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Junk Doyle was twelve years old when his mother stopped loving him.


That wasn’t supposed to happen. Not ever. It did, of course. All the time, all over the world. Some kids weren’t lucky enough to be loved in the first place. Junk was. Very much so. For twelve years anyway. He had a mother and father, Janice and Dominic, and he was the apple of their eye. A chip off the old block. A mummy’s boy. A daddy’s boy.


He was big for his age. Took after his dad. Dominic Doyle was a carpenter and a good one. He was an artist. He married an American, Janice Truszewski. She had been travelling around Europe with her friend, Esther Creigh. Both from Milwaukee. Nineteen years old. Their first time out of the state of Wisconsin, let alone outside of the continental United States.


Esther wanted to trace her roots. Americans love to trace their roots. Their ancestors struggled to escape only for the offspring of their offspring of their offspring to come back again. Esther and Janice arrived in Ireland and Esther instantly understood why her great-grandfather had decided to leave. Janice, however, fell in love. First with Ireland and shortly after with Dominic. While Esther went back home and married a humourless orthodontist called Steven, Janice stayed and married Dominic. They lived in a tiny village called Murroughtoohy, on top of a cliff looking out over the Atlantic, in a grand old house that Dominic had inherited from his grandmother and spent the next several years rebuilding.


A little over a year after they married, they had a son. Junk. Of course his name wasn’t really Junk. It was Colin. Colin Itzhak Eugene Doyle. However, from a very early age, before he could even walk, he had a habit of grabbing anything and everything within his grasp and hoarding it. When he was a toddler he was like a little waddling tramp. His pockets were always bulging with twigs and buttons and biros and springs and toys and stickers and sweet wrappers and all forms of … junk. The nickname started off as a joke. It was just a joke that never ended and at some point it became his name. When he started school, he was Colin for less than a week. By the first Thursday, even the teachers addressed him as Junk. He had long outgrown his habit of hoarding, but the name never went away.


And Junk was a happy boy. Why shouldn’t he be? He lived on the beautiful west coast of Ireland with lots of room to run around inside and out. And he had loving, doting parents. Everything was perfect until he was six years old. Then, she came.


Ambeline.


Born in the middle of a storm-ravaged night, she was a squalling bundle of wrinkled pink skin. And the noise. The noises she made were the first thing Junk didn’t like about her. He woke to hear his mother screaming in pain. He leaped out of bed, stumbling as he raced out of the room to see what was wrong.


His mother, father and two women, a midwife and a doula, were in the living room. His mother was naked, leaning against the sofa, the floor underneath her plastered with layers of newspaper, bin bags, sheets and finally towels. No one noticed Junk hidden in the shadows by the doorway, watching as that creature forced its way out from between his mother’s legs. Junk’s eyes were wide, tears sputtering in the corners as he saw the blood smeared down his mother’s thighs. His precious mother. She screamed. The pain was too much for her to take. Junk could see that. No one could go through such an ordeal and survive. The slowly emerging parasite was killing her.


Junk covered his ears and closed his eyes tightly as his mother screamed again. Junk knew he had to do something. It was up to him. Everyone else, his father included, was just standing around and letting this horror transpire. His father was rubbing the base of his mother’s back, trying to convince her it would all be OK for God’s sake. How could this torment ever be OK? His mother was small, that monster was huge. Junk looked around. His eyes settled on a doorstop by his foot. It was in the shape of a rearing elephant and heavy, made from cast iron. He picked it up; it wasn’t easy, it took both hands, and he was all ready to run in and batter that creature into oblivion when his mother started laughing. Everyone was laughing. His father was kissing his mother and saying, ‘That’s my girl, Janey, that’s my girl.’


Junk craned his head and saw that the creature was out. It had burrowed its way out. Still attached by a long, white vein. It was not too late to smash its head in.


‘Junk.’


Junk looked up as he heard his name. His father was coming towards him.


‘How long have you been standing there?’ Junk could only shrug and shake his head. Words were still a way off. He put the elephant-shaped doorstop down and his big father knelt in front of him and ran his vast, plate-sized hand through Junk’s mane of dark hair. ‘Come on. There’s someone you should meet.’


His father stood up. It was like that old TV footage of the Apollo 11 rocket taking off. When his father stood, he just kept going up and up. He took Junk by the hand and led him over to where his mother was now lying on her back, covered with her favourite quilt. The creature was lying on her belly, snuffling. Junk was wary, knowing this demon could attack at any second. He was ready for it though.


‘Hey, Poodle.’ His mother often called him that.


‘Ma!’ Junk let out a half-hearted protest, mostly out of habit. He hated it when she called him that, especially in front of other people.


‘Meet your little sister. This is Ambeline.’ His mother rotated her body slightly so that the small, brown-stained goblin was looking at Junk. It was twisted and grotesque.


‘What’s wrong with it?’ asked Junk.


‘Nothing.’ His mother laughed. He looked up and his father and the midwife and the doula were all laughing too. ‘That’s what babies look like. You looked like that once.’ Junk frowned. He doubted that very much. ‘Now you’re a big brother, Junk, it’s your job to look after her, make sure no harm ever comes to her. You’re her knight.’


*


As the years passed, Junk proved himself to be a poor knight. His jealousy towards Ambeline was plain for all to see. His perfect little world had been changed, ruined in his mind. Barely a day went by when his father or his mother didn’t have to reprimand him for shouting at his little sister, or pushing her, or punching her, if he thought he could get away with it. He blamed her for everything that went wrong. A toy got broken or lost: Ambeline broke it or hid it somewhere on purpose just to spite him. He was constantly trying to get her into trouble.


One grey, wet morning in the third October of Ambeline’s young life, Junk was sitting on a window seat in their shared playroom, staring out at the clamorous drizzle that was peppering the glass and making it rattle in its frame. Beyond, the Atlantic fumed, almost black, complementing Junk’s mood perfectly.


The door behind him opened and Ambeline slunk in dragging Hup, a tattered old blanket that went everywhere with her.


‘What you doin’, Jungy?’ asked Ambeline, her voice muffled from behind the yellow blanket.


Junk wanted to be left alone. A hot breath of anger flashed through him. His ears darkened to a snarling maroon. ‘Go away,’ he grumbled, hardly bothering to open his lips.


‘Why? What you doin’?’ She gazed up at her big brother with huge blue eyes that seduced everyone she met. Everyone but Junk.


Why won’t she just go away? thought Junk.


‘You wanna play with me?’ she asked.


Both of Junk’s fists shrank slowly into a tight clench. The sound was like leather being twisted and then one curled hand shot out and struck. Ambeline gasped in surprise, but not pain, for it wasn’t her who was hit. It was Junk. He had hit himself across his right cheekbone and dragged his nails down towards his mouth. He screamed at the top of his lungs and fell to the floor, clutching his face. Footsteps came pounding up the staircase and the door flew open. His mother exploded into the room.


‘What is it?’ she demanded. ‘What’s happened?’ She saw Junk cowering on the floor, a little blood glistening under his eye. ‘Oh my God! What happened?’ She dropped to his side.


‘She hit me!’ cried Junk, forcing little anguished sobs between the words.


‘Ambeline! You horrible girl! That’s very bad!’


Ambeline didn’t respond. She just looked at her mother and brother, frowning, a little bemused. She wasn’t sure if this was a game. If it was, it wasn’t much fun. She would rather play shops.


Janice snaked her arms around Junk and held him lovingly, shaking her head at Ambeline.


That time it worked just the way Junk wanted it to. Ambeline was kept away from him for the rest of the day and even put to bed earlier than usual. Every few weeks after that Junk would try it on again, but soon his parents grew wise to this pantomime and eventually Junk would get punished for trying to get his sister into trouble.


Then, one day, when Ambeline was a little older, some synapses in her brain joined together and she realized, with relish, that she had great power over her brother. She took to walking past him and slapping him or kicking him or poking him, causing him to cry out. Then she would sit by, looking innocent, while her parents reprimanded Junk for yet another ruse. Junk’s resentment towards his little sister grew and grew.


This is not an unusual situation. For centuries siblings have been warring with one another as they grow up. What makes it unusual and warrants this story being told is what happened next. What happened in the early hours of a stormy December night.


*


By this time Ambeline was six years old and had blossomed into a beautiful little girl with huge almond-shaped blue eyes and long fair hair. Junk was twelve and, though handsome, with dark green eyes and a mop of chaotic black hair, was just not cute any more. Friends and relatives and people in the street would always comment on Ambeline’s angelic beauty, and mention would be made of how she was the absolute spitting image of her mother at that age. Usually as an afterthought they would say something about how big Junk was getting.


On 14 December, hailstones pelted the walls and windows, thunder roared across the heavens and lightning lit up the ocean, which could be seen from the Doyle house perched, as it was, on a high cliff looking westward.


Despite their hostile relationship, Ambeline was still just a little girl and looked to her parents and her big brother for comfort and protection. For some reason, that night, it was Junk’s bed she crawled into when the storm scared her. Junk half woke as Ambeline shook his shoulder.


‘Can I get in your bed?’ she asked in a jittery little voice. Junk didn’t answer. He just moved a few inches to the left, giving her room to climb in next to him. Ambeline fidgeted and turned as she snuggled in next to her brother and went back to sleep. She could feel his warm breath on the back of her head and it made her feel safe.


*


Some hours later, Junk was woken by a draught. His nose and ears were icy cold. He glanced up, eyes fighting not to open but being forced to give in. He saw that his window was wide open. The storm had eased some, but it was still raining hard and water was coming in. His plum-coloured curtains were drenched, making them look black. Junk looked down at Ambeline, fast asleep next to him, clutching Hup with a thumb in her mouth. He climbed over her and padded to the window. The wind was strong and it took all his strength to force it closed.


As he turned to get back into bed, he registered a movement out of the corner of his eye. His brain was still computing the information, only just managing to reach the conclusion that someone else was in the room, when he was hit from behind and went down hard, striking his head on the wooden corner of his bed. A cut opened up and blood haemorrhaged into his eyes. He pressed his hand against his eyebrow, stemming the flow. The room was moving, spinning. Someone stepped over him. Someone big. Very, very big.


It was a man, but he was an unusual shape. His head almost reached the ceiling. That meant he was nearly three metres tall. His shoulders were massively broad. In fact, it was hard to say where his shoulders ended and his neck began. His body was top-heavy. His legs were skinny in comparison. As he stood over the bed, looking down at Ambeline, lying there, still asleep and oblivious, a prolonged burst of lightning flashed outside and Junk saw the man in fleshed-out detail. Man might have been the wrong word. His mouth was wide and thin: a red slit stretching around the bottom part of his smooth face. His brow ran into his wide nose. His eyes were very large and set further back than was normal. The one on the left was milky and useless. A deep, jagged X-shaped scar criss-crossed it. His skin had a silver hue, though possibly that was from the lightning. There wasn’t one hair visible on his body and he was soaking wet, presumably from the storm outside. Rivulets of water ran down his smooth skin.


His clothes seemed to be fashioned from a farrago of threadbare animal skins held in place by leather straps. It made Junk think of a Viking.


The man’s arms were just a little too short for his huge body. His hands were wide and flat. He had five fingers and a thumb on each and when he stretched them out they slotted together leaving almost no gaps.


His chest was covered but his arms were bare. There were tattoos all over his skin and one in particular caught Junk’s eye. It was on the upper portion of his left arm. It was black and stood out in relief: five stars circling a shark’s fin cutting through the sea.


The man turned his head to look at Junk with his good eye, which was black and reflective like polished onyx. He grinned. His wide mouth curled into an unnerving rictus and he hissed. Junk’s head cleared and he pulled back. He wanted to cry out but his vocal cords weren’t working.


The man turned his attention to Ambeline. He scooped her up in one of his paddle-like hands. This wrenched her from sleep and she looked around, getting her bearings. Her gaze settled on the stranger holding her and she screamed.


*


Dominic Doyle was awake in a second and out of bed. He raced out of his room and hurried to his daughter’s room. He expected to have to soothe his young child back to sleep after a bad dream. He entered Ambeline’s princess-themed boudoir and sat on the bed, moving stuffed toys and dolls. It took him a moment to realize that his daughter was not in her bed.


*


In Junk’s room the giant silver man reached the window in three large ungainly strides. Ambeline was struggling in his grasp. With his free hand he slammed the window open.


Junk struggled to his feet and ran at the intruder. The giant batted him away with a flick of his wrist. His very touch opened up a series of small cuts on Junk’s cheek. He watched as the stranger jumped from the window.


Not thinking, just moving on instinct, Junk pulled himself up and followed. The thing, the creature, the giant with Ambeline in its grasp was running towards the cliff-top. Without hesitation, Junk threw himself out of the window.


His bedroom was on the second floor. He landed on a small pitched roof, which was wet from the rain, and slid down it, picking up speed until he was spat off the edge, landing hard on the waterlogged ground below. Immediately he was on his feet, staggering and slipping but in pursuit.


*


Half a minute after Junk went out of the window, the door to his bedroom burst open and Dominic charged in. He saw instantly that the room was empty. He rushed to the open window in time to catch a shadowy glimpse of Junk rushing away.


‘JUNK!’ Dominic yelled at the top of his lungs. The storm was too dense for him to see the giant carrying Ambeline. He turned just as Janice entered the room.


‘What’s going on?’ she asked. She looked at the vacant bed. ‘Where are the children?’


*


On the cliff-top, Junk was running as hard as he could. He was frozen to the bone but ignored the pain coursing through him. He ran after the giant whose long legs were carrying Ambeline away at twice the speed Junk could go. Ambeline was screaming. She could see Junk behind her in the distance.


‘JUNK! NO! I WANT MUMMY!’ she cried.


*


At the house, Janice and Dominic came out of the front door. Their daughter’s terrified screams were carried to them on the wind.


‘JUNK! STOP!’ Dominic ran as fast as he could; Janice too, trying to keep up.


*


The giant, hairless, silver-skinned man reached the edge of the cliff and stopped. Ambeline was struggling in his arms, desperate to get away. The man looked back and saw Junk drawing closer. Junk stopped. He held out his hand.


‘Ambeline!’


The little girl, her wet hair matted against her scalp, reached out to her big brother, her knight.


‘Junk! Help me!’


Junk charged at the man. ‘Give her to me!’ he shouted. The man kicked at him, knocking him to the ground. He stood over him, one of his massive feet stomping down on Junk’s chest, pushing him into the mud and pinning him there.


‘Fatoocha mammacoola charla,’ he said, and grinned. Junk saw rows of small triangular teeth in his thin, wide mouth. And with that, the giant turned and started running.


‘NO!’ shouted Junk, but he was powerless. He watched as the man sailed out over the cliff-edge, still clutching Ambeline. She was screaming and reaching out for Junk. He scrambled after them in time to see Ambeline and her abductor enter the tumultuous waters thirty metres below. They disappeared below the surface. Junk watched but they didn’t come up again.


‘JUNK!’ He turned to see his father appearing out of the thick grey rain, his mother close behind. Junk pointed over the cliff.


‘He took her! He took her, Da! They went over!’


Dominic Doyle looked down at the waves crashing against the rocks below and let out a horrendous roar of anguish. Janice Doyle caught up and Dominic had to hold her back from the edge.


‘Where is she?’ wailed Janice. ‘WHERE’S MY BABY?’ She followed her husband’s gaze down to the angry water below. Then, slowly, they both turned to look at Junk. ‘What have you done?’ said his mother.


Junk started to shake his head. ‘What? No! There was a man. A giant. He took her.’ But the words might as well have been snatched by the wind. As long as he lived, Junk would never forget that moment. His mother looked at him, looked back over the cliff and then back at him, her eyes boring into him with hatred.


Junk Doyle was twelve years old when his mother stopped loving him.
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In the days that followed, Junk was interviewed and questioned by a succession of men and women in suits and uniforms. He could tell they all thought he had thrown Ambeline off the cliff. No one believed his story. Sure there were things that didn’t quite add up, the strange cuts on Junk’s cheek for one thing, but no one believed in the existence of a giant, silver, hairless child-snatcher. Clearly there was another explanation: maybe Ambeline’s tiny little fingernails, desperately trying to defend herself against him, he overheard one of them saying to his colleague.


*

He didn’t care about any of them or what they thought. There was only one person whose opinion mattered. His mother hadn’t spoken to him apart from a few cursory, strained words here and there. She made sure they were never alone together. Every time she left a room as Junk entered, his stomach would twist itself round and round and he could feel the tears gurgling up in his throat, desperate to burst out in a burning wail of anguish. But he stopped himself. Choked them back. Swallowed them down. Into that black pit deep inside him. Sometimes the blackness would seep out and it would fill his body with emptiness. It was torture. Like he was drowning from the inside out, until that moment when he was completely empty or completely full, depending on your point of view. And then, he was nothing. Everything was blank. He was sure this was what death would be like.


It never lasted long enough. Sound would be the first thing to invade the emptiness. The ticking of a clock. Rain against the windowpane. His father hammering in his workshop. Or his mother crying, the door to her bedroom closed and locked or, even if it was wide open, closed and locked to him.


*

His father blamed him just as much as anyone else did but forced himself not to show it. He tried to be normal with Junk. Not like nothing had happened, but he would hold him a lot. His big hands on Junk’s shoulders. Ruffling his son’s hair. Just like he always had. Except it was completely different, and Junk knew it. It was a pantomime. A show. He knew his father was just going through the motions. Mimicking actions he had done hundreds, thousands of times before. He loved him for doing it, but hated it every time he touched him. Every touch was agony. Junk smothered that pain too. ‘Com-part-mental-ized it,’ as one of the suits had said. Not to him, of course. Very few people said anything directly to him, apart from the endless questions that they didn’t want the real answers to.


*

Murroughtoohy was a small enough town that by the very next day absolutely everyone knew what had happened. Whatever friends Junk thought he had before didn’t call. He knew it was probably their parents rather than them, but as time passed he felt more and more alone. He didn’t know a single person on the face of the planet who didn’t think he was a murderer.


*

It all came to an end eleven days after Ambeline’s death. Christmas Day. Junk woke to the sound of his mother crying. This was no longer unusual. She was in a rage again, he could hear. She was breaking things. It didn’t seem to matter what any more. She would vent her fury on anything. A few days earlier he had seen her attack the Christmas tree. It was a bizarre sight. A grown woman wrestling on the ground with a massive tree covered in red and gold decorations. The tree fought back. Its needles scratched and cut her, as did the jagged edges of the shattered baubles, but she didn’t even seem to notice the blood. She ripped and pulled and kicked at that tree until its spine was broken and it was suffering in sap-stained agony, thinking, What did I do? I’m just a tree!


Junk got out of bed and edged out on to the landing. The noise was louder out here. He could see lights on downstairs. The sounds were coming from the kitchen. He thought his mother was probably going twelve rounds with the turkey: knocking the stuffing out of it. Literally.


As he descended the intricately carved staircase, built by his father, he glanced out of the window and saw lights on in the workshop in the back garden. He hesitated. His father was in there, not downstairs, not somewhere in the house, somewhere where he could help. Junk looked back up the stairs and knew he should turn round and go back to bed, even if he wasn’t going to be able to sleep. Whatever he did, he should not even contemplate going down to the kitchen. His mother didn’t want to see him, and it would only make things worse.


Slowly he continued to descend. The commotion coming from the kitchen stopped as Junk reached the foot of the stairs and he wondered if his mother had heard him coming.


The hallway was in darkness. The rectangle of light coming from the kitchen seemed somehow brighter than usual. Go back now, Junk said to himself in his head. Turn round. Go through that door and everything changes. He wanted so badly to stop and turn round and go back to his bedroom, but for some reason he didn’t. He drew closer and closer to the kitchen. Until he stepped through the doorway, into the light.


*

Everything was broken. Everything. Plates and cups and glasses and dishes were smashed. Cutlery was bent. The shade covering the fluorescent strip light had been bashed free, which was why the light seemed brighter than usual. All the cupboards had been wrenched from the walls. The tall, wide fridge-freezer had been tipped forward, snagging against the overhang opposite. The doors hung open and all the contents had rained out from within and collected in a large jammy, milky, chutney-y mishmash on the ground.


Junk’s mother was sitting, head bowed, in the middle of the room. She was covered from head to toe in flour. It looked as if she had been baking and the bread had fought back. Rivulets of ketchup spread out around her. There was an unopened tin of peaches embedded in the partition wall leading to the utility room. A variety of cereals littered the floor: Weetabix oozed Marmite next to bran flakes peppered with pasta shapes.


Junk stared. Taking in the devastation all around him. His mouth was dry. He stared at the top of his mother’s head. ‘Ma,’ he said in a small voice, unsure if he should speak at all but unable not to say something.


Janice Doyle didn’t move for several long, awful moments. Then, slowly, infinitesimally slowly, she raised her head and for the first time in days she looked into her son’s eyes. He held her gaze, desperately hoping that she would reach out to him and be his mother again. Then, like film of a raindrop hitting a leaf in extreme slow motion, a tear, a single fat tear, grew in the corner of his mother’s eye. Junk couldn’t look anywhere else. He was fixated on that tear. He watched it grow and swell until it had no choice but to submit to the laws of nature and gravity and it fell. It slid down Janice Doyle’s cheek, cutting a path through the white of the flour until it reached her chin and fell to the ground. His mother’s lips parted ever so slightly. He could hardly hear her voice but it was deafening:


‘I wish you were dead.’


Junk swallowed that, banished it to the black pit within, and then he turned and he walked away.


*

He went to his room and grabbed his hurling kitbag. It used to be his father’s and his grandfather’s before that. He hesitated. Maybe he didn’t deserve it now. Then he remembered he hadn’t done anything except try to save his sister. He grabbed clothes from drawers and stuffed them into the bag. He crouched by the skirting board in the corner and prised a section loose. Behind it he kept his precious things in a green metal lock box, including eighty-seven euros and change. He threw that in the bag too and hefted it on to his shoulder.


He paused in the doorway and looked back one last time. He knew he’d never see this room again. Bitter tears streamed down his cheeks and he scraped them away with his sleeve.


*

He went back downstairs but avoided going anywhere near the kitchen. He turned back on himself at the foot of the stairs and lifted the latch on the pale green door that led into the boot room. He threw on his coat and his boots and left through the side entrance. Outside it was raining hard. He put up his hood and crossed a patch of sodden earth to his father’s workshop, where he stood on tiptoes so he could see inside.


His father had his back to the window. It was warm in his workshop. Music was playing. Tom Waits. His father would always play that when he was feeling doleful. Junk saw that his father was working on a small ornate box of walnut with pearl inlay. This was going to be Ambeline’s Christmas present. A beautiful box for all the cheap pieces of tacky, crappy jewellery she collected from the front of magazines, like any girl her age. That was so like his father. Always had to finish what he had begun. Even though there was no point. Now the recipient of the box was gone. Junk knew that in a day or so that box would be in Ambeline’s bedroom, sitting on the shelves her father had made for her before she was born. Junk’s eyes were red, but the tears were lost to the rain now.


Inside the workshop, Dominic heard or sensed something and turned to the window. But there was no one there. Junk had already left.


*

Junk walked east from Murroughtoohy until he reached the main road. He walked for three hours in the blackest of black nights. The rain was so hard he could feel every individual drop as they struck his face like a million pinpricks. He came across an articulated lorry parked up at the side of the road. He climbed up to take a peek through a slit in the cab’s interior curtains and saw the driver asleep in a cot inside.


Junk found a shallow nook at the front of the trailer behind the cab. It was just deep enough for him to shelter inside and get out of the rain. He pulled his sodden coat around himself and fell asleep.


*

He was woken a few hours later as the lorry’s engine roared to life with a shudder. Junk was numb with cold but his little nook gave him some protection from the elements as the lorry pulled away, the driver oblivious to his stowaway.


*

The lorry drove to Galway, to the docks there, arriving just before first light. Junk pulled back deeper into the recesses of his little nook as a small, doughy man wearing a high-vis tabard and carrying an official-looking clipboard in an officious sort of way approached the driver. The man sported a comb-over that twirled and danced in the early-morning breeze and would not stay in place no matter how many times he patted it down.


The wind carried the voices of the two men away from Junk so he couldn’t really hear what was being said apart from the occasional word. One thing he did hear was that the lorry was bound for somewhere called ‘Kroona’. He didn’t know where that was, but it sounded as good a place as any.
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Kroona turned out to be A Coruña in northern Spain. Junk managed to stow away successfully. Many illegal immigrants try to sneak into Ireland. Very few people try to smuggle themselves out.


Even though he had left Murroughtoohy without any sort of plan other than to get far, far away, on the journey across the Channel an idea started to form in his mind. He would find him. He would find the giant who took his sister and he would bring him home to Murroughtoohy, dead or alive, and he would lay him down in front of his mother and say:


‘This is who killed Ambeline. You see – I was telling the truth.’


When he reached Spain and got off the boat, he realized he didn’t have the first idea how to find the man, but how many hairless silver tattooed giants with massive scars across their faces could there be in the world? He found an Internet cafe and stared at a search page for several minutes, trying to work out how to start. He typed in ‘scars’ and got some interesting results. Interesting as in sick and demented. The woman at the next terminal glanced at his screen, glanced at him and then quickly moved away. After searching for scars, giants and hairlessness, he spent the best part of two hours looking for references to the tattoo. He found nothing helpful and in the end decided that he wouldn’t find the answers via a keyboard, in a book or by staying in one place. He figured the answers were out there somewhere in the world and he would have to go to them.


He decided that the tattoo of the shark fin and five stars suggested some connection to the sea, so that was where he would concentrate his search. He went to the harbour and hung around, trying to make friends with the local fishermen. This wasn’t easy, seeing as he spoke absolutely no Spanish. But gradually he picked up a few words here and there and there were enough Spaniards about who spoke English.


His eighty-seven euros and change lasted long enough for him to start picking up some casual work. Usually cleaning out the boats after their return from sea. It was dirty, stinking work that paid little, but Junk was a hard worker and that was a virtue that was appreciated here.


To begin with his lack of age raised a few eyebrows and the odd direct question, but Junk sidestepped the realm of direct answers as much as he could. When he came across someone who was too interested in why he was there and seemingly parentless, he would just move somewhere else.


He moved from one port to another and worked every sort of boat going. Over the next three years he travelled the globe, working on fishing boats, trawlers, dredgers, ferries, cruise ships and tugs. In that time Junk grew taller, broader and stronger, looking more like his father every day. By the time he was fifteen, Junk could pass for eighteen without raising a single questioning eyebrow. His skin had become darker from working in the elements. Day after day of intense sunlight burning down on him and the continual spray of seawater had roughened his skin, aging him. His verdant green eyes stood out even more because of his tanned face. He was an intense and serious-looking young man though still crowned by an explosion of wild black hair, which was forever flopping over his eyes.


He had been all around the Mediterranean, North Africa, the Caribbean, Australia and New Zealand, and spent most of a year in South America. Now he spoke eight languages, not one of them fluently, not even English any more. Sometimes he would go for months without talking to another English speaker, but he would get by in pidgin French or strangled Russian or a smattering of Arabic. Somehow the multinational seafarers could always find some common ground when it came to language.


*

For a long time, he found no trace of the scarred giant. No one he met had heard of such a man or recognized the tattoo that Junk would reproduce quickly and expertly on a napkin or the back of a menu or beer mat when the moment called for it. Then one night in Valparaíso, Chile, in a rundown waterfront bar, he met a grizzled sea dog by the name of Salvador de Valdivia, who took a shine to Junk when he discovered he was Irish and swore blind that he himself was descended from Bernardo O’Higgins Riquelme, Irish–Chilean hero of the nineteenth-century Chilean War of Independence. Salvador was an old drunk with his best seafaring years far behind him, but he and Junk got talking nonetheless. Salvador’s English wasn’t bad, but his attempts at mimicking Junk’s admittedly fading Irish accent made him sound Jamaican. He didn’t recognize the description of the giant and pointed out that it was unlikely he would ever forget such an individual, but when Junk drew the tattoo for him the old man gasped, muttered to himself in Spanish and started nodding excitedly. This he had seen.


‘Where?’ asked Junk, his heart pounding violently in his chest. Frustratingly the old man couldn’t remember immediately. He squeezed his rheumy eyes shut and tapped his rough sandpapery fingertips against his leathery, corrugated forehead as if he could jar the memory loose, and maybe he could because after a moment he sat up, arms raised triumphantly.


‘La Liga de los Tiburones!’ he shouted.


It took Junk a moment to translate: ‘The League of the Sharks?’ he said.


‘Sí, the League of Sharks,’ said Salvador. ‘This is their symbol.’


Junk couldn’t believe it. After all this time, at last, a lead. Something. He looked at the old man. ‘What is it? What is the League of Sharks?’


Salvador shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’


‘What d’you mean you don’t know?’ asked Junk petulantly.


‘La Liga de los Tiburones is older than me. Is ancient. My grandfather told me about it when I was a child. His grandfather told him.’


‘So it’s Chilean?’


‘No.’ The old man shook his head.


Junk sighed with frustration and forced a level tone into his voice. ‘So where does it come from?’


‘I don’t know. Nobody knows.’


‘Somebody must know.’


‘No,’ said Salvador. ‘It’s a legend as old as the sea. A myth lost in time.’


Junk sighed. He didn’t understand.


The old man went on. ‘The stories my grandfather would tell me were about sharks who walked like men … who stepped out from the sea and walked on land.’ The old man stuck out his lower lip apologetic-ally and shrugged. ‘But they are just stories. Nothing more.’


‘Where would I go to find out more about La Liga de los Tiburones?’


The old man shook his head. He didn’t have an answer.


*

As Junk walked away from the waterfront bar that night he was filled with a bleak sense of failure. After all this time he finally had a lead, but one that led nowhere.


No!


Junk rejected his negativity. He had a lead. Slight as it was, it was more than he had when he woke up that morning. More than he’d had for a thousand mornings. He had something. He had La Liga de los Tiburones.


*

In each country he visited from then on he would find a bar or a cafe or any place where people congregated and he would find an old-timer like Salvador, who loved to talk for the price of a bottle of aquavit in Göteborg, cheap wine in Marseilles or Metaxa in Kerkyra. He would let them do the drinking and the talking. He would refill their glass and listen. He would ask about La Liga de los Tiburones and legends of the sea. Especially ones that involved strange creatures. Most times he would get nothing, but every now and again he would hear a story about fish who could walk on land like men, talk like men. He would hear stories about whale-men who were thirty metres tall or women with tentacles instead of legs. The majority of these stories were embellished half-truths, their genesis lost to time and imagination.


But eventually Junk realized there were elements that kept being repeated, whether the story was told in Valparaíso or Saint Petersburg or Bangkok.


He met an old British merchant navy man called Ian in Tampico on the Gulf Coast of Mexico. Ian had heard of La Liga de los Tiburones. He said it had many names: De Bond van de Haaien in Dutch; sha yu tuan dui in Mandarin; O Adelfóthta tou Karcarión in Greek; Shaark Ki Sangha in Hindi, but all of them meant the same thing: the League of Sharks.


Junk sighed. He had heard these before. ‘I know what I’m looking for now,’ he said. ‘But I’m no closer to finding it. Every country seems to have some connection to the League of Sharks. They don’t seem to come from anywhere in particular.’


‘Which is odd, if you stop to think about it,’ observed Ian. ‘Lots of countries or religions share myths. Jesus and Mohammed are basically the same person, but they all adapt the stories to suit their own proclivities.’ It wasn’t quite the right word but Junk chose not to correct him and Ian carried on. ‘But the stories about the shark league are all the same, whether you hear them from a Turk or a Chinaman.’


Junk thought about this for a moment and it was true, though he wasn’t sure if that meant anything.


‘There’s one place you could try, if you haven’t already,’ said Ian.


Junk listened eagerly.


‘Ionian Sea … south of Corfu. I’ve never stopped to count them up, but if you poked me with a stick and made me, I’d guess I’ve heard more stories connected to that part of the world than anywhere else.’


Junk frowned. Could that be true?


That night when he got back to his bunk on the cargo ship he was currently crewing on, he took out a small leather-bound notebook from his hurling bag. He had made a note of all the stories he had heard in connection with the League of Sharks. Close to a hundred by now. He was angry with himself that he had never thought to do this before. It was so simple. He went through all the stories, one by one, to see which part of the world they mentioned. The result wasn’t overwhelming, but Ian was right. The Ionian Sea cropped up more than anywhere else.


*

Junk left the cargo ship when they docked in Miami and found work below decks on the Adventuress, a bargain-basement cruise ship crossing the Atlantic to North Africa. The passengers were mostly retired Americans who had saved for decades to be able to afford this once-in-a-lifetime trip, but when it came to it all their years of thriftiness didn’t amount to quite enough and they were stuck on an old ship that should have been decommissioned long ago and where the headline entertainment on board was someone who had come second on the Armenian version of The X Factor.
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