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PRAISE FOR

The BONE SPARROW

‘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

‘Outstanding … This is an important, heartbreaking book
with frequent, unexpected humour, that everyone, whether
teenager or adult, should read’ – GUARDIAN

‘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’ – BOOK TRUST

‘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’ – BIG ISSUE

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

‘A special book’ – MORRIS GLEITZMAN, author of the
acclaimed Once series

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

‘Zana Fraillon’s powerful and poetic tale of friendship
in the face of injustice will fly away with your heart’
KATHARINE MARSH, Edgar Award-Winning author of
The Night Tourist

‘Moving and memorable, The Bone Sparrow deserves to be
read by all who care about our common humanity’
SF SAID, judge of the Guardian Children’s
Fiction Prize, 2016

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

‘What a powerful story. Detention camps are no place for
children. No place for humans’ – CLARE HALL-CRAGGS,
BOOK TRUST

‘Think of it as a powerful polemic, yes, but also think of it
as a story of the redeeming power of friendship and the vital
nature of storytelling’ – BOOKBAG BLOG

‘This book made me cry in Temple Gardens here.
Loving it’ – GRASS FOR DINNER BLOG

‘So beautiful. And so important … encourages empathy.
For kids and adults alike!’ – BOOK ADDICT BLOG





 

There was a stirring in the mud. A soft rumble
from deep in the riverbank that sent the fish
swirling and stopped frogs mid hop. It was just a
hint, a whisper, that something was coming.
Something was about to begin.





Esra

My name is Esra Merkes. I am eleven years old. The tattoo on my arm says I belong to Him, Orlando Perel. It says the Snakeskins are my family for life. It says I am kept. It says I am owned. They think just because I close my eyes and shut my ears and follow their words, that I have forgotten who I am. They think I am theirs to make.

But that is not my truth.

No ink scratched in my skin can tell me who I am. No roughed hands and twisted faces can turn me soft. My truth is stronger than a thousand hands, and fiercer than a million twisted mouths.

I am Esra Merkes. They do not know me. They do not know I can wait. They do not know, one day, I will be free.

Curled on the floor, the stink of blood and sweat crawling up my nose, I tell my truth over and over, letting those words keep me whole. I tell my truth until the beating stops and the footsteps have gone back up the stairs, and the door has locked us in again and the pain has cooled off and the only sound left is Miran breathing Sorry over and over again in my ear.

‘Suck it up, princess, I’m not dead yet,’ I tell him, and wipe the blood from my mouth, and he smiles and wipes the wet from his eyes. I know he didn’t mean to be late. ‘Anyway, what doesn’t kill me only makes me stronger, neh?’

Miran smiles and says, ‘Or at least a little crazier.’ Then he pulls me to a sit and we lean into each other, our shoulders warming at the touch of skin, the wet of the wall against our backs.

Miran reaches into his pocket and pulls out an orange. A real orange. It hurts my mouth to smile and it’ll hurt more when that juice stings the cracks in my lips, but that orange is worth it. Miran takes some peel and puts it in my mouth. I let it sit on my tongue and suck at the flavour. The bitter bites right through the taste of blood and dirt, and for just a moment, I’m back home, sitting in the shade dipping orange peel into melted chocolate, my brother pulling faces at the taste. But it’s only a flash of a memory. A shadow I can’t catch.

‘I don’t think that’s true anyway,’ Miran says. ‘There’s lots of stuff that might not kill you, but definitely wouldn’t make you stronger. Like a bear. Or a crocodile. Or a really angry duck.’

‘A duck?’

Miran nods, not smiling even a bit. ‘Ducks can be vicious. Have you seen those beaks? And their slappy feet? They pretend to be nice and cute, but you look in a duck’s eyes, and all you will see is hate.’

I shake my head. ‘Well, maybe not a duck then. Come on, tell me what it was like out there.’

‘It was sunny,’ Miran says, his eyes soft with remembering. ‘Hot. I could smell the rain on the wind. I felt it on my face, those tiny drops. It didn’t pour down though. I wish it had. My bones were aching for it, you know?’

I take another piece of peel and put it on my tongue. ‘What else?’

Miran thinks. He’s remembering being outside this room, outside this house, past the metal gates, out in the world, just for the day. I can see his face holding hard to keep each detail fresh. ‘The people,’ he says after a while. ‘I forgot there were so many people. All those faces, Esra.’

I close my eyes, the skin pulling tight over the lumps growing fast on my face and tell myself to push through the hurt and listen. Miran is telling every little detail so I can imagine and fool my brain to believing I’m remembering too, as if I’d been out there, with him. That’s the rule, whenever one of us is pulled to a job outside, we have to tell everything. They only ever pull one of us, leaving the other locked behind as guarantee. That way they know we won’t try to run. We’ve seen what happens to the one locked behind if we do. We’ve seen what happens to the one locked behind if we don’t do as we’re told, or if we don’t earn enough, or if we get picked up by police.

Or if we come back late … Miran looks at me. He’s hurting worse than me, knowing my pain is on him.

‘I’m sorry, Es,’ Miran says again. ‘I was thieving a wallet and my hand got caught in his pocket. He almost caught me. I had to run for ages to lose him, and—’

I put my hand on his knee. ‘Forget it. It’s nothing. You’ve always been rubbish at thieving wallets. You rush it too much.’ I push him with my elbow. ‘What else was there?’

He thinks a bit, his fingers pushing a piece of orange flesh, juiced and sweet onto my tongue. ‘There was a fair. Full of clowns and rides and music and magicians, and I got to go on every ride three times and they fed me up on hot dogs and ice cream and—’

I push him with my elbow again. Now he’s trying to fool his brain as well. ‘For real, Miran. What else was there really?’

‘There could have been a fair. Maybe there was and I just didn’t see it.’ He thinks a bit longer. ‘I forgot how the light changes, you know? How it starts soft in the morning and gets hard and bright until its almost the end of day, and then the light turns to shadows and tricks your eyes into thinking you’re seeing things. You can just about believe anything is possible in that light.’

The light never changes down here. In this room under the house, with its puddled floor and too bright lights, time doesn’t even exist. There are no days or nights or hours down here, just an endless now.

The lights are kept on all day and all night for the plants. Burning hot lights that hang from chains from the ceiling and shine brighter than the sun. There are so many plants down here we call it The Jungle. More plants than we can count, hundreds of them, growing in rows in their pots all the way from one wall to the next, some just starting up from the dirt, others so big we can’t see over all those leaves.

This room has been our world for eighty-four days now, Miran and me. Little Isa too, except he arrived on day 9, all wrapped up in that too big jumper of his that he won’t take off no matter how hot. He spent most of the first week rocking himself in a corner, whimpering and shaking. ‘He’s aching,’ Miran had said.

‘He needs to grow up,’ I told him. ‘Orlando has no use for babies.’ But we left Isa alone. He’s not even seven years old, and too small to work much anyway. Orlando doesn’t need to know Isa’s not working yet.

Miran keeps track of the days by the sprinklers. They come on once in the morning and once at night to feed the plants and so we can fill our water bottles. Miran marks up a brick in the wall each time they start, smiling every time. He said when we get to one hundred days we should have a party. We laughed so hard, Isa thought something was wrong with us. He didn’t get why it was so funny. He hasn’t been around long enough I guess.

When they locked the door that first night, Miran looked at the plants growing up around us, and he turned to me and said, ‘What kind of tree can you carry in your hand?’ I told him to shut up. Miran and his stupid riddles. Even still it took me all night to get it. ‘A palm tree.’ I woke him up to tell him.

Our job in The Jungle is to grow the plants up, to water them just right and move the fans around the room so each plant gets enough air blowing all over it. To wet the plants with a spray that stings our eyes, shakes our legs, catches in our throats, sends an angry rash up our arms, and puts the taste of metal in our mouths. To make sure this room stays just hot enough and just wet enough for the plants to grow strong, and to scrub any dot of mould from the walls so it doesn’t get to a plant and make it sick. These plants we grow are worth a lot of money to Orlando. He trusts us to do it right. There are worse jobs than this.

Isa says these plants are for making medicine to stop people dying. Miran must have told him that lie, but it makes him happy, and he sings to every one of those plants and talks to them like they understand. He even has names for some of them. ‘Hello Niri, so good to see you today. Are you feeling well?’ I don’t tell him he’s wrong, that these plants are turned to drugs which people buy so they can go crazy for a time. I don’t tell him these plants are what feed the street rats and turn them to zombies. I don’t tell him only because I like the sound of his singing.

When a plant is ready and the flowers change to just the right colour, we harvest it, and hang it in paper bags in the drying cupboard. That cupboard is the only space in here that isn’t too hot. It’s big and dry and cool with a breeze pushing through a tiny window from the outside. We aren’t meant to spend long in the cupboard, but sometimes I sit in there, looking up at the window and letting the outside wind blow over me, and I close my eyes and imagine.

Unless we’re pulled for a job, the only other time we leave this room is to load up one of the trucks with the bags of dried plants. That happened on days 11, 23, 41, 58, and day 67. Isa scratched at the brick to put a circle around those days like a sun.

The last time we loaded the truck, the boss said we had done good. He was old and greyed and had more tattoos covering over him then anyone I’d seen. He said he would tell Orlando that we were working hard. He gave us all a chocolate bar for free and let us sit outside in the front garden to eat. My eyes stung after being inside so long, but it was a good sting, and we smiled and felt the wind on our faces and the grass at our feet and the sun warming our heads.

Just down the street, a bus full of kids drove in to the school. I could hear them singing through the open windows. ‘A duck walked up to a lemonade stand, and it said to the man, running the stand, hey, ba ba ba, got any grapes?’ They didn’t look at us though. Just drove past and into the school like we weren’t even there. Like we were invisible.

No one here sees us for real. They just see the house looking like any other house in the street, with its brown bricks and blue curtains and wooden door with a Neighbourhood Watch sign stuck to the window. They just see three kids eating chocolate bars and don’t think to even wonder. It’s like Orlando says. Here, in this country, we don’t exist.

That old, tattooed Snakeskin watched the bus, then he brought out cans of drink that dribbled down our faces and turned our hands sticky. ‘No charge,’ he told us. ‘This is your reward for doing good.’ He took a football from his truck and he kicked it to Isa, back and forth, his smile big enough to show his browned teeth clamped hard on his cigarette. But he kept looking at Isa. I’ve seen people look like that before, looking, like he had ideas to move Isa to a different kind of job.

Miran saw too. He squeezed my shoulder and closed his eyes. He tipped his head back and when the sun hit his face it turned it white and flat and empty like stone. I watched that man put his hand on Isa’s head and rub at his hair. I watched him reach in his pocket for another chocolate bar and whisper in Isa’s ear so Isa smiled up at him, believing.

Miran’s eyes were still closed when I stood up. He didn’t see me kick that ball on to the road and kick the side of the man’s truck so it left a dent the size of my heel in the door. He didn’t see me grab Isa by his jumper. He heard me though, telling that man to jam his chocolate bar. He saw me spit at his feet and he followed when I pulled Isa back inside the front door, all the way along the hallway with its flowered carpet and back down the stone steps into The Jungle, Isa not saying a word the whole time, but tears tracking dirt down his face.

And when the man followed us into The Jungle, his keys jangling and smiling through the smoke of his cigarette, Miran couldn’t do a thing but put his arms around Isa and turn him away.

The man walked down the steps, slow and sure, all the way through the plants to where I stood at the back wall. He grabbed my cheeks in his hand, the keys pushing into my skin and he squeezed hard, his face up close to mine and his breath, all sour and smoked, pushed inside my nose and mouth and all the way into my chest.

‘Be careful, girl,’ he said, his voice growling like Orlando’s dogs. ‘Most people won’t tolerate a mouth like that. Better hope I don’t tell Orlando he needs to shape you up. Better hope I don’t tell Orlando he should sell you on. I know people who would pay a good price for a girl like you.’ Then he jammed my face into the bricks and held it there, watching. He took the cigarette from his mouth and moved it right up close to my face. I could feel the heat of it, the choke of the smoke. But I didn’t move, didn’t call out. I wouldn’t let him win, no matter what he did. They do not know I can wait. After a time he let go and left, slamming the metal door to the The Jungle and locking it up tight. We heard him laughing as he walked down the hall.

But I won. Because he didn’t come back for Isa. He didn’t say a word to Orlando either because next time Orlando came to check on the plants and bring us our food He didn’t say a word against me. Instead He told us we’d done good. He said if we keep doing good he’ll give us a raise and we’ll have paid back our debt before we know it. And we smiled, standing tall and proud that He’d noticed.

Orlando, He soft holds with the same hand that slaps us down hard. That same mouth that spits His anger like fire, can smile and kiss the tops of our heads so gentle we turn weak as babies, and all that fear we’ve got waves over us, and we feel our fingers hold hard to His shirt and feel our faces pressed against His chest, listening to His heart beating strong over us and breathing in His smell of sweat and smoke and petrol, and feeling sure and safe because He’s looking out for us. Because we’re Snakeskins. We’re His, and He’ll take care of us. And when His fingers trace over our tattoos, all we feel is proud.

After, we don’t look each other in the eye for a long while, knowing how easy we were played.

On those days, I don’t whisper my truth at all. ‘One night,’ Miran tells us, ‘we will stand in the wild, and the river will lead us home. We will be free and happy, and that is when our living will begin.’ This is how his stories start, every time. His Tomorrow Stories, he calls them. ‘Might be tomorrow, might be the next tomorrow, might be a tomorrow far from now. But it will be a tomorrow, because it sure as hell isn’t today.’ And when he said it that first time, we laughed until tears ran down our faces.

Miran tells other stories too, old fairy stories like the ones his jidu told to him when he was little, but his Tomorrow Stories are the really good ones. Every time Miran tells a Tomorrow Story, he sits with his back straight, his fingers playing at the black string bracelet wrapped around his wrist, and he whispers us up a different tomorrow, each one blazing and bright and real enough that we can just about see our futures hanging in the air, waiting for us to catch up.

Back when Orlando first chose us, when it was us and a whole bunch of freshies scared and crying all night, Miran would shush away everyone’s fear with his Tomorrow Stories. The Whisperer, we called him, and we believed his words, every single one. He’s like that, Miran – he can make anyone believe anything just by saying it.

Miran has always been with me. Whispering me through every job, every boss, every beating. Right since that very first journey over in the truck, when were still fool enough to think we were finally going to a safe place after all the running, and hiding from the bombs and guns and soldiers and death. That must have been close to three years ago now.

We sat in that truck and talked on about the school we’d be going to, and how we’d come back smarter than anyone and richer than a thousand kings. We talked of the easy jobs we’d be working on weekends, and all the money we’d make to send back to our families. Of how each night our stomachs would ache with the fullness of food and how we’d forget that we’d ever known the bite of hunger or the scream of thirst. We talked of real beds and warm blankets, of hot drinks and a city full of books and wonders, waiting for us to find.

But when the truck stopped, Orlando and his boss men were waiting for us, cigarettes smoking, bottles in hands, and eyes as hard as the rock sharp ground we were thrown on. Orlando stomped all over our talk with His silver tipped boots. He showed us how much we all owed, the thousands and thousands of dollars, more money than our families had ever known. We owed Him for every sip of water we’d taken, and every crumb we’d eaten on the way here. We owed for the cost of coming to this country, for the truck’s petrol and the driver and the clothes and blankets given us, and the space on the floor we’d slept. He showed how we were to pay Him back every bit, by hard work and hard hours all day every day. He showed what happens when we don’t work hard enough, or fast enough. He showed pictures of those who ran and were hunted back down. He showed pictures of their families.

Then He smiled His smile and He held the ones crying, and poured food in our hands and warm tea in our cups. ‘Now stop crying,’ Orlando told us. ‘You all agreed to come. Did you think I would pay for all of that? Did you think all this was for free?’ And Orlando and His bosses laughed at the craziness of our thinking.

We did not move. We did not speak. We had all of us been fooled. It was our doing that brought us here with money owing, and every one of us felt that shame and guilt falling heavy and hard.

Then they covered our heads with those moulded sacks and burnt those tattoos in black pain on our arms and when I cried out with the fear and hurt of it all, Miran’s fingers found mine and squeezed tight, promising to do all of it together.

But Orlando looks after us. He stops the police from locking us in their jails, and the other gangs from beating on us. He feeds us and buys us clothes and stops us from turning into street rat kids and starving in the dark like a dog. No matter what job us kept kids do, nothing is as bad as being a street rat. No one looks out for them, and soon enough they end up dead and wasted and rotting in the gutter. I’ve seen it.

Orlando won’t let that happen to us. He grows us up. Those other gangs don’t look after their kept kids like Orlando looks after us. Those other gangs get rid of their kids as soon as they get too weak, or too mouthy, or too old, and then you never see those kids again. Sometimes they get sold on, or taken to the Organ Boys, but mostly they end up just the same as the street rats. Food for the gutter dogs and no one to care whether they’re living or dead.

And Miran and me know how to work hard and smart and stay strong until the day we buy our way free. We’ve done the hard jobs already. All the restaurants and massage parlours and nail bars and berry farms. And the factories where we sewed those life vests that drowned people faster than if they weren’t wearing anything at all. And the houses where they fed us on bread all blue with mould because they figured good food would spoil us and give us ideas. That was when Miran started with his riddles. ‘What do poor people have, and rich people want, and if you eat it, you die?’ He didn’t even wait for me to work it out. ‘Nothing!’ he answered, and laughed until the footsteps came to warn us to keep quiet. It was a stupid riddle though. Rich people want stuff all the time.

But we’re working our way up, just like Orlando promised we could. Here in The Jungle we have enough food, as long as we ration the boxes Orlando brings in every week without fail. Here there are no babies to look after or meals to cook or nails to paint or floors to scrub. Here there are no visitors. Here, we even have time free to do whatever we choose.

At first, we just slept, like cats curled on our blankets on the floor. But there’s a danger to sleeping too much. It makes you soft. It dulls you. Sometimes we play hide and seek in the plants, and once every ten sprinkler-starts, we hide pictures on the walls. Back home I had a book with pictures of a crab hidden on each page and I’d spend hours looking, trying to find that tiny little crab. My abbi bought the book for me one time when we were driving on holiday. There are no books in The Jungle, and no pencils either, so we scratch pictures into the bricks with rocks. We have to try and find each other’s picture before the next ten sprinkler-starts, but it can take ages to find them hidden behind the plants. Isa is always asking for clues but that’s cheating. I tell him to look harder.

Sometimes when he’s searching, he finds my words instead. The words that prick at my head and itch at my fingers and don’t let up until I scratch them out and set them loose. I must’ve left a whole trail of words behind me, scratched on the walls of The Jungle and the houses before that and on the signs in the street and the bark of trees. Scratched out on anything just to free them from my skin and let me know I still exist.

Once, on day 54, Isa found a different picture in the bricks. One we hadn’t drawn. This was a picture left behind. It’s a good picture too. Of an octopus, with squiggly legs and big eyes, and floating above the octopus on curly waves is a boat and there are two people in the boat, one big and one small and they are looking down at the octopus and smiling.

‘What has seas but no water, forests but no trees, cities but no buildings, and can lead you free?’ Miran said when Isa showed us the picture. Isa and I didn’t bother thinking up an answer. Instead we searched all over, looking for any more pictures left from those kids. If there are any more, we haven’t found them yet. Maybe the kids got moved on before they could draw any more. Or maybe this picture is like my words and not a game at all.

Sometimes, when the others are asleep, I sit in front of the picture and try to imagine that I drew it. I try to imagine that it’s my memory there on the bricks and not someone else’s. I wonder where that kid is now. I wonder if he still remembers, or if he stopped drawing and lost his way. Memories are like that, once you forget, you can’t ever find your way back. Thinking of that was when I worked out Miran’s riddle. ‘It’s a map isn’t it?’ I told him, but he pretended that it had taken me so long to figure out that he’d forgotten what the riddle was in the first place.

The best part of working The Jungle is that our nights are free. No one bothers us here at night, and we can sleep without worrying about being woken for a single thing. We lie on our blankets and look up at the leaves and we talk of home. But we only talk about before the war. Of the days when we were little and nothing was wrong. Isa doesn’t talk of home much. The home Isa remembers is the broken shell. The greyed, cracked city, her skin already torn from her bones.

He doesn’t remember the coloured tiles in the city squares, or the green of trees against the blue sky. He doesn’t remember the smell of the markets with the spices all piled up high, and the soft fabrics with stories woven into them. He doesn’t remember the ringing of bikes and the warm hot of bread taken straight from the oven. He doesn’t remember the fountains we dipped our feet in on hot days and the beaches where we’d go in summer. Isa never knew the real country. But he listens to us talk, and I tell him to close his eyes and remember, and he nods and says, ‘I remember. I do.’

But then, every god damn night, Isa tells us over again what his abbi told him. ‘Tears of a bull will set you free.’ Those words were the last his abbi ever spoke, right before he went and bit his own tongue off. His abbi must’ve been crazy, but little Isa has held tight to those words ever since he got here. ‘I didn’t even need setting free, back then,’ Isa says, like that makes a difference.

Every night Isa tells the same damn story, and every night Miran smiles at him and says how wonderful, and that Isa’s abbi must have been some kind of magic man to see into the future like that. Every night I roll my eyes and shake my head at the foolishness of it. And then, every night, Miran talks of his family.

I don’t. Not ever. My family are all dead and gone, and no amount of talking will change that. But Miran’s aren’t. Maybe that’s why Miran smiles when he marks up the bricks after each sprinkler. Maybe he’s already thinking of his family.

It was games, stories, and whispers of home that used up the hours between working. But then, when Orlando came to check on us last week, when He said how good we’d done, He gave us a pack of cards. He said it was a reward for looking after the plants so well. He held it out to us in his hand, and when Isa reached for it I had to grab his arm to stop him taking it. Isa doesn’t know that rewards can cost money. That just by taking it, our debt can get higher, so that all our work down here turns to nothing. He doesn’t know how to work hard and smart so he can pay off his debt and buy his way free. If we don’t teach him, he’ll be owned forever.

Orlando bent down when I grabbed Isa’s arm, His face close to mine. My eyes fell to the floor. He took my chin in His hand and raised my head until I was looking right at Him. ‘Don’t you trust me, girl?’ He asked, and the softness of His voice sent iced shivers up my neck and shook at my knees. I didn’t move. Didn’t answer. He let go of my chin then and messed my hair and laughed.

‘Good girl,’ He said to me. ‘Nothing is ever for free. You’ll make a good boss one day, don’t forget that,’ and I felt my chest swell with pride and a powerful strong, before I remembered that I don’t want to be a boss, that I won’t ever be a boss, that one night, we will stand in the wild, and we will follow the river home, and I’ll get far away from Orlando and His Snakeskins before He fools me into becoming something I’m not. We won’t be able to wait for Isa. He’ll take too long to pay out his debt. We haven’t told him yet.

Orlando ran His fingers, slow and gentle, along my tattoo then, and I closed my eyes. ‘You, my girl, are just like me,’ He whispered, so those words hissed hot in my ear. Then Orlando gave the cards to Isa and went to check the drying cupboard. I stood there with my legs shaking until Miran came and squeezed my fingers, and whispered ‘One night …’ and I remembered again who I am.

We don’t know how much those cards cost us. Maybe they really are a gift, a reward for doing well. Maybe it’s to show we really are moving up.

When Orlando left, we waited and listened. We waited until His footsteps thumped their way into the kitchen and out the back door. We listened to Him throwing food for the dogs and heard the sound of the back gate closing. And when the roar from His motorbike had gone, we smiled.

We took turns holding the cards and breathing in their smell, fresh from the box. We played all the games we could remember and made up fresh new ones and I magicked Miran’s card to disappear and fly under a plant all the way on the other side of The Jungle, and I showed Isa how to build up towers of cards. I used to be great at building card towers. My brother and I would sit on the rug at our teta’s and build card towers, higher and higher while our ummi and teta would talk and drink tea.

I didn’t even care when Miran hassled us with another of his stupid riddles. ‘I am always there, but no one can see me. I can be held onto, but never touched. If you lose me, nothing will matter. What am I?’

I couldn’t think of the answer. I didn’t care much either because I had just built my card tower four stories high.

‘I give up. What is it?’ Isa asked, but Miran wouldn’t tell.

‘There’s no giving up,’ he said instead.

‘Here, I’ve got one, Isa,’ I told him. ‘What is annoying, can’t thieve wallets or build card towers, and comes up with stupid riddles?’ And when Isa’s laugh knocked down my tower, Miran smiled at me and it didn’t matter at all any more how much those cards cost us. Right then, they were worth every cent.

 

It was because of the cards that we didn’t notice.

Miran had remembered a new game called Pig. We were playing and Miran was laughing because no matter how hard I tried I always ended up the pig. But our job is not to play. Our job is not to laugh. Our job is to look after the plants.

Sometimes, something goes wrong with one of the wires from the lights and a fire can start. When we got moved to The Jungle, we were told this had happened before.

‘A waste,’ the boss had said. ‘They were real nice those last kids.’

We were told to watch the wires and to check them. We were told how to put the fires out with the fire blankets and were shown how to fix wires that had burnt through by cutting them fresh and twisting them together again. We had to show we knew how to do it, and the boss showing us nodded and smiled and gave us his leftover fish and chips. He said it was leftover, but there were two whole bits of fish wrapped in foil and a whole parcel of chips. ‘I guess I wasn’t hungry,’ he said when he saw me looking. But his eyes were nice. ‘No charge,’ he said. ‘They’re only leftovers, kid.’

So we did as he said. We watched the wires. We checked them, and there was no fire, not in the whole ninety-two days we’d been here. But I guess we didn’t watch hard enough or check properly, and because we were playing Pig we didn’t see the fire when it started.

Isa noticed first, screaming and pointing at the flames. They were already grown up taller than he was, licking and spitting at the cupboard with its dried up plants in paper bags. Then the whole thing went up, just like the bonfires back home when we would jump the coals and make a wish.

I saw the fire and knew then that we would die. We’d be turned to nothing but ash like those other kids. We would have been too, except right at that very moment, the sprinklers came on, like they’d been watching the whole time and were coming on just to save us. I pulled the hoses from the sprinklers and fired at the flames and Miran beat them down with the fire blanket and somehow we did it. And we were so glad, so happy we had put out the fire with nothing more than a few burns on our hands and feet to show for it, that we didn’t even think to be checking and pulling the wires from the water all in puddles on the floor. We didn’t think to be filling our water bottles in case.

We just smiled at each other, and when the water sparked at the wiring and the fans stopped turning and the sprinklers stopped sprinkling I felt that panic start in my stomach and pull at my chest. I guess those sprinklers weren’t saving us after all.

We tried to fix it. We tried to fit the hoses back to the sprinklers and to cut the wires and twist them back clean. But those sprinklers and those fans stayed off, and there wasn’t a thing to do but sit and wait.

Miran kept walking to the bricks and touching at the marks he made each day on the wall. But without those sprinklers, there’s no knowing time. There’s just the plants curling over, their leaves dropping, and our own mouths getting thicker and harder with thirst. With no sprinklers, there’s no water for us either.
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