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Foreword

by Chris Brown,
Director of Tooth ’n’ Claw

The UK’s premier animal training facility for Film, TV and advertising.

Keeping wild creatures in your home, like Taya and Tori, may seem to be entirely insane and for the most part this is true. It is totally impractical to have them roaming the house, destroying the furniture and shredding your clothes. I too grew up in a home full of wild animals. When our lions weren’t chewing or chasing the dog, the chimps would steal all the biscuits and the bear would climb up the curtains. The python would sleep through the chaos only emerging to eye the cat hungrily – which was the cue to feed him another frozen mouse. Luckily for us, we never had a house fire to contend with as well!

The jammy dodger breath of a chimp waiting patiently inches from my nose for me to wake up will live with me for ever. It is a heck of an upbringing and I would not have missed it for the world.
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Prologue

Moments of Great Shock

‘Did our house just blow up?’

I think it was me who asked the question. Although maybe it was my twin, Tori. At moments of great shock, it’s sometimes hard to work out whether I’m remembering my own stuff or my sister’s. I’m pretty sure my mouth moved. It may have just screamed. Or maybe it really did find words. Who knows?

Right now, the last thing I feel like doing is explaining how Tori, Mum, Joe Morton and I had come to be standing at our back gate with Rabbit, our ancient golden retriever, and two six-month-old Bengal tiger cubs on leads, watching our house burning down. So you’ll forgive me if I don’t give you too many details. Stick with me and it’ll get clearer. Just then, nothing was very clear to me either.

Smoke was still rising; flames poked hot orange tongues at the sky. I kept staring at the place where I’d last seen our chimneys and our roof through the trees of Fernleigh Common. Perhaps if I moved sideways a bit more, I’d see the house. It couldn’t have blown up. It was impossible.

The noise from the explosion had terrified the tiger cubs, Chips and Gravy. They were making the most awful growling noise, their round orange ears flattened to their heads and their lips curled back in the scariest expressions you ever saw. They were pacing in circles, crouched low to the ground, yowling softly and moving in this flowing way that made me think of oil glugging out of a bottle. Somehow, our friend Joe was still holding on to their leads.

‘DID OUR HOUSE JUST BLOW UP?’

That was definitely me. The noise made my throat hurt.

Rabbit laid her heavy yellow head back on her shoulders and howled. Dwight Dingle and his gang, who’d been chasing us only moments before, had disappeared. Sirens wailed out on the main road. People started to appear from everywhere, hurrying across the common, rushing out of their gates, joining us where we stood gazing at the place where our house had been standing right up until approximately a minute ago. Hardly anyone glanced at the cubs. You’d think a pair of six-month-old tigers on leads would make people stare. But apparently exploding houses were more interesting.

‘Mum,’ Tori whispered, ‘is Dad still in there?’

That was the bit when Mum started screaming.
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Completely Freaky

Mum raced towards our back gate. ‘ANDY!’ she screamed. ‘ANDY!’

My feet were glued to the ground. I couldn’t have moved if I wanted to. My dad was in the house. Except there was no house. So— My brain stopped working right there.

‘ANDY! ANDY!’

Grown-ups on phones stood all around, talking urgently. Tori made a dash after Mum. Someone grabbed her and tugged her back.

‘Don’t go down there, love—’

‘Let me go!’ Tori screamed, struggling. ‘My mum! My dad!’

Bubbles of snot were pouring from my twin’s nostrils as she wept and yelled. Somewhere in my frozen brain, I could see that this was all wrong. I was the flaky idiot in the Wild family. Going mad and screaming and shouting was my job. But I wasn’t doing it, and Tori was. Since my throat-burning yell, I’d turned into a piece of stone.

My twin sister and I might look the same with our long brown hair, brown eyes and pale English skin, but we aren’t. Tori never cries. Tori always keeps her head in a crisis. She’s way cleverer than me, all top marks in class while I plait my hair and wait to be told the answers. She knows more about Doctor Who than the average eleven-year-old girl. She is also the most sarcastic person I know, and sharpens herself on me when I lose the plot, which I often do. Watching Tori blubbing was completely freaky. But then so was watching my house explode.

Everything was different.

‘Taya! Taya?’ Tori fell into me, desperate for me to tell her it was fine and our house hadn’t just blown up and Dad was in CostQuik down the road and not blown up as well. ‘Dad’s not dead!’ she yelled. ‘He can’t be dead!’ Then, in a move worthy of me on a really indecisive day: ‘What if he’s dead? Taya, what if they both die?’ And then, probably due to the shock: ‘My Doctor Who collectibles!’

I patted her numbly and tried not to picture Mum and Dad in flames. I couldn’t think past that. Why wasn’t I crying?

People had finally noticed the tigers. There was a ripple of nervous muttering as the cubs continued their soft, frightened growling. Still hanging on grimly to their leads, Joe threw a desperate look at me, trying to communicate sympathy and horror and what-should-I-do-with-the-tigers? all in the same look. He’s the sort of boy who looks confused a lot of the time, with his big ears and his trousers that are a bit too short around his ankles. The confidence he’d shown as he faced Dwight Dingle and the bullies had gone. It belonged in a world where our house wasn’t banging like a massive firework and my parents weren’t in mortal danger.

Looking at my sobbing sister and Joe’s helpless face, I realized that I, Taya Wild, the Queen of Shallow Things, was the only one close to holding it together right now.

I pushed my sister away, gently but firmly. Don’t think of Mum. Don’t think of Dad. ‘Tori, cuddle the cubs. They’re really scared.’

Tori dropped to the ground and pulled Chips and Gravy in close, sobbing in a muffly way against their fur. The cubs’ eyes were still wide and black and troubled, but they stopped their soft growling at her familiar smell. Rabbit started licking Gravy, comforting him in the only way a motherly old dog can. I turned my back on the flames as they shot up like rockets and mentally blocked my ears to the terrible roar.

‘Joe, tie the cubs’ leads to that tree.’ Don’t think … ‘We’ll call Wild World. They’re just across the common. They’ll take the cubs in. We can borrow someone’s phone – look up the number. We have to get them somewhere safe.’

‘But what about your parents?’ said Joe desperately.

I glanced back at the smoke and flames. Firefighters had arrived and jets of water were arcing into the middle of what was left of our house. A gust of wind swept the smoke into my eyes. I felt like something was burning me too. ‘We can’t help them just now,’ I whispered. ‘We can only help the cubs.’

The world tipped and wobbled. I shook my head, trying to clear it. But the world kept tipping. So I gave up and tipped too.

Days, hours, seconds later, I opened my eyes and blinked at the strange ceiling over my head. It was speckled with little white lights.

Dad was sitting beside me. I was vaguely aware of the back of Tori scurrying out of the room as I took in more of my surroundings and realized I was in a hospital bed. I looked back at Dad. Everything rushed at me like a wall.

‘Hello,’ I said thickly. ‘I thought you were dead.’

I sent a few messages down my arm, and my hand came up to prod gingerly at the bandage across the back of my head. ‘Ow,’ I said, surprised by how much it hurt. ‘What did I do?’

‘You fainted and knocked yourself out against a tree,’ said Dad. He stroked my sweaty hair off my forehead.

‘You didn’t die,’ I said, reaching out and gripping Dad’s hand tightly in case this was all a dream and I was about to wake up.

‘It takes more than an exploding house to get rid of me,’ said Dad.

The careless way he spoke didn’t match up with how he smelled of smoke and soot, nor the way his free hand was bandaged across his chest. His beard was a bit burned and his jumper was flecked with brown holes. I tried to remember whether the brown holes had been there before the fire or not, but gave up. Everything was still weird right now.

‘What about Mum?’ I sat up suddenly and winced. ‘And the cubs?’

‘Mum’s fine and the cubs are safe at Wild World. Joe got someone to call just after you fainted, and they came within five minutes. How you thought of that …’

A proud look came in Dad’s eyes. It made me feel warm and a bit embarrassed, but in a nice way.

Tori came back in with a clatter, towing Mum behind her. A doctor came too. I can’t tell you how good it was to see Mum without flames shooting around her like I’d been imagining. She smelled of smoke too, and had a bruise on her dusty brown cheek and shiny tears in her big chocolate-drop eyes as she covered my face in kisses.

My sister shot me one of her unblinking gazes. Her hair, which had got a bit disordered when she was crying all over me, was pulled back into a fresh, neat ponytail. Her face, so totally exactly like mine, was calm. The wailing thing on Fernleigh Common had gone.

‘You’re not going to kiss me too, are you?’ I checked cautiously. Kissing wasn’t normally Tori’s thing, but we weren’t in the normal world any more.

‘As if.’ Her eyes dared me to remember her nutso performance on the common.

‘How’s your head?’ asked the doctor, scribbling notes on a clipboard in her hand.

‘Sore,’ I said. ‘But I’m OK.’

The doctor snapped the top back on to her pen. ‘Any signs of dizziness or sickness, you should bring her back in straightaway,’ she informed my parents. ‘But you can take her home now.’

That was good, I thought in relief. I wanted to go home.

Then I remembered.

I looked at Mum and Dad. ‘The house – is it …?’

Dad took my hand. ‘You’ll have to be brave, Taya.’

There’s nothing like being told to be brave to make you feel the opposite. You’d think that discovering the parents you thought had been burned alive were in fact alive alive would mean you could face most other things, wouldn’t you? But not in my case. I felt sick, and that was before Dad gave me the really bad news.

‘They’re sifting through the rubble now, but it’s not hopeful. It looks like we’ve got the van and the clothes we’re in, and that’s it.’

I gulped, trembling with the shock of hearing that I had nothing to my name except a hideous school uniform, a bus pass and a bunch of biros in a dodgy school backpack. Then I turned to Mum. ‘What about the snakes? Fernando and Sufi?’

Mum shook her head tearfully. She’d rescued Fernando and Sufi from a puffed-up twit who’d called himself a reptile-lover, but had somehow forgotten that snakes are cold-blooded creatures that need constant warmth. Their cages had been small and so cold that they had almost died of hypothermia until Mum brought them home to us. And now they were dead.

Mum loved animals. Furry, scaly, poisonous or cuddly – Mum understood and loved them all. She’d been fostering animal orphans for zoos and safari parks since before we were born, and Tori and I had spent our whole lives living with an assortment of creatures in need of Mum’s special brand of TLC. Wallabies, monkeys, anteaters, snakes – and, most recently, Chips and Gravy the tiger cubs. Not your average pet assortment, but we’re not your average family.

‘What happened?’ I said. ‘Does anyone know?’

‘They think it was a fault in the boiler,’ Dad said. ‘We’d only had the annual check two months ago, but there you go. There was a build-up of gas and … boom.’

I remembered the eggy smell in our kitchen that morning. I thought it was … Never mind what I thought it was; it had been real gas, proper dangerous gas. Boom. A loud four-letter word that summed up the end of everything we’d ever known. Photos, furniture, clothes, carpets, saucepans, Doctor Who collectibles, a roof and four walls – all gone.

‘At least we’re all still alive,’ said Mum into the silence. ‘That is the most important thing.’

I struggled upright, trying to ignore my throbbing head. ‘Bring it on, world,’ I said, concentrating on keeping my voice as strong as I could. ‘It’ll take more than an exploding house to knock the Wilds down.’

Well. You have to stay positive, don’t you?
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Was it Well Hot?

News of the fire spread fast round Fernleigh, and we had offers to stay in people’s houses. When I’d been checked out of hospital, Tori and I went to stay for a few nights with Zoe McGuigan – an old mate from our primary school, Castle Hill – while Mum and Dad stayed with our now ex-neighbour, Rob.

Zoe, Tori and I had only been at our different secondary schools for a couple of months – us at Forrests on the far side of town, and Zoe at All Hallows, the school where everyone from Castle Hill except us and Joe Morton had ended up – but it already felt like years. Zoe was perfectly nice and everything, but she kept asking questions that we really didn’t feel like answering.

‘You actually saw your roof come off?’ she asked during supper on the first night we stayed there. ‘In front of your eyes?’

‘Please can you pass the ketchup, Mrs McGuigan?’ said Tori loudly.

‘In front of you?’ Zoe repeated. ‘Unbelievable!’ And then she sat back in her chair with a wondering look in her wide blue eyes, as if she quite fancied seeing her own house blast off like a rocket.

‘How’s your new school, girls?’ said Mr McGuigan in a hearty voice.

I glanced at Tori, but she didn’t look back. I was grateful for the change of subject, but it was hard to know where to start with Forrests. Grey? Loud? A riot waiting to happen around every corner? Terrifying toilets and bullies on the bus?

‘It’s OK,’ I said eventually.

‘Zoe’s having a great time at All Hallows, aren’t you Zo?’ said Mr McGuigan. ‘She’s already on the tennis team. And there’s a trip to the French Alps coming up.’

‘Our teacher’s actually French,’ said Zoe. ‘She speaks French and everything.’

‘I hear French people can do that,’ Tori muttered, in a voice just loud enough for me to hear.

Tori and I had Mr Jones, who spoke French with a Welsh accent and threw at least three kids out of the classroom every lesson. And not many kids played tennis because half the school rackets were broken. I prodded my lasagne and wished my head didn’t hurt when I chewed.

‘Does your mum still look after baby animals?’ Zoe asked. ‘Did any of them die in the fire?’

‘We saw that newspaper article about your parents’ new animal film business,’ said Mr McGuigan. ‘Terrific stuff. Hope they can still do it, what with – everything.’

I lost what little appetite I had. Did Mum still foster animal orphans? Did we still have an animal film business? Wild About Animals had only done one job so far, filming the tiger cubs in London. Now we had no house for the cubs – or any other animals – to live in. We had no weaning bottles, cages, heat lamps. There were no vitamins left, nor powdered milk. No teats, no incubator. Nothing.

‘May we be excused, Mrs McGuigan?’ I said, pushing back my chair.

‘Of course … of course …’ Zoe’s mum rushed to help me and Tori out of our seats like we were a couple of old ladies. ‘You must be tired. I’ve put a double mattress on the floor in Zoe’s room. I hope that’s OK?’

‘You can tell me more about the fire tonight,’ Zoe called after us brightly as Tor and I headed for the stairs. ‘It must have been well hot to destroy totally everything you ever owned! Was it? Was it well hot?’

We didn’t have to go to school the next day, which was a relief. The thought of all the questions from our classmates, like Zoe’s only times thirty, was enough to send anyone screaming for a nice dark broom cupboard.

‘But you have to go tomorrow,’ said Dad as Mum drove us all to Wild World to check on the cubs. ‘You’ve already had several days off school this term and you can’t keep missing lessons.’

‘But our house just exploded!’ I said. ‘They won’t expect us back for ages. I mean, haven’t we got more important things to think about than school? Like … beds and a roof and stuff? And everyone will be staring at us and feeling sorry for us and it will be completely impossible to concentrate on anything!’

‘You’ll have to find a way,’ Dad said.

It wasn’t fair. We’d already had more than our share of bad luck since school started. Dad had been really ill before half-term, on a photography job in the Colombian jungle. He’d been flown home in a coma thanks to undiagnosed diabetes. His illness had changed our lives already: he couldn’t fly around the world taking pictures of animals for a while because it was too hard for him to manage his medication while he was still learning to hold his insulin pen the right way up, so instead he’d started Wild About Animals. It had all been going so well, and we’d all just done a brilliant shampoo advert starring Chips and Gravy and Mum, but now …

‘Can we still do Wild About Animals, Dad?’

Tori often asks the exact questions I’m thinking. But Dad didn’t answer her because Mum had just turned into our road.

‘Why are we going this way?’ Tori said after a shocked second of silence.

‘It’s the quickest route,’ said Mum in a funny voice.

It was over in a second as the van flashed past our gate. Although Tori had turned her head and was staring hard out of the opposite window, I had to look. I saw the remains of four walls behind lots of official ‘do not enter’ tape, piles of rubble and unidentifiable burned objects lying around. What was left of the apple trees in the front garden were burned and black like something out of a horror movie. Fire officers were still moving around the site, checking things.

And then we were past, and the left turn for Wild World was ahead of us. Mum was crying silently, both hands gripping the steering wheel. Dad reached across and put the indicator on for her.

Think about the cubs, I told myself as tears flooded down my cheeks. Think about Chips’s wise eyes and Gravy’s big feet. Think of the way they smell and how they talk to us with their special vuvuving noise. Most of all think how, unlike poor Fernando and Sufi, they didn’t die. And nor did we.
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