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My name is Toby Walsgrove, and before I begin to tell you my story, I should give you a short explanation of who I am.

I was born at the Royal Free Hospital in Hampstead, London, England, fourteen and a half years ago. I was named by the nurses there. Apparently one of the nurses had a cat called Toby, and when I was first born, my ears were slightly pointy like her cat’s ears, so they named me Toby. But it’s okay. I’m not in the least bit bitter. I like cats. A cat saved my life once, but I will tell you about that later.

I was named by the nurses because my mother ran away a few hours after she had given birth to me. I don’t know anything about her; I was just told that she wasn’t very well and was in no position to be able to look after me. You see, almost the moment I emerged into this world, it was obvious that I wasn’t a normal boy. Most babies wriggle and squirm and clench their little fists as if they were furious at being taken from the nice warm embrace of the womb. But when I was born, I didn’t move a muscle.

I was totally paralyzed.

I won’t go into boring detail about my condition, but I was diagnosed as being born with practically nothing working. The medical name for my condition is static encephalopathy, which to me means “nothing works.” (Why do doctors suddenly start talking in Greek when it comes to giving you the crucial information? Imagine if car mechanics did that. When they got to the part where they tell you exactly what’s wrong with your car, they’d suddenly start to speak in Mohican.) Anyway, even if they had a name for what I had, they had no idea how to cure it.

So there you are. That’s life, all that guff. Life is mostly an “oh well” here and an “oh dear” there anyway.

It’s funny. If you’re born a certain way, you don’t really understand how it is to be any other way. Until this story began, I had only ever known total powerlessness. I was like a frosty window that passersby could peer through. Inside…just dark furniture, a pale glow of something…maybe a computer screen with its screen saver on.


I could hear but not speak, be touched but not touch. But I could think.

For my first fourteen years I was just a thought process out of control. All the strength and energy that should have gone into my muscles went instead into my imagination. And I was an athlete of the imagination. I would fly to Mars, become a privet hedge, twist on a pinhead, invent a city…glow in the dark like a glowworm. Anything. Anything to kill the time.

I “lived” (note the quotation marks) in a Carmelite convent that was hidden behind a high wall on a busy road in East Finchley, London. It was like a sort of very cheap castle, or a dark but well-meaning prison. The whole place smelled of damp, bacon fat, and especially cabbage. There were stone corridors, cheap lampshades, and bright bulbs that the nuns bought in bulk to combat the narrowness of the windows. I sat every day beside a window with my head held in place by a metal brace, and I peppered the windowpanes with my thoughts. I’m surprised the window didn’t smash.

I was cared for by nuns, a word that makes them sound all the same, but they weren’t. Mostly they were kind, but their hearts sometimes failed in the compassion department. They wore the real nun outfits, long black robes made of some heavy material that smelled of cupboards and sometimes (Hail Mary!) cigarette smoke. There was Sister Cremer, who was older than the moon, Sister Bagshott (“who has seen an angel but never talks about it”), Sister Ubo, who had a voice like a cattle prod, and most important of all…Sister Mary.

Oh, how I loved Sister Mary. She was my daily carer, her gentle hands wiping my milk from my mouth, her soft little waist pushed against my knee as she hummed that little tune I’ve never heard anywhere else. Perhaps she wrote that tune herself. She was like a small finch with little round glasses.

Once she pushed open a window in summer and pointed out a tree that was rustling in the breeze. “Toby, will you look at that? The sun on the underside of the leaves. Isn’t it like a fire?”

“Yes!” I wanted to yell. “That’s exactly what it looks like! Just like fire! And Sister Mary, when the moon’s half full, it looks like an old grandfather eating a lemon, and…and…and…”

But of course I couldn’t yell any of these things. I couldn’t make a sound of any kind. It was a one-way conversation, so I just had to trust Sister Mary to say the things I was thinking. And as the years passed, most of the time, she did.

Sister Mary was in charge of my education, which mostly involved her letting me watch TV and also reading to me from books she got from the local library. No one else cared what I learned, so Sister Mary just made it up as she went along. We started with nursery rhymes when I was two years old and then went on to story books, then history books, poetry, and science books. I liked the smell of the books when she opened them, especially the really old science books that no one else had opened for years. My sense of smell was almost as strong as my imagination. Sister Mary soon realized I liked the smell of mildewed paper and began to haul huge, dusty old textbooks from the rarely visited advanced science section just so I could smell the pages as she read softly to me from the text.

This eventually led to me taking a mild interest in physics, which in turn led Sister Mary to tell me about Stephen Hawking. She said that Stephen Hawking was a man who was stuck in a chair just like me, and yet he was the cleverest human being in the entire world with no question. She could tell I was impressed, and after that she read me at least one paragraph from his books on physics every day, even though they didn’t smell particularly interesting because they were so new. I didn’t understand the details and yet I sort of absorbed the general idea of what he was saying. Stephen Hawking said that time was bent and the universe curved and nothing was really real or solid, which meant that absolutely anything was possible. When you are stuck in a chair, you can take great comfort from that.

There was also a convent cat, a scatty black thing called Shipley, who often managed to sneak into my room when no one was around. Over the years I became certain that I had some kind of psychic connection with the sly little feline, and as a result he became my best friend. I always knew he was coming to visit a few minutes before he came into the room, and when he licked my hand with his rough tongue, I felt he was leaving messages on my skin for me to read (very odd things can seem normal if they have been that way since you were born). The messages would sometimes be practical warnings, such as “Sister Ubo is looking for mess to be angry about” and I would shrink a little. A few minutes later I would inevitably hear Sister Ubo’s sandals slapping on the stone tiles outside, the way they did when she was on the warpath. Other times the messages he left were meant to make me laugh…like the time he said he’d looked up Father Reece’s robe and seen that he had legs like a pink flamingo’s. Sometimes he just licked the words “It’s okay, it’s okay” over and over again when I was feeling that life wasn’t okay at all.

In summer he kept the flies away from my face with his tail; in winter he kept me warm by snuggling in my lap, purring and vibrating in that electrical way cats have. I wanted more than all the world to stroke him, but I think he understood that I couldn’t, and maybe even was glad of it.

Sometimes I was sure I could make my thoughts enter his head. I used to give commands like “jump,” “scratch,” “purr,” and on occasion it seemed to work. When he angled his head and stared at me with those oak-leaf-green eyes, it was as if a gentle beam of light were being shone into my head to scare away the darkness. I wondered about my having had pointy ears when I was born. Perhaps I had been born part cat, and maybe that explained the connection with Shipley.

Often Shipley would accompany me in my dreams and turn into a ferocious saber-toothed tiger when I was in danger. Other times we would march together side by side into battle and talk to each other like comrades. I could never quite remember how he was able to talk to me in my dreams if he was just a cat, but I had learned not to question my dreams too much. Dreams were the only real excitement I ever got.

The finest moment of the year was when the swallows returned to the nest tucked behind the drainpipe outside the convent kitchen. Then I knew the warm weather was returning (my room was quite drafty). There were two swallows, and I named them Look and Leave. Sister Mary told me that they’d been all the way to Africa, and I wished that I had been born a swallow instead of a human. This, of course, was back in the days when I still believed I was completely human.

By chance it was on the very day that Look and Leave arrived from Africa that this story begins. It begins with Sister Mary bursting into my room holding a letter in her hand and with a look of utter astonishment on her face.


“Toby!” she said, the envelope trembling in her hands, “there’s a letter. And it’s addressed to you!”

 

As far as I knew I had not a single relative in the world, at least not one who cared to acknowledge me. And the only friend I had was Sister Mary, who even now was tearing open the envelope, mumbling logical explanations to herself.

“Probably junk mail…mix-up…inoculations…some official thing from the hospital…handwritten address, though….”

She stopped opening and turned the envelope around to show me. “And look at the postmark! It’s all the way from Iceland….”

“Just open the damn thing!” I yelled silently, and Sister Mary sort of heard me.

Infuriatingly she sat down and began to read the letter without reading it out loud. Her eyes began to widen with astonishment. I wanted to grab a vase and clunk her over the head with it. She gasped a little, shook her head like a dog shaking off a puddle, then read it again. Finally she put her hand to her breast.

“Toby!” she said in a sharp voice, “it’s from a doctor.” She stopped and took my hand. “He says he has some kind of…” She let go of my hand and took a quick breath. “He says he wants to try some new sort of…”

She stopped talking and I could see her mind was racing. She suddenly folded the letter in half and got to her feet. “I’ll have to speak to Mother Superior,” she said, and with that she hurried out.

Sister Mary could be like that. Sometimes, to tease me, when she was reading stories to me she would deliberately stop right at the crucial moment and close the book, leaving me to stew all night long. She said it was good exercise for my imagination. But this was different, and I could tell from the look on her face that it was serious.

It was a full two hours before Sister Mary came back into the room, and the moment she opened the door, I just knew something wasn’t right. I knew Sister Mary as well as she knew herself, and it wasn’t possible for her to conceal anything from me. She came in all calm and smiling, a bowl of white protein goo in her hand, as if this were just another feeding time. She also had her white tea towel hooked under her plastic belt, and she sat down beside me with a soft little “So…”

She tried to spoon the goo into my mouth, but she could tell from the look on my face that I would refuse to swallow. Only Sister Mary could read my expressions, and she knew I was aching to know more about the letter. Finally she put the bowl aside and wiped the spoon as if making sure it was clean were the most important thing in the whole world.

“I suppose you want to know what was in it,” she said at last.

“Just a bit,” cried my silent voice.

Sister Mary turned to glance at the door, something she always did before she told me something she shouldn’t.

“Mother Superior said I should zip my lips. But I suppose the cat’s a bit out of the bag in a sense, and so maybe I should just unzip the bag the rest of the way….”

When she was nervous, Sister Mary could talk nonsense in a very convincing way.

“You see, Toby, basically some crank of a so-called doctor—in Iceland, of all places—said he’d heard of you and your condition and thought he might be able to help you.”

Sister Mary studied my face and read it like a book.

“There, you see,” she said softly. “Exactly as Mother Superior said. False hope is a dangerous thing.”

She placed her palms on her knees, something she did when she wanted to make a pronouncement she hoped would be taken as the last word on something.

“Well, we just spent two hours looking up this so-called doctor on the internet. I’m afraid he didn’t appear. The so-called institute he said he worked at didn’t exist either. We even phoned a nice man in Iceland who worked at an institute similar to our own, and he said he’d never heard of the doctor…or his so-called cure.”


Sister Mary detonated the word cure in a controlled explosion and assessed the damage immediately by peering at my face, checking for the tiniest changes, which only she could see.

“So anyway, we think it’s some kind of scam. Someone trying to take advantage of poor unfortunates with conditions like yours for personal financial gain.”

Her palms stayed on her knees and she blinked quickly.

“So there,” she said. “A cruel hoax. Excitement over. I’ll keep the envelope and the stamp for you if you want.”

Sister Mary looked at my face again and read my mind in an instant. She tried to speak dismissively, like someone sweeping away crumbs. “No, Toby, there’s absolutely no point writing back to him. He’s obviously a very unscrupulous man. Who knows what damage he might do?”

Sister Mary followed my fixed gaze through the windowpane.

“Oh look,” she said, “the swallows are back from Africa.”

She dared to glance at my face just once and saw the silent, wild protest behind my eyes. Unusually, she didn’t do me the courtesy of addressing it. Instead she picked up the bowl of goo and headed for the door. A few moments later, Shipley hurried into the room, leaped into my lap, and began to lick my hand very gently.


 

Look and Leave raised a brood of three little chicks. I watched their fluffy gray heads poking out of the nest as their exhausted parents ferried flies and worms to them from the vegetable garden. I also watched as one of the little ones was booted out of the nest by the others and saw him fall to the ground, where he lay motionless on the gravel for some time before Shipley came and tidied him away.

For most of that summer I wanted some kind of celestial Shipley to come and tidy me away too. I’d had enough. This whole being-alive thing was a waste of time. The business with the letter had had a profound effect on my spirits, just as Mother Superior had predicted. Despair you can cope with, but a glimmer of hope, no matter how faint, can be torturous. Even Sister Mary could no longer console me. Our games of psychic chess ended in bad-tempered silence. She could read the hopelessness in my eyes, and by the time the swallow chicks were fledged, she was running out of ideas.

Finally she tried putting on a production of the Sister Mary Theater of Mystery and Imagination. She put on these productions only on special occasions, like Christmas Day, my birthday, or whenever Mother Superior went back to Poland for a holiday. Sister Mary would always take me outside into the garden for the performance, and when I was little, I used to get so excited as my chair bumped over the threshold of the back door that I swear I almost found enough voice to yell out.

Once we were outside, Sister Mary would reach into her pockets and take out two glove puppets that had been through one too many spin cycles inside the convent washing machine. There was a sort of teddy bear thing that had only one ear for her left hand, and something that looked like a skunk or a badger for her right hand. The basic premise for these little plays was that the one-eared bear was Sister Mary and the badger was me. She would prepare the story in advance, and the two of us would go on some adventure to places with names Sister Mary found funny, like Medicine Hat in Canada, or Walla Walla in Australia, or some tiny village in Africa called Hope Eternal. I think she got the names from visiting sisters who came to the convent.

In all the stories, Sister Mary and I would come across some baddie who wasn’t really that bad at all. It was usually a highwayman or a pirate or a sad old king. But unlike my adventures on the moon with Shipley, these adventures were always peaceful, because at the crucial moment, Sister Mary and I would always find a way to talk the baddie out of being so bad. In my own adventures, baddies just got zapped and that was that.

I knew it was a last throw of the dice when Sister Mary sat down in a hard-backed chair in the vegetable garden before my blank face and produced her two battered glove puppets. She did it like a Western gunslinger producing his revolvers. I almost felt sorry for the two bits of fur, since they were being given such an impossible task. She began to tell a tale that involved an evil doctor who lived in a cave in faraway Iceland and who used to steal money from poor children who happened to pass by his cave or walk over his bridge or something. I really wasn’t listening very hard. I think in the end we managed to talk him out of it, and he went back to being a proper doctor.

Sweet Sister Mary ended the production with a song she’d written, as she always did, and as she sang it, my eyes wandered up to the nest where Look and Leave were peering down at us, almost as if they were listening to the song too. I really did want to be made better by the story and the song, but some big boulder inside refused to budge. I realized that I was now way too old for the Sister Mary Theater of Mystery and Imagination. That thought made me even sadder.

Sister Mary finished her song and peered at me hopefully, with the glove puppets held at either side of her face. The moment lasted a long time. Of course my facial expression didn’t change, but Sister Mary knew me well enough to know that her theater of last resort had failed to work its magic. She took the glove puppets off her hands in silence and stuffed them back into her pockets, and I think she knew she would never wear them again. Then she bumped me back into the darkness of my room without another word. All her ammunition was spent.

But it was on that very night…at around midnight…that my world exploded.

It was a full moon. I remember because I was having a halfhearted imaginary battle with a brigade of indescribably weird monsters on the surface of it, and Shipley was helping me. The battle was going badly, and I was preparing to flee to one of the craters that make up the eyes of the man in the moon.

Then the door to my room opened softly. You have to understand, the door to my room never opened at this time of night. Sister Mary would be asleep. Sister Ubo always entered the room like a herd of startled giraffes. But this was someone with a soft footstep…a small stride, a heavy breath….

Of course I couldn’t turn my head to see who this intruder was, so I had to paint a picture from the sounds, something I was very good at. Three little steps, a catching of breath, a clearing of the throat, the smell of rain and cold air coming in with the intruder. My eyes widened and filled with moonlight.

Suddenly I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Hairs that I hadn’t ever felt do anything at all until that moment!

The soft footsteps came closer, and I felt a breath on my neck. Then I felt a hand on my shoulder…a small hand, gentle and cool. I could feel the fingers squeezing and felt a strange icicle of pain forming on my spine.

Then the throat was cleared again and I heard a voice. “Toby Walsgrove,” it said, and in those two words I heard a boy’s voice with a strange accent and a sense of triumph, as if whoever had said it had been waiting to say my name like this for hundreds of years.

“Who are you?” I asked, and I swear it took me at least five seconds to realize that I had actually spoken those words out loud.
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He stepped from the darkness into the moonlight, and I could see that the boy was about sixteen years old, skinny and dressed in tight black clothes with a black, two-cornered hat pulled down tight on his head. When he removed his hat to reveal himself, an extraordinary shock of black hair exploded in all directions. As it settled I noticed a pair of piercing green eyes that looked down at me with great urgency.

“Hurry, Toby,” the boy whispered. “We must get out of here before the moon has set.”

The boy ruffled his hair with his free hand and scratched his ear quickly with the back of his wrist. Then those remarkable green eyes began to dart around the room in pursuit of a moth.

“But who are you?” I asked again, and hiccuped with surprise at the sound of my own voice.

“Who I am is not important, Toby Walsgrove,” the boy said with a very serious expression, but still following the moth with his eyes. “We two warriors must get into the moon and swim for it. That’s it. Questions at sunrise.”

I felt his bony fingers as they squeezed my hand. He abandoned the moth and looked at my astonishment. He read my question as easily as Sister Mary would have.

“My grandfather wrote you a letter,” he whispered, “but when he got no reply, he decided it was time to”—he squeezed my hand sharply—“pull you up and out of this easy, sad little life once and for all.”

Then, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, I felt my own fingers slowly beginning to squeeze his hand just as he was squeezing mine.

I shrieked. A silly little gasp of shock. My bizarre visitor smiled.

“Toby, I’m so happy that this moment has finally come that I want to dance. Why don’t you dance with me?”

By now I was squeezing his hand with all my might, as if I were hanging from a cliff and his hand were the only thing preventing me from falling. After a moment, the visitor peeled away my fingers and jutted his chin. He placed his palm on my neck where the pulse of my heart was beating through my flesh.

“Sit up, Toby,” he said softly.

A cloud passed before the moon. An owl hooted. And then a warm surge of something like thick milk passed through my body. It wasn’t a sharp feeling, or electrical or even unfamiliar…it was a wave of some sort.

The next thing I knew, I was sitting up straight in my chair.

“Ouch,” I said out loud, as my head twisted inside the metal brace that had held it in place for fourteen long years.

“Here,” said the visitor, “let me help you.”

He unscrewed the clamps on each side of my head with the expertise of a nun. He pulled the metal supports free.

It would be impossible to describe that feeling of cool air suddenly hitting the sweaty skin behind my ears. It was an explosion. In the cool draft of air my head was swept free. And then it was taken away on a cool current like a coconut in a raging river.

“Don’t let it go,” the visitor said, but my head flopped down onto my chest. He used his long thin fingers to raise my head and then very carefully removed his hand, balancing my head on my neck with delicate precision.

“Just concentrate on keeping the old dream box stuck on the spine like a melon on a spear,” he said, and I was too busy being startled to notice that he said things in a very odd way.

I felt a dull ache in my neck and back. I stared at the visitor with eyes wide. Then, after a moment, a terrible tug inside…a bursting feeling…and my head dropped onto my chest again.

“Stop doubting,” the boy said. “Take deep breaths and suck in the moonlight.”

My visitor began to rub my arms briskly to warm them up. Then he lifted my chin with his forefinger once again. This time my head settled slowly into position.

“There,” he said. “Just let the sticky stuff set.”

Our faces were now close. His eyes were staring into mine, and something about the green light that shone from them was familiar. His breath vibrated in his throat like a gentle purr. I gasped with shock.

“You’re Shipley the cat,” I said, and the shock of being able to speak was nothing the shock of knowing for certain that I was right.

“I always, always hated that name,” the boy said. “From now on please call me Egil. It is a hugely more appropriate name for a warrior. Now, Toby, about that dance…”

He took my hand and began to pull, as if I might simply spring out of my chair and dance a pirouette. I resisted and stayed put purely in the name of reason.

“Wait, wait, wait,” I said. “Cats don’t just suddenly turn into boys. Shipley, how come you’re a boy? This isn’t even a dream. I know it’s not a dream because I can smell cabbage…and I never smell cabbage in dreams….”

As I continued, my visitor lazily lifted his wrist and checked an imaginary watch to tell me I was wasting time with questions.

“…And how come I can suddenly talk and move for no reason? It doesn’t make sense. Shipley, what on earth is going on?”

Shipley the cat and Egil the boy were perfectly blended into one curious creature that stood before me in the moonlight with an arched back. When I ran out of questions, he let my hand go, but my arm didn’t flop onto my lap as it would have done just a few minutes before. Instead, my hand clenched into a fist and I stared at it, remembering that just holding up my arm in the air was a small miracle.

“Firstly, as I have told you, my name is not Shipley; it is Egil,” he said. “And as for what on earth is going on, the answer comes with sunrise. We must use the half-truth of moonlight to get ourselves to the boat.”

“What boat?”

He smiled and stared into my eyes. “Instead of asking questions,” he said, “just enjoy the taste of words on your tongue. You can speak! Isn’t that just a tickle! Say your name out loud, Toby Walsgrove. Introduce yourself to the world.”


I was silent for a moment. Then, without thinking, I did as I was instructed.

“My name is Toby Walsgrove,” I said softly. “My name is Toby Walsgrove,” I said again…and then again and again, and my voice grew louder and louder.

For so long my thoughts had been whizzing around silently inside my head like bubbles, and now they were being set free. I was taking the top off a bottle of fizzy cola that had been shaken up for fourteen years.

Soon my voice was so loud that Egil became alarmed, and to shut me up he twisted the skin on my arm with both hands, the way you would if you were wringing out a wet cloth, and it hurt.

“Ouch,” I said, and pulled my arm away.

“Ouch is a good word, isn’t it?” Egil said. “That’s twice you’ve said it now. ‘Ouch’ is better than silence. Now, Toby, I need you to stand up quickly.”

I stared at him. My legs had never supported the weight of a robin. He saw my look of uncertainty and didn’t care for it.

“Forgive me, Toby—I don’t mean to rush you, but we really do have to be out of here before first light.”

“Where are we going?”

“To see my grandfather,” he said, “Doctor Felman.”

“The doctor from Iceland,” I guessed.

“Humans call it Iceland.”


“What do you mean, ‘humans’?”

Egil glanced out of the window at the moon.

“The boat won’t wait for us. If we’re not on it, Grandpa will kill me.”

Egil suddenly yanked my arm and pulled me forward. I thought I was going to fall onto my face, but some invisible lever in my head jerked into life, and my leg shot forward to break my fall. I was actually standing on my own two feet for the first time in my life.

Egil studied my body with narrowed eyes and nodded his head. I wanted to say something, but no words would come…because there were no words to describe this feeling. All I knew was my eyes were balancing somewhere on top of a rickety scaffold, and the scaffold was made from bits of me. I could feel the pieces all held together by feelings and bones, and I was pretty sure I could use the feelings to move the bones. It was another miracle, and I almost sat down again to contemplate the event.

“You’ll do,” Egil said at last. “Now let’s walk.”

 

Every child knows you don’t go wandering off with strangers. Not in the middle of the night. Not to set off for God knows where and who knows why. But you must understand that at this time all my attention was being taken up by the utterly bizarre and outlandish business of walking.

Imagine trying to maneuver a badly constructed scarecrow made out of reeds, broomsticks, wet cloth, and old shoes down a narrow chute greased with pig fat. Imagine that in the dark. And all the time I was yelping with a mixture of terror and frantic delight while Egil held my hand and urged me to be quiet.

I began to giggle and flopped my feet forward, one after the other. I’d seen people walking many times, and I’d always thought it looked terribly easy. I was delighted to discover that it wasn’t. Almost instantly my balance deserted me, and I rolled over through three hundred and sixty degrees.

Egil the boy was as playful as Shipley the cat, and he put his bony hand over his mouth to stifle a laugh. We were just outside the door to my room, and the long corridor stretched away toward a moonlit window. If we turned left at the window and continued on past the statue of Saint Bernadette, we would be on our way to the big double doors that led to the reception area and then…out into the world.

As Egil hoisted me back onto my feet, it seemed like a terribly long journey. And what was worse, I had no idea if I actually wanted to make it. Things had happened so fast that reason was having trouble keeping up. Egil began to whisper to me that I simply had to put one foot in front of the other and soon I would be free.


“Free to do what?” I gasped as I stumbled against the door to the broom cupboard.

“To do everything,” he said, “instead of doing nothing.”

I turned to Egil and his green eyes comforted me. Shipley and I had been on many adventures together, and we had always come out victorious. Why should this one be any different?

Walking gradually became easier, and I found myself making progress toward the moonlit window. However, I couldn’t overcome the fear that at any moment I would topple forward and land on my face. I held on to Egil’s arm, but he kept assuring me that I didn’t need his support. When we reached the window, Egil instructed me to stop for a moment and soak up some of the moonlight.

“What good will that do?” I asked.

“Moonlight makes things soft, even for humans,” Egil said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “When the moon is full, things can shift more easily. Now take some breaths of moonlight, and let’s press on.”

I had no idea what he was talking about, but as I leaned against the window frame and sucked in some air, I felt my body growing stronger with each breath. Egil seemed to be pleased with my progress.

“The power is in you like invisible lungs,” he said, and he patted my chest. “We shall have mighty adventures.”

Mention of adventures brought back uncertainty. Waiting at the window allowed reason to catch us up.

“What adventures? I asked. “And if your grandfather is a doctor as you say, why are we sneaking out like this?”

Outside, the church clock began to ring three A.M. Egil took a deep breath and struggled to find the words. When he spoke, all the youthfulness had left his voice and he sounded almost afraid.

“Toby Walsgrove, you have inherited a great fortune,” he said. “As well as being a doctor, my grandfather is also the executor of a will, and he told me that I must get you to a certain place at a certain time in order that you be present for the reading of that will.”

At that moment we heard the slapping of Sister Ubo’s slippers on the stone floor of a distant corridor. Three A.M. was the time for the first morning prayers. The sound of the footsteps alarmed Egil, and instead of explaining any further, he put his hand on my shoulder and peered deeply into my eyes.

“Toby, if you decide you really don’t want to come with me, I will take my power from your body right now. They will put you back into your chair, and you will stay there for the rest of your life and never again move a single muscle. If instead you choose to come with me, you will run and dance and fight and fall and struggle and live a thousand lifetimes.”

The footsteps died away, but more would soon follow. I thought about the goo, the boredom, and the swallows who always deserted me in autumn. I spent a moment thinking about sweet Sister Mary. Even my love for her couldn’t compete with the sudden joy of standing upright on my own two feet.

“Toby? It is time to make your choice,” Egil whispered.
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Once we got outside into the cold night air, I stamped my feet and twirled around in the moonlight and bashed against walls and fell sideways into hedges, as unstable as a newborn deer. I was wearing cotton pajamas and a dressing gown with zigzags and stars, but for the moment I didn’t feel the cold. Egil watched my performance with a hoot of laughter that sounded almost exactly like the hoot of an owl. I rolled along the side of a car and set off the alarm.

“Toby, I know it’s boring, but you really must apply yourself to putting one foot in front of the other,” he said, hurrying me away. “When you’re a cat you can run across cars with an arrogant twirl of the old tail, but with two legs it’s just a case of tedious left, right, left, right until you’re there.”

I was hanging off a lamppost to steady myself.

“Shipley…I mean Egil…explain to me exactly how you changed from a cat into a boy.” I was staring up at the yellow lamp, a little drunk on all these miracles.

“Please, Toby, we must hurry.”

“I don’t think I can untangle my leg….”

Egil hopped around the lamppost and unhitched my foot. I stumbled forward.

“Shifting from cat to boy is rather easy,” he said. “Just a little hop across the pond, really.”

“But why did you do it?”

“Because the time has come,” he said.

“What time has come?”

“The time of your life, Toby,” Egil said with a hiss. Then he pushed me hard in the back. I thought I was going to fall flat on my face, but instead my legs moved quickly to break my fall. The next thing I knew, my legs were trotting along all by themselves, and Egil was trotting beside me. Once I had momentum, moving forward became easier.

“I have been a cat for seven years,” Egil said, “and my job was to prepare your mind for what lies ahead. That’s why I took you up to the moon for all those adventures. I have been teaching you the noble arts of the warrior. Now my job is to get your body ready too.”


“Egil, I think I am actually running.”

“Fun, isn’t it?” He grinned. “Race you.”

Egil suddenly put on a burst of speed and soon was ten yards ahead of me.

“Wait,” I said rather meekly. “My nose hurts when I breathe too fast.”

“Last one to the pavilion is a chicken,” he called out.

“What pavilion?” I shouted, but Egil had already begun to race ahead. I realized right then and there that I had a very strong competitive streak now that I had a body to compete with, so I decided to try to catch him up. At first my heels fell heavily on the road, but then I discovered that my toes were much springier, and soon I was actually sprinting. A car drove past and I glimpsed the driver, but he didn’t even glance in my direction.

At the next bend in the road there was a white wooden fence, and beyond it a cricket pitch with a rotten old cricket pavilion behind a rotten old scoreboard. I stopped to rest against the fence and get my breath. An iron gate behind me began to creak in the wind. I turned and saw a path choked with nettles that led past the cricket pitch. The moonlight shone down the path, and I saw the shadow of something I thought was a large animal with a hump on its back. Then as it got closer I saw it was Egil, carrying a sack.

“Seriously, the little devils get so arrogant,” he said, dropping the sack at my feet. The sack was made from some heavy, shiny material and was bound with red ribbon. “There was a rat behind the pavilion, and because I am no longer Shipley the mighty hunter, he just laughed at me.”

Egil’s eyes suddenly darted at the darkness. “There he goes! Little pompous devil.” Egil was about to leap forward onto all fours, but he stopped himself. “Seven years is a long time to be a champion ratter,” he said softly. “Leaves its mark, you know?”

He looked up at me with his remarkable green eyes, and once again reason caught me up. I remembered that it was seven years since Shipley the cat had wandered into the convent as a stray and been adopted by the nuns.

“Are you saying you came to the convent just to find me?” I asked.

“But of course. Grandpa sent me. You have been in my care ever since.”

I closed my eyes tight and spoke through gritted teeth. “Egil, if I think rationally about what is happening, my legs go weak.”

“So don’t think,” he said. “I have some clothes for you here”—he buried his head in the sack—“that will keep you warm and also keep you from asking too many questions.”

Egil pulled a thick fur coat from inside the sack, and then a pair of trousers made from some slick, furry material that shone as if it were drenched in animal fat. Both the coat and the trousers looked far too big for me, but before I could speak, Egil spoke up with a smile.

“They’re magic clothes,” he said. “They change size to fit whoever wears them.”

A cloud passed before the moon. Egil angled his head a little, the way cats do when something interests them.

“What have you got against the word magic?” he said.

Egil had read my thoughts. If he started to talk about “magic” clothes or “magic” anything, I would start to think that this was all just another dream, and I didn’t want it to be a dream. I wanted it to be real—even though I had been out of my chair for less than an hour, I already wanted to run and race and feel the cold air in my nose more than anything in the world.

Egil spoke softly. “If you don’t like the word magic, I will use the proper word for it. These are Fellish clothes. And to make you walk and talk, I have used Fellish power. Does a different word make you feel better?”

“No, because I don’t know what Fellish means.”

Egil studied me with what looked like pity mixed with a little amusement. “Grandpa is very strict,” he said. “He made me promise I wouldn’t try to explain any of the important things until we get to Iceland.”

“But Iceland is…miles and miles away,” I said at last, not really sure where Iceland was. I had a vague idea that it was up at the top of the world somewhere. Egil didn’t hear me. He had spotted a bat flying across the moon, and his head twitched to follow its flight into the trees.

“Did you know that bats taste almost exactly the same as leather sandals?” he said. Then his darting eyes glimpsed the moon, and he quickly pushed the fur coat into my hands.

“Once we get to Iceland, you can ask Grandpa all the questions you want,” he said. “But for now, look…the moon is almost set. Please, put the clothes on, and let us be on our way.”

I looked back up the winding road that led to the convent. It was a silver river of moonlight, apart from the litter and parked cars. I had been down this road in my chair many times with Sister Mary at my back, singing her songs and trying to make it all seem so jolly. In truth, every time she had taken me out into the world, I had ached with the desire to just once leap to my feet and run for it.

Now it was really happening, and I decided asking sensible questions might make sensible things happen—and that was the last thing I needed.

I pulled on the trousers over my pajamas and they contracted to fit me, just as Egil had said they would. The coat also seemed to shrink as I put my arms into it, and I felt the musty warmth of animal fur all around me. Something about the way the fur moved as I crooked my arm made me feel that the coat was alive.

“You look like a very smart, large rodent,” Egil said. Then to my astonishment he reached into his pocket and produced a set of car keys. They were ordinary, everyday car keys. He turned and skipped toward an ancient-looking rusted two-seater car that had its nose pushed deep into the hawthorn hedge beside us. His green eyes sparkled as he beckoned me to follow him.

“This is the car I drove to get here seven years ago, before I turned myself into a cat,” he said, “but I just know she’ll start the first time.”

I hesitated. There were lots of questions, but I came up with the silliest question first. “Are you actually old enough to drive?” I asked.

“Ah well, let me see now,” he said, putting a finger to the dimple in his chin. “Next birthday I will be…five hundred and seven. I think that’s old enough, don’t you?”

My mouth fell open. Egil opened the passenger door, and it creaked like a coffin lid. He urged me to climb inside. After a moment I took my seat, and Egil put the key in the ignition.

“Now let’s burn up some road,” Egil said, and before the engine fired I heard the rattle of mad excitement in his throat, the kind I used to hear from Shipley when he was about to do something fast and improbable that would end with something spilled or the wrong way up.

 


I have no idea whether it was some magical power Egil used or simply a very old car on its last day of glory. We drove through the wet deserted streets of London at a hundred miles an hour with Egil constantly brushing back his hair and purring and occasionally scratching his ear with his shoulder.

I wasn’t used to being in vehicles. I’d been in the convent bus, of course, but its driver drove at a reasonable speed and obeyed the
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