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We have been unpacking the last few boxes of things from our old house. It is four years since they were packed. Mum remembers that Granny did it when Dad died and we had to move. Granny is dead now too.

There are a lot of dead people in my family.

How sad that looks, written down. I tried it on my friends, first Gareth and then Clare.

Gareth said, ‘There are a lot of dead people in everyone’s families. There are more live ones in your family than mine.’

A short arguing calculation proved that he was right. Gareth is an only child and he does not count his wicked stepmother as family because she is allergic to dogs, although otherwise not wicked at all.

Clare was just as unsympathetic. She said, ‘Old people are meant to be dead.’

‘Dad wasn’t really old. Not ancient old, like Granny.’

‘If we are going to start moaning about fathers,’ said Clare, ‘get ready to get over yourself because I will win.’

Clare’s father disappeared when she was six weeks old, remarking (as he dumped two children and one small unprofitable farm on Clare’s mother) (but took the family car) that he could do without the stress. Clare says he owes her twelve birthday presents, thirteen Christmas presents, thirteen Easter eggs, eight good excuses for missing school sports day, and fifteen parents’ evenings. So she is right, she will win, and anyway, I was not moaning. I was just trying out what I had written in my notebook against real life. I said this to Clare, and she replied, ‘There shouldn’t be any difference,’ and I couldn’t be bothered to explain to her that she was wrong.

But I didn’t mean to sound sad when I wrote about my family. We are not sad.

Not even about money.

I wish we had more money.

Before my father died, my family didn’t have to worry about money. Or anyway, we thought we didn’t. But we were wrong, and so we went bankrupt, Mum and Clem and James and me, but not Dad, he died just in time. What I mean is, if you have to die, it’s better to do it before you go bankrupt. And have to sell your family bookshop and your house and lose your dog Max and go and live in dingy little flats where the damp gives you coughs and there is no outside space and all the people you thought were your friends turn out not to care much about you after all.

And you turn out not to care much about them. You haven’t time. You hang on tight and forget a lot of things.

We forgot the boxes. They were at Granny’s house for ages. Then we moved here, to Cornwall, and the boxes came with us, but they still didn’t get unpacked. That was because we were too busy getting rid of the ten thousand bags of junk and ten million spiders left behind by Aunty Violet, whose house this used to be.

It wasn’t box-time then, either. Just when we had made it possible to live here without something falling down on you or making you scream, an autumn gale swept in from the sea and blew great holes in the roof.

When you have a roof, you don’t think about it. But when you don’t have a roof, when you go up the stairs in your house and see your bedroom and your soggy wallpaper and your school shoes filled with rain, and sky over your head, proper sky, real sky with clouds and aeroplanes, a lot of sky, then you think about roofs.

The roof only took a few hours to blow off, but it took months to get back on again. When it was on, but the scaffolding was still there, I climbed up and I leaned right over the new tiles and I pushed and pulled as hard as I could. I was checking that nothing was loose. Pete, the builder who had done the tiling, saw me and came up and grabbed me by my jacket and he made me put on an orange hard hat and he didn’t let go until he got me on the ground. Then he shouted a lot, and he said he would tell my mother and he did.

So I was officially told off and made to promise not to do it again. It wasn’t a very good telling off, not good enough for Pete, because Mum admitted she’d been wondering about doing the same thing herself.

‘At least now we know it’s solid,’ she said hugging me, and Clem and James were also pleased to hear how tightly our new roof was stuck on.

‘It didn’t move, even a tiny bit?’ asked James.

‘Of course it flipping didn’t move even a tiny bit!’ said Pete. ‘Don’t you trust me?’

‘Oh yes,’ said James, and Mum and Clem agreed. ‘Oh yes, oh yes,’ and then Clem asked how high I’d managed to reach, and Mum wanted to know if I’d tried in more than one place, and if I’d seen any cracks.

‘Well, thank you very much!’ said Pete, and stalked off in a huff.

(My writing has gone wandering away. It has left the boxes, still unpacked, and ended up on the roof of our house.)

So back to the boxes.

One of them was very heavy. It was full of great big albums. The largest, labelled ‘Clemency’s First Year’, was stuffed with photos and excited comments like: ‘First taste of APPLE!!!!’ and ‘HOW did Clemency get RIGHT to the end of her cot???’ (There were four of these: Spring, Summer, Autumn and Winter.) I just got one album, half full, and poor old James had a completely-empty-except-for-the-first-page scrapbook. He was not happy about this and wanted Mum to sit down and write four more volumes instantly.

‘I will, I will,’ said Mum, ‘or you can have a giant bag of Mexican Barbecue Fries. They were on offer. Go and look in the cupboard!’

As well as the albums, there were boxes of story books from when we were little, and from when Mum and Dad were little too, and there was Dad’s old brown bag.

How strange to see that bag, so familiar and so forgotten. I knew every mark and scuff on the leather, but I had never looked inside. Dad never went out of the house without it. The handle is shaped from years and years of being held in the grip of his right hand.

‘Are we going to open it?’ asked Clem.

Mum said she would rather not just then, but that Clem and I could if we liked. We nearly didn’t; it had been shut for so long. We looked at it for ages before we undid the buckle. It felt so wrong. I wondered if Clem felt as I did, that perhaps in the bag would be something to help us understand why he had left so suddenly and unhelpfully, like someone walking out in the middle of a conversation.

There is a book called The Railway Children that we found when we were unpacking the boxes and in it there is a family with a father who goes away. The eldest girl, who is called Bobbie, doesn’t know where he’s gone, and she says IS HE DEAD? but he’s not. He’s in prison.

Dad went bankrupt. Do you get put in prison for that?

There is a stupid thought that I used to let myself think. It begins, ‘What if … ?’

I didn’t go to Dad’s funeral. Clem and James did, but not me. I can’t remember one thing about it, but I have been told that at the last minute I went out with our next-door neighbour instead. I have been told that she heroically took me to McDonald’s, which she chose because she supposed the staff there were used to children behaving terribly. And so they were and so I did, and when the staff heard why we were there, and where we really should have been, the heroic neighbour was given free coffee and tissues and I was given unlimited access to the ice-cream machine, the M&Ms dispenser, and the tap that squirts tomato sauce.

I missed the funeral, but it still happened. I know that. I know how unreasonable it is to think ‘What if … ?’ I hardly ever do it any more. But what if Dad is in prison, not dead? Then we really shouldn’t look inside his bag.

I was thinking this when Clem, who had been very quiet, said, ‘Well,’ and sighed and began undoing the buckle.

What had Dad been thinking of, when he closed his bag for the last time?

He had been thinking about us.

Dad died the week before Clem’s birthday. I don’t think she had one that year, not one that we noticed, anyway. But Dad had not forgotten. The first thing we saw when we looked inside his bag was a little package with a label, a birthday present for Clem. It was all wrapped up with a birthday card for when she was thirteen. A silvery charm bracelet with three charms: music notes and a silver flute and a C for Clem with the C a crescent moon and a crystal like a star. Always on birthdays Dad used to buy extra presents for non-birthday people and they were in the bag too. A engine driver’s hat for James, and a very loud whistle to blow when the train was ready to leave the station (because when he was three, James was obsessed with trains). A thick blue notebook for me with silver writing in French on the cover under a silver sketch from Dad’s favourite book, The Little Prince. The card with it said, ‘With love from Daddy. Never stop writing!’

In the picture on the cover, The Little Prince is leaving his very small planet with a flock of birds to help him fly. He is leaving his rose and his sheep and his active volcano. Dad used to call me his active volcano sometimes, and once I asked him, ‘and is Clem the rose? And James the sheep?’

But he had said no. He said I was the rose and the sheep and the active volcano, all mixed up together. ‘The whole story,’ he said, ‘and the birds are your words.’

I don’t know how I could stop writing. I write all the time. But I have never had a book to write in that is as beautiful as this one. The paper is very smooth and creamy, and there is silver elastic that snaps round when it is closed, to keep the words safe. The writing on the cover says ‘L’essential est invisible pour les yeux’.

One day I will find out what that means.

There was a pencil from our bookshop to go with the notebook, one of the pencils Dad used to give away free.

After the presents, I didn’t want to look any more and neither did Clem. We didn’t know what to do with the bag. It seemed it should go in an important place, but there aren’t really any important places in our house. It’s too small. So in the end we put it back in the box. Mum said, ‘I think we’ll leave it for a while.’

I know why.

To see his writing, and the pencil from the bookshop.

It felt like he might step through the door.
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THE MARKETPLACE TRADERS WERE CLOSING their stalls.

Somebody was whistling, just out of sight.

There was barking, and a small dog raced by, trailing a scarlet lead and lifting a great rattling crowd of marketplace pigeons into flight.

A shriek of dismay and the flap of bird wings filling the air, concerned voices calling; all the sounds gathered together like a wave before it breaks.

Binny heard all of this, but she was not part of it. She was in the same place as the pigeons and the dog and the people, but it was a completely different world. She was standing beside the bank. Its deep grey doorway arched behind her, like a sea cave. A little way in front was the cashpoint. Left behind at the cashpoint was a pile of money.

The money had a presence, like a spell, and Binny (green eyed, seaweed hair tied in a knot, jumper-swamped, supermarket trainers, four library books hugged tight to her chest for warmth) was spellbound to the cobbles, locked between a lamppost and the stony walls of the bank, trembling a little.

All the way across town that afternoon, Binny had ached for money. The longing to have it had pounded in her mind: just once, just once, just this one time and I’ll never want any again.

And now, this magic.

A soft pigeon feather, white as sea foam, bubble-light, came drifting down towards the ground. Binny took two steps towards the cashpoint and reached out a hand.

The money was in twenty pound notes. Purple-pinky-brownish colour. They felt silky, but not smooth. Their texture was more like dry leaves than paper. Somehow that leafy feel made them very real. Binny clutched them tight, her heart banging, and nobody said, ‘Oy!’

The notes folded naturally into the palm of her hand. Her hand tucked itself into her jeans pocket, the left one, that didn’t have a hole in it.

The feather touched the ground.

Then the little dog was recaptured and the pigeons went quiet, and Binny, with a pocketful of money gathered as easily as a shell from the beach, continued on her journey home from school.

 

It was the last Friday before the half-term break. Binny was alone because her friends were at a meeting. They were being given final plans for the half-term school trip to a new adventure centre, just opened in the next county. Binny was the only person in her class not going. Even Clare would be away, the trip half paid for by her mother and brother, half earned by herself. ‘Try and come too,’ she had begged, but Binny had not even taken the letter home.

‘No thanks!’ she had said after reading the description: Outdoor adventures during the day, music and theatre in the evenings. The one experience you must not miss! A chance to discover who you really are! Find out how to follow your dreams!

‘Sounds boring,’ Binny had growled, fooling no one.

‘I’m guessing,’ said Mr Martin, the French teacher who was going with the group, ‘that it will be the first of many of these trips. So don’t worry about not coming this time, Binny. We will probably be heading off again before long.’

Binny had managed a smile because she could see he meant to be kind, but she had been much more comforted when he said suddenly, ‘I could never go to places either when I was at school!’

‘Because of money?’ asked Binny.

He nodded.

‘But you go to places now,’ said Binny, kindly. ‘France and places, don’t you?’

‘I do. So will you. But it’s tough when all your friends are going.’

‘A bit,’ admitted Binny.

Her friends had talked of nothing else for days. They would come back enlightened; having discovered who they really were. Some of them, those who had an idea already (wildlife vet, helicopter pilot, dog walker, firework technician), would be the luckiest of all because they would find out how to follow those dreams.

‘They’ll be back in no time,’ said Mr Martin encouragingly.

‘I know. It doesn’t matter. It’s not the most important thing I want money for.’

Mr Martin laughed and said, ‘When I think of the shopping list I used to have! Got anything interesting planned this weekend?’

‘It’s Mum’s birthday.’

‘Is that the most important thing?’

‘Yes.’

‘Ah!’ said Mr Martin. ‘Yes of course, bien entendu! That means I completely understand!’

Bien entendu! thought Binny, with pleasure, because it was sometimes nice to be completely understood.

Even so, she walked home longing for money. It is, she thought, bien entendu that you should have a proper birthday present for your mother.

And now she could. Her wishes had come true. It had happened.

A miracle.

‘Thank you! Thank you!’ Binny whispered aloud, to wherever the magic had come from, and she went on her way, battered and buffeted and washed by waves of joy.
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BINNY LIVED IN A VERY SMALL, VERY OLD house with her mother Polly, her seventeen-year-old sister Clem, and James, who seemed to have been six for a very long time. As well as the humans, there was Cinderella the white cat, and in the longest school holidays: Christmas, Easter and Summer, Binny and Gareth’s shared dog, Max.

 

Two hundred years before, the house had been built for a Cornish fisherman and his family. There were dozens of houses just like it in the town, with steep red roofs and white painted walls, narrow gardens behind and front doors that opened straight onto the cobbled, narrow street. It was two minutes’ walk from the market and five minutes from the harbour. A lovely place to live if you could manage with hardly any space and people glancing in through your windows all day long. Many of the little white houses had been made into holiday cottages, often joined with their next-door neighbour to make one larger house out of two small ones. But Binny’s home was unchanged and her family had lived in it more or less comfortably until the night when the roof had become sky.

Months later, the family finances had still not recovered from this expensive adventure. The roof had been repaired, the rain-soaked ceilings and beds replaced, but even now there was still one builder left, plastering walls and rehanging doors and doing noisy mysterious things in the attic. Since he had never quite finished, he was never quite paid, but there had been many other large bills. The children’s mother had worked extra shifts at the old people’s home in town, and Clem had hurried from college to wait at tables in the cafe by the harbour. Binny had managed with no bedroom carpet and no new clothes, and recently, since she had tried to hang a hammock from it and wrenched it from its hinges, no bedroom door.

‘Binny!’ her mother had exclaimed, staring at the damage. ‘Not another thing to be mended!’

Binny had said she didn’t want it to be mended, she liked having no bedroom door. ‘Good!’ said Clem and her mother. ‘Under the circumstances: good!’

The circumstances, of course, were money. They all thought about money so often and with such anxiety that it was like an extra nightmare person living in the house. Only James seemed to have escaped untroubled.

Or had he? Earlier that day, the day of the whistle and the small white dog and the pigeons and the twenty pound notes that felt like leaves, Binny had asked, ‘What are you getting mum for her birthday on Sunday?’

‘A picture of me!’ James had answered ‘A lovely one! From school, when they took all our photographs.’

‘Then Mum will have to pay for it!’ Binny had objected.

‘No she won’t. Because when they were giving them out to take home I told Miss that I didn’t want mine because of the roof blowing off and now we only have bourbon creams instead of proper chocolate biscuits. I said it in my sad voice, and Miss said, Oh James! Like that. Oh James! Then, guess what, then, at home time, she waited till the others had gone and whispered I could have it for free! And …’ James had paused, making round eyes at Binny, ‘she gave me her Kit Kat from her lunch! And I didn’t eat it! So I’ve got two presents without paying!’

Binny had looked enviously at her golden little brother. His lowered lashes cast an enchanting shadow on his smooth, irrepressible cheek, and he looked extremely pleased with himself.

‘That was lucky,’ she said.

‘Yes,’ agreed James.

‘Or else what would you have done?’

‘I don’t know,’ James had admitted. ‘I’ve been looking for money for ages. I did find two pennies in the playground, but Dill said they were his.’

So money haunted James as well. Two pennies in the playground. The bourbon creams. Still, he had managed a birthday present for Sunday with very little trouble. Two presents, in fact. Once again, Binny had worried about her own gift of homemade tokens for cups of tea, vacuuming and putting things away. (This token, when given to Belinda Cornwallis, will make her put away a minimum of twenty items! Usable anywhere in the house.) Her other present, poppy seeds, was all right, but it didn’t wrap up into a proper parcel shape, and didn’t compare with Clem’s present of pearly dangling earrings with little silver shells.

‘They only came from the market,’ Clem had told Binny consolingly, when she found her worrying. ‘Poppy seeds are perfect. Poppies are her favourite flowers.’

Binny had not been much comforted, but it had been the best she could do.

Until now.

Binny walked home in a spending dream. Roses in pots and books of poetry. Dazzling silk scarves and bracelets and perfume. Giant chocolate bars for James and peppermint creams for Clem. A new hat for Pete, whose present one had a hole in the middle. He needed a hat and he had been icy with her ever since she had climbed up the scaffolding. A new hat might warm him up a bit. Also Cinderella, currently living on the cheapest catfood possible, needed sardines, and Max could have a frisbee for when he came for his holidays, and the chickens, Pecker and Gertie, loved cabbages and …

Crash! All four library books fell from Binny’s arms as she walked into a lamppost very hard.

‘Sorry, sorry,’ she murmured to the books and the lamppost, hardly noticing the pain, her mind on her shopping list, her hand guarding the treasure in her pocket. Oh, money! Oh lovely, needed, unlooked for money! Suddenly she couldn’t wait to get home, rush upstairs, spread it out on her bed, and gloat over it, each note, one by one.

Here was the last steep road. Terraced houses rising in steps, flower tubs and cats and bins dragged through the front doors from the little gardens at the back because tomorrow was bin day. Binny skirted the last of them and there was her own door with its dolphin-shaped knocker, and then she was home.

The rest of the family were also home. James and his friend Dill were upstairs laying out train tracks, a newly revived passion since the discovery of the whistle and the hat. Her mother was in the kitchen with the table covered in newspaper, and a half-painted wooden chair on the top. The kitchen chairs were all different shapes, but soon, at least, they would be all the same colour: apple green with white legs. Binny’s mother was painting one a day and this was the last. Tomorrow, when it was dry, nobody would have to sit on the stairs to eat their supper. At present, the stairs were occupied by Cinderella, curled into a snow white swirl of cat. The air was filled with the smell of paint from the kitchen, the squawks and squabbles of the boys upstairs, and the sound of Clem’s flute in the living room, cascades of notes patterning and repatterning as she worked.

Into this kaleidoscope of family went Binny. Clem nodded to her when she opened the door but did not pause, and Binny retreated back from the room. She wasn’t musical like Clem, and she thought flutes might be beautiful to look at, but they sounded like loud mad owls. She headed for the kitchen instead, until her mother called, ‘Hello Binny! Shoo, till I finish with this paint!’

The problem was where to shoo that was private enough to spread out a pocketful of money. The moment she started up to her bedroom, there was James.

‘Hello don’t k …’ began James, and then, at a splutter from behind, ordered, ‘Shut up Dill!’

‘Kiss, you were going to say!’ murmured Dill.

‘I wasn’t! Don’t come upstairs, I was going to say.’

‘Why not?’ Binny asked.

‘Because you’ll tread on the train lines. Dill’n me have made the Channel Tunnel under your bed.’

Binny groaned. One of the many troubles of no bedroom door was no way of keeping out James.

‘And,’ continued James, ‘you can’t go into the bathroom because Dill says it’s Paris.’

Dill, husky voiced, severe and seven, said, ‘Unless you’ve got a passport.’

‘What if I want the loo?’ demanded Binny.

The boys looked at each other and shook their heads.
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