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Chapter 1

Most people don’t know about wolves. They think they do. The Big Bad Wolf in the dark forest. All that stuff. But they don’t understand.

“Put your wolf book away now, Jasmine,” Mum says. “It’s time for our walk. Haven’t you read it a hundred times already?” She smiles.

I run to the door because I love to walk with my mum. She’s right. I have read that book so often that I know every word. I put on my coat and gloves. Then we go out into the frosty evening.

“What new wolf facts can you tell me tonight?” Mum asks. Her breath puffs out in white clouds.

“Wolves are gentle,” I tell her. My cheeks feel tingly cold.

“You mean wolves are gentle when they’re not hunting?” Mum asks and grins.

“Yeah, of course,” I say. I think Mum’s trying to be funny. “The mum and dad look after their pups so well,” I say. “The rest of the pack does too. They take it in turns to teach the pups and play with them.”

“A bit like us!” Mum says, laughing.

So I tip my head back and howl. Mum joins in as we walk down the street.

“Arrr-ooooo!” we howl at the moon.

She’s right. We are like a wolf pack. I live with my mum, but each day I see my gran and my aunties and our neighbours. There is always someone visiting our home.
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Everyone shows me something different. My gran is good at singing. My aunties take me to the park. Our neighbour teaches me to play cards.

But my favourite time is now: when Mum and I have a walk after our tea. Now that it’s winter, it’s dark and all the lights are on.

I look around and count all the things I like.

I like the shop windows, all lit up.

I like the winter lights, leading away like bright ribbons.

I like the trees, full of lanterns like stars.

I like the lights on cars and bikes as everyone heads home after a busy day.

I like holding Mum’s hand, glove in glove, as we talk and talk and talk.

When we get home, Mum makes hot chocolate to warm us up. I sniff the sweet steam from the cup and sip my drink. Then I get into bed and look at my wolf book. Again!

That night, I dream an enormous wolf is coming down our street, getting nearer and nearer and nearer.

That was the end of the last good day. The last day before everything changed.






Chapter 2

It starts slowly. One day, Mum says, “I’m tired today. You can walk to school with Ella.”

“Yes, please!” I say. Ella is my best friend. We’ve been friends since we were babies. I don’t remember the being babies part. I do remember:




	sunny days in the park;

	playing with Ella’s toys (they are the best);

	watching the dance show on TV at her house right till the end – Mum had to carry me home because I was half-asleep;

	birthdays, hers and mine, all of them;

	her first wobbly tooth coming out right on top of a bun, stuck on the top like a bit of extra sugar;

	playing with Ella’s dog, Patch – he isn’t a wolf, but sometimes we pretend he is.



So I love seeing Ella and her family. But as Mum gets more and more tired, I miss walking to school with her every day.

Then one day I get home, and Gran opens our door, not Mum.

“I’ve come to stay for a bit,” she says. “Just while your mum needs help.” Gran’s suitcase is enormous and fills half the room. She only lives three streets away, so why does she need to stay?

Most days, I am happy to see Gran. Her clothes are very bright. Her bracelets clink and rattle. She gives big, soft hugs. She smells like flowers and spice.

But tonight feels different. It feels odd. Mum is asleep, but we haven’t even had our tea. Gran makes a meal, but she doesn’t know what I like. Her food tastes different.
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After tea, I ask, “Can we go for a walk now?” I look out of our window to see all the beautiful lights.

But Gran doesn’t want to. “Now? So late! It’s dark and cold out there.” She puts my wolf book on the shelf. She sings me songs instead. I don’t know the words, and I don’t join in.

Next day, I walk to school with Gran. Ella waves to me.

Today, there’s a new girl in our class. She’s called Layla. Our teacher, Mrs Jones, asks Ella to be Layla’s buddy.

Ella shows Layla all our favourite things, and they sit together.

I have my wolf book at school these days, and I open it so no one can see my face. When a wolf is grown up, it has to leave its first pack. For a while, the wolf is all alone.

I feel like that now. I am on the outside. I am on my own.
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Chapter 3

The days crawl past very slowly. Mum sleeps a lot. Ella sits with Layla all the time, even though Layla isn’t new any more and doesn’t need a buddy. They are together at break time too.

I am a wolf, all alone. Wolves have strong legs, and they can run for a long time. They like high-up places so they can see all around them. If a new wolf comes near the pack, they chase it away.

I can’t chase Layla away. So I find the highest place in the playground, and I can see everything from here. It doesn’t help me feel better.

I can’t wait to get home and read my wolf book. I tell Gran this when she picks me up.

“Ah, sorry, Jasmine love.” Gran leads us down a different street. “I’m taking your mum to the doctor this afternoon. So I’ve booked the art club for you.”

“What art club?” I ask as we stop outside a door.

“In here,” Gran says. “You’ll see. This is Cherry. She’s one of the artists here – we’ve been friends a long time. I’ll pick you up before teatime.” Gran smiles and waves goodbye, but even she doesn’t seem happy today.

Cherry has a big smile and curly hair. She has spots of paint on her clothes and arms.

The art club is in a long room. There are tall shelves with masks and enormous puppets resting on them. They look as if they are asleep. There are pots of paint on the tables, and ribbons and glue too. There are boxes full of shiny paper and colourful fabrics, buttons and sequins, old cardboard boxes and empty plastic pots.

I sit at a table with some older children I don’t know. Someone is talking about a lantern parade. About costumes and giant puppets. I don’t want to listen. I don’t want to be here, and I don’t want to make new friends.

Cherry and the other artists give out pencils and paper so we can sketch our ideas. I cover my paper with wolves. Fierce wolves with sharp teeth who sniff out their prey. They snarl. They leap on the weakest, claws stabbing and ripping—

“Jasmine?” Cherry calls out.

When I look towards her, it feels a bit like I’m waking up. I feel dizzy and puzzled. Everyone is looking at me.

My paper is in bits, and my pencil is snapped in two. My face is damp and hot. I don’t know what just happened, and I don’t know what to do.
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Chapter 4

“Jasmine,” Cherry says again. “It’s all right. You’re safe here. Come with me.”

She takes me to the sink and gives me a drink of water. I can’t hold the cup; it wobbles in my hands.

People stop looking at me and carry on with their drawing. When I feel better, someone else comes up.

“This is my brother,” Cherry says. “His name is Ali – he makes the giant puppets.”

Ali looks like someone from a story. A magician, or a wizard. He has a beard and long hair tied up in a knot. He has a long flowing shirt and big baggy trousers.

“You like wolves, I see,” Ali says.

How does he know that? I think. I nod.

“Tell me,” he asks, “what are wolves like?”

That’s the only question in the world I can answer right now. So I do.

We sit at a table at the back of the room. Ali listens to me, and I watch him draw a wolf from my words. First, he draws two ears, then strong jaws and sharp teeth. After a while, he passes some paper over. At last, my fingers stop trembling.

*

Over days and weeks, Ali and I work together at art club.

First, we draw. We join our drawings together until they are enormous.

Next, we build a frame of willow sticks. We bend them into shape and tie them in place. We cover the frame in thin paper and paint it with
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