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1

Marcus

The day I, Marcus Sparrow, first met Moon Dog was no ordinary day. It started with me doing what any kid with half a brain would do if they were about to be shouted at.

GET AS FAR AWAY AS POSSIBLE!

  So here I am in PJs at the bottom of our garden, sitting on top of a pile of old fruit-and-veg crates from Nana Sparrow’s market stall. This is my favourite thinking place. The crates are piled up in the corner against the fence which divides our house from the empty house next door. There’s a hole in the fence, just big enough for me to poke my hand through and waggle it around. I like to do this when I’m thinking my thoughts.

As my hand is officially trespassing into next door’s garden, waggling round and round, it’s like the air between me and our back door is on fire, crackling, just waiting for my nana’s shouting to zap through it.

  I hear a bellow from somewhere inside our house.

‘MARCUS!’

  The back door crashes open and Nana Sparrow comes marching into the garden. Her jaw juts out, her mouth is screwed up and her long grey hair is scraped up in a tight bun on the top of her head. She is holding broken bits of a figurine in one hand but before she reaches me, something wet and cold with what feels like warm, velvety fur around it, rests itself in my trespassing palm. I fall off my crates in shock and look down at my hand. Gungy drool drips from it. I wipe it on the grass and scramble back up, climbing to the top of the crates to look over the fence.

  A giant black bear of a dog gallops up the grass and disappears through the back door. It was his nose I felt, resting in my hand. He obviously wants to make friends with me. I’m sure it’s a Newfoundland. In the Encyclopaedia of Dogs A-Z it lists them as one the world’s largest dogs.

  The empty house next door is for sale. Maybe he belongs to people who are looking round it? Oh, I want them to buy it and then I would be next-door neighbours with an actual Newfoundland dog and I can offer to take him for walks and play with him and … I shut my eyes, cross my fingers and make a wish.

Nana’s hand grabs my arm.

  ‘MARCUS, LOOK AT ME WHEN I’M SHOUTING AT YOU.’

  My dog dreams had blotted out Nana Sparrow’s shouting, and the fact that I’m about to be in BIG TROUBLE!

  I jump off the crates and spin round so I’m facing her – well, to be truthful I’m looking down on her ’cause I’m taller than Nana.

  ‘How, Marcus? How did you manage to break it?’

  ‘I am Marcus Sparrow, with hands as big as dinner plates, and the kind of feet that other kids trip over,’ I say. ‘That’s why the stupid ornament broke.’

  Nana Sparrow opens up her hand and looks down at the broken figurine. It’s a lady in a bonnet, carrying a basket of fruit. Only, the china lady in a bonnet doesn’t have a basket of fruit any more and, come to think of it, she doesn’t have a head either.

  ‘It’s not my fault, is it,’ I say, ‘that my feet cause vibrations when I’m walking about. The house builders should make stronger floors that don’t go vibrating all over the place, making ornaments fall and smash.’

  I see Nana’s lip twitch, like she’s about to laugh, but then she looks me up and down.

  ‘AND WHY ARE YOU IN THE GARDEN IN YOUR PYJAMAS? WHAT WILL THE NEIGHBOURS THINK?’

  I am about to tell her about the Newfoundland dog that might become our neighbour, but something stops me. I don’t want to say it out loud ’cause I might jinx it, and the longing to have a dog in my life is like a belly ache that never ever goes away. I decide then and there to keep it secret.

  So I say, ‘But Nana Sparrow, we’ve got no neighbours next door to see me in my pyjamas and none the other side ’cause we’re the end house in the street, remember?’

  ‘Oh, you!’ she says and snorts with laughter. And then she starts chasing me round the garden, and we are running round and round, laughing our heads off, but she can’t catch me, ’cause I’m too fast for her. Then she stumbles and drops the bits of the figurine china lady, so I go back to help her and she suddenly looks so sad.

  ‘I bought that for your mum and dad’s wedding present,’ says Nana.

  I swallow hard and take a big breath before saying in my bestest, most gentle voice, ‘Mum’s not lived here since I was seven, and she’s never coming back, so she’s not going to care. And Dad won’t even notice ’cause he’s spent the last four months and three days in bed under his sadness cloud.’

  Just then I look up and see my dad is standing in the back doorway, in his pyjamas, staring at us with a face full of emptiness. But I don’t want Dad’s face to be empty, I want it to be full of thoughts. So I grab the broken bits of the china lady out of Nana’s hand and run towards him.

  ‘Look, Dad,’ I shout, ‘I’ve broken it. The china lady’s got no head, I’ve smashed your wedding present.’ And I wait to be told off. I wait for him to shout at me … but there is nothing.

It’s like I haven’t even said any words.

  He turns round and walks out of the kitchen and I hear him go up the stairs and his bedroom door swing shut and the creak of his bedsprings as he gets back into his broken three-legged bed with a fourth leg made out of a pile of books.

  My anger starts to fill me up. Red-hot anger, bubbling through me. And before I know it I am stomping upstairs and as my feet jar into each wooden step it feels good. I slam my bedroom door and the whole house shakes.

  I kick through the heaps of clothes on the floor, stare in the mirror at my sticking-up black hair and chocolate-brown eyes (with not-slept-for-months shadows under them) and fling myself face down on my bed. The mattress creaks.

  I hear Miss Raquel’s voice in my head. Come on, Marcus – breathe out anger and breathe in love. Come on, Marcus, you can do it.

  I try, but I don’t think I know what love looks like right now. I imagine my anger pouring out of me and filling my bedroom, my house, my street, the world, and gradually I feel calmer. But then sadness fills my anger-emptied body.

  I swing my legs round so that I am sitting on the edge of the bed. I hear Dad’s snoring from his room.

  Nana pokes her nose round my door. ‘Marcus, school now! Shift yourself. Come on, it’s Friday. One more day to get through, then you’ve got your weekend to laze about.’

  Her words are cross but there are stars of kindness in her eyes. I look at my small, strong Nana Sparrow, with her legs and hands gnarly and knobbly as tree branches, and a catapult of guilt pings me in my gut.

  ‘Sorry, Nana, didn’t mean to break your old china lady.’

  She sniffs. ‘I dare say you didn’t. You’re just big boned.’

  I take a breath and try for the hundred millionth time. ‘I wouldn’t break so many things if I had a dog. I would be out from under your feet, walking my dog on the heath, not indoors breaking china ladies’ heads off. Please, Nana Sparrow. I want a dog. I need a dog; a dog would be a friend.’ I don’t say: a dog wouldn’t leave me like Mum did. But I’m thinking it. ‘Please, Nana Sparrow. Pleeeeease.’

An extra big snore comes from next door.

  Nana sighs. ‘I can’t even cope with your dad, never mind a dog messing up the place with muddy footprints. And while we’re at it, you’ve got till tomorrow evening to pick all those dirty clothes off the floor and put them in the laundry basket. Get yourself dressed and off to school,’ she says. ‘Now.’

   And I know this dog argument is lost but I’m not giving up. Not ever.
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As I’ve already told you, my house is right at the end of Mabel Street. I look up at next door’s window, hoping to catch a glimpse of the dog, but I think the people looking round must have gone. The Grayson & Stoat estate agents’ FOR SALE sign has come loose and is tipping over, into the street. It’s always doing that – like someone keeps messing with it. I open the squeaking gate, step into next door’s front garden and heave the FOR SALE sign back up again so that it’s not lying in the middle of the pavement for a blind person to trip over, or for a dog to bump into and hurt themselves. Mr Anderson used to live next door, but he’s gone to work in Hong Kong and his house seems to have been empty for ever.

  I feel a pair of eyes on me from the upstairs window of the empty house, but when I look up, no one is there.

  I hurry up my street and see Matt the Vet ahead of me getting into his VET ON CALL car. I wave and he smiles and waves back. Matt came to our school to talk about the rescue dogs from the Beckham Animal Rescue Centre. I asked so many questions that he ended up staying an extra hour. He said that he would never forget me.

  I continue towards Grayson & Stoat estate agents on the corner. I am just thinking what a rubbish estate agents they are ’cause Mr Anderson’s house has been empty for ages, when a boy wearing the same Heath Academy navy blue school-uniform-of-dread steps out of the doorway and straight into me.

  IT’S NICO FROM YEAR 9. OH, NO, NO, NO! He eats Year 7s like me for breakfast. I’m sure of it.

  ‘Sorry,’ I say, even though it was him that bumped into me.

  ‘You better be,’ he says, and turns on his heel and struts off.

I duck behind a tree and wait, ’cause obviously I don’t want to walk to school with the Year 7-muncher …

  While I wait, I look behind me at the hill on the heath and imagine walking my very own dog there, but my stomach flips as I see the tangled ruins of Rose Manor Hall looming at the very top of the hill. It burned down back in olden Victorian times and is meant to be haunted.

  I count to one hundred then leave the safety of my tree and turn into Cinder Street. Walking towards me, through the swarm of kids all making their way towards Heath Academy’s school gate, is my favourite Staffie, Flora, with her owner Alf, who cleans my nana’s windows. He’s as small and stocky as Flora herself.

  ‘Hello, girl,’ I say, kneeling on the pavement as Flora runs up to give me a Staffie kiss. I fling my arms around her brown coat.

  Even though it’s only just around the corner, it always takes me the longest time to get to school, even on the best of days, because I’ve gotta say hello to any dog I pass on the way.

  ‘All right, Marcus.’ Alf nods. ‘Flora loves her friend Marcus, don’t you, girl?’

  ‘I could give Flora a walk for you Alf, save your legs.’

  Alf grins at me. ‘Nice try, Marcus. Nana Sparrow would have my legs for firewood if she thought I’d delayed your book learning. Now get yourself to school.’

  I grin back and run through the school gate, but the stupid strap on my bag snaps. As my bag hits the ground, red bubbling anger cuts through me, and I give my bag an almighty kick. A group of Year 7s back away.

  ‘All right, boys,’ I say, waving and turning on a smile. ‘Do you fancy a quick game of footie before the bell goes?’ I call after them as they head towards the school doors.

  But they don’t turn round. I hate that just ’cause I’m the biggest boy in Year 7 – actually, I’m the biggest boy in the lower school – the other kids are scared of me. I still haven’t made any friends since I started Heath Academy.

There’s a slow clapping. I turn round. It’s Nico.

  ‘Nice kick, Marcus. Getting vexed over a bag? I like it. What, you thought I never saw you, hiding behind that tree?’ he says, grabbing my ear.

  ‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I never meant to knock into you. Really sorry, sorry, Nico …’

  He gives me a killer stare, then slowly smiles through gritted teeth.

  ‘Marcus, my man, no sweat. Sol wants a word with you, as it goes.’

  A group of giggling, whispering Year 8 girls walks past us.

  ‘Wait there,’ hisses Nico to me before he struts up to them.

  ‘Remember what I said, girls – no going up to Rose Manor Hall, or the ghost children will get you.’

The girls run away, squealing.

  He chuckles before turning to me and saying, ‘This way.’

  My heart thuds in time with my footsteps as we walk over to where Sol is leaning, still and deadly, against the wall by the bins. He is the leader of the Cinder Street Boyz. He is dead hard; his brother is in Young Offenders. In our school, if Sol wants words with you, you don’t say no. Baz, the fool of the Cinder Street Boyz, is hopping from foot to foot.

Sol looks me up and down.

  ‘Marcus, we was wondering if you wanted to hang out with us? We could do with someone of your … stature, shall we say?’

‘Yeah, you’ll have your uses,’ says Nico. 

‘What, me? In the Cinder Street Boyz … ?’

‘You’ll have to do an initiation,’ says Baz.

  If I’m in the Cinder Street Boyz, I’ll belong. I’ll have friends and no one will mess with me. I’ll be able to do what I want and … and Nana Sparrow will kill me.

  I bump fists with Nico, Baz and Sol. The school bell goes, and I try and copy their lolloping, hard-boy walk, but I don’t think I’ve quite got it right. Then a little hand pushes me aside and I stagger off balance, as the tiniest girl, with long black spirally hair, storms through the middle of the Cinder Street Boyz.

They all start laughing.

  She spins round, fury in her big brown eyes. She flicks her hair behind her ears.

  ‘What’s so funny? I am trying to get to school and you lot are blocking my way.’

  ‘Junior school’s in Kentish Town, little girl. Heath Academy’s for big people,’ says Baz and the Cinder Street Boyz slap hands and crack up laughing.

  ‘Yeah, little girl, the fairy what me mum puts on top of our Christmas tree is bigger than you,’ says Sol.

  ‘You are so tiny—’ bursts out of my mouth before I can stop myself and I hate myself for it when I see the look in her eyes.

  ‘Yeah, well, my fist might fit into a teacup but if any of you lot ever try to hang me on top of a Christmas tree, you’re finished! Do you hear me? So don’t even try it.’

  ‘Has anyone ever told you that you are cute?’ Nico smirks.

  ‘AND I HATE IT WHEN PEOPLE TELL ME I’M CUTE!’

She spins round and runs off.

A sparkler explodes in my heart.

‘See ya later,’ I mumble to the Cinder Street Boyz, and tear after her.

‘’Scuse me … Stop, please.’

The tiny girl turns round.

‘Are you new?’

She nods.

‘In Year 7?’

‘Yeah,’ she says.

‘I’m Marcus. Marcus Sparrow.’

‘I’m Delilah Jones,’ she says.

‘I’ll take you to the school office, Delilah Jones,’ I say.

Her mouth blossoms into a full-blown smile that illuminates her whole face, and my eyes just feel like they’re stuck to her with a magnetic force. Delilah is tremendous. She’s got sad eyes though. I think my sadness has reached out to hers and bumped fists.

I wonder if she would be friends with me?
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Delilah

I wonder if he would be friends with me?

 Marcus smiles back. He was with those horrendous boys though, so maybe not. But come to think about it, he didn’t laugh at their worthless mocks about my size, so I don’t think he’s like them. His eyes are kind. It doesn’t look as if he’s slept much. I think us people who don’t sleep much recognise that in each other, like a secret club.

   ‘The school office is this way,’ says Marcus, marching back down the corridor. Kids jump to get out of his way as he bulldozers through them.

   ‘Don’t worry, I’ll look after you,’ he says, looking back over his shoulder.

   ‘STOP RIGHT THERE,’ I say. ‘I don’t need looking after. I can look after myself, thank you very much.’

   Marcus looks hurt and confused, like I’ve punched him in the belly.

I feel mean.

‘Do you know where the school office is?’ he asks.
 
‘No,’ I say. ‘But …’

   ‘Well then,’ he says, and carries on bulldozing down the corridor.

   ‘Marcus,’ I shout, as I get pushed this way and that. ‘Wait, MARCUS!’ Rucksacks bang into me from all sides, nearly having my eye out, which is one of the distinct disadvantages of being the smallest person in the school. I hear giggles and whispers and even a couple of, ‘Ahhh, look how cute she is.’

   Marcus ploughs back through the swarm of kids, reaches down, grabs my arm and pulls me after him.

   Not that I need rescuing. I two million per cent don’t, it’s just ’cause I am knee-high to a grasshopper, as my dad used to say.

Dad.

   It’s happened again. I have these moments, these breaths of a second, where I forget he has gone.

I stop in my tracks and bite my lip hard and blink my eyes quickly, but Marcus is looking down at me. He saw, I think.

My phone buzzes. I search for the red case in my bag.
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Another text from Mum. To go with all the other texts she has sent me this morning.
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I text back:
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And then add xxx so she knows I love her. I just wish she would stop checking up on me all the time.

I drop the phone back into my bag and run to catch up with Marcus.

We walk past a closed door that says Mr Lawson, Head Teacher on a brass plaque.

Marcus stops at the door next to it and knocks. ‘Come in,’ shouts a voice from the other side.

A woman with long blonde hair tied in a ponytail is putting a plaster on this kid’s bleeding finger.

   ‘Hi, Miss,’ says Marcus. ‘I’m being helpful, like what you said to be. I’ve brought you the new girl.’

  Then Marcus turns to me and says, ‘Miss Raquel is who you go to if you get sick and also she gets bossed about by Mr Lawson, our head teacher.’

   ‘I’m Mr Lawson’s personal assistant, Marcus,’ says Miss Raquel, laughing. ‘It’s my job to get bossed about. You must be Delilah,’ she says to me. ‘Welcome to Heath Academy. I’ve just had your mum on the phone, checking to see if you reached school.’

   Before I can stop myself, I roll my eyes to the ceiling, which immediately makes me feel disloyal.

‘Sorry,’ I say, ‘it’s all right, Miss, I texted her.’

   ‘Ah, we have a rule here, phones are handed over to us in the morning, and you collect them at the end of the day.’

   As I undo my bag my special keyrings jangle against each other. I scrabble deep in the bag for my red phone, and shove it into her hand. ‘Please, Miss, just take it,’ I say, breathing a sigh of relief. I’ll have freedom from my mum’s worrying at school at least. I never thought in all my days I would be glad of a school rule.

   ‘Miss Raquel’s all right as it goes, for someone what works in a school,’ says Marcus.

   ‘High praise indeed,’ says Miss Raquel, laughing. ‘Marcus, phone?’ she says, holding out her hand to him.

   ‘No, Miss, I’ve still not got a new one. It’s not fair! What is the point of a phone if you can’t even sit on it without it smashing? Nana Sparrow’s still vexed at me.’

   Then Miss Raquel looks at me and smiles, and as she draws a breath to speak, I’m thinking, Please, please don’t say it. Please don’t say: Marcus, will you look after Delilah?

   But she doesn’t. She looks at us from one to the other and back again, and says, ‘Look after each other.’

   I like Miss Raquel. She hands me a pile of exercise books and textbooks, which I shove in my bag.

   ‘Delilah is in Form 7T with you,’ says Miss Raquel. ‘You had better get to art.’

   Marcus grins. ‘Come on,’ he says, ‘this way.’ And as I trot to keep up with him, as we go back down the corridor and climb a flight of stairs and along another corridor and up some more steps, I wonder, Will I ever find my way around this school?

   Marcus pushes the door open into a big, sunny room. The other kids are already sitting on stools in front of their art easels, and my breath stops when I see how high the stools are. How am I going to get up there?

   Everyone turns round and stares at me, and I want to just disappear and never come back. Panic starts to rise and rise and fill me up.

   ‘What are you lot staring at?’ says Marcus, and everyone quickly goes back to their conversations. It’s as if they’re a bit scared of him. I follow Marcus to the back of the class where two stools and easels are waiting. Marcus bends his knee and sticks his foot out above the ground.

‘Step on it,’ he whispers.

   And I do, using his foot like a stepladder, and find myself on the stool, no trouble.

‘I owe you one,’ I whisper.

‘It’s all right,’ he whispers back.

‘No, I do,’ I whisper. ‘I always, always, pay my debts. There will come a time when you’ll need me.’

Then the teacher comes in, and I thank my lucky stars that everyone’s attention is off me.

   Marcus says, ‘That’s Mr Burnett. He’s all right for a teacher.’

   Mr Burnett is wearing a big white shirt, jeans and has a goatee beard. His eyes fall upon me, and I know it. I just know that he is about to do that awful thing that teachers do. That thing where they make the new kid stand in front of the whole class and tell everyone about themselves. I’ve been the new kid often enough to know this, but I can’t do it. I can’t get off the stool in front of everyone. I’ll get stuck. And then I see Marcus doing a tiny shake of his head. It took barely a second, but I saw it, and Mr Burnett is looking straight at him.

   ‘Ah, you must be Delilah,’ he says, walking up to my easel. ‘It is so lovely to have you in the class. Now, usually I ask my new pupils what their dreams are. What they wish for most in the world. But I don’t need to ask you this today, Delilah.’ He turns back to the rest of the class. ‘Because our goal today, class, is to draw your dreams.’

   I don’t need to even think for a second about what mine is, because I know with every breath in my body. I lose myself in every swirl and swish I draw with my pencil. I try and take a peep at Marcus’s drawing, but he has his back angled so that I can’t see it.

   I escape from my world into my picture. The class is silent; there’s not even a whisper as the clock ticks.

   ‘Pencils down. It’s time to share,’ says Mr Burnett. ‘Front row, hold your pictures up.’ And he goes through the class, row by row.

   There are drawings of computer games, and footballers scoring a goal, and nail salons, and holidays, and designer trainers and skateboards and headphones … Then he gets to us.

‘Delilah, Marcus, what have you drawn?’

   And we both say at exactly the same time, ‘A dog, sir.’

   We look at each other, and laugh and laugh, and I look at his picture of a giant dog. I think it’s a Newfoundland, and he looks at my picture of a tiny puppy, and we give each other a high-five.


 

 


[image: images]



3

Marcus

I feel a ball of warmness in my belly – this must be what happy feels like, because I had forgotten, to be truthful.

  Me and Delilah the Tremendous have both drawn dogs, and that is the perfect start of a friendship.

‘Come on,’ I say, ‘have you got packed lunch?’
 
Delilah nods.

  ‘Do you wanna come to my bench, where I eat my lunch? I don’t like eating in the school canteen,’ I say. ‘All that noise and food smells what don’t go with each other. Makes me feel sick, and then there was this incident where I dropped my dinner plate on Daniel Margate’s head. He was pulling bits of spaghetti out of his red hair all afternoon, but it was an accident, honest, only of course nobody believed me, did they?’

  Delilah laughs a proper belly laugh, and she doesn’t look quite so sad, just for a moment.

  The keyrings dangling from her bag jangle as she walks. The corner of the tiny silver St Paul’s Cathedral keyring catches in my school jumper.

  ‘Stand still.’ Delilah starts to unhook the keyring. I put out my hand to touch the tiny Jamaican flag that is dangling next to it, glinting in the sun.

  ‘My dad gave me that. He was born there. And Mum gave me the silver Tower of London, London Eye and this St Paul’s Cathedral, ’cause she is a Londoner through and through. My dad said it was to remind me of the two glorious heritages I am from, and ’cause they met and fell in love in London and made me.’
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