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Last day of primary school. When I got home, Jet was at the door like always. He jumped into my arms and panted and squirmed and yapped against my chest and I couldn’t stop laughing.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Yes, we’ll go out, Jet. We will!’


I hushed him and put him down.


Dad was lying on the sofa. His book was on the floor. His water glass was empty. I leaned close and listened hard. He was breathing. Of course he was. I laid a woollen rug over him. Sometimes he felt so cold, even though it was mad hot outside.


I dumped my bag of folders and artwork from school on the floor.


‘Big day for you, son,’ he murmured.


‘Aye, Dad.’


‘It went OK?’


‘Aye, Dad. Was it OK for you?’


‘Same as ever, son.’


He wasn’t properly awake and he didn’t want to talk. I filled his glass and put it back on the coffee table close by and told him to drink. I asked if there was anything else I could do and he murmured no.


‘I’ll take Jet out,’ I said. ‘Is that OK?’


‘He needs it, son. Not a dog to be cooped up inside. Stay safe.’


‘I won’t be long. I won’t go far.’


‘Nowhere’s far in this town, son. Take some water. You got sun cream on?’


‘Aye.’


‘Good,’ he said. ‘Look after him, Jet.’


Then he shut his eyes.


I tucked the rug around his shoulders. I watched him for a while and he looked fine.


I put a caramel wafer and water bottle into my backpack, got the lead, and left the house.


I let Jet lead me. The sun blazed down like it had for weeks. We walked up steep Cuthbert’s Lane, went beyond the houses, then along the narrow twisting path beneath the trees towards the Chapel of Doom.


We came to the ancient metal fence. Most of it had fallen long ago and was tangled up in the brambles and weeds.


There were battered faded signs.


KEEP OUT. NO ENTRY.


BEWARE. DANGER OF DEATH.


One had the silhouette of a falling boy on it.


They’d been there forever, ever since my dad had been a boy, ever since his dad had been a boy.


There was another newer one today, Day-Glo yellow.


PRIVATE. NO TRESPASSING.


Beyond it was the wasteland – shrubs and scrawny trees and brambles and rubble and dusty ground. And old tombstones, lopsided, broken, lots of them toppled to the earth. Then the chapel itself. Ancient, crumbling. The roof was shattered and the spire was nearly gone. Most of the windows were bricked up, the huge front door had bars and boards across it.


A couple of crows flapped out through the shattered roof. Some other dark bird, I don’t know what, was up there on the ruined steeple.


I listened, but there was no noise from inside that day.


Jet growled softly.


‘It’s OK,’ I said. ‘We’ll not go in this time.’


We kept on staring. We were nervous here, but we couldn’t stay away.


‘There’s no falling boy,’ I said. ‘It’s just a tale. Let’s go.’


We went back along the path and turned downhill and passed the school, St Giles. The gates were shut. Just a couple of teachers’ cars were left. Everything was empty and silent and still, but I saw Mrs Stubbs in reception class. In termtime, her walls were always covered in kids’ artwork, but they were empty now, waiting for next year. She didn’t see me. Mrs Stubbs. I loved her so much, ever since the very first day, when she stood at the school door with a smile on her face to welcome us all. Mam and Dad were at the gate, smiling as well with tears in their eyes as I walked away from them.


I’d probably never go in there again.


Mr Griffiths, the caretaker, came out with a load of bin bags in his arms.


He laughed.


‘Back so soon? We thought you’d gone forever, lad!’


‘I’m going now!’ I yelled.


We walked the busy High Street. Lots of folk nodded and smiled at us. A couple of them asked about my dad. We got to Basil Malone’s Butcher’s at the far end. We paused, and Jet gazed longingly at the sausages hanging in the window.


There was a massive butcher model just outside. He wore a red and white apron and a white straw hat and a curly black moustache and he had a cleaver in his hand. His belly was huge, his arms were thick.


Years back, Dad showed me how to rap his belly and make him go Dong! When I was little, I had to stretch and reach right up to do it. I could just about make him go Ding! I still felt really small beside him. I pressed my palm against him and he was already hot from the blazing sun.


I rapped him with my fist.


Dang!


Jet yapped at him, and, like always, he seemed amazed the butcher didn’t move.


I rapped him harder.


Dang!


A girl stepped out from the doorway next to the door of the shop. She had a little rucksack on her back, a red sun hat on her head, a notebook in her hand.


‘Oh, hello!’ she said. ‘What a lovely dog! We live up there.’


She pointed upwards and I held my arm across the sun and looked up to the sky.


‘Not all the way up!’ she said. ‘Just the flat upstairs. That’s where we’re staying. Me and my mum. We’re from the distant hills. What’s your name?’


‘Joff.’


‘Joff. I’ll tell her. I’m out collecting information today. My name is Dawn. But today I’m Marco Polo.’


‘Marco Polo?’


‘Yes. Which way should I go? I’m gathering information about the town to take back to her. Which is the most interesting way?’


I looked back along the High Street to where I’d come from, and forward along City Road to where I was headed.


I shrugged.


‘There’s nowhere that’s that interesting,’ I said.


‘What a strange thing to say. Anyway, my first information will be about a boy called Joff and his dog called …’


‘Jet.’


‘Jet. Good name.’ She stroked Jet’s head. ‘There are lots of lovely dogs like you where I come from.’


He wagged his tail. I could see he liked her.


‘My name’s Dawn, Jet,’ she said. ‘It’s very good to meet you.’


Yap!


She opened her notebook and wrote something down.


‘An interesting boy named Joff,’ she said, ‘and his interesting border collie named Jet. You’re the very first entry in my book. Are you from these parts?’


I pointed over the rooftops at the other side of the street.


‘I live over that way,’ I told her.


She wrote again.


‘OK,’ she said. ‘It’s time to roam. Goodbye, Joff. Goodbye, Jet. Thanks for the help. I’m sure our paths will cross again. I’ll go … this way.’


And she headed out the way that Jet and I had come. She stopped for a moment to look closely at a hedge in somebody’s front garden. She wrote something down and set off again.


She kept turning her head as she walked away, like she was talking to somebody there at her side.
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I danged the butcher’s belly again as we were setting off, and it brought Basil to his door.


‘Joff and Jet,’ he said. ‘Good to see you, lads.’


He dropped a lump of fat on to the pavement and Jet gobbled it up.


‘Once upon a time I’d have given him a bone,’ said Basil.


He crouched down beside Jet.


‘But bones are bad for dogs now, Jet, aren’t they?’


Yap!


‘Yes, indeed, much as I know you’d really like one. Going far?’


‘Just to the Dene and back.’


‘A fine thing to do on a fine day like this.’


He stroked Jet.


‘I know,’ he said. ‘Them sausages. Don’t they look delicious? Sorry, pal. Not good for you either. What good’s a butcher to a dog these days? How’s Dad?’


‘OK. He gets tired.’


He touched my shoulder.


‘That’ll be how it is for a while,’ he said. ‘But he’s getting the best of care.’


‘I know,’ I said.


We both sighed, then he stood shoulder to shoulder beside the big fake butcher.


‘Don’t look much like him, do I?’ he said.


I shook my head. Basil was thin and slight, with blonde hair and gentle eyes. He was wearing jeans and a dotted shirt under his blue apron.


‘That’s what a boy should want to be! That’s what I was told. I even tried growing a moustache once. It was a daft little scrawny thing.’


I laughed.


‘What a nit I was! That was the new lass. Did she ask you lots of questions?’


‘Aye.’


‘It seems to be her way. Ask, ask, ask and ask again. “Did you always want to be a butcher, Mr Malone?”’


Somebody started singing.


It came from the open window up above.


‘That’s the mam,’ said Basil. ‘I thought it was angels descending when I heard it first.’


It sounded like opera or something.


The voice got higher and Basil tried to sing along but his voice cracked and he laughed.


‘I’ll get her to give me some instruction. I’ll be a singer, not a butcher! What do you think?’


‘Aye,’ I said. ‘You could be the Singing Butcher!’


‘I like that! I’ll sing songs about sheep and lambs. It’ll be a new career. The days of meat are done.’


He sang again and his voice cracked again.


‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a bunch of chops to chop.’


He shook his head.


‘What a thing to have to say! “I’ve got a bunch of chops to chop.” Poor chops. Poor beasts. He’s a great dad, Joff.’


‘I know.’


‘And you’re a great lad. Give him my best wishes.’


‘I will.’


‘God bless, Joff. Have a grand day.’
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We moved on. The woman’s singing followed us.


On we went, along noisy City Road.


We turned down Hollow Lane and walked towards the Dene.


We came to the kissing gate with the board beside it.


Welcome to Eden Dene. Be at peace here. Refresh body and soul. Take nothing but photographs. Leave nothing but footprints.


We went through. There were great trees all around us. I sat in the shade of a rock by a tiny waterfall that flowed from a deep crack in the rock. A rusty metal sign in the rock said this was a holy well, a healing well. People had come here for hundreds of years to splash the water on to themselves and to sip from it. There were messages scraped into the rock. Thank you. My eyes are better now. My knees are healed. I didn’t believe it but I believe it now. She fell in love with me! There were ancient messages that were unreadable, marks that were just swirls and spirals. The water trickled over the messages and moss into a pool on a ledge in the rock then down into the stream. It was getting shallower every day. It hadn’t rained for weeks.


I cupped my hands and let the holy water trickle into them and then I drank. Jet drank from the stream, then lay down at my side. A couple of squirrels scampered in the trees above my head. Jet jumped up and yapped at them and they took no notice. A few folk wandered by, nobody I knew. There was a duck and some ducklings further down the stream. A little girl and her mam were feeding them. Birds were singing. The traffic noise was nearly blocked out.


The Chapel of Doom was visible high above the trees. The jagged steeple jutted into the sky. There was a path all the way up to it from here, but it was perilous. More like climbing than walking. Dad showed me it once when I was seven or eight. He took me just a little way, as far as the first wall of rock. He lifted me over it and took me to a little cave beyond. We sat in it and ate biscuits. He nudged me and said we shouldn’t tell Mam about it.


I’d been back once or twice, but I’d never gone any higher.


I ate my caramel wafer. So delicious.


Somebody was climbing high in a tree. Joe Snook. He appeared and disappeared and the branches rustled and swayed and magpies and squirrels scattered.


Once, not so long ago, I’d have been up there with him, though not as high as he was.


Then he was at the very top and I saw him looking down at me.


He didn’t call like he sometimes did.


He watched for a moment then stepped across into another tree and he was gone.


Joe Snook. We’d grown apart. He’d punched me one afternoon, and ever since I’d kept away from him. A couple of times he’d tried to make up, but I was finished with him.


I lay on the dry grass and rested my head on the rock. It was cooler here than up in the street. I listened to the birds and the trickling water. Kids were yelling, somewhere far away. I rested my hand on Jet. I lay back and I tried to think about nothing at all. There’d been too much scary stuff these past few months. But there were times, like now, I felt OK. There were times I thought that everything would get back to how it used to be.


I went to the well and drank from it again, then held my water bottle beneath it and let the water trickle in, and we headed home.
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Dad was still on the sofa. He rubbed his eyes as we came in. Jet jumped up beside him and tried to squirm under the rug. Dad laughed and hugged him.


‘Did it go OK this morning?’ I said.


‘Same as ever. “Relax, Jon. Think happy thoughts.” I had the lovely nurse again. Nancy.’


‘That’s good.’


‘She’s got a five-year-old called Emma. I bet she’s a wonderful mum.’


Six months earlier we found out he had colon cancer. He had an operation and now he was on chemotherapy. He’d been going every week to the Freeman Hospital.


He was a postman. He’d been on sick leave ever since it began.


It all wore him out sometimes. Some days he was fine. He took short walks and he went on his exercise bike in the shed. He’d always been fit. His job kept him that way. But sometimes now he just looked so frail.


‘Can I get you something?’ I said. ‘Bread and butter or a banana or …’


‘We’ll have something when your mam gets home.’


‘You’re supposed to eat, Dad.’


He looked me in the eye.


‘Not worrying, are you?’ he said.


‘About what?’


He grinned.


‘I’ll get you some fresh water,’ I said.


I filled his glass from the kitchen tap and poured some water from my bottle into it.


‘Drink some,’ I said.


‘Aye, OK. Water, water, water, water.’


‘You got to keep hydrated, Dad.’


‘I know, but sometimes I think I’m gonna drown.’


‘Drink some more.’


He laughed and drank some more.


‘Tell me about the last day, then,’ he said.


‘It was nowt much, really.’


‘Nowt much. That’s you.’


I told him there’d been a special assembly. Mrs Tompkinson made a speech. We had cakes and crisps in the classroom. We had a disco in the hall.


‘And did you dance?’


I shrugged and said yes, a bit. I didn’t tell him that me and a couple of my friends went wild, that we jumped and bounced and stamped our feet and yelled the songs, and that I was the wildest one of all, and that Mr Lin came to me and put his arm around me and said, ‘Take it easy, Joff. Don’t get carried away.’ And that I even started to cry a bit then, and he whispered, ‘It’ll be OK, son. I’m sure it’ll really be OK.’


‘Do you know anything about Marco Polo?’ I asked Dad.


‘Marco Polo? One of the world’s first great explorers. He went to China when most folk didn’t have a clue that China was there at all. When he wrote about it, they didn’t believe it. All lies, they said. You’re just making it up, they said. But most of it was true. Where you been, anyway?’


‘Just out. Nowhere.’


He leaned down towards Jet and whispered to him, ‘You two spend a lot of time in that nowhere, don’t you?’


Yap!


‘I saw the butcher,’ I said. ‘Basil. He sends his best wishes.’


‘Ah, that’s great. He’s a good man.’


He stroked Jet’s head and groaned softly.


He sipped his water again and took a deep breath and wiped his lips.


‘Drink some more, Dad,’ I said.


He laughed and sipped again.


‘Marco didn’t go nowhere,’ he said. ‘He went to China with his dad. He wasn’t much older than you when he went there first.’


‘Really?’


‘Aye. Really. Lads need adventure, don’t they? He travelled for over twenty years. Faced all kinds of danger. He worked for the Chinese emperor, Kublai Khan. Khan told him to explore his huge empire and to bring back information about it. Marco was his eyes and ears. He could be a model for you, eh?’


‘For me?’


‘Aye, you could start going somewhere instead of nowhere for a change. And of course, when this is all over, you and me can go exploring, just like Marco and his dad. It’ll be great, won’t it?’


I caught my breath.


‘Aye,’ I said. ‘It will.’


He took some deep breaths, winced a couple of times.


‘Why you asking about him, anyway?’ he said.


‘No reason.’


‘No reason. Nowhere. Nowt much.’


He leaned close to Jet again.


‘What a lad we have here!’ he softly said.


He smiled.


‘It’s OK, son,’ he said. ‘I understand.’


Then Mam was coming through the front door.
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She had a big ginger cake with her.


‘A rites of passage cake! A celebration cake! What else shall we have on this special day?’


‘Fish fingers!’ said Dad.


‘Fish fingers! What’s special about them?’


‘Everything! Ain’t that true, Joff?’


‘It is!’ I said.


‘See? He loves them, too. He always has!’


‘And are you allowed them?’ she said.


She looked at his diet chart.


‘It doesn’t say I’m not!’ he said.


She sat on the sofa with him and he told her about the day. Hospital volunteers had taken him in and brought him back again, as usual. He felt truly blessed. He told her about the nurse, Nancy.


‘Is she bonny?’ said Mam.


‘She is!’


‘Bonny as me?’


‘How could any lass be as bonny as you!’


I worked with Mam in the kitchen. We cooked carrots and potatoes and peas.


I told her a bit about the assembly and the cakes and crisps and the disco. She nudged me.


‘And did you dance with any of the girls?’ she said.


I just laughed at that.


She’s a teaching assistant at Egmont Infants in Newcastle. She said the kids were so excited and the teachers happy and worn out.


‘And now we’re free!’ she said.


Dad came to watch the fish fingers browning in the grill.


‘Fish fingers!’ he said. ‘They take me right back to being a kid!’


‘You can remember that far back?’ said Mam.


‘Aye. And me dad loved them just as much as me! It’s a family tradition.’


He ate his with HP Sauce and groaned at the pleasure of it all. Mam said it was great to see him tucking in. Some days he could hardly eat at all. Some days he spent hours in bed.


‘There was this fight,’ said Mam. ‘In the school yard.’


‘A fight?’ said Dad.


‘Yes! Two little lads in Year Two. They were wild. Little monsters. I had to hold them apart and they still kept on going at each other. I could hardly do it for laughing.’


‘What was that about?’ said Dad.


‘One of them said the other one had been looking at his girlfriend.’


‘His girlfriend. At their age?’


Mam laughed.


‘I know. Lads, eh? They live in dreamland half the time. Or mebbe it was the heat. They’re such nice lads usually. Anyway, they soon calmed down and were best of pals again.’


Dad looked at me.


‘Lads!’ he said. ‘Are you fighting your mates about girlfriends yet?’


‘As if,’ I said.


‘Another fish finger?’ said Mam.


‘Aye,’ said Dad. ‘Research has shown that fish fingers are a definite cure for cancer! Especially with HP Sauce!’


Then he winced and closed his eyes and gasped, and we all paused for a second, like our hearts had stopped, then he breathed easily again and tried to smile again.


‘All right?’ Mam said.


‘Fine, love.’


He poked at a fish finger with a fork and pushed it around his plate.


‘Did you take Jet out?’ Mam said to me.


‘Yes.’


‘Go anywhere special?’


‘Don’t ask,’ said Dad.


‘Went nowhere?’ she said. ‘Did nothing?’


‘Exactly.’


I tried to laugh with them.


‘It’s OK,’ she said.


She stroked my hair and gently smiled.


I told them I took Jet to the Dene and brought him back again.


‘Ah, you went somewhere, Jet!’ said Dad.


Yap! went Jet.


He was sitting in the kitchen doorway like he was on guard for us.


We ate the cake together quietly. Dad had a tiny slice. It tasted lovely.


Then I helped Mam to wash up and she told me that she loved me and I told her that I knew.


Afterwards, she asked if there was anything I wanted to watch on the telly.


I couldn’t think of anything, then I just said, ‘Toy Story.’


‘Ah, that again,’ said Dad.


We’d all always loved it, ever since I was five.


Dad drank a glass of weak beer as we watched. Mam had a glass of wine. I ate crisps and chocolate. Mam raised her wine and Dad raised his beer.


‘To our dear son,’ said Dad. ‘On this special day.’


‘First bright day of a brand-new life,’ said Mam.


We watched the film, and we spoke lots of the lines before they came.
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