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THE STRUGGLE IS REAL

Afternoon registration, the worst of times. Everyone’s hopped up on fizzy drinks, man are all sweaty from football, and after all the screaming and chatting and gossiping and running around for an hour, we’re forced back into the classroom. What’s even the point in afternoon registration? I’m already sat here, suffering my way through the day, is that not torture enough? Now we have to relive a register that’s already been done this morning. They’re checking to make sure we’re still here, that we haven’t busted out like a prison break. But the school gate is huge, unguarded. If we wanted to leave, a register isn’t much of a deterrent. If this was a prison, most of us would be cooked already, me included. Me definitely included – I wouldn’t survive a minute behind the wall. And I wouldn’t even be able to blame it on allergies.

‘Fred.’

I hate going to people’s houses because of allergies. Aunts, uncles, family friends, I never know if they’ve got pets. I get low-level anxiety every time we go anywhere. And what if they’re a ‘shoes off’ house, and my feet are beefing, and everyone just sits there politely ignoring it, even though their eyes are watering and it’s putting people off their Jaffa cakes?

‘Fred.’

Boff, I can always shower more when I’m older. Sometimes I think about what I’ll look like when I grow up. Like, what if I stay the same height as I am now? I know it’s unlikely, but what if? I guess I’d spend less money on clothes, I wouldn’t ever grow out of them. And being smaller means a single paracetamol will work faster on me.

‘Fred, this is the third time I’ve called your name.’ Mr Albert’s eyes are fixed on me, irritated, and the whole class has turned to look at me. My worst nightmare.

Quick, stop sweating, I tell myself. Resist the urge to cry, you’re not a crier. You’re a doer. You put your head down, and you get on with it. None of this is helpful.

Mr Albert is waiting impatiently. ‘You know how the register works, we’ve been doing it every day for three years. I call your name, you answer.’

There are a few sniggers from the class, Clare is rolling her eyes and Zuki calls me a joke-man. Ah, the familiar chipping away at my soul, more scars on top of deep scars, but that’s my future therapist’s problem.

‘Fred, are you here?’ Mr Albert asks again.

Of course I’m here, you’re staring right at me, you’re talking to me, I think we’ve established that I’m present. I’m not the ghost of Ronald McDonald, or a nuanced female DC character, I actually exist, and I’m sitting right in front of you. But maybe I’m as invisible to Mr Albert as I am to everyone else.

‘Here, sir,’ I answer quietly. So feeble.

I hear more laughing, and I sink lower into my chair. My insides are burning with shame.

This is almost as bad as the time I drew myself as a superhero in Year Seven, and Jackson showed it to everyone in class. It was so embarrassing, and I was so helpless to stop it. I just had to sit there and pretend I couldn’t hear them laughing at me. Now, two years later, even the form teacher’s trampling my self-esteem. This level of inferiority must be how chickens feel when watching a falcon migration, like, one has talons and can soar, the other is very likely to end up in a bargain bucket. Allow being a useless, flightless bird, and super-allow being in afternoon registration.

Think, change subject, get your mind off it. What was I thinking about before Mr Albert figuratively RKO’d me outta nowhere?

Right, I was in my feelings about the possibility of staying this short for the rest of my life. Like, I’ll never know the top shelf of a supermarket, and I’ll get nervous every time my future wife wants to wear heels. She’d look at them longingly, but she’d know how uncomfortable they make me because she’s so much taller than I am. But I won’t want to ruin her big night, and she should wear whatever she wants to wear. It’s my problem, my insecurity. Maybe I could just stand several metres in front of her, and use that forced perspective from Lord of the Rings . . .

Someone makes a loud fart noise with the back of their hand, and everyone starts laughing again. Mr Albert tells them to grow up and finishes the register.

‘Jamie.’

‘Here, sir.’

‘Chloe.’

‘Here.’

‘Jackson. Jackson. Jackson?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I shouldn’t have to call your name out more than once,’ Mr Albert says but carries on.

Funny how no one sniggers at Jackson. Doublest of double standards. Standards squared, you might say. I hate this school.

‘Now, where was I? Zukora.’

‘Present.’

‘And lastly, Clare.’

I brace myself.

‘Yes, sir,’ Clare answers. My stomach sizzles whenever I hear her voice, I wish it didn’t. It’s like some weird emotional gag reflex. Even though she looks right through me like everyone else, she smells like cocoa butter, and her shampoo and conditioner are doing the lord’s work. Dream team out here. There was that time she said ‘eww’ when she got paired with me in science though. I pretended not to notice.

Clare’s part of the popular group. Every year has one. And they’re never popular because of their kindness, it’s never like ‘hey, those man are so cool, they must be really good listeners’. No, it’s just about whoever’s loudest and most horrible to people they don’t see as on their level.

I tell myself that popularity is as meaningless as wearing perfume for a Zoom call, or watching Channel 5, or rocking a sleeveless body warmer. Why would anyone want cold arms and a warm torso? And anyway, popularity isn’t a currency, it’s not something tangible that you can take with you into later life, not like gaming credits or GCSEs. I don’t think future employers will look at someone’s CV and be like ‘yeah, you had perceived riz in Year Nine, that means you’re now qualified to be a structural engineer’. But I dunno, maybe I’m just salty because I’m kind of a punching bag around here. And I can’t exactly fight the system – the rules of social hierarchy aren’t formally explained, they’re just followed.

Anyway, I call those kids the Unthinkables. Clare goes out with Dayo, who’s probably the most aggressively boring of the bunch. He thinks he’s the riz-master general, when he’s more like general anaesthetic. Once on a school trip he put an ice cream in my hood and pulled it over my head. This how you know the guy’s a wasteman: no originality in his methods. It would’ve been slightly better if I was lactose-intolerant, at least that would’ve made the joke multilayered. Or if it had been a Mr Whippy instead of a Solero, and I’d had to walk around with whipped cream in my hair until I found a sink. But no, all he did was give me extra laundry to do, and I would’ve had to wash that hoodie at some point anyway. Some boring guy, bruv.

Then there’s Jackson. He’s built different – he’s my supervillain origin story waiting to happen. Last year he stole a photo of my nan that I keep in my pocket, and refused to give it back unless I sang for him. When I did, he just laughed and crumpled it up. I didn’t tell him that Mamoune had recently passed away and that photo meant everything to me, he didn’t deserve to know that information. And it wouldn’t have made a difference anyway.

Ola sits somewhere in between – she’s not as basic as Dayo or as disturbing as Jackson. I feel like she only hates me by association, she looks at me the same way iPhone users look at house guests who ask for a USB-C charger. I feel around in my pocket for my own iPhone, the 400BC. I haven’t received a call or a text this calendar year. And we’re in June.

Zukora, or ‘Zuki’ for short, is their ringleader. He’s got the teachers in his pocket because he banters with them about football, but behind the scenes he’s a menace. When Mum bought me brogues, those dead church shoes with the tiny dotted holes in them, Zuki started the chant ‘Grandaddy shoooooooes’ in the corridor. It caught on like wildfire. He even got Year Sevens saying it to me, and they should never be that brave. If I cussed out a Year Eleven’s footwear, it’d take a team of surgeons eight hours and four Red Bulls to remove my grandad shoes from my lower intestine. The flappy part of my sole would be talking to my colon like they’re close friends.

I named those guys the Unthinkables because they only have five brain cells between them. No lie, Dayo thought vindaloo was wine from a toilet, and Jackson still thinks that electric scooters run on petrol. They’re also called the Unthinkables because it’s unthinkable that I could ever be anything like them. I’d rather chew reaper chillis and lick my own eyeballs than sell my soul for the notion of popularity. OK, maybe not reapers, that’s kind of extreme, but definitely something uncomfortable. Using sandpaper instead of toilet paper, something like that. Though sandpaper is used to smooth things out, I could end up with a glossy bottom, varnished and shiny like a stair banister. My glutes would finally be ready for the world.

Nah, chill, don’t go down this road again. There’s nothing wrong with my cakes, at least nothing that a couple thousand weighted squats can’t fix. I watched this tutorial one time, and it messed up my algorithm for weeks, YouTube kept loudly selling me cream for private parts that definitely aren’t part of my physiology. Luckily I wasn’t in public when my phone shouted, ‘Do you have an irritated bikini line?’ but I was at the kitchen table and it made both my parents look up with concern. If that had happened at school, it would’ve easily added several months of bullying to my tab.

I’m not the only one in this school who has it rough though. There’s this group who sit in a classroom at break and lunch under the watchful eye of a teacher who feels sorry for them.

The head of their little squad, James, tried to talk to me once, and I was initially excited to have someone to chat to. But then ten minutes into the conversation, he started talking about how he’s a floppy-eared boy, and he asked me to flop his ear. Then his friends joined us, and the real nightmare began. They referred to themselves as the Dark Defenders, and even drew this little DD logo on their hands with a biro. Then they all started flicking their earlobes, while I looked on in horror. I kept having to remind myself about beggars and choosers and whatnot, until a week later, when I noticed James sat in the school reception area. He was crying, all red and shaky, and he had his mum with him. It turns out, Jackson and Dayo put him in the giant wheelie bin behind the science block. They closed the lid and sat on it. His friends were pleading with Jackson to allow it, but Dayo grabbed them up and floored them if they got too close.

Jackson got suspended for a week, Dayo got three days. Zuki just got a bit of a grilling for not stopping it.

I never chilled with the Dark Defenders after that. It was a question of self-preservation, and we parted ways amicably. Unlike Jennifer Lopez and her cast of husbands. Jennifer Low Standards, more like.

Anyway, being lonesome isn’t all bad – not having a crew makes me more inconspicuous. Which is just as well for when I’m spying on the Unthinkables. I try to be observant, keep tabs on what makes them popular, like my own personal experiment. It started off as mild curiosity, using my powers of social invisibility to their full effect. People say the wildest stuff around me, because they don’t fully register me as a human being with eyes and ears.

Like last week, I was in the library, and these two Year Elevens were sat at my table. One of them looked around to make sure no one was listening, and even though he clocked little old me three seats away, he told his friend about his secret butt tissue. He tears off tiny squares, and keeps it up there after using the toilet, because he’s lactose intolerant and the tissue is soothing after he’s just been. But then he gets blasted by his sister because it falls out when he’s wearing shorts around the house. Now I get that I’m a total wallflower and whatnot, but the fact that he whispered that story with me in range means he didn’t want people to know, but he didn’t care that I could hear, because to him, and everyone else, I’m irrelevant. And that’s the cursed gift of my life at St Marks.

That also applies to the Unthinkables. I’m so invisible, Ola and Clare say stuff around me that they’d never dare say in front of even Zuki and Dayo. About how much their feet stink after wearing tights for too long, or the infected belly-button piercing that Ola’s self-conscious about, to the point where now I find it quite entertaining. Kind of like a TV show. The problems happen when they break the fourth wall and see me, and that’s when I have to keep my distance for a while. But I always end up going back for more.

Obviously my favourite character is Clare. She’s popular, and pretty, and I don’t mind that she thinks my name is Frank. People get my name wrong all the time in Starbucks. OK, fine, they don’t, I don’t even go to Starbucks, but that’s not the point. I guess it doesn’t matter that Clare doesn’t know my name, most people don’t. Outside of the obsessive class registers, nobody at school ever really says my name out loud. Like, at all. If my life was a movie, I wouldn’t even be the main character. I’d be an extra, sipping coffee in the background, not speaking any lines.

Clare’s obviously a main character. I just imagine her waking up every morning, her phone pinging away with well wishes and plans to meet up. In my mind, her bed sheets have her initials on them in giant letters, her neighbours all greeting her in some choreographed singsong as she dances down the street. My neighbours once threatened me with a wrench for glancing through their window. Thank god they didn’t chase me, I have the top speed of a dying cat, dragging itself to safety after an accident.

Can’t lie, I do sometimes daydream about talking to her, behind the scenes special and that. But the very high chance of her laughing in my face, or telling the Unthinkables, turns that daydream into a realistic nightmare. Even now, the idea of walking over there, having all their eyes on me as I approach them, I wouldn’t do it if you paid me. They’d fold me into a human pretzel, no seasoning, and frisbee me out the window. And nobody in class would bat an eyelid.

But what if it didn’t go that way? What if I raised my stats beyond the basic bozo levels of a simple senpai and suddenly levelled up? I could do an infinite health cheat code like some sort of bully-proof armour. The energy beams coursing through me would radiate a blazing, flame-like aura; Zuki and Jackson could try throwing paper balls at me, but they’d just disintegrate on contact, like a comet entering Earth’s atmosphere. The class would be stunned into silence as I shine with the light of a thousand glow-worms. OK, not glow-worms, something cooler. Glow sticks. What if emerald-green flames from my beams were reflected back at me from Clare’s eyes as I made my way over there? What if my clenched jaw was enough to make her swoon into my arms and claim me on her socials? We could go mini-golfing on our first date and I’d pretend to let her win, although I’m actually genuinely rubbish. What if I was the kind of person who was able to say any of this to anyone? What if I was the main character in my own story?

I’m interrupted by the bell that tells us to go to our last lesson of the day. I love that sound. It means I’m one step closer to the end of school. The phrase ‘saved by the bell’ goes through my mind seven or eight times a day. Most people think it’s a boxing analogy, signifying the end of a round, but the origin is actually more gruesome than that. Back in the day, when it was kinda common for people to be accidentally buried alive, graveyards had a little bell on the coffins which people would ring by pulling a string inside if they woke up. Leaving this dusty classroom, I think both interpretations apply in my case. Can’t believe it’s only Monday.

As we all stumble out towards our history lesson, I start getting those happy nerves that mean it’s almost time to go home. In the meantime, history isn’t the worst lesson. I actually love the subject, but that said, St Mark’s has this evil ability to sap the joy out of everything. I wanna have fun with it, I want to participate, but I also know the target on my back has space to grow. Always.

Mamoune used to say that a quiet mouth don’t get fed, but in my experience a quiet mouth don’t get picked on as much. My usual seat is at the back where it’s safer, in the corner by the window, where I’m not in full view of thirty people sitting behind me. It’s a delicate seating arrangement; I can’t be in front of the Unthinkables otherwise Zuki and Jackson just throw stuff at the back of my head, but they all congregate at the back too. So I have to sit alongside them, parallelogram, where I’m not in their direct line of vision. I race to my chair, quickly sit, and immediately put my head down. I resort to quietly studying the Victorians, keeping one eye on my surroundings and the other eye on the teacher.

I’m impressed by how much the Victorians achieved without WiFi and coffee. Like how they invented time as we know it with Greenwich Mean Time – before that all the clocks in the country said a different time. My mum’s side of the family clearly missed that memo though – they still operate on ‘African time’, which is anywhere between two and five hours later than what was originally agreed.

As Miss Whiddett talks about how Queen Victoria wore black every day after her husband died, which I guess makes it easier to buy in bulk, I can’t help but listen to Clare telling Ola about a girl in the year above us who claims to be Caribbean. Turns out Ola went round to her house and the parents were Nigerian. Man said they were eating jollof and yams, no rice and peas in sight. Fam, her name is Tolu Abinyemi. Seriously, she might as well be called Lagos McYoruba. Why the lie? How low is your self-esteem that you could deny such rich heritage? That’s before you add the cringe factor of pretending to be Caribbean, like, man went to carnival, shopping for fake ancestry and said ‘yes, that one’. You’re not Drake, you can’t cosplay as a different ethnicity, out here treating her family tree like comic-con. Oh, Tolu, it would have been more believable if you said you were Wakandan.

Ola peers over at me then, and smiles.

Immediate panic settings, people don’t smile at me. Sure, they laugh at me, but they never smile at me. You smile at dog walkers in the park, or neighbours you’re familiar with, but you don’t smile at me. She nudges Clare, who looks over at me too. OMG, did they clock I could hear them? What if they ask me about Tolu, will I give my honest take and finish some girl I barely know? No, it’s one thing to think stuff, it’s another thing to say it, I’m not here for anyone’s downfall.

‘Hey, Frank,’ Ola calls over. My heart quickens.

‘Yeah?’ My throat’s gone dry from barely talking all day. Side note, I once went eleven straight days at school only saying ‘here, sir’ or ‘here, miss’. Probably the saddest record anyone’s ever held. I don’t think you could call it an accomplishment.

I repeat the mantra I’ve been chanting in my head for the last three years. Don’t engage more than is necessary. I mean, these are the people who once took a close-up picture of a spot that I had on the side of my head. They added a hero GIF and a caption that said ‘super-gross’. The worst part is, I’m not even angry at the concept. Weaknesses include girls and Clearasil, and the main villain would be a dermatologist. If I was in on the joke, it could’ve been a funny afternoon discussion. Instead, they posted it online and taunted me for weeks. Well, they’re not taunting me any more, they’re smiling at me and engaging in conversation. Next thing you know, they’ll be getting my name right. Fingers crossed.

‘Frank, I beg you move your peanut head out the way, I’m tryna show Clare something outside.’ Ola’s voice is loud and aggressive, and for the second time this afternoon I come crashing down to Earth. Some kids snigger nearby and I hear ‘peanut head’ echoed round the class. I may be socially invisible, but I need to remember that my physical form is opaque. I lean back, and turn to see what they’re looking at. Phillip Hu-Fong is strolling by the geography block, his tie all loose, high-tops glimmering in the sun.

‘I don’t know where he’s going, but I wanna be where he’s at,’ Ola says, eyeing him up.

Eugh, OK, but what if he was at a funeral? Or in a shark tank? Or in the toilet with his knees up to his ears while last night’s tacos come crashing out of him like Niagara Falls?

Ola bites her lip, and then girls both squeal. What the hell? He should really be in lessons, not strutting around like he’s on a catwalk.

‘I swear he’s got a girlfriend.’ Clare raises an eyebrow at Ola.

‘Yeah, well, I heard he got with Danielle at Hakeem’s party,’ Ola says. Hold tight, it’s always fun hearing about motives I’m not invited to. ‘So they can’t be that serious.’ Yuck. I wonder if his girlfriend knows how unserious he thinks they are. Or that a load of kids in the year below are airing her laundry like it’s everyone’s business.

I have heard about Phillip Hu-Fong’s reputation, from multiple sources now. As someone who sometimes eats lunch in the toilet cubicle, like in a tragic high-school movie scene, I’m privy to all sorts of gossip, pardon the pun. Once I heard a couple guys talking about how he lipsed three girls in one Valentine’s Day, which is all fun and games until you’re rubbing apple cider vinegar on your cold sores. I’ve even heard Hu-Fong in action myself, from my little hiding place at the top of the back stairs. He’s the type of copy-paste pretty boy who pretends to be into star signs, lowers his voice to sound like an R & B artist, and always introduces himself with his first and last name like it’s the most interesting thing about him. As if we don’t all have names.

‘His girlfriend’s that one in Year Ten, right, the one who’s always got bare lipstick on her teeth? What do you think she’d do if she found out he was cheating on her?’ Feels like a bit of a leading question from Ola. Poor girl’s not even here to defend herself. Probably in a corner somewhere chomping on her lipstick.

Seriously, how did we get to this point, since when did disloyalty suddenly become attractive? This is how you know popularity is a myth: you can move this reckless and people still rate you.

I spend the rest of the lesson trying to put the peanut-head incident behind me. I’ve been called worse. ‘Anchovy breath’ was a particular low point, it came out of nowhere. Nobody wanted to sit near me, and Zuki kept getting laughs by loudly offering me chewing gum. I don’t get it, I don’t even like anchovies. I go back to my worksheet and count down the remaining minutes of class. I swear, even though Victorian students were segregated, caned and got moved to a workhouse if their parents died of typhoid, I’d still like to swap places, just for a day. Obviously I’m not comparing, I got running hot water and central heating, but there’s a part of me that’s not one hundred per cent convinced they had it worse.

The bell rings, and as we’re packing our stuff away, I catch a snatch of conversation between Zuki and Dayo.

‘Yo, what you doing after school?’ Dayo asks.

‘Probably gonna go for a run. Need to get my stamina up for football,’ Zuki replies.

‘Running? Bro, I told you, you should try swimming. You get your stamina up, and you work the different muscle groups.’ How stimulating. ‘You know that running is just the same as walking but in fast forward.’ At this point, I have to hold in my laughter. That’s such a ridiculous take, it’s like saying a pat on the back is just hitting someone but in slow motion. But then Zuki says something I totally wasn’t expecting.

‘I might watch Existor, if he’s online.’

OK, this just got interesting.

‘Yeah, same,’ Dayo tells him, and I go a bit light-headed. Zuki and Dayo have great taste. Existor’s a gamer, quite a popular one, his live streams enjoyed and adored by lots of kids our age. ‘We should comment or DM him one of these days, you know how much clout that’s worth if he replies?’

‘I don’t know, man, I reckon he’s too big. I just watch him for the jokes, the guy’s a talent, still.’ Tbf, Existor is pretty funny, they’re not wrong. ‘If he ever breaks out into TV or anything, we can still say we knew him from his gaming days.’

Wow, I didn’t know these two knuckleheads were on it like that. Maybe we do have some things in common.
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OUT THE FRYING PAN

Soon as the room has emptied, I swing my bag over my shoulder, count to twenty and roll out. The trick is to either leave before everyone, or a short while after.

The end of the school day is sacred.

On autopilot, I come straight out the back gates and immediately cross the road, that way I don’t have to interact with other students. Walk quickly down to Nunhead Lane, silently overtaking the dribs and drabs of kids on the opposite pavement.

Ezra’s in Year Seven now, at Talford Academy. He chose to go to a different school from me, kicking up a fuss about how he needs his independence. I don’t mind though, because it’s right next door to Taien’s primary school, which means I don’t have to race there to pick him up any more. I do feel bad for Taien though. I’d always save a pound from my lunch money to buy him sweets, and his little squeal of delight would get me every time.

‘I can pick anything in the whole shop?’ he’d ask, his big eyes all wide at the prospect.

‘Yes, anything, just choose something,’ I’d reply. Then he’d pick up something random like a box of Ferrero Rocher or some cough sweets, so I’d have to jump in and get him a KitKat or Haribos instead. Ezra would sometimes wait, rolling his eyes or tapping his feet, but most of the time he just carried on home alone. He doesn’t see that Taien needs a bit of a softer approach.

To bus, or not to bus? That is the question I find myself asking when I get to the main road. Not to bus, I decide; there’s too many Maroon Blazers on the top deck. That’s what I call kids from my school, not super inventive, I know, but whoever named the world’s first orange got away with it. Plus, the 171 is the worst bus for trouble, I don’t know why. It’s the one place I’ve seen a grown woman wet herself and leave her shopping on the bus. And I once got surrounded by some girls from Waverly school who wouldn’t let me off the bus without paying them a toll. The one time I got female attention, and it ended with me running home £3 lighter. Then last week, someone fell down the stairs from the top deck, and the noise sounded like the drum beat from the beginning of EastEnders.

I head towards Queen’s Road station, where a group of guys tried to rob me once. What can I say, some girls have the word ‘juicy’ written on the back of their trackie bums, I must have ‘victim’ tattooed on my forehead. They were armed with hammers, which was a kinda funny detail to give when my dad took me to the police station to look at mugshots. Like, were they planning on putting up shelves after a hard day of robberies? And what were they gonna do, bonk me on the head like in a Looney Tunes cartoon? Massive bump poking out from under my cap? Such an inconvenient weapon. I imagine the roadman taking a trip to B&Q and heading straight to the tool section, asking the store helpers for advice.

Anyway, past the train station is Morley’s, my happy place out here in the world. 9 p.m. on a summer evening, when Dad hands me a ten-pound note and says get what you want for you and your brothers, it’s like Christmas and my birthday rolled into one. You step inside Morley’s, see the makeshift prices where they’ve just written their own numbers with a marker pen and stuck them onto the menu board. The smell of spiced wings and cheap oil is inviting, in the same way an old worn couch is. The fried chicken calls me by name (Fred, not Frank). But the dodgy veggie options that nobody ever orders sit abandoned in the corner, like a grandparent at a Christmas party. A mandatory presence, loved by the few and forgotten by the many.

I glimpse inside at the boss-man multitasking: serving, taking orders, visibly hating his life, grabbing drinks from a warm fridge, chucking burger sauce in little tubs across the counter. Like any Morley’s worker, he’s got his red polo uniform unbuttoned, visibly displaying a mountain of chest hair like a slashed sofa cushion.

My only reservation is the chilli sauce – that stuff does damage, I can’t believe they release it to the public. Last time I had some, it was a problem. Like, as painful as it was on the way in, the way out was catastrophic. The following day, my bum turned into a portal to hell, it honestly felt like the devil himself was trying to claw his way out my sewage pipe, like an upside-down phoenix was bursting out of me. I lost four kilos in twenty-four hours. At least I got the following day off school, so would likely do it again. Only next time I’ll be prepared, with triple-ply toilet paper and a fire extinguisher.

I often wonder why I never see women working at Morley’s. Like, what is it about the interview process that stops them from landing the job? Maybe their chests aren’t hairy enough. I asked my dad once why a lot of men have hairy chests. He told me it’s to stop babies from sucking on them. I believed him for the longest time.

Once you turn right past the pie and mash shop (overrated), and past FPC (Fried Chicken Perfect – clearly a typo but we’ll allow it), you pass the tattoo parlour on the corner and that means we’re almost home. I low key hate that they call it that. Why ‘parlour’? It sounds way too fancy for a place where people literally get stabbed with a needle. Parlours should have chandeliers and an old oak table. They should call it tattoo lair, because that’s more what it looks like.

Turning left at the corner shop, that little cluster of short grey houses by the green is home. Well, one of them. Specifically, the one with the broken plant pot and pile of rusty bikes by the door. Dad’s always collecting bikes for me and my brothers, mainly broken ones that people have thrown out. Even when they’re clearly beyond repair, he can’t help himself. He keeps saying we’ll fix them up, but we never do. Three years ago, he found a Barbie bike in my size that someone was giving away, and he promised me we’d paint it green (my favourite colour). Problem is my dad works a lot, mostly evenings, and sometimes he’ll do big jobs that pay decent money but mean he’s gone for days at a time. He didn’t have a lot of time to de-Barbie my bike. Not that I think there’s anything wrong with riding a Barbie bike, but the kids on our estate do. In the end, it all got too much. I apologised to my Barbie bike, as I cycled to my mamoune’s house one day. And I abandoned it. Left it there, unchained, exposed, hopeful. If you truly love something, you have to let it go. I walked away from that bike like an action star walking away from an explosion.

Soon as my key turns in the lock, the battle armour I’ve worn all day drops to the floor. I’ll put it back on tomorrow, first thing in the morning. For now, I feel two stone lighter, Ozempic settings.

My house is pretty basic. Downstairs you got a living room with a sofa that has just enough space for four out of the five of us. Taien sits on the floor. Then you got the kitchen where you can fit five or six people standing nose to nose, next to two bins that are always overflowing, and cabinets full of roaches that treat the biscuit tins like an underground techno rave in Berlin. That’s next door to a toilet, next door to a bathroom with a sink. Why they didn’t put a sink in with the toilet is a mystery that died with the architect. It means people use the loo and, without washing their hands, get their toilet germs all over the door handles. Not that Ezra and Taien wash their hands much anyway. And they wonder why I never eat from the same packet of crisps as them. I choose life.

Mum’s in the living room watching some French YouTube clips. Ever since we showed her how, she’s been bingeing most days. She says that watching stuff in French makes her feel closer to home; she spent most of her childhood in Madagascar, and it’s a way of remembering her own mum.

We knew it was coming, Mamoune’s death. She withered away, like a bunch of roses on a windowsill. She was just as beautiful too. And she wasn’t scared. But Mum and Ezra, they were terrified. Mamoune was the one consoling them. Taien didn’t know what was happening, and I remember being low key jealous of him for that. Because it really hurt when we finally lost her. And even though we were expecting it, it still feels like we all emotionally fell off a cliff. Mum and Ezra took longer to climb back up. Or maybe they never did, not fully, I dunno.

‘Is that you, Shrimpy?’ Mum calls from the sofa as I shut the front door. She’s the only one who calls me Shrimpy; apparently I used to go so red when I cried as a baby, I looked like a little shrimp. Obviously that’s not the case any more, but the nickname stuck.

‘Yeah.’ I give her a quick hug and tell her I’m about to help with dinner if she needs.

She gives me a smile, but it’s kinda watery and diluted. I miss the old smile – the one she had when Mamoune was alive. It was full beam, you couldn’t miss it. It started dimming the more she’d sit in the house all day, to the point where now it seems forced, like it takes effort.

She pats my hand. ‘What would I do without you?’ she says, cradling my cheek. ‘Grab yourself a snack, but leave some for your brothers, they’ll be back any minute.’

You don’t have to tell me twice.

I dump my bag at the bottom of the stairs and head to the kitchen for a munch. Nothing in our fridge, except a half-eaten kebab, open sausages, and jars of random chutneys with prehistoric sell-by dates. You know you’re broke when the fridge is an off-white colour, has a single door, no handle, one shelf on the inside, and hums with the effort of keeping everything just below room temperature. And the light on the inside shouldn’t be yellow. I don’t want no warm glow, I wanna open my fridge and be blinded by the elden lights of a white wizard. If I ever win the lottery, I’m getting one of those metallic double-door fridges you see in the films, with an ice machine on the front that we’ll use constantly for the first week and then never again. Instead, our fridge reminds of me of a sad, lonely, middle-aged man, just standing there whenever we walk in.

Our snack drawer isn’t much better. It should come with a warning sign of disappointment, much like Dwayne Johnson’s IMDb page, or a box of Quality Street. I open the drawer regardless. Some dead snacks in here, like, what the hell are teacakes? Ugly little domes of sadness, that’s what. I don’t see anything appetising, until . . . the glistening gold of the last Twix in the corner. And just like that, the first happy moment of the day is upon me.

‘Yo, is that the last Twix?’ Ezra appears behind me in a puff of moron magic.

He looks like me, we’re both built like tanks. Well, he’s more of a traditional army tank, and I look more like an oxygen tank. The running joke with him and Dad is that I don’t have any curves, no junk in the trunk, no cakes as it were. They call me Cakes as an ironic nickname, thankfully Taien hasn’t followed their lead. I marginally prefer Shrimpy.

‘It’s like that, yeah, you were just gonna eat it without asking anyone?’ As he says it, Taien comes waddling in, eyeing us up. When he sees the Twix, he runs over and immediately demands half.

There’s only one way to settle this. My allegiance is to democracy.

‘HM04,’ I say quickly. ‘It’s only fair.’ Ezra’s eyes narrow, and he glares at me before reluctantly agreeing. Taien sighs, and approaches. He knows the rules, even though this never really goes his way.

I put the Twix on the counter, and on the count of three, we all reach out and touch it. Whoever lets go first is the loser, whoever’s still got their finger on it when the others have given up can eat it all to themselves. In Pokémon, HM04 is the move that uses ‘strength’, which definitely applies to this game. The mental fortitude to stand here for as long as it takes, without letting go for a second, is much harder than you think.

Taien gives up within five minutes. Predictable. At his age, five minutes probably feels like five hours, especially if he’s just standing there in silence. He runs off to play with his Lego.

One of the rules of HM04 is that you’re not allowed to touch or interfere with the other person. No tickling, or shouting, or breathing directly in the face of your competitor. It doesn’t always make sense either. Me and Ezra once played for the last scoop of Ben and Jerry’s cookie dough. By the time one of us gave up, the ice cream had long melted, and still neither of us wanted to concede.

Also, there was the time when Dad needed help with the shopping and we were still attached to a Mars bar. He found it quite funny, and decided to make it even more challenging by flicking water at us and blasting out heavy metal music to try to make us cover our ears. In the end I lost, but only because I needed a wee. Ezra purposefully took his time eating that Mars bar, chewing with his mouth open so he could flaunt his undeserved victory.

This time’s different though. I really enjoy Twix. And it helps that I’m a little dehydrated. Even if I wasn’t, I’d rather wet myself than lose out on this snack. Eating along the top, and finishing the biscuity bit last, it’s probably the most elite chocolate bar. Snickers fans can’t come at me – with so many nut allergies in this world, it’ll never be as universally accepted. And there’s only one in the packet. With a Twix you can enjoy it twice, like redoing an entire video game after you’ve completed it and unlocked the upgrades.

‘You can just give up, go to the shop and get your own Twix,’ I tell Ezra. Mind games, the last resort of the secretly desperate. I’m supposed to be decompressing in my room. But instead, I’m here, doing this.

‘Yeah, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?’ Ezra replies. He’s staring at me, not even blinking. Is he allowed to do that? It’s bare disconcerting. I try and stare back at him, but his eye contact is too creepy. My hand is starting to cramp up. I’m thinking about using my free arm to hold up my Twix arm, but that would be showing weakness. If he knows I’m getting tired, that would spur him on even more. I start looking around, and then my eye catches something on the kitchen table. A possible loophole to exploit. His phone. Hah! With my free hand, I carefully pull my own phone out my pocket.

‘What you doing?’ He suddenly sounds nervous.

‘There’s no rules saying I’m not allowed on my phone.’ I shrug. His eyes glance over at the table. His screen is calling to him.

Keep calm, Fred, your gaming chair is calling you too. I get butterflies in my stomach at the thought of going up to my room and turning on the computer. Can’t let Ezra know I need to dip though, so I scroll, fake-smiling at YouTube shorts and occasionally laughing. He starts sweating, his eyes darting to his phone more frequently. Me being on mine and him not being on his is starting to scramble his brain. Then another disruptive thought enters my head. I open my contacts, find Ezra’s number and start calling. His phone immediately springs to life, writhing around as it vibrates and lights up.

‘Can you stop,’ he says, straight face.

‘Stop what?’ My poker face isn’t too terrible either.

‘Stop calling me!’ This time Ezra’s voice is ten per cent less certain, and his eyes swivel over to the kitchen table again. Of course I don’t stop calling him, I even throw in a couple text messages for good measure. We both know it’s me, but I can see his brain thinking ‘What if it isn’t?’ In the same way that I know my clothes are gonna smell damp and cheesy if I leave them in the washing machine overnight, but sometimes I CBA, and I let my mind think it’ll be alright in the morning. I know it won’t. And I know people on the bus can smell me, even though I’m clean. And then I have to do that thing where I try to slyly smell my shoulder and talk myself into thinking it’s only smelly up close. But I know the truth. We all know the truth. My clothes stink because I was too lazy.

‘You’re not gonna get me with your mind games.’ He shakes his head, completely unconvinced.

‘Mind games? But I thought you didn’t . . . mind games. I definitely don’t mind games.’ OK that joke was weak, two out of ten. I may not be the strongest, or tallest, or smartest, or best looking, or funniest. Or the greatest dancer, or the most athletic, or the best at singing. Argh, I forget my point. Either way, I got Ezra rattled.

‘You know what, eat the damn Twix.’ Ezra pushes it away and stomps over to his phone. He grabs it, sees the calls are from me – because of course, of course – and then calls me a wasteman. Well, I don’t care, because I’m a wasteman with a snack. A snack with two little melted bits from where our warm fingers have been pressed into it for over ten minutes, but at least it’s mine, and I won.

I get excited by the little things. Like when you walk into Lidl, and there’s no queue, or when a thirty-second YouTube advert pops up, and you quickly exit and open it again, and the new ad is only 5 seconds. I just gained back twenty-five seconds of my life. Speaking of time-saving, I love when the train stops right in front of the station exit, and it means I don’t have to walk the full length of the platform. Finding coins in the couch is child’s play. I once caught a legendary Pokémon with my last Poké Ball, there’s no feeling like it.

But these types of Ws are a rarity for me. Most of the time, things don’t go the way I picture them in my head, even little things can snowball into full-on disasters. Like this one time in Year Eight, on my way to school, I found a wallet in the gutter. It belonged to some old geezer in Camberwell, his address was on his driver’s licence. I decided to return it as it was on my route, and even though I was sneakily hoping for a reward, I wasn’t expecting one. I just knew the universe was gonna repay me with good fortune. It was gonna be one of those things. So I hopped back on my bike and started cycling towards the man’s house. Going down the hill on Angle’s Road, something solid whacked me in the forehead. I lost control of my bike, swerved into a bush, got all scratched up and that. I thought I could feel blood dripping down my head, but when I touched it, it was purple and white, and had berry seeds in it. A bird had crapped on me, mid-cycle.

Now, the only thing worse than having the contents of a bird’s stomach dripping down your face is having to walk into school like that. I couldn’t wipe it with my hand or my sleeve because that would’ve smeared it. And believe me, the way it looked, and the acidic smell of it, I couldn’t hide it. I deserve a medal for walking past two hundred students with bird crap on my face, sheer bravery, that is, mentality of champions. Instead I got laughed at so bad, kids were crowding me, jeering, following me around, to the point where I couldn’t move. In the end, a teacher had to walk me to the staff bathroom to wash it off.

I wish the teacher would’ve laughed, taken some of the awkwardness out of the situation. But no, I got sympathetic looks and double-triple checking that I was OK. The Unthinkables, who weren’t even there, spent two weeks calling me ‘Bird-Poop Boy’, very unoriginal but totally on brand. I would’ve gone with ‘Faecal Fred’ or ‘Craptain Bird’s Eye’.

After my succulent Twix, I run around the house doing my bits and bobs quickly. I’ve had to step up in the last year when it comes to chores. Tbf, it was for a good reason. In the weeks after Mamoune’s funeral, Mum started ordering more and more takeaway food. It started off as once or twice a week when she was too tired to cook, and then as the grieving properly kicked in, it was almost every night. Every kid’s dream, right? But there’s only so much pepperoni pizza, or sweet and sour chicken, that one family can take. And the mess was the worst. Boxes, and dishes and general mess kept piling up. Mum was too upset to get out of bed, let alone clean up after us. A few times I’d hear Dad get home after a shift, do a long, sad sigh and start clinking around as he loaded up the dishwasher. Then I’d watch from the stairs as he went in to check on Mum, fallen asleep on the sofa, YouTube videos still playing on her phone, and he’d rub his face with both hands.

As the oldest, I knew I had to step up, and I’ve never fumbled since then. I may be a nobody at school, but in this house, I could never be useless. In the days after that, I’d have the dishwasher stacked before Dad came home. I’d ask my mum if she ever needed anything done, and then I’d do it even when she said no, because why not? Mamoune used to tell us that you can’t choose the people who need your help. At the time, I didn’t think that would apply to my parents.

Dad noticed that things were getting better on the home front, and pulled me aside to say thanks. But he didn’t think it was fair that my brothers weren’t helping as much, so he assigned us different jobs. Now I’m in charge of the bathroom, and kitchen chores. Ezra’s main job is keeping the living room tidy, which is way easier imo. Taien has to make sure the lights are off if they’re not in use, and any open doors are closed to keep heat in. Unless it’s summer, in which case he has to make sure all the windows are open. We’re not worried about burglars, they’d probably break into our house, look around, and start a Go Fund Me page for us. Even now, in the living room, our TV is about ten years old, older than Taien, and you have to wave the remote around like a magic wand just to turn it on. Man said Harry Potter, Sorcerer’s Apprentice, looking like the conductor of an orchestra every time you wanna change the channel.

The kitchen is hard graft, it’s the heartbeat of the house. The one place with food in the home of three boys, it’s like the engine room of the Titanic. I take the job very seriously. If something needs defrosting, I’m your man. It’s just putting stuff in a bowl of warm water, setting a timer, and sticking it back in the fridge for tomorrow. And I’m not gonna lie, I do pretend the kitchen spray is a gun that I’m always firing at invisible villains.

Cleaning the toilet, now that’s a less glamourous job. Our toilet brush is about a thousand years old, and if you’re not careful you get flecks of poo water in your eyes when you scrub. The other trick is to not neglect the sink and taps, they gather dirt like nothing. Today’s skids are volcanic, a harsh reminder that I’m not the hero of my own story. I’m not the savvy, crime-solving detective in a boring show about old white people, if anything I’m the person who finds the dead body, the one who says ‘guys, I think you should come see this’.

After I’m finally done, I race upstairs, my heart beating faster with every step. I’m on the stairway to heaven. I feel the gold crackling energy from my bedroom calling me.

My absolutely amazing, fortress of solitude, single-bedded, cracked-ceiling, dimly lit bedroom. Ezra moans that he has to share a room with Taien, but I should get some perks as the older sibling – it would feel weird if Ezra or Taien got their own room before I did. First come, first served.

I kick my shoes off into the corner of the room, ready to shed this skin for the day and become a lion. I dump my bag on the floor and nudge it under the bed, my room is tight and it’s important to maximise the space, feng shui for life. Then I slump into my throne, a wheelie leather chair that I wheelie like, my last birthday gift from Mamoune, and turn on the PC.

Enter username: Existor@stmarks.
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GAMES IN THRONE

Enter password: Password1! Because even if I am one of the most followed gamers in the UK, I’m allowed to be basic sometimes.

I hit enter, and like warp speed, I’m sucked into the world of Existor. Game of choice today: Battlecry Arena, where users team up and get airdropped into a large arena, where they fight to the death in a map that gets smaller and smaller with every kill.

I plug in my headphones, and start my stream. It’s done on an app where you screenshare, and it broadcasts your gameplay live. I have a mic to provide commentary, and I’ve enabled an open chat so anyone watching can respond. But I don’t have a webcam, that was the condition of Dad getting me the PC. #strangerdanger #trollsbetrolling. Not that I’d ever use one anyway, Existor being anonymous and all.

I test the mic.

‘One two, one two. Peter Pickle pipped a pipe of pickled pickles.’ I know that’s not the phrase, but I say it anyway. It’s my pre-game ritual. I told my gaming buddy PooWilly_ about it. They lol’d and told me they can’t start playing unless their water bottle is facing north. We found it funny, I don’t even know where north is. And I don’t have a compass, because I’m not a sailor or on a Duke of Edinburgh trip.

Now that I’m plugged in, my memories of the school day start slipping away, I can barely remember a single thing the Unthinkables said or did to me. They’ll be watching me now though, waiting for me to jump online. I picture Zuki with a framed photo of Existor on his bedside table, which would just be a silhouette with a question mark over the face. Which ironically is how Clare probably sees me.

Loser Fred takes a back seat, and Existor starts coursing through my veins. I’m with my people now, a community with a shared interest, coming together to overcome challenges, to compete, to partake in countless worlds with infinite possibilities.

I’m home.

I’ve taken off my Fred costume, Existor is what remains.

Before I’ve even started playing, there are two hundred and twenty-seven people viewing my stream. They’re waiting for me, an excited crowd anticipating a good show tonight. As Existor, I’m not just seen, I’m celebrated. I spent all day as a grubby caterpillar, then I got home and entered my cocoon phase, and now I’m in my final form, my true self, doing what plain old Fred Rako could never.

After I click to enter the waiting room, I tie my school tie around my head, make sure my water bottle label is facing me, and I triple-check that my bedroom door is closed. The last thing I want is one of my parents or brothers coming in, distracting me. If they do and they say my name out loud, it could expose my identity.

Being online doesn’t make me safe from the Unthinkables, but being anonymous does. There was a girl in Year Seven, Veronica Carpenter, who was one of those students that was just . . . built different. In a harmless way, like James and his Dark Defenders. She would pick up worms and snails with her bare hands, and carry them to safety, immediate ick when you’re in secondary school. People got onto her from day dot. And instead of putting her head down and taking Ls, she’d start hissing or cursing whenever people mocked her, which only made them do it more. When Ola found Veronica’s social media, it was a wrap. All the comments on all her pictures were trash talk. Veronica responded to a few of them, trying to play it off as a joke, but she left St Mark’s barely halfway through the year. I don’t blame her. Allow getting cussed out at school all day, and then having to go through that in your spare time as well. No escape. And the worst part is, no one seemed to notice. No announcement from the teachers, no whispering from the students of ‘what happened to her?’, nothing. She came, she flopped, she fled. The same thing could happen to Existor if people at school make the link between me and him. And that can’t happen.

Here, at my desk, while I’m gaming, this is where I come alive, bro, it’s where I shine! Within minutes of starting I’ve got almost a thousand views, comments gathering speed in my sidebar. Usually it’s stuff like ‘you missed that forcefield’ or ‘top left’ or just simple greetings. I had to filter the mature language in the settings when I started getting more interaction, because people seem to be obsessed with death threats and race and body parts that have nothing to do with the game.

Sure, the internet is a strange place. It can be the best of times, or the worst of times. But for me, it’s a safe space. After the filters, I only get hella nice comments, people trying to be helpful, and encouraging, even though we’re complete strangers. You need a cheat code, or a weapons mod, or an honest game review, there’s twenty people willing to give advice within seconds of asking. I’m not just here for the plaudits, I’m here because this community is my only antidote to all the loneliness, straight up. I’m in control of what happens in this corner of my life. This is an oasis of pure joy, untouched by negative outside forces. You can’t filter out horrible comments in the real world like you can online. And you don’t get customisable armour and accessories in the real world either.

The trick to Battlecry Arena is to be aggressive. Keep moving, run through that door, open that trunk, pick up that laser gun, blast that guy in the face, hop on that roof. Viewers have already started leaving comments in the sidebar while I’m running around. Most of them are people saying hi.

 

a-englest_of_h3arts

Yooooo

 

F1nal_Fanta-C

GOAT

 

Bandi-Cute

Hiiii <3

 

Halofrom_dotherside

This map not the one!!! EMPs on the Space Station

 

4tweek

Light work

 

Des-Mundo22

On your left, there’s a healthpack

 

‘Cheers,’ I reply to the last one verbally. ‘Remember, kids, healthpacks don’t exist in real life. Dial 111 for non-emergencies.’ I burst into one room and immediately take out a guy with my plasma grenade. ‘Call me diarrhoea, coz that was explosive.’ Laughing face emojis flood the sidebar. I grin. My subscribers love my silly one-liners. Last week, PooWilly_’s heli carrier got shot out the sky, and I said, ‘I always knew they were a flight risk.’

I silently stalk the abandoned facility, a one-man army. I listen carefully for enemy footsteps, it gives me an advantage over anyone without headphones. Before I got my own set, I just had to make do with instinct.

‘I would recommend staying away from abandoned facilities, they’re never worth the hassle. Even if you’re a first-time property buyer, there’s cheaper real estate in South London, where you’re one per cent less likely to get shot at.’ More laughing emojis. I quickly look around this map so the viewers can take it all in. ‘The cost of heating somewhere like this, it’s how they get you. Don’t get sucked in.’

I’m usually in the last two or three people left in the game, once everyone else has been eliminated. My style is weird. A lot of players tend to hide out, engage only when they have to, but I pretend to be rubbish at the game. Use a weaker weapon first, like a plasma pistol, make them think I got nothing, and I’ll never be nothing. Then when they come after me, I hide round the corner, and then pow, sentry cannon to the face. It’s unorthodox, but I love using players’ own egos against them. That’s why people like watching me, I guess.

I lose the first game of the afternoon to PooWilly_, who as well as being my friend is sometimes also my nemesis. They don’t have a mic, not that it matters. I kinda like the anonymity, we connected through gaming and that’s enough. I always know that if things ever get shady, I can just block people. 3–0 to online life. And believe me, I’ve had to block hella man. Anyone who wants to meet up, immediate blockage. Anyone with an explicit username, dudes who ask for my email address, people with questionable display pics, like confederate flags or pictures of Andrew Tate, you’re all getting blocked. Oh, and French kids who like testing out their English swear words, I can live without that. But with PooWilly_ our relationship’s always been respectful, focused on our mutual love of gaming. It’s easy. They first DM’d me a couple years ago to say ‘good game’, and I told them ‘you’re not so bad yourself’, and since then we’re always online at the same time, teaming up in games.

I don’t always do well first game back after school, but once I’m in my stride I’m unstoppable. I’m inevitable, like Thanos or climate change.

Taking a break before the next game, I answer some of the comments in the chat. If I take the time to interact with them, viewers will wanna come back and subscribe and leave even more comments.

 

pace9cadet

Yo, Existor@stmarks, add my tag

 

Existor@stmarks

You’re not the boss of me

 

4leaf_clover

You are the god of gaming

 

Existor@stmarks

Thanks! The title of god 
of sewing was already taken

 

Wheezieyeez45

I love your vids



Existor@stmarks

Cheers, I’ve grown to accept 
them as part of who I am



engine0us-plank

Your wasting your life

 

Existor@stmarks

*You’re

 

LeeRoy_Jenkins

What’s up?

 

Existor@stmarks

What’s up? The sky, most aeroplanes,

my dad’s cholesterol, the top bunk

of a bunk bed, every country from

Australia’s POV, Taylor Swift’s album

sales, and dancers’ hands if they’re

doing the YMCA properly

 

Alright, that’s enough of that. I can smell burning, which means either I’m having a stroke or Mum’s forgotten something in the oven again. I ten toes it down the stairs, and yep, just as I predicted, Mum’s fallen asleep on the sofa. I race over to the oven and yank it open. Dark smoke and electric heat hits me in the face, melting my eyeballs into my skull. I need to not keep my head that close next time, I’m not Hansel and Gretel. Thankfully the fire alarm doesn’t go off, we took the batteries out to put in the TV remote weeks ago. I’m not even sure if my parents know that.

The pizzas are just about salvageable. I take a serrated knife to scrape all the black charcoal off the bottoms, and sprinkle a bit of fresh cheddar on top. No harm done, except to our tastebuds. Mum doesn’t need to know, I don’t want her to feel bad. I go to wake her up, which is always a bit comical. She does this dramatic loud snort, her eyes widen, and she takes a long, drawn-out breath, like a mummy rising from a sarcophagus. I give her a couple seconds to adjust, remember where she is, and that she’s an actual living human being.

‘How was your little game, Shrimpy?’ Mum asks, rubbing her eyes with both hands. I know she’s trying to take an interest, but calling it a ‘little game’ does trivialise it somewhat. Snakes and ladders is a little game. Doing a robot voice into an electric fan is a little game. What I just did was exert dominance over strangers in a virtual world while an adoring audience cheered me on for three hours. But nobody other than me knows that. Mum doesn’t see it as me spending hours with like-minded people, brought together by banter and shared highs and lows. People who think gaming is meaningless need to try it sometime. Or at least understand it. You know what I think is meaningless? Goatees. Having a fire alarm with no batteries in it. Belated birthday wishes. If you forgot, then it’s fine, let it go and do better next year. Birthday wishes depreciate in value once the day is gone, now you’re just celebrating someone being an afterthought.

‘It was OK thanks, Mum.’

‘I’m glad.’ She does her watery smile.

‘I took the pizzas out the oven,’ I tell her, leaving the room to call my brothers down. I quickly intercept them on the stairs as Mum heads to the kitchen to plate up.

‘Guys, the pizzas are a bit overdone, but they’re edible, so do your best, OK? The good parts are in the middle.’ I’m talking mainly to Taien, Ezra just rolls his eyes. Goon.

Back in the kitchen, Mum’s having difficulty sawing through our pizzas, one cheese and tomato, and one with pepperoni on it. At this point, it would be easier if she just held them up and snapped them in half. Dad won’t be home until later, so Mum saves him a meat feast. Not that you can tell at this point which is which. Our sorry dinners look like entrants in a burnt lookalike competition.

‘Can you put out the condiments, and the water? And maybe some cutlery?’ Mum asks. Her tone used to be more decisive, clearer, but recently it’s like she’s lost her voice, always talking in whispers. I nod and reach into the top cupboard, putting some sauces on the counter where Taien can reach them. Ezra’s in the toilet, his favourite place to be whenever chores are happening, that wasteman.

Dinner goes the usual way, Taien telling us all about his day, talking about this boy at school and that teacher, sparing no details.

‘Abdul was on the climbing frame first, and Felix said Abdul can’t do a one-handed backflip, and then, you know what happened, Abdul fell off and nearly broke his skull, and Felix didn’t. Even. Help.’

‘Yeah, Felix sounds like a wasteman,’ I tell him.

‘Actually, Felix is Abdul’s best friend.’

‘Oh. Cool.’ In that case, I am truly lost as to what the purpose of that story was.

I glance over at Mum, who keeps checking the clock above the doorway. Dad’s work schedule is stuck to the fridge, she’s obsessed with him coming home safe. He’s a delivery driver, not a sheriff or a bomb-disposal expert. I get it though. I used to stay up at night, waiting to hear his keys in the door. That’s kinda how I got into gaming, it was a way of staying awake.

‘Mum, I’m behind the front of my T-shirt, aren’t I?’ Taien catches her off guard with the most random question. He’s looking down at the logo on his chest.

‘Erm, yes, I guess you are.’ Mum’s gaze moves over to him and she attempts a smile. Taien nods sagely, like she’s just confirmed some hypothesis.

‘Yeah. Because if I was in front of it, I’d be walking around backwards wouldn’t I?’ Ah, god bless his little mind.

‘Taien, what the hell, man.’ Ezra snorts on his hardwood pizza and shakes his head. Poor Taien starts blushing, but when we catch eyes and I nod at him, a tiny smile forces its way onto his face. We carry on munching, the sound of rock-hard dough like a car driving over gravel. Ezra pulls a face after a particularly loud crunch, but is otherwise calm. Taien’s been dipping his in so much ketchup, he might as well be drinking it straight from the bottle.

We hear the sound of keys jingling in the door then, followed by Dad’s heavy footsteps bouncing down the hallway.

‘Do I smell pizza?’ His voice booms as he enters the kitchen.

Yes, pizza and a bonfire. Mainly bonfire.

He goes over to kiss the top of Mum’s head, and ruffles Taien’s hair, while he grins and ducks out the way.

‘Yours is in the oven, keeping warm,’ Mum tells him.

‘Keeping burnt, more like,’ Ezra mutters, and I shoot him a look. Every time, man, he has to say something.

Dad plays it off as banter – he doesn’t wanna make it awkward. ‘Bit overdone, are they?’

Understatement of the century. That’s like saying the citizens of Pompeii were a bit overdone. These might as well have been cooked on the sun. And then tossed in the microwave for good measure. See, now I’m doing it, I’m cussing Mum’s food when I know I shouldn’t. Stupid Ezra.

‘Thanks, mon ange.’ That was Mamoune’s pet name for my mother, Dad just adopted it. He serves up his pizza, and plops into a chair. He smells of petrol fumes, and his T-shirt’s got old stains all over it, but he’s still got that Dad smell, like aftershave and bedcovers.

‘You boys good?’ He beams at us all.

‘Yeah,’ we reply.

‘How was school?’ he asks me. What I think he really means is ‘hey, Fred, have you made any friends yet?’. To which the answer is ‘no’. But he’s always in a good mood, always happy to see us, and I feel like it’d wipe his smile away if every time he asked I told him how terrible my day at school was.

‘It was OK,’ I reply.

‘And how’s football training?’ This question is for Ezra. I’m decent at FIFA, but that’s more to do with being a gamer than having any kind of football brain.

‘It was alright. We did drills yesterday, positional stuff. Real game’s in a couple weeks.’

‘Good lad. Keep it up, you’re a machine.’

We fall into silence and Taien looks up at me. He mouths the word ‘now?’ and I give him a slight nod.

‘Dad, can I ask you something?’ he pipes up.

‘Of course you can, you can ask me anything.’ He takes a huge bite of pizza, the loud crunch scares a flock of birds out their nest outside. He seems completely unphased, though I do notice his eyes watering as he swallows it.

‘Can I get a hamster?’

‘A hamster?’ Dad repeats. He looks at me, and I lean back out of Taien’s peripheral and nod frantically. ‘Right. A hamster. Yes. If you do all your homework, I’ll get you one for your birthday. I love hamsters, they’re little and furry and remind me of you.’

‘For real?’ Taien’s mouth opens into the widest grin. He turns to me, scrunches up his little face, and gives me a thumbs up. Bless him, he’s been a bit low over the last couple days, and I asked him what would help, and he said a hamster. And I knew Dad would react the way he just did. Of course Taien’s blissfully unaware that his birthday is eight months away.

Once I’m done, I go over to put my plate in the dishwasher, kissing the top of Mum’s head as I pass. She hasn’t eaten much.

‘Why doesn’t Fred have to clear up?’ Ezra asks really loudly when Dad asks him to wash the dishes.

‘Being the oldest has its privileges.’ Dad shrugs and winks at me.

‘Plus, he helped with the pizzas,’ Mum absent-mindedly reminds him.

‘These dead pizzas,’ Ezra huffs.

‘I think they tasted alright,’ Dad says. This seems to only aggravate Ezra more.

‘What, so he gets oldest privileges, and Taien gets away with everything coz he’s the smallest, so what do I get?’ There’s an awkward silence when nobody answers.

‘A bed and a hot meal,’ I tell him as I leave the room. Admittedly, not exactly a mic-drop moment, but honest enough. Of the two of us, Ezra’s way more of a hothead. In fact, I’d say I’m generally a pretty calm person. Rant over. But seriously, I’ve spent all afternoon doing my chores, and I bet if I go into the living room there’ll be cups and stuff on the side. We used to clean up together on a Saturday, all five of us, playing music on the speakers, it was actually kinda fun. That was before Mamoune . . . Everything felt lighter then. There used to be more laughter.

 

Back upstairs, I’m finishing off a Dungeon Slayer campaign. PooWilly_ sent me a gargon sword as a redeemable gift, and I’m trying it out for the first time. I reply privately – this part of gaming isn’t clout for observers, it means a little more to me.

 

Existor@stmarks

Thanks! It’s decent 
Goes through Rankbusters like 
a hot knife through butter

 

PooWilly_

Thought you’d like it :) 
Don’t say I never do 
nothing for you

 

Existor@stmarks

Wouldn’t dream of it

 

Before signing off, I take the opportunity to reply to a couple more comments in my sidebar. They took the time to write me, it’s only right I return the favour. Plus, I want them to come back.

 

Been_myster

Yo, shout me

 

Existor@stmarks

Just shouted Woke up the neighbours

 

Dame_Englehart

You into cricket

 

Existor@stmarks

I’d rather watch actual crickets 
Shout out Jiminy

 

Vik_kordolaimi

What are your thoughts on 
Dungeon Slayer?

 

Existor@stmarks

The title is confusing 
Sounds like I slay dungeons

 

Albert_A

Do you know Abby?

 

Existor@stmarks

Sure I know Abby 
Abby Seedy EFG

 

And on that note, I’m ready to call it a night. I just need a drink. Ever since I read somewhere that a glass of water before bed prevents heart attacks, I been pretty diligent with it. Tap water, obvs, I hate fizzy water. I’ve only ever bought sparkling water by accident, and the disappointment hits hard when you get home and take that first horrible gulp. I wish they made the labels clearer, allow getting catfished by a drink.

Sneaking down the hallway, I can see blue light pouring from under Ezra’s door, telling me he’s still up and watching stuff. Either that or he’s fallen asleep in front of his TV again. I can also hear Taien’s soft snores, his door is always slightly open. Open in the way that kids don’t want their door fully closed, not open in the way that a friendly office boss with bad coffee breath says ‘my door is always open’.

At the bottom of the stairs, I hear Dad do one of his loud sighs, which could mean a bunch of different things, depending on tone and delivery. Sometimes I imagine it means ‘I’m happy to be home’, sometimes I think it’s ‘this place is disgusting, I spend all day at work and come back to this mess’, but usually it’s a sigh of effort, like when he’s putting his shoes on to take the bins out, or picking up the coat hooks in the hallway that always fall off. If I could harness the energy of his sighs, I’d probably be able to power a small town. Or a respirator for a small mouse.

My parents are in the kitchen. I honestly don’t mean to eavesdrop on them, but in my defence, the kitchen is really far from the stairs, and they don’t see me walking towards them. I have so much time to hear loads of their conversation. The alternative to all this dropping of eaves would be for me to sprint over there and burst through the door. But I’m not really the type to burst through anything, at least not in the real world. I slowly emerge, that’s my MO. Like a baby’s tooth, or King Charles getting out of a car.

Although this time, the hushed voices from my parents make me wish I never emerged at all.

‘I’m sorry, mon ange, but I have to say yes. We need the money, and I’ll only be gone a couple of weeks. Three, max.’ Dad’s caught somewhere between pleading and telling. This happens sometimes with his work, long-haul deliveries to somewhere random, the last couple of times was Poland and Luxembourg. I know he hates it, he’s always saying that with his shift pattern, he barely gets to see us enough as it is. This will be his longest trip yet though, by far.

‘I know, I know we need the money, it’s just, it’s so hard when you’re gone so long.’ I can tell from the slightly muffled sound of Mum’s voice that they’re hugging and she’s talking into his shoulder.

‘I know, but Fred’s here. You can count on him.’ I gulp. ‘And I promise, I’ll be home before the end of the month, I know how important it is.’ It takes me a second to clock what he means. The end of the month is the first anniversary of Mamoune’s passing. Mum and Dad spoke about maybe having a memorial. ‘The sooner I leave, the sooner I get back.’

He’s been gone for days at a time before, and we’ve got by. But three weeks is ages, especially with Mum so down at the moment. She’s barely been leaving the house. She used to be so self-sufficient – working double shifts, and still finding time for all the parenting duties, but after Mamoune died and she stopped working, things have been different. Dad’s like her emotional safety net now. How will we cope without him for so long?

When I deep it, and start backing away, silently creeping back to my room, I realise that they’re both my safety net.

I need them both around on full form, even though I’m at an age where I don’t rely on them for everything. Having parents is like having a life jacket on a Ryanair flight, or a stab-proof vest on a Ryanair flight. It’s enough to know that they’re there in the background in case I need them. But now neither of them will be. I’ll have to step up to the plate and be the safety net for Mum in Dad’s absence. And for Ezra and Taien too.

As I fall asleep, I’m already counting down the hours that I have left with Dad before he has to go. Coz I know Mum’s gonna need to rely on me. And I’m gonna need to answer that call. Slaying dungeons as Existor is very different to stepping up for your family, that’s Loser Fred’s job. But how can I step up at home after taking an emotional beating every day at school? I’ll be exhausted. I wish this was a problem that could be solved with a gargon sword.
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DON’T CALL ME TO ACTION

It’s not a real morning in our house without Dad being up at 6 a.m. It doesn’t matter how late he gets home or goes to bed, he’s always in the kitchen having breakfast at this time. Mum’s still asleep. Ezra’s in the shower, spending far too long on his hair, and ignoring the timer we have in there. It’s set to ten minutes – Dad thought it would be a way to make mornings faster, and save money on hot water. He didn’t count on it being ignored and discarded like Will Smith’s oldest kid, the one who’s a DJ or something.

Ngl, I’m not totally innocent when it comes to morning prep. But my problem isn’t my hair, it’s the fact that I’m drier than a German sense of humour, and I know because I game with enough of them. My elbows are so ashy, they literally repel moisture. I’m waiting for a call from National Geographic to start filming a Saharan documentary on them. I can’t rub them together in a wooded area coz they’d start a fire. Every morning is a cocktail of different lotions, and I think today I might’ve finally cracked the right combination.

So at this time in the morning, with Mum in bed, and Ezra and Taien getting ready, the house is at its most peaceful. There’s no scramble for the last bowl of cereal, no arguing over the best spoon, no running around helping Taien find his other shoe.

It’s just me and Dad, chilling in silence, while he eats his grapefruit. I tried it once. Never again. Fool me twice, and that. But these moments with Dad, they remind me of something Mamoune said when me and Ezra visited her in hospital one time, and we were going through old family photos. She teared up at one of us sitting around watching a film: Dad with his arm around Mum, who was pregnant with Taien, me and Ezra sitting cross-legged on the floor, mouths hanging open, just a typical Sunday afternoon. Mamoune held it up close to her face, and said, ‘Boys, when you get to my age, looking back, those moments in life that you thought were so big, they all seem much smaller somehow. And those small things, those day-to-day moments, they’re the ones that end up meaning the world to you.’ Eating breakfast with my old man reminds me of that.

‘Hey, Dad.’ I break the silence.

‘Mm?’ He looks up from his phone.

‘I came down for a glass of water last night, and I didn’t wanna interrupt you and Mum, but I heard what you said, about going away for work.’ I don’t tell him that this has been bugging me to the point I could barely sleep. But I do need Dad to know that I’ll hold it down while he’s gone. He does so much for us, including this terrible job, and I want to pay back the favour.

He nods and lets out one of his classic long sighs, one I interpret as relief that he doesn’t have to hold it in. ‘I’m sorry, really truly, I wish I didn’t have to. Especially this month. It’s gonna be hard for your mum. I’ll call her every night, but I’m gonna need you to please watch out for her and your brothers.’ He rubs his back and mumbles something about terrible timing.

‘I got you,’ I tell him. ‘And don’t worry about Taien and Ezra. Taien’s easy to entertain, and Ezra’s fine as long as he’s got snacks and Netflix.’

‘He does love his series.’

‘They’re home makeover shows, he quickly switches over whenever you walk in.’

We both chuckle. Then there’s a bit of an awkward silence before Dad asks, ‘How you doing, anyway? How’s school?’ He puts his serious face on, bare making eye contact and that. He knows what’s up, but he won’t push it if I shut it down.

‘It’s OK.’ The words leave my mouth before I can stop them. And with that, Fred leaves the chat.

 

Yay, school. Said no fourteen-year-old ever. Unless you’re at a superhero academy or Hogwarts, secondary school is literally the worst place to be. And that’s saying something, because at Hogwarts you’d have a one in four chance of being made a Hufflepuff. If that happens, the rest of your life is a joke.

Can’t lie, if I was climbing out of an erupting volcano, and a rescue helicopter offered to save me and drop me off at school, you best believe I’m waving them on and waiting for Gandalf’s eagles to bail me out.

English book, science book, science textbook with all the crude drawings on the reproduction page, immaculate maths textbook that’s barely been opened, and French textbook with Pascale windsurfing on every other page. Check, check, check, check, and oui, oui, le check. My rucksack feels really heavy, and my feet feel even heavier when I finally leave my bedroom. One last glance at my PC and leather chair, I’ll be seeing you later.

The house is quiet again now – Ezra and Taien have already left for school. Dad’s packing in my parents’ room, listening to upbeat music to hype himself up. Mum’s waiting at the bottom of the stairs to walk me to school. She looks tired, I suppose she has just rolled out of bed. She keeps pushing up her sleeve to check her watch, biting her bottom lip and glancing at the front door as though there’s a parade going down our street that we’re missing. There’s not. That would be amazing, especially if it held me up from going to school. But she just hates being late. Or she wants to get back home as quickly as possible.

When she sees me dragging my bag down, her face relaxes into a half-smile. ‘You ready to go?’ she asks. Honestly? I feel like an eighty-six-year-old climbing into an F1 car without a helmet. I’m ready to go anywhere but St Mark’s.

‘Yep,’ I reply, and force a return smile. I hope it’s more convincing than hers.

I double-check all my pockets as we set off. Phone, keys, wallet, headphones. I forced Mum to buy me school trousers with a button on the back pocket, because that’s where I keep my keys. Ezra laughed at me when he asked why I would ever need to button my keys in, and I told him, like, I might find myself on a roller coaster or doing an impromptu cartwheel or something. One day I’ll be proved right. In the meantime, they need to be buttoned up, in case of the (not so) unlikely event that I might find myself upside down, held over a bin by one of the Unthinkables. I don’t want anything falling out like last time.

It’s technically Ezra’s fault that Mum’s walking me to school right now. She’s going to Aldi to pick up more food after Ezra’s comments about dinner last night. She wanted to walk the younger two on her way, but Ezra made such a fuss about going by themselves. He tried saying that Mum walks too slow and Taien would get distracted, when really we all know he just thinks it’s uncool to be seen on road with your mum. I think she knew it too. It’s a bit peak, because this is the first time in ages she’s leaving the house. Why couldn’t he just go along with it? So anyway, now Mum’s walking me, because I wasn’t going to let her watch us all head out the door without her.

Plus, my school is closer to the Aldi where she used to like doing her morning shop. It makes her life easier. Of course I was never gonna say no, not when Dad needs me to step up. And it was such a small thing for me to do to help Mum.

We walk past Morley’s which is shut this time in the morning. They’re open till 5 a.m., I guess they deserve a break sometimes. I kinda like walking with Mum, it doesn’t happen very often that it’s just the two of us. Though it feels like the calm before the storm, seeing as we both know Dad’s leaving for a bit, it’s nice to just be with her. Symbolic, like we’re gonna face it together.

When we reach the bottom of County Grove, that’s when I feel my face flushing and my knees get really heavy again. More and more Maroon Blazers are getting off buses and trudging down the side street in droves, like Palace fans on match day. I’m holding Mum’s hand, something I’ve not done since I was Taien’s age. Even though I’m too old, I didn’t have the heart to knock it away when she instinctively reached out.

Kids start staring and sniggering from across the road when they see us holding hands, but Mum seems either not to notice or not to care. Her mind is probably preoccupied with what to get for the shopping. So I try to think about other stuff too. There’s a new trailer for Dungeon Slayer 2, I’ll ask Dad for the money to order it when it comes out. Me and PooWilly_ doing campaigns together, the thought of it brings a smile to my face. So when I hear a piercing, familiar laughter from across the road, my heart sinks right down into my shoes and my brain goes super fuzzy like static radio.

Dayo and Jackson are mocking me as loudly and spitefully as they can, Clare and Ola giggling to the side. And following up behind them, their leader, Zuki. Of all the days for them to clock me in the street, it had to be the day that Mum is emotionally ropey and holding my hand for support. The fact that Clare’s witnessing this humiliation makes it ten times worse. In an ideal world, she’d find it sweet that I’m holding hands with my mum, same way the whole world got gassed with Bradley Cooper when he took his mother to the Oscars. Instead, I’m stuck here with the Unthinkables.

Zuki’s pointing and laughing now, with his mouth wide open, leaning on Jackson as if he can barely stand with how hilarious this is. This kid is a one-man army against subtlety, he could drown out the fireworks on Bonfire Night. Jackson takes it to another level though, trying to impress his grand master by being more aggressive than the rest of them. I don’t get it – I’ve seen him in the Aylesham Centre helping his mum with the shopping before. He was carrying everything for her, the opposite of this bad mind in front of me now. And I even witnessed him having a polite conversation with Miss Chowdhury, the librarian, once. She’s proper safe, but it was still a weird sight to behold. He only seems to act up when the others are around, and then he goes in.

‘Yo, is that man like Frank, yeah? Holding Mummy’s hand like a tutu-year-old?’ Jackson steps between two cars like he’s about to cross the road towards us, but thinks better of it when he sees the rest of the Unthinkables have continued walking without him. As Mum lets go of my hand and takes a step towards him, he turns and chases after his little group, leaving this horrible silence hanging between us. I stare at the ground. I can’t even look at her. In my peripheral, I notice that her eyes are wide open, and I’m suddenly aware of how sweaty my palms are. I have no idea what to say. I don’t even know who was supposed to defend who in the scenario that just happened.

‘Haters gon’ hate,’ is all I can muster, and even then, my voice is feeble as I say it. I free myself from Mum’s hand, in my head there’s a loud shlurping sound from how sticky we both are.

‘Fred.’ Mum’s face is still in shock from Jackson’s brazen, embarrassingly public mocking.

‘Chinese spare ribs.’ I cut her off before she can continue with whatever acknowledgement or consolation of what just happened. ‘For dinner tonight. If they have any.’ And with that, I put my head down and power-walk the rest of the way to school, leaving Mum standing there, open-mouthed like she’s posing on the red carpet.

The corridors are manic, girls shrieking and laughing, showing each other messages on their phones, guys gripsing each other up, shouting vague insults, geeks huddled around in tiny groups of safety, tryna get from A to B, and then there’s me. Invisible. Silently making my way round the school like a ghost despite what just happened outside. Stepping over a kid who’s just been floored, sidestepping a group of girls who have no intention of walking around me, ducking an empty plastic bottle that someone’s just chucked over their shoulder. Being invisible is way better than getting attention.

Things at St Mark’s been like this for me since the start. I remember my first day, I turned up, but I was silent. Making friends ain’t easy. So I spent the day by myself. Meanwhile, everyone else around me is grouping up. Admittedly, I was weird in Year Seven. I’m sure we all were, but I had more trouble hiding it. Like, I used to singe my finger hairs off, purely for cosmetic reasons. And there was the time I once absent-mindedly scratched my head, making a snow globe of dandruff land on my shoulder in a science lesson.

It’s fine, I thought, give it a week, Fred, you’ll find your batch. So a few days later, when I saw a group of people chatting about Arcane, I went over. But I couldn’t make the first move. I stood near them, then they clocked that I was listening and not contributing, so they moved further away.

The days turned into weeks turned into months. Still no friends. And now we’re three years later, and even though I’m obviously not that kid any more, the school never forgets. Never surrenders.

I got things to say, but I ain’t got no one to say it to. It’s so much easier making friends as a pikin. Taien can just run up to any kid at the park and be like ‘I’m five and I like chips’ and the other kid will respond like ‘I’m in Year One and I can draw the moon’, and then they’ll run around for the rest of the afternoon like they’ve known each other for years.

I wish I could do that. Just walk up to a kid in my year and say, ‘Hi, I’m Fred, I still half believe in mermaids and people think I’m good at gaming.’ Obviously I know mermaids aren’t real, but when we’re on the ferry to France for the summer holidays, I still catch myself keeping an eye out, just in case. Mamoune used to say that just because you can’t see something, doesn’t mean it isn’t there. And that’s true of global warming, or contact lenses, or Andrew Tate’s soul.

Lessons are pretty much the same sort of existence as everything else at St Mark’s. Zuki and Dayo keep bantsing Jackson on his new, uneven trim fade, holding up a ruler to measure how straight it is. Which is a bit peak for Jackson, who does not seem to be enjoying it, but at least it takes their attention away from me. To be fair, it does appear to have been done in a candle-lit room during an earthquake.

Other than that, I just sit there in silence, as per usual. All my school reports are like ‘he’s too quiet’ and ‘we don’t hear enough from him’, but in my defence. End of sentence. Who cares about that fraud Pythagoras and his theorems of triangular lies? Why do I need food tech lessons teaching me about the temperature of a theoretical cake? The only thing I need to know is: pizza before the oven? Cold. Pizza out of the oven? Hot. I don’t need to sit in a classroom with four gas stoves between thirty students to find that out. I doubt five-star restaurants are looking for chefs who excelled in their Year Nine food tech classes.

History is calm, because it doesn’t require much participation, you’re just learning stuff that happened. Miss Whiddett’s the kinda teacher who, even though she knows I know the answer, won’t bait me out in front of the whole class. She’ll just wander through the room, look at my worksheet, nod and say ‘good work’. And even that’s too much of a spotlight sometimes. If I had the slightest inkling that the class cared about what I have to say, I might not go missing so much in lessons. And if that means Mum and Dad have to endure a few more average, three-star-rated report cards, it’s a necessary trade-off.

Once I’ve survived the first two morning lessons, mainly spent picturing which weapons upgrade I’ll need when I’m playing Battlecry Arena later, the bell goes for breaktime and I do my usual circuit around the school. Clockwise twice, starting outside the science block, and then anti-clockwise once so that it doesn’t get too monotonous. Sometimes I’ll do it in reverse order if I’m feeling adventurous, or on special occasions like May 4th, or my birthday.

The library is open at breaktime, but I like to wait until lunch when I got more time to enjoy it. Miss Chowdhury is probably the only person in the whole school who ever seems happy to see me, which is pretty sad, but like in the same way vegan desserts or the MCU’s TV phase was sad, not actually sad like lonely pensioners or online bullying.

I’m not saying the other teachers here aren’t polite, or even kind, but I know I’m just another one of the hundreds of students they teach. Tbf, if I had to spend ten hours a day in school, including three hours of paperwork, I wouldn’t remember me either. I’m just saying, Miss Chowdhury puts the work in, and because of that, the library feels like the one place I can go for a bit of respite. It’s like, I’m treading water all day, and for a few glorious moments my feet find a sandhill or something to stand on. Putting it off till later in the day gives me something to look forward to.

People say everything is about luck and timing. So why, today, do I have the opposite of both those things? I’m just starting my anti-clockwise walk, round the first corner past the school hall, and coming towards me are Zuki and his gang. If I turn around now, it’ll look like I’m running away, which I suppose would be technically, factually accurate. Drats.

Deep breath, shoulders back, just walk past them with no incidents. They’ll ignore you, they usually do.

Zuki and Dayo are still pointing at Jackson’s trim, and now Clare and Ola are getting involved. Zuki says something that’s got them all shrieking, and Jackson literally pouts like an angry model. He tries to argue something back, but they’re all laughing so hard, whatever he’s saying gets drowned out. They don’t rate him. He’s clearly the comic relief in his own batch, the one who acts out all the time because he’s so desperate for their approval.

As I get closer, I notice Jackson clock me, his jaw literally clenching at the sight of me. Like I said, terrible timing. They’ve got him all riled up, and three guesses who he’s gonna take it out on. Any sympathy I had for him getting ridiculed evaporates faster than damp hair on a hot day.

I know what’s coming. It’s unavoidable, like an uncle in sliders, or the applause at the end of a New Year countdown. Just for once, I’d love to start the new year with a trumpet blast, or a pantomime, or a food fight, or a spontaneous rendition of ‘A Whole New World’ from Aladdin.

I know that doesn’t make much sense, but people are always doing things that don’t make sense. Like parents counting their baby’s age in months. Acting as if a normal calendar year doesn’t apply to them. Like, hello, we have a system that works. Twelve months equals a year. Don’t talk about how ‘my baby is twenty months old’, like, no, Felicity, your baby is one. Stop making me do unnecessary maths.

Boff, all this rambling isn’t gonna make the next few minutes any more bearable. Does it still count as rambling if I don’t say anything out loud, or is it just a thinly veiled coping mechanism I’ve had to make peace with? And on next week’s episode of questions we don’t really want the answers to, I’ll be asking myself if Clare will ever like me, and if the hair on my lower back will disappear with age. In the meantime . . .

‘Look who it is,’ Jackson sneers.

We’ve made contact. This isn’t gonna go well for me. Just take the Ls and move on, we’re used to this. Still never gets any easier though.

‘Tell me that’s not the wet yoot that was holding Mummy’s hand this morning,’ Zuki teases. Somebody please tell him so we can all go about our day. Dayo sniggers along with Clare and Ola, before Jackson piles in, probably grateful that the attention’s not on his dodgy hair lines any more. He’s also not looking to be outdone by his little puppet master.

‘Look at him thinking of stuff.’ Jackson steps to me, nostrils flaring. Only this guy could have such an extreme reaction to the notion of thinking. He fake lunges at me as they all walk past, which makes me flinch. ‘The way they were holding hands like lickle babies, and his mum didn’t even say nothing, being a shookhead must run in the family.’

I don’t know what comes over me in that moment, if it’s the incident from this morning, the mention of my mum, or the fleeting look on Clare’s face that’s a mixture of pity and disgust, but I turn to face the back of Jackson’s head.

‘Wasteman.’ It just comes out of me like a hiccup. They all stop. Jackson looks to the others, frowning, and even Zuki is speechless.

‘What did you just say to me?’ Jackson rolls up his sleeves and comes marching over. I could run away, turn this into some sad chase sequence that ends with me getting caught very quickly. But if I’m gonna get hurt regardless, I’d rather not be out of breath when it happens. Small victories.

See, if this was Lethal Combat II, Existor would be juggling with this guy, fifty hit c-c-combo. Then hit L1 for a finishing move where I uppercut him several feet into the air, spin round and do the peace sign. After he comes to, I flip him onto his stomach and fart on the back of his neck. Then I say some dumb catchphrase like ‘gas where that came from’ or ‘farts to be you’, and the entire school has an inset day in my honour.

Instead, he backhands me in the face.

‘Call me a wasteman again,’ he says, lashing out, hands like a striking cobra. ‘I dare you to say it again.’ He didn’t double-dare me, so who’s the real loser? He slaps me again, forehand this time, Wimbledon-esque. It doesn’t hurt, but then again it’s not supposed to. The aim is to humiliate. And on that front, it’s mission accomplished. I just have to clench my jaw, tuck my chin down into my chest and wait for it to pass. The slaps to the face continue, both literal and metaphorical.

Eventually the others get bored and start walking away without him, so he runs to catch up. It’s always an awkward end to getting slapped up in the playground: the aggressor simply walks away like they didn’t just beat me so hard SZA wanted to jump on the track with a ft. I’m not expecting us to tip our top hats to each other and bid each other adieu, but some acknowledgement of the beatdown would be nice. In the films they’d say something like ‘and there’s more where that came from’, but Jackson doesn’t even give me that. Cool.

After, I have to sit in science class, hoping nobody here saw my cowardly lion act on the playground. Even if they did, I’m such a nobody, no one pays me the slightest bit of attention. I might as well be the fourth Jonas brother, or Drake’s last album. Ola and Zuki are in this class, and they honestly look straight through me, as if it wasn’t twenty minutes ago I was getting slapped around by their compadre.

All in all, another normal day in the life of Fred at St Mark’s.



5

I CAN’T CHAT TO GIRLS

I don’t have a lot of gaming time to myself when I get home. Mum and Dad wanna have a family meeting. Three guesses what that’s about.

The first thing I see when I turn on my PC is a DM from PooWilly_.

 

PooWilly_

Yo, Existor, you jumping on CoD? 
I need someone competent in my squad

 

Existor@stmarks

If I got time 
Rents calling a family meeting

 

PooWilly_

Will march on without you

 

Existor@stmarks

Well February can’t march, but April may

 

PooWilly_

Lol wth

Enjoy your family meeting

 

And like clockwork, Mum and Dad choose this moment to call us down. After today, I don’t wanna talk about Dad leaving and me stepping up any more. I fiddle around on the server, clicking in and out of comment threads, just to avoid going downstairs.

‘Fred, we’re all waiting,’ Dad calls up for a fourth time. Sigh. I turn off the PC, reluctantly stepping away as it sadly powers down. That heartbreaking noise. If I ever get rejected on a date, I should make that noise. ‘Fred!’ OK, I’m coming, chill.

Whenever my parents sit us down to talk to us, it’s never good news. It’s usually to tell us a relative has recently passed away, or that this is gonna be a hard month financially and we have to make sacrifices, or Dad giving a speech to everyone about the cleanliness of the house while we all blame each other. Today, I obviously know what the news is before he says it. But my brothers will freak if they thought Mum and Dad told me before them, so I act just as surprised as they are. Ezra, on brand, is quick to react. He goes through the first four stages of grief in less than a minute.

‘Allow it, whenever you leave, Mum just cooks us dead food. I can’t deal with no more frozen lasagne.’ He throws his hands in the air. Mum doesn’t react, she’s standing next to Dad, staring at the corner of the room.

‘I know this is tough, for everyone, but keeping the lights on in this house is more important than the quality of your lasagne,’ Dad calmly responds. ‘You can complain to me again after I’ve bought you those trainers you’ve been begging for.’

‘Or you can try cooking for yourself?’ I suggest to Ezra, feeling annoyed. I usually keep quiet at these family meetings, willing it to be over so I can go back to gaming. But when he comes for Mum, I do get kinda defensive, like, she’s doing her best. Besides, at his age I was a lot more self-sufficient. He doesn’t know a washing machine from a sewing machine. I picture all these appliances in a police line-up, with Ezra trying to pick one out. A gruff detective appears in the background, and Ezra points at a toaster saying, ‘That one. That’s the one who made the soup.’ And the detective says, ‘You can’t handle the soup.’

Ezra scowls at me. ‘Look who’s finally woken up and found his voice,’ he sneers.

‘Look who’s trying to be all gangsta by wearing clothes that are eleven sizes too big for him,’ I reply. For real, that hoodie’s the size of a bed sheet.

Ezra stands up, sending his chair flying back. I think I hit a nerve. He’s lucky, I could have gone the petty route of telling my parents about the letters from school he’s been getting. I’ve been intercepting them and leaving them on his pillow. But that kind of exposure is more of a nuclear option.

‘Boys.’ Dad tries to intervene.

‘You’re just some lonely guy, spending all your time by yourself in your room.’ Ezra’s moving bare aggressive. ‘You need some friends, you know. I can sort you out, introduce you to people. Come, we can go now, I’ll find some desperate geeks to hang out with you.’

I feel my cheeks flame up immediately. He sits there grinning, revelling in my insecurities, like some sort of toad in a murky puddle. But I won’t give him the satisfaction of knowing he’s getting to me. Shake it off, Fred. ‘Whatever, bro, I got friends, I don’t need more.’ He’ll never know that PooWilly_ and the school librarian are the only two people that come to mind. ‘But you still need a tailor. When we said you’ll grow into your clothes, we didn’t mean in twenty-five years. Dressing like a hot-air balloon. Fake roadman, the streets don’t want you.’

I know it’s a low blow, and I can see him getting angrier, but he’s the one who made it personal. Now we’re all shouting over each other, me and Ezra going at it, Dad attempting to de-escalate things, Mum softly pleading with us all to calm down. It only stops when Taien starts crying and Ezra stomps away in a diva fit. Dad plonks Taien on his lap, while Mum goes to stand at the sink, and it looks like the family meeting is over. Great, it’s Dad’s last night before his work trip, and these are the vibes we’re leaving him with. We’ve just robbed him of a proper send-off with all the hugs and kisses he’s probably craving. Good job, us.

 

Later, I’m on a losing streak on Battlecry Arena. Third, second and third consecutively. Stupid Ezra, saying I need friends. What does he know? I’ve got a whole community of friends online. The only problem is that half of them might be fifty-year-old predators, which means chatting to some any profile is the worst thing anyone could do ever. And the other half I’ll probably never get to meet in real life.

Whatever, friends are overrated, they’ll just stab you in the back eventually. Look at Julius Caesar, one minute he’s eating grapes in a toga, next minute his friend’s shanking him up like they’re in a prison scrap. Biggy and Tupac used to be friends, and we all know how that ended. I wouldn’t mind having associates, you can go bowling with associates, and it’s not that deep. You’d have to keep it light when typing the fake name into the pad, the one that lets you know it’s your turn. But otherwise nothing changes, you still get to have fun, and chat, and cheer, and gloat. Ah, who am I kidding, associates are just friends but without the label. Stupid Ezra.

When I come fourth in the next game, I stand up, walk over to my bed and scream into my pillow.

He’s wrong, I don’t need friends. I’m a lone wolf, a maverick, the coolest of all the wolves. Except lone wolves have a significantly lower life expectancy than wolves in a pack, which makes sense. No protection, less hunting success, there’s no way they can thrive. OK, lone wolves are pretty useless, but I’m a human, a real human boy. I can keep going by myself. I’m totally fine. It’s not like I hate going to school every day. It’s not like every morning I wake up as Fred and my heart sinks because I’m facing another day in almost complete silence. It’s not like I physically repulse the girl I like. It’s not like everything’s so bleak I’m just waiting until sixth form or uni for my life to change. Only a few years. A few, long years.

Oh.

No, no, I don’t want to think about Ezra’s words. I quickly go back to my PC, take a look at the comments. These are my friends. This is enough.

 

Tiffzingslol90

Hey

 

Existor@stmarks

Is for horses

Also you spelt it wrong

 

notta@bot0rami

Date me

 

Existor@stmarks

You’re November the 16th

 

Sun-day947gunnersfan

Plasma grenade or destructo beam?

 

Existor@stmarks

Love is the greatest weapon

And I love plasma grenades

 

Ye5Noble_mark

Which St Marks you go to?

 

Existor@stmarks

One in London, where the buses are red, 
the sky is grey, and the people are angry 
at tourists who do escalators wrong

 

Ye5Noble_mark

OMG St Marks in Camberwell?

 

Ummmm. I frown before I answer.

 

Existor@stmarks

Maybe

 

Ye5Noble_mark

Bruh, we go to the same school!!!!

 

KakaRott2013

Yoooooo, Existor goes to my school!

 

Yikes, it doesn’t usually go like this. Way too personal. Oh god, more and more comments start popping up, a lot of them seem to be followers from school. One username comment literally makes me sit bolt upright.

 

Zukz2bu

I’m your biggest fan, bro

I’m at St Mark’s too

What year you in?

 

Zukz to be you? That’s Zuki. It must be. I shake my head in disbelief. I remember his conversation with Dayo. Watching my content is one thing, but the irony that he’s my ‘biggest fan’ is kinda hilarious. Well, he’s Existor’s biggest fan, but I’ll take it. There’s no Superman without Clark Kent. Wait, which one am I? Whatever, it doesn’t matter if I’m Superman, Batman or the Isle of Man, what matters is that I have a secret identity. People at school respect me, they love me. Even if they don’t know it’s me.

This is wild. It probably don’t mean much outside this bedroom. Hell, it don’t mean anything outside of this chair I’m sat in. Still, as I flop back onto my bed at the end of the night, something in the air is different. The familiar dread is still there, every atom of my being screaming at me not to go to school tomorrow. But there’s five per cent of something else, something vaguely foreign at this time of night.

Hope.

 

Shuffling and crowding into school the next day, I can’t say I’m feeling 100. Dad will be gone by the time I get back, so leaving this morning was pretty emosh. He hugged me as I was on the way out, and held it longer than I anticipated. He’s really gonna miss us. I promised one more time to hold it down at home, and I know he really appreciated that.

Thankfully I’m distracted by glimpses of conversation that make me smile internally. Existor is the name on everyone’s lips. Clear as day, people are talking about me. In a positive light. I don’t know what to do with it. It might not be my real name, but it’s so much better than Frank. I wanna run up to people, jump in their face and tell them it’s me, and then we all link arms and throw our heads back, laughing manically. But nobody would ever believe me.

Except . . . I have an idea. I slyly pull out my phone and open the camera. Look around to make sure nobody’s watching me. Who am I kidding, of course nobody’s watching me. I could literally host a professional photoshoot in the school hall, with a photographer called Jean-Jaques Le Fevre, have a bunch of dancing models and disco lighting, turn up wearing cling film and a cowboy hat under Joseph’s techno dreamcoat, and kids at school still wouldn’t notice me. Yet I hold hands with my mum one time and I’m here catching smoke like Gwyneth Paltrow at a barbecue. I’m just guessing she’s a vegetarian, she gives me those vibes. And not the subtle type of vegetarian who still goes to Nando’s and just picks the veggie option, nah, the type of vegetarian who would slap a rib out of your mouth and punch you in the face with a turnip. I need to google her later. I bet I’m right.

Tilting my phone up, I get a photo of the back of a bunch of students, the main school building and welcome sign clearly visible in the background. Looking around, nobody’s clocked me, everyone’s either in their own world or chatting in groups. I almost wanna take my phone out and do it again.

 

Sitting in registration, I’m hyper focused, listening out for any other Existor chat taking place around me. There’s a little jolt when Clare walks in with Zuki and Dayo. Seeing her always gives low vibrations, but with Existor appearing in people’s mouths, my daydreams about us go into overdrive. Nothing wild, I just picture us huddled in the corner of the class, fingers interlocked, as she tells me about her day. That’s never been this close to becoming a reality. Not that it’s currently anywhere close to happening. Like, at all. But the outline seems clearer, somehow.

I am realistic though, I’m mentally prepared for nothing changing in the romantic department. I can’t even make friends, let alone get a girlfriend. Fred can’t, an intrusive voice in my head says. Either way, it’s not that deep. I can hop on a dating app when I’m eighteen, which is only four years away. Hopefully I’ll hit puberty by then. I catch a reflection in the window. Not a single whispering of facial hair. I once read that when you shave your hair, it grows back quicker, so I used my mum’s razor to shave my legs a few weeks back. I was hoping it might kickstart the puberty process. I now know that science isn’t based on hope.

Zuki doesn’t have that problem, he’s already got proper chin hair. Zuki, my biggest fan, my worst enemy. Oh, what a tangled web we weave. I want them to like me, to embrace me as one of their own, but I also wanna destroy them. I don’t wish them harm, obviously. Well, maybe a stubbed toe on a coffee table, or a slight cold, nothing life-threatening. Treatable with over-the-counter pharmacy medication. Like those ridiculous cold and flu tablets. MAX STRENGTH, ALL-IN-ONE. As if anyone ever asked for moderate strength, some-in-one.

‘Why you staring at us for?’ Dayo catches me deep in thought, trying to listen in on his little group of misery and miscreants. Zuki, meanwhile, is scanning the class, eyes squinted like the Terminator.

‘It could be anyone in this class,’ he says to Dayo. My heart beats faster and faster as his stupid squint Eastwood cowboy eyes pan towards me. I do a sharp intake of breath. Act natural, Fred. He doesn’t even linger, his eyes go right past me as if I don’t exist. Damn it, how is it so inconceivable, so outside the realms of possibility, that I could be Existor? I don’t know if I should be disappointed or relieved.

‘You still going on about this gamer guy? The one who does those funny replies to the comments you showed me?’ Clare says to Dayo and a rocket ship takes off in my stomach. Clare’s heard of Existor. She thinks I’m funny. ‘You think he’s on F’low?’

‘I already looked, I didn’t find him,’ Zuki replies.

‘Or her,’ Clare corrects him.

‘Lol, get outta here about “her”,’ Dayo chuckles, bare condescending. Gosh, why is she dating him again? This guy’s the worst. ‘I’m not saying girls can’t be gamers,’ he says when she shoots him a look. ‘I’m just saying they can’t be as good as boys. You got better things to do, innit, like your nails and stuff. If anything it’s a compliment. And besides, you can hear him narrate, it definitely sounds like a guy.’

‘You could’ve led with that last part,’ Clare huffs and leans away. He tries to reach out to hold her hand, but she folds her arms and shows him the back of her.

My heart skips again. This fool is digging his own grave. And Clare wants to follow me on F’low. I mean, she doesn’t know it’s me, but still. It’s an app where you post pictures and thoughts, and your followers upvote and share the content they like onto their own profile for twenty-four hours. The more you share, the more upvotes you get, which encourages you to post more frequently, supposedly helping ‘the flow of thoughts’, or whatever. I take out my notebook and make a note to create my own F’low profile as Existor in the library at lunchtime. It never made sense for me to have one before. Fred is the BLOAT (Biggest Loser of All Time), so it would just attract trolls like moths to a very big flame. And Existor? Well, he’s always been about gaming, this is new territory. I never thought he had this much of an impact on the students at St Mark’s. I stare at the note I just made. The beginnings of change. Then I underline it. Twice.

 

All morning I been sneaking around, listening to people’s conversations about Existor. I’m not a ghost any more, I’m a spy using my powers of inconspicuousness to gather intel. I’ve heard some wild theories too. Some people think Existor is one of the dinner ladies or the cleaner. One kid floated the idea that Existor’s some form of AI. I resent that, my intelligence is definitely not artificial. The colour of bubblegum slushies is artificial. Megan Thee Stallion’s name is artificial. A beach in Dubai is artificial. But I’m oh naturel, baby, I’m Greek yogurt.

I get through most of the morning unscathed by the Unthinkables, except for a horrible moment where I come face to face with Ola and Clare in the corridor. It’s a moment of weakness where I let my guard down, and I smile at Clare. I don’t know what it is, maybe the fact that she likes my comments as Existor, or all this hype has got me kinda gassed, but I’m shut down in the most brutal way.

‘Yuck. Did Frank just smile at you?’ Ola says, and they both burst into giggles. My pride is obliterated, shattered into a thousand pieces and then set on fire. It was just a smile! People smile at each other all the time. A smile could be a thank you for holding the door open, or a shared reaction when you see someone buckle in the street. People smile at dogs. People smile when they pass each other on a country lane. People smile when they hear someone accidentally singing out loud on public transport.

I’m still salty at lunchtime as I get to the library.

Miss Chowdhury’s proper warm when I walk in; she gets to smile without being made to feel like dirt. Privileges of being an adult: you can smile whenever you want, you don’t get laughed at for wearing bright orange on own clothes day, and you don’t have to suck your belly in when you go swimming.

‘Ah, Fred, I was hoping to see you today.’ Ding – things that only the school librarian would say. Yay, Fred wins. Kind of.

‘Hi, miss,’ I mumble. Her initial smile falters like a plane engine breaking down.

‘You OK?’

‘Same old.’ I shrug. She sighs and bites her tongue. She knows what’s up, she’s just powerless to do anything. She can’t chaperone me, walk me around all day in case the Unthinkables do or say anything to poor little Fred. The only time I’ve ever seen her lose it is when she caught Dayo trip me up in the corridor once. He cackled and ran away, punk moves, and she told me she was gonna report him to the headmaster. But I begged her not to, told her it was more trouble than it’s worth. Obviously she disagreed, but ultimately respected my wishes. I still think I’m right, reporting him means snitching on all of them, that’s just long, and I’m not so weak that I need the school to fight my battles. Miss Chowdhury did say though that I should come to the library whenever I need a break, if things are ever getting too much and I just need a place to chill. I took her up on it, started coming more regularly. She asked me what books I read, I didn’t really have an answer, so I just said comics. And since then she’s always sorted me with new issues and runs I might like.

‘I’ve managed to get my hands on the Absolute Power series,’ she tells me now, her smile coming back. I am low key excited about that, it’s been a minute since we got any new DC comics in here. I know she’s been feeling a type of way about funding, lack of budget, all that, and how she has to rely on handouts from neighbours. She even goes charity shopping on the weekends for bargains on books and that, spending her own money. Peak. Imagine working at Costa and they make you buy the coffee beans. This school, man. Even the librarian can’t catch a break. And here I am, suffering, not just from a criminal lack of friends, but from students who have made it their holy mission to antagonise my life.

While Miss Chowdhury starts talking about some other student who’s also into comics, I can’t help seething about Ola. It all comes bubbling to the surface. Even in here, where I can hide from my ops, the anger’s still inside me. It’s time. I know what I have to do.

They can ignore me, cuss me out in front of my mum, call me ‘Frank’ and come at me for my solid school shoes, but let’s see them do that to Existor. I thank miss for ordering the comic books and then march over to the closest free computer to start setting up Existor’s F’low account.

Step 1. Create an email address. Long ting. Do I use my first name? Or should my name be Existor? And what should my surname be? What if I just had one name, like Zendaya, or Beyoncé? How do they open bank accounts with only one name? First world problems. Maybe her name is Beyonce A. Would make sense, considering she’s married to Jay Z.

Right, step 2. Setting a password. I already got Password1! and it’s too easy, I need something unforgettable. Like a wedding day. People always say their wedding day is the most memorable day of their life. That and the birth of their first child. Wedding days are less traumatic. Less public defecation. I type my password in as Weddingday.

Step 3. Date of birth. Damn, the internet really on their FBI ting. I don’t know if I should make one up, or do some research into star signs and pick my favourite one. Not that I have a favourite; star signs are like roast chicken flavoured crisps, forever present, ultimately meaningless. They’ve added nothing to the world. They’ve not saved any lives. They’ve never improved a motive in any way. A person’s favourite type of onion is more of an accurate indication of their personality trait. Mine’s a shallot, for the record, coz it’s bulb shaped and makes the perfect sidekick to main dishes. F’low’s waiting for my answer. I’ll be a Gemini. It’s the only one I can remember off the top of my head. And claiming Cancer is just asking for bad juju.

Step 4. Gender. Why does that matter? It gives me the option of ‘rather not say’, which is like wearing a bally in a line-up. Come find me, internet police. Can’t market me random products if you don’t know my gender. Or give anyone a clue as to who I really am.

Step 5. Confirm email address. And done. Existor exists. I picture him getting more and more fully formed; he’s always been a vague outline in my head, and now he’s solidifying into the type of person I wanna be. Which to me, is the type of person other people wanna be around. Someone who can go to a party and not sing ‘Mr Brightside’. Someone who can recommend a TV show that people actually want to watch. Maybe even someone tall, with the broad shoulders of a swimmer, and collarbones you can actually see. He can be whatever I need him to be.

Once I click on ‘confirm’, and prove to the machine that I’m not a robot, I upload the picture from the school gates that I took this morning. Originally I was gonna post it on my stream chat, but this is better. If I tag St Mark’s as the location, anyone in the vicinity will be able to see it in their feed. See if that helps with traction. And then I finally take a deep breath and relax in my chair. Can’t lie, I’m tingling with nerves, but what’s done is done. I need to think about something else.

I pull out a comic book, Captain America by Ta Nehesi Coates. I’m so invested, face down in all the pages, that I don’t notice someone else sit down at my table.

‘Is that a good run? I haven’t started it yet.’

I look up, and yep, it’s definitely a real-life human being, nodding at my comic book. Her voice is conversational, interested, waiting for a reply. Most of her bushy hair is pulled back, with some of it slicked to the sides of her head. She’s got braces and her lip gloss is so shiny I can almost see my reflection. Eyes that are serious, waiting for me to answer.

What the crummy heavens is going on right now?

A girl is looking right at me. Talking to me. As though I’m a human being. Which I know I am, I just forget that other people know I am.

After three years at St Mark’s, somebody is actually talking to me.

I am hella confuzzled right now.

‘Miss Chowdhury said you’re into comic books and I should come chat.’ Miss Chowdhury, you absolute angel. I don’t even care that this girl was told to come and talk to me, she could’ve said no. But she didn’t, she came over, and now she’s looking at me like ‘why’s this kid taking so long to answer a simple question?’

I start sweating, panicking.

‘It’s aite, still.’ Why am I talking like that? I never talk like that!

OK, Fred, don’t say anything else, you’ll expose yourself as a nobody.

See, if I was really Existor, this is the part where I would lean back in my chair, ask her if she’s up to date on the Ultimate Black Panther run, breakdance on the table and land in front of her with a red rose in my mouth, lying on my side like a cocktail waitress on a piano. But I’m just Fred, even if my newly certy F’low account says different.

‘Right . . .’ she says, and looks back to the librarian’s desk. Miss Chowdhury’s scanning books for a group of kids, unaware that her attempt at winging me a friend is going so horribly bad.

My heart hammers in my chest as I watch the opportunity in front of me slipping away. I wanna say something to this stranger, make a real-life human connection, maybe even kickstart a friendship. I don’t want associates, I want friends. I need friends, none of that lone-wolf rubbish. At this rate – one interaction in three years – it might be my only chance.

She’s just a person, Fred, I tell myself. You can talk to people, you’ve done it before.

Yeah, online or at home, I find myself arguing back. It’s easier online – as funny and confident as Existor is, I’m not literally sitting in a room with all my viewers. There is a part of me that’s protected behind a screen and a keyboard. Out here in the open, I’m just Fred. Weak, pathetic, clammy palms, flat batty, overthinking, invisible Fred.

Just be yourself, Fred. That’s what Dad would say. He’s always believed in me. When I was in Year Seven, he walked in on me while I was pulling my socks on, and I had tears streaming down my face. He must’ve been bringing me a cup of tea of something, I can’t remember. I mentioned that I wasn’t really enjoying school. He gave me one of those Dad hugs, with his hand cupped around the back of my neck. He asked me how bad it was, and I told him I wasn’t getting beaten up or nothing, but every day is difficult. He looked me in the eye, and promised that sooner or later things would get better. He told me I was good enough as I am, that I don’t need to change. ‘Courage’ was the word he used, I needed the courage to be myself. And I wanted to be brave – for him as much as for me – so I never brought it up again, even when it didn’t work. So now I’m sat here, with the biggest opportunity yet to make a friend, and I don’t know how to be myself. I spent too much time pushing it down. I don’t know which version of myself to go with. And what if none of them are good for this stranger in front of me?

I suddenly realise I’ve spent the last minute listening to voices in my head. This girl doesn’t know that though – she can just see me sat here sweating like a pig. And now I’m thinking about pigs, desperately trying to think my way out of this awkwardness. Whatever you do, just don’t squeal.

‘Pigs don’t actually sweat,’ is what comes tumbling out my mouth in the end. Dammit, stupid intrusive thoughts.

‘Err . . .’ She awkward laughs.

Oh god, maybe a squeal would have been better. Say something else, Fred. Say something impressive. What’s something impressive? Fast cars? You don’t drive, Fred, pick something else. What’s something fancy, something that shows you’re cultured and knowledgeable?

‘Cashmere.’ Well, not that. Anything else would’ve been better. ‘Donkeys have memories.’ Argh, I stand corrected. Come on, man, stop with the animal chat. You signed up to those donkey facts as an ironic joke, they’re not to be repeated, especially to random girls who look like Themyscirans. What is wrong with me?

Breathe.

Why have I stopped breathing?

Oh god, you’re such a wasteman.

I start packing my stuff away.

Why am I packing my stuff away?

‘Donkeys?’ She pulls the same face Ezra made when he caught me picking my nose. Yep, this was a huge fail. Game over. No respawn available.

I stand up to leave, my heart and soul crushed by what my body is doing, but knowing it’s for the best. This will only end in tears. Mine, probably.

‘OK, it’s like that, yeah,’ she mutters as I walk away. Passing the librarian’s desk, Miss Chowdhury asks me if everything’s alright, bare concerned and that. She even looks over at my would-be friend, who’s still sitting there, stunned.

‘I’m fine, miss.’ I am not fine. Call me a birthday balloon, because I blew it. Well, technically the balloon’s not the one that does the blowing. Whatever. She tried, I failed. Before she can ask me any more questions, I’m out of there. Friendless, and dejected. Story of my life.

 

I’m kicking myself as I do a lap around the school. I didn’t even get that girl’s name. I’m so deep in thought about it, it takes me a while to clock the buzz. All around me, students are chatting excitedly to each other, lots of them sneakily looking at their phones. It’s kinda wild, like I’m witnessing some sort of Mexican wave of gossip.

‘He’s definitely here.’

‘Did you see the post?’

‘Existor goes to our school, and he’s here somewhere!’

‘Fam, that’s our school, I’m telling you.’

‘Who’s Existor?’

‘This gamer we all watch, trust me, he’s a big deal.’

Well, I don’t know about that. I didn’t feel like a big deal when we ran out of toilet paper last week and I had to use Dettol wipes. The rash was life-changing. It’s still there a bit. Some big deal, scratching his itchy bum through the back pocket of his school trousers when nobody’s watching. And I definitely don’t feel like one after what just went down in the library. Some big deal who can’t even talk to a real-life person.
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MY TERIBLE ATENTION TOO DETAIL

I couldn’t stop thinking about what happened in the library the whole way home. I almost made a friend. She’s into comic books. Not comic-book films like all those posers online, actual physical comic books. We could’ve talked all afternoon about our favourite heroes, and eventually I would’ve invited her to comic-con in a doubles costume. We could’ve been Han Solo and Princess Leia, except ironically – I would be Leia and she would be Han Solo. Yeah, I don’t have the curves for it right now, but I can do squats.

Or we could’ve gone on a pedalo at the park, and laughed because one of us is doing more pedalling than the other. Stick it on F’low, so everyone can see how basic we are. Maybe a double date, me and Clare, library girl and her hunky boyfriend in a tank top. I could’ve had an entourage.

Instead I spoke about donkeys and ran away. Like some kinda criminal. As though I just bust the windows out her car. The regret over how it went down is actually hurting me on a physical level. Like the cringe factor is dialled all the way up. I wanna run back through the time force, have a redo, flashpoint paradox. Tbh, if I could do that, I’d go back way further than this afternoon . . .

I shake my head firmly. Don’t do that, Fred. Mamoune used to say that living with regrets is a fate she wouldn’t wish on her worst enemies, and that we’re all exactly where we need to be. Sometimes I wonder if that applies to me, and when those thoughts creep in, I quickly think about something else.

Well, maybe it’s time to listen to her. To stop regretting, and start acting. What if I need to reconsider what Dad said? Figure out who I really am, and how things get better sooner or later. Well, this is definitely later. Suddenly it’s like the clouds are parting, everything is getting clearer now. It’s not too late, I can reload at the last checkpoint.

Existor. That’s who I am deep down. I think. Or at least who I could be. It’s within arm’s reach. I know it is. Online or not, Existor’s qualities are mine, the confidence, the replies, the zany comebacks, they’re in me somewhere. Oh my days, I am Existor.

I think of the way they celebrated him at school today – how buzzing they all were from the photo I posted, their excitement at the idea someone so cool walks among them.

It’s like a candle in the dark cave of my life as Fred. I can’t help making my way towards it.

 

The minute I get home, I race up to my room. Quick hello to Mum. Ignore the things I need to do around the house, I can do those later. Blank out the noticeable absence of Dad’s suitcase that was by the top of the stairs this morning. Swallow it down like a big chewy bit of steak. He’s gone, and his absence takes up more space than his presence. But when he comes back things will be different. I’ll be different. I’ll be better.

I sit down at my desk, my battered chair greeting its master, giving me the strength of a thousand Hulks. Papa’s home. I ignore the Dark Slayer IV game I downloaded last night, even though it stares at me, begging me to play. I’ve got bigger fish to fry. It’s time for Existor to enter the chat. I open my F’low account, and immediate pandemonium ensues. Hundreds of comments under the picture of the school gates. Stuff like ‘Yo, that really you?’ and ‘This for real?’ and ‘Where you live?’. You can fill a whole dictionary with the missing words alone, but the sheer number of interactions makes my heart leap. People care.

I reply to the first few, but even as I do, more keep pouring in.

 

Is it you?

I am who I am

OMG I’m dead, you actually go to my school

Hopefully you’re not really dead, 
coz that would technically make 
this a séance

What year you in?

Same calendar year as the 
rest of the world

Who’s your maths tutor?

Somebody I know I 
can count on

Who you chill with?

N/A

I beg you shout out Jake on your 
stream, I’m in year 10

I don’t do shout outs. But I can write 
your name on a piece of paper and 
read it in my head

Did you really take that picture?

Yes

 

My head’s spinning. Pretty much all the messages are asking for shout outs, or asking for confirmation, and several are still doubting whether I go to St Mark’s or not. I thought the photo of the school gates was enough, evidently not. They never asked Superman to prove his alter ego and his was way more questionable. Like Clark Kent can’t go to a swimming pool, he’d have to take his glasses off and everyone would clock that he’s Superman.

Regardless, I need to prove that I’m a real student. Let the people eat their cake, and whatnot. But what could I possibly post that would make them all believe me?

And then it hits me. My invisibility as both Fred and Existor is my superpower – it’s my character’s unique ability which makes me invaluable, gives me access to info that nobody else can get.

I start typing a new post.

 

Phillip Hu-Fong cheated with Danielle at Hakeem’s 
party. Everyone at school knows, including yours truly. 
The truth shall set you free.

 

I know it’s a bit peak to throw him under the bus, but then my inner voice, the part of me that wants to be more Existor, reasons nah, this guy cheated on his girlfriend, I’m just the messenger. I’d have nothing to post about him if he didn’t do it.

I’m too worked up to go straight into a game, after the rush of all those messages and sending out the new post. So I go downstairs for a quick bite. Can’t game on an empty stomach. Thankfully there’s nobody in the kitchen. Double win, Mum’s bought fresh milk. Ezra and Taien do this thing where they drink almost all the milk, and leave a tiny amount at bottom of the bottle that’s barely enough for an ant to deep dive.

No way, triple win, the cornflakes got chocolate chip in them. I pour myself a bowl and close my eyes gently, deeply content, enlightened. Each mouthful feeding my mind.

I’m tryna come up with other Existor posts. What do I have to say? What do I know that others don’t? From my toilet cubicle I found out that Liam Merrit carries a food bag of chopped limes around with him, he rubs them under his arms to treat B.O. But he told his friend in confidence, and he’s never sent for me, so maybe I won’t go with that one.

I hear Ezra’s keys jingle in the door, so I quickly start wolfing the rest of the cereal down. If he sees me eating, he’s gonna want some, and if he finishes the cereal then it eliminates it as an option for later.

With a couple more spoonfuls to go, I frown when I notice a bit of movement in my bowl. There it goes again. One of the chocolate chips just moved. And another. My heart drops like a bowling ball off a bridge, while my panic meter soars. I lift the spoon up to my eyeline and notice all the tiny bits of chocolate have little insect legs.

Roaches.

Oh god. I’ve been shovelling baby cockroaches into my mouth. Uncontrollable gag. The room starts spinning as I stumble to the sink. I gag again, this time quite forcefully. I wanna scream, but I can’t, that’s not me. I wanna run out into the street, and keep running, until I throw up so much that I literally become someone else. I shudder as I gag again.

All the commotion draws Ezra’s attention, who’d plonked himself on the couch. He pops his head round the living-room door.

‘Yo, why you retching like that, fam, can you die silently?’ Sympathy is always great, makes me feel loved.

I open my mouth to argue something back, but even that makes me feel physically sick. Eventually I’m able to keep my gag reflex down, the image disappears just long enough.

‘I’ve been eating cockroaches,’ I blurt out.

‘Whoa.’ Ezra’s mouth is literally hanging open, it’s not often he’s completely speechless. ‘Um. Yeah, that’s kinda nasty, still.’

‘Oh, is it? I didn’t do it on purpose!’ I feel my voice rising. Not in anger, more at the shock of what just happened. Gross, I’m getting visuals again, I can almost feel them wriggling around in my mouth. ‘Bruv, stop grinning, man, allow me.’

‘What you switching at me for, I’m not the one who fed them to you.’ True as that is, it doesn’t undo what just happened. Fam, we need to find a new place for our cereal, you know. I ain’t never gonna trust choc chip again.

 

Twenty minutes later, after using a litre of mouthwash, and brushing my teeth, twice, I’m back at my desk. Normality. Another shudder.

There’s a ton more comments on F’low, but after what just happened in the kitchen I can’t bring myself to read them, as if they’ll all be able to detect I’m a roach-munching fraud. So I load up my stream and a new game instead. Immediately feel calmer.

There’s messages on here too, but I only answer the first one: PooWilly_ asking me to jump on Destiny Cries II, they’ve unlocked a fire amulet that’ll help us complete the dark plains easier.

Once we start, the sidebar is out of control. I got emojis and reactions and comments coming out of my ears. I quickly check for any usernames I recognise and am relieved when there’s none. I sink into the rhythm of Existor easily here. I start giving a rousing team talk in the loading bay.

‘Friends, lend me your ears. Not literally, unless your name’s Vincent van Gogh. Van Goff or van Goe? Van, stay. Van, go. Fear not. Magic amulets and gauntlets are one thing, but all we need to defeat our foe is our brains, our hearts and our willpower. Today we will drink the tears of our enemies, none of you will thirst. Unless you’re Queen Elizabeth the thirst, Spanish Armada tings. Spoiler alert, the English won the battle, but the Spanish spanked us in the Euros four hundred years later.’ This is so silly, but I have to give the people what they love. ‘They said that Destiny Cries is just a game. Well, you know what I say? Words. With vowels, and at least one syllable. Now let’s go slay some monsters.’

PooWilly_ DMs me ‘LOL’, and I send back a shrug emoji. This feels good, right. If only real life was so easy.

 

Dinner’s kinda quiet tonight. Mum put chicken dippers in the oven, five each, and there’s pasta on the side to bulk the meal out. Me and Mum never talked about what went down yesterday, when Jackson was mouthing across the road. We didn’t even try to bring it up. Once or twice I catch her eyes glance towards the clock, a habit for when Dad’s coming back. She’s about three weeks early on that one. He hasn’t even been gone a full day.

Taien’s the only one who doesn’t seem to be feeling Dad’s absence. He’s rabbiting on as usual.

‘Felix told Elena that they weren’t friends any more, because Felix said you can’t play with us, and Elena said yes I can, and then I said that Elena can play with me and Felix said no.’ Bruh, these playground politics aren’t what I need to be listening to right now.

‘Are there any subjects you like?’ I ask him. He stops in his tracks and sticks his tongue out to think about it.

‘We did maths, and I got a question right, even though Felix said I didn’t.’

‘Fair. What did you learn in maths today?’

‘Multiple cation. Like how ten millipedes equal one centipede.’

‘Not that I ain’t enjoying this dead chat,’ Ezra murmurs, ‘but I’m going out after dinner.’ He says a bit louder, ‘Don’t wait up.’

‘But it’s 8 p.m.’ Mum checks the time again.

‘I know it’s 8 p.m. I’m just saying, I’m going out.’ This guy can switch so quickly.

‘Where are you going?’ I ask, even though I know exactly where. I just want to diffuse whatever tension’s brewing, like Dad asked me to. It doesn’t work.

‘Don’t worry about where I’m going,’ he snaps. ‘What’s with all the questions, fam, I’m not the Riddler.’ He leans back and chuckles in his chair.

‘The Riddler’s the one who asks questions, why would you be the Riddler? You’re riddled with stupidity.’ I shovel more dippers on my plate.

‘How are you implicating that I’m stupid, bruv, what are your grades saying anyway?’ See how quickly he has to get personal. There was a time, not even that long ago, where he didn’t take himself that seriously. We’d have legendary back and forths, and then laugh it off at the end of the night.

‘The word you’re looking for is “implying”, and I didn’t imply anything, it was a statement.’ I could’ve left it, but then I remember the way he just treated Mum. And I dunno if I’m feeling defensive, or petty, or both.

‘Whatever, man, don’t be implicating or implying anything on my name.’ What’s wrong with this guy?

‘Fine, you can be the Riddler if it means that much to you.’

‘Nah, don’t do that, you know what you’re doing. I’ll riddle you, you know.’ This is getting too tense now. I glance over at Mum. She’s not even paying attention, her mind is elseworlds.

‘That sounds kinda sus. Like, how you gonna riddle me, what does that even look like? You gonna ask me questions? It just sounds like you’re threatening me with a pub quiz.’

‘I’ll riddle you with bullets.’

‘Difficult to do when you don’t have a gun,’ I answer back. ‘You’d have to throw the bullets pretty hard. Obviously I’ll just dodge them, I have the reflexes of a cat.’ I try to make the situation less tense by pretending to duck out the way. Me and Taien both laugh at my remarkable lack of agility, but Ezra doesn’t get the memo.

‘Look at you, you’d be one of those lazy domesticated cats that sits on a silk cushion all day by itself. I could throw a balloon at you and you still couldn’t dodge it, that’s how slow you’d be.’

‘I mean, why would I want to dodge it?’ He’s lost me. ‘If I’m a cat, why would I be threatened by a balloon? Bro, what you’re describing sounds like a fun afternoon.’

‘Can you throw balloons at me?’ Taien chimes in. I tell him that he’s not a cat, it just wouldn’t work. Ezra rolls his eyes, sees that Mum’s still distracted, and takes the opportunity to slip away from the table and out the room. Mum only looks up from her plate when the front door slams.

‘I think I’m going to go for a lie-down,’ she says.

Again? I almost ask, but she looks so tired that I don’t. She wanders off into the living room, where I hear the French videos playing.

I enlist Taien’s help for all of two minutes with clearing up, before he also escapes.

As I load the dishwasher, I think about how I’ve already let Dad down and it’s not even been a day yet. Everyone’s all over the place and I don’t know how to get them all back.

I know Ezra’s only going to his mate Sam’s house who lives on the block. They watch wrestling together, I’ve seen them popping in and out. Not exactly running county lines, but it feels like I don’t know what’s going on with him any more. We used to be so tight. But I guess his main one was Mamoune. He’s always had an attitude but he listened to her. Those last few months when she was in hospital, he was always there with her. Him and Mum, they’d drive there together most evenings. I went with them sometimes, but it was kind of their thing. And when Mamoune passed, Ezra and Mum drifted apart. I guess they didn’t have a reason to hang out any more. He doesn’t want to hang out with any of us any more.

Still, why he didn’t just say that he’s meeting a mate is some next Ezra foolishness. He’s trying to sound more mature. ‘Mum, can I go to my friend’s house to watch wrestling’ just doesn’t sound very gangsta, not exactly A6 movements.

The saddest part is, when I go to bed a few hours later, I hear Mum waiting up for him. She’s in the living room, still watching YouTube, but it’s well past the time she’d usually be in bed. It’s not a coincidence that she finally calls it a night ten minutes after I hear him come through the door. I notice all of it, and at the same time there’s nothing I can do.

I don’t know how, but I’m really hoping that channelling Existor can help things at home. Like, if I sort my life out, become someone at school, I can be someone for my family too.

As I lie down to sleep, I see Dad’s already messaged the family group chat pictures of his journey. He’ll be boarding the ferry soon. He feels so far away – out there for us. I want him to have something worth coming home to.
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A HERO COMES ALONG

In registration the next morning, Zuki and Dayo are carrying on their little fan debate from yesterday. Zuki’s changing from his trainers into his shoes under the desk. They’ve clearly discovered that Existor has a F’low account and are waiting for the next post.

‘Fam, you saw what he posted about Hu-Fong, it’s real,’ Dayo says. He turns to the girls. ‘Did you see any gamers at Hakeem’s party, or anyone who looked like they could be gamers?’

Ola and Clare aren’t paying attention.

‘Unless . . . you think it could be Hu-Fong himself? Hear me out, what if he posted as a double bluff?’ Zuki straightens up. ‘Who else could it be?’

Literally anyone else on the planet, I reply in my head. If stupidity was an Olympic sport, these guys would turn up to the wrong event. Zuki would be like ‘What colour’s the gold medal?’ and Dayo would shrug his shoulders. Stumped.

‘Are you still talking about that stupid gamer guy?’ Ola leans over. Clare starts smirking at them, she’s holding Dayo’s hand, and I desperately want to wrench them apart. I want to get a face tattoo of the back of her head so it looks like we’re kissing. OK, maybe not that far. But I would let her fart and blame it on me in a crowded room. If that isn’t love, I don’t know what is. Like, for real, I actually don’t.

‘Stupid gamer guy?’ Zuki laughs and shakes his head. ‘Um, his name’s Existor.’ He looks at Ola with fake pity. ‘I wouldn’t expect you to understand?’

‘Why, because she’s a girl?’ Clare jumps in. Both guys start sighing and groaning when she says that.

‘You still on that? Fam, this isn’t a feminist issue. Most girls don’t game like that, it’s not that deep, it’s just a fact,’ Zuki tells her. Clare’s fists clench, and she looks at him with all the anger and scorn of a French waiter taking an order of ‘steak, well done’. Or an Italian waiter with pineapple pizza. Or a Nigerian waiter with Ghanaian jollof. Nah, for real though, she’s fuming. She even opens her mouth to argue something back, but then seems to think better of it.

In Clare’s defence, I’ve come across dozens of female gamers. Probably more, but you can’t always tell from the display pic or the username. I guess it’s a good news, bad news kinda sitch. The good news is that there’s a bunch of female gamers, the bad news is that they’re usually on the receiving end of the maddest comments. Always stuff like ‘go make a sandwich’ or ‘get back in the kitchen lol’; some generic putdowns, boy, clear signs of a lacking intelligence. The guys making these comments need to chill.

I wanna tell Clare that she’s right, there’re so many gamer girls out there, all of them just as good as the guys, but obviously I can’t say it out loud. So I settle for an encouraging smile at her instead. One that says ‘Clare, I see you. I hear you. You’re not wrong’. Hopefully she can tell through my eyes what my mind is trying to say.

‘Eugh, what the hell are you doing, you dopy guy, man.’ She kisses her teeth at me, and my smile disappears. Bit harsh. ‘Somebody tell me Frank’s not smiling at me like that.’ Wow, I think my self-confidence just went into witness protection. Damn it, Clare, she knows I saw her wanting to argue back, and instead of taking my polite gesture as quiet encouragement, she just finished me for no reason. I guess it was my fault for forgetting the cardinal rule, don’t ever smile under any circumstances in your life ever.

I duck out as soon as possible after that wonderful encounter and head to maths. I do enjoy maths class, because it’s one of the only subjects where we don’t have to read out loud. That would simply be counting. Plus, this is quite a big class, which makes me the incognest of neetos. And it’s a subject that I don’t feel too stupid in, not when calculators have basically made it redundant.

Breaktime rolls around before I know it.

It’s raining today so I can’t do my usual laps outside. Instead I walk past the library twice, figuring out what I should do. Do I risk going in and seeing that girl again? If I do and she’s there, it’ll be super awkward, and if she’s not there, I might be really disappointed.

No, Fred, you can’t ignore the library. You’re stepping up, remember?

I go inside. Quick scan, and my heart relaxes into a sense of relief, with an aftertaste of disappointment. She’s not here. Miss Chowdhury notices me and waves me over.

‘Hi, miss.’ Oh, the burning shame. It’s bad enough having a librarian try to set you up with a friend, it’s worse when you fumble the opportunity by talking about farm animals. I haven’t felt this stupid since the time I asked Mamoune if she ever had children.

Before we can even get into it (the friend thing, not the grandmother thing, that was unforgivable), Miss Chowdhury asks, ‘Can you do me a favour?’ She’s acting strange, keeps looking over my shoulder. Usually she chats for ages, not that I mind, obviously.

‘Sure,’ I reply.

‘Can you quickly watch the front desk for me? I’ve lost something in the stockroom.’ Well, I’ve already signed up, so now I kinda have to do it. It’s cool, the stockroom’s within view of the desk, if there’s a problem I can just shout her. She hurries off as I take a seat in her squishy wheelie chair, which has nothing on my throne at home. Cushion density six out of ten, backrest stability four out of ten, and don’t even get me started on the manoeuvrability.

There’s no queue at the library reception, I’m just sitting here. Bored. So I decide to take out my Tim Drake comic, his return as Red Robin, and get stuck in. I barely make it to page four, when ‘ahem’, someone clears their throat to get my attention.

Oh crabapple. It’s her. The girl from yesterday. I look up, and there she is, standing on the other side of the desk. She’s returning a book, Dark Knight Returns by Frank Miller. In the stockroom, I catch Miss Chowdhury standing there watching us. We make eye contact, and she quickly turns round to busy herself with a box of books she’s suddenly interested in. So bait.

When Dark-Knight Girl looks up and catches it too, she chuckles at the situation. Looks like we’ve both been set up. Well played, Miss Chowdhury, I can’t even be mad at it, this is actually pretty funny.

OK, Fred, remember what Mamoune said. What Dad said. Courage, Fred, be yourself. Be Existor. No regrets.

‘Hello,’ my voice says. OK, not the most exciting place to start, but it’s something. Look at her, she’s probably only doing this as a favour. What if I’m her charitable act for the day?

‘Hey, you,’ she says, taking a breath. ‘So . . . yesterday, huh?’ Um, OK. I don’t know what my face is doing, but she quickly adds, ‘Miss Chowdhury knows we read the same sorta stuff, she said we might have things to talk about. I think she feels sorry for me, you know, I don’t really have . . . friends.’ Rah, she just came right out and said it. Whatever I was expecting, it wasn’t that. Maybe I’m not her good deed after all.

Before I can stop myself, my mouth says, ‘You don’t have friends?’ People who don’t have friends aren’t supposed to look like her. We’re supposed to be out of shape, with dry skin somewhere, like, you know when someone looks like they have allergies? AKA me. But that’s not her.

‘I am loving how shocked you are,’ she laughs. ‘Please keep that energy up.’

‘Friends are overrated anyway, I don’t need witnesses to my sense of self-loathing. Why would I want people watching me as I cry into a bowl of soup? It’s already wet.’ What am I doing? Fred, you’re getting too brave, just because she’s being open and honest, don’t get carried away. Say something less weird and damaging. ‘At the end of the day, friends are just strangers who haven’t betrayed you yet.’ I read that in a birthday card once. Hey, Siri, what’s the polar opposite of an inspirational quote? Shockingly Dark-Knight Girl grins and nods in agreement.

‘Right? The friends I used to chill with fell out because two of us fancied the same girl.’ She’s bare open with it, not self-conscious about telling me this, like, at all. I didn’t even know we were allowed to do that. ‘Anyway,’ she continues, ‘it caused this huge rift, and they made a WhatsApp group without me, and it turned into this whole thing. Since then I’ve had a hard time trusting people. I don’t even know why I’m telling you all this.’

‘It’s cool, I don’t think we have any mutuals.’ I’m basically one hundred per cent certain that’s the case. Unless I got friends I don’t know about. Wait. She’s saying stuff, and I’m responding. Look, Ma, I’m having a conversation! With someone cool. I’m a bottle of Prosecco chilling with a bottle of Champagne, and nobody can tell the difference. You know what, if she can be chill about how awkward this situation is, then I can be too. And I know a good place to start. ‘Hey, sorry about the donkey thing yesterday. I shouldn’t have run away like that, it was kinda rude.’ I finally address the Nelly the elephant in the room.

‘Don’t worry, you can chill, I got over it pretty quickly.’ She smiles at me. ‘I trust Miss Chowdhury’s judgement. On comics and people. That’s the main reason I came back for round two. And I’ve seen you around before – you seem pretty harmless.’

‘You noticed me?’ This is news to me. ‘How comes I’ve never seen you before?’ Is she imaginary? Are people walking by right now thinking I’m talking to thin air, gesticulating at nothingness? How the Hellboy have I not noticed someone like her noticing me?

‘You never look up.’ She shrugs.

I guess that’s true. Looking up means making eye contact, making eye contact brings attention, and attention is the path to the dark side. But this girl doesn’t seem to know that I’m a complete nobody. Or maybe she just doesn’t care. She’s talking to me like I’m a person, with two eyes and a beating heart. You know what, I am a person with two eyes, if I went to Specsavers they’d give me a pair of glasses, not a monocle. And I also have a pulse. It’s slightly elevated right now, but it’s there.

‘If we’re starting again, can we pretend like yesterday didn’t happen?’ I hold out my hand to shake hers formally. ‘I’m Fred.’

‘Tara,’ she replies. For some reason, it feels like a weird spell is lifting, like I’ve been in a coma and my memories are slowly coming back. Has conversation been this easy the whole time?

‘No, it’s Fred,’ I joke back. She purses her lips and scowls at me, but she then breaks character and a big grin erupts on her face.

‘Ah, you think you’re funny, don’t you?’

‘I think, therefore I am. No, just kidding, I am totally not funny. My last stand-up routine fully ruined my nan’s funeral. She was literally turning in her grave. Not from the joke, turns out she wasn’t even dead to begin with.’

‘Yo, that’s pretty dark.’ Tara chuckles.

‘Yeah . . .’ What am I waffling on about? Quick, ask her a question. Mamoune used to say that interested was interesting. ‘What’s your backstory? Your superhero origin story,’ I say to her. ‘Or supervillain, you know, I don’t judge.’

‘Well, my dad’s Caribbean, and my mum’s from Ghana. They met in Birmingham, and moved to Lewisham to be closer to his family.’

‘Fair. Did you know Ben Affleck was married to someone from Ghana?’

‘No, that was Jennifer Garner – oh, wait. Ha ha.’ She laughs sarcastically. ‘So yeah, I got three brothers, my parents own a laundrette, I’ve been living my life, and now I’m sat here talking to you.’

‘And is a laundrette just a female version of a laund?’ Reel it in, Fred, that was diabolical. ‘No, but seriously, what are you doing in the school library? No offence, but you seem way too cool to be here.’ A girl at the desk nearest to us gives me side-eye when I say that.

‘This is the only place in the whole school with a chess board.’ She shrugs. ‘I used to play with my uncle in Jamaica, and I got pretty good.’

‘You close with your uncle?’ Is that too personal? No, relax, Fred, it’s a normal question. You’re not asking for her pin number, or the consistency of her stool. Yikes. Delete! Come on, man, focus.

‘He’s my favourite person on the planet, which is saying something, because I usually don’t like many people.’

‘Yeah, people are rubbish, they invented Marmite and sparkling water.’

‘I love sparkling water!’ she protests. ‘But yeah, I see your point. People are the worst. That’s why I prefer comics – and dogs.’ She rolls her eyes. I can’t tell if she’s being serious. The comics, I get. Obviously. But – deeply unpopular opinion incoming – dogs are way worse than humans. They’re loud, they bark all night, they’re not potty-trained, they leave a mess, they’re basically furry babies with sharp teeth.

‘Yeah, same.’ When in doubt, sell out. It worked for Kevin Hart. ‘Although I don’t have any pets because of my allergies.’

‘We shouldn’t sit too close then, I’m probably covered in dog hair.’

‘Did I say “allergies”? I meant all my Gs. Yeah, my Gs are all allergic. I’m not. I like all dogs. Snoop dog, hot dogs, Reservoir Dogs, the whole pack.’ I love that she’s so cool about having dog hairs on her clothes; I once came to school with one of those cockroach glue traps stuck to my elbow. Some of them were still alive. Not my finest hour, but surprisingly not my worst.

‘You’re actually a fool.’ Tara laughs. And it’s not an insult. She actually finds me amusing.

The bell goes then, and it’s like I’ve just woken from a dream that’s too good to be true. Out the corner of my eye, I see Miss Chowdhury slowly making her way over. Very slowly. I can tell she’s trying to give us space. I open my mouth to ask Tara if she’s coming back here during lunch. But nothing comes out.

There’s a million thoughts racing through my mind. Is it super beggy for me to ask that? How many times per week can I visit the library without making it look like I’m coming here for her? Does she even like me? What if she thinks I stink? Did I put enough deodorant on today? Did I forget to brush my teeth this morning? Mum keeps buying that budget salty toothpaste instead of Colgate. The one with the arm logo that tastes like egg whites.

You know what, I’m not gonna risk it. I’m not meant to be being Fred, I’m meant to be channelling Existor, and he wouldn’t ask questions like that, he’d play it cool. When I next see Tara, whenever that is, it’ll be light and breezy. For now, I need to leave well enough alone. I say bye, then leave the library. On my ones, again.

 

Standing in the lunch queue later, I’m on high alert. Me and Tara feels like a library ting, the things that I enjoy in this school should all be in one place, far away from the Unthinkables. But I got no game plan for what I’ll do if I bump into her out here in the open, no backstory for if she sees me standing here all lonely. Maybe she’ll just think I’m alone – that’s cool. Being alone and being lonely are two different things, most of the time. She doesn’t need to know I’m both.

I could tell her my friends are practising for the lacrosse team. Does this school even have a lacrosse team? I should check that.

Dad’s voice whispers in my head, Just be yourself. But I shake it off. How am I gonna tell her I have friends in the same way that Tottenham have trophies?

I’m distracted when I see Phillip Hu-Fong lining up a few spaces ahead of me. He is spewing. I can’t hear from here, but I can guess what he’s ranting about. His boys just nod, some of them patting him on the shoulder. I purposefully look away. Obviously he doesn’t know it was me who outed him, but it still doesn’t feel like a good idea to watch him wallow. I feel a little burst of shame for the post.

But then Jackson and Zuki walk in. They’re sniggering in Phillip’s direction. Suddenly I feel powerful again – I created that. I made them laugh. I focus on them instead of Phillip.

At the same time I’m thinking how much I want them to know it was me, I’m also thinking, Please don’t see me, please don’t see me. If I close my eyes, they might not notice me. Or I can look the other way, pretend they’re street performers and I don’t register the hat going round.

Quick, Fred, go to your happy place.

I don’t have one.

Sure you have one, everyone has a happy place.

I think of Taien. Last week he asked me why people say ‘running out of time’ when it’s easier to walk. I told him people in a hurry are more likely to run, like if there’s a fire or something. And he said that during their fire drills, everyone was told not to run and to leave in a calm and orderly fashion. I’m grinning, even now, because his logic got me stumped.

‘Are you laughing at me?’ Spotted. I’ve just been standing here, grinning like a doughnut, and it fully looks like I’ve been directing it at Jackson. ‘Is it coz I spilled my drink, you think you can laugh at me?’ If he did spill anything on himself, I didn’t even notice. Damn my stupid face, betraying me, drawing these two bozos over like a beacon of stupidity.

I start praying for something to distract them. A lightning storm, a fire alarm, a surprise choir rendition of a Frank Ocean song, or any Drake song from before Kendrick bodied him. Please, just let me queue in peace. I take it all back: I don’t want them to know anything about me. Ctrl Z on the grinning. A Ribena and a ham sandwich, that’s all I ask for. There’s Greek yogurt for dessert, but that can stay on the shelf. Nasty stuff. Why would I want to eat something that looks like mayo and tastes like paint? And I hate people who say ‘it’s tasty, you just need to add blah blah blah’. If you have to add stuff, then it’s clearly not tasty to begin with. That’s like saying ‘water is tasty, you just need to add Robinson’s orange squash’. Get outta here. Even porridge can be tasty if you add twelve scoops of ice cream and some chocolate cake.

Oh god, they’re almost here, and no amount of thinking about food is going to stop them. I can’t ignore the adrenaline pumping through me as they approach. I just have to accept my fate, hopefully with more dignity than the playground beatdown the other day.

‘Thanks for saving my spot. Don’t ever laugh at me again.’ Jackson grabs the back of my shirt collar like a lioness moving her cubs. Effortless, but with purpose. I’m shunted out of the queue. Zuki swoops in front me, blocking me with ease. I try to slot back in behind them, but the kids next in line throw me eye daggers.

Call me a parallelogram, coz I’m holding a bunch of Ls. I’m now standing outside the queue as it shuffles forward. I’m very glad I didn’t ask Tara to meet up at lunch.

The way I see it, I got two options: join the back of the queue and leave my dignity here, or pattern up and fight for what’s mine. I picture myself sticking two fingers up Jackson’s nose like a bowling ball, hulking out of my school uniform, tapping L1 for my finishing move, bursting through the lunch queue like a final boss jump scare and riding off into the sunset with Clare on our speed racer.

Great, I been daydreaming so long the queue’s already moved on. The Unthinkables leaving me in the dust. I guess I just have to hold the L, there are worse things than the back of the queue. If you think about it, everyone in line was at the back of the queue at some point.

For real though, how can Existor get so much love, while I get nothing but disrespect? The fact that I’m celebrated online but this is my reality, like, it’s dirtily unfair. From here I can still see Jackson and Zuki laughing away in my spot near the front. Great. They can ruin my afternoon and forget what they’ve done within minutes. Meanwhile I’m sent to the back. When it happened to Rosa Parks, she led a civil rights movement. But when it happens to me, there’s zero batting of eyelids.

For real, there is no sense of justice out here in the world. If there was, then iPhones would have better cameras, racism wouldn’t exist and Harry Styles wouldn’t have a career.

When I finally make it to the front, all the ham sandwiches are gone. They just got cheese and pickle. I don’t know anyone under the age of forty who enjoys pickle. It’s the same demographic who eat peach rings and wear cargo shorts on a Sunday. Nobody needs that many pockets to hold that many things. Phone, wallet, keys; the essentials easily fit in two pockets. Everything else is overkill. Unless you’re a caretaker, a filmmaker or a Halfords shop assistant, there’s no excuse.

Sitting in the corner of the lunch hall, using my slice of cheese to scrape the pickle out of my sandwich, I’m still fuming. I have two minutes to inhale this before the bell goes for next period. Meanwhile, the Unthinkables are out there enjoying the sun now the rain’s cleared, and the infinite freedom of youth. Why can’t I have that? I should be relishing this time in my life, like that post I saw on my aunt’s IG saying that life is precious. And yes, it was written over a backdrop of a Swedish mountain, and featured a minion, which is a pretty tenuous link to the copy, but the point still stands.

Which means I need to stop just saying I’m going to sort myself out, and actually do something. This can’t keep happening. I’ve got years left in this place – I need to make something of myself. I can only think of one person who can stand up for me, someone with enough confidence and influence to actually make a difference. What does it matter that he doesn’t really exist?
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BOTTLE JOB

Even though I’m one of the last out the lunch hall, I’m desperate for a wee. Or as the French would say, a ‘yes’. Even the name Pierre just sounds like ‘Pee, yeah’. I do my usual makeshift toilet seat cover where I use several rolls of toilet paper to soak up all the last person’s splashback. Way more effective than Magikarp.

The floor in this cubicle is wetter than Hackney Marshes, they really should provide wellington boots, especially within the splash zone of the urinals. But once I’m in, I can’t leave again until the whole place is empty. The worst thing you can do is be seen leaving the toilet cubicle, because everyone will know or assume you’ve taken a dump. And as irrational as it is, they’ll mock you mercilessly for it. Human nature. Why? I don’t know, but I have felt the burning shame of people pointing and shouting to everyone that I’ve done a number two. I felt physically lighter, but emotionally heavier. And the worst part is, I couldn’t then go and cry in the cubicle, because people would assume I’m doing another poo, and the cycle would just continue.

‘You heard about Phoebe in Year Ten?’ I hear two voices coming from the sink, washing their hands.

‘Nah, what about her?’

‘You remember those pictures she posted on her F’low, the ones where she tried saying she got a BBL? Her cousin told me it was Photoshop the entire time, if you zoom in you can see the stair banister all bent out of shape.’

‘Bruh, I knew she didn’t look like that! I’m telling you, I saw those pictures, and I did heart them, but they didn’t pass the eye test.’ What a snake.

‘Don’t tell anyone I told you though – I don’t want it coming back to me. The way these girls chat, it’s like an underground network.’ Why underground? They’re not a bunch of mole women. Most networks are overground these days, helps with the signal. These guys are sharp as butter. By the time they splish splash their way out the bathroom, I notice I’ve been in here a full ten minutes.

Great, now I’m running late for Spanish. It’s not all bad though. In this school, information is power, and those guys may have just provided me with another post for Existor.

I wasn’t planning on posting more, but the incident at lunch has started something in me, lit a furnace.

 

Hello, battered throne of leather worn, Papa’s home. Lol, what am I like? But seriously, I love my gaming chair more than I love the cold side of the pillow. But right now I can’t start thinking about gaming until I go on Existor’s F’low profile. Soon as it opens, I quickly sit up when I see the number of comments on the Hu-Fong post, and they’re still pouring in. I’m kinda light-headed at the amount of people tryna interact with me. There are so many this is gonna take me a minute to get through. Let me do the first few, they’ve been waiting the longest.

 

LOOOOL

Laughing out out out out loud?

Your em-phasis is in the wrong place

Why you snaking out Hu-Fong 
lmao Existor you’re a problem

Left-handed scissors are a problem

Undercooked meat is a problem

The physical similarities 
between poo and melted 
chocolate is a problem (don’t ask)

Me, I’m just holding up the 
mirror, I’m not in charge 
of the reflection

How comes I didn’t see 
you at Hakeem’s party

I’m like a Vanessa Hudgens 
film. Nobody sees me

Who’s Vanessa Hudgens?

Exactly . . .

Seriously, who are you? 
I swear I won’t tell no1

I’ll only tell you if you answer me

these questions three: How long

is a piece of string? How many Toy

Story sequels will there be?

If this is the answer,

what is the question?

Existor the exposer was not 
on my bingo cards! More please!

More? What are you, 
Oliver Twist?

Less is more

Unless you’re talking numbers

 

I ignore all the comments that are names of people they think I could be. Stuff like ‘Are you Stephen?’, ‘David, is that you?’ or ‘Shaun, I beg you own up if it’s you’.

A lot of the messages from girls have been ‘Thank you for exposing that CHEAT’ or ‘You’re doing the lord’s work’ and ‘Glad someone’s got the guts to call out these boys’.

Yo, I’m riding high. People care. And not just in the gaming community, people I literally see at school every day are wanting to interact, desperate even.

It’s time for my next F’low post, how can I not? Let’s see if magic strikes twice. I start typing.

 

Phoebe? Or Phoe-BBL? You’d think Drizzy would be proud, but the glutes have been confirmed as the work of Photoshop. Nothing to see here, folks, just a doctored image

 

I hit send, and take a deep breath. Hopefully it’s not that deep. This is me laying the foundations of what Existor could be, and in order to get there, I need to show what Existor can do. Sorry, Phoebe, I’m just the messenger from the shadows, calling out what’s been said and done.

While I’m booting up a game, I get a message from PooWilly_ asking what’s taking me so long to jump online, we’re due a team-up. To be fair, I’m usually gaming by now, but some of the F’low replies take a while to think of. Before I can reply, there’s a notification for the Phoebe post. Followed by another. And another. The comments section fills up faster than a bathtub under a waterfall. This is so wild, it’s barely been a minute. I can’t help myself, I ignore the game and take a look at what they’re saying.

 

BBL Phoebe! I’m dead

How do you come up with these?

You’ve won the day, sir

Nobody’s safe LOL

Man said she never went Turkey

 

Wow, lol, I think I’m providing a public service here. They want more, they need to know what’s up. I’ll give them what they want, like, who am I to deny them that? With great power comes great responsibility, and I have the power to make them happy.

I wonder if part of the fun for them is the guesswork on who I am. I find it low key hilarious that nobody has recognised me by voice. If some of them followed me here from my streams, then they’ve heard me speak. Although I guess nobody’s heard me, Fred, talk much at school, so they have nothing to compare it to. Cringe. I console myself by reminding myself that loads of my followers on F’low have come to Existor from my posts, not my gaming profile. We’re evolving. He – we? I?

Frustratingly, all the guesses for who I am are still so off. They all assume it’s somebody popular, someone even guessed I might be Zuki, which made me deeply uncomfortable. People will probably guess the janitor before my name is ever mentioned. If my name is ever mentioned.

Abort feelings. I’m meant to be becoming Existor, not getting caught in my feels like Loser Fred.

I shut down the app, put my phone face down. It was kinda scary – I got sucked in fast there. Didn’t even realise a whole hour has passed.

I peek my head out the door, check all’s OK with Mum downstairs and then settle back in my chair. I go to message PooWilly_ back and load up Zomboss. I can see some comments in my stream from people off F’low, asking me about Hu-Fong and parties and Phoebe. I wanna ignore them, but at the same time I feel the need to reply to every single one of them.

It’s symbiotic: they feed me, so I should feed them. Let them eat cake and whatnot. Remember, I’m the messenger, I don’t make up the rumours, I just pass them forward. I click in and respond to them all. Another half hour gone.

PooWilly_’s gone offline now.

I feel a pang of regret – I was looking forward to playing together tonight. But then I remember all the other people I been chatting to and I figure it was worth it.

I plug in my headset, and finally start the game.

‘Hey, everyone, my weapon of choice today is love. Just kidding, it’s the Zombuster 3000.’ The comments are popping off. ‘You can call me Dr Existor, coz as you can see with these zombies, I take all my shots. That joke also works with tequila. Because my one aim in life right now is tequila zombie. And my aim is true. Just ask my fellow students at St Mark’s.’ As soon as I say it, the sidebar blows up. Hundreds of comments, more than I’ve ever gotten. It’s getting hard to concentrate.

I ignore the distant call of Mum’s voice from downstairs, there’s too much going on right now. Existor finds a gatling gun on the roof of a warehouse, and Fred is drowning in messages. Existor’s ten-minute checkpoint means a new wave is appearing from the south side, and the obtainable weapons have been upgraded. Fred’s furiously typing away between shoot-outs.

Mum calls again, with a bit more edge in her voice. If she does it again, I’ll know it’s important. Please don’t call again, I pray. She doesn’t.

 

The next few days hit different. Not for Fred, school is pretty much the same. Silent. Bombastic monastic settings. Not gone library once, I’m biding my time before going back there. That Tara moment was unreal, and I don’t wanna ruin something by forcing it. When you’re thirsty in the desert, you don’t drink all your water in one go, you take little sips.

But when it comes to Existor, now, the progression is something else. Hundreds of comments and reposts, every new post on F’low has got the whole school wilin’. One comes courtesy of Ola and Clare chatting on the way to lessons. Ola covered her mouth as if that would somehow turn the volume down, but I heard it loud and clear. I couldn’t sit on it, it’s so weird and extreme that I went to the toilet as soon as I could to post.

 

Lola Adewemi has a secret blog where she writes fan fiction about being best friends with Ariana Grande

 

The comments were divisive. Lots of them were @ing Lola, calling her a neek or whatever, but some of them were defending her, apparently it was well written. I guess that’s what happens when you put stuff out into the world, you never know how people will react. Lola’s blog went almost viral, my Existor post got her numbers up. Mutually beneficial: she gets hits, F’low supporters get their content, and I’ve got a spring in my step that I’ve never had before.

I have gotten a couple missed calls from my dad this weekend, but they weren’t consecutive, so I know they’re not urgent. He didn’t leave any messages or anything, probs just checking in. I kept thinking to reply, but got distracted by Existor stuff. Dad won’t mind though, he doesn’t get worked up about that kinda thing.

I could call him now . . . No, I’m in the middle of something. Nicky Brockett was bragging the other day about how his mum was taking him to Disneyland during term time. I wanna post it, but I’m pretty sure it’s a crime and his mum could go to prison if I do. I wonder if there’s a way to word it without grassing her up. Although the real crime is a grown fourteen-year-old who still wants to go to Disneyland. Why spend several hundred pounds walking around outside, taking out a mortgage to buy a single churros and pointing at divorced French dads in Minnie Mouse costumes?

There’s a part of me that wants to call my dad, the phone is right there, within arm’s reach. I wouldn’t even know where to start though; I’m buzzing, every moment feels rushed, and my fingers are too busy tingling with excitement to do the simplest things. First time I drank an energy drink, my heart started beating so fast the blood in my veins was itching for me to sprint a marathon, and that’s how these Existor posts got me feeling. So confident I can’t contain myself within myself, it’s like I’ve been stuffed into a Tupperware but the lid won’t close and I’m bursting out of it.

A knock at the door makes me jump, the same sensation as getting abruptly woken from a dream. They do the customary pause of two to three seconds before swinging the door open.

‘Didn’t you hear me calling you?’ It’s Mum.

‘Sorry, I was just in the middle of a game,’ I tell her, and shut down the F’low tab before she can see it.

‘I need you to go to the shops for me, Shrimpy,’ she says.

Need and want are two different things. Like I need to fart. But I want to fart in a cave and listen to the echo.

Of course I don’t say that to her though. I look away from my screen and note she’s wearing the same clothes as yesterday. And actually, now I think about it, I swear yesterday’s clothes were the same as the day before. I realise I barely left my room all weekend, and immediately feel bad. ‘Mum, are you good?’

‘Huh?’ She pulls a face.

But before I can respond, a load of notifications come through on my phone. My hand automatically swipes up and I scroll through the comments on my latest post. I can feel the corners of my lips turn up.

‘Do you actually need me to go to the shops now-now, or can it wait till tomorrow?’ I ask as I heart some of the best replies.

‘Well, we’re out of milk, so if you boys want cereal in the morning, I need you to go tonight.’

‘Allow it, can’t Ezra go? I’m kinda doing something,’ I moan, just as Ezra comes out his room.

‘Ay, keep my name out your mouth. She’s asking you.’ Great, now he’s coming over to stand in my doorway.

‘Well, decide among yourselves, I don’t mind who goes, we just need milk.’ She shuffles past Ezra to go back downstairs.

‘Why you gotta bring me into your mess? Just go, fam, she asked you first. Or even better, she could go herself,’ he says, and storms off before I can even answer. Part of me wants to defend Mum, I know it’s what Dad would want me to do. But another part silently agrees with him.

I throw my hands in the air like I just don’t care. Stupid phrase. You should care about throwing your hands in the air, if you’re standing under a power cable or in a crowded lift. Sigh. I get up and drag myself over to put my trainers on, then I stomp down to the kitchen, the loud thuds my only protest against what we all know I’m going to do anyway.

‘I’ll go to the shops, but only if I can get myself a drink.’ Bargaining: the third of five stages of grief.

Mum replies, saying I can keep the change from a fiver. Taien sits next to her doing his homework, and Ezra’s lacing up his football boots. Wait, am I a goon? He’s leaving the house anyway, he can buy milk on the way back.

‘Dude, you’re already leaving the house.’ I frown at him. ‘Mum, can’t you just send Ezra?’

‘Fam, I told you to stop volunteering me, this ain’t the Hunger Games.’ He glares at me.

‘Can I get a drink too?’ Taien puts his hand up as though he’s in a classroom.

Mum frowns to herself. ‘No. Yes. Actually, that’s a good idea. Fred, take Taien with you, you can both walk Ezra to the bus stop. It’ll give me space to start cooking.’ Cool, definitely not the optimum outcome. But I’m willing to do anything that keeps Mum busy. She hands me a five-pound note, and Ezra starts groaning at the news. Like we’re the problem; Ezra’s about as fun to be around as a hornet’s nest. I should know, I once got chased by a hornet. I don’t really see the point in them. Hornets are as if someone pointed at a wasp and said ‘give it steroids, and make sure the Asian version is humungous’. At least bees pollinate stuff.

As we all bundle out of the house, Ezra immediately starts walking five paces ahead of us. I can’t believe he’s my ‘little’ brother, his shoulders are twice the size of mine, out here looking like a boxer. Eugh, boxing, such a boring sport. Two walking concussions looking angry, giving each other expensive hugs, occasionally punching the sense out of one another, and then spending the next two years making excuses for why they lost, before doing it all again. Throw in the casual objectification of ring girls (female boxers don’t have ‘ring boys’ strutting around in between rounds), and some increasingly personal trash talk, and you have a sport whose sole focus is to sell energy drinks to teenagers, and promote tourism to countries where human rights are a fictional concept.

It’s rare for the three of us to be out together, it almost feels as though we’re on a family field trip. Dad used to take us to the park on the weekends that he was free, but that got phased out over time as me and Ezra got older and less fussed. There’s no video games at the park. Taien holds my hand to cross the road, and I do a tiny involuntary shudder. Kids’ hands are always so warm, it’s weird.

He’s quieter than usual, plodding along beside me. However long it takes me to walk anywhere, if it’s with Taien we have to add an extra twenty minutes and several pauses. His little legs get tired, or he needs to do up his zip, or he needs water but he can’t walk and drink at the same time. Or sometimes he just gets distracted. Right now, he’s spotted a billboard on the side of the bus, and he’s proper transfixed. Some kinda dead kids’ film with the hero on one side, and the bad guy on the other. I don’t get why the hero look so pleased with himself, he hasn’t done anything yet. Although tbf if I had a jawline like that, I’d have a smug perma-grin etched onto my face too. You’d see me smirking at the most inappropriate moments; during my friend’s dog’s funeral, firing a waitress at work, I’d even be smirking while delivering bad news in a hospital. I’d be like, ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Primrose, there’s nothing more we can do. But look at my face though, touch the jawline.’

‘Fred?’ Taien snaps me out of my daydream, his eyes follow the bus as it passes us.

‘Yeah, whassup, bud,’ I reply.

‘Does good always beat evil?’ he asks, his face suddenly a little worried. Oh. Um.

‘Yeah, I guess.’ Not gonna lie, that question threw me way off. ‘Why you asking?’

He doesn’t answer straight away, but then he looks up at me. ‘I think Felix in my class might be evil,’ he says, with all seriousness. I try not to laugh, like, but he’s being so sincere, and the idea that there’s some kinda evil demon child running amok is sending me.

Even Ezra shakes his head and mutters, ‘Man said evil, you know.’

‘Evil’s a big word,’ I tell Taien. ‘I’m sure he’s naughty, but that don’t make him evil.’

‘Even when he pinches me?’ Taien asks. This gets Ezra’s attention.

‘What?’ He turns towards us. ‘What do you mean, he pinches you? You never said nuffin about people putting hands on you.’

‘Well, he pinched me in the playground when Jemoké asked if I wanted to play stuck in the mud, but she didn’t want him to play because he said she was dumb, and then he just pinched me for no reason.’ His little voice rambles on. The conversation’s shifting into somewhere I don’t want it to be. Taien’s sweet, and creative, and empathetic, there’s no way anyone should be hurting him.

‘Do you pinch him back?’ Ezra’s stopped walking altogether, and is towering over him.

‘I can’t, he’s bigger than me.’ Taien does a big, dramatic shrug.

‘Nah, don’t do that. If he’s bigger than you, you have to play dirty, go for his eyes, bite him, kick him between the legs, use your elbows, knees, headbutt, I don’t care. Those are the weapons you got and you need to use all of them.’ Sounds like a very violent game of heads, shoulders, knees and toes. ‘Taien, you know what you should do, yeah, on my life, grow your fingernails long so you can scratch him, claw up his face, fam.’

‘What, he’s not a cat,’ I jump in. What is this guy teaching him? I adjust my voice so it’s calm and slow. ‘Taien, you’ll be alright, you just need to avoid him. Go to a different side of the playground, don’t talk to him, don’t go near him, don’t even make eye contact.’ All lessons I’ve had to learn the hard way, Taien’s getting them for free. I know how he feels, and it’s horrible, but I’m his big brother and I’m supposed to stop this sort of thing from happening. And it’s kind of shredding up my insides that I can’t physically stop it. The next best thing is to give my sound advice.

‘Fam, you’re getting it all wrong,’ Ezra groans at me. ‘How you saying “don’t look him in the eye”, we’re talking about a kid, not a grizzly bear. Taien needs to stand up for himself, get his hands dirty and cause a scene. That way, even if he loses, no one will want to mess with him no more.’

Taien looks at me, and then Ezra, unsure of which one of us to trust. Of the two of us, mine is the only solution that doesn’t end up with gouged eyes and an adult rating for violence.

We set off again, me and Ezra bickering over what Taien should do about this Felix kid. He thinks I’m being too soft, and I think he’s being too harsh. There’s no agree to disagree, no meeting halfway, coz what would that look like? A gentle poke in the eye and a shy glance at the ground?

We get to the end of the road, and there’s a rev of an engine behind us. The sound gets us all shook. Ezra spins on the spot, fists up, and Taien ducks under my arm. There’s a moment’s panic before I see it. Jackson, leaning all the way out the passenger window of a four-door, which slows down just long enough for me to make out Zuki in the passenger seat handing him a plastic bottle. The driver’s young, probably Zuki’s older brother.

‘Aye, wasteman, you’re not holding hands with your brothers, nah?’ Jackson shouts as they pass. He throws the empty bottle of Coke at me, although it misses by several metres. The tyres screech as the car accelerates quickly away, but not before Ezra runs over and picks up the bottle.

‘Don’t do it!’ I run over to stop him throwing it back, not that there was any chance of him hitting anything. They’re long gone.

‘Who was that?’ he demands, his entire body heaving. ‘Swear to god, you best tell me who that was.’ Oh, lord, here we go.

‘It’s just some guy in my year, it’s nothing.’ We both know I’m lying, and there’s the familiar white-hot shame that I’m supposed to be the eldest. Ezra scrunches up the empty bottle in his hand.

‘How you gonna let them do you like that? Seriously, bro, you need to take care of your ops.’ Weird mental image of me serving them a three-course meal and a hot towel, although I know that’s not what he meant by ‘take care’. It’s easier to picture than the true meaning though.

This is just great. I must be the first victim of a drive-by littering.

‘Fred, was that boy mean to you like Felix was to me?’ Taien looks up, still shaking. And I don’t know what to say to him. If I deny it, he’ll know I’m lying. But he also saw me stop Ezra from retaliating, and I can’t really explain to him why. I don’t want the smoke. I ain’t trying to halal the beef. I decide to lie, a comforting, smelly little lie.

‘That was someone just joking around. We’re friends,’ I tell him. I see Ezra shake his head and kiss his teeth. I know I made the wrong choice, but I shouldn’t be in this position in the first place. How did the victim become more disappointing than the assailant? We part ways at the bus stop without another word, although I do keep catching Taien glance back in search of the car. Even once we’re in the shop, he hovers by the door to keep a lookout. This is probably the first time we’ve been here and he’s not asked for something. I don’t even buy myself a drink with Mum’s change, I don’t deserve it.

We walk home, and once or twice Taien looks like he’s about to say something, or ask something, but then changes his mind.

I feel sick. I feel angry. I feel like I need to do something. Something more. It’s all gone too far now. Like everything so far has been a warm-up, I’ve been serving starters, but now it’s time for the main course.

As soon as we’re through the front door, I put the stupid milk in the elderly fridge, ignore whatever monstrosity Mum’s cooking and run up to my room. I don’t even have to think about it. I open Existor’s F’low profile. Eighty-two comments asking me who I am, what’s my football team, what else have I heard at school. I ignore them.

Instead, I screen grab a picture of Jackson from his IG profile. I type a post.

 

Jackson in Year Nine lives under the bridge on Commercial Way like a troll. His family are surviving on tree bark and handouts. Thoughts and prayers

 

I’m honestly steaming with rage. Coming at me in front of my brothers, that’s a new low. And the body blow is that I can’t protect Taien from his bully, let alone mine. Jackson’s robbed me of my duty to protect. And for what? I’ve tried being myself, I’ve tried being invisible, I’ve taken hits like a champ, and still it isn’t enough to get these man to chill.

Well, I ain’t holding back no more. Ezra’s right about one thing, I need to use every tool at my disposal. I know now that people believe Existor, they trust him. Everything he’s said so far has been true – they won’t be able to spot the lie. And Jackson deserves this – he’s had it coming for a while now.

My hand hovers over the send button.

The buzz of my phone ringing makes me jump. It must be confused, it’s not used to receiving calls.

The weight in my chest lifts a little when I read the name. Dad.

When I answer, it sounds like he’s on the road, calling me on loudspeaker.

‘Just checking in to see how everything’s going,’ his voice booms.

‘Everything’s OK.’ Damn it, Fred, what’s wrong with you?

He carries on driving, the engine roaring in the background.

‘Fred?’ he asks when I don’t elaborate.

‘I’m here.’ More silence.

‘You sure everything’s cool? I haven’t heard from you in a few days. Your mum said you’ve been shut up in your room.’

The words bring sudden tears to my eyes. I furiously try to blink them back.

I so badly want to tell him everything that’s happened – my secret identity, what Taien told us about Felix, what Jackson just did, how Mum’s been haunting the house like Luigi’s Mansion, fam. She’s like resident evil but without the ‘evil’.

But it’s my dad. He’s always going on about ‘you’re great’, ‘you’re all wonderful’, ‘I’m so proud of you’, so how can I tell him that I’m the biggest loser in school?

‘Fred, whatever’s going on with you, you can tell me. I don’t even have to reply. You and your brothers, I want you to know you can talk to me,’ he continues.

‘Ezra’s going out more and more,’ I say eventually, deflecting. ‘We don’t really see him. Mum’s not changed her clothes, and if I’m being real with it, I don’t think I remember her leaving the house since you left.’ He’s silent while I tell him all this, and I can tell he’s thinking about what to say.

‘Do you want me to come home?’

‘No,’ I say instantly, panicking. I mean, obviously the answer’s yes, but if I say that to him I’d be such a let-down. I find myself asking in a hesitant voice, ‘Is that even an option though?’

‘I don’t care about options, nothing’s more important than family.’ He sounds tired, but he’s being sincere. I immediately regret my moment of weakness and tell him no, it’s fine, we’ll all be fine.

‘And how are you holding up?’ he asks when I’ve finally got him to agree not to turn around.

Again, I can only answer with silence. When he prods a bit more, I say, ‘I don’t know. There’s just a lot going on, innit?’

‘Yeah.’ He does one of his epic Dad sighs, and I can just picture his face. One hand on the steering wheel, the other rubbing his eye, it’s his tick when he’s worried about something. ‘Fred, I’m doing this job as fast as I can, and then I’m racing home.’

‘I know.’

See, now I feel bad. I don’t want him to stress out, thinking he has to hurry home because stupid Fred is feeling overwhelmed. I’m the oldest in the house, I should have everything patterned, not relying on Daddy to come and hold my hand.

‘I’m just sorry everything’s landed on you, Fred, I really am.’ Enough with the apologies already, I’m not tryna hear that. ‘And if there’s things you feel you can’t tell me then that’s fine, but know I’m always here when you’re ready to speak. In the meantime, just keep being you, that’s all you can do.’

‘Dad, Imma be honest, I don’t really know what that means right now.’

‘It means I trust you to be the smart, capable kid I know you are. Fred, I promise you, if you take a step back and look in the mirror, you’ll see someone who’s funny, original, sensitive, charismatic, you just need to open your eyes to who you really are.’

I think about those words.

It don’t sound like they fit me.

But they sound like they’re describing Existor. I remember my promise to myself to try and channel him more, to be better. It sets something alight in my chest, parting the clouds and evaporating the tears like a dehumidifier.

I swallow and shake myself out.

‘Dad. I got this.’

Courage. Isn’t that what he’s always saying?

‘Are you sure?’ There’s a hint of shock in voice. ‘It’s OK if you don’t.’

‘Dad.’ I say it more forcefully this time, more confident. ‘I hear you. And I know who I am. This has actually helped.’

After we hang up, I reopen the drafted F’low post. Time for Existor to retake the wheel.

My finger hovers over the send button.

All the events of the last week come rushing to my mind: the mocking my mum in the street, the playground slapdown, the pushing me out the lunch queue, and the lasting image of Taien’s face when Jackson threw that bottle.

So far I’ve just been a messenger, shining a light on what other people have said. If I post this, Existor becomes something different. This one isn’t about providing a public service, this would be a personal avengement. A well-deserved takedown.

I hit send.
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WHERE’S THE WALLY?

The next few days are a blur. The school is ablaze with Existor gossip – mainly the Jackson post. All week, people have been on it. It started on Monday.

‘Did you know there’s a homeless kid in Year Nine?’

‘Who cares about BBL Phoebe, bro, Jackson lives under an actual bridge.’

‘You know that bridge, the one near FCP, apparently a kid at this school lives under it with his parents.’

‘Swear?’

‘Man said under a bridge, you know, like a swamp rat.’

In comparison to Jackson, all the others mentioned in my posts got off pretty lightly. These man are unbelievably gullible. And here I am, walking among them, as though hooded and cloaked. The perks of being an absolute nobody.

Then on Tuesday, Jackson proper switched on one girl who wouldn’t stop looking at him, and he’d already been heckled in the corridor. Not so confident without the car full of friends. I could see he was rattled, eyes darting around like he’s on the op block, and I savoured every. Last. Drop.

Honestly, I could barely resist the urge to literally lick my fingers, KFC vibes. Chicken so good I don’t mind the irony of eating it out of a bucket like a farm animal. And the gravy, elite, hotter than molten lava, but tastier than Zeus’s nectar.

It felt good. Like I’d gambled and won. It was time for a few more white lies to throw onto the fire.

So that evening I posted about Ola. I had seen her side-eyeing me in the hallway that morning.

 

Ola’s belly-button piercing has become so scabby and infected, ants are using it to go rock climbing. Also she’s exempt from swimming.

 

People liked it, they lol’d in the comments. But it didn’t cause as much mayhem as the Jackson post, so on Wednesday I decided to double down, go back to tried and tested.

 

The bridge that Jackson sleeps under featured in Season 1 Episode 2 of ‘London’s Bridge Is Glowing Up’. If you pause it at the right moment, you can see him eating out of a Styrofoam box like a hungry racoon.

 

Yes, that is a made-up TV show. But if there’s no trace of the show, there’s no proof it’s a lie.

Best of all, now it’s Friday morning, the Unthinkables have been forced to make a difficult decision after Jackson’s week of bad press.

We’ve barely sat down for our first lesson of the day when Zuki’s broached the subject. I’m pretending to get something out my bag so I can listen even closer. I’m like a secret agent. James Bond, only without the privilege or prestige. It don’t even matter. Jackson’s the one who’s shaken, not stirred. I can just about hear him trying to defend himself.

‘Guys, you know it’s not true. You’ve been to my house,’ he pleads. Oddly rational for someone who once took a dump in the urinal. People laughed and he sent photos of it to all the boys in our year, which is a weird impulse to do with your own faecal matter. Not exactly Pulitzer material photography. It’s funny, technology has given us the gift to instantly immortalise moments in our lives, and this is what we use it for. I don’t think the inventors of the camera ever thought they’d see their creation used for such perversion. Can’t lie though, I’ve taken pictures of weird things too. Ezra once walked in on me trying to take a photo of the inside of my belly button, the trick is to hold it open with two pairs of tweezers.

‘Look, bro, we know it’s fake news, but you must admit it looks bare scatty, the way you been reacting,’ Dayo tells him. Translation: we’re fickle and popularity is more important than friendship, so jog on, you Olympic-level sac de douche.

Jackson’s shoulders shrug and he looks around like he can’t believe what he’s hearing. ‘What about Ola? He posted about her too, how come she’s not kicked out the GC?’ Damn, that’s petty. Civil war though, I’m here for it. If he does take her down with him, there’d be two openings in the Unthinkables. What if I infiltrated them, tore them apart from the inside? I’d make an unassuming undy, they’d never see it coming. Ha, as if I’d ever want to be one of them.

‘Fam, he said you were homeless. Yours was way worse. Why you trying to throw me under the bus with you?’ Ola crosses her arms, kissing her teeth.

‘How else do you want me to react though? Someone I don’t know is lying about me, and you man are acting like I’m the problem. You’re supposed to have my back.’ His voice starts getting high-pitched, the hills are alive with the sound of Jackson, he knows he’s swimming upstream. ‘Zuk.’ He leans forward, trying to catch Zuki’s eye, but even his best friend won’t look at him.

Clare interrupts, taking the situation over, relieving Zuki of his worst-friend duties. ‘Look, we do have your back, which is why I think you need to take some time to yourself, regroup, and come back stronger.’ It’s like she’s sending him on a yoga retreat to Bali.

‘I don’t want time to myself, I want time with you guys.’ None of them make eye contact when he says that. Oof, now this is just getting sad. There’s an awkward silence, before he says, ‘You know what, bun the lot of you. I don’t need you anyways.’ I think it’s meant to sound self-assured, but it comes out all wobbly, giving desperate vibes. He pulls out his phone, and starts scrolling like they’re not there. Dayo looks at Clare, Clare looks at Ola, and Zuki stares at his desk. In the words of Frodo, bare orcs.

Existor 1, Jackson 0. With a new spring in my step, my head is almost touching the ceiling as I bounce along the corridor between lessons. Obviously nobody notices the shift in my mood, a side effect of being invisible. But I do, and it feels good. Jackson’s demeanour has completely changed too. He’s skulking around on his ones, and after biting back at the first few comments from random kids, he’s completely given up. He can definitely hear them, they’re loud enough, people talking about bridges every time he’s near, but it happens too frequently for him to switch at all of them.

When our English teacher, Mrs Patel, asks him to read out loud, people in the class are openly laughing at him. That would never happen if his stock weren’t decreasing massively.

‘Ay, shut up, you man, I’ll bang everyone in the face, bruv,’ he strikes out.

Mrs Patel is immediately on it, calming him down, telling him to go take a walk outside and shake it off. Geez. Kids can be kinda savage, huh?

He’s like a beaten tiger in a cage, so glum without that horrible perma-grin on his face.

That tiny voice in my head that sounds a bit like Dad whispers, Is this right?

I push it down.

 

At lunchtime, the remaining members of the Unthinkables are in line and chatting away like nothing’s happened. Brutal. Jackson’s nowhere to be seen, which means my spot in the queue is basically unchallenged. This must be how Prince Will.I.Am felt after Harry caught a vibe.

The lonely walk of shame to my table after I’ve got my food can sometimes feel like a microaggression from the universe. But today’s not as bad. I don’t feel the need to quickly wolf down my food and cut like I usually do.

‘Mind if I sit?’ a familiar voice says, one that shouldn’t be here.

Tara stands there holding her tray. This isn’t real. We didn’t train for this. She exists in the library, what’s she doing in the lunch hall? I kept meaning to go back and see her all week, I’m sure Miss Chowdhury’s missing me too. But since Existor’s stepped up his game, I been spending more time on this CIA ting. Posts don’t upload themselves! OK, 0.2 seconds before she clocks I got no friends. But I can’t leave her hanging, not again. I’m immediately drenched in sweat. Mouth gone dry. I’ve chatted to her before, she’s just another person, why does this feel different? Nobody in here cares, it’s not like there’s an audience watching us. Audiences are weird; it’s like a mob was chasing you, and then you turned around, and then they all sat down.

‘Sure, I’m eating alone today.’ I’m not technically lying, she doesn’t know I eat alone every day, including today, which means I still have some integrity. Sometimes I think my integrity looks like baby Voldemort, all withered and ugly. But at least it’s there. She sits down next to me rather than opposite, which feels a bit weird for some reason. Tara breaks every single social convention, even the small ones. It’s exhilarating.

‘How comes you haven’t been to the library?’ she asks.

Because our friendship might be the best thing that’s ever happened to me in this school and I don’t want to ruin it by being myself, I think.

‘Just been busy.’ I shrug. She raises an eyebrow like she doesn’t believe me.

‘You’ve not been avoiding me, have you?’ When she asks me so plainly, it does jolt me a little bit. Tara’s cool, she’s safe, and I don’t need to put up my shy Fred filters. Plus, Existor’s had a good week, I deserve this. Maybe she can see my transformation, and that’s why she’s sitting with me. There could be a twinkle in my eye that wasn’t there before, or my posture’s different somehow. Fred sits like a wasteman, slouched over like a seamstress in a dark room, whereas Existor prolly sits like a winner. Back straight, leaning to one side. It’s the throne, I’m telling you. Existor and Tara, we’re on the same level. She senses that. And if she doesn’t care about social norms, then neither should I. Courage.

‘I haven’t been avoiding you, but I have been putting it off. Didn’t wanna overcrowd you or nothing, scare you off by being too desperate.’ I wonder if that was too honest, but Tara just scoffs.

‘You talked about pigs and donkeys and literally ran away the first time we met, if I was gonna get scared off, it would’ve been then.’ Lol, when she puts it like that . . .

‘You know what? Fair. I feel less bad now.’ Her carefree way actually gives me the freedom to reciprocate. I’m loving this.

‘Soooo, busy boy, what you been up to?’ she asks, tucking into a plate of chips.

‘You want the honest answer, or the quickly made-up one in a failed bid to impress you?’ Might as well make the most of this, it’s not every day I have a lunch buddy. Rewind, it’s not any day I have a lunch buddy.

‘Surprise me,’ she says with a grin.

‘Well, I did four thousand press-ups yesterday, with a basket of kittens on my back. Then I went to central with my bodyguards, they’re afraid to leave the house without me. Then I reinvented the wheel, built an orphanage and made it home in time for Christmas. Six months early.’ Tara listens intently, nodding along.

‘What are your bodyguards’ names?’ She acts like a reporter, holding her fork up as she asks questions.

‘Hugo and Boss. Hugo is Boss’s boss, so the power dynamic is a bit off.’

‘Hmmmm, what of this orphanage? What materials did you use?’

‘Clay. Hand dried the bricks myself with a hairdryer. Then the roof caved in. Killed everyone. But that just made more orphans, upped the demand. It’s a vicious circle.’

‘And how did you successfully reinvent the wheel without any prior engineering experience?’ Now she’s pretending to be suspicious.

‘Where there’s a wheel there’s a way.’ I shrug, although my poker face isn’t as good as hers. ‘Any more questions, your honour?’

‘Nope. I know you’re lying.’ She checks her nails, certain of her victory.

‘What? How?’

‘The press-ups with kittens on your back. I know you’re allergic, you said so yourself. Last time we spoke you made that “all my Gs” joke.’ Damn, she got me. I mean, the other giveaway that I don’t do press-ups is the fact that my arms look like uncooked spaghetti, but she went with the allergies line, so I’m grateful.

‘Fine, you wanna know what I’ve really been up to? Like, for real for real?’ I lean forward in my chair. If this doesn’t excite her, nothing will. ‘I’ve been following this guy online, who’s using his popular gaming persona to get the upper hand on a group of evil popular kids at this school. Have you heard of Existor?’

Tara doesn’t bat an eyelid. If anything, she looks quite unimpressed as she dips one of her chips in my ketchup. All my excitement in the moment deflates like a balloon.

‘Yeah, I’m not really online like that, I don’t care about people’s downfall.’ She shrugs. ‘Life is lived out here, in the real world.’

‘The internet is part of the real world too,’ I tell her.

‘Well, I’d rather interact with people as they are, not who they pretend to be online.’

‘You don’t think they can be one and the same?’ I ask.

‘I don’t know, do you?’

Yikes, this is getting so meta.

‘So I’m guessing you’re not on F’low.’ I dodge the question.

‘Nah, I’m not on any socials.’ She chuckles and pushes me when she sees the shock on my face. ‘I was on it too much last summer, so I’m giving myself a digital detox. “Wha sweet a mout’ hat a belly.”’

‘Come again?’

‘My uncle in Jamaica used to say it whenever he caught me scrolling.’

‘The same uncle who taught you to play chess?’

‘Yep.’ She nods. Look at me remembering stuff.

‘But what does it mean though?’

‘What’s sweet in the mouth hurts the belly, like, it’s when something might seem to be exactly what you want, even though it’s not good for you.’ Deep. It kinda applies to my dad’s sister, Jenny. She’s dating a DJ who’s twelve years younger than her. He wears leather trousers and insists we call him Mystic G.

‘Shout out Jamrock.’ I squint and nod.

Tara bursts out laughing. ‘You’re actually a fool, you know that.’ I can be your fool. We can make friendship bracelets and finish each other’s. Sentences. ‘So anyway, what’s your thing? What do you like doing, apart from reading comics?’

‘Gaming. You could say it’s my main source of joy.’ I’m being real with it. Although I can’t give too much away. If I tell her about all the streaming and comments and stuff, and she does hear about Existor, I don’t want her to put two and two together.

‘Pleasure.’

‘Huh?’

‘You said gaming brings you joy. There’s a difference between joy and pleasure. Like, birthday cake brings you pleasure, a loving family brings you joy.’

‘But I love video games.’

‘And I used to love scrolling on my phone, but I can’t say it brought me “joy”. Look, I don’t think pleasure’s a bad thing, as long as you don’t confuse the two. Nothing online brings joy.’

‘Like, I hear what you’re saying, but not everything online is toxic.’ I have to stand up for Existor, and my online supporters.

Tara rolls her eyes. ‘Oh please. All that concentrated hatred in one place, plus all the fakery of pretending your life’s amazing, people feeling the need to post coz they think it makes them relevant, why would anyone choose it? For a couple of videos and some likes?’

‘I dunno, I guess I don’t get much joy from being in the real world.’ I think me and her are opposites in that way. She looks at me like she got more to say on this, but I bet it’s just pity, and I don’t want none of that, so I skip the cut scene and move the conversation forward. ‘What about you, what’s your thing?’

‘Chess, mainly. I’m part of a club that meets in the library. That’s where Miss Chowdhury scouted me as friendless weirdo, I was playing against myself. And reading comic books, obvs.’

‘I don’t think you’re a weirdo.’ Just gotta put that out there. ‘She’s proper safe though, Miss Chowdhury, I don’t know what I’d do without her.’ There’s another quiet acknowledgement between me and Tara, like the library was there to save us both. Damn, I’m letting this convo get away from me again. I’m manifesting damp vibes here, Mr Moistness, I’m sure the cocoa butter in her bag is side-eyeing me right now. Rein it in, Fred. ‘If you’re part of a chess team, how comes you’re not friends with them?’

‘People don’t have to be friends with each other just because they’re on the same team.’ Tara almost seems baffled by the question. ‘You need a connection, you need rapport, things in common, you need to actually like someone on a personal level if you’re gonna be friends with them.’ Can’t lie, I’m a bit gassed when she says that. Does that mean we’re friends?

‘Maybe you could do some trust exercises with your chess squad, build that connection,’ I suggest. ‘You get them to stand on a chair and fall backwards. But instead of catching them, you let them fall and hurt themselves. Because rule number one on the streets: don’t trust anyone.’

‘Noted. And rule number two?’

‘Trust everyone. The street’s got your back.’

‘You’re actually a problem,’ she laughs.

‘Yeah? I’m a good kisser too. Well, I would be if I found a willing participant.’ Gulp. I have no idea where that came from.

‘Yeah, well, keep looking, I’m sure you’ll impress someone with your invaluable street knowledge and animals facts. You had any kissing practice?’ She asks me so casually, so freely, that my mind works faster than The Flash to solve this equation. Can’t make a big deal out of it, because she’s so cool, and I don’t wanna lie.

‘Well, the back of my hand and the mirror have never complained.’ I’m due a practice session, refresher course. ‘Also, I did try to kiss a Venus flytrap once and it closed immediately. Three stars.’

‘You know, you are pretty funny. Don’t get gassed.’ She quickly rolls her eyes at my reaction. ‘Is there a girl in school you’ve got your eye on?’

Only one person comes to mind.

‘There’s this girl, Clare, she’s pretty great.’ I said that way too excitedly.

‘And does this Clare know that you think she’s pretty great?’ Tara asks me, grinning.

Oh god, how do I tell her that Clare is one of the people in the group that I’m trying to destroy slash perhaps secretly want to join now that Jackson’s been kicked to the curb.

‘She knows not,’ I say sadly. I point my chin in the direction of where Clare is sitting with the others.

‘Wait, you’re talking about Clare in Year Nine?’ Tara’s smile slides off her face as she studies the group.

‘The very same.’

‘I don’t know her, but I know what people say about her. She’s friends with that Ola girl? Apparently neither of them are very nice.’

Yeah, I reply in my head, but at least they’re popular. Lately I don’t know which one I’d rather be.

I shake myself. Nice, of course I’d rather be nice. I think.

 

You know what, today was alright. Jackson got his comeuppance, and I had a chat with Tara, which I definitely enjoyed. My first proper friend who’s not a flipping adult librarian. Of course the good vibes don’t last.

At dinner, Mum’s regressed into some kind of bathrobe phase. We’re getting more deliveries, even basic groceries like eggs and milk, and the living room is slowly morphing into her bedroom. At least she’s showering, so there is that.

The mood at dinner is slightly more optimistic than a funeral. I don’t know if it’s the fact that we’re creeping closer to the end of the month, and all the Mamoune stuff is weighing on us, or what. I’ve missed a few more calls from Dad, but I know that he’s been chatting to Mum every night.

We’re all sat there looking dejected, except Ezra who’s positively fuming. He’s not touched his tinned tomato soup and oven-baked garlic bread.

‘What did Dad say?’ he eventually demands from Mum.

‘What did Dad say about what?’ I ask.

‘Relax, this isn’t about you,’ he switches up on me, before turning back to Mum. ‘I know you been on the phone to him, when is he coming back?’

‘Is he coming home?’ I ask Mum, panicking. He can’t come back yet – I haven’t patterned anything like I said I would.

Ezra’s tapping his foot under the table.

Mum just shakes her head, frowning at her untouched plate. ‘Not yet,’ she eventually replies.

‘What do you mean, not yet? Did you even tell him about that yoot that’s been troubling Taien? What have you guys been talking about?’ Ouch. To be fair, I completely forgot to bring it up too, I been so caught up in F’low and Existor’s glow-up, I haven’t really checked in with Taien. All this was for him, and now I’m moving like I left him on read. Maybe Ezra’s got a point.

Nah, Fred, chill, you’re not in the wrong here, I think to myself. I already gave Taien the solution, keep his head down and avoid Felix, what more is there to do? Ezra’s just tryna groom Taien into a smaller version of himself, into some angry little mini-me.

‘So it’s like that, yeah, no one’s gonna answer me?’ Ezra scowls at me and Mum. I mind it less when he disrespects me, I’ve grown used to it, but when he talks to her like she’s not a grown woman, it still gets to me.

Ezra moves so aggressively with her it makes my blood boil. I do feel bad for Taien, and yeah, maybe I could be more involved, but nobody talks to me about it, I just assumed the problem sorted itself. And yeah, I miss Dad just as much as anyone, and I know Ezra misses him too, but rather than just coming out with it and saying that, he’s turned it into an attack on Mum.

‘Yo, you need to chill,’ I tell him.

‘I ain’t chilling, bruv, I’m looking for a straight answer,’ Ezra rants. ‘What’s wrong with you? What’s wrong with this family? Fred getting bottles dashed at him like it’s nothing. Taien gets stepped to and you tell him to ignore it. And what, I’m supposed to sit back, act like everything’s cool? It’s like Dad leaves and you man just fall apart. I’m not gonna accept these bozo genes from you any more.’

‘Ezra,’ Mum warns.

‘No, don’t “Ezra” me. You’re living in your bathrobe twenty-four seven, this guy’s locked away in his room.’ He angrily gestures at me. ‘Meanwhile I’m out here picking up Taien, who’s following in your footsteps –’ he points at me here – ‘and you’ve just given up.’ He stands, catching us all by surprise. ‘And you wonder why I don’t like coming home? I’m sick of this family, I’m sick of nobody getting no respect,’ and then he punches his bowl of soup.

Mum does a little scream, and Taien bursts into tears.

‘Stop it!’ he shouts, but Ezra keeps punching, over and over again, his fist raining down, as soup and bits of broken ceramic go flying, splattering the whole table. When he’s done, there’s this ringing silence as he stands there. I can’t tell what’s dripping down his hand, whether it’s blood or tomato soup.

‘Bun the lotta you!’ Ezra yells, before crashing out the front door, and we hear it slam shut behind him. Mum’s leaning on the table, the colour drained from her face.

‘Fred, take your brother upstairs while I clean up this mess.’ Her voice sounds a million miles away.

Talk about storm in a teacup. I’m trying to see it from Ezra’s POV, but I just can’t make sense of it. Things don’t need confronting all the time, problems can be solved peacefully. If I’m scared of a feral dog in a cage, I can just avoid the cage as a guarantee not to get bitten. Ezra wants Taien to get in the cage, dressed in a cat costume, and fight the dog in hand-to-hand combat. It’s just not constructive. Now Ezra’s all riled up, flipping out coz he thinks his way is the only way, and I don’t know what it’ll take for him to even out. Times like this, I miss Mamoune.

I take Taien up and tell him he can chill in my room. It’s a bit of a treat for him because he’s not usually allowed in here, and he loves rolling around on the bed. Except tonight he doesn’t roll around. He just sits and watches me play video games. No Existor or streaming tonight – just me and the game. It feels peaceful, but there’s also a part of me itching to get onto my phone and check my F’low account. I can’t ignore him though. Taien’s huddled up, patiently waiting for me to entertain him.

‘Have you been doing what I told you?’ I ask him. ‘Are you staying away from that kid at school?’

‘I’m trying, but sometimes he follows me,’ Taien says, biting his lip. ‘And even when I’m walking away, he says mean things to me.’ Poor kid, man, he’s too young to be dealing with this.

‘Yeah, I hear it,’ I tell him, ‘but the longer you ignore him, eventually he’ll get bored with picking on you.’ I’m not sure if that’s right, I don’t think the Unthinkables would ever get bored of tearing me down, but they’re teenagers, they got more stamina. At Taien’s age, their attention span is ten to fifteen seconds, including ad breaks. Plus Dad would probably say ‘just be yourself’, which has never worked for me, and Ezra’s just gunning for bloodshed. Of the three of us, I know whose advice is the most practical. And painless. I double down on it. ‘Like I said, keep your head down and wait it out. If he does step to you, walk away. Alright?’

‘OK.’ His voice is small, and he’s not looking at me. But the verbal confirmation is enough. He’s got this.

Now, I know how much he loves Minecraft, so I stick that on to cheer him up. It’s a world-building game where you have this infinite void in front of you, and you build as you go. You keep moving forward, building, moving forward, and before long, you turn around, and you can see everything you’ve ever done. All the decisions you’ve made, good and bad. And then you carry on, into the infinite unknown.

 

These last couple days I been stuck in my head, like, this past week has been a lot. So much has happened: I’ve lived through Existor’s come up, and Jackson’s downfall, and then with all the Taien stuff, I haven’t had the mental space to enjoy my weekend. He’s just a kid. He’s powerless. Everything that happens in his life right now depends on the decisions of people older than him. Mealtimes, finding his shoes, charging his iPad, where he’s going, what he’s doing, he’s at the mercy of us all. So it’s actually heartbreaking that he’s got no control over anything, and he’s got this wasteman kid making his life horrible. It’s like being in a pitch-black room and getting kicked like Annie, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it. I told him to run and hide, but seeing him nervously ghost around the house all weekend, watching his spirit slowly dying out with every passing minute, I wish there was another option. It’s got me feeling as powerless as he is.

How did I tell my dad that I’d handle business, and immediately things at home fell apart even more? They need me to be better. That’s the only thing I can do, show up, lead by example. After the bottle-throwing incident, I ended Jackson’s ambition. He thought he was a bottomless brunch, and I finished him like an English breakfast. It felt good, I felt empowered. If I can harness that again, maybe I can empower my brother one day too.

Staring at the loading screen for Battlecry Arena on Sunday night, there’s three hundred people waiting for me to jump into the game. But I can’t do it. Tara was right, about life happening off screen. Fred is out here struggling in the real world, if only he could be more like Existor. But Existor’s influence only goes so far. And what have I done with it? Forwarded some rumours, and got revenge on Jackson? What about me? What have I really, truly gained from this, like, how much has my life actually improved? Yeah, it’s been a blessed week, I’ve gone from being a background trombone player to the guy waving the stick in an orchestra, but nobody else knows that. To them I’m still just Frank. I take a deep breath and lean back in my chair, I need to organise my thoughts.

Fred doesn’t have to be like Existor, Fred is Existor.

We are the same person.

I don’t need to keep them apart, I need a fusion.

We have influence. Everyone at school believes whatever I post . . .

So what if Existor posted about Fred? If they believe that Jackson lives under a bridge, they’ll believe anything. I can literally hype myself up, and they won’t suspect a thing. Fred won’t have to be a loser any more. And if I’m not a loser at school, I won’t be a loser at home. I can show up as the best version of me, everywhere I go. Which means everybody wins.

I start typing.

 

Fred Rako, silent Shellder or unsung Charizard? After his successful but top-secret trial at Millwall fell through due to shoulder surgery, Fred has been training with French coach Jean-Luc Eustokine, as well as nursing asthmatic puppies back to full health. Put some respect on this guy’s name.

 

Obviously it’ll be too bate if I send that off now, don’t want people to immediately assume I’m Existor. I need to hype other people and sandwich it in between those. I type a new one to go out first, throw people off the scent.

 

Jamie in Year Nine is dating an American supermodel. She goes to private school and gets dropped off in a lambo.

 

This guy’s gonna be so baffled, but he’d be an idiot to deny it. I’m not sure how realistic it is though, so I amend it to ‘dating a hand model from Peterborough’. The next one I type is just for shiggles.

 

Kate Li’s great-grandad invented the Macarena. Every time you do that dance, her family get royalties.

 

With my posts drafted, it’s time to send them out. Jamie, Fred, Kate.

Sending, sending, sending, and they’re gone. Green tick. Hang in there, Taien, Imma build myself up and pull you up with me. If I eat, we all eat, and there’s a seat at the table with your name on it. Hopefully.
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POPULARITY UNLOCKED

The effect is immediate. When I walk through the school gates the next morning, a kid spuds me. Nobody ever spuds me, especially a complete stranger. I honestly forgot about yesterday’s post, for a sec I thought this kid was doing a practical joke. I half expected him to pull his fist away at the last minute.

Things get more intense when I’m actually walking around school. Students nudging each other as I go past, and not because I’ve got toilet paper trailing from my shoe, or a cockroach glue trap stuck to my elbow. No, this is more like excitement, something that’s not quite admiration, but not far off. Which is probably how African parents feel when their kids don’t become doctors or lawyers by age twelve.

‘Yo, that’s him, the kid who had a trial at Millwall.’

‘Him? Are you sure? He’s built like Pinocchio.’ I ignore that one.

‘Trust, I swear it’s him.’

‘The football guy? Yeah, I’ve seen him about. Always by himself, I thought he was a loser. I had no idea he was like some kinda low key pro or something.’

‘I wanna play him at a one v one. See how long I last.’

‘Bruh, he’ll destroy you in, like, three minutes. He’s been trained by the French.’ That’s more like it.

‘You think he’s got a girlfriend?’

‘Probably.’

He does not. As certain as I am that the sky is blue, that the birds sing and that water is wet, I do not have a girlfriend. But what they don’t know won’t hurt them.

I could get used to this, I think. Especially when I hear one kid say, ‘He saves puppies and he’s training for Millwall? Where did this guy come from?’ I actually find myself smiling. And when I deep it, this is like a proper big deal: I’m smiling at school. Like, genuinely. I am Fred, and I’m happy at St Mark’s. It sounds oxymoronic.

In the toilet, some guys are talking about Jamie and his hand-model girlfriend from Peterborough. As predicted, he has neither confirmed nor denied this claim. From my toilet cubicle where I lay my stools, I’m privy to the tea that everyone’s drinking.

‘You think that Jamie kid is Existor? Trying to cover himself?’

‘It would make sense. How could that wet yoot bag a model?’

‘She’s a hand model, might not be that leng. Why add that detail if he really is Existor and making it up for clout?’

‘Maybe he’s rich, or his family’s rich.’

‘You saying she could be a gold digger?’

‘I’m saying I don’t think Jamie’s Existor, which means the stuff in the post is true.’

‘Yeah, like that Fred kid. He’s a pro footballer, you know?’

And I mean, yeah, it’s not great that they’re being kinda misogynistic about a fictional girl I’ve just invented, acting like a fifteen-year-old working model would only date Jamie if he had money. Like she has a job, and would be in the highest percentile of earners in her entire year group, but they think she would still be gold digging? But at the same time, they’re also talking about me – and it’s good.

I’m safe. Nobody suspects me. This is going better than I ever could’ve planned. I no longer feel like a side character, Fred’s getting his own spin-off. I don’t know what I’d call it though. Maybe, What Happens Offline. Or something better, it’s a working title.

In registration, things go up another level. Everyone’s got their heads turned, staring at me. I can feel the heat radiating from my face, it’s not used to all this attention. It’s still better than being invisible though. Especially because Jackson’s glaring at me from his seat at the front corner of the room. His relegation from the Unthinkables stings him even more, now that I’ve leapfrogged him in popularity. He’s still watching me when Zuki walks past my desk and stops.

‘Aye, Fred, is that you, yeah? Millwall? How come you ain’t never kicked ball with us?’

Maybe because you’ve made my entire life miserable for the last three years, and I’d rather kick a concrete pillar than kick a ball with you?

I shrug at him. This is the first time he’s ever spoken directly to me without any kind of insult or threat. The only thought going through my head is that I could destroy him with one Existor post. Tell the world he has rabies, and his hairline is drawn on with a marker pen.

But then I look at him. This kid who leads our year. Who everyone wants to chill and be seen with. And as much as I hate it, there’s a teeny-tiny part of me that wants that too.

‘Is it true you’re amazing at football?’ Clare leans over then. I hate that I’m loving this.

‘Yeah, I guess,’ I reply, making my voice a bit deeper. You guess? You trained under Jean-Luc Eustokine, or whatever the stupid made-up name was. I need to be more convincing. ‘I see team formations whenever I close my eyes.’ OK, rein it in. You’re doing the most now.

‘Well, I’d love to hear more about it. You live near New Cross, don’t you? I know some good bubble tea places.’

Um, firstly, is Dayo cool with this? Are they even going out still? He hasn’t been pictured on her F’low account in a minute. And secondly, yes, yes and yes. Even if bubble tea is the most wastemanic, childish, out of touch with reality drink that only posh twenty-year-olds and anime schoolgirls are into. It’s not like you’d ever see two Russian geniuses sipping bubble tea while talking about philosophy.

At the end of registration, as they make their way past my desk, Zuki actually spuds me. Second time today that’s happened. And I am absolutely freaking loving it.

 

The Fred fanclub furore continues at lunchtime. I have to admit, I kinda wasn’t prepared for this. It was cool for a bit this morning, but it’s also becoming a lot. The price of fame, I guess. I don’t know how the popular kids do it, it must be exhausting being switched on all day, knowing everyone’s watching you. I put my head down and go to my favourite table in the far corner, trying not to pay attention to all the whispering and pointing. Good or bad, being such a massive blip on people’s radar feels somewhat discomforting.

Jamie doesn’t seem to be struggling. My guy’s beaming, he’s got a couple heads around him, laughing as he no doubt discusses the Existor post and his fictional girlfriend whose existence he has yet to deny.

I’ve been sitting here watching Jamie all this time, and barely notice someone making their way over. Tara. It makes me both relax and panic.

Has she heard anything? Does she know the school is currently obsessed with me right now? And that it’s all fake? My butt clenches and I accidentally knock my Fanta.

‘Hey, you,’ she says.

‘Greetings and salutations.’ Oh my god, did I just say that? I think I’m gonna throw up in my mouth. Why am I being weird? We’ve already confirmed we’re friends.

‘You mind if I sit?’ she asks.

‘That depends, did Kara Zor El mind that Superman made it to Earth several years before her?’

‘Kara Zor El got done dirty. As the older of the two, why call her Supergirl and not Superwoman. She’s been patronised ever since she landed on this undeserving planet, so yes, there is a chance she might be resentful that her little cousin was already living it up with the Justice League.’ She says all of that while standing with her tray. Any other day it might be charming, but people are looking, and I’ve already got eyes on me.

I pull out the chair next to me so she can sit.

‘Good point, fair enough,’ I say, and she grins. ‘What you up to after school? Wanna hang out?’ My mouth falls open. This popularity must have gone to my head. ‘Just as friends, obviously,’ I quickly add.

I brace myself, ready for my fragile ego to get obliterated. We’ll literally have to hold a funeral for my self-esteem. Maybe Ezra and Taien could say a few words. Guests could eat sausage rolls off of paper plates at the wake, and gossip about the cheap catering on their way home. It’s what my self-esteem would have wanted.

‘Sure. We could always go library,’ she says easily, and my heart relaxes. ‘I got homework to do, and with you there it might actually be fun.’ What a day. What a lovely day. ‘I’ll message you if my class runs late or anything, you can never tell with Ms Oraclova.’ That demon maths teacher, I know her too well. She once nearly ran me over outside Nunhead station. By accident, allegedly. ‘You got a phone?’ Tara reaches out her hand. Girl number. I’m about to get my first girl’s number. Friend girl, but it still counts.

‘Sure.’ My hand is shaking as I hand her my phone to put her number in. What if she sees that I only have four contacts, two of which are my parents. One is the Aldi customer service number from the time I thought I got food poisoning from a beef wellington, and the last one is Taien’s school for the odd occasion that I have to pick him up. I never even saved Ezra’s number, I just scroll down my text messages and call it from there; I recognise it coz it’s got loads of eights.

Oh god, what if she goes through my photos too? I took a selfie of myself crying for absolutely no reason. In fact, I took it from different angles to see which side had more tears. And there’s the one of the inside of my mouth when I thought my tooth was infected, it’s really gross. I’m pretty sure I deleted the video where I dance to Whitney in my mum’s swimming costume, that one was a haunting image.

‘Done.’ She gives me my phone back, and I quickly check that none of the other apps are open. Just act casual, Fred, as far as she knows you have lots of girls’ numbers in your phone.

‘You’re the only one.’ Crap, I said that out loud. Great, now she’s baffled.

‘The only what?’ She raises her eyebrows. Have I ruined it before it’s even started? This friends situation is slipping away. ‘Wait, am I the only girl’s number in your phone?’ OK, now she’s grinning, slyly mocking it. I think I’m in the clear.

‘No. Yes. Does my mum count?’

‘You tell me.’

‘I think it counts. Also, my brother’s school is in there, and the receptionist is a woman. So, joke’s on you.’

‘You’re weird.’ She chuckles and shakes her head. ‘And there is no joke on me, that doesn’t make sense.’

‘Some things just don’t make sense.’

‘Oh yeah? Like what?’

‘I dunno, like mullets. Or pelicans, like, why have a bird, make it the same size as a small child, and then add big googly eyes and a bucket for a mouth. It’s built wrong.’

‘Ha ha, fair. And what’s wrong with mullets?’

‘The way they look.’

‘Isn’t that just a question of taste?’

‘Yeah, people with mullets have poor taste. It’s all “hey, look at me, I have an asymmetrical haircut, even though I probably have the money for a normal trim”. Nobody has ever looked better with a mullet than they would without it. Bunch of 2D characters convincing themselves they’re in 3D. If I wanted to stand out, without looking like an eighties crocodile wrestler, I’d probably just get a face tattoo. Or listen to Rizzlekicks.’

‘Don’t come at Rizzlekicks. Jordan is ageing like a fine wine.’

When the bell goes, it’s bittersweet. I could stay here chatting all day, like, the conversation is so easy. But just knowing that I’ll be chilling with Tara again in a couple hours, it takes the sting out of the afternoon’s lessons.

I’m light-headed the entire way to geography. Even when I get there and sit down, my eyes are glued to the clock. It’s difficult to pay attention, not that I’m missing much anyway. Rocks and riverbeds – the end. Zuki and Dayo are still being cool with me, so at least there’s that. In fact, the whole class is moving different, nodding at me, moving their bags out the way when I walk past, no snide remarks or put-downs. It’s like I’ve been given a cheat code for an optic forcefield.

I can’t believe I came up with a plan to empower myself, and it’s actually working. I did that. After holding more Ls than a driving school, it feels new and strange to be holding a W for once.

 

‘Ah, Fred, it’s been a while, are you OK?’ Miss Chowdhury’s standing in the doorway of the library, while I dawdle in the corridor. Her smile radiates warmth, she’s like a beardless female Santa.

‘You know what, miss, I am very OK.’ This is so different to our last encounter.

She chuckles and raises an eyebrow. ‘Very OK? I’m glad to hear it.’

At that point, Tara appears at the end of the corridor, happily waving at us. The sun shining through the windows bounces off her mouth braces, like sparkling rainbows of pure joy. Miss Chowdhury looks at Tara, then at me, then back at Tara, and I can almost see her have a light-bulb moment. ‘I see.’ She gives me a knowing smile, the kind of smile strangers give each other on the bus when a cute baby makes eye contact with them.

‘Hi, miss.’ Tara finally joins us. ‘Me and this one are gonna hop on screen eight, if that’s alright.’

‘Of course,’ Miss Chowdhury replies, almost bursting with pride at her little experiment to make us friends. ‘Have fun, poppets.’ She happily shuffles round behind her desk and lets Tara drag me over to screen eight. All the monitors here are numbered. Like cattle. And they’re noisy like cattle too. Whooshing, buzzing, whirring, I’m pretty sure our computer just coughed when Tara turned it on.

‘I need you to quiz me,’ Tara says once she’s logged in.

‘Right.’ I understand the assignment. ‘What colour does Kermit go when he gets seasick?’ Tara presses an imaginary buzzer.

‘He’s a frog, he doesn’t get seasick,’ she answers.

‘Correct. Science – what are three body parts that sound like they could be planets?’

‘Fibula, deltoid . . . and uterus?’

‘Weirdly, yes, that was kinda impressive. Last one. Philosophy – how many light bulbs does it take to change a person?’

‘I guess that depends, on whether or not you find the right light bulb.’ This time she didn’t pretend to buzz, she actually gave it a couple seconds thought.

‘Wrong. The answer is seven. Seven light bulbs.’

Tara chuckles and turns back to the screen. She puts her serious face on and loads up the actual quiz. I start reading out science questions, and she answers them with her eyes closed and her head tilted away. Can’t lie, these are proper hard, asking about the process of checking radioactive material or whatever. What is she, Tony Stark? I am properly impressed when she gets eight out of ten of them right. I would’ve got half a point for writing my name correctly and then faked an emergency to get out of it. Toothache. Dead cat. Cat died of toothache. Wow, this is morbid. Maybe I should just fail the imaginary test and get on with my life.

‘Is there anything else you need me to do?’ I offer when Tara switches to her English homework.

‘No, it’s just boring comprehension work. I read information from one page, answer questions on the other.’ She turns to me and flashes her shiny smile. ‘I am very grateful for the company though.’ Then she squints her eyes. ‘Actually, you know how you can help?’

‘How?’ A Year Nine like myself probably isn’t equipped to help with Year Ten homework.

‘For every question I answer, you need to sing me a song.’

‘But I can’t sing.’

‘Even better. Extra motivation for me then.’ And just like that, she’s got me singing. Badly, and under my breath, but it’s happening. My voice is so bad it could kill an evergreen. The closest I can describe it is if a whale had a cold. Screechy and nasal in all the wrong places.

For Tara, it’s comedy gold. And she’s spot on about the extra motivation, I’ve never seen someone tear through homework so quickly. She power-reads, and soon writes out the answers, picking songs that we both know the words to. After my Frank Ocean impersonation, she’s laughing so much there’s tears streaming down her face. A couple times I see Miss Chowdhury looking over at us, beaming like a proud parent on sports day.

We’re done within half an hour. Tara can’t stick around too long after this, she’s watching the Arsenal women’s game with her brother.

‘Do you play?’ she asks.

‘Lol, is that a serious question?’

‘Right, I knew it, you’re more of a rugby guy,’ she says, nudging me with her knee.

‘Rugby? That’s even worse!’ Terrible sport. ‘Rugby is for broad, floppy-haired, cauliflower-eared, hyphenated-surnamed beer chuggers with the same collective amount of teeth as an ageing Yorkshire terrier. Whenever anyone says “I don’t watch football, I watch rugby”, as though it makes them cool, they’re probably the type of person who goes to Bali to “find themselves”. As though life is a real game of Where’s Wally?’ I take a deep breath. ‘Finding yourself doesn’t make sense, you are exactly where you are, and if you need proof of that, look in a mirror. As if spending eight hundred quid on a flight to a rainforest, where the tour guide thinks you’re a doughnut, and where you can stroke a captive baby elephant, will solve all your problems. It won’t give you the personality makeover you need, you’ll still come back to the real world. Also, the collars on rugby shirts annoy me. Why attempt the formal look when you’re covered in mud and you have a gum shield? The collar is useless.’ Silence. Tara’s eyes are comically wide.

‘Jeez, get off the fence, Fred, tell us how you really feel.’

‘Sorry, I don’t know what happened there.’ I pretend to dab sweat off my forehead. ‘I must’ve got riled up. Quick, I need a distraction, before I go off on one again.’ Tara jumps to her feet.

‘How about this?’ She starts air-guitaring, shaking her hips and pulling faces. It proper makes me laugh, the faces she’s making are wild. When she starts baring her teeth and snorting, it’s my turn to have tears rolling down my face. She’s actually clowning, I love it. But then I hear something. Our entire section of the library has turned round to observe Tara. Someone says, ‘Yo, is that the Millwall kid? Who’s he with?’ Tara doesn’t hear it, not that she’d know what it means, but I sink a little lower in my chair, the smile dropping from my face.

‘What do you think? Any notes?’ Tara’s a little breathless when she finally sits back down.

‘Please don’t do that again,’ I mumble with a weak smile.

She laughs, but she doesn’t know I’m being semi serious.

 

‘Which way you headed?’ Tara asks as we head out the school gates.

‘Queens Road. WBU?’

‘I’m going Lewisham, there’s not many places that show women’s football. But I can walk you to the bus stop?’ Like that’s a question I would ever say no to.

‘I enjoyed myself today,’ I tell her. Mostly. I leave out the part where I didn’t enjoy her silly dancing in public, but I’m not gonna ruin it. Overall, today was pretty special. And that’s all down to Tara. ‘I wanna hang out more.’

She relaxes into a smile. ‘Good,’ she says. ‘Because I got this thing coming up. It’s a chess tournament, they’re hosting it at our school, eighty participants, and I was kinda hoping for support. My brothers can’t make it, and I’m short on friends right now, but, yeah, I dunno, I like you too. I think you’re cool.’

She thinks I’m cool. She likes me. Not, like, like-like, but even singular like is more than I’ve ever had at St Mark’s. At least it was, before the Existor post about me.

But public chess, on school premises . . . it could ruin me before I’ve even been made.

She does these fake puppy-dog eyes. ‘I get it if you’re not on it, I’ll just be devastated and hold it against you if you say no.’

‘Yes.’ I said yes. Why did I say yes? My definition of hanging out was more like bowling or going to the cinema, stuff regular people do. ‘I’ll definitely be there.’ Stop, Fred, it’s a maybe at best.

‘Great. Well, it’s in a few days. I got your number, I’ll message you the deets.’ We fist-bump to say goodbye. Handshake is too formal, hug is too big a step right now. I think we found the sweet spot.

It’s only when I turn my internet on, and my phone starts pinging with notifications, that I remember my F’low account. I don’t know how that happened. Over the last couple hours, there was no shy Fred. And no Existor. I was just me.

 

A lot happens over the next few days. Like, a lot, a lot. I got more missed calls from Dad, and text messages I don’t reply to. I’m running out of time. It’s now only a week till he’s back. I need to keep stepping things up.

Kids at school are still seeing me. A Year Seven accidentally kicked a bottle cap into my shoe, and he apologised. I think he half expected me to kick it back, which, if I was an actual footballer, I might have done.

Even on the bus yesterday, I was listening to ‘A Whole New World’ from Aladdin, and my headphones came out. With all the shuffling around, it started playing out from my phone instead, in front of all the students, and nobody laughed at me. There were a couple chuckles and an awkward smile, but nothing more.

The biggest change has definitely been with the Unthinkables though. Since the Millwall post, they’re really warming up to me. If I’m chosen to read out loud in class, there’s no eye-rolling or laughing if I mispronounce something. And this morning when I walked in, dare I say it, they kinda looked happy to see me. Whatever was going on with Clare and Dayo, it seems to have petered out. Tbf, I hadn’t seen them holding hands in a while, and he recently featured BBL Phoebe in one of his F’low posts. I wish they’d had a big a fight or something, some public spat where she splashed a drink in his face and stormed off, truly cementing her single status. I guess now that Jackson’s left, the delicate balance of their ecosystem is under too much strain to deal with a messy break-up.

Tara joins me at lunch again today. I still been dipping into my usual hidden corner at times to avoid all the attention. It takes some getting used to, for real. But to be honest I’ve had to go back to avoiding the library – I don’t want all the cool kids seeing me go in there now, not when my new rep is starting to take off. I feel kinda bad for ghosting Miss Chowdhury, but she’s a big girl. Woman. Teacher. Whatever. And Tara hasn’t brought it up, probably because I been having lunch with her more frequently.

Her chess tournament is tonight, and I been looking forward to it, going along to cheer her on and see her do her thing. That’s what friends do, right, support your peeps. It makes me feel kinda guilty that all this stuff is going on with me, and she has no idea.

‘Hey, you,’ she says.

‘Hey, me.’

‘So I was thinking, after the tournament, if it finishes early enough, maybe we could hit up the library? Miss Chowdhury said she’s got the New 52 run from DC.’

Maybe I could duck into the library – it’ll be after hours, and I could wear a baseball cap pulled low over my face, or go all-out and wear a bally . . . I stall for time.

‘How’d she get those?’ I ask, feeling a bit out of the loop.

‘A comic book store was closing down in her area, and giving stuff away.’

If this was two weeks ago, my immediate response to Tara’s offer would be a resounding YES. I probably wouldn’t even need Existor if this had happened earlier. I would have had a certified friend, a real one, at school, who I’m allowed to chill with in public. We could’ve been two besties, geeking out in the library without a care in the world. The problem with St Mark’s though is that you’re never guaranteed to catch a break. The terrible timing of devastating events is indiscriminate here.

‘Yo, Fred, is that you, yeah?’ Zuki and Dayo are approaching with Clare and Ola. ‘Man like Fred chatting to a Year Ten and that?’

I’m blindfolded and my stomach just fell off a cliff. My mind goes completely blank. Both Tara’s eyebrows are raised all the way up in shock at their sudden appearance.

‘Don’t worry, we ain’t tryna ruin your game, playa.’ Zuki nods at Tara with a leering smile. She’s straight-faced, not reacting at all. Oh god, make it stop.

‘What you sayin, who’s your friend?’ Dayo asks. This wasn’t the plan. Well, it was and it wasn’t.

‘This is Tara.’

‘Tara, yeah?’ Zuki thinks he’s being charming, but he sounds like a washed-up forty-year-old with five baby mums and a wonky crucifix tattoo on his chest. ‘You two know each other from Millwall?’ Oh god, I’m dying inside. Tara doesn’t answer him, but I can see confusion on her face. ‘I’m just saying, girls can play football too.’

‘I was aware. Thank you,’ Tara says. It’s clear she hates him, hates them all. I mean, I do too, obviously. Except . . . Zuki is still here, like he wants to chat, and I kinda wanna chat to him too. And Clare keeps staring at me, I can see her mind is working. Dayo seems to fancy Tara. This is all a big mess.

‘Cool, well, we’ll let you get back to your lunch with this fabulous specimen. And remember what I said, about training with us. Offer’s always open. For now.’ Zuki grins, not exactly radiating the rizz he thinks he is. Tara’s shooting daggers, she looks positively repulsed. He waits for her to respond with a smile or a nod or something, but she holds firm. His smile falters, same as a car engine stuttering uphill, and eventually he decides to leave.

‘See you in registration.’ He reaches out to spud me. Zuki, fist-bumping me like we’re chums, banditos, Dre and Snoop, Affleck and Damon, PB and J, Sabrina Carpenter and autotune.

‘Yeah, stay bless.’ Well would you look at that, code-switching goes both ways.

‘Your friend seems fun,’ Tara says as they walk off.

‘He’s not really my friend,’ I mutter.

‘Well he called you “playa”. Which reminds me, can you let him know this isn’t the nineties?’

‘I think he was saying “playa” as in the Spanish word for beach.’ I shake my fist in the general direction Zuki walked off in, pretending to shout angrily. ‘En Ingles, amigo. Soy estas kinder bueno.’ I don’t really know why I’m defending him, it just sort of comes out. ‘Don’t worry, he’ll think dos before trying anything like that again.’ Tara side-eyes me, but a little smile creeps onto her face.

‘Since when do you play football anyway?’ She knows I’m about as athletic as a rotisserie chicken. Half as tasty.

‘I told you, I’m not bad at FIFA. How hard can it be?’ I know the logic ain’t lodging, but how can I tell her that my online alter ego made it up as a rumour because I wanted to be friends with people who don’t care about me in order to boost my self-esteem, and hopefully be a better influence on my little brother, and show my dad he can be proud of me.

‘Do you even own a pair of football boots?’ she asks. I will not confirm or deny what I previously alluded to. But no, she can tell from my expression that I do not. ‘Well, if you ever do train, you can check the lost property, there might be plimsolls or something,’ she suggests.

‘Absolute refusal, activate!’ I do my Power Ranger morphing impression.

‘Why not?’

‘It’s just not something people do any more, going through lost property. It’s like eating meatloaf or playing the harp, a dead activity.’

‘What’s wrong with the harp?’ She pulls a face. ‘I think they’re kinda cool.’

‘Unless you’re a cartoon angel or recording a TV dream sequence, it doesn’t feel right. Not exactly gonna rock a motive by bringing out your harp. And I think musical instruments should be something you play, not something you straddle.’

‘That’s such a wild take. Whether or not you’re straddling it, you’re still playing it.’

‘I’m just saying, with, like, a ukelele, you can play it anywhere. You can play it in a lift, you can play it while running slowly, you can play it in a canoe, or in the cinema. Try doing any of that with a harp.’

‘I don’t think I’d want to.’ She shakes her head. ‘Everything you just said sounds inconvenient.’

‘Yeah, but at least I’d have the option. Like I said, an instrument shouldn’t be straddled. It’s not a broomstick.’

‘Wait, why are you straddling broomsticks?’

‘So I can jump off my bed and pretend I’m flying one.’

‘Again, why tho? You’re fourteen years old.’

‘Imagination has no age limits.’

‘Well, be careful around that Ali Express Chris Brown, I don’t trust him.’ The novelty isn’t lost on me that she’s looking out for me even if she don’t agree with me.

‘Anyway, you never answered me. About going to the library after my tournament later.’

‘Right, yeah,’ I reply, without thinking. ‘It’s a definite yes.’
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TEKKIEST OF BALLERS

I barely have time to sit down in afternoon registration, when I’m surrounded by the Unthinkables again.

‘Soooo, she seemed nice.’ Clare’s immediately in there, boy. ‘And she’s pretty.’ Um. What’s going on? She can’t be jealous. It’s just beyond reality, when did things I want to happen start happening?

‘Forget her, man,’ Zuki says. ‘Did you think about what I asked you? If you’d be willing to train with us.’ Wow, he’s really on this thing, isn’t he? ‘Remember, we spoke about it at lunch.’ You mean a whole twenty minutes ago? Yeah, I remember. I bite back the knee-jerk response.

I wanted them to like me, and this is how I can make that happen. Playing football with these guys is the way to join their inner circle. I can be one of them, finally. Or, you know, I could take them down like I did Jackson. Then Clare would finally see me for who I am, and I could be the leader. Zuki would be the one trailing after me. Orrr I could just enjoy this for now. Live in the moment. That sounds calm.

Except I’m terrible at football. One of my greatest fears is walking through the park when people are playing a game, and they ask me to kick the ball back to them. Ezra says I look like a penguin in a dance-off. But Zuki and Dayo don’t know that. I can say yes now, worry about it later. One step at a time.

‘Yeah, I’m down.’

‘Aite, we’ll catch you at training after school. You got studs?’ Zuki’s talking about football boots, not earrings. I get that through context. Look at me knowing stuff. Wait.

‘Today? I can’t make it today.’

‘Why not?’ Dayo enters the chat. ‘You just said you can.’

‘You got better things to do?’ Zuki raises an eyebrow.

‘Have you got plans with Tara?’ Clare puts unnecessary emphasis on Tara’s name. Oh god, I can’t exactly tell them we’re going to a neeky chess tournament, and then a library geek sesh with our favourite comics. We’re on school premises, hallowed ground – my fake rep as a footballer is nowhere near enough to save me a cooking if they find that out.

‘No, no plans,’ I tell them. This is my chance to make an excuse. Add a ‘but’, so I can sneak off after to support Tara.

‘And remember, if you make the team, you and me should go for bubble tea one of these days,’ Clare jumps in. I quickly side-eye Dayo, who doesn’t seem to care at all. I think Clare notices, because she grabs my hand and says, ‘Break a leg out there. Preferably not your own, you’ll need it to take me out.’

Damn, they’re making this impossible. Maybe I could do the football thing, impress Clare, and support Tara another time. She’s my friend, she’ll understand. Right?

‘I don’t need studs,’ I say to Zuki. Technically true, they won’t make a difference to how rubbish I am. What I need is an adult physique and several weeks training.

‘So you’re in?’ They’re all waiting on me for an answer.

‘I’m in.’

 

I got my head down, sneaking past the school hall at 3.30 p.m. People have started laying out rows of tables, two chairs either side, with chessboards and digital timers. There’s already dozens of students, not all of them from St Mark’s, making their way inside. They chatter excitedly among themselves, the soundtrack to my betrayal. Tara will understand, I try to reassure myself, it’s not that deep.

I go round the science block, out of view of the windows in the hall, and enter the changing rooms from the outside. Oh god, the PE changing rooms. Ops in every corner. I can’t say I’ve ever been here voluntarily. The smell is a vicious cocktail of feet and BO and shame. The type of smell that could wake an unconscious boxer, the whole place reeks of Tesco’s chicken when you take the packaging off. You’d need a fire extinguisher full of Febreze to even make a dent in these fumes. I have to hold my breath in small increments, the same way I do when I walk past a bin lorry.

For the athletes in the year, it’s a race to take off their shirts and show how generous puberty has been. For the rest of us, it’s a marathon to see who can keep their clothes on the longest, as we wait for the crowd to start slimming out. Only then is it socially acceptable to unveil our weird bodies in front of the other underdeveloped soft boys. I did google it; apparently I’m a late bloomer, a daffodil waiting to burst. The only problem right now is that it’s just us, me and the football group. When there’s thirty students doing PE, you can blend in with the other oddballs, wait for the cool kids to leave first. That’s harder to do when there’s only ten of us.

I know what I look like: the type of kid who’s spent the majority of their life playing video games in a battered leather armchair. I don’t mind being built like a toothpick. Timothée Chalamet’s had the same body type since he was ten years old, and he bagged a Jenner. Nah, the problem with me is that I look skinny and bloated at the same time, my body type is ‘pregnant greyhound’. And my pecs look like PG Tips, swollen little pyramids of doughy disappointment. Sometimes I squeeze them together to get the blood flowing, and hope I’ll wake up the next day looking like CR7.

‘We doing press-ups later? I didn’t do mine this morning.’ Zuki and Dayo are having the most riveting conversation beside me. Me do exercise. When you do exercise? We lift heavy thing? I’m not expecting them to discuss the latest articles in the Financial Times, I’m just saying, where’s the joy? Where’s the fun, the ideas, the gossip, the depth? If I’m being subjected to dead chat, at least describe your breakfast or your favourite M&Ms or something, that way I can relate. If doing exercise is the most interesting thing about you, you need to make some serious changes to your life.

‘I could always do with another set. I’m tryna bulk a bit more before I cut. How long d’you plank for?’

‘Three and half minutes.’

‘Weak, bro, you need to work on your core.’ Why does he need to work on his core? Is he an apple? Seriously though, what are they training for, the Olympics? There is no situation that calls for a fourteen-year-old to work out like they’re behind the wall. They’re not professional athletes, they’re not in a Michael Bay film, and they don’t frolic on the beach. Nobody frolics when they’re fourteen. We watch Netflix and we snack like demons, breaking only to scroll on our phones with the hand we haven’t been licking Cheetos dust off of. They prance around looking like the after shot of a protein commercial, while I still have to suck in my belly, pull my head and torso out my T-shirt while keeping my arms in, shield my stomach, and put another T-shirt on over that. Then all I have to do is shuffle my way out of my clothes like a snake shedding its skin.

‘Yo, Fred, why’d you take your top off like that?’

‘The temperature helps retain my bulk,’ I tell them. No way are they actually nodding along, these guys are ridiculous. The school system is failing.

I did take Tara’s advice in the end, I had to. About going to the lost property box in the corner of our PE teacher’s office. I got a plain T-shirt that’s about twelve sizes too big for me and smells like something died in it. And the only pair of shorts, which are way too short, the kind an eighties lifeguard wears by the side of the pool. After I’ve got them on, I check my phone where a message from Tara pings.

 

Tara

Hey, you on your way? We’ve started.

 

Fred

Can’t make it, something came up. Sorry!

 

Oh boy, this training session had better be worth it.

I walk out onto the football pitch, where Zuki, Dayo and the other wannabe Olympians are warming up. Either that or they’re dancing the Y.M.C.A. at an incredibly slow pace. I try copying them, reaching up, bending my arm, grabbing my elbow, but it’s very uncomfortable and I give up pretty quickly. Then they’re lunging, holding, stretching their calf muscles. I try doing that as well, and my knees start crackling like a bowl of Rice Krispies. One boy even looks over his shoulder to investigate where the noise is coming from.

Strolling around the edge of the pitch, kicking up dirt and stones with his hands in his pockets, is Jackson. He’s in his school uniform. Not so long ago, him and Zuki were co-captains of the football team.

‘Forget him,’ Zuki says, coming over to me with Dayo. He could see me eyeing up Jackson. Maybe he thinks I’m worried, when in actual fact I kinda feel sorry for the guy. If anything, I wish we could swap places right now.

‘I thought Jackson was really good at football,’ I tell them.

‘Yeah, well, he tried to mouth off at me after all the Existor stuff, so I told Mr Young about him sleeping under a bridge.’ Peak. I can’t believe it, Zuki’s actually smiling. He’s thrown his best disciple under the bus, and he fully seems pleased with himself.

‘You left-footed or right-footed?’ Dayo says.

‘Both.’ I’m such a sell-out for answering that question. Jackson is right there, miserable, and here I am playing football in his team.

‘Fair. You wanna go on the wing or as centre forward?’ Zuki’s practically rubbing his hands in excitement.

‘Wherever,’ I reply. It’ll make no difference anyway. I couldn’t kick a beach ball. I have about as much control over my limbs as a newborn baby, sometimes I even surprise myself by being able to jog slowly. And right now, I’m about to expose myself as the biggest fraud who lied about playing for Millwall. Except there’s a part of me that’s thinking, like, how hard can it be? You kick the ball to someone, and you run, and then kick it into that huge net. I’ve seen footballers in interviews, and most of them are as bright as a blackout. The only thing dimmer is a flickering candle in a dark room. If I use my brainpower over my lack of brawn, I can probably think my way into being good enough to pull this off.

Two minutes in, I’m instantly proved wrong in every way. I’m about as useful as a speed bump on a railway track. Thinking that a professional footballer is ‘someone who kicks a ball’ is like reducing an astronaut to ‘someone who goes up’. Technically true, but by that logic anyone on an escalator might as well be an astronaut.

Because of the Existor post, everyone on my team keeps passing to me. I swing my leg and kick thin air. I am not a tekky balla, bruv, I’m a cowardly lion, a floppy scarecrow and a passionless tin man, all rolled into one. Might as well be Dorothy too, walking the ghetto brick road.

The ball comes to me again. This time I barely have time to touch it, before a defender nicks the ball from me and sprays it out wide. When it happens again, someone shouts, ‘Ay, what’s the new guy doing, fam?’

Good question. I don’t have time to ponder the answer though, because Zuki is taking a throw-in, and he’s looking right at me. Oh please, no, it’s bad enough the ball is played along the floor, why’s it got to go in the air too? He throws it to me, and instead of moving to receive it, I jump to the side like a boy-band dance move. Someone barges me out the way, wins it back and immediately runs up the pitch with it.

‘Oh, come on, bro,’ another teammate moans, running past.

Yeah, this is going terribly. If it goes on any longer, they’ll sus that I am the furthest thing from a youth football prodigy you can get. I need this to end. I start hiding, getting into spaces where I know they can’t pass to me. It seems to work. When Dayo takes a corner, I’m pretending to tie my shoelace. Maybe this isn’t as hard as I thought. Stand next to their defenders, fiddle with my shorts, tie my other shoe, what next? Maybe I can fake a phone call. Pretend it’s David Beckham, he wants to sign me, or adopt me, or he needs help with a ten-piece puzzle.

No, Fred, no fake phone calls with David Beckham. It wouldn’t work anyway, he probably has a team of people to make his phone calls for him. Let me at least look like I’m trying a little bit, throw them off the scent and that.

Zuki plays the ball so that it lands near me, rolling perfectly for me to run onto it. What I’m going to do when I get there, I have no idea. One step at a time. I propel my body forward, arms and legs moving in sync like Tom Cruise. Except I have the acceleration of a baby’s cough and a top speed of seven miles per year.

Their defender starts closing in, he catches me up pretty quickly. And just as I approach the ball, literally a couple metres away, my stupid plimsolls slip, their grip non-existent. My right foot goes first, pulling the rest of my body with it. Miraculously, it makes contact with the ball, while their defender goes flying over me. The impact of the collision sends the ball soaring through the air and over the opposition keeper.

Somehow, I score my first goal.

Cheers ring all around, and Zuki comes rushing over to pat me on the back. Even Dayo looks impressed. I’m grinning sheepishly, I can’t help it. All the cheering and celebrating and hair ruffling, and all I had to do was drop like a sack of spuds and let my flailing baby limbs take the wheel. OK, I’ve scored my flukey goal. Now I can stay away from the ball for the rest of the game without raising suspicions. We’ll think of an excuse later.

I spend the next few minutes pretending to mark other players, whoever’s furthest away from the action. Only we get a corner kick, and Zuki comes racing over, encouraging me to get in the box. There’s all this jostling and shuffling, and I don’t like it at all. I take a step back from all the physical contact, which turns out to be a big mistake. Dayo’s crossed the ball to the only open player. Me. It comes flying at me, faster than I can think. Faster than I can duck. My life flashes before my eyes, the ball getting bigger and bigger as it makes its way towards my face. And then it hits me.

The force of it feels like I’ve been punched in the forehead by a battering ram. I stagger backwards, completely stunned. Like, I’m seeing stars and colourful dots. Don’t cry, Fred, not in front of these guys. I try to hold it in but I can feel my lip starting to wobble.

But I needn’t have worried, because there’s cheering, and suddenly my teammates are bundling me, pulling and pushing me in celebration.

‘Bruv, did you see that? Fred just scored a header from ten yards out.’

What is going on? Seriously, I’ve fallen over, and got a ball to the face, and suddenly I’m Leonardo Messi. This is exhilarating. It’s almost worth the concussion. It’s like getting a thousand notifications in one go. They love me, and not just for something I’ve done online, they actually love me. I’m an athlete, kinda.

Quit while you’re ahead, Fred. Ain’t no time to be a hero. I think I’ve done enough. I came, I scored, I plonkered. They won’t know the difference if I leave now.

I come up with an exit strategy. I’m not proud of it, but it needs to happen. Zuki’s on the ball, I know he’ll pass to me if I call for it. I find a bit of space.

‘Zuk, over here,’ I shout, waving my arms frantically. He obliges, and the ball comes rolling to my feet. Gotta time this perfectly. Here comes their defender. I stand there, waiting for him to tackle me, which he does. Just as he gets close enough to make contact, I roll my left ankle onto its side and throw myself to the floor. God, I hope that looked realistic.

‘Aargh! Aaargh. Arggghh.’ I don’t know why I’m screaming in short bursts, as though I’m trying to warn everyone of multiple ghosts. The poor defender who ‘tackled’ me is shouting too.

‘I didn’t touch him, I swear, I was nowhere near him!’ His hands are in the air like a bank cashier getting robbed, or a POC in America getting pulled over for littering. The players all start crowding me again while I writhe around on the floor, feeling bare pathetic. Maybe I could cry. Quick, Fred, think about something sad. Lol, my whole life is something sad. I’m currently rolling around in the dirt to impress people I don’t like. I was so proud of myself for scoring those flukey goals mere moments ago, and now I’m play-acting to escape humiliation. Great, now I might actually cry. Pull it together, Fred!

‘Is he alright?’ one of them asks, hovering over me. I wanna scream back that I’m not alright, that this sport is silly and they’re silly and I wanna go home. That probably wouldn’t be helpful though.

‘Yo, what happened?’

‘He was just running and his ankle crumpled into dust for no reason.’ Savage, but fair. At least I’m convincing.

‘Give him space, aye you man, let him sit up,’ Zuki says. I push myself up onto my hands and pretend to wince from the pain. ‘You wanna carry on?’ he asks. Absolutely bloody of course flipping not, what is he on? Can’t he see that I’m injured? That I’m very much fake-injured?

‘Nah, I’m gonna have to get an ice pack on it.’ I can see from the concern etched all over Zuki’s face that he believes Existor’s post about me. I scored two incredible goals and had to come off injured. That’s star quality. I’ve got his seal of approval. Now to hammer it home. ‘The physios at Millwall gave me orthopaedic shoes to play in, and my ankle’s not used to the weight distribution.’ Did that make any sense? Since when did Millwall’s medical department turn into Shoe Zone? I’m surprised by the stupidity of that sentence, and even more shocked to see the acceptance on Zuki’s face.

‘Bro, just bring the right shoes next time. You scored twice in your first session, we need you on our team right now, especially since Jackson left. I’ll chat to Mr Arnold tomorrow and tell him how well you played, fast-track the ting and that.’

There it is. Achievement unlocked, I am now a footballer. They want me back. I mean, there’s no way I’m ever doing this again, but they want me here.

‘Yeah, cool, cheers. I’ll come back with the right gear,’ I tell them. And start hobbling back towards the changing rooms. Crap, I’m pretty sure I’m limping on the wrong leg. Hopefully they won’t notice. When I pull out my phone, I’ve got a missed call from Tara and two follow-up messages.

 

Tara

I came fourth.

Hope you’re OK

 

Did . . . did I just get away with it? I think I did. She didn’t even ask why I wasn’t there. She seems more concerned than anything. This is amazing! I message her back saying I’m OK. She thumbs-ups the message. And that’s that. What a result.

 

When I get home, I poke my head round the living-room door.

‘Hey, Mum,’ I say. She’s still in her bathrobe.

‘Shrimpy, where’ve you been? I was worried when you didn’t come back from school on time.’ She notices then what I’m wearing: the short shorts, the grass-stained top, and my dirty, swollen face from getting whacked in the head by a football. She comes rushing over.

‘Fred, what happened? Are you OK? Did you get into a fight at school? Who did this to you? I’m calling your dad.’ She steps around, examining me, not wanting to touch me in case I got hidden injuries under my clothes. Why would she wanna call him now? I’m not Taien, I can look after myself, like, what is this? My days, she’s on the verge of the tears. Where was all this energy the last couple weeks when she was staring off into space and sleeping on the couch?

Ezra comes down the stairs then, the sound of shouting is like a beacon to him.

‘Rah, did someone bang you in the face?’ He comes in for closer inspection, but I nudge him away.

‘Mum, relax, I didn’t get mugged.’ I squeeze past her, limping towards the sacred snack drawer.

‘Well, what happened then?’ she asks, hand over her face.

I turn to her, and glance at Ezra, who’s hanging over the banister, dropping my voice an octave, pausing for the dramatic reveal as though we’re in a terrible action film.

‘Guys . . . I was playing football.’

There’s a long pause. Then . . .

‘Oh,’ Mum says. She just stands there saying nothing else. Ezra’s mouth is hanging open, and he’s frowning slightly.

‘Why did you say it like that?’ he asks.

‘Say it like what?’ I reply.

‘Like you’re in a L’Oréal commercial or something.’ He copies my voice in a silly, exaggerated Hollywood way, ‘“I was playing football”, making out like it’s a big deal or something.’ When he says it, I burst out laughing, I can’t help it, his frustration is sending me. Even Mum’s smiling and looking sheepishly to the side.

‘It was a little overdramatic,’ she says. She looks up at Ezra, and there’s a moment where we’re all there, smiling, in on the joke, and I think I’ve done it, I’ve fixed things. But then Ezra’s face shuts down and he’s going back to his room. I notice Mum’s face drop as he stomps off.

 

What a weird day. I’m sat in my throne. And for the first time in a long time, I don’t know what to do. I don’t have it in me to jump on a game. PooWilly_’s left four messages over the last few days, all of them left on read. Even F’low doesn’t have the same bang any more. There’s too many comments. I never thought I’d ever say that, but it’s true. It’s like a submarine with loads of holes in it, the notifications are pouring in faster than I can think to reply. And still, I type out a post.

 

Fred at the double. Two goals in his first St Mark’s training sesh. Never in doubt.

 

The buzz of my phone after I hit send makes me jump. Why’s this thing always so loud?

‘Hey, Dad.’ It’s been a minute, I might as well chat to him. I need a bit of a pick-me-up. A distraction from a distraction.

‘Hey, Fred, just checking in.’ His voice is comforting, familiar. Right now, nothing much feels very familiar at all. ‘You OK?’ Two words that carry so much weight. Dad and Miss Chowdhury, two people who when they ask if you’re OK actually wanna know. They treat it as a conversation starter, not a pleasantry.

‘I’m alright. I’ve been worse.’ Very diplomatic, Fred. Props.

‘Yeah, your mum says you’ve been in a better mood,’ he says. Great, now I feel bad for getting frustrated with her earlier.

‘Yeah, I’m trying. I kinda have it mapped out, things are getting better at school.’

‘Really?’ Geez, don’t sound too surprised, Dad. Although, yeah, fair enough, it’s been a hellish three years, I’d be shocked too.

‘Yeah,’ I tell him, ‘I even played football today.’

‘Oh. Good. I’m glad, it’s about time you and your brother hung out. You guys used to play video games together all the time, right?’

‘No, Dad. I played football for real, like, in real life. On a pitch.’ I love how he thought it was more realistic for me and Ezra to buddy up and play FIFA than for me to actually kick a ball.

‘You? You played football?’ I laugh at the shock in his voice.

‘Yes, me. I even scored two goals.’

‘Amazing, wow. And this is Fred on the phone?’

‘Yep.’ I’m grinning. This is more the reaction I was expecting when I walked through the door: a mixture of pride and utter disbelief.

‘My son, Fred? Listen, I love you, and I’m proud of you, but are you sure you weren’t dreaming? It’s just that you’ve always hated exercise with a passion,’ he quickly adds.

‘Come on, I’m not that bad.’

‘Fred, you didn’t learn how to walk until you were three and half years old. Me and your mum took you to specialists, but the doctors said you were just lazy.’

‘Well, I got there in the end, didn’t I?’

‘You did, thankfully.’ He chuckles. Bless, I do miss him. ‘So who are these people you were playing football with?’ he asks, genuinely interested.

I tense up. What do I tell him, that they’re the people who’ve made my life miserable since day one? That I’m trying to impress them as part of a grand plan to better my life? Or maybe I actually just wanna be in with them? Neither of these two answers are gonna cut it. Dad sees me as someone with integrity, I don’t wanna ruin that image for him.

‘Just a couple people.’ I’m trying to sound nonchalant. Not a single chalant in sight. It doesn’t stop his line of questioning though – he keeps asking me stuff about the team and who these new friends are.

I need to duck out this phone call. And quick. I’ve already faked my way out of one situation today, what’s the harm in another?

‘Hold on, Dad.’ I pull the phone away from my face and call, ‘YEAH? What is it, Taien?’ Silently wait five seconds. Four. Three. Two. ‘Sorry, Dad, Taien’s calling me for something. I’ll call you back.’

‘OK, no worries. Give my love to everyone. Keep it up, Fred.’

‘Yeah, will do.’ I hang up the phone, making sure the call is disconnected properly. Courage. Integrity. I’m very glad Dad’s not here right now, he’d see through the fact I don’t have either of those.

No, Fred, you’re in control. You are in control.
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WHAT GOES UP

The next morning, the Unthinkables are raving about my football prowess. They’re crowded around my desk, and everyone else in our form is trying to listen in, peering over. Zuki’s bragging about my first goal being aggressive, how I lobbed the keeper from a tight angle. Then Dayo’s telling Clare about my bullet header, and how he got the assist. Dayo’s been in a great mood since he was pictured on F’low with BBL Phoebe, a nickname I don’t wanna take all the credit for. Any lingering doubt about their relationship status is dead and buried.

So when Clare leans over to me and says, ‘Bubble tea this evening. Meet at five to give us time to get home and change,’ every fibre of my being lights up. Diwali settings.

Yeah, I don’t particularly like Zuki, Dayo or Ola, but now I’m in the group, at least I’ve got Clare. She won’t let me down. My entire being is screaming with excitement, but in reality I just say, ‘Cool.’

The day gets even better when I bump into Tara on the way to my first lesson. We never bump into each other in the corridor, it’s always been the lunch hall or the library.

‘Hey, you.’ I greet her with a big grin, I can’t help it. She doesn’t respond immediately, she just looks at me a bit confused.

‘Hey. Is everything alright?’

Right. I messaged her that something came up. I’m being far too chirpy for someone who’s got something up. ‘Yeah, I’m good. Listen, sorry about yesterday –’

We’re interrupted by Zuki, patting me on the back. ‘Yo, superstar, you telling your little friend about those goals you banged in yesterday?’

‘My name’s Tara,’ she snaps at him.

My blood runs cold. Zuki has no idea that he just outed me in front of her, and clearly nor can he sense the tension, even when it’s thicker than a deep pan from Pizza Hut. When he’s gone, there’s this kind of ringing silence.

‘When you said something came up, I thought you were in trouble. Or sick. I was actually worried about you.’ The sparkle in her eyes is gone, replaced with this dark fury, a brick wall of emotion.

‘Look, I’m sorry about that,’ I rush out. ‘They cornered me in registration. And this girl, Clare, she invited me for bubble tea, and I knew she’d only go if I did the football thing.’

‘Oh. This girl, Clare? That’s why you ditched me?’ She cuts her eyes. ‘Wow, OK, so it’s like that, yeah?’ What’s she on about? What is it supposed to be like?

‘Yeah, this girl, she’s called Clare.’

‘So you left me hanging, mugged me off to my face, all for a mean girl you like, and that narcissistic loser. Is this the same group that you were rooting for their downfall? A bunch of brats who never liked you, and a girl who only became interested when she found out you play football.’ Why is she stuck on this? She’s the one who said we’re just friends. I never had a problem with that.

‘Are you jealous?’ As soon as it comes out, I know it was completely the wrong thing to say. Tara’s jaw drops, then clenches, then she takes a deep breath before releasing the kraken.

‘Jealous of who? Them, for being graced with your presence? Or you, for finding yourself some great new friends?’ Her sarcasm is biting.

‘I said I’m sorry,’ I mutter.

‘But are you? Chile, you knew what you were doing. You told me you were gonna do something and then you didn’t show up and you lied about it. Your new friends are clearly a great influence. You aren’t like this, Fred.’ She sighs.

That gets my back up. I’m not like what? She doesn’t know me, she can’t solve my problems, she has no idea who I am. How can she when not even I know?

‘I don’t think you know me well enough to make that judgement,’ I say.

The bell goes for lessons, but neither of us move.

‘All I know is what you’ve told me. And you once told me you hate exercise, you literally said “marathon? I can’t even run a bath”, and now you’re ditching me, and lying by omission, all for one football practice with people you used to call the Unthinkables.’

‘Why are you finding problems with this?’ My entire filter’s gone, I’m just raw emotion at this point. ‘Didn’t you see what a loser I was? You never thought to yourself, “Hey, where are this guy’s friends? Why is he always by himself? How is he such a loner?” Why can’t you just be happy that I’m not some weirdo hiding in the library any more?’ I reply.

‘What, like me? Well, for your information, I never thought you were a weirdo. Or a loser. I actually kinda liked who you were.’

‘Well, if it’s any consolation, you’re joining the back of a very long queue of people I’ve disappointed.’

‘I’m not disappointed, I’m heartbroken.’ She’s so loud that her voice echoes through the now-empty corridor. How did things get this bad, this quickly? The Existor stuff worked, I’m supposed to be getting everything I wanted.

‘Well, I don’t know what else you want me to say,’ I tell her, double down, retreat from the ugly, exposing truth I just vomited all over the corridor. ‘What’s done is done. I’ve got new friends now.’

If she was angry before, she just looks disappointed now. She sighs again. ‘Fred, people believe the lies they tell themselves if they repeat them often enough. It doesn’t make them true though.’

‘Since when did you become my life coach? I’m sorry we can’t all be as mindful, deep and connected as you are.’

‘Why are you being like this? I’m just tryna look out for you.’

‘Well, I don’t need you to. Go find someone else to buddy up with. I’m done.’ The outta body me just had its own outta body experience, we’re popping out of each other like Russian dolls. I can see the hypocrisy of someone as lonely as me telling my first-ever friend to go find someone else, it’s staggering. I’ve just destroyed the only bridge between me and the one person who sees me for who I really am. And I don’t even know why. What am I doing? ‘Wait, Tara, I didn’t mean that.’

‘You’ve said what you said.’ She starts walking away, and it feels like the walls and ceiling are closing in. ‘You’re not who I thought you were.’ She shakes her head.

Somehow, despite the pain and fear, I ask the one question I don’t wanna know the answer to.

‘Who did you think I was?’ My voice is all raspy.

‘I thought you were kind. And I thought you were genuine. Clearly I was wrong.’ She says it with so much finality I know she won’t be in my life going forward. She’s severing the umbilical cord of our friendship. And it’s all my fault. I wanna tell her that I am kind and genuine, but when I think about it, all the evidence points to the contrary. I flaked on her. I chose flipping Zuki and Dayo, and I left her in the lurch. I came for Jackson, sent shots at Ola, lied about a bunch of stuff. But I need her to know that I’m also goofy, and odd, and I care about the people in my life and will do anything for them, Taien, Mum, Dad, Miss Chowdhury, even Ezra. And I wanna tell her that I know she knows that – she saw me, even when I was just a quiet nobody sitting alone. She’s probably the one person in the whole world who got the genuine me. Not Existor, not shy Loser Fred, just me. But in true Fred form, none of that comes out. I just stand there. Awkward and useless.

‘Tara.’ I try to put all my thoughts and emotions into that one word. But it’s not enough. I’m not enough.

‘Nah, it’s cool, do you innit.’ She heads up the stairs to her lesson. ‘Good luck, Fred.’ She finally leaves. And even though I have Zuki and Clare to chill with now, I’ve never felt lonelier.

St Mark’s gives, and St Mark’s takes away.

 

I couldn’t do it, I couldn’t go to lessons.

After my chat with Tara, I went toilet and sat in my cubicle. I would’ve been mad late anyway. I just sat there, staring, listening to the dripping taps. Then the bell went. And that’s when I should’ve stood up, joined the rabble, but I didn’t. And after five minutes turned into ten minutes, and ten turned into fifteen, it was basically a write-off. I thought about doing an Existor post from my phone, but I don’t really know what to post about. Jackson’s been dealt with, Fred’s basically popular, I don’t really know where to go from here. At one point I thought about going library, but I can’t face Miss Chowdhury.

When the bell eventually goes for lunch, I drag myself to my feet. The effort is emotional as well as physical. Can’t spend all day in here, teachers will start asking questions. The last thing I want is for Mum to get a call.

Clare sees me in the lunch queue and nudges Zuki. He calls me over, but I don’t wanna skip the line. He’s being pretty persistent though.

‘Aye, Fred, come, man. Why you all the way back there?’ Because politeness and etiquette are the pride of Britain and we don’t take the queuing system lightly? He comes over, puts his arm around my shoulder and steers me back to the others. There’s no questions or complaints from the surrounding students, this is the VIP treatment right here. I do feel a bit bad, but at least I’m not being sent to the back of the line; oh how things have changed. For the better?

When we sit down, everything seems normal. Zuki and Dayo have their dead chat about sports, Ola and Clare gossip about some girl whose BO stank out the changing rooms, and I try to get involved. But it’s difficult to join in. Something feels off. I think it’s the fact that I’ve been listening to them from afar for so long that I’d assumed they’d have different things to talk about up close. But they don’t. I’ve heard these conversations a million times before.

‘Oh my gosh, guys, don’t look up, he’s coming this way.’ Ola dramatically leans into the others. Jackson’s walking past, holding his tray, looking sad and lost. And lonely. Wow. He’s staring at his food, avoiding eye contact with anyone and everyone. I’ve seen that look before. Felt it. And it’s not a great place to be.

‘This man’s a joke, bruv.’ Zuki doesn’t even lower his voice. That was his boy! How the Hellboy did they all switch on him from one post? Existor’s post. My post. I watch on as Jackson takes a seat, alone, in a far corner of the lunch hall with his back to everyone.

‘Did you hear they got welfare and stuff involved?’ Clare leans over to tell the group.

My ears prick up. What?

And why’s she clapping her hands like that? She sounds genuinely excited, while I’m just sitting here in shock. Welfare? That’s no joke. Seriously, what the fudge-caked raisin bake have I done? Invisible walls start closing in, the anxiety in my stomach could power a whole block of flats. An op block, if you will.

‘Yeah, that’s old news,’ Dayo chimes in. ‘People are saying they saw him and his mum outside the Southwark Council offices on Bournemouth Road, the one where they house people. They had all their bags with them.’

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. If this is true, then that Existor post that was totally made up is starting to look quite shady. I legit get a lump in my throat when the Unthinkables are discussing it among themselves, and they’re asking each other how Existor found out about it.

‘What do you think, Fred?’ Clare wants to know my opinion.

I think I had no idea this would happen. I think Existor took it too far, I took it too far. I think I don’t want to be responsible for anyone’s suffering. How did one lie have such a snowball effect? Like, actual, huge consequences. I guess it happened with Tara too – one little lie and a whole friendship ruined.

I think I don’t want to think about what it all means.

‘I think Existor could be anyone,’ I say, and hate myself. ‘And anyone could’ve seen Jackson under that bridge. Peckham is a small place.’ I ignore the part of my conscience labelled ‘integrity’. At this point, it’s gathering dust.

‘Speaking of Peckham, I’ll be wearing blue later. Don’t wear something that clashes. If I see you in yellow, I’m turning round and going home.’ She’s so authoritative. I smile, but deep down I don’t know if I like it. Tara would never tell me what to wear. But hey, in for a penny and all that. If I’m gonna sell out, I might as well get a date with my dream girl out of it. Argh, is she my dream girl though? Now I’m finally linking Clare, I got Tara on my mind. Well, I blew up my friendship with Tara, so what does it matter now?

 

I race home after school and immediately start rummaging through my clothes drawers. I have no idea what clashes with blue, I never invested in a colour chart, I’m not a Dulux catalogue.

All I know is not to wear yellow for this date with Clare. Is it even a date? We’re just friends. But we’re linking up outside school, so it could be a date. But what if it isn’t and it’s bare embarrassing? Or what if it is and I’m not prepared? I mean, it’s probably not a date, but I should be ready in case it is. What if she wants me to lips her? Oh god, this is a nightmare. If I’m a bad kisser, we can add that straight to the list of things I hate about myself. The naughty list, I call it. OK, not hate, but definitely things I need to improve on. Worst part is, Existor can’t solve this problem for me.

I get up and walk to the mirror in my bedroom. Good place to start practising my kissing technique. Fail to prepare, prepare to get laughed at, and all that.

Do I kiss the mirror? No, too weird, even for me. But I need to know what I look like, work on my form. I stand there, trying to picture Clare, and gently close my eyes. Not all the way closed, I need them open just enough to see what I’m doing. So far I just look sleepy. I slowly open my mouth and jut my head forward, moving my lips up and down in a kissing motion.

Yeah, this isn’t working. The curtains are wide open, if a neighbour sees me I don’t think I could ever leave the house again. I close them, quickly darting my eyes left and right to make sure no one saw me lipsing thin air. Back to the mirror. I need a prop. Looking around the room, I don’t see anything that could be of use.

Could use my hand? I make a closed fist and tuck my thumb into my palm. Not the most ideal receptacle, but it’ll do.

I slowly bring my hand-lips to my mouth, and this time I close my eyes fully. At least I can kind of use my hand to follow the movement, and after a couple minutes I get confident enough to use tongue. Too poky, slow it down, Fred, she’s not an ice cream. You know what, fair, I’m kinda getting the hang of this. I start smiling, mid-make-out session with my hand, when there’s a noise behind me.

‘Whhaaaaaa?’ Ezra says it throatily, extra emphasis, from where he stands in my doorway, Taien next to him. I immediately jump back from the mirror, hand dropping to my side like it did something wrong. I’m fuming. They can’t be walking in and out of my room like that, where’s the privacy?

‘Get out of here, man, what you doing?’ I shout, squaring up to him.

‘What am I doing? What are you doing, bruh? What did I just witness?’ He’s got a look of pure shock and disgust on his face. ‘Nah, you’re doing the most, you know. Taien wanted to talk to you.’ The three of us are standing there, like some sick Mexican stand-off. ‘Yo, I’m gone, this is above my pay grade.’ He walks out with his hands above his head, leaving Taien standing there.

‘What’s up, little man?’ My voice cracks from the awkwardness. Taien’s looking at me as though I’m some kind of three-headed monster.

‘Can you play a game with me?’ Is that it? They interrupted my me time for that?

‘I can’t right now, I’m heading out. Maybe later.’

After he sadly toddles out, I go back to my drawers and pull out a plain black T-shirt. It’s got white armpit stains, but you can’t see them unless I lift my arms up. As long as I don’t dance the Y.M.C.A., or yawn like I’m in a cartoon, I think I should be fine.

Ezra’s waiting outside his bedroom as I leave.

‘Did you chat to him?’ he asks.

‘Yeah, he just wanted to play a game. I’d appreciate it if you knock next time.’

I hear Mum and Taien in the living room on my way out. Sounds like he’s crying about something. Do I go in? I check my watch. If I leave now, I’ll get there five minutes early.

I head out the door, Ezra screwfacing me.

On the way there, I’m bare self-conscious about deodorant. Did I put on too much, or not enough? I did spray some on the inside of my wrists, and rubbed it on my neck like perfume. Should be fine.

At ten past five, Clare still hasn’t turned up. No message to say she’s running late or anything. At quarter past, she does message, to say she’s leaving soon. Great. I don’t know how far she lives, so I just have to stand here like some senpai, twiddling my thumbs. Whenever Mamoune turned up late, she’d laugh and say ‘I was giving you more time to look forward to seeing me’. I wonder if that’s what Clare’s doing.

When she eventually turns up at 5.35 p.m., she does look amazing. She’s wearing a blue top, as promised, and laden with sparkly jewellery, and her hair’s completely different to how it was at school today. I guess that solves the mystery of why she was late, not that we even address it.

‘Let’s go, Football Boy.’ She grins as she strolls past me, expecting me to just follow. Which I do. Football Boy is not a great nickname. If anything, it sounds like a daft superhero. Who’s his nemesis, Referee Man? Thinking of superheroes reminds me of Tara. I shake my head to get the thought out. Clare. She’s wearing a backless top.

Backless tops are a weird invention, I am not here for it. The only thing that I’m comfortable being backless is the TV remote, when the batteries are exposed so you can take them out easier for other things. Then again, you run the risk of dropping the remote, and the batteries roll under the sofa, and you think you’re strong enough to lift the sofa with one hand to rummage around, but you’re not. So then you get up and slide the sofa forward to find the wayward batteries, and you uncover a world of pennies and pen lids, and other batteries from previous incidents, all covered in a thousand years of dust and hair and fluff. My family sometimes use masking tape on the back of the remote to keep the batteries locked in. I guess you can’t really do that to a backless top.

I really need to get out of my head, man. I shake it again to clear it, then focus on the girl next to me.

‘You look nice,’ I tell Clare as we fall into step. She’s walking with purpose, she knows all the best places on the high street.

‘I know.’ Lol, did she just make a Han Solo reference? Sort of surprising. The conversation deads there. Quick, ask her something else. Keep the train rolling.

‘Did you have a good day at school?’ Oh, ick, I don’t know why I asked that. I’m not a parent talking to their kid in the back seat of a car.

‘What do you mean, did I have a good day? You were there.’ Clare frowns. Shutdown. Well deserved. We carry on walking. I’m about to ask her something else, when Clare turns into a bubble tea shop, and tells me we’re here. It’s pretty dead, there’s a few high tables and stools dotted around the edge of a dark room, and a board above the counter that tells you all the flavours.

It’s luminescent; you got fourteen different fruit flavours, then your chocolates and vanillas, then a choice of ten different types of bubble to put in your tea. I’m confused just looking at it all.

‘I’ll get a honey peach oolong with pineapple tapioca.’ Clare’s straight in there, boy. The server starts making her order, while I’m still trying to decide. Taro milk tea, no idea what that is, crème brûlée is way too adventurous, and the honeydew flavour sounds medieval, I’m not a knight at a banquet. I’ve never heard of cheese tea, but the fact that it exists is an abomination. The Mayans built temple cities, the Romans invented aquaducts and built an empire, the Victorians centralised time, but here we are in the modern age inventing cheese tea and ignoring global warming. Whatever happened to normal hot tea, with milk and sugar? It didn’t need jazzing up to this ridiculous level. Damn you, society.

‘Can I get the strawberry flavour?’ Simple. Bold. An island of normality on a fluorescent board of chaos.

When we do finally sit down, the conversation train still hasn’t left the station. Delayed. South Western.

‘So tell me,’ Clare’s saying, ‘how did you get into Millwall’s academy?’

Pass. I have no idea.

‘Scouted,’ I grunt around the bubbles in my drink that are making me wanna choke. They’re too big to swallow and too small to chew efficiently.

‘But how, like, did they see you play in a park, or were you on a team before that? And if you rejoin the academy, does that mean you’ll be technically professional?’ The penny’s starting to drop. Tara was right. Did she just invite me out to talk about my possible career as a footballer? I’m not even that surprised, to be honest.

‘Honestly, I don’t really wanna go into it, I don’t wanna jinx anything,’ I tell her. She nods, as if that’s perfectly reasonable, and not a completely fabricated excuse to change subject. Only there’s nothing to change it to. The gap of silence is growing longer and longer as we drink our nasty teas. My gosh, this would be so much easier if Tara was sitting across from me, we could chat for days.

I’m distracted when a huge guy walks in, completely bald, but with a big, bushy beard down to his chest. He looks exactly like my favourite character from Destiny Cries II, it’s uncanny. Clare’s noticed me staring at him.

‘Sorry, he looks like someone from a game that I play,’ I explain.

‘Slayer Grimbold?’ She names the exact character I’m thinking of.

Ho. Lee. Cow. My mouth drops open.

So does Clare’s. Her eyes are almost popping out her head and I swear I see a trickle of sweat forming on her temple.

‘Wait, I think that’s his name,’ she rushes to add. ‘I don’t know what I’m saying. My brother sometimes plays those games, I don’t even know what they’re called.’ She’s trying to backtrack, but we both heard what she said.

‘Slayer Grimbold is exactly right,’ I say slowly. The sweat is dripping, giving her game away, boy. ‘Yo, are you . . . do you game?’ The backless top, the earrings, the way she is at school, I would’ve never pegged her as a gamer.

She looks at me for a few more seconds, stone face, Medusa settings. Her face drops the act.

‘You can’t tell anyone. I can’t be popular, and have friends, and be into gaming. When guys do it, it’s cool. When girls game, I dunno, people slap a label on us. “Why is she gaming? She should be doing her nails, or making her man a sandwich while he games.” You know the amount of sexist comments I had when my display was of myself?’

‘I just can’t believe you’re a gamer.’ I still haven’t recovered from the shock. But now I’m thinking back to all the interactions she had with Zuki and Dayo, when they automatically assumed Existor wasn’t a girl. She was testing the waters, checking what their reactions might be if she was open about playing video games. And now I feel kinda sick for judging her so harshly. Why can’t she be fabulous and enjoy gaming? ‘Wow, I’m sorry. Like, genuinely, you should enjoy doing the things that you wanna do without judgement.’

She gives me a small smile, but then her guard seems to go back up. ‘Listen, I’m serious, Fred, please don’t tell anyone about this. Not Ola, or Zuki, or anyone. My reputation would never recover.’

Man, she’s proper shook. ‘It’s all good, Clare, I got you, I promise.’ And I mean it. I seen how those lot rip each other apart.

She relaxes again.

‘So what else do you play?’ I ask her, trying to get her to chill out.

‘Loads of stuff,’ she says. ‘And I’m good. Like, really good. I even play with Existor sometimes, you know.’ She looks proper proud of that. I wonder if she’s telling the truth.

‘Oh yeah, what’s your handle?’

Her cheeks go a bit red but then she holds her head high and says, ‘PooWilly.’

I almost fall off my chair.

PooWilly?

Clare?

Clare is PooWilly_.

The question marks and equations circle round and round in my head.

‘You’re PooWilly?’ This is a dream, this is unreal.

Clare’s just as baffed as I am. ‘Yeah,’ she says slowly. ‘Why, who are you?’

I can’t believe this. Clare has been my gaming buddy all this time. It’s like we’re meant to be. Maybe there’s hope for us yet. We actually got shared interests now. And she was honest with me, vulnerable even, it’s only right I am too. I missed my chance to return the favour with Tara, but I won’t make that mistake again. I take a deep breath.

‘You told me you can only play with your water bottle facing north.’ I see the recognition in her eyes, now it’s her turn to slowly gasp. ‘Peter Pickle pipped a pipe of pickled pickles.’

‘You’re Existor,’ she whispers. I nod. I can see her doing a bunch of mental calculations.

‘But you need to promise not to tell anyone either,’ I rush to say.

‘Yeah, yeah, yeah,’ she dismisses me. ‘I promise. Besides, if I tell people who you are, you might go round telling people who I am.’ I mean, I wish her motives for protecting my identity were based on literally anything else, but it’s something, I guess. ‘Is the football stuff true?’ She narrows her eyes.

‘No.’

‘And the Jackson stuff!’ She gasps again. ‘How did you know all that? Oh my god, we literally kicked him out the group.’ Figuratively, but yes, you did.

‘Honestly, I made it up.’

‘Why?’ she asks, and she looks nervous, like I’ll do the same to her. At this point, I don’t blame her. I’ve left a bit of a mess in my wake.

‘I don’t know – revenge?’ I’m losing the room here. Clare’s just shaking her head, saying ‘no, no, no’ on repeat. She’s packing her stuff into her handbag, abandoning her half-finished bubble tea.

‘Look, we never talk about this again, alright?’ she hisses.

I don’t understand what’s happening. I start to panic. I don’t want to lose another friend. ‘Will I see you online?’ I ask pathetically as she starts walking out.

‘I don’t know, Fred. It’s a bit of a bombshell you’ve just dropped. Look, I’ll see you at school, and we’ll act like none of this ever happened.’

She leaves then. I let out a long, Dad-level sigh as I sit there cradling my gross drink. Well, at least she called me Fred instead of ‘Frank’.
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BEEF WELL DONE

I go to my throne when I get home and open the Existor profile. What should I type? Now that Jackson’s out the way, Ola’s had a slither of humble pie and I’m in with the people I used to hate, I don’t know what’s left. I thought it’d feel better than this. At school and at home. But actually everything feels kind of worse.

In the end, I don’t type anything. Nothing is coming to me. I’m a dry well, with Clare and Tara and the Unthinkables taking everything out of me. I’m Vincent van Gogh, sitting in front of a blank canvas, with nothing to paint. Only, instead of cutting off my ear, I seem to have cut off my nose to spite my face. Mamoune loved that saying.

At dinner, Ezra doesn’t make things any better. I haven’t seen him since he walked in on my little practice session with Mr Handington earlier.

‘How do I unsee stuff that’s been burned into my brain forever?’ he says, finally sitting down.

‘Trick question because you don’t have a brain,’ I snap back.

‘Don’t make me hot you up in front of everyone, Mr Kissy-Kissy. With your greasy forehead, fam.’ He sits there, all smug, arms folded. He wants to get personal, let’s go. Do I use my silver bullet? Seems like a good time.

‘Whatever, Mr “I like it when the dentist puts their fingers in my mouth”.’ His words, not mine. Ezra’s smugness immediately disappears and he sits upright.

‘Bruv, it’s the texture of the gloves. How you bringing that up? See, this is why I don’t tell you nothing.’

‘Boys, can we not argue today?’ Mum mutters. ‘I don’t think I can deal with this right now.’ She gets up and wanders off into the living room. I glance at Taien to see his reaction to the argument, but he’s sitting there with his chin down.

‘How am I getting in trouble, when man’s exposing my laundry to the world? He’s the one going to first base with his hand, what am I catching strays for?’ Ezra gets the last word in, because of course he does, but I’m sidetracked by Taien. Something’s off. Even for Taien, who’s always been a bit sensitive, it’s unusual for him to not touch his food by now.

‘You OK, lil man?’ I ask softly. I realise I haven’t checked in on him this week.

And in a perfect three-act structure, Taien looks at me, his lip wobbles and he bursts into tears.

‘Hey, is this cos I couldn’t play with you earlier? We can play something after dinner?’ I try to comfort him.

‘Bruv, it’s not about the game, you fool,’ Ezra fires across the table. ‘Taien, you need to tell us what’s going on. Is that Felix kid giving you problems again?’

Taien shrugs, not saying anything. But the tears keep coming, silently rolling down his face. And then I see it. If I blinked, I would’ve missed it, two very quick nods. Straight after, he gets up, walks around the table and hugs me, standing there with his little arms wrapped around me.

How did I let this happen on my watch? Taien’s been tryna tell me this, I even heard crying with Mum earlier today and I literally ignored him. Went out to meet Clare, who was thirty-five minutes late anyway. All this Existor stuff, this fake popularity, I convinced myself it would help my family. Well, it’s done the exact opposite. It’s taken me away from them. I went from being a ghost at school to a ghost at home.

A tear slides down my cheek as my little brother presses into me. I pull him closer into the hug, but he sharply flinches. I take a step back and look at him. Ezra caught it too.

‘Lift up your shirt,’ Ezra tells him. Taien doesn’t react. ‘Lift up your shirt, and show us what that little wasteman did to you,’ he says more forcefully.

Taien looks down, but slowly lifts his pyjama top up, revealing a dirty, purply-blue bruise just under his rib. I can’t help it, the sight literally makes me recoil. He quickly pulls his top down again.

‘He was swinging from the monkey bars and kicked me. Then he told the teacher it was an accident.’

‘And they believed him?’ I blurt out.

‘Of course they believed him.’ Ezra stands up. ‘This kid’s mum has been telling the school what’s what, which is what happens when you have parents that stand up for you.’ Ezra’s not pulling any punches.

Taien starts sniffling. I open my mouth to tell him everything will be OK, but I simply can’t produce the words. I’ve let him down enough times recently. Ezra huffs and storms out, leaving me standing there in silence.

 

Taien spends the rest of the evening watching cartoons with me in my room. It’s a Friday evening after all.

The next morning, I take him with me to do a big food shop in Lidl, which is pricier than Aldi but cheaper than everywhere else. Mum gave me her bank card.

When I got home, I cleaned the bathrooms, wiped the skirting boards and did a load of laundry. I can’t remember the last time I was this useful around the house, and that genuinely makes me feel terrible. After dinner Taien falls asleep in my bed and I don’t have the heart to move him. I let him down so badly, and seeing him finally, peacefully sleeping, it’s the least I can do to not disturb that.

I try sleeping next to him, but it feels more like I’m sleeping around him. All limbs and tossing and turning, it’s like lying next to an orangutan on a sugar rush. This kid gets more exercise in his sleep than I’ve gotten ever. I even try to do some kinda Jedi mind trick, waving my hand over him and using my willpower to get him to stay still. Obviously it doesn’t work.

The good thing is that he’s up early the next day, and runs downstairs to watch cartoons on Netflix, so at least I do get some hours of uninterrupted sleep. The rest of the day is pretty calm. Ezra spends most of it at his friend Sam’s, some wasteman kid who rides electric scooters up and down the train platform. I scroll on my phone for a couple hours, and then curiosity gets the better of me, so I decide to hop on a game. PooWilly_ (AKA Clare) hasn’t been online all day. I do a couple campaigns on Zomboss, but without the headphones or stream. That feels like a lot right now. But then most of the afternoon is spent doing errands for Mum and looking after Taien. Dad’s supposed to be back midweek – I don’t know if I’m excited or I’m dreading it. It feels like this weird, emotional constipation. When your stomach’s bubbling, and you know the end result will be an angry toilet sesh with much wailing and gnashing of teeth. I dunno, I just got a bad feeling about this.

Sure enough, the next day, I’m proved right. I feel my phone ringing in my pocket all throughout registration. It’s Mum, she knows I’m at school, why is she belling up my phone like this? It’s not gonna be good news, is it?

I put up my hand.

‘Sir, I need to make a phone call. I think it’s a family emergency.’ He lets me step into the corridor to call her back.

‘Fred? Fred, have you seen your brother?’ Mum’s voice is panicky, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

‘Taien? Mum, what’s wrong, what’s going on?’

‘No, not Taien,’ she says, and my heartbeat slows down a little. ‘Ezra kicked off at Taien’s school this morning, threatened that horrid boy who’s been bullying him. Now Ezra’s run off, Taien’s school’s been calling me, and Ezra’s school’s been calling me, saying he didn’t show up.’ She bursts into tears. ‘I’ve called your father, he’s on a flight, he’ll be back this afternoon.’ Oh my god, this is an absolute madness. He wasn’t due back for another couple days. My guy probably hasn’t slept in twenty-four hours.

‘Mum, it’s alright, it’s gonna be alright,’ I try to comfort her, but my voice is pretty frantic too. ‘Have you tried calling his friend Sam?’

‘I don’t have his number.’ She starts breathing deeply, collecting herself.

‘Well, what do you need me to do? You want me to come home? Or help look for Ezra?’ I don’t know if I’m more angry or worried for my younger brother. Worried, that’s my blood. I’ll save the anger for when he turns up. If he turns up, a voice in my head says. No, don’t think that. It’s Ezra, he’ll be fine.

The bell goes, and after everyone piles out the classroom I make sure it’s completely empty before I go in and tell Mr Albert about the phone call. He’s pretty understanding, and reminds me to sign out at reception. If I wasn’t gripped with fear, I’d probably find a bit of comfort in the fact I don’t have to do two registrations today.

 

I take my phone off silent as I scour the area for any sign of Ezra. I start with the park, do a couple laps, check the playground, all the benches, nothing. Then I try Tesco’s, I know how this kid loves a meal deal. No luck. I walk his route to school, just in case, eyeing up any bus stop he might be sat at. By the time it hits 2.30 p.m. and a bit of panic sets in, I get the all-important message from my mum. He’s home. I call her immediately, and her throat is croaky, I imagine she hasn’t stopped crying since this morning. She asks me to pick up Taien, which of course I’ll do. Might be a bit awkward if that bully and his mum are there, but thankfully, when I turn up, I don’t see them.

‘Is Ezra in trouble?’ is the first thing Taien asks me.

‘Probably,’ I tell him. There’s no point lying. We get the bus, and I let him watch videos on my phone to make the time pass quicker. Then we get off and walk the rest of the journey as normal, with Taien dreamily looking at the sky, holding my hand, happy to be led. I’m just happy walking along in silence. Because when we get to the front door, things are anything but quiet.

 

The loudest voice is Ezra’s, which isn’t surprising. But Dad’s is pretty heated too, which is surprising. He never raises his voice. I tell Taien to go upstairs, watch something on his iPad, and wear headphones if he can find them.

But then I don’t know what I should be doing. If I go into the kitchen, it might look like I’m being nosy. If I don’t go into the kitchen, hide away in my room, it might look like I don’t care. And I do care.

I walk in to find Ezra sitting at the table, an oversized black hoodie pulled over his school uniform, proper screwface. Dad’s leaning up against the kitchen counter, equally furious. It doesn’t suit him. I notice the dark circles under his eyes, and I’ve never seen him with this much stubble, he’s usually clean-shaven. Mum sits opposite Ezra, in her bathrobe, both hands wrapped around a cup of tea.

‘How could you think this was a good idea?’ Dad shakes his head in disbelief.

‘You weren’t here, fam, what was I supposed to do?’ Ezra throws his hands in the air.

‘Literally anything else. You threatened a child.’

‘Yeah, and that child put hands on your child.’

‘You could’ve been arrested!’ Dad’s voice goes up an octave. It’s more of a groan than a shout.

‘You want me to just do nothing? We all knew what was going on. Fred told him to ignore it, even walked away when Taien tried to talk to him about it.’ What? How is my name getting dragged into this? Ezra literally threatened a child outside a primary school, how am I the bad guy? ‘Mum was useless, as always.’

‘Careful,’ Dad interjects. This is the most serious I’ve ever seen him. Mum’s jaw clenches, her hands grasp her mug even tighter.

‘What, you want me to act like she ain’t been ignoring it too?’ Ezra sits up in his chair. Dad’s not fazed by the aggression in his voice. If anything, he responds overly calmly, taking lots of deep breaths.

‘Your mother,’ Dad says, ‘was waiting for me to get back, so we could go to the school together, sit down with the teachers and sort this out rationally.’

‘Well, I didn’t know that, did I? Why didn’t you tell me that’s what you were planning?’

‘Because we don’t answer to you, Ezra. And we never assumed that we’d raised a child who had it in them to do what you did. It wasn’t just impulsive, it was threatening.’ Dad goes back to leaning against the counter. He looks up at the ceiling. ‘I thought you were better than that.’ Ezra sniffles in his chair, he’s still frowning, but I can tell he’s crying. ‘Me and your mum have a meeting with the school tomorrow. Hopefully they won’t press charges.’ Ezra wipes his eyes with his sleeve and goes back to scowling at the table. ‘You can go upstairs now,’ Dad tells him.

Mum tries to delicately touch Ezra’s arm as he passes her, but he yanks it out the way. This guy just doesn’t learn his lesson.

When it’s just the three of us there, Dad turns to me now. No hello, I missed you, just, ‘Did you really tell him to just ignore it?’

I swallow, my throat drier than the Grand Canyon. ‘Yeah.’

‘Oh, Fred,’ Mum utters quietly.

‘Why?’ Dad asks. I wish they’d raise their voices at me, even shout at me. The disappointment from both of them stings so much more.

‘I don’t know,’ I answer.

Yes, you do.

Fine. I was a shook one, I told him to do exactly what I was doing. ‘I didn’t know what to tell him.’

‘You should have encouraged him to talk to his teachers. That’s what your mum was trying to tell him. He was scared to do it, but you’re his idol, he might have taken it more seriously coming from you. Instead he just got conflicting advice.’ Dad sighs. ‘Poor kid.’

He’s not trying to make me feel guilty, Dad doesn’t work like that. He’s just being honest. Regardless, right now I feel like a monster, like someone’s carved me open and ripped out my soul. Taien got hurt, on my watch. I’ve been so distracted I haven’t helped Mum, and I can’t get through to Ezra, not that I’ve really tried, and things are a total mess. Like, all of it’s my fault, and I’m standing here in the aftermath of a wreckage I could’ve stopped.

‘Talk to us, Fred, what’s been going on?’ Dad asks when the tension becomes too much.

‘I just . . . I feel so bad.’ Now there’s tears rising to the surface. ‘I tried to be someone better, and I ended up making everything worse.’

‘You didn’t need to be someone better, Fred, you’ve always been perfect the way you are,’ Dad tells me, and his voice sounds pained. ‘All I want is for you boys to be yourselves, I mean that.’ Mum sits there nodding, her own eyes filling. ‘Ezra’s clearly going through something, but he wouldn’t have done what he did if it wasn’t for all this bravado he has going on. He’s a good kid, with a good heart. You both are.’

I shake my head. I can’t believe it. ‘But . . . what if you’re wrong?’ It comes out more forcefully than it should. ‘You might not know us as well as you think you do.’

He looks down, considering it. But Mum jumps in and answers before he does.

‘I know you. I know how much you do around the house. I know how much you help me by going to the shops. I know how much you love your brothers.’ She’s like one of those machines that you put money in and it comes to life, only to flop back into its starting position.

Dad puts his hand on my shoulder and squeezes. ‘You’re a good kid, I know you’re trying. But your decision-making has been poor. I’m not gonna lie and say I haven’t been let down.’

I resist the urge to scream ‘join the queue!’ Mum, Taien, Ezra, Tara, Jackson, Miss Chowdhury, myself. Dad’s just the latest person to join that list.

‘You can go upstairs now too,’ Dad says. He makes it sound like a choice, but I don’t think it is.

Mum goes to touch my arm as I walk past, and unlike Ezra I don’t pull away.

‘I’m sorry, Mum.’ My voice is all itchy. I turn to Dad. ‘I’m sorry.’ He nods, pity etched all over his face.

‘I know,’ he replies. And with that, I go upstairs to check on Taien.

 

After that fallout, the energy round the house is so off. Any time Ezra’s in a room and one of my parents walks in, he gets up and walks out. And every time it happens, Mum looks like she’s gonna cry. I let them down, severely. I don’t blame them for not trusting me.

I just wish there was more I could do.
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I CAN DO BETTER

Things aren’t going much better at school. After my non-date with Clare, I really should’ve seen her betrayal coming. True to her word, she hasn’t outed me as Existor, she does, however, tell everyone a bunch of wild lies. Apparently I tried to kiss her, but my breath was so bad it made her retch, and I told her she’s butters anyway after she rejected me. By afternoon registration on Tuesday, I’m out the group. Some jokers, probably Dayo and Zuki, even leave packets of chewing gum on my chair.

I’m not even vexed about it, Clare did what she had to do. After seeing Jackson get kicked out so easily, and Ola taken down a peg, she was probably just scared about her place in the group, trying to protect herself. If she has to knock me down to keep herself up, then so be it. I don’t think I’ll miss them. But boy do I miss Tara.

I chose wrong. How can such pretty people be so ugly at the same time? How did I lose myself so completely? I knew what they were, and I still tried to join them. Never again.

The next couple days are, like, non-days. Even after Mum and Dad’s meeting with Taien’s school, which apparently lasted a few hours, and didn’t end with the police getting involved, things at home have still been super off. I keep catching my dad with his face in his hands when he thinks no one is watching. Or I see him and Mum talking in hushed voices, and they stop abruptly when I walk in. I don’t blame them for not involving me in their discussions.

By the time it gets to Friday morning, I feel like I’m almost back where I started. Sure, a few more people know my name now, but it’s all based on a lie. I flew too close to the sun, that’s on me.

I’m currently waiting round the corner for the class to fill up, and everyone to get settled. I can’t sit in my usual seat at the back, it’s too close to them. Once they’re all there, I sneak in last minute, and sit at the front.

My plan mostly works, except the only available space is next to the school’s newest loser, the guy whose life I ruined, the one and lonely Jackson. He lifts his head from his desk, surprised that anyone is sitting next to him. When he sees that it’s me, he frowns and looks over at my empty seat next to his old gang. I pretend not to notice, eyes forward. But I can feel his stare digging into the side of my head, and eventually he clears his throat.

‘Hey.’ His voice is softer than it used to be. ‘I heard about your trial at Millwall.’

‘Yeah,’ I reply. I sit up straight in my chair, shoulders back.

‘Nah, well done, innit. I always wanted to try out with them.’ He goes back to resting his head on the desk.

‘Cool.’ I can’t believe that’s all I have to say to the guy. He’s having welfare inspections, he’s been kicked to the curb by his little members club, and I’m just sat here giving one-word answers. ‘Well, why didn’t you? Try out, I mean.’

He raises his head again, grateful for a conversation. Heh, I know what that feels like.

‘We didn’t have the money to go to training,’ he says. Clears his throat. ‘You probably heard, we been living in a shelter.’

Oh my god, I was so off. I made up a lie, a dirty, stinking lie that turned out to be half true. I think about his mum, who I seen him with in the Aylesham Centre, and what this is probably doing to her. I feel sick.

‘Anyway, I probably wouldn’t have made it very far. Homeless kids don’t tend to become big stars, you know. Especially when they’re as dumb as me.’ He throws his pencil on his notebook. ‘That’s kinda why I used to . . .’ He trails off, but I know what he’s trying to say. That’s why he used to treat me like garbage. Things with this guy are slowly starting to make sense. I think back to all the times he lashed out at me, at others – he was just protecting his own back. It’s like Clare, selling me down the river to save herself. We’re all just a bunch of clout chasers, trying to impress each other, and for what? It’s made us all rotten inside. And it turns out this entire time, the Unthinkables were all just as insecure as I am. Only with Jackson it manifested itself in a different way. Not excusable, but definitely understandable.

‘Hey, Jackson, I’m sorry about that Existor post.’ I hate to see someone hating on themselves like this, it’s not nice. ‘You ain’t always been the kindest, in fact you’ve been a bit of a wasteman –’ we both chuckle when I say that – ‘but nobody deserves what you been through.’

‘Yeah, you’re not wrong, boy, mischief found me early.’

‘But those things don’t make you dumb. People believe the lies they tell themselves, if they repeat them often enough. It doesn’t make them true.’ Sigh, Tara was right, of course she was right. ‘If we’re still making the same mistakes in five, ten, twenty years, maybe then we can call ourselves stupid. But I don’t think that’s gonna happen.’ And just like that, in trying to comfort Jackson, I’ve given myself hope. If he can change, then so can I.

Just as the bell goes, he reaches across and spuds me.

‘Cool.’

‘Yeah, no worries.’

 

‘Fred Rako,’ an adult voice calls out in the corridor. Mr Morgan, our head of year. My heart sinks so quickly, so sensationally, my insides feel as though I’ve been pushed out an aeroplane. He’s walking towards me. ‘Fred, I’d like a word. Can you come to my office?’

‘Right now, sir?’

‘Right now.’

I’m finished. He knows about Existor, I’m gonna get to his office and find Jackson sitting there, and I’m gonna be expelled for starting the bridge rumour.

I follow him past the English classrooms, up the stairs towards the art department and into the tiny office he shares with the other maths teachers. In my head, this is a death march, army drums playing in the background. I’ve never been in this office, cramped computers and stacks of folders and paper everywhere. I guess there’s a first and a last time for everything. I’m looking around, and there’s no Jackson. Good, this would be way more awkward if he was here. Something’s not twigging though, Mr Morgan doesn’t seem angry.

‘Am I in trouble, sir?’

‘No, no,’ he says. Hmm. Curiouser and curiouser. ‘I don’t know if you’re aware, but over the last few weeks there have been several rumours involving your year group.’ Yikes. Of course I’m aware, same way Drake is aware he’s not invited to Kendrick’s tea parties anytime soon. ‘Now, some of these rumours are nasty and salacious, and they will be dealt with severely.’ My throat goes dry. Just put me out my misery already. ‘However,’ he continues, ‘one or two of these rumours have turned out to be factual.’ Heart palpitations right now. ‘I just wanted to know, is there any truth in the charity work you’re involved in, and if so, can you tell me more about it?’ Charity work? Oh right, Existor said I nurse puppies back to health or something stupid. Another lie that’s come back to bite me.

‘Yes.’ My voice is so croaky right now. So much for change. But what else can I say? No, it’s not true, I made it all up, because I’m the droid you’re looking for, please expel me? Oh god, he’s waiting for me to elaborate. Quick, make something up. ‘I raised money . . . for Battersea Dog’s Home.’ It’s the only animal charity I know, one of their guys came knocking on our door asking for donations.

‘And what did you do to raise the money?’ He’s putting me on the spot. Car wash? No, that seems weird, there are professionals who do that kinda stuff on the regs. Maybe I could say I ran a marathon. Except, I have weak joints, I couldn’t run for a bus without Thanos snapping his fingers and turning my ankles into dust. Let’s keep it simple.

‘Car boot sale,’ I hear myself say. ‘I sold a bunch of stuff, including my PlayStation, and raised over seven hundred pounds.’ Mr Morgan’s eyes widen in shock, and he quickly starts nodding with relief.

‘Very impressive,’ he says. In my mind I’m thinking, Eww, please don’t compliment me right now, I’ve never been less deserving of admiration.

‘Thanks,’ I whisper. This is so icky.

‘Would you mind talking about it at Monday’s assembly?’ he asks then. ‘I’ve been trying to incentivise the school into some form of collective charity, and for your peers to hear one of their own is already doing so much, it might be very helpful.’ Everything’s spinning. I’m flooded with relief that I’m not getting kicked out, but the other side of that is talking in front of the school about fake charity work.

‘I’m not sure I’m the right person –’ I begin, but he talks over me.

‘Of course you are. With all your knowledge and effort with charitable causes, you’re the best person to galvanise the students into action. There’s no need to be nervous. Didn’t you nurse puppies back to health?’

No. Of course I didn’t. That’s ridiculous. ‘Yes. Yes, I did.’

This whole chat is so overwhelming I just stand there, nodding and agreeing to everything Mr Morgan says. His lips are moving, but there’s a rushing, static sound in my head, and I’m not taking his words in.

Before I know it, he’s thanking me, shaking my hand in a businesslike manner, and I’m walking away. It’s only when I’m at the end of the corridor that the rushing sound in my head starts to die down and I’m filled with this horrible sinking feeling. I have to stand up in front of the whole school. I have to give a talk to five hundred people. About charity work I didn’t do. And once again, my legs are shaking with dread. I wish I could go back to the old days, those times when I was invisible, walking around with my head down, thumbs up.

No, actually I want to go back to much more recently. I want to meet Tara again, in the library, having my first authentic interaction with her. There’s nothing authentic about me right now.

 

On my way home, I pop into the shops to get bread and milk. The way we get through a single loaf, you’d think we were a family of ducks. I know none of us are really talking right now, but it’s Mamoune’s memorial tomorrow and we’re all gonna need to eat something.

I’m so in my feelings about what the evening will look like, with all of us not talking, and also Mr Morgan and what the hell I’m gonna do for this assembly, that it takes me a minute to clock that I’m walking behind Ezra. He’s alone, because now Dad is back and given everything that’s happened, he’s picking Taien up from school.

Ezra’s wearing his black hoodie, and his funky walk is a proper giveaway. Where I bounce up and down when I walk, he slowly lumbers from side to side. He’s just a big boulder with legs, dragging himself around like he doesn’t care about anything. Part of me wishes he would walk faster right now, because I really wanna get home, but it’ll look weird if I walk past and we’re both heading in the same direction. Sigh, I’m not slowing down, and he’s not speeding up, we’re gonna have to cross each other, like a solar eclipse.

‘Yo.’ Oh god, this is already incredibly awkward. We haven’t really spoken since Monday. How did it get like this? I can’t believe we used to wear matching outfits as kids. He used to be so cheeky when we were younger, he’d pour salt in my drink when I wasn’t looking, and I’d get him back by putting moisturiser on the side of his plate and telling him it was mayo. That was before St Mark’s, when I used to be quite playful too. Secondary school changed everything for me. Maybe he stopped being so jolly when I did. I dunno. I do know we used to be a team, and now we don’t know each other, like, at all. If I’d known back then that we’d drift apart to the point we have, I definitely would’ve made more of an effort with him.

‘Yo,’ he greets me back. It stings that he even hesitates to take his headphones off. We walk along in silence for a bit. I don’t really know what to say, this isn’t exactly a normal situation for us to be in. A lot has happened in the last few days, and it feels weird not to address it. So I ask about the only thing I can think of.

‘Are you still beefing Mum and Dad?’ My voice is really quick, I was worried I might back out if I took too long.

‘Bro, just leave it.’ Ever the wordsmith. ‘What do you care anyway?’

‘What do you mean, “what do I care”, they’re our parents. You can’t not talk to them, you have to live with them.’

‘Fam, Dad was gone, Mum was weak. You saw Taien’s bruise, you saw the booky meals Mum tries to feed us, and you expect me to accept that?’

‘That’s harsh, man, you know what day it is tomorrow.’

‘Yeah, and Mamoune would’ve never stood for this.’

‘Bro, you’re not the only one who misses her, you know.’

‘I’m not saying I am.’

‘Well, you sure are acting like it.’

‘Whatever.’ He kisses his teeth. ‘You want me to get over it as quickly as you?’

Nah, that stings. ‘I’m not over it. I love her, and I miss her. But we’re not talking about me right now. Have you ever stopped to consider how Mum feels?’

‘Mum this, Mum that, don’t you see anything wrong with the way she’s been moving?’ he spits.

‘Bruv, I’ve seen what you’ve seen, you think I don’t know she hasn’t been present? She’s depressed, Ezra!’

He baulks at that. Like maybe he hadn’t considered it. I think about how none of us have ever said it aloud. We all just skirt around it, not wanting to look it in the eye and address it.

I go on, gently. ‘We lost our nan, but she lost her mum. And I know it’s been hard, and frustrating, but we gotta support her. Grief is a process, you don’t snap out of it.’

Ezra’s temple vein is throbbing and I can see him trying to think of a comeback, but there isn’t one. We’re getting closer to the house now, and both of us are slowing our walking pace.

‘You got excuses on tap, innit.’ His nostrils flare, but he seems to be making an effort not to raise his voice.

‘No, come on, please don’t do that,’ I plead with him, man to man. ‘If I’m wrong, then tell me how I’m wrong.’

‘I don’t answer to you.’

‘Trust, I know that. But we’re having a conversation, there’s no need to be so aggressive all the time. Taien needs us to be a better influence,’ I continue.

‘Oh my days.’ Ezra literally rubs both his hands on his face, and I know he’s itching to tell me what a soft influence I am.

‘Bruv, I’m just saying, you want him to grow up shouting at and fighting with everyone? Don’t you care about what kind of person he’ll become?’

‘You think I’m some monster, innit,’ Ezra says then. ‘Big, bad Ezra. When all I wanted was for him to know someone was in his corner. The only reason I did what I did is because I do care. He’s my little brother too, or are you man forgetting that?’

I’m a bit stunned, I’m not gonna lie. Now I got a full egg on my face, scrambled, fried, omelette, in fact I got a whole fry-up. Hold the black pudding, anything that looks like a burnt hockey puck isn’t going in my stomach.

Ezra tries to pull ahead of me then, but I keep up the pace. We’ve drifted apart the older we got, and I should’ve never let that happen. I let him walk away when I should have stayed beside him. So that’s what I’m doing now.

I been ignoring how he feels for too long – it’s time I listened.

‘Ezra, I’m sorry I didn’t listen before, but I’m listening right now. Tell me what’s been going on with you.’

His whole body seems to deflate then, like those words have unlocked something in him.

‘I just miss how things used to be. Before . . . before Mamoune died.’

‘I know. Same,’ I tell him. I’ve never seen him this vulnerable.

‘Yeah.’ We carry on walking in silence. It’s not fair, if Ezra can be open and honest, then I should be too. It’s only right.

‘I flopped, bro. I thought I was helping Taien by getting him to ignore it, be invisible, fade into the background, hide his true self. I’ve . . . I’ve had a hard time at St Mark’s, and it’s what I’ve always done. It was bad advice. He got hurt because of it, and that’s on me. It didn’t work for me, and it didn’t work for him.’ Taien didn’t need to be a ghost, and he didn’t need me to be Existor. He just needed his brother Fred. ‘At least you fought for him. Like, I’m not saying you were right to do what you did, that was not a good way to go about it, but you showed him you cared. Which is more than I did. So yeah, I’m sorry,’ I say.

‘It’s cool, innit.’ He breathes in deeply through his nose, and out his mouth. ‘I shouldn’t have threated a yoot. I guess I ain’t been dealing with stuff properly, and I never deeped how much it had to do with Mamoune.’ He draws in a breath, looks at me. ‘I’m sorry if I get too angry sometimes, I’ll work on that.’

‘Cool. It’s all love, bro.’

‘Yeah, love.’

The flickering light inside me bursts into a full flame. We’ve never spoken like this before, and I just know, like, deep in my heart, that this moment changes who we are as brothers. I will always have his back, even if I’m afraid to, even if it means standing up to the devil himself. Ezra will always be my little brother.

We’re standing outside the house now, not sure how to end the conversation. Do we hug, do we shake hands, or do I a take a big step back and . . .

‘Blow him a kiss?’ The stupidity and outrageousness of what I just said hangs in the air between us.

‘Eugh.’ Ezra makes this confused, mangled sound, and then, at exactly the same time, we both burst out laughing, tears rolling down our checks as we reach the front door. ‘Nah, you’re some strange guy, bruv.’ He can barely get the words out.

Mum and Dad are in the kitchen and their faces light up all bemused when we walk in. Then Taien sees us crying with laughter, he looks up at Mum, and a big grin appears on his little face.

 

Tonight is the first time since his argument with Dad that Ezra joins us for dinner. Nobody makes a big deal out of it, although we all know this is a significant breakthrough. I don’t wanna gas myself up and say it’s because of our chat, but maybe something got through to him. Or maybe I should give him some credit, it’s the night before Mamoune’s memorial, and he doesn’t wanna go into it with bad blood. I dunno. Either way, I’m grateful he’s here.

After dinner, me and my brothers start heading upstairs, but Dad calls us back. He wants to do a family meeting. Usually I’d roll my eyes, but after everything we’ve been through recently, and with tomorrow being what it is, I’m actually quite grateful for a family chat. Nervous, but grateful.

‘I just wanted to start by saying that I missed you guys. I should have said it days ago.’ Dad reaches out and grabs Mum’s hand. ‘And that your mother and I are proud of you, and we love you very much. All of you,’ he adds, looking directly at Ezra.

‘We missed you too, Dad,’ Taien squeaks, practically rocking back and forth in his chair.

‘The second thing I wanted to say,’ Dad says, ruffling Taien’s hair with his free hand, ‘is that I am never, ever doing that again.’ At this point, even Ezra looks up, and glances over at me. ‘Starting Monday morning, I’m going to begin looking for a job that doesn’t keep me away from you guys for so long.’ Mum gives his hand a big squeeze that he reciprocates.

‘What about money?’ I blurt out.

‘This isn’t the only job in the world that pays. I’ll gladly take a pay cut if that’s what it takes to be around more. Now –’ Dad turns to Mum – ‘your mother’s got something she wants to say too.’

Mum clears her throat and gives Dad’s hand one more squeeze. ‘I know I haven’t been present lately, and we all know why,’ she says. ‘But starting next week, I’ll be seeing a grievance counsellor. I’m sick of missing out on family life, and I know I’ve got a lot to work through. I’m sorry for letting it get so bad, for not talking to you all about it and for not being there for you boys. So now I’m asking for your support and your patience for the weeks ahead. Please.’ It takes a minute for her words to sink in.

‘We got you, Mum,’ Ezra says.

‘Thank you, baby,’ she replies. Me and Taien nod our agreement and it’s like a weight has been lifted off her shoulders. She looks younger, brighter, freer.

Before we go, Dad has one more thing to add.

‘Now the last thing I wanna say is this, if any of you are having trouble with kids in your school, or any other issues, anything at all, you tell us immediately. You tell your teachers. You talk to a grown-up, and we sort it through the proper channels. These things can escalate, spiral out of control, and it’s a slippery slope that a lot of kids don’t come back from. We got lucky this time.’

We all nod in agreement again, even Ezra.

‘You know I used to get bullied too at your age? They’d mess me up so bad I’d be left in a pool of blood sometimes.’ Now Dad’s talking more to me.

‘For real?’ I blurt out. Dad is so big and burly, not exactly fat or hench, but somewhere in the middle, like, he’s just a whole lotta mass. I can’t imagine anyone in their right senses tryna fight him.

‘I didn’t always look like this.’ He chuckles, as though he’s reading my mind. ‘If anything, I was built like you, Fred, exactly the same at your age.’ I dunno why, but I’m filled with this weird pride at this thing that me and my dad share, a physical resemblance that’s not there any more but exists in some kinda timeline. And it gives me hope that I won’t always be this skinny kid with silky-smooth legs. ‘Yeah, we have the same physique, all pigeon-chested, noodley arms, flat-bottomed –’

‘Wait, you saying I got no cake?’ My hands instinctively grab my bum. ‘I got back. I can squat.’

‘Stop it, you got no back. You’re built like an iPhone.’ Ezra shakes his head.

‘He’s right, son,’ Dad tags in. ‘If you were a bakery, you’d be cake-less, closed for business.’ Great. Roasted by my own dad. I play-act being upset, telling him it’s not true. It feels good, like old times.

Everyone slowly gets up to head out, I guess the family meeting is officially over. But this, all this, the laughs, the tears, the general vibes of this evening, it feels like I finally got my family back. Mamoune would be proud of us.

Just as I’m pushing back my chair, Dad gestures for me to stay. We’re the last ones in the room.

‘It’s been a week,’ he chuckles. He’s got the same kind of wrinkles in the corner of his eyes that Mamoune had, the ones that older people get when they smile a lot.

‘It’s been a lot of weeks.’ I shrug, swaying on the spot.

‘Yeah, look, about that. I put too much pressure on you while I was away. You’re the kid, and we’re the parents, our mess isn’t yours to clean up. I shouldn’t have put all that on you, and I’m sorry.’ Wow. I weren’t expecting that. I stop swaying for a minute. Obviously I’m not a parent, so I can’t tell him if he’s right or wrong on that one, so Imma just accept the apology. But whether or not it was too much responsibility, I still let him down.

‘I should’ve done better though,’ I tell him. ‘I’m old enough that things shouldn’t have got so messed up with you gone. We’re not babies no more. You needed me to be better.’

He shakes his head. ‘No, Fred, I needed you to be yourself. And it doesn’t matter if you’re thirteen, or thirty, or fifty years old, you’ll always be our kid.’ There is comfort in that.

‘Thanks, Dad.’ I can feel myself welling up.

‘I know I say this a lot, Fred, but you’ll be alright. Dawn follows darkness, it always does.’

‘You sure about that?’ I force a smile to try and lighten the mood. It’s been dark for so long I’m tired of it. Don’t forget there’ve been many light moments too, I remind myself. Mamoune, Taien, family holidays, hundreds of gaming hours, and trips to the park. Even in the last few weeks I’ve seen moments of joy. Tara, Tara, Tara.

‘Always,’ Dad confirms. ‘You know I was your age once, so I know you’re still figuring out who you are. Trust me, that takes years. But whoever you grow up to be, I know you’ll be good enough. And I hope, when that happens, you’ll see that you’re good enough too. Like I said, you’ll be alright, you all will,’ he says, referring to my brothers. ‘Anyway, that’s all I wanted to say.’

I do wish I had his certainty. But as I leave the kitchen and make my way upstairs, with every step I get more confident that I am gonna be fine. Yeah, I’ve been moving kinda mad on F’low, but I got remorse, and that must count for something.
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PHOENIX MOVES

When we get ready for the memorial the next morning, there’s a different energy in the house. Yeah, it’s a sad day, but things feel lighter after last night. We’re chatting to each other, Dad’s helping Taien tie his shoes, and Mum’s smoothing Ezra’s shirt. This is gonna be the first time in weeks that she’s stepped outside, but she’s so brave that you wouldn’t even be able to tell.

The drive to the cemetery is quick, barely time for one song on the radio. Nobody was fighting for the aux cord or the Bluetooth today.

Dad holds Mum’s hand, and Taien holds mine as we make our way to Mamoune’s grave. I don’t dare reach for Ezra’s but he knows I’m here for him.

The closer we get, I start getting proper emotional, we all do. But in true Mamoune form, the sadness is alleviated when we get to the headstone. I’d forgotten about that. The engravers got her date of birth wrong, it says she was born on 38th January. Which is ridiculous, like instead of thinking to themselves that no month has thirty-eight days in it, and maybe they should double check, they just went ahead and carved it in. Initially Dad was vexed and wanted a refund, but Mum told him not to. She said Mamoune would’ve found it hilarious, and even in death she still makes us laugh. And it’s true, we’re all grinning kind of sheepishly at each other.

Dad puts his arm around Mum, and she rests her head on his shoulder.

‘Anyone wanna say a few words?’ Dad asks.

Ezra doesn’t hesitate. He steps forward immediately. There are tears rolling off his nose, which he hastily wipes away with the back of his hand.

‘I miss you, Mamoune.’ His voice breaks, and he has to pause to take a deep breath. ‘I miss you a lot.’ Mum takes one big step and pulls him into a hug. They’re crying, and silently hugging it out, which makes me cry too.

And for me, this is where everything falls into place. This is who I am, this is where I need to be. Existor starts evaporating out of me like steam. I don’t need him any more. Everything I like about Existor though stays, because I did that. Me. Fred. In a way there was no Existor to begin with. It was just a name. A mask. But I’m enough as I am, I’ve got my family, and I never have to hide behind Existor again.

I’m finally open to the idea that Fred is good enough.

 

On Sunday though, I’m freaking out. It’s been a nice weekend at home, as though we opened all the doors and windows and let the bad juju seep out of the house. But the hours are ticking away before school tomorrow. I used to dread Mondays because I’d have to think about finding somewhere to spend break and lunch alone. But today the scaries are different: I don’t want to stand up in assembly and talk about my bogus charity work.

What am I going to do? I can’t think of anything else. It’s not even just the assembly, it’s all of it.

I pushed Tara away, the first person I could be myself around. I don’t know what it is about her, but I didn’t have to pretend. She was the only person at school who liked me when I was Fred, and not Existor.

I ruined Jackson’s life, even convinced myself before I did it that he deserved it.

I lied to everyone. I tried so hard to be someone I’m not, and Dad is right, I need to think about who I’m gonna be going forward. Mamoune was right too, about how we can’t choose the people who need our help. But I can choose to be helpful. I wanna be that guy. It’s an achievable goal.

I head downstairs to get a glass of water and distract myself. Passing the living room, the blue light from the TV is creeping out into the hallway. Taien’s cuddled up into Mum, fast asleep, and Mum’s resting her head on my dad. They’re like fallen dominoes, all leaning on each other for support.

While I’m in the kitchen, gulping down my water over the sink, I look up and I see my reflection in the window. Dark eyes, skinny face, hair that needs a bit of a trim, it’s all me. It makes me think of Minecraft, how the person looking back at me in the reflection is the result of everything I’ve been building as I move forward. Fourteen years on this planet, and this person in front of me is what I have to show for it. And you know what, this is all pretty amazing.

So what the hell am I doing wallowing?

Just then Ezra walks in. He nods at me.

‘You good?’ he asks.

‘Actually, can I get your help with something?’ I reply.

 

Today’s the flipping day. Let’s go. It ain’t stress I’m feeling right now, it’s full-on excitement. Last time I had this much adrenaline coursing through me was when I thought a dog was chasing me down the street. Turns out it was just a discarded weave attached to my shoelace.

Last night I explained everything to Ezra: the Existor posts, Tara, the stuff with the Unthinkables, and the assembly today. He already knows about my live streams as Existor, and he’s never really cared. The only game he plays is FIFA, and I kinda outgrew it when I got my own console. He didn’t know about the rest of it though, and by the time I finished explaining everything, he had his head in his hands, calling me ‘a strange guy, bruv’, and asking ‘how is this your life?’ I told him I needed a plan to get things back on track, and together we came up with one.

At breakfast, I can barely eat, I’m so nervous. We got that bite-size wheat cereal with the chocolate chips, but my past trauma from the cockroach cornflakes is kicking in. I have to settle for a bagel, which to me is an annoying food. Why the hole? There’s no purpose to it. It just makes your hands needlessly messy when you fill it with stuff, like egg or salmon. Bagels are just doughnuts that take themselves too seriously. Either plug the hole and become a bread roll, or cover yourself in sugar and become a doughnut. Enough of this indecisiveness.

After eating only half my bagel, I step out into the sunshine. The birds are singing louder than they ever have, and the bees in our weeds give me a guard of honour as I leave the house. I’m shaking the entire journey.

Sat on the bus, the more it fills with Maroon Blazers, the more sorry for them I feel. They have no idea what’s coming. I tap my breast pocket to make sure I have the USB with mine and Ezra’s presentation.

For some reason, it feels like this is the last time I’ll ever walk through the school gates. Poetically, I guess it is. No more shy, timid Fred. No more Existor. Just me.

Sitting next to Jackson again in registration, I ignore the Unthinkables curiously eyeing me up when they walk in.

‘Hey,’ I greet him immediately. If I don’t do this now, I might bottle it.

‘Yo, what’s good?’ he replies.

‘I need you to hear it from me now, like, I apologise.’

‘What you talking about?’ He frowns. What are you talking about? 0.0003 seconds.

‘I’ll explain it all later, and you’re probably gonna hate me, and with good reason, but before that happens, I want you to know that I’m sorry. And you’re not dumb.’ Before he can answer, I stand up from my chair, interrupting the register. I make my excuses to leave, that I have to go prep for the assembly, and I race out the classroom. My last glimpse is Jackson, mouth hanging open, thoroughly confused. And I don’t blame him.

The corridors are empty. I’m taking big, deep breaths. You got this, Fred. I need to wee again. No, I don’t, I just went.

When the bell goes for people to enter assembly, the whole school rumbles with the scraping of chairs and stomping of hundreds of pairs of feet. OK, game time.

I’m waiting outside the hall, where inside Mr Morgan and some of the other teachers have already gathered. As classes all start lining up to go in and sit down, I spot her. Tara looking around, bored, as she waits in line.

I race over to her, ignoring whispering students saying my name as I breeze past. I walk right up to her and join her class of Year Tens, who are all giggling at my presence.

‘Hi,’ I say. This is the only part I haven’t planned out. I was hoping the words would come naturally.

‘Er, what are you doing?’ She scratches the back of her neck, awkwardly looking around.

‘I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry. Again.’ An apology feels like a good place to start. ‘And I wanted to let you know that I’m about to stand in front of the whole school because they want me to give a speech.’

‘A speech about what?’ She suddenly zeroes in on me, her face proper serious.

‘About charity work that I lied about doing.’ The queue is starting to shuffle towards the hall.

Tara throws her hands in the air, exasperated.

‘I also lied about playing football, and coming to your chess tournament, and I did it all because I wanted people to like me.’

This time she audibly groans. ‘Fred, why do you care so much about what people think of you?’ The hall is a few metres away, we’re nearly at the entrance. I need to be quick.

‘I don’t, not any more. Although I do care what you think about me. Because I love you. As a friend. Maybe more. But definitely as friend.’ I’m saying it all so fast, and she is comically stunned. Her eyes are wide, her mouth is pouting and there’s a tiny wrinkle on her forehead that’s evidence of a frown. ‘After today, my life is going back to exactly how it used to be,’ I tell her.

Tara slowly overcomes her paralysis and starts shaking her head. ‘Not exactly. You’ll be a friend up from what you were before.’ She grabs my hand and holds it firmly, supportive, not romantic. And it’s as I’m holding hands with her that I walk through those double doors and head on in to face my destiny.

‘Ah, Fred, there you are.’ Mr Morgan comes running over, grabbing me by the shoulders and steering me to the side of the stage. ‘I’ve got a few announcements to make, then Ms Mouton will talk about the geography trip, and then you’re on.’

‘Thanks, sir. I got a presentation with me as well.’ I hand him my USB stick, in the form of a tiny Green Lantern. I wanted one of The Flash, because then I could call it a flash drive, but the stupid shop didn’t have any. Mr Morgan hands it to the IT teacher, and gets up to make his announcements. Once he’s done, he goes to stand at the back of the hall, rubbing his hands together. Prepare to be bitterly disappointed, my friend.

As Ms Mouton gives her boring geography update, I’m scanning the hall. I can’t see Tara, but I can see Zuki and Dayo sitting together, laughing under their breath at something Zuki’s saying. At the end of their row is Jackson, with the same sad expression as a flight attendant doing that silly dance to show you where the exits are. You can literally see their dreams of drama school evaporating before their very eyes. Imagine being ignored by a hundred and fifty people with their headphones in, twice a day, every day, and then having to plug soggy toasties and molten hot coffee for ten times their street value. I’d be upset too, ngl.

‘Now before we go, we’re going to have a little presentation from Fred Rako in Year Nine,’ Ms Mouton’s saying. ‘Fred’s been involved in a lot of charity work in his spare time, and he’s about to tell you what he’s been doing and how you can get involved.’ Lol, bet. ‘Over to you, Fred.’

One of the teachers at the side starts clapping, and a few students join in, but the applause is over pretty quickly. Ms Mouton hands me the clicker for my presentation, which is on a huge projector behind me. The first slide is empty, with just my name written in the centre.

Four hundred and sixty blank faces stare back at me. Maybe more if you include the teachers. Crickets. Oh god, it’s now or never. No more lies.

‘I never did charity work for Battersea Dogs Home, it was all a lie.’ Murmurs erupt all over the school hall. ‘In fact, I’ve never done any kind of charity work. I’m also not a footballer.’ The whispering gets louder, people are turning to each other. I click through to the second slide, a mirror selfie I took of my armpit rash which I analysed for medical purposes. There are a few awkward gasps, and one girl even screams. ‘I’ve spent the last three years with no friends, and all I do is sit at home and play video games.’ The entire hall is quietly talking, babbling away under their breath as the teachers along the sides are trying to shush them. Thankfully I’ve got a microphone, so I continue talking over the noise. ‘Video games are the one thing I’m good at, and I used that to my advantage.’ Some students cotton on quicker than others.

‘You don’t think . . .’

‘It’s him, innit? I’m calling it now.’

‘I don’t get what’s going on.’

I take a deep breath.

‘I am Existor.’ I say it loud and clear into the microphone. The entire hall gasps, and a big commotion breaks out among the Year Nines. Mr Morgan starts heading towards the stage, telling everyone to quieten down. He’s going to snatch the mic from me like old Kanye, and after that I’m truly finished, like new Kanye. Better say my piece quickly. ‘Jackson, like I said, I’m really sorry. Like, really truly. I had no idea about your situation. And even if I had done, that’s not the kind of person I want to be.’ Behind me, the next slide is a video of me in Mum’s swimming costume singing to Taylor Swift. I was home alone and bored one day. And now the jeering and heckling starts, which I fully deserve.

‘Why did you lie?’

‘Are you even a gamer?’

‘Seriously, what the hell is happening right now?’

‘Do you even bench, bro?’ That last one gets a few laughs, and the teachers know they’ve lost control of the situation.

‘Existor’s just my gamer tag.’ I’m talking faster and faster now. ‘The real me, Fred, is terrible at sports. I think boxing would be more entertaining if they had a dance-off and aggressively made out at the end. I think darts would be more fun to watch if they grunted like tennis players. I hate that everyone looks so serious when they do the electric slide, like, it’s a dance, not a maths exam, stop concentrating so hard.’ The entire hall is wilin’ out, it’s a proper jungle in here.

‘Get off that stage, now,’ Mr Morgan is shouting up at me. Too late, bruh, I’m on a roll. Danish.

‘I think a flip phone, by definition, should have a screen on both sides. I think Ghanaian jollof is better. Yeah, I said it.’ The boos and cheers are raining down, some people are throwing empty plastic bottles at me. I don’t care, this is exhilarating, like all the words I been storing up for three years are suddenly coming out, a tsunami of soliloquy. ‘I’m always a bit scared when I’m using blinds instead of curtains. Sure, I’ll learn to get there in the end, but I’d still rather not. Sometimes I eat noodles straight out the saucepan with my bare hands.’ Yes, it’s unhygienic, but it saves on washing-up. There’s quite a few groans and ‘eww’s’ at that one, but loud and clear above the noise, a familiar laugh. Her mouth glistening as though she’s chewing a Rolex, Tara’s braces smile up at me from the crowd, the sunlight dancing on her face. She’s giving me life.

‘I think it’s annoying that Beyoncé’s fans are called the B-hive, because that’s what people who like honey should collectively be called. Once I cried on my way home because the weather was so cold. Sometimes I have a bubble bath and put the bubbles on my chin like a beard, so I can pretend to be Santa or Papa Smurf. Last year my mamoune died, and I didn’t have any friends to tell that to.’ Wow, that suddenly took a turn.

Mr Morgan’s on stage now.

‘My mum was depressed because of it, and I didn’t know how to stop it. Mental health struggles are real.’

He’s barrelling towards me. Can I get one more out?

‘I have a huge crush on my friend Tar—’

Dang it, he’s taken the mic.

 

I didn’t get suspended. I just got screamed at in Mr Morgan’s office for a whole hour. Then I got transferred to the headmaster’s office, where they cooked me even more. I probably would have been suspended, or at the very least sent home, if we’d made it to the last slide. It’s a picture of me as a kid, using a marker pen to draw a smiley face over Ezra’s butt cheeks. In hindsight, that may have been a step too far.

They’re giving me detention every day until the end of term. Small price to pay. I also have to have a meeting with the head, my parents, Jackson and his parents, to give a statement that the living under the bridge stuff was completely fabricated. Then I have to see a counsellor, and have sessions on the dangers of online bullying. Again, thoroughly deserved, even though I know I will never, ever be that guy again. Mum and Dad are gonna be so vex when I get home. I can’t wait to tell Ezra though.

The lunch hall is excruciating. I’ve just spent the last two hours getting roasted, questioned and picked apart by senior staff, and now I’m being laughed at, pointed at, applauded and booed by a sea of Maroon Blazers. With my head down, tray in my hands, I go to the furthest corner and sit by myself. The jeering kinda dies somewhat, but some people are still turning in their chairs to look at me. I’m concentrating very hard on my tuna roll.

‘Hey, you.’ I hear her voice, and I am instantly soaring. Flying, bursting through the clouds like a sonic boom.

‘Hey, me.’

Tara sits down, the stares from the other kids bouncing off her bulletproof back. I’m protected. ‘Quite a scene you put on today.’

‘And I didn’t even get to do my Eddie Murphy or Owen Wilson impersonations, they would’ve torn the roof off.’

‘Damn.’ She lightly punches the table. ‘I think my favourite part was where you started declaring your love for your friend Tar.’

‘Yeah, me and Tar go way back. Way before I met you. And btw, I wasn’t declaring love, I was saying I have a crush.’

‘So you don’t love Tar?’

‘Yeah, nah, I kinda do still. Definitely as a friend. Maybe more. The mic got ripped away before I could finish that thought.’

‘Well, we’ll just have to wait for the next time you have to give a speech at assembly.’ I can’t help it, we both start laughing at the idea.

‘I got after-school detention for the foreseeable. I’m lucky I wasn’t expelled!’

‘That would’ve been dreadful, I’d have no one to flake on me when I wanted to read comic books.’

‘Yeah, Tara, I’m really sorry about that. And I think you’re the prettiest, wisest, coolest, most confident and open-minded person I’ve ever met.’ She’s being bare bashful now. ‘I lost myself. And trust me, I won’t let that happen again. Wha sweet a mout’ hat a belly, and all that.’ The last few weeks have sent me, I am battered and bruised, boy.

‘Well, let’s put it to the test then. You. Me. Library. Right after lunch. I’ll even let you pick the comic.’ She folds her arms.

‘Can we go Marvel?’ I ask. ‘I just . . . I really hate Superman. And Batman.’

‘What’s wrong with Batman?’

‘He’s a trust-fund kid who beats up poor people.’

‘And Tony Stark isn’t?’

‘Tony Stark is what Elon Musk wishes he could be. Tony Stark fights Earth-threatening aliens, whereas Batman punches shoplifters into a bloody pulp. Plus, there’s always Robin, who’s ethically kinda sus. You adopt a kid, put him in tights and send him out onto the streets to fight grown men. It’s basically grooming a child soldier.’

‘Oh, you took it there.’ Tara comically side-eyes me, then breaks character as she giggles at my nonsense. ‘Fine. Based on the evidence you’ve provided, we shall be reading a Marvel run.’ She bangs her hand as if it’s one of those courtroom hammers. ‘Shake on it?’ She reaches out her hand to shake mine.

I nod, and bring my hand up to my mouth to spit in my palm, but I completely miss and accidentally get it all on my sleeve. She’s so grossed out, and finds it so funny, she throws her head back and cackles loudly, rocking from side to side.

‘Nah, that’s actually nasty, I can’t believe you just did that.’ Her laughter starts dying down, and she says, ‘I do love you.’

And yeah, I know she does. This is someone who’s seen me make a complete fool of myself in front of the school, she’s heard me say I eat noodles with my bare hands, she knows I’ve spent three years being basically a nobody, I’ve stood her up, and most recently she’s seen me spit down my own arm. And she still wants to hang out with me. That’s true friendship there.



EPILOGUE

MY LIFE IS PRETTY AWESOME RN

First day of the summer holidays, and I am so here for it. This is the first summer since primary school that I actually have friends to chill with. Yes, friends, plural, but we’ll get to that.

Outside of my daily detentions, which I know I deserved, I been spending most afternoons in the library with Tara. Miss Chowdhury’s never been happier. We have so much fun, giggling away with our back and forth, that miss even sent a couple other lonely kids to come and join us. They were shy at first, they’d just sit on our table but keeping to themselves, until Tara spoke to one of them. Since then, they started hanging out with us most lunchtimes, and both of them added me on F’low. I deleted Existor’s account, it was just too weird to have it out there somewhere. He started to feel like a fictional character anyway. My new profile is Just_Fred_52, and it’s mainly pictures of me and Tara chilling in the park or playing chess (she’s been giving me lessons). Sometimes Jackson features too.

Yep, Jackson was one of the biggest shocks of the last few weeks. After a horribly awkward meeting with both sets of parents, I expected him to want to rip my face off. I thought he’d go back to the Unthinkables now that the truth was out, but he never did. He still felt so betrayed by them that he carried on walking round like he was on single-player offline mode. And then one day he was sitting near me and Tara at lunch, and we started chatting, and he scooted over to join us. Then when our library friends came over, and he got on really well with one of them (wink, wink), he started sitting with us more often. Last week he even texted me to hang out.

 

Jackson

Yo, you wanna come gym?

 

Fred

You wanna come *to the* gym

We worked on this

 

Jackson

Bruh, you coming or not?

I need someone to spot me

 

Fred

Just wear bright colours

That way I can spot you from anywhere

 

Jackson

Lol

With your dead jokes

You coming or not?

 

Fred

Maybe

 

I did end up going. And I hated it. All these beefed-up guys, clanking weights and straining until they go purple, wearing low-cut tank tops, peacocking around for the girls on the treadmills. I wouldn’t say that to any of their faces, obviously, any one of them could throw me into the sun like a javelin.

Another reason I don’t wanna go to the gym is cos I like being at home now, and I don’t just mean in my room. Dad started a new job, delivering medical supplies to patients across South East. He took a pay cut, but Mum decided that she wanted to go back to work, so it’s all evening out. She does admin for Southwark Council, working from home two days a week, and three days in a sweaty office near Old Kent Road. She loves it.

Apparently Mum had a run-in with Felix’s mum in the playground recently too. Ezra’s friend Sam was there, who told Ezra, who told me.

‘Mum blasted the woman?’ I couldn’t believe my ears. It was 10 p.m. and we’d crossed over in the kitchen making sandwiches. The faces Ezra pulled while he was telling the story were proper sending me.

‘Yeah, full-on shouted at her, bruv. Marched over like nothing, seriously. Sam said it looked like she was ready to throw hands.’

‘You’re lying. Our mum?’ I’d barely touched my ham and crisp sandwich, busy staring into space trying to picture it.

‘I’m telling you. I’m surprised you didn’t hear it from here, man said her voice went all CGI and everything. The kid’s mum was Quaker Oats, bruv. She told Mum that I should’ve been reported for threatening behaviour, and Mum said cool, let’s see what the police say about Taien getting assaulted by her kid.’

‘Fair.’ I nodded, seriously impressed. Go, Mum. Mamoune would’ve been proud.

Mum’s also been super happy lately because Tara’s been coming round a lot. She likes having another girl in the house.

Tara thinks Taien is bare cute, and he proper plays up to it. He’s started singing ‘hey, Tara, Tara, whatever will be, will be’, whenever she comes through the door. He heard it on an advert somewhere.

‘Your brother’s so cute,’ she says to me, swivelling around in my battered leather throne. ‘You should be more like him.’

‘Oh please, he only just learned to wipe his bum properly. I figured that out, like, three years ago.’

‘Ewww, gross,’ she groans. We don’t really do much when she comes round, to be honest. Sometimes we read comics, or she tries to teach me some chess techniques, or we just sit about watching compilations on YouTube. I love it. I think about Tara’s distinction between joy and pleasure, and this to me is joy. Really, truly.

Right now we’re just chatting, when my bedroom door opens. Ezra comes in. He loves antagonising me whenever she’s here.

‘Yo, what you doing?’ I say to him.

‘Nothing.’ He shrugs. He’s got a packet of Skips in his hand. He just silently wanders in and stands by my bedside cabinet. We stare at him.

‘Can I help?’ I am laughably confused.

‘Nope.’ He looks me dead in the eye and slowly eats a crisp.

‘Bro, get out of here, man, what’s wrong with you?’ I stand up and start shooing him out the door.

As I’m pushing him out, he turns round and says, ‘Hey, Tara, you know he asked Google how to kiss a girl with braces.’

‘Did he actually?’ she asks.

‘No, I didn’t! Get out, bruv.’ This flipping guy. I have to physically remove him to the corridor, and slam the door shut in his face. Swear I need a lock or something.

‘OK, he’s gone.’ Tara’s voice is sympathetic now. ‘Did you really google that? You can tell me.’

‘No, I did not!’ His silliness got me so riled up. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I would kiss you, if you wanted me to, but I’m not gonna ruin a friendship for it. I want my first kiss to be meaningful.’

‘OK, well, how about this?’ She gets up, and comes to sit on the bed next to me. ‘If you get to Year Eleven, and you still haven’t kissed anyone –’ she moves closer to me – ‘I will personally . . .’ OMG, is this happening? She shuffles even closer. ‘. . . set you up with one of the girls in my chess club.’ Oh baby, that’s cold. She stands up to leave. ‘And if you don’t like any of them –’ she turns to me – ‘I’ll happily kiss you myself.’ And with a big smile on her face, she says, ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

As soon as she’s gone, I flop back onto my bed with my arms out wide. Then I pull out my phone and quickly fire off a message to Tara saying that I hate all the girls in her chess club, past, present and future. She hearts the message within seconds.

She’s open to kissing me. Tara, the coolest girl I’ve ever met. Yeah, it’s provisional, and it’s two years away, but I don’t care. I will personally hire a security team to keep everyone away from me, if it means I can get to Year Eleven and have my first kiss with Tara. If anyone comes up to me before then, trying to make a move on me, my security guards will protect me like the president and bundle me into a waiting car. And then in that car, while we’re driving away, I’ll get the chauffeur to raise the divider so he can’t see me, and I’m gonna go to town on a make-out sesh with my balled-up hand. Just saying.

 

‘You boys had a good first day of summer?’ Mum asks at dinner. We all nod along, silently grunting and snorting our way through the meal. We’re eating the most delicious lamb chops, seasoned to perfection, with crunchy roast potatoes and onion gravy on the side. Dad’s cooking is elite. Our mouths and stomachs are eternally grateful he’s around a bit more nowadays.

‘Dad, if you ever have to leave again for whatever reason, please hire a chef who cooks as well as you,’ I tell him.

‘What about my cooking?’ Mum asks with fake indignation.

‘Eh?’ Ezra immediately pipes up.

‘What’s wrong with my food?’

‘I can write you a list of all the things that are wrong with your food, somebody get me an A3 sheet of paper,’ he replies.

‘It won’t fit, you’ll need a billboard,’ I joke.

‘Come on, boys, it’s not that bad.’

‘Mum, I love you to death,’ Ezra says between mouthfuls, ‘but your cooking is atrocious. Remember when you tried to make jelly? That ting didn’t even wobble. How can you make a jelly doesn’t wobble? Jelly has one job. And you somehow made it unemployed.’

‘Wait, Ezra, didn’t you try to cook a pizza with all the packaging still on?’ Now I’m the one firing shots.

‘Thing is, yeah, when you’re a revolutionary like me, you don’t follow the same rules as everyone else. Not even cooking instructions can hold me down.’ What is he on about?

‘Revolutionary? We’re talking about frozen pizza in a cardboard box, you’re not exactly Che Guevara.’ Please. He’s more of a pancreas than a Pankhurst. Malcolm (lower case) x.

‘We’ll see who’s the revolutionary when I’m whacking you at FIFA later.’

‘Alright, bet.’

‘Bet.’

This entire time, Taien’s been watching us go back and forth like a tennis match. Dad leans over and quietly whispers to him, ‘Don’t pay any attention to them. They’re just silly boys.’

But Taien just giggles and whispers back, ‘I want to be a silly boy too.’

We finish clearing the kitchen in record time when we’re done eating, and pretty much race upstairs to Ezra and Taien’s room. There’s a PlayStation in there, attached to a small TV screen, and this is where we have the most epic battles. Sometimes we go on for hours.

I still game. Like, a lot, a lot. I just stopped the live streams as Existor. It wasn’t worth it. If I can’t handle a week of fake popularity at school, I’m not gonna hack it as a famous online personality. And besides, the gaming was where I was getting joy from, not the hollow adoration – I’m not sure that was even a pleasure.

Ironically, I did notice that Clare changed her username from PooWilly_, to StMarks_Clare. She sent me a DM, saying she wants to inspire girl gamers. She’s started live streams too, with her own mic and everything. I always knew she was gonna be some type of influencer. I don’t think we really got much in common, and I don’t think we’re gonna be besties anytime soon, but I’m happy to team up with her on Zomboss every now and again.

As Ezra changes discs, I do think about Existor, and what this whole ordeal has taught me. That even when I make mistakes, which I know I will, there’s a lot of value in honesty and being myself. Screwing up doesn’t make me a screw-up, it makes me human; the real failure is in not learning from it.

I’m finally at a point where I don’t need Existor. In fact, I don’t think I ever needed him. I am enough. I was always enough. For real. I love myself. And I know my family and friends love me too, but the self-love is the most important part. It’s what’ll help me moving forward, with every step I take into this big, joyful, unpredictable life.
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