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‘A contender for the children’s book of the year … a heartrending tale about how our stories make us, and also an angry polemic, vividly convincing in its detailed description of what it means for your home to be a tent in the dust behind a guarded fence’
THE SUNDAY TIMES


‘The story of Subhi, sensitively told and immensely moving, gives us a glimpse of what a homeless, imprisoned existence life feels like .. . and how the hope invested in a vision of a better future can end up being the difference between making it out, and surrendering to despair’
THE BIG ISSUE


‘This is a tragic, beautifully crafted and wonderful book whose chirpy, stoic hero shames us all. I urge you to read it’
THE INDEPENDENT


‘THE BONE SPARROW is one of those rare, special books that will break your heart with its honesty and beauty, but is ultimately hopeful and uplifting’
BOOKTRUST


‘A profoundly poignant novel about what it means to live as a refugee’
METRO


‘The writing is beautiful and the message of survival and bravery a universal one’
THE BOOKSELLER












To Jugs, Luca, Mischa and Mani, for showing me how to fly.








The struggle of man against power is the struggle of memory against forgetting.


 


Milan Kundera, The Book of Laughter and Forgetting
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In the beginning, the Gods were bored. There was nothing to do any more. They had made their world and their creatures. They had played and built things and flooded things and dried things. And now they were bored.


The souls of the people weren’t bored. They had memories to hold on to and stories to tell. They had loved ones to watch over and places to haunt. They quite enjoyed being dead.


But Gods can be jealous beasts, for why should people have all the fun?


And so the Gods decreed that when souls arrived in the Afterlife, they would enter a state of blissful unknowing. They would forget their time on earth. Memories were banished to the edges of the Afterlife.


And so it was.


It was the God of Winter Mornings who suggested they should all try a memory or two. Just to see what the fuss was about … The memories entered their beings, fed them smells and sights and sounds and feelings. For a small time, the Gods existed purely within those small snatches of life. But once tried, the Gods wanted more. They wanted bigger, stronger memories. Memories to make them feel … alive.


The Gods took matters into their own hands. With just a flick of their heavenly fingers, they could create all the memories they needed. Destruction was rained down upon on the earth. Wars were waged. Walls were built. The earth was mined and torn and sundered. Seas rose and fires ravaged. Everything got a little hotter. Memories got a lot stronger. Souls arrived more quickly. Their memories horded more readily. The Gods feasted.


And so, it was.
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And so, it was. This was it. The end. Twig couldn’t look at those eyes. Or the arm aiming. It didn’t tremble, that arm. Not even a bit. Neither did Twig. ‘Go on. Do it then. I dare you.’


And the whole world exploded.
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Wherever he was, it was dark. Deep dark. The thick, heavy dark that claws at your throat and scratches at your eyes. The kind of dark that picks you up and tosses you around and holds you close and whispers promises and pulls you apart. And just as Twig no longer knew if he even still existed, a neon sign burst into life and stilled him in its light.


 


WELCOME TO THE AFTERLIFE! 


‘Oh.’


That was the only word he could think of for quite some time.


The sign was broken. It made that fizzing, static sound that a loose connection makes, and the bulbs behind some of the letters flickered, spat and gave up. Without the bulbs, the sign now read


 


WE COME TO    LIFE!


Twig shuddered and gave the sign a cautious poke. A whole string of lights blossomed around him, glittering and twinkling along the edges of an old cobblestoned path that stretched and twisted into the darkness. They made Twig think of the time they had all wrapped fairy lights along the graves between the shacks and bought fish and chips and—


And the crows dive in for the chips and
‘Here’s to us! We’re the Beasts of the City
Wilds!’ and we all race to the top of the
gargoyle tomb so we can look out over
everything that’s ours . . .


The memory was like a snatch of dream, refusing to stand still. The more Twig tried to grab hold, the more his thoughts dimmed and fuzzed at the edges. He rubbed at his arms and wished he was in more than just his shorts and T-shirt. It wasn’t the warmth he wanted, but the security of being wrapped tight. He peered into the dark stretching from the path. It was a forest, Twig decided, a very thick, very dark, very foresty forest. Every so often, a branch would shuffle in the breeze and a leaf would catch in the twinkle of the lights. Twig imagined he could hear the rustle of branches being pushed aside, the snuffle of something lurking.


His head throbbed. What was it that had happened, exactly? He reached around to rub the pain from the back of his head and his hand came away bloodied. There had been something … It was silver and pointing and he’d known how dangerous it was, to be pointed at like that with … what was it? Twig could remember the laugh, cold and iced and hollow, that had sent shivers down his spine. The eyes he couldn’t look at. The clap. clap. clap.


Another light fizzed into life, its bright red arrow pointing forward. ‘OK. This way it is,’ Twig said out loud, and was surprised by the dullness of his voice. Like he was being quietened. Everything seemed quietened. Even his footsteps along the path were just the whisper of a step.


There were more signs now. Twig slowed to read each one and to touch the letters. He liked the feel of something real and solid under his fingertips.


 


BE WELCOMED AT OUR WELCOME CENTRE! 2 MILES


 


KEEP TO THE PATH!


 


YOU ARE SAFE AND HAPPY!


 


GOLDEN GATES AHEAD!


 


LEAVE YOUR TROUBLES BEHIND!


 


EVERYTHING IS FINE!


 


STAY ON THE PATH!


 


EMOTIONAL BAGGAGE DROP-OFF POINT – ALL BAGS TO BE LEFT HERE


 


FOREST TRAIL CLOSED – ENTRY PROHIBITED 


 


DO NOT FEED THE BANSHEES 


 


IT IS ALL SO LOVELY HERE. JUST PERFECT.


 


Some signs were nailed on to wooden stumps, others lit in bright lights like the signs down the High Street and casinos where Twig and the Beasts would scout for dropped coins and open pockets—


‘Watch it!’ and hands are reaching and
someone is yelling and the coppers are
pointing and . . .


But the memory was like seeing something underwater, all vague and choppy and not quite there.


It made him a bit panicky, not being able to remember, but as soon as he thought that, another feeling washed over him, whispering through his mind, Everything is so lovely here. Keep walking. You have nothing to worry about.


‘I have nothing to worry about,’ Twig said, and kept walking. The further he walked, the lighter the sky became, like he was walking his way to morning. He focused on walking towards the light, and with each step, he felt his spirits lift, as if the light from the sky was seeping inside him. By the time he reached the WELCOME CENTRE – 1.5 MILES sign, it seemed that nothing really mattered any more. Even the forest didn’t seem so sinister. Twig paused to admire the brilliant swirling green of a leaf, fallen on the path, and watched as a line of tiny stick-figure people weaved their way across the cobbled stones and into the forest. They were like little drawings come to life. They hummed a happy sort of tune as they walked, and each one carried an assortment of bits and pieces on its head or back. Buttons, a ring, an ancient-looking bell. One had tied a string to an old rusted MEETING SPOT sign and was heaving it along the ground, inching its way slowly forward. The smallest of the figures turned to Twig and waved a little stick-figure wave. The kind of wave one gives an old friend.


That was when the thing saw Twig. Flying overhead, a darkened patch against the light blue of the sky. It had been looking for the boy. Searching. And now it had him in its sights, it would not lose him again. It circled, closer and closer. And just as Twig started to walk again along the path, the thing clicked its beak and swooped.




 




[image: images]





 


 


The thing dropped from the sky, landing hard and sharp on Twig’s shoulder.


Twig yelped, grabbing at the thing and flinging it away. It clattered to the path in an explosion of bones, and the stick figures wailed and ran in every direction.


Twig’s breath came in short, sharp gasps. Had he killed it? Whatever it was? Could something even be killed in the Afterlife? And what was a boned thing doing attacking him when everything was so lovely and … and … oh.


The bones began to shake. Wobbling and wriggling. Dragging themselves along the ground. Piecing their bits back together. One. Bone. At. A. Time. First came the clawed foot bones. Then the legs. Then all eight rib bones clattered together at once. Then the curved neck, and the particularly sharp beak, and finally the bones of both wings clicked together, screwed their skull firmly in place, then folded themselves rather angrily across their chest. Twig found himself trapped in the glare of a skeleton bird. If a skeleton can be said to glare, which, Twig decided, it definitely could.


‘Well, now,’ the bird said, one clawed foot tapping in displeasure. ‘That wasn’t the kind of warm greetin’ I was expectin’. It’s lucky for you I’m not one to hold grudges, me.’ The skeleton hopped closer to Twig. ‘But I’m well glad I found you. I thought I’d gone and lost you, didn’t I? What’d you go and leave the Meetin’ Spot for? Didn’t you read the sign? It’s a spot for meetin’. The clue is in the name, see? I mean, I know I was a little on the late side, like, but it was only a minute, five at most, ten maybe, but re-aaaa-lly!’


‘Sorry. I didn’t see a sign at the meeting spot.’ Twig glanced at where the stick figures had dragged the rusty sign into the shadows.


‘Anywhatsit, all’s well that ends well. Now, where was we? Oh yes. I’m your Guardian. Krruk’s the name and how de do and shake hands and we’ll be home for break-fast.’


‘Hi, Krruk.’


‘No. Krruk. Krruk. Copy me now. Krruk.’


‘Krruk.’


‘Kr … never mind. That will do. I tell you now, you are lucky you got me. I’m the best Guardian of the lot, I am. You won’t remember all those times durin’ your alive years that you saw a raven guidin’ you through the trials and tribulations of livin’ because of the Forgettin’ that happens once you’re … well … dead, like. But, if I do say, I was quite magnificent.’ The raven nodded at Twig and twirled proudly. ‘And it was probably me them times when you thought it was a crow lookin’ over you and all, because people are always gettin’ us confused, don’t ask me why, we don’t even look similar.’


Twig looked at the skeleton bobbing up and down. ‘So it was your job to keep me … alive?’


‘Exactly!’


‘But, I’m … dead, right?’


‘That you are. Oh. Right. Well. I see what you’re gettin’ at.’ The raven hopped awkwardly from foot to foot. ‘But what it is is, the mortal world can get more than a tad bo-rin’, you know. It’s all so teeeeeeedious. I was well bored. Was you bored? I figured you was bored …’ He looked at Twig, then pulled a black feather out from the empty space between his ribs. ‘Here. Have a feather. Raven’s feathers are good luck, you know. That should make you happy. Anywhatsit, yous are in a much better place here. Once we walk through them Golden Gates you’ll see. There’s a train. And gardens. And lots of people playin’ bridge. I hear they’ve yoga on a Tuesday too.’ The raven glanced at Twig. ‘And congratulations on the dyin’. Not many people die well nowadays but yours was a good ’n.’


‘Was it? I can’t really remember …’ His thoughts were all so thick and sludgy … there was—


 ‘Go on.’


and—


That arm. And that laugh. And those eyes.
Someone is whispering to run. Run rabbit,
run rabbit, run run run. But running is so
very tiring. Everything is so very tiring.
There is only one thing left to say.
‘Do it then.’


The niggle of memory faded. ‘Why can’t I remember? I want to remem—’


‘Oh now. Don’t be daft. That life is done and dusted. No one remembers a thing here. By order of the decreewhatsit. Complete and blissful unknowin’ – that’s what’s waitin’ for you once you pass through them Golden Gates. You won’t even know you’ve anythin’ to remember in a bit. Isn’t that great? Never have to worry about a thing.’


Twig didn’t think that sounded great at all. It sounded … devastating. The loss tugged at his chest. Knowing that he had once felt something that he would never feel again. All those things that made him who he was …


He let out a small sigh, full of longing and sadness and want. The sigh was so small his Guardian didn’t even hear it. But the wind picked it up, cradled it, bustled it higher and higher, then released it over the tops of the trees where it drifted gently into the forest below.


The creature dwelling in the shadows of the forest heard the sigh and nodded. She pulled the black hood over her head. ‘The boy,’ she hissed, and her clawed hands clapped and clasped at the bones scattered on the forest floor. ‘The boy is here,’ she whispered, and the forest erupted into howls.
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‘Righteo then, best keep walkin’.’ Krruk nudged Twig with his skull. ‘We’ve a train to catch! They’ve a lovely welcome pack waitin’ and all, with a dressin’ gown and lush fluffy-bunny slippers.’


‘A train … yes … slippers …’


‘Hang on a minute.’ Krruk stopped and glared at the line of stick figures marching past. ‘Is that my wing bone?’


Two of the larger stick figures were stealthily rolling a thin hollow bone along the ground.


‘Oi! Give that back, you thievin’ little blighters!’ Krruk pecked dangerously close to the one who had wrapped its arms protectively around the bone.


The tiny figures abandoned their line, arms thrashing the air as they ran in frenzied circles, keening, ‘MEEEEEEP! MEEEEEEEEP!’ and trying hopelessly to escape. The littlest one turned and dashed towards Twig.


‘Don’t eat them!’ Twig cried. They looked so helpless.


Krruk popped his wing bone back into place. ‘But meeples are proper pests they are, terrible thieves. I lost my best pocket watch to a roving pack of meeples once. And they is quite tasty. Sort of peppery in flavour …’


The littlest one was holding tight to Twig’s foot, gnashing its little stick teeth in fear. Twig held his hand out for it, and it climbed shakily on.


‘But if you insist,’ Krruk huffed and clicked his beak and the few remaining meeples disappeared into the dark. ‘Come on. We don’t want to be late, like. Them Gods appreciate punctuality. They like the memories nice and fresh, they do.’


Twig placed the meeple on the very edge of the path. ‘Good luck,’ he whispered, then paused. There was just the faintest tune, carrying softly on the wind. It was a tune of yearning, and complete comfort. It held stories and songs and cold winter nights and hot milk with honey, and warm arms wrapping tight. ‘I know that song …’ Twig scrabbled to find the memory. ‘Krruk? Did you hear that?’


‘Krruk, not Krruk. You’ve to roll the tongue like—’ 


‘It’s coming from the forest.’ Twig took a step towards the sound.


‘Get back on to the path, would you?’ Krruk flapped at Twig and herded him back. ‘Didn’t you read the sign? STAY ON THE PATH!’


‘But I heard—’


‘Just the wind, wasn’t it.’


The song came again, louder this time, wisping closer. A tangled memory cracked through the sludge of forgetting and Twig knew the sound for what it was. A tin whistle. Just like the one his da used to play and—


‘This is the song of our people. Passed down
through time. This whistle is older than you.
Older than me even. My da used to tell
me that it was older than him and older
than his da. One day, this whistle
will be yours …’


‘Da!’ Twig turned to Krruk. ‘He’s in the forest! Da!’


‘Don’t be daft. And not being funny, but if we don’t get a move on, they’ll send the Officials to come lookin’, and then we’ll both be in a whole realm of trouble. We’re already runnin’ behind schedule due to the fact that someone left the meetin’ spot. Listen, presh, you’ll love it here. It’s all so lovely, don’t you think?’


Twig looked at the skeleton bird. The feeling of calm washed over him again. ‘It is lovely,’ he agreed. What was it they had been talking about? It felt important, but … ah well. ‘It’s perfect, isn’t it, Krruk?’


The raven smiled. ‘Krruk. Say it with me. Krruk. Come now, the train is waitin’.’


‘I like trains. Ow!’ Twig yelped. The little meeple sank his needle teeth deeper into Twig’s ankle. ‘Oww!’ The meeple spat once, wiped his tongue, then beckoned towards the forest, tugging at Twig’s leg with his little stick hands.


‘Get lost, would you!’ Krruk snapped his beak. ‘I told you they was pests! Can I eat just this one? Chopsy little blighter he is.’


And now the song came again. Louder and clearer— 


 ‘One day, my darling’


Twig didn’t wait for the forgetting to overcome him again. His da was calling for him. He picked up the meeple and ran into the forest, focusing on the music.


And in that instant, Twig existed purely inside the notes. He became the soft wind of breath flowing through tin, spinning and twirling, tripping higher and higher on the wind.


And he is smaller now, and he is in a tree, and his da is playing his whistle and the notes are wrapping him safe and whispering him stories and promises of things to come. His da holds out his arms, Jump! and somewhere, far away, something is calling to Twig, trying to drag him back, but all Twig wants now is to know the strong safety of those arms again.


‘Da!’ Twig closes his eyes and lets the music take him where it will.
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‘Da!’


‘Get down, you monkey. You’ll fall.’ But Da’s smiling, his arms held wide and I know he’ll catch me. ‘Jump!’ And I’m in his arms and he’s spinning me so the trees and birds smudge together in the twirl of light, and my ears fill with all the secrets of the world, whispering too fast for me to catch.


We sit under the tree and watch the rabbits feeding behind the bushes. ‘Run rabbit, run rabbit, run run run,’ Da sings. ‘Don’t give the farmer his fun fun fun. He’ll get by, without his rabbit pie, so run rabbit, run rabbit, run run run.’ And Da plays the song on his whistle and gets me to keep time on a rock, and when I get too fast for him to keep up, he laughs and laughs and it’s like the whole world laughs with him.


Da leans back against the tree and rests his hand on my head, heavy and warm. ‘I almost forgot. I’ve got something for you. A secret,’ he says and takes a small package from his coat pocket, brown paper holding the treasure tight, and his voice drops low even though there’s no one around but the birds. ‘This, my love’ – and he looks over his shoulder to make sure we’re alone, and I roll my eyes at his pretending – ‘is the Fruit of the Gods. One taste and you will know the taste of Heaven.’


‘Fruit,’ I echo, and already my mouth is watering. I wonder how he got it. I can’t remember the last time I had fruit. Da told me that when he was a kid, fruit was everywhere. They used to say a fruit a day keeps the doctor away and kids wouldn’t eat an apple if it was just a little bit bruised or wormed. Da says when I was little, we used to have a bowl in the kitchen, just for fruit, but I can’t remember that bowl. Or that fruit.


Da unwraps the paper slowly, and all the birds in the trees shuffle closer on their branches and lean in to get a better look.


But it’s not an apple. Or an orange even. It’s dark red and hard and heavy in my hand. ‘Fruit of the Gods,’ I whisper and my tongue edges the skin. It’s waxed like the candle we light for Mum in the church with the story windows and where the kid with the red bandana is. Sometimes I leave things behind a loose stone in the church wall for that kid and they’re gone the next time we come. And sometimes there are different things left there for me. Like one time I left a toy car I’d found and whispered as loud as I could in the church, ‘I’ve left it for you, kid!’, and the next time there was a little stone dragon waiting for me which is much better than a car. And another time, there was a watch that was broken, so I fixed it and put it back in the wall. It’s a game that neither of us knows for sure we’re playing. Sometimes I think that kid is following us too, because sometimes when we work the cars stopped at the bridge, I’ll see a flash of red darting in and out of the people on the footpath, and I can feel eyes pushing into my back. At first, I thought we were playing some kind of tag or something, but now I think we’re just being followed. I bet that kid’s never tasted Fruit of the Gods before.


‘Where did you get it from, Da?’


But Da just looks up at the skies. ‘I told you, from the Gods. I nicked it fresh from those Heavenly trees, just for you.’ But I wish he’d tell me for real where he got it from. I know it’s from wherever he goes at night when he thinks I’m asleep and he stalks dead quiet out the door. He thinks I don’t see.


I crack open the skin with my teeth. ‘Good, hey?’ Da whispers and the taste on my tongue is new and full of a thousand and one brightnesses. ‘Like a mouthful of stars,’ he says. ‘Now finish the juice and save the jewels for later. They’ll keep. You don’t want to waste it, now.’


Next time I sit with Da on the rooftop and we wish on the stars, I’ll wish for a whole bag of these fruit. We could eat all of them at once until our stomachs ache and burst and we wouldn’t have to think about saving. I add it to my list of wishes. That list is getting quite long now.


‘Da?’


He is looking out at the fence, to where a woman is watching us and holding her spade and wondering what we are doing here out in the plots with our cart stacked high with bags for selling. She’s wondering if we’ve been thieving her vegetables and wondering if she should chase us off herself or call the coppers. She’s not thinking that maybe we just like sitting here among the bees and the birds under the shade of a tree to break up the walk, and there’s no harm in sitting, is there? But then Da’s hand squeezes mine and I forget all about the woman with the spade.


‘Where do you really go when you go out at night? Why can’t you tell me?’


‘I did tell you. I go to Heaven. I follow the gargoyles. You have to wait for a Gargoyle Moon of course. But if you wait and watch you’ll see them crack free from their rock skin, called out by the moon. They dance and spin and hunt in the moonlight, and if you’re not careful you’ll get caught up in their dance and you might just end up a gargoyle yourself. But …’ And Da leans in close, his hands weaving the air in front of him. ‘If you’re careful, if you’re mouse-quiet and fox-clever, you can follow them. They know all the ins and outs between the worlds …’


I shake my head and turn away so he knows I know it’s just a story, even though it is quite a good story really.


‘Oh ho, you don’t believe me? Are you too big all of a sudden?’


But it isn’t all of a sudden. Da just still thinks of me as little. That’s why he won’t tell me where he goes. He thinks he can’t trust me. But he can. I keep showing him he can. He just doesn’t see.


Da nudges me. ‘Well then, Mr Non-Believer. If I don’t follow those gargoyles, how is it that my old coat here has the smell of the Heavens on it? The smell of rock skin and night wind and secret tunnels that weave through stars?’ Da raises an eyebrow at me, and I smell his coat. It’s stupid, but Da’s coat does smell like old rusted rock dust and cold night winds. It’s what Da smells like too.


Da laughs and squeezes me to him and calls me his little one and that’s when I think it. My plan. And at first it’s just the whisper of a thought. A small voice scratching and hissing – fine then. If Da won’t tell me where he goes, I’ll just have to see for myself and prove to him that I’m not a ‘little one’ who’ll be fooled by any old story any more. Maybe then he’ll let me leave off school and I can work with him always and not just in the holidays. And even though that scratchy voice is the one that always gets me into trouble, I’m so caught up in imagining, that I pretend it’s a good idea this time. I pretend that this time, nothing could go wrong.


The voice in my head laughs.
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It takes for ever to walk back along the rails. There’s a faster way, cutting through the Factory Estates, but Da says there are too many windows to see from and mouths to whisper and not worth the risk. Da points out things along the way – ‘That flower there is the Queen of the Night. She only ever blooms in the dark, isn’t that amazing?’ – and gives me maths problems and tells me about the earth and stars and moon and tides, and tests my spelling, because he reckons the whole world’s a school if you’ve got someone teaching.


I try not to think about how far the walk is because Da hates it when I complain, even if it is just a sigh which I can’t help, and which technically isn’t complaining. I try not to think how each step nags at the cut on my heel from where I sliced it climbing through a broken window when Da told me specifically that empty flats are not for exploring, but all the kids were and everyone knows the empties are the best for finding treasure and if I didn’t then the others would rag me for being a do-gooder baby, so what choice did I have?


And I try not to think about the kids from Riverside crew who follow when we pass too close to their camp, calling out things and throwing rocks. Da doesn’t get bothered. He just puts his hand on my shoulder to stop me turning and says, ‘Crew kids. Thieves and rogues, that’s all they are, and not worth our time. We stay away from them.’


I look back and they’re laughing, those kids, all with their torn-up trousers and shirts hanging in scraps, and the snotty-nosed little ones digging in the mud looking for treasures and picking through bin bags and fighting the rats for the good bits. I don’t think their world is a school. Still, it might be nice living with your grannies and grampas and aunts and uncles. I’d like that more than the Tower flat we have to share with the Collinses and Old Man Tipper whose wife is dead but he keeps her ashes in a jar that he whispers to all day and night like she’s still alive and gossiping.


One day, Da says, we’ll make enough money buying and selling stuff to move into a flat all of our very own, just like when he was a kid, but until then, we share with as many people as that flat can fit. I don’t know anyone that has their own flat though. How would the city hold everyone? It wouldn’t be so bad to be sharing with your own family like they do next door. That would be nice. Even though there must be about fifteen of them in that flat, I hear them through the wall and they laugh all the time. We don’t have any other family though. Just me and Da.


I’ve been thinking while we’ve been walking, and I reckon I’ve figured where Da must go at night. It must be the black markets. I’ve heard about them from the bigger kids. The black markets are where you go to buy and sell things which aren’t exactly legal, or have been thieved and sold on the cheap. Where else would Da find Fruit of the Gods?


He must reckon it’s too dangerous for me to come, but I’ll show him. I think he forgets I’m almost eleven. It’s like he still sees the little six-year-old me skipping along behind. He never notices how I fix the cart on my own to stop the dodgy wheel rolling off and check the tyres every morning for pumping and patching. Or how I bargain with the sellers to get the best price for the stuff we fix up, or push the price up when I’m the one doing the selling. I can fix just about anything and make it good as new or better even. But Da never notices. Maybe, if I can prove that I’m old enough, then we can be proper partners buying and fixing and selling things all over the city. Maybe then he won’t look at me and shake his head in that frustrated way he does sometimes when I’ve asked a stupid question or messed something up.


We’re not far from the Towers when Da stops to restrap the cart. That’s when I see the red of the bandana, like a flag waving. I knew that kid was following us.


‘Da.’ But he’s busy scribbling words into his book.


I look again at the kid poking through the rubbish, dipping into the bag and out again, keeping watch for any coppers coming along with their sticks and their boots and their whistles. Coppers always go for bin rats because no one wants their bins gone through, do they?


‘Da, look. That’s the kid I was telling about. The one following us. That bin rat.’


Da stops writing. His eyes turn thin and sharp and his chin lifts and for a moment I think it’s me he’s angry with, for disturbing his thinking. But then he turns, his body pulled straight and tall and puffed so suddenly he is two, three times bigger. The kid has their back to us, but even so they can feel Da looking and they stop moving, their whole body turned to stone like when a cat runs in front of a car at night and just stands, waiting to be hit.


‘That little squirt of a thing?’ The edge in Da’s look turns soft and he sighs and shrinks back to his normal person size. ‘Perhaps there’s no one else to follow, hey?’ And Da kisses the top of my head like when I was little.


‘Da?’


But he’s walking again, pushing the cart and looking at his watch, his steps getting faster. ‘And don’t call people bin rats, Twiggy. We’re all just people. Come on. We’re late.’


But those words about the kid are still pecking at my thinking and my feet dance up and down on the spot, not knowing if they should be walking or standing. ‘Perhaps there is no one else to follow,’ I whisper. I look at the kid again, that hair chopped all ragged under the bandana and trousers so big the cuffs are turned up almost all the way to the knees, and more bracelets jangling on those wrists than a jewellery shop – but no boots or shoes. Not even in this cold.


‘Come on!’ Da doesn’t like it when I lag.


The kid has darted into the shadows of the building, squeezed in behind the bags of rubbish, just a toe poking out into the sun. I take the saved fruit from my pocket. ‘Hey, kid! Hey, squirt!’ But nothing. That toe doesn’t even wriggle. ‘This is a taste of Heaven. A mouthful of stars. Fruit from the Gods. Hurry, it’s for you, squirt!’ But even that doesn’t do it. I lift the brown paper from the fruit and my tongue flicks just one more small taste of Heaven, then I wrap it back up and lay it gentle on the grass, and run to catch up with Da. That kid can have it. I’ll be getting more tonight when I follow Da to the markets.


‘Come on, love. It’ll be dark soon,’ Da says and I jump up and on to the cart and wait for him to push me back off again, but he just oofs in pretend surprise, then starts whistling and tapping his hands on the handle and up here I am the king of the world.


‘Look there,’ Da says and stops to point to an old car parked on the street. ‘You know what that is, don’t you? It’s an old DeLorean. They only ever made a handful. That one there would be worth a fortune. Look at those doors, do you know what they do?’ And Da tells me all about the car from an old movie with doors that open up like wings and I wonder if red- bandana kid has anyone to tell them about old cars and movies and wings.


I look back, but the kid has gone. So has the parcel. And even though I can’t see that kid or anyone else paying us any attention, I get that feeling of hair raising on the back of my neck, like someone is watching and following. It gives me the shivers, like my body is calling me to pay attention, warning me. And that feeling, it doesn’t go away.
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Da and me are on the roof. From up here, you can see right across to the city walls. Sometimes, when there’s no smog, you can see even further, stretching out to the swamplands even.


We watch the lights go out one by one for curfew, like someone is switching off the city. ‘When I was a kid,’ Da says, ‘the lights in the city buildings would stay on all night. Like they do at Christmas now,’ and I think how pretty that must’ve been.


I lean closer to Da. The roof always makes me feel weird. ‘You’re shaking. You’re not still scared up here, are you?’ Da laughs, and I tell him it’s just the cold is all. ‘Ah. Of course.’ Da takes off his coat and wraps me in it and holds me tight against him, and my shaking stops and we look up at the stars. It isn’t often you get a wind strong enough to push away the smoke that wraps the city so you can see the stars clearly. ‘Can you see her?’ Da says and I look for the brightest star in the sky, the one with the three little stars wriggling around it.


‘There she is, Da. That’s her, right?’


‘Sure it is. Say hello to your mum and your baby brothers, love,’ Da says and I look up at the stars and say ‘hello’ and wonder if they are my big brothers, being born before me, or if I’m their big brother because they never grew past being babies. I try to imagine what it would be like to have three big brothers looking out for me for real, and a mum that didn’t only show up when the wind was strong.


‘Have you got a wish for your mum?’ Da asks.


I think of everything on my list, but instead I just wish that Da would see I’m not a little kid any more. Then I think that maybe wishing is only a thing little kids do, so I stop.


Da turns quiet and I think he is talking to Mum and my brothers and he always looks so peaceful talking to them. I don’t think he ever looks like that talking to me. But then he squeezes me to him and I listen to his heart beating and his stomach gurgling and I feel peaceful too. He runs his finger over a long scratch from the cat I tried to make mine because it would be nice to have a cat. That stupid cat. If it had stayed with me I would have looked after it and those Riverside boys never would have cornered it and … it was a stupid cat anyway.


‘That’s nasty looking. How did you get it?’ Da asks. I shrug. Da always tells me not to play with the street cats. ‘It wasn’t from a bear, was it? Or a … a devil bear even?’ he whispers and I sigh loudly and try not to smile.


‘I told you about the time I came up against the devil bear, didn’t I? When I was just a little fella and learnt to howl my wild wolf howl? And how I was saved by the King of Wolves himself?’ Da rubs his hands together. He knows he has told me this story a thousand times over, but I snuggle in to listen again.


‘Spit dripped from his teeth and his roar was straight from hell’s fires. He took a step towards me. My legs were shaking, weak as jelly’ – and Da looks at me with his bright wide eyes – ‘like your legs when I taught you to swim, remember? No, Da, it’s too cold, it’s too dark!’ And Da squeaks his voice high and laughs.


I remember. I remember Da telling me that fear is the hardest fight, but the most important win, because people will always try to scare you out of doing. ‘To know yourself you must be strong,’ he said, then threw me in the river to get out on my own. I hate that river. I still have nightmares, of water dark and flaming black, dragging me down, down, deeper and deeper into nothing …


‘But’ – Da taps his chest and keeps on with his story – ‘we Galliots have warrior blood running through our veins. We never give up. I couldn’t fight him with my hands, so I fought him with my heart. I opened my heart and howled every true thing I knew, right at that devil bear. And from out of the forest came a pack of the wildest wolves this world has ever seen, called by my howls. Must be they could understand the language of the heart, because the King of Wolves, he stood before the bear and joined in my howl, and the bear roared in fury and took off back to the gates of Hell.’ Da howls into the night and gives me a nudge.


I try out a howl of my own and Da laughs. ‘You think that’s a wild wolf howl? Ah, you’ve got to be careful. You’ve got to make sure your howl is true to call the wolves. Not any old howl will do. The wrong sort of howl could bring down all sorts of trouble. You could howl down banshees.’ He pretends to look for approaching banshees, and I howl again, louder into the night. ‘Oh no!’ he says, ‘you could howl down fairies of the very worst kind!’ He puts his finger to my lips, and whispers, ‘You could howl down a Hoblin even …’ And the hair on the back of my neck spikes in warning again …


‘A Hoblin?’


‘A Hoblin is the worst of them all. They look like beautiful women, dressed in fine robes and jewels, but that is just a skin they wear. Inside they are the beasts from your very worst nightmares. All they need is a single piece of hair and then they can steal your soul and make you do anything. A mother would eat her own baby with only a flick of a Hoblin’s finger. But no one lives for long without a soul. Your body just turns to dust, puff! No one can stop a Hoblin. No one … RAH!’ Da tries to make me jump.


I laugh to show I’m not even a bit scared and Da laughs with me and pulls out his whistle and plays for a bit and it’s just about the most perfect night in the whole world.


‘Right then, down we go and into bed. It’s well late now.’


‘Are you going out tonight?’ I ask softly. ‘To buy things from the black markets? That’s where you go, isn’t it? Can’t I come with you? I can help.’


Da looks at me and I think he’s going to try to bluff me about gargoyles and Heaven again. But then he sighs. ‘Listen, love. Those markets aren’t for little ones. They’re dangerous. I wouldn’t go if I didn’t have to. But sometimes customers ask me for stuff, you know? Stuff they can’t get. Like medicines that are too expensive or that you can’t buy here. Or fruit or … well, lots of things. I’m sorry. But with you here, I know you’re safe from all the devil bears—’


And suddenly I’m angry and hot and I wonder if maybe the cat had rabies because it was a fairly angry cat, and I’ve never been angry with Da before. Not this fast and furious anger that swells up from nowhere and takes me by surprise. ‘There are no bears! This is not your forest!’ I spit out the words, hiss them like the cat hissed at me and I think how stupid his story is. How stupid all his stories are. ‘I’m not a little one any more. I’m too old for your stupid stories. Why can’t you see that?’


Da looks away. I stop. I hate myself for saying any of it, and I start shaking even more than before, my teeth chattering and my bones trembling.


‘Ah, love. There are more bears in this city than in all the forests of the world. And these city bears, they’re twice as dangerous.’ He kisses my head and brushes my hair back with his hand.
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