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About the author

David Almond’s debut novel Skellig is one of the most remarkable children’s novels published in recent years. It won the 1998 Whitbread Children’s Book of the Year and the Carnegie Medal. The novels, short stories and plays that followed have brought popular success, widespread critical acclaim, and further awards on an international scale.

‘I grew up in a big family in Felling, a small steep town overlooking the River Tyne. It was a place of ancient coal mines, dark terraced streets, strange shops, new estates and wild heather hills. Our lives were filled with mysterious and unexpected events, and the place and the people have given me many of my stories. I always wanted to be a writer, though I told very few people until I was ‘grown up’. I’ve been a postman and a brush salesman, and I’ve worked in factories and shipyards and on building sites. I edited the literary magazine, Panurge, for six years. I’ve been a teacher in primary, adult and special education. I wrote my first stories in a remote and dilapidated Norfolk mansion. I now live with my family in Northumberland, just beyond the Roman Wall. I write in a wooden cabin at the bottom of the garden. I love to write in many forms: novels, short stories, plays, picture books.

Writing can be difficult, but sometimes it feels like a kind of magic. I think that stories are living things – among the most important things in the world.’
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One



One

He arrived in Felling on a bright and icy February morning. Not so long ago, but it was a different age. I was with Geordie Craggs, like I always was back then. We were swaggering along like always, laughing and joking like always. We passed a Players back and forward and blew long strings of smoke into the air. We’d just been on the altar. We were heading for Braddock’s Garden. We were on Watermill Lane when a red taxi rattled past us. Black fumes belched from it. The sign at the top said it was from down at the coast.

‘What’s that doing up here?’ said Geordie.

A bit of communion wafer was still stuck to my teeth. I poked it free with my tongue and swallowed it, then drew on the cigarette again.

‘God knows,’ I said.

The taxi stopped fifty yards away, outside Crazy Mary’s house. Crazy came lolloping out with her red hair flying. She had a big flappy flowery dress and tartan slippers on. The kid got out of the taxi. He pulled a battered brown suitcase after him. Crazy paid the driver then the two of them headed for her front door. She looked back at us. She tried to put her arm around the kid but he twisted away and went inside. Crazy followed him and the door slammed shut.

The taxi driver leaned out of his window as he went past.

‘What you two nebbing at?’ he said.

‘Nowt much,’ I said.

‘Why don’t you nick off back to Whitley Bay?’ said Geordie.

‘Aye,’ I said. ‘Nick off, Fishface.’

And we laughed and belted on towards the garden yelling,

‘Fishface! Fishface! Fishface!’

We went through the ancient iron gate, ducked through the thorns, splashed through the edge of the clay pond, went into the quarry, went into the cave. There was writing on the wall again. We held matches up to it. All it said was, We’re watching you. Your doomd. Then a big black X. Somebody had tried to draw a skull as well but it looked like they’d given up cos they were too useless.

‘Thick as clarts,’ I said.

I wiped dirt over it all.

Geordie lit another fag. He sharpened his knife on a stone.

He pointed it at me.

‘Soon there’ll be a proper battle,’ he said.

I sucked the fag.

‘Aye,’ I said.

‘It’ll be just them and us,’ he said.

I shivered. I tried to laugh.

‘The Battle of Braddock’s Garden,’ I said.

I looked out at the sheer craggy quarry walls, the thick weeds, the deep clay pond, the ruins of Braddock’s house above. The sparrowhawk flew out from its stony nest and flapped up into the open sky.

‘Who was that at Crazy’s?’ I said.

He shrugged.

‘God knows,’ he said. ‘Wouldn’t like to be him, though, holed up with that loony.’

He took a syrup of figs bottle out of his pocket and lobbed it over. It was half-full of the wine that he’d stolen after Mass that morning. I screwed the top off and swigged and smacked me lips. The wine was sticky and sweet and you could soon feel the little bit of dreaminess it brought.

‘Pinching altar wine’s a sin,’ I said.

We laughed and snapped some sticks, getting a fire ready.

I pointed to the ground.

‘You’ll burn in Hell, George Craggs,’ I said.

‘Naa,’ said Geordie. ‘Not for that. You go to Hell for proper sins. Like nicking a million quid.’

‘Or killing somebody,’ I said.

‘Aye.’ He stabbed the knife into the ground. ‘Murder!’ He swigged the wine and swiped his hand across his lips. ‘I dreamed I killed Mouldy the other night.’

‘Did you?’

‘Aye.’

‘Was there loads of blood?’

‘Gallons. Blood and guts everywhere.’

‘Great!’

‘I did it here. I stabbed him in the heart then I chopped his head off and I hoyed it in the pond.’

We giggled.

‘Probly that’d not be a sin at all,’ I said. ‘Probly you’d go straight to Heaven for getting rid of a thing like Mouldy.’

‘Course you would,’ said Geordie. ‘The whole world’d be better off without things like Mouldy.’

‘Aye.’

We were quiet while we thought of Mouldy. We listened to the noises in the quarry.

‘You seen how big he’s getting?’ I said.

‘Aye.’

‘Bliddy Hell,’ I whispered.

‘Aye. Bliddy Hell. He’s turning to a monster.’




Two

There was no mystery. It turned out the kid was called Stephen Rose. He was from Whitley Bay. He was just a bit older than us. The story was he’d gone away to Bennett College to train to be a priest. He went when he was eleven, which wasn’t strange back then in the 1960s. We knew loads of lads that did it. Like many of them, though, Stephen couldn’t stand it and he came back out again two or three years later. He’d just been home a month when his dad dropped dead with a stroke. Then his mother went mad and was taken away in the middle of a stormy night to Prudhoe. Stephen was all alone. The Poor Clares were going to take him in, then somehow they found out there was a distant aunt, Crazy Mary, up here in Felling, and so he came to her. The plan was that his mother’d be out soon, they’d set up home down at the coast again, everything would settle down again. But when I heard my parents on about it, it seemed there wouldn’t be much chance of that. They’d heard she was truly barmy. She’d gone way way round the bend.

‘Worse than Crazy Mary?’ I said.

Mam glared at me.

‘Don’t call the poor woman that,’ she said. ‘She’s just a devout and troubled soul.’

‘Sorry,’ I said.

‘You don’t know how lucky you are,’ she said. ‘There but for the grace of God …’

‘What?’ I groaned. ‘You worried about me sanity, Mother?’

I twisted my mouth and stuck my tongue out and drooled.

‘Stop it!’ she snapped. ‘Don’t tempt fate.’

She crossed herself.

‘Maybe we should call her Holy Mary,’ she said. ‘Have you seen anybody else so devout, anybody else that prays so hard, anybody else so filled with yearning?’

I shook my head.

‘Well, then,’ she said. ‘Did you know there’s stories that there’s saints in Mary’s past?’

‘Saints?’

‘Way back in her family. Back in Ireland, where the Doonans came from long ago.’

Dad laughed.

‘In the olden days,’ he said, ‘when saints walked in every village and an angel sat in every tree.’

At first we hardly saw Stephen Rose. He didn’t turn up at school like we’d expected him to. Mam said he must still be grieving, poor bairn. Dad said aye, he’d been through too much for a young’n. Geordie reckoned there was something dead weird about him. Geordie knew somebody that lived just down the street from Crazy. They’d seen Stephen in the garden at night, staring up at the moon.

‘At the moon?’ I said.

‘Aye.’ He grinned. ‘Like he was moonbathing, like he’d mixed the sun up with the moon. Have you seen his skin?’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘It’s like wax, man. And have you smelled him?’
 
‘How would I smell him?’

‘I have. I passed him in the street. He was out walking with Mary, a pair of loonies. You know what she smells like.’

‘Aye.’ Old, even though Mam said she was no age at all, and kind of sickly and sweet.

‘He’s worse, man. Yuk. Just imagine being in there with the pair of them.’

We were walking home from school, passing close by Crazy’s house. We looked at the windows, the ancient net curtains there, the silhouette of the Sacred Heart medallion there like in all the Catholic houses. There was white smoke drifting up from the chimney.

‘And he does other stuff in the garden and all,’ said Geordie.

‘Stuff ?’

‘So they say. Some days he’s out there in Crazy’s shed for hours at a time. There’s banging and thumping and whimpering and howling.’

‘Howling?’

‘Aye, so they say. Oh, my God! It’s Mouldy!’

We stopped quickly. We squeezed into a privet hedge. My heart was thumping. I could hardly breathe.

‘We’re safe,’ said Geordie. ‘He’s going the other way.’

I peeped out from the hedge. There he was, Martin Mould, Mouldy, heading down to Heworth. Even from this distance you could see how big he’d got. He seemed bigger every time we saw him. He was already loads bigger than when there’d been the last battle. He and his mates had ambushed us outside the graveyard that day. I remembered Mouldy’s massive hands around my throat. I remembered the thump of his winkle-picker boots across my cheek. I remembered his evil eyes, his fierce breath, his vicious spit. Sometimes I woke up in the night from dreams of it all happening again.

I waited with Geordie in the hedge and watched and trembled. Mouldy went into The Swan. He was only sixteen but already he drank like a man.

‘We got to get more kids,’ said Geordie.

‘Aye,’ I said.

We moved on. I tried to shift my mind from thoughts of Mouldy.

‘Howling?’ I said.

‘Aye. That’s the story. Howling. Yowling fit to wake the dead.’



Three

The next Saturday was a good one. There were two funerals, one at nine o’clock, one at ten. I served at both of them with Geordie.

The first was for a bloke from Stoneygate. He’d fallen out of a bus on Sunderland Road. He was ancient, so there wasn’t that much weeping and wailing. We did the usual stuff in church then we got into the black car that followed the hearse down to the graveyard at Heworth. We swung the incense there and splashed the holy water and Father O’Mahoney said the words about being dust and unto dust we shall return. Sometimes one of the family came straight out with a tip when it was all over, but sometimes you had to drop a hint or two. This time the likely-looking one was a bloke in a natty blue suit. He was the old bloke’s son. He’d come up specially from London. I caught up with him as the mourners headed back to the black cars.

‘Sorry for your loss,’ I said quietly.

‘Thank you,’ he said.

‘Me name’s David,’ I said.

‘Thank you, David.’

‘And that’s me friend, George. We were happy to serve this morning.’

The woman he was with nudged him and whispered to him.

‘Thank you,’ he said again.

He shoved a folded note into my hand.

I grinned when we were back in the car. I put my hand on Geordie’s knee and opened it and showed the note.

‘Ten bob!’ he said.

Father O’Mahoney coughed. He was in the front with the undertaker and watching us through the driver’s mirror.

‘Now, then, boys,’ he said. ‘A bit of respect, eh?’

‘Sorry, Father,’ we said together.

‘Ten bob!’ we whispered and I saw the priest look down and smile.

The next one wasn’t so easy. It was another bloke, but younger this time and with a son and a daughter just a bit older than us. Even Father O’Mahoney had a tear in his eye and he had to keep blowing his nose in a big blue handkerchief. The bloke’s wife broke down at the graveyard and yelled, ‘Why? Why? Why?’

Geordie and I had seen it all before so we knew to just ignore it and go through the motions. Funnily enough it was at funerals like those that the tips came easiest. A bloke in a black trilby came over and gave us a half-crown each and told us we were good lads.

‘Life’s the thing, boys,’ he said. ‘You understand that?’
 
‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Be sure you make the most of it, now. Afore you know it, you’ll be …’

‘We will, Mister,’ said Geordie.

‘Good lads.’

‘Five more bob!’ we whispered.

Then I saw Stephen Rose. He was standing among the graves. Like Geordie said his face was like wax. We passed really close to him. He had a slab of yellowy clay under his arm.

‘Are you all right, Stephen?’ said Father O’Mahoney.

It was like he didn’t hear at first, then he blinked and said,

‘Aye, Father.’

‘And where’s your aunt today?’

‘Don’t know, Father. In the house, Father.’

‘Tell her I was asking. I’ll make another visit in a day or two.’

‘Aye, Father.’

The priest walked on, then he paused again.

‘This is two good lads I’ve got with me,’ he said. ‘Maybe they could make pals of yours.’

‘Aye, Father.’

‘That’s grand, then.’

Stephen moved closer to me. I understood what Geordie had said about the smell of him.

‘The grave diggers gave me this,’ he said. ‘It come from deep deep down.’

He ran his hand over the clay. He licked his fingers and pressed them into it. He picked a stone or something out of it and inspected it.

‘A bit of bone,’ he said.

He quickly pressed three holes and a slit: two eyes, a nose, a mouth. He held it up and rocked it in the air like it was a puppet. He made it talk in a squeaky voice.

‘Hello,’ it said. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Davie,’ I said.

‘Davie, man!’ called Geordie from the door of the car.

‘It’s hopeless clay,’ said Stephen. He scratched with his fingernail and showed how it just crumbled away. ‘See?’ he said.

‘Aye.’

He waved his hand across my eyes then he stared at me and grinned.

‘You didn’t say hello to it,’ he said. ‘Go on, say hello to it.’

I turned to Geordie.

‘Go on,’ said Stephen. ‘It’s just a joke.’

‘Hello,’ I murmured.

‘Hello, Davie,’ squeaked the clay. ‘Thank you for believing in me.’

I shook my head and rolled my eyes, like I’d fallen for a trick. I grinned back at Stephen.

‘I’m Stephen Rose, Davie,’ he said.
 
‘Davie!’ yelled Geordie.

I ran to the car. We headed out of the graveyard. The priest watched me through the mirror.

‘Are you all right, Davie?’ he said.
 
‘Aye, Father.’

‘That’s grand,’ he said. ‘You could be just what that lad needs.’

Then he smiled.

‘A profitable morning, then?’ he said.
 
‘Aye, Father,’ we answered.



Four

‘They’re crackers,’ said Geordie.

‘What?’ I said.

‘Wacko. The whole damn lot of them. Always have been. Always will be. So me dad says.’

‘Aye?’ I said.

‘Aye. And Stephen’s granda was the biggest nutter of the lot.’

‘How does your dad know?’

‘He used to see him, man. They called him Rocky Rose. He did hypnotism tricks in the bars in Cullercoats and Whitley Bay. Got people to drop their trousers and wet their pants and that …’

‘He didn’t.’

‘He did, man. He used to do tricks and get paid in pints. He did it on the beach and all. Me dad says he seen him when he was a bairn. Said he seen one old biddy dive in the sea with all her clothes on. And there was a bloke flapping his arms and screaming cos he thought he was a seagull.’

‘Bliddy Hell.’

‘Aye. Bliddy Hell. That’s the lot that he comes from. One part of the family ran a freak stall at the fairs. There were derelicts and down-and-outs and dreamers. It seems Rocky ended up living in a tent in Plessey Woods, all horrible and hairy and running away if anybody come near.’

‘Bliddy Hell.’

‘Aye. I know. He’s dead now, and the freak stall’s gone. But no wonder Stephen’s a bit …’

‘Aye. Just imagine.’

We tried to imagine, then Geordie said,

‘The story is that Stephen’s mam and dad were trying to get a bit more civilised, living in a proper house like proper people do and having proper jobs and that, but …’

‘They couldn’t do it.’

‘No.’

‘Just imagine. If there’s all that in your family …’

‘Like your granda …’

‘And your mother …’

‘And your only bloody aunty …’

We lurched about a bit and grunted like we’d both gone daft. Then we burst out laughing.

‘Bliddy Hell,’ I said. ‘He’s doomed! Doomed!’

We were at the cave. We both had knives. We were sharpening sticks. We were going to set them up at the quarry entrance, stick them in the mud, pointing upwards, like a trap.

‘Me dad says he just needs some mates,’ I said.
 
‘Does he?’

‘Aye. And me mother.’

I whipped the knife across the stick. I pressed the point to my palm. Needle-sharp. I imagined Mouldy stepping on it. I imagined it going straight through the sole to his foot. I thought of blood poisoning, thought of Mouldy up in the Queen Elizabeth Hospital, and the doctor saying to Mouldy’s mother, ‘There’s no way we can save it, Mrs Mould. The foot has to come off.’ I thought of Mouldy hobbling around Pelaw for the rest of his life. I bent the point over, blunted it, but I didn’t let Geordie see.

‘She said we should call on him,’ I said.

‘She’s joking.’

‘She said put yourself in his shoes.’

‘What did you say?’

‘I said nowt. I said we would if we had the time. She said we had all the time in the world.’

‘Huh.’

Geordie picked another stick up.

‘We should set up nooses and all,’ he said. ‘Hang them down from them hawthorns so they run straight into them and get strangled. And we should definitely set tripwires to send them into the pond.’

We had a laugh, thinking about them hanging in the trees and flopping in the pond.

Then I leaned back on the stone. It was all stupid. Mouldy was the only really evil one. His mates were ordinary kids just like us. They were playing, just like us, they were scared and excited, just like us. The only reason we battled with them was because they came from Pelaw and we came from Felling. We pretended we hated them because they were Proddies and they pretended they hated us because we were Catholics but that was really nothing to do with it. It was just the Felling/Pelaw thing. It had gone on for ever, even in my dad’s day. He used to laugh when he heard about it, still going on, and when my mam tried to get worried he told her it was nowt, it was just a game. But Mouldy. He was different. When he had his hands around my throat that day, his own mates had to help Geordie to pull him off. When he kicked me in the face he hadn’t held back. When he snarled in my face it seemed full of real hatred, real evil. ‘Catholic bastard,’ he’d snarled. ‘Felling Catholic bastard.’ And I’d carried the bruises and the fright for days.

‘Do you think he’s scary?’ said Geordie.

‘Mouldy?’

‘Of course Mouldy’s scary. But I mean Stephen Rose. Do you think he’s scary?’

‘Dunno. He’s just a kid, just like us.’

‘Just like us? Bliddy Hell, man. Howling in the shed, carrying lumps of muck in the bloody graveyard …’

‘Clay.’

‘Whatever. Living with Crazy Mary. Mother crackers, father dead, grandad wild.’

‘Suppose he might be scary if you put it like that.’
 
‘Might be? He might be bliddy terrifying, man.’

He laughed.

‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ he said.

‘Dunno,’ I said.

‘Well you should be,’ he said. ‘A lad like Stephen Rose might be just what we need.’

He stabbed his stick hard into the ground.

‘Howay,’ he said. ‘Let’s go and rattle Crazy’s door.’



Five

Crazy’s door was green and the paint was peeling off. The knocker was rusty and it squealed when Geordie lifted it. He had to shove it down to make it knock. There was no answer. I breathed a sigh of relief and turned around to leave.

‘Howay,’ I said. ‘They must be out.’

But Geordie knocked again, and then again.

‘Geordie, man,’ I said.

Then there were footsteps at the other side of the door and Crazy peeped out through the skinny letter box.

‘Who’s there?’ she said.

‘We’ve come to see Stephen Rose,’ said Geordie.

He leaned close to the door. He pulled me close as well.

‘Look,’ he said. ‘It’s just us, Missus …’

‘Miss Doonan,’ I whispered to him.

‘Just us, Miss Doonan. You’ve seen us on the altar. We thought Stephen might want to come out for a bit.’

Her eyes rolled. She blinked. The door creaked open a few inches and her waxy face appeared.

‘On the altar?’ she said.

‘Aye,’ I said.

‘So you’re good boys?’ she said.

‘Aye,’ said Geordie.

‘You know our mams and dads, Miss Doonan,’ I said.

Her eyes were still for a moment while she regarded me.

‘I can see your mother’s face in you,’ she said to me.

She opened the door a bit wider and stuck her skinny arm out. She pulled back the flowery sleeve with her other hand and pointed to a place under the elbow.

‘Your mother touched me there once,’ she said. ‘She said, “There now, Mary. There now. Don’t trouble yourself.” I can feel her fingers now.’

She stroked her skin at the memory.

‘Is he in?’ said Geordie.

She narrowed her eyes. She stared past us into the empty sky. She said, ‘And I can hear her voice. “There now, Mary.” She said that. Like a mother would.’

She reached out and touched my cheek and I flinched.

‘Did you know that a boy has been sent to me?’ she said.

‘Aye,’ said Geordie. ‘We’ve come to see him, Missus.’
 
‘To see him?’

‘Aye, Missus.’

She crossed herself.

‘You have been drawn to this place,’ she said.

‘We could be his mates,’ said Geordie.

She opened the door wider.

‘Mebbe he has need of you,’ she said.

Geordie nudged me with his elbow and stepped inside.

‘There’s holy water there,’ she said. ‘Cross yourselves and come inside.’

We dipped our fingers into the bowl on the table inside the door. She watched us make the sign of the cross on ourselves. We rolled our eyes at each other and followed her through the narrow hall. There were dusty plaster angels flying on the wall. There was a great big ancient picture of Jesus with the crown of thorns stabbing his skull and his chest opened up to show his massive sacred heart. There was the scent of piss and the air was cold and the floor was just bare boards.

‘He was to have been a priest,’ she said.

‘We know,’ I said.

‘Right from the very start he had a holy heart,’ she said.

Geordie trembled as he held his laughter in.

‘This is me great great great aunt Annie,’ she said.

She pointed to the wall, to an ancient photo of a tiny blurry woman smoking a pipe and standing outside a tiny filthy cottage.

‘That’s Connemara,’ she said. ‘Annie spent every day of her life on that blessed bog.’

‘Aye?’ snorted Geordie.

‘Aye.’ She turned her eyes towards the ceiling. ‘And she’s in Heaven now if anybody is.’

In the kitchen there was a battered aluminium teapot and two mugs on a table. There was bread and a lump of margarine and a pot of jam with a knife stuck in. A prayer book was open. A statue of Our Lady was silhouetted against the back window. Outside in the little garden the grass and weeds were knee-high, with a channel worn through towards the door of the black shed out there.

‘Is he in?’ I said.

‘No,’ she said. ‘He’s out. He’s at his sacred work.’

She opened the door. A huge crow croaked then flapped away into another garden. There was a baby crying its eyes out somewhere.

‘Wait here,’ she said.

She went to the shed. Geordie and me snorted.
 
‘Bliddy Hell,’ I said. ‘Let’s get out before we’re trapped.’

We snorted again.

She opened the shed door. A shaft of sunlight was shining down inside. We saw Stephen in there, turning to Crazy Mary, then peering out at us. Then Crazy came back out. She raised her hands towards us.

‘Aye!’ she called. ‘Aye! He says come to him!’

We didn’t move.

‘Come!’ she called.

‘Hell’s teeth,’ I whispered.

‘Howay, man,’ said Geordie.




Six

He was sitting at a bench with a knife in his hand. He was carving a piece of wood, a snapped branch. It had an arm, a leg, the start of a face. There were shavings on his arms and on the bench and floor. Dust poured through the shaft of light that fell through a little window in the pitched roof. The corners of the shed were deep in shadow.

‘I’m doing this for the priest,’ he said.

‘Father O’Mahoney,’ I said.

‘Aye. Him. He says the devil makes work for idle hands so I got to keep busy. Look,’ he said, and he pointed to another bench. There were more figures on it, carved out of curved and twisted wood so they seemed to be staggering or leaning or stunted. ‘They’re no good,’ he said. ‘And neither’s that.’ He pointed at a crude clay figure. Its body was crumbling away. An arm and a leg had fallen off. He poked it and another leg fell off.
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