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      Birdy don’t rightly know who he is or where he come from. Maybe from up the estate beyond the main road, maybe from just round the corner, he don’t like to say. He just shows up, appears from the thick dusty air in the pigeon loft, or out of the trees up Cop Hill. Not a ghost or a phantasm, just a boy her age or thereabouts.

      But there’s a magic to him. To his hair, spun like Rapunzel’s, with strands of red and gold; to his clothes, half charity shop, half dressing-up box; to his name, not a boy’s but not quite animal either. Dogger. Plain but odd.

      Like her, she supposes.

       

      The first time Dogger comes, Birdy’s six and sobbing in the loft. It’s because of Sadie – Sadie from the back of Dad’s cab, Sadie with her too-big hair and her too-bright clothes and her chit-chat, chit-chat all about the telly. Birdy don’t know what Dad sees in her. Sadie’s no different to all the other women he went out with before her – Fat Sue, Carol from the bookies, Mad Maxine. None of them lasted more than a few months, with their preening and then their pecking when Dad – and Birdy – didn’t measure up. Only somehow Sadie’s stuck, taking up time Dad should’ve spent with Birdy, and taking up space in the house, moving into their nest like a no-good cuckoo, filling it with her frilly curtains and fancy pillows and making herself a feather bed to lie in.

      But that’s not the worst of it.

      No, now she’s having a baby.

      When Birdy thinks about that, about having to share her dad not just with Sadie but with the gaping gob of a mewling little’un and all, she lets out another terrible squawk. And Dogger must have heard the noise – her haw-haw that’s turned the birds’ soft hum and trill into ruffled feathers and restless pacing – and come to see who she is, and why she’s being a cry-baby.

      “Hello,” he says.

      Birdy looks up chip-chop, wipes snot on her arm. Then her mouth gapes and words stopper in her gob as she sees him in the doorway, a halo of July sun on hair spun from copper and a set of – blimey! – wings. “Who are you?” she asks. “Are – are you a bird? Or… or an angel?” Sadie believes in angels, reckons she’s got one watching her from heaven. Sadie… Another fat sob racks through Birdy and she clacks her teeth together to clamp it in.

      He steps towards her, hands on hips, bare feet on splintered boards. “I’m not an angel, and I’m definitely not a flaming bird,” he says. Then he cracks his face open with a smile as wide as the Pennines. “I’m Dogger.”

      In the dim fust of the loft she can make out her mistake. He’s dressed in a tight green catsuit that clings like skin, stapled all over with crepe paper leaves, and on his back a pair of feathered fancy-dress wings. The kind Sadie got for a fiver from Costcutter and made her wear for Halloween. The kind Birdy snatched off and stamped into the mud of the back garden first chance she got. Flaming fairies, she’d said to herself. Flaming fairies… until Dad had picked them up, and her, and made her wash them, and her mouth out and all.

      Birdy smiles back at the boy and says, “Dogger’s a funny name.”

      “S’pose,” he replies, peering into the perches, stretching out thin fingers to stroke a bird. “What’s yours?”

      She hesitates, not knowing which one to tell him. In the end she picks both. “Birdy,” she replies. “It were Bridie, once upon a time, but my dad says no one called me that, not ever, not even before I worked with the birds. Now only Miss Higgins calls me Bridie.”

      “Birdy’s not so normal,” says Dogger.

      “I know that,” she snaps, playground chants echoing in her ears. She rubs them to shut out the noise. “What are you meant to be, anyway?”

      He looks down at his greenness. “The god of something,” he replies. “Only my mam’s not so good with sewing.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” says Birdy. ’Cause Sadie’s never sewn more than a button back on for her.

      Dogger sits down in Grandpa’s green chair, picks a crusty scab of pigeon poo off the arm. “So, why’re you crying,” he asks.

      “I’m not,” she insists.

      “You were,” he says. “I saw you.”

      Birdy bristles. “Sadie’s having a baby,” she says. “A girl. ’Least it will be. It’s just a peanut now, so she reckons. And they’re getting married and all. So there’s no getting rid now. Not ever.”

      Dogger nods. “Sadie your mam?”

      “No!” Birdy shakes her head, indignant. “She’s not my mam, she’s a mobile hairdresser. But my dad – my dad…”

      “Yer dad thinks the sun shines out of her backside, I bet.”

      “Aye. Only it don’t and I told her that and all and then I come here.”

      “What about your real mam?” Dogger asks. “The one that had you?”

      Birdy shrugs like she don’t know. And truth be told, she don’t, not much. But the bits she does she hands him like they’re jewels. “She died when I were three. She had red hair and green eyes. And she loved books more than anything.”

      “So Sadie’s your wicked stepmother?”

      Birdy thinks about this. About the storybook women who send their children out into the woods with nowt but breadcrumbs. Or give them poisoned apples to eat. “She give me a hamster once,” she tells him by way of an answer. “Dave, it were called. Only she told me I couldn’t call a hamster Dave.”

      “Why not?” he asks.

      “That’s what I said,” says Birdy. “Only Sadie tells me it’s got no dignity. Bad as calling a bird Billy.”

      “Billy’s a good name for a bird.”

      “Aye,” says Birdy. “A bobby dazzler, Grandpa reckons. It run off in the end when I were cleaning it out.”

      “Who, Dave?”

      Birdy feels her lips twitch and turn up at the corners, feels something inside her stretch its wings out and lift. “No, me dad,” she jokes.

      Dogger grins, wide as a pelican, warming Birdy as if he’s the sun himself.

      “Anyway, Sadie said I weren’t allowed pets after that.”

      “You got birds, though.”

      “Aye,” says Birdy, smiling herself now. “She’ll not take them away. Not ’til hell freezes, Grandpa says.”

      Dogger nods, like he knows the truth of it.

      “You got a sister?” she asks him then.

      “No way,” Dogger says. “Nor a brother and don’t want one, neither. Too much noise. And poo.”

      Birdy laughs and snot flies out of her nose on to her sundress. She wipes it in, not bothered at the smear.

      “Anyway,” Dogger carries on. “My dad’s too busy for babies. He’s an international jewel thief.”

      “No, he in’t. Is he?” Birdy’s eyes widen as she imagines a man dangling in a suit and snatching a diamond from a black-velvet display case.

      “I reckon.” Dogger shrugs. “What about yours?”

      Birdy sighs. “He were a swimmer once,” she says. “But that didn’t work out, so then he were a postman, like my Grandpa Jones were. Only he couldn’t read the letters proper so Big Al – he was the boss – he had to let Dad go and now he drives a cab. It’s a Ford Mondeo,” she adds. “With under-seat heating.”

      “Nice.” Dogger nods, and Birdy blooms, but briefly.

      “Only Julie Gilhoolie was sick in it last Friday and it smells, though he’d still rather drive the cab than spend time with me.”

      Dogger says something. Something he shouldn’t and Birdy sucks in air, sharp. “That’s a swear,” she hisses.

      “So?” says Dogger. “Who’s to hear it? Just me and you.”

      Birdy listens. Grandpa’s still inside the house, asleep, she reckons, or watching Leeds United on the telly. So she says the swear herself, only soft, whispering. She’s not that brave. Not really. Not yet.

      Dogger smiles. “I know what’ll cheer you up.” He scrambles up so he’s stood on the chair, feet sinking into springs and threadbare nylon.

      “What?” Birdy asks, pushing herself to her feet, caught in the excitement.

      “A song.”

      “A song?” Birdy feels disappointment slosh over her like school custard. What’s so good about a song?

      “It’s a special one, honest.” Dogger puts his hands on his hips again. “Listen,” he says, and begins.

      Birdy listens, to the up-down, up-down of the notes, to the words about birds – three of them, little ones – fat words that burst with love and sunshine and the tight arms of a hug; words that tug-tug-tug at a thread inside her, pull out a memory, ripe as a plum. “I know this song,” she realises. “I know it!” And she sings along, soft at first, like the swear, then louder, not caring who hears it, not caring when Grandpa comes trip-trapping up the rickety plank to see what all the fuss is about; not caring when Mrs Housden from number four says, “Blimey, Birdy,” as she dances round the corner on her way back home; not caring when Sadie glowers at her through the window, still nursing her hurt like she’s nursing that peanut thing inside her.

      Dad cuts her off, though, soon as she walks in the door. “Where’ve you been?” he asks. “You don’t just stomp off like that.”

      “Up at the pigeon loft,” she says. “I learned a song.” And she sings him a line.

      “Who taught you that?” he says, his face pale as the thin milk Sadie pours on her cereal.

      “Dogger,” she says. “He turned up at the loft, just walked in. Reckon he must live round there. He says —”

      But Dad don’t want to hear what Dogger’s got to say and he cuts her off quick. “That’s enough. I don’t want you hanging round with… with odd boys. Where was your grandpa?”

      “In the house,” Birdy says. “Leeds won,” she adds.

      “Aye, well.” Dad ponders. “Just… just… no storming off again. And no Dogger and no… no singing about little birds, all right?”

      “What’s wrong with the song?” Birdy asks.

      “Nowt. I just… I never liked it. That’s all.”

      Birdy nods a promise, then runs upstairs to wash her hands, but it’s already too late. Dogger’s song has caught in her hair, and stuck to the soles of her feet. It slip-slides into her thoughts when she’s supposed to be eating, sleeping, subtracting sixty-seven from two hundred and five and timesing it all by eleven. “Three little birds,” she sings in her head, as she stamps out of the school gates the next day. “Three little birds,” she sings, as she pulls off her sandals and puts on her wellies. “Three little birds,” she sings, as she sits on the steps of the pigeon loft and waits for the boy with the wings to fly back and make every little thing all right.

      And he does.

      When her sister, Minnie, were born early and she were too small, and no one knew if she would make it through each night, Dogger listened when Birdy were sorry she’d wished all the bad on her, sorry she wished she weren’t having a sister.

      When Sadie and her dad got wed, and she had to wear that flaming dress and hold her sister’s hand and smile-smile-smile like it were the bees knees when all she wanted to do was sob. That time Dogger told her jokes until she were smiling for real and the wedding were nowt but a day ticked off on the kitchen calendar.

      When her dad crashed the taxi, and all the money they had for a month was Sadie’s and all they had for tea was beans. That time Dogger told her that sometimes, when his mam were ill, all they had for tea was stories, and that words filled his stomach better than bread ever could.

      When her pigeon Marilyn got tossed from Cop Hill for the first time and they waited, waited, fists clenched, breath baited, for her to come home. Then Dogger stood by her side, clenched his fists too, and squeezed her hand when the bird plopped on to her perch like she’d only been out for a five-minute flap.

       

      Birdy’s eleven now. But Dogger still comes, sometimes in trousers, sometimes in a crocodile suit, slinking into the loft and her life like he were born to it.

      And he’s about to show up again. 
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      Who am I? 

      Birdy mouths the words from the whiteboard, repeats them over and over in her head like a football chant.

      Who am I? Who am I? Who am I? she asks.

      But the answer always comes back the same: I don’t know.

      It’s for her new school, Miss Higgins says. They’re all to do it; write it in the booklet and stick in pictures of their family and their friends and all. They’re to tell the teachers at the Academy what they were like as a baby, what they like to do now, and what they want to do when they’re grown up.

      Thing is, Birdy don’t rightly know how to answer any of them questions. So by the time Miss Higgins has come round the class to peer over her shoulder she’s only managed three lines:

       

      Name: Bridie Jones

      Age: 11

      Address: 27, Beasley Street

       

      She were going to put “Birdy”, but then she’d have another load of nose-poking teachers and goggle-eyed kids to explain it to: how she were called it as a joke when she were little. How it stuck because of the birds. She’s not sure she wants everyone knowing about that. Who else has pigeons, after all? No one in her class, that’s for sure. And no one else has got a dead mam, neither.

      “What about books?” suggests Miss Higgins. “You like reading, don’t you?”

      “Aye.” Birdy nods, adding the word to the few she’s got. ’Cause she does love stories. Has done since she can remember. Even since her dad stopped reading to her ’cause the words got too long, though he said it was ’cause he hadn’t the time, what with tucking Minnie into bed and getting out on shift. So then she just told herself tales or stole Dogger’s, or borrowed books from the library and read them out loud to the birds for their own bedtime. One about a flying carpet and a phoenix who lived in the fire; one about an orphan who lived with her own grandpa and the goats he kept in another kind of loft in the mountains; and one about a wizard in a land called Oz and a girl who flew to meet him in her very own house. That one she already knew, ’cause she’d watched the film on the telly with her dad once, snug under the musty crook of his arm so’s she could hide when the flying monkeys screeched through the air. “There’s no place like home,” he’d told her then, “and don’t you forget it.” But that were before Sadie, and, besides, Birdy’s not the one who needs reminding, she thinks.

      “And what about some words that describe you?” Miss Higgins suggests.

      Birdy can smell her perfume, hear her impatience. But her head’s fluff, stuffed with nothing but feathers. “I can’t think of any, miss,” she replies.

      “I can,” smirks Casey Braithwaite. Birdy looks up, catching her mouth the word, “weirdo”. And Laura Potter laughs on cue, hunh-hunh-hunh, like a monkey. Only not a magic flying one.

      “That’s enough, girls,” says Miss Higgins. “Get on with your own work.” She turns back to Birdy. “Try,” she urges. It comes out in a sigh, thick with disappointment.

      “I am,” insists Birdy.

      “Ask someone who knows you well. Your dad, or your… stepmum.”

      If Dogger were here, he and Birdy would laugh at that – at Sadie knowing anything real about Birdy, or wanting to. But this is school, and Dogger don’t go to school. More’s the pity.

      “Want to see what I put?” Casey Braithwaite says, now that Miss Higgins has moved on. She pushes her booklet across the table towards Birdy.

      Birdy hesitates. If she looks, Casey might call out, “Copycat!” If she doesn’t look, Casey’ll say she’s stuck up. Stuck up and smelly, probably – she’s said that before, after all. Birdy finds it hard to win with Casey. But maybe this time… She leans over.

      “‘Intellectual’,” she reads.

      “That means clever,” Casey announces.

      “I know that,” Birdy replies. I’m not flaming stupid, Dogger would add.

      She carries on reading: Intellectual. Inquisitive. Flexible. A show-off, nosey and can do the splits, Birdy translates. And not one of these things can Birdy say about herself, so she’s not going to borrow. But that don’t stop Casey.

      “Copycat!” she yells.

      Birdy flushes, red as the rim of a pigeon’s eye, pushes the notebook back. “I weren’t, miss,” she says. “I were just interested.”

      Miss Higgins raises an eyebrow. “Bridie, if you spent less time ‘interested’ in other people’s work, and more time on your own, you’d be done on this page by now.”

      “Yes, miss,” she replies.

      Manjit Singh, sat opposite, pulls a face. But she can’t tell if it’s laughing with her or at her so she looks down, back to her almost-blank book.

      She don’t know why she’s got to do it, anyway. Whose business is it but hers who she is? And, so strong is that thought, it flaps out of her mouth before she can catch hold of it.

      “What’s the point?” she yells. “Who cares how clever we think we are? They’ll find out soon enough, any road.”

      Casey Braithwaite’s eyes go wide and her mouth gapes like a baby bird waiting for worms.

      Miss Higgins’s lips tighten, so that when she speaks the words are small and sharp as stones. “Save your words for your work,” she snaps.

      Birdy’s red cheeks darken to scarlet. ’Cause it’s not words that’s the bother, she knows enough of them – hundreds more than her sister, than her dad and Sadie, even – it’s the facts that aren’t so easy to pull out of the hat – the facts about Mam. Because how do
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