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For Keziah and Samuel – the beloved
children of Christiana Eke Adah









Before you start anything, make a list. That’s what my grandad says. If you’re making a cake, make a list. If you’re moving house, make a list. If you’re running away to sea, make a list.


At least, that’s what he used to say. Nowadays who knows what he’s going to say? Sometimes he looks in the mirror and says, ‘Who’s a bonnie boy then, eh?’ Sometimes he looks in the mirror and shouts, ‘Who’s this old bod in my mirror?! What’s he doing in my bedroom?’


Sometimes he comes into the kitchen and says, ‘Tickets, please!’


And it’s no good saying, ‘Grandad, you’re not on a ship any more. This is the kitchen. I don’t need a ticket,’ because that just gets him going.


If he asks for a ticket, I just look in my pocket for a piece of paper, hand it over and wait to see what he does.


Usually it’s ‘That seems to be in order. Take a seat and enjoy your voyage’. Then he gives you a little salute and you salute him back.


Sometimes it’s ‘This is a second-class ticket, not valid in this part of the ship’. Then I have to go out into the sitting room, wait a bit and come back in again.


Today was a ‘Tickets, please!’ day, so I handed him the red notebook I was holding, open as though it was my passport. I said, ‘I think you’ll find this is in order.’
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He gave it the hard stare.


Then he gave me the hard stare.


‘I know a list when I see one,’ he said, ‘and this –’ he shoved it back into my hand – ‘is just a shopping list. Mostly.’


‘Now that,’ I said, ‘is where you’re wrong. ‘This is a list of all the startling things that happened this summer.’


‘What happened this summer?’


‘Read it and see. I probably shouldn’t have written it all down. It might get me into trouble. We broke a lot of laws, including some of the laws of physics. But I wrote everything down anyway because I didn’t want to forget any of it.’
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I don’t know why I answered the door.


It wasn’t even my own door.


By then I was staying at the Children’s Temporary Accommodation, but in the summer they put you with a family. They put me on a farm called Stramoddie with a family called the Blythes. It’s right down near Knockbrex.


When Mrs Rowland from the Temporary dropped me off, she said, ‘This is Prez. He’s a good boy but he doesn’t talk much. He’s very helpful, but perhaps best not to let him near your kitchen knives.’


‘When you say he doesn’t talk . . .’


‘Hasn’t said a word in months.’


‘Just exactly what we need,’ said the dad. ‘Someone to balance out our Jessie. Jessie does enough talking for ten families.’


That’s one good thing about not talking, by the way – you don’t have to work out what to call the mum and dad. You can’t call them Mum and Dad, because they’re not your mum or your dad. Calling them Mr and Mrs Whatever would be weird. And calling them by their first names is even weirder.


‘Even if you did want to speak, Prez, you wouldn’t get a word in. This is the House of Blether.’


He was not joking. Mostly they talk so much and so loud, you can’t tell who’s saying what. Though mostly it’s Jessie.
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Then they all drop their heads and say a prayer very quietly. But the second they’ve said amen, they all start shouting again.
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Folk think that if you’re not talking you’re not listening. But that’s not true. For instance, I was the only one who heard the doorbell the night that Sputnik came.


It was a Wednesday. Tea was spicy chicken wings, salad and baked potatoes. We’d finished eating and everyone was clearing up in the kitchen.


The doorbell rang.


The family didn’t hear it because they were all shouting.
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The doorbell rang again.


I never answer doors, because answering doors means you have to speak to someone, sometimes a stranger even.


The doorbell rang again.


Then I thought, What if it’s my grandad?!


I used to live with my grandad, but he got into a wee spot of bother and had to be taken away. That’s how I ended up in the Children’s Temporary. They said that if Grandad could get himself sorted out, he would be allowed to come back and I could go and live with him again.


Maybe this was Grandad – all sorted out and coming to take me back to the flat in Traquair Gardens.


Maybe I was going home.


So I answered the door.


But it wasn’t Grandad. It was Sputnik.


I have to describe him because there’s a lot of disagreement about what he looks like:


Height and age – about the same as me.


Clothes – unusual. For instance: slightly-too-big jumper, kilt, leather helmet like the ones pilots wear in war movies, with massive goggles.


Weapons – a massive pair of scissors stuffed into his belt like a sword. There were other weapons but I didn’t know about them then or I definitely wouldn’t have let him in.


Luggage – a big yellow backpack. I now know he more or less never takes that backpack off.
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Name – Sputnik, though that’s not what he said to start with.


Manners – not good. My grandad always says that good manners are important. ‘Good manners tell you what to do when you don’t know what to do,’ he says. Sputnik put his hand out to me, so I shook it. That’s good manners. But Sputnik did not shake back. Instead Sputnik grabbed my hand with both of his and swung himself in through the door, using my arms like a rope.


‘Mellows?’ he said.


Mellows is my second name. So I thought, This must be someone from the Temporary coming to take me back. Maybe Grandad had got himself sorted out. Maybe the family have complained about me.


‘I too . . .’ he said, pushing his goggles up on to the top of his head, ‘am the Mellows.’ He thumped his chest. It sounded like a drum.


Oh. We had the same name.


‘The same name!’ He flung his arms around me. I don’t know much about hugs, but if a hug is so fierce it makes you worry that your lungs might pop out through your nostrils, that’s a big hug.


I didn’t know what to do. The Blythes were noisy, but I was pretty sure they’d notice if I let a stranger in goggles and a kilt into their front room. They seemed easy-going enough, but it had to be against the rules just to let any old stranger walk into the house.


‘Stranger!’ he said, as though he had heard what I was thinking. ‘Stranger! Where’s the stranger?! We have the same name. We. Are. Family!’


He strolled right past me, pulling his goggles back down.


The mum was in the living room about to turn the TV on, with her back to the door. Mellows put his hands on his hips and yelled, ‘I. Am. Starving! Take me to your larder!’ The mum spun round, dropped the remote, stared at him, then stared at me. I thought she was going to scream. But she didn’t.


She smiled the biggest smile I’d ever seen her smile and she said, ‘Ooohhhh, aren’t you lovely?!’


‘Yes,’ said Mellows, ‘I am lovely. Let the loveliness begin for the lovely one is here!’ Then he actually sang, ‘Here comes the Mellows!’ to the tune of The Beatles’ ‘Here Comes the Sun’.


The mum looked at me and said, ‘Is he lost?’ She didn’t wait for me to answer. ‘Everyone, come and see!’ The entire family avalanched into the living room.


‘Amazing!’ yelled Jessie. ‘Did Dad bring him?’


‘No. Prez did.’


‘Prez? Really?’


‘Nice one, Prez.’


Maybe I’d done the right thing.


Mellows strode over and shook Jessie’s hand.


Jessie shouted, ‘Whoa! Did you see that? He shook hands with me!’ She seemed to think shaking hands was a rare and unusual thing, like walking on water or having hair made of snakes.


Annabel waddled past Jessie, saying, ‘Me now, me now.’ She shook hands with him and they all clapped.


Don’t get me wrong. When Mrs Rowland brought me down to Stramoddie, they were all really nice to me. The food was way better than in the Temporary, Ray let me have the top bunk, they gave me my own pair of wellies for walking around the farm, but nobody actually clapped. There was no fighting over whose turn it was to shake hands with me! And no one did what Jessie did to Mellows. She called him a ‘bonnie wee man’ and she rubbed noses with him!


The mum asked him if he was hungry.


‘Got it in one!’ roared Mellows. ‘That’s why I said, “Take me to your larder!” Do it now before I starve to death before your very eyes!’


He flung himself on to the floor as though he was dying there and then. The mum ran into the kitchen and came back with the leftover spicy chicken wings. If you’re going to eat food, it’s good manners to get a plate and a knife and fork and sit down. Unless it’s chips. You can eat chips in the park. But the mum did not give Mellows a knife and fork or a plate or a place at the table. No. She held a spicy chicken wing up in the air. Mellows looked up at it. Then she dropped the chicken right into his mouth. He chewed and sucked at it, then pulled the clean bones out of his mouth.


Not good manners.


I think if I’d done that people would have complained. When Mellows did it, they didn’t complain. They clapped again.


The mum said he was a clever boy!


‘No doubt about that,’ said Mellows. ‘I am a clever boy. I’m a chuffing genius if the truth be told.’


When the dad came in and saw Mellows sprawled on the couch, Jessie said, ‘Can he stay? Can he stay? Please can he stay?’


‘I suppose so,’ said the dad with a big sigh. ‘But just for tonight.’


‘Shake hands with him!’


The dad shook hands with Mellows and asked him his name. Then he asked him his name again, like, ‘What’s his name? What’s his name? What’s his name?’


Mellows pleaded with me to make him stop. ‘Please tell this joker my name before he shakes my hand off!’


Before I could stop myself I said, ‘Mellows,’ out loud.


Everyone stared at me.


‘Yes! I am Mellows,’ said Mellows. He pointed at me. ‘Two merits for listening skills.’


No one looked at Mellows. They were all still staring at me.


‘Mellows?’ said the mum. ‘Like you, Prez? That’s lovely. Well done, Prez.’


I knew she meant, Well done for talking.


Until the night Sputnik came, I used to lie on the top bunk in Ray’s room every night, looking at the ceiling and worrying about Grandad. When Grandad used to go off on his big long walks, for instance, I always went after him to make sure he didn’t get lost. Who would go after him now? Maybe he wasn’t even allowed to go off any more? Maybe they locked him in?


But after Sputnik came I didn’t have time to think about anything but Sputnik. That first night, for instance, I was thinking . . . Sputnik rang the doorbell. But there is no front doorbell at Stramoddie.
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One thing that made me feel good when I came to Stramoddie was the lists. They put lists everywhere. They had a shopping list on the fridge door.


A ‘Whose Turn It Is To Do What’ list on the kitchen noticeboard.


Post-it notes about food on the kitchen table.


A whiteboard with ‘Every Single Morning’ written on it:
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It had a Sharpie stuck to it so you could put a tick next to each thing when you’d done it.


Grandad used to be a cook on a ship. ‘I’ve cooked for kings and criminals on all the Seven Seas,’ he liked to say. ‘One thing I know is, life is like cooking. Before you start, make a list. That way you know where you’re up to.’ He also says, ‘Make yourself useful. Life is like a kitchen. If you stand around doing nothing, someone is bound to spill something hot on you.’


Those first days, I didn’t know how to make myself useful with chickens or ponies. But I did know how to empty a dishwasher so I did that every morning. And checking the calendar reminded me of being back at Traquair Gardens with Grandad, so I did that every morning too. That’s how I knew that the day after Sputnik arrived was Annabel’s fifth birthday.




[image: image]





Presents. I didn’t want to be the only one not giving her a present. The nearest shops to Stramoddie are about a million miles away, at Kirkcudbright. I thought I could make her a card and maybe find something in my backpack that I could wrap up for her. I just needed some paper and scissors.


The others were putting up a ‘Happy Birthday’ banner in the kitchen and laying out bowls of snacks. The only one who wasn’t helping was Mellows. He was sprawled on the couch with his hands behind his head. I noticed the scissors in his belt.


‘Want to borrow them?’ he said.


– That would be good.


‘No problem.’ Without even looking at me, he swiped the scissors out of his belt and flung them across the room. They flashed through the air and stuck, shivering, deep in the wood of the door, right next to my head.


I held my breath.


‘I never miss.’ He grinned. ‘Unless I mean to. What are you going to give her?’


– I’m not sure yet.


‘Food. Everyone loves food. Just give her food.’


– She has loads of food. They’re laying it out in the kitchen. There’s a bowl of Hula Hoops in there you could swim in.


‘Let’s go! Let’s swim!’


– No. I’ve got to go and get her a present.


He followed me up to Ray’s bedroom. I keep everything in my backpack. I never unpack. I emptied all my stuff on to the bed to see if I had anything that would make a good present for little Annabel.


‘You know,’ said Mellows, looking out of the window, ‘this is an excellent little planet. You’re crazy to think of running away.’


– How do you know I’m thinking of running away?


‘Your bag is packed. Including your toothbrush. You might as well be wearing an “I’m Thinking of Running Away from Home” T-shirt.’


– But this isn’t my home. I’m just a visitor. If I ran away, I’d be running back home. I keep my bag packed in case something goes wrong and I get sent back to the Children’s Temporary. Hang on – this is like we’re having a conversation. But I’m not talking.


‘I’m reading your mind. If you won’t speak, you leave me no choice but to read your mind.’


– You can read minds?


‘I can do things you haven’t dreamed of. Can’t you feel me in your mind? Like someone tickling the inside of your skull with a toothbrush?’


– That’s exactly what it feels like. Stop it.


‘Oh, but I’m having such a nice time inside your head. How about these? I bet little Annabel would love these!’


– Those are my underpants.


‘Sorry. Such bright colours. Thought they were some kind of tortilla. Are you sure they’re not edible?’


– They’re definitely not edible.


‘What about this?’


– That’s the chopping knife my grandad gave me. It’s really sharp. It’s exactly the same as his. No one’s supposed to know I’ve got it. Give it back.


‘Whoa – look at these! Do you know the people in these pictures?’


– They’re my Star Wars Top Trumps cards.


‘I’d love to meet this guy. He looks so nice – all smooth and shiny.’


– That’s Darth Vader. He’s the incarnation of evil. You’re a rotten judge of character.


‘I bet if I met him I could find his good side.’


– He’s not real.


‘How can you have a photo of someone who’s not real?’ He was jangling my set of keys with the Leaning Tower of Pisa key ring. –


They’re the keys to the flat in Traquair. We’ll be going back there as soon as Grandad gets sorted.


‘This?’


– A used train ticket from the time we went to Glasgow and got lost.


‘This?’


– That’s Grandad’s harmonica. He used to play it when he was all alone on the night watch up on deck. He was playing that when he spotted the iceberg.


Mellows blew into it randomly. It wheezed and squeaked. ‘That,’ he said, ‘is what I call music. Can I have it?’


– No. It’s Grandad’s.


‘OK. What’s that?’


– That’s my map. It’s important. Put it down.


‘What’s it a map of?’


– Places we went together when I was a wean. He drew it for me. Put it back.


Then I had a thought . . .


– Hey. You rang on the doorbell yesterday.


‘Yeah.’


– But there is no doorbell.


‘That’s right.’


– . . .


‘I always carry a doorbell with me. Just in case.’ He rooted around in his yellow backpack and pulled out an electric doorbell with great lengths of wire hanging out of it.


– Right. So, what else have you got in your backpack?


‘My backpack? No, no. You won’t find a present in here. Everything in here is crucial to my survival. Or my research.’


He rooted through my stuff and pulled out something else.


– Oh, that was a present. Ages ago.


‘A present. Exactly what you’re looking for!’


It was an old plastic lightsaber that Grandad got me the time we went to Glasgow, the kind with a plastic blade that telescopes out when you flick it.


‘She’ll love it. Let’s wrap it up.’


It was a red one, like for a Sith or Darth Maul. A green one – like for Yoda – would have been better for a five-year-old, but that was all I had.


By the time we went to bed that night I wished I’d been more careful in my choice of lightsaber.
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I’d never seen a children’s birthday party up close before. On my birthdays it was always just me and Grandad. He’d make me a cake. Usually one shaped like a pirate ship. ‘I’ve baked cakes for kings and criminals in all the Seven Seas. Make a wish and blow the candles out.’ He used to say that every birthday. Annabel’s cake was on a table in the corner. It was shaped like Angelina Ballerina. There was too much pink icing and it all wobbled worryingly once Annabel’s little mates started tumbling into the room.


‘Everyone,’ said the mum, when Annabel’s friends arrived, ‘this is Prez Mellows and this is . . . Mr Mellows.’


‘Where did this lot all come from? Have they had more children in the night?’ said Mellows.


– They’re Annabel’s friends. Be nice to them.


So Mellows shook hands with the nearest little girl. She shrieked with happiness. Then the next one wanted to shake his hand too and hordes of little Disney princesses were more or less wrestling with each other for the chance to shake hands with Mellows.


None of them was even a tiny bit interested in shaking hands with me.
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Then the music started and the little Disney princesses started jumping up and down in time to ‘Let It Go’. The music stopped. They all stood dead still.


‘We’re playing musical statues,’ said Jessie. ‘Want a shot in charge of the music, Prez? You just press pause or play whenever you feel like it.’


It was a chance to make myself useful.


Mellows came and stood next to me. ‘This is just incredible,’ he said. ‘What we have here is pushbutton children. How does it work? Are they robots? Droids? Hypnotized?’


– No, it’s just a game. See? I press stop and they stop.


I pressed stop and they stopped.


– I press play and they start.


I pressed play and they started.


‘Can you make them go faster?’


– I suppose.


I switched from ‘Let It Go’ to ‘Hakuna Matata’, and the princesses all started jumping up and down like wallabies waiting for the toilet.


Mellows grinned. ‘Perfect.’


Then I slowed it right down to ‘Do You Want to Build a Snowman?’.


Jessie declared me the best musical-statues DJ ever. I stayed in charge of the music for musical chairs and pass the parcel.
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Annabel loved the lightsaber! She threw her arms around my middle and shouted, ‘Mum! I got a magic wand!’


‘That’s actually a lightsaber,’ said Jessie.


‘It does magic,’ insisted Annabel. She kept shaking the blade out and tipping it back in again, even when they were eating their pizzas.


‘Great present, Prez,’ said Ray.


One of Annabel’s friends – the one with the blonde ponytail who doesn’t come any more because of what happened next – pointed out that the lightsaber didn’t work.


‘Given that it’s a deadly weapon, that’s probably a good thing,’ said the dad.
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Even though they’d given Mellows plenty to eat, he still seemed to mainly be interested in food. He watched over the big bowl of Hula Hoops like it was a sleeping baby. When the mum brought in the Angelina Ballerina birthday cake, you would have thought the cake was a massive magnet and his eyes were little iron marbles. I really thought they would pop right out of his head. He was hypnotized by that cake.


The mum spotted him licking his lips and said, ‘Prez. Wee job for you. Would you take Mellows for a walk?’


– Take him for a walk? Why would I take him for a walk? Why wouldn’t he just go for a walk?


‘I think he’s probably hungry, but I don’t want him near the food until the children have eaten. Just in case. If you know what I mean?’


I had no idea what she meant.


Jessie came running up. ‘I’ll take him out,’ she said. ‘I want to take him out.’


But Mellows wouldn’t budge. ‘I can’t believe you’re trying to throw me out when there’s food. You know I love food.’


‘Come on, Mellows,’ said Jessie. Then: ‘He won’t move.’ She tried pushing him. I mean, pushing someone out the door – how is that manners? I didn’t know what else to do so I walked out into the farmyard.


Mellows followed me.


‘Prez has got the knack,’ said the mum.


‘Thanks for that, Mum,’ said Jessie.


One side of the farmyard is a big whitewashed barn with no windows, where they keep the tractors and the calves. There’s a little grassy bit with a fence around it, full of chickens. Then there’s a row of stables with those doors that only go halfway up. Two of them have got ponies in but they belong to the neighbours so you can’t ride them. You can give them carrots though. And Jessie gets to take them out into the paddock in the mornings. Just now the ponies were standing with their heads poking over the stable doors, as if they were hanging them out to dry. Jessie ran past us saying, ‘Mellows, come here! Come here. Come here and see.’


She went to the empty stable at the end and opened the door. Someone had cleaned the stall out. There was a massive tartan cushion in the corner, some kind of washing basket with a blanket in it, a ball and a bowl of water. The dad was inside, fixing a sign to the door with a drill and some screws.


‘What do you think?’ he asked when Mellows looked in.


– I think it’s a stall with a cushion, a ball and a bowl of water in.


That was what I thought.
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Mellows took a deep breath. ‘Creosote,’ he said, ‘a little tang of hedgehog wee, chicken droppings and WD-40. It’s got good smells. It’s earthy. It’s masculine. It’s very me. I love it.’


‘It’s all yours.’ The dad smiled. ‘You’ll be much happier here than in the house. You don’t have to wait for someone to let you out if you want to run around a bit. Out here, you’ve got your freedom.’


– Wait. Are they saying they want you to sleep out here? In a stable?!


‘Of course,’ said the dad. ‘It’s only temporary. Until we find your real home.’


‘Temporary,’ whooped Annabel, who had followed Mellows out and was now hugging my leg. ‘Like Prez!’ she squealed, running back inside.


‘What does he mean, real home?’ asked Mellows.


– You know. Somewhere you came from. Somewhere you live.


‘I live wherever I am. I live all over the place. Always moving. Like your grandad.’


– How do you know about my grandad?


‘I know he was a sailor.’


– But he came from somewhere. He belonged somewhere.


‘I belong,’ said Mellows, ‘to the universe. All of it. This stable or the back of Betelgeuse, it’s all the same to me.’


‘Look!’ Jessie smiled. ‘I made this.’


She pointed to the sign that the dad had now finished screwing to the doorpost. It said ‘Mr Mellows’ in neat red letters on a piece of wood.


‘Oh, please,’ said Mellows, ‘we’re friends now. Call me Sputnik. Sputnik is my first name.’


‘Sputnik?!’ I was so surprised I said this out loud, like, ‘SPUTNIK?!’


Jessie stared at me.


The dad stared at me.


Then they stared at each other.


Then they stared at me again.


Finally they said, ‘Sput-nik?’ both together.


‘Perfect,’ said Sputnik. ‘It’s Russian. It means “companion” in English.’


‘Are you saying his name is Sputnik?’ said the dad. ‘Only you did tell us it was Mellows.’


I said ‘Sputnik’ again.


‘You’ve only said two words since you arrived,’ said Jessie. ‘Two words, and you’ve still managed to contradict yourself.’


‘If you say Sputnik, Prez,’ said the dad, ‘then Sputnik it is. Maybe Jess could make a new sign after the party.’


‘Sputnik Mellows,’ I said.


‘Oh!’ said the dad. ‘Sputnik Mellows! I see. Sputnik Mellows.’ He said it a few times, like he was trying to taste it. ‘So he’s got a first name and a second name?’


– Of course he’s got a first name and a second name. Everyone has.


‘Sputnik Mellows. I like it. So you don’t have to make a new sign after all, Jess. Just have to put an S in between the Mr and the Mellows. Mr S. Mellows. See?’


‘First time I’ve heard of a dog with a surname,’ said Jessie.


DOG?! What was she talking about? Dog?! Who was she calling a dog?


That’s when it clicked.


People pat Sputnik on the head.


People drop food in his mouth.


People tell him he’s a good boy.


They’re amazed when he shakes hands.


And now Jessie was on tiptoe holding a chunk of chocolate high above Sputnik’s head, saying, ‘Come on, boy, beg, beg.’


Sputnik raised an eyebrow. ‘Why would I beg for chocolate? If I wanted chocolate, I’d go and buy some.’


– Sputnik, this is really strange and probably sounds really rude, but I think the whole family has mistaken you for a dog.


‘Ah.’ Sputnik smiled. ‘That explains everything.’


– No, no. It doesn’t explain anything. Why would they think you were a dog?


‘Think about it. Humans and dogs share ninety per cent of their DNA. Biologically they’re practically the same thing. Obviously people are going to make mistakes from time to time.’


– Is that true?! Ninety per cent the same DNA? That’s bananas!


‘Humans also share fifty per cent of their DNA,’ he said, ‘with bananas.’


– No!


‘Besides –’ he shrugged – ‘I’m Sputnik Mellows. Sputnik Mellows does not care what people think.’


– But if you look like a dog to everyone else, how come you look like a human being to me?


‘Because you . . .’ said Sputnik, ‘you are the whole point of my mission.’


– Your mission?


‘Everyone in the universe has a mission. You’re mine.’
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Before Sputnik could tell me any more, the dad took me and Jessie out into the yard ‘for a quiet word’. I had to go, because if you’re a visitor you have to do as you’re told.


‘A few rules,’ he said, ‘about Sputnik. Are you listening?’


Jessie said yes. I nodded.


‘First of all – not in the house. This is a farm. If he stays . . .’


‘He is staying, isn’t he?’


‘. . . as long as no one claims him. I’m going to make enquiries on the caravan site just in case he’s someone’s pet.’


‘He hasn’t got a collar on.’


‘I know. So. If he does stay, then he’s a farm dog, not a pet. So he belongs out here in his kennel, not in the house.’


‘What if it’s cold?’


‘He can come into the kitchen, that’s all. Second, and much, much more important, this is a dairy farm. I can’t have him frightening the beasts. If you two want him to stay, then you two have to teach him how to behave around cattle. OK? You have to train him. You have to keep an eye on him.’


‘Yes, fine,’ said Jessie. I nodded again.


‘It’s a big responsibility, but it’s your responsibility.’
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Because she was the birthday girl, Annabel was the first one outside. She went tumbling across the yard with her lightsaber in her chubby little hand. Her friends all came behind her, skipping and screaming, the plastic diamonds on their big floaty dresses twinkling in the sun.


‘These children,’ said Sputnik, ‘they’re very . . . pink and shiny. Like icing.’


– That’s just their party clothes.


‘Are they edible?’


– No! They’re not edible. They’re really not edible.


‘Are you sure? They look edible.’


– They are not edible. Do not bite them.


Ray brought the last children outside, shouting, ‘Annabel! Look what I found under my bed!’ He waved a green plastic lightsaber over his head. ‘Who wants a lightsaber duel?’


‘Me!’ whooped Annabel. She came straight for Ray and clobbered his virtuous lightsaber with her evil one.


‘Ow!’ Ray dropped his lightsaber.


The little girl with the blonde ponytail grabbed it. The two little girls had a Yoda versus Darth Maul duel up and down the yard. They had to be moved because they were worrying the ponies. All the kids were chivvied into the garden. Annabel managed to get up on top of a wheelbarrow and disarm her friend just by the shed.


Then she waggled her own lightsaber in Sputnik’s face and threw it – not very far because she was only little – shouting, ‘Go on, Sputnik! Fetch!’


Sputnik looked at me. ‘Fetch? Is she serious? Fetch? Really?!’


– She thinks you’re a dog, remember. Go on. She’s only wee.


‘Sputnik Mellows does not fetch.’


– It’s her birthday.


‘Just. This. Once.’ He trotted over to the lightsaber and examined it. ‘You said this was a lightsaber. It doesn’t do anything. It’s broken.’


– I think it needs batteries. She doesn’t mind. She likes it.


‘Have you got the manual?’


– It’s just a toy. Go on. Fetch it for her.


‘I won’t fetch,’ said Sputnik. ‘Fetching is beneath me. What I will do is fix it.’ He fiddled around with it for a while, then handed it to Annabel.


Annabel’s-Friend-Who-We-Don’t-See-Any-More came at her with the green lightsaber. Annabel whooped and shook her lightsaber. A telescopic plastic blade should have popped out, but it didn’t. Instead, a column of blinding, buzzing, red light sliced the air.


Everyone stared.


– Wow, you really did make it work!


‘I am the Sputnik.’


Annabel’s friend swiped at her with her plastic lightsaber. Annabel parried. The friend’s lightsaber exploded in a thick black cloud of stinking smoke. Melted plastic dripped down the handle. The friend squealed with delight. Annabel squealed with even more delight.


– Oh! Hang on, this could be really dangerous.


‘Yes. It could!’ Sputnik said with a smile, as though really dangerous was the best thing a birthday party could ever be. ‘They’ll remember this for a long time.’


Annabel tore around the garden with the Darth Maul lightsaber, looking for stuff to destroy. She started with the wheelbarrow. Hot yellow sparks fireworked from the metal as she swung the blade. The handle fell smoking on to the grass. Her friends screamed and begged for more. They didn’t seem to be worried that they might be next after the wheelbarrow. They chased after her when she ran at the sheet of corrugated metal that was holding up the compost heap. It is not wise to run under a climbing frame while waving a fully functioning lightsaber over your head. It will definitely cut the monkey bars in half and slam the jagged ends into the grass. The kids jumped back. They howled with laughter. They seemed to think being nearly impaled by a smouldering monkey bar was the most fun you could ever have.


[image: image]


Destruction! They loved it!


They clapped while Annabel melted the corrugated metal. They cheered as the drips rolled down its ripples like ice cream. ‘More! More!’


Annabel swung around to take a bow. Her best friend, a little girl in a Frozen costume, saw the blade of light coming towards her and ducked just in time to stop it decapitating her. But not in time to save her thick blonde ponytail, which fell at her feet like a dead gerbil that was slightly on fire. Everyone stared at it in horrible silence.


It could have cut her head off.


‘Said I could fix it, didn’t I?’ said Sputnik, smiling more than ever. ‘Smell that burning hair! This is a great party.’


– We have to stop this. Someone could get killed.


‘Why give her a lightsaber if you don’t want her to use it?!’


– It’s supposed to light up and twinkle! Not cut things in half!


‘Twinkle? Where’s the fun in twinkling?! This is a fantastic party. I was told Earth parties were good, but I never realized they’d be this good. I never realized they’d involve so much fire and destruction. These kids are having a great time.’


He was right about that. Having your hair cut by a fully functioning lightsaber was the new face-painting. A little girl held her pigtails out straight while Annabel slashed at them. A girl with a massive Afro stood with her eyes closed and let Annabel shave it all off in a confetti of hot sparks.


– Can’t you get the lightsaber off her?


‘Are you asking me to fetch again?! Sputnik does not fetch. Oh! Get a lungful of that! That is true perfume. You could bottle that and sell it. Burning hair, hot sawdust and smouldering bark. Aaaahhhh.’


– Bark?


At the corner of the yard, next to the big gate that opens on to the field, there was a big, twisted tree. It must have been there since before the farmhouse was built. Its lowest branch was higher than the roof. Its highest was somewhere out of sight in a cloud of leaves. Thick, twisted roots anchored it to the ground. That’s where the smell of sawdust and scorched bark was coming from.


Annabel was cutting it down.


‘She’s doing that all wrong,’ said Sputnik. ‘Anyone can see that if she cuts it at that angle, it’s going to fall straight on to the house, smash the roof to bits and kill everyone inside. Why don’t folk read the instructions?’


– We’ve got to stop her!


‘You stop her. I don’t like to interfere. I’m just a visitor after all.’


I made a grab at the lightsaber, trying to get it off her. Annabel swung it at me, burning the end of my nose. She was unstoppable.


I ran back into the house, flung open the kitchen door. All the parents were standing around chatting. I shouted, ‘Quick! The children! Quick!’


They stared at me. Barbara from the caravan site said, ‘I thought you said he couldn’t talk.’


‘Doesn’t. Not can’t. Of course you can talk, can’t you, Prez?’


‘The children!’


There was a hideous, creaking, splitting sound from the garden.


Mr Blythe ran out.


The others ran after him.


The tree shook.


It groaned.


There was a snap.


The children were still laughing. That made it even more frightening. Mums and dads grabbed children, dragged them into the house, slammed the door. The tree toppled. Its branches clawed the windows. Its trunk bounced with a hollow thud. Birds screamed. Kids clapped. The littlest one shouted, ‘Do it more! Do it more!’


In her mum’s arms, Annabel started crying.


‘It’s all right, sweetheart. You’re safe now. Thanks to Prez.’


But I knew she wasn’t crying because she had nearly got herself and all her friends crushed in an underage lumberjacking accident. She was crying because she’d dropped the lightsaber and it was buried under the tree. She was crying because she wanted to do more Destruction.


It was amazing the amount of Destruction she had done already. The big farm gate was a row of splinters. The hen house was firewood. The hens were in a state of shock. The tree had fallen so hard one of its branches had stabbed deep into the ground between the cobbles in the farmyard.
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