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To Mum, Dad and my brother. My roots and my champions.


To my children. My inspirations and my future.


To Mama. Trailblazer extraordinaire.


Finally, to my husband. My love. My life.










 ‘Somewhere, deep in the jungle,


are living some little men and women.


They are our past


and maybe,


maybe they are


our future.’


Deep Forest










Part One
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I first saw him on the supermarket roundabout. I was in the car with Mum and Dad and we were edging into a stream of traffic when I spotted him crawling over the mound of grass.


‘Go round again,’ I said.


‘What?’


‘Go round again. There’s something on the roundabout.’


Dad huffed as we circled a second time. We strained at the windows to see.


‘What was it, Kofi?’ said Mum. ‘I can’t see anything.’


‘It was small and dark,’ I said.


I spotted him on a bed of loose soil. He was curled into a tight ball.


‘Look. There!’ We slowed, but the cars behind us honked their horns and flashed their lights.


‘Again, Dad! Please,’ I said.


‘Go on, George,’ said Mum.


Dad heaved a sigh and swung the car round once more.


‘Look. There at the edge,’ I said.


But in that moment, he vanished.


Mum shook her head.


‘Can’t see a thing. Probably a silly dog or cat that’s got itself stuck. Go back after tea and see if it’s still there.’


I did go back. I wheeled my bike on to the pavement and watched for any movement, any sign of life. Cars and trucks rumbled by. Tall grasses dipped and swayed. Daffodils bobbed their yellow heads. I watched and waited. I fixed the image of him in my mind – deep, deep brown, all curled up, camouflaged by the soil. He didn’t want to be seen, so what was he doing here?


There was a gap in the traffic. I abandoned my bike and charged across two lanes to the roundabout. A red-faced man yelled from his BMW.


‘Flaming idiot!’


I clambered over the flower beds. I thrust my hands in my pockets and gazed down, trying to look like I’d lost something. There were patches of daisies, clumps of buttercups and small thistly weeds. Feathery parachutes shot upwards in the draught from the road. I found the place where I’d seen him and pressed the warm soil. I tapped the grass, hoping to feel something. I stayed there until the stream of evening commuters had petered out, until it was too dark to tell pansies from primroses, then crossed to the pavement again and cycled back up Flores Road.


Mum was wrong about it being a dog or a cat. Or any other injured animal.


Because I’d seen him.


I’d actually seen him.


And he had hands


and feet


and hair.
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Saturday. 9:30 a.m.


Dad had left early for the university and Mum was heading off for morning surgery. I heard her take her keys from the hall table. She called up to me.


‘One hour on the computer. And no games. Do you hear?’


‘One hour, OK.’


‘Get some organic oats for breakfast. With bananas. You’re looking peaky.’


‘Peaky, yeah, OK.’


‘I’m off now. You’ll have to come and lock the front door and put the chain on.’


I gathered my pyjamas and padded downstairs.


‘I’ve left you some money for that computer magazine you wanted from Mr Barty’s, but come straight home and no opening the door to anyone.’


I watched the car backing down the drive. It moved off in a cloud of exhaust. I took a bowl of oats and a cup of tea upstairs. Organic. Pure peppermint.


I switched on my computer, punched in the password and was about to start a chat with Janie when I remembered she was never up before ten on a weekend.


Then a message appeared.


I’s needin help. I’s Rorty Thrutch


Are you from Landlow?


I’s Rorty Thrutch


I don’t know you. How did you get my address?


I’s talkin to computer


I sat back. Mum had warned me about people like this. Raving Nutters she called them.


Sorry, but I’m not allowed to chat to people I don’t know. I have to sign off


I was about to click Block when another message popped up.


I’s needin help. I’s on roundinbout at Mr Barty’s


Roundabout? My mind raced back to the thing I saw the day before. But that was on the Tesco roundabout, not the one next to the newsagent’s.


I don’t think you can be at Mr Barty’s because there’s no signal there


I’s on roundinbout at Mr Barty’s. I’s havin good signal. I’s needin help


My heart started to thump and as I right-clicked and highlighted Block I had another thought.


Is that you Dad? Are you checking up on me?


I’s Rorty Thrutch


I’s needin help


I’s on roundinbout at Mr Barty’s


Then how are you sending me messages?


I didn’t wait for a reply. I clicked Block and logged out. I decided Mr Rorty Thrutch must be using some sort of mind-reading technology and I rushed downstairs for the aluminium foil and tore it into three sheets and moulded them to the exact shape of my head.


No gaps.


 


Mum says that if you’re scared of something the best thing to do is to face up to it straightaway. So that’s what I did.


To get to Mr Barty’s you turn right at the end of the drive, take seventy-nine paces, turn right at an angle of forty-five degrees, then twelve more paces and you’re in front of the shop. It was 10:24. I tugged my sweatshirt hood over my foil hat. If I needed to, I could be inside the shop in two strides, so I reckoned it was safe to turn around and see exactly what was on the roundabout at Mr Barty’s.


It was one of those small ones you find at the end of Closes and Avenues that you’d probably drive over if it weren’t for the hedge. It was decorated with crushed cigarette packets, empty cans and sweet wrappers. But there was no sign of a Raving Nutter. No sign of anyone at all.


I stepped into the shop. Mr Barty spotted the Hat straightaway. He scratched his turban and I felt a rush of heat to my face.


‘Must have got left over from wrapping the jacket potatoes,’ I said. I pulled the foil from under my hood and scrunched it into a ball.


Mr Barty smiled and lifted a bin from behind the counter. I took the shot, but it fell wide.


‘Haven’t seen your dad for a while,’ he said. ‘Still working on those techno-gadgets, is he?’ He bent and scooped the ball from the floor.


I nodded.


‘Mum working today?’


I nodded again. ‘OK if I look at the magazines?’ I said.


‘No problem,’ said Mr Barty and he disappeared into the back room.


I pulled Computer Monthly from the shelf and perched on my usual stool. I leaned back on the window and as I flicked to this week’s feature article, I noticed a string of tiny letters oozing out of the page. I blinked hard and stretched my eyes. The letters were forming as if someone was writing them, one by one, from left to right.


I’s Rorty Thrutch. I’s needin help


I slapped the magazine closed and shoved it back on the shelf.


‘I’m off, Mr Barty!’


I was through the door before he had time to reply. I leapt down the steps and was about to turn for home when I found myself dashing across the road and hurdling the gate at number 37. I lay flat on the ground. It smelt of damp earth and cat pee.


I could see the roundabout through the gap in the fence. The sky darkened suddenly and a gusty wind came rattling through the trees. It swirled the litter along the road, scooping up papers and tossing them in the air. A wrapper floated towards me, gently looped the loop, drifted over the fence and landed beside me.


Something was written inside.


I’s not damage. I’s in roundinbout hedge. Soon I’s be Bad Dead.


 


Dad came back at lunchtime with a big smile on his face.


‘Great results from MINDLINK this morning. We got it working with wi-fi and managed to move a wheelchair round the room.’


‘Were you sitting in it?’ I said.


‘Actually, I was,’ he said.


MINDLINK is Dad’s amazing invention. It’s a brain implant for people who can’t use their arms or legs. When he’s finished all the tests, they’ll be able to control light switches and televisions and computers just by thinking about them, and their own wheelchairs, apparently.


‘By the way, were you on chat this morning?’


Dad shook his head. ‘Far too busy. Why?’


‘I got a message but I couldn’t tell who it was from.’


‘One of your friends?’


‘Doubt it,’ I said. ‘Unless they’re playing some sort of a joke.’


I wondered if I should tell him about Rorty. About the vanishing and the floating sweet wrapper and the weird writing on the magazine. There might have been a very good explanation for all of those things happening in the last two days, but I hadn’t worked out what it could be. On the other hand, if I told Dad, he’d tell Mum and she’d probably cover me in bubble wrap and never let me out of the house again.


Maybe I should tell Janie first.
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‘I’m not supposed to open the door,’ I said through the letterbox.


‘But it’s me, you idiot. You can see it’s me.’


Sunday. 3:15 p.m. Janie.


I wanted to ask her if she was an alien disguised to look and sound like Janie Watts, but she was growing impatient so I didn’t push it.


I said, ‘I promised Mum.’


‘D’you think Mumsie-dear would mind me climbing in through the window then?’ she said.


I went to the lounge, slid a couple of ornaments to the side, unlocked the safety catch and let her in. She shoved her bag through first then jumped up on the sill.


‘What d’you call that?’ she said, staring at the Hat Mark II. Five layers of foil with spinal protection flaps.


‘You don’t want to know,’ I said.


‘One of your dad’s prototypes?’


‘Made it myself.’


‘What’s it for?’


‘I don’t want to say. You’ll think it’s daft.’


She eased herself on to the carpet.


‘No I won’t,’ she said.


‘It reduces radio-frequency electromagnetic radiation and blocks brain scanning and mind-reading possibilities from paranormal sources.’


She glared.


‘Stops aliens getting into my head.’


Janie huffed. ‘Bonkers, that’s what you are. What would aliens find in your head that’s so interesting?’


 I brought cake and smoothies. Janie plonked herself on the sofa.


‘So go on then,’ she said, ‘what’s been going on?’


I shrugged.


‘Where did you see these aliens?’ She nibbled the carrot cake.


‘Mum made that,’ I said. ‘Chock full of cardio-friendly high-density lipids, honey from ozone-free bees and carrots raised on yoghurt and rabbit droppings.’


She giggled. ‘Stop changing the subject.’


‘What subject?’


‘The Aliens.’


‘There’s only one,’ I said.


‘There’s never only one of something. Where did you see it?’


‘First time was on the Tesco roundabout.’


She thought a while. ‘What did it look like?’


‘A bit like us, I suppose. But smaller, darker and more hairy. I think he’s called Rorty Thrutch.’


She stared at me. She shook her head.


‘Look. Here’s proof. He sent me this.’ I showed her the chocolate wrapper. ‘Actually it sort of found me. It floated into Mr Gupta’s front garden. This time he was on the roundabout at Mr Barty’s. He seems to have a thing about roundabouts.’


Janie read the message. ‘The writing’s weird,’ she said. ‘And what does it mean Bad Dead?’


I shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea.’


‘You know what?’ said Janie. ‘I reckon this is from El Blobbo and Associates. They’re always picking on kids who’re not like them. They’re trying to scare you.’


El Blobbo was Sebastien Fitzgerald, Sumo to everyone else. He was large, and by that I mean a roundish wobbly mass of reducing-your-lifespan adipose tissue. He was also stupid, and by that I mean possessing the IQ of a domestic turkey.


‘To be honest,’ said Janie, ‘the only option left for you is to drink poison. I’ll try it first.’


She took a sip of Mum’s smoothie. She sucked in her cheeks and stared at the pale green liquid. ‘What’s in it this time?’


‘Yam, Ugli, Carrots and Kiwi.’


She laughed. ‘Lives up to its acronym then. Don’t tell your mum I said that, will you?’ Her phone buzzed. She glanced at the message. ‘Sorry, got to go. Should I climb back through the window or am I allowed to leave by the normal route?’


I stood at the front door and watched her skip down the drive. She turned to wave.


‘Watch out for Sumo,’ she called. ‘He’ll be after you tomorrow.’
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Monday. 8:07 a.m.


Grey light filtered through the curtains. There was a cold cup of tea on the floor by my bed. My clothes were laid out on a chair and on top of them was a note from Dad, written in Twi.


Ma wo ho nye den. Bo mmoden yiye. Ye do wo.


It meant, Be strong. Do your best. We love you.


I sat on the bed with my head in my hands. I felt too sick for breakfast.


The whole night my head had been churning with visions of hairy aliens. I couldn’t figure out how it was possible to vanish and make writing appear from nowhere. Either those things had actually happened or I had a horrible brain disease that was making me hallucinate. Maybe the only thing I could do was design some new headgear with ultra-maximum signal protection. And hope for the best.


The Hat Mark III comprised sixty-three centimetres of foil, shiny side out, with ear mufflers and a forehead band. I fitted it to my head, stretched a balaclava over the top and headed out of the door.


 


I was halfway up the hill when they got me. Stealth arrived first. He must have sprinted up the other side and crossed at the last minute. I didn’t hear him coming but he hadn’t earned his nickname for nothing.


I kept my head down, continued walking, lengthened my stride.


‘Gi’yus yer bag,’ he said. He wasn’t even out of breath.


He slipped in front and lashed out, trying to knock the straps from my shoulders. He walked backwards in front of me.


‘Not gorrit yet?’ The voice came from behind. It was Hammer.


‘Look at Mr Dafty-pants! What’s that on y’head? What y’doin? Cooking brains for lunch?’ He let out a sharp bark of laughter.


I tried to dodge Stealth. Swerved round him one way. He blocked. Tried the other. He blocked again.


‘We just wanna ’elp ya,’ whined Hammer. ‘All that homey-womey work must be so heavy-weavy.’


We weren’t far from school. I could have tried to run for it but Stealth was the fastest in my class, fastest in the whole school. I wouldn’t have stood a chance. Hammer came in from one side and Stealth from the other and they marched me back down the road to where Sumo was waiting.


He was a year older than me but he’d failed Year 8 the first time round. He had a great moon face and dark eyes that peered out from little hoods of skin. His dad was from the Far East but had cleared off years ago. That was the story, but no one knew for sure because no one dared ask.


‘Nice to see ya,’ he said.


I held his gaze. I felt my eyelid twitching. He took hold of my jacket and drew me in.


‘Just wanted to say hello,’ he said. ‘You know, walk up to school together.’


‘No you didn’t,’ I said.


‘Hammer’ll carry your bag for ya.’


‘No he won’t.’


‘We reckon it needs a bit of a sorting.’


‘You can’t do that. There’s homework in there I’ve got to hand in.’


I twisted, tried to pull away, but Stealth ripped the bag from my shoulders. He tossed it in the air, caught it again and took off with it up the hill. When he reached the top he skipped across the road on to the roundabout. He unzipped the bag, opened my pencil case, turned them both upside down and started to spin. Files, books, pencils and paper spilled out in an arc over the grass.


‘Why?’ I yelled. I was fuming.


Sumo shrugged. ‘Just a bit o’fun.’


And the three of them scarpered, shrieking and howling towards school.


 


If you saw your maths book sliding over the ground you’d look for strings, right? You’d think someone was playing a trick. You’d look for magnets or wires or an aerial because books just don’t move on their own.


So that’s what I did. I pounced on the book and frisked it. No magnets. No aerial. No bits of elastic. I listened for Hammer and Stealth. I scanned the trees and hedges and houses for Sumo working a remote control.


Then I thought, What an idiot. How would they have had time to set all that up, with my stuff that’d been in my bag at home until fifteen minutes ago?


Wally.


There was my ruler, set square and protractor weaving in and out of the grass stems. I watched them slip effortlessly back into my bag. I closed my eyes, took a deep slow breath, then opened them again.


From the far edge of the roundabout came my calculator, sliding and scraping over the dry earth and stones, followed by my pens and pencils, wriggling like stiff little snakes. One by one they hopped into my pencil case. The zip closed and the pencil case glided over a patch of daisies back into my bag.


I stood over them gawping like an idiot.


My legs were shaking. I felt like throwing up. I bent to pick up my bag half expecting it to do a somersault. But something worse happened. I heard a voice.


‘I’s needin help.’


I turned.


‘I’s needin black holes.’


‘Who is this?’


‘I’s needin black holes.’


‘Sumo? Hammer? If this is some kind of sick joke then you can leave me alone, it’s not funny any more.’


The grass whispered and shivered. A blackbird twittered in a nearby hedge.


Then another voice. ‘Hey! What y’doing?’


A car was circling. It passed for a second time. It was Janie. She was waving, almost falling out of the car window.


‘What y’doing you idiot?’


‘Nothing,’ I yelled. ‘I mean something. I don’t know.’


‘Get a move on. It’s nearly nine.’


Someone beeped and Janie’s car took off again towards school.


‘I have to go,’ I said.


‘I’s needin help.’


‘But I can’t see you.’


‘I’s needin help.’


‘Are you an alien?’


‘Soon I’s be Bad Dead.’


The voice was pleading.


‘Are you ill?’


‘I’s needin black holes.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘Soon I’s be Bad Dead. I’s needin black holes.’


I gazed at the space around me, at the cars slowing and the kids pointing and staring. Staring at me standing there talking to myself. I drew in a deep breath and thought, The best thing is to agree. Just agree and it’ll leave you alone.


‘I’ll be back at twelve,’ I said.


‘School Bag roundinbout?’


‘Yes, I’ll come back here, to School Bag roundabout, at midday, twelve o’clock. So stay here. I’ll be back. I’ll help with the black holes. I promise.’
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I couldn’t think. I couldn’t concentrate. Mr Thompson, aka Beaky, was squeaking red brackets and multiplication signs on the whiteboard. He set us exercises on quadratic equations, which were usually dead easy, but I just couldn’t do them. I couldn’t focus.


I took out my phone under the desk and googled ‘Black Hole’.


Astronomy – a region of space having a gravitational field so intense that no matter or radiation can escape.


It didn’t help. I nudged Hep in the seat next to me.


‘Why would someone need a black hole?’ I whispered.


Hep leaned over. He grinned. He shook his head as if it was obvious. ‘Because they’re hungry?’


Hep was always hungry. And he always reeked. Today it was stale onions and cheese.


‘Who wants one?’ he whispered.


‘One what?’


‘A black hole.’


I paused. ‘I don’t know exactly.’


I looked up his name.


Rorty: boisterous and high-spirited


Thrutch: narrow gorge or ravine


None of it made sense.


Beaky handed out homework sheets and we shuffled out.


‘What d’you mean hungry?’ I said to Hep.


‘You eat black holes when you’re hungry.’ Hep reached into his pocket. He pulled out a packet, shiny black with silver stars.


‘They’re Olioze,’ I said.


Hep shook his head. ‘Haven’t you seen the advert? Astronomic appetite? Intergalactic hunger? You need something dark, dense and delicious. Olioze. Nothing fills you up like a Black Hole.’ He made his voice go deep and echoey at the end. He took a black biscuit from the packet, punched out its thin chocolate centre and spun it around his finger.


‘Black hole,’ he said.


I grinned. I thumped him on the back. ‘Hep. You’re a genius.’


 


It had gone twelve. I sprinted across the playground, through the gates, and ran full pelt down the road. At School Bag roundabout, I yelled that I’d be back in three minutes with enough Black Holes to fill a Black Hole. I bought six boxes.


‘I’ll have to tell your mum about this,’ said Mr Barty. He was hiding a smile. ‘Lunch?’


‘Intergalactic hunger,’ I said.


The smile escaped and curled round his lips. He put the boxes in a Mr Barty’s bag and I rushed out again.


It was thirteen past when I crossed the road to the roundabout. The air was still. Not a breath of wind. I spotted my pencil sharpener amongst the dandelions.


I opened the plastic bag and laid out the boxes side by side.


‘Are these what you wanted?’ I said. I listened for him. I waited. ‘Look. I’ve brought Black Holes.’


I watched, willing something to move. I crawled, sweeping my hands over the grass, but I couldn’t feel him.


‘Are you here, Rorty Thrutch?’


No response.


‘Maybe I was hearing things,’ I whispered. ‘Maybe it was Sumo after all. But in case you are here and I wasn’t hallucinating, please help yourself. Six boxes. Twenty Olioze per box. That’s one hundred and twenty Black Holes. Should keep you going for a bit.’
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Four days passed. I heard nothing. I visited School Bag roundabout eight times. The boxes had gone but I couldn’t be sure it was Rorty Thrutch who’d taken them. You have to respond in a humanitarian crisis, don’t you? Even if you’re not sure it’s a human you’re dealing with. Anyway, if I did nothing, very soon he’d be Bad Dead. Whatever that meant.


So I kept looking. I checked my chat messages morning and evening. I started to hang around Mr Barty’s in case he’d written a little note somewhere – on the wheelie bin maybe, or on the window. I really wanted to tell Janie that I’d talked to him and he had a name and he was starving and needed help. But I had to see him again first. I had to be certain he was real.


Mr Barty stood in the doorway.


‘Everything all right, Kofi?’


‘Yeah, yeah. Just . . . you know.’


He winked.


‘Waiting for a girlfriend?’


‘No. No I am absolutely not,’ I said.


 


Sunday afternoon I cycled to the ring road. If Rorty Thrutch was anywhere he’d be on a roundabout, so I started at the Tesco where I’d seen him the first time.


‘Ror-tee! Are you there, Rorty?’


I waited.


Nothing.


You big dafty, I thought. How’s yelling going to help?


The traffic wasn’t bad so I rode around the island and mounted the kerb. I rested my bike against the blue one-way sign. I took some paper from my bag and wrote:


Dear Mr Rorty Thrutch. Did you get the Black Holes? Send me a message if you are here. This is the roundinbout where I saw you the first time. It is near a big place that sells food and other stuff. It’s called the Tesc-O.


The big ‘O’, of course, is the roundabout.


I left the note in the middle with a stone on top then pedalled down Hadar Way to the next roundabout near the university. I left him notes on every single roundabout, with Rorty’s voice playing over and over in my head.


I’s needin help.


I’s needin help.


Soon I’s be Bad Dead.


Soon I’s be Bad Dead.


Maybe he really is dying, I thought. Maybe it’s all over now and I’m too late.


 


‘You’re soaked,’ said Mum.


‘It’s raining.’


‘Where’ve you been?’


‘On my bike.’


She looked at me. She waited.


‘Studying roundabouts,’ I said.


‘And does it help to have aluminium foil on your head when you’re studying roundabouts?’ She sighed. ‘Run upstairs and get dried off, I’ve something to show you.’


When I came down she was holding a Mr Barty’s bag.


‘Where did you get that?’ I said.


‘Found it on the doorstep. Do you know anything about it?’


My heart was thudding. I looked inside. It was full of empty wrappers, shiny black with silver stars. Mum picked out a scrap of paper and unfolded it. She extended her arm to focus.


‘My goodness, what appalling English.’ She read out the message: ‘I’s . . . in . . . Burrows.’


I made a start for the back door. She grabbed my arm.


‘Just a flipping minute,’ she said. ‘Who’s this from?’


‘I’m not sure.’


‘And what on earth is Burrows?’


‘You know, Burrows farm, Burrows fields, Burrows wood. The Burrows. Behind our house.’


She stared. ‘So you’re dashing out of the back door into . . . the Burrows . . . full of cow pats, stinging nettles and quite possibly raging bulls, in the dark and in the rain, looking for some illiterate you’re not sure about?’


I pressed my lips together. ‘Does seem a bit silly, doesn’t it?’ But in my head I was already racing down the garden to Burrows fields.


I helped her set the table.


‘Dad wants to talk to you when he gets back,’ she said.


‘What about?’


‘Well, apart from anything else you’re costing us a fortune in kitchen foil.’


 


I was already in bed. Dad came softly up the stairs and peeped around the door.


‘Still awake?’ he whispered.


‘Yeah,’ I said.


He shifted my books and perched on the side.


‘How’s it going?’ His voice was soft and warm, like he was wrapping me in a blanket.


‘OK,’ I said.


‘Not too uncomfortable sleeping in a foil hat?’


‘Quite warm actually. It has ear mufflers and a forehead band.’


‘I can see that,’ said Dad. He smiled. ‘I’m supposed to ask why your school bag was ripped.’


‘Sumo and that lot messing about,’ I said.


‘Nothing nasty then? Nothing you can’t handle?’


‘No,’ I said.


Dad nodded.


‘Then there’s the biscuit wrappers,’ he said. He was pressing his lips together, trying to stop himself from grinning.


I smiled. ‘Nothing to worry about there either.’


‘Excellent,’ said Dad. ‘They’ve been tested, you know, foil hats, in controlled experiments. Pritchard and Fynes, 2013. I’ll send you the link.’


He stood up and moved to the door.


‘Aren’t you supposed to ask about the Burrows?’ I said.


‘Oh yes, almost forgot that one. If you do go, just take care.’


I smiled. ‘Thanks Dad, I will.’


‘Excellent. Glad that’s all sorted then. Sleep well, Kofi. Da yie.’


‘Goodnight, Dad.’
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Later, when they’d gone to bed, when the lights were out, when the traffic had stopped droning and the moon lit up the dark, dark night, I crept outside and over the garden to the edge of the Burrows.


The world stood still and silent. A fine rain spattered down.


I smoothed the Hat Mark IV over my temples, clicked on the torch and stepped into the shuddering pool of light.


Burrows land stretches for miles. Acres of woods and hedges and hills and streams. I climbed a pile of old building blocks and stared out into the blackness.


‘I’m here,’ I whispered.


I guided the torchlight through the trees. I listened to the night breathing.


‘I’m glad you liked the Black Holes. I left messages for you. On the roundabouts.’


There was scuffling in the grasses. Little creaks. Little snuffles and groans. I clambered down the rubble.


‘I hope you’re wrapped up warm somewhere. It’s cold tonight. Cold and drizzly.’


A breeze picked up. I imagined strange creatures roaming the darkness. Heard whispery breaths and moans.


‘It’s late now. I should be going in.’


I took a few steps backwards and peered into the dark again.


‘Keep warm, Rorty Thrutch. I’ll come back. Keep safe.’


I started towards the house.


‘I’s here.’


I turned. Saw nothing. Little steps. A few quiet little steps.


‘I’s here.’


‘Rorty?’


I gasped. He was so close we were almost touching.


‘I’s bin Bad Dead.’ His face was clenched and rigid. His whole body trembled.


‘You’re freezing.’


He was clutching a tattered blanket. He was wearing a knotted band of rags and twisted leaves around his waist.


‘You better come inside.’


He followed me over the garden and we stopped in the shadow of the doorway. I was thinking about Mum’s rule of never letting strangers in the house, but Rorty was standing there, wet and shivering.


‘I’s bin frighted in dark dark night. I’s bin Bad Dead.’


‘Come on,’ I said. ‘Come inside where it’s warm.’


He stepped on to the tiled floor and I closed the door behind him. He was tiny, barely up to my chest. His nose was broad and his forehead sloping. His hair was a mass of twisted locks and tufts and there were bony ridges above his eyes.


He gazed up at me. He stretched to touch the Hat. I heard it crumple and he whipped his hand away. A huge grin spread across his face and he stretched again, pressing the foil with both hands.


‘It’s aluminium,’ I whispered, ‘for wrapping potatoes and fish and meat. To cook them.’


His eyes creased. He started to laugh.


‘Shh, we have to be quiet. My parents are asleep.’


‘Shh,’ said Rorty.


I took sliced ham and water from the fridge. I gave him bread and apples. We tiptoed through the hallway and up the stairs. He touched the carpet and the walls as we passed. He peered at photographs and paintings. His eyes were wide and gleaming.


I took the blanket from my bed and wrapped it around him. I gave him a bobble hat and my dressing gown to cover his feet.


‘How did you find me?’ I breathed.


His brow furrowed. He gave a deep sigh.


‘It was you on the roundabouts, wasn’t it? The one near Tesco’s and Mr Barty’s?’


He made a hollow click with his tongue.


‘And it was you who wrote on the magazine and the sweet wrapper and put the stuff in my school bag?’


He clicked again.


‘How did you disappear?’


‘I’s clickin an drawin an pointin an clickin.’


I imitated him. I held the tip of my tongue to the roof of my mouth and sucked down. It made a dull pop.
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