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Chapter 1

The film is finished and the tall red velvet curtains are swished across the screen. We are up from our seats and we get to dance. On the stage. I stand between where the red velvet meets and wave them gently – they ripple up, up into the dark and I get dragged up into the wind of it - up into space like Apollo on the news. The dust showers into the beams of light on stage and I am racing through the planets chased by Aliens.

If I can make it to the moon, I can save the world.

But the woman with the ice cream tray pushes the curtain away from me and smiles. “Jubbly, Fab or Tub?” I say the words silently, and again, and again. I dance my arms like an engine, “Jubbly, Fab or Tub. Jubbly, Fab or Tub. Jubbly, Fab or Tub,” until she laughs.

“Not today M’am,” I say in a space mission voice. “I got some mean aliens on my back,” and I zoom onto the stage shouting, “Jubblyfabortub,” spinning through all the other kids and my bag flares out so I press it to me until I get to the other side and down the steps. Now I’ve escaped I feel for my gobstopper, and check nothing fell out.

I don’t want ice cream anyway. I didn’t get enough money back off the bottles this week. Gloria couldn’t help this time. She usually finds loads of them outside the pub and along the big roads. I go along the canal and under the bridges and find some good ones, from picnics and boozers. When we cash them in, they have to be clean, so we drag the bags in the river on the way to the shop. When we’re over the road, we sit behind the wall until it opens and have a laugh. When she turns the sign, we straighten up and carry the bag up to the counter between us with the clinking bottles. Mrs Smith is always sorting the papers out.

I was on my own today and when I started to explain, Mrs Smith said she knew all about the travellers moving. She said she wanted to talk straight with me, “Gloria got you wandering off into town I know. Your mum wouldn’t like it April. It won’t be me, but sooner or later she’ll hear about it.” Itchy itchy chin. “I don’t suppose her lot mind,” she says as she gets the crates from the back, and then speaks more kind, “I mean, Gloria being a bit older.” I count the bottles into the crate. Mrs Smith gives me the money. “If you ever want to help your mum out, I could take it off her credit. Our secret.” I nod. But I’m keeping today’s money. Maybe Gloria’s right - she says Mrs Smith gets narked because we don’t spend the refund at her shop, but she wouldn’t put a curse on her because Mrs Smith always says we are helping out nature in the long run. Gloria works out the money before we get there, and she’s polite, but she says people are careful of the curses. We always have enough for ice cream.

Anyway, Gloria’s family are leaving this afternoon because they didn’t get council permission. She had to go out round the villages all week doing lucky flowers and fortunes with her mum, so they could get money to move on. Her mum says she’s got the gift of the gab, but her dad says it is empty jugs make the most noise.

I liked doing stuff with a girl, it’s mainly boys on the caravan site. Mum says it’s because the council are more likely to give you a house if you’ve got a baby girl, except if you’re already walking like I was, then God gave her four boys after me, so he wasn’t helping either.

Gloria can’t read or write even though she’s older than me. She’s never been to school. She said she’s never even seen inside the door of a classroom, but she sings me all the songs and tells me all the stories of people though, just from remembering. And she’s taught me about making anything you want out of stuff people throw away, so it don’t get wasted. Like, unravelling old jumpers for knitting and weaving new things, and how to make a carpet with little bits of rag.

All the people that pay the rent are on a hardstand from the council because we got to go to school, and we get our own toilet in the block. Mum said that slab of concrete gives you rights. We don’t take our van on the road. It’s probably because mum can’t drive, and Dad has to go to court a lot, so he’s away for ages sometimes.

I won’t go to town on my own from now. I need to help mum. It’s annoying because I made an adventure map like the books. Even though I know the way quite easy, I made a map to get here and back, and some of the places I explored. Today though, I go round the corner and down the alleyway, over the bridge, and along the towpath which goes right past our field. I’ve got my pinhole camera glasses on, with my pirate patch. Pinhole glasses only really work with one eye. You have to walk carefully and think about what you want to look at. You can’t go fast. It’s like seeing a film of your life, only better because you are in it at the same time, and you get fizzy, and smell all the smells and feel the whole world like hundreds of bubbles popping on your skin.

When I get to the footbridge, I sit on the steps and get my gobstopper in my mouth and get my notebook out to write some ideas. The canal is an olden secret road to our field, but it’s miles before and after. In the past when there wasn’t cars, barges came right along to the old port to do the deliveries and take stuff away. It’s closed down now. Only a little boat could be on it now. Our teacher said that when something’s not cared for anymore, nature just takes its course. In the summer all the ducks and fish and rats just break through the green surface and leave dark mouths just wide enough to bite a piece of sky before they slowly close.

I like the skyroads after the rainstorms better. The potholes and ruts along the tracks and paths get filled with sky. To run along the skyroads barefoot is like being on a magic carpet, splashing through the clouds and sparkling sun above the treetops, or on a clear night like you’re up in the moon and stars. When it’s hot, the puddle water jumps up your legs and into your clothes and laughs with you as you smack and stamp your feet into the ground. The best way to run through skyroads is with your jellybean sandals so your feet don’t hurt on the sharp stones. Or glass. I cut my foot once. I stopped still. I watched the blood twist and curl around the water like a genie from a lamp. Like red ribbons on a glory day twirling in the wind, until they disappeared. I wanted to do it again, but the cut took ages to get better. I had to walk squelching in blood like it was normal, because Mum would have got mad at me about being stupid and not wearing my sandals.

The canal is more scary though. Now, it’s full of sky and islands of duckweed. Sometimes creatures squeak and squawk in the reeds, or scratch and flap, echoing in the bare branches. Then they frighten each other. They can’t hide or get muffled in the leaves anymore because the trees are bare from the tree disease. Most of the leaves went brown and fell off before summer. It’s like it is always nearly winter now, until they are dead. Things get more beautiful when they are about to die. Saying goodbye. I lie down on the bank and look through the trees with my glasses, so I can focus on different parts. I read a book that said the idea ‘the unexamined life is not worth living’, which means if you don’t look carefully at life you shouldn’t bother to have one. I don’t understand all the words, but I am learning them. And also, I have to keep it secret, but I have the biggest load of books you ever saw, and they are not kids’ books either.

Over the track from our caravan site, next to the riverbank, is the old tin Tabernacle. They use it to store the old books and newspapers until they get pulped. It’s all got a high fence covered in weeds. They haven’t used it since the war because too many people got lost from God. My teacher said the books won’t get wasted, and they will all get made into new books, but I think nobody cares if I use them again first. Anyway, they keep bringing them, but they don’t take them to get made new yet.

You wouldn’t notice it unless I showed you in, or you were the van driver with the keys to the gates. Even though it’s really high, it’s got lots of trees by it, and it’s all made of corrugated iron painted in green, and it’s rusty where the paint is getting dried and broken off.

Outside the fence, there is loads of stingers up to my ribs, and they go from the track up to the high fence of green leaves. The gate is padlocked, but I found a way in round the back, off the track. I held a sack to protect me so I could jump and stamp a path through the nettles in a zig zag. Us older kids, and the house kids from up the hill, play in the old canal port buildings, but just in case I did the path zig zag so people didn’t see where it went. I dug a hole under the wire fence to get through easy, and then I covered it with the sack and put it over the dirt. I can bend the fence back a bit, enough to crawl under, and then roll up the sack and tuck it by the side for coming back. I don’t mind if I catch a few stings off the nettles. There’s a way in the back from the river path, but I don’t want no one following me. I saw a film at cinema club where a spy did it.

When it’s breezy the Tabernacle sounds like a big old giant with clapping bones. The walls creak and crack and wheeze from the wind and whistle sad songs through the holes. You can see across the flat of the meadow from the riverbank and the other way to the lane and the gate into our field. It’s even better when you get inside. I go through the side door, hid by the brambles, it’s got a broken bolt, so I can lift it a bit and push in when I want. There are windows above the massive doors, and on the inside, there are stairs you can go up and see out like it’s a castle looking over onto the woods and fields on the hills. The windows got loads of dust, so I just rubbed little bits clean to look out.

All the benches and prayer stuff are inside pushed up around the walls, and there is still coloured glass shapes in all the windows. It’s not pictures like the church up the road, but inside where the sun shines through it makes rainbow arrows, firing at the books I should go and look at. I choose two colours before I go in, so I can choose in case the first colour is right at the bottom and I have to wait until another time, but I am usually at school when the sun shines the colour right down.

The stacks grow and change when they dump a new lot. I can climb the stacks of newspapers and books tied in bundles, like bricks, and on top I can make dens. Once they came when I was there, but they couldn’t see me up in my cubbyhole. I make my cubbies away from the leaks, but it’s nice when it rains and you hear it on the roof, and it echoes inside, and you can watch streams of water pour through the holes like shining wands running into the books, waking up the worlds. There are so many books and papers, so many words. I can’t believe that there is so much writing and they will throw it all away. I found a big fat dictionary, which tells you words when you don’t know them, so you can get the code. It’s tiny writing, but I got my Lucky Bag glass and I keep it on a string under my jumper. I can’t always understand the words that tell you about the words. I don’t mind, even when you don’t know them in your head, saying words, all my body knows it - feeling the air come in and out of your body - making shapes on your lips and tingles on your tongue. It is the best feeling in the world. And I am making a message for the Aliens in case we get attention now we are sending rockets.

I don’t go down by the altar though, or in the vestry. I think it might be a sin to go in if you don’t get invited. Anyway, I hear noises in there sometimes, but Gloria said most weird noises are just birds, or rats. I think about it too much. And even she said we shouldn’t go in a church - it’s probably cursed by the dead - but she don’t care about God.

Time to get back. I put my gobstopper back in the bag. The sun is at the top of the trees now. Crows are filling the branches. They swoop off all together to twist and turn in the sky and bring more into the flock to land again, until the tree is shivering with them from top to bottom watching the canal for food. Rats are swimming out of the way to hide in the bank. I jump up and run across the bridge at the old lock that leads into the field just before the caravan site, so I can get across to the river and have a go on the tree swing if no one else is there. Saturday is the one day I tell one lie on purpose, which is about going to the cinema club. Mum would say no. I always say I’m going to play on the river. So it helps.

Through the trees I can see most of the travellers have already gone, there’s just a couple of vans and trucks out on the track. They made a big bonfire last night, and we all had pop and cider. After us kids got sent to bed, they carried on dancing and singing songs about broken hearts and finding love. You could hear the echoes of the sounds everywhere, rolling back from the hills across the meadow, like the valleys and the stars in space were joining in. I sat on Mum and Dad’s bed so I could watch out the window. I saw Dad wander off, and Gloria ran after him with a bottle of booze. She came back and sang with everyone, but dad just disappeared. He hates singing.

I expect Gloria’s still here, helping her mum pack the last things. I’m not sure if she wants to say goodbye again. She said it’s bad luck. We wished each other luck on a stone, and she threw it in the river. She said she likes me but it’s just time to move on.

Now, I can hear angry voices. I know that one. I run along the river and climb over the stile. Oh no, I can see Mum. A police car has come. There’re people coming from the houses up the hill, and off the site.

Dad is standing there, in the middle of it all, stealing a look of everyone with that stupid grin on his face, one hand leaning on a pickaxe and the other combing his quiff through with his fingers. What’s going on? I run to Mum. She’s just staring at Dad, snivelling really bad. I stretch my hands round her cold fist and slip my fingers into the dips between her knuckles. Her fist opens. I flip my hand into hers, and I can feel the twitch of her hand, of me warming her.

Some of Dad’s mates try to take the pickaxe from him, but he yanks it back and grins, whilst he pushes them away to make space. He spits in his hands and takes the handle and swings it over his head, and back down into the pipe. There is a big crack. The crows explode from the trees, and the water reaches for them, high into the grey sky. Up and up, out and out, like a gigantic glittering Angel had come … and everyone breathes in altogether, mouths wide open, like a whisper in a dream, ‘We’d forgotten the sky was so far.’ For a moment it seems like the world stops. It is still. Forever. All the air inside us. Then the Angel falls like angry rain, and everyone is soaking wet. Screaming.

The police jump over the gate. Everyone here is running to their caravans. Mum is chasing the police, who are chasing Dad, the other way. He still has the pickaxe.

I pick up Luke and Matthew and Mark drags John, and we run to the van and slam the door shut. The bed is still out, so we get over to the window and watch. It is hard to see because everyone is shouting and cheering round the other side. I go to the end window and look out and see Gloria over the fence, clapping and jumping up and down with her skirts bouncing over her shiny white boots, “Come on Andy! I’ll give you a leg up the tree.”

Her Dad grabs her hair and tells her to shut her gob and get in the van, and shouts at Dad, “Andy, do you want a lift?” Dad pelts across and tries to reach the truck in time, but he trips over the logs by the fire pit from last night. He rolls over and grabs the squirrel bones and throws them at the police; they’re all covered in ashes.

The police get Dad, and they pull him up. He is laughing, and he winks at us like usual as they march him past the window. Mum comes storming behind, and picks up a corona bottle from the bin, and smashes the end of it on the concrete. We all press up against the window to see. It is jagged and sharp like a big knife. I’ve never seen Mum smashing stuff before. She has lost the fear of God. She is waving it in the air as she catches up and says they’d better leave him alone. I can’t get breathing.

She isn’t far from us now. I shout out to her, please God change her mind. She can’t hear me. The policeman with sideburns reaches from behind her. He snatches her arm with the bottle in it, and she falls on her back. He drops beside her. Holds her arm to the ground with his knee, until she lets go. He says she’ll thank him for that one day. She won’t. She shouts, “Fucking pig”.

He says, “Calm down and get inside, if you know what’s good for you, and your kids.” She spits at him and tries to pull away, as she takes a swing at his head and knocks his hat off. The twins start screaming for Mum, and Matthew bangs his fists on the window like a drum, “Pig! Pig! Pig!” and Mark joins in. It’s like the song of this place, and I know it. I join in too.

The policeman just stays still, and keeps saying her name really nicely, “Mrs. Smart. Mrs. Smart. Mrs. Smart. I want you to calm down.” He just keeps saying it like he really wants her to be calm. Not winding her up for a laugh like Dad. He is waiting for her to get tired of shouting, but us kids are quiet first. All of us just watching. Inside me it felt like bubbles were bursting, popping like the tick tock, and rushing through my ears. He turns and looks up at us. And I think because I am the biggest, he looks at me and smiles, and I can feel he doesn’t want us to feel bad and scared. I can feel the warm of a tear come down my face. I suck my cheek and crunch it in my teeth, so I can taste the strong of the blood; like when I get gold stars on my work. And we watch until she is quiet. And then he turns and holds out his hand like a prince to help Mum get up. He is still on his knees. And the song from school is in my mind: The princess slept for a hundred years. A hundred years… and that is the song of love for my mum now. She takes his hand and looks around like she had just woken up at last, and she realises, as she pulls her frilly nightdress over her knickers. And I wish I could roll back the day and make it different.

She doesn’t turn around as she comes back in. She punches the wall of the van before she comes up the steps. It shakes, and Luke jumps and cries. She says she is sick and tired of trying to do the right thing, and Dad will probably go to prison now because he broke his parole. The policeman opens the gate, and I watch them get Dad in the car, and they do a report on the radio before they drive off. I do a sneaky smile, and I make a funny face at Luke, and he stops crying. When Matthew takes the boys back out to play, I make her a cup of tea. I tell her she is better when Dad’s in prison. I was thinking it might make her feel nice, but she said she’ll break my neck if she hears any more talk like that; Dad was actually nicking clothes off the lines last night for us kids. She said, “Them people got filthy minds. Disgusting talk.”

Well so what, Dad likes Gloria better than Mum. He’s always teasing her and laughing at her stupid jokes. She told me he gives her secret booze, and they have some fun, because she’s thirteen. I’m only ten, and I can’t take my drink yet. We used to go and sit on the bank of the river round the back of the old tin Tabernacle when it was warm, under the tree, and away from the stink of the canal. One time, she gave me some of her mum’s booze, and she said my face was a picture. But she said I’ll grow into it when I get tits. She can drink anything. She’s got tits coming already. She showed me. They’re not that big yet, just purple lumps, but she said they always get big white ones in her family. Then she asked me to nick some of Mum’s sherry next time, because Dad said that Hope had some decent stuff; Gloria thinks Mum is posh because she grew up in a house.

Gloria was all excited the next time when I got it for her; we climbed up the bank, and she laid on the grass, glugging the bottle half empty. I just laughed when she offered me a swig. I didn’t want it; I’d put my piss into a panda pop bottle and mixed it with sugar and some old medicine. Gloria couldn’t even tell the difference.




Chapter 2

We’re on our own now. Sometimes we see people through the skeleton trees walking along the paths of the river or canal, but only the birds come in our field. I made the deal with Mrs Smith at the paper shop that if I took the bottles to her, she would slip in a packet of fags for the returns. It hasn’t stopped mum cadging fags off people she doesn’t know when she goes up on the road and keeping an eye out for dog ends to make rollies.

Our caravan site got in the newspaper, and mum said that’s why Dad got more attention in court. They sent him right off to prison. Mum said we’re not to talk about it with anyone because he might get out on parole. But at least some good come of it, because the council have sent everyone to a house now. We have to wait until there’s one big enough for us, because mum had the most kids, and I have to have a room to myself. It’s the law. They said we could go to a hostel while we wait for something, but mum said no, that would be it. They would break us up.

The council took the empty caravans away the week after people got moved, and the whole field is ours. Mum’s glad they cleared it because we might get hippies and squatters in. The others left loads of boxes and bags of stuff for us. Mum made the council take most of it, because it was junk, but she said I could keep some clothes and old sheets and blankets to make dens with, and I sneaked some for my cubby.

I used all the fallen branches from the trees for poles. We used wires and safety pins to put old dresses and shirts together for sails. I sneaked some things for the cubby in my church. It’s harder to keep out of Mum’s sight now everyone’s gone. If she finds out about me going in the old tin Tabernacle, I know she won’t let me do it anymore in case we get trouble from the council. She definitely wouldn’t let me take any books out of there because she don’t want more trouble. When I read one at home, I pretend it’s from school. But the teacher won’t even look at my face and said, it’s best if I don’t take books home. I think I would get nerves about it too. Anyway, I think my Tabernacle books are more interesting. There aren’t so many pictures, but there are maps. And, I found a giant map of the moon. It might be lost from a spy who was hiding there, because it has all the secret paths on it and words like a moon language, but I have found a book from long ago that tells you what they say.

Me and Matthew made tents and sails on the empty hardstands. We used the old barrels, bikes and prams to stand the branches into, and now it’s palaces and ships. We are pirates on the moon sea protecting our van ship left on the shore of trees, and returning to our treasure chest, in disguise as a broken car along the end splatted with bird poo. Everyone has a ship, and I made some signs so they can choose which one. They are places I copied from the moon map, and I tell them about the idea of it. Matthew wants to be the Oceanus Procellarum because it is the biggest, and it is storms, so Mark is going to be Mare Imbrium which is the big Sea of Rain next to him. I’m going to be all the ones from underneath up to the top, Tranquillatis, Serenatis, to where Mum is in Lacus Spei, because that is the Lake of Hope, at the top of the moon, and we are following her up and over the hill to the mystery of the far side. Luke and John will just come in my lands most of the time. They can’t remember the names anyway, and even Mum likes being in our seas the best. I need a secret name for the old tin Tabernacle, but I can’t think of it yet.

The council sent an advice woman. Mum said she’ll be looking for excuses to put us in a hostel, which is like a prison for families, so we had to show our best side and clear everything up. She didn’t come in the door, but we had to move the steps along to the windows so she could get up and look in, and she said she could see it was a bit cramped. She didn’t count we got the whole toilet block just next to us. Mum said to keep quiet about that. They’d count it as luxury. It’s easier to dry the washing now we got the whole lot. We got lines inside every one of them, and we can close the door because the gap at the top lets the wind in but it’s dry. I asked Mrs Smith for the old wooden crates to put over the toilet seats, so we could hide our ship sails, and even coats and shoes.

The shower room at the end of the block is really freezing now though. Mum puts the paraffin heater in for a while, and then two-bob for the electric when we go in, so we get a long time of really hot water. Mum plays tag with us all in the steam clouds and I like it because we sing and it echoes on the walls, making up words of our own that almost sound the same, but they are not. We use the whisk to make the biggest load of bubbles in the sink, and we put them on our heads and balance it, and then we run across to the van and the one who keeps it on to last is the winner and it’s their turn to share the chocolate buttons when we get rubbed down and dressed. And we play, all pink and warm, and mum gets tea from the chip van, which stops on the top road by the shop every week. And then we pull mum’s bed down from the wall and put the radio on to get Luke and John to sleep, and then we put the table down and make the bed for me, Matthew and Mark. We top and tail, and I look up through the skylight into the stars, listening to the owls and frogs, and the boys revving cars over my feet. It tickles, and I want to laugh, but I keep dead still. I want it to stay like this forever.

In the early morning light, I watch the rain sliding over the window, and the music as it patters quick and slow around the walls and over the roof of the van as the wind blows this way and that and whistles through the wheels underneath. The mould is spreading across the ceiling, like black stars on the yellow paint, they’re coming down the wall, and I join them dot to dot and find the pictures as the light comes. The sky is like the bed of Princess and the Pea, the clouds pile up like lumpy mattresses, leaking sheets of purple and red that hang down between, and the golden pea of the sun between will come to wake us. I need a wee, so I pull Mum’s cardigan on over my pyjamas, and I go out to the block. I keep the toilet door open and watch the valley mist rolling and rising around the field. It’s over my knees. Nobody is awake, and I wonder what the valley looks like from above. I duck under the wire onto the towpath and cross the bridge to run up the bank so I can see it before the sun comes and burns it off.

And clouds are panting from my mouth as I look down. And light is coming, but not much. But soon. The birds are waking. When I get a recorder from school, I will learn their song. It’s our own world. I don’t want a bedroom of my own, even if they do send me to prison one day. My Tabernacle rises like a palace from the mist. When I get released on parole, maybe I could take the pram, and just go and collect bottles from all around and into town, and we could pay the council for it. And we could mend the holes and make shelves for the books. And I close my eyes to make it real.

When I open them. There is a burst of red sparks and a flick of flame from the end. And first I think it could be how a wish happens. And then, I see a stream of smoke coming from near the vestry at the back. Then I’m scared. What if I made some something happen. Not a wish. But some rats’ teeth sparking on the matches I got … or something. Something! What if all my books burn and there is a fire – and we get sent to the hostel - and I can’t remember if I did anything that would make a fire – and what if all the books and my moon map is burning and the bottles I am storing for Mrs Smith this week – and I left my special glasses in the bag. I start to run. I trip on the root of a tree down the bank. My elbow hits a stone. My face crashes into my arm. But I get up and run, banging my legs because I can’t see them. It doesn’t hurt until I climb under the fence and stop to listen when I open the tabernacle door. I feel sick.

It is dark and quiet, but I feel loud inside. No flames or smell of smoke. The dark makes everything bigger, but as I stand still some light of the sky shows the window over the big door and my eyes get used to it, and there is nobody there. Unless they are hiding. My legs are shaky with hurt as I walk to the pile of books, so I am hidden too. I hear a cough and a thump. But it is not in here. It’s in the vestry. Maybe it’s God. Or Aliens? But then I feel a sea of brave. A quiet sea, of warm waves. I stop thinking about it. I stand up straight and the calm takes me to the door. It doesn’t sound like robbers, or like it is more than one person. The sound of humming. Cheerful hum. It’s a man. Radio music, voices. Like a car. Dialling over the stations. Rolling over the sounds so they are long squawks.

And I knock. My heart is jumping. The radio stops. It is quiet now. I knock again, ‘Hello.” No one answers. I feel more scared now. They heard me. It’s too late to run.

“Wait!” a voice like Zorro. Thunder like horses across the floor. And the door opens. No mask. Just glasses. “I wasn’t … just had to move the cupboard”, and I can see the wood stove burning, and I can’t help it; I am laughing. He looks round like he’s lost, and then at me, “Hi there. Eli. A cup of tea? A Coke? Talk?” I never had a coke to myself before. I nod. And he moves a chair to the stove, but I wait by the door. “Are you in the films?” He laughs and shakes his head. His hair is long as mine. He turns round to close the books on the desk, and folds a big map to make it small. Like he was guilty. Like he minds what I might think about it.

“You sound like a cowboy. Or spaceman.”

“Ah? Oh! No. Of course. Just American.” Sshhh… as he pulls back the cap on the bottle and hands me the coke.

“How did you get to here? Are you a spy?” I drink my coke and I feel like a detective.

“Long story. Family. You? Live in the van?” I nod.

“I saw the smoke, and ... This is my place.” But he steps past me, and he is looking up across to the wall at my moon map. It still wasn’t proper daytime yet, so he goes right up to it and put his glasses up. And then he gets really excited.

“Incredible! Do you know what this is?” And he started to feel the paper and look up close. “The Wilkins’ Map of the moon. Not original, but a good xerox. Armstrong studies this.” He turns to me, “He’s the Astronaut that’s going to land on the moon. How did you get this?” But he’s not listening. He’s running his finger through the seas, and he is saying their names. I say them with him, and he turns to nod at me as we say each one. I feel proud. Like I’m getting ticks at school. He waves his hand under Mare Tranquillitatis , “Ah - You see these craters?” I don’t say anything. “These are the Kant series. The Kingdom of Ends,” and he sighs, and looks up to find the words, and they come slowly, “Act so as to treat humanity, whether in your own person or in that of another, at all times also as an end, and not only as a means.” It sounds important and kind, and it echoes in the roof.

“What does that mean?”

“Mmm – we have a duty to think about problems and respect and help each other become… ourselves.”

“How can we not be ourself?” and he says it is a good question. “Is it like a story in a book? My teacher said all the stories have beginnings, middles and ends?”

“Well, yes – it’s Immanuel Kant. My Dad would have said he earnt his place on the moon. There is a book.” And he turns to look at me and laughs, “Maybe not just yet. Hey, I’m so sorry. I mean - breaking into your place.” And he held out his hand, “Eli. And you are?” Mum said to walk away when a stranger wants to take your hand, but I don’t want to leave. His hand is stuck in front of him, and I feel bad, so I turn to look at the map closer.

“It’s just here. Just empty. For storing old books when they get to their end. It’s like a Kingdom of Ends.” And I don’t say my name. I’m thinking I’m going to look for Immanuel Kant when it’s light. And that’s it. This is The Kingdom of Ends.

“Your family own this?”

And I want to say yes. This is our valley. All the way along where you can see. And we are storing this because we’ve finished it now. We needed new books. And they just let me have this so I can be on my own when I want. And I think about how it could be true. And he might believe me. But I get a feeling.

“No.” I tell him this is my secret place. My mum doesn’t know I come here. That we are waiting for a house. But I don’t want to go. Because no one comes here except me. So it’s like my house. Except for now, he’s here. And he says, sounds like I could be a good caretaker. He’s not telling anyone. And maybe he’ll fix a few holes in the roof to preserve the books. To contribute. He’s got to get lodgings soon though. It’s getting too cold for washing in the river. And I get an idea.

If I tell Mum that he is staying here fixing some things, but the council don’t know. And I could ask her if he could have a toilet on the block and use our showers if he gives mum some fags, because she is always running out. He is cleaning his glasses and checking they are working properly now the light is coming up. And then I am telling him everything, without stopping, about Dad in prison, and the council and the hostels. And that we don’t fit in with people in the houses, and I don’t want to leave our field and the birds, or this church. And I want to be a detective in space. And he laughs. He says he will think of a way to talk to my mum and see what he can do. It’s a good plan. I’d make a good detective because I make a good case. He says he didn’t like new things either, but like someone said about going to the moon, we do it because it’s hard - and doing new things is how we learn.

And it’s really light now. I notice I made a mess of the arms of mum’s cardigan. It’s got mud skids, and bits of grass. I try and brush it off. “I got to go. Can you sort it out with Mum today?” And he said he needs to do a few things, and think it through, but as soon as he can, he will.

When I get back all the boys are in mum’s bed, so I put the table up and pulled the curtain across, to do reading and keep my fingers crossed on both sides between turning pages.

It takes two days. Mum goes to the newsagents to get some bread and milk. She’s really excited when she gets back, and she sends the boys out to their camps with sugary jam doughnuts. And she says we can sit on the steps with ours. She’s got news. She’d sat on the bridge for a fag, and there’s a man comes over, a yank, living here in that old church over the road and they got talking. Bit of a hippy, but he’s a laugh, and a bit of a handyman. Now, she’s invited him over to have a cup of tea later. She said he could use a toilet in the block, and a shower when he needed one, and he was going to help out a bit. And she put her hands on my shoulders, and then she says she’d been turning a blind eye, but she noticed the fags I nicked when I went up the shop for her. She knew I meant well, and she was grateful. She didn’t want to hear any more about it. We’ve got to change our ways. It might make it more complicated if I tell her about the money from the bottles. I’ll just save it.

I want to tell Mum so much what I learn from the books in the Tabernacle, that it’s the Kingdom of Ends, and all the stories, but I know that she will get cross even if Eli tells her that I’m really good. When we get a house, she said she will be excited that we’ll get on our feet again, but I don’t know if I will like a house. She said I lived in one for a while with her mum and dad when I was a baby. She said I’d like it much better. But I like the pictures of wind and wet. I like finding faces in the clouds and the grass as the wind moves them around. The mildews blooming shapes like flowers that spread across the meadow from their seeds each year – and the stories we make. This summer there were more poppies than daisies. She told me they’re from when she gets dressed up with red lipstick and goes to the shops, she runs across the meadow free as a bird painting all the white daisies with kisses - so when I walked through on my own, I curled my hands over their heads in the long grass and get all the kisses back for me. And one day when I’m big I will get lipstick and do it for her. And we will do cartwheels along the valley, daring each other along the river’s edge like me and Gloria did. We can come back here one day.

When Eli comes over, he just says he’s seen me around the place. So, I get to hear him do it again. It’s even better. Eli does Science things, and he works with lots of people that are working out flying to the moon. He said he’s got some books about planets if I’d like them, so I could learn all the facts about them. Mum said it was right up my street. I pretended I read some of it at school, and it explained how the rocket will work in zero gravity when they go to the moon next summer. Although there isn’t any weather or gravity in space, there is a little bit on the moon and that will help it stay there, because it will pull it in like string. He said gravity is invisible, but we’ve got it everywhere, or everything would fall off the earth. In between, the rocket won’t have to deal with gravity, nothing pulling it back, so they don’t need much petrol once they get going. And there isn’t very much on the moon, so they got work to do. Gravity is important, and I looked it up in the dictionary before: crime has some gravity, clever people have gravity and things that happen can have gravity or be grave; I told him. He said I had too much gravity and go and play - and that was good for science too.

Eli came from America to meet his mum when his dad died. She hasn’t seen him since he was a baby, so they didn’t know each other very well, and she’s got a new life for God now. Mum said God will dump her. He laughed really loud. He said it’s okay, he just wants to know about his ancestors. Mum said after that he was a good bloke, a bit of a clever clogs, but he made her laugh too.

The rats have come in The Kingdom of Ends from the riverside now, so they can get a good place for winter. It rained a lot before the cold came, and when it did the shallow water across the meadow got frozen – and the grass that stuck out was all frosted. Then when the snow came last year, it was beautiful, but you couldn’t hear a single squeak outside except from some birds. In here rats scratch around. And I didn’t used to like them. But Eli told me that rats are clever, and they look after each other. I like it that they are making nests, like us. When the books go rotten, I tear the good pages into pieces so I can make it easy for them getting it to their places where they live. Eli found loads of boxes of letters and numbers for the hymn boards in the vestry. And I’m going to put some on a string and make a proper
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