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            Chapter One

         

         Hana leaned against her mama’s shoulder and watched the lights flicker by as the car sped along. She could hear her little brother Zahir making snuffling noises in his sleep, and wished that she could sleep so easily. But everything was too strange and scary for sleeping. Hana felt as if she needed to keep watch all the time, just in case 6something bad was about to happen to Zahir, or her parents. Her baba was in the front seat, next to the driver. Hana could tell Baba was trying hard to remember his English words, so he could answer the friendly questions the driver kept asking – Mark, that was it. The driver was called Mark.

         It had all happened so fast – the sudden goodbye to the friends they’d made in the camp in Iraq, the bumpy ride to the airport, and then the flight. It was a good thing, of course, that they’d come here to Britain. But Hana was used to living in the camp. She had friends there! She felt as if she knew everyone and she knew what the days would bring. Now everything had changed.7

         Baba had said that this was what they’d been waiting for – a whole new start in a different country. Hana could go to a real school. He and Mama could get jobs. After a while, they would hopefully be able to have a home of their own that would be a safe place to stay. Hana had tried to imagine it, but it was so hard.

         Their real home was in a village in Syria, but they’d had to leave quickly, after the village was overrun by fighters and it was too dangerous for them to stay – that had been two years ago, when Hana was seven and Zahir was a tiny baby. Hana and her family had been living in the camp ever since. She could hardly remember the village 8they’d left behind – only flashes of memory every so often.

         “Who is he?” she whispered to Mama in Arabic, nodding at Mark. The man had been so smiley and kind when he met them at the airport, and now he was driving them somewhere, but Hana didn’t really understand what was happening.
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         9“He’s a – a volunteer,” Mama explained. “Someone kind who wants to help us. There’s a group of people in this country, organized by a charity – they offer rooms in their houses to people who’ve had to leave their homes, like us. Mark is driving us to his house.”

         “So we’re going to live with him?” Hana peered at Mark. She couldn’t see very much of him in the dark car, though.

         “And his family. Do you remember, at the airport he told us that he had a son about the same age as you?”

         “Yes…” Hana said slowly. She hadn’t really been listening, the airport had been so overwhelming. The bright lights, all those crowds of people, the 10announcements in English that she almost understood, but not quite… Hana had stood there, blinking, clinging on to Mama with one hand and her little purple-and-silver backpack with the other. She couldn’t let go of her bag – it was the only thing she had from her life in Syria. Even the clothes she’d been wearing when they left the village were gone now – she’d grown out of them so quickly and they’d been passed on and swapped with other families in the camp. “Oscar,” she whispered to Mama. “He’s called Oscar.”

         “That’s right!” Mark called from the front of the car. “He’s nine, Hana, just like you! He’s looking forward to meeting you!”

         11Hana looked worriedly up at Mama. She’d understood nine – she knew it was her age, she’d learned English numbers in the school at the camp. She could speak quite a lot of English words and phrases now, but she didn’t understand well enough to follow Mark’s fast speech. He had a kind voice, though. She did her best to reply, murmuring, “Thank you,” hoping it was the right thing to say. She knew it was polite.

         Mama squeezed her hand, and Baba looked round at her, smiling and nodding. “Good! Use your English!” He and Mama had tried to help Hana learn English too – they’d been hoping that they would be able to travel to Britain one day. She wondered if Oscar 12would know any Arabic words. Perhaps she could just ask him to speak slowly.

         “This is our road,” Mark said, turning into a side street.

         Hana peered up at the tall houses – there were still a few golden-lighted windows and she could see figures moving behind them, and people talking. There was so much space. The houses had little gardens in front of them, with trees and bushes, or cars parked. She was used to tiny homes built out of concrete blocks, squashed up close together to fit as many people into the overcrowded camp as possible. These houses looked beautiful, but strange – even frightening.

         Mark drew up outside one of the tall houses and Hana stared anxiously out of the car window. She spotted a small face looking back at her, peering round the edge of the curtain in an upstairs room.13
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         “It’s late,” Mark said to her slowly as he turned off the engine. “Oscar is asleep in bed, but he’ll be happy to see you tomorrow.”

         Hana nodded. She’d mostly 14understood that! Then she glanced up again and saw the curtain drop back. She had a feeling that actually Oscar was wide awake and watching.
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         The calico kitten woke up, blinking sleepily. She was slumped half on top of her mother, with her ginger brother’s chin resting on her head. He was warm but heavy, and the kitten wriggled a little and mewed crossly when she couldn’t shift him. Her mother leaned over and gently nudged the ginger kitten away. He didn’t even wake up, just slid bonelessly over to land with all four paws pointing up in the air.

         The calico kitten yawned and looked blearily around. Something had woken 15her, but she wasn’t sure what it was. She wasn’t hungry – she’d fed well a short while before and she didn’t want any more milk. Not for a little while, anyway…

         Voices echoed outside the door and the kitten pricked up her ears, listening. The house felt different tonight, strange and waiting. But her mother was still stretched out sleepily in their pen, so the kitten was curious rather than frightened. If there was something wrong, their mother would be standing in front of them, her fur fluffed out. She’d be making those little hissing growls that meant she was scared for her babies.

         The kitten squeaked in surprise as her mother leaned over and picked her up with a gentle mouth. She 16wanted all her kittens close. The calico kitten purred faintly as her mother began to wash the top of her head, licking her fur down flat. The kitten’s head nodded with every swipe of her mother’s tongue. She yawned again and snuggled close against the mother cat’s fluffy white front.

         Everything was fine. Everyone was safe. She was going back to sleep.
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            Chapter Two

         

         Mark and his wife Carla had explained that they only had one spare room, so Hana’s family would all have to sleep together. They apologized and said they wished they had more space, but Hana thought the room was lovely. Even last night, when she was feeling so tired and overwhelmed, she’d noticed the big bed for her 18parents, with a comfy folding bed for her set at the end. There was a cot for Zahir in the corner, but Hana wasn’t sure if he would use it since he was used to sleeping cuddled up to Mama. So was she – but the camp bed looked so nice with the bright pink-and-white stripey covers. There was even a set of new clothes to sleep in. Mama had seen them and started to cry, and then she’d hugged Carla and Carla had cried too.

         Hana sat up in the camp bed, looking around the room in the faint light that filtered through the curtains. Her purple backpack was still safe at the end of her bed. Her most precious things were in there, the little plastic pony that she kept in 19the front pocket, and the pretty red bracelet that her tete, her mother’s mother, had given her, along with a few clothes.

         Baba and Mama were still asleep, but Zahir was sitting up between them, sucking his thumb, his dark eyes wide and worried. He looked relieved when he saw that Hana was awake, and wriggled out of the covers and down the bed towards her. Hana put out her arms and they cuddled close, holding each other silently. Hana could hear sounds downstairs – music playing and people talking. A door banged and then Hana felt her mouth lift in a tiny smile. That noise – was it a mew? She was almost sure she’d heard a cat.20
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         There had been cats in the refugee camp. Thin, hungry creatures, most of them, too intent on hunting the rats and mice to want to play or be petted. But the family who lived in the little shelter next door to Hana’s had somehow managed to bring their own ginger cat Jabir with them, tucked safely away in a basket when they fled their home. Maritza, her friend from next door, had let Hana play with him sometimes. Once Jabir had even 21fallen asleep in Hana’s lap, and she’d sat, frozen, listening in wonder to his faint purring snores. She still loved to remember it, the softness of his fur under her fingers.

         She hadn’t known that Mark and Carla had a cat, she must have been too sleepy to notice the night before.

         “Shall we get up?” she whispered to Zahir in Arabic. “We could go and see that cat?”

         “Cat!” Zahir agreed happily.

         Hana knew they should probably wait for Baba and Mama to wake up, but she was twitchy and nervous and didn’t want to stay quietly waiting in their room. Waves of excitement and fear kept washing over her, one after the other. She couldn’t keep still. She wanted to meet that boy who’d been peeping round the curtains. And the 22cat – she wanted to meet the cat even more.

         Hana eased the bedroom door open and shushed Zahir as they crept out on to the landing. It had a set of wooden rails that they could look through down the stairs into the hallway. Hana leaned over the top rail, and Zahir stuck his nose between the wooden bars. They could hear voices, and then there was a click and a burst of music as a door opened. Hana drew back quickly as a boy about her own age came running up the stairs. He wasn’t looking at the landing above his head, so he swung round the banister and nearly bumped into Hana and Zahir.

         “Oh!” He stopped himself, staring at them both. “You’re awake.”

         Hana nodded, suddenly speechless. 23What was she supposed to say? She couldn’t remember any English words. Even in Arabic, she wasn’t sure what to say to the person whose house she was now living in.

         “Thank you…” she mumbled eventually.
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         24The boy – Oscar, that was it – put his head on one side, looking puzzled. “What for?”

         Hana blinked at him and translated in her head. “Good room?”

         “You like it? Mum spent ages trying to work out how to fit the cot in. It’s a bit squashed. Do you want some breakfast?”

         Hana missed most of that but latched on to breakfast. She was so hungry, and she was sure Zahir was too.

         “Yes! Breakfast, thank you.”

         Oscar nodded, looking pleased. “Come on.” He beckoned them back down the stairs, and then reached out a hand to help Zahir. Hana expected her little brother to pull away, but instead he began chattering cheerfully to Oscar 25as the older boy edged backwards down the stairs, holding his hand. She followed them, wondering what there could be for breakfast. Baba and Mama had warned her that the food might be very different here, but she was hungry enough to eat anything.

         “They’re awake!” Oscar called as he led Zahir through the kitchen door. “They want breakfast, can I have second breakfast?”

         Hana smiled shyly at Carla – the lovely person who had bought her pyjamas and the pretty bedding – the person whose house they were living in. Hana felt grateful but almost embarrassed too. She didn’t think she would know what to say to Carla even in Arabic, and she certainly didn’t have 26the words in English. All she could do was smile.

         Carla beamed back. She started pulling things out of cupboards and a tall fridge in the corner of the room, showing them to Hana to see if she and Zahir would like to eat them. Mark showed Hana and Zahir the toasted bread he was eating, but Hana wasn’t sure
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