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For my awesome son Riley. Thank you for bringing
so much love and laughter to our lives




It’s just another Saturday evening. Up and down the country, families gather on their sofas ready to devour the entertainment provided for them by the gods of prime time. Snacks are gathered, drinks are poured. Guesses are made, opinions are shared. The nation waits in anticipation; the bookies take their final bets before the broadcast begins.

It’s just like any other Saturday evening, except tonight I’m watching too. Tonight, I’m on the spectator side of the screen. For now. Reclining in my chair, beer in hand and a bowl of peanuts resting on the arm, waiting for the spectacle to begin, just like millions of others.

From John o’ Groats to Land’s End, wives shush husbands, and parents hurriedly usher children to bed as the adverts draw to a close and the commentator finally speaks.

“Twelve inmates. One chamber. Who will face justice tonight? Their fate is in your hands as we join Mo Wilson and the guards at Whitefield Prison for this week’s Juustiiice Liiive!”

I turn the volume up as Mel saunters in, tutting.

“Really, Cal?” She plucks the glass of Merlot from the coffee table. The one I poured for her. “On your holiday?”

“What can I say?” I smile, slightly. Willing her to lift the wine to her lips. “I guess I’m a workaholic.”

The theme music kicks in, a deep beat overlaid with jazzy electric guitar. The logo Justice Live – written in a jagged neon-blue font – sweeps across the screen at a jaunty angle before settling in the middle. CGI prison bars descend in front of it.

Then it’s the mugshot montage. Twelve monsters, all in a row. Unwashed, unkempt, every scar and pockmark accentuated by the sickly yellow light. A rapist. A murderer. A paedophile. Each one holding a letter board that gives their name, their crime, and the number to call to cast your vote.

Some of them are instantly recognisable to the public, even without the prop. I guess you’d call them notorious, or infamous. However you want to put it, they’re the images you see when you think of evil. Like Harvey Stone, whose picture comes last in the montage. His letter board reads Child Killer, but nobody needs to be told that. His round, greasy face and beady eyes are as familiar to the nation as any celebrity’s. The Playground Slasher. Seven little girls, seven different parks, one serrated blade. A reign of terror. A nationwide manhunt that lasted three months but ended abruptly, with a disappointing lack of bloodshed or drama, when he was arrested while buying a packet of digestives at a Tesco Express in Walthamstow. That was ten years ago now, but the memory of his crimes, and the innocent faces of his victims, are burned into the collective consciousness. Some things are so heinous, so painful, that we need to keep poking at them to remind ourselves they’re not just myths.

The parade of pariahs ends and Whitefield itself comes on-screen. The hairs on my arms prickle, ever so slightly, at the sight of its barbed-wire-topped walls and lookout towers. I glance over at Mel, who’s now settled in her favourite armchair, knees to the side with her feet almost tucked under her. I wish I could do that – contort my limbs to fit my whole self into a chair as if it were a cocoon. But my legs are too long, too straight, and not at all flexible. I worry that she’ll notice the goosebumps on my arm, that my own flesh will rat me out, but she’s not looking at me. As much as she professes her disgust for the show, she can’t take her eyes off it.

We all stare a little too long at the things we hate, and not long enough at the things we love.

The camera zooms in, over the walls and on to the exercise yard. But the basketball hoops and workout benches have been cleared away, and you can’t see the courts marked out on the concrete, because of the crowd. They swarm around the raised platform in the centre, each holding an oversized umbrella, emblazoned with the Justice Live logo, to protect them from the autumn drizzle.

Mo Wilson emerges from the main building, via a door I know to be the entrance to the camera runs, though they’ve moved all the wheelie bins that are usually there. The audience erupts into applause and he raises his hands in the air, fingers splayed as if trying to absorb their adoration into his skin. He’s all bleached teeth and slightly too orange spray tan. A walking Wotsit – as Dax likes to put it.

One of the show’s runners jogs up to him, hands him an umbrella. Wouldn’t do to get that perfectly coiffured greying hair flattened and frizzed up by the misty rain.

He steps up onto the platform, smiling wide and white. When he holds up his free hand, the crowd settles to a dull roar. He addresses the camera. “It’s Saturday night. The lines are open, the guards are pumped, and the inmates are quaking in their boots!”

The crowd roars, almost feral in their excitement. Rabid dogs who’ve caught the scent of blood on the breeze.

“And so they should be,” Mo continues, “because I’ve had a sneak peek at tonight’s chamber program, and let me tell you, ladies and gentlemen, it… is… a… doozy!” More roars. Cheers. They’ll all be hoarse by the first commercial break if they keep this up. “As always, it’s up to you guys at home to decide which of Britain’s most despicable criminals should face justice – live! But before you make up your mind, let’s catch up with what’s been happening at Whitefield this week. And I warn you, it’s not for the faint-hearted! They may be called inmates but there’s no love lost between our contenders.”

Mel shakes her head slowly, biting her bottom lip. She’s judging me, I can feel it. Even though she doesn’t take her eyes off the television, I know that the raised eyebrow and soft clicks of her tongue are as much aimed at me as at Mo Wilson and his pithy one-liners.

But that’s Mel all over. Reclining in her faux-leather chair, watching the world with faux outrage as she cradles the ornate glass in her palm, tapping the edges of it unconsciously with her slick, glossed fingernails – those are faux too. She can’t help it, everything she’s ever been surrounded with has been faux. Until she met me. At least that’s what I like to think. I like to think she was overcome by me, instantly attracted. I like to think I was the first real and raw thing in her life, and that’s why she fell in love with me. I don’t like to think that maybe I was just a bit of rough at first, just a boy from the wrong side of the river to satisfy her desire.

She grew up in a house full of false niceties and polished veneers, went to a school that gated itself off from the real world, took up a job in which appearance is everything. Even her supposedly profound experiences are artificial. Like the latest fad. She spent three months in the Himalayas last week, courtesy of a VR gift card her boss gave her for her birthday. She actually thinks she had a spiritual awakening, or some such cliché. The fact it was all pixels and code, when you get down to it, doesn’t register.

Mo cuts to pre-recorded footage. Highlights of the week include inmates squaring up to each other over a pot of hair cream, and the infamous Manchester Maniac bragging about having sex with his victims – after he’d slit their necks.

“Christ, Cal,” Mel says, looking at me for the first time since the show began. “Really?”

“You don’t have to watch,” I say, turning up the volume again, “if you find it too distasteful.”

She just tuts, and we sit through the rest of the week’s highlights in silence. I feel a shiver of excitement as my eyes dart to the clock.

“I honestly don’t know what’s worse,” she says, topping up her glass. “The show itself, or the audience.”

I know what she means. Of course I do. It’s sickening. The primal, hate-filled bloodlust on the crowd’s faces. Worse still will be what comes next. The pure delight, the whooping and cheering, when the votes are all counted and the tortures begin. The irony of it is lost on them.

“So don’t watch,” I say, and she frowns even more. She wanted me to agree, to launch into a debate about the cruelty of human nature like we used to when faced with such stark evidence of man’s obscene treatment of man. But not any more. We don’t agree any more.

I never intended to be a part of this, of course. It wasn’t what I signed up for. That I ever wanted to work at Whitefield at all was incomprehensible to her. But Justice Live isn’t Whitefield. Or at least, it’s only a tiny part of it. The part that makes the rest of it possible. I didn’t expect to be anywhere near this sick carnival of twisted punishments. I never dreamed I’d even set foot in the max wing. The guards of max are stars as much as they are correctional officers. All of them look like they could bench-press a double-decker bus without breaking a sweat. And, of course, they’re all ruggedly handsome, boasting a range of decidedly deep and masculine regional accents between them. All of them except me.

I’m still in all the calendars and posters, of course. But I know I’m the joke addition–physique-wise. There are no teenage girls swooning over me like they do over Dax. All the women swoon over Dax. Even Mel.

When she catches me staring she flashes a small smile, and I wonder how we got here. I think she still loves me. I know I still love her. This distance between us isn’t irrevocable, it can’t be. If I thought these walls between us could never be breached, I don’t know what I’d do. Even though the world she comes from turns my stomach now, even though the air of superiority she can’t seem to control sometimes makes me seethe, even after everything that’s happened, she is mine. My Melody. My soundtrack.

I’ve loved her for so long that I can’t remember how it felt not to. And it’s because I love her that I don’t tell her how empty and vacuous the world she inhabits seems to me now. It’s because I love her that I don’t mar her psyche with the things I’ve seen. It’s because I love her that I don’t tell her what I’ve seen her do. It’s because I love her that I slipped the Valium into her drink tonight, so she won’t have to look. Won’t have to know who I’ve become, or learn what I know. She won’t have to watch me destroy Dax Miller, and bring the whole fucking house of cards down with him.

When you love someone, you keep them from harm.

She drains the rest of her spiked Merlot as the chamber preview begins. Tonight’s virtual reality scenario is the reason why more people than ever are tuning in. The details have been ‘accidentally’ leaked online to generate interest. You’ve always got to think about the ratings, that’s what the producers tell us. And for once, I’m completely on board. I want every pair of eyes in England glued to a screen. Every pair of eyes, that is, apart from hers.

She shuffles slightly in her chair. Yawns. Her lids are growing heavy, starting to droop. She fights it a little, curious about the chamber despite all her protestations. But she can’t hold off for long. When she succumbs to sleep, I grab the blanket from the sofa and place it over her gently. Before I head for the door, I kiss the top of her head.

“I’m going to fix it, Mel. I’m going to fix it all. I promise.”




PART 1

DON'T DRINK THE WATER
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I was seven years old when the taps were turned off and we were plunged into poverty. Although there have been many accidental twists of fate that have led me to where I am now – and I won’t pretend that some of them weren’t my own fault – it was the events of that day that first set me on my path to Whitefield. I, like millions of others, saw my life change and my future dissolve almost overnight, and we were powerless to stop it. We were victims of a catalogue of circumstances that conspired to seal our misery.

If the ship had been just a few miles further out, if the wind had been blowing in another direction, if the tide had turned, or if the authorities had been able to identify what they were dealing with a little earlier, then perhaps my life would have been very different.

Little Josef Rodgers, his face covered in blisters, grabbing at his throat as he suffers through his final breaths with the white residue of the Mr Whippy ice cream he’d been eating smeared across his cheeks, is of course the most iconic image from that day. But it wasn’t the first one I saw. Instead it was the footage of ambulances and army trucks lining the coast roads and men shrouded in bright yellow biohazard suits frantically handing out gas masks in front of Brighton pier that first alerted me to the fact that something was very wrong.

I asked my parents what was happening, in between mouthfuls of spaghetti hoops and chicken nuggets, but they had no idea either.

“Must be an industrial accident,” Dad said. “Loads of factories round that way, aren’t there?”

“But it’s not just there,” Mum replied, scraping her dinner into the bin. She seemed to have lost her appetite. “It’s the whole south coast. Jenny’s cousin lives in Devon, and she’s been told to stay inside, Jenny says. Keep doors and windows shut and all that.”

It soon emerged that it was a national emergency, on a scale not seen since wartime. A scale I couldn’t possibly comprehend at my tender age. An unidentified cargo ship carrying biological and chemical weapons had caught fire, just a few miles off the south coast. The authorities didn’t know which country had been transporting them illegally in our waters or why, and I didn’t really understand the technicalities at the time, of course. All I knew was that a lot of people down south were very sick. There was something in the air that could kill them, so they were being moved inland. It was an awful thing that had happened to people who didn’t deserve it, and I hoped they’d be alright. But I had no clue that soon it would impact my little world too.

For a few days, life went on as normal, apart from all the worried chatter from the adults. The school had a collection – old clothes and toiletries, things like that, to be sent to the displaced children who had had to flee their coastal homes in haste, but that was as far as it went. Until the morning I turned the tap on to brush my teeth, and nothing came out.

“Muum,” I called out, “the bathroom tap’s not working.”

“Oh, for God’s sake.” She rushed in tutting and shoved me out of the way, but fiddle as she might not a drop emerged from the tap. She pushed the button on the toilet, and smiled in satisfaction when it worked. But her relief was short-lived when the swirling flush ended abruptly, without the churn of the cistern refilling.

“Must be a burst pipe or something,” she said. “I’ll call the water company later and find out. In the meantime, you still need to get dressed for school. Don’t look so worried, Cal. It’s just a water outage, not the end of life as we know it.”

She didn’t know how wrong she was.

* * *

The water wasn’t back on by teatime. It never came back on again, but we lived in hope for a good few months until the reality of the situation slowly dawned on us. Along the coast, the water had stopped running almost immediately after the accident – the plants used safety valves, which automatically shut off as soon as the contamination was detected. As an emergency measure, neighbouring counties had rerouted some of their supplies to assist, but now the reserves were gone. With the groundwater, and rainwater, potentially contaminated by toxins, the powers that be felt it was too dangerous to allow people to consume water from the southern quarter of England, at least until they could ensure these new biological threats were completely eliminated in the treatment process.

The air may have been breathable again down south, but the water wasn’t drinkable (neither, as we would later discover, was the land farmable, or the sea and rivers fishable). No one could precisely pinpoint the exact location where natural sources were no longer at risk, so a line had to be drawn somewhere – and that somewhere was the Thames.

Every water source south of the Thames was potentially unsafe, the experts declared, and therefore every tap, pipe and drain went dry. But we were assured that solutions were being found, it was just a matter of time. “Just keep on keeping on,” the cheerful local news anchor said with a wink. “Help is on its way. Let’s pull together, and see this through.”

For the first few weeks, the government trucks rolled in every day, filled with bottled water. Kind and concerned people from across the river filled bottles, buckets and old milk containers from their own taps and brought them to us. Although there was no longer anybody alive who had lived through the Second World War, there was much talk of ‘Blitz spirit’ and a rosy, almost nostalgic sense of community and togetherness.

But the love-thy-neighbour attitude didn’t last long. As the weeks went by, fewer and fewer people made the trip across the river each day with supplies. Local shops began stocking bottled water from floor to ceiling, at extortionate prices, which all the adults scoffed at – to start with. “Does that cheeky twat down the corner shop think I’m going to pay through the nose for some Evian rather than walk to the town hall?” Mum laughed. “Does he think we’ve all got more money than sense? Stupid fool.” But when the trucks stopped coming, the cheeky twat had the last laugh.

Somewhere in the heart of London, no doubt in buildings with plush décor and an abundance of water coolers, our fates were sealed by financial advisors and government think tanks. It wasn’t ‘cost-effective’ to build new pipelines in order to bring safe water to the southern counties. Neither was it ‘cost-effective’ to treat the poisoned rivers and reservoirs. Moreover, it wasn’t ‘sustainable’ to keep sending supplies, given that there was no longer any end in sight. Instead, we would have to learn to be ‘self-sufficient’ and ‘take charge of our own needs’. So the trucks made one last journey, this time to deliver a free water butt to every household and a ‘starter pack’ of small dissolvable tablets that we were told would make the water safe to use for washing, but not drinking. After that, the government decided it had fulfilled its obligations and we were on our own.

Dad attached the water butt to our guttering, and purchased three more. Mum would boil, treat and cool the water for us to wash in, and for the laundry, but there was never enough. Suddenly there were no more Saturday outings to the cinema or bowling alley, no more Friday night dinners of pizza or fish and chips. No more of the little luxuries that I had come to take for granted.

But kids are resilient, and a major change can become their new way of life incredibly quickly. It was harder on the adults, to have worked so hard for so long to achieve a comfortable life, only to see the cost of everything soar overnight and be left scrabbling just to put food on the table. Looking back, the sense of loss and unfairness must have been almost too much to bear.

It certainly was for Dad, who withdrew almost entirely. When he wasn’t at work, he was in bed. And often he was in bed when he should have been at work. I didn’t know about things like depression, or stress, back then, and I didn’t realise Mum’s ultra-enthusiasm and permanent toothy grin were her way of making up for my dad’s effective absence. Her way of trying not to let their problems affect my childhood, I suppose.

But it was always inevitable, from the moment that ship caught fire and unleashed its illegal cargo on to the winds, that my life would be swept up in the quicksand of its repercussions. When everything around you changes, you have to change too.
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Hallow, as the area in which we lived came to be known, crept up around us over the next few years. More and more high-rise apartment blocks were built to house the families who had fled the south coast once its industries had collapsed and its rich business owners had taken their enterprises north, now that land and property along the coast was practically worthless. Those who could afford to moved beyond the river, but those who couldn’t, thanks to the catastrophic decline of their assets, found themselves here.

With them came the need for more of everything. More schools, more hospitals, more shops and amenities. The parks and playgrounds where I had learned to ride my bike, hunted for conkers in autumn, and torn across in frantic flight from whoever was currently ‘it’ became multistorey car parks or public baths. Class sizes doubled, queues at the checkouts trebled, waiting lists at the doctors quadrupled.

At first, my school friends and I hated the ‘coasties’; we saw them as a plague that had swarmed north and settled around us, making everywhere crowded and robbing us of our outdoor spaces. It’s hard not to be influenced by the chatter of the adults around you. They blamed the new influx of residents for everything – from unemployment to the prevalence of the rats on the streets. Coasties were poor and dirty, everyone knew that. In reality, a lot of the new residents in our area had been far more affluent than we were before the accident. Some of them had fled beautiful country homes, or three-storey beach houses, and wound up living in pocket-sized flats surrounded by rubbish. But children don’t see things that way. My friends and I sneered and held our noses if they dared approach us for so much as to borrow a pencil. We were clueless and cruel, not caring that these kids had lost way more than we had.

It felt like they were an invading force, and we couldn’t find the compassion – or perhaps the desire – to welcome them into our community. But nothing unifies people like a common enemy, so when the border went up, we all came together in our shared hatred.

The youngsters nowadays are furious at our lack of action back then. Why didn’t we stop them, they ask. Why didn’t we protest, rage? Why didn’t we set up barricades, chain ourselves to bridges? Why did we allow ourselves to succumb to this fate? But the truth is that we simply didn’t know. No one tells you that the measures you submit to in a time of crisis will become the new normal, even when the crisis is passed. That’s the trouble with living through a major historical event, you don’t realise that’s what’s happening. There’s no neon flashing signs or blaring alarms alerting you to the fact that everything you know is about to change, forever. There is no understanding of how what happens today will impact tomorrow. There is only one event, and then another and another – each in response to the last, each seeming, at the time, a perfectly natural and inevitable progression.

* * *

The border went up overnight, with no prior warning. We awoke one drizzly Wednesday morning to the news that, while we had been sleeping, the authorities had been busy turning the arbitrary line that the experts had drawn across the country into a very real, very controversial one. Half of the bridges across the river had been shut completely, the other half were now manned by patrols. Reports soon came in of fences and checkpoints that had suddenly sprung up in the west to mark the edge of the safe-water zone beyond the end of the Thames.

It was a necessary action, the government declared, once they had been forced to admit what they were doing. A regrettable but vital measure for everyone’s protection, to prevent theft and the sale of black-market water. Desperate families without the means to afford the ever-increasing cost of bottled water had been making their way across the river to fill containers and buckets from public fountains and bathrooms. Low earners who worked in the city but lived south of the river had been filling flasks from their employers’ taps to bring home to their families. Overnight these means of survival had been criminalised, and the country had been irrevocably divided.

There were no ‘coasties’ any more. There were no Cornish, no Kentish, no Sussex or Surrey residents. We were all lumped together – the unfortunate victims of our geography. Forgotten residents from the arse end of a country that no longer cared about us. Now, there was just them and us. We didn’t hate the newcomers any more, all our anger and frustration was directed across the river.

I don’t remember where the term ‘razzles’ came from, or exactly when it became part of everyday vocabulary, but soon it was the slang we all used, usually with a sneer and sometimes even with a spit, to describe everyone north of the Thames – everyone who lived with the luxury they mostly took for granted, the luxury of running water. We similarly lost our previous identities and were all lumped together as one, stuck in the newly formed Hallow. I don’t know who coined the name, or why. I’ve heard it said it’s a mixture of Hell and Fallow – in reference to the fact the land could not be used until it had recovered. It seems fitting, so I like to assume it’s correct.

As teens in Hallow, we were served rage and despair over breakfast, lunch and dinner. Our parents, our teachers, even the adults we passed as we walked to and from school, could not contain their anger at the injustice they had been dealt. Words like ‘abandoned’, ‘hopeless’ and ‘forgotten’ swirled in the air everywhere we went. The movies on television were full of people whose lives were nothing like ours, the books we read in class filled with protagonists we couldn’t relate to. The world outside Hallow didn’t acknowledge our way of life. The idols on the screen didn’t have to boil and treat their water, they all jumped in the shower, or turned on a tap to grab a drink or wash their hands. They were nothing like us, which meant we didn’t belong in their world, and could never hope to.

My school, like all the others, was underfunded, overcrowded and staffed by teachers who themselves were struggling with a new, harder way of life. My dad managed to get a better-paying job, which meant we could at least afford food and clean drinking water (something that had become an either/or choice for far too many families). But it also meant he had to travel across the river for work six days a week. The border checks added at least an hour to his commute, so he would leave home at 7am and return around eight in the evening, tired and pissed off. Like thousands of others who had been forced to compete for positions that were only marginally better paid in order to survive, he became almost an absent parent. Hardly ever home, and too exhausted from work and despair to have much to do with me when he was.

Mum still worked only part-time at the local supermarket, but the added time and effort involved in doing daily chores like laundry and cleaning without the benefit of running hot water left her exhausted each day. She never asked if I needed help with homework any more, or even whether I’d done it. Dad would slink up the stairs straight after dinner, collapsing into a snore minutes later. She would boil another pan of rainwater to wash the dishes, cursing under her breath as she wrestled with the greasy plates and pans at the sink – the dishwasher sitting dormant in the corner of the kitchen as if to taunt her. Then she would sigh, pour herself a small sherry and shuffle up the stairs, reminding me to switch the lights off when I went to bed, but without the breath or care to nag me not to make it late.

It wasn’t long before I began to despise being at home, craving instead the company of my peers – the only people in this godforsaken place who seemed to still exist in technicolour. We thought we were alone, misunderstood. We wanted to find something worth doing, and feeling, in this world that seemed to be disappearing into decay and despondency, just as we were getting ready to inherit it. We were angry, we were horny, we were reckless and short-sighted.

We were the first generation of Hallow teens, and it’s fair to say we paved the way for what was to come.
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It was Jay who first introduced me to VR booths. He turned up at my door on the morning of his fifteenth birthday, wearing a grin and his best faded leather jacket.

“Get those fuckin’ rags off,” he said, pointing to my uniform which hadn’t been washed in nearly two weeks because of the summer drought. “We’re bunking today.”

Jay and I had become friends by default, the only two boys in our form with a modicum of intelligence, or so we liked to think. He’d moved up from Sussex eight years before, immediately after the accident. His parents had been savvy enough to sell before it became clear that house prices were going to continue to go down. He used to have a double-barrelled surname, Billington-Smythe, but he dropped the hyphen and his mother’s maiden name in favour of plain old ‘Smith’ and that was really just Jay all over. No airs and graces. His family had more money than most in Hallow, but he didn’t make a big deal of it. He didn’t flaunt his intelligence either. In fact, he barely even used it.

“What are you on about?” I said, stuffing my maths book into my backpack while trying to consume a piece of toast.

“It’s my birthday!” Jay proclaimed, throwing his hands in the air with a flourish, as if that explained everything.

“Okay… happy birthday?” I replied, unsure what he was getting at.

“Precisely! Happy birthday to me, and happy fucking day for you too. For, by virtue of being one of only very few human beings I can actually tolerate the company of, I have decided that you, Calvin Roberts, are to join me on this most haw-spicious of occasions. Whereupon, we shall shake off the shackles of the education system and seek out untold delights!”

“I… what?”

Jay rolled his eyes and exhaled loudly. “We’re bunking off and having fun. Got it?”

I was a little dubious, but definitely intrigued. “What kind of fun?”

Jay’s grin doubled in size and he pulled a handful of banknotes out of his pocket. “Thought it was about time discerning gentlemen such as ourselves got to check out those new VR booths across the river.”

“No. Way.” Double maths could go whistle. I’d been dying to experience the latest in virtual reality ever since I’d seen the adverts online, but I never thought I’d really get to. “Where the hell did you get all that?”

“Present from my uncle.” Jay shrugged, like it was no big deal. “Mum says it’s him rubbing our noses in how much more successful he is than Dad. But I just say ker-ching! I’m gonna take this little token of my uncle’s esteem and show my boys a good time.”

“Boys?”

“Figured we’d take Curly,” Jay said. “Don’t fancy his chances walking home from school without us, and Christ knows he’s never gonna get a girl outside of VR. It’s basically a public service.”

I frowned. It made sense, but I didn’t much like the idea of trying to look inconspicuous with Curly in tow. At six feet tall with a shock of ginger hair and a mouth that seemed compelled to voice every random thought that crossed his mind, he wasn’t exactly the most discreet and mature of adventure companions. Harry ‘Curly’ Kerlwith was as dense as they come, and barely literate. But he had a heart the size of a mountain and would give you his last penny if you needed it. Jay and I had the sense to appreciate that in a friend, and we looked after him. He was the type who could easily be manipulated if left to his own devices. Fortunately, he had us to make sure that didn’t happen.

“Okay,” I said, feeling guilty that I was disappointed it wasn’t going to be just the two of us. “You’re right.”

“Course I’m right,” Jay said, throwing his arm round my shoulder as we headed down the street toward Curly’s flat. “It’s gonna be the best damn day of your life, Cally baby!”

He was right. In all the days that have come and gone since, I can’t recall a better one. And yet, now that the story has played out, I wish it had never happened.
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We waited by the corner shop for Curly – his mother always watched him from the window until he was out of sight and we didn’t want her to see us out of uniform.

“Shit,” Curly exclaimed when he spotted us loitering, Jay with a cigarette hanging casually from his lips. “Is it mufti?”

“No, you dappy mare,” Jay replied. “It’s my birthday. And you, dear Curly, are invited.”

Curly raised an eyebrow and looked us up and down. “To what?”

“Adventure!” Jay leapt up onto the short brick wall that separated the shop’s driveway from the garden next door. “Intrigue! A quest to sample the carnal delights of the upper classes.”

Curly just stared at me in confusion. “We’re taking the train into the city to try out the VR booths,” I translated.

“Oh,” Curly replied. “Well, why didn’t you just say so?”

“So.” Jay slung his arm around Curly’s shoulder. “You in?”

“Yeah, I’m in.” Curly grinned.

“Excellent,” Jay replied. “Just need to get you both cleaned up a bit, then we’re city-bound!”

“Cleaned up?” I asked.

“No offence, lads, but we all reek of Hallow. We can’t smell it on each other, of course, because we’re all so used to stinking like a nun’s bunions. But the razzles will whiff us a mile off. When was the last time you guys had a bath?”

“I scrubbed last night!” Curly protested.

“Yeah,” I said, “me too.”

“I’m not talking bits and pits in a bucket of water,” Jay said. “I mean a real bath. Deep and hot.”

I shook my head. It had been months since we’d had enough left over in the butts for a whole hot bath. And even then, I’d gone third after Mum and Dad and the water was murky and tepid. Curly screwed up his face, and sniffed at his arms.

“Right,” Jay said. “I think a trip to the bathhouse is in order, are we agreed?”

“No.” Curly looked positively terrified. “Uh-uh, Jay. My mum says you’ll get verrucas and typhoid if you go in there. Plasters and pubes floating in it, there is. Plus people piss in it.”

Jay rolled his eyes. “What do you take me for? I don’t mean the pauper baths for the tower-block plebs. I’m talking about the real bathhouse. The swanky one up on First Street, where they give you heated towels and everything.”

I whistled. I’d never been to The Bathhouse, but I knew all about it. In fact, we’d studied its owner, Kurt Massey, in our business class. “An example of a true entrepreneur; a man who sees opportunities where others see only problems,” Mr Warner had told us. Another way of putting it would to be to say that he was a greedy scumbag who capitalised on other people’s misfortune. He was the owner of a nationwide chain of hotels, which was still his main business north of the river. But after the accident, he saw a gap in the market.

All of Hallow’s old swimming pools had been turned into public baths, and Curly’s mum wasn’t wrong in her assessment of them. Filthy, festering pools of tepid water collected from government-owned properties where those who lived in apartment blocks and couldn’t have their own water butts could have a daily wash, for a nominal fee. Frankly, they probably came out dirtier than they went in. But Massey realised that for the more ‘discerning’ (that is, wealthier) residents of Hallow, there was still no alternative but to treat and boil their own water and painstakingly fill a bathtub bucket by bucket. An effort and inconvenience he deduced that people would pay to avoid, if they could.

So, he struck a multimillion-pound deal with a northern water company, and converted all the Massey Inns south of the river into luxury bathhouses. Massey water tankers started to roll through Hallow in the dead of night, always heavily armed.

As much as I disliked the man, I had always wanted to see the inside of a Massey Bathhouse for myself. And it had been an age since I’d soaked in hot, soapy water. “That’s awesome, Jay,” I said, suddenly feeling guilty that I hadn’t even thought to get him a present. “Really. I can’t believe you’re spending your money on us like this.”

“Don’t be soft,” Jay said. “Who else am I gonna go with? Come on, you daft sods.” He skipped ahead, throwing his hands up to the air. “Let the birthday shenanigans commence!”

* * *

The Bathhouse was exquisite. We spent over an hour just floating and luxuriating in the scented, rippling water. I’d forgotten the serenity of it, or perhaps I’d never appreciated it back when a bath was a nightly ritual. I was mesmerised by the deep wrinkles on my fingertips, and the way they felt numb yet exaggerated at the same time. How many years had it been since I’d been in water long enough for my skin to resemble a sultana? Curly’s cheeks turned red as he lay on his back in the centre of the pool-sized bath, just staring silently at the ceiling.

“So, what’s next then, Jay?” I asked, though I would have been content to stay right where I was.

“Next we head to the station, catch us a train to the city.”

After we’d hauled ourselves out of the bath and got dry, Jay handed Curly a bag of clothes he’d taken from his dad’s wardrobe. “Don’t want to rock up to the VR booths in school uniform, Curly,” he said when the offering of over-starched trousers and an itchy-looking green jumper was met with a grimace. “Some of those programs are age-restricted.”

Curly obliged, and we headed to the station, where we were frisked for weapons and asked to state the purpose of our visit before being issued a day pass and allowed to board a train out of Hallow.

It really was another world on the other side of the river. Everything was so bright, so vivid. I hadn’t noticed the thin layers of grime that had built up so slowly around me in Hallow; not until I saw life without them. Cars and buses gleamed, almost offensive in their ostentatious colour. Street signs were white – not yellowed or grey – and the bold black letters on them seemed to shout the information they bore. The people walking past were scurrying clouds of long-forgotten scents. Cloying musk, light bursts of floral sweetness, sickly clouds of deep vanilla – all moving through the air, mixing and mingling. It was like being Dorothy when she opened the black-and-white door to Oz and found herself assaulted by technicolour.

But if the vibrancy of the city was a shock to my senses, it was nothing compared to the mind-blowing euphoria of experiencing the VR booths for the first time.
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When we arrived at the plush, glass-fronted entertainment club, Jay tried to head for the XXX section, but was quickly stopped by a burly guy in a suit that looked a little too small for his well-built torso. Unsurprisingly, the adult VR booths required ID to enter, which meant Jay wasn’t going to pop his virtual cherry on his birthday as he had hoped. I feigned disappointment, but I was relieved. As far as I was concerned, the adventure programs boasted far more enticing experiences.

“What about Space Dash?” Curly suggested as we perused the list of available booths.

“Aliens and lasers?” Jay screwed up his nose. “Nah, that’s kids’ stuff.”

“Wyrdworld,” I said, pointing to the huge poster on the wall that depicted a band of adventurers fighting a three-headed hydra. “I’ve heard it’s the bollocks.”

“Alright,” Jay said. “I guess I could be up for that.”

We handed our cash to the booth operator, who opened the door to the Wyrdworld chamber. “Adventuring together?” he asked. We nodded, and he gestured for us to take our seats.

The VR recliners looked like black leather versions of the chairs you get at the dentist, except that they had wires coming out of them in several places, and Velcro seat belts. The booth attendant gave us each a small handheld touchscreen device on which we could choose our characters. I played it pretty standard, and went for an assassin bedecked in a scarlet tunic and black leather trousers. Curly chose a wizard and opted to go for the full-on stereotype: flowing black robes and a long grey beard. Jay fiddled with his little screen the longest, but wouldn’t tell us who he’d chosen to be.

“Alright,” the attendant said, taking our devices away. “I’ll just upload these character files and you’ll be all set. The program starts you off in a safe village, mostly so you can acclimatise. Any questions?” he asked. We all shook our heads. “Okay, so I just need to go through some safety advice.”

“Safety?” Curly looked a little pale.

“Relax, Curly boy,” Jay said. “You’re strapped into a bloody chair, how much safer could you be?”

“Most importantly,” the attendant continued, “I need to let you know the safe word. If at any time you experience pain or dismemberment, or a sense of all-consuming terror or total amnesia, you must immediately say the word ‘octograph’, which will end the game and alert us that you are in need of help.”

“I’m not so sure this sounds like fun any more,” Curly said, his fingers running along his seat belt, seeking the join.

“Oh, don’t be daft,” Jay said. “Why octograph?”

“Why not?” the attendant replied with a shrug. “It was chosen as a word that isn’t commonly used, but will be easy to remember in an emergency.”

“Yeah,” I said, “speaking of that. You said to say octograph in case of ‘total amnesia’, but how would I remember if I had total amnesia?”

He sighed and rubbed his temples. “Look, mate. I’m basically just reading off a card here. I’m not a bloody game designer. I have to say it, so I’ve said it. It’s never happened, and it probably never will. It’s just red-tape health-and-safety bollocks, alright?”

I nodded.

“But,” he continued, “the pain thing is very important. I don’t mean a cramp in your leg or whatever, I mean if you start to feel pain from events in the game. Like, if you bang your elbow on a table and it actually hurts, not the weird pins and needles you’re supposed to get to let you know your character’s been injured, but actually hurts like it would if you did it in real life.”

I swallowed hard. “Does that happen sometimes then?”

“Not often. Very rare. But the fact is that some people are more suggestible than others, see? So, some people’s brains are so convinced by the virtual reality that they even start to send pain signals. Now, it’s not so bad if it’s just a splinter, or a scraped knee when they’ve hopped a fence, so some players just ignore it. But what happens when something really bad happens? Like, what happens when you’re stuck through with a sword, or a demonic crow pecks your eyes out, and you really feel it? I’ve only seen it once but, Christ, it was harsh. Dude was sat right in that chair,” he pointed to Curly, “and he just starts screaming. Like, howling. When I switched off the game he couldn’t even speak. Just sobbed and hugged me.”

Curly clawed at his belt. “I wanna switch seats!” he yelled.

“Don’t be a div,” Jay chided. “It was the guy’s brain that did it, not the seat.”

“Exactly right,” the attendant said. “And it was his own fault. He’d had this talk, same as you, but he chose to ignore it. Then, a ruddy great griffin swept out of the air, tore his chest open with its talons. He couldn’t ignore that one. So, do yourselves a favour – if you feel pain, you hit me up with a nice yell of octograph, right? No excuses.”

We all nodded and the attendant grinned. “Perfect,” he said. “Now, it’s up to you how you play it, of course, but I’d recommend you stay in the village for the first night.”

“The first night?” I enquired. “How long is this game?”

“Well, you’ve paid for two hours, so in VR time that’s about a week,” he replied. “It’s all down to the way your brain perceives time, the brainiacs have fine-tuned it so that it works a bit like a dream does. Something to do with neural transmission, or is it neuron transmission? I can’t remember. Anyway, the simulation is effectively ‘downloaded’ into your brain via the headset, so what seems like an hour happens in just a few seconds. Of course, they could give you even longer for your money if they chose to, but it wouldn’t be good for repeat business if you completed the whole year of gameplay in one sitting. So, they give you a week per session.”

A week? A week away from Hallow, adventuring with my friends. It seemed too good to be true. We were handed our headsets and I eagerly put mine on. They looked nothing like the old-fashioned extended goggles I had seen at my local amusement arcades. These were more like leather hoods with built-in earphones, and pliable criss-crossed metal strips sewn into the top so that they could be smoothed down to fit neatly across your skull.

Once we’d got them fitted correctly, the attendant began the countdown.

“Okay, lads,” he said. “I’m going to fire up the game. Don’t worry if you feel a little disorientated for the first few minutes. Right. Have fun in Wyrdworld, guys, your adventure begins in three… two… one…”
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With the VR headset on, I was in total darkness. My heartbeat thundered in my ears, my limbs feeling limp and large. Then the tiniest buzz: high-pitched and insistent, as though a rogue mosquito had found its way into my headgear. The whine grew louder and deeper, morphing into a whooshing noise like waves breaking all around me as the black nothingness was broken by stark maroon lettering that filled my entire vision.

WYRDWORLD (2.0)

© Heraldgamesinc

No matter which way I turned my head, the title stayed in front of me, even when I closed my eyes. Because, I came to realise, I wasn’t seeing it with my eyes but with my mind. I started to wonder if the game had glitched, or failed to load, when suddenly the innocuous letters disappeared, along with reality as I knew it. No one forgets their first real VR. That’s what the adverts say, that’s what the gamers and enthusiasts say. But what they don’t say, because it’s hard to find the words to even come close to doing so, is why.

In an instant I was standing in a dusty, noisy village square. Thatched buildings lined the edges, a horse and cart passed by me, people bustled all around holding baskets of goods or draining tankards of ale. I don’t know what I’d been expecting. I suppose I thought it would be just a more immersive first-person game, perhaps with better graphics. But these weren’t graphics. Not in the way I’d ever have envisioned. There was no sheen, nothing artificial. It was fantasy so realistic that it didn’t seem like fantasy at all. I could feel the breeze, smell the horse shit. It was both thrilling and disconcerting, and I wasn’t sure at that moment which feeling would win out.

“Cal.” A stern, gravelled voice interrupted my thoughts. “Cal, is it you?”

“Curly?” I spun round to meet a robed torso. Looking up, the wizard (who was even taller than real-life Curly) loomed over me, eyes a piercing blue and a beard so long he could have tucked it into his belt.

“Yes,” he replied in a booming, authoritative tone. “It is me.”

“Christ,” I said, squinting at him. “You sound like Gandalf.”

“Never mind that. Where’s Jay?”

“I…” I scanned the people in the village square, realising that we had no idea which character Jay had picked, and therefore no idea what he would look like. I guess I’d assumed it would be obvious to spot a ‘real’ player amongst the computer-run characters, but it wasn’t. “I don’t know. He could be anyone.”

“Looking for someone?” A deep, rich voice beside us made us jump. We turned to see a young man with flowing blonde hair and disconcertingly white teeth. He was wearing a green tunic and tights, with a lyre strapped to his back.

“Jay?” we asked in unison.

“In the flesh! Well, in the pixels technically, I guess. Handsome fucker, aren’t I?”

“You’re a bard?” I asked, a little thrown off guard.

“Always fancied myself as something of a rock star,” Jay replied. “Drowning in groupies, that kind of thing. This was the closest I could find.”

It didn’t take long to get the hang of the game. By the next morning we had procured some weapons and supplies, booked ourselves rooms at the local tavern, practised our skills at the training grounds, and were ready to go exploring. What followed was six days (or so it seemed) of pure adventure. From slaying monsters in swamps to sneaking through guarded towers to rescue damsels in distress. I don’t think I had ever felt so alive.

On our last night we camped out under the stars, roasting the carcass of a sabretooth tiger that we’d worked together to kill. We talked over our escapades, laughing at Jay’s failed attempts to seduce noblewomen and Curly’s disastrous attempt at casting a love spell for him (somehow he managed to mix up the incantation, and Jay found himself pursued through the village streets by a randy sow – much to the farmer’s dismay). Tears rolled down our cheeks as we did our best impressions of the amorous pig and its hot-headed owner. But when a new constellation appeared in the sky, our mirth turned sour.

“It’s an hourglass,” I said, holding my finger up and tracking its outline.

“Yeah,” Jay sighed. “It’s the countdown. Time’s nearly up.”

We sat in silence for several minutes before Curly said what we were all thinking. “I don’t want to go home.”

“Me neither, bud,” Jay replied, squeezing his shoulder in a rare display of affection.

“It’s not over.” I stood up, a sense of determination overtaking me. “It can’t be over. We have to come back. Promise, guys?”

“Sure,” Jay said. “Maybe next birthday, eh?”

I shook my head. That was too long, I didn’t think I could wait. Though I knew I had very little choice. “I think this is the happiest I’ve ever been,” I whispered, half-afraid Jay would call me soft. But he just smiled.

“Me too,” he replied. “You two are pretty decent to go adventuring with. Even if you are wankers.”

I laughed, “Takes one to know one, Jay,” I said as the colour started to fade from the world around me. Slowly, ever so slowly, until everything was black.

I felt total disorientation as my headgear was unceremoniously removed and the bright fluorescent lighting of the VR chamber flooded my sore eyes. The attendant said something. We said something back. But it was just white noise. We gathered our things, took the complimentary bottle of water and cookie we were offered, and left the building in a fog of melancholy.

At the station we were frisked, patted down by officious, calloused hands that removed the untouched water bottles from our pockets, and then we were shouted at by their petty, uniformed owner who accused us of trying to smuggle. That was the world we’d come back to. A world that wouldn’t let us take a simple drink of water, that we had neither begged nor stolen, on a train home.

We parted ways outside Jay’s house with just a nod and a ‘see ya’, because there was nothing we could say here that could begin to convey everything we felt. By the time I crawled into my bed, after a supper of beans on toast and a dispassionate ticking off from Mum for being late home from school, I couldn’t decide if I wished I was still in Wyrdworld, or if I wished I’d never been at all. It may have been the most exciting and exhilarating experience of my life, but it just made everything else seem desperately bland and pointless.

* * *

Life carried on, the daily routine slowly chipping away at the memory of my first VR experience, until I could no longer envision it as clearly, or remember precisely how it felt. At first Jay and Curly had talked about nothing else, but as the months rolled on, our determination to revisit seemed to dwindle, and we stopped saving every spare penny, opting to grab a Snickers bar or a packet of crisps when we felt like it instead of squirrelling our allowances away.

Perhaps if Mum hadn’t got sick we never would have gone back. Perhaps we would still be friends to this day, or perhaps we would have drifted apart naturally and amicably; Jay would have got a high-profile job and a trophy wife, I’d have worked for a big corporation in the city and raised kids in Hallow just like my dad. And Curly… Curly would have found himself a sweet, homely girl – someone who valued true love and honesty over anything else, and he’d have given her so much laughter, loyalty and adoration that she’d have been the happiest wife in Hallow, and he the happiest man in anywhere.
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Mum passed on a Thursday afternoon, taking all the light and love in our house with her. Perhaps, if we had had the good fortune to live across the river, the cancer would have been found in time to halt its progress. But we were at the mercy of Hallow’s ill-equipped and underfunded hospitals, and after the six months it took for her to get the tests and scans needed to identify the problem, it was already too late to do anything other than ease her pain as she died slowly before our eyes. We were both sitting by her bedside when she took her final breath. Dad lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed it, right on her wedding ring, before reaching across and gently sealing her eyelids shut with the tips of his fingers. He patted me on the shoulder, but did not speak. In an instant he was a different man; a broken man.

* * *

It’s strange how the bricks and mortar of a house can stay the same, yet feel completely different. Like the change in a room’s acoustics if the furniture is removed, Mum’s absence left an echo in our home. The words I spoke seemed to hang unfinished and unheard, not finding their ear. Dad withdrew from the world, and embraced the bottle. When I woke in the mornings, he had already left for work. There was no one to rouse me gently from my sleep, or make sure I had breakfast or clean clothes. I could have skipped school every day if I wanted, but instead I got there early. I couldn’t bear to be in the soulless house alone.

Jay had found some older friends, and I didn’t see as much of him as before. He still hung out with us from time to time, always acting as if there was no one in the world he would rather spend his time with, but his presence was fleeting and for the most part it was just Curly and me now. But I couldn’t have wished for a better friend. I took to going home with him most days, and his mum would give me the concern, and even the nagging, that was missing from my own home.

I don’t think I’ve ever met a more wonderful woman than Patty Kerlwith. It didn’t take many evenings spent as a guest in her ramshackle apartment to make me deeply ashamed of any snobbish thoughts I’d ever had about Curly’s family or situation. As soon as she realised I dreaded going home, she gave me everything she could, from home-cooked meals to hugs and a shoulder to cry on. There hasn’t been a day in all these years that I haven’t thought of her. And it hurts. It hurts beyond endurance to think of her, because I cannot bear the knowledge of what I did. I destroyed that woman, that wonderful, vividly compassionate and fiercely kind woman. I tore her heart to shreds because of my own selfish greed, and she never even knew it was me who was to blame.
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    Everyone who lives in Hallow is trying to escape it, one way or another. I know that now. I know it in spades. Everyone has their own desperation, their own craving, their own ways of getting through a life of hardship and drudgery. But in the months after Mum died, I felt as though no one could be as trapped and unhappy as I was.
   

   
    There was only one thing I started to desire, only one way I could see to bring a little light into my life, and that was to revisit the happiest of my days – in
    
     Wyrdworld
    . I broached the subject with Curly, and he was just as eager as I was. But, of course, there was the ever-present obstacle in our way.
   

   
    “It’d be awesome, Cal, don’t get me wrong,” Curly said as we sat on the wall outside the corner shop devouring a packet of Wotsits between us. “I deffo want to. I loved being a wizard, made me feel all powerful and like… useful. But,” he held up the empty packet, “I just spent my last 50p on these. Won’t get no more cash till God knows when, and it’ll be nowhere near enough when I do.”
   

   
    “I know,” I sighed. “I haven’t got any money either. Christ, Curly. I just… I just really need this, you know? I can’t…” I could feel my voice starting to shake, and a sharp prickle made me swipe at my eyes. But I never had to worry about being macho around Curly, he never cared about stuff like that.
   

   
    “I know,” he said softly, touching me on my shoulder with his Wotsit-stained hand. “I know, mate. We’ll think of something. I promise.”
   

   
    I smiled at him. I didn’t think we would, but he was trying his best. As we sat on that little stone wall, our fingers and lips covered in cheesy crumbs, I knew the guy beside me was the greatest friend anyone could have. Unfortunately, if he felt the same way about me, he was wrong.
   

   
    Later that evening, I was taken by surprise when Jay knocked on my door. Dad had already returned home from work and retreated to his bedroom, and I was wrestling with quadratic equations at the kitchen table. I ushered Jay in and as he cast an eye around the room I suddenly became aware of how we had let the place go since Mum had been gone.
   

   
    “So,” Jay said, “Curly came to see me earlier.”
   

   
    “Yeah?”
   

   
    “Yeah.” Jay clicked his tongue, shifting awkwardly from one foot to the other. “Listen, man. I just wanted to say I’m sorry.”
   

   
    “What for?”
   

   
    “I’ve been a shit friend. I haven’t been around as much as I should have. I… well, I’ve been busy, and I should have made more time to check in with you. It’s shit, losing your mum. I should have come around more, taken you out more. I know Curly’s been looking out for you, but… I should have been too.”
   

   
    I felt a lump in my throat, and swallowed hard against it. “Don’t sweat it,” I said. “Like you said, you’ve been busy.”
   

   
    Jay shook his head. “Not fucking good enough. I see that now. Curly made me see it, of all people.”
   

   
    “What exactly did he say?”
   

   
    “Proper laid in to me, he did. Told me I’d abandoned you, right when you need me most. I’ve never seen anything like it. Never knew he had it in him. Christ, Cal. You shoulda seen him, he was ranting and raving and stabbing his finger at me, and his cheeks went all red – looked like a fucking psychotic tomato.”
   

   
    I laughed. I couldn’t imagine Curly getting angry like that. But I was deeply moved too. To think he got so worked up, just for me.
   

   
    “Anyway,” Jay continued. “He’s really worried about you, mate. And so am I. He told me what you’d said, about needing money, and it just so happens, I might be able to help with that.” He pulled out his wallet and produced a stack of notes.
   

   
    “Christ on a bike, Jay. What did you do, rob a bank?”
   

   
    “Nah.” He grinned. “Let’s just say I found myself a little part-time hustle. Curly thinks I’m working at the supermarket, he’s been asking me to put in a word for him. But you can’t make this kind of dough stacking shelves. Look, this has to stay between us, you can’t tell Curly. But if you’re serious about making money, I can get you in.”
   

   
    “In where?”
   

   
    Jay rolled his eyes. “In on the gravy train, you dense twonk. But
    
     just
     you, not Curly. I’m serious. He can’t be involved. If I let you in on this, you have to swear you won’t say a word to him.”
   

   
    “Alright.”
   

   
    “Swear it, Cal.”
   

   
    “Okay, okay. I swear I won’t say a word about it to Curly. Christ, Jay. What the hell is this job? Anyone would think it was MI5 or something, the way you’re carrying on.”
   

   
    “Is your dad home?”
   

   
    “Yeah, but he’s fast asleep upstairs.”
   

   
    “Okay, well, I’ll show you.”
   

   
    I stared at the small foil packets as Jay pulled them from his pockets and deposited them on my kitchen table.
   

   
    “Is that—”
   

   
    “Spice,” he said, picking one up and carefully pulling the edges apart to show me the substance inside. It looked like the weird dried-flower crap Mum used to fill little glass bowls with, but it didn’t smell like it. “Hallow’s drug of choice for those long, painful lives of poverty.”
   

   
    “Jay,” I said, images of the emaciated and zombie-like people in the anti-spice posters at school flooding my mind, “you’re not 
    
     using
     it?”
   

   
    “Course not.” He looked genuinely offended at the suggestion. “What do you take me for? Some shit-for-brains Hallow-lifer? This stuff’s the quickest way to make sure you never get out of here. I’ve got my eyes across the river, you know that. I’d never use it, I’m just selling it, to the kids at school.”
   

   
    I couldn’t decide whether I was relieved or disgusted. It certainly explained why Jay had been hanging about with so many new people. “Selling it? Why?”
   

   
    “For. Mon-ey,” he said in a slow, sarcastic tone. “Why else?”
   

   
    “I know that,” I snapped. “I meant why, when you know how dangerous it is?”
   

   
    “Pfft.” He waved his hand. “It’s not dangerous. Christ, you don’t believe everything they stick on a poster, do you? It’s basically just souped-up weed. I just wouldn’t touch it because I’m not a deadbeat, directionless moron who wants to bake his noodle.”
   

   
    “But what about the kids you sell it to?”
   

   
    “They’re deadbeat, directionless morons already,” he said. “C’mon, Cal. You really think the likes of Zack Tucker are ever going to do anything other than work crappy little jobs and have crappy little lives?”
   

   
    I thought about Zack slouching at the back of the maths class, chewing gum and carving swear words into the desk with his compass. “No,” I admitted. “No, I don’t.”
   

   
    “Exactly!” Jay’s eyes lit up now, and his hand gestures became more animated. “He’ll die here, Cal. So will ninety per cent of the kids we know, and our teachers, our parents, the woman in the grocery shop and the man who sweeps the streets. They’re here for life, and they know it. Open your fucking eyes, mate. Everyone here needs
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