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			For Winnie, Ronnie, Kimberley and Michelle.
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			I cannot, will not, withhold from my young readers the harsh realities ... but neither will I neglect to plant that stubborn seed of hope ...

			Katherine Paterson, author of Bridge to Terabithia
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			I never read intros like this.

			Well, hardly ever. I can’t wait to get into the meaty stuff, so I generally skip past and get straight into the stories. Sometimes, if I remember, when I’ve finished the book, I’ll go back and read the intro.

			So go on, get into the stories if you want to.

			Still here? Okay, then. Here’s what I wanted to say.

			Ever since I was young, I have written stories. I love them. As long as I can remember I have read stories. In my school holidays I would sit inside, lost in a novel, sometimes so long that my mother would have to tell me to go outside and play with my friends.

			My father was a big encouragement. Every Friday we’d go off to the local public library to get some books out and take back the ones I’d borrowed the week before. In fact this was such a natural part of our lives that I was a teenager before I realised that not every family did the same thing.

			To this day I credit my dad with instilling in me a love of reading that led to a love of writing that led to a career that I love and that has taken me all over the world.

			There are one or two stories here that (might) have a surprise twist in the end. Or not. At least one is that infuriating kind of story where you get to decide what happens next. That’s right: the ending is up to you.

			In the back of the book I have included a section with a little information about each story, what I think it’s about, or a little about the writing of it. If that doesn’t interest you, ignore it. If you write stories yourself, you may find this useful.

			I had intended to make this a collection of stories about fear. Fear of the unknown, fear of dying, fear of disease, death, embarrassment, even fear of God. I found as I was writing, however, that a much stronger theme emerged: that of hope. 

			Yes, these are stories of fear, heartbreak and tragedy, but they are also stories of endurance, of coping and overcoming. I really believe the secret to that is hope. We can endure almost anything in our lives as long as there remains that stubborn seed of hope. 

			Brian Falkner 
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			I am writing this in the back of a book I found in a drawer in this room. Some trashy novel. There were several blank pages so I am using them as a kind of diary. I need to record my thoughts, to help keep them clear. Because otherwise I am afraid I will go mad. What is happening to me could not possibly be happening.

			My name is Robert Powell-Sycamore. 

			I am seventeen.

			I don’t know where I am. I don’t know why I’m here.

			The door’s locked.

			Last night I was on my way home from a party. Yes, I’d had some alcohol. Yes, I know that’s illegal. And stupid. And driving while drunk is the dumbest thing ever. But I wasn’t drunk. I had two beers and I spaced them out over the whole night.

			I remember the other car flying through the intersection, not giving way. Maybe they were the ones who’d had too much to drink. I definitely had the right of way.

			I don’t know what kind of car it was. I remember it was red. I know that because that was all I saw before the impact and everything went black.

			What else do I remember? I’m not sure. It’s all kind of fuzzy. Laura, my girlfriend, was not in the car with me. I know that. We’d had a small fight at the party. Not a big one, but big enough for her to go home early with her friend Catherine.

			I know my address. 192a Goldfinch Lane. My mum’s Diane Powell and my father’s William Sycamore. 

			Moving is difficult, my back hurts and my legs are stiff. My shoulders, too – probably all as a result of the accident. But there’s something more. 

			I’m seventeen.

			I am seventeen.

			I keep writing that because it’s true, but something is very wrong here. The skin on my hands is brown, wrinkled and splotchy. My hands look like old man’s hands. 

			There’s no mirror in this room, but the base of the lamp on the nightstand is made of polished metal and I just looked at myself in it.

			The face staring back was not mine. It was the face of an old man. I stared at it for a long time, wondering if it was a face I knew. But it wasn’t. I’ve never seen this man before in my life.

			The walls are a shade of off-white. The curtains are blue, like robins’ eggs. They’re up high, because that’s where the window is. High. Where you can’t reach it. Even if you could, it’s too narrow to climb out.

			There’s a cross above the bed. Jesus hangs from it, looking down on me with sad eyes. Is he sad for me? Or for himself? Probably both.

			The floor is lino. Easy to clean. In case I make a mess, I suspect.

			Maybe I died.  That’s all I can think.

			Maybe the old man was driving the other car and I died and somehow ended up in his body.

			Maybe when the cars smashed together our – souls – if you want to call them that, crashed into each other too and he ended up in my body and I in his.

			Now I’m here. 

			Wait.  There’s a door in the other wall. I hadn’t noticed that before.  The main door is locked, but I’ll see where this other door leads to.

			It’s a bathroom. There’s a toilet with one of those sitting frames for old people. Also a shower with a similar kind of contraption. I guess this body, whoever it belongs to, is kind of unsteady.  There’s a mirror above a small sink. Holy mackerel! The polished metal on the lamp doesn’t show the half of it. This fella is really old! I mean really old. He has, I mean, I have only a few wispy bits of hair sprouting like weeds on a bare patch of ground, but blotchy like my new hands. His, my, face is wrinkled like an old prune and his neck is just loose folds of skin that hang like turkey wattles. How did I know that word? The loose bits of skin on a turkey’s neck. They’re called wattles. But I never knew that word. I thought they were called giblets, but giblets are something else.

			Maybe this old fella was a turkey farmer or something like that and I’ve inherited some of his memories.

			Another thought. Maybe I am this guy. Maybe I’ve been in a coma for eighty years and have only just come around. Holy mackerel! I’ve missed my whole life!

			But then, how would I know about turkey wattles?

			No, I think that somehow I’ve swapped bodies. I hope you’re enjoying mine, you disgusting old creep. You must be a hundred and suddenly you’re back in the body of a seventeen year old.  You get to do that fun stuff all over again. You get my flat stomach, my broad shoulders, my pecs. Oh no – hang on.

			Oh my God! I’m wearing nappies! You dirty, smelly old man! Are you kidding me? What are you: two months old?

			What have I done wrong? Is this some kind of revenge from God? Was it that thing with what’s-her-name? That other girl. Her name escapes me just now. Was that wrong? It was only once and we both agreed that it was a mistake and that we should stay faithful to our partners. 

			Was it the fact that I lied to Laura about it? Was that where I went wrong? Or because I didn’t go to church very often and when I did I was usually thinking about something else, like Laura or how I played in the football game the day before? I never really listened to Reverend De Vosy.

			I must have done something powerfully bad, God, for you to do this to me. 

			I’m seventeen for Christ crying out loud!

			Is this a test? Do I get to swap back? Like soon? I don’t think I could stand a whole day in this dribbling body. And the thought of what this old guy would be doing in my body right now makes me sick.

			Does he have my memories? Or am I now stumbling around Goldfinch Lane like an old loser while my parents call the men in white coats to take me away to the psych ward?

			This is awful. This is the worst thing that has ever happened to me.

			I don’t have much life left to live. Not unless I can find a way to switch back. What have I got: a couple of years left? A few months? Days? And all of it condemned to be spent in this rundown old shell of a body. 

			Condemned. That’s what this body should be. It’s a derelict old building and someone should knock it down. 

			Maybe that’s it. Maybe if I kill myself, this old body I mean, then maybe my soul will escape back to my own body.

			But what if it doesn’t? Then I’ll just be dead.

			Why me?

			There are footsteps in the corridor and the rattle of keys. I’m going to hide this book away in case they find it. I have no idea who they are, but I’m not going to take any risks until I find out.

			It was a nurse. She had a strange uniform on, like one I’ve never seen before, but she was definitely a nurse. She had a glass of water and some pills on a white tray. She wanted me to take them.

			I tried to say no, and to explain that I wasn’t who she thought I was, that I had swapped bodies and was now trapped in this old man’s body.

			It was hard to talk. The guy’s voice is strange. Weak and rattling like he’s got no breath. Like reeds shivering in the breeze down at the lake where I used to go and lie in the long grass with Laura back when I was seventeen. Twenty-four hours ago.

			She didn’t believe me. I wouldn’t have believed myself either. She clearly thinks I’m going crazy. Well, who could blame me? I must be at least a hundred and ten!

			I refused the medication but she insisted and said that if I didn’t take it, I wouldn’t be allowed any breakfast, and that she would come back with orderlies and force me to.

			I think she might be a Nazi.

			Maybe this whole thing is some kind of Nazi experiment.

			But there are no Nazis. Not anymore. Are there?

			I took the pills, intending to hold them in my mouth and spit them out later. But the nurse-Nazi was onto that, checked inside my mouth and made me swallow them before she left.

			We’ll see who wins that fight. We’ll see tomorrow.

			I need to make a plan. There must be some way of reversing this. Of getting back into my own body.

			There has to be!

			I’ll miss everything. Everything I was planning to do with my life.

			I wanted to be a soldier. Or perhaps a policeman. Or maybe a farmer. I wanted to fly an aeroplane, to learn to sail. To climb some tall mountain.

			I wanted to travel the world. I wanted to see America, England, maybe even parts of Europe. When I think back on all the things I’d planned to do, I can feel tears coming to these old eyes. I wanted to get married, one day. To have children. A boy to teach football to, a girl who would be as pretty as her mother, whoever that turned out to be.

			All my hopes, all my dreams.  Are they gone, really? Is that all I get: a couple of years in a clapped-out old body?

			I need some paper. I’m running out of pages in this old novel. The novel itself is trashy and I wouldn’t even touch it if there was anything else to use. On the front cover there’s a picture of a woman with her top undone and a man with long hair. Who reads stuff like this? The old man whose body I’m in? Surely not.

			He’s eighty-eight. Not quite as old as I thought. I found a birthday card in the drawer of the nightstand and although it was undated, it looks recent. There’s a wish with lots of love for his eighty-eighth birthday. ‘To my darling husband’, it says. It’s signed with just a ‘V’, in pretty fancy handwriting. Gee thanks. Now what about birthdays eighteen to eighty-seven? How about my twenty-first? I was supposed to get the symbolic key to the house and laugh over photos of me as a baby. My fortieth? That sounds so old, but from where I am sitting now I’d be happy to be that young! How about my wedding day? The birth of my first child? All the events that make up a long and happy life?

			My life. My whole life gone! This can’t be happening to me!

			Voices in the corridor.

			An old lady just visited me, with an even older lady. I guess I was supposed to recognise them, but I’ve never seen them before in my life. I didn’t want to let that on, though, so I acted happy to see them.

			‘Hi,’ I said. ‘How lovely of you to come.’

			I thought the old lady might be this fella’s wife, and the even older lady might be his mother. But I was wrong. The younger one is his daughter. The old, old lady is his wife. For as long as I could, I kept up the pretence of knowing them, but they twigged pretty quickly. 

			‘What’s my name, Dad?’ the younger one said.

			‘You’re my daughter,’ I said, as if I’d known that all along.

			‘Yes, but what’s my name?’

			I stared at her for a few seconds, hoping the word would pop into my head. I knew what turkey wattles were, after all. But the only name that kept coming to me was Laura, so I tried that.

			She smiled at me, but there were tears in her eyes. She told me her name was Helen.

			Okay, fine. Nice for you. What did you expect? I’ve only been in this body for a few hours. Come back tomorrow. I’ll know your name then, won’t I! (If I haven’t swapped bodies back before then.)

			The older lady told me her name so I wouldn’t have to guess. Vera. The ‘V’ from the card. That made it easy. I just tried to pretend that I knew it all along. I even threw in a few dears and darlings like old people say to make it seem believable. 

			‘I knew that, darling,’ I said. ‘You just beat me to it, dear. Hello, V.’

			They looked at each other, but I couldn’t tell what they were thinking. Perhaps I fooled them, but I don’t think so.

			They seemed really sad that I didn’t know their names and I’d be sad too if I was them. I’d be thinking that the old fella (me) had gone senile or had dementia or whatever they call it. Maybe he does. But as long as I’m stuck in this body I’ll try to make the best of it. 

			They stayed for a while, and we chatted about the weather – not that I could see much of it through the tiny window in my cell. That’s what it is, a cell. A door that’s locked and a window too high and small to climb out of. I’m a prisoner.

			Anyway they filled me in on all the movements of the clouds and every drop of rain and breath of wind that had happened since – well I guess since they’d seen me last. Then they started on the grandchildren and the great-grandchildren. I did my best with those, but there were a lot of names to remember. Someone was playing the tuba and someone else had just graduated from university and on it went.

			Before they left they asked me if I wanted anything. I said yes, I’d like some writing paper. 

			When the door finally closed (and was locked) behind them I shuddered. Violently. I couldn’t help it. I’d kept a grip during the entire visit, but all the time at the back of my mind had been this thought: the old, old lady was this fella’s wife. God! Imagine kissing that! 

			And the old fella and that old Vera lady had a daughter. Which meant they had done – it. Even the thought of those two old people making love turned my stomach.

			Helen came back about twenty minutes later. I’d already made my mind up. I knew it would sound insane, but I had to tell someone. And she was his daughter, right? So if there was some kind of conspiracy going on, she wouldn’t be part of it. Surely.

			She brought me the paper I’d asked for. A lined pad with a spiral ring at the top. She brought me a new pen, too, although I hadn’t asked for one. It was a fancy kind I hadn’t seen before. No matter. As long as it would write.

			‘Helen, I need to talk to you,’ I said, as she turned to go. 

			She turned back, pleased, I thought, that I had remembered her name. Jesus, it was only a few minutes ago.

			‘What is it, Dad?’

			‘Something very strange has happened to me,’ I said.

			She waited for me to continue.

			‘I’m not who you think I am,’ I said. ‘My name is Robert Powell-Sycamore. I’m seventeen. I live in Goldfinch Lane in Lakefield. I am a student at Lakefield High.’

			She smiled, pleasantly, I thought, although clearly a bit confused. Who wouldn’t have been?

			‘I was in a car accident yesterday,’ I said. ‘Something bizarre happened. I’ve switched bodies somehow with your father.’

			‘Oh, Dad,’ she said, wet-eyed.

			‘Helen, I’m telling the truth,’ I said. ‘I’m not your father. I’m seventeen. I don’t know how this happened, or what to do about it. But there has to be some way to switch again. To undo what happened. I need to get back to my own body.’

			‘Dad, have you taken your medication today?’ 

			‘It’s nothing to do with medication,’ I said.

			‘But have you taken them?’ 

			‘Yes.’ I could feel my voice rising. ‘The Gestapo nurse forced them down my throat before breakfast.’

			‘Okay, then,’ she said.

			‘I know this sounds unbelievable,’ I said. ‘But I mean it: I’m not your dad. He’s – somewhere else. Maybe he’s gone. Maybe he swapped bodies with me. Maybe he died, and I died, and God’s just using his body for me until he can find me another body, or a place in heaven. Jesus, I know how crazy this sounds, don’t think I don’t. But I’m not him. You gotta help me. I’m seventeen. I’ve got my whole life in front of me. I can’t just skip forward to age eighty-eight and miss all the good bits.’

			‘You didn’t miss all the good bits,’ she said, crying openly now. ‘You were there. You’ve been a great dad.’

			‘Look, Helen—’ I said, unsure how to continue, how to convince her.

			‘No, Dad, you listen,’ she said. ‘Do you really not remember how you used to take us out in that wooden kayak that you built yourself?’

			I smiled and shook my head.

			‘You spent months making that thing. Curving the timber into shape, gluing it all together. And when I was little, I think about four or five, I wanted to go out like Ben and Ivor did, but Mum said I was too small, so you tied a rope to one end and let me go out anyway.’

			She was watching me carefully for some sign of recognition, but how could there be any? I wasn’t that person.

			‘Or how about your terrible dad jokes?’ She laughed.

			I sighed. I needed to pee.

			‘A policeman sees a man driving down the highway with a zebra in the back seat,’ she said. ‘He pulls him over and says, “Where are you taking that zebra?” “To the zoo,” the man says, so the cop just nods and lets him go. Next day the same cop is on the same road and he sees the same man drive past in the same car with the same zebra in the back seat. He pulls him over again. “I thought you said you were taking that zebra to the zoo,” the cop says. “I did,” the man protests. “Yesterday I took him to the zoo; today I’m taking him to the movies.” ’

			I forced out a bit of a laugh.

			‘You really have been a great father, you know.’

			I took a deep breath. ‘Thanks, but I’m not that man,’ I said. ‘I hope one day to be like that man. I truly hope that when I’m your father’s age, someone will say such things about me. But first I have to get back into my own body. I have to live my own life.’

			‘Dad—’

			‘I’m not your dad,’ I said. ‘I’m still a virgin. I couldn’t be your father.’

			That shocked her a bit, which had been my intention.

			‘Will you please at least try to believe me?’ I said. ‘Humour me for just a few minutes.’

			‘What do you want me to do?’ 

			‘I was in a car accident,’ I said. ‘I hit a red car. I was on my way home from a party so I would have been taking Great Falls Road. If I’m right, then the accident probably happened at the intersection with First Avenue.’

			‘So—’

			‘So find out about the accident. See if there was a police report. If I’m right, then you’ll know I’m telling the truth. You’ll find there was a young man, seventeen, involved in that accident. Find out what happened to him. Is he still alive? If not, then I guess I’m stuck here.’

			‘And if he is still alive? What then?’

			‘I know this sounds crazy, but see if he recognises you. See if he knows your name when he sees you. Ask him some questions. Maybe, just maybe, he’ll turn out to be your father, in my body.’

			‘Then what?’ 

			She still didn’t believe me, but she was starting to soften, just a bit. That was all I needed. 

			‘Bring him here. At least ask him if he’ll come. That’s all I can think. I think we’ve swapped bodies. If we get the two of us together again, then maybe there’ll be a way to swap back. Of course he may not want to. I wouldn’t,’ I said.

			She stared at me for a long time, thinking about that.

			‘Please, Helen,’ I said. ‘I can’t – this can’t— It’s not fair.’

			‘Great Falls Road,’ she said. 

			‘And First Avenue, or somewhere near there,’ I said. ‘I was heading home so it had to be around there. If there was no accident, then just assume I’m crazy and forget everything I said.’

			‘Okay.’ She didn’t take notes, just memorised what I’d told her. ‘What else do you remember?’

			‘I had a fight with my girlfriend. Her name’s Laura,’ I said. ‘It was over another girl. I was angry and in a hurry, and I’d had one or two beers.’

			‘Let me see what I can find out,’ she said.

			‘Please,’ I said. ‘Please see what you can do.’

			‘I’ll see you later,’ she said, ‘Dad.’

			‘Thank you,’ I whispered in that croaky, rattly voice.

			Helen came back this afternoon. She told me – I don’t know what to think about what she told me. It doesn’t make any sense.

			The moment I heard footsteps in the corridor my heart started beating so fast that I wasn’t sure I’d make it to the point where the door actually opened. Would there be someone else with her? Me? My body at least, with a different person in control of it? Please, please let there be two people, I prayed.

			There was only one. Helen.

			That was the first devastating piece of news.

			She had checked with the police and there was no record of any accident. That was the second devastating piece of news.

			The third was the kicker.

			Helen said she had spoken to her mother, Vera, this old fella’s wife. She had asked Vera about the accident. Vera knew about the accident. 

			My first thought was, how could that be?

			Maybe this old fella actually had been in the red car. Maybe he had escaped from this place and taken someone else’s car. He certainly shouldn’t have been driving. Or maybe he’d been on an outing. But at night?

			‘The accident happened just as you described it,’ Helen said. ‘You remembered it well, even where it was.’

			‘I thought you said there was no accident,’ I said. Had the news just got a bit better?

			‘But it didn’t happen last night,’ she said.

			‘Last week? Last month? When did it happen? And what happened to me, to the kid in the other car, I mean? To Robert?’

			‘Dad, your name is Robert Powell-Sycamore.’ She was struggling to get the words out between tears. ‘That accident happened in 1946. That “other girl” you talked about was Mum. Vera. You broke up with Laura that night and married Mum in 1950.’

			She said some other stuff, but I wasn’t really listening. I was still trying to make sense of what she had said. But it didn’t make sense. It was insane.

			I asked her to leave. I’m afraid that I was quite rude about it. That hurt her, but I didn’t care. I didn’t want to hear her tell me that I was eighty-eight. I’m not eighty-eight. I’m seventeen. 

			I am seventeen.

			I am writing this in a spiral-bound notebook I found on my nightstand when I woke up. There was an odd-looking pen on top of it, but it writes well enough.

			My name is Robert Powell-Sycamore. 

			I am seventeen.

			I don’t know where I am. I don’t know why I’m here.

			The door is locked.
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			HOME

			Samanthah Millah, with an extra ‘h’ on the end of both of her names, was sweet sixteen, soon to turn seventeen, and she had never been kissed. But there was a reason for that.

			It wasn’t that boys weren’t interested in her, or that she lived by herself on a desert island (although it felt like that sometimes), or that she went to an all-girls school or anything like that.

			Nobody kissed anymore. 

			Not since Marburg.

			Marburg was a virus, a cousin of the deadly Ebola virus. Like Ebola it had come out of Africa, Angola to be exact. Countries surrounding Angola had shut their borders, but Marburg was smarter than that. It didn’t try to cross the borders; it just flew out on an airliner in the body of a Canadian photojournalist who had been sent to the country to cover the original outbreak.

			For days it slowly multiplied in his bloodstream, before revealing its presence. In that time the journalist infected over seventy-five people. Two weeks later he was dead.

			From Canada the disease spread to the United States, and from there it spread to the entire world.

			The medical authorities were always three steps behind in trying to contain the outbreak, which had swiftly become an epidemic, and then a pandemic.

			Now it was worldwide and it wasn’t going away. ‘Marburg’: a pretty little name for a microscopic organism that loved nothing better than burrowing into human cells and making lots of little baby viruses.

			There was no treatment and no cure. There was only prevention.

			In a heartbeat, society changed. Kissing, hand-shaking, hugging had been the first to go. 

			Samanthah could live with that. She had never been much of a hugger anyway, and hand-shaking had always seemed a bit of a male thing, and also a bit dirty to her. Half the time boys at her school had their fingers up their noses, were scratching their butts, or picking at their teeth. Sometimes all three. Who’d want to touch those hands?

			They probably didn’t wash them after using the toilet either. 

			Samanthah took off her medi-mask even before she had kicked the front door shut with a flick of her foot. She hung it on the peg with her name on it and gave it a spray from the disinfectant bottle on the table underneath. The stuff smelt revolting when wet, but it would dry quickly.

			‘I’m home!’ she yelled, but got no answer. It was after 5. School had finished at 3 but she’d had chess club after that. She’d won two and lost one, which put her almost at the top of the leaderboard, second only to Jun Peng.

			Her mother was in the TV room with the volume up loud, the sounds of some daytime soap foaming through the walls. Her sister had band practice and wouldn’t be home till later. Her father was still at work.

			Samanthah went to the bathroom, peeled off her day-gloves and dropped them into the sanitisation unit.

			She showered next, with the antiseptic soap and shampoo. Marburg was not airborne (God help the world if it ever learnt how to fly) but even so it was a sensible precaution to remove the crud of the world from your hair and skin. The atmosphere was a soup, and who knew what you were bringing into the house.

			Clean, and feeling fresh, she went straight to her bedroom, opened her computer and filled out her logbook for the day. Everybody she had met, everybody she had talked to, every place she had been.

			That was the law.

			Not filling in your logbook correctly, or in full, was a criminal offence.

			She could remember a time when it hadn’t been. When there was no logging. She was old enough to remember ‘BTV’, as the kids at school liked to say. Before The Virus. Before Marburg. But that seemed so long ago.

			She finished and logged off. There would be more to do after the game tonight, but she’d do that when she got home.

			‘What time’s dinner?’ she shouted, and when her voice failed to make an impression on The Bold and the Beautiful, she walked downstairs and into the TV room.

			Her mother was a thin, rather severe looking woman in her forties, with blonde hair but grey roots. 

			‘What time is dinner?’

			‘When your sister gets home,’ her mother said, smiling.

			‘But the game starts at 6.30!’ 

			‘Make yourself something,’ her mother said. ‘You’re quite capable.’

			The ads finished and her mother turned the TV sound back on. On the screen a bold man standing behind a beautiful woman started an earnest conversation with the back of her head.

			Samanthah shut the door.

			Since Marburg the television had become her mother’s only friend. That was an epidemic every bit as real as Marburg. It was safer just to stay at home, so that was all a lot of people did. With phones and social media, who really needed to see anyone in person? Samanthah sighed and went into the kitchen. She would look after her own dinner. Again.

			Jenny, younger by four years, was obviously her parents’ favourite. But there was no use crying about it. Samanthah’s boyfriend Darren was playing striker tonight and she didn’t want to miss it. If she wasn’t going to starve through the entire game, she’d have to feed herself.

			She scanned the contents of the fridge. There was a packet of chicken thighs in a plastic tray at the back of the bottom shelf. She was halfway through slicing them, intending to fry them and make a wrap, when she remembered to check the expiry date. 

			The chicken went straight in the bin. 

			She still made the wrap, but replaced the chicken with a little lean ham. A brand new pack, well before its ‘Best By’ date.

			Half an hour later her mask was back in place with new gloves, already disinfected, and she was wheeling her bicycle out of the garage, past the Audi, which her mother barely used now.

			In the early days of Marburg her father had built a huge stone wall in front of their house, topped with broken glass. He had also strengthened the fence around their backyard and fortified that with barbed wire. Samanthah had joked that he was expecting The Attack of the Mutant Zombies. Her father just said it was best to be prepared. 

			Samanthah knew what the wall was really for. If Marburg got out of control there could be a complete breakdown of society. Anarchy. And if that happened it would be everyone for themselves.

			The gate was a sturdy metal thing, with sharp spikes on the top. It slid open quickly, and she made sure it shut behind her before heading off to the hockey pitch.

			THE GAME

			Darren had been lucky. A winger in the school footy team, he had been one of those with the natural ability to make a switch when football, like all other full contact sports, was banned.

			Darren’s speed and his hand-eye coordination had won him a place on the school hockey team, one of the sports that was still allowed, provided the players wore masks. 

			The hockey complex was sponsored by a freight removal company and their logo was imprinted on the artificial turf, as well as on the side of the main clubhouse. There were four fields, named after planets for some reason known only to those who had built it. 

			Darren was playing on Jupiter, the main ground, where they played the rep games on weekends. That was good, the seats were better. Samanthah made her way along the stands to where a group of her friends were sitting. Most of them had boyfriends or brothers in the game, or were in the girls’ team, which was playing next.

			Hockey, in the age of Marburg, looked like a horror movie. The hockey masks were made of fibreglass with holes for the eyes, nostrils and smaller holes for breathing, and presumably sweating. There were built-in filters, to prevent infection. Although hockey was not a contact sport, nobody wanted to take any chances. But in the harsh glare of the pole-mounted floodlights, the game looked like a field full of psychotic killers trying to hack each other to death with scythes.

			It was cold. It was always cold here, even in summer. Darren had a theory that the sprinklers they used to dampen the turf before games had an effect on the local atmosphere, creating a sub-climate where heat could not penetrate.

			Samanthah thought it was just something to do with the way the surrounding hills and the nearby lake channelled the wind across the grounds. Whatever the reason, during night hockey games it was the coldest place in the universe. 

			But viruses didn’t like the cold either.

			The game was exciting, a real nail biter. Locked up with one minute to go, it was Darren who busted open the right wing with a long weaving run, leaving three opposition players in his wake. The defenders blocked him, but he flicked a pass off to Tom, in the centre, then looped around the defenders and received the ball back with only the goalkeeper to beat. He feinted to the right, then tapped to the left and the ball slipped past the keeper’s outstretched feet and hit the backboard with a harsh clack.

			The buzzer sounded for the end of the game and the rest of the players were all over Darren, cheering and hugging him, forgetting all about the safety rules. The referee and the sideline umpires were immediately in there, blowing whistles, trying to break up the celebration. Viral Safety came first. Everybody knew that.

			When Darren stood up, Samanthah was hardly concerned to see that his mask had come off. It wouldn’t be a problem. Every player was tested weekly. You wanted to play, you had to get tested – simple as that. And there hadn’t been a new case of Marburg in Australia in the past three months. Who cared about a slipped mask. 

			Darren walked her home, holding her hand, skipping beside her like a small child, full of adrenalin, endorphins and excitement. With her other hand Samanthah pushed her bike.

			‘There were scouts at the game,’ he said. ‘National scouts. Of all the games to have a blinder, whoa, it’s just like, whoa.’

			‘Did they speak to you when it was over?’ 

			He shook his head. ‘No, but they were there, and I had one of the best games of my life. They have to have noticed.’

			‘Yay you,’ Samanthah said. She was genuinely happy for him. Hockey was already shaping up as one of the major new television sports. Players were being recruited for outrageous sums of money, some straight out of high school for the big clubs’ development programs. No wonder Darren was excited. 

			She could feel his grip through the layers of protective rubber, although she couldn’t feel his skin. It would be nice to feel his skin. But nobody did that anymore. Well, almost nobody. 

			Was it love – what she felt for Darren? The other girls at school were always talking about love. For some of them that was all they talked about. How their love was pure and great. She wasn’t so sure. Maybe she was in love with him. She missed him when they weren’t together. Was that love? She sometimes saw his face in her dreams. Was that love? She strongly wanted to kiss him. Maybe that was love.

			She’d had a good day, jumping almost to the top of the leader board at chess club. He’d had a great day, too. They were both buzzing. 

			It was outside her house that it happened. Standing in the shadow of the big stone wall with the broken glass top to keep out the mutant zombies and crazed Marburg killers.

			She stopped on the side, where the security cameras her father had installed could not see.

			‘Kiss me,’ she said.

			He leant forward but she put a hand on his chest and pushed him gently away.

			‘Masks off,’ she said.

			‘Are you sure?’ 

			‘You’re not infected,’ she said. ‘I’m not infected. Why not? Other people do it.’

			‘Who?’

			‘Jennifer and Gary,’ Samanthah said. ‘She told me.’

			‘Not true,’ he said. ‘I heard about that. They clissed.’

			Cling film kissing, or ‘clissing’, had become popular since the outbreak of the disease. A layer of cling film provided protection and it was said to feel almost like the real thing. 

			‘That’s what Jennifer told her parents, and what she told Gary to say,’ Samanthah said. ‘But I know that after a couple of minutes they threw away the cling film and carried on without it.’

			‘But Gary said—’ 

			‘She swore him to secrecy. Doesn’t want her parents to find out. She only told me because I’m her best friend.’ She stopped, reflecting on what she had just said. ‘Don’t you say anything to anyone!’

			‘I won’t,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t.’

			‘I mean it. Don’t you dare breathe a word! If it got back to her parents—’

			‘I won’t,’ he said. ‘Really. I won’t.’

			The moment stretched, a bit uncomfortably. She wheeled her bike over to the wall and rested it against the stone surface, then looked around, checking for cars, or passers-by.

			On the other side of the street was a small park, deserted at this time of night. The nearest neighbours on that side were a long way down. Nobody could see them. Even so, she took Darren’s gloved hand and pulled him into the deepest shadow of the wall, before slowly slipping her mask down to her neck.

			He seemed uncertain, but eventually did the same.

			It was amazing to see his lips. Strong lips, not thin or dry like her father’s or soft and coloured like her mother’s. It made her realise how seldom she saw anyone’s lips, except those of her own family. Noses, too, were always covered by a medi-mask. 

			His nose was straight, and not too big or small. He was quite handsome underneath his mask. The thought of what she was about to do thrilled her. It wasn’t just about a kiss; it was the thought of breaking all the rules that were making life so sterile and dull.

			She looked up at him and parted her lips slightly, waiting. He moved forward and slowly bent down. Closer, closer. Then there was just the lightest brush of skin, bare, unprotected skin, on skin. His lips on hers, a soft warmth that was only there for the time it takes a heart to beat, then it was gone. A butterfly dancing across her face, no more, and now he was pulling back.

			‘We shouldn’t do this,’ Darren said. ‘That’s how germs are spread.’

			‘But neither of us has any germs.’ 

			‘Even so,’ he said.

			‘Even so,’ she agreed, and in some inner place she was relieved. She pulled her medi-mask up quickly, and gave him a long hug goodbye so he’d know she wasn’t angry with him, then she opened the gate and slipped quickly inside, into their sanitised, isolated home.

			She could still feel Darren’s lips on hers as she parked her bike and took off her jacket. She could still smell him. 

			And taste him.

			THE DEBATE

			The TV was on in the lounge room when she got home, but her parents were upstairs and Jenny was in bed. Some evening current affairs show was on, in the middle of a panel discussion about Marburg. Normally it wouldn’t have interested her, such things had been debated over and over for years, but tonight she dumped her jacket over the arm of a sofa and sat down, absentmindedly running her index finger around the outline of her lips.

			On one side of the argument was a woman named Claire Newbourne, an anti-masker, a member of a group opposed to the government regulations on Marburg. Presenting the case for the other side was Dr James Mahoney, a famous virologist.

			Melissa Woolley was the moderator. She had a reputation as a tough cookie. 

			Newbourne had high cheekbones that jutted above her medi-mask. (She might have been opposed to wearing masks, but she wasn’t allowed in the studio without one.) Her cheeks seemed gaunt and her hair, although tied back, had escaped here and there and stuck out at odd angles.

			Dr Mahoney, on the other hand, looked exactly like the experienced professional that he was. He wore wire-rim glasses and what was left of his grey hair was cut extremely short.

			Newbourne was in the middle of a scathing attack on what she called the ‘nanny state’. 

			‘The government wants to interfere in every aspect of your life,’ she said. ‘They put fluoride in your water, they stick vaccination needles in your arms, they want to control everything you do. Our ancestors didn’t have to deal with this kind of interference and they survived okay.’

			 ‘Ms Newbourne,’ Dr Mahoney said. He looked at her and smiled, considering how to frame his answer. He seemed to have heard these kinds of arguments many times before. ‘Fluoride is put in water because it reduces tooth decay and gum disease. Vaccinations save millions of lives around the world, including here in Australia, every year. But we are not here to debate either of those iss—’

			‘Vaccinations cause autism,’ snapped Newbourne.

			‘Well, no, actually they don’t,’ Mahoney said. ‘That lie has been thoroughly debunked. But we are not here to debate vaccinations. Marburg is much simpler to understand. It is a virulent, deadly, contagious disease. If you contract it, you will almost certainly die. Three-quarters of all people infected die within two weeks. There is no cure. There is no treatment. Only prevention.’

			‘It’s a conspiracy,’ Newbourne said. ‘All this logging. Do you really believe that’s about some obscure virus? It’s about the government monitoring where you are. Who you meet. Controlling every aspect of your life!’

			She had a fiery zeal about her. That didn’t make her wrong, but it did make her seem like a bit of a psycho.

			‘It is not an obscure virus.’ Mahoney spread the fingers of his right hand and pressed them to his forehead as if he had a headache. ‘Millions of people have died. More are dying every day.’

			‘But not in Australia,’ Newbourne said. 

			The moderator jumped in at that point.

			‘It is a valid point, though, about the logging, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘It’s worse than 1984. The government knows your every movement, because you, by law, are required to tell them.’

			Mahoney nodded. ‘That is true. It’s a terrible invasion of privacy. I don’t dispute that, and I don’t like it. But I am a virologist, not a politician. Without that data there would be no way to contain an outbreak. And there are laws in place that prevent anyone accessing the private information unless there is a Marburg outbreak.’

			‘We are a first world country,’ Newbourne said. ‘This is a third world disease. It affects India and Africa – places like that.’

			Her opinion of ‘places like that’ was clear from the expression on her face.

			Mahoney sighed. ‘The problem is far greater in those countries because of poor sanitation. But that doesn’t diminish the problem here. If one infected person was to use public transport without taking the proper precautions, then everyone else on that train or bus would be at risk.’

			The moderator leant forward. ‘The question I am going to pose to you, Ms Newbourne, is simple. Is it worth the risk?’

			‘This is scaremongering,’ Newbourne said. ‘The solution is out of all proportion to the actual problem.’

			‘Dr Mahoney, your response to that?’

			Mahoney took off his glasses and polished them with a cloth he took from a pocket. He was stretching out the moment, rather than unsure what to say next. Perhaps he wanted the viewers to consider Newbourne’s words carefully before he responded. 

			‘It’s easy to say things like that, but it doesn’t make them true.’ Mahoney poked the cloth back into his pocket. ‘Say them often enough and some people will start to believe you. And that’s the real danger here. The reason we have such a low rate of Marburg infection in Australia is precisely because of the early government intervention. The insistence on masks and gloves and other precautions. If we can stop this virus spreading, then eventually we will wipe it out.’

			‘It is a government conspiracy. Many people, many very intelligent people, some of the best, have suggested that the disease was created by the government simply to control the lives of the population.’ 

			‘That is simply absurd,’ Mahoney said. ‘Even disregarding the fact that the disease began in Africa, not Australia. Let me describe what we are up against. It starts with a headache—’

			‘Scare tactics.’ 

			‘No, I am just stating facts.’ Mahoney turned to the moderator. ‘If your viewers would rather not hear this I could direct you to a fact sheet on our website.’

			‘Carry on,’ she said, and Newbourne glared at her.

			‘Painkillers do not help the headache.’ Mahoney shrugged. ‘Then comes the backache, then nausea and fever. You become sullen and withdrawn as the virus multiplies in the brain. Your eyelids appear droopy and your eyes themselves turn bright red.’

			Newbourne looked away.

			‘By now you have severe diarrhoea and are vomiting, constantly,’ Mahoney said. ‘Your vomit is black and frothy. It smells like an abattoir. Already the virus has started eating into your insides, and you are bleeding internally. This vomit, by the way, is seething with the virus, as is all of your blood by now. Your entire body is becoming jammed with blood clots. It is as though your whole body is having a stroke. And then comes stage four. I won’t describe that in detail, but let me just say that it is as though your body is dissolving, on the inside as well as the outside. And every part of it is infectious. It is ludicrous to suggest that our government, that any government, would deliberately inflict that on their citizens.’

			Newbourne clapped slowly. ‘Very descriptive, doctor, and yes, accurate. But that doesn’t change the fact that the risk of contracting the disease is still very low. Especially with everyone else walking around in masks and gloves.’

			Mahoney was suddenly quiet. He folded his arms across his chest. ‘So that is your solution? Everybody else takes precautions so you won’t have to?’

			Newbourne tried to backtrack, but her cause was already lost.

			Samanthah turned the TV off. She sat quietly and thought of the taste of Darren on her lips. 

			THE CALL

			Darren rang the following afternoon while she was studying history. Not her favourite subject. Basically it was pretty interesting, learning about places, people and societies in the past. But school somehow had a way of taking a really good subject and making it incredibly boring. She would love to have learnt about the Romans, or Egyptians, or one of the great world wars. But their topic was political parties in Italy.

			It was hard to find anything to get excited about there.

			She let Darren ring two or three times before answering. 

			‘Hello, lover-boy,’ she said.

			From the silence on the other end she knew immediately that something was wrong.

			‘What is it?’ she said, before he could get a word out.

			‘I’m getting re-tested.’ 

			‘Re-tested? Why?’

			‘The whole team’s getting re-tested.’ 

			‘Yes, but why?’

			Her heart was pounding and there was a knot of fear growing in the pit of her stomach.

			‘Preston, he plays fullback—’

			‘I know where he goddamn plays! What’s wrong with him?’

			‘He just tested positive.’

			Time stopped.

			‘How— What—’ she managed.

			‘His brother’s girlfriend is one of those anti-maskers. They think she gave it to the brother and the brother gave it to Preston.’

			‘They’re testing you.’

			‘This afternoon,’ he said.

			She clamped a hand over her mouth to stop herself from screaming. Positive! Nobody she knew had ever tested positive. That happened in isolated communities or crowded city centres where people didn’t bother, or sometimes forgot to be careful. Not Preston! She thought of Mahoney’s description of how the disease progressed and felt bile rise in her throat.

			‘But you’re okay, right?’ she said.

			Another silence.

			‘Darren? Darren!’

			‘Sure. Sure. I’m okay. We’ll know for sure when they get here to do the test.’

			‘What do you mean when they get here? Aren’t you going down to the testing clinic?’

			Silence.

			‘Darren, you better talk to me,’ she said.

			‘We’re in quarantine,’ he said. ‘Anybody that had any kind of contact with Preston is in lockdown. I’m not allowed to leave the house, and neither are any of my family.’

			‘Oh, my God!’ 

			‘Just until we get tested,’ he said. ‘After that, everything will be fine.’

			The knot in her stomach had turned into a hard lump, as though she had swallowed a hockey ball.

			‘Will you tell them?’ 

			He frowned. ‘Tell them what?’ 

			‘Don’t be a dick,’ she said, thundering in a whisper. ‘You know what. The kiss.’

			‘I have to,’ he said. ‘I have to list everybody I’ve had contact with since the game.’

			Samanthah swore. She was glad her mother had the TV up loud in the other room.

			‘Don’t tell them,’ she said.

			‘I have to, Sam.’ 

			‘No you don’t. If you do, then next the men in white jumpsuits will be plastic wrapping my house. Don’t tell them.’

			‘I don’t have a choice,’ he said.

			‘Then wait. Wait till after you’re tested. If you’re clear, then I’m clear, right?’

			‘I guess,’ he said.

			‘I’m not going anywhere. And neither is anyone else in this house. Dad’ll be home soon, too. So even if we’re all infected, we’re not going to do any damage tonight, right?’

			‘I guess.’ 

			‘Call me as soon as you know,’ she said.

			After he rang off she closed her study books. The House of Medici was going to have to wait. There was no way she was going to study now.

			The knot of fear kept growing. Could a simple touch of the lips have been a death sentence – not just for her, but for her whole family?

			Had she infected them? Maybe. Through surfaces she touched, plates, cutlery, taps in the bathroom, the flush button on the toilet. 

			By dinner time she had no appetite at all. Her stomach was just a solid tight balloon.

			Her mum had made spag bol but the red sauce looked like blood and vomit on a bed of intestines and after bravely lifting the fork to her mouth she put it back down.

			‘Are you all right?’ asked Dad.

			‘Just worried,’ she said.

			‘About what?’ 

			She thought about that. She couldn’t tell them. Not yet. After Darren’s test, if it was positive, then she’d have to. But until then …

			‘I was watching TV last night.’ She’d decided to stick to safe truths. ‘A doctor gave a pretty detailed description of what Marburg does to the human body.’

			‘Ewww,’ Jenny said. ‘Gross!’

			‘That’s irresponsible.’ Mum put her fork down. 

			‘It’s not irresponsible,’ Dad said. ‘She should know. Everyone should.’

			‘Well, they’re scaring them,’ Mum said, her voice rising.

			‘And they should be scared.’ Dad nodded. ‘Other-wise—’

			He never got to finish.

			Samanthah’s stomach heaved and she yakked the remains of her lunch all over her spaghetti bolognaise.

			THE BATHROOM

			Ten minutes later, she was in the bathroom, sitting on the toilet. She had already heaved her stomach dry, but now it was pouring out of the other end.

			‘Oh my God,’ she said. ‘Oh my God. Oh my God.’

			‘I can’t believe she kissed him,’ she heard her father say in a low voice, trying not to be heard. ‘Without any kind of protection!’

			‘The … ambulance is on its way,’ her mother said in a much louder voice.

			From the slight hesitation, ‘ambulance’ meant the Emergency Medical Teams that had been set up to deal with the outbreak.

			The police would probably be the first to arrive and seal off the area. The ambulance would be next, to take her to the isolation ward. The house would be sealed; her logbook was already open to investigators. Her life was over, and so maybe was that of Jenny, the tuba player, her only sibling. Maybe her parents’ lives also.

			Outside of that, people were safe. At school, at the shops, everywhere she’d been she had worn her mask and gloves. She should not have spread the disease. It was funny that at a time like this her first concern was how many other people she might have infected.

			The pain inside was intense. Her stomach was on fire. Her skin felt like it was crawling and she was shivering, which she knew was the first sign of fever.

			Eight to nine days. That was how long she had to live. Two weeks if she was lucky.

			All because she had desired those strong full lips.

			She was crying now, snot and tears running down her face, then her stomach turned over again and she had to quickly turn and let it pour into the bowl. She shut her eyes. 

			THE ISOLATION WARD

			She had a private room. Everyone started off in one, the nurse had told her. Only once your illness was confirmed as Marburg were you moved to the main ward. There was no longer any need to keep you isolated. Except from the outside world.

			The room was sterile. The walls were stainless steel. So was the floor. And the ceiling. Everything shone, reflected her, lying there on the stainless steel bed. 

			There were two doors to get into her room, creating a kind of airlock. The inner door wouldn’t open until the outer one was shut. In between the two doors was an emergency shower.

			Samanthah was on anti-emetics to stop her vomiting, and anti-diarrhoeals as well. 

			The drugs were being dripped into her through a tube in her arm, because there was no point in taking pills. Because. Well—

			There was a bucket beside her bed, so she only had to turn her head and lean out a bit. But the anti-emetics seemed to be working. She had used the bucket only once. There was also a toilet in this private room, but her system seemed to have emptied itself out at home and she hadn’t gone again since she got here.

			The pain was intense, despite the painkillers they assured her were also being drip-fed into her.

			This would only get worse. There was no cure. No treatment. It would keep on getting worse until she died.

			She felt light-headed, even though she was lying down.

			Darren was sitting in one of the chairs beside the bed. A woman in a doctor’s uniform was in the other. They had just appeared there, like magic, but that couldn’t be true. 

			She had blacked out, or maybe just slept. It could have been the painkillers. But what was Darren doing here? He didn’t even look sick.

			‘I’m clear,’ he said, as soon as he knew she was awake.

			‘Clear?’ her voice, like her brain, seemed to be wrestling with thick sludge.

			‘No Marburg,’ he said, and it was as though he was struggling not to laugh with the joy of that news.

			‘Lucky you,’ Samanthah said. How could she have caught it if Darren wasn’t infected?

			‘Your tests are clear, too,’ the doctor said.

			Samanthah looked at her. She wore a full biohazard suit but the helmet was off and her face was covered by no more than a standard medi-mask.

			‘I don’t understand,’ she said.

			‘Have you eaten any undercooked chicken recently?’ 

			Samanthah shook her head. ‘There was some old chicken in the fridge but I threw it out.’

			‘Did you wash your hands afterwards?’ 

			She tried to remember.

			‘You have salmonella poisoning,’ the doctor said. ‘It usually comes from eating undercooked chicken, or touching it then touching other food.’

			‘I don’t have Marburg?’

			The doctor smiled. ‘You’re all clear.’

			Funny, even just hearing that, Samanthah felt a bit better. She sat up straighter in bed and took a sip of orange juice from the glass on the nightstand. The acidity cut through the thick feeling in her mouth, and washed away the bitter aftertaste of sick.

			‘All clear,’ Darren said. ‘Just like me.’

			Samanthah began to laugh, but he got out of his chair and stopped her.

			Despite the law, despite the virus, despite the presence of the doctor, he did it with his lips.
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			I had a younger sister until I was thirteen. 

			Her name was Louise but she preferred Lou, which didn’t please our mother at all. Mum said it was a boy’s name and not suitable for such a sweet little girl.

			Lou called me Tickles, although my name was Ricky. She’d struggled with that name when she was younger, and even after she’d learnt to say ‘Ricky’ she still preferred ‘Tickles’.

			Lou and I were close. She was my baby sister; I was her big brother. She was three years younger, and liked girly things, which I made it my business not to like, because that’s part of the job description. I also pretended not to like her, but I don’t think I fooled her for a second. 

			Our mum and dad were a bit, well, different, from other kids’ mums and dads. We didn’t really understand that at first, of course. To us, our world was normal. But the more we saw of the outside world, the more embarrassed we were about our own lives.

			Other kids had TV in the lounge room. We had a small raised stage and would put on shows for each other. 

			Other kids had Facebook and Instagram. We had conversation. 

			Mum was an artist; Dad a musician. Neither had a regular job, nor did they want one. Mum always said that regular jobs were for regular people. 

			She occasionally sold a painting through a local art gallery. Dad sometimes got a gig as a studio musician, or helped out in the backing band when some rock star came to town. 

			In between gigs, he would busk in the park. Mum would sit next to him and draw cartoons of people. On weekends I would go with them and do face-painting at a dollar a pop. We were never rich, but we never went without a meal. 

			We weren’t regular. We were quite irregular.

			I’ve got a photo of Lou on my dresser. Most of the time it is just there, just part of the background. But three times a year it takes on special significance and I just lie on my bed and stare at it. Those days are Christmas Day, her birthday, and the anniversary of her death.

			Today is one of those days. Two years she has been gone now, and on both anniversaries I have set aside a special time for Lou. To remember her. 

			Everybody loved Lou and she knew how to turn on the charm. She had a smile that could light up a room and she knew how to use it. She had eyes that sparkled like the surface of a moonlit lake and dimples that you could dive into. She was gorgeous in that cute little sister kind of way, although to really see it you had to look past the birthmark.

			Lou was born with a large reddish-coloured birthmark that covered most of the left side of her face, from her cheekbone down to below her chin. The doctor called it a haemangioma, but most people would have called it a strawberry birthmark.

			You can get them treated with lasers apparently, but that was expensive, and also not recommended in case it caused scarring.

			Anyway, the doctor said it would probably be gone by the time she started school.

			Lou didn’t seem to mind the birthmark at all. To be honest, I don’t think she even knew it existed until she was about three, and then she just accepted Mum’s promise that it would go away before she started school.

			It’s so easy for adults to promise things to kids. We always believe them. We assume they can’t be wrong, simply because they’re older.

			I don’t think any of her friends noticed the birthmark. I mean they saw it – you couldn’t help but see it – but I think they all looked right past it and just saw Lou.

			Her friends were mainly kids from our apartment building, or from pre-school, and roughly her age, so they had known her long before she even knew she was a bit different.

			The first time that the strawberry birthmark became a real issue was the day before her first day at school. By then Lou was starting to get a bit self-conscious about the mark, at least as far as strangers were concerned. And it hadn’t faded away like the doctor promised.

			The doctor had changed his tune by now and was ‘almost certain’ that it would be gone by the time she was ten.

			We might have been all right if not for Mrs Lee’s grandson.

			Mrs Lee lived on the floor above us and her grandson was visiting. We met in the foyer, where the two of them were waiting for the lift. Lou and I had been playing in the park and were about to begin our trek up the stairs (elevators were for lazy people according to Mum).

			The boy was standing by his grandmother and they  turned around when they heard us coming.

			I gave him a big smile and he smiled back, but then his face dropped when he looked at Lou.

			‘Ewww. Alien skin,’ he said.

			Mrs Lee hushed him immediately and I whisked Lou away up the stairs.

			But the damage was done.

			Lou went to bed that night crying and in the morning flatly refused to go to school.

			I remember my first day at school. It was probably the most exciting day of my life. You’re no longer a baby; you’re one of the big kids. You put on your uniform and strap on your backpack and you’re off on a whole new adventure.

			So it seemed especially sad, it seemed wrong, that for Lou, this special day was a nightmare.

			She wasn’t a tantrum kid. She was always calm and happy. ‘Placid’ was the word I heard Mum use when describing her to others. I looked that word up in the dictionary and although I understood why she used it, it didn’t seem quite right. Placid, to me, implied a lack of excitement, of enjoyment, and Lou was full of both. ‘Serene’ would have been better. The dictionary defined it as ‘shining bright and steady’, which was exactly what she did.

			But on the morning of her first day at school she was far from placid or serene. She threw a tantrum and it was a real screamer.

			There was no way she was going to school, to face all those strange kids, with her blotchy red face.

			She wouldn’t even put on her bike helmet for the taxi ride to school.

			We lived on St Georges Street in an old apartment above a butcher’s shop.

			We didn’t own a car. Couldn’t afford one.

			I always caught the bus to school, but by the time Mum calmed Lou down enough to get her into her uniform it was already too late for that, so a taxi was our only option.

			Mum didn’t like cars much. Too many accidents, she said, and most fatal accidents were caused by head injuries. So when we had to travel by car, taxi usually, we all had to wear bike helmets. They would absorb the impact of the inevitable crash and ensure our survival. Protect us from brain damage at the very least.

			I had come to hate helmets. I cringed every time I had to put one on, and prayed that nobody I knew would see me. Some taxi drivers couldn’t hide their amusement when they saw us.

			Lou never minded, though. She wasn’t old enough yet. Just driving in a car was still a novelty for her, and she hadn’t learnt yet that other kids didn’t have to wear helmets in a car.

			But this morning there was no way she was putting the thing on. And no way Mum could make her. She twisted her head this way and that, and swung wildly with her chubby little arms, and if Mum did manage to clamp the helmet on top of her head, she would have it off again before Mum could do up the strap.

			At 8.40, and on the verge of running late for school, I had an idea. 

			I went to get my face-painting kit. Mum put the helmet away, which calmed Lou down a bit, then I sat her on one of the dining chairs and turned her strawberry birthmark into a big red strawberry, complete with pips, a stalk, and little bits of leaf.

			I showed it to her in a mirror and she squealed with delight and clapped her hands.

			She put on the helmet herself after that and we made it to school on time. 

			Just.

			At school Lou was not the weirdo she had been so afraid of. Far from it. The other kids were all jealous that she’d come to school on her first day with a big yummy strawberry on her face. One kid even cried because he didn’t have one.

			The teacher sat all the kids down and explained about Lou’s strawberry. How it was really a birthmark, but Lou had felt sad, and worried that they would laugh at her. But surely they wouldn’t have been so mean as to laugh at someone just because they were a little bit different!

			Lou went to school with a bit more confidence the next day, but still made me draw the strawberry.

			There must have been some phoning around among the mothers, because the next day all the kids in the class, every single one, turned up with a painted face. There were apples, oranges and bananas, a few flowers, and a couple of butterflies. 

			Nobody else did a strawberry, though. 

			Lou was the strawberry girl, and they called her Strawberry Lou.

			I drew the strawberry every day for a week, but the following Monday she shook her head.

			‘Don’ wannit,’ she said.

			The doctor was right about the birthmark in the end. By the time she was eight it had completely faded, with no sign that it had ever existed. Day after day Lou had watched it shrink, until it just wasn’t there at all.

			That same year my baby sister was diagnosed with leukaemia.

			She told me herself. She wouldn’t let Mum and Dad do it.

			She sat me down and said she had some sad news.

			‘You just found out that you’re adopted.’ I tried to make a joke because I was already quite worried about what she was going to say.

			‘No, but you are.’ She giggled.

			Then she told me the truth.

			They gave her chemotherapy, which made her horribly sick and made her hair fall out, but they were just going through the motions. You could see it in the faces of my mother and father when they came home from the appointments.

			Nobody expected her to live.

			Lou knew she was sick. At the age of nine she understood that she was dying, but her serenity didn’t desert her. She made jokes about it.

			‘I’ve got Lou-kaemia,’ she’d say. ‘It’s my own disease.’

			We all laughed, and cried later when she wasn’t around.

			It’s hard to be thirteen and have to face the death of someone you love. And I did love my little sister, even if I would never have admitted that to anyone.

			I’m sure it would be even harder to face your own death, but Lou handled it better than I did.

			I wished they made helmets we could wear on our hearts.

			I was at school when she passed, and arrived home afterwards to an empty house.

			Passed. Even now I can’t bring myself to say ‘died’.

			Mum and Dad eventually came home from the hospital with their bravest faces on, and Mum handed me a letter, addressed in Lou’s careful, ten-year-old handwriting.

			I read the letter and had to lock myself in my room for the rest of the day so they wouldn’t see me bawling my eyes out.

			The funeral was four days later, open casket, so family and friends could pay their respects.

			I filed past with Mum and Dad, before the rest of the mourners. Lou looked placid, and this time that was the right word to use.

			Her arms were folded on her chest, as if clutched to her heart. A pretty little blonde wig replaced the hair she had lost to the cruel chemicals.

			And somehow I found the strength to fulfil her final wish.

			The left side of her face was decorated with a bright red strawberry, complete with pips, a stalk, and little bits of leaf.

			She wouldn’t have any problems making new friends where she was going.

			Strawberry Lou.
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			What a friend we have in Jesus,

			all our sins and griefs to bear!

			What a privilege to carry

			everything to God in prayer!

			The sound of the voices – those of everybody on the island except for me and Tom Semper – rise above the old concrete gun emplacements and drift like thin smoke out across the cobalt blue of the bay.

			But that is just my imagination. The smoke is thin, but it is real: the result of our unsuccessful attempts to blow smoke rings. Tom has a packet of Rothmans. He keeps them in a hollowed-out Bible. I have a Bible, too, but the only thing mine has in it is my name, on the inside front cover. 

			Richard N. 

			N for Nicholls. 

			N for Nobody, more like. 

			There is a dead seagull below us on the sand dunes, the body shredded, gently decaying under the summer sun.

			‘Reckon they’ll smell the smoke on us?’ I glance back in the direction of the singing.

			‘Nah. We’ll go for a quick swim,’ Tom says. ‘I was gone down anyway after morning service. For the beach volleyball.’

			I wonder why he says ‘gone’ instead of ‘going’, but don’t ask. ‘You think they’ll pick you?’

			I try to say it casually, but it’s clear what I mean.

			They wouldn’t pick Tom. Or me. Not even if they were down two players. They’d look around, pretend not to see us, and just play short.

			For some reason I think that at a Christian Youth Camp there’ll be equality, that everyone will be welcomed and included. (Isn’t that what Jesus would do?) 

			But the reality is that this camp is a miniature version of the outside world. I am an outsider here.

			So is Tom. Somehow we have been drawn together. Misfits, but friends. Broken pieces of the jigsaw, making an awkward little puzzle of our own.

			‘You kidding?’ Tom makes a sound that is a bit like a laugh. ‘I wouldn’t play with those muckers if you paid me.’

			He doesn’t say ‘muckers’. He says the ‘F’ word. But in my mind I censor it out. This is a Christian camp and Jesus would never say that.

			‘But Madison Woodes is gone to play,’ he says. ‘She always plays.’

			There is the ‘gone’ word again. Again I ignore it.

			I shrug. ‘So?’ I say, as if I have no idea what he is talking about. But I know exactly.

			Behind us the singing stops. In a few moments morning prayers will be over.

			Tom takes a last drag on his smoke and flicks it away down the dune. He has obviously practised this. I watch the tight spiral of the butt arc through the air.

			‘Come on,’ he says, ‘I know the perfect place to watch. It’ll be triffid.’

			He means terrific.

			I stub my cigarette into the sand beside me, poking it in with my finger and smoothing sand over the hole.

			As I follow Tom down the dune I see his smoke, still smouldering. I stand on it and bury it. Deep.

			Madison Woodes is sixteen and perfect. Perfect teeth, perfect hair, perfect body. Madison Woodes would always get picked for a beach volleyball team. She would always get picked for anything.

			I would pick her too, if I was one of the beautiful people.

			In front of us now, Madison Woodes plays beach volleyball in a red bikini. Bouncing and flouncing over the sand; jumping for the high ball; diving, legs splayed, for the low ball, somehow awkward and graceful all in the same moment.

			We are on a bench seat overlooking the bay, just above the staked out volleyball court. A laminated sign has been taped to the back of the seat. It declares this a place for meditation or prayer. Wispy seagrass reaches up through the slats of the seat and tickles my legs.

			We hold our Bibles open and meditate on Madison Woodes. From time to time we turn the pages to give the impression that we are reading, and discussing the good word. 

			Tom has a New Testament and can only turn as far as Romans. The next chapter in his Bible is Rothmans.

			‘You think God loves them more than us?’ I ask. 

			He considers for a moment. His eyes flick from me, to Madison, and back to me.

			He laughs. ‘When God was picking teams, he picked them.’

			Madison picks herself up after a sprawl, laughing, bright teeth shining like a glint of sunlight off the ocean. She shakes sand from her hair. Her breasts surge from side to side. 

			‘Wouldn’t you love to be a fly on the wall in the girls’ showers tonight?’ Tom says. He grins at me, a lopsided, gap-toothed smile.

			‘What d’ya mean?’ I know totally what he means.

			‘Every night, straight after evening service,’ he says, ‘Madison goes for her shower. I seen her, last couple of days. One night I’m gone to sneak in and hide out somewhere before she gets there.’

			‘Pervert,’ I say, but I add a bit of a smile. I don’t want to lose my only friend on this island.

			Anyway I know that Tom isn’t ‘gone’ to do anything. He isn’t that kind of person. He is a talker, not a doer. I recognise it in him, because I see it in myself.

			Madison jumps and spikes a hard ball down into the opposite court.

			‘Triffid,’ Tom says.

			Madison notices me at lunch. I can hardly believe it.

			It affects me in ways that I don’t expect.

			It changes me.

			There are many kinds of beautiful people, but Madison is the worst kind. The kind you can’t dislike.

			I am late for lunch and I see her talking to Hannah, the fat girl, who leans backwards as she walks, her hands around her stomach as if carrying a heavy load of groceries. Madison has just placed her tray on a table and has one hand on Hannah’s upper arm. I don’t know what they are discussing, but I can see the caring in Madison’s eyes, in her body language. 

			Madison might be one of the beautiful people but she does not seem to realise that there are boundaries. She alone, of all the people in the camp, does not differentiate. She loves everyone. She alone does what Jesus would do.

			Madison gives you no reason to hate her, and I hate her for it.

			Until she smiles at me.

			She finishes talking to Hannah and sits with her friends, an empty seat next to her.

			By now I have worked my way along the lunch line, and have my plate of mac ’n’ cheese. I search for a place to sit, but all places are taken. I look for Tom, but can’t see him. Where is he?

			I stand in front of the serving counter, a steaming plate of food in front of me, and I’m feeling stupid and useless. I am hungry, but cannot sit. I cannot sit so I cannot eat. I feel that everybody’s eyes are on me. 

			Madison turns, and her eyes light up. She even waves, just a small movement of the hand that is holding the fork.

			I am not sure how to respond. I return her smile with a small nervous one of my own, and acknowledge her wave with a dip of my head. My hands are not free.

			She sets down her fork and beckons.

			This is the only spare seat in the dining hall. A seat at the table with Madison Woodes and her beautiful friends. A seat on the inside of the circle. But I can’t move. My feet have found two holes in the wooden floorboards.

			I hesitate, and it saves me.

			There is movement behind me and Kris brushes past. I had not seen him enter the hall. Kris is tall and athletic. He is beautiful. He takes the seat next to Madison and puts his plate on the table before giving her a brief hug.

			I stand by the serving counter and wait for someone to finish.

			I stare at a thin, dried circle of tomato on the cheesy crust of my food. It looks like a nipple. My plate grows cold.

			It changes me.

			My watch is a sports Swatch. It is expensive and stylish. It was a gift from my uncle. I wear it proudly, hoping that someday someone will notice it, and comment on it. 

			The hands on my watch tell me that evening service still has ten minutes to run, but I have slipped out.

			I avoided Tom and sat near the back, on my own. During prayers, when everyone else had their eyes shut I silently stood and slithered through the flap of the huge tent they use as a church.

			No one heard me. No one saw me. I am a ghost in the night. I am ninja. 

			The laundry room is part of the shower and toilet block. It is the centre of the long, grey concrete bunker, with the boys’ bathrooms on the left and the girls’ on the right.

			The third day of camp I took all of my dirty clothes and washed them in one of the old washer/wringer machines. I have not seen anyone else do laundry. Not even the camp leaders.

			Did they all bring enough clothes for a week? Or are they wearing the same clothes, the same underwear day after day? The thought gives me the shudders.

			I close the door to the laundry room but do not touch the old brass light switch, even though the sun has already withered away behind the trees on the hillside. It is still light outside, but not for long.

			Even with the door shut there is plenty of light in the laundry. It spills over from the bathrooms on either side through an air-gap at the top of the walls.

			Am I a talker, or a doer?

			I think of Madison’s surging breasts and the dried tomato nipple on my cold mac ’n’ cheese.

			I am a doer.

			I grasp hold of the sides of one of the old washers and hoist my knee up onto the edge. It is harder than I thought, and the edge digs into my shinbone as I wriggle and eventually manage to pull myself up onto it.

			Carefully now, I bring up my other leg. I hold onto the wringer, then the wall, as I manage to stand on top of the machine, one foot on either side.

			I keep an eye on the door. This would be hard to explain if anybody entered just now.

			But I can still hear talking from the big tent.

			The top of the wall is above my head, but I know what to do. I have seen this already in my mind.

			I place a foot on top of the wringer, testing it carefully to see if it will take my weight. I think it will.

			I stand on it with one foot, lifting myself higher, feeling around at the top of the wall for something to grab.

			My hand closes on a metal pole. A strut that holds up the roof.

			It is difficult, but I am determined.

			I pull myself higher, and hook my elbow around the pole. My foot scrabbles for purchase on the wall until I can raise it up and hook it over the edge. My arm begins to shake with the effort. I’m no athlete. My muscles are not sure what to make of this treatment, of the demands being placed on them.

			I lever my knee up onto the ledge that is the top of the wall, and scrape and slide the rest of my body after it.

			I’m not prepared for the muck. A thick pancake of grey coated grime and dust, years of it.

			It crumbles where I have touched it and the dust rises up. I try not to breathe it in, but it is impossible. It smells like the dead seagull on the beach.

			But I can see down into the girls’ bathrooms. 

			At the far end a row of toilet stalls lines the wall, opposite a long stainless steel sink dotted with hot and cold taps like little silver mushrooms.

			Below me a long pipe runs around the wall at head height. Tributaries run off it, to shower heads, and lower, a set of taps.

			This is the communal girls’ shower, an exact copy of the boys’ shower on the other side.

			I lie in the darkness at the top of the wall, above the hanging Chinese hatted light bulbs. Invisible. Undetectable. Totally ninja.

			Any nerves I had about this operation have gone. The hard part is over now. 

			The thrill of anticipation fills me like waves rushing into the beach. Madison, perhaps some of the other girls also, but mostly Madison. I can see it already. Turning on the water, testing it with her fingers, stepping into the spray, picking up the soap.

			A strange scuttling sound disturbs me.

			There it is again.

			Something is alive in the darkness. 

			I draw into myself, scanning the shadows on top of the wall, listening for further sounds.

			Something black and scaly runs across my hand. I let out a yelping sound like a puppy in pain and jerk my hand away. It sounds girly. It is totally not ninja.

			I hear a scratching sound as whatever-it-is lands on the floor of the laundry and scuttles away.

			I am frozen in fear, imagining armies of spidery alien creatures swarming up inside my clothes, when the door to the girls’ bathroom bangs open below me.

			I twist my head around to see Monique Wilson disappear into one of the toilet stalls. 

			She is slim and elegant, with china doll features and flowing, silky hair like a shampoo advertisement.

			She is a close friend of Madison, and sometimes girlfriend of Kris. At least that’s what I’ve heard.

			I check the time. Evening service has been over for nearly ten minutes, yet there is no sign of Madison.

			After a while I hear flushing and Monique emerges, washing her hands under one of the taps and drying them delicately on a beach towel that is draped around her neck.

			She stops as she reaches the doorway, lifts one leg, and farts noisily.

			I almost fall off my perch.

			I didn’t know girls did that.

			Minutes tick by on my Swatch. The sounds of the creatures that share my nest have gone. For now.

			A few people come and use the toilet stalls, but no one uses the showers. Madison doesn’t use the showers.

			My leg is cramping and I try to stretch it out, but it’s difficult in this confined space. I can’t understand why Madison is a no show.

			My leg is spasming now, sending shuffles of dust over the edge.

			Even so, I wait a few more moments, unwilling to give up on the dream. 

			Finally, the shuddering of my leg and the pain in the muscles of my fingers have become overwhelming.

			That can’t be right. There are no muscles in your fingers. I read that somewhere.

			But muscles or not, my fingers ache.

			There is a sense of loss, as though a favourite pet has just died. 

			I ease my way over the edge and stretch a leg down towards the washing machine. 

			I am in that position, clinging to the wall like Spiderman, when the door bangs open and the light crashes on.

			I am frozen. Stone. I wait for the shout, for the discovery, the humiliation.

			But the light crashes off again and the door slams shut. I realise in that instant that I have been above the cone of light from the single bulb with its Chinese hat. 

			There is a sliding sound and a click and now a wave of panic hits me.

			I reach downwards with my foot, but I am in a hurry and my hand slips on the top edge of the wall.

			I am falling.

			I think this over and over in the fraction of a second that it takes for me to smash into the wringer, the wall, a shelf with a box of laundry powder, the edge of the washing machine, the wall again, and finally the floor.

			Nuuunnnng! All the air bursts from my lungs.

			There is a cracking sound as my head hits the concrete and later that will worry me a lot, but not yet.

			‘Gwurfle,’ I say.

			I roll onto my back and look upwards. A long dark streak runs down the side of the washing machine, brown in the half-light. It looks like a long skidmark, like you sometimes find in your jocks, but I know it’s not.

			The wall too is painted with strokes of muck and blood.

			Everything hurts, but I ignore the pain and try to get to my feet. My left leg doesn’t work and I find myself again facedown in the spilt laundry powder.

			Footsteps outside recede along the concrete path.

			The powder presses into my face. I think I can feel each fine grain. Some has got onto my tongue. It’s bitter and burning and I try to spit it out, but that seems to make it worse.

			On the floor, under the washing machine, I see a lost sock. White, patterned with kangaroos. I stare at it stupidly, then it disappears completely into blackness and I realise that the lights in the bathrooms next door have been turned off.

			I am alone in the blackness.

			Time passes. I don’t know how much. I’ve checked my watch, but the face is cracked and the luminous hands are not moving. I think I caught it on the edge of the washing machine, but I’m not sure.

			I lie still. The pain is less that way.

			Scuttling noises now in the darkest corners of the room. Louder than before, or is that just my imagination? There are things alive in here, things that only come out at night.

			That thought finally pushes me up off the floor, clinging to the side of the washing machine. 

			A slatted wooden bench runs the length of the wall. I remember this and feel for it in the almost total darkness.

			My thigh finds it before my hand does, but the pain is minimal, compared to what I am already feeling.

			I roll onto the bench and wipe soap powder from my cheek.

			I should bang on the door and shout for help, but I can’t bring myself to do it, to face the humiliation.

			What the hell did I think I was doing?

			I am a talker, a thinker, not a doer. The universe knows this. God knows this. I stepped out of line and I had to be put back into place. 

			Time passes. I don’t know how much.

			There is a metallic scraping noise in the distance and my eyes open. I look at my watch but it does no good. The noise comes again. Clearer now, someone blowing into a loud-hailer.

			‘Richard! Richard Nicholls! Can you hear me?’

			‘It’s Rich, you dumb bastard,’ I mutter. Nobody calls me Richard.

			Other voices have joined in, calling my name. Half of them probably didn’t know it an hour ago. Now it’s on everybody’s lips.

			They do a head count at bedtime, and clearly I have been missed. It almost makes me feel wanted.

			There are footsteps now, small groups of people on either side of the shower and toilet block. I hear muttered voices and the regular shouting of my name.

			Voices right outside the door now.  The handle rattles and a voice says, ‘Locked.’

			I think I recognise the voice. I think it’s Kris. Tall, athletic Kris. He says, ‘You check the girls’ bathroom, I’ll check the boys’.’

			‘Yeah, like he’d be in the girls’ bathroom.’ Monique, I think, the noisy farter.

			‘Check it anyway,’ Kris says, and footsteps diverge.

			Lights snap into life on either side. For a short while I can see the extent of my prison in the light cast from above and it fills me with dread.

			The lights flick off again and I am alone in the darkness.

			Not absolute darkness. Some light sneaks through from outside, enough to turn the washing machines into dim bulges in the night. A mirror above a stainless steel tub reflects a little of the night sky, caught in a narrow slot window above the door. The mirror paints the image with grimy blotches and spidery cracks. 

			I have always thought the night sky was a magical, musical horizon, a window onto infinity, but in this mirror it is a dark glimpse of the underworld. 

			For the next hour I hear people moving around me. Walking right past me. Never seeing me.

			This has always been my life. In the middle of everything, but apart from it.

			I move among the people of this world, but am somehow not one of them.

			It is as if I occupy another dimension, adjacent to this one, but no more than a shadow in their reality.

			For now, however, I am not part of anything. I am trapped in a cage of my own desires.

			Occasionally I hear a vox-pop of conversation. A grab of some verse, meaningless on its own, but put together with others I can form a picture of events.

			Police have arrived. Their voices stand out from those of the happy campers and Christian  Youth Leaders. They sound strong, authoritative. 

			They have search and rescue teams on standby, to start at first light. The campers will assist with this in the morning, but for now they are being sent to bed. There is little that can be done in the middle of the night.  There are risks, dangers in continuing the search now.

			I know I could end this at any time.

			But I can’t.

			It is silent outside now. Occasionally I hear a car up on the road. More police coming or going, I suspect.

			There are some old rags at one end of the bench, and I gather them into a pillow.

			Everything hurts, and there is a pounding in my head. I think about concussion. I remember the actress who hit her head skiing, and died the next day of a brain swelling.

			I think this might happen to me, and it doesn’t seem so bad.

			I sleep, despite everything. It is an awkward, uncomfortable wakelessness full of despair and self-hatred. But it is sleep.

			In the middle of the night I wake to the sound of scratchy claws on the floor of my world. Larger than before. Louder. At first I think it is part of a dream, but I quickly realise it is not. I think of giant spiders the size of kittens, and black scorpions, and I know it’s probably rats or possums, but that doesn’t help.

			I tuck my arms and legs tightly into my body and pray.

			It is morning, and the search for me has started in earnest. I hear the engines of four-wheel drives, and the crackle of radios, before all these sounds melt into the bush that surrounds the camp.

			I sit and wait for the unlocking of the door, the shock of discovery, the humiliation. But none of that happens.

			In all the excitement of the search no one has thought to open up the laundry. They have more important things to worry about than smelly socks and dirty undies.

			I need to piss, and do it in the laundry tub. I run the tap and watch it spiral away down the drain. It is a dark yellow. I think that means I am getting dehydrated. I take a drink from the tap but the water is metallic and disgusting. It makes me thirsty.

			The sun rises, and with it the temperature. The air gaps at the top of the walls let out some of the heat, but even so it is sweltering inside this small concrete-block dungeon.

			I risk another drink from the tap, this time running the water for a while to flush out the crap in the pipes. It still tastes the same, but I drink it anyway.

			Around lunchtime I hear voices returning, and I realise how hungry I am.

			There is a new sound. The chop of a helicopter. It passes overhead a number of times throughout the afternoon. I lose count of how many.

			By mid-afternoon the heat is unbearable and I know that I cannot hold on any longer. I try to shout but I have no voice, my throat now dry and cracked. I stand up to walk to the door and bang on it, but the next thing I see is the concrete of the floor, and I realise I am lying in the middle of the room.

			I somehow roll myself back to the bench and wait for the dizziness to pass, but the roof of the laundry spins around in slow swoops and bile rises in the back of my throat.

			I think of dehydration and I think of the actress with the swollen brain, then the roof fades to nothing.

			When I wake again it is dark, and with the evening has come a cool breeze, flowing like a gentle river through the air gaps.

			The room has stopped spinning.

			In the distance I can hear the sound of singing.

			What a friend we have in Jesus ...

			I will not survive another day in here.

			I stand, slowly, and the room remains steady. I walk towards the door, but halfway there I change course. I use some rags to clean my blood off the washing machine and the wall.

			I put the box of laundry powder back on the shelf.

			Only then do I approach the door. I stand at attention. A soldier facing the firing squad with resignation and dignity. I raise my fist to strike.

			Before I do, there is a sound from outside. A click and the sliding of a bolt. Then nothing.

			I stand with my fist raised for almost a minute, before I trust myself to push on the wooden slats of the door.

			It opens easily.

			There’s no one around, but I think I detect a faint trace of cigarette smoke.

			I enter the big tent from the rear, behind two huge policemen who are standing with their arms folded, watching the service, but not participating in it.

			The campers all have their eyes closed in prayer, so nobody notices me at first. Then the prayer finishes, and the youth group leader, who is conducting the service, looks up. 

			His eyes fasten on me so quickly and tightly that I can feel it like a hand around my neck.

			‘Richard!’ His mouth drops open.

			It’s Rich, you dumb mucker.

			There is a commotion, a swelling and sighing in the crowd. It is a living thing, pouring over me, surrounding me, smothering me with touches and squeezes. With concerned looks and caring glances.

			I mutter some story about falling down a bank up at the old quarry, but it doesn’t seem to matter. 

			I have appeared, in the middle of their prayers for my safe return, it is a miracle from God. The power of prayer. Nothing will ever convince them otherwise.

			Madison Woodes bursts through to the front of the crowd and her arms envelop me. My head is nestled into the happy valley of her boobs. She is crying and shaking and the rest of them move in.

			I leave the camp in the back of the police car. Not as a prisoner, which I had expected (and deserved), but as a hero. There is a chorus of goodbyes, and ‘See ya, mate!’ as I am helped towards the car, and as I am about to get in, Madison moves forward and hugs me again. I don’t hate her for this.

			As the car moves slowly away along the gravel track up to the main road I see Tom, standing by himself. 

			He shakes his head with a cynical smile.

			I wink at him, then look back at my new friends.

			It won’t last.

			But I’ll take it while it does.
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			Matthew is out in the backyard, shooting stars with his Wild Bill cap rifle. I hear the small pops as he takes pot shots at those stars that manage to burn through the haze of the outer suburbs.

			I leave him to it. It is after 7 and already too cold outside for me. And there are bugs. Nasty, biting bugs. Even at this time of year.  They don’t bother Matty at all: they don’t like his smell, or the taste of his blood, or something. But they make for me like the dessert bar at Sizzlers.

			I’ll get him in soon, though, or Mum will be mad with me. Matty’s bedtime is 7.30. Otherwise he’ll be tired and grumpy tomorrow and we don’t want that. Not on his first day at school.

			Small footsteps on the lino and a horrified little voice in the kitchen, ‘Janey! Janey! I got one!’

			It makes no sense to me. With a thudding heart I leap up from the sofa, scattering my English homework. I meet him halfway across the kitchen.

			‘Are you all right?’ I try to sound calm; it is important to sound calm, but my heart is pounding.

			‘I got one, Janey!’ His eyes are wide, guilt-stricken.

			‘One what?’

			‘A star.’

			There is a moment of doubt, then a flood of relief and I want to smack him but I hug him instead. 

			He leads me to the back door and points up at the sky. ‘There, see?’

			I can’t see what he is pointing at and tell him so.

			‘Of course you can’t see it,’ he says, so logically. ‘It’s not there. I shot it.’

			I suppose my brain is still muddled from Shakespearean Themes in Modern Literature, but it takes a while before I can work out what he means.

			‘It fell like this,’ his little finger traces a line down the black dome of the night, ‘and landed over there, behind Mrs Goodrich’s house.’

			I try not to laugh. His face is so serious.

			‘It was a meteor, Matty,’ I tell him. ‘A shooting star. It was nothing to do with you.’

			He looks puzzled. ‘But it was there before, and then I shot it, and it crashed behind that house, and now it’s not there anymore.’

			I can’t explain that, so I don’t try. I use the I-know-more-than-you way out. ‘Trust me, Matty, you didn’t do it. It was just a meteor.’

			It works. As it should. Hell, he’s only five. 

			Memories are glimpses of a time that once was. A brief flash of light through a window onto things that will never be again. And that is what makes them so valuable. My memories are precious pearls, gleaming from the depths of my life.

			I remember.

			Matthew is seven. He’s in Year 3 at the state school. My old school. Just across the road from my high school. He loves it. I walk him there every day. When we get to the gate, he gives me a hug and walks up the long concrete path that flows like a stream up through the playground.

			I watch him until I see his little brown school shoes flapping along the path out of sight.

			After school I wait for him at the gate. Some days he is talking to his friends. Once he was holding hands with a girl. So cute. Innocent. So Matty.

			Today we are at his school, Matty, Mum and me. In an office. It has a warmth about it, coatings of excitement and enthusiasm, applied by generation after generation of kids. 

			Matty’s teacher, Mrs Haversham, sits opposite us. She is not much older than me, but has her hair pulled back in an old-maid’s bun. She is what I imagine crotchety old school-marms look like before they get old. Or crotchety.

			We are waiting for the principal, Mr Carter, to arrive. He is late. He is late because he is busy. He is busy because he is important. He is the principal.

			He arrives as I am thinking this and Matty is fidgeting in his chair. Mum sits silently. She looks exhausted. She had a ten-hour shift last night, so I don’t blame her.

			Mr Carter is tall, gaunt and grey-haired, with wire-rim glasses and an atrocious comb-over. 

			He shakes Mum’s hand and introduces himself. He glances at me but ignores me. He doesn’t recognise me, even though I used to go to this school.

			‘Caroline,’ Mr Carter says, and Matty looks at Mum, surprised to find out that she has a first name. He only ever calls her Mummy.

			‘Caroline,’ Mr Carter says again, unsure of how to start, ‘perhaps Matthew would like to go next door and play with some toys while we talk.’

			‘Off you go,’ Mum says, but Matty pouts.

			‘They’re kids’ toys,’ he says. ‘They’re boring.’

			Mum looks at me and sighs.

			I say nothing but give Matty the stare until he shrugs and walks out.

			‘Caroline,’ Mr Carter says for the third time, still not acknowledging my presence, ‘you probably know by now that Matthew is a special child.’

			This sounds ominous. I had thought Matty was pretty normal, all things considered. His reports have always been glowing. Mum and I look at each other, both worried and confused.

			‘He’s a lovely boy,’ Mrs Haversham chimes in. ‘I really enjoy having him in my class.’

			I hold my breath, waiting for the disaster that I know is about to happen. Is it something I did? Did he hurt himself somehow when I was supposed to be looking after him?

			‘So what is the problem?’ Mum asks.

			‘We don’t know quite what to do with him,’ Mr Carter says. ‘He is very bright.’

			‘Very, very bright,’ Mrs Haversham contributes, earning a slight narrowing of the eyes from her principal.

			‘At the start of this year we felt we were holding him back so we gave him the workbooks for the next year’s class. English and maths. When he finished those, we gave him the Year 5 workbooks. Then the Year 6 and 7.’

			He waits as if expecting Mum to say something. She seems a bit dazed so I say, ‘And?’

			Mr Carter ignores me and looks steadily at Mum. ‘He completed them all. He did all the maths problems, even things he had not been taught. He just figured it all out for himself. He finished all the reading comprehension exercises with a hundred per cent marks. We have never seen anything like it.’

			Mrs Haversham says, ‘He found such a large mistake in one of the Year 6 maths workbooks that they’re having to reprint the book.’

			I breathe out slowly, but I don’t say anything. Why is this a problem? Mum and I share another worried glance.

			Mr Carter says, ‘We don’t really have the facilities to cater for exceptional children like Matthew.’

			And now I see the problem.

			In the dark of the storm Matty comes to my room and crawls in bed with me. 

			‘I’m frightened,’ he says, ‘of the lightning.’

			‘It’s just lightning,’ I say.

			‘I know that,’ he says, as if he were the big brother and I were the little sister. ‘It’s static electricity caused by friction in the clouds.’

			He looks at me with wide seven-year-old eyes. ‘But it’s loud and scary, Janey.’

			I remember.

			Matthew has just turned eight. He’s tall for his age. Or do I just think that because I still think of him as a toddler, flicking his food at me with his Mickey Mouse spoon?

			Mum and Matty and I are in the domestic terminal. I sit on a firmly upholstered seat, one of four joined together with grey, plastic armrests. So ugly. Matthew lies on a baggage trolley, pushing himself along. I think he is a surfer, or maybe a kayaker. He could be in a moon buggy somewhere in outer space. His imagination takes him many places, wonderful, thrilling places, where other people can’t follow.

			He gets disapproving stares from grey-clothed travellers. I don’t know why. He’s not hurting anyone or getting in anybody’s way. They look at Mum and their eyes say that she should be controlling her child, telling him to stop and sit quietly. But why would anyone want to clip this little bird’s wings?

			He whirls into the airport bookshop, around a stand of Stephen Kings and back out past a disconcerted group of Korean tourists. He catches the attention of a security guard, a stern-faced woman with a severe haircut, but she does nothing, with just a glimmer of a smile. She has more important things to worry about.

			Strange how the things you worry about most turn out to be the least of your problems.

			Mr Carter thought Matty would be better off at a special school for extremely gifted and talented children.

			But special schools have special fees. Fees I knew Mum couldn’t afford.

			She already worked more than fifty hours per week, much of it nights, and we barely survived. Most of the money went towards paying back Dad’s debts. 

			Dad was no help either. Not for the next seven years (with good behaviour).

			But the fees turned out to be all paid for under some government scholarship scheme. 

			There was one small detail I hadn’t considered. The school was in Springfield. A boarding school. Six hours away by bus. 

			Matthew has gone somewhere down towards the airport café. I can’t see him and a knot of fear grows in my belly. What if—

			But he reappears, grinning hugely, standing on the trolley and pushing it along with his foot like a scooter.

			I want him to come and sit with me. I want to spend these last few minutes giving him bear hugs before the flight takes my brother away. Perhaps it is enough just to be together. I cannot bring myself to slice into his excitement, even though I don’t share it.

			I can’t imagine life in our old, cold house without the warmth of my little bro. The shrieks of delight from outside on the old tyre swing. The unstoppable, hiccoughing laugh at something that isn’t even funny. The unexplained crashes and sudden silences from the kitchen. These are the patterns of the fabric of my life, and without them life will be a plain, white sheet.

			The flight has been called and Matthew, after pushing off our lingering hugs, is walking away through the departure gate, another woman holding his hand. A substitute big sister, in her crisp, flight-attendant uniform.

			I am holding back all the tears and the sobs and the snot. I must be happy and not spoil Matthew’s excitement. I dare not look at Mum. That would burst open the floodgates.

			He looks back and gives us a huge smile, and I manage to return it. But after he has turned away I catch a brief glimpse of his face in the reflective glass of the barriers, and I see the tears.

			I remember.

			Matthew is working on a novel. I’ve read it. It’s good. He’d kill me if he knew I had read it, but he didn’t hide it well enough.

			He’s home for the holidays and he brought the manuscript with him and slid it under his bed. 

			He told me that he was writing it, but he told me also that he didn’t want anyone to read it until it was finished. That he didn’t want to let out the steam while the kettle was still boiling.

			I knew what he meant.

			But I found the manuscript, dog-eared and ragged with red-pen editing. I read it, and I cried.

			Matthew is eleven, and his novel has a depth and an understanding of the human experience that I rarely find in the supposedly great novels that we study in English.

			His characters are real, you feel you know them. More than that, you feel you want to know them. 

			I always wanted to write. Ever since primary school. I plan to go to university to study literature. Apart from Matty, books are the loves of my life. And now I see what I can never be, in the scrappy manuscript of my eleven-year-old brother. 

			I don’t know whether to scream with joy, or just to scream.

			I remember.

			We are in the doctor’s office and it is me who is scared. 

			Matty has been falling over. A lot. 

			The last time he just about split his head open. I told him off for being so clumsy. But Matty has never been clumsy. And now there are headaches. The school has sent him home for tests, and worried looks from grey-haired men with expensive suits. We wait and I hold Matty’s hand in a way that will let him know that there is no problem.

			He seems calm. Terribly calm. He should be bouncing off the walls, annoying the receptionist, rearranging the magazines, making castles out of the paper cups by the water cooler. For him to be sitting so still, I know he must be bouncing off the walls inside his head.

			Mum is calm, too. Hers is a different kind of calm. She is rigid, like a statue. She barely seems to be breathing.

			I stare at the walls so that I can stop myself from panicking and hyperventilating. I, too, need to be calm. It’s important to be calm. The walls are painted a calming colour.  This helps. There’s an azalea in a pot on a table by the window. It looks like it is made of plastic, but I suspect it is real. There’s a painting on the wall of a Russian woman playing a lute. She is wearing a dainty, leafy dress. She is turned away, but looking back over her shoulder at me with compassion. But I don’t need compassion. 

			I JUST WANT MY BROTHER TO BE OKAY!

			I remember.

			It is his twelfth birthday. We have a party at GameZone. His friends are there. The ones he used to go to school with. His first school. They hardly seem to know him, but the food is free and there are lots of video games, so they all turn up.

			Matthew is in a wheelchair now. He has been working flat out on his novel; he cares about nothing else. He didn’t even want the party, but I organised it. It is an important birthday. Not because it is his twelfth, but because there won’t be a thirteenth.

			I didn’t go to uni. I put off my course for a year. Matty needs full-time care and although there are government agencies that can supply help, I couldn’t bear that. 

			Mum couldn’t afford a computer for him, but I found Grandad’s old typewriter in a box in the garage. Matthew loves the feel of it. The sound of the keys hitting the paper.

			He says that the novel will be what is left of him, when he is gone. I hate the way he says ‘gone’, as if he were going on a trip. But I am glad he doesn’t use the ‘D’ word. 

			I don’t think I could handle that. Not from him.

			I remember.

			The soup is mushroom. His favourite. Not his favourite food, that is still pizza, but he can’t eat that anymore. I take the bowl upstairs and he smiles weakly at me from the bed.

			His manuscript lies on the table beside him. Still uncompleted. And yet so tantalisingly close. But he works so slowly now, just an hour a day, sometimes less.

			He sees me looking at the manuscript and says, ‘I want you to finish it, Janey, if I can’t.’

			The work is no longer a secret, but the kettle has not yet boiled.

			I shake my head and say, ‘You’ll finish it yourself, Matty, I won’t have to.’ 

			But what I really mean is that I can’t. I have read it, and I know I couldn’t lift a pencil to it. 

			The windows are open and they welcome inside a cool but gentle breeze. The lace curtains sigh and let it in.

			Matty is thirteen. Lucky, lucky thirteen. He was not supposed to make it this far.

			But there was a change of doctor; an experimental brain surgery; and a crowdfunding project. 

			Matthew is alive: oh God, I can barely write the words. Matthew is alive!

			How long for? We have no way of knowing. Cancer is an aggressive weed with deep roots. It can hide for years, and just when you think it is gone forever the first serpentine shoot slithers out of the soil.

			Matthew is alive, and if we are lucky, we will get to see him grow to be a man, have a full life.

			But there’s been a price to pay.

			The left side of his body is weak. Physiotherapy will eventually overcome that, I know.  And it will help him disguise the slowness and slight slur of his speech.

			But there are things that physiotherapy cannot fix.

			It is as if, when they took his cancer, they took something else.

			Matthew reads through the novel he was so close to finishing and he looks at me with those large, expressive eyes. 

			‘I think it’s really good, Janey,’ he says. ‘I know I wrote it, but I don’t really understand it.’

			‘That’s okay, Matty,’ I say. I put the manuscript back in its cardboard box and put it away, high on a shelf in his closet.

			I hug Matty tightly. He squirms, like any thirteen-year-old brother. 

			And that is enough.
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			SUNDAY

			Grant was grinning at me, propped up on the bed with pillows, when I arrived with our mother at the start of visiting hours on Sunday afternoon.

			In the beginning we’d gone to see him every day. Then after a few months it became twice a week. Then every weekend, usually on a Sunday.

			‘Hello, Grant,’ Mum said. ‘It’s your mother, and Benny’s here, too.’

			Grant’s eyes did not move to follow her as she edged around to the side of the bed. 

			‘He loves our visits,’ she said. ‘Look how it makes him smile.’

			Our visits didn’t make Grant smile. Nothing made him smile; nothing made Grant do anything. Nothing except the effects of the massive stroke he had after his motorbike accident. The fixed grin on his face was permanent: something to do with the way the stroke had affected the muscles in his face. But you couldn’t tell Mum that. I mean, she knew. She’d sat in on the same doctor’s meetings I had. But she liked to think that he was smiling, that somewhere inside he was happy. And it would upset her to be reminded of the truth.

			He’d been shaved. His face had that fresh clean look. It made him look younger, maybe fifteen or sixteen instead of twenty.  They shaved him about three times a week. Always on a Sunday morning because they knew that we’d be visiting in the afternoon. The nurses here were good like that. They really cared about him.

			At least one or two of the younger ones would probably have thought about dating him, if it hadn’t been for the stroke. Grant always had the looks in the family. 

			Dad, when he was alive, always said that God had divided up the genes. Grant got the looks and I got the brains. 

			I guess he was right. I was only in Year 12, but in my spare time I was doing a couple of university courses. Smashing all my exams, too. Things that seemed complex to other people just seemed simple to me. I don’t know why.

			Grant was showing off for me when he had his accident. I didn’t ask him to do it, and I know it wasn’t my fault, but that doesn’t stop the feeling of guilt. If I hadn’t been there that day, then he’d never have attempted that stupid stunt, and he wouldn’t have spent the past twenty months in a hospital ward peeing into a catheter tube and getting sponge baths from pretty young nurses.

			Grant kept grinning at me and I grinned back. I couldn’t help it. He’d always had a bit of a lopsided goofy looking smile, which drove the girls crazy, and it was that exact grin now. You saw it, you smiled. That was just the way it was. Most people who met Grant liked him on sight. 

			It wasn’t so easy for me. I had to really work for it. He had a natural charm, but I was shy and awkward. I could never hate him for it, though. I liked him as much as everybody else did.

			Here he was, propped up in bed with a fixed grin on his face and he was still more likeable than me.

			Mum planted a big kiss on his forehead like she always did, leaving lipstick marks that the nurses would clean up in the morning at sponge-bath time. Then she plonked herself into the chair next to the bed and started chatting.

			I sat on the end of the bed, next to the raised lump in the blanket that was his feet, and tuned out a bit. Mum talked incessantly when we came here. She wasn’t content to sit quietly. She wasn’t happy just to be with him. She had to talk to him, sharing all sorts of gossip and every single detail of her daily life.

			It wasn’t for his sake. If he could have heard her he wouldn’t have been the slightest bit interested. He would just have said, ‘Whatever. Later, Mum.’ And he would have been off out for a bike ride. If only he could.

			No, it wasn’t for him, it was for her. By talking to him, pretending that he was listening, she somehow forgot that there was nothing going on upstairs. That she was talking to a living, breathing doll. He wasn’t real. He didn’t even blink, for God’s sake. The nurses had to come in every hour and lubricate his eyeballs with drops to stop them drying out.

			My father, our father, had dropped dead of a brain aneurism four years earlier. One minute he was talking at the dinner table. Next minute: gone. That was hard. It was hard enough for me, but I can’t imagine how Mum managed to cope with it. And now this.

			She talked and I sat and watched, and I smiled at him, smiling at me, but my mind was elsewhere. On my university work.

			I applied for a couple of neuroscience courses at university, and was accepted with the help of a glowing recommendation from my Year 12 dean.

			Originally I was going to study biochemistry. That subject still fascinates me, particularly the communication between cells. There are huge advances being made every year in biochemistry and I wanted to be a part of that. 

			But I changed to neuroscience because of what happened to Grant. 

			Maybe at some deep level I imagined myself finding some kind of miracle cure for brain-injury patients and bringing them back from the dark void they were in.

			Maybe I thought that. Maybe I didn’t. But I chose neuroscience and in one of those happy accident things it turned out to be the right choice. I loved it.

			The brain is such a fascinating and complex piece of machinery and even the top neuroscientists don’t fully understand how it works. Studying it is like being an early explorer, setting off in uncharted waters, unsure what you will find or where it might lead. 

			My lab partner, Charlize, and I had been working on a project that I thought was unique in the world of neuroscience and that was almost ready for testing. When it was ready I needed a test subject. And I had one. Lying on the bed in front of me.

			The science was relatively simple. Speech is controlled by a small section of the left frontal lobe of the brain called Broca’s area. It’s named after a French surgeon, Pierre Paul Broca, who figured it all out.

			That’s the first thing you need to know.

			The second thing involves electroencephalography (EEG). That’s just a big fancy word for covering your head in electrodes and detecting neural oscillations in the electrical signals produced by brain activity.

			Okay, let’s simplify this.  An electroencephalograph is a machine that picks up your brainwaves and displays them on a computer screen.

			Charlize (who is a genius at the electrical stuff) and I had been working with an EEG electrode array, experimenting with the placement of the sensors, and a lot of other variables, to try to focus the system on Broca’s area. You see where this is going. Our plan was to try to find a way to detect speech activity in patients who could not communicate otherwise.

			Not brain-dead patients. If there were no brainwaves, then there’d be nothing for the electroencephalograph to pick up. But we planned to work with people like my brother, who still had discernible brain activity but were unable to express themselves in any other way.

			Some locked-in syndrome patients, for example, can squeeze a finger or blink their eyes to answer simple yes/no questions. Others, like Grant, couldn’t even do that.

			But if there was anything going on upstairs, and if he was trying to speak, then that should produce activity in Broca’s area.

			What Charlize and I were hoping for was to be able to detect a positive or negative mental state. In other words to detect a pattern of brain activity that indicated a ‘Yes’ and a pattern for ‘No’.

			Of course we wouldn’t be able to detect any patterns unless there was something actually going on inside my brother’s head.

			We stayed at the hospital for an hour that Sunday, a bit longer than usual, then said our goodbyes. Grant just sat there and grinned his goofy, happy grin as we closed the door on the way out.

			TUESDAY

			After a minor breakthrough on the Monday (thanks to Charlize, not me) we took four large plastic boxes of equipment out of the lab on the Tuesday and put them in the back of Charlize’s mother’s car. Charlize drove us to the hospital. 

			Grant’s doctor attended at the start. I don’t think he was all that interested. He just wanted to make sure that we weren’t going to do anything nasty to his patient. 

			Once we showed him the equipment we were going to use, he seemed satisfied, and left us to it, happy that we weren’t going to give Grant electro-shock treatment, or blast his head with radiation, anything like that.

			Yeah, like I’d do something bad to my own brother.

			Charlize is so cool. She’s one of the smartest people I know, and I was very happy that we paired up for our lab work, for lots of reasons. To see her, you wouldn’t pick her as a science genius. She dresses more like a surfer chick than a scientist: shaggy blonde hair, ragged jeans, outsized t-shirts and all that. She had a boyfriend, and even if she didn’t, she was too old for me. I mean she’d never be interested in someone a year younger than her, and even if she would, I wasn’t in her league. Grant would have been, maybe not intellectually, but he would have won her over with his charm.

			But he was lying on a hospital bed, grinning at us and drooling. 

			First thing Charlize did was find a tissue and wipe the spit off his chin. 

			‘I could have done that,’ I said.

			‘No big deal,’ she said.

			We set up the equipment together. It consisted of a laptop that connected to the signal processor, which in turn connected to the signal amplifier, then to the EEG receiver and finally the sensor array.

			The skullcap part of the equipment consisted of a network of a hundred adjustable sensors, each of which had to be positioned in a precise place on the skull. Some on the face, but mostly over the top of the skull and on the temples.

			The signals are tiny, which is why the signal amplifier was needed to boost the information before the signal process turned it from analogue into digital information that could be displayed on the laptop screen.

			The science and the technology were sound, and well proven.

			What we were intending to do with it was highly experimental.

			The nurses had shaved Grant for us that morning, and not just his chin and cheeks. They had shaved his head. That made it easier to position the sensors.

			Charlize adjusted the sensors, while I set up the computer and other gear.  To get everything in the right position, half the time she sat, straddling him, on the bed, with her chest in his face. Even in a coma, my brother got more action than I did.

			The tuning took hours but the results were disappointing. Broca’s area was mostly uneventful. A few farts and burps, but nothing of any sustained intensity that could be recorded or analysed. 

			Charlize sensed my disappointment and when I finally switched off the computer she came and put her arms around me. I sighed and wished I could have put my arms around her also, but that wouldn’t have been appropriate. She was consoling me, not cuddling with me.

			‘I’m really sorry,’ she said. 

			‘It doesn’t mean that it won’t work,’ I said. ‘Just not on him. We’ll have to find another subject.’

			She nodded. ‘No sweat.’

			It wouldn’t be ‘no sweat’. It would be a lot of sweat. Finding a suitable subject, gaining all the permissions, it would have been a lot easier if there’d been something going on in my brother’s brain.

			‘I’ll help you pack up,’ Charlize said, dropping her arms. I really wished she’d put them back. It had felt nice. ‘I need to meet Paulie at 6.’

			What kind of a name was that? Good for a fish, or a parrot maybe – but not a boyfriend.

			‘No, I’ll do it,’ I said. ‘You go. I want to quickly try the right side before I pack up.’

			There have been documented brain-injury cases where the centre of speech has somehow switched itself from the left front temporal lobe to the right. The brain is an amazing organ. It compensates, repairs, rearranges things to try to get them to work. If there was even the slightest chance that Grant’s brain had done this, I wanted to try it.

			A nurse came to the door as Charlize was getting ready to leave. She was older, grey-haired, severe, not one of the ones that Grant would have been hitting on. She looked like a prison warder.

			‘Visiting hours are over,’ she said, ‘I’m going to have to ask you to leave.’

			She sounded like a prison warder, too.

			I found our doctor’s permission slip and waved it at her as if it was an all-day pass.

			‘We have permission,’ I said.

			She didn’t blink. ‘Visiting hours are over.’ 

			Charlize put a hand on her arm and, talking quietly, drew her outside. After a moment the nurse popped her head back in and nodded.

			‘You have an hour,’ she said. ‘We need you out of the room after that so the nurses can perform their duties.’

			‘Definitely,’ I said. I had a feeling that the nurses’ duties involved changing colostomy bags, things like that. And I didn’t want to be around for that.

			Charlize smiled and waved as she left.

			Recalibrating our equipment to the right temporal lobe took about half an hour. Fine-tuning it took almost as long. I ended up with just a couple of minutes before the prison warder threw me out.

			I wasn’t expecting anything, but I had to know.

			I sat on the visitor’s chair with the laptop on my knees, looked over at Grant, and said, ‘Hey, big bro, how you feeling?’

			A pattern of colour exploded onto my screen.

			I stared at it for a moment, unsure about what I was seeing, the laptop slipping slowly away. I had to grab at it to stop it sliding onto the floor.

			‘Can you hear me?’ I said.

			Another, slightly different, and much quicker pattern of coloured dots.

			 ‘Do you know who I am?’ I asked.

			The pattern repeated. It was possible that I was seeing a pattern that indicated a positive answer. In other words, he’d just said, ‘yes’. 

			I said, ‘Is your name Grant?’ 

			Same pattern, therefore same response. Yes. Maybe. 

			‘Is your name Obi-Wan Kenobi?’

			A different pattern. Possibly negative. No.

			The first had been like a starburst, with lots of reds and yellows. The second was more like an inward spiral, dark oranges and blues.

			‘Am I your mother?’

			The negative pattern.

			‘Am I your sister?’

			Negative.

			‘Am I your brother?’

			Yes.

			I wanted to hug Grant, but I didn’t. It would upset the delicate mess of sensors attached to his skull. I was short of breath, hyperventilating, beyond myself with excitement. I wanted to call Mum, but I didn’t. First rule of science. Quantify, qualify and prove your results before you shout them out to the world. 

			I told Charlize, though. I used some of my precious pre-paid minutes to ring her from the bus on my way home. Strangely, she wasn’t as excited as I expected her to be. She sounded flat and dull. Interested, but not excited. 

			I guess she had to see it for herself. She probably thought I was exaggerating, or seeing things that I wanted to see, because it was my brother.

			WEDNESDAY

			Pulling the sensors off the previous day had taken only a few minutes. Putting them back on took just as long as it had the first time, and again Charlize did it. Again, she leaned over Grant, and this time she was wearing a low-cut t-shirt.

			I mean I wouldn’t trade places with him for anything – well, maybe for a minute. He was getting a great show.

			Charlize herself had seemed a little bleary-eyed when she picked me up and drove us to the hospital. A bit upset. I’d been too excited to really think about it, or ask, and by the time we got into Grant’s room I had basically forgotten about it.

			I had left all the other equipment set up, on the table in the corner. 

			Now I set the laptop on the bed where we could both see it.

			‘Hey, Grant,’ I said.

			A flaring, swirling pattern of dots on the screen.

			‘That doesn’t mean anything,’ Charlize said. She cradled her chin between her thumb and forefinger.

			‘Be nice,’ I said. ‘He heard that.’ 

			The screen flared with what I thought was the positive response. 

			‘That’s it,’ I said. ‘That was a “yes”!’

			Charlize still wasn’t convinced. ‘Grant, please repeat the last word you said.’ 

			Yes.

			‘The pattern changes,’ she said.

			‘Of course it does. When you say the word “yes” is it always the same? If I ask you whether you’d like a cup of coffee, you say “Yes”. When your boyfriend asks you to marry him, you say “Yes!” Same word, but completely different intonations and meanings.’

			There was an abrupt silence. I turned to look at Charlize. She was shaking with emotion.

			‘Charlize?’

			‘We broke up last night,’ she said and swiped at her eyes.

			Damn. I should have guessed something like that. Or at least asked her why she was upset in the car. Grant would have. He was always good with people. I’ve always been useless.

			‘I’m really sorry,’ I said. I really didn’t know what to say in situations like this, and honestly, I wasn’t all that sorry. I was sorry that she was hurt, but no more than that.

			She shook her head and was the calm and detached scientist again. ‘It’s not important. Let’s try and prove that you’re right. Can he say “no”?’

			‘You sure you’re okay to continue?’ 

			‘Quite sure.’

			I nodded. ‘Okay. Grant, are you a three-headed alien?’

			Yes. 

			Huh?

			I repeated the question. 

			No. 

			‘That’s it,’ I said. ‘That’s the negative response.’

			Charlize was still not convinced. Neither was I. Not as much as I had been. 

			We spent the rest of that session, until the nurses kicked us out, trying to determine patterns, but with inconsistent results. The same question sometimes produced a ‘no’, and sometimes a ‘yes’. Other times a random pattern that didn’t relate to anything.

			Afterwards we drove home in her mum’s car and her personal life was obviously occupying more of her mind than our research project. I guess that was understandable. She said hardly anything and occasionally seemed on the verge of bursting into tears.

			‘I might not be in tomorrow,’ she said, when she dropped me off at home.

			‘No worries,’ I said.

			THURSDAY

			She didn’t come in on Thursday. I don’t know what she was doing, but in a way I was glad. It gave me time to experiment, without the pressure of someone watching. I tried repositioning the sensors slightly, which she wouldn’t have let me do if she’d been watching. They were in exactly the prescribed locations, according to her textbook.

			I was an hour into it before I managed to get another pattern on the screen. 

			‘Was that you, Grant?’ I said.

			Yes.

			Still not sure if I was having a conversation with my brother, or a random pattern generator inside his brain, I asked him to repeat it.

			Yes.

			I sat for a moment and thought things through. It seemed rude to ignore him and leave him out of what was going on, so I started to tell him what I was doing.

			‘We appear to be seeing patterns,’ I said. ‘Do they relate to sounds?’

			Yes. No.

			I took that as a maybe.

			What I was suggesting was mind-blowing. I didn’t dare to think that it might be for real.

			That there could be a correlation between the brainwave patterns I was detecting and actual sounds.

			I set up the laptop to record the pattern sequences.

			‘Grant, please say the word “yes”.’ 

			Yes.

			‘Now the word “no”.’

			No.

			‘Say “note”.’ 

			A different pattern on the screen.

			I played the sequence back. The first part of the pattern was almost identical to the word ‘no’ but it dissolved into a different shape.

			‘I think that’s the “no” sound,’ I said. ‘Try saying “nobody”.’

			Another sequence. What I was seeing on the screen was Grant’s brain trying to speak.

			I spent the rest of visiting hours asking him to say words, and identifying the sounds that made up those words.

			The, their, though, thee. Sit, sat, set. Bad, bed, bid, bud. And so on.

			Each time I thought I had identified a sound, I stored it. I created a small database and typed in that sound phonetically, then linked it to the brainwave. 

			It was long, arduous work. I never realised how many sounds there were in the English language. I was still going when the prison warder came to kick me out.

			There was a sudden flash on the computer screen as I went to shut it down. I compared it quickly to my little database.

			The hard G sound, as in golf. The ooh sound, like wood. The D sound. Good.

			I transcribed the rest of the sounds onto a notepad.

			Guh ooh Duh Bi.

			Goodbye!

			‘Goodbye, Grant,’ I said.

			More flashes on the screen.

			W Eh Z TH UH G er L.

			It took me a moment but I figured it out: Where’s the girl?

			‘Charlize?’ 

			W TH TH UH Nuh Ai S B oo B S. 

			With the nice boobs.

			I laughed. ‘She’ll be here tomorrow. Do you want me to get her to put your sensors on again?’

			Yes. Yes. Yes. 

			FRIDAY

			Charlize wasn’t there on Friday. She wanted to be there, but she had a progress meeting with our professor, and you didn’t miss those for anything. We agreed that she would talk to him in general terms about what we were doing, without giving away too much. It was kind of a superstition. As if by boasting about our success we would jinx it somehow. 

			I fired up all the gear and smiled at Grant as I sat down. He gave me that permanent goofy grin.

			‘It’s great to see you,’ I said, and it was. It was as if he had come back from the dead. For two years he was gone, but here I was, talking to him, knowing he was listening.

			I had spent the entire evening writing a small computer program. It took the feed from the headset, scanned it for patterns that we had already stored in the database, and automatically assigned the word sounds. Then it displayed them as text.

			‘Are you awake?’ was my first question.

			Yes.

			‘Good morning,’ I said.

			G ooh Duh Muh aw Nuh ING. 

			Good morning.

			It was like learning another language. Within a few minutes I stopped seeing the awkward phonetic spelling that my program produced, and my mind automatically translated it into words.

			‘Just wait till Mum comes on Sunday,’ I said. ‘She’s going to get a real surprise.’

			Y Oo H av N T oh ld H er Yuh ett. 

			You haven’t told her yet?

			I shook my head. ‘I wanted to surprise her.’

			Thank you.

			‘You’re welcome.’

			Really. Thank you for doing this. 

			‘Really.  You’re welcome.’

			I was going insane.

			It was outrageous, awesome and brilliant all at once.

			‘Grant, you better believe how happy I am to be talking to you. It’s amazing.’

			Where’s Charlize?

			‘Meeting with the professor.  She’ll be here tomorrow.’

			Is she your girlfriend yet?

			I laughed. ‘No. She’s a bit old for me.’

			If you older than her, would be problem?

			‘No, I guess not.’

			So go for it bro.

			‘She just broke up with her boyfriend.’

			I know. I heard. So what you waiting for?

			I considered that. She’d never be interested in me. But I knew what Grant would say to that.

			All I said was, ‘Too soon, too soon.’

			Book book book book.

			I raised an eyebrow.

			Chicken sounds.

			I laughed.

			So what’s next?

			‘What do you mean?’

			We talking. Now you know am alive in here. What next?

			‘Not sure.’

			And I wasn’t. I had thought this experiment through as far as getting ‘yes’ and ‘no’ answers. The rest was unexpected. Where to from here? No idea.

			Get the doctors. Tell them what’s going on. 

			‘I will, soon. Soon.’

			I want to get out of here.

			Those words sat on the screen like a silent scream. Like an accusation. I hadn’t thought this through, but now I was thinking. And seeing the problem.

			There was no way out of here, no cure for what had happened to Grant. Maybe in the future. Maybe I’d be the one to find it. But that would take years. Decades. Even then, the chances were small.

			‘I’m – working on it,’ I said. ‘So is Charlize. We’ll get a big research grant, involve a lot of really smart neurologists, there are answers out there. We just have to find them.’

			I’m stuck here?

			‘For now.’

			You have no idea what it’s like.

			‘I can imagine.’

			No you can’t. I can’t blink. The overhead lights hurt my eyes. I barely sleep. I can’t move. If I get an itch I can’t scratch it. I pee into one tube and poo into another. I get fed through a tube in my arm.  Your sexy little research partner comes and sticks her chest in my face and I just want to hold her. To kiss her. But I can’t. I want to ride my bike again. I want to eat barbecue steak. I want to drink beer and go to the movies. I want a life.

			‘You need to be patient,’ was all I could think of to say.

			Patient. I don’t want to be patient. I don’t want to be a patient. What are we talking, weeks, months?

			I was silent.

			Years? I don’t think I can stand another day of this. I can’t wait for years. I can’t deal with this.

			‘Grant—’

			Shit bro, I can’t even cry. 

			‘Grant, I promise. We’ll get every research university in the world onto this. We just need a breakthrough. You will walk again. You’ll do all those things you mentioned. I promise you!’

			Blank screen.

			‘Trust me.’

			Blank screen.

			‘Grant?’

			Kill me.

			‘Don’t be stupid,’ I said. ‘This is just for now. Not forever. You can get through this.’

			Kill me.

			‘No.’

			Pull out the plugs, or whatever is keeping me alive.

			‘There’s nothing keeping you alive. There are no machines. You are keeping yourself alive.’

			Then find some rat poison. Put it in my drip. 

			‘Not going to happen.’

			You owe me.

			‘Owe you? How do I owe you?’

			I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you.

			Ouch. There was some truth to that. But no way was it my fault.

			Kill me. Kill me. Kill me.

			The simple black letters on a white screen conveyed only information: no emotion; no emphasis. But I didn’t need it to know that he was screaming.

			I shut off the computer, stared at my hands, then at the ceiling. What he was asking me to do was too much. But the alternative was even more unthinkable.

			I sat for a long time in silence as the sun dropped slowly behind the trees outside the window on a world that Grant would never see. 

			I started to cry. I cried for Grant. 

			Because he couldn’t. 

			SUNDAY

			Charlize met me and Mum in the foyer as we waited for the elevator.

			‘Can I talk to you for a moment?’ she said.

			‘You go on ahead, Mum,’ I said. ‘We’ll be along in a minute. Just some uni stuff to discuss.’

			Mum nodded and smiled. I think she was going to say something but the elevator doors shut it off.

			Charlize stared at me for a moment then put her hand on my arm. I liked the feel of her fingers on my skin.

			‘It’s Paulie,’ she said. ‘Well, it’s about Paulie.’

			‘How can I help?’ 

			‘The reason we broke up—’ Her fingers slipped down my arm to my hand. She squeezed it gently. ‘It was you.’

			‘Hey, don’t blame me. I wasn’t even there.’

			She smiled. ‘He said that all I ever talked about was you. That he didn’t even seem to figure in my thinking.’ 

			‘Didn’t he understand that we work quite closely together?’

			‘Yes. Still, it got me thinking,’ she said.

			‘Thinking?’ 

			‘All I was going to say was that if you wanted to, like, get a cup of coffee or something, sometime, outside of our uni stuff. That’d be okay.’

			I stared at her for a moment. I pressed the button to bring the elevator back down.

			I wanted to. I really wanted to. But I said, ‘I think that would make it difficult to work together.’

			‘No, you’re right,’ she said, far too quickly, letting go of my hand. ‘Of course you’re right. And if it didn’t work out it could get really awkward.’

			‘Absolutely.’

			That was a perfectly good reason. But it wasn’t the real one.

			The truth was that I didn’t deserve Charlize. I didn’t deserve that kind of happiness.

			The elevator arrived and we stepped into it, smiling awkwardly at each other.

			Grant was grinning at us as usual, propped up on the bed with pillows, when we entered. He had a big lipstick kiss on his forehead.

			Mum was standing in front of the pile of computer equipment. She looked up as we entered.

			‘How have your experiments been going?’ she said. ‘Anything exciting?’

			I shook my head. ‘Sorry, Mum. Nothing. It didn’t work.’

			Charlize frowned at me. 

			‘I thought you said there were really interesting results,’ she said.

			‘I was getting ahead of myself,’ I said. ‘Turned out to be just random brain patterns. Static. White noise.’

			‘Oh.’ She shrugged. ‘That’s a shame. It looked so promising.’

			Grant stared at me with unblinking eyes.

			‘You’ve got to fall down if you want to learn to walk,’ I said. ‘There’ll be lots of false leads before we make any real progress. But I promise you that I won’t rest until I find a solution.’

			Mum nodded. She thought I was talking to her. ‘You’re a good brother to him,’ she said. ‘And he knows it. He loves us visiting. Look how it makes him smile.’
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			There is no light of any kind. Not once I shut the hatch door. 

			The alarm sounded just before the end of lunch. We all knew the lockdown siren: it’s quite different from the evacuation siren they use for a fire or some other kind of emergency. A series of rising tones. It sounds like something from a video game, or a cheap car alarm.

			But we all knew what this alarm meant. Whole School Lockdown. Go to your classroom or designated safe area. Lock the doors, turn out the lights, hide in the cupboards or under the desks until the all clear is given.  The all clear is a much lower, continuous tone.

			The lockdown alarm is only used when there is some kind of immediate danger to students. Like a wild animal on the school grounds. Or some criminal with a gun. 

			We’ve done lots of drills, and my first thought was that this was just another drill. But they always announce drills, so that we know when it’s for real.

			This is for real. There is a real threat of some kind loose on the campus. Worse, I’ve got a horrible feeling the person’s looking for me.

			I could have gone to my classroom, which is my designated safe area. I was nearby. But if it is Daniel looking for me then that’s exactly where he’ll look.

			So now I am crouched in a small wooden compartment under the stairs that lead down to the basement of the Design and Technology block. 

			I don’t know that Daniel is actually looking for me, but there’s a chance. He’s one of those loner, loser kids. The kind that everybody ignores. The kind that don’t fit in because they are always trying too hard.

			I don’t fit in either, but I don’t care. I’m bigger than just about any other kid at this school and they do what I tell them to. That’s how middle school works. You only have to bash a few kids to earn the respect of all the others. Then they do what you want. Sure it costs a few detentions and a couple of suspensions, even a threat that they’ll expel me, but they can’t really do that. Not unless I commit some actual crime. Bring drugs to school, something like that. 

			But somewhere along the way Daniel and I have crossed paths and crossed swords. It’s not about the doughnut. Yeah, he had a doughnut in his lunch bag, and, yeah, I wanted that doughnut. It looked nice. But it’s not about the doughnut. It’s about respect. By refusing to give me the doughnut he wasn’t showing me respect. 

			So I grabbed it off him anyway. But the little moron spat on it, just as I was about to eat it. He spat on it!

			So I had to teach him a lesson about respect. I had bruised knuckles for days. I was fully expecting another suspension, but he never told anyone. Nobody saw, because he’d been sitting out in the old hall by himself. Didn’t have any friends. So he got a lesson in respect, and I got away with it.

			Until now.

			I could be wrong. Maybe he’s not looking for me. Whatever – I’m keeping right out of his way.

			I know about this hiding place because I’m always getting asked to help put stuff away, on account of my size. Some of that stuff has gone in the cupboard underneath the D&T basement stairs. One day when I was putting away a couple of boxes for Mr Telfort, who teaches engineering design, I saw the panel on the back wall of the storage cupboard and wondered what it was. When I pushed on one side it sprang up, some kind of magnetic spring clip, and it opened into the area under the landing.

			To get to the D&T basement you go down one flight of stairs to the landing, then down another flight to the basement itself. This hinged panel, a kind of hatch, must have been put there in case they needed more space for storage. I don’t think it had ever been used because the area under the landing was completely empty and covered in cobwebs.

			I didn’t think much about it at the time, although it occurred to me that it would be a good hiding place, so I didn’t tell anybody else about it.

			Then a few minutes ago, the lockdown siren sounded. I was taking a pee in the toilets at the back of F block, where my form class is. I ran out into the corridor to see people scattering in every direction. Felicity Cordina, we call her Felix, charged right into me and just about bowled me over.  And that took a lot of doing for someone as small as her.

			‘What’s going on?’ I said.

			‘Daniel Curnow!’ Felix said, wide-eyed, terrified. ‘He’s flipped out!’

			I hadn’t heard anything, but the toilet area is made of solid concrete block walls and it faces the playing fields. Anyone could fire a bazooka at the front of the school and you wouldn’t hear it.

			‘What’s he doing?’ I said.

			‘I don’t know nothing else!’ Felix shouted.

			She scampered off down the corridor without saying anything else, and although that seems like a strange word to use, it really did seem to describe the way she walked. It was as if she couldn’t decide whether to walk calmly, like they always told us to do in fire and lockdown drill, or to run for her freaking life. I was torn between the official instructions, to go to my designated safe place, or to go to my own personally designated safe place.

			It all depended on what Felix meant by ‘flipped out’. 

			I decided to go to my own, private place. Somewhere Daniel would never find me.

			I ran along the corridor to the covered pathway, checked quickly around to make sure that he wasn’t in sight, then sprinted across to Design and Technology, where classroom doors were already slamming shut in my face and ran down the stairs to the basement.

			So here I am, crouching in the dark under the stairs, in pitch blackness with the feeling of old cold cobwebs on my face and in my hair. Still I feel safe. I don’t think Daniel knows this place exists. Even if he does, he doesn’t know that I know about it. It’ll take him a long time to find me here. And the cops will be swarming all over the place by then.

			There’s light outside in the main cupboard, usually a trickle from the gap under the door. But the hatch blocks all of that. Not even a cat or an owl would be able to see anything in here. 

			But I can hear things. 

			Upstairs I hear doors slamming.

			For a few minutes there are running footsteps, but then nothing as those kids reach their safe places.

			It’s silent, except for the sound of my own breathing echoing off the walls.

			Silence.

			Pitch black.

			I feel deaf and blind.

			This space is only a few metres wide by a couple of metres deep, but it seems much smaller. In the darkness, the walls really do seem to close in.

			I can’t hear anything outside. No shouts, no screams. Sirens. Where the hell are the cops? Where the hell is Mr Merton, the school security guard?

			Maybe this is all some elaborate drill. Maybe I forgot to read the school notices last night and I missed the announcement. What about Felix? Did she miss it, too? Or was she playing a part?

			‘I don’t know nothing else.’ If she didn’t know nothing, that meant she knew something. 

			Like Miss Anglesea, our English teacher says. There’s a world of difference between ‘Let’s eat, Grandma’ and ‘Let’s eat Grandma’. Commas save lives.

			But in this case it was a double negative. Don’t never use a double negative! Miss Anglesea says.

			Yeah I know what a double negative is. Just because I’m big and like to push people around, doesn’t make me stupid. I didn’t always used to be big. And when I was small, other kids used to push me around. So it’s all like karma or something.

			Neil Armstrong, when he landed on the moon, left out an ‘a’ and turned a world-shaking speech into grammatical nonsense. One small step for man, one giant leap for mankind. What he was supposed to say was ‘One small step for a man, one giant leap for mankind.’ In other words a small step for him, but a huge leap forward for the human race. But he forgot the ‘a’.

			(I know NASA tried to claim he did say it, and it got lost in the static, but I’ve heard the audio. He never said it.)

			I look at my watch to try to tell the time. It’s too dark to see. It’s supposed to have little glow-in-the-dark dots on the hands and numbers, but I can see nothing. Useless watch. Nana gave it to me. She can have it right back when this is all over. I’m getting a digital one with a button to light it up. Or one of those new iWatches if I can afford it.

			I came in here just before 1. I know that because it was almost the end of lunchtime. I guess it’s been about ten minutes, but it’s really hard to tell. If I’m right, that means the cops will be here, or at least nearly here. They’ll sort Daniel out. 

			Distant sirens now. Lots of them. Police, fire, ambulance, the whole collectors set. Thank God. 

			More sirens. As they arrive, they shut off. 

			I can hear footsteps. Slow, deliberate. On the steps above my head. Whoever it is comes down, looks around, then climbs back up.

			Silence.

			I think the silence is scarier than the footsteps. At least you have an idea where he is. 

			Something touches my leg and I jump, but don’t yell. If I make noise, then I am inviting in whatever’s out there, as surely as if I painted big, hi-vis arrows on the floor saying, ‘This way to Gary Masters’.

			There are shouts now from somewhere upstairs and outside. The shouts are drifting in through the open windows of the D&T block, down the stairwell. They’re faint, but clear.

			‘This is the police.’

			Thank God! They’re here and coming in. This’ll all be over soon.

			More footsteps now. Closer.  This is unbelievable. I’m no longer scared. 

			‘Police!’

			I’m trying to make sense of the world. I think I can hear fire. No, no that’s just my imagination. I’d smell smoke and feel the heat if the building was on fire.

			But what if it is? What if I am trapped in the basement of a burning building with this psycho still roaming around somewhere above me?

			The police voices fade and in the absolute silence that follows again I hear the crawling of insects. I hear the echo of my breathing. I hear – nothing else. 

			This is hell.

			What did they say about hell? Something about a bird pecking at the top of a mountain, and when the entire mountain is gone that’s just the first second of the first minute of the first hour of your first day in hell.

			Something like that, anyway.

			Father Christo, who we all call Father Christmas, thunders on about our sins in chapel once a week. I’ve always dismissed it as religious mumbo jumbo, not too far removed from witchdoctors and shamans. Perhaps I should have listened a bit more closely. 

			Footsteps again, in this building. I can hear them above me. It’s got to be Daniel. Where are the cops?

			Someone is definitely in the D&T building above me. 

			Wait. That’s not my breathing I can hear echoing off the walls. There’s someone else in here with me!

			It’s him. Has to be. It’s Daniel. He’s got in somehow!

			Okay, get a grip. Daniel’s upstairs, I just heard a footstep. I never thought I’d be so glad to hear a footstep. It’s close, but not too close. Not in-here-with-me close.

			But someone or something is.

			I hold my breath and can still hear breathing.

			I’ve got to know. I don’t want to know, but I have to. It’s worse not knowing.

			I ease forward, feeling out in front of me. Nothing. I turn and crawl slowly into the wedge-shaped area under the lower stairs. 

			It’ll be Daniel, all right. His eyes glowing, poisonous spiders spewing from his mouth and his breath a black cloud of venom.

			It isn’t Daniel. 

			There’s a tiny squeak as my hand closes on a shoe. A girl’s shoe. 

			‘Pleath don’t hurt me,’ comes a soft whisper.

			It’s Lucy Simons from Year 7. I think. It’s hard to tell from the whisper, but I’m sure it’s Lucy. Lucy has a pronounced lisp. How cruel is that? And with a surname like Simons.

			Right now she’s thinking I’m the villain. The monster. Bad guy.

			‘Is that you, Lucy?’ I say.

			I hear the intake of breath as she opens her mouth to scream, but just then there are footsteps again on the staircase above us.

			‘Sssshhhh,’ I say desperately. ‘It’s Gary from Year 9. Be quiet!’

			She understands, I think. At least she doesn’t scream. The wooden stairs above us creak.

			He’s on the landing now. Only wooden floorboards separate us from him, standing so near us. 

			‘Hey, is anyone here?’ That’s Daniel’s voice. ‘Hello?’ 

			Silence.

			‘You can come out now, it’s safe,’ he says. ‘They got him. It’s all clear now.’

			If anyone else is down here, I hope they believe him about as much as I do, which is about as much as I can stuff pineapples up my nose.

			Lucy isn’t quite the cynic that I am. Or maybe she doesn’t recognise Daniel’s voice, or maybe she doesn’t know that he’s flipped out. She starts to move. I grab her arm to stop her and again hear that terrifying intake of breath as if she’s about to scream.

			I clamp my hand over her mouth and breathe a tiny ‘Sssshhhh!’

			I think she understands. She catches on quick and sits back down.

			The door to the storage cupboard opens. I hear the sound of the handle and the squeak of the hinges. The snap of the light switch just inside the cupboard door. Still no light sneaks through the hatch.

			That thin plywood panel is all that’s standing between us and the monster. 

			I’ve just peed my pants. I can feel it running down between my legs. Warm and wet. I can’t believe I just did that. Oh God, now I can smell it. I bet Lucy can, too.

			Why am I even worried about that? There’s something much worse to worry about.

			I suddenly think of something else. My parents have probably heard about the lockdown by now. They’ll be trying to call me to make sure I’m okay. My phone’s in my locker, so no problem there. But what about Lucy? We’re supposed to leave our phones in our lockers, but a lot of kids don’t. They just switch them to silent. But even when on silent some of them still buzz quite loudly. 

			Does Lucy have a phone? I should have asked her. But now I don’t want to talk, not with a cardboard box and a thin sheet of plywood the only things between us and oblivion. I just have to pray that she left hers in her locker as well. 

			Damn! Her parents will be calling, too. Of course they will. Is her phone off? I’ve got to know.

			I move closer to her and touch her gently on the arm. She stiffens and draws away, but then relaxes, just slightly. I edge close to her until I can put my mouth right next to her ear. Then I whisper in a non-voice, too soft to be heard by anyone who doesn’t have my lips glued to their ear. 

			‘Phone off,’ is all I say.

			I can feel her nodding. 

			All good.

			Unless Daniel knows about the hatch and opens that door.

			There’s complete silence again. I think Lucy’s stopped breathing. So have I. Even the cockroaches have stopped moving.

			I see nothing. Hear nothing. But somewhere, a couple of steps away, stands a troubled kid who hates me.

			We wait. 

			Lucy slips a small breath. If I can hear it, can Daniel?

			Still nothing.

			He seems to decide. 

			The light outside flicks off. The door shuts.

			I hear his footsteps on the lower stairs, the landing, the upper stairs, and now he’s somewhere above us in D&T.

			Now there’s another voice in the corridors on the first floor above us.

			‘Oh no!’ It’s Miss Anglesea’s voice. What’s she doing in D&T? Her classroom’s over in the Arts block. Why isn’t she in lockdown? Did she get caught somewhere and is she trying to sneak away?

			‘Oh God no!’ She screams and there’s the sound of running footsteps.

			Then Daniel’s voice again. ‘Come back! Come back here!’ He yells the ‘B’ word over and over at the top of his lungs.

			His footsteps move further away.

			There’s a touch on my arm and instinctively I know what Lucy wants. I move closer to her and put my arms around her, as if by hugging her, somehow I’ll make her safe. I’ll make this all go away.

			It won’t help.

			But it does help. It helps me. 

			‘How did you know about this place?’ I whisper.

			‘You told me,’ she says.

			‘I never.’ 

			‘Well you told Adam, he’th my brother, and I wath walking right next to him,’ she says.

			Damn. I told Adam. Of course I told Adam. I remember now.

			Has Adam told anyone else? Has he told Daniel?

			‘Who ith it, do you know?’ she asks. 

			‘Daniel,’ I say. ‘Daniel Curnow. Do you think Adam would have told him about this place?’

			‘I don’t know. I don’t know him.’ 

			No, Daniel Whogivesadamn. One of those invisible kids.

			‘But I hate him,’ she says. ‘He’th a bully.’

			‘Yes.’

			Then I realise what she’s just said and a cold feeling runs down my spine.

			Most of the kids in Year 9 probably think I’m a bully. Actually, I guess I am a bully. 

			Sobering thought. 

			I’m sitting in the blackness, comforting a frightened girl, who’s comforting me, facing the fact that I’m not a nice person. I mean I always knew that, but somehow now I’m seeing it from a different perspective.

			I’m smart enough to know that I’m better than that. That I could be better than that.

			For some reason that thought makes me honest.

			‘I think he’s looking for me,’ I say. It might not be true, but I think it is.

			‘Why?’ In that one word Lucy brings down a whole universe of guilt onto my shoulders.

			It takes me a while to answer. I’m crying now. ‘I – I wasn’t very nice to him.’

			‘If ith you he wanth, you thould go and talk to him,’ Lucy says.

			‘Yeah, but he’d kill me.’

			‘Don’t be thilly,’ she says with all the innocence of Year 7. ‘But he’th thcaring everyone. Becauth of you.’

			She’s young. Stupid. She doesn’t understand. 

			Or maybe she does. Better than me.

			If he came to school looking for me, and he finds me, maybe that’ll end it. 

			I don’t move.

			I don’t say anything. I pretend I didn’t hear her.

			Running footsteps above us again.

			And shouts. The cops have found a way back into the school. Have they? Someone has.

			It’s not the cops. It sounds like Mr Merton, the security guard. Where the hell was he when this whole thing started?

			Okay, at least he’s here now. 

			There’s more shouting from upstairs, right upstairs, real close by, like just at the top of the stairs. 

			There’s a thud on the stairs, then another.

			Thud, thud, thud, bam. Someone’s fallen down the stairs and face-planted on the landing. 

			I know what’s going to happen before it happens. 

			I start to move my hand, to clamp it over her mouth, to stifle the scream that I can feel welling up inside her little chest. But I’m too late.

			She tries to stop it, too, and it’s only a half-scream, choked off almost immediately by my hand.

			But I hear it. Which means he hears it. Whoever is still alive in the stairwell above us.

			Footsteps now. Slowly descending. 

			One step after the other in agonising slow motion.

			The sound of the outer cupboard door opening.

			The sound of a cardboard box being pushed aside, scraping across the cupboard floor.

			The click of the magnetic latch.

			Then the hatch opens.
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			Odd things have a way of seeming commonplace at Coaltown School. Although, I suppose, with the benefit of hindsight, having had a couple of years to think about it, the events of that particular summer’s night were pretty darn strange. Even for Coaltown.

			I’m from Coaltown, but I’m not what you’d call a local. 

			In fact the local kids looked on me as a bit of an outsider. Been here my whole life but that still don’t make me a local. It’s not enough to be born here. Your daddy has to be born here, too, and his daddy before him.

			Coaltown is a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it little place on the road to Youdidntwannagothereanyway. Regional New South Wales, they call it. Not a helluva long way from Wollongong. If you’re a crow. Dunno why they called it Coaltown. Ain’t no coal here. Never has been.

			My daddy come here from Arkansas in the US of A. That’s why they call me Yankee. Yankee Peterson. (Seems the folks around here don’t know that Yankees come from up north.) They reckon I talk funny, but I can’t hear it. My daddy came here in the 70s to work up at Avon Dam, liked the place and stayed. Married a local girl, Irma Brownhead, and stayed married through some brimstone and hellfire, but some golden honey days, too, until she died of a nasty bug about five years later. Not before she had me, though. Then Dad married Kelly Locke, another local girl, but she grew a belly one spring, and there were complications, and it didn’t go too well for her down at Wollongong Hospital. 

			After that they wouldn’t let him marry nobody else from around these parts. Said they were running out of girls. So now there’s just him and me, and I guess I do talk a bit like him.

			But the locals don’t take all that well to outsiders round here. Even ones that was born here, like me.

			My real name’s Jake. I’m fourteen. I’ll be fifteen in June. None of that matters, but I thought you’d like to know.

			I doubt you’ve ever been out this way but if you had you would have passed the Coaltown School. The Coaltown Area School it says, in huge embossed letters, on the low concrete fence that runs along the front, but I don’t know anybody as calls it that. It’s the one on the road from Pheasants Nest, before you get to Avon Dam.

			The school is the blue building, right on the main road. It was painted bright blue in the 1960s by Barry Tucker, the principal at the time, and that colour still shows in the photos that line the foyer. But decades of sunlight and dust, tossed around by the wheels of the passing cars and sheep trucks have muted it down till now it’s somewhere between the deep blue of the Bass Strait, and the clear cyan of the Southern Australian sky.

			It was February, which might have something to do with what happened because it gets stinking hot around Coaltown that time of year. And heat’s been known to do strange things to folks. 

			It was just after 7 o’clock. That would be 8 o’clock by your reckoning, ’cos of daylight saving. We never really did go in for that much around here. Big City Fools tinkering around with time, my dad always said. ‘You can’t put time forward an hour,’ he said. ‘Time just does what it darn well wants.’

			So it was still 7 o’clock round these parts and the whole bunch of us are out, kicking a football around the schoolyard, when we hear the sound of running footsteps, then the big double gates of the school burst open like the swing saloon doors in those old western movies, and Tony Two-Cows Tinkerton runs in.

			I’d love to tell y’all the tale behind the Two-Cows nickname, but that’d never fit in these few pages. And you’d probably not believe it anyway.

			There was just the usual gang kicking around at the school. No flash city kids down from Bargo, roughing it at Coaltown so’s they’d have a story to tell when they got back home.

			Gordie was there, running around after the rugby ball, broken leg in a cast and all. He’s a young fella, Gordie, barely thirteen. Had more broken bones in those thirteen years than the rest of us put together. Bear Mossman, a huge kid from Two Bridge had the ball, and Gordie was trying to tackle him, but the cast made it impossible for him to catch the Bear, and to be honest he wouldn’t have had much of a chance anyways against him.

			Not everyone was playing with the ball. There was Vernon and Rufus Harball playing coin footy on the old stone wall with a two-dollar coin. Two-dollar! They always were a bit flash, those kids. Will Wildwire was sitting in the old tyre swing that hung from the Oak Tree, sound asleep. That wasn’t unusual. He could, and did, sleep anywhere, anytime. Mainly in maths. Charlie Shortfoot had taken his shirt off with the heat and was lying down in his old grey singlet on top of the stone wall, fanning hisself with a copy of the Mercury. That’s the newspaper from the big smoke over at Wollongong.

			Charlie’s brother, Kingi, was sitting on the front steps of the school with me, telling me a story. He’d started on the tale when I rolled up after dinner at about 6 o’clock, and wasn’t really getting any closer to the end. But I guess that’s how we tell stories down here, where the grass grows at a leisurely pace and the summer evenings last all night. They say that even the wind moves slowly when it gets to Coaltown.

			When you get a story, you get all the detail that goes with it. And all the little details that go with the big details. It’s just a regional NSW kind of thing, I guess, but you can’t cut straight to the chase. That’d be like eating a meat pie without the gravy and the mushy peas. It might fill the hole but it sure don’t taste the same.

			And then, like I said, young Tony Tinkerton ran in and he looked scared.

			Nobody I knew – and I knew all the folk around those parts – had ever seen Two-Cows look scared before. Unless you counted the time his mom caught him playing doctors and nurses down on the river bank with Deirdre Whitford, the principal’s daughter, and he came running down the highway in just his Y-fronts with his mom screaming along right behind him.

			That may not sound all that scary to y’all, but you haven’t met his mom.

			He was a bit soft, Tony Tinkerton, but he didn’t scare easily.

			But that evening at the Coaltown School, Two-Cows busting in caused quite a commotion. Vernon’s mouth dropped open in shock. Rufus had just flicked the coin in the air for a try and was spinning for a conversion, but his shot went wild and I’ll be darned if it didn’t shoot straight into Vernon’s mouth. He promptly swallowed it. Serve them right for playing with a two-dollar coin.

			Kingi and I turned around, Will woke up, and even the Bear stopped running and looked up to see what the heck was going on. Gordie Longmarch ran straight into his big backside and bounced off, falling flat on his back. There was a cracking sound from his brand new cast.

			I suppose it would be only right to tell you that the locals around Coaltown don’t take all that well to strangers. You might have already figured that out for yourself. If you want the time of day in Coaltown you look at the clock in the roof of the derelict old post office and hope that it’s still working. Ask a local for the time and he’s likely to just aim a finger at the clock for you. If you’re lucky, that is.

			I guess that’s why them flash city folk from Bargo tend to put their foot down a little harder on the gas when they pass through Coaltown on the way from one hectic business meeting to another. 

			There were no city folk that night travelling through Coaltown and that turned out to be a darn good thing ’cos otherwise news of what happened might have leaked out and maybe even found its way into the Mercury. 

			All kinds of ruckus would have broken loose then, I guess. The big papers up north would have picked it up and pretty soon there would have been them radio fellas with big fluffy microphones with letters on them, and them TV reporters sticking cameras up our asses. And I guess the overseas folk wouldn’t be far behind, like that channel they show on the big TV in the local pub, where we sometimes sneak in to watch the footy.

			I can’t tell you that would be a good thing for Coaltown. Not a good thing at all.

			But it didn’t matter, ’cos, like I said, there weren’t no city folk passing through that night. No outsiders (’cept for me).

			Tony Two-Cows said, ‘You’re not going to believe this,’ and then just stood there with such a dumb-ass look on his face that I almost thought he’d finally blown a head gasket, and turned back to the funny story I was hearing from Kingi Shortfoot about a hill-country farmer from Riverton, but then I noticed the thunder at the back of Tony’s eyes and I realised that this was more than just a smash-up on the highway, or a fire in someone’s hay barn.

			We all grabbed our bikes, ’cept for Bear, who was driving his old man’s quad-bike, and Gordie, who we strapped onto Bear’s lamb tray so’s he wouldn’t fall off.

			The rest of us raced off after him as Tony Two-Cows pointed us in the direction of the Coaltown bridge. 

			The bridge runs across the mighty Avon River, just before the picnic area. The moon was full and up in the nor-east, which meant it licked those hilltops with silver and grinned back up at us off the river itself. That gave the whole place a bit of an unearthly look before we got anywhere near the bridge.

			We just about lost Gordie before we got halfway there. Bear hit a bump and a corner at the same time, and Gordie went sliding off the tray, but Bear stretched out one of those pine tree arms of his and pulled him back on board before any harm came to him.

			It was Charlie who first heard it. He had good ears did Charlie Shortfoot. Don’t get me wrong, a river at night rushing under a bridge is a noisy place. But there’re some sounds you expect to hear when you’re approaching the Coaltown bridge, and some sounds you’d be alarmed to hear.

			This sound wasn’t neither of those. It was just plain, darn wrong.

			‘What the heck is that?’ Charlie stood up on his pedals and cocked his head to one side.

			We all listened and it was suddenly clear, even over the rumble of the quad.

			‘That doesn’t sound human,’ I said.

			Kingi said, ‘Well it doesn’t sound like a machine.’

			‘Darn straight,’ I agreed.

			I ain’t going to try to describe the sound for you, but I can tell you that it cut right through to your backbone, like running your fingernails down the old blackboard in the hall at the school.

			We rounded that last corner before the bridge and the sound filled the air like a hot wet blanket. We came up over the crest of the small hill and Bear slammed the brakes on so hard that all of us pedalling along behind him were skidding and sliding so’s not to run into the back of him. I slid right over, rubbing most of the skin off my left knee and so it was a minute or so before I got to see what Bear had seen from up front.

			The sight that greeted us all was enough to lift even Gordie Longmarch out of the tray. ‘Holy, freaking, shivers,’ he said, got out of the tray, slipped over on the gravel and laid himself out on the road for a moment or two.

			Actually that’s not quite what he said, but I wouldn’t want to offend anybody now.

			The only thing to do from there was to head on down to the bridge. We couldn’t turn back. Fear, or bravery, had nothing to do with it. What we saw was impossible, and yet there it was, right in front of our eyes. We went down to the bridge because we were drawn to it, and not in a way that you could just turn away from.

			We got back to the school just before midnight. 

			‘What are we going to do?’ I said. The question must have been on all of our minds, but I was the one to stick it out there. In the air. Where it couldn’t be ignored.

			‘Nothing,’ said Kingi. 

			‘Gotta do something,’ Bear said. ‘Can’t do nothing.’

			‘Well the first thing we’re going to do is to make a promise not to talk about what we saw up there,’ I said. ‘Not to anybody.’

			‘We gotta tell someone,’ Tony said. ‘Police maybe.’

			‘What the hell are the cops going to do?’ Kingi asked. 

			‘It ain’t none of their business,’ I said. ‘It’s not a matter for the police.’

			‘The army then,’ Bear said.

			‘Like that’s gonna help.’ Vernon Harball and his brother were taking turns to shiver. Like they were passing the shiver back and forth between them. It was hard not to watch.

			‘There must be some government department,’ Will said.

			‘There isn’t a government department for that,’ Kingi said.

			‘I say we go back.’ And I was surprised as all hell that those words had come out of my mouth.

			‘No way,’  Vernon and Rufus said simultaneously.

			‘No effing way,’ Charlie agreed.

			‘I think we gotta,’ said Kingi.

			Everybody looked at him. If there was ever a leader of our little gang it was Kingi. We all respected him. We all looked up to him. Bear would have wrestled a crocodile if Kingi had asked him to.

			I was kind of relieved. We had to go back, but nobody was going to listen to me. I was an outsider. Kingi was a local.

			‘Not at night,’ Tony said. 

			I know I keep saying how soft Tony was, but on this we were all in agreement. If we went back, it had to be during daylight.

			‘Tomorrow,’ I said. 

			I didn’t get home until after midnight and I just quietly let myself in. Door wasn’t locked. Doors were never locked around Coaltown. I locked it after me though. Went and shut all the windows, too.

			My daddy was snoring in the front room with the television on and a half glass of warm beer on the side-table. Nothing unusual about that, which was good. I needed something normal. Something to help me get a grip back on reality after what I just seen.

			I poured his beer down the sink and turned off the TV. Let him sleep where he was. Then I did my nightly check around for snakes, little buggers have a way of sneaking in during the day, and took myself off to bed.

			Didn’t sleep a wink. 

			Got up at 7, didn’t even feel tired.

			Warmed up Weet-Bix for breakfast. Ate it all, too. And a second helping. Hungry as a mule.

			Finally got up to the school around 7.30.

			Everyone was there. I knew they would be. Don’t ask me how because we hadn’t talked about it the night before. But we were all there.

			I think Will Wildwire had slept at the school. He just hunkered down under the jungle gym.

			We all looked at each other and I think we all knew that if we didn’t do it right away, we wouldn’t do it. Ever. And it had to be done.

			So we went. All of us.

			We went in daylight because we were afraid of going there in the dark, but it was dark when we got back to the school, and we probably should have all gone home to our beds, what with school the next day and all. But none of us would have been able to sleep anyway, so I suppose it didn’t matter no how. ’Cept maybe Will. He’d be able to sleep, I guess.

			We must have really been rattled I guess ’cos nobody said a darn thing. We just sat there and looked at each other.

			I felt different. I felt – changed.

			Looking back now, I don’t think there was a single one of us that wasn’t changed in some way by what happened up at the Coaltown bridge.

			Gordie came back white as a newborn lamb, and believe it or not, never broke another bone in his life.

			Vernon and Rufus quit school and started working full-time on their dad’s farm. I never did find out what happened to that two-dollar coin, but I’m sure Vernon’ll have a story to tell me about it some day. 

			Bear Mossman’s hair turned white. At the age of fourteen! Took about a week. But that fine mop of black hair was white as snow before the end of February.

			Tony Two-Cows joined the army. Anything to get out of town I guess. Couldn’t handle it. Always was a bit soft, that kid.

			And the rest of us, Will, the Shortfoot boys and me, all dealt with it in our own way. Other things changed, too. Like the way the locals looked at me. Things like what happened can bond folk together in unexpected ways. I became one of them, a local, never mind where my daddy was born.

			Well, I expect you’re probably keen to know what we saw, and what happened up at the bridge. 

			But, frankly, we Coaltown folk keep pretty much to ourselves. Wouldn’t want the Mercury to latch onto it, as I said, or all kinds of hell would break loose around here.

			What I’m trying to say is that I’d love to tell you. I really would.

			But I can’t. 

			You’re not a local.
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			It’s Sunday. Only eleven shopping days till Christmas! 

			Yay.

			I’m an elf. Not the Middle Earth kind with a bow and arrow.  That would be cool. No, I’m the Santa kind. 

			When I answer the phone at the call centre I’m supposed to put on an elvish voice and pretend to be one of Santa’s little helpers. Then I listen to some whiny kid telling me all about what Christmas presents he or she wants this year.

			The kids believe the lie. That I’m really an elf.  That you can phone Santa’s secret base at the North Pole. That Santa really flies around at Christmas with a sleigh full of presents. That Christmas is a time of peace and joy.

			My shift starts at 8 am, but I’m late. I just couldn’t generate the enthusiasm to get out of bed this morning. It’s 8.08 when I walk in.

			Mark and Christine are the other happy little elves on shift today. They’re already chatting to the next round of suckers. I wave at them as I arrive, a few minutes late, and take my seat in my little cubicle.

			‘Hey, Steve,’ Christine says. Mark just nods; he’s already on a call.

			My elf name is Cheeky. Mark’s is Jolly and Christine’s is Bouncy. The names were given to us when we got the job. I have to grit my teeth every time I say mine.

			Mark’s an engineering student. He’s older than me, about twenty, fat, furry and funny. I think he really enjoys this job. He’s always putting on silly voices and having pretend conversations with Mrs Claus to entertain the kids. I’d hate him for being such a Pollyanna, except you can’t hate Mark. He’s engaging and likeable. Not my idea of an engineer at all.

			Christine’s Korean and has only been in the country for three years, but has no accent and better English than me. She also speaks French and Italian and can get by in Latin. (Very handy if you happen to run into some Ancient Romans.) She’s awesome – makes me feel stupid. Not on purpose. Okay – she’s lovely. But she’s so smart that all the rest of us have to bask in the glow of her intelligence. She’s good with the kids. She never says yes or no, no matter what they ask for.

			She gives me a sweet smile and I manage a tired one back as I pull on my headset and adjust the microphone.

			The room we work in is just an office. One of hundreds in a tall tower building that houses mostly lawyers and accountants. There are four cubicles, although only three of us on duty at any one time.

			The cubicles are just desks really, with aluminium dividers. The desks face the walls, so if we turn around we can see each other. The lights are fluorescent and I avoid looking up. The glare absolutely kills my eyes.

			Around the walls are Christmas decorations. Tinsel and candy canes and crepe-paper streamers that Christine made herself. 

			A sound system plays faint Christmas carols, overlaid with the sounds of hammering and elves talking, as if we are really in Santa’s workshop.

			Everything’s so fake. Like Christmas.

			I hate Christmas.

			I don’t want to sound like a Scrooge or a Grinch, but it’s a fact. I hate everything about it.

			The silly flashing lights and the mindless Christmas music droning in the malls. I hate the lies we tell kids about a jolly fat man who flies around in a magical sleigh. 

			Everything.

			What saddens me is the greed. It’s all about ‘me, me, me’. The kids that call me are the future of our society and the only thing they are interested in is more, more, more.

			No wonder society is in such a mess.

			I sometimes wonder if the reason I hate Christmas so much is because I loved it so much when I was a kid. When I believed the lies and counted the sleeps till the big day. When I couldn’t sleep on Christmas Eve with the excitement of what Santa was going to bring me overnight. When I left biscuits and milk out for Santa (and carrots for his reindeer).

			Then I grew up and after that Christmas wasn’t fun anymore.

			Every Christmas morning I felt sad remembering how Christmas used to be.

			The Santa-line thing’s just a holiday job (obviously). I finished school last year and needed to earn as much money over the holidays as I could. Santa pays better than the supermarket or Macca’s. It’s only till Christmas, but I’ll take it while I can get it.

			Next year I’m going to university, I think. I’ve applied for a few courses, and my Year 12 results are just about high enough to get in. I applied for human sciences. The precursor to medicine. I don’t really know what I want to do, but something medical would be good.

			Something where I get to help people, and do some good in the world.

			The world could do with a lot more good in it.

			Two orange lights on the phone tell me there are more calls waiting. Well, kids, I’m sorry. It’s kind of busy here at the North Pole, okay? You’ll have to wait while I set myself up with my mineral water and throat lozenges.  

			I pull on my elf hat. Green and zig-zagged around the bottom, red on the top with a little brass bell on the end.

			Why do we have to wear them? The kids can’t see us: it’s not a video phone. Maybe management thinks that makes us feel more elvish. Maybe they think the kids will hear the bell jingling as we talk.

			I drag through about ten calls, listening to lists of presents that would overload Santa’s sleigh so badly it wouldn’t get off the ground. I’d quit this job if I didn’t need the money to buy Christmas presents of my own. 

			Then suddenly the phones go quiet. It won’t last. It’s just a break. But it gives me the chance to say good morning to my workmates and apologise for being late.

			‘Don’t worry. I won’t tell on you,’ Mark says. 

			Christine just shakes her head and smiles. She wouldn’t rat me out either.

			‘Any good ones this morning?’ I say.

			Mark shrugs. ‘Boy called Richard wants a private island.’

			‘I hope you let him down gently,’ I say.

			‘With a thud.’ He laughs. ‘Told him Santa’s not an estate agent. Told him to choose something less expensive and more realistic.’

			‘And did he?’ says Christine.

			‘Oh, he only wants the moon now,’ Mark says.

			‘The moon?’ 

			‘Yeah, you know. That big round thing in the sky. I told him that was fine. His parents were listening. They can sort it out and buy him a moon globe or something.’ 

			‘I had a girl who wants a magical flying ring,’ Christine says.

			‘Like a frisbee?’ says Mark.

			‘No, like a magic ring that enables the wearer to fly.’

			‘How’d you worm your way out of that one?’ I say.

			‘I was non-committal,’ Christine says.

			Of course.

			The phone rings again.

			‘Who wants it?’ says Mark.

			I put my hand in the air and jiggle around in my seat like an excited pre-schooler.

			‘You always pick him.’ Christine puts on a sulky voice.

			I roll my eyes at her and punch the button to pick up the call. 

			I put on my best elf voice. ‘Why, hello there, welcome to the Santa line!’

			Silence on the other end.

			‘Hello. Is this the right number for Santa?’

			It sounds like a girl, but at this age it could be a boy.

			‘You bet – you’ve got Santa’s direct line. What’s your name?’ I stick to the script on the response sheet. Some team of child psychologists probably spent years working it out. 

			‘This is Viola.’

			‘What a lovely name.’ I’m on auto-pilot. ‘And what would you like for Christmas, Viola?’

			‘A new baby brother.’

			I roll my eyes again, thankful that she can’t see me.

			‘Oh that’s lovely,  Viola. And how old are you?’

			I write down her answer, even though all the calls are recorded (for legal reasons). I don’t have to, but if I need to remember stuff later in the conversation, it is easier if I’ve got notes.

			‘I’m six.’

			I grit my teeth. ‘What a lovely girl you are, to wish for a new baby brother.’

			‘I am,’ she says, and that opens the floodgates. ‘Everybody says that. Gamma and Pops, and Aunty Bec and Cousin Tonia. She’s seven. She wants a doll for Christmas. The one that wees itself and you have to change its nappy. Ewww! Is this really Santa?’

			We’ve got a standard answer for that, and I can say it without even glancing at the script. ‘Santa’s really busy at the moment sorting out his lists of who’s been naughty and who’s been nice. I’m one of his elves. So tell me. Have you been good this year, Viola?’

			‘I think so,’ she says. ‘Most of the time.’ 

			Well at least she’s honest. I am starting to like her.

			‘What’s your name?’ she says. She had to ask, didn’t she.

			‘Ah – Cheeky,’ I say (gritting my teeth). ‘I’ll make sure to put in a good word for you so Santa can put you on the nice list. Now, apart from a new baby brother, what else do you want for Christmas this year?’

			‘That’s all, thank you, Cheeky.  Thank you really very much.’

			Okay. So she’s not so bad really. At least she’s not greedy. Compared to most of the callers.

			‘Viola, I think you’re lovely,’ I say. ‘You’re sure you don’t want any toys, or games? Lollies?’

			‘No, thank you.’

			But she does want something. I know it. They always do. She’s hiding something.

			‘A bike? A pony?’ 

			‘A pony sounds cool. But no, thank you,’ she says.

			Okay. I give up. A girl who doesn’t want any Christmas presents. That isn’t natural. She’s probably going to grow up to be a psychopath. Or a politician. I’ve got another call waiting so I can’t spend all day on this.

			‘Cool,’ I say. ‘Now, Viola, just before you go, tell me why you want a new baby brother so much.’

			‘Because my old one died,’ she says.

			And the world stops.

			‘Are you still there?’ she says after a while. I don’t know how long. Seconds? Minutes? It feels longer.

			‘Hello?’ she says.

			‘Cheeky?’

			‘Hi, Viola,’ I manage, but my silly elf voice has deserted me.

			‘Hi, Cheeky,’ she says. ‘Will you ask Santa for me?’

			I am off script now. There are no prepared responses for this. ‘I can ask, okay?’ I say. ‘But I don’t know if he’ll listen to me about something like this.’

			‘But he will! You’re one of his elves.’

			I think about that for a moment. I glance around. Mark and Christine are both back on calls. Mark’s laughing at something. Christine’s listening intently and taking notes.

			‘Viola, I need to tell you something,’ I say carefully. I’ll probably get fired for this. ‘I’m not really an elf.’

			Next I’ll be telling her that there’s no Santa Claus, or tooth fairy, and that you won’t really see better if you eat your carrots.

			‘Oh,’ is all she says.

			‘Was it true what you just said about your baby brother?’

			‘Yes,’ she says. ‘And it was really sad and my daddy’s really upset and Mummy’s crying a lot, but I thought if Santa brought us a new baby then we would all be happy again.’

			I stare at the ceiling for a moment. The tube lighting hurts my eyes. It’s making them water. I cough to clear a lump in my throat.

			‘Why did you say you were an elf if you’re not?’ she says.

			I have to be careful. But I have to be honest. I can’t lie to this child. Not right now.

			‘Viola, my name’s Steve. I work at a call centre,’ I say.

			I glance around. Mark hasn’t heard. He’s busy putting on his Mrs Claus voice and picking his nose.

			Christine heard me, though. She’s looking at me and frowning. I turn my back to her and focus on the little voice on the other end of the line.

			‘What’s a call centre?’  Viola says.

			‘Well, we answer the phone calls and find out what children want for Christmas,’ I say.

			‘And then you tell Santa!’

			Honest, yes. But there’s a limit.

			‘Well – yes. We tell Santa.’

			‘So please ask Santa about a new baby brother.’

			Again I stare at the ceiling. The moment drags on. She waits, patiently. Silently.

			‘I don’t think I can, Viola,’ I say.

			‘But I’ve been good! I’ve been good most of the time. ’

			‘I’m sure you have, but—’

			‘Nearly always!’

			I take a deep breath.

			‘Santa brings toys and games,’ I say.

			‘And puppies. I know ’cos Charlotte got one.’

			‘And sometimes puppies. But not babies.’

			There it is. Out in the open. The truth. There’s no way to let her down gently on this one.

			‘Oh.’

			‘Are your parents there?’ I say. ‘Are they listening?’

			‘No. I wanted to surprise them. About the new baby, I mean.’

			‘I’m really sorry, sweetie,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry that Santa can’t bring you a new baby. I’m sorry about your brother. And I’m sorry I lied to you about being an elf.’

			‘But you told me the truth. So that’s okay,’ she says. ‘And it’s not your fault about the other stuff.’

			‘What was your brother’s name?’ I say. I actually do want to know. 

			‘Elliot,’ she says.

			‘How did Elliot die?’

			‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘He just died one day.’

			‘How old was he?’

			‘He wasn’t anything,’ she says.

			That’s confusing. Is the dead baby real?

			‘What do you mean by that?’ I say.

			‘I mean he wasn’t three or two, or even one, yet. It was going to be Elliot’s first Christmas. I made him a card and everything. And Christmas is supposed to be the funnest, best day of the whole year but Elliot won’t get anything.’

			And now I couldn’t read the response sheet if there even was a prepared answer. My eyes are blurry.

			‘I’m sorry, Viola.’ It’s pathetic, but it’s all I can think of to say.

			‘Do Santa and Mrs Claus have children?’ she says.

			‘Just the elves,’ I say. I hate the lying, but—

			‘But you’re not an elf,’ she says.

			‘No. Not me.’

			There’s a silence on the line. I let it continue. Viola can have as much of my time as she wants. The others can wait.

			‘Okay, I know what else I want for Christmas,’ she says eventually.

			‘I’m glad,’ I say. ‘What is it?’

			‘I want Santa to take some presents to Elliot up in heaven. He can fly up to heaven, can’t he?’

			‘Well – yes. I’m sure he can.’

			‘Elliot would like a toy. Something soft like a lion that he can cuddle. But not something he’s going to chew. And don’t get him a puppy. I don’t think he’d look after a puppy very well.’

			‘I’ll pass that on to Santa straightaway,’ I say.

			‘Puppies are a lot of work,’ she says. ‘Charlotte told me.’

			‘And Charlotte’s absolutely right,’ I say.

			‘Thanks, Steve,’ she says.

			‘No, thank you, Viola,’ I say.

			‘For what?’

			‘Well, all day long I answer the phone here and listen to kids wanting all kinds of expensive toys or bikes or games or just complaining about the presents they got last year.’

			‘That’s a bit mean,’ she says, then quickly, ‘of them, I mean. Not you.’

			This child is worried about hurting my feelings.

			I say, ‘I get worried about the world and then I get you on the line. And now I’m not worried so much.’

			‘Hmmm,’ she says.

			‘I wish Santa could bring you a new baby brother, but he can’t,’ I say.  ‘And I can’t even say Happy Christmas because I know it will be a sad one for you this year. But I do know that Elliot was lucky to have you as his big sister.’

			‘Have a good Christmas, Steve,’ she says.

			‘I will,’ I say.
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			I know when it’s going to rain, by the smell and the feel of the air.

			I know when I walk into a room that one of the windows is open, even if the drapes or blinds are closed. I can tell by the temperature and the faintest breath of air currents.

			I know where a person comes from by the sound of their accent.

			There’s nothing psychic about any of this. It’s just intuition. It’s an ability, or maybe a willingness, to be aware of tiny clues, subtle traces, information that other people ignore or are too blind to see.

			But I can’t tell you the winning numbers in next week’s lottery. Or when you’ll meet the girl or boy of your dreams. 

			Or when you’re going to die.

			That’s a lie. I can tell you when you’re going to die.

			It’s when you finish reading this story.

			I’m sixteen. Old enough to get into trouble; sensible enough to avoid it. Most of the time. Yeah, I do some dumb things. Who doesn’t? Yeah, I kissed a few boys I shouldn’t have. Yeah, I got drunk once (had no idea of the effect it would have and just about ended up in hospital). Yeah, I tried cigarettes (just about choked). 

			But these are little things. Insignificant compared with what happened to me on a class trip to Fremantle. Hardly worth mentioning compared with what’s going to happen to you. The moment you started reading these words, you signed your own death warrant. 

			I’ll string this story out as long as I can, so you can live just a few moments longer. But sooner or later it has to end. And when it ends, so do you. I wish I could stop it. I desperately wish I could save your life. But I can’t.

			Stop reading, you die.

			This story is cursed. Yeah, I know how crazy that sounds. You don’t have to believe me. You could stop reading, just to prove that I’m wrong. But I wouldn’t advise it.

			There’s nothing you can do, there’s no one you can call. Stop reading, you die.

			That’s another lie. When you started reading this story it opened a connection between my mind and yours, between my emotions and yours, between my soul and yours. And the curse passed through. 

			Actually there is one way you can stop reading and still live. I’ll tell you about that later.

			I said I’d string this story out as long as I could, so let me tell you how this started for me. How I got ‘infected’. It wasn’t in some ancient Egyptian tomb. This was no mummy’s curse. It was much closer to home than that. 

			Evil is all around us. It brings temptation, it slips in during unguarded moments. It turns otherwise good, normal people into monsters.

			Have you never looked at the picture of a murderer on the news and wondered how they turned from some fresh-faced young kid into a psychotic killer?

			Evil does that. Slipping through the cracks in our souls. Devouring the goodness and purity it finds inside. What’s left after evil has finished feeding on your soul is the breeding ground for psychopathy and murder.

			The evil that infested me, and therefore this story, came to me first in a dream.

			Like I told you, I know when it’s going to rain. I know where to find lost things. So when I dreamt of the book, I thought it was just another of my intuitions.

			But what appeared in that dream felt wrong. It smelt wrong. The way a dead bird in the hedge starts to smell after a few days, or the way that creep who’s following you home from school looks when he stares at you. Wrong. Just plain wrong. When I woke up I was relieved to find out that it was only a dream and I promptly forgot about it.

			Until I passed the bookshop. 

			Already this sounds clichéd, I know. The musty old bookshop, the teenage girl, led into a place of evil. 

			But it wasn’t like that. This wasn’t an old bookshop; in fact it was brand new. So new that it hadn’t been there the last time I went to Fremantle and that was less than twelve months ago.

			So I live in Perth. Western Australia, just in case you don’t know where that is. We were in Fremantle on a class trip to visit the old prison. The massive stone walls that surround the place were built by convicts back in the 1850s. Those walls concealed years of horrors. Hangings, floggings, suicides. Some say the prison is haunted. I suspect worse. Much worse. If ever there was a place for evil to leak into our world it would be a place like Fremantle Prison.

			I want to tell you about the bookshop, but I’m going to stop for a moment and tell you more about the prison. Partly because it is a fascinating, old and rather creepy place, and partly because I want to try to keep you alive as long as possible.

			(Yes, I know you don’t yet believe that if you stop reading, you die, but you will. And you are still reading, so somewhere deep inside, some part of your brain does believe. That’s what biologists call your survival instinct. That’s the part of your brain that wants to keep you alive. The same part that keeps you away from the edge of cliffs and lets you know instinctively to avoid venomous snakes and to hold your breath when you’re underwater.)

			So the prison. It was built as a convict barracks in 1850 and closed in 1991. When our class toured the old cell blocks it seemed barbaric that they put human beings in such conditions back in the 1800s, let alone the 1990s. Tiny, stone-walled cells, barely big enough for a small mattress on a bed frame. A bucket in the corner. And the temperatures in Fremantle in summer soar into the 40s. Imagine being locked for most of the day in a stone cell two paces wide by three paces long with a small grille on the door for ventilation and a stinking bucket of something unmentionable festering in the corner.

			The suicide rate at the old prison was so high they had to install a special net to stop prisoners from jumping off the roof. 

			After the tour of the prison we were allowed an hour of free time for lunch. Most of us wandered down to the shops or went for a walk along the wharves. I was shopping with my friends, Sprint and Juanita, but somehow got separated.

			They’d ducked into a clothes shop and I went into a different shop and when I came out they were gone. I was wandering around looking for them when I came to the bookshop. A second-hand bookshop with walls overflowing, cascading with hardbacks and paperbacks, old and new.

			I had a strong urge to enter, and trusted my intuition – which only goes to show how easily we can be fooled. 

			Something else was guiding me that warm afternoon, but in my vanity I didn’t recognise it for what it was.

			I sometimes think that throughout history our great thinkers and scientists have always believed that they knew all there was to know about the world around them. And every time they’ve been wrong. 

			Now, today our scientists still believe they know everything there is to know. How arrogant is that? They’ve never been right before. It’s a safe bet that there’s a lot that scientists have yet to understand. 

			I entered the bookshop and nodded to the guy on the till. He was kind of good looking but spoilt it with huge (gross) silver ear stretchers the size of tennis balls. He was trying to look hipster with the short hair and the big beard, but the beard wasn’t really working for him. Kinda straggly, if you know what I mean.

			He nodded and smiled at me, and asked if there was anything I was looking for.

			I shook my head and told him that I was just browsing, although it wasn’t true. I was not wandering aimlessly. I was being led astray.

			There were two long aisles, one to the left and one to the right, separated by floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, crammed with books of every age and flavour.

			I chose the left. Not thinking, just allowing myself to be led. 

			The left wall of the shop was separated into alcoves by further bookshelves. Four alcoves in all. I meandered down the aisle, passing a wooden ladder, ‘For Staff Use Only’, and glanced up at the titles around me. The hectares of Harry Potters; well-thumbed copies of Andy Griffiths; the inevitable dystopian fiction shelves, groaning under the weight.

			But I wasn’t interested in any of that. I would know when to stop. If I didn’t try too hard to force the feeling and out-think myself, I would stop exactly where I needed to be.

			Where something needed me to be.

			That turned out to be the third alcove. A young couple were in there looking at a shelf of Suzanne Collins books. She had a copy of The Hunger Games in her hands. He was busy telling her that that book was based on the movie.

			I sighed quietly and waited for them to move out of the alcove to make room for me. There was room for us all in there, but I didn’t want the distraction. 

			They put the book back on the shelf (why read the book when you’ve already seen the original source material!) and wandered out, discussing whether Jennifer Lawrence was the best choice to play Katniss.

			I entered and scanned the shelves. I had a bookshelf to my left, one to my right, and one on the wall in front of me.

			I turned to my right. For no discernible reason. There were eight shelves in all, stretching up to the ceiling. The shelves were made of wood and looked old, as though they had been there forever (or at least since the early convict days) which was strange, considering that the shop had not existed less than a year ago.

			I eventually settled on the very top shelf. The books up there looked old and dusty. I guess not many people bother climbing up to see what was there. I also guessed that the bookshop put stock that would not sell well up there, keeping the dystopian fiction and vampire romances as close to eye level as possible.

			I returned to the main aisle to get the ladder, ignoring the warning that it was for staff use only. 

			If this was a horror story of course I would have gone to the sixth alcove, and taken the sixth book from the sixth shelf, but it wasn’t, and besides, there were only four alcoves.

			I clipped the ladder onto a railing and climbed to the top shelf.

			There would have easily been more than a hundred books up there, and rather than read all the titles, I just shut my eyes and reached up.

			Something guided my hand unerringly to the book. 

			There never had been any choice, I guess. If I had taken the right aisle, or chosen a different alcove I suspect that when I reached out, that book would have been there.

			It had no title. Or rather there was none on the front cover, which was a dusty olive colour. There may have been a name on the spine, but the spine was missing.

			It was the book I had dreamt about. The exact same one!

			I could have opened it to find out the title, but I didn’t need to. Whatever this book was, I was going to buy it.

			This seemed like fun. Like going to the airport and getting on the next available flight to anywhere to see where it took you. Or spinning a bottle to decide which boy to kiss. 

			A faded yellow price sticker on the back cover, upper right corner, told me that the book was for sale for five dollars.

			At that price, what did it matter if I ended up throwing it in the bin?

			After returning the ladder to its proper place, I took the book to the counter where the guy with the barely there beard and the hula hoops in his ears told me that they were having a sale and that I could buy any other book in the shop for half price. 

			I glanced around, but nothing immediately caught my interest, so after handing over a few loose coins I had the book, in a plain brown recycled paper bag.

			I opened it while I was walking. The first thing I learnt was that the book was in Latin.

			I almost laughed. What a waste of money!

			I put the book back in its bag and shoved it into my backpack. Just then I saw Sprint and Juanita and for the rest of the afternoon the book was forgotten. 

			That might have been the end of that. I might have got home, put the book on my shelf and forgotten about it. If I had, then none of this would have happened and you would get to live a long and hopefully fruitful life.

			But of course I didn’t.

			When I opened my backpack in my room after dinner, the book jumped out. I say jumped, of course I mean ‘fell’, but it did really seem as if it actually leapt out, tearing the paper bag as it did.

			I picked up the dusty old thing and almost, very nearly, put it on my bookshelf. But my iPad was lying on my bed and I remembered that I had the Google Translate app.

			I opened the app, selected the camera option and pointed it at the first page, which had the title of the book on it.

			On the screen of my iPad the title turned instantly from Latin to English.

			Stop Reading, You Die

			Interested, captivated even, but not in the slightest bit concerned, I turned to the first actual page of text in the book. 

			I won’t bore you with the translation, but I can tell you that it was very similar in both content and style to the first few paragraphs of the story you are reading right now. 

			I laughed. Funny, I thought. A clever trick by the writer to make you want to read his book. But even while I was laughing a cold chill crept over me.

			You know those email chain letters that say you have to pass them on within twenty-four hours or something bad will happen to you? They go straight to my junk mail folder. And those Facebook posts that insist you have to share them with all your friends get instantly deleted. I don’t buy into any of that stuff.

			But there was something about this book. The age of it. The Latin text. The way I’d found it. Something unsettled me. A warning – from a deep part of my brain. What if this was true? Of course it wasn’t, I reasoned, but what if it was? What if, by stopping reading this book, I would die?

			I wanted to just close the book. Throw it in the bin. But a part of my brain warned me not to. 

			I had started reading. I had to continue, or maybe die? 

			How long did I have? How long did it take before a pause became a stop?

			I turned to the next page. By now the cold chill inside was growing into a real fear. 

			I’m not superstitious. I’m not afraid of black cats, ladders, Friday the 13th, or even having a black cat cross my path while I’m walking under a ladder on Friday the 13th after smashing a mirror. But now I was genuinely scared.

			I read slowly on my iPad. I read every word, instead of skipping whole sentences as I sometimes do when I’m in a hurry to finish a book. I even read some sentences twice. 

			I must have been halfway through the book when I finally decided that I was being stupid. Stupid and superstitious. 

			I slammed the book shut and tossed it across the room, where it slid under my dresser. I could feel my heart beating, a thrumming in my ears. Just nerves. Just nerves. It was like going to a really scary horror movie.

			I lay down on my bed and took some deep breaths to calm down.

			That’s when I felt a sudden sharp pain in my chest, and a tingling in my left arm. Exactly what I imagined a heart attack would feel like, except I wasn’t a fat old man. There was no way I was at risk of a heart attack.

			I took more deep breaths, waiting for the pain to ease. I was on the verge of calling out to Mum and Dad downstairs when the pain ramped up to a whole new level.

			Now it felt like a knife had been plunged into my chest and I couldn’t feel my left arm at all. A numbness was spreading across my entire body. I drew in air to scream, but realised, right at that moment, that screaming would mean my death. 

			If I screamed, Mum and Dad would come running upstairs and they’d call an ambulance and take me to hospital. My only chance of survival lay under my dresser.

			Any doctor, any sane person, would have said that it was a panic attack, or maybe even a real heart attack. But I knew better.

			I grabbed my iPad and rolled off the bed, landing heavily on the floor on my left side, but feeling nothing.

			I crawled across the floor like a slug, using my one good arm and leg. It was a metre or two, maybe three, no more. It seemed like a marathon.

			Centimetre after centimetre I dragged myself towards the dresser until I was near enough to reach out. My hand closed on the book and I pulled it out and flipped it open. I didn’t care what page, but somehow it opened at the exact page I had been reading.

			I aimed my iPad at the page. The Latin turned to English. To words I could read.

			I lapped them up, devouring them like a starving dog with a bowl of raw bloody meat. The numbness eased. Feeling came back into the fingertips of my left hand and spread throughout my arm. The knives that were sticking out of my chest faded away. My breathing slowed and steadied.

			I didn’t need medicine. I didn’t need an ambulance or a doctor. I needed to read.

			I wasted no time. 

			It was getting dark and the camera wouldn’t work well in the dark. I put the book on my desk and turned on the lamp. I continued to read as slowly as I could, convinced that if I stopped, or fell asleep, or got to the end of the book, my parents would find me slumped over the desk in the morning, dead from a heart attack, a stroke, or a brain aneurism. 

			I plugged my iPad into its charger, just in case the battery ran out. 

			I read.

			At one point during the night, it occurred to me that if I died, and someone else, like Mum or Dad, picked the book up, then they’d be in the same position I was in now. It even occurred to me to burn the book so nobody else could ever read it, and accept my fate, knowing that I had heroically saved humanity from evil.

			But I guess I’m too chicken-shit to be a hero like that. I didn’t burn the book, I kept reading it, and sometime during the small hours of the morning I discovered the truth. That I didn’t have to die. That there was a way to pass on the curse and rid myself of it. All I had to do was to write a story.  Just like this one. Exactly this one. By doing so, I’d divert the curse around me, like a rock in the middle of a creek diverts the water flow. 

			Yes, someone else would die, but it wouldn’t be me.

			I’m not proud to say that that is the path I chose.

			I spent the night writing and woke up in the morning still sitting at my desk, the story finished on the computer screen in front of me. I was alive.

			The curse had passed from the old book into me. From me into these words.

			Perhaps I could have deleted this story, wiped it off my hard drive, erased it from the world. But somehow I knew that if I did that, then the curse would revert to me. The only way to pass it on permanently was for someone to read the story I had written.

			That person is you.

			Stop reading this story, you will die.

			I wish it was longer, because then your life would be longer. But a story can’t go on forever. There’s not enough paper in the world for that. There’s not enough ink. There are not enough words in my brain.

			There’s no way out of this. 

			I’m sure you were a nice person. You don’t deserve this, but here it comes.

			And I’m genuinely sorry about this.

			The End
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			I Am Seventeen

			Personally I don’t fear growing old. But I do fear growing infirm, either physically or mentally.  This story, about an Alzheimer’s patient, scares me a lot. When I am old, I want to remember the things that happened. All we really have in life are our memories. Who are we when those are gone?

			The patient in this story can remember his childhood so vividly that it seems like yesterday, but he can’t remember anything after that. This isn’t typical of Alzheimer’s sufferers. I created the symptoms to suit the story and blamed them on a car crash. 

			The use of first person present tense was deliberate in this story. First person puts the reader in the narrator’s shoes, and present tense gives an immediacy, as if the action is happening right now. This was especially important for this story as I wanted the reader to imagine what it would really be like to wake up in someone else’s body.

			One of the difficulties I faced in writing this story was setting the ‘age’ of the thoughts and comments of the narrator. If the language used was too young, it wouldn’t be appropriate for someone who was a teenager in the 1940s. However, if the slang terms were too much of that era, then it would give away what the story was really about. The goal was to convince the reader that it really was a fantastical body-swap story, before revealing the tragic truth.

			The Kiss

			I actually wrote an alternative ending for this story. 

			In the other version, poor Samanthah has caught Marburg. So has Darren. They still kiss at the end, but the reason is different. As both of them are already infected, they are no longer a danger to each other. It was a sweet concept, but also very sad. I decided that was a bit too dark and I went with the happier ending. 

			For the point of view and tense, I chose third person past tense.  Third person allowed me to introduce a lot of the background information as narration, which would have seemed odd and forced if it had been written in first person.

			On the surface this story is about a viral epidemic; in reality it is about something else. We live in an increasingly germ-phobic society. We are so afraid of germs that we cover our hands in antibacterial gel and wipe down surfaces with sanitising sprays. Taken to the extreme, as in this story, we would have a world where boys and girls can’t even kiss each other.

			The other underlying theme in this story is the increasing distrust of science in our society. Many people believe that vaccines cause autism, despite a wealth of scientific evidence proving that they do not. With fake news widely spread on the internet, people are more likely to believe hearsay than validated scientific evidence and research provided by experts. The anti-vaccination movement is largely responsible for outbreaks of diseases such as measles and mumps that were all but eradicated a few decades ago.

			It doesn’t matter whether you agree with me on these points or not. It doesn’t even matter whether I believe them. It is the point of view taken by the story. Sometimes stories reflect the opinions of the author, other times they do not. Sometimes an author might take a contrary point of view just to elicit a reaction from the audience. In one of my novels the main character is a fifteen-year-old boy in the year 1815. His attitude towards his mother reflects both his rebellious teenage attitude, and the general attitude towards women at the time. I was shocked when a reviewer criticized me for my sexist attitude towards women. Did they not understand the difference between a character’s point of view and the author’s?

			Strawberry Lou

			This is a story that deals with the fear of rejection. Of course the fear of dying is in there, too, and the fear of losing a loved one. But the real theme is rejection, and I love the small act of kindness that Lou’s brother does at the end to ease his sister’s path into heaven. I have read this story out at many literary events and it has drawn a strong reaction from the audience with many people telling me how much the story affected them.

			People have also asked me if this story was based on a true event. It wasn’t, although a friend of our family did die of leukaemia a few years ago, and I saw how devastating this disease was on the people around her. 

			Sometimes giving characters little eccentricities – like wearing bicycle helmets in cars – can make them seem more real, because real people often have unusual quirks. When I teach story writing, I emphasise the importance of emotions in stories. All stories should make us feel something. It might be excitement, joy, romance or sadness, but a story that doesn’t move us in some way has failed.

			For the emotion to really resonate, it must be honest, it must be real. Otherwise the reader will feel like they are being manipulated. You can’t expect every story to achieve resonance for every reader, so the best you can do, as a writer, is to make each story feel true to yourself.

			This story still moves me every time I read it.

			Sins and Griefs

			I think it is a strange human condition that the fear of embarrassment is sometimes stronger than the fear of death. That is really what this story is about. It’s quite an old story; I wrote it during the 1990s, long before I was a published author. The youth group camp was based on similar camps that I went on as a teenager, although I am happy to say that nothing like what happened to Richard ever happened to me.

			This is one of the few stories in this collection that sticks to a standard story structure: a main character achieves an important goal after overcoming a number of obstacles.

			That is exactly what happens, although I do try to fool the reader into thinking that Richard’s short-term goal (that of seeing Madison in the shower) is his real goal. Of course it’s not. His true goal is to be one of the ‘beautiful people’.  To be accepted. That goal is achieved, if accidentally. 

			This story was partly inspired, at least conceptually, by a 1970s movie called Taxi Driver in which a character, played by Robert DeNiro, sets out to commit a crime and ends up becoming a hero.

			Shooting Stars

			I wrote this short story for a competition, and it didn’t win. I shouldn’t have been surprised, and I suppose really I wasn’t, because judging is always such a subjective thing. But I guess I was hoping for it to do well because it was my favourite of all the stories I had written at that time. I liked both the main characters, and no matter how many times I read it, it never failed to move me. Hopefully you like it, too!

			When rewriting the story for this collection, on advice from my brilliant editor, Kristy, I made some major changes to the story, specifically the ending. In the original version, Matthew dies, but his death inspires his mother to take up writing again.

			I think the new ending turns the story into even more of a tragedy. That may seem strange, considering that the main character dies in the other version. However, in the original version the mother’s life is turned around by the death of her son. In the new version, a great genius is lost to the world.

			The biggest difference between this story and the others in this collection is the point of view. You will have noticed that the other stories are told from the perspectives of a child or young adult. But this story is told from an adult’s point of view. I was a little reluctant to include it in the collection for that reason, but somehow it felt like it belonged here. 

			Smile

			In my opinion, this is one of the most tragic stories in this collection. And despite the collection’s name, there is only the tiniest seed of hope in it.

			Can you imagine a life spent staring at the same ceiling, day after day? Would it drive you insane? Would it horrify you to think that you would never again see sunshine, or the ocean, or go dancing, or eat a nice meal? Rather, you would be subjected to decades of nothing.

			And for Benny who knows what torture his brother is enduring but can do nothing about it. That is a tragedy also.

			The only hope, and it is a slim one, is that Benny will find a way to ‘cure’ his brother and give him some kind of life back.

			There have been several articles in the news recently about ‘locked-in syndrome’ (LIS), but the story was actually inspired by a conversation I had with a nurse who looked after girls with Rett syndrome. Rett syndrome is a little different to LIS in that the patients (in severe cases) are still able to communicate, but only by moving their eyes to look at letters and slowly spell out words. 

			I was quite moved by the work the nurse did with these young girls, and this story was the result.

			Lockdown

			This story almost didn’t make it into the collection because of its confronting subject matter. It is based on an experience I had at a school in the US (it was just a drill) and was inspired by the terribly tragic school shootings that have occurred far too often in the US.

			I wondered what it would be like to be in the middle of a real-life lockdown with a killer stalking the school grounds. How would that affect the kids involved? What kind of terror must they go through?

			And on the other side of it, what factors would cause someone to flip out so badly that they want to resort to violence? What goes through the mind of the person who causes the lockdown? 

			For this story I chose to stick with the point of view of the victim, to try to create a claustrophobic effect where the reader only experiences what he experiences, hidden in a dark cupboard as the killer roams around outside. 

			The Local

			Ha! Got ya! I always wanted to write a story with one of those jokes that go on forever. Just when you think you’re getting to the punchline, there isn’t one! This story is based on a classic example of a shaggy dog story about a businessman who stays overnight at a convent (it’s quite clean!).

			The key to this story is the voice of the narrator. I wanted his voice to be noticeably different to the way the rest of the characters speak.

			I chose Southern US because it’s an accent that can be achieved through dialect, rather than by the phonetic spelling of an accent (which I hate – I find it hard to read). Let me explain a little. In the phonetic spelling of an accent, you write dialogue the way it sounds. So a Scottish accent, for example, might say something like ‘Ah doon’t noo what yer talkin’ aboot, mae laddie’. It’s difficult to read, isn’t it? With Southern US, you can express the accent simply by using grammar and by including words such as ‘anyways’ and ‘y’all’.

			I felt the voice was important as it helped accentuate the fact that the narrator was an outsider (even though he had been born in the town).

			Santa’s Little Helper

			Stories can come from anywhere. Sometimes from other stories. ‘Santa’s Little Helper’ was based on a concept that I wrote for Amazon Rapids, a new platform where stories are presented to children in a graphical message format.

			Amazon passed on this concept, but I loved the sweet simplicity of the idea behind ‘Santa’s Little Helper’, so I turned it into a traditional short story.

			I think you can see the origins of this story in the back-and-forth nature of the dialogue. Really it’s about the loss of innocence as we grow up and become world-weary and cynical. Sometimes all that is necessary is a moment of beauty in our lives to remind us that, despite everything, the world is still a wonderful place.

			Stop Reading, You Die

			In my notes for ‘Strawberry Lou’ I talked about the importance of making the reader feel something. (In ‘Stop Reading, You Die’ I hope it is fear.) But almost as important as emotion is the need to keep the reader in a state of suspense. Suspense doesn’t mean the story has to be action-packed and exciting – sometimes quite the opposite. All that is needed is for the reader to want to know something, which isn’t revealed until later.

			The foreshadowing of Lou’s death in ‘Strawberry Lou’ is an example of suspense. So is the ‘secret’ of the dam in ‘The Local’ (although this one is a cheat and never pays off the set-up). So, too, is the opening of  ‘Stop Reading, You Die’. I don’t mean the opening line, but the end of the opening section: ‘I can tell you when you’re going to die. It’s when you finish reading this story.’

			Whether believing these words or not (and I hope they make the reader at least a little uneasy), the reader is held in suspense. How can reading a story cause them to die? How they will die? What is going on?

			By making the reader wonder something like this, they keep turning the pages. Back that up with believable characters and real emotions, and you have the makings of a great story.

			If you have been reading these author’s notes because you are a writer, then I wish you all the best with your stories.

			If you survived this book that is …
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