




[image: ]










[image: ]









For Rowan and Emily,


because they both love cats.


H. M.


For Benny,


who was the cat’s pyjamas.


K. R.
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Measured by starlight, twenty years is just a moment. A flicker of a comet’s tail.


A brief spinning of the coloured, fragile planets and their pale moon toys.


Twenty years is a small twirl in the great dance, measured by starlight.


In human time, in story time, twenty years is halfway back to a long time ago.


More than seven thousand sunrises. More than fourteen thousand tides.


Twice a childhood.


*


Twenty years before this story there was a girl named Sophie, and a small orange cat.


(Click, went a camera, catching them in time.)


Sophie was from England, but the kitten was Italian.


At the end of the holiday, it had to be left behind.


‘Take care of her for me,’ begged Sophie, and they said, ‘Si, si, yes, yes, certo, of course, per sempre, always, si.’


‘I will come back,’ said Sophie.


But in twenty years of human time, very little stays the same. Plans change and memories fade. Often promises are forgotten.


Often, but not always.


For twice a childhood, more than seven thousand sunrises and fourteen thousand tides, the orange cat remembered.


And so, for a moment, did the stars.
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CHAPTER ONE


ROSA AND BALTHAZAR


Once upon a time, there was a girl who lived in a world where she hoped there was magic. She was eleven years old, and her name was Rosa. Rosa-in-the-garden, her father used to call her, because that was where she liked to be best, but her real name was Rosa Mundi.


At least, she believed it was Rosa Mundi.


[image: A black cat.]


Rosa was sure that was how she’d learned to write her name, in the days when she’d never needed to think about magic, in the time before the accident that had taken her parents away.


Rosa had been not quite four.


For a week or so after the accident, Rosa had been cared for by a series of helpful, worried neighbours. They took it in turns to visit, and they worked very hard, brushing Rosa’s hair, making her pancakes, folding her pyjamas, and telling her comforting stories about heaven, which was where they explained that her parents had gone. But as the days went on, the neighbours became slightly less helpful and very much more worried. They were all quite elderly, and the hair-brushing and pancakes and pyjamas and stories were becoming too much. Especially the stories. Due to Rosa’s constant demands for more heavenly information, her parents had now been given their own little house (on a cloud), several pets (but definitely not another little girl), and detachable wings of all different colours, like butterflies.


‘What else, what else?’ asked Rosa desperately, because, despite her shining hair and the pancakes and the neatness of her pyjamas, she was extraordinarily unhappy.


The kind, tired neighbours sighed. Their imaginations had completely run out, and they couldn’t think what else. Their worried murmurings at changeover times grew more and more urgent. ‘This can’t go on,’ Rosa overheard, and ‘Are we still searching?’ and, whispered very secretly, one chilly, lonely evening, ‘The . . . er . . . orphanage hunt, any news?’


‘Nobody,’ Rosa remembered afterwards, ‘nobody knew what to do with me. Until the doorbell rang.’


It was all so long ago that, although Rosa knew her parents’ accident had happened, she could hardly recall that time. She’d been told about the worried and helpful neighbours who had so kindly taken care of her, but she couldn’t clearly remember them, either.


The doorbell was different.


Even now, eight years later, Rosa could still remember the moment the doorbell rang.


The neighbour who had been putting her to bed had gone hurrying down the stairs. The door had been pulled open. There’d been a murmur of voices, and then she’d heard the neighbour exclaiming, ‘Oh, how wonderful!’ and clapping her hands in delight.


‘The best possible news for Rosa!’ Rosa heard next, and with that she’d tumbled out of bed and rushed to the top of the stairs, completely expecting to see her parents back from heaven.


What Rosa saw instead was a very large unknown man, smiling like a walrus, and a very tall unknown woman beaming like a lamp post, and luggage piled all around them on the doorstep. Behind them, the first stars were staring down from the evening sky. Rosa looked from the stars to the man and the woman, and then back to the shocked and glittering universe, and she felt terribly alarmed.


‘Rosa!’ the neighbour exclaimed, spotting her. ‘Here are your long-lost aunt and uncle come to look after you! What do you think of that?’


[image: Rosa crouches on top of the stairs and looks at her neighbour speaking to a tall woman and a stout man and clapping her hands.]


But Rosa was already vanishing, backwards along the landing, into her bedroom, and under her bed.


Under her bed was where they found her the next morning.


Rosa’s aunt and uncle pulled Rosa out, dusted her down and gave her orange juice and cereal, and toast with thin red jam. Almost as soon as breakfast was over, all the kind neighbours who had helped take care of her visited to say how lucky Rosa was. She could stay in her own lovely home. Also, children were very resilient, and Rosa would soon forget.


‘I don’t want to forget,’ said Rosa, who was having a morning of tantrums, but they said soothingly, ‘We understand, Rosa,’ and ‘Now you have a family again, Rosa.’


‘And no . . . er . . . orphanage, after all,’ they said.


Lunch that first day was tomato soup, and afterwards a walk to the park. Rosa fell asleep on the top of the slide because her night had not been restful. She was woken up almost immediately, marched home, and sent for a bath, all by herself, aged not quite four. She managed this with some difficulty: the puzzle of the plug and the coldness of the water, and the struggle to get out of her vest. Forcing the toothpaste to squeeze from the tube was beyond her, and she forgot about soap, but she made it back to her room at last, crawled into bed and shut her eyes for one moment only. When she opened them again, the room was filled with the silvery greyish light that comes just before dawn.


And a large black cat was sitting on the windowsill.


Next, something happened that she could only remember afterwards as a dream is remembered: in a few random images, like a scattering of pieces from a jigsaw puzzle.


Just as Rosa sat up, the cat raised a heavy paw, and pressed it on the glass of the window. The glass didn’t break, or even crack, but instead opened into a cat-shaped space, with ears and whiskers and a wavy tail.


The space filled with the blackness of deep fur. Eyes as yellow as sherbet lemons gazed into Rosa’s so intently that she blinked. Next came a heavy thump, and the cat arrived on her bed. Rosa’s mouth fell open with surprise, and now she was trembling all over, not with fear, but with an astonished sort of joy.


[image: Rosa sits on her bed and speaks to Balthazar, the black cat. Her stuffed toys are around her.; A cat-shaped space is in the glass of Rosa’s bedroom window.]


‘The name’s Balthazar,’ said the cat, dropping something onto the quilt, ‘and there’s more where that came from.’


His voice was husky and deep and rolling, like the beginning of a purr. He looked down at the thing he’d dropped, and Rosa looked too and saw it was a pink, fish-shaped biscuit.


‘Thank you,’ said Rosa, ‘thank you, B-B-Balthazar,’ and she picked up the biscuit and gave it a very small nibble. The cat looped his tail around his haunches, tucked his paws under his chest and settled down to watch her, looking tremendously pleased with himself.


Rosa ate her biscuit in miniature bites, partly because she wanted this unexpected visit to last as long as possible, and partly because the biscuit tasted terrible. She wondered if she would be allowed to stroke Balthazar, managed to ask, ‘Please can I touch you?’ and was delighted when he lowered his head and allowed her to stroke very carefully between his ears.


This lasted until Rosa accidentally tickled, instead of stroked. Then Balthazar shook his head, stalked to the end of the bed, turned back to give Rosa a forgiving wink, and leaped for the windowsill. In a moment he was gone, leaving nothing behind him but the cat-shaped space in the glass: ears, whiskers and a waving tail.


Rosa rushed to the window, but she was too late. The glass was whole again and there was no Balthazar to be seen. It was still very early, and very chilly, and after a while she crept back into bed. There she quickly fell asleep, but the first thought that came to her when she woke again was, Magic happened.


She was extraordinarily comforted and pleased.









CHAPTER TWO


THE VANISHING YEARS


After the arrival of Rosa’s aunt and uncle, everything was different.


The house changed first. It became much cleaner and brighter. All the clutter of books and half-burned candles and winter hats and opened jars of spices and messy paint boxes, vanished. All the fridge magnets vanished, and all the lists and pictures and scribbled notes stuck on the fridge vanished with them. All the screwdrivers and elastic bands and pens and packets of seeds and hair clips and half-squeezed tubes of glue vanished from the drawer in the kitchen where they had lived for ever. All the grubby teddy bears and battered toy rabbits and the red panda with the missing ear and the constantly falling over the life-size baby giraffe that lived in Rosa’s bedroom, vanished. One by one they left, and Rosa’s room was repainted rose-petal pink and became a cool, clear, airy place, with a pink duvet instead of her shabby lumpy patchwork quilt, and a little pink desk instead of the tumbled-about bookcase. Pink-and-white striped curtains replaced the ones from the charity shop, which were boys’ curtains anyway, Rosa’s aunt said, because they were blue, with pictures of red and yellow planets.


And all the dangerous plants vanished from the garden too.


These things, and many others, happened very quickly, in the days when Rosa was still getting used to the fact that her parents were now in heaven, and that she’d met a cat who could walk through windows, and that all her world had changed.


Rosa changed too. With nothing to remind her, she really did forget, just as the kind neighbours had said she would. Also, she became quiet instead of chatty. Carefully tidy, instead of scatty. She played much less, and she noticed magic much more. The way you can see the brightness of a light after it’s been switched off. How reflections are upside-down in puddles, but the right way up in mirrors. And she noticed cats.


Not just Balthazar, whom she discovered lived with his admiring staff in the house next door but one, but other cats too. Perhaps she noticed them now because her world had suddenly become quite empty. The helpful neighbours had drifted away; there was only her aunt and uncle, and they never seemed very pleased to see Rosa.


‘A dull child,’ remarked Rosa’s uncle, when Rosa was five and had just started school.


‘Desperately plain,’ agreed her aunt, ‘but I wonder . . . I do wonder . . . if you’re completely right about dull.’


‘My dear, I tried having a conversation with her only this evening,’ said Rosa’s uncle. ‘“How was your day?” I asked. “Did you meet anyone useful? Have you discussed with anyone your position regarding your situation as an isolated orphan with zero cash assets?”’


‘And what did she reply?’


‘Just looked at me. Hopelessly dull. Not that it matters, of course.’


Rosa’s aunt became thoughtful. She knew Rosa’s looks: her unknowable stares and under-her-eyelashes glances. She didn’t trust them at all, but as the days went on, she had to agree that, about school at least, Rosa was very dull indeed.


Collecting Rosa from school was her aunt’s job. She would march Rosa home afterwards, showering her with questions and never getting answers. Rosa couldn’t remember what she’d eaten for lunch, nor tell who she’d sat with, nor what they’d done. She didn’t even know her teacher’s name. She said they called her ‘Miss’.


‘Miss What?’ her aunt had demanded, but Rosa said, ‘Just Miss.’


Yet at bedtime, at the end of that first long week, it seemed Rosa had learned something after all. Her aunt had gone up to her room to say, ‘Time for tucking up,’ and Rosa had looked at the key in her hand and said, ‘It’s not tucking. It’s locking.’


‘I beg your pardon, Rosa?’


‘You call it tucking up,’ said Rosa. ‘But it’s not. It’s locking up.’


‘What silliness is this?’ asked her aunt.


‘At school,’ said Rosa, ‘there’s a playhouse. With little beds in. And there’s dolls and bears and things to put in the beds. And I was in the playhouse when it was time to come home. And Miss said, “Hurry up, Rosa. Tuck up your baby!” And I said I couldn’t because there wasn’t any key.’


At this point, Rosa’s aunt had given her a very sharp look.


‘So then,’ Rosa had continued, ‘Miss, who is very kind and nice, came into the playhouse with me and she showed me what proper tucking up was and she said I could always come and talk to her, always, if I felt mixed up about things.’


‘When you learn to spell, Rosa,’ said her aunt, ‘you’ll discover that the words are basically the same. Tucking, locking, lucking, tocking, tick-tock, time for bed . . . You see?’


‘Tucking,’ Rosa said, very quietly, ‘is what you do with the covers to keep someone safe and warm.’


‘Locking,’ her indignant aunt had replied, ‘is what you do with the door to keep someone safe and warm. Lie down, please, and close your eyes.’


[image: Rosa’s aunt closes Rosa’s bedroom door with a key in her hand. Rosa tucks herself into the bed with a book with an anxious expression.]


She’d tucked up Rosa that night with a very sharp snap of the bedroom lock and the next day she’d remarked that she hoped Rosa wasn’t going to become the sort of annoying little girl that teachers couldn’t bear, always bothering them with chatter.


‘No,’ Rosa had said at once, looking very alarmed indeed. ‘No, I’m not. Anyway, it doesn’t really matter, because I can easily—’


Rosa stopped speaking very suddenly.


‘Because you can easily what?’ demanded her aunt, and when Rosa didn’t reply she’d asked again, ‘Rosa?’


‘B-b-because I can easily go to sleep with the door locked,’ said Rosa, all in a rush.


‘I should think so, too!’ said her aunt, stalking off, and Rosa was left half ashamed and half relieved, because what she had so nearly said was, Because I can easily get out of the window.


It was very much her aunt’s fault that Rosa could easily get out of the window. Right from their first days together, she had put Rosa to bed much too early. Click, would go the key in the lock, and Rosa, not even slightly tired, would begin to look about for something interesting to do.


Her aunt and uncle liked the rooms at the front of the house, where they could keep an eye on everyone coming and going in the street. Rosa’s bedroom was at the back of the house. There was a trellis for honeysuckle under her window, with a good, strong drainpipe running down beside it.


At first Rosa climbed out backwards, hanging over the windowsill on her stomach, feeling with her toes, using the drainpipe like a banister in case the trellis gave way.


Soon she could climb down very quickly, and a year later, when she was six and had grown a little taller, she found it was faster to not bother with the trellis and just reach across to the drainpipe and slide.


By the time she was seven she’d stopped sliding all the way. Usually she just slid halfway, and then jumped.


Or less than halfway and jumped.


Eight-year-old Rosa didn’t bother with the drainpipe at all. She simply dangled from her windowsill and dropped.


Sometimes, especially after a day when life had been particularly turbulent, there would be a black shadow waiting under the apple tree.


[image: Rosa climbs out of her window using a wooden trellis below her window as a ladder. Balthazar is on the ground and looks up at her.]


‘Oh Balthazar,’ Rosa would whisper. ‘Oh apple tree. Did you hear them?’


Then the apple tree would rustle and, depending on the time of year, drop a pink petal, a summer green leaf, or a heavy golden apple. This was very cheering, and so was the way that Balthazar would shrug his fat shoulders and spit rudely at the house.


‘Phffutt!’ he would say, yellow-eyed as a panther, and Rosa would be comforted.


There was one winter’s evening, however, when despite all Balthazar’s scornfulness and the apple tree’s bare branches spreading a net of silver starlight, that Rosa could not be happy. That was the night that Balthazar allowed her to discover that if she stroked him very smoothly, with steady, tear-dried hands, sparks crackled from his fur.


‘Stars!’ exclaimed Rosa, entranced and astonished, and went back to bed feeling like the luckiest girl in the world.


Balthazar never again offered Rosa a pink fishy biscuit or pushed through her window leaving a cat-shaped hole, or spoke human language in a languid, husky purr. Yet, more than ever, Rosa believed that he was a magical cat, and she wished her aunt wouldn’t always try to chase him away.


‘He’s special,’ she explained earnestly, and described the magic sparks she had actually seen and heard, but her aunt was not impressed.


‘Static,’ she said scornfully, ‘and probably fleas. Mangy old beast!’ she said to Balthazar. ‘You ridiculous, pampered animal! Scat!’


It was true that Balthazar was pampered. He had his own green velvet cushion on the wall outside his house, tasselled at the corners and patterned with silver crescent moons. Also, a green pottery water bowl with his name painted on it and a large green umbrella with silver fringing in case of too much rain or sun. The only things that seemed not quite perfect in Balthazar’s world were his collars. These were very beautiful, lined with fleece, either green to match his cushion, or lemon yellow to match his eyes, but they didn’t seem to stay on Balthazar for very long. He would give a hard scratch under his chin, or a brisk shake of his ears, and off his collar would fly.


The first time Rosa saw this happen she rushed to the rescue, but was beaten by a magpie, who swooped and stole the collar away. The second time, the flying collar landed neatly on a motorcyclist’s helmet and, although Rosa ran and ran after him, he was soon out of sight. The third time, which was when Balthazar shook his collar into the centre of a miniature, random whirlwind that had just appeared in the street, Rosa found a heavy paw laid firmly on her arm. Through the paw, Rosa could feel vibrations running to the centre of Balthazar and she guessed that he was laughing.


She had never known that cats could laugh.


‘I love him,’ she admitted to her aunt one afternoon, which didn’t go down well.


‘Love him!’ her aunt had snapped. ‘Love that greedy, gobbling creature! If I had anything to do with it, he’d be locked up in a zoo.’


Rosa’s aunt usually stalked past Balthazar as if he wasn’t there, but this day she’d happened to see him looking through his menu, which was brought out every afternoon. Balthazar’s menus had beautiful coloured pictures of all his favourite dinners, and he selected from them by dropping a casual paw on the dishes of his choice.


[image: Balthazar places a paw on an open cookbook. The page shows the recipe for fresh ricotta pasta and parma ham.]


Rosa loved watching Balthazar choose his dinners. On her way home from school, she would run ahead to see what was waiting for him that day.


‘Fresh ricotta pasta and Parma ham!’ said Rosa’s aunt indignantly, coming up behind. ‘Shocking and disgraceful, that’s what I say!’


‘Perhaps it’s his birthday,’ suggested Rosa. ‘He usually just has scrambled egg and a sausage, or a chop.’ She couldn’t bear to hear Balthazar criticized. She was glad her aunt had never noticed the cat-treat dispenser that was set up on his doorstep. It had a silver lever, and when Balthazar swiped it with a huge black velvet paw, a cat treat was released onto a little silver tray.


Had once those cat treats been in the shape of small pink fish? wondered Rosa, and she looked at Balthazar very lovingly and thought, Yes. I think they were.


Rosa grew into a thin, elusive girl, enduring at home and quiet at school. There she was good at things like cartwheels and rescuing balls from roofs, but not at anything else. She hardly ever put up her hand to speak in class and when she did, she often got things wrong. Flowers weren’t dangerous, it seemed, not even snapdragons, despite what she’d been told at home, and planets were not just for boys, whether on curtains or in the sky. Rosa was very pleased to learn both these things, but she wished everyone wouldn’t laugh so much at her mistakes. She gave up answering questions. It was easier to just daydream than to try and join in.
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