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Two Toms in Prodigy Street
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It was Sunday.


Three days earlier, on Thursday, Tom and his mum had moved into Number One, Prodigy Street, a short street on the very edge of town.


‘Why is our street called Prodigy Street?’ he asked his mum. ‘What does “Prodigy” mean? Does it mean that the people who live in this street get prodded?’


‘A prodigy is a wonder, a magical surprise,’ his mum told him.


‘I can’t see why our street has that name,’ said Tom. ‘It’s just an ordinary street, like all the other streets in town.’


‘Oh come on! We don’t really know much about it yet,’ Tom’s mum said. ‘I mean, we do know it’s a lot closer to your school than the street we left behind us. You won’t have to catch a bus anymore. But when it comes to magical surprises – well, we haven’t lived here long enough to be sure. Who knows? This street may have a few shocks waiting for us. Go out to the gate. Look up and down and see if you can see anything prodigious coming our way. And if you do see anything remarkable, come in straight away and tell me all about it.’


‘I won’t be able to see anything,’ mumbled Tom. ‘I’ve got eyes, but I’m not the sort of kid who sees things – well, not magical ones.’


‘Go out and practice looking,’ his mum told him. ‘We don’t know what might be lurking out in there in Prodigy Street.’


Tom sighed.


‘Go!’ commanded his mum. ‘Look right! And then look left! You just never know!’


So Tom went out to the gate and looked first right, and then left, exactly as he had been told to.


It was a winter afternoon, cloudy and cool, and the breeze blowing down Prodigy Street made him shiver. The trees that grew on either side of the street shivered too, stretching bare branches towards the clouds, rather as if they knew there was blue sky somewhere behind them, and they must scratch those clouds apart to get at it. But, although the trees were bare, Tom suddenly felt it was almost as if he and his mum had moved into a forest, and Prodigy Street was a secret road winding through that forest, leading them on and on, then on again. From somewhere further down the street he could hear a strange sound . . . a mysterious yowling. It made the street seem more like a forest than ever. He could see houses, of course, houses that looked ordinary enough with their lawns, gardens, neat hedges and cats sitting on letter boxes. Perhaps it was one of those cats that was yowling so furiously – so very furiously that Tom took a step backward. And, as he did so, he saw, there – at the end of the street – one particular red roof, the roof of a very big house, rising above all the other roofs and even above the trees too. It seemed to be looking back at him out of its own top window. The wind blew, the trees waved, and the top window in that red-roofed house suddenly seemed to be winking at him.
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Then Tom noticed there was a big van at the gate of that house, a furniture van, perhaps the very same van that had brought their own furniture to their own new house only two days before. It seemed, all at once, that someone else must be moving into Prodigy Street for the first time. Tom slid out of the gate and then along the footpath so he could get some idea of just who might be moving in. It might be someone of his own age . . . someone who could be a friend to him.


Yes! It certainly was a strange, old house. You could tell it had once stood alone, surrounded by wild meadows and grazing horses, but slowly, slowly the town must have crept out towards it, street by street, shop by shop, house by house, and closed in around it, taking it prisoner. Yet, even though it now had those other houses crowding in on it, even though it was at the very top of a town street called Prodigy Street, in a way it still seemed a lonely house . . . a house that had closed its doors tightly, and let old plum trees grow up over its windows, after shutting in on itself behind a tall gate with spikes of iron along its top. Tom went back inside to tell his mum what he had seen.


‘We’ve been here since Thursday,’ he said. ‘Those people moving into that old house with the spiky gate are the true Prodigy Street strangers.’


‘Twenty-two Prodigy Street,’ said Tom’s mum, as if she knew all about it. ‘I think that house is a bit too tumble-down for anyone to want to live there for long. Someday someone will pull it all down and build a block of flats there. Flats with tiny gardens out at the back, perhaps. Of course they’ll have to clear all the weeds away first, probably cut down all those old plum trees too.’


Tom went back to his new front gate. He couldn’t help feeling very curious about that house when he saw the big furniture vans moving in . . . just who was going to live there? Though Prodigy Street had those tall trees growing on either side of it, though smart cars went sliding out of it in the morning and back again in the evening, as far as he could tell he was the only boy living there. He was half-friendly with a girl called Sarah, three houses along (they were in the same class at school), but it would be great to have a boy-neighbour too, someone he could play with after school. Mind you, every now and then (or so he had been told), the Cat-Kickers, a gang of boys from three streets over, all from Ominous Avenue, would burst into Prodigy Street to trample on the edges of gardens and kick any cats they could find. But those boys were all a lot older than Tom, and anyway he didn’t want to have anything to do with cat-kicking. After all, he and his mum had an old pet cat called Sox, and he certainly did not want Sox to be kicked around. So he hoped whoever it was who was moving into that house with the jungle garden would not be a Cat-Kicker, and would leave Sox alone if Sox ever went wandering out along Prodigy Street.
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‘The man who’s moved in at the end of the street,’ his mum said at dinner that night. ‘A bit of a strange guy, I’m told. Well, he’d need to be, to move into a house that is almost falling to pieces.’


‘Perhaps he’s brought some good glue with him,’ said Tom.


‘He’ll need it,’ said Tom’s mum. ‘What was his name? Mr Marvellous, wasn’t it? No! I remember now. Mr Mirabilis!’


‘Does he have any children?’ asked Tom.


‘I don’t think so,’ said his mum. ‘He does have a dog, though!’


This was interesting. Tom already knew there were no dogs in Prodigy Street. Somehow it seemed everyone in Prodigy Street had decided a cat would be the easiest sort of pet to live with. Mind you, if that was a cat he had heard yowling a little earlier he might have to be careful. It had been a very savage sound, and cats had pointed teeth as well as sharp claws.


Anyhow, next day, Monday, after he had come home from rugby practice, Tom kept spying on that old house at the end of the street, and at last he saw not a furniture van but an actual car – a graceful, black car (old, but well-polished) – glide up the street and park outside that spiky gate. A moment later a tall man slid from that car and stood looking around him. He just had to be Mr Mirabilis. He somehow matched that name. He was very tall. His long silver hair blew out round him, and for a moment he looked as if he had a dandelion puff-ball for a head, and instead of wearing a coat to protect himself against that cold, winter wind, he was wearing a long cloak that billowed around him like a black whirlpool. It was lined with glowing red silk, so Mr Mirabilis looked as if he was smuggling a wild sunset into that house on the corner.
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Tom opened his own gate and jogged quickly down the footpath on his side of Prodigy Street, until he stood opposite that polished, black car. He hesitated for just a moment. Then he crossed the road.


‘Hi!’ he called. ‘Are you moving in?’


The man barked at him . . . at least Tom thought the man barked at him . . . but then he saw that the man was not alone. He had a small dog beside him, a small, shaggy dog with pointed ears, little wizard’s houses filled with shadows, a black nose and a ginger-brown moustache. There was a parting that ran from the tip of his nose to the end of his stubby tail, and when the dog saw Tom it wagged that tail as if it was writing a secret message in the air behind it.
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‘We’re both moving in,’ said the man. He pointed down at the dog. ‘He chose this house. He likes the thought of living in a jungle. So, you’re one of my new neighbours, are you? What’s your name?’


‘Tom!’ said Tom. ‘It’s short for Thomas!’ he added.


The man’s mouth fell open as if in surprise.


‘That’s remarkable,’ he said. ‘That’s my name too. How do you spell yours?’


Tom spelt his name in full.


‘Well, that’s a little differently from the way I spell mine,’ said the man. ‘My name begins with a “T” of course, but it ends with a “Z” – TOMASZ. My name is Polish. Still, it shows how names travel around the world, leaping from one country to another. Two Toms, one Thomas and one Tomasz, both moving into Prodigy Street from different directions, and living at different ends of it. What do you think of that?’ he asked his dog.


The dog jumped up at Tom, signalling with its shaggy paws. His mouth was just a little bit open . . . he seemed to be smiling under his moustache.


‘Oh! That’s unusual,’ said the man. ‘He’s usually rather haughty with strangers. Perhaps he’s being friendly because we share the same name.’


‘What’s your dog called?’ asked Tom. ‘Is he called Tomasz too?’


‘Oh no! But his name is rather remarkable,’ said the new neighbour. ‘His name is spelt N-a-j-k-i . . . but, when you say it properly, it sounds like Naykee. Polish as well! We match. Anyhow, he’s a clever dog, and he’s the one who helped me look for a house. And he thought this one would be just the place for us. Do you think we’ll enjoy living in this street?’


‘I think it’s a bit too ordinary,’ said Tom. ‘I’d like it to be a bit . . . a bit sort of wilder! Not dangerous or anything! Just a bit more adventurous. Mind you, I heard something yowling very fiercely when I was looking around before.’


‘Well, things often quieten down during the winter,’ said the new neighbour. ‘Perhaps it will grow more exciting in spring and summer.’


‘It would be great if it was spring now,’ said Tom. ‘I wish the trees were flowering.’ And Najki barked as if he was agreeing with Tom, switching his stubby tail up and down.


Then an astonishing thing happened.


There was that cold breeze blowing down Prodigy Street, but it wasn’t like a true wind – it wasn’t strong enough to shake those big plum trees. Nevertheless suddenly all the branches over the fence quivered, as if they had had a sudden fright or had caught a glimpse of someone they recognised. Then, while Tom stared up at them, wondering just what was going on, every single plum tree in that wild garden exploded into blossom. Delicate white flowers appeared on every twig, all wide open as if they were drinking in the day around them, all nodding at Tom as if they knew him. Najki barked again, possibly just as astonished as Tom, who stood gazing up into those spring-time trees, all flowering in winter.
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