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  Chapter 1


  Since Luke turned twenty-five  or since the millennium; Julie isnt sure which event actually set him off  hes been talking about not wanting to be
  stuck in this room any more. He wants to go out, he keeps saying, and dance in the fields.


  I want to be naked, he adds. While Im dancing.


  Great, says Julie. Youll be naked and dead and your mother will go totally insane. Nice combination. Very Kurt Cobain.


  How is that anything like Kurt Cobain? Anyway, I might not die.


  Julie pokes at her Pot Noodle. Luke, weve had this conversation a thousand times. Yeah, you might not die, but do you want to take that risk?


  No. I guess not, Luke says. Is there anything on TV?


  I wish theyd put more peas in these, Julie says, and reaches for the remote.


  After flicking through various channels, Julie settles on a Learning Zone science programme in which a man with a beard is explaining the birth of calculus. Luke gives Julie a
  look, then takes the remote control.


  Ill find something with a story, he says.


  Theres nothing, really, so he settles for a profile of a pop group, which may as well be a story. Theyre talking about how they used to have these pathetic low-paid jobs, and play
  their music in provincial youth-clubs. Now they play Wembley Arena.


  Julie looks around the room. There are magazines, CDs and Blockbuster Video boxes on the floor. It is not usually a mess in here  Lukes actually very organised  these are
  just the remains of tonight. The rest of the room contains Lukes large double bed, his TV, video, computer, and a couple of chairs. Most of the wall space is covered with the shelves that
  hold every book Lukes ever read, and his library of videos containing programmes hes taped from the TV  programmes full of shiny white American malls, clean beaches, best
  buddies, teen angst, high schools with cheerleaders, soccer pitches, geeks, girls with suntans and blonde highlights, long corridors with lockers and feuds, and perfect stories. He doesnt
  call them programmes, though. He calls them shows, and he calls the pavement the sidewalk. Luke has a slight American accent, although hes never been to America.
  He believes that Clacton-on-Sea is like the perfect yellow beaches on his tapes  with beautiful people and lifeguards  and that kids hang out at Lakeside the same way they do in
  American malls.


  When he was about fifteen he went through a phase of asking Julie to describe the local beaches, shops and parks. It was obvious that he didnt believe her when she told him about the
  world outside, and her attempts to be objective soon gave way to simply telling the truth about just how shit everything was. But Luke didnt understand that either, so in the end Julie gave
  up completely, deciding to just let him believe things in Essex were like TV sets in LA. But when they watched the millennium celebrations on TV, Luke thought it was all fake. It was just as hard
  to convince him that the displays and the fireworks were real as it was to try to convince him that Beverly Hills 90210 was fantasy and that although his mother has always had a soap-opera
  kitchen, most people have dirt in their houses, dirty dishes in the sink, clothes in the laundry basket.


  Lukes floor is made of linoleum and all his furniture is plastic or MDF. He has nylon sheets and wears clothes made out of artificial fibres. Hes sitting on his nylon bed next to
  Julie with his legs crossed, like some kind of yoga student. Julie is leaning against the wall, her knees drawn up to her chest. She finishes the Pot Noodle and puts the empty plastic container
  neatly to one side. Her insides feel warm and salty.


  Theres nothing on TV after the pop profile, so Julie gets up and scans the video shelf. She feels like seeing some American animation: dysfunctional families; dysfunctional robots;
  dysfunctional, offensive kids.


  I dont want to die, Luke says. But I do want to live.


  Julie laughs. Oh please. Will you stop saying that all the time?


  Luke smiles too. At least it gets a laugh.


  And will you stop talking about going out? It makes me feel anxious.


  Look, Im not going to do it, of course Im not. Not now. I just like to think about it. Come on. Ive never gone out just because Ive talked about
  it.


  Yeah, she says. I know.


  Luke smiles. Im not going to do it until its safe  until Ive been cured.


  At the millennium he swore that hed be cured by 2001. Its October now. Julie pulls out a video and slides it in the machine.


  Im worried about you, Luke says suddenly.


  Me? Where did that come from? We were talking about you.


  He looks at the Pot Noodle. Have you eaten anything real today?


  



  Chapter 2


  Luke Gale was born on 24 October 1975, during an episode of Fawlty Towers. In the year the Netherlands won the Euro-vision Song Contest, the year of Wombles, Pong, Ford
  Capris and the Bay City Rollers, Luke was a miracle child.


  His mother Jean had, apparently, always been unable to conceive, and the adoption agency she and her husband Bill approached had ruled that Bill was away too much for them to effectively parent
  a child. It didnt matter that half the women in the area were single-parent families with ten different men on the scene; Jean and Bill just werent good enough for a child. Bill was
  away so much because his firm, a big insurance company, sent him to different locations for one, two or sometimes three weeks at a time. In the end, the savings fund that was supposed to provide
  private education for the adopted child they never had ended up going towards Brazilian herbal fertility treatments for Jean. A couple of years later, Luke was born.


  The first time Julie saw Luke was sometime in 1985. She was sitting in the removal van, half asleep. He was a face in a window that she at first thought belonged to a ghost. It
  was late  theyd been driving all day  and in the moonlight hed looked pale, drawn and a bit deathly. Julie was ten at the time, and was going through a phase of thinking
  everything was a ghost and everything looked deathly, but there was something wrong about him even then. He wasnt looking at anything. He was just looking. As they pulled up outside
  their new home, she realised that he was going to be her new neighbour.


  I never thought Id live in a cul-de-sac, laughed Julies mother.


  Whats a cul-de-sac? Julie asked.


  Like this, explained her father. A road with a beginning but no end.


  The next day, after a night spent camping in their new home, Julies father started his first day in his new job as a lecturer at the local sixth-form
  college, preparing for the new term when hed be teaching art. At about three oclock, after spending the day unpacking, Julie and her mother went to say hello to the neighbours at
  number 17.


  At first, Julie couldnt work out what was so weird about Luke. He didnt seem like a ghost any more; he seemed more like a child youd see on TV or something  she
  wasnt sure why. When she thought about it a lot later, Julie realised it was because he had no scabs, no suntan, no insect bites and no dirt. He was the cleanest child shed ever seen.
  They just stood looking at each other in silence, in what Julie later found out was the guest lounge, in which she was never allowed again after that first day.


  In the lounge, the funny-looking plastic blinds were drawn over the patio doors, although Julie didnt think this was particularly strange. For a few minutes, while Julie and Luke stared
  at each other, the mothers made small talk about the area, and Julies mother, Helen, commented on Jeans display case and collection of glass-blown animals.


  Ill go and make a cup of tea, shall I? offered Jean eventually.


  Thanks, said Julies mum, smiling nervously as her daughter pushed her feet around the immaculate white shag-pile carpet, making little, meaningless patterns. Why
  dont you kids go and play outside? she suggested.


  There was a funny silence, and then Luke sort of sneered. Yeah, why not? he said sarcastically. Then he left the room.


  Julie couldnt believe that a child had been so rude to a grown-up. She was almost envious of the tone hed taken with her mother; hed sounded almost like a grown-up himself.
  Her mother looked at the floor and then fiddled with her earrings, the way she always did when she was nervous. She was wearing her clip-on dog earrings today, the ones she had bought on holiday in
  Cornwall last year. Julie suddenly felt cross with Luke for speaking to her mother that way and guilty that a few moments ago shed thought it was clever. Stupid little boy, she
  thought, and wondered if he was a problem child like the ones on the estate in Bristol, near where she used to live.


  Why dont we go into the kitchen? suggested Jean.


  Julie and her mother followed Jean through the door and down the hall.


  Sorry, said Julies mother, who always apologised for everything. I hope I didnt say anything . . .


  Jean filled the kettle and put it on to boil in silence. Julie could sense a weird atmosphere in the room but tried not to think about it. Instead she wondered whether this was the sort of
  kitchen where youd find Nesquik and Marmite, neither of which her mother bought, and both of which shed always relied on getting at friends houses. Shed already noted
  that there was no Soda Stream, which she was pleased about. Luke was too horrible to deserve one.


  It was clear that Julies mum was feeling uncomfortable.


  Can I help with anything? she asked Jean.


  No, no, said Jean, pouring water into the teapot. Thats all right.


  Maybe we should leave you to it. Get on with the unpacking . . .


  Im sorry, said Jean. Im sorry for the way Luke spoke to you.


  Im sure its a just a phase, Julies mother said nicely. You should hear this one sometimes. She pointed at Julie. This was something that really
  got on Julies nerves. Whenever another child acted badly, her mother pretended Julie did too, to make the person feel better. This was unfair, because Julie hardly ever got into trouble.


  Luke hasnt been outside since 1976, Jean said. He isnt usually so rude. I am sorry. Hes having another assessment soon.


  Julies mother seemed shocked. Assessment? she repeated.


  Julie wondered if Luke was a mad person.


  Yes. Hes allergic to the sun, explained Jean.


  For the next half an hour, while the grown-ups carried on talking, Julie considered this. What did being allergic to the sun involve? She was allergic to wasp stings and swelled up whenever she
  was stung. Last time she was stung, she had to go to hospital for an injection in her bottom. She imagined Luke swelling in the sunshine, eventually exploding in a ball of yellow pus. She was aware
  of her mother making the sympathetic noises she always made when other adults told her their problems, which were usually something to do with an illness or trouble at home. This time
  there were a lot of medical terms Julie didnt understand  apparently Luke was suffering from something called XP and various other allergies. Julie couldnt follow what the
  grown-ups were talking about and eventually started picking an old scab on her finger.


  He just watches TV in his room all the time, said Jean. She looked at Julie and then back to Julies mother. We got it for his birthday last year. Since then all he
  does is watch it, and we dont know what to do. He doesnt even read books any more  and he used to get through so many books. She sniffed. Itll be nice for
  him to have someone of his own age to play with. Get him away from that box, anyway. Shes been crying a bit, and apologising a lot, like Julies mum does sometimes.


  Has he got a TV in his room? asked Julie. She had never heard of anything more glamorous in her life. No one she knew had TVs in their bedrooms, not even moneybags Joanna
  whod had a bouncy castle on her birthday.


  Julie, said her mother, embarrassed.


  What? she said indignantly. I was only asking.


  Her mother gave her a look, and soon, after some fidgeting, sighing and more scab picking, Julie was taken home.


  That poor little boy, Julies mother said to Julies father later that night, over dinner.


  They were eating fish and chips in the half-unpacked sitting room. Julies father had just been talking about his preparations at the college, and Julies mother had been talking
  about all the reading she still had to do before her degree course started at the polytechnic. Now they were talking about that weirdo Luke. Julie was curled up on the brown sofa reading Smash
  Hits and pretending not to listen.


  What did you say he had again? asked her father.


  XP, said Julies mother uncertainly. I cant remember what it stood for.


  XP. Hmm. Never heard of it.


  Its very rare, apparently.


  Julies father flicked the TV on to BBC2. Julie held her breath. The Young Ones was about to start and if she held her breath there was a chance she wouldnt be noticed and
  would be able to watch it all before being told to clean her teeth for bed.


  She is a seriously odd woman, commented Julies mother. Crystal brandy glasses and a guest lounge, she muttered to her husband and they both giggled before
  turning their whole attention to the TV. Just before bedtime, Julie overheard her father say something to her mother she didnt understand. It was about there probably being a lot of
  wife-swapping parties around here. It made them both laugh a lot, but it sounded very dubious to Julie. Who would want to swap their wife? She thought about the fat woman next door with her podgy
  fingers and gold rings and wondered if her husband might want to swap her. He probably would. Thats probably what they meant. Smiling, having finally got the joke, she put on her My Little
  Pony nightie and went to sleep listening to her parents having sex.


  Julies school was a ten-minute walk from her new house. Compared to her last school journey, this was seen as too far for her to go on her own. Especially with Stranger Danger, and the
  industrial estate and the big fields that seemed to be the best shortcut to the school. The fields near the new house were yellow with tall grass and you got there by going down an overgrown alley
  next to a tyre factory. Julie enjoyed playing there. She found she could hide herself in the tall soft grass and make a little womb-like den where no one could find her. Then she overheard her
  mother telling her father that she was sure some kid would be found dead in those fields at some point. The next time Julie went there she lay in the yellow grass, perfectly hidden and still, and
  imagined being cold, pale and dead. Suddenly she didnt want to go there again.


  She ended up walking to school with Leanne, the girl from number 12, after her mother went over and asked Leannes mother if Julie could walk with her. Leanne already walked to school with
  Susie and Kerry, the twins from the next street. After some coaxing from her mother, she agreed to walk with Julie as well.


  The night before the first day of school, while Julie was getting ready for bed, shed seen Luke looking at her from his window. She knew his bedroom faced hers  they both looked
  down on the twin garages and driveways that separated numbers 17 and 18  but hed never actually looked at her before. When their eyes met, hed made a funny face and shed
  laughed. Then hed smiled. Maybe he wasnt that horrible after all.


  At 8.15 the next day, Julie found Leanne sighing and rolling her eyes at the end of the road. Julie was five minutes late.


  Were going to be late to meet the twins, Leanne said crossly.


  Sorry, said Julie, feeling stupid. The way Leanne spoke to her made Julie feel like she was stupid, big and clumsy like a monster or a sea creature.


  This is Julie, Leanne said to Susie and Kerry, when they got to the next street.


  Are you new? Kerry asked, looking Julie up and down.


  Julie looked completely stupid compared to Leanne, Susie and Kerry. They had proper hairstyles  Susie and Kerry had French plaits and Leanne had bunches with proper bobbles. Julie had a
  boring ponytail that was already coming out.


  Shes not allowed to walk to school on her own, said Leanne.


  Why not? said Susie.


  Shes scared, said Leanne. Her mum told my mum.


  Im not scared, said Julie.


  Why dont you walk on your own, then? said Leanne.


  School was horrible. A small, south-facing modern building, with little Munchkin chairs and stupid exhibitions of pictures of fish created entirely with glitter, it was always
  too hot and gave Julie a headache every afternoon. Everything was supervised closely except playtime, which was supervised from a distance by a fat teacher in a long skirt with a bell. Leanne,
  Susie and Kerry turned out to be the most popular girls in the school. They spent a whole year calling Julie scaredy-cat, holding their noses when she went past and pretending
  shed farted. The only time they left Julie alone was when they were playing gymnastics on the rail around the grass by the caretakers house. When they did that Julie could keep away
  from them, and theyd be too absorbed to follow her; hanging upside-down on the rail, gripping with their knees and constantly arranging their skirts so their knickers werent
  showing.


  The boys were even worse. They all knew words that Julie didnt understand. At playtime they would come up to her and say things like, Do you know what fuck means? and
  Julie would get embarrassed. She knew that fuck was a dirty word but had never understood exactly what it signified, just that you shouldnt say it. When she said she
  didnt know, they teased her even more. After a while, Julie started pretending she did know what the words meant, but the boys were ready for her, either calling her bluff by making her
  define the words (she couldnt), or using made-up words in the first place so that when she said she understood them, they could laugh and say she was a smelly liar, and they knew because
  theyd made up the word.


  All the kids at school loved The Young Ones and would spend the day after each episode quoting lines from the programme. But when Julie joined in, nervous and frightened of being laughed
  at, she got mixed up and said one of Riks lines in Vyvyans voice. No one laughed. No one said anything. No one even called her a flid or a joey; they just looked at her with this
  weird disbelief on their faces. How could someone be so stupid?


  From her first day, she walked home alone but told her mother she walked with Leanne. Suddenly lying dead in the yellow fields didnt seem like such a bad thing.


  Julie lost herself in books about planets and animals and maths because what she learnt at school wasnt very exciting. She became best friends with Luke. At eleven she
  moved up to the local comprehensive: a hard-gravel playground and sports field surrounded by cold Portakabins, bullies in miniskirts, Cancer Corner, spitting competitions and  the place
  where most humiliation took place and where Julie once had to do PE in her knickers because she left her games kit at home  the sports hall.


  Julie instantly became one of those kids who joined clubs because it meant she didnt have to go outside. She spent breaktimes and lunchtimes playing chess, doing chemistry experiments,
  playing Dungeons & Dragons, making models or, if there were no clubs running, doing her homework in a corridor or toilet somewhere.


  If her homework was finished and there were no clubs, she would attempt maths puzzles set for her by Mr Banks, her maths teacher, involving challenges to trisect angles, square circles, double
  cubes or find the square root of  1. Mr Banks was very small, clever and sadistic, and always seemed as if he wanted to simultaneously reward and punish Julie for being so interested in his
  subject. Almost all the puzzles he ever set her turned out to be impossible to solve, or theyd be famous theorems no one had solved yet. But he did tell her how to work out square roots
  without a calculator, and how, with logic and time, you could solve almost everything  or at least explain why something couldnt be solved. Julie liked that. Everything was wrong or
  right; impossible or possible; unknowable or knowable. One or the other. You could be certain about maths.


  Julie didnt have any friends, but she didnt really need any, since she had Luke at home. No one at school believed in Luke. One time, Julie told the other girls that her best
  friend was allergic to the sun and thats why he didnt come to school but they said she was a liar, and that she didnt have any friends  at school or anywhere else. They
  found her story doubly implausible: firstly, no one was allergic to the sun, and secondly, what boy would want to be friends with a girl?


  School was shit. But it always is if youre different. Julie never worked out why she was different, she just knew she was. Maybe the people who stared, called her names
  or refused to be friends with her knew what was wrong with her, but they never told her what it was. No one liked Julie and she didnt know why; her best friend couldnt leave the house
  because of an illness no one understood. Mr Bankss puzzles, even the impossible ones, were a lot easier to work out than life was.


  



  Chapter 3


  The room is too hot. Luke switches on his fan. Hes never been allowed to open the window, not even at nighttime. Theres too much pollen, according to his mother,
  and moths, carrying poisonous dust on their wings, even in October.


  Lukes reading. When he reads, he almost feels like other people because he can read books in exactly the same way other people do, even if he does have trouble picturing some of the
  scenes. Hes never been able to play videogames, because all videogames seem to require you to travel on some sort of journey through vast improbable lands. Lukes only experience of
  travelling has been to the other end of the house and back. The first time he tried to play a videogame he felt anxious and lost as soon as the character moved from the starting point. Lukes
  never really experienced being lost and if being lost in the real world is as terrifying as being lost in a fictional one then maybe staying in this room isnt that bad. But then again, Luke
  would still give anything to go out.


  The book hes reading now may as well be science fiction. Its set in an office and Lukes been having trouble creating the location in his imagination. Most of the time when
  he reads, he automatically places his most familiar image of, say, a house, or an apartment, or a field, into his imagination as required. But all his stock locations come from the TV or from
  films. If any action in a book takes place in an apartment, Lukes imagination accesses one of the apartments in Friends. If anything takes place on a boat, Luke sees the inside of the
  Titanic. For Luke, there will always be several Titanics to choose from: an old black-and-white one, a Technicolor one with people in fifties clothes, one that keeps still like a
  photograph, and a huge Hollywood one with Oscars and celebrities. The idea that each of these images represents a real object that Luke cant see  well, if he cant see it, it
  doesnt exist. There is no real Titanic, just the pictures. Or: there are several real Titanics.


  Luke doesnt use the word real very often. He doesnt talk about the real world or things being realistic and he doesnt ever preface sentences with the words:
  in fact. Nobody really notices that hes weird, though, or, at least, not more weird than other people they meet. Maybe Julie notices but shes always been a bit weird herself.
  Luke thought for a long time that maybe other people didnt read books the same way as him. When he asked Julie she said shed never really thought about it. He mentioned some book
  theyd both read recently that included a scene set in a hospital. When he asked her to describe her image of the hospital in the book, it was different to his. But when he asked if the image
  was similar to anything else  like, was it a hospital shed actually been to, or maybe one from the TV or a film  shed sort of gasped and said it was the set from
  Casualty, and she hadnt even realised. So maybe Luke isnt that weird.


  Sometimes he dreams hes left this room. But the place he goes is a world made up of TV fragments, like a photo-fit, or those TV-clip shows they have on ITV: TV about TV. And after all,
  what else is he going to dream about? Hes never seen the real outside, and you have to fill in the gaps somehow. If Julie ever played word-association with Luke and said the word
  car, hed say Knight Rider, or Christine. Hed never say street, or bus, or lorry, or
  motorbike. So he dreams hes escaped into the TV, which is no escape at all. Thats why hes reading more books, and thats why he wants to go out.


  Julie once showed Luke a book that he couldnt understand, of paintings by Escher. He couldnt understand the outside world, or even his life; in the same way, he couldnt
  understand Escher. Julie tried to explain to Luke that Eschers paintings were impossibilities, or optical illusions, that stairs couldnt really do that: they
  couldnt really go up and down at the same time. Luke just thought, Why not? Why couldnt stairs do that? Julie got very frustrated with him at the time because she
  couldnt understand why he didnt see the impossibility. But if it turned out that every staircase outside this house was like an Escher painting, Luke wouldnt be surprised.


  Lukes minds still searching for an image of an office. The best it can do is the one from some American TV show about a lawyer, an open-plan mle of secretaries and
  computers and intrigue and people dressed in thin designer skirts. But it doesnt fit properly with the book and the chapter therefore feels uncomfortable, as the action fails to fit the
  location. The next chapter is set in a factory. Luke gives up. Whats a factory? He can see big nineteenth-century furnaces and smoke and women in hairnets with cigarettes and children
  dressed in rags. Where would that image have come from? Its not right, anyway, so Luke closes the book. Hell look up factory images on the Internet tomorrow.


  Yawning, he decides to go to bed. But before he does, he checks his e-mail. Apart from some of the usual crap, theres an e-mail from someone called Ai Wei Zhe, who says hes a
  healer staying in Wales. Lukes e-mailed Internet healers before, but he doesnt remember sending his details to this one. Maybe hes responding to one of Lukes newsgroup
  messages. There are lots of Lukes cries for help floating around out there on newsgroup servers, but its very rare for someone to respond to one of them. This one says he may be able
  to help Luke.


  Luke sends an e-mail straight back. Then, feeling suddenly more awake, he checks one of his newsgroups. While hes doing that, a second e-mail comes through from Ai Wei Zhe. He asks for
  Lukes phone number and for Luke to tell him when would be a good time to call. Luke immediately sends back a message with the number. He says hes awake now if Ai Wei Zhe would like to
  call him. Shaking slightly, Luke disconnects from the Internet and waits. Nothing. He goes to clean his teeth and change into his pyjamas, still shaking and still not feeling particularly tired. He
  checks he really is disconnected from the Internet and that his phones not somehow engaged. Then it rings.


  Hello? says the person on the end of the line. Is that Luke?


  Yes, it is, Luke says. Is that Ai Wei Zhe . . .? He has trouble pronouncing the name and makes Wei Zhe sound like Wednesday. I hope its
  not too early or anything . . .


  No, Luke. Dont worry. I always get up at dawn, the voice says. And call me We i .


  OK.


  His accent sounds half American, half Chinese. You have an unusual problem?


  Yes, Luke says. Im allergic to the sun.


  The sun is yang. The sun gives life.


  Not to me.


  No. Wei laughs. Have you seen a doctor?


  Yes. A long time ago.


  But not recently?


  No.


  Why not?


  I just havent. I um . . . I dont like the doctors, but thats not why.


  Then why?


  I dont know. They just havent come. They stopped coming a while ago. I guess its because this thing I have  XP  is incurable, so theres not much
  they can do apart from telling me to keep my curtains closed. This doctor my mother knows  he updates my medical certificates, but apart from that, nothing happens.


  I see. And youve always been like this?


  Yes.


  Ive never heard of this . . . XP before, but perhaps its just terminology. I have heard of cases where people cant be exposed to sunlight, however; but I have not
  ever actually met anyone with this condition.


  Can it be healed? Luke asks.


  We will soon find out. Wei laughs again. Perhaps you are too much yin.


  What do you mean?


  Well, being allergic to yang. This is fascinating.


  Uh, yeah, I guess so.


  Sorry. It probably isnt that fascinating for you, huh?


  No. Luke smiles. How can he put this? I want to dance in the fields, he says.


  You do, huh? Then we must try to heal you.


  You think you can? Luke asks again.


  I dont know. If the problem is in your body, maybe. If not, well, maybe.


  Oh. I think it is in my body.


  Well, well see. Look, do you have a fax machine?


  Yeah, says Luke. Well, a scanner and . . .


  Fax your medical documents. You have them?


  Theyre in the house. Ill find them.


  Fax them to me and well speak again on Monday.


  



  Chapter 4


  The Edge is totally dead. Apart from the three members of staff  Julie, David and Heather  the only person in the restaurant is an electrician whos come to
  mend the electronic tills. Because the tills arent working, its impossible to take any orders. If there were customers, it would be a good idea to shut the shop, but since there
  arent any it seems best to stay open.


  Julies topping up the salad bar with salad that Davids just chopped up. In the evenings the chefs are too busy to make salad. Theres usually some student washing dishes
   too ugly or uncoordinated to be a waiter or waitress  and they do the salad then. Today Julie notices that the onion rings have less skin hanging off them than in the evenings and
  that there are no brown rotting bits in the tub of lettuce.


  After the salad bar is done, Julie goes outside to write the specials on the blackboard on the wall by the entrance. Its the same every lunchtime: all you can eat from the
  salad bar plus unlimited pizza slices for 6.99.


  Along with some other shops  B&Q, Comet, Currys, Blockbuster, Staples and Homebase  The Edge is stuck a few miles outside Brentwood on a retail park. There, the big shops sit
  like fat kings with carpark courtyards, and their peasant subjects arrive in Ford Fiestas and Japanese people-carriers. At some point, some town-planning graduate must have created this concrete
  kingdom on a piece of paper, drawing the shops, carparks and of course the traffic-calming measures: voluptuous humps, little concrete kerbs (just like on real streets), a single mini-roundabout
  and various miniature hairpin bends.


  Between the facing rows of carparking spaces there are concrete squares with off-green saplings growing in them. These prevent customers driving from their parking space into the one in front.
  The retail park is enclosed behind a wall made of browny-pink bricks and beyond that is the A12: twenty-four-hour noise and fast nighttime headlights. Beyond it are flat, scratchy-looking fields
  growing pale-yellow cereal crops.


  The A12, a vast spectrum of greys, sits there as if a worm crawled on to an Ordnance Survey map and died with its head in London and its tail in Great Yarmouth. The section between Colchester
  and East London has more accident black spots than anyone can count, and the towns around it form the heart of Essex: Romford, Brentwood, Shenfield, Chelmsford and, further away, off the A127 or
  the A13, Southend, Pitsea, Basildon and Braintree. In each of these towns are houses with half-finished conservatories and patios; sunbeds, microwaves, satellite dishes and lock-ups where
  eighteen-year-olds fit huge stereos in their Ford Cosworths, Scorpios or XR3is. Inside the houses are bedrooms in which little girls learn how to do perfect French manicures and get thin like their
  friend Mandy or Danielle, and try to forget that for ten years any female who appeared on TV and said she was from Essex would get a raised eyebrow and a muffled, knowing giggle from the
  audience.


  Whats the difference between an ironing board and an Essex girl? Its easier to get an Essex girls legs open. How does an Essex girl turn the light out after sex? She shuts
  the Cortinas door. Whats the difference between an Essex girl and the Titanic? You know how many men went down on the Titanic. What does an Essex girl put behind her
  ears to make her more attractive? Her ankles. Julies an Essex girl, but shes never had casual sex. Or is Julie an Essex girl? Shes been here fifteen years. Is that
  enough?


  Essex has a train line officially referred to as the Misery Line, and a regional accent  Estuary English  that no one thinks is remotely beautiful, lilting, romantic or edgy and
  that people all over the rest of the country put on when they want to imply that someones thick. Julie speaks like that even though her mother used to tell her off for it. She probably
  speaks like that because her mother told her off for it. When you have only one identity available to you, you reach out and grab it, dont you? Whatever it is.


  Before Julie writes todays specials on the board she has to rub off the specials from last night. Spunk pizza, Gobble bread, Magic mushrooms, Fuck cunt. The nighttime chefs and
  waiting staff always say its the kids who skateboard on the retail park at night who change the specials board. But where would they get the white chalk? Without really thinking about it,
  Julie wipes the word Magic off the board and replaces it with the word Garlic.


  Leanne has started coming over to The Edge whenever the new manager at Blockbuster lets her have a break. Her first break of the day is usually around 11.00 a.m. Today she
  turns up at five past. Julies setting the tables for the lunch-time rush, although at the rate the till guys going, theyll be shut at lunchtime.


  All right? Leanne says to Julie.


  Julie yawns. Mmm, she mumbles.


  Keeping you up, are we? asks Leanne, chirpily.


  Julie once made the mistake of admitting to Leanne that she doesnt like to get up early, ever. Leanne gave her a slightly patronising lecture about late nights being bad for your skin and
  nails, and pointed out that Julie doesnt have to stay up late just because Luke does. Julie cant remember exactly but she thinks Leanne said something like, If Luke threw himself
  off a cliff, would you do it too, Julie? Leannes nowhere near the nightmare she was at school any more, though. In fact, Leannes forgotten she ever bullied Julie at school, and
  gives the impression she thinks theyve always been friends. Now shes standing here in her Blockbuster uniform unclipping her blonde hair and then twisting it back up in exactly the
  same semi-French pleat it was in before.


  So why are you still doing days, anyway? she asks Julie.


  Julies the best waitress at The Edge, and her natural domain is the weekend: sweaty Fridays and perfumy Saturdays, couples who drink lots of Chianti, share a dessert, play footsie and tip
  quite well. But since another waitress went off sick a couple of weeks ago, shes been filling in. Almost everyone else who works here is a student or has another job during the day, so there
  wasnt anyone else to do it. The day shifts have turned out to be oddly relaxing. David, the chef, and Heather, the supervisor, are low-maintenance colleagues, and the haze of tiredness is
  actually OK, once you get used to it.


  Kerrys not back yet, Julie answers.


  I heard she got pregnant by some biker from The Rising Sun.


  Ive heard loads of things. She probably just doesnt want to come back.


  Julie moves her box of cutlery and cleaning things to the next table. The plastic tablecloth looks clean, but still, Julie takes the little vase of flowers from it and places it on one of the
  chairs. Then she sprays cleaning fluid on the table, and wipes it with the cloth. Then she lays out two Edge napkins, two knives, two forks, and replaces the vase.


  Guess what? says Leanne, following Julie to the next table.


  Julie moves the flowers and wipes the table. What?


  My cousin won the Lottery.


  Yeah, right. Julies still in the school-days habit of not believing anything extraordinary that people tell her, in case it turns out to be a joke. When Leanne told her
  about Jill Dando being murdered last year Julie didnt believe that either. She puts out the cutlery and moves to the next table.


  Seriously, says Leanne. Honestly. She opens her blue eyes wide in the way shes always done when shes telling the truth and offended that someone thinks
  shes winding them up.


  Julie looks up from the table and pushes some hair out of her face. How much?


  Two million. She shared the jackpot with, like, three other people or something.


  Two millions still a lot, says Julie.


  I know. Guess what else?


  What else?


  Shes buying number 14.


  What, number 14 on our road?


  Leanne smiles deliciously. Yep.


  Why? I mean, why would anyone want to live on our street?


  Because Chantel always promised her mum that if she won the Lottery shed get her a nice house, and our road is nice. Basically, right, Chantel  thats my cousin
   her and her mum were living with this no-hoper guy in this, like, shack, near Basildon; you know, that Plotlands place thats always being condemned and stuff? Leanne
  makes a face, then unclips her hair and starts twisting it again, talking with the clip in her mouth. Anyway, her mum and my mum had a big falling out over this guy, basically. But now
  Chantels mum, my aunty Nicky, right, shes ditched him and Chantels won the Lottery and theyre coming to live at number 14, like, next Tuesday. Chantels like,
  Oh my God, were going to have drains! They had a cesspit before.


  Julie tries to take in all this information. Do they know about number 14? she asks.


  Thats the thing, says Leanne, putting the clip back in her hair. No ones allowed to tell them.


  Wont they find out?


  Not if no one tells them.


  Heather comes over and looks at the table Julies just done. She touches her hair lightly as if she might break it.


  I suppose you want to go on a break, she says. Hello, Leanne.


  All right, Heather, says Leanne. Hope you dont mind me popping in.


  Heather looks at Julie and smiles. As long as we get some work done today. She doesnt really mean it  Heathers really chuffed to have Julie on her
  shifts. Shes only twenty-two and this is the first supervisor position shes ever had. She wants to go into management eventually. She lives with her boyfriend in one of the villages
  near here. Theyve got a huge mortgage and Heathers got a pony shes had since she left school. Even though Heathers totally into The Edge and works really hard, Julie
  always gets the impression that she would rather be with her pony than here.


  Leaving her cleaning box on a chair, Julie follows Leanne out the back. The back room at The Edge smells of cigarette smoke. Theres also a smell of cold grease, like in the back rooms of
  every fast-food restaurant. No one would exactly call The Edge fast, but its the same smell.


  Leanne takes out a packet of Lambert & Butler. Want one? she asks Julie.


  Yeah, cheers. Julie takes one and sits down on a broken chair. So theyre moving in next Tuesday?


  Leanne leans against the staff lockers. Yeah, thats right. And remember not to say anything to Chantel.


  I wont. Anyway, I probably wont even speak to her.


  You will. Shes having a house-warming. Shes inviting the whole street.


  Oh. Well someonell tell her, then, wont they?


  Nah. Im telling them all not to.


  Shell find out eventually, though, wont she?


  Yeah, but then theyll be settled in and stuff.


  Julies not sure about this logic but says nothing.


  I saw Charlotte Moss the other day, says Leanne, flicking fag ash into a McDonalds ashtray. She leaves a pause, perhaps for drama. I saw her in The Rising
  Sun.


  What were you doing in The Rising Sun?


  Looking for Charlotte Moss. It stunk in there. Fucking disgusting.


  Julie frowns. Why were you looking for Charlotte Moss?


  To tell her to keep the hell away from number 14.


  David comes in. Hes tall and a bit too thin for his height and moves around like hes a stray cat looking for food. Hes from Romford and hes doing a law degree at one
  of the new universities around here. Everyone agrees hes the nicest chef, not that theres much competition. Once, a customer at The Edge groped one of the waitresses and the manager
  didnt know what to do. David just went up to the guy, picked him up by his shirt and threw him out into the carpark. Most of the waitresses like David.


  He lights a fag with one hand. Hes waving the other hand like hes burnt it.


  Whats wrong with your hand? Leanne asks.


  Burnt it, he says. Whats this about number 14? he asks.


  Leanne sighs. See? Its going to be well hard keeping this quiet.


  Oh, you mean on your road, he says. Everyone knows about that.


  It strikes Julie that yes, everyone does know about everything around here. Its not that it was in the papers, and its not even that this is a particularly small town. Around here
  everyone works in shops and theres nothing to do except serve customers and talk about disaster, tragedy, and loss.


  Mark Davies was the first person Julie had known who had died. He died last autumn, suddenly, in Lakeside, from a brain haemorrhage. Hed lived at 14 Windy Close all his
  life, except for his gap year and his time at university. When he came back from university a year early, having dropped out, hed had this girl with him: Charlotte Moss. She lived there with
  him until he died and then she stayed on afterwards, looking after Marks mother and father and doing the housework. Shes actually the only remaining survivor of number 14 Windy Close.
  Marks mother went mad, and his father killed himself, right there in number 14, the house opposite Lukes.


  After it happened, Julie couldnt stop thinking about Mark. He must have died, just like that, while he was in the middle of thinking about what shop he was going into next, or what he
  might like for lunch. He would have had no warning and no control. There would have been nothing he could have done to save himself. It was the most unfair thing Julied ever heard of. But
  also: if Mark could die like that, Julie could die like that too. She couldnt stop thinking about how terrifying his last few seconds must have been. Mark didnt deserve that. But
  these things are random, arent they? And her sadness and fear about Mark eventually turned into one single thought: what if shes next? For several years Julie had been approaching
  life with a mixture of distrust and caution. Marks death proved she was right.


  Leanne stubs out her cigarette. She looked a right mess, she says.


  What, Charlotte? asks Julie.


  Yeah. And she smelt of that hippy stuff. Patchy-thingy.


  Patchouli? says Julie.


  Shes well sexy, says David. He stubs out his fag. Laters, he says, and goes.


  Whats she doing now? Julie asks. She hasnt seen Charlotte for ages.


  Leanne makes a face. Like I was going to hang around in there and ask her, she snorts. Please.


  Does David know Charlotte? Julie asks.


  Leanne shrugs. Puff-head, isnt he? Knows everyone.


  Heather comes in. I think we might have to shut, she says to Julie. We still cant get the tills to work.


  Cant you just write everything down? suggests Leanne.


  What do you mean? says Heather.


  Leanne used to be a supervisor at The Edge before she defected to Homebase and then Blockbuster. Just make handwritten bills, she says. The waitresses carry their floats
  anyway, right, so its not like they have to put cash through the tills. Youll just have to trust them to write down what the customers order, give the orders straight to David on a
  napkin or whatever, and then put the written-down orders through the till whenever that man gets them working.


  That could work, says Heather uncertainly.


  Make sure David makes a note of what he cooks, Leanne goes on. Then you can compare that with the bills the waitresses make and theres no room for them to fiddle the
  system.


  Im the only waitress here, Julie points out.


  Yes, well, says Leanne. You cant be too careful.


  I think we might just close, says Heather.


  Use my system, says Leanne. I promise itll work.


  Wed better get back out the front anyway, Heather says.


  Im going back to Blockbuster, says Leanne.


  See you later, says Julie.


  Will you tell Luke Ill pop round later? Leanne says.


  Yeah, but I think he might be busy.


  Busy doing what?


  I dont know. He said he was doing something tonight.


  What, in his bedroom?


  Yeah, of course. Julie gets up and walks to the door. Why dont you ring him?


  I always get his answerphone, moans Leanne, following Julie through the door.


  



  Chapter 5


  The first time Luke tried to walk outside on his own he was about seven. It had been his favourite threat for a couple of years; the most effective way of blackmailing his
  mother and making her buy him more books and magazines. Buy Whizzer and Chips for me, Mum. No, Luke, you had two books yesterday. Ill walk outside.
  Dont do this to me, Luke. Ill walk outside and Ill die and youll wish youd bought it for me. Please, Luke, dont. His
  mother always had a squeaky voice, pleading and whiny. And her hands always shook, even when there was nothing to be nervous about.


  Eventually, of course, she knew she would have to call his bluff. She phoned a radio phone-in show for advice. Your son is spoilt, the agony aunt told her firmly. Stand up
  to him. Show him whos in control. So she did. On a sunny day in spring 1982, after one tantrum too many, she said, OK, then, walk outside if you want to.


  The argument took place in the kitchen on a weekday when Lukes father was in Yorkshire. Lukes mother called his bluff in the dark, orange kitchen, the morning sun turning
  everything orange through the heavy curtains, the dust hanging in the air, orange, like everything else.


  Lukes small body felt even smaller.


  His mother said, Go on, then, kill yourself. See if I care.


  He started to cry. He felt alone and cold; still in his Batman pyjamas, because hed refused to get dressed. His mother pointed to the back door. Her hand shook. She repeated her words but
  they didnt come out properly and she started to cry too. Luke didnt want to upset her, and really wanted a cuddle, not a fight. But he couldnt change his mind now. He would
  rather have died than let his mother win and have this control over him forever. He felt sick and small, as if he was shrinking. He had to do something before he disappeared altogether. He knew
  this was his moment of eternity. Nothing mattered beyond this moment; not today or yesterday or his life or anyone elses. He dimly remembered what today had been like before this moment and
  he wished he was back there but he wasnt. He felt even smaller. Everything around him seemed bigger. He ran the few steps to the back door.


  At first it wouldnt open. He pulled at the handle and kicked at the door.


  It must have been at the moment his mother realised that he was actually going to do it that she screamed No! and started moving towards him. The door opened before she reached him and
  Luke stumbled out into the spring morning, the air intriguingly cold and fresh, the gravel drive stinging his bare feet. As his mother reached to grab him they both fell. The last thing Luke saw
  was the amazing blue of the sky, purer than any colour hed ever seen.


  He was unconscious for half an hour. When he woke up in his bedroom, the doctor was there.


  It was really crap being seven, wanting to go out and explore and make friends but actually being stuck in a dark, hot house instead. The only friend Luke had  and he
  was only a half-friend, really, because Luke didnt really like him, and he didnt really like Luke  was Mark Davies from across the road. Mark would come over sometimes with his
  dad. While Marks dad and Lukes mum talked downstairs, Mark and Luke would play with the toys Mark brought with him  trucks and cars, mainly  and Mark would fantasise
  about owning a Scalextric and Luke would find him slightly boring, but less so than his normal life. So Luke played along with Marks fantasies, and was Robin while Mark was Batman, and
  explained time and time again why he couldnt go outside.


  Luke spent a lot of time naked, especially during the long, hot, early-eighties summers when it was mainly just him and his mother in the house during the week and some weekends when Bill was at
  work. It bothered his mother, which was one of the reasons he did it, but she didnt challenge him very much after the kitchen-door incident. Luke hated his nylon and polyester clothes, even
  if he could make fireworks from them in the dark. It hurt, anyway, when he did that.


  All Luke wanted were books and magazines. He needed lots of reading material, typically getting through six or so books a day, but of course he couldnt go to the library to choose his own
  books, so he had to try to explain to his mother what to get  and then threw tantrums when she failed. He became pretty resourceful. At six, hed worked out how to phone
  childrens publishers to get their catalogues, so at least he knew which books were coming out. He sometimes told the people who answered the phone (nice ladies, mainly) about not being able
  to go out, and sometimes they sent him free books, which was brilliant. His mother didnt believe he could read at such a great speed but he didnt care what she thought.


  When Lukes dad came home on weekends, Luke would sit on his knee and tell him about the worlds hed travelled to that week  the Faraway Tree, Narnia, Kirrin Island and all
  the others. At that age it was easy to travel to the completely imaginary worlds in childrens books  it simply became harder as the books became more realistic. By the time they
  invented issues-based teen fiction, Luke was watching TV more than he was reading anyway. He tried a couple of titles that one of the publishers sent him, but could find no way of
  understanding the broken families, bully-infested schools and general misery in the books. But when he was seven, books like that didnt exist and Luke had no TV. His world was full of
  magic.


  On Friday nights, Lukes dad would drink a glass of Scotch or two, and the more of the dark-orange liquid he drank, the more interested hed become in Lukes other worlds.


  You went through a wardrobe? hed say. Heh heh. Hear that, Jean?


  Lukes mother would sigh and ask when Lukes dad would be ready for his dinner.


  The rest of the weekend, Luke would barely see his father, as hed be busy working on the car, fixing things on the outside of the house or shopping in town with Lukes mother.


  Hell probably grow out of it, the doctor said to Lukes mother.


  I didnt think people grew out of XP, said Lukes mother.


  Its not necessarily XP, he said. Remember, we talked about this.


  Luke was listening to the conversation with his eyes shut, pretending not to have come round yet. He didnt want to open his eyes and lose the incredible image of the blue sky he
  half-saw.


  Yes, but . . . Jean stammered.


  We just have to wait and see. It could just be childhood allergies.


  Luke never saw that doctor again but for years he couldnt shake the hope that the doctor was right and hed be able to go out one day. The next doctor he saw, when he was about
  eleven or so, was a friend of his parents  Dr Mackay. He seemed excited to have a patient with XP and wrote a paper about Luke which none of the medical or scientific journals
  published even though hed been sure they would.


  Dr Mackay was still conducting allergen tests when the social worker, Mrs Murray, started visiting. Luke remembers her being a well-meaning lady with a sourness he later realised was just a lack
  of humour. She asked him questions about his friends, his home tutor, and his hobbies, and Luke said everything was fine because hed got it into his head that hed be sent to a home if
  he didnt say the right thing. Eventually the doctor and the social worker both stopped coming, satisfied that Lukes disease was incurable, that he was comfortable and, crucially for
  the social worker, that he wasnt likely to commit suicide or go mad.


  At sixteen, there was one more doctors visit, and after a brief examination of Lukes medical records, the doctor signed some forms that meant that Luke started receiving some sort
  of sickness benefit which he never understood. His mother applied for it, and she still collects it and puts half in the bank for Luke, and takes the rest for rent and food and bills. Occasionally
  she asks Luke to sign forms that always seem to come in the same A5 brown envelopes.


  Luke hasnt seen his father for years. Hes not even entirely sure what happened between his parents; all he knows is that one Sunday evening his dad went to Yorkshire and it was a
  few months before everyone realised he was never coming home again.


  And apart from XP, and a couple of colds, Luke has never been ill in his life.


  



  Chapter 6


  Mice.


  There are eight glass tanks, two stacks of four, in the pet shop window. The pet shop is on the High Street, a couple of doors down from Xoom Clothing, which is where Julies due to meet
  David in five minutes. Hes persuaded her to come and look at a jacket hes planning to buy. Because they left work early, its not like Julie could have made an excuse or said
  she planned something else, because right now she should be plonking Pepperoni Passions on tables and wiping sweaty blobs of salad dressing off plastic tablecloths. And what else is there to do?
  Lukell be asleep at this time of day and its not like Julie has any other friends.


  All the mice are asleep, apart from one thats moving around the glass cube with determination. It seems to be making a nest in the far right-hand corner; piling up bits of white stringy
  bedding probably made in a factory for exactly this purpose. Julie looks at the other tanks: the other mice all have nests in precisely the same corner, which is pretty weird, but then mice are a
  bit weird  like flies that only fly in geometric shapes.


  Julie remembers once opening a cupboard in her old house in Bristol and seeing a biscuit packet with a perfect round hole cut into it. At first she thought it had been made by a machine. She was
  confused because whod want to use a machine to make a perfect hole in a packet of Jammy Dodgers? Then she saw it. At the back of the cupboard, in the darkest spot, was a little ball of
  shredded paper  mainly bits of biscuit packet and most of a greengrocers paper bag. Julie poked it with her finger, and there was definitely something warm inside, but nothing
  happened and she was kind of scared. She didnt poke it again. Later that night she saw a small brown creature run across the kitchen floor. The next day the nest was slightly larger, and the
  rest of the biscuits had disappeared.


  Julie watches as the pet shop mouse tries to work out how to drink from the water bottle. She suddenly becomes aware that she is looking at a confined animal. How does she feel
  about that? Most people would look at an animal in a cage and instinctively feel that it should be set free. But this mouse seems pretty comfortable in the little tank, and seems to have everything
  it needs: food, water, a bed and some space to run around in. Julie wonders what choice the mouse would make if it was given one, if someone was able to communicate with it and say, Hello,
  mouse, would you like to be set free? Its a dangerous world out there, filled with predators, and you might starve or freeze to death or be eaten by a cat, but at least youll be free.
  Alternatively, you could choose to stay in your tank, where youll be kept safe, and cared for, and fed. Would that mouse choose freedom, which, in Julies opinion, is
  essentially a human concept (does the mouse know its not free in its cage?), or would it instead think, No, my instincts lead me to safety and its safe in here. If there
  were no humans about and the cage was open, would the mouse even run away?


  What would you prefer? A comfortable, safe, warm, cosy life in a cage; or an uncertain life of freedom? Julie would choose the cage, she suddenly realises, as long as her cage was safe; and
  fitted with a computer and modem, say, and satellite TV  and lots and lots of puzzles. She frowns, picturing herself in this comfortable cage. No matter how hard she tries, she cant
  think of any reason why she wouldnt want to live like that. In fact the vision of such a safe, comfortable life with everything provided for her suddenly makes Julie want to cry. Its
  so beautiful.


  All right? says David.


  Oh, hi, Julie says, blinking and losing her perfect image. I didnt see you coming.


  Hes emerged from somewhere behind her. Now hes standing next to her looking through the pet shop window, breathing steam all over the glass. Its cold this afternoon,
  although they did forecast rain on the news this morning.


  What are you looking at? he asks.


  Mice. Ive never really looked at mice before. Theyre weird.


  David laughs. Hey, maybe we could do a raid on the pet shop and set them free.


  Do you think theyd really want to be set free? she asks.


  Yeah, of course, says David. Whats wrong with you?


  Nothing. Come on, its freezing out here.


  Xoom is one of those clothes shops that are kind of dark inside, with moody assistants and 200 price tags. Two local drug dealers own the shop and most of the clientele
  are already their customers and/or wannabe drug lords themselves; larging it in Stssy and CP Company or whatevers in fashion now. Julie hasnt been in this shop for a few years
  but it hasnt changed much.


  The mens stuff takes up most of the rail space: shiny shirts and slightly flared jeans and huge, fluffy, hooded tops. There is one rail of girls clothes, on which there are tiny
  T-shirts and dresses that you could almost imagine using to dress a doll rather than a person. Julie prefers Miss Selfridge and Top Shop for clothes. Her favourite style, at least to look at, is
  probably that recycled look with clothes from charity shops. It always looks great in magazines  suede jackets, frayed jeans, wool bags, second-hand jewellery and cowboy boots  but
  theres no way she could wear something that belonged to a dead person, or, worse, something that someone could actually have died in. Whenever Julie goes into Oxfam, all she can think about
  is someone crying as they bundle clothes up  a mother usually, crying over her dead daughters things. The last time she went in, there were rails full of club-wear  rubber
  dresses, PVC trousers and little sequined tops. These clothes had obviously all belonged to the same person and Julie obsessed for about six months over what must have happened to her.


  All right, mate, David says to one of the assistants.


  Yo, bro, he says. He looks at Julie. All right? he says.


  Julie looks at him. Uh, hi, she says.


  Its Julie, isnt it? he asks. Havent seen you for a while.


  David looks confused. You know each other? he asks.


  School, says Will. You used to go around with, um . . .


  No one, Julie reminds him. I went around on my own.


  Will looks uncomfortable. Oh, right, he says.


  David looks weirded-out. Julie knows that as far as hes concerned shes always been a bit of a loner and strange in some way. Maybe hes freaked out to imagine her at school
   at the same school as Will, whos one of those guys that other guys seems to adore in a bizarre way, waiting for him to acknowledge them in the street, to nod his head or call out a
  Yo! Bro, or know their name or who their friends are. Maybe Davids just shocked because Julies not trying to be cool with Will. But Julie doesnt want to be cool. She
  doesnt want to belong to a social group like some sort of ant or insect and text message people and call them m8 and pretend to do drugs or know the right word for dope (it was
  draw last time she checked, but that was about three or four years ago). She just wants to be on her own, or with Luke. A glass tank would be pretty good right now but it would have
  to be the sort of glass you cant see through.


  Didnt you used to be blonde? asks Will.


  No, Julie says.


  Theres silence for a couple of seconds.


  So anyway, what can I do you for, mate? Will asks David.


  Fifteen minutes later, David has a new jacket. Its grey and sort of shiny.


  Do you want to get a drink or something? he asks Julie.


  She looks at her watch. Im not sure . . .


  Come on, dont be boring.


  Julie looks down at the pavement. I like being boring.


  Yeah, I can see that. Go on. Just a quick one?


  Oh, all right. Rising Sun?


  David makes a face  its too grungy to be his kind of place  but they start walking in the direction of The Rising Sun anyway.


  



End of sample
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