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MAN AND BOY

I hear them before I see them. Of course. You don’t travel ten thousand kilometres without being aware of what’s behind you as well as what is ahead.

It’s not a large noise. Just the small snap of a twig. Two twigs. And there are lots of twigs here. A thousand twigs, a thousand broken branches, a whole hillside of storm-uprooted trees. And yet I hear those two small snaps. Or rather, I hear the pause that follows them.

The silence of it.

It’s the sound of somebody listening to their own footfalls. Their own breathing. Hearing the sudden yelp of air in their chests. I know this, because I too have listened to my own footfalls and held that shout of breath in my chest.

I turn around.

I’ve learnt this too. It is always better to face whatever it is. Most things can be dealt with. If they can’t be dealt with, you can put them in Castle.

There are two of them and they are not soldiers. Not soldiers! Just a man and a boy. Standing quite still. Not trying to hide. Maybe they are too exhausted to hide? I scan them quickly. Life and death these days is often about speed. The boy is young, maybe five years old. I could kill him with my bare hands if necessary, so I turn my attention to the man.

The man is old and thin – though that means nothing, everyone is thin these days. He is dressed in rags. Clothes which, like mine, were probably once brightly coloured but which now have the dirt of travel on them. Travel dirt gets between the fibres of cloth and stays there even if you go to the river to wash. The man and his clothes are now the same colour. The colour of mud.

The man stoops, as if he’s carrying an invisible weight on his shoulders. I note his veined hands, his bare legs, his shoeless feet. People who want to live need to take very good care of their shoes. But although the man’s head is bowed, his eyes are not. From beneath his mud lids he is looking straight at me.

I take the gun from my belt and point it at him. The gun is a revolver. I got it in the riot at Heathrow DC, five hundred kilometres and twenty-one days ago.

I am much too close to home to be stopped now.

Home.

The gun has no bullets in it. I know this, but the man and the boy do not know this. They would be wise to assume the gun does have bullets. I always assume this about people with guns.

‘Halt,’ I say.

Halt is a good word. An excellent word. Many more nationalities understand the word ‘halt’ than understand the word ‘stop’. Probably because it’s the word the soldiers use. Halt. Halt. Halt. HALT. Put your hands up.

The man halts. He puts his hands up. Or rather he puts just one hand up because his other hand is holding on to the child.

I flick the gun muzzle in the direction of the child. My eyes follow the eye of the gun. I allow myself to look at the boy now. He is also thin and dark, perhaps darker than the man, and his eyes are like cups.

Eyes like cups.

The phrase ambushes me, coming as it does in my father’s voice. A phrase from one of the Sudanese folk tales he used to read to me when we lived in Khartoum. In the days before the desert, before the soldiers, before

CASTLE.

Remember, Papa said, whatever happens, the world is beautiful.

Yes, Papa.

This boy is beautiful: his hunger plumped out by the still-soft skin of the very young. His head is almond-shaped and he has a dark rose-petal mouth. There is a smudge of sunlight on his nose. His deep-as-cups eyes give nothing away.

‘Let go of the boy,’ I say.

The man loosens his grip immediately, puts a second hand in the air. This is good. It means that the man understands English. Things are always trickier if you have to conduct negotiations like these in sign language. It’s also good because I’m a girl and some people think they can take advantage of girls.

‘Move apart.’ I twitch the gun left and right, indicating the space I want to see between them. The man moves a pace or so from the boy but the boy remains where he is. Not moving himself but not seeking to close the gap either. Just as he did not move when I made the old man let go of his hand, did not grab for the man, or cry out or make any sound at all.

‘Good,’ I say. ‘Good.’ And then I add: ‘Papers.’
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PAPERS

Everyone has papers.

Passport. Passeport! Passaporto. Baasaboorka. [image: images] Pass. Halt. Pass. Halt. HALT. Visa. Fisa! Viza. Visum. [image: images] Visa. Visa.

My papers are marked ‘Global Citizen’.

Global citizen, Papa said, such a beautiful idea.

If a little impractical, said Grandmother.

There are many pages in the passport of a Global Citizen. Some are more frightening than others.

The opening pages are factual and – in my case – truthful.

Name: Mhairi Anne Bain.

M.A.B. Mab to my friends. Only I don’t have any friends any more. Friends belong to Before.

There is a picture of me. Just my head, of course. My skin is pale and washed, my dark hair brushed, and my blue eyes shine. This picture also belongs to Before. I do not really know what I look like now, but I do know it is not like this.

Age: 14.

This is important. You are safe when you’re fourteen. That’s why many people – especially people at borders – dispute my age.

‘You don’t look fourteen,’ they say.

This is possible. When you walk a thousand kilometres, your body changes. Your face changes. You change.

‘We believe you’re fifteen,’ they say. ‘Or even sixteen.’

Fifteen is the age of consent. At fifteen you can gift bits of your life to other people. One year, two years, ten years. You can give them away. You can promise to die. Check out early, before they kill you anyway at seventy-four. Now I know there are too many people on the planet, I’m not stupid, and I know that the earth is too hot and people are moving. Moving, moving. Moving north. And I know the north can’t cope. But here’s the thing: I want to live.

My mother said: Mhairi, you have to stay alive. Promise me. Whatever happens, you have to stay alive.

Yes, Muma.

‘Nobody’s forcing you,’ the officials say. ‘It’s a choice. In Equator Central, the planet chooses. She kills with heat, with drought, with famine, with war. But here in the north – we choose. This is civilisation.’

Place of Birth: The Isle of Arran, Scotland.

I wasn’t supposed to have been born on the Isle of Arran. I was supposed to have been born in Glasgow, where my parents lived at the time. But every year they visited my grandmother-to-be on the island and I came early. I weighed just 1.7 kilograms. I wasn’t strong at all. That was also Before.

The next four pages in my passport are titled: ‘Global Citizen: Credits’. There is nothing on these pages yet. But between now and the time I turn fifteen, I have to file something, something that proves what sort of person I am and what I can offer my community. These things (if they can be stamped and verified) may save my life.

The final pages are reserved for ‘Global Citizen: Debits’. There are six of these pages. These will also be filled up, but not by me. They are stamped ‘Official Use Only’. If I filled them up I would probably have to write:

1: Murderer.

And then I might have to add:

2: Murderer.

For that is – to date – the number of times I have killed.
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FALL

When I say ‘Papers’, this is what happens: the man falls.

Before that he sways. Because he has his arms in the air it looks like a dance. He sways a little to the right and then a little to the left, his body making a soft ‘S’ shape. And then, all at once, his hands begin to flap as if he has suddenly realised things are going wrong and he needs to do something about it. So, he flaps and he jerks for a moment before his legs finally give way, and then, quite quietly and without fuss, he crumples to the ground.

I am still pointing the gun.

But there are no bullets in the gun so this death – if it is a death – is not to do with me. If it’s just a faint this is not to do with me either. People faint from hunger. They faint from exhaustion. They do not faint because they are asked for papers. If people fainted when they were asked for papers the roads and the checkpoints and the borders would be strewn with bodies.

Still, I need to be careful. It could be a trick. That would be unsurprising. I observe the boy. He has not – and is not – reacting. Perhaps he has seen this trick before? The man is quite still now; the only thing about him that moves is the torn flap of his jacket, lifting a little in the wind.

‘Kick him,’ I say to the boy.

The boy stares at me.

His eyes are like cups.

‘Kick him!’ I shout and I make a kicking motion with my right foot.

The boy kicks the man, but only lightly, on the shin.

‘Harder!’

The boy kicks him harder, quite a vicious little kick.

There must be, I think, quite a few things in that boy’s Castle.
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CASTLE

There is only one way to keep things safe.

In Castle.

Castle has many gates and many walls and many gardens. The walls and the gardens are laid out in concentric circles. Twenty-seven concentric circles to be precise. Twenty-seven is a lucky number. Some of the gardens are very beautiful. They have flowers.

Papa says: Take time with flowers, look at them closely, flowers are quite remarkable, they are mathematics in colour.

This is one of the reasons it takes a very long time to go from the outmost garden to the inmost garden, because of the stopping to look at the flowers. Some of the most beautiful flowers have thorns; for instance, the gorse in garden sixteen. The flowers of the gorse are a gaudy, giddy yellow and they smell of coconuts. I always stop to look at these flowers. I think of them as the flowers of my childhood, note how the yellow petals are always just that little bit shorter than the green thorn spikes which surround them.

Headway is also slow because of the gates. The gates are all at different compass points in the circular walls and they shift constantly. You will never find a gate in precisely the same place as you found it the last time. This means a great deal of searching, although, to be fair, you can just follow the wall round. And then there are the locks. The gate locks are not controlled by iris scan or voice recognition, not even by fingerprint or pass code or card key. No. These locks have real keys made of iron. The sort of keys which come from Before, from out of Papa’s storybooks. But progress is still slow because you may not have these keys. You may have lost them. So, sometimes you start off intending to get to Castle but you never arrive. This is usually a good thing.

If you do arrive at Castle, you’ll find it’s actually a tower. A very tall tower made of stone. There isn’t much garden around it at all. It’s bleak and dark. The tower has just one door and it’s secured with three additional old-fashioned locks. There are three very particular iron keys for these locks and only two of them really work. The third and final key is quite a fiddle. It’s extremely difficult to turn and it screams if you try, which makes you want to stop trying. It also reminds you that, if you do get the door open, the screaming will become very much louder.

These are all the obstacles to visiting things which are locked in Castle. Depositing things in Castle is very much simpler. You just say: CASTLE! And then the impossible thing that was in your mind flies out and plops straight into the tower like a stone plopping into a still pond. And the concentric rings of water immediately become walls of stone and the screaming stops.

At least for a while.
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TWO DEATHS

When the boy does his vicious kick, the man’s leg moves back and forth and the material of his trousers catches on a spike of broken tree branch. The spike holds the material taut for a moment and then there’s a tiny tear as the weight of the man’s (unsupported) leg drags downwards. The leg comes to rest. The man makes no attempt to disentangle his trouser leg from the branch.

I’ve begun to notice the small things as well as the big things in life. The small things can be useful. Today they are telling me that this falling is not a trick after all.

I advance, still pointing the gun (caution always remains advisable) until I’m close enough to see the man’s eyes. They have rolled upwards into the sockets. And, close to, the dirt on the breast of his jacket looks as though it might actually be dried blood.

I put my gun away.

The boy – who hasn’t once taken his eyes from me – sits down then. Squats down beside the man as a dog might do beside his master. A loyal dog who thinks, given time, the master will revive and the walk will continue again. Maybe this is what has happened before.

It is not going to happen today.

I bend down and begin to search the man’s pockets. I search his trouser pockets and then his outside jacket pockets. Nothing. I try to flip open his jacket to search the inside pockets. The job is made more difficult because of the blood. The blood that sticks the man’s chest to his shirt and his shirt to the lining of his jacket. Dried blood but not so dry that it doesn’t release the smell of metal as I prise the layers apart. Some people have money or jewels sewn into their clothes. Not this man. This man has almost nothing.

This is what he does not have:

He does not have a water container.

He does not have any food.

He does not have a knife.

He does not have a fire flint.

And he does not have papers.

Perhaps he got the chest wound from trying to defend his papers. There are always people who will take your papers. Because all papers, any papers – even fake papers – are better than no papers at all. A person without papers is pretty much dead anyway.

This is what the man does have:

A phone.

It is not a magnetic induction phone, it is not even a solar phone, it’s an old-fashioned smart phone. The sort that needs cables to plug into a fixed source of power. The sort that is not worth stealing. The first thing you learn when you travel is not to carry anything inessential. Inessential things just weigh you down. But this not the first old man I’ve known to refuse to let go of his smart phone. Old people seem to believe that, one day, they will be able to power their smart phones and retrieve images of the people they love.

Or loved.

‘He’s dead,’ I say to the boy. ‘He’s not getting up.’

The boy stares at me.

Which is when I realise that, actually, this is not one death but two. Because the boy cannot come with me. No. He cannot. Ten-year-old Muhammad made that mistake and it did not end well. It ended in

CASTLE.

However, travelling alone, the boy is unlikely to survive more than a few days.
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BURIAL

There remains the problem of the dead man.

It is not a good use of my energy to bury him but nor can I leave him exactly where he’s fallen, lying here on the hillside where I have chosen to stop for the night. This hillside is a good place. The storm-uprooted trees provide a windbreak and there is a beck with fresh water at the bottom of the hill. I plan on sheltering beneath the highest fallen tree, so I will have a commanding view of the rest of the slope, be able to see – but not be seen. This is important because I heard drones last night. The noise they make is quite distinct. In the Sudan, we called them ‘mohars’ – mosquitoes – because of the constant low buzzing. Perhaps I should be grateful that, so far, I have only heard spy drones, not the ones which carry guns – or bombs. These are bigger and they don’t sound like mosquitoes. They whine and scream like metal being cut with a circular saw. Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to kill someone remotely, sitting safely in a comfy chair in your control centre. Just a quick press on a button like in a video game in Before. I do not think it would feel the same as killing someone with your own hands.

You wouldn’t hear the screams, the struggle.

You wouldn’t hear that last gurgle for breath.

And you wouldn’t have a body to bury.

Only human beings bury their dead, Papa said.

Why do we do that, Papa? I don’t remember you explaining. Why not let Nature do the job?

In the desert, when you sat down to rest, the vultures would come and sit with you. This proves vultures are intelligent birds. They got used to finding corpses in the sand and knew it was only a matter of time before you would be one too. And, although they were incorrect about me, they were not incorrect about

CASTLE.

I don’t think vultures have come to the north of England but there are certainly crows. And also wild dogs. Papa says: Every year we lose more animals from the planet. This does not seem to apply to wild dogs. Wild dogs are on the increase. And, like everyone else, dogs get hungry. The last thing you want on a hillside is a pack of hungry dogs.

One solution would be to consume the man myself. Even now the thought of cooking meat on a little fire makes water spring in my mouth. I have a knife as well as a gun and it would be an easy thing to cut small enough chunks to cook. And it can be of no interest to the man whether he returns to earth through me or a dog or a crow. Or indeed the boy. Although the boy might not wish to eat the flesh of his companion, but that would be his choice. Everyone has to make their own choices now.

But a fire may not be wise tonight. Smoke from a fire gives you away, not just to the drones but also to other people who might like your food – or your papers. Besides, I still have some of the cheese I stole two days ago, and a nub of bread. Better to use the body as decoy. Put it downwind of my shelter so any dogs that come this way will choose the corpse rather than me.

I cannot simply roll the man down the hillside because he will get stuck among the fallen trees. He will have to be lifted and dragged. I test the wind direction with a moistened finger and then I unhitch his trouser leg from the branch spike and grab him under both armpits.

I pull and I drag the man, bump him over branches. Even though I watch where I’m going he gets stuck again. This time the branch spike rips his trousers from knee to ankle. The boy watches the bumpy, spiky progress of his companion from his vantage point at the top of the hill. He doesn’t follow us, either to help or hinder.

And he doesn’t cry.

Papa says: Only human beings cry.

In the desert you get so thirsty you cannot cry. Your body dries up. You have no saliva in your mouth and no tears in your eyes.

Maybe this boy left something of himself in the desert.

I certainly did.
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MUTE

I leave the body near to the stream, but not so near that it might roll in and contaminate the water. Clean water is precious. This side of the border a stream is called a beck. The other side of the border it is called a burn. This is another apparently small thing which is not small at all. When I come to my first burn, I will be in Scotland.

I refill my water bottle. It’s a tin bottle with a screw cap which I have learnt to guard with my life. I routinely fill it whenever I’m near water. The water in this part of England often runs off peat hills and so it looks brown. But when you cup it in your hands it is pure, translucent, cold and delicious. I do not think I will ever get over the miracle of water. I drink some palm-cupped water – even though I am not thirsty.

Thirst is not something you forget.

Then I make my way back up the hillside. The boy sits watching me from the triangle of space beneath the trunk of the largest uprooted tree on the slope. My tree. The storm-uprooted tree under which I propose to spend the night. Storms are one of the penalties the north pays for the increase in global temperatures. But storms pass. Unlike the heat in Equator Central. The storm that uprooted this huge tree must have been particularly violent. The tree lies on the hillside like a gigantic mushroom, the trunk its stalk and its gills the giant circle of earth and roots torn from the ground.

When I get closer I see that the boy has cleared the earth beneath the tree trunk: moved branches, pushed away twigs, swept it flat. Clearly, it is not the first time he has had to seek shelter where there is none. He has even, I think (although I cannot be sure), removed some stones.

My space now appears to be his space.

Only smaller. A one-person boy-sized space.

In Before, I would have laughed.

I get down on my knees and begin to clear a slightly larger space. He watches me as I push branches further out, twig-sweep the earth and then check for stones. If you want to sleep, you clear the stones, even the small ones. Small stones seem to increase in size as the night wears on.

So.

It seems we will spend the night together. There is no harm in that. Neither of us can stop tomorrow coming. And then I will walk.

Faster than him.

Eventually, I sit down and unknot my food cloth. This piece of cloth used to be white but now it is grey. The cheese, which has crumbled slightly against the small heel of bread, smells slightly rancid. This surprises me until I realise that it is not the cheese that smells but the boy. I sniff. The boy smells sour, unwashed, a mix of fish and urine and sweat and mould. It’s possible, I think, that I smell like this too.

The boy looks at my bread.

He looks at my cheese.

This boy is not my responsibility. Tomorrow I will leave him behind. He will not be able to keep up and, even if he did keep up, he won’t make it across the border. He won’t get to safety. It is stupid to share resources with people who aren’t going to make it.

I eat a bit of bread. A very small bit. I eat a bit of cheese.

The boy watches my mouth. He watches me chew.

But he does not speak.

‘What’s your name?’ I ask.

Silence.

There are other questions I could ask:

Where are you going?

Where have you come from?

What have you seen?

These are not useful questions. Everyone is travelling north, everyone has come from Equator Central. Everyone has seen hardship. When we started on the road, everyone asked these questions, not any more. It’s enough to bear one’s own hardships, live one’s own story.

‘My name’s Mhairi,’ I say. I point at myself. ‘Mhairi,’ I repeat. I’m surprised to be introducing myself. If you introduce yourself, it implies you are going to have a relationship with the other person and I am not going to have a relationship with this boy. I made this mistake with Muhammad. Although, to be fair, I was never actually introduced to Muhammad. He was just there, the son of my parents’ driver. There seems such a short bridge between knowing someone and taking responsibility for them. As I had to do with Muhammad. Just because I was older: fourteen to his ten. It is not a mistake I plan to repeat.

Meanwhile, this boy continues to say nothing.

His eyes betray nothing.

Something occurs to me.

‘Open your mouth,’ I say.

He opens his mouth. I see his tongue, small and pale pink. ‘Stick it out, I say, ‘your tongue.’

He sticks it out.

‘OK. Enough.’ In the desert, they told us that the soldiers sometimes cut out the tongues of children. I’ve not seen it myself so I don’t know if it’s true. What is true, is that the boy’s silence is not a physical thing, he could obviously speak if he wanted to. So he must be choosing not to speak.

The boy’s tongue is still out.

I put a minuscule piece of cheese on it.

Then I knot the rest of the food away.
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DREAMS

The boy does not chew his cheese, he sucks at it. His mouth and his jaws and his cheeks all move as he sucks, as if the piece of cheese is very much bigger than I know it to be. As if he’s having some trouble swallowing it, it’s so big. When he’s finished, he puts his hand in the pocket of his shorts and extracts a pebble. The pebble is round and grey and about half the size of my thumb. The sort of pebble worn smooth by water. The boy pops the pebble in his mouth as if it was a sweet, looks at me one last time, lies down, curls up (with his back to me) and falls asleep.

Just like that.

I used to think, if you were exhausted enough, you could sleep anywhere. I didn’t know then about cold and hunger and dreams.

I believed cold was an outside thing. I didn’t know how cold can find its way inside your teeth or make your kidneys shudder. I didn’t know how wind can whip your neck or blow so hard beneath your fingernails you think it’s actually got beneath your skin. I learnt this in the desert at night. I learnt that, even if you curl up tight with your hands in your armpits, you still can’t sleep. Not for any length of time anyway. And there’s a difference to a pain that you know will not go away. Cannot go away. At least, not until the morning. Of course, tonight is not such a bitter night. It’s just an ordinary north of England, May-time night. Cold with a little damp. Moisture that comes up from the earth as well as down from the sky. Damp is something you get used to.

As for hunger, at first it’s only your belly which hurts, it flutters and pangs. Then, as time passes, the gnawing becomes continual and the pain sharpens as the hunger hollows you out as if with knives. EMPTY. EMPTY! Your belly screams, which is when your brain gets involved and then your brain begins to hurt too. But tonight, I am not hungry. This is partly because my stomach has shrunk and partly because I still have food in my food cloth. Having food in my food cloth feeds my brain, keeps it quiet, reminds me that today at least, I cannot starve.

But dreams.

Oh dreams.

Dreams come without warning.

Dreams shout through the locks in Castle.

Dreams vault over stone walls.

Dreams find the perfect key for the final lock in the tower.

Every night I wrestle with dreams. Sometimes dreams stop me having the bravery even to try and sleep.

Of course, I have strategies.

One of them is Concentration. This is what I will use tonight.

I focus on the boy, lean over and scrutinise his face.

Oh, Papa!

The boy is even more beautiful asleep. In the dusk light, his face is soft, peaceful, and there is a trace of a smile around those rose-petal dark lips. His head has been recently shaved and I can see the strong yet fragile form of his skull. No one shaves a child’s head when they travel. Not unless they keep a razor for other reasons. The old man must have loved the boy, I think. Or cared for him anyway, until whatever happened happened. I watch the boy’s cheeks suck a little as he breathes around the stone in his mouth. He’s not exactly African, but not Arab either. Perhaps he is a Berber. Papa says you find Berber people scattered across all of north Africa; you find them in Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Mali, Niger, Mauretania.

‘I-Mazigh-en’, Papa said, that’s what the Berbers call themselves. It means noble men, free people. It was the Romans who first called them ‘Berbers’, from ‘barbarus’ – Barbarians.

It was last year when Papa said that.

Muma said: Why don’t you tell your daughter useful things?

Who knows what’s useful nowadays? Papa answered.

I see my mind is drifting. It’s drifting away from the boy and on to Muma and Papa. But it’s night and Muma and Papa often visit at night.

Grandmother Arran (who is Papa’s mother) said: I don’t know why your parents got together. They are very unalike.

This is true. Muma is an engineer and Papa, Papa is – Papa. It is also untrue. For they are both searchers, though they search in different places.

We went to Khartoum because of Muma.

Muma said: All that sun. All that energy! We have the know-how and they have the raw material. The desert could power the whole world!

That was Muma’s dream. Dreams are slidy things.

Grandmother said: Hah! And do you think, Catriona, that when you’ve made the desert bloom, the Sudanese people will thank you and share with the world?

And Muma said: We are climate debtors, they are climate creditors. It’s only fair.

Papa said, You have to believe in the goodness of people, Mother.

Hmm, said Grandmother. Good luck with that. And then, looking hard at her son, she added: And what are you going to do while your wife harnesses the power of the desert for the benefit of all mankind?

Papa replied: I’m going to bring up my daughter.

And? said Grandmother.

Isn’t that enough? Papa said.

Grandmother waited.

So Papa added: And I’m going to look.

Look? repeated Grandmother. At what?

At everything I can, said Papa. I’m going to grab the world in all its magnificence.

These are the things that I bring to my sleeping tonight. The familiar rugs I tuck around myself to ease my fear. When you lie to sleep, you shut your eyes. But your ears, your ears never sleep. Your ears do not have off-buttons. Your ears are always awake. Awake for the dogs and the crows, the twigs and the drones, but also for the voices of the people you love. The voices don’t need a power cable to come. The voices come anyway.

I lie on the earth with my eyes shut and my ears open. As well as the voices, I hear the soft rush of the water in the beck, the wind as it catches the dry leaves in the dead trees and also the sound of the boy breathing. The low in-out, the occasional muted suck.

And of course, I cannot not remember the last two people who lay on the ground so close to me. The first, ten-year-old Muhammad. I didn’t know him well. Not at first. He was just the son of my mother’s driver. I didn’t have to know him. But once we found ourselves in the desert together – oh yes. He was a talkative boy, a babbler. Talked when there was nothing to talk about, talked even when it was an effort to talk. Except at night. Lay beside me (it was safer to lie close), quiet and solid as a plank.

The second person was the man. The stranger. The nameless stranger who chose to insert his life into mine that night in the desert at Meroe.

The man who came into the tomb where Muhammad and I were sheltering, breathing his tobacco and his madness. The man who didn’t lie like a plank. That’s when I learnt that it is not only countries which have borders.

People have borders too.
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BRICK

You can change things by looking, Papa said.

He showed me this with a coin.

Look at it this way, Papa said, showing me the round, flat side of the coin, the one with the king’s head on. Easy to see immediately what this thing is. It’s a coin! No doubt about it. But look at it this way, and he moved the coin end-on, so it seemed a thin strip of grooved silver. Not so easy now, is it? Remember, Mhairi, things don’t always come with labels on.

I remember.

I remember the brick I found in the ancient tomb where Muhammad and I sheltered that night in the desert at Meroe.

The night when the stranger came.

It was an adobe brick. Unlike the bricks in this country, adobe bricks are made of mud and baked in the sun. They are beautiful things, with the hand of man still on them. I made an adobe brick once. Knelt in the dirt with some friends of Muhammad’s father, men who laughed as they worked. They showed me how to make a small box shape with three bits of skirting board and an old camping sign. They showed me how to mix the mud with straw and moisten it with water from a battered brass kettle. They helped me tamp it down with a ball end of a bed leg. It was a good brick. Strong.

The brick in the tomb in the desert was strong too. In the morning, when it was light again, I looked a lot at that brick. It was a rough, gorgeous thing. Fretted and pitted like the surface of some tiny red planet. Jagged with small stones but smooth where the pieces of straw had been. And there was a thumbprint in it. Right at the corner where the man who made it must have pushed away the wooden supports before he left it to dry in the sun.

Yes, I spent a long time that morning looking at this brick, studying it, concentrating on it. I paid special attention to the slightly darker red-brown tinge it had at that thumbprint corner. The colour of dried blood. But it still didn’t look like a murder weapon.

No. Not at all.

It looked like a brick. And that’s what I hold in my memory tonight.

Not a murder weapon covered in wet blood.

Of course not.

Just a beautiful dried red adobe brick.

So I sleep.

At last, I sleep.

And – tonight – all the doors in Castle remain locked.
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TEARS

Often, I wake at sunrise. Today I wake late. I’m stiff and damp. I pull myself to sitting to find the boy is already up. He’s sitting cross-legged and drinking from my water bottle.

Nobody drinks from my water bottle without permission.

Nobody.

I grab for the bottle, even though I have yet to wipe my eyes, adjust to the light, see properly. The tin of the bottle rattles against the boy’s teeth – but he holds on, holds my blurry gaze over the metal rim.

‘Give it me,’ I say. ‘Now.’

He releases his grip, but too fast and – before I have full possession of the bottle – it jerks between us and an arc of water spews from its throat. The water makes a dark splash on the earth and soaks in immediately.

The water is gone.

At once I’m on my feet. He’s only small and I tower over him.

‘Don’t you ever,’ I shout, ‘do that again.’

And I hit him full in the face, smack his head.

The boy puts a hand to his burning cheek. Looks up, astonished.

‘What sort of idiot are you?’ I shout. ‘Don’t you know anything!’

I am bouncing, bouncing with fury, with spite. I can feel it jagged in my veins. Only it’s not about taking the bottle without permission, no, of course not. It’s about the water. The water draining away into the earth. The water being –

GONE.

And there I am back in the desert, back on the day when I squatted over the sand trying to produce and then collect just one drip of my own urine. Because that’s all there was to drink. My own bitter urine.

‘The water,’ I scream, ‘go and get more water!’ And I thrust the bottle back at the boy and I point to the stream, where there are

gallons

and gallons

and gallons of fresh water.

The boy gets up – silently, humbly – and he makes his way down the hillside towards the stream. I watch him go, how he picks his way across and around the bigger branches.

I observe him kneel at the edge of the beck and lower the bottle into the water, taking his time, making sure to fill the bottle completely. I see the twist of his wrist as he screws the bottle top on securely.

My heart begins to slow a little.

Then the boy stands up and he’s about to ascend the hill again, when his eye is drawn to the body of his companion and, with a quick glance up at me, he changes direction.

He walks away from me, towards the body. It’s only a couple of metres. He stops still, looks a little and drops to his knees.

I start down the hillside then.

I walk fast. I’ve always walked fast.

The boy is still kneeling when I arrive. Close to the man’s head.

The man has eyes like cups.

Red cups.

The dogs haven’t come but the crows have. The overnight crows have eaten his eyes.

And the boy is kneeling by the old man’s face, pouring clean water into his empty eye sockets. So much water that it’s running out, over.

So, although the child is not crying, the man is.

The man is crying a river of red tears.

I take the bottle from the boy’s hand – and then I take his hand.

‘Come,’ I say, pulling him to his feet. ‘It’s time to walk.’
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PEOPLE

I head up the hill, but not before I’ve refilled the water bottle. The boy stumbles behind me, barks his shin on a fallen tree. But he still keeps coming.

I only pause when I get to the top. The day is laid out in front of us. Forty kilometres of undulating landscape under a leaden sky. Few dwellings, no animals, only one road. There are many fewer towns in this northern part of England. This is good. People in towns defend what they have:

–  Their food

–  Their safety

–  Their nanonets

–  Their functioning lives

It’s not so surprising.

The road is to our left, the west, and on that road, far ahead, small as ants are a hundred people. Maybe two hundred. Maybe three. They crawl north in huddled groups. I’ve walked in groups like that. Met companionship. Met danger. Left such groups and rejoined later, meeting people I thought I’d never see again and greeting them like brothers because they were known. But now is not a good time to be in a group. We are too close to the border. Even from here I can hear the surveillance drones. Our chances are better if we proceed alone.

Or rather, my chances.

I look at the boy. He looks at the ants. It’s possible that some of those ants are known to him. Not just people he’s met on the way, but people from wherever he originally came from. Real friends. Real family members.

‘You could catch them up,’ I say.

This is not true. Even if he could find his way, they are too far ahead.

‘I’m going this way.’ I point north-east.

The boy looks at the ants and then upturns his face to mine. And he smiles. Or rather he grins, an impish, glittering grin. As if I’ve made a joke.

It is a very long time since anyone smiled at me. I can see his teeth. One of the front ones is chipped.

‘Are you soft in the head?’ I ask.

That’s what they used to ask about me. Or rather whisper about me behind my back on Arran. People of the village speaking to Grandmother.

Are you sure she’s all right, your granddaughter? You know … not soft in the head?

Hard in the head more like, said Grandmother.

Papa said: Sometimes people call you soft in the head when they mean you don’t think the things they think or behave the way they behave.

I cannot know what is inside this boy’s head. It’s difficult enough to know what is inside my own. I only know what I can see. I can see the boy’s teeth. I am interested in his teeth because I have a chipped front tooth too. Though mine is a grown-up tooth and his is a baby one.
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