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The boy and the old man arrived at the port at night.


There had been cloud in the sky but now the moon shone brightly and they stood in the shadow cast by a row of terraced cottages that lined a cobbled street, polished through the years by wheels and feet and the hooves of horses.


The boy held the old man’s hand.


The air smelled of motor oil and charred timber. At the far end of the street, the quayside was lit by a bright white lamp that glared upon the skeleton of a single black crane, its hook hanging solemn above the cottage roofs, and above the crane loomed the tall ship, a string of yellow bulbs along the rails of its upper decks as though it might be Christmas and not a warm autumn night.


The boy sneezed loudly.


‘Shhh, Malik,’ hissed his grandfather.


Malik let go of his grandfather’s hand and pinched his nose through the white cotton handkerchief that covered his face – his grandfather had tied it across his nose and mouth to protect him from smoke. Malik could have removed the cloth, since they were a long way from the fires, but he kept it, believing it made him look older. He held his breath so that he wouldn’t sneeze again. When he was certain, he took his hand away. ‘Sorry, Papa.’


Papa settled a hand on Malik’s shoulder. ‘No. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bite.’ He glanced back down the road behind them. ‘I’m still nervous. I’m sure there’s no one here, but we ought to be careful.’


‘Careful as a cat,’ said Malik.


‘Fearful like a fox,’ said Papa, and he adjusted the rucksack that he carried slung from a single shoulder.


Malik nodded. He felt sorry for the foxes – nobody ever had a good word to say about them. He saw Papa’s eyes flick to either end of the street and his stomach tensed as though he were about to be punched. These moments of uncertainty were the worst. He put a hand to the front of his trousers and held himself.


Papa looked down at him. ‘Do you need the toilet?’ Malik shook his head. ‘Then don’t do that, eh? You’re too old for that.’


Malik put his hand in his trouser pocket. He shuffled on his feet, stepping from one side to the other so that the tops of his green Wellington boots flapped against his trousers. Papa’s eyes went up and down the row of cottages; he was checking for something. Malik stopped shuffling and lifted himself on tiptoes so as to be closer to Papa’s ear. ‘Is that our ship?’


Papa pulled the collar of his thick winter coat away from the back of his neck. His brow was damp with sweat. ‘I expect it is,’ he said quietly. ‘I can’t see the name, but it’s the only ship here.’


Malik looked again and he agreed. There were no other ships.


Papa put a hand to his short, white beard and tugged at the hair, something he did when he was thinking. ‘We’re too early. We can’t go there yet. I think we must wait till the morning.’


The muscles in Malik’s stomach twisted – Papa would need to find them a place to stay again. Last night they had slept in the basement cellar of a burnt-out office block and there had been a dying dog. He followed Papa’s eyes to the row of cottages, silhouetted in the bright light from the quay, the chimneys standing proud of the grey slate roofs. If they couldn’t go to the ship, then perhaps they could spend the night in one of these. Malik hoped so. He imagined a chair to sit in. A basin for washing. His own bed.


‘Will the ship leave tomorrow?’


Papa ignored the question and Malik felt guilty for having asked it, but he had other questions, all sorts of questions, and he couldn’t help himself.


‘Is this where we’re staying?’ he asked. ‘Is this where Mama will meet us?’


Papa raised his voice. ‘So many questions. I’ve told you about that. How many questions is that you’ve asked today?’


Malik dropped his head. ‘I don’t know.’


‘You don’t know? Well, I don’t know either. There’s been so many I’ve lost count. But we agreed on ten, didn’t we? We had an agreement and we shook hands on it. Only ten questions each day.’ Papa took a deep breath and lowered his voice. ‘I reckon you’ve got just one left and that’s being generous. You should be careful – think about what you say before you open your mouth.’


Malik tightened his jaw. Papa never liked too many questions: he had learned that in the last two days. He stepped again from one foot to the other, thinking of what he could get away with saying next. A question mark hung over everything. ‘How do you … I mean … what should I …?’ He reached for Papa’s hand, gripped his index finger. ‘It’s impossible.’


‘No. It’s not impossible. It’s difficult, I’ll grant you that.’ Papa squeezed Malik’s fingers then knelt beside him and pointed. ‘See that cottage there? The one with the dark red door?’


Malik was disappointed. ‘The one with the broken window?’


‘Yes. That’s the one. I want you to count the houses from this end of the street till you get to the one with the broken window. Tell me how many houses there are before you reach the one we want.’


This was one of Papa’s games. Malik knew them now, the little things Papa gave him to do to keep his mind occupied. It was what Mama used to do when he was young but Malik didn’t mind Papa doing it now. It was better than having too much time to think.


He began to count under his breath, nodding his head at each house. ‘Thirteen,’ he said.


‘Are you sure?’ Papa narrowed his eyes. ‘I made it twelve. Let’s do it together.’


They began to count and Papa pointed at each cottage in turn. Malik took hold of his hand to stop him after seven. ‘No, Papa. Look. That one’s different. That’s two houses. There’s another front door. See? A shared porch with two front doors.’


Papa’s eyes flicked to the walls either side of the porch. He checked the windows. ‘Yes, I see. You’re right. One porch but with two front doors. Two eyes are better than one, eh?’ He touched the top of Malik’s head. ‘We make a good team.’


Malik’s mouth whipped up into a smile. ‘Who lives there? How do we know them? Are they friends of ours?’


Papa didn’t seem to mind the questions. He checked the street again to make sure they were safe. ‘I hope no one lives there. They should have left when the trouble started. I don’t think anyone still lives in these streets.’


A cloud moved across the moon and the cobbles on the street turned black. An engine started up from somewhere in the distance, probably from the quayside.


Papa took hold of Malik’s hand. ‘I think we should go.’


‘Is it soldiers?’


‘I don’t think so. But we’ve been here too long. We should be out of sight. Come on.’


Papa stepped out across the street and Malik ran to keep up, his head ducked low to avoid the rucksack which bounced from side to side on Papa’s back. They hurried to the opposite pavement, rounded the final cottage and slipped into the alley that divided the back of the houses in this street from the next.


Papa stopped running and drew Malik close to him by the hand. ‘It’s very dark, isn’t it? Now the moon has gone, I can’t see my own feet.’


Malik looked for his own feet and saw nothing but black. He held a hand up to his face, moved it toward his nose and away again.


‘We’ll go slowly,’ Papa whispered. ‘Count the houses for me, will you? We want number thirteen.’


‘I can’t see the houses, Papa. It’s too dark.’


Papa put an arm round Malik’s shoulder. ‘You’re right. It’s too dark to see the houses.’ He lifted Malik’s hand and his fingers brushed against brickwork. ‘Feel that, Malik? That’s the back wall to the yard of the first house. We can count the gates till we reach thirteen.’


They walked into the darkness, holding hands. ‘It’s too dark,’ Malik complained. ‘I don’t like the dark.’


‘No,’ agreed Papa. ‘Nobody likes the dark. But you should remember that there’s no one here and the dark can’t hurt us.’


Malik knew that Papa couldn’t really know that for certain – you can never know for sure if there’s anything in the dark. ‘Can we use the torch?’


‘No. We don’t need the torch.’


‘I do.’


‘No, you don’t. Feel with your fingers.’


‘It would be better with the torch.’


‘Malik! We can’t use the torch. They could see the torch.’ Papa caught his breath and stopped walking.


Malik came up close against him. He tried to see Papa’s face. ‘You said there were no soldiers. You told me it was only us. If there’s no one here then no one can see the light.’


‘Yes.’ Papa sighed. ‘I suppose you’re right.’ He took the rucksack from his back and placed it on the floor. ‘You’re using logic and I can’t argue with that. I suppose we don’t need to whisper either.’


‘The torch is in the top pocket, Papa. The one on top of the flap that goes over.’


‘Yes. Thank you. I remember.’ Papa slid back the zip and took out the thin metal torch, twisting the bulb casing till the light came on and turned the edge of his fingers pink.


‘Can I hold it?’


Papa put the torch into Malik’s hand and directed it down to the floor. ‘Keep it pointed at the ground. Just down near your feet.’ The thin beam picked out the green rubber of Malik’s Wellington boots. ‘Your feet must be hot in those boots. You’ll be able to take them off soon.’


‘I don’t mind.’ Malik nudged the torch beam ahead of his feet and the shaft of light showed a little yellow flower, sprouting up between the broken stones that paved the alley. ‘Look. I nearly trod on a flower.’


‘It’s a weed, Malik. A dandelion.’


Malik stooped and broke the stem of the yellow flower. ‘It’s for Mama,’ he said. ‘I’m going to save it for her.’


They went on through the darkness, but quicker now they had some light. They counted the gates as they passed. The torch picked out one that was painted red and another that was green. At the thirteenth gate, an upturned metal bin lay on the ground with rubbish spilling from the open top. Something smelled rotten. The torch showed them an open can lying on its side, used teabags and half a cauliflower that was almost black. Malik stepped on a soiled newspaper. Above him the clouds thinned enough to give them a little light. This was the thirteenth house.


‘Is this it?’ Malik’s breath moved the handkerchief on his face. He flicked the torch up to Papa’s face and saw him turn and scowl.


‘Yes, this is it. Put the torch out now, will you? The moon will give us enough light.’


Malik turned off the torch and they paused. Papa put his hand into the pocket of his coat and Malik knew that in Papa’s pocket there were two red apples and the knife with the blade that folded back into the curved wooden handle. He had seen Papa reach into his pocket and touch it before, always when he needed courage. Malik wanted a knife just like that.


Papa took two steps to the gate, twisted the metal latch and opened it. The moonlight showed them the back of the cottage through the open gate. Malik could see a back door with pretty glass squares, and to the right of it a window. It looked like a nice house. Small, but comfortable.


Papa tugged at his beard. ‘You better stay here.’


‘Why? I don’t want to.’


‘It’s better for you to wait while I check to see that it’s all right.’


‘To see if there’s a dead dog?’


‘No. Not to see if there’s a dead dog. There won’t be another dead dog, Malik.’


‘How do you know?’


Papa put a hand to his head and closed his eyes. ‘No. No, that’s too many questions. You’re doing it again.’ He held out his hand and sliced the air into sections as he spoke. ‘I don’t know for certain. Of course I don’t. But it’s unlikely. It’s very unlikely. It would be unfortunate to find another dead dog.’


Malik gripped the little yellow flower in his hand and remembered the dead dog on the cellar floor, down by the metal grille. It hadn’t been dead at first but it was now. It was probably still on its own, lying where they had left it.


‘Please, Papa. I don’t want to wait here on my own.’ Malik tried not to whine, and hoped Papa wouldn’t be angry.


Papa nodded. ‘OK.’ He took hold of Malik’s hand. ‘Let’s go together.’


They stepped across the yard and found the back door locked. Papa went to the window, put his face against the glass, then came back to Malik. ‘I need the handkerchief from your face.’ He reached around, undid the knot at the back of Malik’s head, then wrapped his hand in the cloth and punched through one of the small panes, just above the doorknob. The sound of breaking glass shattered the silence. Malik held his breath, half expecting a shout or a rush of feet, but nothing happened.


Papa unwound the handkerchief from his fingers. He had a single small cut on the middle knuckle and he put it to his mouth, sucked away the blood, then reached inside and turned the key that was in the lock. The hinges of the door creaked as he opened it and stepped inside. He looked back at Malik. ‘You’d better turn the torch on.’


Malik twisted the top of the torch and followed Papa. The beam picked out wallpaper the colour of cornflowers, and that looked very pretty, but it was only the top half of the wall. The bottom half had bare plaster with corrugated ridges of brown glue where the kitchen units had been pulled away. Two pipes ran along the skirting board and had been capped off with a simple tap where there had once been a sink. On the floor, below the tap, stood a yellow plastic bucket full of discarded drink cans. Malik trod on screws and broken bits of masonry as he turned the torch around the empty room. He should have known it would be like this.


‘It might be better through here.’ Papa stepped onto the bare floorboards of the dark hall. ‘Come on, hand me the torch.’


They crept along the passage till the beam picked out a door. Papa pushed it open and stepped inside the hollow room. There was no furniture and no carpet. A ragged hole in the brickwork of the opposite wall showed where the fireplace had once been, and no curtain hung across the broken glass of the window. There was no comfort to be found here. None at all.


‘There’s nothing here, Papa.’


‘No, Malik. I can see. People have been here. They’ve stripped the house bare. Everything that was worth anything has gone. You can be certain of that.’


Malik walked over to the window and looked out across the empty street. This was only just better than the cellar. Mama wouldn’t like this house at all, and she wouldn’t want to come here.


Malik stood with Papa at the foot of the staircase. He should have known, the moment they’d sneaked in through the back, that this house would be no good.


There had been a time when Malik used only front doors. He would ring the bells or give two raps on the knocker and his friends would come outside or they would invite him in. Everyone he knew had nice houses, not all of them as large as his, but always pleasant in one way or another and there would be food and drink and games to play.


He stared at the front door of the cottage. It had two panels of frosted glass that were dark with the night. A single brown envelope hung from the inside of the letterbox, halfway up the door, sticking part in, part out. Papa reached out and pulled it free. He put the torch close to the paper, read the name on the envelope and then opened it. Malik saw writing in red ink.


‘Final notice from six weeks ago,’ said Papa. ‘They must have left the house before it arrived.’


They climbed the stairs, Papa out in front and Malik following behind, his Wellington boots squeaking on the wooden staircase. At the top of the stairs was a bathroom that had the fittings removed. The outline of the bath and sink could be traced from the tiles that finished halfway up the wall and the toilet was nothing but a sluice pipe that sat up ten centimetres from the floor.


They pushed another door and found a bedroom. This room at least had furniture. A white painted wardrobe was at the other end to the door and there was a single wooden chair and a bare mattress on the floor. The window had a thick blue curtain drawn back to one side. Balanced on the windowsill was an ashtray brimming with the crushed tips of thin cigarettes that had been rolled by hand.


Papa looked inside the wardrobe. He let the rucksack drop to the floor beside the mattress and shone the torch back to the doorway where Malik stood. ‘We have a mattress. At least it’s something. It’s better than last night.’


Malik shrugged.


Papa said, ‘Who’s going to have it? You or me?’


‘Mama should have it.’ Malik hesitated, but he asked the question anyway. ‘When will she be here?’


The questions about Mama always annoyed Papa the most, but Papa answered him gently. ‘Not tonight, Malik. I said she would meet us when the ship sailed, and that’s not till tomorrow. We’ll see her at the dock when we go there tomorrow. I’m sure we will.’


Malik’s head dropped. He saw the dandelion in his fist and he held it up. ‘What shall I do with this?’


Papa took the dandelion from his hand. ‘Let’s go and see whether we have any water.’


They went downstairs to the kitchen. Papa turned the metal tap on the bare pipe and it shuddered and spat and ran with water. He took a drinks can from the bucket, pulled the ends to straighten it out and filled it with water, then he dropped the stalk into the can so that the yellow head rested on the silver rim and he put the can onto the windowsill where he said it would get the morning sun.


Papa touched Malik’s shoulder. ‘Now let’s see if we can get some rest.’


They went back into the hallway and the beam of the torch picked out chipped paintwork on the bannister. They climbed the stairs to the bedroom and Malik sat down on the mattress while Papa pulled the curtain across the window. ‘It’s thick enough to shield the light,’ Papa said, more to himself than to Malik. ‘I’ll light us a candle. Let’s see if we can make this place more comfortable.’ He took off his coat and hung it on the back of the wooden chair.


Malik put the torch on the floor and picked at a loose end of cotton ticking while Papa retrieved the rucksack from beside the wardrobe and put it down in the beam of light that spread out across the floorboards.


‘What’s the matter with you?’ he asked Malik.


‘Nothing.’


Papa removed a pair of blue denim trousers and a white shirt from the sack and laid them on the floor. He brought out a pair of socks, some shorts and a warm brown jumper. ‘Do you want this on?’


Malik shook his head and Papa placed the jumper on the pile of clothes.


Papa then found a box of six wax candles with one already used. ‘Here we are,’ he said. He slid one of the white candles from the box, opened the lid of the brass zippo that he took from his trouser pocket and lit the wick. He turned the candle upside down so that the wax dripped onto the floorboard before he stood the candle upright. ‘Better turn the torch off,’ he told Malik. ‘It will save the battery.’


Malik left the torch alone. He twisted the loose piece of material round his finger instead, let it go, then twisted again.


Papa reached across and switched the torch off himself. The light in the room became faint and yellow and it flickered. ‘Why don’t you tell me what the matter is?’


Malik wouldn’t answer him.


It had been two days since the soldiers had come to the house and his mother had hidden him in the wardrobe. She had told him not to move, told him not to make a sound, and Malik had waited and waited. He hadn’t said a word. Even when he’d thought he’d heard Papa’s voice, he hadn’t called out.


‘Do you want to see my magic trick?’


Malik shook his head.


Papa put the clothes back into the main body of the sack, then he opened one of the large side pockets. He brought out a ball of thick yellow twine, a hammer, a screwdriver and a pair of pliers, which he lined up along the floorboard behind the candle. He looked over at Malik. ‘Well, there must be something I can do to cheer you up.’


Malik showed a flicker of interest as his eyes glanced up to Papa’s face. ‘Can I have a knife?’


‘You don’t need to think about knives.’


‘You’ve got one. I’ve seen it. You keep it in your jacket pocket.’


‘Yes I do.’


‘I saw you holding it last night when we went to sleep in the cellar. Was that because of the dog?’


‘No. Of course it wasn’t because of the dog. The dog was half dead, he wasn’t going to hurt us.’


‘I know.’


Papa held up his hands in a gesture of defeat. ‘Oh, good grief.’ He stood up and fetched the key ring from his jacket pocket, unfastened a penknife that was the length of his smallest finger and handed it to Malik. ‘Be careful of the blade. It might be small but it’s very sharp. And I don’t want you to lose it. I had that knife for my tenth birthday. It was the only thing I asked for and my father bought it for me.’


Malik put his fingernail to the main blade and pulled it out from the handle.


Papa watched him. ‘Perhaps I’ll give one to you as a present when you’re ten.’


‘I’m already ten.’


‘Never. Are you sure?’


Malik looked at him with disgust. ‘Of course I’m sure. It was my last birthday.’


‘Was it? And I didn’t give you a knife?’


‘No. You gave me a geometry set.’


‘With a wooden and brass compass?’


The boy nodded and Papa thought about it. ‘Well, I’ve got them the wrong way round. Why would I do that? You should have a Swiss army knife when you are ten and a geometry set when you are eleven. That’s what I was given as a boy. I wonder what I was thinking?’ The old man looked confused. ‘What did I get for your ninth birthday?’


‘I can’t remember.’


‘No. Nor can I. It’s all too long ago.’


They paused.


‘Mama would know. She can tell us tomorrow.’


Papa pressed his forehead with the tips of his fingers but he nodded. ‘Yes, yes. I expect she will.’ He began to search through the rucksack again. He took out a toothbrush and toothpaste and waved them in Malik’s face. ‘You should do your teeth.’ He found the red steel water bottle from the rucksack. ‘Come on, come to the bathroom.’ He got to his feet slowly, his hand on the small of his back. ‘And bring the torch with you.’


Malik shone the beam down the broken end of the pipe where the toilet had been but could see no water. Papa got on his hands and knees to inspect it further. ‘It will be OK. It doesn’t smell and it must still lead into the sewers. We can use that.’ He got to his feet so slowly that Malik expected his knees to creak. Papa straightened up, nodded at Malik and then at the pipe. ‘You will need to pee.’


Malik looked into the deep black hole. ‘I’m not using that. I don’t like it.’


‘I’m sure you don’t but we don’t have a choice. You can pee standing up if your aim is good – and you don’t have to flush. That’s one less thing to think about.’


Papa went back into the bedroom and Malik pushed the door till it was almost closed. He leaned the torch against the wall to give him light and then he sluiced his mouth with water from the bottle and swallowed it. He scrubbed his teeth and spat the white foam down the hole.


Papa had brought the toothpaste that Malik liked. It wasn’t the one Mama used – that tasted of aniseed. Papa had brought the minty one that was Malik’s. He had remembered his toothbrush too. So this must have been planned, just like Papa said it was. And that meant Mama would be at the dock tomorrow.


The thought cheered Malik up, though not enough that he was going to have a pee. He looked at the pipe sticking up from the floor. If he waited till the morning he would find somewhere better.


Papa was packing the tools back into the rucksack when Malik jumped onto the mattress.


‘Hey. None of that.’ Papa waved a hand in his direction. ‘Come on. It’s time for sleep. You must be shattered.’


‘I’m not.’


‘You must be tired. You walked twice as far as I did.’


‘I walked the same as you.’


‘The same distance, yes, I’ll grant you. But your legs are only half the length, so you had to make twice as many strides as me.’ Papa felt the back of his thighs. ‘If I’m tired, you must be too.’


Malik jumped again. ‘Well, I’m not tired. My legs are fine.’


Papa frowned. ‘In that case you better let me have the bed. Anyway, it should be mine by rights, since I’m the one who aches. I probably have brittle bones.’


Malik stopped jumping and stepped quickly off the mattress. ‘You can have the bed, Papa. I don’t mind.’


Papa stood up from his chair. He sucked at his teeth, put his hands on his hips, thought about it, then sat back down. ‘No. You better have it. It wouldn’t be right. I was simply saying you should appreciate it. That’s all. You shouldn’t take it for granted. Now, be a good boy and take off your boots.’


Malik slipped off the green Wellington boots, picked them up and stood them against the skirting board by the door.


‘Are you too hot to sleep in your clothes?’


Malik shook his head.


‘Then you must lie down and go to sleep.’


‘You said you would show me your trick again.’


‘So you want to see it now?’ The old man heaved himself up again with a sigh. ‘OK. I will do it for you, but only the once.’ Papa took a coin from his pocket. He held it on the open palm of his hand, right in front of Malik’s eyes. ‘What do we call this trick?’


‘The French Drop,’ said Malik.


‘Exactly. The French Drop. Good. You take an everyday coin and …’ Papa yawned and stretched out the sentence. He closed one hand with the fingers of his other and put the hand holding the coin to his mouth. When he opened it the coin was gone.


Papa let his jaw drop wide so Malik could see his big pink tongue. ‘It’s not in my mouth.’ He leaned towards Malik, took the coin from behind Malik’s ear and held it up in front of his face. He grinned. ‘Did you see that? Do you remember how it’s done? You can’t have forgotten already?’


Malik stood up and held his hand out for the coin. Papa gave it to him and sat back down in the chair, waiting to be entertained. ‘Remember, sleight of hand. A larger action covers a smaller action. That’s why I did the big yawn.’


Malik had tried the trick before and he always dropped the coin. He couldn’t hide it in the palm of his hand like Papa did – he didn’t think his thumb was the right size. He held the coin up to show it to Papa, then closed his fingers across the top with his other hand. He coughed, putting one hand to his mouth while the hand with the coin darted down the front of his trousers.


Papa scoffed and slapped his thighs. ‘What are you doing?’


Malik showed him an empty palm as though he had got away with it.


Papa shook his head and smiled. ‘How will you make it reappear if it’s down your pants?’


‘I’m concentrating on the disappearance.’


‘I can see that. But I’m not going to be happy if I don’t get my coin back. Mind you, I’m not sure I want it back now I know where it’s been. Why not practise hiding it like I do? It’s easier to hide it in your palm. See?’ Papa took another coin from his pocket and held it in his palm using only his thumb, to show him how it was done.


Malik shook his head. ‘It’s too difficult. I can’t do it. It’s easier in my pants.’


‘But I saw where you put it. Trust me, it’s easier in your hand. It just takes practice, lots of practice, until you get it perfect.’


Malik put his hand into his underpants, retrieved the coin and gave it back to Papa, who turned the coin once in his fingers before putting them both back in his pocket.


‘That’s enough for now. It’s time for sleep.’ Papa sat back in the chair and flicked a finger at Malik, indicating that he should lie down on the mattress. ‘I hope you’re not hungry. We only have a little food and we should save it.’


Malik put his head on the mattress. ‘I’m not hungry.’


He would have liked to eat. If he were at home he would have had a good supper, perhaps dumplings with fried potatoes. Mama would have made him hot chocolate when he went to bed. She might have given him his favourite biscuits, the ones that had jam in the middle.


The thought left Malik sad and hungrier than he really was. He tried to think of something else, remembering his bedroom at home. He had a shelf full of books and posters of his favourite films on his wall. He also had model aeroplanes, which hung by strings from the ceiling – they were perfect replicas of planes from the last war and he had painted them himself and slid the transfers from the sheet when they were still wet.


Malik closed his eyes.


The mattress smelled damp and the room was dusty.


At home his bed had clean sheets. But he was lucky to have a mattress at all. His eyes flicked open. Papa was in the chair over by the window.


Malik used his mouth to breathe. He couldn’t smell the damp if he didn’t use his nose …
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Papa sat very still in the chair and watched the boy till he fell asleep.


He was tired himself. He had forgotten the effort it took to look after a child. He hadn’t had to do it since Maria was a girl and even then, if he was honest, it was his wife who had brought their daughter up.


He stretched and stifled a yawn. He needed some sleep – he couldn’t take another night keeping watch while Malik slept and, anyway, they were almost safe. They hadn’t seen a soldier since they left the cellar that morning and it made sense that the warlords and gangsters were moving east, up into the back of the town and away from the coast.


Perhaps now that the ship was at the dock, the peacekeepers would arrive and secure the port. They might already be here. Papa thought they should be safe here in this house, but he still ought to be careful; there were no guarantees. It only took one rogue jeep, one rebel on the make, sniffing round to see what he might find. They would shoot you as soon as look at you. It didn’t matter that you had a child, not if they didn’t like the look of you.


He watched the sleeping boy. Malik’s arms and legs were relaxed, spread out across the mattress like a spider. There was a corner that was free, down by his feet. He might be able to lay his own head there. He thought about it and dismissed the idea. He should try to stay awake, and if he slept at all then he should sleep across the door. Yes, that might do. He could use the rucksack as a pillow. If he emptied the pockets it would be soft enough for his head. He stood up and stretched out his arms. He was so tired he could sleep anywhere. It wouldn’t make a difference.


He stepped softly round the mattress, holding the rucksack in one hand, taking care not to wake Malik. Then he sat down on the floor with his back to the door and took a coin from his pocket. He walked it over the back of his fingers, from one side of his hand to the other and back again. He had learned his tricks as a child, in a summer out of school when there was nothing to do but idle away the days, and once your fingers had the knack they never lost it.


But he should go easy on the boy. It was difficult to learn new tricks – it took practice. He should be pleased that Malik even wanted to try. Papa smiled at the thought of his grandson with his hand in his underpants, but then he just as quickly became sad because the truth of it was that he hardly knew the boy. These last few days had taught him that. So many of the things Malik said or did came as a complete surprise.


Papa knew he hadn’t given Maria the support she might have expected, bringing her son up on her own like that. He regretted it now that he was afraid for her. And if he had spent more time with Malik when he was growing up, then he might have known what to do when he had pulled the child from the wardrobe, the boy’s eyes wide with fear and the first question on his lips, ‘Where’s Mama?’


Papa pulled at his beard. So many questions and not enough answers. He had tried to keep the boy calm. He had given him answers when he could think of them and some of them were true.


Mama had to leave with the soldiers because they had urgent business that only she could attend to.


Mama had asked Papa to come and collect Malik from the house.


She had hidden him in the wardrobe to keep him safe till Papa got there and she would meet them at the docks in time to board the ship.


Papa had made a game of packing. That had been a good idea. He had got Malik to go around the house and find things for him. The string. The tools. The gaffer tape. They might all come in useful and it helped to keep his mind busy – Malik was calmer when he had something to do.


Papa had shown him the coin trick to pass the time. It didn’t do any harm to make him believe something can disappear and reappear, as though by magic. And the boy certainly had a good imagination; Papa had noticed that. If he was given the space and time to think, who knows what questions he might ask?


Malik was determined too. Like the way he hadn’t wanted to give up on the dying dog. That dog had really got to him. And that was strange. Of all the things.


Papa put the coin back in his pocket. He moved the rucksack closer to his side so he could lean against it and go to sleep. Then he remembered that the back door was still unlocked and he sighed quietly, left the bag where it was, took hold of the torch and started down the stairs.


He ran the tap in the kitchen and scooped the running water up to his lips with the palm of his hand. The droplets fell onto the empty cans below and they sounded like rain on a tin roof. Papa turned off the tap, picked up the yellow bucket, emptied the cans into the corner of the kitchen and replaced the bucket under the tap. He caught a glimpse of the stars from the window and he turned off the torch and stood at the glass to admire them. There was the North Star, Polaris. Papa looked for the Plough.


When the gate to the yard opened, Papa quickly stepped back from the window.


He saw the figure of a man enter and then a second, the outline of their felt hats sharpened by the moonlight that cast their shadows on the pale brickwork of the back wall.


Papa hurried back into the hall, felt for the bannister, climbed two stairs at a stride, and when he reached the top remembered the kitchen door to the garden was still unlocked. He hesitated in the darkness, one hand on the railing, as he heard the door creak open.


He woke Malik by holding a finger to his lips so he would know not to speak. He could see the fear in Malik’s eyes as he picked him up from the mattress, but the boy didn’t make a sound and Papa carried him over to the wardrobe, put him down in the corner and closed the door tight.
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Malik drew his knees up under his chin. He hadn’t had time to think, didn’t know what was happening and he could see nothing in the pitch-dark of the wardrobe.


He listened for any sound that might give him a clue. His head became one giant ear that was primed for the faintest noise. He leaned close to the wardrobe door but heard nothing except his own heartbeat, so heavy in his chest that it felt like a hammer on an anvil. He waited, closed his eyes and concentrated.


What had happened? What could be so dangerous that Papa had hidden him in a wardrobe? Someone must have come to the house. Perhaps it was soldiers, like the last time. Malik concentrated but still heard nothing. It might not be soldiers. Soldiers would make more noise, wouldn’t they?


He put a hand on the edge of the wardrobe door and pushed it open so that a crack appeared in the dark. He put his eye up close. The candlelight flickered across the floorboards and he saw Papa standing behind the open bedroom door, his knife held up close to his face in trembling fingers.


Papa was waiting to surprise them, to pounce out and attack whoever came into the bedroom. Papa would protect him.


Malik heard footsteps in the room below. One voice spoke and he heard a second voice answer. So there were at least two of them. He saw Papa fidget and the sight of him stepping from one foot to the other made Malik think of the toilet. His bladder swelled immediately to the size of a watermelon and he wished he’d gone when Papa had told him to. He put his hand to the front of his trousers and held himself and his heart beat on the top of his ribcage as though it was hoping to be let out.


He saw the edge of Papa’s blade glint in the candlelight and Malik remembered how sharp it was. He’d be safe with Papa. But Papa glanced across to the wardrobe and then lowered the knife to his side. What was he doing? Papa stepped delicately from behind the door and tiptoed over to the candle. Had he changed his mind?


In the room below, the men were walking up and down, talking to one another. Why weren’t they whispering? If it were Papa and Malik, they would be quieter. Much quieter.


Malik’s legs were trembling. He really did need the toilet now. He was tingly and short of breath. He was ready to burst.


He watched Papa kneel and pinch the wick between his fingers. The room went dark enough that Malik could see nothing. A moment later there was a footstep, so close that Malik could have reached out and touched the foot that made it, and then the door of the wardrobe opened fully and Papa stepped quietly in beside him, pulled the door closed and slid down the wooden panel till he was crouching in the bottom of the wardrobe, his kneecaps jutting up against Malik’s own, the stiff leather of his shoe pressing uncomfortably against the top of Malik’s thigh.


Papa was hiding. The same as Malik. He was hiding and hoping the men would go away.


Malik clenched every muscle in his body but it was no good, he really did need the toilet and he no longer had a choice, he needed to go right now. He began to cry and his nose began to run and the tears were warm on his cheek and his trousers were warm, right there where his hand was, and everything was running water. He could already smell the urine.


He felt a moment of joy at the relief, but it was only a moment and then the shame gripped his heart so tightly it was painful and it didn’t seem to matter about the men any more.


Papa touched Malik’s arm, found his hand and held it tightly.


There were footsteps coming up the stairs and voices that became clearer as they came nearer. Someone entered the room and stopped just inside the bedroom door.


‘There’s no one here, Angelo.’ It was a man’s voice. ‘We were wrong.’


Another set of footsteps on the stairs.


‘See that? We even have a mattress to fight over.’


The men spoke casually. They weren’t frightened to raise their voices. But they didn’t sound like soldiers.


‘First piece of luck we’ve had all day.’


Malik held his breath, clenched his lips together to stop the sobbing.


‘What’s with the rucksack?’


‘Where?’


There was a pause.


‘Someone must have been here.’ There were a couple of quick steps on the floorboards. ‘Yes. Look. There’s a candle.’


Papa put his face close. Malik felt his breath on the tip of his nose when Papa wet his lips and muttered, ‘I know him.’ At least that’s what Malik thought he said, though he couldn’t be sure whether he had heard it or imagined it.


Someone said, ‘You don’t think …’


There was silence.


A floorboard creaked right beside them, then quite suddenly the door of the wardrobe flew open and a torch lit up Papa’s face. His eyes blinked in the brightness, but instead of leaping out with his knife Papa stayed where he was, crouched and flinching in the bottom of the wardrobe.


And then someone said a name. ‘Salvatore? Is that you? Salvatore Bartholomew?’


Papa took a deep breath and opened his eyes. ‘Hector Valentine!’ Papa struggled to stand up. He stepped from the wardrobe and the torchlight followed his face. Malik crouched in the dark corner of the wardrobe, watching the men, unsure whether they had seen him or not.


Papa brushed his clothes with the back of his hand in an attempt to salvage some dignity. He spoke as though they were all meeting up in a bar or a café. ‘What are you doing scaring an elderly man in the middle of the night?’


Hector Valentine hugged him. ‘I don’t believe it!’ He laughed loudly and let Papa go. ‘Salvatore! You’re alive. No, I really can’t believe it. Alive and well. And sitting in a wardrobe at the docks. Ha! Who would believe it? Are you here for the ship?’


Papa let go of the man. ‘Yes. Of course. And you too?’


Hector took off his hat. He was a lot younger than Papa. He had a side parting that threw a large wedge of brown hair onto the forehead above his tortoiseshell spectacles – it bobbed as he shook his head. ‘Yes. Yes, of course. We’re here for the ship as well.’ He gestured to the man who held the torch on them both. ‘Salvatore, this is Angelo Vex. Perhaps you already know one another?’


Malik could only see the shadow of a man, a silhouette of his hat and jawbone.


Papa gave a little bow. ‘I know the name.’


Hector turned from one man to the other. ‘Vex, this is a friend of mine, Salvatore Bartholomew. An old client of many years. He runs a factory over on the east side, up near the Terminus.’


Papa beamed. ‘I employ over thirty people. It’s manufacturing mostly. Import, export.’


Angelo Vex smiled. ‘That’s impressive.’ He held a hand out. ‘It’s good to meet you.’


Papa shook his hand, but then Vex swung the torch over into the wardrobe. ‘Is someone else in there?’


Malik closed his eyes from the light. He didn’t want to come out. He wanted the men to go away. He shifted in the bottom of the damp wardrobe.


‘Malik!’ Papa reached inside and took hold of Malik’s arm. ‘I’m sorry. I had quite forgotten you. Stand up, Malik. Stand up and meet our friends.’


Hector turned to the wardrobe. ‘Is Malik here as well?’ He took hold of Malik’s other arm and helped him step out onto the floor. ‘Come out, Malik. Come out and let me see you.’ Hector slapped his back. ‘It’s been a long time. Two years at least.’


Malik wouldn’t look at the men. He stared at his bare feet.


‘I believe he may have wet himself,’ said Angelo Vex matter-of-factly.


‘Oh dear. Yes, I am so sorry,’ Papa apologized. He fumbled for a handkerchief in his pocket and handed it to Malik. ‘We were both very scared. We thought you might be … well … you can imagine, I am sure … Come on, Malik. Come with me. There’s water in the kitchen.’ He took hold of Malik’s arm again. ‘Do you have your torch?’


‘Here, take this one.’ Vex offered them his torch.


‘Thank you, thank you. But here, I have a lighter. Let me light the candle for you. I can’t leave the two of you in darkness. The curtain blocks out the light, so it’s quite safe.’


Papa relit the wick, picked up the rucksack and led Malik downstairs to the kitchen. Malik stood just inside the door, waiting for Papa to fill the bucket with water before he removed his pants, and then he held the wet clothes at arm’s length, the tails of his white shirt covering the tops of his thin, naked legs.


‘Wash yourself down while I find your clean clothes,’ said Papa.


Malik did what he was told, then put on the dry clothes while Papa washed the wet trousers, scrubbing the legs together roughly.


‘This isn’t perfect but it will have to do.’ Papa pushed the trousers back under the surface and rubbed again. ‘Soap. That’s something else I forgot to put in the rucksack.’


Mama used lavender soap at home. Malik wished she was here washing his clothes.


‘Do you mind wearing short trousers?’


‘I don’t mind.’ Malik preferred short trousers. ‘Why are the men here?’ It felt different now they were with them. He didn’t like it. He wanted them to leave.


‘They’re hiding, Malik. Just like us. Hiding until the time is right to board the ship. You must recognize one of them? No? Not Hector Valentine? He’s been to the house for parties. He’s the family lawyer, worked for me since I set up in business.’


Malik remembered the parties at Papa’s house. He held them twice a year, once at Christmas and once in the summer, and Malik had been expected to attend with his mother, though he never liked to go. There were always too many people and none of them were children, but Papa liked to show Malik off to his guests and he would have to stand at Papa’s side, breathing in smoke from their cigars.


No, he couldn’t remember Hector and he didn’t see why he should.


Papa wrung out Malik’s trousers and hung them on a metal bracket that jutted from the wall. He dangled the underpants from the handle of the back door. ‘I have never met Angelo Vex, but I know his reputation. He’s a very important man, Malik. Very wealthy. They say he started out selling fruit and vegetables from a market stall. He must have been some trader, eh? To go from selling fruit to where he is now.’


Malik didn’t care.


‘This is a stroke of luck. Believe me, Malik, a real stroke of luck.’


Papa reached across, took hold of Malik’s shoulder and turned him round to face the stairs. ‘Let’s go and see what they have to say for themselves.’
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The two men had removed their hats. They were sitting on the floor with the candle between them.


‘Come in,’ said Hector.


Angelo Vex motioned to Papa. ‘We thought the chair must be yours. Come and sit down. And the bed is for you?’ He beckoned Malik to the mattress and Malik went and squatted on the edge. He took his first proper look at Vex and saw a man in his forties with an athletic build and hair that was thinning at the crown of his head.


It felt like these men had made the room their own and now Malik was their guest. Papa pulled his chair closer to the pair of them. Hector had set the full ashtray in front of him, together with an open carton of cigarettes and a silver lighter. He took one out and lit it. Malik watched the smoke curl over toward him.


Hector turned to Papa. ‘You must tell us everything, Salvatore. How did you get here? How long have you been here?’


Papa leaned forward. ‘We only arrived at the house a few hours ago. It has taken us two days walking.’


‘Two days? From where?’


‘From the suburbs in the west. We found our way through the back streets but it wasn’t easy.’


Vex scratched at his short moustache and Malik saw he had a fingernail that was black and pointed and longer than the rest. ‘Did you notice the Stock Exchange? I heard it was burning.’


Papa nodded. ‘We had to go out of our way because of it. And it’s not alone. There isn’t a bank that isn’t burning. Not a shop or a business that hasn’t been ransacked.’


Vex shook his head. ‘They’re going through the place like rats. They blame the bankers and the businessmen, but what can we do? I tell you, I’m glad I got my family away when I did. All of my accounts are frozen. I found out three days ago. The money has all gone. Vanished.’


Hector blew smoke across the room. ‘That’s not legal, either. I should know. But they can do as they please. I have also lost everything.’


Papa nodded as though he knew it was the same for everyone. ‘And how is it you’re together?’


‘We met at the docks just this afternoon.’


‘Ah,’ said Papa.


Malik felt a dull ache in his stomach. Perhaps he was hungry.


Hector stubbed the end of his cigarette into the ashtray. ‘And what about Maria? Is it just the two of you?’


Malik sat up straight at the mention of his mother’s name and Papa glanced across at him. ‘She’s not with us. She had some things to see to but she will meet us at the ship tomorrow.’


Hector looked concerned. ‘But we’ve been told that the ship won’t leave tomorrow.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘They have changed its schedule.’ Hector tapped some ash from the tip of his cigarette. ‘The ship won’t leave now till the following morning. The peacekeepers must secure the port and supervise the evacuation, but that will give time for more people to arrive and that may make things difficult for those of us without tickets.’


Malik could tell that Papa knew nothing of this. His grandfather had nothing but questions: ‘How can you know such a thing? Who told you this?’ Papa had raised his voice. He glanced over at the window before whispering, ‘There have been many different rumours.’


‘We’ve been to the docks,’ said Hector. ‘We’ve spoken to the official who will allocate places on the ship.’


‘And who is that? I use the port a lot for my work. Perhaps I know him.’


The two men hesitated. ‘It is Nicholas Massa who has the last word.’


Papa threw his hand up in disgust. ‘The man from the council?’ He shook his head. ‘He’s a crook! Always has been. He’s more guilty than anyone for this mess. How can he be involved?’


Hector shrugged. ‘He must intend to stay and fight it out. He has a finger in every pie – he always has had. Good luck to him, I say –’


‘I know this man,’ interrupted Vex. ‘I once did him a favour.’


‘And will that help you?’ asked Papa quickly. Malik didn’t like Papa asking so many questions.


Vex shrugged his shoulders. ‘Perhaps it will count for something, but unless we have money it won’t count for much.’


Papa looked quickly from one man to the other and back again. ‘No one said anything about money. They said this was a ship that had come to take families and children. They said it would take orphans.’


‘Yes, yes,’ said Hector. ‘A charity has sponsored some places for orphans. But most of the other places will be sold for cash. It’s always the way. Nothing is ever assured in life unless you can pay for it.’


‘And do you have the money? Have the two of you already bought tickets?’ Papa was agitated and didn’t wait for the answer. ‘I mean, I have some money – it’s not much, but I had thought it might be enough for me and the boy if we needed it.’


‘How much do you have?’ asked Hector. ‘If you don’t mind me asking?’


Papa stood up. He took a leather wallet from his trouser pocket and opened it, took a fistful of notes from the back, sat down on the chair and leaned forward into the huddle of men. He held the money up. ‘Surely this is enough?’ Malik saw the two men exchange looks and Papa saw it too. ‘For heaven’s sake, I’m not trying to buy the ship.’ Papa laughed at his own joke, then stopped abruptly. ‘Listen, I don’t doubt what you say. It makes sense. It’s always about contacts.’ He lowered his voice and bent closer to the centre of their circle. ‘But how much? Did Massa tell you the price of a ticket?’


Malik leaned forward in case Hector whispered.


‘Ten thousand.’ Hector said it clearly. ‘That was the price.’


Papa dropped the money he was holding into his lap. ‘Good God, I hadn’t expected that.’


Hector stood up and walked over to the window. ‘What did you expect?’


‘I don’t know.’ Papa tugged at his beard. ‘But I didn’t expect that.’


‘How much have you got there?’ asked Vex. ‘Perhaps we should all count our cash?’


Hector took a wallet from his pocket and Vex opened up a leather satchel that he had left on the floor and took out a silver clip of notes. The men moved closer together in the candlelight, slipping banknotes from one hand to the other, muttering figures under their breath.


Hector declared his hand first. ‘Two thousand, four hundred and fifty.’


Vex said, ‘Exactly eighteen hundred.’


Papa shook his head, ‘I have four thousand, one hundred.’ He looked apologetic. ‘It’s not enough.’


Malik remembered the money he had back at home. He had kept it in a box in the chest of drawers in his bedroom, but he knew it was less than a hundred and he’d spent some of that on a book about steam trains. It wouldn’t be enough, either. ‘Mama might have some money when she arrives,’ he added helpfully.


The men didn’t respond.


Vex traced the gap between the floorboards with his finger and Hector had pulled the curtain back from the window and was watching the street.


Papa had sat back in the chair and was tugging at his short white beard. Then, out of nothing, he said, ‘Would it be cheaper for four people?’


‘For five, Papa.’ Malik was suddenly alert. ‘There will be five of us with Mama.’


‘Yes. You’re right. See what’s happened to me?’ Papa gave a short laugh. He watched Vex intently. ‘Would there be a discount if there were five of us?’


Vex appeared to have lost interest in the whole thing. He answered Papa with a sweep of his hand. ‘There’s no discount. Massa could sell the tickets five times over, I am sure. He would be doing me a favour simply by selling them to us, but we haven’t the money.’


Papa nodded. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Yes, yes. Of course.’ He put his head in his hands and looked at the floor and the room returned to silence.


Even Malik couldn’t think of a question.


He wanted to be alone. No, not alone, that would be too frightening, but he wanted to be on his own with Papa. He wanted the men to leave.


He wondered where they would sleep if they stayed. Surely Papa wouldn’t let them stay here in this room? He would send them downstairs at the very least? But Papa showed no inclination to either speak or move. He was sitting in the chair and he was thinking. He hung his head and held onto his beard and Malik felt forgotten by him.


And he was still hungry.


Malik’s stomach began to make a sound like the radiators did at school when they had only just come on. He wondered if Papa had heard it. Perhaps it was a good time to ask for one of the apples in his pocket.


In the centre of the floor, the candle flickered and its light jigged across the floorboards. Suddenly Papa stood up. He looked at Vex, wagged a finger and smiled. ‘I know who you are.’ He walked closer to him. ‘I have heard your name spoken in all the right circles. I didn’t like to say anything and it’s none of my business, but people say you are very rich.’ Even in the candlelight, Malik could see that Papa had a glint in his eye. He smiled craftily. ‘You must be very well connected to go from a market stall to where you are now.’


Vex shook his head, annoyed. He pointed a finger back at Papa. ‘No, I really must … I have to contradict you. That is a story which persists in following me however much I refute it.’ He came close to Papa and fixed his eyes on his face. ‘I have never owned a market stall. Please believe me. I made my money from an idea, a very simple idea – although, yes, I grant you, it did concern a vegetable.’ Vex stood toe to toe with Papa. He cupped his hand and held it up between them as though he were holding a cricket ball. ‘I noticed that an onion appeared to have a far greater volume when chopped than it does when it is whole. I bought my onions cheaply, chopped them, then packaged them as instant ingredients: healthier than fast food, but convenient. It’s a modern idea.’ He glanced at Malik as though he should be young enough to understand. ‘I marketed them to appeal to those people who believed they didn’t have the energy or the time to chop an onion.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Do you see? I sold them the idea of an onion rather than the onion itself. I sold a lifestyle. I made a simple foodstuff into a luxury product and sold my onion for forty times what it cost me.’ He smiled with satisfaction. ‘Of course, I have moved into very different fields since then – banking, selling bonds, that kind of thing – but I believe that is probably where this myth of the market stall comes from.’


Malik could see that Papa was flustered at being given such a speech. ‘Yes, I understand,’ Papa said. ‘Luxury vegetables. That’s clever. I see that. But my point was that with everything you have built, with all that you have become, well, that can’t simply disappear. Surely not?’


Papa paused with his hands held out, waiting like a dog for a bone, but Vex gave him nothing.


Papa became impatient. He took hold of Vex’s shoulder. ‘You are a great man. You must still have influence. You must have items of value.’ Papa’s eyes searched his face for a sign that it was true. ‘For God’s sake, is there nothing you could sell? What about your houses? There must be something you can do?’ He lowered his voice. ‘I will be good for credit when we are safely away – I can assure you of that.’


Vex took the old man’s hand and squeezed it. ‘You’re very kind but you flatter me.’ He stepped away from Papa, and Malik caught a glimpse of shoes that were polished. ‘Not so long ago that would have been true. Only a month ago I could have sailed away in the best cabin on the ship.’ Vex shook his head. ‘But not now. Would I be here if that were still the case? No, I wouldn’t. I expect I would already be on the ship. Instead, I have been at the docks and I have stood in a line on the quayside with everybody else, waiting to see the likes of Nicholas Massa, hoping I can find someone that I know who will help.’ He sucked at the gap in his front teeth. ‘I saw Martin Krupp in the same queue.’


‘The town clerk?’


‘The same. One of the most connected men in the town.’


‘He was a rich man,’ added Hector, as though he were reminiscing of a warm summer’s day.


‘I saw Kolarov too, the owner of DBG. I saw Cohen from Adams and Cork. You should have seen them – you would not have believed it. Their faces were dirty, their clothes torn. They looked like dockers, but then I suppose I do too.’ He opened his arms, inviting them to look at his clothing. ‘Do you see how I am dressed these days?’


Vex turned a full circle, and even in the candlelight they could tell that his clothes were old and un-ironed. Malik noticed a hole in the knee of Vex’s trousers, but he looked again at the expensive shoes.


Vex put his hands in his jacket pockets. ‘We were all rich men once. No? We have all seen the good times. But not any more.’


Malik didn’t like listening to this. It only made him more anxious. He was really hungry now. If only these men would leave then he could ask Papa for some food. When it was just him and Papa, it had been simple. And if Mama were here then she would make everything all right because she always did. Malik wished he’d never hidden when she had told him to. He should have stayed close to her. He should have held her hand and never let her go.


‘Papa, I’m hungry,’ he said.


Papa appeared to have forgotten that Malik was even there. ‘You must wait for the morning,’ he said. ‘You should be sleeping now. Come on. Lie down and try to get some sleep.’


Hector produced a cereal bar from his jacket pocket and walked over to the mattress. ‘Here.’ He handed it to Malik. ‘I’ve already eaten today, so it’s better that you have it. I can buy food tomorrow. I saw a woman on the docks selling melons from a bucket and I have enough money.’ He laughed. ‘So, that’s the good news for today, gentlemen.’ He held his arms out wide. ‘Even in times like these, I can still afford a melon for my supper.’


Malik held the bar by the edge of the wrapper but he didn’t open it. Now he felt bad about wishing the men weren’t here.


Papa looked over. ‘Thank Hector for the food, Malik.’


Malik tore the end off the foil. ‘Thank you.’ He took a bite. The bar tasted of nuts and honey and oatmeal.


Vex went over to his satchel. ‘If you’re hungry you should have these as well.’ He produced an orange and a brown paper bag, twisted at each corner to keep it sealed. He looked embarrassed. ‘I’ve also eaten today.’


Papa took the food, untwisted the paper bag and looked inside. ‘A sandwich. Thank you. You are good men. Good men.’ His face sparkled when he smiled. ‘Thank you.’ He handed one half of the sandwich to Malik, who lifted the bread and saw cheese and ham inside. Papa offered to return the other half. ‘You should take this back. I think you’re too generous. Far too generous.’


‘Not at all,’ said Vex. ‘You haven’t eaten. Go on. Take the other half for yourself. But perhaps we could all share the orange? I find it refreshes the mouth if I’ve been smoking.’


Papa handed the orange back to Vex, who dug his long nail into the pitted skin and peeled it in a single piece which he placed by the ashtray. He parted the flesh into sections, then bowed his head and blessed the food. Papa turned the sandwich in his fingers to hide the bite he had already taken.


Malik could smell the juice on his fingers as he held his piece of the orange, and he popped it in his mouth and chewed. The food tasted good and the tang of cheese and orange stayed on his teeth long after he had finished and he sucked at them, reminded of lunches in cafés and afternoon outings to the beach with Mama.


‘I should go.’ Vex took them by surprise. He crouched down to the candle and picked up his bag.


Papa was startled. ‘Please … no, wait … don’t go yet.’ He knelt next to Vex and put a hand around his. ‘There’s something else. Something you should know.’


Vex raised his eyebrows and waited. Malik sat up straighter and tucked his legs under him on the mattress.


Now that everyone was looking at him, Papa seemed to want to take back his words. He hesitated, looked at each of their faces in turn then said, ‘There may be a way for us to get the tickets. It’s only a chance … but …’


‘Salvatore?’ asked Hector. He walked back from the window and stood over the two crouching men. ‘Salvatore, what do you have in mind?’


Malik knew that Papa would find a way. He knew it.


Papa still had his fingers over Vex’s hand. He suddenly seemed to notice and let go. ‘I have something you should see, something of great value.’


He stood up and walked to the corner of the room and then he came back to the candle. ‘It may be worth enough to get tickets for us all. Yes, I’m sure it is. I should have said something, I know that now, but well, it’s something of a last resort, a little nest egg which I hadn’t intended to use. I hope you will understand why I didn’t say anything earlier.’


Everyone waited expectantly.


‘What is it?’ Hector was anxious. ‘You have to tell us.’


Malik had moved to the edge of the mattress and Papa waved him closer to the chair. ‘Malik? Do you have the torch with you? Bring it here to me.’


Malik brought the torch across to Papa but Papa didn’t take it from him. Instead, he stretched out his legs to make himself comfortable and put his hands on his thighs. He had a smile on his face. ‘You haven’t guessed yet, eh?’ Papa’s eyes sparkled and Malik felt like it should be Christmas or his birthday, but that was confusing. He didn’t want Papa to play games with him like this.


‘What is it, Papa?’


Papa ruffled Malik’s hair. ‘All this time with your old Papa and you never knew. Well, you’re in for a shock, my boy. It’s some sight, I can tell you.’ Malik edged closer to him. ‘Turn on the torch. Go on. There. That’s it. Now …’ He put a finger to his face and pointed to his mouth. ‘Shine it here. Right in the back of my mouth.’


Papa tipped his head back and Malik tilted forward with the torch. He saw Papa’s eyes swivel in their sockets to follow him as he came in close.


‘Look properly,’ said Papa. Hector and Vex edged around behind Malik’s shoulders, trying to see what was there. ‘Can you see it?’


Papa opened his mouth wider and Malik held the torch next to Papa’s lips, and when he bent in close he saw it straightaway, a sudden flash of brilliance at the back of the teeth. Malik gasped and pulled away.


‘What is it?’ Hector leaned over Malik’s shoulder. ‘Let me look.’ He brushed Malik aside and took hold of the torch. He put his head close to Papa’s mouth and peered inside. ‘A diamond! Vex, come and see. It really is.’ Hector laughed out loud. ‘It’s a diamond!’


Vex nudged Hector out of the way and grasped the torch. He placed a hand on Papa’s forehead to keep his head pushed back. ‘Good God. It really is. That’s some jewel. How big is that?’


Vex released Papa’s head so he could talk. ‘It’s the biggest I could find that would fit comfortably in my mouth. I had it set into the tooth.’


Hector took the torch from Vex. ‘Let me see it again.’ He made Papa open his mouth by tugging at his beard and Malik caught a second glimpse of the diamond nestling at the back of Papa’s mouth, a ribbon of saliva around the gums.


‘I don’t believe it!’ Hector’s own mouth hung open. ‘Just look at the size of it.’ He shook his head in disbelief and began to laugh. Then he let go of Papa’s chin and wheeled away across the room. ‘When did you put it in there?’


Vex stepped up to have another look but Papa closed his mouth. ‘Enough.’ He waved both men away. ‘Could I have some water please, Malik?’


Malik brought back the flask from the rucksack and Papa unscrewed the cap and took a decent swig. He gasped when he was finished. ‘I had the jewel set in my tooth three months ago when the banks began to default on loans. I saw what was about to happen, knew it would turn out like this, and so I sold my house.’ He reached across and touched Vex’s sleeve. ‘I took a hefty blow on its true value, but I knew that it would soon be worth nothing to me and so I made sure of a quick sale and got paid in cash. I also withdrew my savings from the bank.’
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