to veer
off into a tree. Although he was disappointed that she wasn’t
willing to have another go, Jake respected the fact that she saw
the funny side of it.

For lunch, they sat down in
roughly the same spot that he and Gondo had used. As it turned out,
both their mothers had done a fine job in providing a portable meal
for their adventurous children. Jake pulled out two large baguettes
from his bag, whilst Kim proudly produced paper plates, napkins,
and plastic cutlery from hers. She had also brought along some
grapes, olives, and a small pot of yoghurt for each of them. Having
never tasted one before, Jake was initially sceptical about the
olives. He tried a black one, found his mouth suddenly filled with
a sharp saltiness and grimaced in a way that had Kim squealing with
laughter. His taste buds found the green ones far more agreeable,
so he shoved a couple of them into his sandwich.

“Have you ever drunk any, you
know, beer or anything?” she asked him.

Jake wasn’t sure what to say.
Was he supposed to sound manly and experienced? “Yeah, I’ve had it
a few times,” he replied, with an element of caution.

She nodded and puffed her cheeks
out in a comical way as she considered something. Leaning forward,
she reached into her bag and pulled out a small Coke bottle which
was filled with a light-brown liquid.

“Me and Sarah had some round
hers last weekend. It’s really nice if you fancy trying some,” she
said, in a similarly cautious tone.

Jake was getting a sense of
deja-vu. “What is it?”

“Cider. I had to put some
lemonade in with it, it’s a bit strong otherwise.”

He stared at the bottle,
suddenly feeling a bit unsure of himself. Although she wasn’t
forcing it down his throat or anything, refusing to even try it
wasn’t really an option. However, the fact that Kim was the one
suggesting it, rather than one of his other friends, somehow made
the invitation seem less threatening. He took a small sip and
smacked his lips together like he had once seen someone do on a TV
programme. Although it actually tasted quite nice, there was an odd
kind of an aftertaste, but that may have been from the olives, or
because of the new toothpaste his mum had bought for the bathroom.
Overall, he found that it was far easier to drink than any beer he
had ever tried before.

The two of them worked their way
through the bottle, and within twenty minutes they were both
beginning to feel tipsy. Jake then decided to give Kim a piggyback
and was soon charging about the place with Kim clinging onto him
for dear life.

He stopped in front of a tree.
“Go away, you fat bastard!” he yelled at it, and they both
collapsed to the floor in hysterics.

Jake showed her the pull-up
tree, but she couldn’t jump high enough to grab onto the branch. He
cupped his hands and offered to give her a step up, but she missed
with her foot and ended up kicking him in the stomach by accident.
The air was once again filled with the sounds of their hysterical
laughter.

They returned to the sport where
they had eaten lunch, and lay down on the grass together. They had
a little snuggle so they could drunkenly confess their love for
each other. Kim had a little rant about how annoying her brother
was, before changing her mind completely and saying how much she
loved him for who he was. This prompted Jake to also talk about how
much he loved his own brother, and Kim agreed that he was the
sweetest little kid she had ever met.

Kim rested her head on Jake’s
chest and they both dozed off for a while. Upon waking up, Jake had
to spend a few minutes shaking the pins and needles from his arm.
They lay there for a while longer, content to look up at the sky
and point out the shapes which formed in the clouds.

“That one looks similar to the
glasses my granddad wears.”

“The one over there, it’s like a
sausage poking out of a tree.”

“What? Where? No it
doesn’t.”

“It’s changed now, you’re too
slow.”

By now they had more or less
sobered up, and began to pack their rubbish away. When it came to
finally heading off for home, Jake looked back at where they had
been. Other than the flattened grass, the area was spotless.

Over the course of the next few
of weeks, Jake and Kim saw more of each other after school and at
the weekends. Kim always enjoyed herself at Jake’s, if only because
they had so much fun with Ben. Jake found the slower pace and the
relaxed atmosphere of Kim’s house a nice change to what he was used
to, although the shared mannerisms between mother and daughter
often freaked him out.

For the first time in living
memory, Jake found himself rather enjoying life.

***

 



Chapter Fifteen

 


“Me and your dad are off out
tonight,” his mother told him when he came home from school one
Friday.

“You can have what you want for
dinner. There’s leftovers in the fridge, or burgers and pizza in
the freezer. Plenty of ice cream in there if you want it.”

“Er, okay,” Jake replied. “Can
Kim come round?”

He regretted the question the
moment it left his mouth. He could have just waited until they were
gone and then phoned her.

Sandra had anticipated this
question however, and she just couldn’t shake the thought that
leaving the two of them alone on a Friday night was a bad idea. She
teetered with indecision for a split second, but went with her
instincts.

“No, I need you to make sure Ben
is in bed. Actually, I’ll put him to bed before we go. I know Kim
likes Ben, but he gets too excited when she’s here and he’ll be up
all night.”

Jake knew when it was pointless
to argue with his mother, and this was one of those times. He went
into the kitchen to scope out what options were available for
dinner, and discovered that his mother had done a big shop that
day. Even the crisps and fizzy drinks rack had been topped up with
his favourite stuff. Boy, was he was going to have a feast
tonight. Grabbing a few snacks to get started on, he disappeared up
into his room.

About half an hour later, there
was a knock on his door and his dad walked in. The knocking thing
was relatively new, seeming to date from around about the time when
his parents found out about Kim.

“You know about tonight, yeah?
Me and your mum are going to a restaurant, might not be back until
late.”

Jake nodded, making a muffled
sound of agreement though a mouthful of crisps.

His dad stepped in a bit closer,
and lowered his voice. “There’s a beer in the fridge if you fancy
one or two. Just don’t tell you-know-who.”

Jake nodded again. “Got any
ffider?” he mumbled.

“What?”

Jake swallowed and sat up.
“Nothing. Thanks, I’ll take a look when you’re gone.”

A few minutes later Ben wandered
in, completely naked and smelling almost entirely of shampoo.

“Where Him?” he asked his older
brother.

“Kim’s at home, but she says
hello,” Jake answered, stroking Ben’s hair.

“Him? Hello?”

“Hello mellow pillow,” Jake said
in a funny voice.

“Yat!”

Ben settled down and made
himself at home on the floor, happy to just point at things and be
tickled until his mother scooted in to pick him up.

“I’ve fed him, and will be
putting him to bed in a minute,” she said on the way out.

Jake was sat downstairs when his
parents finally got going. They were both smartly dressed for their
night out, and seeing his mum wearing lipstick and makeup was kind
of weird. She repeated what she said earlier about what he could
have for dinner, gave him some advice on what to do if Ben woke up,
told him not to worry if they weren’t back before he went to bed,
and twice reminded him not to answer the door to anyone other than
them.

The moment they went out the
door, and he was sure they weren’t coming back, Jake trotted out to
the kitchen. After weighing up the pros and cons of everything
available to him, he decided on a hearty meal of burgers, pizza,
and onion rings. Although he liked chips, they were actually quite
bland compared to everything else on offer so he did himself an
extra couple of burgers to make up for it. And besides, he always
struggled to tell when the chips were cooked properly.

As the kitchen slowly filled
with the smell of teenage-inspired cooking, Jake looked in the
fridge. Right at the back and just behind a large cauliflower stood
four cans of beer, of the triple-filtered variety that he was
familiar with. He reached out and grabbed one. It was ice cold, so
no need to do the double-tap to stop it fizzing up, but he tapped
it anyway just in case, and lifted the ring pull. The fizzzt
sound made him jump slightly. Although this was a father-sanctioned
drinking session, ultimately the kitchen was a place he considered
to be ruled by his mother. Old habits die hard, and all that.

He took a quick swig and smacked
his lips a couple of times. It wasn’t anywhere near as nice as the
cider had been, but it was perfectly drinkable all the same and the
adverts were right: serving it ice-cold really did make a
difference. Jake sipped at it a few more times, and ambled around
the kitchen. He spotted some kitchen utensils, picked up a fish
slice turner and stuck his tongue through the slits. The fact that
it was a perfect fit made him appreciate Ikea in a way that he had
never considered before.

A spitting noise from the oven
reminded him why he was in the kitchen in the first place, and he
yanked the door open to check how his delights were doing. The heat
billowed out, boiling his eyes and causing him to yell in surprise.
The food was looking good; it just needed a few more minutes. By
the time those extra minutes had rolled by, and his food had been
served up onto a plate, he had worked his way through just over
half of the beer can. He sat down, propped his feet up onto another
chair, and wolfed his food down. Once he was finished he shoved the
plate and the now-empty can across the table.

Jake leaned back in his seat and
let out a loud belch. There was a small echo, and his face beamed
with pride in the empty kitchen. Jake looked longingly at the
half-crushed beer can, hankering for more. As he stood up, he
stumbled on the leg of the chair and swore loudly as he walked back
over to the fridge. The three remaining cans looked so cute and
friendly hiding behind that cauliflower, so he grabbed another
one.

Fizzzt.

This time, he didn’t even
flinch. He was his own man, standing in his own kitchen, enjoying
his own beer.

Bitch, please! I own this
place.

Another belch echoed around the
kitchen. A juicy, green apple was sitting in the fruit bowl and he
took a big bite out of it. The bitter taste of a granny smith
filled his mouth, and he spat it out onto the floor in disgust. A
blue, plastic bottle filled with some indiscernible liquid was
stood on top of the microwave. He picked it up, but struggled to
focus his eyes on the label. It smelt vaguely like a detergent of
some kind, and an idea popped into his head. He put the bottle on
the floor, and kicked the apple at it as hard as he could. Both
went flying, with bits of fruit and plastic shooting off in all
directions.

Naturally, Jake found this
hilarious and he roared with laughter. He made the decision to ring
Kim so he could tell her all about what he was doing, but once
again his eyes struggled to focus on the buttons on the phone.
Finding himself furious with the world as a whole, he threw the
phone down in disgust and left it dangling in mid-air.

For no particular reason at all
he stomped back upstairs, and heard a noise from down the hall
which suggested Ben was awake. Jake thought for a moment, and
decided it would be a good idea to go and pay him a visit. And why
not? When he wasn’t shitting everywhere, the little dude was great
fun.

“Yakes?” asked a sleepy voice
from the darkness.

Jake turned the light on.
Immediately, guilt surged through him as he saw his little brother
flinch away from the light. He was only here to say hello,
he hadn’t meant to hurt him! Jake went over to the cot and kissed
him on the head, the faint smell of shampoo filling him with
happiness.

“Yakes!” he said, now fully
awake. “Where Him?”

Jake carefully picked his
brother up, cradling him as if he was his own child. “We go play?”
he slurred.

“Yakes come play!” Ben yelled,
jiggling around in delight.

Jake turned and headed back
towards the stairs. He was wearing socks, so his feet struggled to
get a proper grip on the polished, wooden steps. Partway down he
slipped and banged his head against the banister. For a
buttock-clenchingly tense moment he felt his grip on Ben slip, but
somehow managed to keep hold of him. Jake swore in pain and did his
best to blink away the strange dots which were now clouding his
vision. Ben, on the other hand, thought it was all part of a fun
game.

They went into the front room,
and Ben promptly began hauling some toys out of his blue box. Jake
lay down on the floor, fully intending to join in with the fun when
a wave of tiredness swept through him. He closed his eyes, feeling
himself slowly sink into the seas of unconsciousness. Just as he
reached the point of no return, he was jerked back awake by a
sudden pain in his head.

“Yakes, no go sleeps,” Ben told
him, sounding somewhat betrayed. In his hand was a car and he
wielded it like a weapon.

“Fuff off, Ben,” Jake murmured,
waving an arm at him.

He managed to keep his eyes open
for another second or so, just long enough to catch sight of his
brother scooting off in the direction of the door, before the
waters of unconsciousness were once again pulling him back
under.

***

 


Jake found himself floating in
mid-air, feeling completely at peace with himself. The sky was
perfectly blue with not so much as a single cloud to be seen
anywhere; the weather was warm and inviting, and his eyes were
unharmed by the sun which shone brightly on his face. He glanced
down and saw the world turning under his feet, gently placing him
into a beautiful meadow full of bright flowers, singing birds, and
bobbing butterflies.

He stretched his arm out towards
a nearby tree, and the world turned once more, this time thrusting
him far above his school. The building began to move slowly towards
him, and he found himself looking at the loose roof tiles, an old,
blackened chimney, and the occasional discarded football lying in
the plastic guttering. Even though he had never seen the top of his
school before, he somehow knew that all these details were, in
fact, correct. The school moved round again, showing off a freshly
tarmaced section of its roof. Two people were sunbathing here on
luxurious recliners, their arms extended out towards each other,
holding hands. A sizzling BBQ stood over to one side, covered with
a dozen different types of meat. One of the sunbathers was a man
who looked too tall for his chair, whilst his partner had large,
muscular thighs and a whistle hung around her neck.

The school began to move once
more, taking him on a journey through a side entrance, down its
empty corridors, and finally bringing him to the PE changing rooms.
It seemed that the caretaker had also found his way here, as the
floor was spotless and the walls were covered in fresh paint, a
change which Jake found unsettling. When he looked to his left,
Gondo was sitting completely naked on a bench, a strong smell of
shampoo emanating from him. A large, upturned skateboard lay across
his lap; a picture of a bottle of bleach was painted on the
underside of it.

Jake heard the sound of a key
turning in a door to his right, and his entire body filled with joy
when Kim walked in: dear, beautiful Kim who always made him feel so
happy. Dear, wonderful Kim with her soft, delicate hands and her
sweet smile. He opened his mouth to say how much he loved her, how
much he missed her, how much he craved her presence, but no words
came out.

Gondo mumbled something and Kim
laughed at him, sending a pang of jealousy running through his
body. He found himself rooted to the spot, unable to move or speak.
Kim turned and walked towards him, her footsteps sounding alien and
heavy.

Jake’s eyes suddenly flew open.
His vision was dominated by the pair of smart, black shoes standing
right in front of him. A tiny morsel of mud, or maybe dog shit, was
perched on the front of the left shoe. He jerked himself back in
surprise, and looked up into the face of his bewildered-looking
dad. Jake found himself struggling to focus on his dad’s mouth,
until he realised it was smeared with lipstick. For some reason,
his shirt was half untucked and some of the buttons were
undone.

“Hi,” Jake croaked, slowly
coming to terms with the fact that he was now awake and firmly back
in the real world.

The sound of someone in high
heels stomping quickly, almost frantically, down their wooden
stairs made them both look towards the door. There was a long,
tense pause as if the entire world was holding its breath in
anticipation of some terrible news.

A horrific scream filled the
entire house, indicating that the wait was finally over. It was the
sort of sound that only someone in real distress could make, and
Jake’s father recognised it all too well. It made him feel sick to
the stomach, caused his eyes to bulge in their sockets and a low,
agonised moan escaped from his mouth.

For Jake, it awakened dusty
memories which were more than a decade old; memories that had long
been suppressed and painted over in his mind as the years had
passed. A thought popped into his head, one that had no right being
there:

Mummy, why you crying? Why you
so sad?

The screaming continued, filling
him with despair and hopelessness. It carried on and on and on, and
he wondered if it would ever end.

***

 



Chapter Sixteen

 


For the three remaining members
of the family, the weekend was a blur of numbness, emptiness, and
guilt. The paramedics who attended the scene were very sympathetic,
and supportive, but none of these emotions and actions can ever
bring a toddler back to life.

The moment the paramedics
entered the kitchen and saw the lifeless child laying there on the
floor, they knew he was gone. His face was too white, his skin too
cold for any of their instruments, pills, and bandages to be able
to do anything for him.

The kitchen windows had been
opened, but the cloying stench of bleach just wouldn’t go away.
Chunks of apple were dotted across the floor and a blue, plastic
bottle lay off to one side with half of its contents spilled out on
the floor. The other half no doubt lay inside Ben’s stomach.

On Saturday afternoon, Jake’s
grandparents arrived. Despite all the hugs, words of sympathy and
support, and the offers to make him a sandwich with his favourite
cheese, he remained quiet. He didn’t say much to anyone at all for
a while. What was there for him to say? What could he say
that would make any sense?

Dearest Ma and Pa, I’m terribly
sorry for getting drunk and engineering the circumstances that led
to Ben’s death.

He felt sick. There would be
periods when he didn’t feel anything at all, followed by the
feeling of a gaping hole which would appear in his mind that sucked
the life out of him. It was similar to the feeling you get when you
stand up too quickly and you think you’re going to fall over,
except here he was getting a lifetime’s dose of them all at once.
He felt utterly powerless.

The story came out in dribs and
drabs, although Jake had very little input. Not that his input was
really needed anyway. The empty beer cans left lying around spoke
volumes, as did the bottle of bleach. Mind you, the corpse was the
real elephant in the room.

Sunday came and went. Jake tried
reading his favourite comic book, but the words kept morphing into
nothing more than a jumbled up alphabet; the pictures turned into
nothing more discernible than a maelstrom of colours. He tried
watching TV, but every scene seemed like a bunch of people uttering
meaningless sentences to each other, the adverts nothing more than
smiling sycophants eating spoonfuls of yoghurt, or brushing strands
of their hair.

Monday arrived, but there was no
question of Jake going to school. His grandparents phoned the
receptionist to advise her that “there’s been a death in the
family,” a turn of phrase which Jake found utterly baffling. It
wasn’t the first time he had ever heard someone say it, and he
fully understood its meaning... but it was bollocks, right? It was
if they were describing some distant relative who lived in some far
off land, it was the understatement of the year. Was the Holocaust
ever described as a series of deaths across a number of families?
Would his history teacher ever refer to the Rape of Nanking as a
spot of excessive intercourse?

As the day went on, Jake’s mind
kept thinking back to this phrase, and the more he thought about
it, the more offensive and insulting it became. His brother
deserved more than that. He deserved the truth. Ben didn’t
just randomly pop his clogs one day and disappear up to heaven. Ben
was killed. Ben was murdered.

Jake ran into the bathroom and
spewed a huge, hot mass into the toilet bowl. He slumped to the
floor hugging the cool porcelain, breathing heavily. Sweat covered
his face and his entire body. He felt completely and utterly
pathetic. He spat something out of his mouth, and his throat was
filled with a burning sensation. A strange hitching sensation ran
through him, like a convulsion. His mouth made a strange wailing
sound, and then the tears began to flow. Actual, genuine tears that
were so hot they seemed to melt into his face.

Someone rushed in and held him,
though he had no idea who. He grasped onto them for dear life,
desperate for some kind of human contact.

“I’m sorry, mummy! I’m sorry, I
didn’t mean it!” he cried out uncontrollably.

It turned out that it was his
mother who had come to him, and she did her best to soothe him,
sitting down on the floor with him.

“It’s okay baby, it’s not your
fault,” she said in a soft, comforting voice. “Not your fault.”

The sound of his wailing and his
hot, clammy grip made her forget he was a teenager, and each time
she closed her eyes it was as if he had regressed to being a small
child again. The tears were soon running down her own cheeks
too.

At some point she felt his grip
on her slacken and he slumped forward in exhaustion. She led him to
his room and put him into bed, where he slept for over twelve
hours.

***

 


“Kim phoned you last night,” his
dad told him the next morning. “I told her you were fast asleep,
and probably wouldn’t be in school for the rest of the week.”

A fresh wave of horror swept
through Jake. What on earth was he going to say to her?

“I haven’t told her anything,”
his dad said, reading his son’s mind. “She sounded worried about
you, though. She’s a good girl, Jake. Tell her anything you
like.”

Later on in the day, Jake found
himself in the kitchen. He wasn’t entirely sure what the motivation
was, but here he was standing right in front of the open cutlery
drawer. On the left hand side were some large knives, instruments
that he himself had rarely used over the years. He picked one of
them up and turned it around in his hands. So just how many times
had he used it over the years? He usually left that sort of
thing to his mother. Sure, he’d cut the occasional slice of cheese,
but that was nothing compared to the deft chop chop chop
action that his mother seemed to perform practically every day. She
even had specific roles assigned to individual knives.

That knife is for carrots, not
cheese. Use the other one.

No, that’s only for cucumber.
The one for slicing tomatoes is over there.

The smaller ones are called
butter knives for a reason.

Jake ran his thumb across the
blade; it was sharp. How long would it take for him to chop one of
his fingers off? Would he feel much pain? Would he bleed to
death?

What’s worse? Cutting your
finger off and knowing you’re going to die, or drinking bleach and
wondering what the fuck is going on?

He tapped the point with his
finger. That, too, was sharp. How hard would it be to thrust it
into his heart? If he hit a rib, would he have the guts to try it
again?

Blue was his favourite colour.
That’s why he picked the bottle up. I bet he was excited about it,
thought it was some kind of a game. I reckon he would have brought
it back and offered some to Yah-Yah.

Jake heard footsteps, and shoved
the utensil clumsily back into the drawer. The knife point glanced
against his knuckle, enough to hurt, but not hard enough to break
the skin. A white scratch mark stared back at him, and he touched
it with his finger.

A few inches lower, and that
could have been my wrist. How close am I to death each day?

He went out into the garden,
looking at the plants and bushes around the edges of the grass.
Some of Ben’s toys were lying around, and Jake stared at them, not
quite daring to go near them. He wanted to pick them up, to get a
feel for Ben again, but that seemed like a blasphemous thing to do.
What was he actually looking for? Maybe if he turned over that
bucket, he would find Ben hiding somewhere beneath it. What about
under one of the dead pigeons that he liked inviting to his tea
parties? What are you hiding, Mr Pigeon? Oh, some maggots. How
nice. Still, that’s what happens to things that die.

A fresh wave of nausea swept
though him, causing his empty stomach to heave, but nothing came
out. He sat down on the swing for a while, making sure he was
facing away from the house, and let his tears run.

That evening, he took the
cordless phone up to his bedroom and stared at it. He had no idea
what to say to Kim. He desperately wanted to speak to her, but he
didn’t want to have to do any talking. The numbers on the buttons
were crystal clear, as was the bit of paper with her number on it.
If he had had the guts to ignore his mother and call Kim earlier on
that fateful night, none of this would have happened. Sure, he
would have been grounded for an eternity if his parents had come
when she was still here, but his little brother would still be
alive.

For how long? You would have
fucked it up again at some point, wouldn’t you? Because that’s what
you are, a complete fuck up, and it’s what you’re best at, you’re
nothing more than a foolish, feckless, Call of Duty obsessed piece
of -

The shrill, high-pitched sound
of the phone ringing made him jump and he almost hurled it across
the room.

“Jake? Oh, at last! Where’ve you
been, I was really worried. I missed you! School isn’t the same
when you aren’t in. Are you still feeling ill?”

Hearing her voice was like
having an angel pour sweet honey into his ear.

“Yeah, I’m okay. Well, no, but I
am,” he replied, confusing himself.

There was a pause. “Jake?”

“It’s Ben,” Jake croaked. “He’s
gone.”

Nice one, dipshit. You’re no
better than the people saying that there’s been a death in the
family.

Another pause. “Jake? What do
you mean? Gone where? What’s that got to do with you being ill?”
There was confusion in her voice, but also concern. Maybe a bit of
helpless panic too, as her mind began untwisting the innuendos for
death.

“It’s Ben,” he repeated. “He’s
dead. Funeral’s on Friday.”

Yet another pause, with the kind
of silence that could wake the dead. Jake heard what sounded like
someone dropping a spoon, a knife, or a fork in the background on
the phone. Or maybe it was a flimsy screwdriver of some kind, or
maybe even a heavy, expensive pen. It’s funny how you can focus on
pointless bits of detail during times like this; it’s as if you’re
trying to delay the moment when -

“What?” she shrieked. “How?
When? Is this a joke? I asked Gondo about you, and he said you were
probably dead which isn’t funny so stop it.”

As Jake began telling her what
had happened, she started to cry. Jake also cried. There were long
pauses when neither one of them knew what to say. They talked for
about half an hour, mostly going round in circles trying to make
sense of everything. At the end of the call, he told her how glad
he was that she had phoned him.

“I think I love you, Kim,” he
told her in earnest.

“I love you too, Jake. Take
care, maybe speak tomorrow.”

On Friday, the family attended
Ben’s funeral. They had rejected the option of having him cremated,
as that didn’t seem fair on his little body. He had already died
once, why destroy him all over again? The plot they found for him
was expensive, but it had been worth every penny. You don’t cheap
out on your kids when they are alive, so why do it just because
they are dead?

The small casket descended
slowly into the ground and Jake squeezed the soft object in his
suit pocket. He briefly considered throwing Yah-Yah down with the
coffin, but decided to keep it instead. The toy was like a sponge
and the fabric was soiled with his saliva, his food, his smell, and
it held a portion of his soul; it was Ben in a nutshell.

During the wake Jake did some
mingling with his cousins and other members of his family, nibbled
on some sandwiches filled with his favourite cheese, and sipped at
a few glasses of Coke. But mostly he sat on his own until it was
time to go home.

***

 



Chapter Seventeen

 


Monday morning rolled around,
and it marked some kind of return to normality for Jake. His mum
insisted on driving him to school; she gave him a hug and a kiss
when he got out of the car, and said that she would come and pick
him up at the end of the day as well.

Kim was waiting at the entrance
for him, and Jake hugged her hard. They went to a quiet spot behind
some trees, and sat down on an old log. At first they spoke about
how much they had missed each other, and then they talked about the
unavoidable. Tears were shed by them both, and they just sat in
silence for a while. Jake grabbed hold of her hand, and began
stroking her soft palms as he liked to do. There was the usual
initial confusion as Kim wasn’t sure what he wanted to do, and they
laughed at each other. It was the first time Jake had managed to
smile in over a week.

The bell went, and they agreed
to meet up as usual at break time. Jake went to his tutor room, and
Miss Sargeant welcomed him with a warm smile. She spoke with him to
make sure he was okay, and to let him know that he could talk to
her in private if he needed to.

At lunchtime, Jake decided he
wanted to sneak off to the park so off they went. Kim paid for
their lunch, and he was surprised that he was hungry enough to eat
everything. They reminisced about their brief past, watched people
feed the birds, and talked about Ben.

“I still remember that first day
round your house,” she recalled. “He grabbed hold of the garden
hose and set about spraying that toy of his with water. Said
something about Yah-Yah being naughty.”

Jake laughed at the memory.
“Yeah, I think he copied that phrase from all the times my mum had
to tell him off.”

This routine continued for the
next couple of weeks or so. Jake’s mum couldn’t shake the habit of
being up early every morning, so she gave him lifts to and from
school each day. Every lunchtime, Jake would sneak out to the park
with Kim; she was the only person he could really talk to about
what had happened. Once or twice he tried to broach the subject
with Gondo, but all he could offer were awkward silences. It seemed
that the entire dynamic of their friendship had changed again. For
years, Gondo had been the vulnerable one who needed someone to buy
him lunch, or for someone to stick up for him when his mouth got
him into trouble. Now the tables were reversed, neither of them
knew what to do.

Two weeks turned into a month,
which turned into two months, and the summer slowly came to an end.
Every so often, when Sandra was doing work around the house, she
would find one of Ben’s socks, or maybe an abandoned toy round the
back of the sofa. The constant silence in the house was something
she found hard to deal with, so she resorted to leaving the radio
or the TV on. Family mealtimes were almost entirely silent for a
while, but this slowly changed as the empty fourth seat became less
and less conspicuous as time went on.

Jake’s parents had their own
battles with guilt each day too. They would look at each other and
constantly ask themselves, what if?

What if we had come home the
moment we realised the phone was constantly engaged?

What if we hadn’t stopped in
that lay-by on the way home?

What if I had let him invite Kim
round?

What if I had poured that damn
beer down the sink?

As the evenings grew darker and
October began to roll around, Kim pestered Jake into getting
dressed up for Halloween.

“Come on, it’ll be fun! We can
go trick or treating, and have a small party at my house,” she told
him.

Jake screwed his face up in
disgust. “Dressing up is for girls.”

He casually mentioned it to his
mother, and from this moment he had inadvertently sealed his
Halloween fate: she fully got behind the idea, and Jake’s
resistance took a battering from both sides. After deciding to take
them both shopping one weekend, his mum ended up paying for
everything that they would need for their costumes and when they
got back, they decided to have a dry run. Well, Kim and his mother
were the ones who made the decision, and Jake got dragged along
with the excitement. The two girls had great fun covering Jake’s
face in makeup, and Sandra started to consider Kim as the daughter
she never had.

The night of Halloween itself
finally arrived, and Jake found that he enjoyed it far more than he
originally thought he would. A few of Kim’s friends went trick or
treating with them, and then they all headed back to her house for
a small party. Jake’s mum had baked them a large cake which turned
out to be very popular.

Back at Jake’s house, his mother
had bought plenty of chocolate and sweets in preparation for the
kids who would be coming round in their costumes. When the first
group arrived, she very nearly didn’t answer the door. A strange
fear gripped her as her mind tricked her into believing that she
couldn’t quite trust what was lurking out there on the porch.

Come on, get a grip of yourself.
It’s just kids in costumes, nothing else.

She put on her witch mask, took
a deep breath and opened the door. To her relief it was just
kids in costumes and nothing sinister, and so she dished out the
treats as if it were her own children standing there.

Partway through November, Jake
came home from school to find that a new member had been added to
the household: a small, black and white kitten. At first he had
mixed feelings about the little creature. In his own way, he could
understand that his mum was still coming to terms with the loss of
Ben, and it was perhaps natural for her to try and find some kind
of outlet for her longing. But the simple fact was that a cat was
not a replacement for his little brother.

As the weeks went by, he saw how
much his mother adored the silly little thing, and after a while he
too began to see that it didn’t have to be a replacement as such:
it was something else entirely. Once it was used to being in the
house, it would sometimes creep upstairs to sleep on Jake’s bed
with him. As much as he grew to like the silly ball of fluff, he
steadfastly refused to clean up any mess if it took a shit behind
the sofa.

Christmas was an emotional time
for all of them. Although the concept of Santa would have been
beyond his understanding, it would have been the first Christmas
that Ben could actually appreciate. He would have been able to open
his own presents, get his mouth covered in chocolate, and join in
with the general fun and festivities. He would have been the
biggest personality at the dinner table, no doubt getting his paper
hat mixed up in his food, and screaming with joy as they pulled
their crackers open.

Jake phoned Kim sometime around
midday and as they talked, he could hear the sounds of music,
children, and people enjoying themselves in the background. Kim was
her usual cheery self, and it felt good to hear that she was having
fun.

“Granddad gave me some wine,”
she whispered. “I think I’m a bit tipsy.”

Jake genuinely laughed at this,
and the sound of her giggles made him miss her.

A small Christmas stocking with
the name Ben stitched onto it was pinned up over the
fireplace, and Jake had put Yah-Yah inside it. When they all sat
down for dinner, an extra placemat was set out for him and they
held a toast for the missing member of the family. As expected,
there were tears throughout the day, and in the evening Jake was
almost suffocated by a long hug from his mum.

“It’s okay, Jake. We all miss
him, but you’re still my baby. Mummy still loves you, no matter
what happened. It’s not your fault.”

There was a smell of wine on her
breath, but Jake found himself comforted by what she said to
him.

Later on in the evening he went
up to his room and turned on his Xbox for the first time in a long
while. Within about a minute, an invitation from Gondo popped up on
his screen. Jake tapped his blue Xbox controller a few times with
his thumb, and tentatively accepted the invite.

“Merry Christmas, Jake! How you
doing? Get any exciting presents?” Gondo chirped in his ear.

“Hi. Not bad. Got some new
jeans, and a few other bits. Ate loads of food. What about
you?”

“Clothes? For Christmas? Who are
you, and what have you done with the real Jake?”

Jake had to smile at this. This
was the first time he had ever actually asked for clothes at
Christmas.

“Well, I need something to go
with my pipe and slippers,” he joked.

“Fair enough. Let’s go and kill
some French people.”

Same old Gondo. Maybe that was
the problem. And maybe this was why they didn’t speak so much these
days. Jake had changed, but Gondo hadn’t.

“Okay bro, let’s go.”

As it turned out, Jake had a lot
of fun playing online with his old friend. For a couple of hours at
least, things were just how they used to be in the good old days,
when life was simple.

“Would you poo on a lion’s head
for a thousand pounds?”

“What’s heavier? A belly button,
or an earlobe?”

“Do French people have
penises?”

After a while, Jake’s eyelids
started drooping and he announced that he was going to bed. Gondo
made a clucking, chicken sound at him. Jake did a loud impression
of a cow and then logged off.

Boxing Day was a mellower affair
for Jake and his parents. There was a James Bond marathon on
the TV, so they all sat watching it for most of the afternoon. For
lunch his mum made a large plate of turkey sandwiches, and a couple
of boxes of chocolates were opened. Jake stuck to the milk
chocolates with the caramel centres, whilst his parents were happy
to gobble away at the dark ones.

During one of the commercial
breaks, his dad got up to go to the kitchen. He stopped in the
doorway, and tapped his fingers on the wooden frame as he
considered something.

“Jake?” he asked. “Do you want a
beer?”

Jake looked at him, not sure if
he was serious. The memory of what happened the last time his dad
offered him some booze hadn’t completely faded. Out the corner of
his eye he saw his mother turn to face him.

“Have one if you want, Jake.
It’s Christmas, and you’re nearly sixteen now anyway,” she said,
and then turned to her husband. “Actually, have we got any of that
cider still? I’ll have one of those.”

“Yeah, there’s a few left.”

Jake took a deep breath. “Er,
can I have a cider instead?”

His dad nodded and then went off
to the kitchen. Less than a minute later, he came back with three
cans and handed them out. They were cold, and condensation was
forming on the sides of them already. Jake decided to wait until
his parents opened their ones first, although he couldn’t say
exactly why. The loud fizzzt! sounds sent a chill down his
spine, and he looked down at his own can with trepidation. Was it
always going to be like this? In ten years time, was he still going
to dread every single moment he spent within earshot of a ring
pull? He took a deep breath and opened his own can.

“Cheers, everyone. Merry
Christmas,” his dad said, raising his own can first at the other
two, and then towards the small stocking that was still hanging
above the fireplace. Jake and his mother did the same.

As he watched his parents take a
swig at the same time, Jake tried to remember the last time he saw
his mother drink anything from a can. He also noticed that his dad
was drinking the same triple filtered stuff that he liked so much.
The label had been changed to something more seasonal, but
ultimately it was the same stuff on the inside. Looking down at his
own drink, he shrugged and took a sip. It was quite sweet, and he
wasn’t surprised that his mum liked it. He looked over at her and
she smiled at him.

“You like it? Mix it with some
lemonade if you want, it goes down easier.”

“Nah, I should be okay with it
like this,” he replied. “I didn’t even know you drank cider.”

She shrugged. “Not so much now,
but in days gone by I did.”

His parents exchanged a quick
glance, and tiny smiles appeared on both of their faces. Jake
recognised the smiles, and started thinking of Kim again. He made a
decision to try and see her the next day. Towards the end of the
night, Jake spent some time alone in his room and he popped
downstairs to get a glass of water. As he walked past the front
room, he saw his parents snuggling up together on the long couch.
It was the first time he’d seen them do anything like that since
Ben had died.

***

 



Chapter Eighteen

 


Jake got up fairly early the
next morning and phoned Kim. He wanted to catch her before she got
dragged into some boring family outing, and they arranged to meet
up in a town square that was fairly near to both of them. When he
looked out of his bedroom window, he saw that everything was
covered in a thick frost. Nothing seemed to be moving at all; it
was as if the entire world had been coated in a huge layer of
stiff, thick dust.

After having a shower, he ambled
around for an hour or so and got dressed. He decided to wear his
new jeans, and why not? If you’re going to show off your new
clobber, you may as well do it when in the company of a lady of
impeccable taste.

His dad offered to give him a
lift, which was handy. Despite years of practice at it, waiting
around in the cold for a train was never an enjoyable experience.
They didn’t really say much during the journey but instead listened
to the radio as it blared out Christmas songs. The DJ was holding a
phone-in, and people were calling up to talk about their Christmas
day disasters. Jake was sure he had heard most of the stories and
jokes before, and wondered if the station was merely replaying the
same stuff from the year before. It’s not as if many people would
bother to write in and complain about it.

Partway into the journey the car
stopped at some traffic lights. Most of the frost had melted away
by now, and the streets were busy with people. Jake’s dad tapped
the steering wheel a couple of times and glanced over at his
son.

“Jake,” he said, clearing his
throat. “I know these last few months have been hard for you since
we lost Ben. It’s been hard for all us, especially the last couple
of days. I just want you to know that no-one blames you for
anything. We all miss him, and we all share the guilt equally.
You’re not the only one who wishes they’d done things differently.
Just remember that you’re also our son and we’re glad we still have
you here.”

An angry car horn somewhere
behind them cut things short, and the vehicle jerked into life
again.

This wasn’t the first time that
either his mum or dad had told him something like this, but it was
perhaps the first time that he had actually understood what was
being said. Previously, he had been too wrapped up in his own guilt
and hadn’t really considered that maybe his parents also had
legitimate reasons to blame themselves.

“Okay, here you go Jake. Say
hello to Kim for me,” said his dad, pulling over to the kerb.

Jake sat there for a moment, and
then looked at his father. “Thanks, dad. Not just for the lift,
but...” he shrugged, not really knowing what to say. “Just
thanks.”

He stepped out of the car and
made his way over to where he had agreed to meet Kim. After a few
minutes the cold began to bite, so he zipped up his coat and shoved
his hands deep down into his pockets. Two women walked past him,
speaking in a language he couldn’t understand. One of them had
their hair dyed dark red and tied back in a tight ponytail. She
glanced at Jake, smiled at him and then resumed the conversation
with her friend. A dog urinated up against a lamp post, and a young
child pointed and laughed at it from the other side of the
road.

Out of the corner of his eye,
Jake saw a tallish, bulky-looking woman stomp over to him. If there
was one thing he wasn’t in the mood for, it was people asking for
directions, donations, or money for a cup of coffee.

“Hey, you,” the woman said,
prodding him.

Jake looked at her, feeling
annoyed. Then he laughed: it was Kim.

“Jesus, I didn’t recognise you
all wrapped up like that! I thought you were just some random
person.”

“Oh, forgotten about me
already?” she teased.

Jake pulled her to him and
hugged her as best as he could through their winter garments. Her
cheeks were red with the cold, and Jake thought it made her look
like a delicate china doll.

Although Jake was smiling at
her, Kim could see the sadness in his face. “Come on, let me buy
you a coffee,” she said, looping her arm through his.

She tugged him in the direction
of a cosy-looking coffee shop, and ordered a vanilla latte. Jake
had no real idea what a latte was, but it sounded kind of fancy and
he followed her lead. They found some comfy seats near the front
window, and sat down with their drinks. Kim was wearing mittens,
ones where the top could be lifted off so that you can use your
fingers without having to take them off completely.

Jake had never seen them before
and he laughed. “Those things are great, where did you get
them?”

“Granddad bought me them for
Christmas, I love them! So handy.”

Jake got up to get some sugar
and napkins. When he returned, Kim was busy undoing her scarf and
taking off her coat. She was wearing close-fitting, dark blue jeans
and a pair of pristine brown leather boots. The heels explained why
she seemed so tall.

“Wow, you look great. You get
all that for Christmas as well?”

“Yeah, I drove my mum mad
choosing it all during December,” she replied, straightening out
her jumper.

“You look great,” Jake repeated,
unable to stop himself staring at her.

The rest of their day continued
in much the same way as it had started, with Kim making most of the
suggestions about where to go; she could tell from the sad look on
his face that he wasn’t just being awkward. Everywhere they went,
there were happy and smiling kids wearing Santa hats and reindeer
ears. It was clear that he was constantly being reminded about his
little brother.

A small funfair had come to the
town centre for the Christmas period, so they decided to queue up
for the Teacup Spin Ride. A little while later Jake managed to win
them a prize on the coconut shy. They went in some clothes shops,
and Kim did her best not to put him through too much torture as she
ummed and ahhed over every single item she picked up. She helped
him choose a new t-shirt, and ushered him towards some jeans that
she thought he would look nice in. The extra carrier bags at least
gave him somewhere to put the coconut.

Come lunchtime, they managed to
find a pleasant little sandwich shop, and there was a sign on the
window announcing that the daily special was the turkey club mix.
Jake wondered if there was anyone who wasn’t sick of turkey by
now.

Kim looked at Jake and saw the
sadness in his eyes. She wanted to do something to cheer him up,
and after a while an idea popped into her head. It was something
that the two of them had discussed a few times already, although
perhaps calling it a discussion was something of an overstatement.
Most of the time it was Jake suggesting it, whilst she stated that
she didn’t think she was ready just yet. To his credit he hadn’t
tried to pressure her into anything, unlike some of the boys that
her friends were going out with.

“Do you fancy staying over at my
place tonight?” she asked him, putting her hand on his. “My parents
are away.”

Jake smiled and nodded slowly.
“Yeah, that’d be great. Just you and me.”

Kim returned the smile. She just
hoped she wasn’t making a mistake and jumping into things that
neither of them were ready for.

After lunch, they wandered
around a few more shops and stopped off for another coffee before
heading back to Kim’s house. They walked to the train station, and
sat down in the waiting room. Jake took the coconut out of his bag,
wondering what on earth they were going to do with it.

“You ever eaten proper coconut
before?” he asked.

“Only once. It wasn’t very nice,
really,” she replied, scrunching her nose up.

Jake frowned at her. She had
been the one who suggested going on the coconut shy in the first
place.

Kim saw his expression and
laughed. “Oh come on, you had fun winning it didn’t you?”

He squeezed her gently on the
leg. “Very true. Maybe we can use it as a doorstop.”

Their train arrived and it was
surprisingly busy. Bulging carrier bags littered the floor and
seats. It was as if the entire country had decided to go shopping
at once. They eventually found two free spaces, although the
overweight man next to Kim fidgeted constantly with his coat which
annoyed her no end. Jake took her hand and unhooked the top off of
the mitten. She waggled her fingers at him and the two of them
laughed. He pulled the mitten off entirely and ran his fingers in a
circle on her palm.

When they arrived at their stop,
they shuffled their way awkwardly down the busy carriage towards
the doors. As they walked along the station platform, Jake happened
to glance back at the train window and his mouth dropped open in
surprise. Right there on the train was his old friend the ticket
inspector. He was wearing a heavy, black coat as he usually did,
but this time he had a red Santa hat on his head which it made him
look completely different - almost friendly in fact - and for a
fleeting moment Jake felt compelled to wave at him.

I guess even dickheads celebrate
Christmas. What a small world we live in.

“What did you say?” Kim asked
him.

Jake hadn’t even realised he had
said anything. “Nothing, sorry. Just mumbling to myself again.”

A cold breeze had started
blowing, and the two of them walked briskly to Kim’s house. Jake
smiled as he watched her unhook her mitten and unlock the front
door.

“Oh thank God, they left the
heating on,” she said, stepping inside.

They sat down on the sofa for a
while and watched some TV. Neither of them fancied doing any
cooking, so they decided to order a pizza. Of course, choosing
exactly which toppings to have took longer than it should have.

“No, not chicken. It’s too
similar to turkey and I’m fed up with it.”

“Yuck, I don’t want anything
spicy.”

Eventually they managed to
settle on something they both liked, and Kim rang the order
through. There was a brief moment of panic when they realised that
they didn’t have quite enough cash on them, and they had to raid
her brother’s money jar for the last few coins. Jake made a mental
note to pay Craig back the next time he came round.

The food arrived and after
tearing off the lid of the box to use as a plate, they dished the
slices out between them. The garlic bread was dry and somewhat
lacking in garlic, so they threw it away. Much to Jake’s amusement,
the Coke was at just the right temperature for belching with.

After they finished eating, they
sat watching TV for another hour or so and when Kim looked up at
Jake, she could see that sadness in his eyes still.

“You okay?” she asked.

Jake shrugged. “Yeah. Just a
funny time of year, really. Spending the day with you always makes
me feel better.”

She leaned in and kissed him.
Just as he began to pull her towards him, she stood up and took
hold of his hand.

“Come with me,” she said, and
led him upstairs to her room.

When they got there, she sat on
the bed. Jake sat down next to her and looked at her with a dreamy
expression on his face. Kim quickly realised that she was going to
have to take the initiative here, although she had no idea what to
do. In fact neither of them did, and she racked her brain for all
the things that her more experienced friends had told her.

Just do what comes
naturally.

She pushed Jake down onto his
back, and began to gently kiss him whilst she figured out just what
that bit of advice actually meant. She gently slid her hands into a
place that she was now familiar with, although it wasn’t somewhere
that her parents were likely to approve of. Reaching down by the
side of her bed, she fished something out of her drawer. She had
already read the instructions on the side of the packet over and
over again, yet nothing was ever as easy as the diagrams
implied.

The strong smell of latex rubber
almost caused a problem for Jake, and it was all over sooner than
he expected it to be, but as he lay down next to her contemplating
what they had just done, he slowly realised something that he had
already known for quite some time now: Kim was his soul mate; she
was the most incredible person he had ever met.

He ran his fingers tenderly down
her cheek, unable to take his eyes off her.

“You’re beautiful. So, so
beautiful,” he whispered.

For a while they lay there
without really saying anything, content for the time being to
simply gaze dreamily into each other’s eyes and let their
expressions do the talking.

Later on, Jake went downstairs
to phone his parents to tell them that he wasn’t going to be coming
home that night. In the back of his mind there was a niggling
concern that they might ask to speak to Kim’s parents about
something, but it turned out that such fears were groundless.

After the conversation with his
dad had finished, he stood there staring at the phone for a few
moments. The call had been answered within one ring, and he could
hear the sound of a TV in the background. That meant it had been
answered from their bedroom and Jake was sure that he had heard his
mum’s voice in the background as well. It wasn’t something he liked
to think about, but it seemed that on the same day Jake had found
his soul mate, his parents had rediscovered theirs.

He walked slowly back up the
stairs, thinking about the things his parents had said to him
during the past couple of days. When he got to the top, he remained
there for a moment as a large weight seemed to fall away from his
shoulders, and an immense feeling of relief swept through him. A
single tear rolled down his cheek. He waited whilst he composed
himself, and then walked back into Kim’s room. She had put on a
dressing gown, and was sitting on a stool brushing her hair in the
mirror. In the reflection, her beautiful smile shone out like a
beacon in the darkness.

“Everything okay, Jake?” she
asked him, standing up as he approached.

Jake pulled her towards him and
hugged her tightly. “Thanks. For everything, I mean. Without you, I
wouldn’t have been able to cope with all this.”

She stroked the back of his
head, but didn’t say anything at first. When she did speak, it was
very softly. “That’s okay, Jake. I’m always here for you.”

He kissed her and motioned
towards the bed with his hand. This time, it was Jake who took the
initiative.

***

 



Chapter Nineteen

 


The new year rolled in, and Jake
returned to school in a far better frame of mind than when he left
it at the start of the Christmas holiday. Of course, all good
things come to an end and his lunchtime excursions came to another
inglorious conclusion when he was caught sneaking out with Kim
again.

His Christmas Day stint playing
online with Gondo rekindled their friendship, and the joviality
returned to some of their lessons.

“Fancy coming up on the roof
with me and Kevin?” Gondo asked him a week into January.

Jake raised his eyebrows. “You
what?”

“Some of the people in the top
year that Kevin knows told him about an old door that leads to the
roof. We’re going to sneak up there at lunchtime.”

Jake could hardly turn down that
kind of invitation: who wouldn’t want to go up on the roof
of the school? Who knows what fascinating delights might be up
there...? When lunchtime finally arrived, they loitered around
outside for about ten minutes so that the corridors would be
cleared of people and potential snitches. Kevin led the way and
they did their best to proceed as naturally as possible. They
didn’t really know what a ‘we aren’t up to any mischief at all, oh
no’ walk looked like, but they did their best given the
circumstances.

Kevin took them into one of the
halls which were used for assemblies and PE lessons. The old,
wooden floor was painted with a dizzying array of coloured lines,
for what seemed like an impossibly large number of different indoor
sports. Jake vaguely recalled playing badminton up here once, but
other than that he had hardly ever been to this part of the school.
The girly sports that usually took place here weren’t to his
tastes.

“Right, it should be this door
here,” Kevin told them.

The door itself was an
inconspicuous one, set off to the side and partially hidden by a
stack of musty old chairs. To look at it, you would assume it
guarded nothing more interesting than maybe a broom, a mop, and a
hoover. Kevin grabbed the metal knob, finding himself surprised at
how cold it felt in his hand. It was rather stiff and a little
wobbly, but he eventually managed to turn it and pushed the door
open.

A short, dimly-lit passage with
stairs at the end of it yawned in front of them. A single traffic
cone had been placed at the bottom of the stairs, and a length of
string had been hung about a foot above the first step.

“Looks kind of creepy,” said
Gondo.

“No wonder the caretaker always
looks so miserable if he has come in here all the time,” remarked
Kevin.

They looked around to make sure
no-one was watching, and then walked through the doorway. They
decided to leave the door ajar: paranoia told them that if they
shut it, they would be trapped in here forever. The steps were
steep, and they twisted sharply round as if they were leading to
the top of a tower in a castle. Kevin once again led the way, none
of them saying a word as they made their way up the dusty-smelling
steps.

The boys soon found themselves
on a short landing together with a door which had a broken, rusty
sliding bolt attached to it. The door opened inwards, which
resulted in some awkward shuffling around.

“Wow,” remarked Jake, stepping
out into the sunlight.

The roof here was wide, flat and
uneven. Small puddles were dotted around, and a group of pigeons
strutted around the open space. From where he was standing, Jake
could see a corner of the senior playground although he was wary of
going any closer in case someone saw him. In the other direction,
he could see over the tops of the trees and down into the centre of
town. He couldn’t see his favourite fried chicken shop, but the
park was clearly visible.

Gondo picked up a small stone,
and lobbed it in the direction of the pigeons. It bounced noisily
towards them, causing several to flutter off in all directions.

“Could have a barbecue up here
in the summer,” suggested Kevin.

“Grill some pigeons, play some
footy, and spit on the cars. It would be great fun,” agreed
Gondo.

The thought of barbecues on the
roof of the school brought back unpleasant memories for Jake, and
he did his best to push the thought away.

“This school is well old. I
wonder if Queen Victoria ever came up here?” he wondered out
loud.

The other two looked at him,
raising their eyebrows as they considered this possibility.

“How would she get up them
stairs in that dress?” asked Kevin.

“What dress?”

Kevin shrugged. “I dunno, that
one she’s always wearing in all the photos.”

Gondo pulled a face at him.
“What photos? Have you got posters of her up on your bedroom wall
or something?”

None of them dared to venture
too close to the edges of the roof, just in case they were seen by
someone. After about five minutes the novelty began to wear off and
they made their way back down the steps. The door at the bottom was
still ajar, and they tip-toed their way towards it. Paranoia told
them that the entire population of the school might be standing on
the other side of it, so they moved as quietly as their school
shoes allowed them to. Kevin was considered to be the person in
charge of this particular excursion, so the other two were happy to
let him be the one to poke his head round the door to see if the
coast was clear.

“Oh, hello Mr Hamish. We were
just looking for the toilets.”

Panic ran through both Gondo and
Jake and they almost bolted back up the stairs.

Kevin looked back at them, a
huge grin on his face. “You two crapped it. Come on, no-one’s
there.”

The other two breathed a sigh of
relief and they all filed out of the door. Jake was the last one
out, so he pulled the door shut behind him. The mechanism was stiff
and the metal knob felt oddly cold in his hand. As they left the
hall, Jake glanced back at the door and wondered just how many
other secrets existed in this old school.

***

 


A few weeks later, Jake was sat
in class staring out of the window. An orange plastic bag was
caught up in the leafless branches of a tree, and it billowed
angrily around in the wind.

“Fancy going to the cinema this
weekend?” asked Kim, poking him in the side with her pen.

He looked round slowly at her,
not really listening. “Hmmm?”

Kim repeated the question, and
Jake gave her a non-committal shrug in reply. She threw her pen lid
at him, and he laughed at the annoyed look on her face.

“Okay, can do I suppose.
Anything in particular that you want to see?”

“Not really, just thought it
would be something interesting to do. I’ll look at what’s on, and
we can maybe have a nose around the shops before the film
starts.”

The thought of being dragged
around a dozen or so shops as she tried on umpteen variations of
the same thing didn’t really fill him with much enthusiasm. Still,
he liked seeing her at the weekends and if putting himself through
half a day of torture kept her happy, then so be it.

The weekend arrived and Kim rang
Jake on the Saturday to let him know what the plan was. They met up
for some lunch in a cafe, and made their way to the cinema. They
eventually managed to find their seats in the half-gloom, which
were situated somewhere in the middle. It soon became apparent that
they were practically the only ones in the entire place, so they
moved right to the back and put their feet up.

Prior to the film starting, an
endless stream of trailers were shown. Kim sighed, and produced a
large bag of sweets. She split it open down the middle and propped
it up between the two of them.

Jake popped one in his mouth.
“Christ, they’re really sour,” he whispered.

A cheeky smile appeared on Kim’s
face, and she pinched him lightly on the arm. “Just like you,
then.”

Jake snorted a laugh, and took a
couple more. An advert for a Disney animated film came on, and a
warthog wearing a pink bikini danced across the screen.

“I bet you want to marry that
pig,” Kim said, trying to hold in a giggle.

“Yeah. With any luck she’ll
actually be able to cook.”

Kim laughed, and gave him one of
her harder pinches on his leg. Jake jolted in surprise and knocked
half the sweets onto the floor, sending Kim into a fit of wild
giggling.

“I’m going to hold you down and
fart on your head later,” he said, rubbing his leg.

“Just you try it, buster,” she
replied, mimicking his voice.

One or two people turned around
in their seats and frowned at the two noisy, giggly teenagers at
the back.

The film itself finally started,
and an attractive actress appeared in front of them.

“I bet you fancy her as well,”
Kim stated.

“Yup. She probably doesn’t pick
her nose all the time like you do.”

This time, Jake kept an eye on
what she was doing and he grabbed her hand the moment it moved
towards his leg. When she tried to do something with her other
hand, he grabbed that one as well and playfully bit down on one of
her fingers. Kim twisted round in her seat, and pressed the heel of
her boot down on Jake’s toes. He pulled his foot away, and wrapped
his legs around hers. Kim then leaned forward as if she was going
to kiss him, but instead bit him on the chin. He grabbed her thigh,
and gradually squeezed it until she started jiggling around.

Their playful tussling continued
for a while longer, and their giggles increased in volume until
someone turned around and asked them to be quiet. Feeling suitably
chastised, they settled down to watch the rest of the film in
silence. It turned out to be a fairly dull one that didn’t interest
either of them very much, so Kim leant her head against Jake’s
shoulder and dozed off for a while. Jake finished off what was
still remaining of the sweets.

As they emerged from the cinema,
it was beginning to get dark, and a light rain was falling. They
looked around a couple of shops, and decided to head for home. Kim
suggested that they both go back to her house, which was the sort
of invitation that Jake always found hard to turn down.

As they sat waiting for the
train, Kim produced two small bottles from her bag and handed one
to Jake. A small smile spread across her face.

“Don’t worry, my parents will be
back late tonight. I mixed up some nice fun stuff for the journey
home,” she told him.

“Is there anything that you
don’t have hidden away in that bag of yours?”

“Just call me Mary Poppins.”

There was a small fizzing sound
as Jake opened his bottle, and the sweet smell of cider wafted
under his nose.

“Okay Mary, bottoms up.”

Their train arrived ten minutes
later, by which time the effects of the alcohol were just beginning
to show so they walked to the back of the carriage for some
privacy. There was no-one else around them, and they resumed the
pinching, grabbing and tussling game that they had started in the
cinema. By the time the train started slowing down for their stop,
they were both rather drunk and Kim had to steady herself on Jake
as they walked down the aisle towards the doors.

“Jake, I love you so much. We
should always be together,” she said to him, her speech sounding
slurred.

“I love you too,” he replied,
putting his arm around her.

They stepped off the train, and
Kim staggered as she stepped down. She took a step forward, and
swerved up against the carriage.

A station attendant in a bright
orange jacket glared at them from further up the platform. “Stand
away!” he shouted down at them.

“What him shouting at for?” Kim
asked, sounding confused.

“Come on, hold onto me,” Jake
told her, reaching out for her.

“Stand away!” the man bellowed,
startling both of them.

The train lurched forward and
began to crawl out of the station. One or two passengers stared
blankly out of the windows, tutting at the two irresponsible
teenagers on the other side of the glass.

Kim took a couple of steps along
the platform; the uneven ground caused her to wobble in her heels.
Jake wasn’t entirely sure what happened next, only that he glanced
at something to his right and then when he looked back Kim had
somehow completely vanished. The man in the orange jacket was now
pointing frantically in his direction, a look of complete shock on
his face.

A shrieking scream filled the
station, and then Jake heard a snapping, squelching sound that made
him feel sick. He looked down and in between the gap between the
platform and the train, he caught a glimpse of Kim’s coat. His
vision swam, and he staggered backwards as he suddenly lost the
ability to control his legs.

The attendant was now running
back up the platform, blowing hard into his whistle. He stopped and
punched a large, red button on the wall and the train screeched to
a halt.

Jake opened his eyes and
wondered why his legs were soaking wet. He realised he was sitting
down on the platform, leaning up against the wall. The front of his
coat was covered in a strange, lumpy liquid and a heavy stench of
vomit made him feel lightheaded.

The rear carriage of the train
was sitting in front of him, barely eight feet away. It seemed to
be teasing him, much like a fairytale wizard hiding the world’s
most terrible secret behind a curtain. He tried to get up, but
someone wearing a bright orange coat was pushing him back down.
Jake tried to say something, to ask where Kim was hiding, but his
throat felt as if it was made of stone. He felt an odd sensation of
falling, and after a while the only thing he could see was the sky.
The smell of vomit had somehow subsided. Did this mean his mum had
cleared it up for him? Was his mummy here? Was she going to make it
all better for him? Mummy always made things better. Once, when
Jake accidentally dropped his dinner all over the floor, mummy gave
him her plate and made herself some toast instead.

The world went black.

***

 


Jake felt as though he had been
thrown into the middle of someone else’s conversation. He realised
that he was sitting up on some kind of bed, but the open doors of a
van could be seen just in front of him. The doors were opened away
from him, so he guessed that he must be inside the van. A green box
with the words First Aid was hanging from the wall to his
right. Other than that, everything seemed to be very white.

His mother was sitting next to
him, her eyes red and wet.

“What happened?” Jake asked.

His mother swallowed hard. The
expression on her face suggested that this question had already
been asked.

“Kim got hit by a train.”

Jake didn’t like that answer. It
was as if he wasn’t being told everything.

There’s been a death in the
family.

“Is she okay?”

“No,” she replied, shaking her
head. “She’s gone, Jake. I’m sorry.”

Jake felt a hand close around
his. He tried to find the soft palms which were usually so good at
comforting him during times like this, but they didn’t seem to be
there.

Scream, snap, squelch. That’s
what it sounded like.

His chest and throat hitched a
few times, and his bottom lip developed a mind of its own. A
paramedic appeared between the two open doors, one who looked as if
he was just about to say something, but then changed his mind and
disappeared from view.

Sandra leaned forward and did
everything she could to comfort her distraught son.

***

 


Jake attended the funeral with
both of his parents. Once the service was over, Jake wanted to go
straight home. Every time Kim’s parents looked at him, an
overwhelming feeling of guilt ran through him. He was sure that
they were blaming him for the death of their daughter.

He had a couple of days off
school, and during that time he just sat upstairs in his room by
himself. There was no-one he could talk to. The final moments of
her life were replayed over and over again in his mind. Why hadn’t
he grabbed her properly? She had been swaying all the over place;
all it would have taken was a small tug on her coat to pull her to
safety. But that wasn’t the worst of it.

Scream, snap,
squelch.

Every time he thought about it,
he felt as if he was going to be sick. There was even a bucket next
to his bed just in case he really was sick.

Upon his return to school, he
found it hard to look anyone in the eye. He could see in their
faces that they blamed the tragedy on him. He could smell their
fear; it was as if everyone was worried that they would be next on
his death list, so it was easier if he stayed away from
everyone.

One of Kim’s friends came over
to speak to him at break time. Jake recognised her as the girl who
had handed him the note from Kim all those months ago. She sat with
him for a while, and Jake reached out for her hands so he could
stroke them. He was sure, absolutely convinced in fact, that
there had been a moment of hesitation from her, a flare of fearful
doubt in her eyes, and it cut through him like a knife.

This is it. This is where the
pattern of rejection for a lifetime begins. She’ll run away,
singing ‘lalalalalala, you can’t have this’ and lift her skirt up
just as she disappears around the corner.

After Kim’s friend left, Jake
sat there with the cold wind of loneliness blowing around him and
he decided to sneak into town for lunch.

“Alright, boss. No more lady
friend, eh?” the man in the fried chicken shop asked him.

A fresh wave of despair swept
over him. Was it really that obvious to everyone that he was now
all alone? How did this hairy oaf know that she wasn’t just waiting
round the corner somewhere?

He took his lunch into the park,
but didn’t have the stomach to eat any of it. He sat on the bench,
staring out across the open space around him. There was nothing,
and no-one. He was all alone, with not even a friendly squirrel
willing to come and say hello to him.

When he got back to school, he
went into the toilets to splash some water on his face and spotted
some fresh graffiti on one of the cubicle doors:

I’m King Midas of the toilet.
Everything I touch, turns to shit.

Was that aimed at him? Had
someone decided to sneak in here, and mock him behind his back? How
many of these slogans were lying in wait for him? Was there one
hidden in every dark corner, in every textbook, behind every locker
door?

Later that evening, he was sat
upstairs alone in his bedroom. He looked up and spotted Yah-Yah
sitting on a shelf. Jake picked the toy up and twirled it around in
his hands. A thin layer of dust had settled on it, and he brushed
it away. Had it really been that long since he had last thought
about his little brother? He held it under his nose, and the faint
smell rekindled some old memories. This cheap fairground prize was
all that remained of Ben, and as he put it back on the shelf he
realised he had nothing to remember Kim by. Sure, there were the
presents and other little things she had given him during their
time together, but he had nothing that was actually hers.
Not so much as a plastic penguin, or a sparkly green pen.

Jake, I love you so much. We
should always be together.

Those had been the last words
she had said to him, and they rang loudly in his ears as he drifted
off to sleep that night.

***

 



Chapter Twenty

 


The doorknob was so stiff that
Jake wondered if the caretaker had finally got round to fixing the
lock. It also seemed colder than the last time he was here, as if
someone had replaced it with a block of ice. With one last twist,
the knob finally turned and the door creaked open.

Jake was sure that something had
changed. Whether it was the stack of musty old chairs next to the
door, or the dimness of the corridor, he couldn’t really tell, but
things felt different. He glanced up, and saw that just above him
was one of those horrendously ugly gargoyles. Was it there last
time? He certainly hadn’t noticed it. Of course, the last time he
was here he was more concerned about teachers than the heads of
carved demons.

As before, a traffic cone and a
limp bit of string were the only things guarding the stairs. He
stepped into the gloomy corridor and felt back for the doorknob
again. Paranoia told him that if he shut it entirely, he wouldn’t
be able to open it again so he decided to leave it slightly
ajar.

The steps seemed dustier, the
air felt colder, and his footsteps sounded louder than they did
previously. It also seemed to take him longer to climb all the way
up, but this didn’t really matter in the great scheme of things.
Once he reached the top, he opened the door to the roof and stepped
out into the sunlight.

“Wow,” he said quietly to
himself.

Cigarette butts and puddles
dominated the area around him, whilst a cluster of pigeons were
busy fighting, flirting, or fornicating over in the corner. Jake
briefly thought about throwing a small stone at them.

At the edge of the roof there
was a low wall about six inches high, and as he slowly approached
it he could see that the view was breathtaking. The entire park was
visible, including his favourite seat. He noticed that some trees
looked as if they had been trimmed back with a handsaw. He could
also see the road that his mother had driven him down on the way to
school, and if he had his geography right he could just about make
out the roof of the fried chicken shop.

Alright, boss. No more lady
friend, eh?

No. No more lady friend. Not now
and probably not ever. And no more little brother to care for and
to guide through the world as he grows up. All that was left for
him was a high score on Call of Duty.

Jake stepped up onto the wall
and spread his arms out by his sides. He was reminded of the
pictures he had seen of the Christ the Redeemer statue in
Brazil.

He closed his eyes and thought
about Kim. He thought about the amount of time he had spent looking
into her eyes; he thought about her soft, comforting touch, and he
thought about her wonderful smile. He remembered how lonely his
life was before they met, a life he didn’t want to return to.

Jake, I love you so much. We
should always be together.

He squeezed something in his
blazer pocket and thought about Ben, remembering his bumbling
waddle as he ran around the garden chasing after the bees, and the
way his tiny little tongue would tremble when he cried. Jake was
filled with an incredible sadness and longing, and a single tear
ran down his left cheek.

Yakes, you come play?

He clenched his hands into tight
fists and then straightened his fingers back out again. He slowly
leaned forward and just as he reached the point of no return, a
horrifying shriek could be heard from somewhere below him. He
caught a glimpse of anonymous pink faces staring up at him, many of
them punctured with open, gaping mouths and wide, staring eyes. The
wind was cool and refreshing as it buffeted against his skin, the
ground grey and welcoming as it rushed up towards him. The journey
seemed to last an eternity and his entire life flashed before him.
His every remaining memory, some of them so old and forgotten that
they could belong to someone else, jostled to be remembered one
final time. Moments before the world turned black forever, one
final thought popped into his head:

Mummy, why you crying? Why you
so sad?

 


***
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A day in the life of
Morrissey

Hi, fans. This week has been a
bit of an odd one for me. When I opened my front door this morning,
I was rather shocked to see that the world wasn’t on fire. I mean,
it’s been at least three days since a journalist last asked my
opinion on something, so naturally I assumed that something bad was
happening. As it happens, the last time I experienced such a lull
of interest was when Princess Diana’s spleen was being smeared
halfway across a highway in Paris.

Actually, that reminds me: I’m
sick and tired of seeing her sons living the high life at our
expense. I’d love nothing more than to be able arrange for some
scum-sucking parasites to chase my own mother down a French road in
the middle of the night, if it meant I got to live in a big palace
for the rest of my life. However, that’s not an option available to
us ordinary, hard-working folk who don’t have the luxury of relying
on our past glories to make a few quid every now and then.

The other day I stepped out into
my back garden, and accidentally trod on a snail. Although he was
technically trespassing, I actually felt sorry for the little
blighter and I’ve decided to write a song in his memory. This is
what I’ve got so far:

I treaded on a snail

He made a noisy squish

We could have been buddies

He went nicely with my tuna
salad dish

It’s still early days, but you
can feel the emotional trauma coming off it in waves already. I’m
yet to commit to a name for it, as it’s all about getting the right
balance between artistic integrity and the whole ‘Ooooh, me guts
were squished on the floor and now I’m dead’ vibe.

I reckon I might settle with
calling it Diana.

***

 


A snowman reviews an
organically grown carrot

Us snow blokes aren’t usually
around for very long, so we have to make do with what we have. I
once watched a nature documentary about a species of giant moth who
only live for about two days; they hatch, mate furiously with
whoever they wake up next to, and then die 48 hours later. Snow
people are kind of similar, except we don’t get to participate in
socially-acceptable orgies. This is partly because snow vaginas are
somewhat thin on the ground, but mostly ‘cos snow penises are,
well, thin and carroty.

Talking of carrots, this
particular one is a marvellous bit of kit. Organic veg might be a
bit wonky and smelly but the extras tend to make up for that. This
one came with a free dead spider in the box and once I pulled the
legs off, I was able to use them as a beard. And we all know how
the chicks dig a man with a beard, amirite? The carrot itself has a
nice natural brightness to it, one that gives off the impression
that I’ve just come back from a sunny holiday somewhere. And chicks
love going on holiday, yeah?

A while back I was asked to test
a parsnip. It was great for camouflaging myself during games of
hide and seek, but most people said that it made me look anaemic.
To be honest, our games of hide and seek tend to get rather boring
after a while; if you watch a family of snails going out for a
picnic, you’ll see that they leave nasty trails behind them and we
tend to do the same thing. We actually have quite a lot in common
with snails: an abject fear of salt, for example.

So it’s top marks for organic
stuff from me. Stay tuned for next week’s article where I discuss
the pros and cons of Brussels sprouts.
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