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			‘Be happy for this moment. This moment is your life’

			Omar Khayyám

		

	
		
			 

			One

			‘They say it makes your eyes bleed. Almost pop out of your head and then bleed.’

			‘Who says?’

			‘People. I just heard it.’

			‘You made it up.’

			‘No, I didn’t,’ Will says. ‘Why would I make that up? I heard it somewhere. You go mad first and then your eyes bleed. I think maybe your whole skin bleeds.’

			‘That is such a heap of shit.’

			‘Shut up and go to sleep.’ I roll over. The rough blanket scratches me on the outside and my irritation at Will’s overactive imagination scratches me from the inside. I let out a hot breath against the wool. My irritation is irritating me. It comes fast these days, flares from the ball of a black sun that’s been growing quietly in the pit of my stomach. The two boys fall satisfyingly silent. I’m the eldest. I’m the top dog, the boss, the daddy. Of Dorm 4, at least. My word goes.

			I yank the starched sheet up until it covers the edge of the old blanket. The dorm isn’t cold so much as cool – the kind of chill ingrained in the bricks and mortar of centuries-old buildings, a ghostly, melancholy chill of things that once-were, now part-lost. We suit the house, I think, and that makes the ball contract in my gut. I shiver and pull my legs up under my chin. My bladder twinges. Great.

			‘I can’t sleep,’ Will says plaintively. ‘Not with that going on.’ He yawns then and I can see him in the gloom, sitting up cross-legged on his bed, fiddling with the metal bars at the foot of it. He’s the youngest in our room, and is small for his age. He acts younger, too.

			The constant whispering comes from the bed opposite Will’s on the other side of the room. The cuckoo in our nest, Ashley, is on his knees beside it, praying. He does this every night at lights-out. Religiously.

			‘I don’t think God is listening,’ I mutter. ‘You know, given the situation.’

			‘God’s always listening.’ The prim voice floats in the frigid air – a stretched reed with a breeze cutting across it. ‘He’s everywhere.’

			My bladder twitches again and I give in and push back the covers. The floorboards are cold – fuck knows how Ashley’s knees must feel – but I ignore my slippers. I’m not a granddad.

			‘Then your praying makes no sense,’ Louis says, matter-of-fact. His bed is closest to the door and he’s staring up at the ceiling, his hair here and there and everywhere. He still gesticulates as he speaks, even though he’s lying down. ‘Because if your God is everywhere then he’s also inside you and therefore you could speak to him from the quiet privacy of your own mind and talk all night if you wanted without making a sound and he would still hear you. Of course, there is absolutely no scientific proof that any form of deity exists, or that we are more than a collection of cells and water, so your God is just a figment of someone’s imagination that you’ve bought into. Basically, you’re wasting your time.’

			The whispering gets louder.

			‘Maybe he’s having a wank under the bed and trying to cover the noise,’ I say as I reach the door. ‘Fwap fwap fwap.’ I grin as I make the hand gesture.

			Louis snorts a laugh.

			Will giggles.

			My irritation lifts. I like Will and Louis. I wish I didn’t, but I can’t help it. I glance back as I close the door. They look small in the large room. There are too many beds for just the four of us – six against each wall. It’s like everyone else has gone home and somehow we were forgotten. The door clicks shut and I creep along the corridor. It’s a long way to the bathroom and even though I have bigger things to frighten me than the shadows and emptiness of the tired manor house, I still move quickly. The last rounds haven’t been done yet.

			I hurry down the wide wooden stairs, clinging to the bannister in the dark as if it were the railing on a ship wearily cutting through the night ocean. The whole house is silent apart from the gentle creaks and moans of the old building itself. I think of the others sleeping in the dorms spread throughout the draughty wings, and the nurses and teachers in their quarters, and then my mind can’t help but imagine the top floor. The one where only the lift goes. Where the kids who get sick disappear to in the night, efficiently removed while the house sleeps. Swallowed by the lift and taken to the sanatorium. We don’t talk about the sanatorium. Not any more. No one ever leaves the house, and no one ever comes back from the sanatorium. We all know that. Just like we know we’ll each make a trip there. One day I’ll be the kid who vanishes in the night.

			I pee without closing the door or turning on the light, enjoying the relief even though the liquid stream on ceramic is loud. I don’t flush – Mum’s rule of no flushing at night still sticks – and then I yawn into the mirror without washing my hands. That rule has changed. Germs are not our biggest problem here. Not that, to be honest, I ever remembered much before anyway.

			They say it makes your eyes bleed.

			I lean in closer and stare at my eyes. They’re normally bright blue but look drowned grey in the grimy night. I pull down one lower lid and can make out the streaks of tiny veins running away to my insides. No blood there, though. It probably isn’t even true. Just Will’s stupid imagination making shit up. I’m fine. We’re all fine. For now.

			‘You should be in bed.’

			The voice is soft but it makes me jump. Matron stands in the corridor by the window, the moonlight through the glass making her white uniform shine bright. Her bland face is barely visible.

			‘Aren’t you tired?’

			‘I needed to pee.’

			‘Wash your hands and go back to bed.’

			I blast cold water onto my palms and then scurry past her, taking the stairs two at a time. It’s the most she’s said to me since I arrived here. I don’t want her to speak to me. I don’t want her to notice me at all, as if somehow that will make a difference.

			‘Matron’s coming,’ I whisper, back in my own room.

			‘They’re asleep,’ Louis says. The words blur together. I’m not surprised. It’s about the right time.

			‘I don’t understand why they give us vitamins before bed,’ Louis slurs. ‘I don’t understand why they give us vitamins at all.’

			I half-smile at this from under my rough blankets and too-crisp sheets. Louis – with his six A levels by the age of thirteen, and who’d been racing through university stupidly early before this stopped him – might be some sort of genius, but just like the others, he’s missed the obvious. I don’t point it out. They’re not vitamins; they’re sleeping pills. Matron and the nurses like the house silent at night.

			I wait, tense, for another ten minutes or so before I hear the door handle turn and the soft shuffle of soles as she checks each bed. The last round before morning. Only after she’s gone do I open my eyes and breathe easily.

			 

			It was a Friday when they came. It was hot, hotter than normal, and he’d taken his time on the way back from school. He’d bought a Coke from the shop on the corner but the fridge wasn’t working so it was warm and sticky. He drank it anyway, belching loudly after draining it and kicking the can across the street. His mind was drifting through the landscape of the day. Mr Settle droning on about the continuing global climate instability as they all baked and dozed, bored in the classroom. The History essay he owed. The fight with Billy. That was going to come back on him at some point. He didn’t even know why he’d started it other than Julie McKendrick had been watching, and it felt like Julie had been watching him for a few days now, even though he couldn’t quite believe it. Tomorrow night was the party. Tomorrow night, everything could change.

			Julie McKendrick was always there in some part of his brain. It was too hot to work. Too hot for school. But it wasn’t too hot to think about Julie McKendrick and the fact that she might actually like him. He was so lost in his own world he didn’t notice how quiet the street was, how all the little kids were inside, not sitting out on the pavements or racing around on their bikes as usual. Billy and the essay had faded and he was mainly wondering if what he felt for Julie really was love or just that she was the fittest girl in the school and he might actually get to kiss her. Maybe even put his hands inside her bra. Just thinking about it made his mouth dry and his heart race. He wondered how it would feel. He wondered if he’d actually find out the next day at the party. Even when he saw the van outside his house, where his dad’s car would be parked later when he got home from work, he still didn’t put two and two together. Not until he heard his mum crying. By then it was too late. And it was too hot to run.

		

	
		
			 

			Two

			‘My money’s on one of the twins,’ Louis says, and glances at me. ‘You still taking bets, Toby?’

			We’re at breakfast, the gong having summoned us down to the wood-panelled space that might once have been an oversized drawing room but is now our dining room. The ornate stone fireplace remains unlit and the only evidence of a previous existence is a tired purple velvet chaise longue pushed up against a wall, and brighter patches on the faded yellow paint where pictures must once have hung. The sun breaks momentarily through the gathering clouds outside and light streams through the vast windows, sending dust-motes dancing curious in the air. The warmth feels good on my face and as I finish my tea, I wonder if maybe Matron and the nurses put something in our breakfast drinks, too, like I heard they used to give men in prison to stop them wanting to fuck or fight.

			Louis is trying to eat a fried-egg sandwich made with toast that’s not quite done enough and an egg that’s too runny. Most of it’s going down his T-shirt but he doesn’t seem to care. We’re on a table of our own – our table ever since we arrived. New habits form quickly. There are sixteen tables but only eight are used, one for each of the occupied dorms. We don’t talk to the boys from the other dorms much any more, even though there’s only twenty-five of us left. The girls, Harriet and Eleanor, sit at a table at the back. I’m not sure how old they are, but Eleanor’s still young and Harriet might be older but there’s nothing hot about her. She’s bookish and dumpy and her mouth is nearly always turned down in an unpleasant pout. They have always excluded themselves, and mainly I forget they’re even here.

			‘Yep,’ I say. ‘Which one?’

			‘Either. I can’t tell them apart. The one who’s trying not to look like he’s sniffing. Is that Ellory or Joe? Whichever, he’s been getting sick and trying to hide it for days.’

			The twins are in Dorm 7. Dorm 7, like our own, is still complete. It’s become a matter of unspoken rivalry between us – which dorm will keep a clean survival sheet the longest. Of all the dorms, only Dorm 7 really counts to me. I stare at the table opposite and realise Louis is right. One of the two identical lanky, spotty boys sneakily wipes his nose with the back of his hand. He doesn’t reach for a tissue even though there are paper napkins on the tables. I watch him. It’s really hard to tell. The symptoms can be so different.

			‘I’ll take your bet. Two washing-up duties?’

			‘Done.’ Louis smiles. ‘I call double or quits. If he goes, the other one goes next.’

			‘Why?’ Will sits down with a second bowl of cereal. Will may be tiny but he eats more than anyone I’ve ever known. ‘Cos they know each other?’

			‘No, because of science. They’re identical. When it goes in one of them, it’s logical it’ll go in the other soon after. It’s genetic, after all.’

			‘Oh,’ Will says. ‘Right.’ 

			‘But that reminds me.’ Louis gets up, egg still dripping from his chin, and before I realise what he’s doing, he’s over at the Dorm 7 table, smiling at Jake. 

			‘Oh, shit,’ I mutter. 

			‘Jake,’ Louis starts, ‘I was just wondering if you could help me with something. I’m doing a kind of study of where we’ve all come from and roughly how long it took us to travel here. Firstly it was to find out where exactly we are, but we’ve sort of figured that out now, so I . . .’

			‘Oh, this isn’t going to end well,’ Will says, peering over his glasses.

			I groan inside. Louis and his stupid information-gathering. No one in the house comes from the same part of the country. We know that. So why does Louis need to know the details? What is it with him and his precision in everything? Over the past week, Louis has become obsessed with trying to collate as much data on the inmates, as he calls us, as he can. This in the main has not gone well. For a start, he’s failed to factor in that people lie. I’ve lied. I’m sure the rest have, too. No one wants to talk about their private history from before anymore and definitely not to someone from another dorm. The nervous friendliness we’d shared at the start is gone. The dorms have become packs and we stay within our own.

			‘What the fuck has it got to do with you?’ Jake slowly gets to his feet. He’s speaking quietly – there are nurses by the food station – but the threat is palpable in the air. Cutlery goes down. Heads turn. 

			‘I thought it would be interesting to—’ Louis, the genius, the prodigy, is oblivious to the tension.

			‘Why don’t you just fuck off?’

			Jake’s the same age as me, but the stories about him spread on day one, in nods and whispers. He’s been in reform school. He’s stolen cars. I don’t believe a lot of the wild tales of before that I’ve heard in the house, but Jake is different. Jake’s knuckles are scarred and when we first arrived, the back of his head had a gang symbol shaved into it. If you look closely you can still see the shape of it in the new hair. I have no intention of messing with Jake. Jake is no Billy in Year 13.

			‘Is Jake going to punch him?’ Will looks at me and, worse, so does Ashley. I’ve got no choice, not if I want to keep whatever respect they have for me. 

			‘I’ll talk to him.’ If there is some kind of drug in the tea, I’m not feeling it now. My nerves jangle as I walk over to them. Not for what might happen now – the nurses don’t tend to interfere, although I doubt they’ll stand idly by in a fight – but for what might happen later. I never got my beating from Billy. Maybe I’ll get it from Jake instead.

			‘Sorry, Jake,’ I say, trying to sound casual. ‘Louis wasn’t thinking.’ I look at the wild-haired boy between us. ‘Go and wipe that egg of your face. You look like a dick.’

			‘He looks like he’s been sucking a dick,’ Jake says. His table-mates snigger. They’re gazing up at Jake like he’s a god.

			I force a smile. 

			‘Yeah, I guess he does.’ The worst thing is, now I look at Louis, Jake’s right. A strand of not-quite-cooked-enough egg white is glued to Louis’ chin.

			Louis crumples a little, looking hurt, and wipes his mouth. ‘It’s egg,’ he says.

			‘Just shut up and sit down, Louis,’ I snarl at him, and Louis, shaken by my tone, drops his head and shuffles back to where Will and Ashley are waiting, finally aware that all the eyes in the room are on him. I look at Jake, not sure where to take this next. ‘Like I said, sorry.’ I turn and walk away.

			‘Fucking retards,’ Jake says to my back.

			Not retards, Jake, fucking Defectives. We’re all Defectives here.

			I don’t say it, though. I just sit down and sip my tea and hope that’s it done. Nobody speaks as we watch Dorm 7 gather up their plates – the youngest, Daniel, a chubby boy of about eleven, clears Jake’s away – and then head out in a line behind their leader, each of them sneering as they go by, as if they think they could all take me on, not just Jake. I ignore them. Only when they’ve gone does Louis look up.

			‘You didn’t have to agree with him.’ He’s smarting.

			‘Yes he did,’ Ashley says. He’s nibbling a piece of carefully buttered toast. ‘Just because you’re clever, you think you know everything. You don’t. Sometimes you’re plain stupid.’ He sounds smug, no doubt still annoyed with Louis for taking the piss out of his praying last night.

			‘Let’s just forget about it.’ I want breakfast over. I wish I could be friends with Jake – not that I like him, but at least we’re the same age. If we were friends I wouldn’t feel as if I’m such a fucking nanny so much of the time.

			‘Maybe we’ll get letters today,’ Will says. ‘They said our parents could write to us. They must have written by now. We’ve been here weeks. Maybe they’ll even be able to visit.’

			‘Do you still want to learn to play chess?’ Louis says. ‘I’ll teach you, if you like.’

			Will smiles, the letters momentarily forgotten. I might be the boss of the dorm, but Will is most fascinated by Louis, and although their minds are miles apart, it’s clear Louis likes Will, too. I wonder what Louis’ life was like before this – all that brilliance but always several years younger than his classmates. No real friends. Always treated like a bit of a freak. I suspect Louis mentioned the chess on purpose to distract Will. There weren’t going to be any letters, and definitely no visits. That had all been clear on my mother’s face as she screamed my name when they put me in the van. This way no one has to know when it happens. It’s cleaner.

			For our families, at least.

		

	
		
			 

			Three

			After breakfast there are lessons. We have these in dorm groups and the teachers rotate around the various rooms that might once have been bedrooms or dining rooms or whatever else someone filled this old house with, but now serve as small classrooms. Even though some of the dorms are down to just a couple of people, they don’t change that rigid routine by mixing us up.

			Mainly, given the age differences between us, we work from textbooks, answering comprehension questions or learning French we’ll never use or just staring out of the window and waiting for the next change of teacher. There’s a ten-minute break but no playground to dick around in. It’s basically just a toilet break. There’s no detention. If you don’t work and just sit there quietly the teachers don’t care. It turns out that you end up working anyway, just to make the morning pass quicker. Four hours is a long time to just sit and think, especially when you don’t have any good stuff to think about.

			The teachers are all middle-aged and I wonder about that. Maybe it makes it easier for them to distance themselves from us. We don’t know their names – just call me Sir or Miss should you need help – and I think they must be as bored as we are. They sit at the front and watch us until we have a question, but mainly if we don’t understand something we just move on to the next bit. Or, in our dorm, ask Louis. The textbooks we use are old, maybe twenty or thirty years older than the ones at school, and I think that’s intentional, too. It’s school but not school. Like this whole place is life but not life. At least the teachers, who disappear off to their own wing once lessons are done, will get out of here. Sometimes I’ll catch one watching us as we work as if we’re animals in a zoo. I can never decide quite what the look is. Fascination or fear, or maybe a bit of both. They watch for symptoms, too, I bet. Just like the nurses. I wonder if the teachers talk about us at night. I wonder if they take bets on which of us will go next – or say which one of us they want to go next. I think about rolling up balls of paper and launching them across the room to see if I can hit Ashley’s head, but I never do it. Aside from my lack of interest in mucking around here, I suspect that messing about in class is a sure-fire way to get Matron’s attention. I don’t want to be a troublemaker. I don’t want her noticing me. Instead, I scratch answers onto paper and sit the morning out.

			The sunshine is gone by the time we finish lunch and scurry away like rats in drains through the vast corridors of the house, and by two, rain is falling in sheets from the heavy grey sky outside. It’s not cold but it’s rained for days. Not that I feel much like going outside. I’m tired.

			Will and Louis are set up at a small table in the corner of the common room that no one really uses, the plastic chess pieces laid out between them. Louis is carefully explaining how each one moves and Will already looks confused. The common room is a strange affair, out of time, just like the rest of the house. There are shelves of board games in battered boxes and an old record player on the side, but the music is unfamiliar and who knows how to use a record player, anyway? Although there are only four or five kids in the room with them, neither Louis or Will glance towards me as I pause at the door. This isn’t a surprise. When Louis engages in something, it absorbs his whole attention. We might not have known each other very long, but we’re getting to know each other well.

			In the library, Eleanor is curled up next to a radiator with a book, ignored by the two boys playing cards cross-legged on the floor. It’s a thin paperback with a colourful cover and yellowed pages and she pulls at a strand of her hair as she reads, lost in whatever world is coming alive on the paper. I think about taking a book, but nothing grabs my attention. I didn’t read much before – not even for school – and now it just looks like hard work. Plus I don’t want to read about things I’ll never do. It’ll just make the dark ball in my stomach grow. 

			Ashley is in the art room, labouring over a sheet of buff A1 paper like they use in primary schools, a selection of coloured markers beside him. Harriet is working on a painting of an empty vase that she’s set up on a table with some books around it. Her tongue sticks out as she concentrates on bringing it to life, adding imagined brightly coloured flowers springing from the gaping china. Ashley glances over and nods seriously at me, and I wonder what he’s up to. Whatever it is, I think he should let Harriet finish it for him. Her painting is quite good. I leave them to it. 

			I stand in a corridor for a while, leaning on the chipped paint of the windowsill and looking out at the rain. The house gardens are empty. The old oak tree at its heart is still. There’s no wind, no movement in its leaves and branches, as if it’s simply staring back at me and waiting for something. In the quiet I can hear my heart beating, punching out angry not-quite seconds of natural time. My eyes itch. I need to sleep. I don’t mind being tired or bored. I’m always bored. I sometimes wonder if I like the boredom because it makes time go more slowly.

			The swell of Julie McKendrick’s breasts rises in my mind and I go and lock myself in one of the bathrooms. I sink into the memories of her low-cut T-shirts and her shorts so short you can just see the curve of her arse. Sometimes I worry because I can’t remember her face so clearly even though it’s only been a month or so, but I concentrate on her breasts and her arse and her warm skin and drift into a fantasy of her mostly naked and wrapped around me, my fingers inside her and her breath hot in my ear telling me how much she likes it and what she wants to do to me, and then I’m in her mouth. I don’t know if Julie McKendrick has ever given a blow job, but by now she’s only part-Julie and part-porn from before that I’ve seen and laughed at with the boys from school and watched in throbbing wonder on my own. I figure it doesn’t matter much what I do with her in my imagination. She’s never going to know.

			Afterwards the tiredness is overwhelming and I head back to the dorm and close the door, then climb wearily onto my bed. I don’t get under the covers. The house is drowsy warm during the day, whatever the weather is like outside. I yawn and my eyes close. I listen to the patter of rain against the old glass and let it drown out my thoughts as I drift off. I always sleep after lunch. This is my routine and the others never disturb me. I don’t want to socialise anyway. What’s the point?

			There is no point, I think as I sink into the darkness. And then, just before I drown into nothing, They say it makes your eyes bleed.

			 

			I’m so fast asleep when the gong wakes me that for a moment I think I’m back in school and a fire alarm is going. I tumble off the bed and stare, confused for a few moments until the house settles into place around me. I blink, not yet ready to move, and the gong falls silent. My mouth is dry and I’m still too sleepy to be hungry but I know I have to go to tea. Matron and the nurses might seem to vanish for most of the day, hidden in the walls of the house somewhere, but I know they still account for each child and, like ghosts, they watch us quietly without us really seeing them. I stretch and then head to the door. Halfway down the stairs, I’m greeted by the rest coming the other way, filled with excited chattering that I’m not awake enough to really absorb.

			‘We’ve got to stay in our room!’ Will says. ‘We’ve got to stay there until tea!’ He flies past with Louis at his heels and my tiredness vanishes into their energy and my own confusion. The stairs thump with feet heading to dorms, and for a moment the house is alive. The nurses have appeared, standing at each landing and watching silently as we hurry past them. Their eyes follow each of us, mentally ticking us off. They don’t smile, though, or offer any words of encouragement. That’s not what the nurses are here for.

			Ashley is the last up the stairs and by the time he closes the dorm door behind him, the rest of us are at the window.

			‘Look,’ Louis says, so close his breath fogs the glass. ‘New people. That’s what it is.’

			There are two black vans outside, pulled up right by the doors to the house. Someone’s standing on the steps under a big umbrella and we all know it’s Matron. It was Matron who greeted us when we arrived. There had been more than two vans then, though. There had been a seemingly endless line of them, eight or nine stretching out back through the high electric solid gates at the end of the drive.

			‘New kids,’ Will breathes. His eyes are wide. We’ve got used to our numbers going down, not up.

			‘Can you see how many there are?’ Ashley asks, touching the glass with fingers green-streaked from the coloured pens. Even he is intrigued. Although the others find activities to fill their afternoons, they’re all as bored as I am.

			‘Not many, by the looks of it,’ I say. Below, the door of one van slides back, but Matron has stepped forward with her umbrella and it’s blocking our limited view.

			‘I wonder where they’ve come from?’ Louis asks, already thinking of his useless data survey.

			‘They’ll be getting the talk in a minute, I guess,’ Will says. ‘Like we did.’

			 

			His legs had been stiff when he climbed down from the van. The uniformed men who’d dragged him away from his screaming mother and strapped him into his seat had injected him with something as they sped away, and much of the trip passed in a haze. He hadn’t slept but neither had he felt like talking. For a while he thought he might be having a bad dream, but then the drug slowly wore off and although there were no windows to see out through, at one point he could feel the thrum of a bigger engine and the tilt of waves beneath them before the van started up again and cooler, fresher air crept in through the gaps around the door. He asked questions then but the men didn’t answer him, staring ahead as if he wasn’t there. In the end he gave up.

			The men didn’t climb down with him from the van, and as soon as he stood blinking on the ground, the door slid shut and they drove away, leaving him in the shadow of the overbearing manor house. More vans pulled up behind; three kids stepped down from the next one and he wondered if his own face matched the masks of nervousness they wore. In front of them a woman in a starched white uniform watched from the steps, and when the last van was unloaded, she led them inside.

			They gathered in the dining room, fifteen or so refugees with no suitcases and only the clothes they’d been taken in, a mishmash of youth and styles. The woman at the front of the room waited patiently as the nurses handed out cups of orange squash which they all drank and then she called them to silence.

			‘I think there’s been a mistake,’ a boy beside him said. ‘My results must have got mixed up.’ He was maybe thirteen, geeky and wearing an oversized black T-shirt with some sci-fi shit on the front. His name turned out to be Henry and he would be the first of them to be taken in the night. No mistakes made there. His voice trembled as he tried to sound confident but he just sounded scared. Someone at the back snickered and the rest joined in, Toby included. Eyes flashed looks at each other and sudden bonds were formed, even though on the inside they were all thinking exactly what Henry had said aloud. 

			‘You will call me Matron,’ the woman said, ignoring Henry’s plaintive statement. ‘You are here because your blood tests have shown the Defective gene to be active. You are Defectives. Do I have to explain what that means?’

			Her voice was neither kind nor unkind, exactly matching her neutral face and expression. Another titter of nervous laughter rippled through her audience. They all knew what it meant even if they couldn’t believe it had happened to them. Toby had never known anyone test positive. Positives were so rare these days, that’s what his mum had always said. They never happened to anyone you actually knew. Like plane crashes.

			Matron was still talking. ‘This is your home now. You will be provided with clothes and food and activities to enjoy. You may play in the grounds of the house should you wish to do so. You will have some chores as you would at home and a rota in the hall outside this room will give you your allocations. You will change your bedsheets once a week. Your top sheet will go to the bottom and the bottom sheet should be put in the laundry sack provided. You will also continue with your studies every morning.’

			‘Fuck no,’ someone said loudly. More laughter. Toby looked at the speaker, whose eyes shone. He had none of Henry’s nervousness, an arrogant swagger visible even in the way he simply stood. There were cigarettes in the back pocket of his jeans. Toby hadn’t seen the symbol shaved into his hair then, but Jake was already staking his claim as top dog in this ragamuffin collection of doomed youth.

			‘The nurses and I will not – unless necessary – interfere with your time. It is our role to make sure you are cared for and comfortable. We will keep you in the best health possible while we can.’

			While we can.

			The tittering died as a surreal reality began to creep into the gaps around them. It wasn’t panic – and that was the first time Toby wondered if maybe there had been something in the orange juice to keep them calm – just a touch of surf washing in from the ocean of dread that suddenly lay before them.

		

	
		
			 

			Four

			‘What’s your name?’ Louis asks.

			‘How old are you?’ Will, once again cross-legged on his bed. ‘You look older than Toby.’

			The new boy is an infiltrator in the calm of Dorm 4. He’s pale, but his eyes and hair are dark and his mouth is set in such a tight frown that his jaw, already square, looks more angular than it actually is. Clothes are laid out on the bed – jeans, T-shirts, hoodies. All the right size. Everyone is measured and weighed on arrival at the house. The nurses have been busy today.

			‘Tom.’ The new boy speaks from between thin lips. ‘I’m seventeen.’ His eyes darken in the pause. ‘And a half.’ 

			‘Oh, shit,’ Louis says.

			There is a moment of silence, broken only by the patter of heavy rain outside as we take this in. I can understand the boy’s bitterness now and my stomach tightens slightly. If it hasn’t happened by eighteen then it’s not going to happen. We’re all unlucky, but Tom is unlucky with a kick in the balls thrown in.

			‘Tell us about the others,’ Ashley says. He’s leaning on the radiator, not messing up his neatly made bed by sitting on it.

			‘Six more months.’ Tom doesn’t look at them but stares at the unfamiliar clothes that are now his. ‘That’s all I had to get through. Six fucking months.’

			‘Shit happens.’ It’s the first thing I’ve said. I don’t like Tom. I don’t know him, but I don’t like him. What if his arrival breaks our streak? It’s illogical, but the fear is there regardless. Dorm 4 is no longer the same as it was this morning. Tom has arrived like a fracture through stone.

			‘Yeah, tell us about the others,’ Louis says. 

			‘You know what they call this place, don’t you?’ At last Tom looks up. ‘The Death House.’

			‘Who gives a shit what they call it?’ I say. ‘It’s home now.’ I’m bristling slightly. We’ve all learned to manage our fear – to live with it. Now we have to manage Tom’s.

			‘That’s what they call it in London. Not just this house. All the houses.’

			‘So you’re from London, then?’ Louis’ eyes have lit up as he pulls a small notebook from his pocket and scribbles in it. ‘Whereabouts?’

			‘Like it matters.’ Sour, downturned mouth.

			‘What about the others?’ Will is the third to ask the question. We’re not intentionally unkind people, but there is no point in sympathy. Sympathy is something you give someone worse off than yourself. Here, we’re all in the shit. It’s a level playing field. And at least Tom got to seventeen and a half.

			‘Just a girl,’ Tom says. ‘She seems okay.’ His eyes slide to one side.

			‘A girl?’ Will says. ‘It doesn’t get a lot of girls.’ His face scrunches slightly. ‘I wonder if it makes their eyes bleed, too.’ 

			Louis giggles at this, or perhaps at Tom’s shocked expression, and I can’t decide if Will said it on purpose to freak the new boy out. Cruel humour, but funny. 

			‘Let’s get back to our game,’ Louis says and Will smiles. The novelty of the stranger is wearing off and Tom’s not going anywhere. There’ll be plenty of time to get to know him, and if there isn’t, then what’s the point in trying?

			‘Which way do the horses go again?’ 

			‘They’re knights, not horses, and they move in an L shape. Two and one.’ Louis’ still explaining it as the dorm door closes behind them.

			‘I’m going back to the art room.’ Ashley pushes away from the radiator and picks up his Bible from the top of a wooden chest of drawers. Even he, with all his prim Christian charity, doesn’t offer to show Tom around the house.

			And then there were two.

			‘You’re Toby, I take it,’ Tom says. I close my eyes. I don’t want to talk. I don’t really want to go back to sleep either, but it’s preferable. I’m going to have to get used to Tom, but I’ll do it in my own time.

			‘You’re older than the others,’ Tom tries again. I say nothing. I think about how I’d hoped to be friends with Jake so I’d have someone my own age to dick around with, and now Tom’s here and I’m shutting him out. But Tom isn’t one of us. Not yet, at any rate. Jake, for all his assholery, is. Tom is older than me too. I’m going to have to make sure I keep my place as the boss of Dorm 4. Despite my calm stillness on the bed, the new arrivals have disturbed me.

			Tom doesn’t speak again but lets out a frustrated too-loud sigh, and then the drawers scrape and slide as he puts the clothes away. He’s settling in. He has no choice.

			 

			The evening passes slowly and my unease grows. At tea all the attention is on Tom and the new girl, whose name is Clara, apparently. I ignore her. Her table is too far away to see her properly and she’s got her back to me anyway, only her scruffy ponytail on show. There is more laughter from the girls’ table than normal, though, and I can see Eleanor’s face shining and even Harriet looks less dour. Jake preens, swearing loudly, and although Tom is sitting with us, when he gets up to fetch a cup of tea, he stops at the girls’ table and talks to Clara, his face suddenly a patchy red. It doesn’t take long before Jake follows suit. If Tom thinks he has some kind of claim to the girl because they arrived together, he’s got a lot more to learn about the house than he thinks. Will and Louis giggle at the two older boys so obviously vying for her attention, but I just let it wash over me. She must be an idiot, smiling and laughing as if she’s at some holiday camp or on a school trip. I won’t join in with the fawning.

			I keep my attention on the twins instead – they’re the reality of the house, not some stupid girl who has everyone twisting in their seats. Ellory and Joe are identical. Or they were identical. One of them – I think it’s Ellory because he has more acne than his brother – is sweating hard. Even from ten feet or so away I can see it. There’s a thick sheen on his skin, almost greasy as it oozes from his pores. He’s sniffing hard, too, and occasionally his chest contracts and his face tightens as if he’s desperately holding back a coughing fit. His brother is eating both dinners, his body turned slightly to block the nurses’ view as he takes mouthfuls from his twin’s plate. I watch with a kind of fascinated dread. The nurses are watching too, their eyes cold and dark like eagles observing prey. The others on the Dorm 7 table have shifted themselves a few inches away from their room-mates even though the same illness is percolating inside them. They talk around the twins, as if they’re no longer there. I’m going to owe Louis some washing-up duties.

			‘Do you think they’ll take him tonight?’ 

			It’s only when Ashley speaks that I realise I’m not alone in watching Ellory. Ashley is as well, his thin lips pursed.

			‘Probably.’

			‘I’ll pray for him.’

			‘Yeah, that’s going to help.’ I concentrate on my food, scooping up a forkful of mashed potato and chewing the lumps out of it. I don’t want a conversation with Ashley. He can keep his smug piousness to himself.

			After tea, the nurses put on some ancient film and although Will and Louis try to drag me with them, I don’t go. Instead, I have a long, hot bath and then lie on my bed staring at the ceiling. It’s still raining outside. I wonder what Ellory is thinking. I wonder if he went to watch the film. My stomach contracts at the thought that one day soon I’ll be in Ellory’s position. I wish I could stop thinking so much. Not even the memory of Julie McKendrick can distract me. I just end up wondering if she remembers me at all or if she’s started smiling at Billy in Year 13 now and he’s going to get to slide his hand into her bra rather than just dream about it.

			Eventually, the others come back up and start the ritual of teeth-cleaning and washing and getting ready for bed. A nurse brings around her tray of pills and small cups of water and we all dutifully take them before she closes the curtains and turns the light off with a cursory, bland, ‘Goodnight.’

			‘Clara’s dad was a Black Suit,’ Will says. ‘Isn’t that right, Tom? A proper government minister.’

			‘Yeah, that’s right.’ A pause. Whispering fills it. ‘What the hell is he doing?’

			‘Just praying. Ignore him, he’ll stop soon. A Black Suit. That’s kind of cool, though. What did your dad do?’

			I wonder if Will realises he’s using the past tense – as if our families are gone, not living out their lives without us, back in the real world.

			‘The usual. Some tech firm. He worked away a lot.’ Tom’s only been in the house a few hours but already he’s closing down. Locking before away. Taking his cue from the rest of us and keeping it inside.

			‘I liked that film,’ Louis says. ‘But I can’t help wondering why they showed it to us.’

			‘Vampires are cool,’ Will says. ‘And the dog was cool, too. But I didn’t like the part where that one bit the man’s head right through his skull.’

			‘But a film about a bunch of teenagers who live for ever. Lost Boys,’ Louis muses. ‘Where something inside makes them turn into monsters. I wonder about Matron sometimes. She’s either got a very sick sense of humour or absolutely no sense of irony.’

			‘Ha, yeah.’ Will laughs but it’s clear he doesn’t understand what irony means. 

			‘We can all live together in God,’ Ashley says. ‘That’s the true life everlasting.’

			‘Is he always like this?’ Tom’s disdain is clear. He may be the new boy but Ashley is forever the outsider.

			‘Sadly, yes.’ Louis settles down under his covers, rustles of starch competing with the renewed whispering. 

			‘You okay, Toby?’ Will watches me in the gloom. ‘You’re very quiet. I thought you’d want to watch the film and meet the new girl.’

			‘I’m just tired.’

			‘You’re always tired. You sleep most of the day.’ His breath hitches. ‘You’re not—’

			‘No.’ I don’t let him finish his question. ‘I’m not sick.’

			‘Good,’ Will says. He picks at his blanket. ‘I wouldn’t like that.’

			Something in his tone makes my heart squeeze in on itself, tight and hard. 

			‘Goodnight, Will,’ is all I say in return. Eventually we fall into a sleepy silence, even Ashley, and the breathing in the room slows. Another day is gone. Evaporated away from us. I close my eyes.

		

	
		
			 

			Five

			It’s nearly two hours after Matron has done the final rounds when I hear the smothered belch of the lift starting its rumbling journey down through the core of the house. I knew it would come tonight, and part of me wants to hide my head under my pillow until it’s done, but my feet are itching to get up and my insides are tangled in knots around the dark ball in the pit of my stomach. I have to see it. Watching is better than lying here, just listening. The chill air prickles my skin as I creep over to the door and open it. The other boys don’t stir. Tom snores, but the rest are silent.

			On the landing my heart beats so hard I can feel it throbbing in my neck. The lift has come to a stop upstairs and the soft whoosh of the large metal doors, their modernity so out of place here, is a sigh in the night. I creep up to the next half-landing and press myself into the dark shadows that cling to the wall. I stay very still. I can’t see the lift from where I am, but the nurses will have to pass by on the next floor when they go back to it. I wait, and then the quiet squeak of old wheels turning puncture the night. Ellory is leaving Dorm 7 for the last time and he’s not awake to know it. Perhaps he knew it when he went to bed. Maybe he thought he had one more day. It’s hard to imagine not having one more day.

			Soft white shoes come into view, plimsolls under white scrubs, as the nurses from the sanatorium wheel the bed towards the lift. I can’t see Ellory but I know it’s him. No one else is sick. Not like he’s been. The nurses don’t rush, maintaining a steady, calm pace. Ellory isn’t going anywhere and neither is the sanatorium. These are different nurses from those who look after us during the day. I’ve seen them enough times now to know. Angels of death who only appear in the night to collect sleeping, sick children. Sometimes I think of the sanatorium as some awful creature that feeds on us. In some ways, that’s preferable to the empty unknown. In my small window on the action above, the bed is wheeled by, but I don’t move. I know the routine and they’re not finished yet. A minute or so later, two more sets of feet whisper past accompanied by the rustle of plastic bags as Ellory’s clothes and toiletries are removed. Nothing will be left for Joe to remember him by. He’s being efficiently exorcised from our community. I wonder what they do with the clothes. Are we all wearing dead boys’ clothes, recycled from a previous wave of Defectives? Is there a stockpile in the house somewhere ready for children of all shapes and sizes? The lift doors slide shut again and I let out a shaky breath as adrenalin rushes through me.

			Goodbye, Ellory. It was nice not knowing you.

			I feel almost sick, a tang of nausea in my mouth. I need the bathroom and a glass of water. I turn away, and only then does my eye catch on the landing two floors above. A thick strand of something has escaped from between the banisters and floats in the air like seaweed drifting in the shallows. I almost gasp with the unexpectedness of it, and maybe I do let out a short, sharp breath as my mouth falls open. It’s hair. Someone else is awake. I freeze, then frown, my thoughts jolted away from Ellory, the sickness, the dreadful nothingness that waits upstairs. Thoughts I can’t define but which are wrapped up in the ball in my stomach and sit like a sour taste on my tongue. They are gone in an instant. No one else is ever awake.

			The shadow moves, the hair pulled away as its owner retreats, and the stairs creak. I dart back into my dorm and peer out through a crack in the door as the figure goes by. Who is it? What are they doing? More change – first Tom, now this. I seriously think about going back to bed and staying there, but I’m not tired, and why the fuck should I, anyway? The nights are mine.

			 

			I find her in the kitchen. She’s got slices of ham and cheese out and is making a sandwich.

			‘Want one?’ she says, as if it’s the most natural thing in the world that we’re meeting here in the dark at gone two in the morning. I don’t answer, just stare at her from the doorway as the wind outside whips around the building and whistles through the gap under the back door. 

			She spreads about an inch of butter on one slice of white bread. ‘My mum never let me have butter. Not good for the hips, apparently, and definitely not good for a dancer. Well, I’m having it now. Don’t think fat thighs are my biggest priority any more, do you?’ She smiles as she slaps the sandwich together and then jumps gracefully onto the stainless steel kitchen prep table to eat it. It’s hard to see but I think she has a rash of freckles across her face. Her teeth are white and even, and her thick red hair tumbles scruffily around her shoulders.

			I look at her sandwich and my stomach tightens. The nights are no longer under my control. I have someone else’s mistakes to worry about. She follows my eyes.

			‘Don’t worry. I was careful and I’ll clean up. They won’t notice I’ve been here.’

			‘You came with Tom,’ I say.

			She nods. ‘Poor Tom. He’s so angry about everything.’ Her legs swing back and forth and under her nightshirt I can see they’re slim and toned. There’s pink varnish on her toenails. An echo from her before. Energy fizzes from her. She chews another mouthful and watches me. I want a sandwich or something but I’m not going to have one. She’s killed my appetite.

			‘You didn’t take the vitamins,’ I say. I’ve moved one step inside the kitchen but I won’t come any closer. I’m sullen but she doesn’t appear to notice. She laughs a little instead. It’s warm. Friendly. What is wrong with her? Doesn’t she know where she is?

			‘Vitamins, my arse. My mum’s been taking “vitamins” for years. Normally with Scotch.’ She puts the sandwich down, forgotten. ‘Why don’t you take yours?’

			I’ve learned to slide the pills between my upper lip and gum line so quickly that the nurses don’t notice, practising with peas from dinner. Now they’re all collected in a wrap of toilet paper stuffed into the ball of my bedpost. Same routine every night. I should probably just shove them down the sink but they’re a way of counting the days. Marking out my survival.

			‘I like the nights,’ I say. 

			‘So what shall we do?’ She grins again, impish with delight. ‘Now that the house is ours?’

			‘Do whatever you want. Just don’t fuck it up for me.’

			Her smile falls. ‘But it’ll be more fun—’

			‘I mean it.’ Suddenly I hate her. She has no right to be awake. This is my time. The ball inside me flares all the way up to my tongue and I spit out angry flames in words. ‘This isn’t your perfect fucking life now with your posh government dad and big house and whatever you want. You’re as Defective as the rest of us. You can sit there and laugh and joke and think it’s all so fucking funny, but you’re going to get sick and die just like Ellory, and me, and all the rest of the stupid fuckers here. You’re not special. So stay out of my way and get used to it.’

			I glare at her, panting with the angry heat that’s making my body shake, and her swinging legs fall still. She’s not smiling any more. I turn away, not wanting to look at her. Not wanting to feel bad. The house is big. I don’t have to see her. Maybe she’ll start taking the pills now she knows she’s not welcome at night.

			‘No,’ she says, soft and hurt as I walk away. ‘I think it’s you who needs to get used to it.’

			Bitch, I think. Fucking bitch. What the fuck does she know? 

			 

			His test was after PE on a Tuesday, and he was happy for two reasons. First, it got him out of ten minutes of Triple Science – maybe twenty if he stretched out the walk back, and second, they always did the test in alphabetical order so Julie McKendrick was always tested at the same time. The downside was that Billy Matthews would be there too, so it was unlikely he’d get to speak to Julie even if he could think of something interesting to say. Still, he’d be able to look at her and that was better than nothing.

			The corridor outside the nurse’s room was hot, the windows lining the wall magnifying the sunshine outside, and even though he’d just showered in the gym, Toby was sweating as he joined the queue, kids of all ages chattering together. No one looked worried. The tests were routine, after all. He looked ahead in the line but couldn’t see Julie. His heart sank. She’d spoken to him yesterday in Maths – the only subject they had together – and he’d got through the whole conversation about the dullness of algebra without stumbling over his words or looking at her chest once. She’d laughed at something he’d said about Mr Grey and told him he was funny. Maybe being the class joker was finally going to pay off. 

			‘Hey, Toby.’

			She was behind him with Amanda, whose surname didn’t begin with an M but who must have bunked off to come with her. Julie and Amanda, both blonde and pretty, but Amanda just didn’t have that extra something Julie had, plus her chest was flatter and her legs too thin.

			‘Hi.’ The word felt like glue in his throat. He shoved a hand in his pocket to try and look casual but felt as if every joint in his body had stopped working properly. ‘What have you got out of?’

			‘English. And it’s a test.’ 

			‘Result.’ Over Julie’s perfect shoulder he saw Billy sauntering up to join the line. Great. 

			‘Amanda’s having a party on Saturday. You live close, right? Why don’t you come?’

			Amanda rolled her eyes but Julie didn’t appear to notice. Toby’s face was burning so much he thought it might actually melt off his bones. An invite to a party from Julie herself. A cool party. Everything Julie and Amanda did was cool. 

			‘Sure. I don’t think I’m doing anything much,’ he said. He’d planned to hang out with Jonesy down at the rec but Jonesy could wait. He thought for a second about bringing him along but nixed it almost immediately. Jonesy was in no way cool enough for a party at Amanda’s. Neither was Toby, but he was fucked if he was going to miss an opportunity like this.

			‘Of course he doesn’t have plans,’ Amanda drawled. ‘Like he ever has plans.’

			‘Shut up, Mandy.’ Julie ignored her friend’s clear displeasure and smiled at him. Right at him. Her skin was flawless and her eyes bright under the mascara and liner that the cool girls wore no matter how often they were told to wash it off. Toby wondered if it was at all possible to love anyone more than he loved Julie McKendrick. 

			‘Great,’ she said. ‘See you there. From about eight.’

			He nodded, not trusting himself to say any more, and then turned back to face the front. He could hear Billy talking loudly and both girls laughing but it sounded like they were just humouring him. His whole body buzzed with excitement. A party with Julie. That she’d actually asked him to go to. He couldn’t wait to tell Jonesy. 

			He was still grinning like an idiot as he walked in to give his blood. Life was looking up.

			 

			‘Double or quits, remember,’ I say as we come out of breakfast. Louis is heading to the rota, ready to scratch his own name out and replace it with mine, but I stop him. ‘It’s not a done deal yet.’

			That’s all anyone says about Ellory that morning. Me and Clara might have been the only ones to see him wheeled away, but no one else is surprised by his disappearance. Dorm 7 had looked shaken as they came into the dining room, but apart from Joe they’d kept their chins up and expressions arrogant, Jake particularly defiant. There’s one chair fewer at their table and the rest have been pushed closer together. Even the signs of Ellory’s absence have been removed.

			By the noticeboard, we watch as Dorm 7 trail past and head upstairs. ‘Consider it pencilled in,’ Louis says, eyes on Joe. The abandoned twin looks defeated, shoulders slumped and eyes rimmed red. There might be blotches on his cheeks but it’s hard to tell amidst the acne.

			‘What are you staring at?’ Jake snarls at us. I shrug, and say nothing. I don’t have to. The Dorm 7 spell is broken.

			Now only Dorm 4 remains intact.

		

	
		
			 

			Six

			Outside, it’s stopped raining but the air is misty wet, as if the clouds have been pricked and are slowly deflating, slumped on the ground. Tom stares out of the kitchen window as I rinse the last of the lunch dishes and add it to the rest on the side.

			‘Any time you’re ready, mate,’ I grumble as the steam collects in hot drops on my face. Tom picks up a plate and starts to dry it but his concentration is focused on the garden. I’ve been determinedly not looking but it’s hard when the window is right in front of the sink and the girls are laughing outside directly in our line of sight. Eleanor’s sitting on an old tree stump clutching her book but not reading it. Instead she’s watching Clara trying to teach Harriet to do a handstand against the rough brick wall. Harriet is failing miserably, but they’re all smiling as her legs wave in the air while Clara tries to grab them and hold them straight.

			They move on to cartwheels, Clara turning perfectly across the grass, her limbs straight and strong. She does have freckles across her nose and her hair shines a deep copper red even though the grey damp deadens the colours around them. As she turns upside down, for a moment her top rides up and shows her taut, pale stomach. Tom’s swallow is audible.

			‘Maybe she’s a gymnast,’ Tom says. I don’t have to ask who. He’s sure as shit not talking about Harriet, who’s doing her best with her unwieldy body to mimic the older girl.

			‘She’s a dancer.’

			‘How do you know that?’ Tom looks at me, curious. 

			I shrug, awkward. ‘Must have heard someone mention it.’

			My rudeness when we met two nights ago hasn’t made her take the sleeping pills, and although I’ve tried to stick to my resolution to avoid her, it’s hard knowing someone else is awake in the night. Instead, I’ve almost shadowed her, waiting for her to leave one part of the house before I go there, checking that she hasn’t left anything out of place that could raise suspicion. Last night, I was about to go into the playroom – when the nights were purely mine, I liked to sit on a beanbag by the window and look up at the sky – when I saw her through the gap in the door. The record player was on, turning silently, the needle scratching in the quiet. Clara stood in front of it, large headphones covering her ears, swaying and dancing to the music, her body relaxed and her eyes closed. She was lost in her own space, oblivious to the house. The moonlight pooled on the floor through the open curtains – a spotlight she moved through. There was no form as such to her dance, but she’d found the rhythm and smiled as her arms rose above her head, her hips swaying in time to the song I couldn’t hear.

			My mouth had dried up and I felt unsettled. I wasn’t sure why at first. It wasn’t her bare legs and arms or the outline of her body through her nightshirt. Those details made me feel uncomfortable in a different way that I refused to acknowledge, but didn’t stir up the tight ball in my stomach. Then I got it. Envy. That’s what I’d felt. A sour apple of jealously. She was smiling. Perfectly happy. Enjoying a moment of freedom in the music. How could she be happy? 

			Finally, she turned the record off and left the playroom. I waited in the shadows until she’d disappeared up the stairs and then gone to see what it was. I’d never heard of it, some album from generations ago. My fingers hesitated over the headphones for a second and then I stepped away. I wasn’t going to play it. I wasn’t going to be drawn in. I refused to be curious. 

			I went to bed but couldn’t settle. I tried to think of my family and then Julie McKendrick but the dread had crept in and constricted around my spine, and all I could hear in my head were the wheels turning as Ellory’s bed was pushed away, and all I could see was Henry’s plaintive face, I think there’s been a mistake, and all I could think was that I didn’t want to die and be just a terrifying nothing – not now, not ever.

			‘How do you know that?’ Tom repeats, snapping me back to the present. I glance out of the window. 

			‘I must have overheard the girls, I guess,’ I say. She has no right to look so carefree. None of them do. I wipe the stainless steel surfaces down as Tom finishes the last of the drying up and then a nurse appears from nowhere and checks our work before nodding her approval and releasing us from the kitchen, our chores done.

			I don’t wait for Tom, who’s still looking into the garden, but head back to Dorm 4 to try and sleep. I’m halfway up the first flight of stairs when Ashley comes striding along the corridor and stops outside Matron’s office. I pause. No one ever goes to see Matron about anything. Not since the first few days. Matron doesn’t have any answers, or if she does she’s not sharing them, and she made it clear she has no wish to be involved with us any further than her job requires. Why would anyone draw Matron’s attention to them? Matron makes all the decisions in the house . . . and sometimes I wonder if maybe she even decides who gets carted off to the sanatorium next. I don’t know what’s in the food we’re given. We’re all happy to stay under her radar. 

			Ashley takes a deep breath before knocking three times on the door and then rearranging the rough paper rolled up under his arm. He has several sheets in different colours, all poster-sized and thick. I catch a glimpse of careful writing on the inside of one but can’t make out the words. I lean over the banister to try to get a better look but then Matron’s door opens and Ashley is swallowed up inside. 

			I stay for a moment. Up the wide old staircase, the dorm and my bed are waiting. I shouldn’t care what Ashley wants from Matron – I don’t care, and yet I still want to know. I take two more steps and then stop again. I look back at the spot where Ashley had stood so nervously. My feet tingle inside my trainers, not knowing whether to go forward or back. Ashley’s in Matron’s office. My brain whirs through the possibilities despite myself. I don’t want to get involved with the other kids – what’s the point of that, after all? – and aside from Will and Louis who are too close to avoid, I’ve done a pretty good job so far of keeping myself to myself and out of everyone else’s business. We’re all going to die alone, so I might as well live alone. There’s nothing to do here anyway.

			But still, Ashley is in Matron’s office and I want to know why. He didn’t look sick, and even if he is, he’d hardly march up to Matron to announce it. And what’s all the paper about? He can’t have drawn up a list of complaints about the house. Even a smug dick like Ashley wouldn’t be that stupid. I frown. Would he? Was this something to do with the dorm? Maybe this is my business, after all. 

			I turn away from the gloomy, yawning stairwell that twists and turns like a crooked spine through the vast house and go back down the way I came. The hallway is empty and I peer along the various corridors to check no one is coming before pressing my ear close to the door. I can’t make out any words, just the deadened murmur of voices. Neither of them sounds angry, but then Matron never sounds angry – or happy or upset, for that matter. She’s always just Matron, calm and impersonal. I wouldn’t be surprised if underneath her skin she’s simply a network of metal and wires and processors.

			I don’t linger, already feeling like I’m spying – which I am – and I definitely don’t want to be caught here. I find Louis and Will in the playroom, in their corner away from the boys at the record player trying to find something they recognise or like in the antique collection and squabbling over what to play next. 

			‘I just saw Ashley going into Matron’s office. What’s that about?’

			‘Look! She’s just swung herself up onto that branch! How did she do that?’

			The chessboard is out – and judging by the lack of white pieces my bet is on Louis as black – but neither boy is at the table.

			‘We should go and play with the others.’ Will’s feet are twitching with excitement. ‘It’s not raining.’

			‘Jake’s out there.’

			‘Yeah, but so’s Tom.’

			Only a few days in and Tom was one of them. Their pack. For Will and Louis, at least.

			‘He totally fancies her. He’s trying to look all cool.’

			‘Epic fail.’ Snorts of laughter.

			‘I said’ – I try to get their attention again – ‘that Ashley’s in with Matron. Got any clue why?’ 

			Finally their heads turn. ‘Uh-uh,’ Will says. ‘Haven’t seen him.’

			‘He hasn’t said anything weird?’

			‘No more than usual.’ Louis suddenly smiles as the change in my routine dawns on him. ‘You’re not asleep. Let’s go into the garden.’

			I almost groan. ‘Why? There’s fuck all to do out there.’

			‘Clara’s climbing the tree. Look.’ Will points out of the window as if I can see from where I’m standing in the doorway.

			‘I’m not stopping you if you want to go and play like kids.’ Maybe I should have just gone to bed and not worried about whatever ‘Reverend’ Ashley was up to.

			‘But we are kids.’

			‘Then fuck off and play. What do you need me for?’

			‘Come on, it’ll be fun!’ Will says. ‘All of us together. And it’s not raining.’

			‘It’s not exactly sunny, either.’

			Louis looks down at his feet. One of his shoelaces is undone, but he doesn’t appear to notice. They were new when he arrived – his mum had only just bought them, he declared plaintively on the first night – but now the brown leather is scraped and worn. How he’s scuffed them so badly when all they do is drift around the house like ghosts most days, I don’t know. But then Louis is clumsy and all over the place, his mind moving too fast most of the time for his body to keep up with it. Blotches of embarrassed red colour his cheeks and he pushes his hands into his jeans pockets before looking at me and shrugging slightly. ‘Jake’s out there,’ he repeats. Quieter this time, and ashamed. 

			‘And Tom,’ I say. It’s a test. Tom’s older than me. 

			‘Yeah, but . . .’ One of Louis’ shoulders has risen so high in his awkwardness that it’s almost touching his pink ear. ‘Tom wouldn’t . . . you know. Look out for us.’

			‘Please, Toby,’ Will says. They both watch me hopefully.

			I glance from one to the other and wonder how I got landed with them. I sigh. I still want to know what’s going on with Ashley and Matron before I go to sleep. I need to kill some time anyway. 

			‘Ten minutes,’ I say, and think I sound like my dad. ‘That’s all.’

			‘Fucking A!’ Louis says, the swear word sounding all wrong coming from his mouth.

			‘Thanks, Toby.’ Will is already tugging his sweater on and the words are muffled. When his face pops out through the neck, though, he’s beaming. ‘Come on!’

			As I follow them along the corridor and down to the back door, I wonder when going out into the garden became such a big deal. If it was so much fun, then why the fuck hadn’t we done it before? Maybe I’m not the only one who’s been hiding from their situation. I hide by sleeping all day; maybe the others hide by staying inside. Maybe outside is too much bright real world and we don’t belong in it any more. Or maybe it’s just that it’s been raining.

			As I step outside, I wish that, for once, my brain would do less wondering. I need to drink more tea at breakfast. 

			 

			‘Look how high up she is,’ Will says as we stroll over towards the tree. From inside, the old oak hadn’t looked so large, but now we’re in the damp garden air it’s huge, the gnarled trunk wide and thick enough that it would take at least three of us to be able to wrap our arms around it and touch fingers. The overgrown grass sparkles bright green and moist under our feet and I can feel the wetness creeping in through the fabric of my trainers. It’s not cold, though. Even if there is a breeze, the high walls around the grounds are blocking it. I don’t walk fast, and Will and Louis match my pace. If it had just been Jake and some of the Dorm 7 boys out and about, I wouldn’t have come; but the girls are here, too, and a few of the other kids, and suddenly people are mixing again, apparently. 

			High in the branches of the tree, Clara sits, her head tilted upwards slightly, her body half-hidden among the leaves. They’re all out here because of her. Girls are always the problem. It’s like they have a secret power that kicks in at some point around fourteen. Will and Louis might think they’re immune to it, but it’s starting. They’re out here, after all. I think of Julie McKendrick and my mixture of terror, awkwardness and abject nervous excitement whenever she was near me. 

			The garden is much bigger than I’d thought, almost the size of the house, and stretches out to either side of the building. There’s a pair of rickety swings over to the left and Joe rocks half-heartedly backwards and forwards on one, kicking tufts of grass as his too-long legs hit the ground. His head is down and his jaw tight. I don’t want to look at Joe. It makes me hear the awful squeak of bed wheels in the night.

			Someone has found a football and Jake and Tom kick it between them with the little lardy kid, Daniel, running around trying to get involved. 

			‘Over here, Jake! To me!’ he wheezes, his face red with exertion. Maybe he feels more involved now that Joe is keeping to himself and Ellory is gone, but if he does then he’s an idiot. Jake kicks the ball at him, intentionally too high, and it soars over his head and bounces off the wall twenty feet away. He runs to fetch it as Jake laughs. It’s not the kindest laugh, but then half the kid’s fat arse is hanging out of his jeans, and as he bends over to pick the ball up the crack is visible and his fat rolls over the waistband. It makes me want to laugh, too. 

			I stay back from the tree and the other boys. There’s plenty of space and I don’t want to get involved. Will, however, is staring up through the branches of the oak tree. 

			‘How did you climb so high?’ he asks Clara’s swinging legs. 

			‘She just jumped and then swung herself up,’ Eleanor says. She and Harriet look like some kind of tree creatures or wood nymphs, their faces peering around either side of the trunk. ‘Then she kept on climbing.’

			Will jumps but doesn’t even get near the lowest branch. ‘Maybe if you gave me a leg up?’ He looks at Louis. 

			‘It’s too high.’

			It is high. Maybe not for Tom or Joe or me, but definitely for the rest of them. I look at the branches. That’s why neither Tom nor Jake have tried it. Even if they got to the first branch without making dicks of themselves, the higher ones are slimmer. You’d have to be light to be confident about not breaking them, and Clara must be strong to have jumped that high herself. 

			‘We won’t know unless we try,’ Will says. ‘Come on, give me a leg-up then I’ll pull you. I’ve never climbed a tree.’

			Louis still isn’t convinced. ‘I’m not very good at lifting.’ 

			‘What are you looking at up there, anyway?’ Will asks. 

			Jake catches the football and tucks it under his arm. He strolls towards the tree, thrusting the ball at Tom, who takes it, stumbling backwards slightly, as he passes. All the posturing is pointless. Clara isn’t looking down. She’s staring out into the distance.

			‘I can see the sea from up here,’ she says. She’s sitting astride a branch as casually as if it was a foot from the ground. She’s not even holding on, but pushing leaves aside so she can see out. ‘It’s beautiful.’

			‘How far away is it?’ Louis calls up.

			‘Not far. I think there’s cliffs. Can’t see any houses, though. We’re all alone.’ 

			‘We are,’ Louis says. ‘There’s no one on the island.’

			‘How do you know?’

			‘Two kids tried to run away once,’ Jake cuts in, wanting her attention back. ‘But they got caught. There was nowhere for them to go.’

			‘What happened to them?’ Clara asks, still looking out over the view.

			‘Matron,’ Jake says. ‘Matron happened. She got a coin and made them pick heads or tails. Heads won. The boy who called tails went straight to the lift. She hauled him into it kicking and screaming and begging her to take the other one instead right in front of all the other kids. He never came down again. He wasn’t even sick or anything. She said it was a lesson.’

			We’ve all heard the story, although none of us were at the house when it happened. The boys who were already here when we arrived told us, just like boys before told them. I don’t even know if it’s true, but no one, not even Jake is going to take that risk if there’s not even anywhere to run to. And it sounds like something Matron would do. 

			‘Maybe I should come up there and have a look,’ Jake says. I think he wants to change the subject too. We all do enough thinking about the sanatorium – we don’t want to talk about it as well. He’s grabbed the lower branch and dangles from it like a chimpanzee. He’s making it look casual but I can see he’s figuring out if he can swing himself up without looking like a twat.

			‘I wouldn’t try it,’ Clara says. ‘This branch is pretty thin.’ 

			‘Joe’s sneezing!’ Daniel shouted. I’d forgotten the fat kid was there, but now he’s standing by the swing, his trousers pulled up but his belly still poking out, and pointing at the lost twin. ‘Jake, Joe’s sick!’

			‘Shut up, you little prick,’ Joe growls, sending the squealing pig of kid running back to the group. 

			‘He’s sick!’

			‘Leave him alone,’ Harriet says, stepping out from behind the protection of the tree. ‘And don’t shout things like that.’ Her face isn’t so dour close up, not pretty but not as sour, either. ‘The nurses might hear.’

			‘I was just telling Jake—’

			‘Oh, fuck off, Daniel,’ Jake says, dropping from the tree. ‘I don’t need you telling me stuff.’

			Piggy, I think. This Daniel kid is like Piggy out of that book I keep having to do comprehension on in morning lessons. Desperate to be in with the cool kids. Never going to be. 

			‘Sorry, Jake, I just thought—’

			‘I said fuck off.’

			Louis has been watching the exchange with rapt wonder and his eyes light up as Daniel, muttering miserably to himself, skulks back indoors. Louis’ eyes drop when Jake looks at him, though. The egg on his face, both literally and metaphorically, is still a smarting memory.

			‘Is that a conker tree?’ Will says, frowning and looking over to a second tree, this one squat to the ground near the right-hand wall. ‘My granddad played conkers with me when I was little.’ A cloud forms on his face for a moment. ‘You ever played conkers, Louis?’

			‘Nope.’

			‘It’s easier than chess.’ He tugs at Louis’ sleeve. ‘Come on. There might be some big ones.’

			‘I’ll come, too!’ Eleanor bursts out from behind the tree, still clutching her book, and darts to catch them up.

			Harriet stands awkwardly for a moment and then wanders towards the swings. She takes the free one and says nothing, but gives Joe a half-smile that he doesn’t return. 

			There’s a tension between Jake and Tom, like a stand-off in an old cowboy film with neither of them wanting to move away, and I’m about to turn and head back inside now that Will and Louis are settled when Clara speaks.

			‘The sea is so beautiful. I wonder what it looks like at night.’ She leans through the branches and tilts her head so she can see me. Her red hair hangs long down one side of her face, a waterfall of fire. ‘Don’t you, Toby?’ She smiles. Both Jake and Tom glare at me. I say nothing, and we all watch as she swings herself down from the tree with the quiet precision of a cat. She’s still looking at me and I wish she wouldn’t. The air crackles electric between me and Jake and Tom with her in the middle, the cause of it all. 

			‘I think I know where I can get some booze and fags,’ Jake blurts out.

			‘What?’ Tom says. ‘In here?’

			Clara doesn’t shift her gaze, her hands in her jeans pockets and her hips tilted forward. She’s challenging me. Laughing at me. Suddenly I feel uncomfortable and slightly stupid without knowing why. I’m not going to get in a cock fight with Tom and Jake over a girl I don’t even like much.

			‘Yeah,’ Jake continues, louder. ‘From the teachers’ rooms. I’ve smelt cigarette smoke on some of them. They stink of it. Bet they’ve got drink, too. They must be bored out of their fucking minds here. I know I am.’ He looks at Clara. ‘What do you think?’

			Finally, she graces him with a look and shrugs. ‘Sure. If you can get some, I’m in.’ He grins, wolfish.

			‘I’ll help.’ Tom doesn’t want to be left out. ‘You in, Toby?’ Jake looks at me and so does Clara. I wish I’d stayed inside or headed upstairs two minutes later and not seen Ashley going into Matron’s office. I think about the jazz and blues I sometimes hear coming from the teachers’ quarters when I wander the house at night. Jake’s probably right. I’d drink too if I was stuck here when I didn’t have to be.

			‘Maybe.’

			‘Hey!’ The voice comes from near the back door, and moments later Daniel is waddling across the grass towards us. 

			‘Oh, fuck, what now?’ Jake mutters, and I suddenly feel some sympathy for him. He’s a nanny too.

			‘You have to come and see this!’ He’s smiling, eager to be back in Jake’s good books. ‘All of you!’

		

	
		
			 

			Seven

			We stand in front of the poster that’s been Blu-tacked to the wall above the gong in the hallway. 

			‘There’s more,’ Daniel says, still breathless. ‘There’s one in the playroom and another up on the landing.’

			‘What the actual fuck,’ Jake says, taking the words from my mouth. So this is what Ashley was up to. The words are printed carefully in black marker:

			 

			Church open!

			Last room on the second floor

			next to the nurses’ quarters.

			Service every night at 7.30.

			All welcome!

			 

			Surrounding the precise writing are childish drawings of angels and crosses, and a small piece of paper has been tacked to the bottom:

			 

			Tonight we’ll pray for Ellory.

			 

			‘Jesus Christ,’ I say, and Louis immediately snorts with laughter at my unintentional irony.

			‘Maybe this will stop him praying in our room, at least,’ Tom says. 

			He has a point. But still, I can see Jake’s sneer and I hate Ashley and his smug piety all over again. Joe says nothing. His eyes are fixed on the small bit of paper at the bottom. 

			‘Let’s go and look,’ Will says, always curious. For a moment, all our divisions are forgotten and we climb the stairs. The girls have said nothing but they follow along anyway as we leave a trail of damp footprints on the wood. What else is there to do? 

			‘Down here!’ Daniel says, as if we can’t figure it out ourselves. The long corridor is gloomy but light shines out through one doorway. I’ve never come this far in my night-time wanderings – it’s too close to the nurses’ rooms. Ashley’s chosen well. Not even Jake would come here and give him shit. Not when all Ashley would have to do is shout to get some attention.

			‘Come in, come in,’ Ashley says as we gather in the doorway. I have no intention of crossing the line, but Harriet and Eleanor squeeze past me and Will and Louis follow them. Instead of beds, twelve chairs are set out in rows of three and there’s a desk at the front that he’s slung a bed sheet over. He’s sweating from carrying the chairs, but he smiles. ‘Everyone’s welcome.’

			Some sniggers then, and his smile falls a little and he busies himself with a pile of papers on one of the chairs. 

			‘You’re a fucking freak,’ Jake says. Daniel laughs. I look behind me and see Clara wandering back down the corridor. I don’t think she likes the church but I don’t think she likes our aggression, either. Maybe after she’s been here a week or so she’ll understand it.

			‘What a beautiful window,’ Harriet says, looking up. She’s right, it is. A perfect arch in the centre of the wall. 

			‘It’s why I wanted this room,’ Ashley says. ‘It’s like a church window.’ He pauses. ‘You could paint it, if you like. Matron won’t mind.’

			‘You and Matron all cosy now, are you?’ Jake says. ‘That won’t change anything.’

			Ashley says nothing. 

			‘You’re still Defective,’ Daniel chimes in. ‘You’re just the same as the rest of us.’ 

			‘I know,’ Ashley says. 

			‘Fuck him,’ I say, suddenly torn. I hate Ashley for this, but he’s one of our dorm. ‘He’s going to be here on his own. Better here than trying to hang out with us.’ I turn to walk away and Tom follows.

			‘Yeah, fuck him,’ he repeats, and I know I’m still the boss of Dorm 4. The group melts away from the doorway, each going in their own direction. Will and Louis race off together in search of string for their conkers and I head back to our dorm. Sleep. That’s what I need.

			 

			The air is colder tonight, creeping in through the old stone like an invisible mist, and I have my socks on as I wander the house in the dark even though the polished wooden floors can be slippery and the thump of a fall might alert one of the nurses. I’ve stayed in bed longer than usual, wondering if they might come for Joe, but the lift doesn’t rumble like the hungry stomach of the sanatorium and the house is quiet.

			I get some bread and butter from the empty kitchen and look through the window at the oak tree – now a hulking spread of black in the moonlight – as I eat it. The ground floor is quiet, the playroom empty, and I wonder if Clara has finally decided to take her sleeping pill like everyone else does and leave the night alone. I should be relieved by that thought, but instead my stomach expands and feels hollow. I think about playing some music through the headphones as I look out at the night, but don’t. I’m not Clara. Not only does the idea of dancing alone in the dark make me feel a bit of a dick, I like to be able to hear if someone is coming.

			I wander back upstairs and find myself heading towards Ashley’s church. He’d been smug and smiling when he returned to the dorm and although none of us had asked him about his stupid service, he was pleased with himself. A little bit of me wants to smash up the chairs but I don’t know why. Maybe I’ll just rearrange them to freak him out.

			I see the tiny flickering light as I get closer to the door and I know that Clara’s there ahead of me. This time I don’t turn back. The night is still my place – she’s still the interloper. If anyone should leave, it should be her.

			‘Where did you get the candle from?’

			She’s standing with her back to me, looking down at a piece of paper, trying to read it in the yellow flame. The candle’s stuck to a saucer sitting on the covered desk that’s trying pathetically hard to be an altar. 

			‘It was already here. I brought the matches from the kitchen.’ She doesn’t even jump. Did she hear me coming or does she just not care? She turns a little towards me, still focused on the paper.

			‘“For Ellory,”’ she reads, ‘“beloved brother of Joe, son of Mary and Stephen and member of Dorm Seven. ‘He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain any more, for the former things have passed away.’ Revelation twenty-one, verse four.” That’s quite beautiful when you think about it. If sad.’

			‘Don’t tell me you buy into this God shit,’ I say, sneering. She shakes her head, her red hair shining in the candlelight.

			‘No, I believe in nature. We die, we rot, we feed the earth and the plants and the insects and that’s that.’

			‘Cheerful,’ I say, trying to sound casually dismissive, but her words have sunk to ice in my stomach and I wish I’d stayed in the kitchen.

			‘We’re still here now.’ She shrugs. ‘No different from anyone else.’

			‘Pretty different. I think that’s why they call us Defective.’ My sarcasm is obvious, but she doesn’t appear to notice it.

			‘Not really. Every day is a new day for everyone. No one knows what tomorrow brings.’ She flashes a smile, her eyes sparkling. ‘Maybe tomorrow they’ll find a cure. Or maybe tomorrow this house will be struck by lighting and we’ll all burn to death. Maybe tomorrow an earthquake will hit London and all my old school friends will be gone before me. See?’ 

			I smile, I can’t help myself. There is a logic to it, a piece of driftwood to cling to in the ocean of dread. 

			She looks back down at the small sheet of paper. ‘Not for Ellory, though.’ Her voice is soft. ‘Harriet went to the service. She said only Joe came from Dorm Seven. That’s sad, isn’t it? They should have gone for Joe’s sake.’

			‘That’s not how it works.’ My smile fades. She doesn’t understand the house. Not yet. She still thinks it’s like before. It isn’t. I’m not sure I could explain the differences even if I wanted to. You have to learn them. I’m about to say something mean, a barb forming on my tongue, when I hear a bell sounding from beyond the door that leads to the nurses’ quarters. I freeze, my heart pounding.

			‘What?’ Clara says. ‘What is it?’

			‘It’s an alarm clock.’ I rush past her and extinguish the candle, ignoring the pain of squeezing my fingers around the hot wick to stop the smell of burning. And then, without thinking, I grab her hand. ‘Come on.’

			We rush back out into the corridor. Even as we run for the stairs we can hear more sounds of movement. Even the sanatorium nurses and Matron are waking up. 

			‘What’s going on?’ Clara whispers as we press ourselves against the dark wall. 

			‘I don’t know.’ 

			‘This way. Quickly.’ She yanks my arm and we race up the next flight of stairs. Her dorm is closest and she pulls me inside and shuts the door. Neither Eleanor nor Harriet stir as we hurry, breathless, to the far corner. We’re just in time, heavy heels betraying someone’s passing outside.

			Bright lights shine through the window and wheels churn through the gravel. Clara’s dorm is further along from the main entrance than mine, but we peer carefully out through the curtains and just at the limits of our vision we can see a large truck pulling up, its huge headlights two moons in the night. The engine chugs steadily as the driver jumps down and heads to the back. The rough sound of steel doors opening. Voices. 

			‘What is it?’ I whisper. Can’t be more kids arriving, surely. Not in a truck like that. We all came in black vans.

			‘Must be supplies,’ Clara says. We’re standing so close I can see every one of her pale eyelashes. Her mouth is slightly open and her breath mists the glass as she speaks. ‘We’re in the middle of nowhere. I guess they have to get all the food and stuff delivered. You haven’t seen this before?’

			I shake my head. ‘First time.’

			‘How long do you think it will take?’

			‘It’s a big truck. A while.’

			‘Then we’re stuck in here until it leaves and they’ve gone back to bed.’ 

			‘Unless they don’t go back to bed, in which case we’re fucked.’

			‘Let’s worry about that if it happens.’ She shivers. ‘It’s cold.’

			She lets the curtain drop and goes to her bed, pulling back the blankets and climbing in. She’s right. Now that we’re still, it is cold, but the spare beds have no covers. I stand there, awkward, not quite sure what to do.

			‘Well, come on, then,’ she whispers. ‘Get in.’ She looks at me, expectant. 

			I’m glad it’s dark and she can’t see my face as I wedge in beside her on the small mattress. I know I’m blushing furiously. My arms and legs feel too long, my mouth is dry, and although I was freezing seconds before, my skin is now too hot. She wriggles across to give me space and we lie side by side, staring up at the ceiling. Her hair, too much to be contained on half a small pillow, tickles my face, but it’s soft and almost warm. 

			‘That’s better,’ she says. ‘Better?’ Her head twists sideways slightly to check.

			‘Yep,’ I say and then swallow loudly. I have never lain in a bed with a girl before. My body is a screaming mess of anxiety and excitement that I have no control over. I take deep breaths as quietly as I can. This reaction is stupid. My right side is pressed against her left and I can feel her toes against my ankle. Her skin is impossibly warm through my pyjamas, and I realise that this is the closest I’ve been to anyone in weeks. I can feel her body move slightly as she breathes, slow and steady and completely relaxed, while I struggle to shift air from my lungs.

			‘When I was little,’ she whispers, her head leaning towards mine until our skulls touch, ‘until I was about ten or eleven, I always wanted to go to boarding school, the kind just for girls. I read all those stupid kids’ books where they had midnight feasts, broke the rules, made lifelong friends and had adventures. And now here I am. Not quite what I was hoping for. Funny, huh?’

			She’s staring at the ceiling again, and that calms my awful self-awareness slightly. ‘Well,’ I say, ‘I don’t think you can get better lifelong friends than those you’ll make here – that’s pretty much guaranteed.’ My tone is light as I say it and she giggles beside me. For a moment I’m almost the old Toby again, the classroom joker, even if this is the darkest kind of humour.

			‘You may have a point,’ she says. ‘Weird thought, though.’

			‘I’m surprised you didn’t go to a posh boarding school,’ I say, wanting to change the subject. ‘I heard your dad is a Black Suit.’

			‘Oh, my school was definitely posh,’ she says. She plays with a strand of her hair, pulling it straight upwards. It’s so long her pale arm is nearly straight. ‘One of the very best, of course. But I didn’t board there. You can’t control someone if you send them away and I had to be the perfect daughter. If they’d sent me away I’d have been free to be myself.’ She smiles. ‘That’s bitten them on the arse now, hasn’t it? I’m locked away and Defective. My poor father. You should have seen his face when they came. It was almost worth it. I think he was already wondering how he could contain the information. He’s probably told the world I’ve died in some tragic accident. And convinced himself it’s true.’

			There’s a pause after that. I had imagined her life to be fairy-tale-princess spoiled.

			‘He sounds like a bit of a wanker,’ I say, eventually.

			‘He’s a politician. They all are, aren’t they?’ She sighs. ‘He wasn’t always that bad. He was fine until I was about five; they both were. They just wanted too much for me.’ I glance at her and her face is taut and serious in the memory for a moment and then the furrows in her brow disappear. ‘What was your school like?’ she asks.

			‘Pretty average,’ I say. Jonesy and Billy and Julie McKendrick rise up in my mind like ghosts. ‘Normal. Boring, mainly.’ I don’t want to think about it. Long, hot days playing football and dicking around. In the cold night, even with Clara beside me and my stomach flipping and tingling in ways I wish I could control, I’d give everything to go back to that. I’d walk away and leave them all to die here without a second thought if I could just go home, whole and healthy. Their names would be forgotten in days.

			They say it makes your eyes bleed.

			I think there’s been a mistake.

			From outside we can still hear the engine running and people crossing the gravel. ‘That truck must have come here by boat, like we did,’ I say. ‘If there was a road, we’d have taken it. Louis reckons we’re on an island. He’s probably right.’

			‘We should explore it one night. Go over the wall.’

			This time it’s me who turns my head to stare. ‘Yeah, right.’

			‘I’m serious.’ She looks back at me, her eyes sparkling. ‘Why not? Who’s going to know?’

			‘Didn’t you listen to what Jake said happened to the two boys who tried to run away?’

			‘Yes, but we won’t be running away. We’ll just be going out for a while and then we’ll come back. And we won’t get caught.’

			Our faces are so close that our noses are almost touching and my stomach flips again, dipping down into my groin. I know what’s happening there and will it to stop. She’s just an ordinary girl. Not even hot like Julie McKendrick. Until two hours ago I didn’t even like her much. I’m still not sure I do. She’s like a creature at the bottom of a motionless ocean, dredging up the mud as she moves through it, making everything hard to see. Life at the house was clear-cut until she arrived. She’s changing things.

			‘We should go tomorrow night.’ She looks back up at the ceiling, decided. ‘There’s no time like the present, is there? Live for the moment and all that.’

			‘You’re crazy,’ I say. 

			We lie there in silence for a while, and soon we both drift into a doze. When I next open my eyes, grey light is washing the sky and the truck is gone. The house is quiet. I creep out of the bed, not wanting to wake Clara, and as an afterthought I turn around and rearrange the covers so she’ll stay warm. She half-smiles then, sleepily, as she snuggles down, her eyes closed.

			‘I told you,’ she slurs quietly.

			‘Told me what?’ I whisper.

			‘That it would be more fun together.’

			I leave her there and creep back to my dorm. If the nurses and Matron are still awake there’s no sign of it, nor of their nocturnal activities. The house has returned to its undisturbed state, locked out of the world. My bed feels cold and unfamiliar as I peel my socks off and slide between the sheets. She’s crazy, I think, imagining the madness of going over the wall. But my heart races and I can’t sleep.

			 

			Even though Clara has been up every night since she got here, this breakfast is the first time I feel we’re sharing a secret instead of me resenting her for stealing mine. We don’t look at each other at all as the dorms file in, although she laughs and jokes with Tom when he goes to the food station while she’s there. He comes back looking slightly flushed and pleased with himself, and somehow that makes me feel pleased with myself. 

			‘Anyone want milk?’ Tom says.

			‘Why did you get it if you don’t want it?’ Louis asks.

			‘He fancies Clara.’ Will snickers. 

			‘No, I don’t,’ Tom says. ‘I just changed my mind after I got it.’

			‘Yeah, right.’

			Tom’s face is so red-blotched he looks like he’s got a fever. I don’t pay any attention. It’s not like Will said anything I wasn’t already thinking. 

			‘Hey, check Joe out,’ Louis says, nodding at the Dorm 7 table. I look across and Tom turns around in his seat to stare. The final three of Dorm 7 have moved themselves to one end of the table, leaving Joe isolated at the other. They’re chatting away like he doesn’t even exist, Jake at the centre, with Daniel – who’s beaming to be suddenly closer to Jake – on one side, and a black kid called Albi who spends most of his spare time playing jazz on a sax in the music room on the other. If the nurses had somehow missed the fact that Joe’s sick, it’s obvious now. 

			As well as being isolated from his room-mates, his shoulders are hunched and he’s listlessly spooning Weetabix into his mouth. He flinches as he swallows and his nose is so blocked he has to suck in a breath as he chews. It’s like a flashback to Ellory, except no one’s trying to protect Joe.

			‘Get your washing-up gloves ready, Toby.’ Louis bites into his toast. ‘You have some chores coming.’

			A chair grates beside me as it’s pushed away and Ashley gets up. At first I think he’s going to get more toast or something, but then he picks up his plate and his cup of tea. His mouth is tight.

			‘You done?’ I ask. He doesn’t answer. With his back ramrod straight, he walks over to the Dorm 7 table. Their chatter stops for a moment as they stare at him, but he ignores them and sits down opposite Joe. 

			‘Why can’t he just be normal?’ Will whines. ‘He’s going to get us all in the shit with Jake. Why would he do that?’

			‘And why at breakfast?’ I grumble, my good mood evaporating. ‘I don’t need this crap first thing in the morning.’

			At the other table, Joe smiles gratefully at Ashley and his shoulders lift slightly. I look from Joe to Jake and can see that Daniel and Albi are watching him intently, their eyes shining, sure he’s going to kick-off. It’s literally survival of the fittest here. There’s no room for sympathy for the weak, and the twins broke Dorm 7’s run of luck. Jake’s jaw tightens and he’s about to get to his feet when suddenly Harriet appears and takes the final free chair at the end of the table, Joe on one side of her and Ashley on the other. She’s brought a stack of toast with her and puts it in the middle, smiling at both of the boys. 

			Jake glances back to where Clara and Eleanor are still eating their breakfast, continuing as if nothing out of the ordinary is happening. My heart’s beating faster and we’re all watching. This is not how it goes. Not since Henry and his terrible tears and pleading when he got sick. It’s easier to simply cut them off. If it had just been Ashley, Jake would have said something, and I’d have let him, but one of the girls is different – especially now that Clara is here. After a moment, Jake goes back to his breakfast and ignores the two extras at the table. It’s as if the whole room lets out a sigh.

			‘Why didn’t he do anything?’ Louis frowns.

			‘Tom’s not the only one with a crush on the new girl,’ I say, and Tom flashes me a glare as Will giggles. My appetite’s gone and I feel unsettled again. The packs are changing. Ashley has his little God Squad now. Even if it’s doomed to failure and will only alienate him further, it’s still creating waves. It’s not just Clara who’s shifting the silt. I want things to stay the same. When things stay the same, you can’t feel time moving forward.

			‘Fuck ’em,’ I say. ‘Better to have him over there than here with us being all holier-than-thou. Maybe he can move into Jake’s dorm, too.’

			‘Oh, man, just imagine it.’ Will grins, his face alight with mischief. ‘All that praying.’ Sometimes I wish I was Will’s age. Too young to really get any of this.

			 

			It’s colder today and the teacher waiting for us at the front of the class is wearing a thick wool jumper. He looks tired, and I wonder if they had to get up in the night to help with the truck, too. As we file in and take our seats, Will pauses at the back and puts something carefully on top of the radiator.

			‘Drying my conkers out,’ he says when he sees us all staring at him. ‘Makes them harder.’

			‘You didn’t tell me about that.’ Louis looks hurt. 

			‘I forgot. But now you know – drying them out makes them harder.’ 

			Louis immediately pulls two out of his pocket and puts them at the other end of the radiator. 

			Will grins at him. ‘You still won’t beat me.’ 

			‘Take your seats, boys,’ the teacher says. ‘Comprehension this morning, please.’ He sits down and watches as we pull exercise books and textbooks out of our desks, and then his gaze drifts towards the window. He’ll sit like that for a while and then make a half-hearted effort to come round and check on what we’re doing. I’m not even sure he’s a real teacher. Surely a real teacher would give it a proper go. We settle down quickly into quiet and all I can hear are shuffles and scratches of pens writing on paper. I doodle on the back cover of my book for a while and realise I’m drawing waves and the sea, and start thinking about later. Will we really do it? What if we get caught? Maybe she’ll have changed her mind by the end of the day. I can’t decide whether I want that or not. 

			‘Get on with the work, please.’

			He’s staring at me. 

			‘Sorry.’ I drop my head and stare at the extract and questions in front of me. Piggy is not having a good day in Lord of the Flies.

			After the first hour, the teacher drags himself out of his chair and starts his rounds. As he leans over me, his jumper smells of cigarette smoke doused with aftershave. He’s old. Well older than I’ll ever be, his short beard almost grey with rough patches of skin showing through the gaps. Over forty, that’s for sure. He nods and then moves on, doing the minimum to disguise how pointless all this is.

			‘Are you going to sit with Joe every mealtime?’ Louis asks Ashley at the end of the first two hours, when the teachers swap rooms and we have our pointless ten-minute break. ‘Why would you do that? He’s sick.’

			Ashley doesn’t even look over. ‘I will no longer pass by on the other side of the road.’ Even the way he speaks irritates me. His voice always sounds like a whine coming from somewhere behind his nose.

			Will looks at me, baffled. ‘What does that even mean?’

			‘Bible shit,’ Louis says. ‘He’s just being mental.’

			‘No one should be afraid alone,’ Ashley says as he opens his maths book.

			I want to punch him for his stupidity. Everyone is afraid alone. If it wouldn’t break our run with no losses, I’d wish that he would go next. I really, really would.

			 

			I sleep in the afternoon as usual, happy to keep my routine and stay out of the way of the others. I don’t think about Clara or the night before or the night to come, but instead try to empty my head of everything except my tiredness. It works and I don’t wake up until just before tea, after which I go for a bath. I had a shower that morning, but locked in the bathroom I can at least avoid the playroom and the church and the dread fascination of Joe’s steady decline. I lie in the water until it’s too lukewarm to stay in and then examine my body for any changes. I know every freckle and mark on my skin. I run my hands under my armpits looking for any bumps. I check the soles of my feet. The glands in my neck. Everything feels normal. For now, at least.

			When I get back to the dorm, Louis, Will and Eleanor are there, stringing conkers, and Tom is lying on his bed pretending to fill in a tattered puzzle book from the library. 

			‘What are you all doing in here?’ I only have a towel around me, not expecting anyone to be in the room – least of all one of the girls. 

			‘Can’t get in the playroom,’ Louis says, focusing on forcing a hole through the brown nut. I stare at Eleanor and her head drops as she quickly gathers up her stuff. She leaves her battered paperback behind. 

			‘You can read that if you want, Will. I’ve finished it. It’s really good.’

			‘Cool, thanks.’ Will beams. ‘Goodnight.’

			She hurries out and as the door closes I relax. 

			‘Maybe now Ashley and Harriet are sitting on the Dorm 7 table, Eleanor could come and sit with us. Clara, too.’ Will looks at me, hopefully. I glare at him.

			‘Joe will be gone in a day or so and then Ashley will be back.’

			‘Lucky us,’ Louis says, pushing a strand of wool through the hole on a thick needle. I haven’t seen any wool or needles in the playroom. Who did they ask for them? Matron? Have they all forgotten why we’re here? 

			‘It was just a thought,’ Will mumbles.

			‘A dumb one.’ I pull my pyjama bottoms on. No point getting dressed. Not until much later, anyway. I feel a fizz of excitement in my belly and for a second or two the dread vanishes. That scares me slightly. The dark ball in my stomach is the anchor weighing me down. I need to make friends with it. I need to accept it. There is no point wishing for anything else.

			‘Why can’t you get in the playroom?’ I ask.

			‘Jake,’ Louis says as if this is answer enough. ‘He even kicked Tom out.’

			‘Especially Tom,’ Will adds. He raises his conker. ‘Ready when you are.’

			‘But why? Because of Ashley sitting at their table?’ Jake is going to have his revenge for that, I’m sure. 

			‘No, he kicked all the dorms out. Some of the others took games into the music room but we figured we’d just come up here.’

			‘He’s in there with Clara,’ Tom says. ‘Watching some old comedy film.’ He keeps his eyes firmly on the puzzle but it’s clear he’s pissed off. ‘Didn’t want anyone else in there.’

			‘I didn’t know she liked him,’ I say lightly, focusing on drying my feet. I don’t want the others spotting the pricks of red on my face. Jake and Clara watching a movie alone. Is that like a date? I’d see it as a date. I feel weird about it.

			‘They’re on washing-up together. Came in covered in soapsuds and laughing.’ Louis’ conker hits Will’s but does no damage and Will smiles. ‘I like Clara. It’s less boring now she’s here.’

			I don’t say anything to that. 

			‘I thought washing-up was done in dorms?’ Tom says. ‘How did she end up with him?’

			I want to go and look at the rota. See who Jake bullied into swapping places with him so he could be with Clara. I lie on my bed and listen to Will and Louis chatter and laugh as they twat the conkers and each other’s fingers and wonder what’s happening in the playroom downstairs. Has Jake now got his own secret with Clara? Does she like him? Having spent days wishing she’d just fuck off, I now suddenly feel some weird sense of betrayal, which is wrong. I think of Julie McKendrick and Billy and wonder if this is like that all over again. Then another thought occurs which shakes away the jealousy – will she tell him about the night-times? Will she tell him to stop taking the pills? Whatever excitement I had fades at the thought of Jake showing up in the kitchen tonight, then swaggering off with Clara. Jake wouldn’t be able to keep it a secret, that’s the worst part. If she tells him then everyone will know. 

			I close my eyes. Maybe I won’t show up tonight. I can just withdraw back into my safe bubble of solitude. She’s not even all that pretty. Fuck Clara. Fuck Jake. They can fuck each other for all I care.

		

	
		
			 

			Eight

			‘Don’t squash the sandwiches!’ she whispers down to me, astride the wall above. ‘Come on!’ She swings her leg over and disappears on the other side. We’ve moved the old garden bench against the wall, muddy indentations from the legs showing us exactly where to return it, and I climb onto the back before reaching up to grab the edge of the rough bricks. My arms, out of practice at any kind of exercise, strain in their sockets, but eventually I pull myself high enough to get a leg up. Despite the cold, I’m sweating by the time I drop heavily to the ground on the other side and my shaking shoulders take a minute to stop screaming at me. I half-expect floodlights to suddenly flash on and Matron to run towards us holding out a coin and shrieking, ‘Heads or tails? Heads or tails?’, but there’s nothing – just the darkness and the crisp, fresh air.

			‘So, where to now?’ I say, staring into the darkness.

			‘Let’s follow the road. Maybe that will take us to a path leading down to the sea. It’s over there. I saw it. Can’t be too far away.’

			I glance back at the house. It remains still and silent. They haven’t made it easy for us to get out, but neither have they made it impossible. Louis was right – we must be on an island. It’s not a surprise. They wouldn’t want to risk us getting back into the general population if something went wrong and the sickness was allowed to run its course. There’s no chance of that here. 

			‘We shouldn’t stay out too long.’ I hurry to catch up with her as she strides, fearless, across the sloping thick grass towards the midnight strip of the road. 

			‘We’ve got a couple of hours, panic-pants. Relax!’ Her teeth flash white as she laughs. ‘Doesn’t it feel great, though? To be free?’

			As our feet hit the smooth tarmac, the clouds break overhead and the moon, hanging low in the sky, shines bright and beautiful above us, illuminating the wild and natural surroundings. I suck in a huge breath of cold air. My whole body tingles and I want to run and jump and shriek like a crazy person. She’s right, it does feel good. For a little while I can leave it all back there – the house, the Defectiveness, the dread. Right now, we’re just two people on a night adventure.

			We walk for several minutes, staying quiet until the house is barely visible behind us, and then I hear it. Water rustling on shingle. The steady breath of waves as the sea sleeps. Salt tickles my nose, overwhelming the cold air and the tang of heather. 

			‘Look!’ Clara stops and points. ‘There. Is that a path?’ She grabs my cold hand and we run from the road to a chalky line cutting through the overgrown shrubs. The wind picks up and the call of the sea grows louder. We’re near the edge of a small cliff and the wet pebbles on the beach below wink at us in the moonlight. 

			‘For fuck’s sake, be careful,’ I mutter, but she’s steady on her feet as she breaks away and picks her way down the steep chalky slash that cuts its uneven way into the darkness. ‘And wait for me.’ 

			‘Slowcoach.’ Her laughter tinkles back at me and I grin – a proper smile. An old Toby smile. As I move carefully forward, my ears freezing in the cold sea breeze, I feel good. Properly good. We’re outside, we’re alone and we still have our secret. Whatever happened in the playroom, she didn’t tell Jake. When I finally got to the kitchen, hating myself for even showing up, I expected to find them both there. My hands were balled into tight, angry fists and I was ready to kill them for taking what had been just mine and making it something for everyone. But there was only Clara, layered in jumpers, wrapping sandwiches in greaseproof paper, waiting for me. No Jake. No betrayal.

			I clamber down lower, trying to keep up with Clara as the ridge of the cliff disappears above me. I don’t even want to think about Jake, or Will, or Louis, or any of them. All that belongs back at the house with Matron and the nurses and the hungry sanatorium and the dread. It’s strange not to feel that black fire raging in the pit of my stomach. I feel lighter. I know it’ll return, but right now I feel alive and I don’t want to curtail it. 

			My feet hit the shingle and, with her hair whipping around her head, Clara reaches back for me and I take her hand again. It’s small but strong in mine and my heart races as we laugh and run awkwardly away from the stony ground and across the sand to the white surf which creeps in and away from the endless black water beyond. We stand there, breathless, faces burning, and stare out. The sea is calm, its endlessness mesmeric. Nature is beautiful. Life is beautiful. I ache slightly at the monumental mystery of it all and squeeze Clara’s hand tightly, reminding myself that right now, right here, I am alive.

			We wander along the beach a little, not wanting to stray too far from the path, and as Clara scours the sand for treasure, I spot a break in the rocky wall, a small, yawning opening. ‘Over there.’ 

			Clara puts down the shell she’s been examining – we both know, without saying a word, that we can’t take anything back with us – and follows me as I peer through the opening. It’s a cave, perfectly arched, carpeted with silt, sand and washed-up flotsam. The wind drops as soon as we’re inside and my stinging face warms immediately. 

			‘It’s beautiful,’ Clara says, her words echoey in the sudden stillness. ‘We should bring that candle from Ashley’s church down here or search the kitchen stockroom for more. And some cushions and stuff from the playroom. Make it our own secret night-time den!’

			I look down at the dregs of seaweed clinging to my shoes. ‘Wouldn’t work. The tide must come right in here. It would wash everything away.’ The walls are damp and slick with sea slime, but we find a couple of rocks near the mouth and sit down and eat our sandwiches gazing out at the sea. 

			‘This is beautiful, isn’t it?’ she says, chewing.

			‘Yes. Yes, it is.’ 

			She looks at me and smiles happily, and my sandwich almost sticks in my throat as I swallow. I’m not talking about the beach or the water. Her long hair falls around her face in thick, red, wind-battered coils, almost matted like dreadlocks by the salty wind. Her cheeks are flushed, her eyes bright and alive. How can I not have seen how beautiful she is? 

			‘You look like a mermaid,’ I blurt out, from nowhere. ‘A mermaid who comes ashore at night and sits in this cave wondering what it would be like to be human, before the tide comes and carries her back out to her people in the deep.’ I don’t know where the words are coming from. I wish I could just shut up. She’s going to laugh at me. She doesn’t. She just studies me for a moment as she finishes her food. 

			‘I love that,’ she says when she’s done. She looks out again to where the star-littered sky meets the whispering sea. ‘It’s magical. I wish I was a mermaid.’

			‘We should get back.’

			‘We have to come here again,’ she says. 

			‘We will.’ I don’t look behind me at the cave as we amble along the beach to the path. I don’t need to. 

			When we reach the road, we stop to shake sand out of our shoes and clothes, not wanting any evidence of our escape to be spotted by the eagle-eyed nurses, and after brushing each other’s backs down, we walk a little further on from the house in the night that’s slowly creeping towards dawn to take in the surroundings we haven’t yet seen. The island is not very big, probably not much more than a mile or so in any direction. We can’t see any houses. There might be one or two dotted out of sight, but it’s unlikely. Who would live here? What would they do?

			‘Over there,’ Clara says softly. At first I don’t see what she’s looking at, but then I notice the shine of paint between a grassy knoll and a clifftop.

			‘We should go back.’

			‘It’ll only take a minute.’ She jogs forwards for a better view and I follow. ‘That must be where boats from the mainland dock,’ she says as the small building and the wide, sturdy jetty cutting a little way out into the bay come into view. ‘Look – the road leads up from it.’ The slope down to the sea is gentler there and a flat stretch winds up the hill to where we stand now. ‘Do you think anyone lives in that house?’ she asks. ‘Like a gatekeeper?’

			She makes it sound like we live in a fantasy castle rather than a Death House. ‘Maybe. I guess they need someone to guide the boat in.’ I’m making it up. I know nothing about boats. 

			‘We should find out when that supply boat’s due again.’ She’s not smiling now, her eyes narrow and thoughtful. ‘We could escape on it. Go somewhere no one knows us and have the rest of our time to ourselves.’ 

			I don’t know what to say to that. Too many thoughts whirl in my head to focus on, but one floats to the surface now that we’re in the shadow of the house. We can make whatever plans we like, but first we have to survive until the boat comes back.

			‘Come on,’ I say quietly and tug her arm like a child. I don’t want to get caught. I don’t want to play heads or tails with Clara.

			 

			The sun was warm on his back and his skin itchy with dried salt from where they’d run in and out of the sea, whooping and shrieking in water so cold they couldn’t help but laugh. His mum had even sworn a couple of times as she’d sprinted in behind him, throwing herself into the waves to get the shock of it over faster, and that had made him howl with laughter. 

			He was thirteen, probably too old to be enjoying a family holiday so much, but school was an age away and it had been a brilliant two weeks. Long days on the beach, the trip to the waterpark, the funfair, the circus, candyfloss, ice creams, fish and chips, and wandering through the cobbled alleyways where all the shops were filled with souvenirs and hand-crafted jewellery, and cafes served clotted cream teas and Cornish pasties. The cottage they’d rented had a hot tub and a huge shelf of DVDs, and every night, if they didn’t play cards, they sat together on the sofa and watched movies until they fell asleep.

			Sometimes when he’d been growing up, Toby had wished for a brother – or even a sister – to play with, but those days had gone. He couldn’t imagine someone else being part of their family – his dad ruffling another kid’s hair the way he did Toby’s, or his mum smiling at someone else with so much love it made her nose crinkle. They were his parents and his alone and he was lucky to have them. They loved him and he loved them, and although the way he showed it would change in the years to come – he could already feel the pull of ‘coolness’ and wanting to hang out with friends rather than family – on that holiday, growing up was part of an unknown future, and his mum and dad were the best people to be with.

			It was the last day, and while his dad lay on a sunlounger reading an old spy thriller, Toby and his mum wandered the beach looking for shells to take home.

			‘Hey, Toby,’ she called to him. He was paddling in the shallows and enjoying the feel of the sand being sucked away from his feet as each roll of the water pulled back, and watching the sunlight glitter on the surface, and thinking about everything and nothing in that way you can when the weather’s warm and there are no clouds in the sky or your mind.

			‘Come over here! I’ve found something.’

			It was black and leathery in his hand, a flat oblong with four thin prongs like strips of leather curving away from each corner. ‘What is it?’ he asked, rubbing the smooth surface clean of sand.

			‘It’s called a mermaid’s purse. They say that mermaids leave them behind when they come up to the water’s edge. Like lost handbags. Sailors used to search the beaches for them. They thought they were lucky.’

			‘There’s no such thing as mermaids,’ Toby said.

			‘How do you know?’ 

			‘Everyone knows!’ He was thirteen. Too old to believe in all the magic of childhood any more. He knew there was no Father Christmas. The tooth fairy didn’t exist. The only one he still partly believed in was the bogeyman, and then only at night in the dark when he couldn’t sleep. ‘What is it really?’

			His mum’s shoulders slumped slightly, the wind taken from her sails by her growing-up boy. ‘It’s an egg sac. Fish lay their eggs in them and they grow there until they’re ready to come out and swim by themselves. I prefer the mermaid story, though.’

			Toby stared at the sac a moment longer and his mum started to wander away. 

			‘Hey, Mum,’ he called after her.

			‘What?’

			‘Maybe we should put it back where you found it. You know, in case the mermaid comes looking for it.’ She smiled at him then, a beaming grin that made her look like a teenager rather than an old woman in her thirties, and Toby was happy. He had the best mum in the world and he’d believe in the magic if she wanted him to.

			‘Let’s get Dad and grab another ice cream. I’m sure there’s still a couple of flavours at that stand I haven’t tried yet,’ she said as they bedded the mermaid’s purse into the damp sand. ‘It’s our last day. We may as well eat until we feel sick. Deal?’

			‘Deal.’

			The perfect end to the perfect holiday.

		

	
		
			 

			Nine

			We find the bird the following night after we’ve scaled the wall and put the bench on the lawn and are just about to climb into the house through the kitchen sash window. It’s fallen close to the large black bins next to the locked side gate and one wing hangs awkwardly from its body, a gash down the centre. It’s still breathing, though, the small body warmish under the feathers, and for a moment, after Clara has picked it up, we don’t know quite what to do. In the end I pull off my hoodie and we wrap it carefully inside.

			‘Let’s hide it somewhere. But we’ll have to be quick.’

			We’re a whirlwind in the kitchen, Clara finding an old food box we can turn into a bed, me soaking some bread in milk in a saucer and getting another to put water in, to take with us.

			The house is still and silent and we creep through it until we find an empty room far from the others where an old wardrobe, abandoned and lonely, is pressed up against a wall. We make a home for the bird on its floor and Clara carefully wipes his cut clean before settling him down into it.

			‘It’s a baby,’ Clara says as she picks up a small piece of the milk-soaked bread and holds it close to his beak, tempting him. ‘Poor little thing.’

			‘He’s probably in shock,’ I say. ‘If we leave him in the quiet, he’ll calm down. At least he’s warm here.’

			‘Don’t worry, little bird,’ Clara coos softly. ‘We’ll make you all better again, and then you can find your mother.’ She pauses. ‘Let’s just hope she’s a better mother than either of ours.’ She glances at me and spots my immediate confusion. ‘Harriet says that your mum was a bitch.’

			I shrug, awkward. I don’t want to talk about it. I’ve forgotten how people still hold on to those early-days conversations. But still, she’s talked to Harriet about me. That gives me a good fizz inside.

			‘What shall we call him?’ Clara asks as we close the wardrobe door reluctantly and get to our feet. 

			‘You pick something. Maybe he’s a she?’

			‘Georgie, then,’ Clara says. ‘That works for both. We’ll have to take it in turns to check on him during the day. I’m on washing-up again so you do the morning, okay?’

			I’d almost forgotten about Jake and the washing-up and a small flare of jealousy burns through me, but then I remind myself that Jake doesn’t have the boat and the bird and the cave.

			‘Sure.’

			‘Okay, then. Until tomorrow night!’ She grins and wraps her arms around my neck and kisses me right on the lips before turning and heading back to her dorm. I stand there, suddenly breathless and as stunned as the bird wrapped in my sweatshirt. My lips tingle from the contact. My head is throbbing. She kissed me. 

			 

			By the time I crawl into my own bed, I’ve convinced myself I’m being stupid and it doesn’t mean anything. It wasn’t a proper snog or anything. It was just friendly. But still, she did kiss me. It’s enough to keep the dread at bay when Joe’s hacking cough cuts through the silent dawn.

		

	
		
			 

			Ten

			‘What the hell are they doing?’ I ask. 

			The temperature’s dropped over the past few days and I’ve wrapped up warm to come outside, but still my nose runs each time I bend over to dig around in the soil. I can’t remember it ever being this cold and I just want to get back inside and go to sleep for the afternoon. I’ve found three worms and they’re wrapped in toilet paper in the pocket of my jacket. I hope I don’t crush them before I can escape up to Georgie and see if he’ll eat them.

			‘Baptising him,’ Louis says.

			‘They’re always in the church now. Talking about Bible stories and stuff.’ Will scuffs his feet to keep warm. ‘You never notice anything any more.’

			I don’t answer that. It’s true. Not that I paid much attention before, but that was different. Now even when I’m awake I’m thinking about Clara and the bird and what the night may bring, and everything else feels unreal. I like it. I feel as if I’m not part of the house any more. Mainly, at the moment, I’m thinking about the bird. 

			‘I’m not sure that standing out here in the freezing fucking cold and pouring water over his head is going to make Joe better.’

			‘The point of baptism isn’t to make him better,’ Louis says. ‘It’s to introduce him to God or something.’

			‘There’s more of them.’ They’re gathering by the swings – Ashley, Joe, Harriet and a couple of boys from another dorm whose faces I know but can’t remember ever speaking to.

			‘Wake up, Toby,’ Will says. ‘Ashley’s got his own gang now.’

			‘Hardly a gang. More like a bunch of sad twats.’

			Joe sits down on one of the swings and the others bow their heads as Ashley speaks softly. I can’t hear his words but his face is serious and his eyes closed. Joe’s skin is blotchy with fever and even with no sun out his hair is shining with sweaty grease. 

			Ashley’s voice rises as he pours water from a bottle over Joe’s tipped-back head. ‘I baptise you in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.’ Three splashes of water. The small congregation smile at each other as if this is some magic fucking cure for Defectiveness, and then Joe stands up and Harriet takes her turn. I didn’t think it was possible for Joe to get any thinner but his clothes are hanging from his bones.

			‘Why haven’t they just taken him to the sanatorium already?’ I grumble. It feels like Joe’s been ill for ever. I don’t want to see the reality of the house. What’s waiting for us all. Not now. Not after the kiss. 

			‘That’s obvious, isn’t it?’ I hadn’t noticed Tom join us. He looks as displeased with the baptisms as I feel. ‘Whatever he’s sick with, that’s not it.’ 

			All three of us turn to look at him. Even Louis with his super-sized brain hasn’t thought of that. 

			Tom shrugs. ‘Makes sense to me. He’s grieving for his twin – of course he’s fallen sick. When my brother died, I caught the worst flu I’ve ever had. Couldn’t get out of bed for two weeks.’ He shivers and turns away. ‘I’m heading back inside. Albi’s teaching Jake to play some stuff on the guitar. He’s going to teach me the drums.’ 

			‘The drummer never gets the girl, you do know that, right?’ I say, unable to stop myself. I’m not sure whether he hears me or not, but he doesn’t react.

			‘Did you know Tom had a dead brother?’ Louis asks. 

			‘His poor mum.’ Will’s small face is awash with sadness. 

			‘Who gives a fuck?’ My words come out harsher than I mean them to. Why would Tom tell us something like that? I don’t need to know things like that. I don’t want to feel sorry for him. Or Joe. I don’t want to think about them at all.

			 

			I don’t get to take the worms upstairs. As we go back inside, fingers and toes numb after watching Ashley’s crazy display in the garden, the gong rings out and we all have to return to our dorms where the nurses are waiting for us. Even for Ashley and his God that he carries with him everywhere like some shield that can save him.

			‘Blood tests,’ the nurse says as she snaps on her plastic gloves and prepares the first syringe, as we sit in dread. What do they need to test our blood for? We’re all Defective – they know that already. Are we like some kind of lab animals here? Are they studying us to try and understand it better? I stare at the nurse while my heart thumps. She’s not that old, under thirty, I’d guess, and wisps of her fine ginger hair escape from under her hat. ‘We need to see how you’re all progressing,’ she says as if reading my thoughts.

			As she jabs the needle into Ashley, Will goes pale and squeezes his eyes tight shut. Louis sits close to him and holds his hand. I can’t remember if either of them had brothers or sisters on the outside, but they’re brothers now.

			‘I’m not sure “progressing” is the right word.’ I try to dispel some of the tension in the room. I don’t want Will to be scared. I don’t want to be scared, either. ‘Do we get a badge if our genes are more fucked than anyone else’s?’ I smile at the nurse as she comes over to me. It’s my best cheeky-Toby grin but she doesn’t even look up. ‘An A-Star? A full pass grade in Defectiveness?’ I wink at Louis and Will and they both manage small smiles, maybe one proper one between them.

			‘Keep still,’ is all she says as she tightens the pressure on my arm and the needle goes in. I watch my blood come out, thick and red as it fills the small tube. It looks perfectly normal. No different than it ever has done through all the tests and scrapes and cuts over the years. I can’t even remember looking at it before. The last time I was tested I was too busy feeling high over the prospect of Julie McKendrick’s party. Maybe if my surname had started with a different letter, I’d have even got to go to it before they dragged me here. A few more days of normality. 

			‘I hate needles,’ Will whispers. ‘I thought I was done with needles.’

			‘I’ll go next,’ Tom says. ‘You go after me, then Louis, okay?’ Will nods. My heart and stomach ache a little. By the time the nurse has finished with Tom, Will’s breath is coming fast. Tom picks up the book Eleanor gave him and opens it to where the corner of one page is turned down. ‘How about I read this to you?’

			‘You’ll think it’s silly,’ Will says, defensive. ‘It’s a kids’ book.’

			‘I want to hear some,’ Louis cuts in.

			‘Me, too,’ Ashley says, and for a moment I almost feel warm towards him. 

			‘Read some, Tom,’ I hear myself saying. We are family now, however much I pretend we’re not. We’re Dorm 4. We stand together. 

			‘Okay, here goes.’ Tom takes a deep breath and starts to read. ‘ “‘This must be a simply enormous wardrobe!’ thought Lucy, going still further in and pushing the soft folds of the coats aside to make room for her. Then she noticed that there was something crunching under her feet. ‘I wonder is that more mothballs?’ she thought, stooping down to feel it with her hand. But instead of feeling the hard, smooth wood of the floor of the wardrobe, she felt something soft and powdery and extremely cold. ‘This is very queer,’ she said, and went on a step or two further.” Who’s Lucy?’ Tom looks down at Will. The nurse is ready with her needle. She waits until Will looks up at him. 

			‘She’s a girl. She’s been sent away with her brothers and her sister to a big house in the country because of the war.’ He flinches slightly and I see Louis squeeze his hand. 

			‘Bit like us, then,’ I say. Will nods. His bottom lip trembles slightly, but the nurse is working fast and soon the needle is out, and within seconds she’s labelling up his sample and putting it with the others. 

			‘Lucy’s the youngest,’ Will says and sniffs. Tom gives him the book back and he stares at it while Louis’ test is done. He’s still shaking, though. I think about how casually I’ve walked into every six-monthly blood test I ever had at school. It wouldn’t have been like that for Will. Five months of freedom, then one month of building dread.

			The nurse packs her kit away and goes to leave. She pauses at the door and turns back. 

			‘It’s a good book,’ she says softly. ‘My great-grandma read it to me when I was little.’ And then she’s gone, leaving us all staring after her, mouths slightly open. The nurses never speak to us like that. Never. 

			 

			‘I think he’s getting better, you know,’ Clara says as Georgie eats the last of the slightly squashed and paper-fluffy worms I dug up this afternoon. We haven’t gone over the wall tonight. The island is coated with a blanket of thick, freezing mist and although it would have been fun to explore in it, we want to spend time with the bird. His box sits on top of the blankets we’ve pulled from our beds to keep us warm, half on one of my legs and half on one of hers. 

			‘That’s it, I’m afraid,’ she says as the small beak opens and chirps for more. She looks up at me. ‘He definitely prefers the worms to the bread.’ 

			I touch his small, warm head. His feathers are soft under my fingers and he doesn’t shiver or shake like he did when we first tucked him into the box. My hooded sweatshirt is still wrapped around him but he’s not afraid of us any more. His dark eyes dart from Clara to me and back again, and when he realises that the food really is all gone he settles down in the warmth of his bed. We’ve cleaned his wing again with some warm water and soap to get rid of the weird pus coming from the gash and he didn’t even try to wriggle free. I think he’s becoming tame – to us, at least. He looks happy enough and he’s eating, so maybe Clara’s right. Maybe he is getting better. That gives me a warm glow. Another crack in the defences I’ve worked so hard to build since I arrived at the house. I’m becoming ‘me’ again. I want to fight it. I should fight it, but here in the night with Clara I can’t stop myself.

			‘I wish we could ask the nurses for some cream or something to put on his cut,’ Clara says. We’ve searched the house for a medical kit but couldn’t find one. The only thing we came up with were some blue plasters in the kitchen.

			‘You know we can’t.’ I touch the soft head again. 

			‘Did you have a pet at home?’ she asks.

			‘No.’

			We’ve stacked our pillows behind us to make a kind of sofa on the floor but I can still feel the cold seeping through. I pull the blankets up a bit and Clara leans against me. ‘My mum was allergic to animal fur,’ I finish. ‘You?’

			‘God, no. A pet? Making a mess? In the house?’ Her voice has changed into something sharp and affected – an impersonation of her mother. ‘That would be impossible. Muddy paw prints and fur everywhere.’ She laughs. ‘Which I could understand a bit more if it had been my mother doing the cleaning.’ Listening to her, I wish I could hate my mum. It would make all of this easier. All I can think of is the stuff I never said to her. The good stuff.

			‘Well, we’ve got a pet now,’ I say. As if agreeing, Georgie ruffles the feathers on his good side.

			‘I don’t want him to be a pet. I want him to get better and fly away. We’ll nurse him better.’

			‘I wonder why she spoke to us. They never speak to us.’ Her words have made me think of the nurse again. Until today the nurses have just been ‘the nurses’. Now there’s one who’s a real person. After the blood tests, Will read his book right up until lights-out, Louis, curious, sometimes looking over his shoulder. I think Louis was reading the pages in seconds whereas it felt like an age before we heard the rustle of paper from Will. It isn’t a big book but I suspect this is more reading than Will probably ever did before. Now he’s not just reading it because Eleanor liked it, he’s reading it because of the nurse, too. The book is the link to that moment. Who’d ever have thought a few words from an adult could make such a difference?

			‘I suppose she feels sorry for us.’ Clara’s voice is soft and for the first time she sounds reflective about our situation. ‘It must be strange for them, too. I wonder how they’re chosen?’

			‘I always presumed they were just skilled psychopaths. You know, no feelings.’

			She giggles. ‘Maybe Matron is. And the ones upstairs in the sanatorium. I wonder if they ever party? The nurses and the teachers getting it on. It would be like role-play heaven, I guess.’ She laughs again. ‘Maybe they play “you wear my outfit and I’ll wear yours” and then get dirty.’

			I feel suddenly hot and uncomfortable. Clara’s a girl. They’re not supposed to talk about stuff like that, the stuff you see on the Internet. The idea that Clara might ever have watched porn makes me squirm. 

			‘You’ll have to point her out to me.’

			‘Who?’ 

			‘The nurse, dummy.’ 

			‘Oh, yeah.’ I wonder how I’m supposed to do this. We never speak during the daytime. ‘If I see her. Anyway, you’re always with Jake.’ The words have blurted out of nowhere, my brain still fried with images of Clara and porn. Girls don’t think about sex. Not like boys do.

			‘You’re always asleep. You should sleep less. I’m sure they put something in our drinks or food to keep us calm, but that doesn’t mean you should sleep the whole time. You’re worse than a stoner.’ 

			I don’t know how she doesn’t sleep more after being awake for most of the night. She must only get three hours tops by the time we go to bed. 

			‘Anyway,’ she continues, ‘it’s safer that way.’

			‘Safer?’

			‘I don’t want people to notice. And if we talk to each other too much we’ll end up letting something slip. I don’t want them to start force-feeding me their “vitamins”.’

			She’s got a point. It would be bad if the others picked up on something – worse if it was the nurses. Perhaps only one has ever spoken, but they all listen. And the one who talked to us is the one I’m the most suspicious of. Why would she want to be nice? What was she trying to achieve? I put her out of my head. 

			‘True. But Jake’s such a cock.’ 

			‘No, he’s not.’

			‘Maybe not with you, but that’s only ’cause he fancies you.’ The last bit comes out in some awful sing-song voice that makes me cringe. I wish I could shut up. ‘Before you got here he was just a cock. Trying to rule the place.’

			‘He’s all right,’ she says. ‘I think he’s had a shit life. Even before this.’

			I think of her loveless parents. ‘So did you.’ 

			‘Different shit. Scarier shit.’ 

			‘Maybe.’ I wonder how different this house is from reform school. Jake must have been young when he went, maybe Louis’ age. He wouldn’t have been top dog there.

			But at least he got out. The dark ball knots in my stomach. ‘He’s still a cock,’ I mutter.

			‘You sound jealous.’ She twists around to look at me, surprised. ‘Are you jealous of Jake?’

			This is going nowhere I want it to go, and while my insides shrivel, I only shrug. ‘Why would I be jealous? I just think he’s a bit of a dickhead, that’s all.’

			‘Maybe you’re right,’ she says. ‘But why waste time not liking people? We may as well all try and get along.’

			I don’t know what to say to this. To be honest, I don’t see the point in trying to like people, not here. Mainly I’m thinking that she hasn’t really said anything about Jake fancying her. Maybe she already knows. Maybe she fancies him back. Maybe I should just stop thinking about that stupid kiss. It wasn’t a proper one, anyway. Could easily have been friend-zone. And why do I even care? 

			In the box, Georgie chirps and then hops out onto my lap and stares up at us. After a second, he cocks his head. I laugh, I can’t help it.

			‘See?’ Clara says, smiling. ‘She agrees with me.’

			‘Or he’s agreeing that Jake is a bit of a dick.’

			The bird cocks its head the other way and chirps twice. We both laugh this time. Bored, Georgie starts to peck at our blankets.

			‘I knew if I met anyone awake that first night it would be you.’ She’s gazing down at the bird and smiling. ‘I saw you at tea. You were the only one who looked at me like I was an idiot rather than just staring at the new girl. Then you didn’t come to the playroom after to watch the film. Everyone else did. Even poor Ellory. All curious about me and Tom. The fresh blood.’ She’s speaking quietly, remembering.

			This all goes through me like a jolt of electricity. The idea that she’d noticed me before we met in the kitchen hadn’t even occurred to me. 

			‘I was glad it was you,’ she continues as I sit listening, my heart racing as fast as the bird’s and my skin starting to burn all over again. ‘Even though you were so pissed off I was there. Wouldn’t have been the same with anyone else.’

			‘I wasn’t pissed off,’ I stutter, ‘I was just—’ 

			‘Yeah, you were. You were determined to hate me.’ She smiles up at me and my stomach flips. ‘I knew I’d win you round, though.’

			‘Don’t count your chickens,’ I say, trying to be funny as my throat dries and constricts, threatening to choke me.

			‘Georgie’s not a chicken. I don’t have any chickens.’

			We sit in silence for a moment, both looking at the lopsided bird hopping about in the gloom. He’s so light I can’t even feel him through the covers.

			‘Have you ever had a proper girlfriend?’ she asks.

			I almost answer, Yeah, loads, of course I have, but then I remember where we are and how I hate the lies I’ve already told and I don’t see the point. 

			‘Not really. A couple I’ve sort of seen for a while, but nothing serious.’ 

			‘No girl broke your heart, then?’ It’s weird talking about this stuff. Me and Jonesy never talked about girls – not properly. Only in that ‘what you did or didn’t do’ or ‘what you would or wouldn’t do’ kind of way. 

			‘No one special left behind?’

			I think of Julie McKendrick. A dream-girl. A ghost. ‘No,’ I say. ‘What about you? Proper boyfriends?’ I don’t even know what she means by that. What is a ‘proper’ boyfriend or girlfriend anyway? Does that mean you’ve done it?

			‘With my dad around? And at a girls’ school?’ She shakes her head. ‘I guess a bit like you. One or two who tried. Most of the boys my parents approved of I didn’t like.’

			‘At least you have Jake,’ I say. I hate the idea of her and Jake. I hate it with more feeling than I’ve had for anything during my entire time at the house. I definitely hate it more than the thought of Julie McKendrick off with Billy. Julie doesn’t even feel real any more.

			‘Yes, I suppose I do,’ she says, and my insides tighten so hard I can feel my stomach shrink. I wish we’d gone out in the mist to the cave. I wish we’d never had this conversation. I wish she’d never come to the house. I just want to go back to the dorm on my own. Suddenly she bursts into laughter.

			‘God, you’re so thick sometimes.’ She twists around so she’s facing me. ‘I like Jake. I don’t fancy Jake. It’s not Jake I’m asking about girls.’

			I stare at her. Nothing is working in my head. There’s just a mad humming as my blood rushes in all directions around my body with the switch of emotions. Before I can say anything – not that I have anything to say – she leans in and pulls me towards her by my pyjama top. My face doesn’t know where to go and my nose bangs into hers and then she tilts her head and she’s kissing me.

			This isn’t like that other kiss. This time, despite my terror of being shit at it, I feel like I’m going to explode. My whole body is shaking. Her face is warm in my hand and I slide the other nervously around her waist, feeling her nightshirt crumple and crease. She smells like freshly washed cotton with something alive and earthy wrapped in it. Her tongue is hot and still carries the lingering mint of toothpaste as it presses and turns around mine. We kiss for what feels like a minute and for ever, and when we finally break free I’m breathless and my body is on fire, throbbing.

			‘Wow,’ I croak. She giggles. 

			‘Good kisser.’ 

			‘You were okay, too,’ I say, trying to get myself under control. The moment’s broken by a small squawk between us.

			‘Oh, poor Georgie!’ As we turned towards each other to kiss, the blankets folded over him, and now his beak pokes out from somewhere between our legs. As Clara carefully picks him up and puts him back in his box, his head turns this way and that and he ruffles what feathers he can and cheeps as if reprimanding us for forgetting him. We both giggle. I feel good. I feel amazing. I feel alive.

			‘We should head to the dorms soon,’ she says. 

			I nod. 

			‘You take your stuff and go. I’ll put him back.’ I’m panicking slightly. There is no way I’m standing up in front of her yet. Not in my thin pyjamas. If we’d done this in the cave, at least I’d have my jeans on.

			‘Are you sure?’ She kisses me again, short and sweet this time, and my whole body aches. ‘And for the record, you’re way better looking than Jake. And funnier.’

			‘So are you.’ 

			She laughs again. I like the sound of it. I like the way her hair falls so wild around her face. I like the way she’s so full of energy. What I like the most is the way she likes me.

			She bundles up her blankets and pillow and heads to the door. I watch her go, her bare legs doing nothing to help my throbbing subside. She pauses in the doorway.

			‘Isn’t it strange?’ she says. ‘You’ll be my first proper boyfriend. And my last.’ She’s wistful. ‘Strange but wonderful. Like it’s meant to be.’ 

			And then she’s gone, disappeared into the corridor, leaving me a trembling mess, alone in the night. Boyfriend. She called me her boyfriend.

		

	
		
			 

			Eleven

			‘I heard that pair from Dorm Two talking about it in the playroom,’ Louis says. ‘They were calling it a miracle. Said they might get baptised, too.’ 

			‘What a pile of shit,’ Tom says, sneering. 

			We’re all staring at the new poster in the hallway. It’s brightly coloured, with glued-on glitter twinkling at the corners. Where does Ashley find all that crap? Why would the house even have glitter and glue? Who thinks of this stuff? The writing is large and almost artistic, the letters curling at the edges of each word declaring a ‘Celebration Service for Joe’s Recovery!’ and I wonder if Harriet is now in charge of the posters. I’m with Tom. It’s all bollocks. It’s not a fucking miracle. Joe just got over his flu.

			‘Should we take it down?’ Will asks. ‘Before Jake sees it?’

			‘Why?’ Jake won’t do anything about Ashley’s church. He’s not stupid. He knows Matron knows about it. Who cares what Jake thinks, anyway? And if he wants to take Ashley on, then that’s Ashley’s problem, not ours. 

			‘Why are people so stupid?’ Tom mutters. I shrug. I’m only half-here anyway, the rest of me still reliving Clara calling me her boyfriend, and mostly I’m trying to keep a big, fat, smug grin off my face. 

			‘Just forget about it and do something else. Watch a film or something.’

			‘I might hang in the music room.’ He says this casually, but I know he’s going because Clara is in there. I have to bite my tongue to stop myself blurting out that he’s wasting his time because she’s my girlfriend. 

			‘You’re going to sleep, I s’pose,’ Will says.

			‘Dunno,’ I say. For once, I don’t feel tired. I should be, but I’m not. It’s all I can do to stop my foot tapping with all the energy bubbling through me. ‘Why?’

			‘We found an old board game yesterday. Called Escape from Colditz. It’s really good.’

			‘Never heard of it.’ I only ever played board games at Christmas before and even then only when Gran came to visit.

			‘It’s fun, but would be better with more than just two of us playing.’ They both stare at me but I can see they’re not holding out much hope.

			‘Okay,’ I say. ‘Go on, then.’ Why not? Otherwise I’ll just lie on my bed and count the interminable hours before everyone else is asleep and me and Clara can be together again. Just thinking that makes me feel like a twat but I can’t help it. At least this will make the time pass more quickly.

			As it goes, it’s not such a bad game and Louis and Will make me laugh, and before we know it, it’s teatime. Will scours the room for the nurse, but she’s not at the food station tonight. She was there this morning and he’d smiled at her as he got toast and was convinced she’d given him a wink back. I don’t know if she did or not, but as long as Will believed it, who cares? He’s young. He misses his mum. He’s the only one of us who’s come right out and admitted that ever since Henry got sick back at the beginning. Henry has put us all off talking about our mums. Not after all that terrible calling-out. 

			Apart from the flash of dread it causes, I can’t really remember much in detail about what happened with Henry. It feels like a long time ago even though it’s only been weeks. I think maybe they upped whatever they put in our drinks in the aftermath. I bet the next morning, after breakfast, we were all pretty much tranquillised off our tits. I sometimes wonder why they don’t just get us high and keep us that way. Maybe they are studying us like lab rats. The chosen few. The rare Defectives. Throwbacks from a terrible time that nearly broke the world.

			These thoughts normally send me spinning into a quiet, terrible panic – fear of the waiting dark nothingness, of the sanatorium, the changing, of the certainty of non-existence that’s waiting for me – but this time it doesn’t. Weirdly, I just want to laugh. They’re not watching very hard. They don’t know about me and Clara and Georgie. It’s like we’ve escaped them. I’m alive and happy and that’s all that counts.

			 

			Ashley looks smug at bedtime and he has good reason to be. Although I’d kept to my normal routine and had a long bath after tea, Louis and Will were quick to tell me how much quieter the playroom had been for the film. 

			‘I hear there’s a kid in Dorm Three getting sick,’ Tom growls as Ashley carefully folds his towel over the back of his allocated chair. ‘You going to cure him, too, Jesus?’

			‘Don’t call me that. It’s disrespectful.’ He doesn’t even look at Tom. ‘Anyway, I didn’t say I’d cured him. I just said he’d got better.’

			‘It’s only disrespectful if you believe in it,’ Louis mutters. He’s half-listening and half-reading over Will’s shoulder.

			‘But I bet you’re not telling your followers it wasn’t a miracle.’ Tom’s eyes are dark. It’s normally me who gets angry at this shit, but Tom is way ahead of me this time.

			‘I’m not telling them it is, either.’

			‘He only had the flu, that’s all. It’s sick how you’re claiming it. Giving all those kids hope just so they’ll buy into your bullshit.’

			Will’s head dips closer to the pages. He’s not good with arguments. Jokes he can do, giggling at Ashley from a corner, but not full-on confrontation.

			‘You’re saying I’m claiming it. Not me. I just wanted to celebrate that he was better. What’s wrong with that? And what’s wrong with hope, anyway, if it makes people less afraid?’

			Ashley is smarter than I’ve given him credit for, even though his endless calm makes me want to punch him as much as Tom clearly does.

			‘Because it’s bollocks. And you know it. You’re just on some fucking power trip. Billy No-Mates Sad-Fucker suddenly has people listening to him.’

			‘What does it matter to you what I’m doing? Why does it make you so angry?’

			‘Why don’t we all just stop talking about it?’ I sit up and stare at them both. ‘Stop thinking about all of it. It’s a waste of time. We should just be having as much fun as possible.’

			For a moment no one speaks. All eyes turn to me. Even Will looks up from his book to stare. 

			‘Mr Grumpy-Sleep-All-Day has gone mental,’ Louis says eventually, and Will giggles. ‘What do you think me and Will have been trying to get you to do since we arrived here?’

			I smile, I can’t help it. ‘Maybe I’m a slow learner.’ 

			Tom grunts and gets into bed. He doesn’t look happy but neither does he badger Ashley any more. I feel sorry for Tom. I know how angry he is. Until Clara came, I was the same. Probably more angry. Sometimes anger is the only release for the fear. If I didn’t have Clara and the nights, I’d probably have punched Ashley by now. I know why Tom hates the Church – for the same reasons I do. Not because of believing in some god or something, but because always, always, it highlights that the end is coming. You’ve got to think about after. It’s hard enough trying to not think too much about before, and thinking about after is scary. If you don’t buy into their heaven, then seeing Ashley with his Bible and superior lack of fear is a constant reminder of what’s ahead. No one in here needs that. It’s really hard to just enjoy now. If the house has taught me anything, it’s that. I think about that for a moment. Not the house. The house hasn’t taught me that. Clara has.

			 

			‘Do you think he’s sick?’ Clara’s worried and I can see why. Georgie’s wing smells bad and more pus oozes from it as I try to wipe it clean. He’s not as alert as normal and his head feels hot as I gently stroke it. 

			‘Maybe,’ I say. ‘But he’s a tough little fella. He’ll get better.’ As if in agreement, he lets out a small chirp, which reassures Clara a little. I don’t want her to spend all night just staring at the sick bird. If he’s sick, he’s sick. Watching him isn’t going to do any of us any good. Not for the whole night, anyway. She hasn’t kissed me yet. Not tonight. It’s wrong but I’m more worried about that than the bird. Am I still her boyfriend? Has she changed her mind but doesn’t want to tell me? A million doubts whir in my brain. Why hasn’t she kissed me? My heart is suddenly shredding, pieces drifting down to my stomach.

			‘It’s not raining. We should go out,’ I say. ‘We can come and check on him again when we get back.’ She doesn’t take any persuading. She’s a ball of energy that needs to be free, not locked up in this place which, despite its size, is so claustrophobic.

			‘Good idea,’ she says, and then she’s up on her tiptoes and her lips kiss mine. It’s fleeting, but enough to send my heart racing and electric shivers running across my skin. ‘Let’s go, handsome.’

			I’m suddenly exhilarated. Part of me now wants to stay, to just kiss her and touch her and feel her touch me, but I’m too clumsy to say it and I don’t want to scare her off. I don’t want her knowing I think about her all the time. I’ve thought about her naked, too. About being naked with her, and I feel like it’s written all over my face when she sees me trembling and panting as we say our goodnights. I can’t help thinking about her that way, even though it feels sort of wrong. Maybe going outside will be good. It’ll cool me down.

			 

			It’s a dry night but cold and cloudy, the moon only peeking out every now and then to cast some light on the road. The darkness doesn’t matter so much any more. We’re confident of the island’s landscape now, as if we own it somehow. I’m no longer even nervous when we go over the wall, just excited and ready to shake off the house again. We stride hand in hand as the tarmac curves and descends towards the water. Neither of us has gloves and my fingers are freezing but I don’t let go of her as we sniff back our running noses and giggle and talk rubbish. I feel free around her. Everything else fades. We’re not going to the cave. Not yet. 

			We hush as we draw closer to the blue building down by the little harbour and stick to the edges of the road nearest the rock face, staying as invisible as possible just in case. It’s Clara’s idea to come down and check it out, and although – as always – I’m worrying we’ll get caught, I can’t deny there is something exhilarating about creeping towards the small building knowing that someone could be inside to see us and catch us.

			‘Come on,’ Clara whispers. She squeezes my hand tighter and we duck down as we creep across the shingle surrounding the small house. Even in the dark I can see that the paintwork is chipped on the old stone, small flashes of cream here and there on walls that have been battered by wind and rain for longer than I can probably imagine. A forgotten building on a forgotten island where forgotten children live. It almost sounds like the start of an adventure story. Maybe it is. Mine and Clara’s.

			We grip the flaky white windowsill and carefully peer in, but it’s so dark inside that all the glass shows us is our own ghostly-grey reflections. I press my face against it and squint. Maybe an old stove in a corner. A sink. 

			Clara nods upwards. ‘The bedroom must be up there.’

			‘If anyone lives here.’

			She moves, light on her feet, around to the back of the house and I follow her, aware of every crunch my trainers make. It’s not windy and the sea is quiet, barely murmuring as it teases the shore, so my footsteps cut through the quiet. I can’t believe no one hears me but when the house stays dark I start to think that maybe the place is empty. It would be cool if it is. Me and Clara could make it a proper den. Somewhere over the wall but still warm.

			‘Look.’ She’s by the back door, pointing. A pair of boots sit neatly on the step. ‘Someone lives here.’ They’re a man’s boots, old and heavy, and the thick soles are crusted with mud. I try to imagine the man tugging them off and leaving them out here. Where had he been? Where was there to go? It’s weird to think that someone other than us wanders over the island. Maybe the teachers and nurses do, too, for all we know. Go off in the afternoons for walks. I’ve never seen them do it, but then I’ve never really paid attention. It feels like a violation. The nights are ours, mine and Clara’s, and I’ve started to think of the island that way, too.

			‘Just the one pair.’ She’s crouched beside them, tracing her finger over the edges of the leather, her hair falling across her pale face. ‘Imagine living out here all by yourself. Not even a dog.’

			‘Maybe he has one.’

			‘If he did, it’d be barking by now.’ She straightens up and smiles at me. ‘But only one person is good. Easier for us to sneak by to get onto the boat.’ I grin and we stand there in the chilly air and kiss for a minute, our cold noses touching and arms wrapped right around each other. It’s sexy, yes, but it’s more than that. It’s like she warms me all the way through and my insides just can’t hold it all in, making me ache with happiness, but a happiness that’s tearing something within me. Like I’ll never quite get everything I want from it. I’ve never done drugs – other than whatever we’re drip-fed in the house – but I reckon this must be how drugs make you feel.

			We walk away from the house and to the end of the road where the solid wooden jetty takes over from the tarmac and extends out over the sea. Something thuds gently underneath, making us both jump. Down to one side, a small rowing boat is tied to a wooden post that sticks out from the water like a broken bone. The boat bobs in the water, ducking under the jetty like a shy child and then peeking out again. We lie down on the rough cold grit and peer at it.

			‘We won’t get very far in that,’ I whisper. It’s a rickety old thing and there’s only one oar. Whoever lives here might like to muddy his boots on the wild land but he’s clearly not a fisherman.

			The wind picks up and the cold slice of air sends the boat beneath us again as we shiver. ‘No, but we could hide in it. If we knew when the supply boat was coming, we could sneak out and hide there. While they’re all busy loading and unloading, we’ll creep on and stow away. It’s not like they’ll be expecting it. I bet there’s only the captain and the truck driver aboard.’

			‘We might actually do it.’ My heart races. I’ve blocked out the fact that I’m defective and suddenly the future feels endless. ‘We just need to find out when that boat’s due back. My guess is once a month.’

			‘Which means only about two more weeks.’ 

			I scramble to my feet and pull her up. ‘Let’s go down to the cave and plan.’ I like the cave. I even like the way it washes clean every day so each time we’re there it’s fresh and new. 

			We race there, sure of the path by now, and we laugh loudly knowing no one can hear us. We’re warm, glowing and giggling when we arrive. We’ve brought the candle from the church and we light it. Ashley hasn’t noticed it burns down overnight. He’s too busy thinking about things that aren’t real to see what’s right in front of him. Me and Clara, we’re all about the real. Right now, the real is good. We put the candle on a natural ledge in the rock wall at the back of the cave and sit down together and talk. The words come out in a rush of excitement. We’re not even in the cave now, we’re already across the water and free. We’ll go somewhere far away. She’ll cut her hair and dye it. We’ll steal identities from old school friends who won’t notice their passports are gone and flee somewhere warm where we can sit by an ocean and sell stuff on the beach to get by. At night we’ll sleep out under the stars. We’ll make a bonfire if we get cold and play guitar and sing songs. Our friends will all be people like us, carefree drifters. Maybe we’ll get married in a hippy ceremony at some old ruins. It’s perfect. It’s going to be perfect. We’ll run and run and we won’t look back. Maybe in a few years’ time we’ll send postcards to our families and tell them we’re fine. But maybe we won’t.

			‘It doesn’t matter how long we’ve got,’ she says happily, leaning into my shoulder. ‘It’s going to be brilliant.’

			Behind us, the tiny candle flame clings valiantly to life in the cold, and in front the black sea rustles against the sand, lazily stretching into the night.

			‘It’s pretty brilliant now,’ I say, tightening my arm around her.

			‘Yes. Yes, it is.’

			We kiss some more, but this time for longer and as we lean back against the uneven wall, she slides her hand inside my coat and under my shirt. She’s breathing as hard as I am, but when her cold fingers touch my skin I let out a sound that’s somewhere between a gasp and a moan. This isn’t new. I may not have done ‘it’ but I’ve come this far with girls before. Only this is Clara, and this is a different world and everything feels new. She presses closer into me, tilting forward as my own clumsy, shaking hand fumbles with her coat buttons. She smiles, barely breaking from the kiss and helps me, deftly finishing the last two and pulling her coat open. She untucks her shirt, her eyes fixed on mine. I swallow and then we’re kissing again, her fingers trailing up and down my chest and stomach, making my muscles contract and my whole body ache. As eager as I am to touch her, I’m also terrified, and as my awkward hand slips under her jumper I try to mimic her movements. She’s so soft and warm, and as I touch her she moans into my mouth. A deep sound, earthy and natural. She takes my wrist and guides me up to her bra. My heart is pounding so hard I think it might explode. I feel cotton and lace holding in the curve of unfamiliar weight and she pushes harder against me, and before I die of fear or anticipation I pull the material down and my hand is on her naked breast. I hold it for a second, not sure what to do next, and as she pushes her tongue against mine, I brush my fingers across it. Her nipple is taut and hard and her breathing is nearly faster than mine.

			She breaks away, impatient, and wriggles out of her coat. For a moment, as I stare, dumbfounded, lost and helpless, I see her skin, pale like marble, and the perfect curve of her breast – not like Julie McKendrick’s at all, smaller and high and brilliantly real. She’s not even Clara any more, not in my head. She is and she isn’t. She’s the Clara who’s my friend but also some strange, mysterious creature filled with a terrible power. A mermaid come to shore. Her mouth is slightly open as she puts her hands in my hair and pulls my face down to her chest. I feel dizzy with the smell of her, and as I lick and suck and hope I’m doing it right, my other hand loses its terror and shyness and pushes its way into the other half of her bra.

			Her hand is on my thigh, her fingers stroking up and down the denim but not going there, and I just want to push her to the ground and rub against her before the strain of it all kills me. Blood is pounding in my head. Blood is pounding everywhere. When I close my eyes I see stars behind the lids. 

			I come up and kiss her again, more urgently this time, my fear and shyness overwhelmed by this terrible, beautiful want. After a moment, she breaks away. We stare, breathless, at each other. Familiar strangers. Something different from what we were before, but not quite what we will become. She’s entirely magical. I’m not even sure she’s real any more.

			‘We should get back,’ she says. ‘Check on Georgie before bed.’

			I nod. I can’t speak yet. 

			We blow out the candle and start our walk back. We’re quiet this time, holding hands and just smiling at each other now and then. It’s good. It’s all good. Even the crazy lust that’s humming under my skin like a swarm of ants.

			‘Are you happy?’ she asks as the house appears, looming over us. 

			‘Yes. Are you?’

			‘Yes.’

			The house looks smaller when I next glance up. It can’t beat us. We’re going to leave it behind.

			 

			‘I’m not sick. I’m really not. It’s just because I’m nervous. It’ll go away.’ Henry said the same thing to anyone who’d listen. No one believed him. It was obvious that something was going wrong inside him. Something very not right. He hadn’t been twitching when he arrived, despite what he claimed. By the time he was shuffling around the house trying to control the random movements of his arms and legs, they were all fascinated, Toby included. They all knew what it was, too. It was like in those films with hostages where one person is selected to be shot and they look around, full of disbelief, at the rest, who are just guilty-glad it’s not their turn yet. Henry was going to be the first.

			He’d started to tic on the third day. Until then, in a weird way, they’d found the whole situation of being in the house funny. They hadn’t really believed it. The playroom was always full and the dorms mingled – although Jake was definitely top of the heap. They watched the films he chose. Played the games he suggested. They lied to each other about the brilliance or awfulness of their lives before. The house was louder, then. More laughter.

			At first they didn’t notice the slight jolts and tics. They figured maybe Henry had been twitching before. It wasn’t like he was a centre-of-attention kid. No one really paid him any heed. He’d marked his card from that first whiny moment when they’d arrived. Even when the twitches first became more pronounced – like when he’d gone to take a mouthful of cereal and a jerk in his shoulder made him miss – the others had just shrugged it off and laughed. Henry was a nervous, geeky kid. Maybe the twitches were just some freaky reaction to being put in the house. 

			I think there’s been a mistake.

			‘That isn’t normal.’ It was Louis who’d come right out and said it first. Henry was holding his left wrist down with his right hand and trying to make it look casual, but Toby could see it was taking a lot of effort. The fingers of his left hand were flexing and spasming, as if Henry was trying to hold down a slippery suffocating fish. 

			‘You okay, Henry?’ Will asked. ‘Maybe you should go and see Matron.’ 

			‘I’m fine.’ Henry’s mouth strained into a smile. ‘It’s nothing. Happens sometimes.’

			‘Oh. Okay.’ Will just shrugged and went back to staring at the old sci-fi film on the screen. Louis glanced at Toby. They could both see what Will hadn’t – the dread in Henry’s eyes. The fear. Whatever the twitches were, they weren’t normal.

			The nurses were watching, too. Their eyes rested on him dispassionately. Assessing. 

			Henry cracked on the third day. Out of nowhere. It was teatime and he was sitting with his dorm, trying to scoop soup into his mouth. The boy next to him helped. Everyone was watching – you couldn’t not. Even though Toby had been determined not to look, there was something horrifically compelling about seeing someone slowly falling apart. Especially for the first time.

			Jake’s table was between theirs and Henry’s and Jake was watching, too. ‘Hey, Henry,’ he called out. ‘You turning into a dribbling spastic?’ He stuck his tongue down behind his bottom lip and grunted while flapping his arms around. Everyone laughed. Toby smiled. It was the first time they’d turned on someone as a group. The boy helping Henry with his soup put the spoon down. No one was going up against Jake. 

			Henry stared at Jake for a moment. Where Jake’s eyes were alive with malicious humour, Henry’s were dark hollows staring out with a crippling fear none of them could understand. He was in a bubble of Henry. The rest of them were on the outside, and when he suddenly burst into tears, the line was set.

			‘I want my mum. I want to go home.’ It was a snotty wail, not even that loud, but it cut through them all. There were a couple of awkward giggles and then silence. The shuffling of chairs. Toby felt his throat close with a sudden stab of nausea. ‘I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to die here.’ Henry twisted around in his chair and stared at the nurses, his voice dropping but his words clear in the quiet. ‘I don’t want to die. I want to go home. I want my mum.’ The nurses stared back, their faces impassive, and in some ways that was scarier than Henry’s panic.

			No one ate much after that. Henry looked around for some support, but everyone’s eyes dropped to plates of food that were no longer appetising. Toby glanced at him. It was there in the boy’s sweaty face – he knew he’d fucked up. He knew something had changed with his outburst – he’d made them face something they didn’t want to see and no one would ever forgive him for it. 

			Sometimes, when Toby thought about it afterwards, about how poor Henry had become an outcast in that moment, about how they’d all wanted to batter him into silence, it was clear that Henry made the house change. He’d spoken what they’d all been feeling, he’d wanted to share his terror with them when they were all trying to deal with their own. That was when the dorms closed inwards, protecting themselves. Henry was the first name that no one ever mentioned again.

			They’d scurried straight back to their dorms after tea, whispering among themselves. Henry had tried to grab a couple of the younger kids as they passed, saying his tics were nothing, he was just upset, he wasn’t sick, but no one would even meet his eyes as they pulled their arms free and shoved him away.

			He was quiet for a while, but within an hour they could hear him crying again. He called, and then screamed, for his mum. Over and over until his throat was hoarse. Toby wondered if maybe a fever had got him by then. 

			‘I wish he’d shut up.’ Louis’ face was strained, as if the muscles were pulling back into his skull. ‘Why won’t he shut up?’

			Will was singing quietly to himself. Toby went and had the first of his long evening baths, letting the running water drown out the sounds that made his stomach knot. The knot never left him after that. His ball of dread was born that night. In the end, the nurses must have sedated Henry because by the time Toby unlocked the bathroom door and returned to Dorm 4, the house was silent.

			In the morning, Henry was gone. So was all trace of him – his clothes, his toothbrush, his flannel, the geeky T-shirt he wore all the time. It was as if he’d never existed. All Matron said was that Henry had been taken to the sanatorium. A short, sharp sentence that forbade any questions. After the first hubbub of whispered discussion, no one mentioned Henry’s name again. It was easier that way. They could pretend it had never happened. 

			It was easier for the others than for Toby. 

			The night they’d taken Henry was the first night he hadn’t taken his ‘vitamins’. He wasn’t even sure why. His throat was dry and tight. He wanted to reject something about the house and that was his only option. A small moment of rebellion. He got more than he’d bargained for. 

			That was the first time he heard the chugging heart of the lift and the steady squeak of bed wheels. It wouldn’t be the last. Henry taught them lots of things even if they’d pushed him out of their memories. He’d taught them that there was no point in crying. There was no point in calling for help. Mainly he taught them that when it came for you, you were on your own. When the second boy fell ill, another lesson was added. There was no one way to go. There were no definite symptoms.

			If you thought about it hard enough, you could be scared of everything.

		

	
		
			 

			Twelve

			‘I can’t remember it ever being this cold.’ Eleanor has her nose pressed against the playroom window. Outside the rain is thick and heavy, more like shards of ice hammering at the ground than water. It’s laundry day and we’ve all dutifully changed our sheets – top to bottom and bottom in the laundry sack with pillowcases – and now the afternoon stretches out ahead of us. Will is in the battered armchair by the radiator concentrating on his book as Louis tries to teach Clara and me to play chess. I’m bored already. I can’t sit opposite Clara and think about anything other than Clara. I’m pretty pathetic. I’m also pretty sure I’m in love.

			‘Can you?’ Eleanor looks around and we all shake our heads. The weather is definitely weird, but then I’ve never been this far north before so fuck knows what’s normal. 

			‘Jesus, these are all so old.’ Tom is browsing the records in the corner trying to find something he’s heard of to play.  I want to tell him some of them are quite good, but I don’t. Dancing in here in the dark is a secret. It was Clara’s secret first, and now it’s mine and Clara’s. We danced together last night. I didn’t even feel too much of a dick once she’d made me close my eyes and just go for it. I probably looked like one, but I didn’t feel like one. Who cares, anyway? How you feel matters way more than how you look. That’s what Clara said. But then, she looked great.

			‘What do you expect?’ I say. ‘You ever even seen a record player before you got here?’

			‘It’s your turn, Toby,’ Louis says, and I realise I haven’t even seen Clara make her move.

			The door opens and Jake swaggers in with Albi and Daniel. He tries to make it look casual but his eyes go straight to Clara. There’s no need to wonder where Joe is. His loyalties are with Ashley and the church now. Every day, more and more are spending their time in the room upstairs. We never ask Ashley about it – why give him the opportunity to smugly ramble on? – but whereas we used to be divided into dorm loyalties, it’s shifting more and more to who does or doesn’t believe. It bugs the shit out of Tom, but I let it slide over me. The days don’t really count any more, even though I’ve stopped sleeping the afternoons away. I’m too excited about the nights to sleep much. It’s easier to try and keep busy. It makes time go quicker. I remember when I used to try and make time slow down by getting as bored as possible. Everything is on its head these days.

			‘You guys want to do something?’ Jake says. ‘Dick around in the music room, maybe?’

			He means does Clara want to do anything. He doesn’t give a shit about the rest of us.

			‘Not enough space for all of us in there,’ Clara murmurs, not looking up. 

			‘We could play hide and seek?’ Eleanor says, hopefully. 

			Daniel sniggers as if this is the stupidest suggestion he’s ever heard. His fat face is a moon of mean. The only thing worse than a bully is a wannabe bully.

			‘I’m up for that,’ I say. ‘I’m shit at this anyway. Will?’

			‘Yep!’ He’s already putting his book down. Eleanor claps her hands together, excited. ‘I’ll be It! You all hide! I’ll count to a hundred.’

			‘But count slowly.’ Clara gets up. ‘No cheating.’

			‘Yeah, no cheating,’ Jake repeats. It makes me laugh seeing Jake going along with whatever Clara does. It must be hard for Daniel to know whether to sneer or smile. 

			‘It’s a kids’ game, man,’ Albi mutters. 

			‘You got a better idea?’ Jake snaps. 

			Albi withers into his hoodie and shakes his head. ‘I was just saying.’

			‘Guess it’s worth one go.’ Daniel sniffs, his hands thrust deep in his jeans pockets, making his belly stick out even more than usual. Daniel may not be destined to grow up, but he’s already the shadow of the man he would have become.

			‘No one’s forcing you to play.’ Tom stares at the fat boy, his dark eyes full of disdain, as if Daniel is a cockroach that needs crushing. Tom’s like me. He might be wary of taking Jake on, but no little shit gets to try and be the man around us.

			‘I said I’ll play,’ Daniel says, his voice more of a whine this time as he gets no support from either Jake or Albi. I wonder if he was bullied in school before. Maybe that’s it. Shit-eater turned shit-head in one easy diagnosis.

			 

			‘One one thousand, two one thousand . . .’ We leave Eleanor facing the wall and counting steadily and hurry out into the corridor. When no one’s looking, Clara gives my hand a small squeeze and it runs right up my arm to my heart. I wink at her and her face tinges red. She likes me as much as I like her. Of all the weirdness in the house, that’s the thing I find the strangest. Epically brilliant, but fucking strange. I keep expecting her to wake up and change her mind. But she doesn’t.

			We split up at the stairs and Jake goes in the same direction as Clara, obviously wanting to hide in the same place and get some ‘alone time’ with her. Daniel heads towards the showers. None of us goes down the corridor to where the church is. I can hear them singing as I go up a floor. He’s teaching them fucking hymns. I can’t remember the last time I heard someone singing a hymn. Maybe at a wedding my parents dragged me to. I try and zone it out but the music floats after me.

			The problem with the house is that it’s so big there’s almost too many places to hide, and yet not enough. There’s no quirkily cluttered rooms. Everything is practical. I end up under a bed in one of the empty dorms. I bet nearly all of us are hiding under beds. The floorboards smell of polished wood, rich and tangy. I wait and my ears buzz in the silence. It’s not comfortable under here and I hope Eleanor finds me soon. I stare up at the criss-cross of metal bedsprings so I don’t have to look at the locked wheels and hear their squealing in my head. I backed Eleanor’s idea in order to piss Jake off, but I’m too old for this shit. At least if I’d been the seeker there would have been something to do. Or if we’d played Sardines and made Eleanor hide. Maybe I’ll suggest that for the next round. I wriggle about, trying to find a spot that doesn’t dig into my hipbones or shoulders and my nose itches with the shifted dust. I should have gone behind a curtain.

			‘Clara! Will! Come here! Quick!’ 

			I’ve been hiding about ten minutes when Eleanor’s shout reaches me. She’s nearby somewhere.

			‘I’ve found something!’

			At first I don’t twig, but as I scramble out I realise with dread what’s got her so excited. I race up the half-flight of stairs and run fast down the long corridor. I don’t listen for her voice to guide me. I know where she’s shouting from. Why the fuck did I agree we should play this stupid game? Why didn’t I think?

			She’s got the wardrobe open and she’s down on her knees with the box in her lap when I rush in, breathless. Clara’s already there, and so’s Jake, but no one else. Wherever the others are hiding, they couldn’t have heard her calling. I look at Clara. We’re both full of dread.

			‘It was in here. Just sitting in the box!’ Eleanor’s face is bright with excitement. She leans forward and stares at the wooden back of the cupboard. ‘It’s like the wardrobe from Narnia,’ she says. ‘It’s magic!’

			‘Don’t talk wank,’ Jake says gruffly. ‘Someone put it there.’ He crouches beside her and takes the box. ‘Get out and shut the door behind you.’ Seeing him with Georgie, I feel sick. He looks up at Eleanor. ‘Go and carry on looking for the others. And no more shouting.’ Eleanor almost says something, but with me and Clara silent, she just does what she’s told.

			We stand there in silence after the door clicks shut. Jake looks down into the box for a few moments and strokes the bird’s head. He’s very gentle and that surprises me. The air between us crackles with tension, though. 

			‘His wing stinks,’ he says eventually, and goes to lift Georgie out of his box. He’s right, it does smell. Georgie’s got steadily worse and no matter how much we try and clean his wing, the pus keeps bubbling out of the gash that won’t heal.

			‘He’s mine,’ Clara says quickly. ‘Don’t hurt him. I found him in the garden. I wanted to make him better.’

			‘When did you find him?’ Jake doesn’t look up. I can’t read his expression as he lays the bird on his lap and carefully spreads out the damaged wing. I can see where the feathers are matted. Georgie lets out a chirp so quiet that if we weren’t all trapped in this terrible acute silence, I wouldn’t have heard it at all.

			‘A little while ago.’ Clara drops to her knees beside Jake as I continue to stand like a useless twat, not knowing what to do or say. ‘Don’t hurt him.’

			Jake looks at her then, a vague disgust in his eyes. ‘Why would I hurt him?’ Clara says nothing, just shrugs, uncertain. We’re on a tightrope, I can feel it. Worse than that, we’re about to slip off and I can’t put my finger on why.

			‘He’s dying,’ Jake says. ‘That stink is all the poison in him. His wing’s rotting away. You should have left him where he was – it would have been quicker.’

			‘What makes you the expert?’ The words are out before I can stop them. Georgie’s ours, mine and Clara’s, and we’re going to make him better and set him free. Clara’s eyes well up and my face is hot.

			‘My uncle knew about animals. He used to go hunting.’ He doesn’t look at me when he speaks, as if I don’t even matter. ‘So he’s yours, then, Clara? You hid him here?’ 

			She tries to smile. ‘Yes. I just wanted something of my own.’

			He nods, slowly and precisely, as if processing something. He’s so controlled. Quiet. I’ve never seen him like this. 

			‘So, if it’s your secret,’ his voice is low, ‘then how come his hoodie is in the box?’

			Clara’s mouth drops open as she fumbles for something to say. I see my hoodie, crumpled in the bottom of Georgie’s nest, covered in bird shit and feathers. That’s it. We’re off the tightrope and plummeting to the ground. Jake’s face is the worst. Embarrassed. Humiliated. Recalling all the times he showed off around Clara, trying to get her attention. All the times she laughed at his crazy jokes. And knowing all the time that she’d shared Georgie with me. He doesn’t know about the night-times. He doesn’t know everything. But he knows enough. It’s the hurt in his eyes I can’t stand. He liked her. He really liked her.

			‘It’s just that—’

			‘I can see how it is.’ He cuts me off. He’s still stroking Georgie very gently, the bird leaning his head into Jake’s hand as if he can feel how much care there is in his touch. Everything is at odds. ‘I’m not fucking stupid.’

			‘Look, I like you, Jake, and . . .’ Clara reaches forward to touch him and I want to tell her to stop, that she’ll only make things worse. He’s burning up inside. We’ve made him feel like a complete cock, and there’s no taking that back with something that sounds like pity. I want the ground to swallow me. I want to be in the cave. I want to be anywhere but here.

			‘Just shut up.’ He sounds weary. That scares me more than if he was shouting. ‘Now go and wait outside. Both of you. You don’t want to see this.’

			‘What are you going to do, Jake?’ Tears are stinging my eyes. I sound like a whining child. Younger than Will. Everything is beyond my control. ‘Don’t take it out on Georgie. Why don’t you just hit me or something instead?’

			He rounds on me then, snarling, ‘You think I’m going to take it out on some sick fucking bird? Who the fuck do you think I am? Who the fuck do you think you are? You don’t fucking know me.’ His hands are still so gentle on Georgie, but his words spit out like shards of glass. ‘I’m going to do what you should have done. I’m going to put him out of his misery. Now. Fuck. Off.’

			He’s trembling. It’s anger and upset and shame, all bound up into a terrible rage. Clara’s crying and she leans forward and strokes Georgie’s head. He doesn’t even look up. Jake’s right, of course. We’ve been kidding ourselves. He was never going to get better.

			‘Come on,’ I mutter and take Clara’s hand, pulling her up to her feet. Jake doesn’t look at us. My head swims and my ears buzz. I can barely swallow. We don’t look back as we walk away, but once outside, Clara collapses, sobbing, into my chest. I don’t say anything, just hold her tight as she squeezes me back. We cling to each other like we have nowhere else to go. And maybe we don’t. 

			I’ve no idea how long it is before Jake opens the door and comes out. Probably no more than a minute but it feels like longer. I’m filled with the memory of Georgie’s little heart beating fast under my fingers. I remember how Clara wanted to set him free. 

			When I take the box from Jake and look down, Georgie’s gone. There’s just an empty dead thing in his place, still and silent, with its head at an odd angle.

			‘Bury him if you want,’ Jake says and then heads downstairs. I watch him go. Clara is still crying for Georgie but suddenly I’m more worried about Jake. This isn’t over. Not even nearly. 

			‘Are we still playing or what?’ Will is on the first landing as we come by. ‘What’s going on? Why’s Jake stormed off?’ He sees Clara’s blotchy face and looks puzzled. ‘Why’s Clara crying?’

			‘Just shut up, Will,’ I mutter, pushing past him. ‘Not now.’ Eleanor will tell him anyway. By teatime everyone’s going to know.

			 

			The rain is like ice. There’s no wind and it falls on us in sheets as we dig a small hole in the wet ground with our bare hands. Clara’s hair is slick and flat against her face as we claw the earth away, mud sinking under our fingernails. We’re both shivering in the biting cold but I don’t actually feel it. I know it’s there, I know I’m wet and freezing, but somehow that doesn’t touch me on the inside. 

			I take Georgie out of the box and place him carefully into the wet earth, still wrapped in my hoodie. It’s stupid, but I don’t want him to be cold in the ground, even though the heat has already vanished from his small body. He ate the worms and now the worms will eat him. The thought comes from nowhere and it makes me shudder slightly.

			‘Goodbye, Georgie,’ Clara says, her words deadened by the rain. Water runs over her face and drips from her nose. I can’t tell if she’s crying. ‘I’m sorry you didn’t fly away.’ We gently cover him over, as if he can still feel anything, and then stare at the bare patch of ground. The rain patters out a dire funeral beat in the trees. Otherwise it’s silent. Suddenly I’m thinking about Ellory and Henry and the rest. Alone and cold in the earth somewhere. Or maybe they burn us. I can’t decide which is worse, which I’d prefer, and then I remember that they’re nothing now and they feel nothing and the ball in my stomach flares in a way it hasn’t since Clara first kissed me.

			‘Feed the trees well, little friend,’ Clara says. ‘Reach the sunlight.’

			I look at her then. Her lips are pale with cold and her freckles bright against her white skin. It’s a beautiful, comforting thing she just said. A lifeboat on the ocean of dread. My heart squeezes and my stomach untangles. I know right there and then that I love her. Right down in the middle of me.

			 

			There’s no time to change before the gong goes so we arrive at tea dripping wet and muddy, marking out our separation from the rest. The nurses say nothing as I collect my plate of shepherd’s pie and peas. This isn’t before. What’s the point of them telling us to dry off or get warm? Why worry about a Defective catching the flu? Even though it’s clear from the way eyes follow us that the story of the bird has spread, I don’t look back at Clara as we head to our different tables. I don’t look at Jake’s table, either, although I hear their sniggers as I go by. I keep my eyes straight ahead. 

			‘So,’ I can see Will trying to make sense of it all as he speaks, ‘when did you find the bird?’

			‘Clara found it.’ I push a forkful of food in my mouth and force myself to chew. It’s hot at least, warming me even though I’m not hungry at all. ‘She told me about it the other day. No big deal.’

			‘When?’ Louis is equally curious. I can see them trying to put the timeline together. Figuring out when it could possibly have happened.

			‘Can’t remember exactly. Maybe when I was sleeping one afternoon.’ It sounds like a good lie. Louis and Will learned early on not to nag me while I slept. They nod, but I don’t think they’re buying it. Not Louis, anyway. He’s too clever. His brain is like a computer.

			‘Why you?’ Tom is sullen, head down over his food. When he looks at me, his dislike is obvious. I guess he’d half-expected to lose Clara to Jake. I’m a curveball in his disappointment. ‘Seems weird. You never speak to her.’

			‘We speak sometimes.’ I shrug, trying to look casual. ‘Maybe I was just there.’

			‘I think she fancies you,’ Will says suddenly, an impish grin on his small face. ‘I think you fancy her, too. Why would you keep it a secret otherwise?’ I glower at him over my fork, but that just makes his smile wider. He wriggles in his seat. ‘Have you snogged her? Is she your girlfriend?’

			Tom stares at me, half-wanting the answer and half-not wanting to know.

			‘Oh, fuck off,’ I mumble. 

			‘Must be,’ Louis says. ‘Jake’s flipping out. He’s kicked the God Squad off his table.’

			I look across to the Dorm 7 group. He’s right. There’s only Jake, Albi and Daniel, talking and laughing together, Daniel sending snide glances back towards us. Towards me. Ashley, Harriet, Joe and a few of the others have moved and filled an empty table at the other end of the room near where Clara and Eleanor are.

			‘What’s he going to do to us, Toby?’ Louis asks. ‘It’s been all right these past few days. All of us mucking around together.’ I can see he’s nervous and I know why. Jake won’t like that he showed weakness. He’s got his image to protect. It’s all he does have.

			‘We’ll have to wait and see,’ I mutter. I feel bad for them. I don’t want them to get in trouble or be scared. Mainly I feel bad because everyone knows. I don’t want it to break anything. I don’t want it to break me and Clara.

			‘We should get Clara and Eleanor to come and sit with us from now on.’ Will is matter-of-fact as he shoves bread and butter into his mouth. ‘Seems stupid to sit apart if she’s your girlfriend. She’s cool, anyway. So’s Eleanor. Isn’t she, Louis?’ 

			Louis nods. ‘For a girl.’

			‘Jake won’t like that,’ Tom says. 

			‘Jake already doesn’t like it, so what’s the difference?’

			Sometimes I wonder if Will is smarter than he looks.

			 

			They took their lunch out to the slope that led down to the tennis courts and sat cross-legged on it. Technically, all lunch had to be eaten in the dining hall, but it was hot and stuffy in the heatwave and Toby’s sandwiches were soggy enough already. Not that he was particularly hungry. Jonesy had bought chips at break and they’d made rolls from them with the bread from his mum’s sandwiches. He cracked open a Coke, swigged a load down and then let out a long belch. 

			Jonesy laughed. ‘Yeah, that’s going to get you into McKendrick’s knickers.’

			‘Oh, fuck off.’ Toby grinned. 

			‘So what time’s this party we’re going to, then?’

			‘Dunno. About eight, I think.’ He looked down through the ring pull to the fizzing liquid. He hadn’t told Jonesy he didn’t want him to come yet. It wasn’t that he didn’t want him there, but Julie hadn’t invited him, so it wasn’t like he could take him, was it? He told himself that to feel better, but deep down he was just worried that with Jonesy along he’d have no chance of fitting in. Or of getting any time alone with Julie. Together, they were just a pair of Year 11 twats, but on his own he had half a chance of at least pretending to be something else. Still, it made him feel a bit shit.

			‘It’s going to be so cool. You can have Julie, I’ll have her mate.’ Jonesy lay back on the grass and grinned. ‘I’ve heard she blows anyone.’

			‘Yeah, right, like she’s going to blow you. You’d have to drug her first and I’m not sure a blowjob’s going to work when she’s unconscious.’

			They laughed again as Jonesy called him a dick. It was a good day, despite the bollocking he’d got for not doing his History essay. He didn’t want to spoil it. The sun was shining and tomorrow there was a very good chance he’d get to snog Julie McKendrick. Maybe do even more than that. The sun was bright and full of hope above him. He’d tell Jonesy tomorrow. By text or something. He’d say Julie’d told him he couldn’t bring anyone.

			‘Maybe this is it, Tobes,’ Jonesy said. ‘Maybe this is when we finally get cool.’ He sounded so content it made Toby feel bad. Maybe he should take him. They were best friends, after all. If it all went tits-up with Julie – he took a moment to smile at his own play on words – then he was going to need Jonesy. Maybe he shouldn’t be so fucking shallow about it. But still, the thought of walking into that party with Jonesy grinning like some excited kid made him squirm with embarrassment.

			The football came out of the blue, the sudden thump as it hit Jonesy jolting them out of their daydreams. To be more accurate, the ball hit Jonesy’s can, sending it spraying sticky-sweet lemonade all over Jonesy’s shirt and face.

			‘What fucker did that?’ Jonesy was up on his feet in a moment, pissed off and scanning the field for Year 8s. ‘Who the fuck did that?’

			Toby clambered to his feet as the spilled drink spread across the grass. He squinted into the sunlight at the group coming towards them. They were tall. 

			‘Who are you calling a fucker?’ 

			Billy. It was Billy from Year 13. Of course it was. Toby’s heart sank as Jonesy visibly shrivelled.

			‘Sorry, Bill, I didn’t realise—’

			‘Don’t call me Bill. No one calls me Bill.’

			‘Come on, Jonesy,’ Toby muttered, gathering up their stuff. ‘Let’s—’ But he didn’t finish the sentence. Let’s go, he’d been about to say. Let’s run the fuck away. But then he saw her. Julie McKendrick was there, part of Billy’s entourage. And she was watching him.

			‘You spilled his drink, man. It went all over him. Let’s just call it quits.’ He didn’t know where the words came from. Jonesy stared at him in disbelief. Some of the sixth-formers were virtually adults. Not Billy. Billy might be big but he hadn’t done much growing up. He’d been mean as a kid and he was mean now he was nearly done with school. Billy lived for moments like this.

			‘Who asked you?’

			Toby looked at Billy and then glanced beyond him to Julie McKendrick. How badly could Billy hurt him? He didn’t want to know the answer to that. But neither could he face the shame of walking away like a coward in front of Julie. And on top of everything else, he was hot and bothered and Billy ought to be too old for this kind of shit.

			‘I’m just saying don’t be an arsehole. Just take your ball and leave us alone.’

			Billy laughed at that; a short, surprised bark that came from deep in his thick chest, and Jonesy was looking at Toby wide-eyed as if he was a stranger.

			‘And who the fuck are you?’ Billy stepped in closer.

			‘Why don’t we go back inside?’ Julie said. ‘It’s too hot out here anyway.’ She shuffled from foot to foot, awkward. It was clear she had no faith in Toby doing well against Billy. From inside his fear, Toby figured she had a point. 

			‘Look, I don’t see why—’ His breath was coming fast as Billy squared up ready to push him over, and then, like a miracle, a whistle blew.

			‘Oi! You boys! Whatever you’re about to do, change your minds.’ Mr Mason, Head of PE, was striding towards them. ‘And get your lunch off the grass.’ 

			Jonesy was already hurrying away. ‘Come on, Tobes. Let’s go.’

			Toby held Billy’s gaze for a moment longer. 

			‘Fuck off, you little runt.’ 

			Toby tried to keep his pace steady as he walked away but his legs were shaking. Julie smiled and winked at him as he passed her. His legs shook a bit harder after that.

		

	
		
			 

			Thirteen

			I undo the ball of my bedpost and carefully pull out the scrunched-up wrap of toilet paper and add tonight’s pill to the collection inside. In the beginning, each one was a small victory, but now there are so many I can’t help thinking that my time will run out soon. Which of us will go next? I screw the tatty paper up again and stuff it back inside my bedpost. I’ve got more urgent things to think about than my impending death – which, if I’m honest, even in my most terrified moments is still abstract. We’re all stuck in our own Henry moment of I think there’s been a mistake, me included. Until the sanatorium, anyway. Or until I feel a strange ache or pain and wonder if it’s just something normal or if it’s suddenly my turn, and I lie in the bath and run through my checks with my heart racing. Most of the time that terrifying nothingness is still something that’s going to happen to the others. Not to me. Never to me or Clara. We don’t belong here. We’re going to get away.

			I find her in the playroom – neither of us is hungry tonight – and we kneel on the old sofa and stare out at the endless rain. The house feels vaster without Georgie in it. He’d become part of our routine and now he’s gone. Clara’s face is tight, fraught with worry. I’m not used to seeing her like that. 

			‘You and Eleanor can come and sit with us if you want. You know, in the dining room. Will suggested it. I think it’s a good idea.’ I sound upbeat and I feel it. For once, I’m the carefree one. Will was right. What’s the point of cowering and pretending nothing’s changed? Why waste our time ignoring each other just because of what other people want?

			‘What about Jake?’ She bites her bottom lip.

			‘He’s mad already. So what if he gets a bit madder?’ I grin at her. ‘Why should we care what he thinks anyway? He’s not your dad. These are our lives. Why should we be unhappy to make him happy?’

			‘Maybe it’s my fault. Maybe I led him on.’

			‘Why would you say that?’ A sharp knife twists inside me. ‘You never kissed him or anything, did you?’ I still sometimes think about that date night in the playroom, even though I know it’s stupid.

			‘Of course not. But I knew he liked me. I just thought he’d taken the hint.’

			‘Then it’s not your fault. And he’ll get over it.’ I made a silent wish for a new van to arrive with a selection of hot girls for Jake to take his pick from. It would be easier for him to move on if there were some distractions. Tom, too.

			‘It feels strange that people know, doesn’t it?’ she says softly. ‘Do you think it will change us?’

			My heart drops then. ‘Why would it? Anyway, they don’t know the half of it, do they? They know about Georgie. They know we like each other. They don’t know about any of this.’ I look around at the gloom we do our best living in. 

			‘You might be different now. With people watching. You might be embarrassed about it. I know what boys are like.’

			This is what she’s looking so stressed about? She’s worried how I’ll behave? I stare at her, dumbfounded, until eventually she turns to look at me, her mermaid hair trailing and twisting down her shoulders. 

			‘I love you, Clara.’ The words tingle right through me and the final dust of Julie McKendrick’s ghost is blown away in their vibration. She was never real, just a fantasy, a childish crush. ‘I’ll never love anyone like this. I never could. Not out there. Not before. Not ever, no matter what the future holds.’

			‘You mean that?’ she whispers eventually.

			I nod. I do mean it. I mean every word. Doesn’t stop me from feeling a bit of a twat for saying it out loud, though.

			After a moment, she grins and wraps her arms around my neck. ‘Well, that’s all right, then. What can Jake really do about it, anyway?’

			 

			She doesn’t say anything about Jake scrawling ‘SLUT’ in felt-tip on the girls’ bathroom mirror upstairs, but Eleanor tells Will and Louis and of course they tell me. They spent an hour scrubbing it off before the nurses could see it. On the surface, in the three days that have passed since he found out, you wouldn’t think Jake gave a shit about me and Clara – he still swaggers around like he always has, laughing and joking with his dorm, and he doesn’t look over to our table at mealtimes or acknowledge us in any way – but the whole house crackles with the electricity of his anger. It’s because he feels stupid. We all know that. And stupid is the most dangerous way for someone like Jake to feel. I wonder if he’s lied to Daniel and Albi about him and Clara. I bet he made shit up about what he’d done with her, and now they know it isn’t true. Not that they’d say anything, but it’s there all the same.

			It’s not so bad for me and Clara because we have each other, and most of our time is spent daydreaming together and planning our nights, but for the rest the new atmosphere in the house is horrible. A dividing line has been drawn and if you’re not on Jake’s side of it, then it’s not pleasant. Dorm 7 don’t let Tom in the music room any more, even though he’s been jamming with them in the evenings until now. The younger kids don’t go in the playroom so much, just in case they say or do the wrong thing if Jake’s in there, even though they’re nothing to do with our dorm war. Louis and Will make themselves a den in one of the empty dorms, but every time they leave it, it ends up trashed. The only people not affected are the God Squad, but no one really counts them any more. We don’t even pay attention to Ashley at bedtime. We talk around him as if he isn’t there and he’s given up trying to join in.

			After lunch, Clara wants to play cards and so I’ve gone to look for some. I can hear the music, loud and off-beat, coming from the music room and I know it’s safe to go into the playroom. Me and Jake have become like magnetic opposites over the past three days. We veer in different directions from each other. I wish he’d just punch me and then this would be over. But he can’t – that would get Matron’s attention – and in this quiet war we’re waging, it’d break the unspoken rules.

			Apparently everyone’s heard the band practising because small groups are dotted around the playroom, talking or reading or playing board games. Will and Louis are sitting in a corner, staring dolefully into a cardboard box.

			‘What’s up?’ I say.

			‘Nothing.’ Louis hurries to close the lid and Will leans forwards to block my view. He’s too slow, though, and I see the rough edge of a broken board.

			‘Show me.’

			‘It doesn’t matter, Toby, really it doesn’t.’ Will’s face, full of hurt, belies his words. I take the box and look inside. The chessboard has been broken. The pieces are smashed, and so is their collection of conkers. Pages of Will’s book are torn up.

			‘I don’t like reading that much. Eleanor can tell me the rest of the story. And we’ll just make a new chessboard in the art room, won’t we, Louis? There’s cardboard in there.’

			‘Yeah, and I was bored of conkers, anyway.’ 

			I’m still staring into the box, something bubbling in the pit of my stomach. I can hear my breath coming fast. 

			‘Don’t do anything stupid, Toby.’ Will is nervous. ‘It’s not worth it.’

			‘They’re in the music room, right?’ My face is on fire. I keep looking at that box. A chessboard, a book and some conkers. Stuff that was important to Louis and Will. They’d obviously hidden it all away hoping Jake and his wankers wouldn’t find it. What gave them the right to destroy this shit? What had Will or Louis done to provoke him to take away whatever pathetic stuff they’ve found to make their lives more bearable? Who the fuck were Dorm 7 anyway?

			‘What are you going to do, Toby?’ Louis asks. 

			It comes to me in a flash. It’s stupid and childish and brilliant. 

			‘Come on,’ I say. 

			They glance at each other and shrug and then are on their feet. 

			Louis grins. ‘We going to get even?’

			‘I don’t think we should—’ Will picks at his fingernails.

			‘What, we should keep on letting them wreck your stuff?’ 

			‘I don’t have any more stuff.’ He says it plaintively, and as he does the truth of what Dorm 7 have done sinks in. His small face hardens. ‘They broke my stuff.’

			‘Then let’s go.’ 

			I take them to our dorm where we get our water cups and fill them from the bathroom, right to the brim.

			‘What are we doing?’ Will whispers. I don’t know why he’s whispering. No one’s around to hear us. 

			‘Wait and see.’ We hold the cups carefully and head towards Dorm 7. I can’t hear the music room from here and the house is still as I lead the way. My heart races. I feel good. I should have done this days ago.

			‘Careful, dumbass.’ Louis giggles behind me. ‘You nearly spilled that all over me.’

			‘Sorry,’ Will whispers. ‘I’ve got pins and needles in my leg. Must have sat on it funny.’

			‘Quickly,’ I say, opening the door. The four beds are neatly made and the dorm is tidy, just how Matron likes it. We all lead double lives here. The one where we do all we can to be invisible to Matron and the one where we try to be ourselves. Ever since Henry, Jake’s stopped playing to the crowd in front of Matron. 

			I pull back Jake’s blankets and top sheet and pour the water right in the middle of the mattress. Will gasps.

			‘Oh, shit.’ Louis is breathless.

			‘Do theirs,’ I say. ‘Quickly. Then make the beds tidy again.’ I’m already stretching the top sheet down on Jake’s, folding the end nice and even over the blanket and tucking in one side, just like we’ve learned to do every morning. ‘They won’t know until they get into bed, and then what can they do? Complain?’ I know they won’t. They’ll have to live with the damp until the next laundry day. If the nurses think we’re fighting they’ll sedate us more heavily – or worse. Me and Clara might have to be careful tonight, though. I don’t know how strong the sleeping pills are. Maybe Dorm 7 will be restless. 

			‘Oh, man, they’re going to hate us,’ Louis says, but he’s laughing.

			By the time we come back downstairs, we’re all feeling good, snickering and whispering and buzzing about what we’ve done. As we pass the music room, Will’s grin is so wide I think his face is going to split. ‘Dorm Four totally rule,’ he says. It feels like we’re back at school. 

			‘Just try and act normal,’ I say. ‘We don’t want them sussing anything’s up until bedtime.’

			‘They’re going to freak.’ Louis is almost jumping up and down. I don’t think he’s ever done anything like this in his serious, studied life. I don’t imagine there were a lot of Jakes in Louis’ before. 

			‘Yeah, they will. But let’s worry about that later.’

			‘I’m not worried.’ Will’s chest is puffed up. ‘It will be worth it.’ 

			I grin then, buoyed by their excitement. ‘Yeah, it will.’ Jake can bring it, for all I care. I no longer give a fuck. He shouldn’t have messed with Louis and Will’s things. End of.

			Louis and Will head into the art room where Ashley and Harriet are making a fresh batch of posters only the converted few will read and enthusiastically start hunting for stuff to make their new chessboard. I go to the playroom to find some cards. When I get back upstairs, Clara has fallen asleep on her bed. I watch her for a while, surprised at how content I feel, and then go to my own dorm. I could use a nap, too. My bed is warm and dry. I can’t wait to tell Clara what we’ve done.

			 

			The Dorm 7 boys do sleep through the night, but when Clara and me, almost crying with laughter, look in from the doorway, they’re all curled up on top of their covers, arms hugging their knees to try and keep in whatever warmth they have. Daniel’s fat arse hangs half-out of his pyjama bottoms.

			‘I’d like to find a flower and stick it between those fat cheeks,’ Clara whispers.

			I almost feel sorry for the four of them, and then I remember the smashed chess pieces and Will’s face and the fact Jake called Clara a slut. Joe might be being punished for something he hasn’t done, but if we’d left his bed dry then Jake would only have taken it. This isn’t going to kill them anyway. Joe can turn to his god to keep him warm. We leave them there, cold and uncovered, and head off into our night.

			 

			They come into breakfast virtually growling, sending dagger glares our way. We pretend not to notice but Will and Louis giggle constantly.

			‘What’s going on?’ Tom says, frowning.

			‘Jake wrecked our stuff and we got even,’ Will pipes up before I can stop him. He’s bursting with pride. He and Louis are looking at me like I’m some sort of hero, all awe and admiration. The Jake of Dorm 4. 

			‘Nothing, really,’ Clara says. ‘Nothing with lasting damage, anyway.’ 

			‘How come no one told me?’ Tom is disgruntled. 

			‘Spur-of-the-moment thing.’ I get up and head to the food station for some toast. Jake sees me and does the same. I can feel everyone watching. My nerves jangle but I’m ready for this. We’re destined to have a confrontation so we might as well get it out of the way. I’m still buzzing over what we did but I don’t feel invincible like Will and Louis. I also know there’ll be repercussions, and if anyone’s taking them, it needs to be me.

			‘I suppose you think that was fucking funny,’ Jake says under his breath, standing close to me. I pick up two slices of white. They’re cold and a bit soggy but I don’t mind. Ashley is on the other side of me, scooping up some dry scrambled egg. He must be able to hear us, but he keeps his eyes on the food.

			‘Yeah, I do.’ I smile at Jake, making sure I’m facing the rest of the room so everyone can see I’m unafraid. It’s not entirely true but the others don’t need to know that. Anyway, the nurses are here. He can’t touch me now. ‘Me and Clara didn’t do anything wrong. And whatever we did wasn’t Will and Louis’ fault. You need to get over it.’ A small part of me hopes he’ll listen to reason.

			‘You need to shut your fucking mouth.’ His jaw is so tight I’m surprised he can even get the words out. ‘Playroom. After lunch. No marks on the face.’

			So we’re going to fight after all. ‘I’ll check my schedule. I might have a date. You know, now that I have a girlfriend and everything.’ I wink at him and his fingers clench hard against his plate. I really shouldn’t wind him up any more. Even in a straight fight I’ve got no chance against Jake, and I have a feeling he won’t play straight.

			‘This isn’t about her,’ he says. And I believe him. It isn’t any more. It’s about everything we’ve been repressing since we arrived here. It’s about all the anger and frustration and fear. For the first time in my life I think a fight might be good for me, even if I know I’m going to lose.

			‘I’ll be there,’ I say casually as I head back to my table. ‘Wouldn’t miss it.’

			Even the God Squad have been watching and Ashley’s eyes follow me all the way to my seat. 

			 

			The morning passes slowly. I veer between overconfidence and wondering what the fuck I’ve done. It’s like I’m back on the grass walking away from Billy in Year 13 but this time no van is coming to steal me away before I get the shit kicked out of me. I spend most of the lesson time staring out of the window but the teachers don’t seem to care. They’re all in good moods for some reason. By ‘good moods’ I mean they manage a smile and look just as distracted as me. Tom slips me a note saying he’ll be my backup. It makes me feel better. Like maybe he’s forgiven me a bit for Clara, but I’m also guessing he doesn’t trust Jake, either.

			I start to worry that Jake’s going to shank me or something but tell myself I’m overthinking. He’ll just give me a thorough kicking. Knock me down and then no doubt let Albi and fat Daniel get the boot in too, for revenge. I don’t come out the winner in any of the scenarios that run through my mind. The best I can see in my future is some broken ribs. The worst, being stabbed in the liver with broken glass or something and me bleeding to death on the playroom floor. 

			My biggest real fear is that I’ll cry. I have no idea how it feels to get beaten up. The physical fight I had was when I was twelve, and most of that was just shoving, flailing and slapping. Jake has been to reform school. He’s going to be a fucking expert in pain. 

			I think about the chessboard and the book and the conkers and wonder how such a collection of shit got me into this mess. I wonder if being kicked repeatedly in the gut – because I know I’m not going to stay on my feet for long – could activate my Defectiveness. That’s what makes the worms in my stomach wriggle the most. But there’s no backing out now. I wouldn’t be able to face Clara or Will or Louis again. Or even fucking Ashley, for that matter.

			My palms sweat until lunchtime. I try to stay cool and casual but as the morning ticks away my nerves steadily increase until I feel sick. I’ve always been the joker in the pack. I’m not the kid who got the girls or started fights. Even in those last days when I thought my luck was finally turning with Julie McKendrick and the party, I ended up in Defective jail instead.

			I decide that if I can at least land one punch on Jake somewhere then I won’t feel too bad. That and not crying. Not crying is imperative. I manage a relatively good impression of external calm through lunch, even though I only push my food around my plate rather than eating it. Throwing up would be nearly as bad as crying – although maybe I could throw up in Jake’s face. That would end the fight pretty quickly.

			‘You don’t have to do it, you know,’ Clara whispers to me. ‘Fighting’s stupid.’ I can see she’s worried. Her eyes keep darting across to the Dorm 7 table where Jake is eating normally and Daniel keeps squirming around in his chair and sniggering at me. His eyes are alive with delight and I’m tempted to go over there and punch him in his fat head. Daniel isn’t Jake, and he never will be.

			‘Sometimes it’s better to just walk away. Who gives a shit about Jake, anyway?’

			I want to tell her that it’s not even about Jake. I’m suddenly understanding what being Jake must feel like. Having others expect things from you. This isn’t about Jake. It’s about Tom and Louis and Will. I can’t disappoint them. What would it do to Louis and Will if they lost their faith in me? Also, maybe Clara wouldn’t care if I backed down, but I’d always wonder. We haven’t done it yet, but if we do I’m going to be terrified enough of getting it all wrong without wondering if she’s thinking I’m a coward, too. And why would she want to run away with someone who can’t stand up for himself? Or her? Yeah, I feel sick, but I feel sicker at the thought of not fighting Jake.

			It’s only as I leave the dining room that everything goes awry.

			‘Toby? Louis?’

			Matron’s waiting for us in the hallway. Clara and Eleanor have gone ahead and Will and Tom are still eating. We freeze at the shock of hearing her speak our names. Her face is bland and smooth, her sharp eyes watching us with absolutely no expression. How hard does someone have to practise to look so devoid of anything real? Me and Louis look at each other. I see my fear reflected in his pale face. Jake no longer exists.

			‘My office, please.’ She opens the door and we shuffle inside, my heart in my throat. I have never been so terrified as in that moment of hearing her say my name aloud. Louis is glued to my side, cringing into me. His fingers brush mine and for an awful moment I think he’s going to hold my hand. As we cross the threshold I think that might not feel so bad. What does she want? Does she know about the nights? But if so, why is Louis here and not Clara?

			The door clicks shut and I swallow hard. The light seems bright and there’s a throbbing in my ears. The nurse – the one who spoke to us – is waiting inside. She’s got a syringe out. I think of the sanatorium. Is that where we’re going?

			‘Nothing to worry about,’ she says.

			‘I’ll do the talking, Nurse.’ Matron’s voice is calm, empty, but the nurse drops her eyes anyway.

			‘We need to redo your blood tests,’ Matron says. ‘Roll up your sleeves, please.’

			I go into autopilot and do as I’m told, my fingers clumsy. My heart is racing. Nothing to worry about. That’s what the nurse said. Maybe they just didn’t read right? I scan through my memories of school but can’t remember anyone ever having to have a retest before. Maybe their equipment isn’t as sophisticated here. Louis sniffs beside me and I can see him shaking.

			‘It’s fine,’ I say. ‘This happened to some kids in my school once.’ I grin at him, forcing myself to relax. ‘At least it’s us, not Will. Needles don’t bother us.’

			He’s looking at me as if I have all the answers. He wants to believe my lie. I want to believe my lie too. ‘You want to go first?’ He nods and the nurse taps the inside of his pale forearm to try and find a vein. 

			Matron has sat down behind her large wooden desk, already working on some papers as if we don’t exist. It’s a strange room. Old-fashioned like the rest of the house, but more cluttered than I’m used to seeing now. There’s a sofa behind us and a small table with a kettle and some mugs, a sugar bowl and a jug of milk. A couple of bland landscape paintings hang against the wallpaper above a large old-style photocopying machine. There’s no computer or even telephone that I can see.

			The desk, covered with stacks of paper, dominates the room, and the wall next to it has a pinboard with several rotas tacked on, but I can’t make out what they say from where I’m standing. Next to that is a small rack with various keys hanging from it. I can hear my breath and Matron’s scratching pen as I realise that this is the hub of the house. Everything important is kept in here.

			‘Your arm,’ the nurse says softly, and my fear brings my attention back to the blood test, but part of my mind is racing to mine and Clara’s plan. I bet the schedule for the boat is on that wall. I flinch with the needle prick and watch my blood escape. A retest. The ball in my stomach flares until I feel light-headed and sick. My skin is clammy. Despite what I’ve said to Louis, I can’t help but think it means only one thing. Our time is running out.

			If me and Clara are going to run away, we might have to do it soon.

			 

			We stand in the hallway afterwards and watch the nurse head to the lift with our samples. I presume she’s taking them to the top floor – the sanatorium. I don’t want to think about it. I want to think about the boat, not the blood tests. How I can get back into Matron’s study and find out when it’s coming again. How me and Clara can get the fuck off this crappy island.

			‘I don’t think we should tell the others about this,’ I say quietly. ‘I mean, it’s just a retest and doesn’t mean anything, but you know what people are like. They didn’t see her call our names. No point in telling them.’

			Louis nods. His face has darkened slightly with fear again. He knows exactly what I mean. He knows how we’ve looked at the kids who’ve got sick: curious, expectant, victorious. He doesn’t want to be looked at like that and neither do I. My heart is racing as if time is speeding up inside me. I breathe deeply. I want it to slow down. I’m not ready for this. I don’t think anyone is ever ready for this. I’m suddenly very afraid but also, weirdly, very angry. This isn’t fair. None of it.

			Jake is waiting for me in the playroom.

			 

			I stride down the corridor and see a small, chattering group huddled outside the door.

			‘He won’t let us in, Toby,’ Will says, bubbling with nervous excitement. ‘He’s in there with Albi.’ I’m surprised Jake doesn’t want an audience, but maybe he’s worried about what’s going to be said between the punches. He’s lost enough face over Clara – although I want to point out to him that making me fight him isn’t exactly going to give the others the impression that he doesn’t give a shit.

			‘I’ll take Tom in then.’ Tom nods at me and there’s no arguments. Will and Louis aren’t backup material. Daniel leans against the wall further away from the door, scowling slightly, annoyed at being kicked out of the action. I feel a bit sorry for him. He needs to realise he’s never going to be cool and then maybe he’ll stop being such a little shit.

			‘You okay?’ Clara grabs my hand.

			‘I’m good.’ I’m burning inside. All my fear of what Jake might do to me evaporated in Matron’s study. ‘Just keep an eye on Daniel. Don’t let him pick on Will or Louis.’ She nods. After a second, she smiles and then leans up and kisses me. Her tongue slides into my mouth and everyone sees it. Will giggles, Louis does a poor attempt at a wolf whistle and Eleanor blushes.

			‘Ugly slut,’ Daniel says.

			‘Fat pig,’ Will counters. I laugh at that. It’s sudden and unexpected: Will is no longer a scared little kid. Daniel glowers, weighing up whether it’s worth trying to fight Will, but he’s outnumbered. And anyway, under all his bullying and snide remarks I’m sure he was more picked on before than any of us. He’s probably more used to running away than fighting back.

			I’m ready. I want this done. I push the door open and go in. The chairs and tables have been shoved to the sides to clear a space in the centre of the room and Albi is perched on a stack of them in the corner by the window. He’s closed the curtains. Looks overcautious to me. I’ve never seen the nurses or teachers go out into the garden and the weather’s shit today.

			Out of the corner of my eye I see Tom find a vantage point but my focus is on Jake, dominating the empty floor. His jaw is tight and his whole body is taut and tense, ready to go.

			‘Remember, no marks on the fac—’ 

			I don’t give him time to finish. I let all the rage and terror flaring up from my stomach rush to my fists and launch myself at him with a howl, pulling one arm back and punching him hard on the cheek. Fuck his no-marks-on-the-face rule. Fuck all the rules.

			He reels backwards, one hand clutching at his bleeding mouth, his eyes wide with surprise. My knuckles throb. ‘What the fuck? I said no—’

			I crouch and run towards him, barrelling into his torso and taking him to the ground. We fall hard and all the air bursts out of him in a gasp as he takes my weight. We roll around on the floor, trying to get the better of each other, and the room spins. Jake’s bigger and more powerful than me, but he doesn’t have my anger – not right now. My hand is under his chin pushing his head back as I grunt and growl like an animal. 

			I glimpse Tom and Albi now standing together, looking down at us, shocked. My scalp stings as Jake grabs a handful of my hair and I let go of his face and grab some of his. This fight is a mess. We’re too full of pent-up emotions to think.

			‘What are you so fucking scared of?’ I hiss as we wrestle, all arms and legs and missed punches and wayward kicks. My jaw is clenched so tight I think my teeth might shatter. I land a soft punch into his stomach as he kicks me hard only an inch or so away from my balls.

			‘Are you fucking mad?’ he says as he wriggles away from me. His lip isn’t cut too badly but it’s already swelling up and the exertion is making it bleed like a bastard all over his T-shirt, the floor and me as he spits his bloody words into my face. 

			‘What is your fucking problem?’ I snarl.

			We’ve only been fighting for a couple of minutes but he’s breathing hard and so am I, sweat sticking my clothes to me. This isn’t like the movies. We’re knackered already.

			We stare at each other while we let the air rip hot from our lungs. My arms tremble and ache. I’m slowly cooling down, my anger burned away. Once he’s got over his shock he’ll pummel me into the ground. And now that I’ve broken the rules, he won’t hold back. I’m tired and I don’t want to fight any more. I haul myself to my feet and Jake does the same.

			‘I’m sorry about Clara and Georgie,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry you think we made you look like a dick. It wasn’t on purpose.’

			‘You don’t know what I think.’ He’s smarting. 

			I shrug. 

			‘Whatever. You shouldn’t have taken it out on Will and Louis. That was a shitty thing to do. So I think what we did back was fair. Your sheets dried out. Their stuff is still wrecked. You win.’ I pause for a breath and lean against a table. ‘Why don’t we just call a truce? Before things get out of hand.’ My chest aches as I speak. Muscles all over my body are screaming at me. This fighting shit is hard. 

			He stares at me. Albi and Tom’s eyes move from me to Jake to me and then back to Jake again. 

			‘Maybe he’s got a point, man,’ Albi says quietly. ‘This could go crazy if it carries on.’

			He doesn’t need to elaborate. The invisible threat of Matron hangs like a pall in the room. 

			‘Just stay out of my way,’ Jake says, eventually. I nod. My shoulders slump as the tension vanishes and I turn and walk away.

			‘Oh, but Toby—’

			I turn back and his fist comes out of nowhere, smacking me right on my cheekbone. For a minute I don’t even feel it, just an intense shuddering that runs right down my spine and into my feet. My vision goes black, a night sky swirling with colourful stars. My neck whips back and I stagger, unsteady, my hip banging into the record player table. I stand there, gasping, and wait for the world to right itself.

			‘Fuck.’ My face is going numb and the word is thick on my tongue.

			‘Now we have a truce,’ Jake says. He nods at Albi and they walk out. I’m still reeling, but I force my legs to move under me. If me and Tom stay in here, then I look like the loser. I’m going out alongside Jake.

		

	
		
			 

			Fourteen

			The night is bright and clear and so bitterly cold that, even with thick sweaters on, we take our blankets with us over the wall. I’ve got two pairs of socks on and Clara’s wearing leggings under her jeans, and we still gasp as the freezing air makes us cough. If we’re making out tonight, it won’t be until we get back to the house, and although I think about it a lot, I don’t mind waiting. After the blood test I just want to leave the house behind and feel free. In some ways I don’t even mind my throbbing face and slowly closing eye. It hurts like a bitch, but at least I know I’m alive. I’m determined not to be dragged back down into constant dread after that blood test. It might be nothing. Nothing to worry about, that’s what the nurse had said. Even if she was bullshitting, I’m clinging to it. For now I feel fine. I always feel fine with Clara. It’s like she’s in a bubble where none of this touches her and she’s let me share it.

			The blankets slow us down a bit, but once we’re on the beach we run into the cave and laugh, happy to be out of the cutting sea breeze laced with shards of ice.

			‘Fuck, I’ve never known it so cold!’ she says as we settle down on the rocks that have become our night-time bench. ‘This weather is mental.’ 

			She’s right. The rain isn’t unusual but I don’t remember ever experiencing this kind of cold. It’s not English weather. Not these days. Not in our lifetimes.

			We get the food out of our pockets before wrapping the blankets around our shoulders. They don’t make that much difference, to be honest, but I feel cosier even though my ears are stinging. Clara chatters about the fight, telling me how cool the others all think I was to do it, but I’m only half-listening. I just like being with her listening to the steady sound of the sea and her voice like music floating on it.

			‘I still can’t believe you punched him in the face,’ she says, putting the lit candle down by our feet behind the protection of a sea-worn stone. ‘I wish I’d seen it.’

			‘I figured it was the only way I stood a chance.’ She’s impressed and it feels good. In fact, everyone in the house has looked at me a bit differently since the fight. I stood my ground with Jake. He’s still top dog but it’s not the same any more. Thankfully, the only people who didn’t appear to give a shit about our bruises were the nurses. I guess they don’t care. We’re dying anyway. We had a fight and sorted shit out. What’s the point of giving us trouble for it? At least, I’m hoping that’s the case. Maybe they know my blood is fucking up and so it’s not worth punishing me. Maybe, maybe, maybe.

			‘I knew he wouldn’t beat you up. I knew you’d fight back.’ 

			‘I just hope it’s done now. It’s been fucking horrible the last few days.’

			‘How’s your eye?’

			I shrug. ‘Sore. I can’t see out of it properly. Bet I look like a special.’

			She pulls me down and kisses my battered face. Even though her lips are soft against my tight, swollen skin, I flinch a bit. 

			‘I think it’s pretty sexy.’ She laughs before shivering and huddling closer. 

			I like when she says stuff like that, and I slide one hand under her blanket and around her waist. Even though I’m freezing, just touching her gives me a semi. I can’t help it. I wonder how girls manage to switch the sex stuff on and off. How do they control it?

			‘How many more nights until the boat, do you think?’ she says. ‘I can’t wait to be somewhere hot. I want to be a warm-ocean mermaid, not an icy-sea one.’

			‘Can’t be too long. We should practise with that little boat one night. When it’s not so cold. Make sure it’ll hold us.’

			I want to tell her about Matron’s office and how I think we might be able to find out when the boat is coming, but I can’t. That would mean either telling her about the blood tests or lying about why I was in there, and I don’t want to do either. If I tell her, she’ll worry and that will make me worry. I want things to stay just as they are. I don’t want her to be looking at me and searching for symptoms. I just want her to think I’m cool and hot. I almost laugh at that. Cool and hot. In reality I’m probably a perfect mix of that – somewhere around lukewarm.

			We’ve just finished our sandwiches when suddenly Clara’s spine stiffens slightly. 

			‘What?’ I say, nervous. Has she heard something? Is there someone on the beach? 

			Without speaking, she drops the tinfoil sandwich wrapping, gets to her feet and moves to stand in the mouth of the cave. ‘What is that?’

			I don’t know what she’s talking about and so I join her, my legs stiff and cold.

			‘Look,’ she breathes. ‘The sky.’

			And then I see it. Across the horizon, a little above the sea – a strip of green dances like fire against the night sky. It’s bright, almost luminous in places, a flame that darts and licks the darkness along the whole edge of the Earth, wispy trails bursting from it and reaching upwards.

			Without saying a word we take each other’s hands and walk out across the shingle, down to the water’s edge.

			‘It’s beautiful.’ My whisper is carried away on the rustle of the water but it doesn’t matter. She knows it’s beautiful. It’s so beautiful it makes my chest tighten. We tilt our heads back, oblivious to the cold. The rough blanket against my neck feels too earthy for something so ethereal.

			I don’t know how long we stand there, holding hands and staring upwards, eyes wide and mouths open. A second strip of green appears above the first, and then from the edges of that, purple, bright and incandescent, leaks out to the rim of the universe like ink seeping across paper. The stars peek here and there through the wash of moving colours as if they, too, are fascinated. It must be at least half an hour before we even look at each other, we’re so rapt with the wonder of it.

			‘It’s magical,’ Clara says. 

			And it is. All the magic and mystery and delight of the universe are there for only us to see. I squeeze her hand tighter. The colours are starting to thin, melting back into the ordinary night. The show is coming to an end. I feel elated, savouring every last twist of green as it vanishes until suddenly we are back in the darkness with only starlight reflecting on the glittering black sea.

			‘How can anyone be afraid with that much brilliance in the world?’ Clara says softly, still looking at the sky. ‘Nature is perfect. Why be scared of it?’

			It is only then, as I see the sadness in her face, that I realise Clara has moments of dread, too. That so much of her joy of life comes from her fear of death. Perhaps she doesn’t wallow in it like I do, but it’s there, somewhere under the surface.

			‘A mermaids’ rave,’ I say. 

			‘What?’ She looks at me, her eyes bright, the shadow of darkness gone as fast as it came.

			‘Somewhere under the water the mermaids are celebrating something brilliant. That’s what changed the sky. Magical fireworks for mermaids.’

			She grins and I know she likes it.

			‘I’m fucking freezing,’ I say as I try and move my feet, which are now blocks of ice in my trainers. My socks feel damp. The sea has crept up on us. It’ll be getting lighter soon.

			‘Me, too. Let’s head back.’ We collect the candle from the cave and stroll up to the road, arms and blankets around each other making us stumble and giggle here and there. Her head bumps into mine and I wince.

			‘I think some of the mermaids’ magic hit your face,’ she says. ‘Your eye’s gone the same colours.’

			It’s only when we’re back in the house and have crept upstairs that she turns and looks at me for a long moment. ‘That was so special,’ she says. ‘Wasn’t it?’

			I nod. I’m not good at talking about stuff like this, but I know what she means.

			‘Everything’s so special. We should remember that.’ 

			She reaches up and kisses me. I wonder if this means we’re going to do ‘it’ soon. I know I shouldn’t be thinking about that after what we saw on the beach – I know she’s meaning it in a spiritual way – but at the same time I can’t help it. I really badly want to do it with her. Even if I fuck it up. Especially now, after the retest. There are more mysteries in the world than the one we just saw in the sky.

			She kisses me harder, pushes one of my willing hands up under her sweatshirt, and for the first time, her hand rubs against the front of my jeans. I think I’m going to explode. She breaks away after a moment, smiling. We’re both panting a little. My vision’s as cloudy as it was after Jake punched me, but this time it’s not my face throbbing.

			‘It’s getting light,’ she says. We’re out of time for tonight. She kisses me again, but it’s short and sweet.

			‘Goodnight, Mermaid King,’ she whispers. And then she’s running up to her dorm and lost in the darkness.

			 

			‘Maybe we’re all going upstairs,’ Tom says. He’s lying on his bed, hands under his head and legs crossed, staring up at the ceiling. ‘Maybe that’s it.’ 

			I glance at Louis who’s fiddling with his washbag, and we share a moment of wary fear. The sanatorium has become more real to us since we were hauled into Matron’s study. Even with Clara and the Northern Lights and the cave and our escape plan, I’ve had some quiet moments when I’ve wanted to throw up just thinking about it. As far as I know, no one else has been retested, unless they have and they’re just not saying either. But I don’t think so. Two people can maybe keep a secret but any more than that and we’d have heard something. Someone would talk. So maybe it is just me and Louis and there must be something wrong with us no matter what that nurse said. People always say there’s nothing to worry about whether there is or isn’t.

			‘I wouldn’t mind that so much,’ Will says. ‘We’d all be together. I don’t think I’d be so afraid if we were all together.’ He looks even younger tonight, his face all pinched with worry. ‘It’s the being all on my own that freaks me out.’ He pauses. ‘I wish they’d let our mums visit.’

			‘Can we stop talking about it?’ I feign boredom but my heart is racing and my skin clammy. I hear it makes your eyes bleed. I wish Will could just keep his mouth shut sometimes.

			‘You should come to church,’ Ashley says. His eyes dart up at Will from where he’s folding his jumper and jeans on his chair. ‘You’re never alone with God.’ 

			Will stares at him, dumbfounded, and then after a moment bursts into a giggle. ‘I’m not that afraid.’ I laugh then and me, Tom and Louis all exchange looks that send Ashley back into his shell of invisibility. Most of the time we all pretend he’s not there and it works best for everyone. 

			‘My feet just won’t warm up,’ Will mutters to himself. ‘I’m going to sleep in my socks. They should give us extra blankets in this weather. Maybe I’ll find that nice nurse and ask her for some tomorrow.’

			‘It’s weird, isn’t it?’ Louis gets into bed. ‘I never knew it got this cold in the north.’

			I’m not cold, but then I’ve probably grown more used to it from going out at night with Clara. However chilly the house gets, it can’t match the sheet of ice that cuts in from the sea in the dark. 

			‘I still want to know where they’ve gone,’ Tom says. ‘What are we supposed to do in the mornings now?’

			The teachers left after lunch. We were sent to our dorms and through the glass we watched them climb into a series of windowless vans, clutching one holdall each. They were chatting and laughing and it made my heart hurt. They were getting out. Returning to whatever their befores were. They didn’t even glance back at the house as they climbed into the waiting vehicles. Matron said nothing about it at tea even though the whole room was whispering quietly about what it might mean, as she patrolled up and down the line of tables. My fight with Jake was forgotten. The only thing that mattered was figuring out why the teachers had gone.

			‘I think a lot of the nurses left, too,’ Louis says, his tone reflective. ‘There weren’t that many teachers. I think some of them were nurses in their own clothes.’

			I can’t imagine the nurses having their own clothes. In my head they’ve come out of some factory somewhere in their starched uniforms, clocks ticking where their hearts should be, moulded faces impassive. Not human at all. Except maybe the one who spoke to us.

			I try and zone it out of my thinking. I concentrate on Clara and how she touched me last night. It doesn’t take much concentration, to be honest. Clara buzzes around inside my head all day in one way or another. If I’m not crapping myself about the sanatorium, then I’m thinking about her. Even when I am shitting it, I’m still thinking about her. Will she go out with Jake when I’m gone? I can’t imagine her with anyone else. I can’t imagine me with anyone else. I can’t imagine the house without her.

			It’s the young nurse who comes to give us our vitamins. She’s the only one I can imagine as a real person rather than just a nurse, but since the retest she makes me feel uncomfortable. As she bustles in and passes around the small paper cups of pills, I’m sure there’s pity in the smile she gives Louis and then me. I don’t meet her eyes. I’m scared of what I might see there. I want it to be dark. I want to be with Clara. I slip the pill between my lip and gum and swallow the water. I’m thankful when she moves on.

			‘Why have the teachers gone?’ Will blurts out as he takes his from her tray. ‘They all left. Is something bad going to happen?’ 

			Even Tom sits up to stare at him. We never talk to the nurses. Will looks so forlorn and I realise how worried he is. How much the dread’s gripped him. 

			‘Of course not,’ the nurse says, her tone kind. ‘There’s just bad weather coming and they’re changing shifts. New teachers are on their way. They’re leaving a bit early in case the storm hits and they can’t get home. A lot of the nurses have gone, too.’ She smiles, warm and soft, and ruffles Will’s hair. ‘The new ones’ll be here in a couple of days. Think of it as half-term or something.’

			‘Why didn’t you go?’ Will asks.

			‘I didn’t want to. Now you settle down and go to sleep.’

			In that moment, she’s all our mums. Warm, caring, making everything better. She doesn’t say any more, but once she’s turned the light out I know I’m not the only one looking at the place where she’d stood with a kind of wonder. In the gloom I can see Will touching his hair where her hand has been. Such a small thing. So important. 

			We lie there in the dark and say nothing. 

			 

			‘I want to see Harriet’s painting,’ Clara says. We’re in the playroom and I’m browsing the records. We’re not going over the wall tonight – it’s too cold and I’ve told her what the nurse said about a storm maybe coming. We went out to Georgie’s grave and talked to him for a few minutes, but even though there’s no wind the air was like ice, hurting my lungs as I breathed. We’ve been back in the house for half an hour but I’m still shivering.

			‘The one in the church?’ I say. ‘But that’s right by the nurses’ wing.’

			‘They’re asleep. Anyway, most of them have left. Who knows, there might be more of us than them at the moment. We could have a revolution. Take over the house!’ She smiles.

			‘Yeah, and then be ruled by King Jake.’ I say. 

			‘Okay, maybe not.’ She’s been curled up on the sofa and uncoils and is on her feet in one smooth movement. She fascinates me. Everything about her is mysterious. Her body, her mind, the shape of her hand in mine. How can girls be so similar and yet so different? 

			‘Come on, let’s go and look. Eleanor says it’s beautiful. Harriet’s been working on it all day.’

			The house creaks and settles around us as we creep hand in hand up the stairs. I’ve started to think of the night-time house as our friend. So much has happened since Ellory that I’ve almost forgotten the sound of the lift. The house is like an old galleon and at night we’re the only crew. I like it better thinking of it that way. When I was a kid, a place like this would have scared the crap out of me at night, but now I know there are no such thing as ghosts. If ever a place should have ghosts it’s the Death House. While the monsters in the attic do come out at night, they’re very human ones. Ghosts might actually be reassuring. They’d at least offer the hope of something after. 

			My hackles rise as soon as we open the door to the church. I don’t want to be in here. It’s too close to the nurses and I’m sure I can almost smell Ashley’s smugness in the cold air. There are more chairs than when we first came in here, and instead of being laid out in straight lines they’ve been moved into semi-circles curving around the desk that’s supposed to be an altar.

			There are posters on the walls and my heart lurches when I see what’s written on the coloured paper – the names of those who’ve gone to the sanatorium. My stomach goes into my mouth as I read them. All the handwriting is different. These weren’t done by Ashley or Harriet.

			‘Look at this shit,’ I whisper.

			 

			Henry.

			He loved science fiction and computer games.

			He had a rabbit called Mason.

			He missed his mum.

			 

			The lines of writing are slanted upwards in a tiny scrawl and there’s a bad drawing of a rabbit in the corner. Beneath that: 

			 

			The Lord is now his shepherd, he shall not want.

			 

			And then:

			 

			Ellory.

			The best brother anyone could have.

			County athlete. Always smiling.

			Told jokes like a rock star.

			 

			Then:

			 

			Always remembered, never forgotten.

			There were more, kids’ names that rang bells in my memory from those first few days but who I’d never really known. Eric, Julian, Mac and Christopher. Each with a small part of their story underneath, carefully recorded by surviving members of their dorms.

			‘It’s like gravestones without their ages.’ What’s the point of remembering? Why remind ourselves of the reason we’re here?

			‘Age doesn’t matter,’ Clara murmurs. ‘That’s just numbers.’

			The candle we stole has been replaced by several others and Clara lights them all. The flickering yellow flames make shadows in which the names of the dead dance. I suddenly feel terribly sad and I’m angry at Ashley all over again.

			‘Look.’ Clara takes my hand. There are three windows in this room, but the one which dominates is the high arched one in the centre of the wall. Standing side by side, we look up at it. I don’t know what I was expecting. Jesus on a cross, I suppose. Something like that, anyway. The bright thick paint swirls on the glass and shines in the candlelight and I imagine it glows in the day time. 

			‘Isn’t it beautiful?’ she breathes.

			The sky is blue and a huge sun shines down. A house sits in the background but the foreground is dominated by small images of children, smiling and holding hands in the sunshine. They’re bathed in it, faces full of joy. Underneath, in charcoal grey, is printed God’s children are never alone. We are family.

			‘It’s stupid,’ I say. It is beautiful but it’s not real. No one could see the house that way. ‘Everyone’s alone. Everyone’s afraid. None of this saved any of those names on the wall. I don’t remember anyone trying to help Henry or Ellory.’

			‘We’re not alone,’ Clara says. ‘And I like that they’re remembering them. Someone should.’ 

			She’s still looking up at the painted window. 

			‘You’re not starting to believe in any of this shit, are you?’ I ask.

			‘No.’ She shakes her head and smiles, wistful. ‘Not for a second. But it doesn’t bother me that they do. If it stops them being so afraid then where’s the harm? We have each other. Everyone needs something.’

			‘I’d take my chances on my own.’

			‘I feel like I’ve spent all my life on my own. Trying to be something for other people. To not let them down.’ She looks at me. ‘I’m glad I came here,’ she says. ‘I’d never have met you otherwise. Or learned about the mermaids and seen the lights.’

			‘You don’t mean that.’ I half-laugh. She can’t mean it. I can’t even imagine thinking like that, however much I love her.

			‘We’re going to run away and live on a hot sunny beach and smile through our remaining days. Sure as hell beats what my parents had planned for me. Marry a young Black Suit. Push out some babies. Become like my poor unhappy mother.’

			‘A boat must have come today for the teachers. We missed it.’ I’m trying to imagine not knowing Clara. I can’t. It physically hurts me. I can’t imagine her and me not together, but at the same time I can’t bring myself to be glad I’m here. I hate my fear of the nothingness. At least I’m not like Ashley. I don’t pretend I’m not afraid.

			‘It didn’t bring supplies, though. That one will still have to come back.’

			She’s right. I think of Matron’s study. ‘I might have a way of finding out when.’

			‘Really?’ Her eyes shine. She might be glad she met me, but she doesn’t want to be here, crushed by the weight of the sanatorium above us, any more than I do.

			‘Maybe. Let me figure it out.’

			‘You keeping secrets from me?’ She leans in, flirting. My sudden excitement is countered by the knife-twist of the blood retest. I kiss her instead of answering, the candles glittering like stars around us. We kiss for a long time before she breaks away. 

			‘What?’ I say. 

			‘We’re in a church.’

			‘We’re in a room.’ My head is spinning and my whole body aches. Just one touch from her and I’m on fire. ‘I don’t think we can be punished by a made-up God for kissing in a room.’

			‘That’s not what I meant, dumbass.’ She kisses me again.

			‘What, then?’

			‘We’re in a church. Let’s get married.’

			I laugh aloud. ‘There’s no vicar and you’re not sixteen yet.’

			‘Age doesn’t matter,’ she says again. ‘Not any more.’ She’s serious now. ‘And it’s beautiful in here.’

			I look around. If I forget about Ashley, then I suppose it is. I think about Henry and Ellory and the rest. Lives gone. We’re here now. We’re alive.

			‘Till death do us part,’ I mutter.

			‘No,’ she says, smiling and shaking her head. ‘For ever. You and me.’

			For ever. I remember life before Clara like a dream. Julie McKendrick and Billy. Being brought to the house. It’s all shaded grey before Clara. There is grey in the past and darkness in the future, but right now everything is bright.

			‘Clara, will you marry me?’ 

			My heart races. 

			Her freckles crease as she smiles again. ‘Yes.’

			‘I don’t have a ring.’

			‘We don’t need one. It’s not that kind of marriage. We can buy a cheap silver ring from a trinket seller on a beach in India.’

			‘Is that where we’re going?’

			‘Why not? The world’s our oyster.’

			‘So, how do we do this?’ I feel clumsy. Hot. I’m not good with words out loud. What am I supposed to say for a marriage vow? I can’t put what I feel into words. Not ones that would work.

			She picks up two blankets and spreads them out on the floor. ‘We’re not going to do it like that.’ Bright-red spots flush on her cheeks. ‘I thought we could do it nature’s way.’ She turns her head and I can see she’s as nervous as me. Embarrassed.

			‘Oh,’ I croak. Every vein in my body is hammering with blood. I can’t swallow. 

			‘Unless you don’t want to? I mean—’

			‘I want to.’ Terrified as I am, I’m sure about that. 

			‘I don’t want to die not having done it,’ she whispers, stepping closer. We’re both trembling so much I’m sure the candle flames waver. ‘And it has to be you. It has to be special.’ She looks at me then, my mermaid girl, and my heart explodes. I feel like all the crazy colours we saw in the sky are inside me. I’m excited and afraid and I’m standing on the edge of an abyss and about to tumble deep into the unknown.

			 

			‘Did it hurt?’ I ask afterwards, when we’re lying on the blankets, our arms around each other. Her skin is so soft against mine. 

			‘No. I didn’t think it would. I wasn’t scared.’ She kisses my chest. I’m still reeling from the whole experience. Everything looks different. We’re now people who’ve ‘done it’. It feels weird. Not life-changing weird like I always thought it would, but as if I’m more grown-up. We’re not kids any more. We’ve transformed. Us but not us.

			‘Was it okay?’

			Her question throws me. She’s asking what I’ve been trying not to. It was quick and she had to guide me while my head raged at me about staying hard and wondering what the fuck I was supposed to do to make it work for her, so I know it wasn’t brilliant, but at the same time it was the most amazingly strange thing I’ve ever done.

			‘Okay? It was better than okay, it was amazing.’ I pause. ‘And we’ll know what we’re doing next time.’ 

			She giggles and then sighs. ‘I feel different.’

			‘Me, too.’

			‘Good, isn’t it?’

			‘Yes.’

			I watch the candles, nearly burned out now, as they smile light on us and the gravestones of the dead. 

			‘I love you, Toby,’ she murmurs.

			‘I love you, too, Clara.’ I love her so much I think my heart will break. 

			Finally, we get up. Giggling and kissing, we pull our night clothes back on and fold up the blankets before putting out the candles one by one. I don’t want to leave her. I don’t want this night to be done. 

			‘Look!’ she gasps suddenly. ‘Look outside.’ I do and I can’t quite believe my eyes.

			We stand by the plain glass and stare out in wonder, the sunshine in the painted window forgotten. White flakes tumble from the sky, a swirl of them. 

			‘It’s snow,’ she says. ‘Real snow.’

			‘But it never snows in England.’ My brain can’t make sense of it. ‘Not any more.’

			‘Not for over a hundred years. That’s what they said at school.’ Her voice is barely more than a whisper and she holds my hand tight. ‘Isn’t it wonderful? Like a wedding present from nature.’

			I can’t speak. We stand there in the dark, watching the world outside change. The snow is silent, not like the rain, drifting to the ground instead of hammering it. Curious, not angry. Flakes brush the window and cling there for a second before dissolving. It has been a week of wonderful things and the joy of it all makes me want to cry even though I’m sixteen and I don’t know what I’d actually be crying about, but I want to all the same.

			‘This is going to make everything better,’ Clara says. ‘I just know it is.’

		

	
		
			 

			Fifteen

			The snowball hits me right in the cheek, stinging me hard and making my bruise rage back into life.

			‘Sorry!’ Clara shouts, but then laughs as I shriek like a girl. My hands are freezing – I’ve put socks on as mittens and they’re already soaked through, but I don’t care.

			The garden is full of life and noise and so much laughter. Clara was right. The snow is making everything better. It did from the moment the gong woke the house. 

			It was Louis who saw it first as he stretched and yawned by his bed. Even as fast as his brain is, all he managed to do was point and say, ‘Look!’ over and over until everyone woke up enough to see what the fuss was about. We’d heard screeches of excitement coming from the other dorms by then. I wasn’t surprised. The blizzard hadn’t stopped until just after dawn and the snow now lay thick on the ground, small flurries falling here and there still adding to it.

			Will, who had been complaining about his cold feet since last night, now stood in silent awe by the glass, his face full of hope and delight and disbelief. In that instant he wasn’t thinking about his mum or whether it made your eyes bleed or how to play chess or anything else in this new life. He was ten years old again. Just an ordinary boy. I grinned so wide watching him that I thought my face would split.

			‘It’s Narnia,’ he breathed, eventually. ‘Narnia’s in the garden.’

			There were only two nurses at breakfast – Louis was right about them, most must have gone with the teachers – but their eyes sparkled even if they didn’t smile. The dining room had an energy I’d never felt in the house. Not even on that first day. That had been electric nervousness. This was sheer excitement. Nobody here had ever seen snow, not the nurses, none of us, not even Matron. If Clara hadn’t – and her dad was a Black Suit and they got to travel abroad more easily – then sure as shit no one here had. It bubbled out of every one of us. All except Matron. She was as neutral – as dead – as she always was when she stood in the doorway and told us that once we were finished eating we could play in the snow if we wished. There were extra coats and sweaters in the playroom to take our pick from. There was no kindness in her words. I think she’d just decided it was easier to let us go out in the snow than try to keep us in, especially with so few nurses in the house.

			I’d watched Matron as everyone else yelped and whistled and crammed the last bits of toast in their mouths, waiting for her eyes to fall on me or Louis, but they didn’t. Maybe that’s a good thing. Maybe there isn’t anything to worry about. I’m determined not to think about the retest. Not today. Not after last night with Clara and now the snow. Everything is too good.

			We look ridiculous, bundled up in clothes that mostly don’t fit, but nobody cares. Not even Jake. The snow crunches as our feet dig into it. A foot or more must have fallen overnight and everything is bright white. We are a picture from a Christmas card, children spread across a snowy landscape. At least three snowmen are being built – Louis, Will and Eleanor are trying to break twigs from the trees to make arms for the barrel body they’ve constructed.

			‘Not that one!’ Clara says and races to help them. ‘That one further up. The end looks like a hand! I can reach it!’ 

			As I wait for her to come back, I let the cold, crisp, snowy air burn my lungs and look around me. Tom and a small group of boys are trying unsuccessfully to make an igloo over by the swings but it keeps collapsing, and snowballs zip through the air in all directions as kids of all ages from all the dorms playfully attack each other. Even Daniel shrieks with laughter as he gets hit by some cross-fire from a ginger boy in dorm 8, and then he giggles so hard that dimples come out on his fat cheeks.

			Ashley is just standing and staring at it all with a blissful smile on his face. That is, until Harriet creeps up behind him and shoves a handful of snow down the back of his neck and he jumps almost out of his skin with the shock.

			She laughs merrily as he turns to chase her. Her face shines and I realise she’s not plain at all. She’s one of those girls who would, in a few years’ time if she had them, suddenly become a beauty. She just hasn’t grown into her face yet. I also realise that me and Clara aren’t the only ones in love in the house. I don’t know if Ashley can even see it, but I can. Harriet’s shining because of him. 

			‘At least we got this day.’ 

			I didn’t notice Louis coming alongside me and his quiet words make me jump. ‘You know, if our tests are bad . . .’ His breath is a stream of cold mist. ‘At least we got to see the snow.’

			‘All our tests are bad, Louis,’ I say. ‘This one just didn’t read properly. Nothing to worry about, that’s what that nurse said, remember? She doesn’t look like a liar to me. And I feel fine, don’t you?’

			‘I think so.’ He looks down at the snow. ‘I just keep thinking about it.’

			‘Then stop. You’ll go fucking mad.’ I don’t want to think about it. I don’t want to think about losing all this beauty or leaving Clara behind. ‘We’re here now. That’s all that matters.’ I can’t quite get my head around the idea that all this could carry on without me.

			He nods, but he’s obviously not convinced. I wonder if the dread is worse for him because he’s so clever, but I don’t think it can be. I think we’re all pretty equal in the dread, we just show it differently. I withdrew from them all, Jake got more arrogant and Ashley found the church to hide behind and pretend he isn’t scared. But he’s just kidding himself. If his eyes started bleeding, I bet he’d cry like Henry did.

			‘We should play Narnia.’ Will has followed Louis over, puppy-like. ‘Clara could be the queen.’ 

			‘We’re too old for shit like that,’ I say. ‘You and Eleanor play it if you want.’ When I look at Will and Louis for too long I feel bad about me and Clara planning to run away on the boat. I worry about them. It will upset them. I know it will. I’ll have abandoned them. We can’t take more people, though, and that’s that. I’m not their parent. At least they have each other.

			Will shrugs and sniffs. ‘I can’t finish the snowman. Two of my fingers are numb.’ He holds up his small hands, now red and raw. ‘Here,’ Louis says. He pulls a spare pair of socks from his coat pocket. They’re thick and woollen. ‘Put those on and warm up.’

			‘It’s great, isn’t it? The snow?’ Will grins, pushing his hands into the feet. ‘Isn’t it great?’

			‘Yep, it really is,’ Louis agrees.

			‘Hey, Toby!’ I stop smiling and look across the garden. It’s Jake. ‘Dorm Seven against Dorm Four snowball fight?’

			The garden stills for a moment as Jake’s deeper voice cuts across the excited noises of everyone else and the strange snow silence takes hold as they all pause to see how this will play out. Louis and Will both glance at me, nervous, but I smile. Jake’s giving me an olive branch and I’m going to take it. ‘We’ll smash you!’ I call back.

			‘I’ll go on their team!’ Clara bounces across the snow, all energy and joy. 

			‘Okay, bring it on!’

			It turns into a free-for-all with everyone joining in. By the time the gong goes for lunch we all know exactly how it feels to get snow in your eyes and ears and nose and our skin stings and tingles and we’ve laughed so hard we’ve cried. We’re not divided into dorms any more, suspicious of each other. There are no unspoken boundaries. It’s too brilliant a day for that. It’s not just the best day we’ve had in the house. I think it’s one of the best days any of us has had ever.

			 

			It’s after lunch when Jake comes to us with his plan. He pulls me, Clara and Tom into a corner near the playroom. The house is quiet. Everyone is changing into whatever dry clothes they can find to go back outside again, but he still has Albi on lookout at one end of the corridor and Daniel at the other. I feel like we’re in one of those old prison films.

			‘I’m thinking of breaking into one of the teachers’ rooms later. The old bloke who always stank of fags.’ His voice is low. ‘See if there’s any booze and stuff. We can have a party before bed.’

			‘When?’ I say. My heart is racing. ‘And how? If you wreck the door they’ll know we’ve done it.’

			‘Not a problem. This house is old, man. The internal locks will be easy.’ He looks at Clara. ‘If you’ve got a couple of hairpins.’

			‘Harriet does. I can bring you one of hers.’

			‘Two. I need two.’ Clara nods.

			‘You really know how to do that shit?’ I say. ‘Did you learn it in reform school?’

			He rolls his eyes. ‘Before then. It’s a fuck tonne easier than breaking into cars and I can do that, too.’

			I don’t know whether he’s lying about the cars, but I figure we’ll never find out so I take his word for it. 

			‘So? You in?’ he asks. ‘I’m thinking your dorm and mine – none of the Jesus freaks, though.’ He glances sideways. ‘And Clara. No one else. And if anyone else hears about it, I’ll kick your head in.’

			‘We won’t tell,’ Clara says. We know how to keep secrets better than Jake could ever guess.

			‘I’ll need lookouts while I do it. You watch Matron’s office, Toby. She’s always in there for a couple of hours after tea. I’ll need you to let me know if she comes out. We can set up a whistle system.’

			‘Sure.’ I wonder for a minute if this is an elaborate joke he’s playing on us, but I decide against it. He’s too earnest. Plus we need the truce. The house is shit enough without fighting each other. I think about the boat schedule in Matron’s office. ‘Will you show me how to pick the locks?’

			‘Why do you want to know?’ His eyes narrow slightly.

			‘I just think it’s a cool thing to be able to do, that’s all,’ I say. ‘I always wanted to know how people do that shit.’

			‘Maybe,’ he says. ‘After.’ 

			I don’t push it. I don’t want him to know it’s important.

			 

			I don’t tell Will and Louis until just before the plan goes into action. They probably wouldn’t have told anyone but their faces aren’t great at hiding excitement. Clara takes them off upstairs and I go to my position in the hall just around the corner from Matron’s office door. She can’t come out without crossing my line of sight.

			I take an old Beano Annual from the library, a relic from the years when snow was normal in England, and sit on a cushion from the playroom floor, leaning against the long radiator. I flick through yellowed pages but don’t really read. There’s a boy with a crazy dog who always gets in trouble and a posh kid in a bow tie. The heat at my back after all the cold excitement of the morning makes me drowsy and I’m fighting to keep my eyes open when footsteps come down the stairs. I sit up, sharply alert, and see the nurse – our nurse, as I’ve started to think of her – heading to Matron’s office. She’s clutching a piece of paper and the glimpse I get of her face shows none of her normal kindness. Her jaw looks clenched, her eyes determined.

			Just out of sight, she knocks loudly on the office door and my heart races. She starts speaking as soon as the door opens.

			‘I’ve got the results – they’re the same as before. We really need to talk about what to do.’

			Matron mutters something and they both disappear inside. I’m not dozing any more. The results she’s talking about have to be mine and Louis’. What’s going on with us? What might they have to do? I lean my head back against the wall and for a moment just want to cry as the ball of dread grows and presses into my bladder and all my insides cringe.

			I can hear voices through the wall and press my ear against it. I’d be less afraid if I just knew what was going on. That’s what I tell myself, anyway.

			Matron’s voice is a mumble. I can’t imagine her ever shouting, but the nurse is getting heated. She’s braver than she looks. How could anyone ever get angry face-to-face with Matron? I concentrate harder and make out occasional phrases. 

			They need to be told.

			But something must be done. What are you going to do about it?

			If you don’t, I will.

			More calm murmurings from Matron between her outbursts, a trickle of water on fire, and slowly the nurse’s voice drops again. The door clicks.

			I push myself into the wall as she comes out and heads back up the stairs, without the paper she had on the way in. I don’t want her to see me. I don’t want her to see my dread. I want to melt into the wall and never be found.

			A few moments later, a quiet whistle drifts down to me. Jake’s done it. Good, I think as I stand, leaving the book and cushion behind, because what I really need is to get drunk and forget about everything. I glance out of the window. It’s started snowing again. I try to find some joy in it.

			 

			It’s not a great haul, to be honest – three bottles of wine and two cigarettes – but it’s better than nothing and between eight of us, it’s plenty. Will looks nervous. He’s probably never had more than a sip of beer at Christmas, and I doubt Louis’ life before contained any nights necking cheap cider in a park somewhere. We’ll be drinking most of their share. It feels like treasure as we sit in a circle on pillows in a room a little further down from where we kept Georgie. It’s colder here and I wonder if they turn the heating off in the unused parts of the house.

			‘You watch the door first, Dan,’ Jake says, pouring a measure of white wine into our plastic water cups. ‘Ten minutes each, yeah?’ 

			‘No problemo.’ Daniel hauls himself to his feet, huffing a little at moving his weight. He’s just happy to be here. He’d probably smear himself with shit if Jake asked him to. Jake and Albi are the closest things to friends he has, and they’re not really his friends.

			Jake holds his cup up. ‘Fuck this shit,’ he toasts. 

			Tom laughs. ‘Yeah, fuck this shit.’ We all raise our plastic glasses and drink. 

			‘To the snow! To Narnia!’ Will blurts out as his nose crinkles at the taste, and we all stare at him.

			Albi laughs but there’s no meanness in it. ‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘To the snow, little brother. To the snow.’

			Within ten minutes, we’ve all got a buzz on, even Jake. It doesn’t take much. None of us has been near a drink for weeks and even before that probably only Jake drank regularly. Tom takes over from Daniel at the door, loitering half-in and half-out, but we’re pretty safe. No one comes down here. We tell jokes and begin to relax as the wine takes hold. I put my arm round Clara and she leans into me, kissing my cheek, after which Daniel starts singing, ‘Toby and Clara sitting in a tree, K. I. S. S. I. N. G . . .’ And then Louis joins in and then the rest until Tom shushes us from the doorway.

			‘None of that soppy shit in here,’ Jake says, and although there’s a twinge of jealousy in his tone, he’s doing his best to get past it. Clara straightens up and I pull my arm back. From the corner of my eye I see Louis catching Will’s cup as it threatens to spill and I smile.

			‘Pissed already?’ 

			‘I’ve never had wine before,’ Will says and takes a big swallow. More laughter.

			‘Are we going to smoke those cigarettes?’ Clara asks. 

			‘Won’t the nurses smell them?’ I ask. 

			‘Not if we open the window and lean out. And close the door.’ She’s on her feet. ‘Will’s never had wine, I’ve never had a cigarette. None of us had ever seen snow before.’ She glances at me – a secret look that’s just ours. ‘It’s been a couple of days of first things.’ I think about how it felt being inside her – weird and wonderful all at the same time. I can’t wait for it to be night again.

			‘I don’t want one,’ Louis says, pushing his glasses up his nose. ‘They’re really bad for you.’ 

			Jake is at the window, pushing the old wooden frame up, an unlit cigarette dangling from his mouth. He turns and stares.

			‘Are you shitting serious?’ He looks from Louis to me. 

			‘I have to live with this,’ I say.

			‘But they give you cancer,’ Louis insists. ‘Everyone knows that.’

			The rest of us exchange amused glances. 

			‘You gotta be messing with us,’ Albi says. ‘For real?’ 

			‘I don’t see the point of making things worse, that’s all.’ Louis sips his wine, a picture of reasonableness, and it’s so ridiculously comical that we all burst out laughing, the kind that comes from the belly that you just can’t stop. 

			‘What?’ Louis says. He looks so confused, it just makes it worse. Tom is wheezing. Clara’s half-taking a drink when the laughter overcomes her and she snorts into her wine and sets us all off again. 

			‘Don’t see the point of making things worse?’ Jake finally says through his giggles. ‘Shit, man, that is classic.’

			‘Don’t want to make things worse,’ Tom repeats. He’s trying to get the words out between fits of laughter and his voice is so high-pitched it doesn’t even sound like him. ‘Hi, I live in the Death House, but no, no smoking for me. Don’t see the point of making things worse.’ The end of the sentence is barely more than a blur of sobs and squeezed-out sounds as Tom loses it again.

			Finally, Louis cracks, the ridiculousness of his position dawning on him, and the giggles take him, too. We’re all lost then.

			My stomach and face ache from it, my bruised eye throbbing hard, and even though I know it’s crazy – the eight of us, a little bit drunk, laughing until we hurt at the fact that we’re in the Death House – and even with the thought of the nurse and Matron talking about me and Louis, I still can’t stop laughing. Everything seems funny. All of it.

			I don’t even like cigarettes but I’m going to fucking smoke one today.

			I have a few puffs but the smoke makes my head spin and after a couple of goes that scorch my lungs, I avoid inhaling. Clara’s trying valiantly but coughs every time she breathes in. We’re like the lame kids around the back of the science labs at school. In the end, we just hand it back to Jake. He and Tom smoke the rest.

			Once the wine is finished, it’s only an hour or so before bedtime and Albi heads downstairs to play his sax and ‘get his mellow on’ as he puts it. Clara and Tom go to listen and the younger kids head off to the dorms. 

			‘Show me how to do the locks,’ I say, when it’s just me and Jake left.

			 

			We hide the bottles behind an old wardrobe where we figure it will be weeks at least until they’re found, if ever, and then make our way to the teachers’ quarters. My head is buzzing and I still feel a bit queasy from the cigarette smoke. It clings to me like bad aftershave but I try to focus as Jake tells me how to hold the two hairpins and wiggle them against the mechanism inside. Eventually I hear a click. I turn the handle and the door opens. My heart lifts. Jake grins. ‘See? Pretty easy, huh?’

			For a second I glimpse a cosy little bedsit, a throw over the sofa, TV in the corner, all so normal and homely, and then we close the door again.

			‘They’re harder to relock.’

			He’s right. By the time I get it done, my fingers are aching and I’ve used every swear word I know at least twice. But I manage it. I knew I would. I have to. I think of Matron’s office downstairs and pray she has the same kind of lock.

			‘We’d better get back,’ Jake says. ‘Wash the fags away before the nurses come round.’

			‘Hey,’ I say, when we reach the stairs. ‘Thanks for this.’ I don’t know quite what I’m trying to say. His face doesn’t look as bad as my eye does, but his lip is fatter and I can see where I split it. ‘You know, after everything.’

			He shrugs. ‘Let’s just leave it, yeah?’ 

			‘Sure.’

			We’ll be gone soon, I want to say. We’ll be out of your face for ever. But I don’t. Even with Jake it feels like a bit of a betrayal now. In a lot of ways we are all in this shit together even though we all feel so very alone.

			 

			I come out of the bathroom, washed and smelling of soap and toothpaste but still hazy from wine, and find Louis waiting for me in the hallway in his pyjamas and slippers.

			‘What’s up?’

			His face is drawn tight in a frown. ‘Will.’

			‘What about him?’ I hope to shit he hasn’t thrown up in the dorm. What will we clean it up with? 

			‘Do you think he’s all right?’ 

			‘He’s just drunk.’

			‘No, not that. The other stuff.’ He picks at his fingers.

			‘What other stuff?’ We need to get to the dorm. The nurses will be coming round soon.

			‘He’s clumsy all of a sudden.’ He’s not looking at me, but down at the floor. ‘It’s weird.’

			‘He seems okay to me.’ I’m pretty sure he is, anyway. My head is so full of Clara, the boat and the retests that I haven’t really been paying attention. ‘I think you’re being paranoid.’

			‘What about you?’ He looks at me now. ‘You okay?’

			I nod. ‘I think so.’ 

			‘Me, too.’

			‘So let’s go to bed.’ I feel uncomfortable now, the overhead conversation wriggling like maggots in my mind. Something must be done. If you don’t, I will.

		

	
		
			 

			Sixteen

			I fall asleep quickly, despite myself. It’s been a long day of snow and wine on top of so many days of surviving on three or four hours, and although I’m determined to stay awake and see Clara, I go out like a light.

			I wake up with a start. The dorm is dark and still, the combination of wine and sleeping pills having sent the others into a deep sleep that will probably leave them fuzzy in the morning. My mouth is dry and my lungs are raw from my few attempts to smoke. I need a drink of water. I have no idea what time it is, but the night has a thick texture that tells my gut it’s safe. The nurses are in bed. It’s mine and Clara’s time.

			I get water from the bathroom and between that and the cold air I wake up a bit. I creep to Clara’s dorm and find her fast asleep, curled up on her side, knees tucked under her chin, hair spread out over the pillow behind her as if the sea wind is in her face even as she sleeps. I almost shake her and then think better of it. She’s so still and her breathing so even I know she’s way down deep in her rest. I don’t want to disturb her. She probably needs it. I watch her for a minute and decide to go back to my own bed. I don’t want to steal food and go and look at the sky through the playroom window on my own any more. Those days are done. The nights are mine and Clara’s and I’ll just feel lonely and maudlin without her.

			I’m between the landings when I hear it. For a moment, I don’t know what it is. My body does – my heart races and I shiver with sudden fear before I freeze where I stand – but my mind takes a minute to catch up. It’s the groan and wheeze of the lift coming to life. I’m not expecting it. Who are they coming for? 

			Me. Me and Louis. The retest.

			I almost throw up. I can’t think of anyone else who’s sick. Not sick enough for the Angels of Death to come and wheel them away. I have the crazy thought that I should rush back to my dorm and pretend to be asleep because I’ll get in trouble if I’m not there when they come for me, and then I have to stifle a terrified giggle at how stupid that is. There is no trouble that compares with the trouble I’m in now. I should run. Head out into the garden and over the wall and hide on the island somewhere they won’t find me. Or take my chances in that rowing boat. 

			My bare feet are cold on the wooden floor and I’m only wearing thin pyjamas, but I’m still thinking about trying to escape through the snow. If I fight the nurses and make enough noise could I wake Clara up? I’m filled with a fresh dread. I can’t imagine not seeing Clara again. I can’t imagine her waking up to find me erased from the house. I hate that we won’t have even said a proper last goodbye, just an ordinary goodnight and see you later. I can’t even exactly remember how she looked at that moment. I didn’t know it would be the last time I’d see her. I didn’t absorb it. I want to turn the clock back. I want to stop the clock completely. To steal some more time. I want more time.

			I’m so busy panicking as I stand pressed against the wall, light-headed with anxiety and clammy with fear, that I don’t realise the lift has stopped and it’s not on my floor. It’s only when I hear the shuffle of feet above that a surreal relief floods through me, hard and fast, making me shake. It’s not me. They haven’t come for me. Not tonight. Not yet.

			I can’t hear the wheels even though the night is so silent there’s a hum in my ears. The nurses must be headed far down one of the corridors. I’m confused. Most of the dorms in use are near the central stairwell. So where are they going?

			Away from the windows the night is like a black sea and I creep up the stairs through it, treading carefully to avoid waking the wood and making it creak with surprise at my weight. My heart thumps too loudly as I drop into a crouch and peer around the last bannister. I can’t see anyone, but my straining ears hear a door click somewhere far away along the disappeared corridor. The church and the nurses’ quarters are down there, nothing else. Why would they be going to the nurses’ rooms? 

			As the whispering of shoes grows louder, I slide down a few stairs and press myself into them, my bones unhappy against the hard edges. They won’t look down, that’s all I can hope, but I have to see. It’s not one of our beds that goes by but rather a gurney with silent, well-oiled wheels. There are two Angels of Death, one normal nurse and one solid, recognisable figure – Matron. Automatically, just at the sight of her, I slide silently down one step further. Matron isn’t like the nurses. Matron can see everything. I crane my neck to try and get a glimpse of the still figure they’re wheeling to the lift. It’s a woman. Strands of fine ginger hair hang over the side like gossamer from a spider’s web. 

			It’s a good book. My grandmother used to read it to me when I was little.

			It’s nothing to worry about.

			If you don’t, I will.

			I stare in disbelief and feel sick all over again. I don’t want to see any more. 

			‘I think she took an overdose of sleeping pills,’ Matron says. 

			‘I found her.’ It’s the ordinary nurse who’s with them. She looks shocked and sounds young. Almost like a real person. 

			‘I just don’t understand why,’ she says.

			‘Her psych evaluation must have been inaccurate.’ Matron’s voice is soft but still devoid of any real emotion. ‘She’s been behaving slightly erratically for a few days. I had hoped she’d go home with the rest.’ The lift doors slide open and they wheel the gurney inside.

			‘I’ll contact the Ministry and tell them what’s happened,’ Matron says as she steps inside. ‘You go to bed. There’s nothing more any of us can do now.’

			I catch a glimpse of her face before the machinery grinds into life again. Cool. Determined. Empty. The dead beating heart of the beast that is the sanatorium.

			I wait until the nurse has headed off to her quarters then run back downstairs and into my dorm, curling into a ball like Clara, but mine is tight and angry and scared. The lift falls silent and I squeeze my eyes shut, willing myself to sleep. It won’t come, though. My mouth tastes of metal and my stomach is greasy. The good nurse has gone to the sanatorium. This is to do with me and Louis, I know it. The test results. Her argument with Matron. Did she drug her at bedtime? Put the pills in her hot chocolate? A glass of wine? Matron’s staged it somehow, but why? Too many terrified thoughts race around my brain, flaring up from the ball in my stomach. This isn’t like us being taken away. We’re Defectives. Whatever they do to us doesn’t matter – not really. This is different. The nurse was healthy. Normal. She’s gone to the sanatorium, and no one ever comes back from the sanatorium. I think about her, trying to remember her face. I think of the posters on the walls of the church, the ones with the names on. She won’t even get that. 

			I know I won’t see her again. I know that however quietly Matron is doing this, it’s still murder. We come here to die. The nurses don’t. I can almost feel the call of Matron’s office below me. I hope that when I get in there I can find the nurse’s name. Not to put on the church wall, though. That might as well be dust on a breeze. Within a year or so there won’t be anyone left who remembers those names anyway. Outside is different. I want the nurse’s name for when I get out of here with Clara. I want to scream it to the world in a letter to every newspaper. I want her family to know. We can’t all be unimportant and forgotten. We just can’t.

			I wonder what they’re doing to her upstairs. Pumping her stomach or letting her die? I wonder if she was already dead on the trolley. I think about Henry and Ellory and all the others and me and Louis and Will and Tom and Jake and Clara, and I think about how I love them all a little bit. Even the kids I don’t speak to. I think about the lift. The silence of the night. The aloneness of it all.

			I start to cry and I can’t stop.

			 

			The first year they went to Cornwall that Toby could remember, he was five. They didn’t go to the overcrowded resorts with the high-rise hotels and busy beaches, but instead to a cottage in an old village a little further inland. It must have cost his mum and dad a fortune but they never said. They had cream teas and swam in the pool and explored the small rocky cove a short drive away, which wasn’t deserted but avoided being crammed like sardines on the sand with everyone else trying to get the best of their two weeks of summer freedom. His parents laughed and looked for crabs and paddled with him along the surf’s edge. The first time they took him out in it, he cried. He’d blown the bright orange rubber armbands up so tight that they squeezed hard against his skin when he pulled them on, but they still didn’t feel like enough. Not against the enormity of the sea.

			This wasn’t like the pool. The sea scared him. It was so vast, so endless beyond the horizon, and he couldn’t imagine something that went on and on for ever like the water did. When he was in the pool, he was scared of drowning if he didn’t paddle and splash hard enough, even with his armbands on. In the sea, he was scared that it would pull him away and he’d be left floating in the middle of that expanse of dark water, alone for ever.

			His parents laughed and splashed and he got used to it, but it wasn’t until he was about ten that he really relaxed in the sea. He liked his mother’s tales of mermaids and mysterious magic living in its depths, but he never quite believed them. He loved the pull of the tide and the cool of the water, but sometimes he looked out at the emptiness of it all and wondered how terrible it would be to drown and be lost in all that water. To be gone and forever alone in its depths.

		

	
		
			 

			Seventeen

			‘Sorry I fell asleep,’ Clara whispers as we go in for the breakfast. ‘I couldn’t help it.’

			‘It’s okay, I did, too.’ I try to be normal but everything looks different today: bright and sharp. Hyperreal. I don’t want to tell anyone about the nurse, especially not Clara. The nurse leads to the retest and I can’t talk about that, either. I love Clara but I’m now keeping two secrets from her. I wonder if she keeps secrets from me. I wonder if we all have secrets we never share.

			There’s no sign of Matron and the two nurses at the food station keep their expressions neutral even though Matron must have told them what’s happened. I get a plate of eggs and bacon I don’t want and go back to the table. Luckily, everyone else from our dorm looks vague, too.

			‘My head hurts.’ Will is pale and his eyes are dull. ‘And I ache everywhere.’

			Tom snorts out a giggle. ‘Hangover,’ he says.

			‘Well, if this is how drinking makes people feel, I don’t get why they do it.’

			Louis doesn’t say anything but his eyes dart nervously my way. I don’t look at him. I don’t have time for his paranoia. Will has a hangover, but Matron murdered our nurse in the night. The sentence is on a loop in my head but still it feels surreal. Nothing is certain any more. It feels like the solid walls of the house are closing in and suffocating me.

			‘The snow’s still there,’ Will says. ‘We can finish our snowman. Can we, Louis?’

			Louis nods.

			‘Have any of you been in the church?’ Ashley stands over us and the words come out in a tumble like a held-in breath. We all look at each other. Ashley still sleeps in our dorm but we don’t ever speak any more.

			‘Why?’ Tom again. He’s doing the talking today. Probably a good thing. Once me and Clara are gone he’ll have to be the boss of Dorm 4.

			‘Have you?’ Ashley repeats.

			‘No,’ I say. ‘Why the fuck would we want to go in your stupid church?’ I can see each poster clearly in my head but now my imagination has put another on the wall, one with no name and just She was kind so Matron killed her written on it.

			‘Some stuff has been tampered with.’ He’s defensive but also awkward. He’s like a middle-aged man. Who says ‘tampered with’, anyway? It’s like something Matron would say. A cupboard in the playroom has been tampered with. Matron fills my head.

			‘It wasn’t us,’ Louis says. ‘We haven’t been in there.’

			I can feel Clara’s eyes on me. It’s the candles. He knows someone’s been using them. We need to be more careful. Everywhere I look I feel trapped. I need to get into Matron’s office soon and find out when the boat’s coming but at the same time I’m terrified of actually doing it. Maybe there’s an alarm. Maybe she sleeps in there. I imagine opening the door and finding her sitting behind her desk, waiting in the gloom, perfectly still, with a large syringe in her hand. I think if she smiles at me I’ll see a row of ragged sharp teeth and then she’ll yawn wide and I’ll be sucked into the endless darkness.

			‘Let’s go outside,’ Clara says, breaking the spell of my imagination so suddenly I almost jump. ‘I feel really good today.’

			‘I want this headache to go away,’ Will says, chewing listlessly on a piece of toast.

			 

			In the garden, I face away from the house and the top-floor windows that feel like eyes staring down at me. Clara wants to climb the tree and I go with her. The exertion is good and despite everything, despite all the madness of the night before, I laugh with her as I clumsily swing my legs up and get tangled in twigs. The snow is still magical and the sky is clear blue overhead, the air crisp and cold all the way to the moon. We knock inches of snow from the branches as we climb with numb fingers and tingling skin, and finally we come to rest on thick wood, separate seats on either side of the trunk. 

			I’m out of breath and hot and Clara’s face shines as she peers round at me. Her branch is a little in front of mine and I’m in awe as she tilts her head back in the bright wintry sunshine. I’m clinging on for dear life. It didn’t look so high when we started but now I’m almost afraid even to glance down, sure that I’ll fall if I do.

			‘Isn’t it lovely?’ 

			I look out over the horizon. ‘I can see the mainland,’ I say. Through the distant haze I glimpse brown against the blue. ‘Just.’

			‘Not long till we’ll be there.’ She smiles. ‘The boat has to come back soon.’

			We sit in silence as beneath us the others play. 

			‘Don’t you worry about leaving them behind?’ I say, eventually. ‘Harriet and Eleanor?’

			‘A little.’ Her smile fades. ‘But staying here won’t change anything.’

			She’s right, of course. And people are tougher than I think. Everyone is caught up in their own dread – their own longing to survive.

			‘Maybe we’ll give them hope,’ she says. ‘We’ll be like legends. The two who got away. Even the kids who come after will hear about us.’

			‘We could change things when we get out. Help the others.’

			‘Part of us will always be here,’ she says, snapping off a sharp, thick twig from above. ‘Right here in this tree. Look.’

			I twist round to see, gripping the trunk tight, and my stomach lurches slightly as my eyes drop down for a second to the white ground so far below. Clara laughs.

			‘You scared you’re going to fall?’

			‘Maybe a bit.’ I grin. My fear is obvious in my tense body, but this is a good fear, one built from adrenaline and excitement. A normal fear rather than dread.

			‘See, I told you the future isn’t certain. You’re not going to die from Defectiveness, or from drinking too much on a hot beach somewhere. You’re probably going to fall out of this tree trying to get down and break your neck.’ She’s scratching at the trunk with her twig. 

			‘That’s very reassuring. Thanks.’

			‘But you’ll be immortalised . . .’ She pauses to scratch harder. ‘Right here.’

			I crane to see what she’s doing, which is difficult because I don’t want to relinquish my grip on the trunk and my neck aches with the strain. But when I see it I smile. An off-kilter heart roughly carved into the skin of the tree and inside it 
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			‘Trees live for hundreds of years,’ she says softly. ‘Other kids who climb up here will see this and remember that two escaped. And then one day, maybe in a hundred years’ time, this will just be an ordinary house again, and normal kids will climb up and wonder who T and C were. Isn’t that a crazy thought?’

			I try and imagine a hundred years from now. Everyone alive now will be gone. It will be all new people rushing around and thinking they’re important. My head spins a bit. Even here, in the Death House, after what I saw last night, I still can’t imagine the world going on without me in it. I envy the tree.

			 

			After lunch Clara pulls me upstairs. ‘I want to go to bed,’ she says, and for a minute I think she’s tired, but then she closes the dorm door and puts a chair under the handle and I realise what she means. After the events of the past night, the fact that we’ve had sex has become like a dream, something from a world before, but as I stand there, my legs suddenly shaking, the wonder of it comes flooding back to me and I know I need it, I need her, to wipe all this shit out of my head for just a little while.

			We’re more confident now and we take more time. We do it twice and the second time I don’t even have that edge of terror that I’m doing it all wrong. It’s not like in the films I’ve seen or the stuff I watched on the computer. We’re clumsier. We don’t speak. We don’t do some of those things they do, but at the same time it’s more amazing than any of that. It’s like a whole new world for us to explore. Her skin is hotter than I remember. She’s a whole universe that I don’t quite understand and I can’t look at her naked body enough and the small sighs she makes and the way she moves make me want to explode. It’s like all the talking we could ever do. It’s like really knowing each other entirely. It’s love. That’s what it is.

			We’re lying on her bed afterwards, our clothes pulled back on, just in case, when there’s a knock at the door. 

			‘Toby? You in there?’ The handle rattles and gets stuck on the chair wedged under it. ‘Toby? Toby? Please come out.’

			It’s Louis and he sounds upset.

			‘Hang on.’ We tidy up our clothes and Clara hurriedly pulls the sheets and blankets straight as I go to the door.

			‘What is it?’ 

			Louis doesn’t even glance at the messy bed or notice Clara’s hair is half-out of her ponytail. His bottom lip wobbles and he’s shuffling, anxious.

			‘It’s Will. Something’s wrong. You have to come.’

			Clara is beside me and we look at each other, the magic of moments ago vanished, eaten up by dread. We go without saying a word. 

			Will is in the bathroom, sitting on the rim of the white tub. His eyes are red and although he’s not crying, he has been and is still on the edge of it. He sniffs, loud and thick, and looks up at us. 

			I can see the problem straight away. The front of his jeans are wet, dark stains running down the legs. He’s pissed himself.

			‘We came inside because he couldn’t pick the snow up properly,’ Louis says. ‘And then this happened.’

			‘I couldn’t feel it,’ Will whines, a small, worried puppy-sound. ‘I couldn’t feel the snow and then I couldn’t feel this happening. Not till my legs got wet.’ The tears are coming again. He looks up at me. ‘I’m scared, Toby.’

			Clara sits on the cool ceramic and puts her arm around him, hushing him gently, and we let him cry himself out.

			‘What are we going to do, Toby?’ Louis whispers. ‘We can’t let the nurses know.’

			My head is burning with fire ants as I take it in. I was sure it would be me or Louis next. We had the retest. Whatever is happening to Will, we have to protect him for as long as possible. ‘We’ll rinse them out and put them on a radiator. Say they got soaked in the snow. But we have to get him into some other trousers and then go back outside and try to play. Make it look good. Normal. Just in case someone saw something. Even if only for half an hour or so, then come in and play chess or something.’

			Louis nods. ‘He’s going to be okay, though?’ 

			‘Sure,’ I say, loud enough for Will to hear. ‘It’s just the snow. He’s not used to it. Maybe he’s allergic to it.’

			‘Yeah, that must be it.’ Louis looks relieved but there are still dark shadows behind his eyes. It must be tough having a brain that big. You can’t ever ignore the logic of something, however hard you try.

			‘Do you think that’s it?’ Will says. He’s younger. Sweeter. His face is suddenly full of hope. ‘Can people be allergic to snow?’

			‘Don’t see why not,’ Clara says. ‘Or perhaps it’s the wine. Now come on, stand up. Let’s get you out of these.’ 

			She smiles gently at him and he does as he’s told. He’s ten going on five this afternoon and Clara’s the closest thing he has to a mum. I hope he doesn’t ask after the nice nurse. I don’t think I can lie that well. 

			It’s only when we peel his jeans away that we see the streaks of pink in the piss that’s run down his legs. Will starts to cry again then, and I sponge his legs and tell him it’s nothing while Clara washes his jeans out in the tub and Louis runs to get fresh trousers. Will’s facing away and doesn’t see the red that comes out of them, but Clara’s expression is troubled and Louis is trembling and all around us the house looms large once again.

			‘It’ll be all right,’ Clara tells Will once he’s dressed again. ‘Don’t worry.’

			‘I don’t want the nurses to take me. Do you think they watch us change before they kill us? Do you think the changing hurts?’ His voice is hollow, and he swallows between the words. I don’t know if it’s the result of his fear or his active Defectiveness. ‘I don’t want my eyes to bleed. I want my mum.’

			‘It happened to me once,’ Louis suddenly says, loud and defiant. ‘That blood-in-the-wee thing. It was just an infection.’

			He’s lying, I know he is, but he’s determined to convince himself. 

			‘Now come on, stop being a baby and let’s go and finish our snowman.’ He grabs Will’s hand and drags him off, talking constantly as they head downstairs. I don’t know who I feel most sorry for out of the two of them – the one who’s going or the one who’s being left behind. I feel sick. It’s too much to think about after last night. I don’t want to be awake when they take Will.

			After a moment, Clara bursts into tears and, as we stand hugging in the bathroom, squeezing each other tight, so do I.

			 

			Tom notices at teatime. Will’s struggling with his cutlery, gripping his fork ham-fisted in order to scoop some food into his mouth. Not that any of us is eating much.

			‘What the fuck’s up?’ he says. ‘You sick?’ We glare at him.

			‘It’s nothing,’ Clara says. ‘He’ll be fine.’

			Tom looks at me and I can see he’s pretty sure Will won’t be fine and finds confirmation of that in my face. Eleanor’s eyes dart around the table trying to find some truth between the kids and the ‘grown-ups’. None of us can wait for tea to finish. Louis talks all the way through it, chattering about the snowman and asking Eleanor questions about the Narnia book that Jake destroyed until she says she’ll tell them the rest of the story later. My jaw aches with the tension and I’ve got a headache from crying. I want it to be night. I want to climb over that wall and run and run and run until I collapse.

			Worst of all is that I can see the glances coming from the other tables. We’ve learned to be like sharks scenting blood. The Dorm 4 table is now a curiosity. It’s like we’re all tainted. Will’s clumsiness and weepiness have been noted and now the grotesque show has begun. How long will it take? When will the nurses notice? Thank fuck it’s him not me. This is how Jake must have felt when Ellory got sick, but we’re different in Dorm 4. We won’t abandon our own. We’re better than that and Will is still one of us.

			At bedtime Ashley asks Will if he wants to come to the church the next day and this makes Will cry all over again, his thin shoulders slumped in his pyjamas, hitching as he sobs.

			‘Shut the fuck up,’ Tom snarls. ‘He’s fine.’

			‘I’m not talking about his health,’ Ashley says. ‘But he’s upset and afraid. The church might help, that’s all I’m saying. It might help calm him down.’

			Louis’ in the bathroom and I’m lying on my bed with no energy for the fight, but Tom is full of pent-up anger.

			‘You’re just a patronising prick. You’re a bug feeding on all this shit with your smug hymns and your stupid prayers and walking around as if you’re Jesus and if you don’t shut the fuck up I am going to break so many of your teeth you’ll wish they’d already taken you to the sanatorium. You’re a cockroach. A nothing.’ As he rants, he towers over Ashley who shrinks back. It’s the first time I’ve seen him look nervous and I enjoy it.

			‘I’m just trying to help,’ Ashley says, cowed. ‘That’s all.’

			‘Just shut up,’ Will says wearily. ‘All of you, just shut up. My head hurts.’

			He cries before he falls asleep and we can all hear the small, scared sobs coming from under his blankets. The sound makes my eyes sting and my stomach churn. I want to make things better but I can’t, and I hate that I want it to stop so I can stop thinking about the same fate that’s waiting for me in the not-too-distant future. In the end, Louis gets out of his bed and crawls in with Will, whispering to him, telling him a story to distract him.

			I can’t wait for their sleeping pills to kick in. I need peace and I need Clara.

			 

			The snow had started to thaw in the afternoon but the temperature’s dropped and now it’s turning to hard ice, but still we climb over the wall. We have to. We go as quickly as we can down to the small harbour where we creep silently out onto the jetty. We don’t talk much but we hold hands tightly. We’re both trying to leave the house behind but we can’t. I know she’s thinking about Will because I am, too. About Will and the nurse and Matron and the solid knowledge that everything has changed. We’re trying to concentrate on our escape. Maybe we can’t run from what’s inside us, but we can sure as shit run from here. 

			We don’t laugh and all my muscles are tight as we carefully lower ourselves into the small rowing boat – practice to see if it will carry us. The wood creaks but holds and it’s like sitting on planks of ice. Clara looks around, back to where the supply boat will dock one night soon.

			‘If we untie the rowing boat, we should be able to paddle it over there,’ she says quietly. ‘With our hands if we have to.’

			I sniff. ‘And then climb aboard the supply ship and get away.’

			‘Yes. If there’s a way up the side. Otherwise we’ll just have to take our chances from the jetty while the truck is up at the house.’

			‘I can’t wait,’ I say. I’m shivering, my teeth rattling in my head. Around us the black sea looks like thick oil and the wind cutting across it is harsh. I want the warm, friendly ocean we’ve talked about so much. ‘Get me some hairpins and I’ll break into Matron’s office tomorrow night. Maybe she has the rota for the truck in there.’ It’s only a small bend in the truth. We’re sitting opposite each other to balance the fragile, weary vessel, but I just want to wrap my arms around her. She looks up at the sky. 

			‘I wish the lights would come again.’

			There’s a thin pink haze on the horizon but that’s all. I don’t look at it for long – it makes me think of the streaks down Will’s legs. Will, the nurse and Matron.

			‘I keep thinking about the pills,’ I say as we sit in the quiet. ‘Do you think maybe there’s something in them? To make it happen quicker?’

			She looks at me. She’s not shivering at all and I wonder how she can be warm. But then I wonder a lot about Clara, the mystery, the mermaid queen. 

			‘You think so?’ Her voice is higher – hopeful. She worries just the same as me, but she’s better at hiding it.

			‘I don’t know. Just wondered.’ After the nurse I wouldn’t be surprised by anything Matron did, and dark as the thought that the pills are making us go Defective more quickly is, it’s also a good thought. For us anyway. We haven’t been taking the pills. Maybe we have years ahead of us, not months.

			‘When was the last time a Defective actually changed?’ she asks. 

			‘I dunno. Hundred years ago? Eighty maybe?’ I have no idea. A long time, anyway. They had the tests when my grandmother was a kid, so it was before that. There were more Defectives back then. 

			‘I don’t even know what we’re supposed to turn into. Someone at school had an old horror film about them, from before they were banned. I didn’t watch it, though.’ 

			I look out over the inky water. ‘It’s not good, whatever it is. We wouldn’t be ourselves any more.’

			‘Maybe we should find an isolated island of our own. Just in case. I don’t want to hurt anyone. And we should have a gun. So when one of us starts to change, the other can take care of it.’

			‘Are you saying you’re planning to kill me?’ I try and make a joke of it. I don’t want to think about the throwback genes in our blood.

			She smiles softly, light and shadow in the night. ‘I’d kill myself afterwards. Straight away.’

			‘Me, too,’ I say. I’m not sure if I mean it, though. I love Clara. I can’t imagine not being with her. But I can’t imagine the endless nothing, either. I wonder if part of the reason I hate Ashley so much is that I can’t share in his fantasy of life-ever-after.

			‘We’ll go into the earth.’ she says. ‘And then our atoms will race around the world together, completely free.’ 

			It’s a nice thought, but it’s still not enough to ease my dread. I want to be me. I want to be me for ever and I know I’ll fight tooth and nail to keep my life as long as possible. I’m not sure I could put a gun against my head and pull the trigger. I hate that, because I love Clara with all my heart and I don’t want to feel weak. I don’t want my fear to overrule my feelings for her.

			She sniffs. ‘I thought the snow would make everything better.’

			‘It did for a day or so. The first day was a good day. A brilliant day.’

			‘Poor Will,’ she says. 

			After a while we climb back up to the jetty and talk about all the things we’re going to do and what we’ll eat and wear and live on when we get away, but tonight it feels hollow. Will is always with us. I feel like I have him at one shoulder and the nurse at the other. We go back to the house and make out for a while in the kitchen, but our touches are desperate – driven by a need to confirm that we’re still alive, and it’s tinged with sadness. Her skin is hot against my cold flesh, though, and it feels good. Clara cries a bit afterwards and I don’t have anything comforting to say to her. It’s shit. It’s all shit. Everything is shit apart from us. Tomorrow night I’m going to find out when that boat is coming.

		

	
		
			 

			Eighteen

			I don’t think I’m going to sleep but I crash hard for the few hours before we have to get up and don’t even hear the gong. Tom has to shake me awake. Outside the sun is bright and everything glistens as the snow and ice melt. It’s a beautiful day and I stare at it as I get dressed. Eventually, however, I have to turn around. 

			Louis is helping Will with his clothes and it’s clear things have deteriorated overnight. His legs wobble underneath him. He looks thinner. His eyes are sunk into his face and they scream fear. 

			‘We’re going to have to help him to breakfast,’ Louis says, looking at me. I wish they didn’t always look at me. I love Will but I don’t want to be near him right now. 

			‘Sure.’

			‘I’m fine.’ Will is trying to do up his shoes but his fingers aren’t cooperating. Louis crouches and does the second one for him. ‘It’s nothing. I’m fine.’

			He looks at us then, first Tom, then me and finally Louis, desperately seeking reassurance. Only Louis gives it, fixing a grin onto his face.

			‘I know, but you’ve got a bug and we don’t want the nurses prodding and poking you when there’s still some snow out there to play with, and we haven’t finished our chess game.’

			I can’t bear to look at them. It makes me ache too much.

			At breakfast I have to fight not to shuffle my chair away from them. I know now why the other dorms have all done it before. It’s not callousness; it’s just too painful to watch up close. This isn’t our Will. Our Will eats too much and sees the best in everything. Our Will still thinks they’re going to let our parents write to us. 

			‘I don’t want my eyes to bleed.’

			It’s the only thing he says as we force ourselves to eat. He’s staring down at his toast, his shoulders slumped. The words are soft and empty. They scare me more than anything else.

			 

			It’s a long, horrible day of rising tension that feels like it’s going to make every sinew in my body snap. I wish the new teachers were here so at least a few hours would be taken up with lessons. We go out into the garden and although the sun is shining the air is still cold. Louis and Eleanor try to keep Will engaged and I think neither of them really believes it’s Will’s turn yet. They’re choosing not to see it and in some ways that makes it all worse. It means there’s three of them to worry about.

			‘You all right?’ Jake has strolled over and sat down alongside me on the other swing. I think about the bets me and Louis had on Joe being next. Joe and Daniel are kicking a ball around in the slush. They both look perfectly healthy. 

			I nod. ‘I guess we couldn’t keep up our lucky streak for ever.’ 

			He doesn’t say any more, which is a relief. Whatever peace we’ve made, that’s all changed now. He’s not one of us at the moment. This is a Dorm 4 thing and we’re closing ranks.

			 

			Will coughs up blood in the afternoon and that’s when we all – even Louis and Eleanor – know it’s over. All we’re doing is waiting now. It’s a bright-red patch in the melting snow and me and Clara quickly mush it over with our feet. Will grabs my hand, holding on like a much younger child would as he stares mournfully at the ground.

			‘I don’t want to go to the sanatorium. Not on my own.’ He’s crying again. ‘I just want to go home. Will you ask them if I can go home? Don’t let them take me up there. Please don’t.’ 

			We lead him inside to rinse the blood from his mouth and then up to the dorm, shutting even Louis and Eleanor out. He begs us not to leave him and we promise we won’t. Eventually he falls asleep while Clara and I sit and watch him as the minutes tick away and his breath hitches. He’s fading in front of us. Not fast enough to escape the dread, but fading all the same. We hold hands and her warm fingers are tight against mine.

			‘He can’t go to the sanatorium,’ she says, eventually. ‘We can’t let that happen. He’s so scared of it. He’s so young.’

			‘Maybe they won’t take him tonight. I don’t think they’ve noticed yet.’ We are far more aware of the changes in each other than the nurses. Or perhaps they just know when it’s the right time. We don’t really have a clue what they do up there. Maybe they let it go further before they finish us to see what happens or do experiments. Use our bodies to try and find a way to eradicate it entirely. Not that it makes any difference. It’s death either way in one form or another.

			‘We should give him a last adventure. A brilliant night,’ she says. ‘We should take him to the cave. He’ll think it’s wonderful.’ She sounds sad but her words run deeper. There’s something else in them, something I don’t quite understand.

			‘He wouldn’t be afraid there,’ she says. ‘I don’t want him to be afraid.’

			I look at her then. I look at her for a long time figuring out what she means, and then we make our plans. When Will’s eyes finally open and he starts crying again, low, quiet sobs, I know it’s the right thing to do. I hope it’s the right thing.

			 

			I don’t need to wake him up when the house is silent. He’s awake and ready. As soon as we told him we had a secret to share and not to take his vitamin or tell anyone – not even Louis – his mood had lifted slightly, some of the old sparkle returning to his eyes. He’d grinned at us over tea as we helped him in, and even Louis looked relieved. He was hoping Will was getting better like Joe had. Maybe it was just a nasty bug after all. 

			‘Where are we going?’ Will whispers. 

			‘It’s a special surprise.’ I help him with his shoes and let him lean on me as we go downstairs, the floorboards staying quiet for us. I’m going to have to carry him some of the way, I think. 

			‘Is this why you sleep all day? Are you awake all night?’ 

			‘Sometimes.’

			‘Why didn’t you tell us?’ In the gloom he’s so pale. ‘About the pills.’ He sounds hurt. ‘Why did you keep it a secret?’

			‘I dunno. Scared I’d get caught if everyone knew.’ It’s the truth as it stands now. I can’t tell him that at first I just wanted to be free of them all, and the house, for a while. ‘I didn’t tell anyone. Not even Clara. She made her mind up not to take them all by herself.’

			He nods and sniffs. I assume he’s fine with that. Will doesn’t bear grudges. He thinks the best of people.

			Clara is waiting at the bottom of the stairs with two flasks tucked into her bag and a blanket slung over her shoulder. Will grins at her as I help him down the last few steps. She hands me two of Harriet’s thick, sensible hairpins. 

			‘We’ll need the back-gate key,’ she whispers. ‘I’ll take Will – maybe we’ll make some sandwiches? She smiles at him before looking back to me. ‘We’ll see you in the kitchen. You sure the key’s in there?’

			I nod. I’ve told her that I overheard one of the nurses talking about the key rack once. It’s a lie, but I couldn’t tell her I’d seen all the keys hanging on the wall when I had my blood retested. I can’t tell her any of that.

			I’m left alone staring at Matron’s office door and after a deep breath I poke the wires in like Jake taught me and try to stop my hands trembling. Sweat makes my fingertips slippery, but I concentrate hard and after a few near misses, I hear the clicks. There’s no going back now. I open the door hesitantly, half-expecting an alarm to sound and lights to flash, but there’s nothing. Just still silence and my own ragged breathing. 

			I look into the gloom, terrified I’m going to see the dark shape of Matron sitting behind her desk, all sharp teeth and monstrous shining eyes, but the chair is empty. It’s just an ordinary room. After quietly closing the door, I creep across and flick on the desk light, squinting in the brightness before hurrying to the key rack and searching the labels for the right one. It’s an old key, long and silver with a looped circle at the end as if it should lead to some magical place or open a treasure box. It’s cold in my hand and my head buzzes and I feel sick just looking at it. When I bring it back everything will have changed. 

			I put it in my pocket and quickly scan the rotas on the wall but can’t see anything about the boat, and for a moment I panic, my eyes running over names and times that don’t really make any sense to me, and then I glance at the wall calendar. My heart races as I fix on one word, carefully written in blue marker in the box of Thursday the tenth – Delivery.

			Realisation dawns on me that I have no idea what day it is. I look for a reference point, my mind racing, and then I see it. ‘Teachers’. The day the teachers left. I count forward from there. It’s Saturday today. Tomorrow more teachers arrive, according to the calendar, and the boat comes one week tonight. My heart races again. The boat is coming sooner than we thought. After tonight I’m going to want to be as far away from here as possible. Somewhere we can put all of this behind us.

			I turn and reach for the desk-lamp switch again and then I see it. A sheet of paper with my name and Louis’ on it, typed in capitals. My hands shake as I pick it up, scanning the writing there, trying to make sense of the medical jargon filling the page. Only when I reach the final short paragraph do I understand. I read it three times, staring at the words and half-expecting them to change as I read. I can’t breathe. I don’t know how to feel. I can’t actually believe what I’m seeing. 

			Clara and Will and the cave and the key are waiting for me, so I take the sheet and photocopy it, flinching at the delay as the machine warms up, and then at the noise, and finally I put the original back where I found it. The copy is warm as I hastily fold and pocket it. My brain screams too many thoughts at me. Me and Clara. Me and Louis. All the others. The boat. Escape. I want to sit down and get my breath back but there’s no time. Not yet.

			Tonight first, I think as I switch off the light and fumble my way back out into the hallway in the dark. The paper in my pocket hasn’t changed that. I have to get through tonight first. 

			They’re ready and by the kitchen window, Will so small even in his thick jumper and coat. Clara has put two pairs of socks on his hands to keep them warm. His eyes are shining, though, as we help him carefully out into the frosty air. The clear sky has made for a cold night, but he doesn’t appear to mind. He gasps as we open the gate which thankfully doesn’t squeak or squeal half as much as I’d expected it to, and seeing his joy reminds me of the sense of freedom I felt the first time me and Clara climbed the wall. How alive I felt, for the first time since arriving at the house.

			It’s a slow journey down to the beach. Will’s walk is barely more than a shuffle and every few metres one of his legs buckles a bit, but he’s determined to keep going without a piggyback.

			‘The sea!’ he says as we stand at the top of the jagged path, the wind beating at our faces. ‘Look at it!’ 

			‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ Clara smiles. The dark surface winks and sparkles at us with reflected starlight. Will nods, his face glowing with his grin. He’s forgotten the blood. He’s forgotten what’s happening. He’s totally in the moment of this adventure.

			‘Come on,’ I say. ‘There’s more.’ We carefully pick our way down, going slowly even though me and Clara know the way so well we could run with our eyes shut and still be safe. We guide Will, telling him where to put his feet and where to avoid, but holding him tightly enough that we know he’s not going to fall.

			He’s panting by the time we reach the shingle and there’s a horrible liquid rattle in his breathing but he doesn’t appear to notice. I’m glad we brought him out tonight. The nurses will come for him tomorrow, I’m sure of it.

			‘The wind is crazy!’ he calls at me, his eyes streaming. My nose is running and I nod back and we laugh at how insane it is to be battered and pushed this way and that by Mother Nature.

			‘Let’s get to the cave.’

			It feels a little like home now, this rocky secret room that has been just mine and Clara’s, and as she lights the stub of the candle, I sit Will down on the rocks by the entrance and wrap the blanket around his shoulders. I can see in his face that he’s a little overwhelmed by it all. In awe. It makes me proud, even though the cave really isn’t ours at all.

			‘What do you do down here all night?’ Will asks. ‘Look at the sea?’

			Clara glances at me and her mouth twitches. Will’s so young he doesn’t even think about us making out. Not in any real way. That’s all part of a future he’s been robbed of.

			‘Just stuff,’ she says, unwrapping his sandwiches. They’re small triangles and she’s cut the crusts off to make them easier for him to eat. They look like something from a posh tea party. Probably the sort that featured a lot in Clara’s before. ‘We talk. We look at the sea. Toby tells me about the mermaids.’

			‘What mermaids?’ He takes a small nibble from the edge of the bread but struggles to chew it.

			‘They live in the depths of the sea,’ Clara says. ‘And sometimes they come up to the water’s edge to imagine what it’s like to be human and walk on the land. Only at night, though. They stay so they can watch the sunrise and then the tide comes in and carries them back out into the water.’ Will stares at her. Her voice is soft and beautiful. I’m afraid that I might cry while watching them. I can’t let that happen. I don’t remember crying much before. Not since I was a little kid. I think it’s the report on me and Louis that’s making me want to cry the most. It’s unlocked something inside me. My brain and heart are stretching in too many directions on this dark night. My throat aches and tightens. I force myself to eat, my jaw chewing on cold bread that only makes my mouth drier. I want something to drink but it isn’t time for that yet. 

			‘This is a mermaid’s cave,’ Clara continues, one arm round Will, ‘and you’re sitting on a mermaid’s seat.’

			‘Mermaid’s aren’t real.’ He’s smiling, though. He shrugs. ‘But it’s a nice story.’

			‘Oh, they so are. And you know what?’

			‘What?’

			It’s then that I see it. The first glow of green on the horizon as it licks upwards in neon strands. My eyes widen and my food and my tears are forgotten. The lights are coming back. It’s perfect. It couldn’t be more perfect. We wanted to give Will a brilliant night and the sky is our ally, offering us this gift.

			‘They have these fantastic parties down on the seabed. They drink mermaid wine from conch shells.’

			‘Clara, look,’ I cut in. ‘It’s happening again.’

			The green is being joined by a wash of pink and yellow spreading up from the horizon and into the night sky. It’s like looking into the universe. For a moment, I nearly forget the paper in my pocket that changes everything, forget that Will is dying, forget what me and Clara have planned. We’re absorbed in the colours swirling over us, so beautiful. 

			Will’s mouth falls open as he stares. I can see half-chewed bread mushed up in it. I can’t see in the dark if there’s blood there, too. I don’t want to know. It doesn’t matter any more.

			‘What is that?’ he whispers. I pull him up and we move to the mouth of the cave. Clara gets the flasks from her bag and joins us.

			‘Mermaid magic,’ I say. ‘They’re having a ball down there. A celebration.’ I don’t know if he’s listening and it doesn’t matter. We stand in silence, Will propped up between us on his unstable legs. His body jerks occasionally but he doesn’t notice. He’s lost in the colours. For a while we all are. Time has stopped.

			‘It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,’ he says, eventually. ‘Like a whole other world just for us. Like we’re in Narnia or something.’

			‘See?’ Clara says. ‘Mermaids are real. Magic is real. Maybe even Narnia is real.’

			‘It’s so brilliant. So, so brilliant.’ 

			As Will keeps looking up, mesmerised, Clara glances at me. My stomach drops. 

			‘I’m cold,’ I say, trying not to let the words wobble. ‘Did you make coffee?’ 

			‘Sure, here.’ She hands me the flask. I open it and make myself sip some. A tiny mouthful at first until I get the bitter bite and know I’ve got the right one.

			‘I made you some hot chocolate, Will. Do you want it?’

			‘Yes, please.’ He looks at her and grins, wide and happy. Carefree. He is having the best night, I tell myself, but still it feels as if the lights overhead darken on me. Clara’s hands are shaking as she unscrews the top and I help Will wrap his clumsily mittened hands around the flask. He tilts it to his mouth. I wonder if he’ll notice. Clara keeps a hold on the base in case he drops it and I can see that her hands are still shaking. 

			My heart aches with a ferocity that surprises me. I love Will. Not the way I love Clara, but he’s like a little brother. In the house everything is different. We need each other and he’s the first of our dorm to go. I think of the letter in my pocket and wish I hadn’t found it tonight.

			‘Drink it up,’ I say softly. ‘It’ll keep you warm.’

			Will takes another long sip, a chocolate moustache staining his mouth. 

			‘Thanks for this, Toby,’ he says. Love shines in his eyes and my heart breaks. ‘It’s been ace.’

			We don’t say anything after that. He drinks the hot chocolate and I force my coffee down, sharing the flask with Clara, and we stare at the sky, although I know that me and Clara aren’t really looking at the lights any more. Even if we wanted to, we couldn’t see them properly through the haze of silent, blurring tears.

			After a while the flask slips from his hand and he slumps to a dead weight between us. We sit back down on the rocks at the mouth of the cave and I make sure he’s facing where the lights are dancing merrily across the sky. I keep him close and warm, his body leaning into mine. His eyes are closed and his head lolls but he’s still breathing, slow and uneven, but breathing all the same, and I want this brilliant night to last for ever for him. I want him to be looking up at the dazzling sky. If not for ever, then for as long as he can.

			It’s longer than I expect until his breathing finally stops. It slows first, growing shallower, and then finally there just isn’t another one. His body sinks into me almost, suddenly heavier and hollow all at once. I don’t realise how closely I’ve been listening to those tiny breaths until they stop.

			I think I might be sick as the world swims. Clara lets her tears free in hitches and gasps of breath, and I wipe the chocolate carefully off Will’s lips with the sleeve of my coat. He’s not going to look mucky when they find him. I won’t have that. 

			We stay there a while longer, me and Clara with our arms round Will’s shoulders, neither of us wanting to let him go even though he’s already left us behind. Clara’s fingers touch mine.

			‘It was the right thing, wasn’t it?’ she whispers. I can hear the fear in her voice. The enormity of what we’ve done. I think about it a long time before answering.

			‘Yes,’ I say, and I mean it. ‘A terrible thing, but the right thing.’

			My bedpost is empty of pills now. We collected them all, Clara’s and mine, while Will slept that afternoon, and we decided what we were going to do. I wonder if perhaps I had subconsciously been saving them for me, when my turn came to face the sanatorium. I don’t think so. I’d be like all the others – just becoming sicker and sicker and hoping there’d been some mistake. It feels strange now, with Will dead beside me and the piece of paper folded in my pocket. I can’t tell Clara about it. I can never tell Clara about it. Another link in the chain of secrets. But I love her. I love her with everything I am, especially now, especially after this thing we’ve done. I don’t want anything to spoil that. I want her to stay as close to me as I am to her. I don’t want her to see me differently.

			‘We should go,’ I say, when the lights start to fade. She nods and gathers our things as I scoop Will up in my arms. He’s heavier than I expected. I don’t mind, though. Carrying him back to the house is a privilege, an honour. It’s also a penance. It’s my due for the choice Clara and I made. I have to pay it.

			I’m sweating hard by the time we come in through the back gate. My clothes stick to me and my arms are trembling. My back screams at me to drop Will, but I hold him tight and safe until we reach the big oak tree and I lower him down as gently as I can so he’s sitting up against it. He slumps to one side and we straighten him against the trunk, tucking the empty chocolate flask in beside him to wedge him upright. The tree is strong and supports him well and suddenly I can’t hold my own tears back any longer. Clara gets the blanket and tucks it around him, and when she’s done we watch him for a moment, Clara’s arms around me as I sob. Eventually, she pulls me back. 

			I don’t want to leave him out here alone but morning is coming. I should take his body up to his bed and make it look as if he died there, but even though that would be safer and look less suspicious, I don’t want to. I want Matron to think Will had a final moment of defiance. That he came out here by himself to die in the shelter of the tree and out in the open air free from the house. It’s a small rebellion but I want them to respect Will in his death, even begrudgingly.

			‘Good night, Will,’ I whisper as my eyes blur. ‘Sleep well.’

			Clara takes my hand then and leads me inside where she tidies up as I replace the key and then relock Matron’s study door. I don’t struggle with the hairpins and it’s easy. My hands aren’t shaking any more. I just feel tired, right down deep in my bones, not from the effort of carrying Will – his weight was nothing compared to this knowledge, this deed we have to carry with us.

			But it was the right thing, I tell myself, as me and Clara curl up on a bed in one of the empty dorms and cry into each other’s hot faces until our stomachs hurt and we’re empty and exhausted. It was the kindest thing. I couldn’t let him die alone in the sanatorium. I just couldn’t.

			 

			He could still taste the sticky, sweet Coke as he came up the path to the house and paused to look at the van pulled up beside it. His mum must have workmen in or something. Maybe she was finally getting the shower looked at to stop it randomly running cold every few minutes. His schoolbag was heavy with homework he had no real intention of doing that weekend and he rummaged in his pockets for his keys. Maybe he’d get the books out and stare at them for a bit, but mainly he’d be thinking about the party on Saturday and the best way to impress Julie McKendrick without looking like a complete twat. And how to deal with Jonesy. He was going to see him tonight and by then he had to decide whether to bring him along or not. He didn’t want to – not really – but just imagining how Jonesy would look when he told him made his stomach twist a bit. And also, in the very likely possibility that it turned out Julie didn’t fancy him at all, he didn’t want to blow his friendship with Jonesy. It was tricky. Being a teenager was fucking tricky.

			He didn’t hear the van door opening behind him. He just wanted to get inside where it was cool and find something cold in the fridge to wash away the warm sweetness clinging to his mouth. He hoped his mum had bought more juice. 

			It was only when he was in the hallway and had thrown his schoolbag down by the line of shoes that he knew something was badly wrong. He could hear crying, a deep, awful sound that it took him a moment to realise was coming from his mum. He still didn’t put it together, though – the van outside, the test, the crying. His first thought was of his dad. The long drive to work. A mangled car. His heart thumped.

			‘Mum?’ He wandered towards the kitchen, a slight rush in his pace. He didn’t reach the door before she launched out.

			‘Run, Toby. Run, please run . . .’ Arms pulled her back and he just stared, uncomprehending. Were they being burgled? What was going on? A man was holding his mother, talking to her calmly as she raged at Toby to run. Another was carrying some of his clothes. Jeans, T-shirt, trainers. 

			‘You can change in the van,’ he said. Toby didn’t really hear the words. All he heard was his mother’s terrible, desperate, snotty crying, begging them not to take him, not to take her baby, there must have been some mistake.

			She was screaming how much she loved him, that she would always love him, when they led him like a meek lamb to the van sitting in the sunshine. It was only when he stared inside it that the truth hit him and he started screaming for her to help him.

		

	
		
			 

			Nineteen

			It’s quiet in the dorm when we wake up. Will’s bed is gone. I try to look as shocked as the others, but I had lain in bed, my eyes squeezed shut and trying to breathe slowly while my heart raced, when they came in and took it and his possessions away to be rumbled upstairs in the lift. The nurses had sounded frantic and surprised, whispering among themselves. It was a bittersweet small victory. I wonder which one of them had looked out of the window and seen Will sitting against the tree. I hope it was Matron. They didn’t have a lot of time to work in and they had rushed here and there along the corridors. But by the time the others woke up, everything was normal. Well, as normal as anything can be when one of your group has vanished in the night.

			‘Poor Will,’ Ashley says eventually. ‘I thought he had at least another day.’

			Louis stares at the empty space for a long time and then bursts into ragged sobs. I go to comfort him but he pushes me away. ‘Leave me alone.’ He sounds like a wounded animal, angry and hurt. ‘Don’t touch me. Leave me alone.’ He glares at me and I back off. I wasn’t expecting this. Louis has always looked up to me. Tom glances over and shrugs. It’s grief. That’s all it is.

			‘Well, I’m here if you need me,’ I mutter. I feel close to Louis. We share a secret, even if he doesn’t know it yet. I can feel the paper burning into my skin through my jeans pocket. ‘Let’s talk later,’ I say to him as we go down to breakfast. He doesn’t even acknowledge me, and as we sit at our table he takes a seat at the end by himself and eats robotically. 

			Clara looks pale and when Eleanor sees Will isn’t there she bursts into tears. Everyone is looking at us. I feel like they’re looking directly through me. It’s horrible. I feel sick. I feel a million miles from the cave but I try and fix on Will’s expression of wonder as he drank the hot chocolate. The rest will never know it but what me and Clara did was a good thing. I cling to that, a small piece of driftwood in the darkness. Only a week more, I think. One week and then we’ll be free. Even with everything else going on, that gives me a quiet sense of relief. Me and Clara on an adventure. A warm beach. Carefree and laughing. I glance at Louis as guilt stabs me. This is like Jonesy and the party. Do I take him with us or not? My eyes are gritty with tiredness. I’ll think about it later. Talk to him when he’s feeling better.

			It’s not long before Ashley has posters up declaring there’ll be a memorial service for Will that evening. I don’t know why he bothers with the notices. It would be just as easy to go round and tell everyone. It all feels so self-important and I wonder what Will would make of it. I can’t remember if Will got as annoyed by the church as I do. I don’t think he gave it much thought. I realise there’s so much about Will I’ll never know. 

			Clara is off somewhere looking after Eleanor but I don’t mind. I need some time to myself as the house settles back into shape and papers over the Will-shaped hole. As I wander through the house it feels a little like the first days, although now I find I’m storing things to memory even though I don’t really want to remember any of it when we leave. It’s strange, this home-but-not-home, this place of lost things.

			Louis is in the art room with Harriet. He’s got a large sheet of yellow paper in front of him and his tongue almost touches his nose as he carefully sketches out letters in pencil. Beside him is a tub of thick-tipped coloured pens. He’s doing something for the wall in Ashley’s room. Another gravestone. I want to tell him to paint a wash of green and pink across it like the night sky but I can’t. In the end I hide from it all and head back to the dorm to sleep until lunchtime.

			 

			In the afternoon, we watch the new teachers and nurses arriving from the dorm window. Even Louis, although he doesn’t speak and just stares. We’re all subdued. They look stern and efficient and don’t speak to each other as they carry their small suitcases up the stairs, their feet crunching on the dying snow. There’s no sea of crisp white now, just dirty grey lumps clinging to the gravel. In the garden the grass is showing through again. The snowmen look lost and I want to go and kick them to pieces rather than watch them melt slowly into nothing, forgotten and abandoned. They don’t look soft and friendly any more, but icy and misshapen as if they hate us for bringing them to life and then leaving them behind. We adjusted to the snow too quickly. It couldn’t hold our attention for long. We’ve learned to accept bigger things than unusual weather.

			 

			Clara and I are together in her dorm after tea when we hear feet going quietly past. Eleanor pokes her head through the doorway. ‘Are you coming?’ she asks. ‘Will’s service? Lots of us are going. And Tom and Louis. Joe, too.’

			‘Maybe,’ Clara says. ‘In a minute.’ Eleanor nods and vanishes.

			‘Tom and Louis don’t even believe in God,’ I say. I sound more bitter than I mean to. Tom hates the church. Why would he go? What do they think Ashley is capable of? Making them all better again? We might be lepers but he’s not Jesus, and all that stuff is shit anyway.

			‘It’s not about God,’ Clara says, playing with my fingers. ‘It’s about Will. Saying goodbye.’

			‘We already did that.’

			‘Maybe we should go anyway,’ she says. ‘For the others.’

			I look into her eyes and imagine how the warm ocean will match their colour. ‘They’ll have to get used to us not being around sometime. Only a week to go.’

			She smiles then. Her first proper smile of the day, all white teeth against her freckled skin. ‘I can’t wait.’

			‘We have to take our pills tonight,’ I say. ‘And tomorrow. Just in case.’ We left the hot-chocolate flask with Will so if they test it they’ll think maybe he hadn’t been taking his pills and then when he got sick took them all at once, but they’ll want to make sure no one else is up at night. They might test all of us, so we need the pills in our systems. I don’t trust Matron. I think of the letter in my pocket and wish the boat was coming sooner. I don’t know when she might act against me or Louis like she did against the nurse, but I know she will. This is why she got rid of our nurse. Then again, she doesn’t have to hurry with us. We’re not going anywhere. Not as far as she knows, anyway. I need to talk to Clara about taking Louis with us. I know I do.

			Clara nods. ‘I’ll miss our nights.’ She leans forward and kisses me. ‘But soon we’ll have them all to ourselves without needing to creep around.’ She cuddles into me then and it’s the best feeling in the world. We lie there for a while and then the saxophone cuts through the air, the soulful sound drifting along the corridors and filling the stairwells. It’s as if the house itself is singing – old blues from the warm southern states so far away. It’s coming from the church, I know it is. Even Albi’s there. I wish Will could have known.

			Clara sits up and looks at me and she doesn’t have to say anything. We should be there. Of all people, we should be there. To say goodbye to Will and to the house.

			‘Okay. Let’s go.’

			 

			We see the glow of the candles warming the gloomy chill before we reach the door. The shadows sway to the music. Clara leads the way and I follow nervously inside. I’m surprised by the number of people, but I don’t see Jake. I’m weirdly pleased about that. Jake is many things but he calls bullshit when he sees it. I suspect I’ve broken some kind of trust by being here, but at the same time I feel like the whole room is full of Will. As if he’s in the air around us already. Ashley, at the front of the semicircles of chairs, looks over at us and smiles. I can’t decide if it’s friendly or victorious and decide to ignore it. This isn’t about Ashley. 

			In the corner, Albi finishes the long, last note of his piece, and as it fades over us, Ashley nods towards Louis. ‘You wanted to say something?’

			Louis is small in the gathering but his eyes burn as he stares at me. ‘Not with them here. I don’t want them here.’

			My throat tightens. Clara looks from me to Louis, confused. I can see the panic in her face. He can’t know. He can’t.

			‘Everyone’s welcome here,’ Ashley says. I want to punch him for his smugness. I’m not welcome here, even though only Louis knows it. I’m a cuckoo in this nest and so is Louis.

			‘Not them. They can fuck off.’ He spits the words out. I have never seen him like this.

			‘We’ll go,’ Clara says, awkward.

			It’s too late. 

			‘You’ve spoiled it now. You stay. I’ll fuck off. I don’t need this place anyway.’ Louis throws down the small piece of paper he’s holding, sweaty where it’s been folded in his hand, and storms out past us, bashing into me as he goes. His face is a ball of unrecognisable rage, every muscle tight, contracting against his skull.

			‘I’ll go after him,’ I whisper. ‘You stay.’ Clara’s bottom lip is trembling but she nods. Ashley is saying something about singing a hymn. He’s feeling the crackling electricity of the broken calm as much as I am. My stomach churns as I leave them and follow the echo of stomping feet on the stairs.

			I find him in the bathroom – the same one we washed Will’s blood-streaked legs down in. For a moment I see Will sitting there, a shadow of himself, and then I sit rebelliously upon him. He vanishes, of course. He’s not really there. He’s nothing now. He no longer exists. 

			I look at Louis. He’s sitting on the toilet seat and looks up at me with such dread that I want to throw up. What does he think I’m going to do to him?

			‘He told me,’ he says. His whole body is shaking with fear and anger and dry, red-eyed upset, and it’s all my fault. ‘Did you think he wouldn’t tell me? I was his best friend.’

			‘What did he say?’

			‘An adventure.’ He’s so bitter I can feel the sharp edges on every word. ‘You and Clara told him not to take his vitamins and then you were going to have an adventure.’

			‘They’re not vitamins.’ I’m so tired. I can’t fight him. 

			‘I know. I’ve known for ages.’ He looks at me as if I’m an idiot. ‘I just don’t want to be awake. Why would you want to have more time to think?’

			I say nothing. I remember how big his brain is and what a burden that must be. Of course he’d want the peace of sleep. After a while, the anger slips off him and he sobs – hot, wet tears dredged up from his soul. ‘You killed him, Toby. You took him out in the night and killed him. How could you do that?’

			‘I didn’t want him to be scared.’ I can barely hear my own words. They’re wisps of breath I don’t want to say aloud. ‘I didn’t want him to go to the sanatorium.’

			‘He trusted you. I trusted you. I thought you’d bring him back. I watched from the window when you put him up against the tree. Even then I didn’t get it. I was so stupid.’

			‘He wasn’t afraid. He was happy.’ I think of Jake and the gentle way he stroked Georgie’s feathers and then broke his neck. ‘We were . . .’ I stumble over the words. Everything feels shaky. What were we doing? ‘We were trying to be kind. I didn’t want him to be scared.’ The second time I say it, it sounds even lamer. My face is flushed and my palms sweat. ‘We wanted to give him an amazing night. Something brilliant. Something to make it better. We didn’t want him to go to the sanatorium.’ The words are coming in a rush of confession, as if by telling it, all the weight of Will’s dead body will ease from my chest.

			‘I get that.’ He sighs. ‘I’m not stupid.’

			It comes like a curveball and I frown. I don’t understand. He looks at me like you’d look at a thick kid who keeps missing the obvious answer. His eyes fill with tears again and his shoulders shake.

			‘I should have been there. You should have taken me, too.’ His words are a hurt-puppy whine but they carve up my guts like blades.

			‘I didn’t think . . . I . . .’ I don’t know what to say. I didn’t trust you? I thought you’d tell? Neither of those were true. We just didn’t think. Not beyond our own bubble of worrying about Will. We didn’t consider what it would do to Louis. I want to turn back the clock. I want to make it better.

			‘I didn’t get to say goodbye.’ Snot hangs from his nose but he doesn’t wipe it away. ‘I had to go to the stupid church to say goodbye and now that’s ruined, too. I should have been there. I was his best friend, Toby.’ He stares at me with such intensity I wonder if time actually will start rolling backwards so I can make it better. ‘Not you. Not Clara. Me.’

			‘I’m sorry.’ It’s all I’ve got and it’s as lame as it sounds. ‘I’m so sorry.’

			Finally he pulls off a couple of sheets of the thin cheap toilet paper beside him and loudly blows his nose. ‘Yeah. Yeah, I bet you are. But that doesn’t count for shit.’ He stands up, composing himself. ‘I never want you to speak to me again. I’m never going to speak to you again. You got it?’

			‘But I need to talk to you about something,’ I start. ‘I have to. It’s important.’

			‘Oh, fuck off, Toby,’ he says, opening the door. ‘Just fuck off and die.’

			I sit there for a while after he leaves, perching on the side of the bath like Will did, and I cry like a baby. I cry for all of us. I cry because I don’t know how to feel any more. I cry because I feel too much. I try to cry it all out, but I can’t. It’s a lead weight inside me.

			I wait until I’m done and then I wait a few minutes longer. I don’t want anyone to know I’ve been crying. I wash my face in cold water. The red around my eyes from where I’ve been crying disguises the last embers of my bruise. I let the shivers cool my overheated body. Louis will calm down. I know him. He will. I hope he will. I have to be able to trust him if I’m going to share mine and Clara’s plans with him. And I can’t leave without telling him. I wonder if he’ll tell Matron out of spite. I can’t imagine it, but then nor could I imagine Louis ever telling me to fuck off and die before. No one says that here. Fuck off and die. It carries too much weight. Bad karma.

			Jake is walking up the stairs with Daniel when I come out. I hope my face is back to normal. Jake is one thing, but the idea of a little snide fat fuck like Daniel knowing I’d been upset would finish me off. We nod at each other, awkward. We’re still in the post-Will weird. The bed and possessions have gone but until Ashley stops with his stupid memorial service nothing is going to settle. And even when they do for the others, I’ll still have Louis to contend with and my own guilt. Maybe if I can make it better with Louis then one day my guilt will eventually fade. I don’t want to have the ghost of Will with me for ever. I don’t think I could live like that. I want to leave him behind. I have to leave him behind.

			‘Does he know?’ Clara asks me, scared, after the memorial is finally done. I nod. ‘Is he going to tell?’

			‘I don’t think so.’ She looks so worried. She’s thinking about the boat, too. We’re so close to getting away. ‘We should have taken him with us,’ I say softly. ‘He should have been there. That’s what’s upset him.’ 

			She looks relieved after that and I realise she’s feeling guilty, too. We may have done a necessary thing but it was also a terrible one and I can’t decide which side weighs heaviest. But if Louis wanted to be there and Louis is a genius then surely it was right? I remember the awful slump in Will’s body as he died. That will never leave me. I try to think of his face as he stared up at the lights in wonder. The weight of him was so earthy but his expression in those last minutes was so ethereal. Dark and light. Horror and beauty. Everything is extremes. I just want to sleep and get this day over with. 

			 

			‘So, what’s up with you two, then?’ Tom asks when Louis goes to brush his teeth.

			‘Nothing.’ I shrug. 

			‘Doesn’t look like nothing.’

			‘He’s just upset.’

			‘Yeah, but why is he upset with you?’

			‘He’ll get over it.’ I don’t answer the question, instead turning away and getting into bed. When the nurse brings our pills round I swallow mine quite happily. I think Louis does, too. Neither of us wants to be alone with our thoughts.

		

	
		
			 

			Twenty

			Over the next few days life does settle down. The snow finally melts away and the sun returns with its familiar warmth. After breakfast we go for lessons with our new teachers, who are uniformly dour and dull which makes me wonder if maybe the last lot had to leave because Matron disapproved of their smoking and drinking and whatever else they got up to in their wing of the house, and it wasn’t really a half-term at all. I wade diligently through the comprehension books and sums but I have half an eye on the brightness outside, and despite my inability to shake Will’s ghost away, my stomach fizzes with excitement at the prospect of being far away from here. 

			I imagine Clara running along a beach in cut-off denim shorts, laughing and pushing me into the sea. In my head she’s as wild and free as she was born to be. I think of how uncomfortable and awkward I was before. How I behaved around Julie McKendrick. Clara’s changed me. The house has changed me, too, but Clara mainly. I wouldn’t have gone over the wall without her. I’d still be moping around in the gloom full of dread and lost hope. I wouldn’t have come up with a plan to leave. I wouldn’t have thought about the boat. It’s all Clara. Without Clara I would never have found the report on Matron’s desk.

			I’ve read the paper I copied so many times now that I’ve slowly started to believe it. It fills my head more than even Will does. It excites me and scares me. Matron did what she did to the nurse in the night because of it. I try not to think the word murder because that in turn makes me think of Will – Thanks for this, Toby – and that makes my heart and stomach hurt. I wonder if Matron is waiting to see if there’s any fallout from that before she comes for me and Louis. The paper, and what is printed so factually there, is dangerous. This much I know.

			Louis continues to withdraw into himself. He doesn’t look at me or talk to me. If he needs something passed to him at the table, he asks someone else. In lessons his head is down and he appears focused but I don’t believe he’s really concentrating as he scribbles out his answers. Louis doesn’t need to. His brain works so fast he can think about a hundred things at once. In the afternoons he plays chess against himself or goes and sits on the swings. He mutters quietly to no one in particular.

			Occasionally I think I should go and speak to him, but every time I chicken out. I put it off. I know I have to tell him what’s on the paper but I’m scared of what he might do. He’s not himself. I want him to be Louis again but I’m not sure I know who Louis is without Will. He’s never talked much about friends before the house, or if he has, he only told Will about them and Will is gone.

			Clara and I withdraw in our own way, too. We don’t hang out with the others any more and they stop asking us to. We go to the library and look at atlases and encyclopaedias and think about ways to sneak onto trade ships to start our adventures. We only have to get to France and after that it should all be easy, or at least Clara makes it sound that way.

			After three nights we stop taking the pills again. Clara says she doesn’t like missing out on the time and although I’m wary I go along with her. She winks and laughs and tells me I’m her serious side and she’s my crazy. Her mood has lifted since Will. There’s a nervous energy around her as the boat night draws closer.

			She’s right, as usual. I lie awake for a long time before finally plucking up the courage to creep out and find her. I watch Louis for a moment but I’m pretty sure he’s asleep. I pull his blankets up a bit to cover his arms. The sun might be back during the day but the house is still cool at night.

			We don’t go out – even Clara thinks that might be too risky – instead picking a room between both our dorms to curl up in just in case we hear movement and have to get back fast. The added danger is almost exciting and it’s not long until she’s kissing me hard and pulling me down over her.

			‘I love you, I love you, I love you,’ she whispers over and over as our faces draw close. Her breath is warm and I kiss her some more. She makes everything better. Afterwards, as we lie there, smiling and breathless, my head spins with the amazing brilliance of what we’ve just done and I feel relaxed and happy for the first time since that night. I wonder what Jonesy would make of this. Me, in love with a beautiful girl who loves me back, and who I have sex with and who I’m good at having sex with after those first awkward times. Jonesy seems like a kid to me now, just like Julie McKendrick has faded to nothing. 

			I trace my finger down Clara’s smooth skin and hope Jonesy is okay. He doesn’t have a lot of other friends. Jonesy and Louis merge a little in my head and then Clara flinches and I lean forward. There’s a big bruise across her hip.

			‘What did you do?’ I ask, leaning down to kiss it.

			‘Walked into something like an idiot. It’s fine.’ 

			It blooms like a black rose across her pale skin. ‘Must’ve been hard.’ I smile up at her. ‘Try walking, not running.’

			‘Sorry, Dad.’

			I pull a face. ‘That’s not weird at all.’

			I think about my mum and dad and whether I should call them when we get away. How much would it freak them out? Maybe when we’re safe I will. Maybe later. Home doesn’t feel like home any more. 

			‘I think Will would be okay with what we did,’ she says as we stare at the ceiling and imagine the night stars twinkling over us above a sandy beach. ‘I really do.’

			I let her speak and don’t say anything. I’m realising that it’s less about whether Will would be fine with it than whether we can be fine with it, but I don’t want to make her think about that too hard. It’s enough that I am. 

			‘It’s what I’d want someone to do,’ she continues, her voice soft and serious. ‘If they knew the sanatorium was coming for me.’

			I kind of envy how she’s made her peace with it so quickly. I think she’s like the lights in the sky – all bright and fascinating and in the moment. I’m the slump in weight – earthy, dark and heavy.

			‘What we have to do now is live every minute. Make it all count. That’s how we’ll honour Will. We have to be happy.’

			‘I am happy.’ It’s the truth. I’m full of secrets I can’t share but in this moment I’m happy. ‘You make me happy.’

			‘Even here?’ she asks.

			‘Yes.’

			She twirls a strand of her hair and thinks for a moment. ‘I can’t imagine not knowing you. I can’t imagine being in my old life and never meeting you.’

			‘Me neither.’ It’s true. Time has gone funny here. I feel like I’ve known her for ever and everything before was a dream. 

			‘It’s like fate, isn’t it?’ she says, soft and sweet. ‘You and me, both Defectives. Like we were meant to find each other here.’

			‘Maybe.’ 

			‘No maybe about it.’ She slaps my head playfully and then sighs. ‘You stop me being scared.’

			My heart tugs so hard at that. I can never imagine Clara being afraid. I kiss her again and she’s warm and vulnerable and soft. I want to look after her. 

			‘Together for ever?’ she says.

			‘Together for ever,’ I agree. I think of the paper in my pocket and a bit of me breaks inside, forcing me to grin to hide it. ‘I married you, didn’t I?’

			‘Never leave me?’

			‘Never leave you.’ 

			‘At least we won’t get old and ugly,’ she says. ‘You won’t end up bald and fat like my dad. We won’t become complacent with each other. Our love won’t fade.’

			‘You could never be ugly.’ I smile. ‘And our love could never fade. Fate, remember?’

			She wraps her arms around my neck and holds on tight. ‘I can’t wait to get out of here,’ she breathes into my skin. ‘I can’t wait.’

		

	
		
			 

			Twenty-One

			This time, when the vans come, there are seven. As we did last time, we crane our heads at the dorm window to see the new kids climb out, one from each van. I’ve been so caught up in my own excitement about leaving that I somehow didn’t expect any more to arrive. But the house is its own world and it keeps turning. 

			‘I wonder if we’ll get one,’ Tom says. He doesn’t look pleased by the thought of an interloper in our midst and I almost smile, remembering how we felt the same way about him not so long ago.

			‘Maybe there’ll be some more girls,’ I chip in. I kind of hope there’ll be someone for him or Jake to make up for me stealing Clara away, even though it doesn’t really work like that. Me and Clara are meant to be. I can’t imagine anyone else feeling the way we do. But a couple of girls for them to make out with would be good. I don’t really share any of the excitement, though. I’m too busy hoping that none of these new kids fuck up mine and Clara’s plans. They’d better all take their pills. I can’t wait to leave and every moment spent in the house weighs on me with the fear of something going wrong.

			Louis is at the window as well, but after a moment he drifts away and sits cross-legged on his bed. The tatty home-made chess board is laid out and he moves one of the black cardboard pieces and then mutters something, letting out a strange little laugh. It’s unsettling.

			‘Do you have to talk to yourself like that?’ Tom asks. ‘It’s fucking weird.’

			Louis looks up at him, eyes wide and surprised. ‘I’m not talking to myself.’

			‘Yeah, you are.’

			‘No, I’m not.’

			‘So who are you talking to, then?’ 

			Louis smiles. It’s almost his old smile. Almost, but not quite. ‘Will, of course,’ he says. ‘I’m talking to Will.’ 

			He goes back to his game as we stare at him, and after a long moment, Tom sucks his teeth in disgust. ‘This place is fucking crazy,’ he mumbles. 

			None of us really talks after that. Bored at the window, I go and lie on my bed. I wonder if Louis is doing it on purpose to drive me crazy. To not let me forget. In some ways I hope that’s the reason. It sure as shit beats the alternative that Louis, the genius, is cracking up. That he can handle being Defective, and the house, but not the loss of his friend. I can live with him hating me, but if I’m going tell him our plans I need him not to be barking mad. The time ticks by and we hear footsteps outside but no new arrival comes into Dorm 4. I think we all heave a sigh of relief. We’ve got enough shit going on in here without fresh blood.

			At tea, Jake preens and talks loudly amidst the excited chattering. There are two new boys at the Dorm 7 table and he’s setting out his stall as top dog of the house. I barely look at the new faces and I don’t ask what their names are. There’s a buzz in the air with so many fresh faces here and I feel like a new day is beginning, but I don’t belong in it any more. 

			‘No girls,’ Tom grumbles into his apple crumble and custard. Louis hasn’t even looked up throughout the meal. He’s stuck in the old days, too.

			 

			As far as we can tell, all the new kids take their vitamins and in the hush of the night, me and Clara walk around the dorms, ghosts haunting the sleeping house, and look at them. None of them so much as twitches. I think maybe they’ve upped the dose of whatever it is since what happened with Will. In Dorm 9 one new boy’s face is still wet, as if he’s been crying in his sleep. I can’t remember if I cried. I know Will did. Maybe Ashley, too. It’s hard to remember those first nights now. We’re all so much tougher than we used to be. 

			‘I told you it was fate,’ Clara whispers as we hold hands and creep down to the playroom. ‘Only you and me awake in the night.’

			‘Do you want to go to the cave?’ I ask. It’s crazy but I want to say goodbye to that rocky shelter before we leave. It’s mine and Clara’s place, the good and the bad. 

			‘I just want to dance,’ she says. ‘Let’s stay in.’ It’s not that cold tonight but she’s properly dressed rather than just in her nightshirt, so her answer throws me. She’s wearing jeans and socks and a long baggy jumper, when normally she likes the freedom of the air around her legs. She digs out a record and plugs the headphones in. 

			‘You wear them,’ I say. ‘I want to be able to hear if someone comes.’

			‘Always so sensible, Tobes.’ She leans up and kisses me and then she’s swaying in my arms. ‘Pretend we’re on the beach,’ she whispers as she closes her eyes. ‘It’s midnight and the bonfire is going and some old guy is playing guitar and we’re dancing.’

			‘We won’t have to pretend much longer.’ She can’t hear me. The music that’s just a tinny hum to me fills her head. I move with her as best I can, but dancing always makes me feel like a twat. My arms and legs never do what they’re supposed to and I can’t match her natural rhythm. She’s lost in it and doesn’t mind. Her mouth is half-open and I kiss her, breaking the moment. I can’t help it when her body is pressed so close to mine. My hand reaches under her top and she winces and pulls back, tugging the headphones away from her ears.

			‘Let’s not do that. Let’s wait until we’re away before we do it again.’

			‘Okay.’ I feel even more awkward now, like I’ve done something wrong, and it must show because she holds my face in her hands and kisses me again. 

			‘Is that all right? Do you mind?’

			‘Of course not.’ I try and smile but my mouth is like drying glue. I do mind a bit. I can’t help it. Aside from the wanting to – and I kind of always want to, so that probably doesn’t count – I feel like she’s rejecting me and sudden doubt hits me hard. Has she gone off me? Is she just waiting until we’re free to dump me? But what about all that fate stuff? She can’t have fallen out of love with me, can she? 

			‘Let’s just dance then,’ she whispers and pulls the headphones back on. ‘I love to dance.’ Her eyes close and she pulls me close and my head is filled with blackness at the idea that she might not want me any more. Even if I’m just being stupid right now, in this moment, I feel sick at the thought of her ever dancing with anyone else. 

			We go back to bed earlier than normal, Clara saying we need to preserve our energy for our adventures, but she kisses me and hugs me and tells me she loves me and I feel a bit better.

			‘Together for ever,’ I say, trying not to sound too desperate, as she leaves me for her dorm. She looks back over her shoulder and grins wide. ‘Together for ever, Mermaid King.’

			I’m happy again.

		

	
		
			 

			Twenty-Two

			‘Why didn’t you wake me up?’ Clara hisses at me as we go into breakfast. It’s the last morning before the boat. I’m electric with contained excitement and her anger takes me off guard. Her face is tight and her lips thin as she glares at me. She’s never been like this with me before and again I feel that darkness of fear – that she’s finally realised I’m a twat. 

			‘I’m sorry. I figured you were tired. I figured with, you know, tonight, it was better to leave you to sleep.’ I don’t want her to be annoyed at me. I have to ask her about bringing Louis and that will probably freak her out enough. I’m not sure what I’ll do if she says no. I’ll have to bring him anyway and deal with it afterwards. That’s if he wants to come. Telling him is taking a risk but I don’t have a choice. Not if I want to live with myself. 

			‘It was our last night,’ she says, and I can see she’s hurt. ‘It was important.’

			‘I’m sorry.’ I sound lame. I feel lame. I want to tell her that I nearly woke her up. That I wanted to go to the cave. That there were things I wanted to do together to say goodbye to the house as well. I’ve hated it here, but lots of me and Clara are wrapped up in these walls too. Brilliant stuff’s happened, too. I want to tell her that part of me was actually angry at her for falling asleep on such an important night. That in the end I just watched her sleep for a bit and then went through my old routine of getting some food before sitting in the playroom and staring at the sky. I felt lonely without her, even though it was good to have some thinking time to myself. To say my own goodbyes. I’ve been here longer than her, and I had another before to say goodbye to. Not the real before of our old lives, but the before Clara of the house. I can’t bring myself to say any of that, though. I don’t want us to fight. We can’t get the night back now. ‘I just thought . . . you know . . . that you were tired.’

			She sighs a bit and her shoulders are still stiff as we sit down, but I squeeze her hand under the table and she squeezes back. I can’t imagine her staying mad for long. She’s too full of the moment for that.

			‘I’m sorry,’ I whisper again.

			‘I know,’ she says. ‘You’ve said it three times now.’

			‘I won’t do it again.’ I smile and wink. The last night is gone. I can’t believe that this time tomorrow we’ll be fleeing across the mainland. I’m not worried about the boat. We’ll find somewhere to hide. In the lifeboat, maybe. I saw that in a film once and it worked for them. Our fate doesn’t lie in this house.

			There’s ten minutes after breakfast before lessons. I find her coming out of the downstairs toilets and pull her into the music room on the same draughty corridor. 

			‘What is it?’ Her eyes are wide. She looks pale and worried. She must be itching to get away, too. I take a deep breath. This isn’t going to be the last difficult conversation of the day and I’m shit with words when I have to be serious.

			‘It’s Louis.’

			‘What about him?’

			My heart thumps. ‘I think we should take him with us. I mean, not all the way, not to the beach and stuff, but I think we should get him out of here. He’s not himself. Not after Will. If we go, too . . .’ It’s all coming out in a garbled rush of excuses that are anything but the truth. ‘I’m worried he’ll crack up completely.’

			‘Sure,’ she says. ‘Sure, that’s a good idea.’ 

			‘I really want it to be just us, but I can’t leave him, I really can’t.’ I’m so sure I’m going to have to persuade her that my brain can’t compute her words fast enough to stop my own. 

			‘I said it’s fine.’ She squeezes my arm. ‘In fact, I think it’s a great idea.’ She reaches up and kisses me, butterfly wings on my lips. ‘It really is.’

			‘You’re sure?’ I expected at least some questions. We haven’t talked about taking anyone else, not even little Eleanor.

			She nods and smiles, and then is out through the door. I wonder if I’m ever going to really understand her. But still, it’s a weight lifted. And I haven’t really had to lie. All the reasons I gave were true even if they weren’t the truth. I’ll leave talking to Louis until later. 

			 

			It’s a strange day. My whole life in the house I’ve been wishing for time to slow down and yet now I’m wishing it forward. I can barely sit still in my lessons and my thighs itch against the wooden chair. It’s a clear, sunny day and I hope the weather holds for tonight. Everything is about tonight. I try and concentrate on the comprehension questions but the words swim a little. All I know is that everything’s going to shit for Ralph and Piggy on their island and that’s not going to happen to us. I scribble down some crap answers anyway. I don’t want to do anything that will draw attention to me and it doesn’t matter if my answers are wrong. No one’s going to mark them.

			Even though it feels to me like the hours aren’t moving at all, we finally crawl to lunch and I force myself to eat some shepherd’s pie. Clara only manages a few mouthfuls before declaring she’s not hungry and disappearing off with Eleanor. I don’t mind. Eleanor will miss her, especially after Will. I feel bad about that. As I eat, Tom talks about the new kids and one who can’t stop crying, but I don’t listen. Jake is in his element and the two new boys in Dorm 7 are already picking up some of his cockiness. Daniel is back to being bottom dog in that group. I watch it all but don’t really see it. My ears hum. This is our last lunch here. It’s all so surreal.

			 

			I’m in the playroom staring out of the window at the garden when Jake comes over. Clara is up in the branches of the tree, staring out at the sea. Her fingers stroke the bark of the trunk, and although I can’t see exactly, I know she’s touching the place where she carved our initials, and my heart floods warmth through me. It’s a beautiful day. Everything is bright.

			‘You’ve noticed, too, then,’ Jake says.

			I look at him. ‘What?’ I keep expecting someone to know what we’re planning, even though I know that’s crazy.

			‘Preacher boy.’ He nods out through the window. ‘He’s getting sick. Joe says he stinks.’

			Only then do I notice Ashley sitting on one of the swings. 

			‘That’ll make you two down.’ He grins, smug. The new kids have invigorated him. He’s back to old Jake, the pack animal, all about winning. Whatever feelings he has about the house, he’s locked them away again. I hope it lasts for him. ‘We’re only one.’

			‘He’s not gone yet.’ 

			Jack laughs at that and then walks away. I don’t care that he thinks he’s somehow victorious. I’m not even in the game. I never have been, really. I look out at Ashley and for the first time I just see a skinny boy rather than a smug twat. Jake might have laughed, but if Ashley really is sick then that worries me. It’s so fast after Will. I think about Matron and the pills and the new kids. Maybe she likes to keep the numbers manageable. 

			Ashley looks lonely on the swings. Maybe I should go outside. He’s Dorm 4, after all.

			 

			‘You feeling okay?’ It’s a stupid question. Even with the light breeze that dances across the grass I can smell him. Rotten milk. He must have scrubbed hard in the bathroom to hide that from us. A smell is bad. A smell is something the nurses will notice fast. His Bible is on his knees as he rocks the swing backwards and forwards.

			‘Not too bad,’ he says. His eyes dart up to the windows at the top of the house. The sanatorium. He’s scared. With his God or not, I know he’s scared. Everyone here’s scared, and he’s no different.

			‘I hope they still come,’ he says, quietly.

			I frown, confused. ‘Who?’

			‘The people who come to the church. And I hope I don’t let them down. I don’t want to be like Henry.’ He looks at me then. ‘Why are you even asking?’

			I think of all the ways I’ve cut him down since I arrived here. And for what? He’s never hurt me. Not really. ‘You’re Dorm Four,’ is all I can say. I want to say I’m sorry but I don’t know how. ‘You won’t be like Henry.’

			I’m breathing shallow and I hope he doesn’t notice. It’s coming for him fast if this stink is anything to go by. He couldn’t have smelled this bad in the night – it would have filled the whole room by the time we got up. Will went quickly and now Ashley’s going the same way. I think of the vitamins again. Matron doesn’t see us as people, I’m certain, because Matron is not a normal person. I’m not sure she’s a person at all. We’re like stock in a shop and now she has new stock, it’s time to get rid of the some of the old. After what she did to our nurse, I can easily believe her capable of hurrying our Defectiveness along.

			‘Everyone’s always laughed at me,’ he continues, his eyes on the ground. ‘My dad was a preacher. A great one. People really listened to him. But he terrified them.’ He pauses and sniffs. ‘I never really got why it had to be about fear, you know? There’s enough to be scared of. I always thought it was about love. Even though the kids at school would laugh at me and kick my stuff around and call me names, I always tried to keep Jesus in my heart.’

			I cringe a bit, I can’t help it, but I think that’s me, not him. I just can’t buy into all that crap, no matter how afraid I’ve been. I prefer Clara and the atoms and racing around the world like that.

			‘It didn’t surprise me when I turned out Defective. I was always going to be. I never fitted in, anyway.’ Now he’s started speaking he can’t stop. I can see Clara’s legs swinging in the tree and wish I was up there with her. 

			‘When they came for me, my mum was upstairs somewhere and wouldn’t even say goodbye. My dad was there, though. He looked almost pleased. How sick is that? He gave me my Bible and told me to stop crying and go and bring the Lord’s word to the wretched abominations.’ He chokes a bit and swallows hard. ‘He called me an abomination.’ He looks over at me. ‘Do you think it’s wrong to hate your own father?’

			‘He sounds like a bit of a cock, to be honest.’ I can still hear my mum screaming for me and I bet my dad has never forgiven himself for not being home when the van came. I think about the lies I told when I got here, the terrible stories I made up about my parents, trying to make myself sound tough, and I’m flooded with shame.

			‘Yeah.’ Ashley half-smiles and he looks so ordinary. ‘I guess he was. But I got my own back. I haven’t scared anyone. And I haven’t lost my faith. I’ve done it my own way.’

			‘Yeah, you have. You still are.’ I’m trying to find something good to say. 

			‘I hope I don’t let them down,’ he says. ‘I don’t want them to see me afraid.’

			He doesn’t say any more, and I can’t think of anything that will make him feel better. I feel a bit shit. I’m sure Ashley could still irritate the crap out of me with his next breath, but right now I just feel sorry for him. He’s lost in his own world now, and after a moment I get up and leave him to it. I’m glad I’m not going to have to wake up and see his missing bed. Maybe when me and Louis are gone they’ll let Tom move into Dorm 7. 

			I wander over to the other side of the garden. The light, crisp breeze drops and the sun is warm on my back. Even after hearing Ashley’s dread I still enjoy it. It relaxes my tight muscles. It makes me think of the letter I carry with me everywhere. I stop in front of Georgie’s grave and behind me leaves and branches rustle as Clara climbs back down and comes to join me. This is one goodbye we’ll do together. I can still feel the rapid beat of his pulse against my fingers. The soft warmth of his feathers. His dark eyes watching both of us.

			‘I really wanted him to fly away,’ Clara says. She looks so sad and her slim fingers entwine in mine.

			‘We’ll fly away for him,’ I say. ‘For all of them.’

			She nods, head down, her thick hair falling over her face. 

			‘I’ll meet you in the kitchen tonight?’ I say. ‘I haven’t talked to Louis yet – figured I’d do it before bed. I don’t want him giving it away somehow.’ I’m suddenly excited again.

			‘Come and get me from the dorm when you’re ready,’ she says. She smiles at me then. She’s different today. Quieter. Reflective. I guess we’re both finding it weird saying our goodbyes. ‘I love you, Toby.’

			‘I love you more.’ 

			‘Not possible.’ 

			‘I think I might vom if we keep going.’ 

			She laughs aloud at that and the sound is beautiful in the sunlight. I don’t remember ever being this happy.

		

	
		
			 

			Twenty-Three

			‘I need to talk to you.’ People are drifting up to their dorms after the film has finished and I grab Louis on the stairs. Tom is already complaining about the smell in our room now that Ashley is down from church and I can’t blame him. It’s creeping into the corridor like a bad fart. I hope some of Ashley’s flock turned up for him, but I know that at least Harriet will have been there. We’ve all formed our bonds in here, whether we wanted to or not, and I’m glad of that. It’s what life is all about, really. Love. Ashley’s right about that. 

			Louis pulls his arm free.

			‘Fuck off.’ He tries to push past me. ‘I keep telling you to fuck off. Stop talking to me.’

			‘It’s about the retest.’

			He stops then and looks at me warily.

			‘What about it?’

			‘I’ve got something to show you. But not here.’

			He chews his bottom lip, fighting between his hatred of me and wanting to know. ‘Okay.’ He storms towards the nearest bathroom and I follow, my heart racing. I close the door and then pull out the folded paper. I don’t say anything, but hand it to him to read.

			He stares at it for a long time, his brow furrowing and then relaxing and then furrowing again. It’s a lot to take in. When you’ve lived with the fear for so long it almost becomes your friend. The future was the one thing we thought was certain. Eventually, he looks up.

			‘Where did you get this?’

			‘Matron’s office.’

			He looks down again. He’s shaking. ‘But . . . But I don’t understand. Why hasn’t she said anything?’ He looks at me. ‘Why are we still here?’

			‘You know that nurse? The one Will liked? She talked about his book?’

			He flinches at the mention of Will. ‘What about her?’

			‘She wanted to do something for us. And then Matron had her taken to the sanatorium.’

			‘What?’ His eyes widen. ‘How do you know that?’

			‘I just know.’ I’m growing impatient even though I’ve had days to get used to the letter and Louis’ only had minutes. ‘I saw her do it.’

			Realisation dawns on him. ‘What’s she going to do to us?’

			‘It doesn’t matter.’ I sit on the edge of the bath, refusing to see Will’s ghost there. I think Will would approve of this anyway. ‘We’re getting out.’

			‘She’ll send us to the sanatorium.’ Louis’ eyes shine with horror.

			‘She won’t have time. Listen to me – I have a plan.’ I shake his arm. ‘We’re going to get out.’ Finally, he focuses on me, on what I’m actually saying.

			‘Out where?’

			‘There’s a boat coming to the island tonight – it brings all the food and stuff for the house. Me and Clara will be on it when it leaves. We’ve got it all planned.’ I make it sound more organised than it is, and I wonder if we’d included Louis sooner whether he’d have something cleverer figured out. ‘You must come with us.’

			‘Does Clara know about this?’ He looks down at the letter again.

			‘No.’ I squirm a bit inside at the secret but try to sound casual. ‘I’ll tell her later. But you have to come with us. You know you do.’

			He just stares at me for a long moment, the clockwork of his brain ticking over. His fingers are tighter on the paper. ‘Just leave?’

			‘Yes. Tonight. Don’t take your pill. Pretend to sleep. Then we’ll go in the lull before they get up for the delivery.’

			‘An adventure,’ he says softly. ‘Just like you said to Will.’

			I lean forward and grab his hands tight. ‘Not like that. That was different. You know it was. Will was sick.’ I stare at him. ‘You have to come, Louis. You have to.’

			‘Why?’ He pulls his hands away, leaving the paper in mine. He’s still so angry with me that I can see him fucking this up for himself. Maybe for all of us. ‘So you can feel better about Will?’

			‘No,’ I say, and for once the right words come. ‘Because Will would want you to.’

			He cries again then, huge sobs that wrack his chest. It’s not just Will this time, it’s everything. It’s the letter. It’s me, it’s life, Matron, the nurse, all of it. I want to put my arm around him but I don’t. He needs to get this out of his system and I can’t do that for him. Suddenly, he looks so very young.

			‘They always do a last round to check we’re asleep so you’ll have to pretend to be until then. Don’t even whisper to me. After that we need to move fast and quietly. I don’t know if Matron will stay up to wait for the delivery. So wear your trainers. And something warm. Okay?’

			He nods through his snot. 

			‘And don’t say anything to anyone. Please.’

			He almost smiles. ‘Who am I going to tell?’

			With that, I leave him to it. Every vein in my body thumps and pounds as I head to the dorm to get my washbag so I can brush my teeth. We’re going to do it. We’re actually going to do it.

			 

			Tom has opened a window and it’s cold but the smell still creeps into every corner of the room, and even when I press my face into my sheets it’s strong and sweet, as if something rotten has soaked into the cotton. The nurse’s face crinkles slightly when she comes around with the pills, and Ashley’s misfortune is mine and Louis’ good luck because she doesn’t really watch whether we swallow properly or not. She’s trying to decide which one of us is the source of the stink. It doesn’t take long.

			No one complains when Ashley prays tonight, muttering beside his bed. I don’t believe in his God but I send silent good wishes out there for him anyway. It can’t do any harm even if it’s not going to do any good. As the lights flick off, I think of Clara in her bed, waiting just like me and Louis are. I tingle with excitement and nerves. Please don’t let anything go wrong, I beg, of fate or nature or simple luck. Please let this work.

			We lie there in silence as Tom and Ashley sink into sleep and squeeze our eyes shut when the nurses do their final rounds. I wait until I sense the almost imperceptible shift in the fabric of the house that signals the slump into relaxed quiet. The nurses have shuffled away to their quarters. The children are all asleep. I leave it a little longer, always so cautious. Clara is probably sitting on her bed ready to go, foot tapping impatiently on the floor.

			Not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse.

			I don’t know where the rhyme comes from but it’s loud in my head as I push my covers off. The mice are escaping. Or maybe we’re rats fleeing a sinking ship. Whatever. We’re getting out of here. My heart is in my throat as I tap Louis’ shoulder. He’s up in a moment and we silently pull on our clothes. He doesn’t look at me, but his face is tight and determined. I imagine mine is the same.

			‘You ready?’ I whisper when he’s pulled his trainers on. He nods. I take one last glance at Tom and Ashley and then leave Dorm 4 for the last time. I feel a twinge of something sad inside, but then I turn away, letting my excitement take over. No more looking back. The future is waiting for us. My heart races, part nerves but mainly pure exhilaration. 

			The corridor is cool and dark but the floorboards are kind and don’t creak as we head for Clara’s dorm. The wood has been our quiet ally in the night and it’s stupid but I wish them a silent farewell. I can’t see any lights on anywhere and everything is still. Matron’s office is the only room we have to worry about. I dread walking into the kitchen and finding her there, or her office door flying open and her catching us as we pass. But those fears can wait. First we have to get Clara. She’ll make me braver. She always does. 

			We stay silent as we creep towards the girls’ dorm, Louis staying close to me like a small child next to a parent. I carefully open the door already grinning expectantly, eager to see her face glowing and ready to go. I’m so excited about the future that it takes me a moment to see the obvious flaw in the present moment.

			Clara isn’t in the room. My grin fades, confused, into a frown. Has she gone down already? Did I mishear what she said? As I stand, fixed to the spot, Louis pushes past me to her neatly made bed. 

			‘Toby,’ he whispers. ‘Over here.’ He takes a folded piece of paper from the mattress and holds it up. ‘It’s got your name on it.’

			I open it, and whatever I’m expecting, it’s not what I read there.

			 

			Dear Toby,

			I’ve tried to think of a thousand ways to say this that are better or easier but I just keep coming up blank. I don’t even want to write it down but I have to. I can’t bring myself to say it out loud, and definitely not to you.

			I can’t come with you.

			I wish with all my heart that I could, but I can’t. It wouldn’t be fair, not on you, or on anyone one else out there in the big, beautiful wide world.

			I’ve got sick and I can’t pretend it’s not happening any more.

			I’m sorry I didn’t say goodbye but that would have hurt too much. I can’t even write this without crying, so I hope you understand. There’s so many things I want to say to you but it would take me a lifetime (ha! Sometimes you have to see the funny side) to write them all down, and none of them would be good enough, so all I’ll say is this.

			I love you very, very, very much with all my heart. Thank you for making me so so happy. I wouldn’t change anything.

			Go and find the sunshine, Mermaid King. I’ll always be with you. I’ll be in the waves and the water and the sea breeze. 

			I love you. 

			Clara.

			 

			I stare at it for a long moment, unable to take it in. How can she not be coming? Where has she gone? I think of her strange mood of the past two days. How much she’s been sleeping. How upset she was that I hadn’t woken her on our last night. How fine she was with me asking to bring Louis. Now I know why. She knew then she wasn’t coming. She had her own secret. I’ve got sick and I can’t pretend it’s not happening any more. I see the words, but I still can’t take them in. It’s wrong. It has to be. I think of the bruise on her hip. The way she flinched when I touched her and didn’t want to have sex until we’d escaped. How she got dressed instead of wearing her nightshirt. The world is unsteady under my feet and my blood has run cold.

			‘Is she sick?’ Louis asks. He’s licking his lips, his nervous tic. 

			‘No,’ I say, automatically, and crumple the paper into my pocket. A balance with the letter in my other. Yin and yang. I want to throw up.

			‘Come on,’ I whisper, ‘let’s find her.’ We can’t go without her. We just can’t. This was all her idea. I don’t think about Louis’ question. Ashley’s sick, not Clara. She’s made a mistake, that’s all. We start searching the empty dorms. She’s not in any of them. She’s not in the playroom. I don’t know where she is.

			Finally we creep past Matron’s room, although the thin strip of orange coming from under the door doesn’t scare me this time. I don’t care if she’s awake. None of that matters. I only care about finding Clara. She’s not in the kitchen, either. She’s gone.

			I feel sick. My heart races. The boat will be coming soon and I don’t know what to do.

			‘Are we going, Toby?’ Louis looks worried. I’ve built up his hopes and now I might smash them. Louis can’t go without me – he doesn’t know where the house and the jetty are. But can I really go without Clara? And without even saying goodbye? Could I take Louis off to the distant sunshine? Louis is the cleverest person I’ve ever met. If anyone can find money and get across borders, he can. Louis deserves that life. I stare at the back door in the gloom for a long moment while I weigh it all up.

			‘Yes,’ I say suddenly. ‘Yes, we’re going.’ My decision made, I immediately feel better and we move fast. Within minutes we’re climbing onto the bins and over the gate. It’s dark and although the sky is clear, the moonlight only falls in pools on the road. We pause for a moment and I stare back at the house with mixed emotions. I will never see it or anyone inside it again. The windows glint dark like birds’ eyes and I’m sure the house is nodding me forward. A house is a home, and if it has a soul or atoms or whatever, then it’s built to protect. The house wants us to be free, I’m sure of it. I think of the initials carved in the tree whose branches rustle slightly in the night breeze. I hope the tree lives a long, long time. 

			‘Toby?’ Louis whispers.

			He breaks the moment and I take his hand like I used to hold Clara’s, although this time it’s me leading, me being the confident one. Our breath is ragged by the time we round the corner and head down towards the water. 

			There’s a light on upstairs in the house and I signal Louis to be quiet as we creep past. There’s no sign of the boat yet, so we still have time. I’m flooded with relief. I lead him to the edge of the jetty.

			‘What now, Toby?’ 

			Louis looks like a kid beside me, his coat zipped up to his chin and his face slightly shell-shocked. He’s had a lot to take in. He’s got more to come. He’ll have to grow up fast, but he can do it. I’m sure of it. It’s time to set him free.

			‘The rowing boat.’ We hunch over to stay as low as possible in case whoever lives in the house peers out and sees us as we trot halfway along the creaking wood. I peer over the side and see it rocking there, tied to the post. The sea looks cold around it. I try not to think about that. ‘Get in.’

			He does as he’s told and I crouch down at the jetty’s edge and peer at him below. ‘When the boat comes, paddle around to the back of it and climb on. Hide in the lifeboat if there is one. If not, just find an out-of-the-way corner and stay there.’

			‘What do you mean?’ He frowns, confused. ‘Why are you telling me what to do?’ 

			‘For someone so clever, you can be fucking thick sometimes.’ I smile as I fumble in my pocket for the letter with our test results on it. I give it to him. ‘Do something with this. Copy it and send it to the newspapers. You’re the smartest person I’ve ever known – you’ll work something out.’

			‘But you’re coming, too.’

			‘No, Louis.’ I shake my head. ‘I’m not.’

			‘But Toby—’ He looks like he’s going to cry and that makes my throat tighten and my nose itch, but I tough it out. 

			‘Don’t go home. Or even write to your family. Not at first. It won’t be safe.’

			‘But—’

			‘Have you got all that? Tell me you’ve got all that.’

			He stares at me. ‘I’ve got it,’ he says softly. 

			‘You have to make this work for all of us, Louis. This life business. Will you do that?’ I’m biting back my own tears now. He nods. 

			‘And I’m sorry, Louis, I’m sorry about Will. I’m sorry about everything.’

			‘I’m sorry I got mad.’ He reaches up and grabs at my hand. He squeezes it so tight I don’t think he’ll ever let me go. ‘Please come with me.’

			I carefully pull my hand away before I can change my mind and jump in there with him. ‘I can’t, Louis. I just can’t.’

			I grin then, wide and easy, and I’m surprised how natural it is. The last embers of the ball of dread in my stomach blow away in the breeze. I am as free as a bird. The master of my own destiny. ‘Be lucky, Louis. And don’t be a total nerd all your life.’

			He smiles back at me and for a second everything is perfect.

			‘Goodbye, Louis,’ I say.

			‘Goodbye, Toby.’ 

			And then I’m running as fast as I can away from the jetty and the house and back to the road. I know where I have to go. I have to go home.

		

	
		
			 

			Twenty-Four

			I see the tiny flicker of the candle as I run along the beach, the wet sand and shingle crunching under my feet. The sea rustles as it laps against the land and I’m sure it’s applauding me. I’m breathless when I reach the mouth of the cave. 

			‘You didn’t wake me,’ I say, grinning. ‘It’s our last night and you didn’t wake me.’

			‘Toby?’ Clara stares up at me. She’d been lost in thought but now stares, utterly aghast. ‘What are you doing? You should be waiting for the boat. Go back to the boat.’ She stands, angry and upset. ‘You can’t be here!’

			‘Louis’ there,’ I say. ‘And I can be here. I belong here.’

			‘But you can’t . . . I don’t want you here—’

			I wrap my arms around her and kiss her, forcing her to be quiet, and I don’t care that she tastes funny, sick; she’s Clara and I love her. She’s me and I’m her. We can’t be parted.

			‘I want to be here,’ I say. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ she says. Her anger has gone, but she sounds sad.

			‘What for?’ 

			She steps back and lifts up her top. Her whole body is covered in black patches. The bruise I saw on her hip must have been the start. Now her pale skin has all but vanished.

			I lean forward and gently kiss her belly button. I don’t care that she kept her sickness a secret from me. I think of the secret I’m keeping from her. The letter now in Louis’ pocket. The last paragraph. The last line:

			 

			Testing concludes that neither of these patients carries the Defective gene and their original results must have been contaminated samples. They are both healthy, normal subjects.

			 

			Some secrets are better kept than shared. It doesn’t matter now anyway. I’ve made my choice. I’ve chosen Clara.

			‘I’m not going back to the house,’ she says simply. ‘I won’t go to the sanatorium.’

			‘I know. I figured that out.’ I sit on the rocks and she sits beside me. ‘I’m not going back to the house, either.’ 

			‘But if you leave now you could still catch the boat,’ she says. ‘There’s time.’

			I smile and shake my head. I’m not going with Louis. Nor am I going back to the house. I’m staying right here, by her side, where I belong. 

			‘I figure I’ll just sit right here with you.’ I’m controlling my own destiny, and my fate is with her. It always has been.

			‘But you don’t understand—’ she starts.

			‘Yes, I do.’ I push a strand of her beautiful hair from her eyes. ‘Together for ever,’ I say. 

			There should be so much weight in those words, but they’re light as snowflakes on my tongue. I think maybe the right words always are.

			Her eyes widen slightly and I see a range of emotions flicker in them. Surprise, fear, and then finally, as my meaning dawns on her, a bright joy of relief. Happiness. She smiles back. 

			‘You’re going to stay with me?’

			‘Together for ever,’ I repeat, and wink at her. My heart is so full of love there’s no room for the dark ball in the pit of my stomach any more.

			‘Together for ever,’ she says and leans into my shoulder.

			In the distance I hear the first thrum of boat engines, almost ghostly, but there all the same. Good. We got the date right.

			‘I think Louis will make it,’ I say, sniffing in the breeze and staring out at the water. He’s clever. And he won’t want to let me down. He’ll make it.

			‘I hope so,’ Clara says, and I know she means it. There’s no bitterness in her voice, no envy.

			She’s fiddling with something in her hands and I peer at it. It looks like a strip of black leather with prongs at the corners. I smile again. The smiles comes easily now the dread is gone.

			‘Where did you find that?’

			‘Just outside the cave. It’s weird, isn’t it?’

			‘My mum showed me one on a beach once. It’s called a mermaid’s purse.’ I kiss her head. ‘A mermaid purse for a Mermaid Queen.’

			‘No shit!’ She grins wide and lets out a tinkling laugh that the cave holds on to, echoing it back to us as if the rocky walls are joining in.

			‘Yes shit.’

			We look out over the water for a while, arms around each other and her head on my shoulder. There are no bright lights in the sky tonight but it’s beautiful all the same. I think the water will be cold when it comes.

			‘It’s been brilliant, hasn’t it?’ she murmurs. 

			‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Yes, it has.’ 

			She sniffs and we kiss again, and just enjoy each other’s quiet company. We don’t say a lot. There isn’t a lot left to say. The house is gone. Before is gone. After is gone. There’s only us and the cave and now. But we have burned brightly, me and Clara, and that’s all that matters. We just sit and wait for dawn to break and the curious waves to creep towards the cave. I wonder how long the cave will hold us before the tide stakes its claim and we slip into the depths like mermaids. I don’t mind much either way, as long as we’re together. 

			After a while, the candle splutters out. 

			‘My mum wasn’t a bitch,’ I say eventually when my legs are numb with cold. There’s no beach left outside the cave entrance and soon there’ll be no way back to the cliff path. If there’s a last moment to change my mind, this is it, but I don’t. I don’t even consider it. I just want to unsay my lie to someone. It’s suddenly important. ‘I don’t know why I said she was.’

			‘Good,’ Clara says. ‘That’s a good thing.’ 

			She wraps her arms around my neck and kisses me some more. We don’t stop kissing, not even when the cold water laps at our jeans and makes us gasp and shiver. We breathe each other in for as long as we can. I fill my hands with her warm, wild hair, relishing the thick texture. Her mouth is soft and I can feel all her love mingling with mine. She laughs for a moment, our faces close. Her teeth are white and bright. Her freckles sit like stars on her face. 

			‘I love you, Toby,’ she whispers through chattering teeth as the sea rises around us.

			‘I love you too, Clara,’ I whisper back. 

			I’m smiling although tears sting my eyes. I hold her tight and kiss her some more. I’m going to keep on kissing her for as long as I can. I don’t think about the black forever darkness of the water. I think about mermaids. I think about the boat. I hope Louis has got away. I hope he lives a long and fantastic life. I hope he finds someone he can be as perfectly happy with as Clara has made me. I think about all the atoms racing around the world, all the people who have ever been, now in the trees and the waves and the wind. I think about our initials carved in the old oak’s bark that will be there for hundreds of years. Mainly, as the sea pulls at us and my heart races and we cling to each other, I think about Clara and me and how lucky we were to find each other and how brilliant life has been. How brilliant she is. How brilliant love is.

			We hold on to each other even as the waves close over our heads. As my final breath burns in my lungs, I keep my lips pressed to hers while her mermaid hair streams like seaweed around us.

			I am not afraid.

			 

			THE END.
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