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For everyone who dared to leap


and knew that they would fly










Chapter One


Friday


Liam Clark started it. In Regent’s Park, with the sandwich.


There were four of them, all Populars, with the confidence and the trainers to match, laughing as they smeared swan droppings on to the slice of bread.


Johnny Emin’s lunch box was lying where they had thrown it in the grass. He took out his sandwich and bit into it. He chewed and swallowed. Then he stopped, sniffed it (like an animal, Liam thought), peeled the slices apart and saw something, dark and mushy like pâté.


‘Miss! Miss! Look what the new kid’s eating!’


Liam, with his blond fringe flopping, was pointing and laughing.


Miss was looking at him, frowning.


No, Liam was mistaken. She wasn’t looking at him. She was looking over his shoulder, towards the lake.


‘The new kid’s eating swan poo! Actually eating it!’


No one said anything, so Liam repeated, ‘Swan poo!’


Then his smile sank.


His mouth stayed open.


His jaw looked as if it were unhinged.


There was a second of quiet, maybe more; everyone held their breath, the wind paused, and then there was a grating scream, a splash and a whoosh of air from behind as an enormous white thing, hissing like a steam train, charged out of the lake.


Its wings were raised into a feathered cape, and its neck and head stuck straight out like the bayonet on a gun.


The teacher was waving her arms and shouting ‘Shoo! Shoo!’, as if the massive charging bird were a pigeon, but the swan didn’t stop. It headed straight for Liam and pinned him down.


Then everything went so slowly that Johnny, half-eaten sandwich at his feet and swan poo still in the crevices of his molars, had time to enjoy its neck flexing and dipping, its sharp beak stabbing and its muscular wings beating the boy into submission.


‘Miss!’ Liam was screaming now. ‘Help, miss! It’s going to kill me!’


But miss wasn’t helping.


No one was helping.


Then he started sobbing, and, like a whistle had blown, everyone – except for Johnny and Liam – ran at the swan, shouting and waving their arms.


The swan sat back for a moment and shook its wings, dropping one feather like a spent arrow.


Then it climbed off Liam and headed back to the water, squashing Johnny’s sandwich with its big ugly feet as it went.


Johnny waited until it had swum off, then he grabbed the feather and ran.


 


By the time he reached the infants’ school, Johnny was panting and a stitch was cutting into his side.


He walked through the gate, past the murals of beaming children, and sat in the shade of a dying tree far from the clusters of parents.


He had been coming here for months, and none of them had spoken to him. Not even the really young ones. He was a teenager; they were adults. It was their place, not his, and he knew they wished he wasn’t there.


He wished he wasn’t there too.


Hearing the door to Blueberry Class rattle, Johnny stood up and joined the crowd.


The teacher looked through the group and directly at him. She had told him on the first day that she didn’t like children being picked up by thirteen-year-olds. Not at all.


‘Joh-nny!’


A small boy flew out of the door and into his arms, making him stagger backwards.


‘Down, Tiger!’


Mojo opened his dark eyes so wide that they were as round as a cat’s, bared his tiny teeth


and


yooooowwwled!


Johnny wasn’t embarrassed.


He knew that most children act like small humans, not big cats. But Mojo was different.


Anyway, he wasn’t always a tiger. The last few months he’d been most breeds of dog, a Shetland pony called Pepperoni and an eagle. For one very long, very slow week, he was a giant African snail.


His mum said that it was something to do with being five.


That wasn’t true, but Johnny let it go.


‘Down!’ Johnny cracked an invisible whip and twirled a moustache that only he and his brother could see.


Mojo crouched on his hands and knees, roaring and gnashing, until Johnny tossed him a lump of meat, and, for a second, the playground was a circus ring, the frowning teacher was an ugly clown and the Emin brothers were the star attraction.


 


They went the long way home to avoid the twenty-four-hour shop swarming with caffeine-fizz-filled kids from Johnny’s school. This meant going in and out of a housing estate that had big No Trespassing signs, and then along the main road, which was so busy that the noise of engines hurt their ears.


But Johnny didn’t mind the walk, as long as it wasn’t raining. It meant less time caged like lab mice inside the flat.


He held Mojo’s hand as the little boy skipped, but in the heat of the June sun their palms began to slip against each other, and Johnny worried that Mojo would pull free and skip right into the traffic, so he gripped him tighter.


Burnham Tower was the third block on Fellows Road, and Mojo started to tug as soon as he could see it, but Johnny didn’t him let go until they had reached the reinforced-glass and metal front door. Then he released Mojo and watched as he raced away up into the gloom.


The lift was broken as usual, so Johnny trudged behind, listening to Mojo’s footsteps echoing up the concrete stairs, counting each time the sound muffled on the softer flooring of a landing, until, on the eighth, it stopped.


‘You lose, slowbus,’ Mojo said when he reached their floor.


‘Slowcoach,’ said Johnny.


‘What’s a coach?’


‘A bus.’


‘That’s what I said.’


As Johnny reached into his bag for the keys, he felt the feather that the swan had dropped. He still wasn’t sure what had happened back there in the park, but it had been good seeing the bully get what he deserved.


Keeping the feather in his hand, he let them both into the tiny flat. His mum had called it an ‘apartment’ when she told them they would be leaving their little house in Tooting and moving north of the river to Swiss Cottage. It had sounded glamorous. ‘Great views, and so central too,’ she had said. ‘And no gardening for me to worry about.’


But it was a hole.


The stairwells smelt of other people’s cooking, the lift never worked and their flat was so small that Johnny could almost hear his mum and brother thinking.


Mojo kicked off his shoes then ran to the kitchen, pulled back the vinyl tablecloth and settled down with his pens to draw on the table.


Actually on the table.


‘You’re going to have to stop doing that,’ Johnny said, not for the first time. ‘Mum will go mad when she sees.’


Mojo ignored him. His tongue poked from the corner of his mouth and his head bobbed slightly as he drew, like he was having a conversation with the characters that were running around the circle that was the edge of the table.


He had started it that week, drawing in the hours that sagged between the two of them before their mum got home. And now, Johnny realised, there was a whole scene, a bit like the Bayeux Tapestry. But instead of old-fashioned knights on horseback it was made up of Mojo’s superheroes.


Johnny watched as he drew. ‘Who’s that with Catwoman?’ he asked.


Mojo didn’t look up. ‘She’s not Catwoman, she’s Super Fur Face.’


‘And who’s helping her?’


‘Itchy Red.’ Mojo stroked the drawing of the smaller, ginger cat person with dots all around its head. ‘He does really good kicks, but he’s always scratching his bum because of the fleas.’


Mojo karate-kicked his brother to demonstrate, then scratched his own behind.


‘Ow!’ Johnny said, though it didn’t really hurt. ‘And who’s this in the hat?’


Mojo put his finger to his mouth and spoke in a whisper. ‘It’s Mysterious Black. He’s the one who knows all about it.’ He spread his arms and opened his eyes wide. ‘But he’ll never, ever tell, so don’t bother asking.’


Johnny looked at the clock. It was still ages before his mum got back.


‘Mojo, it’s great and all that, but . . .’


Mojo looked up, his eyes as big and sad as a bushbaby’s.


‘Why don’t we try and clean it off? And I promise I’ll bring back some paper from school tomorrow.’


Mojo wasn’t listening. He was staring at the feather that was still in Johnny’s hands. ‘What’s that?’


‘This? Oh, it’s magic.’


Mojo scowled. ‘How’s it magic?’


Johnny waved the feather around like a wand, then pointed it at him. ‘It protects weedy boys from the evil Populars. Here.’


He placed it on Mojo’s palm, then went to the kettle and started to make them both a cup of tea.


‘Can it fly?’ Mojo asked.


‘Well, yes, I suppose. I mean, feathers help the bird –’


Johnny turned back just in time to see Mojo drop the feather out of the eighth-floor window.


‘No!’


‘But you said it could fly! I just wanted to watch.’


And it could fly.


Well, it could float anyway.


Swing on a breeze that Johnny couldn’t feel.


Swooping far away to the next block of flats.


Then back again.


Until a gust sent the feather


      spinning


        away


          towards


   the street


        below.


As he lost sight of it, Johnny thought about the swan that had given it to him, and he had a funny sensation in his stomach. Like his intestines were fighting.


‘I’m going to find it. Wait here!’ he said, and he ran out of the flat, down the eight flights of stairs, out of the tower block and into the murk and drizzle and roar of the London street.


The weather had looked fine from the window, but once he was outside the light breeze grew stronger and clouds knitted their way across the sky, blotting out the sun and throwing a shadow over Fellows Road.


Johnny shivered but carried on, trying to ignore his conscience whispering that he shouldn’t have left Mojo.


The feather had to be nearby, and it would be stupid to give up so easily.


He would give himself another minute.


Maybe two.


Three at the absolute most.


And then everything changed.


The clouds, which had looked so innocent, bulged and rumbled and then broke, and the wind whipped sideways.


He pulled up the collar of his thin school shirt, but the slanting rain still hit him like sharpened chopsticks. He was quickly soaked through, then the water worked its way inside his clothes and trickled down his back and out through his billowing shirt tails.


Johnny was still scanning the ground for the feather, but the rain was so heavy that he couldn’t see without shielding his eyes with his hand.


Streams were beginning to form, snaking along the pavement, carrying off bobbing cigarette butts and dead leaves. When they reached the drains they teetered like logs at the top of a waterfall, then plunged over and away.


Johnny pushed through as the rain came down harder and harder and the streams ran faster. Crisp packets, old cans and then a dead cat floated past and disappeared.


The water was so deep now that it flowed over his shoes and tugged at the bottom of his school trousers. He didn’t care that his feet were soaked, but he was beginning to wonder if he might soon be knocked over and swept away too, like the rubbish.


Then the rain slowed to a patter, and he stopped walking and


just


stared.


The sun had pushed through the clouds, and rays, like God’s fingers, were stroking glittering stripes on to the pavement.


Johnny let out a gasp because, as the water at his feet began to drain, all the grime and litter went with it. Even the chewing gum that had been trodden into the pavement a hundred thousand times, was peeling itself off and flapping in the stream, before sailing away.


And then the rain stopped completely.


Above him a smudgy rainbow arched through the blue, and the pavement shone and sparkled.


Johnny looked along the silent street. There was no traffic. No planes in the sky. Apart from a few shadowy people sheltering in shop doorways, he was alone in the fresh, new world.


 


When he got home, his mum was standing at the door with a look on her face that Johnny couldn’t interpret.


She grabbed him and pulled him close.


‘I thought something had happened to you!’


She sobbed into his shoulder, and his wonder dissolved.


‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I just went out for a moment.’


‘A moment? It wasn’t a moment, Johnny! I’ve been back for half an hour, and Mojo said you went out ages before that. What were you thinking of, leaving him all alone like that?’ She pushed Johnny back now, holding him at arm’s length. ‘And why are you all wet?’


He hadn’t noticed that his uniform was sticking to him and droplets were splashing on to the floor.


‘It was raining.’


She looked out of the window at the bluest early evening sky.


‘Raining? Are you sure? Looks dry as a bone out there now.’


Johnny shook the water from his head as a response.


‘Must’ve been a freak shower.’ She pulled him close again. The artificial flower smell from the perfume she wore nowadays hit his throat. ‘Anyway, you’re both safe. That’s all that matters. And you won’t do it again, will you?’


Johnny looked through the open kitchen doorway to Mojo. He was still at the table but the cloth was back on. His hands were spread above the drawings, as though he could feel them through the fabric.


‘No. Course I won’t,’ Johnny said. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Well, you’d better not, because I was just starting to think I can trust you and now –’


‘You can trust me. And I’ve said I’m sorry. So just leave it, will you?’


Her face dropped.


‘Please?’ he added.


She nodded and walked into her room.


Johnny grabbed a towel from the bathroom, then went to the kitchen. He pulled up a chair and sat close to Mojo. The heat from his small body warmed Johnny up.


‘Did you find the feather?’ Mojo asked.


‘Feather?’ He shook his head. ‘No. It’s gone.’


‘I’m sorry.’ Mojo put his hand on Johnny’s arm.


He shrugged. ‘It wasn’t important. I saw a rainbow. And a dead cat.’


‘Really?’


‘Yep.’


‘Ugh.’ Mojo was twirling a pen between his fingers.


‘Hey,’ Johnny said. ‘If I get you some paper maybe you could draw me a new feather?’


Mojo checked that his mum was still in her room, then he lifted the tablecloth.


His pictures had spread. There were more of the superheroes from earlier, and some new characters that Johnny didn’t recognise.


And at the end, drawn so carefully that you could see every fine line and a few glistening drops of water, was the feather.


‘It’s here,’ he whispered. ‘I caught it in my mind and I put it here for you. So now you don’t need to go out to look for it again.’










Chapter Two


Saturday


The thing about their new life, in a leafy part of North London, was that there wasn’t much to do if you didn’t have money. There were parks, but Johnny was too old to go and hang out there without a bunch of mates. And there was a library, but he didn’t have a card yet, and anyway he was out of the habit of reading.


He looked through the window on to the Saturday morning street. Being on the eighth floor meant that he was high enough to feel removed, but low enough to be able to see what was going on.


The streets around his block of flats were lined with huge red-brick homes owned by millionaires, who came and went in shiny 4x4s. And though the people who lived in the three 1960s blocks outnumbered the millionaires, the set-up made Johnny feel lonely.


It had been different in his old street. Everyone lived in houses that were the same. He had known most of the neighbours, and all the kids.


‘Right,’ said his mum, coming into the living room. ‘Get yourself dressed. I’m not having you moping around the whole weekend.’


She was wearing her jeans and warm hoodie.


‘Where are we going?’ Johnny asked.


‘First to the craft shop.’


‘Is there such a thing as a craft shop?’


His mum’s confidence wavered for a second.


‘Well, somewhere that sells tissue paper, string and dowelling.’


Johnny sighed. A day of TV was a lot more appealing.


‘Aren’t you at least going to tell me what we’re doing?’


‘We’re going to make kites and fly them, Johnny. D’you remember we did it once, ages ago, with . . . with your dad?’


Johnny scowled. He remembered. Of course he remembered. His kite had been the best, flown the highest. He had spent so long watching it with his face tipped to the sun that his cheeks had burnt.


But that had been then.


‘So unless you want to go out in your PJs, I suggest you hurry up,’ his mum was saying.


Johnny seriously didn’t care what he looked like when he went out; he had no friends, no one to impress. But he didn’t want to be seen in his pyjamas.


‘Give me five minutes.’


 


The shopping centre was crowded. Mainly, or so it felt to Johnny, with kids from his school. He kept his head down and tried to look as if he wasn’t with the middle-aged woman with dyed black hair and bouncing five-year-old.


His mum had been right. There was a craft shop, of sorts.


She let them choose the paper – black, white and yellow because Mojo couldn’t decide between making a bee and a snowman – and she searched for dowelling and string.


Standing at the till, Johnny watched the other teenagers stroll past the window in groups, arms linked, giving them ten, twelve legs a piece.


Teenage centipedes.


‘This is going to be so lame,’ he said to his mum. ‘You do know kite-making isn’t an appropriate pastime for a thirteen-year-old, right?’


She put her debit card in the little machine and pressed in the numbers.


‘You’re probably damaging my development or something,’ he added.


‘Not just making. Making and flying, Johnny. And please try to get in the mood, for your brother’s sake.’


Mojo was clutching all the tissue paper and jigging up and down on the balls of his feet.


‘Hey, Moj, isn’t this the most exciting day of your life?’ Johnny said.


His sarcasm was lost on his brother.


‘Yes!’ Mojo shouted. ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’


 


Back at home, their mum tried to remember how to make a kite. The truth was that their dad had made them last time. But Johnny didn’t mention that because, despite himself, he was having fun, and even saying the D word could spoil everything.


They had tied their dowelling into cross shapes and were cutting up the paper. Johnny had decided to make a crow: big, black and menacing.


But when he stretched his hand out to pick up the paper, he suddenly changed his mind.


He remembered the day before, and what had happened in the park.


He reached for the white.


Johnny had never really thought about what a swan looked like. It was a bird, a big one, and that had been enough. But now he considered it properly.


A swan had a ridiculously long neck and a chunky body, but it was somehow more graceful than a duck or a goose or the other birds that hung around the park.


Using the cross as a support, Johnny spread the shape of the swan’s body and wings on top, then ran a strip of white along the protruding front piece for its neck.


At the end he made a head, white but with a black mask leading from the eyes down the beak. As he only had yellow tissue paper, he darkened it, with one of Mojo’s felt tips until it was a deep orange, like the beak that had stabbed at the boy with the floppy blond hair.


Then, to trail behind, he made long thin legs with wide black feet.


Johnny attached the string to the middle, where the two sticks met, and it was done.


He had created a swan. But would it fly?


He helped Mojo to finish his bee while their mum made sandwiches and lemon squash, and then they set out for Primrose Hill.


It was only down the road, but Johnny felt like an idiot holding the kite, so he handed it to his mum, and he walked a few steps behind them, with the carrier bag containing the picnic bumping against his leg.


They arrived barely ten minutes later. Johnny thought, as he scanned the horizon, that being close to Primrose Hill was the only good thing about their new home. From the top they could see the whole of London spread out like the miniature towns he had seen at Legoland.


But they weren’t there for the view.


He wet his finger and held it up, like his dad had shown him, and detected a weak wind coming from behind. He reckoned there was just enough to support a kite.


Johnny dumped the bag and he and Mojo started to unravel the string. Then, on a count of three, they ran down the hill, dragging their kites behind them.


‘Come on, Moj,’ Johnny shouted. ‘Faster or they won’t fly!’


They sped up, running as hard as they could, and they were nearly at the bottom, but their kites had just bounced along the ground.


Johnny stopped and eyed the other kite flyers with their impressive swooping birds and dancing Chinese dragons.


‘Let’s try again,’ he said.


Mojo was frowning, but he followed Johnny back up the hill.


This time their mum held the kites high to start them off, but no matter how fast he ran, Johnny’s kite didn’t leave the ground.


He waited for Mojo at the bottom of the hill.


‘Come on,’ Mojo called to his kite as he ran down. ‘Good dog.’


Johnny laughed. ‘I thought it was a bee.’


Mojo frowned. ‘It was, but it’s a dog now, and I prefer dogs anyway.’


They trudged back up to the top together. Their mum was talking to one of the kite flyers.


‘Would you mind?’ she was asking him. ‘I think we might have put on too much glue.’


They showed the man their battered swan and bee.


‘No, it’s your tow point,’ he said. ‘You just need to move the string up there, about a third of the way along.’


‘Of course,’ his mum was saying. ‘I remember now.’


Johnny undid the string, which was tricky because he had stuck it down so well, and repositioned it.


Then he turned to Mojo. ‘Here, let me do yours.’


Mojo held the paper bee tight to his chest.


‘No, he doesn’t want to fly. He says it’s scary and he wants to be a dog and stay on the ground.’


Johnny looked at his mum and they both laughed.


Mojo sat and watched while Johnny hurtled down with his swan. The man had been right. This time it caught the wind and took off, rising quickly. Johnny was able to climb back up the hill and hold it by the string, while his swan bobbed on the breeze like the swans on the lake.


 


On the way back home, Johnny held the kite himself.


Mojo insisted on dragging his along behind him like a dog, but he was happy and their mum said that was the most important thing.


At the flat, Johnny attached the swan to their bedroom wall.


‘It looks lovely there,’ his mum said, smiling at it. ‘I was trying to remember earlier, and it’s just come to me: St Hugh. Do you know about him?’


Johnny shook his head.


His mum wasn’t religious, but she had been brought up as a Catholic, and weird saints were her specialist subject.


‘The patron saint of swans,’ she said.


‘Why swans?’ Johnny asked.


‘Well, the story is that a swan befriended St Hugh. It would stay next to him while he slept, and wake him up if he was in danger.’


‘It protected him?’


‘Yes, I suppose so.’


Johnny looked up at his swan.


‘Can we go out with the kites again tomorrow?’










Chapter Three


Monday


‘Hey, new kid!’


Johnny knew something was different the moment he stepped into the classroom.


For once they weren’t laughing at him. Every day for the past few weeks since he joined the school, they had found his existence hysterically funny. Johnny had no idea why. It had never happened in his old school. Not to him anyway.


But that day they wanted to talk.


He turned to face the boy who had been calling him.


‘What?’


All the class Populars leant forward to see what was about to happen.


‘Jonas and Lola said you, like, set a massive vicious swan on Liam Clark, and it nearly killed him!’


He hadn’t expected that.


‘No. Course I didn’t,’ Johnny said.


‘You did! Everyone says you made it come out of the water, and it was about the size of a cow, and it looked straight at you, like you were its master or something.’


‘Yeah, right.’ Johnny couldn’t help smirking. If he was going to be master of some creature it wouldn’t be a swan. A wolf or a lion maybe. Something that could finish off the job the swan had started.


‘We saw you do it,’ said the boy next to him. ‘You sort of signalled like this.’ He stuck his neck forward and made a weird cooing noise.


The others joined in, and a rasping chorus echoed around the classroom.


‘Then it did the same thing back to you.’ He cooed again. ‘And then it – BAM!’ He hit his palm with his fist. ‘Attacked.’


Johnny looked over at the teacher. She must have heard what was going on, but she was pretending to read the register.


‘No, it was like this,’ another voice said. ‘Look!’


He heard a thump and a groan as the kid who always sat at the back – the big, thickset one, taller than the teacher – was knocked off his seat and pinned to the classroom floor.


‘Ow! Get off!’


Though he was larger, the boy didn’t defend himself. In fact, he sounded like he was going to cry.


Then the one on top started punching him and crowing like a cockerel, flapping his arms.


The whole class cheered, apart from the teacher, who was now scrolling through her phone.


Johnny watched it happen just like he had watched the original scene. He felt sorry for the boy underneath this time, but mainly he was just glad that they had forgotten about him for a moment.


Also, he couldn’t help thinking that the bully’s technique was all wrong. The swan hadn’t punched. It had stabbed with its beak and beaten with its wings simultaneously, which was far deadlier.


‘Ahem.’


The teacher finally cleared her throat and started talking, and everyone sat down.


The boy behind Johnny prodded him. ‘Liam had to go to hospital to get a massive tetanus jab in the bum,’ he whispered. ‘He’s going to kill you,’ he added happily.


Johnny tried to listen to the teacher, but she was talking about tests he didn’t care about, and clubs and teams he wouldn’t join – because what was the point?


‘I’ve got a special request from Mr Hargreaves,’ she said, ‘about the cycling club. Road safety trials are . . .’


Johnny put his hands over his ears and closed his eyes until he heard the muffled sound of the chairs being scraped back, signalling the end of registration.


He stayed where he was while everyone piled out. For once, no one hit him accidentally-on-purpose with their bags. It occurred to Johnny that by angering this Liam kid he might have decreased his chances of being beaten up by anyone else. Which could only be a good thing. At least he would know who his enemy was.


In the end there was only one other person left in the room: the boy who had been pinned down during the swan demonstration. His mud-brown hair lay in clumps on his forehead, still messed up from the attack, and he didn’t look very happy.


‘Thanks for that, mate.’


‘Thanks for what?’ Johnny said. ‘I didn’t tell anyone to sit on you.’


He frowned. ‘Maybe, but if you hadn’t done your swan whisperer act it wouldn’t have happened.’


Johnny shrugged, trying to look more relaxed than he felt. ‘You’re angry with the wrong person.’


‘Well, you didn’t try and get them off me, did you?’


OF COURSE I DIDN’T! Johnny wanted to shout. I DON’T WANT TO DIE!


Instead he smirked, and the boy smirked back. Then they both tried not to blink, until the boy broke his hold and barged past him and out of the classroom.


Johnny walked up the corridor behind him. He watched the looks that everyone gave the large kid. They were probably the same ones he got himself, which didn’t make sense. He was normal-looking, he didn’t act like a weirdo, he didn’t smell (he surreptitiously sniffed his armpits to check) and he didn’t go looking for trouble.


But he was New.


And New trumps everything.


As he reached the door of the science lab, Johnny saw a group of kids gathered around a boy crouching on a bench. He had folded his arms into wings and was red-faced from straining.


‘QUACK! QUACK! QUACK!’ the chorus greeted him.


‘Hey, Swan Boy,’ a tall girl said. ‘We were just making you feel at home.’


Didn’t they know that swans don’t quack? Quacks were for ducks. That was basic knowledge.


Suddenly the crowd jumped back from the table, everyone laughing and waving their hands in front of their noses.
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