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      To Dick and Hazie Brown in whose home no one is hungry and in whose hearts no one is a stranger

    


    
      
        
          PART ONE

          
            URCHIN

          

        

      

    


    
      
        
          1

          
            
              
              Poke
            

          

        

      

      
        ‘You think you’ve found somebody, so suddenly my program gets the ax?’

        ‘It’s not about this kid that Graff found. It’s about the low quality of what you’ve been finding.’

        ‘We knew it was long odds. But the kids I’m working with are actually fighting a war just to stay alive.’

        ‘Your kids are so malnourished that they suffer serious mental degradation before you even begin testing them. Most of them haven’t formed any normal human bonds, they’re so messed up they can’t get through a day without finding something they can steal, break, or disrupt.’

        ‘They also represent possibility, as all children do.’

        ‘That’s just the kind of sentimentality that discredits your whole project in the eyes of the I.F.’

      

       

      Poke kept her eyes open all the time. The younger children were supposed to be on watch, too, and sometimes they could be quite observant, but they just didn’t notice all the things they needed to notice, and that meant that Poke could only depend on herself to see danger.

      There was plenty of danger to watch for. The cops, for instance. They didn’t show up often, but when they did, they seemed especially bent on clearing the streets of children. They would flail about them with their magnetic whips, landing cruel stinging blows on even the smallest children, haranguing them as vermin, thieves, pestilence, a plague on the fair city of Rotterdam. It was Poke’s job to notice when a disturbance in the distance suggested that the cops might be running a sweep. Then she would give the alarm whistle and the little ones would rush to their hiding places till the danger was past.

      But the cops didn’t come by that often. The real danger was much more immediate – big kids. Poke, at age nine, was the matriarch of her little crew (not that any of them knew for sure that she was a girl), but that cut no ice with the eleven- and twelve- and thirteen-year-old boys and girls who bullied their way around the streets. The adult-size beggars and thieves and whores of the street paid no attention to the little kids except to kick them out of the way. But the older children, who were among the kicked, turned around and preyed on the younger ones. Any time Poke’s crew found something to eat – especially if they located a dependable source of garbage or an easy mark for a coin or a bit of food – they had to watch jealously and hide their winnings, for the bullies liked nothing better than to take away whatever scraps of food the little ones might have. Stealing from younger children was much safer than stealing from shops or passersby. And they enjoyed it, Poke could see that. They liked how the little kids cowered and obeyed and whimpered and gave them whatever they demanded.

      So when the scrawny little two-year-old took up a perch on a garbage can across the street, Poke, being observant, saw him at once. The kid was on the edge of starvation. No, the kid was starving. Thin arms and legs, joints that looked ridiculously oversized, a distended belly. And if hunger didn’t kill him soon, the onset of autumn would, because his clothing was thin and there wasn’t much of it even at that.

      Normally she wouldn’t have paid him more than passing attention. But this one had eyes. He was still looking around with intelligence. None of that stupor of the walking dead, no longer searching for food or even caring to find a comfortable place to lie while breathing their last taste of the stinking air of Rotterdam. After all, death would not be such a change for them. Everyone knew that Rotterdam was, if not the capital, then the main seaport of Hell. The only difference between Rotterdam and death was that with Rotterdam, the damnation wasn’t eternal.

      This little boy – what was he doing? Not looking for food. He wasn’t eyeing the pedestrians. Which was just as well – there was no chance that anyone would leave anything for a child that small. Anything he might get would be taken away by any other child, so why should he bother? If he wanted to survive, he should be following older scavengers and licking food wrappers behind them, getting the last sheen of sugar or dusting of flour clinging to the packaging, whatever the first comer hadn’t licked off. There was nothing for this child out here on the street, not unless he got taken in by a crew, and Poke wouldn’t have him. He’d be nothing but a drain, and her kids were already having a hard enough time without adding another useless mouth.

      He’s going to ask, she thought. He’s going to whine and beg. But that only works on the rich people. I’ve got my crew to think of. He’s not one of them, so I don’t care about him. Even if he is small. He’s nothing to me.

      A couple of twelve-year-old hookers who didn’t usually work this strip rounded a corner, heading toward Poke’s base. She gave a low whistle. The kids immediately drifted apart, staying on the street but trying not to look like a crew.

      It didn’t help. The hookers knew already that Poke was a crew boss, and sure enough, they caught her by the arms and slammed her against a wall and demanded their ‘permission’ fee. Poke knew better than to claim she had nothing to share – she always tried to keep a reserve in order to placate hungry bullies. These hookers, Poke could see why they were hungry. They didn’t look like what the pedophiles wanted, when they came cruising through. They were too gaunt, too old-looking. So until they grew bodies and started attracting the slightly-less-perverted trade, they had to resort to scavenging. It made Poke’s blood boil, to have them steal from her and her crew, but it was smarter to pay them off. If they beat her up, she couldn’t look out for her crew now, could she? So she took them to one of her stashes and came up with a little bakery bag that still had half a pastry in it.

      It was stale, since she’d been holding it for a couple of days for just such an occasion, but the two hookers grabbed it, tore open the bag, and one of them bit off more than half before offering the remainder to her friend. Or rather, her former friend, for of such predatory acts are feuds born. The two of them started fighting, screaming at each other, slapping, raking at each other with clawed hands. Poke watched closely, hoping that they’d drop the remaining fragment of pastry, but no such luck. It went into the mouth of the same girl who had already eaten the first bite –  and it was that first girl who won the fight too, sending the other one running for refuge.

      Poke turned around, and there was the little boy right behind her. She nearly tripped over him. Angry as she was at having had to give up food to those street-whores, she gave him a knee and knocked him to the ground. ‘Don’t stand behind people if you don’t want to land on your butt,’ she snarled.

      He simply got up and looked at her, expectant, demanding.

      ‘No, you little bastard, you’re not getting nothing from me,’ said Poke. ‘I’m not taking one bean out of the mouths of my crew, you aren’t worth a bean.’

      Her crew was starting to reassemble, now that the bullies had passed.

      ‘Why you give your food to them?’ said the boy. ‘You need that food.’

      ‘Oh, excuse me!’ said Poke. She raised her voice, so her crew could hear her. ‘I guess you ought to be the crew boss here, is that it? You being so big, you got no trouble keeping the food.’

      ‘Not me,’ said the boy. ‘I’m not worth a bean, remember?’

      ‘Yeah, I remember. Maybe you ought to remember and shut up.’

      Her crew laughed.

      But the little boy didn’t. ‘You got to get your own bully,’ he said.

      ‘I don’t get bullies, I get rid of them,’ Poke answered. She didn’t like the way he kept talking, standing up to her. In a minute she was going to have to hurt him.

      ‘You give food to bullies every day. Give that to one bully and get him to keep the others away from you.’

      ‘You think I never thought of that, stupid?’ she said. ‘Only once he’s bought, how I keep him? He won’t fight for us.’

      ‘If he won’t, then kill him,’ said the boy.

      That made Poke mad, the stupid impossibility of it, the power of the idea that she knew she could never lay hands on. She gave him a knee again, and this time kicked him when he went down. ‘Maybe I start by killing you.’

      ‘I’m not worth a bean, remember?’ said the boy. ‘You kill one bully, get another to fight for you, he want your food, he scared of you too.’

      She didn’t know what to say to such a preposterous idea.

      ‘They eating you up,’ said the boy. ‘Eating you up. So you got to kill one. Get him down, everybody as small as me. Stones crack any size head.’

      ‘You make me sick,’ she said.

      ‘Cause you didn’t think of it,’ he said.

      He was flirting with death, talking to her that way. If she injured him at all, he’d be finished, he must know that.

      But then, he had death living with him inside his flimsy little shirt already. Hard to see how it would matter if death came any closer.

      Poke looked around at her crew. She couldn’t read their faces.

      ‘I don’t need no baby telling me to kill what we can’t kill.’

      ‘Little kid come up behind him, you shove, he fall over,’ said the boy. ‘Already got you some big stones, bricks. Hit him in the head. When you see brains you done.’

      ‘He no good to me dead,’ she said. ‘I want my own bully, he keep us safe, I don’t want no dead one.’

      The boy grinned. ‘So now you like my idea,’ he said.

      ‘Can’t trust no bully,’ she answered.

      ‘He watch out for you at the charity kitchen,’ said the boy. ‘You get in at the kitchen.’ He kept looking her in the eye, but he was talking for the others to hear. ‘He get you all in at the kitchen.’

      ‘Little kid get into the kitchen, the big kids, they beat him,’ said Sergeant. He was eight, and mostly acted like he thought he was Poke’s second-in-command, though truth was she didn’t have a second.

      ‘You get you a bully, he make them go away.’

      ‘How he stop two bullies? Three bullies?’ asked Sergeant.

      ‘Like I said,’ the boy answered. ‘You push him down, he not so big. You get your rocks. You be ready. Ben’t you a soldier? Don’t they call you Sergeant?’

      ‘Stop talking to him, Sarge,’ said Poke. ‘I don’t know why any of us is talking to some two-year-old.’

      ‘I’m four,’ said the boy.

      ‘What your name?’ asked Poke.

      ‘Nobody ever said no name for me,’ he said.

      ‘You mean you so stupid you can’t remember your own name?’

      ‘Nobody ever said no name,’ he said again. Still he looked her in the eye, lying there on the ground, the crew around him.

      ‘Ain’t worth a bean,’ she said.

      ‘Am so,’ he said.

      ‘Yeah,’ said Sergeant. ‘One damn bean.’

      ‘So now you got a name,’ said Poke. ‘You go back and sit on that garbage can, I think about what you said.’

      ‘I need something to eat,’ said Bean.

      ‘If I get me a bully, if what you said works, then maybe I give you something.’

      ‘I need something now,’ said Bean.

      She knew it was true.

      She reached into her pocket and took out six peanuts she had been saving. He sat up and took just one from her hand, put it in his mouth and slowly chewed.

      ‘Take them all,’ she said impatiently.

      He held out his little hand. It was weak. He couldn’t make a fist. ‘Can’t hold them all,’ he said. ‘Don’t hold so good.’

      Damn. She was wasting perfectly good peanuts on a kid who was going to die anyway.

      But she was going to try his idea. It was audacious, but it was the first plan she’d ever heard that offered any hope of making things better, of changing something about their miserable life without her having to put on girl clothes and going into business. And since it was his idea, the crew had to see that she treated him fair. That’s how you stay crew boss, they always see you be fair.

      So she kept holding her hand out while he ate all six peanuts, one at a time.

      After he swallowed the last one, he looked her in the eye for another long moment, and then said, ‘You better be ready to kill him.’

      ‘I want him alive.’

      ‘Be ready to kill him if he ain’t the right one.’ With that, Bean toddled back across the street to his garbage can and laboriously climbed on top again to watch.

      ‘You ain’t no four years old!’ Sergeant shouted over to him.

      ‘I’m four but I’m just little,’ he shouted back.

      Poke hushed Sergeant up and they went looking for stones and bricks and cinderblocks. If they were going to have a little war, they’d best be armed.

       

      Bean didn’t like his new name, but it was a name, and having a name meant that somebody else knew who he was and needed something to call him, and that was a good thing. So were the six peanuts. His mouth hardly knew what to do with them. Chewing hurt.

      So did watching as Poke screwed up the plan he gave her. Bean didn’t choose her because she was the smartest crew boss in Rotterdam. Quite the opposite. Her crew barely survived because her judgment wasn’t that good. And she was too compassionate. Didn’t have the brains to make sure she got enough food herself to look well fed, so while her own crew knew she was nice and liked her, to strangers she didn’t look prosperous. Didn’t look good at her job.

      But if she really was good at her job, she would never have listened to him. He never would have got close. Or if she did listen, and did like his idea, she would have got rid of him. That’s the way it worked on the street. Nice kids died. Poke was almost too nice to stay alive. That’s what Bean was counting on. But that’s what he now feared.

      All this time he invested in watching people while his body ate itself up, it would be wasted if she couldn’t bring it off. Not that Bean hadn’t wasted a lot of time himself. At first when he watched the way kids did things on the street, the way they were stealing from each other, at each other’s throats, in each other’s pockets, selling every part of themselves that they could sell, he saw how things could be better if somebody had any brains, but he didn’t trust his own insight. He was sure there must be something else that he just didn’t get. He struggled to learn more – of everything. To learn to read so he’d know what the signs said on trucks and stores and wagons and bins. To learn enough Dutch and enough I.F. Common to understand everything that was said around him. It didn’t help that hunger constantly distracted him. He probably could have found more to eat if he hadn’t spent so much time studying the people. But finally he realized: He already understood it. He had understood it from the start. There was no secret that Bean just didn’t get yet because he was only little. The reason all these kids handled everything so stupidly was because they were stupid.

      They were stupid and he was smart. So why was he starving to death while these kids were still alive? That was when he decided to act. That was when he picked Poke as his crew boss. And now he sat on a garbage can watching her blow it.

      She chose the wrong bully, that’s the first thing she did. She needed a guy who made it on size alone, intimidating people. She needed somebody big and dumb, brutal but controllable. Instead, she thinks she needs somebody small. No, stupid! Stupid! Bean wanted to scream at her as she saw her target coming, a bully who called himself Achilles after the comics hero. He was little and mean and smart and quick, but he had a gimp leg. So she thought she could take him down more easily. Stupid! The idea isn’t just to take him down – you can take anybody down the first time because they won’t expect it. You need somebody who will stay down.

      But he said nothing. Couldn’t get her mad at him. See what happens. See what Achilles is like when he’s beat. She’ll see  – it won’t work and she’ll have to kill him and hide the body and try again with another bully before word gets out that there’s a crew of little kids taking down bullies.

      So up comes Achilles, swaggering – or maybe that was just the rolling gait that his bent leg forced on him – and Poke makes an exaggerated show of cowering and trying to get away. Bad job, thought Bean. Achilles gets it already. Something’s wrong. You were supposed to act like you normally do! Stupid! So Achilles looks around a lot more. Wary. She tells him she’s got something stashed – that part’s normal – and she leads him into the trap in the alley. But look, he’s holding back. Being careful. It isn’t going to work.

      But it does work, because of the gimp leg. Achilles can see the trap being sprung but he can’t get away, a couple of little kids pile into the backs of his legs while Poke and Sergeant push him from the front and down he goes. Then there’s a couple of bricks hitting his body and his bad leg and they’re thrown hard – the little kids get it, they do their job, even if Poke is stupid – and yeah, that’s good, Achilles is scared, he thinks he’s going to die.

      Bean was off his perch by now. Down the alley, watching, closer. Hard to see past the crowd. He pushes his way in, and the little kids – who are all bigger than he is – recognize him, they know he earned a view of this, they let him in. He stands right at Achilles’ head. Poke stands above him, holding a big cinderblock, and she’s talking.

      ‘You get us into the food line at the shelter.’

      ‘Sure, right, I will, I promise.’

      Don’t believe him. Look at his eyes, checking for weakness.

      ‘You get more food this way, too, Achilles. You get my crew. We get enough to eat, we have more strength, we bring more to you. You need a crew. The other bullies shove you out of the way – we’ve seen them! – but with us, you don’t got to take no shit. See how we do it? An army, that’s what we are.’

      OK, now he was getting it. It was a good idea, and he wasn’t stupid, so it made sense to him.

      ‘If this is so smart, Poke, how come you didn’t do this before now?’

      She had nothing to say to that. Instead, she glanced at Bean.

      Just a momentary glance, but Achilles saw it. And Bean knew what he was thinking. It was so obvious.

      ‘Kill him,’ said Bean.

      ‘Don’t be stupid,’ said Poke. ‘He’s in.’

      ‘That’s right,’ said Achilles. ‘I’m in. It’s a good idea.’

      ‘Kill him,’ said Bean. ‘If you don’t kill him now, he’s going to kill you.’

      ‘You let this little walking turd get away with talking shit like this?’ said Achilles.

      ‘It’s your life or his,’ said Bean. ‘Kill him and take the next guy.’

      ‘The next guy won’t have my bad leg,’ said Achilles. ‘The next guy won’t think he needs you. I know I do. I’m in. I’m the one you want. It makes sense.’

      Maybe Bean’s warning made her more cautious. She didn’t cave in quite yet. ‘You won’t decide later that you’re embarrassed to have a bunch of little kids in your crew?’

      ‘It’s your crew, not mine,’ said Achilles.

      Liar, thought Bean. Don’t you see that he’s lying to you?

      ‘What this is to me,’ said Achilles, ‘this is my family. These are my kid brothers and sisters. I got to look after my family, don’t I?’

      Bean saw at once that Achilles had won. Powerful bully, and he had called these kids his sisters, his brothers. Bean could see the hunger in their eyes. Not the regular hunger, for food, but the real hunger, the deep hunger, for family, for love, for belonging. They got a little of that by being in Poke’s crew. But Achilles was promising more. He had just beaten Poke’s best offer. Now it was too late to kill him.

      Too late, but for a moment it looked as if Poke was so stupid she was going to go ahead and kill him after all. She raised the cinder-block higher, to crash it down.

      ‘No,’ said Bean. ‘You can’t. He’s family now.’

      She lowered the cinderblock to her waist. Slowly she turned to look at Bean. ‘You get the hell out of here,’ she said. ‘You no part of my crew. You get nothing here.’

      ‘No,’ said Achilles. ‘You better go ahead and kill me, you plan to treat him that way.’

      Oh, that sounded brave. But Bean knew Achilles wasn’t brave. Just smart. He had already won. It meant nothing that he was lying there on the ground and Poke still had the cinderblock. It was his crew now. Poke was finished. It would be a while before anybody but Bean and Achilles understood that, but the test of authority was here and now, and Achilles was going to win it.

      ‘This little kid,’ said Achilles, ‘he may not be part of your crew, but he’s part of my family. You don’t go telling my brother to get lost.’

      Poke hesitated. A moment. A moment longer.

      Long enough.

      Achilles sat up. He rubbed his bruises, he checked out his contusions. He looked in joking admiration to the little kids who had bricked him. ‘Damn, you bad!’ They laughed – nervously, at first. Would he hurt them because they hurt him? ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘You showed me what you can do. We have to do this to more than a couple of bullies, you’ll see. I had to know you could do it right. Good job. What’s your name?’

      One by one he learned their names. Learned them and remembered them, or when he missed one he’d make a big deal about it, apologize, visibly work at remembering. Fifteen minutes later, they loved him.

      If he could do this, thought Bean, if he’s this good at making people love him, why didn’t he do it before?

      Because these fools always look up for power. People above you, they never want to share power with you. Why you look to them? They give you nothing. People below you, you give them hope, you give them respect, they give you power, cause they don’t think they have any, so they don’t mind giving it up.

      Achilles got to his feet, a little shaky, his bad leg more sore than usual. Everybody stood back, gave him some space. He could leave now, if he wanted. Get away, never come back. Or go get some more bullies, come back and punish the crew. But he stood there, then smiled, reached into his pocket, took out the most incredible thing. A bunch of raisins. A whole handful of them. They looked at his hand as if it bore the mark of a nail in the palm.

      ‘Little brothers and sisters first,’ he said. ‘Littlest first.’ He looked at Bean. ‘You.’

      ‘Not him!’ said the next littlest. ‘We don’t even know him.’

      ‘Bean was the one wanted us to kill you,’ said another.

      ‘Bean,’ said Achilles. ‘Bean, you were just looking out for my family, weren’t you?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Bean.

      ‘You want a raisin?’

      Bean nodded.

      ‘You first. You the one brought us all together, OK?’

      Either Achilles would kill him or he wouldn’t. At this moment, all that mattered was the raisin. Bean took it. Put it in his mouth. Did not even bite down on it. Just let his saliva soak it, bringing out the flavor of it.

      ‘You know,’ said Achilles, ‘no matter how long you hold it in your mouth, it never turns back into a grape.’

      ‘What’s a grape?’

      Achilles laughed at him, still not chewing. Then he gave out raisins to the other kids. Poke had never shared out so many raisins, because she had never had so many to share. But the little kids wouldn’t understand that. They’d think, Poke gave us garbage, and Achilles gave us raisins. That’s because they were stupid.
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        ‘I know you’ve already looked through this area, and you’re probably almost done with Rotterdam, but something’s been happening lately, since you visited, that… oh, I don’t know if it’s really anything, I shouldn’t have called.’

        ‘Tell me, I’m listening.’

        ‘There’s always been fighting in the line. We try to stop them, but we only have a few volunteers, and they’re needed to keep order inside the dining room, that and serve the food. So we know that a lot of kids who should get a turn can’t even get in the line, because they’re pushed out. And if we do manage to stop the bullies and let one of the little ones in, then they get beaten up afterward. We never see them again. It’s ugly.’

        ‘Survival of the fittest.’

        ‘Of the cruelest. Civilization is supposed to be the opposite of that.’

        ‘You’re civilized. They’re not.’

        ‘Anyway, it’s changed. All of a sudden. Just in the past few days. I don’t know why. But I just – you said that anything unusual – and whoever’s behind it – I mean, can civilization suddenly evolve all over again, in the middle of a jungle of children?’

        ‘That’s the only place it ever evolves. I’m through in Delft. There was nothing for us here. I already have enough blue plates.’

      

       

      Bean kept to the background during the weeks that followed. He had nothing to offer now – they already had his best idea. And he knew that gratitude wouldn’t last long. He wasn’t big and he didn’t eat much, but if he was constantly underfoot, annoying people and chattering at them, it would soon become not only fun but popular to deny him food in hopes that he’d die or go away.

      Even so, he often felt Achilles’ eyes on him. He noticed this without fear. If Achilles killed him, so be it. He had been a few days from death anyway. It would just mean his plan didn’t work so well after all, but since it was his only plan, it didn’t matter if it turned out not to have been good. If Achilles remembered how Bean urged Poke to kill him – and of course he did remember – and if Achilles was planning how and when he would die, there was nothing Bean could do to prevent it.

      Sucking up wouldn’t help. That would just look like weakness, and Bean had seen for a long time how bullies – and Achilles was still a bully at heart – thrived on the terror of other children, how they treated people even worse when they showed their weakness. Nor would offering more clever ideas, first because Bean didn’t have any, and second because Achilles would think it was an affront to his authority. And the other kids would resent it if Bean kept acting like he thought he was the only one with a brain. They already resented him for having thought of this plan that had changed their lives.

      For the change was immediate. The very first morning, Achilles had Sergeant go stand in the line at Helga’s Kitchen on Aert Van Nes Straat, because, he said, as long as we’re going to get the crap beaten out of us anyway, we might as well try for the best free food in Rotterdam in case we get to eat before we die. He talked like that, but he had made them practice their moves till the last light of day the night before, so they worked together better and they didn’t give themselves away so soon, the way they did when they were going after him. The practice gave them confidence. Achilles kept saying, ‘They’ll expect this,’ and ‘They’ll try that,’ and because he was a bully himself, they trusted him in a way they had never trusted Poke.

      Poke, being stupid, kept trying to act as if she was in charge, as if she had only delegated their training to Achilles. Bean admired the way that Achilles did not argue with her, and did not change his plans or instructions in any way because of what she said. If she urged him to do what he was already doing, he’d keep doing it. There was no show of defiance. No struggle for power. Achilles acted as if he had already won, and because the other kids followed him, he had.

      The line formed in front of Helga’s early, and Achilles watched carefully as bullies who arrived later inserted themselves in line in a kind of hierarchy – the bullies knew which ones got pride of place. Bean tried to understand the principle Achilles used to pick which bully Sergeant should pick a fight with. It wasn’t the weakest, but that was smart, since beating the weakest bully would only set them up for more fights every day. Nor was it the strongest. As Sergeant walked across the street, Bean tried to see what it was about the target bully that made Achilles pick him. And then Bean realized – this was the strongest bully who had no friends with him.

      The target was big and he looked mean, so beating him would look like an important victory. But he talked to no one, greeted no one. He was out of his territory, and several of the other bullies were casting resentful glances at him, sizing him up. There might have been a fight here today even if Achilles hadn’t picked this soup line, this stranger.

      Sergeant was cool as you please, slipping into place directly in front of the target. For a moment, the target just stood there looking at him, as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Surely this little kid would realize his deadly mistake and run away. But Sergeant didn’t even act as if he noticed the target was there.

      ‘Hey!’ said the target. He shoved Sergeant hard, and from the angle of the push, Sergeant should have been propelled away from the line. But, as Achilles had told him, he planted a foot right away and launched himself forward, hitting the bully in front of the target in line, even though that was not the direction in which the target had pushed him.

      The bully in front turned around and snarled at Sergeant, who pleaded, ‘He pushed me.’

      ‘He hit you himself,’ said the target.

      ‘Do I look that stupid?’ said Sergeant.

      The bully-in-front sized up the target. A stranger. Tough, but not unbeatable. ‘Watch yourself, skinny boy.’

      That was a dire insult among bullies, since it implied incompetence and weakness.

      ‘Watch your own self.’

      During this exchange, Achilles led a picked group of younger kids toward Sergeant, who was risking life and limb by staying right up between the two bullies. Just before reaching them, two of the younger kids darted through the line to the other side, taking up posts against the wall just beyond the target’s range of vision. Then Achilles started screaming.

      ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing, you turd-stained piece of toilet paper! I send my boy to hold my place in line and you shove him? You shove him into my friend here?’

      Of course they weren’t friends at all – Achilles was the lowest-status bully in this part of Rotterdam and he always took his place as the last of the bullies in line. But the target didn’t know that, and he wouldn’t have time to find out. For by the time the target was turned to face Achilles, the boys behind him were already leaping against his calves. There was no waiting for the usual exchange of shoves and brags before the fight began. Achilles began it and ended it with brutal swiftness. He pushed hard just as the younger boys hit, and the target hit the cobbled street hard. He lay there dazed, blinking. But already two other little kids were handing big loose cobblestones to Achilles, who smashed them down, one, two, on the target’s chest. Bean could hear the ribs as they popped like twigs.

      Achilles pulled him by his shirt and flopped him right back down on the street. He groaned, struggled to move, groaned again, lay still.

      The others in line had backed away from the fight. This was a violation of protocol. When bullies fought each other, they took it into the alleys, and they didn’t try for serious injury, they fought until supremacy was clear and it was over. This was a new thing, using cobblestones, breaking bones. It scared them, not because Achilles was so fearsome to look at, but because he had done the forbidden thing, and he had done it right out in the open.

      At once Achilles signaled Poke to bring the rest of the crew and fill in the gap in the line. Meanwhile, Achilles strutted up and down the line, ranting at the top of his voice. ‘You can disrespect me, I don’t care, I’m just a cripple, I’m just a guy with a gimp leg! But don’t you go shoving my family! Don’t you go shoving one of my children out of line! You hear me? Because if you do that some truck’s going to come down this street and knock you down and break your bones, just like happened to this little pinprick, and next time maybe your head’s going to be what breaks till your brains fall out on the street. You got to watch out for speeding trucks like the one that knocked down this fart-for-brains right here in front of my soup kitchen!’

      There it was, the challenge. My kitchen. And Achilles didn’t hold back, didn’t show a spark of timidity about it. He kept the rant going, limping up and down the line, staring each bully in the face, daring him to argue. Shadowing his movements on the other side of the line were the two younger boys who had helped take down the stranger, and Sergeant strutted at Achilles’ side, looking happy and smug. They reeked of confidence, while the other bullies kept glancing over their shoulders to see what those leg-grabbers behind them were doing.

      And it wasn’t just talk and brag, either. When one of the bullies started looking belligerent, Achilles went right up into his face. However, as he had planned beforehand, he didn’t actually go after the belligerent one – he was ready for trouble, asking for it. Instead, the boys launched themselves at the bully directly after him in line. Just as they leapt, Achilles turned and shoved the new target, screaming, ‘What do you think is so damn funny!’ He had another cobblestone in his hands at once, standing over the fallen one, but he did not strike. ‘Go to the end of the line, you moron! You’re lucky I’m letting you eat in my kitchen!’

      It completely deflated the belligerent one, for the bully Achilles knocked down and obviously could have smashed was the one next lower in status. So the belligerent one hadn’t been threatened or harmed, and yet Achilles had scored a victory right in his face and he hadn’t been a part of it.

      The door to the soup kitchen opened. At once Achilles was with the woman who opened it, smiling, greeting her like an old friend. ‘Thank you for feeding us today,’ he said. ‘I’m eating last today. Thank you for bringing in my friends. Thank you for feeding my family.’

      The woman at the door knew how the street worked. She knew Achilles, too, and that something very strange was going on here. Achilles always ate last of the bigger boys, and rather shamefacedly. But his new patronizing attitude hardly had time to get annoying before the first of Poke’s crew came to the door. ‘My family,’ Achilles announced proudly, passing each of the little kids into the hall. ‘You take good care of my children.’

      Even Poke he called his child. If she noticed the humiliation of it, though, she didn’t show it. All she cared about was the miracle of getting into the soup kitchen. The plan had worked.

      And whether she thought of it as her plan or Bean’s didn’t matter to Bean in the least, at least not till he had the first soup in his mouth. He drank it as slowly as he could, but it was still gone so fast that he could hardly believe it. Was this all? And how had he managed to spill so much of the precious stuff on his shirt?

      Quickly he stuffed his bread inside his clothing and headed for the door. Stashing the bread and leaving, that was Achilles’ idea and it was a good one. Some of the bullies inside the kitchen were bound to plan retribution. The sight of little kids eating would be galling to them. They’d get used to it soon enough, Achilles promised, but this first day it was important that all the little kids get out while the bullies were still eating.

      When Bean got to the door, the line was still coming in, and Achilles stood by the door, chatting with the woman about the tragic accident there in the line. Paramedics must have been summoned to carry the injured boy away – he was no longer groaning in the street. ‘It could have been one of the little kids,’ he said. ‘We need a policeman out here to watch the traffic. That driver would never have been so careless if there was a cop here.’

      The woman agreed. ‘It could have been awful. They said half his ribs were broken and his lung was punctured.’ She looked mournful, her hands fretting.

      ‘This line forms up when it’s still dark. It’s dangerous. Can’t we have a light out here? I’ve got my children to think about,’ said Achilles. ‘Don’t you want my little kids to be safe? Or am I the only one who cares about them?’

      The woman murmured something about money and how the soup kitchen didn’t have much of a budget.

      Poke was counting children at the door while Sergeant ushered them out into the street.

      Bean, seeing that Achilles was trying to get the adults to protect them in line, decided the time was right for him to be useful. Because this woman was compassionate and Bean was by far the smallest child, he knew he had the most power over her. He came up to her, tugged on her woollen skirt. ‘Thank you for watching over us,’ he said. ‘It’s the first time I ever got into a real kitchen. Papa Achilles told us that you would keep us safe so we little ones could eat here every day.’

      ‘Oh, you poor thing! Oh, look at you.’ Tears streamed down the woman’s face. ‘Oh, oh, you poor darling.’ She embraced him.

      Achilles looked on, beaming. ‘I got to watch out for them,’ he said quietly. ‘I got to keep them safe.’

      Then he led his family –  it was no longer in any sense Poke’s crew – away from Helga’s kitchen, all marching in a line. Till they rounded the corner of a building and then they ran like hell, joining hands and putting as much distance between them and Helga’s kitchen as they could. For the rest of the day they were going to have to lie low. In twos and threes the bullies would be looking for them.

      But they could lie low, because they didn’t need to forage for food today. The soup already gave them more calories than they normally got, and they had the bread.

      Of course, the first tax on that bread belonged to Achilles, who had eaten no soup. Each child reverently offered his bread to their new papa, and he took a bite from each one and slowly chewed it and swallowed it before reaching for the next offered bread. It was quite a lengthy ritual. Achilles took a mouthful of every piece of bread except two: Poke’s and Bean’s.

      ‘Thanks,’ said Poke.

      She was so stupid, she thought it was a gesture of respect. Bean knew better. By not eating their bread, Achilles was putting them outside the family. We are dead, thought Bean.

      That’s why Bean hung back, why he held his tongue and remained unobtrusive during the next few weeks. That was also why he endeavored never to be alone. Always he was within arm’s reach of one of the other kids.

      But he didn’t linger near Poke. That was a picture he didn’t want to get locked in anyone’s memory, him tagging along with Poke.

      From the second morning, Helga’s soup kitchen had an adult outside watching, and a new light fixture on the third day. By the end of a week the adult guardian was a cop. Even so, Achilles never brought his group out of hiding until the adult was there, and then he would march the whole family right to the front of the line, and loudly thank the bully in first position for helping him look out for his children by saving them a place in line.

      It was hard on all of them, though, seeing how the bullies looked at them. They had to be on their best behavior while the doorkeeper was watching, but murder was on their minds.

      And it didn’t get better; the bullies didn’t ‘get used to it,’ despite Achilles’ bland assurances that they would. So even though Bean was determined to be unobtrusive, he knew that something had to be done to turn the bullies away from their hatred, and Achilles, who thought the war was over and victory achieved, wasn’t going to do it.

      So as Bean took his place in line one morning, he deliberately hung back to be last of the family. Usually Poke brought up the rear – it was her way of trying to pretend that she was somehow involved in ushering the little ones in. But this time Bean deliberately got in place behind her, with the hate-filled stare of the bully who should have had first position burning on his head.

      Right at the door, where the woman was standing with Achilles, both of them looking proud of his family, Bean turned to face the bully behind him and asked, in his loudest voice, ‘Where’s your children? How come you don’t bring your children to the kitchen?’

      The bully would have snarled something vicious, but the woman at the door was watching with raised eyebrows. ‘You look after little children, too?’ she asked. It was obvious she was delighted about the idea and wanted the answer to be yes. And stupid as this bully was, he knew that it was good to please adults who gave out food. So he said, ‘Of course I do.’

      ‘Well, you can bring them, you know. Just like Papa Achilles here. We’re always glad to see the little children.’

      Again Bean piped up. ‘They let people with little children come inside first!’

      ‘You know, that’s such a good idea,’ said the woman. ‘I think we’ll make that a rule. Now, let’s move along, we’re holding up the hungry children.’

      Bean did not even glance at Achilles as he went inside.

      Later, after breakfast, as they were performing the ritual of giving bread to Achilles, Bean made it a point to offer his bread yet again, though there was danger in reminding everyone that Achilles never took a share from him. Today, though, he had to see how Achilles regarded him, for being so bold and intrusive.

      ‘If they all bring little kids, they’ll run out of soup faster,’ said Achilles coldly. His eyes said nothing at all – but that, too, was a message.

      ‘If they all become papas,’ said Bean, ‘they won’t be trying to kill us.’

      At that, Achilles’ eyes came to life a little. He reached down and took the bread from Bean’s hand. He bit down on the crust, tore away a huge piece of it. More than half. He jammed it into his mouth and chewed it slowly, then handed the remnant of the bread back to Bean.

      It left Bean hungry that day, but it was worth it. It didn’t mean that Achilles wasn’t going to kill him someday, but at least he wasn’t separating him from the rest of the family anymore. And that remnant of bread was far more food than he used to get in a day. Or a week, for that matter.

      He was filling out. Muscles grew in his arms and legs again. He didn’t get exhausted just crossing a street. He could keep up easily now, when the others jogged along. They all had more energy. They were healthy, compared to street urchins who didn’t have a papa. Everyone could see it. The other bullies would have no trouble recruiting families of their own.

       

      Sister Carlotta was a recruiter for the International Fleet’s training program for children. It had caused a lot of criticism in her order, and finally she won the right to do it by pointedly mentioning the Earth Defense Treaty, which was a veiled threat. If she reported the order for obstructing her work on behalf of the I.F., the order could lose its tax-exempt and draft-exempt status. She knew, however, that when the war ended and the treaty expired, she would no doubt be a nun in search of a home, for there would be no place for her among the Sisters of St. Nicholas.

      But her mission in life, she knew, was to care for little children, and the way she saw it, if the Buggers won the next round of the war, all the little children of the Earth would die. Surely God did not mean that to happen – but in her judgment, at least, God did not want his servants to sit around waiting for God to work miracles to save them. He wanted his servants to labor as best they could to bring about righteousness. So it was her business, as a Sister of St. Nicholas, to use her training in child development in order to serve the war effort. As long as the I.F. thought it worthwhile to recruit extraordinarily gifted children to train them for command roles in the battles to come, then she would help them by finding the children that would otherwise be overlooked. They would never pay anyone to do something as fruitless as scouring the filthy streets of every overcrowded city in the world, searching among the malnourished savage children who begged and stole and starved there; for the chance of finding a child with the intelligence and ability and character to make a go of it in Battle School was remote.

      To God, however, all things were possible. Did he not say that the weak would be made strong, and the strong weak? Was Jesus not born to a humble carpenter and his bride in the country province of Galilee? The brilliance of children born to privilege and bounty, or even to bare sufficiency, would hardly show forth the miraculous power of God. And it was the miracle she was searching for. God had made humankind in his own image, male and female he created them. No Buggers from another planet were going to blow down what God had created.

      Over the years, though, her enthusiasm, if not her faith, had flagged a little. Not one child had done better than a marginal success on the tests. Those children were indeed taken from the streets and trained, but it wasn’t Battle School. They weren’t on the course that might lead them to save the world. So she began to think that her real work was a different kind of miracle – giving the children hope, finding even a few to be lifted out of the morass, to be given special attention by the local authorities. She made it a point to indicate the most promising children, and then follow up on them with email to the authorities. Some of her early successes had already graduated from college; they said they owed their lives to Sister Carlotta, but she knew they owed their lives to God.

      Then came the call from Helga Braun in Rotterdam, telling her of certain changes in the children who came to her charity kitchen. Civilization, she had called it. The children, all by themselves, were becoming civilized.

      Sister Carlotta came at once, to see a thing which sounded like a miracle. And indeed, when she beheld it with her own eyes, she could hardly believe it. The line for breakfast was now flooded with little children. Instead of the bigger ones shoving them out of the way or intimidating them into not even bothering to try, they were shepherding them, protecting them, making sure each got his share. Helga had panicked at first, fearful that she would run out of food – but she found that when potential benefactors saw how these children were acting, donations increased. There was always plenty now – not to mention an increase in volunteers helping.

      ‘I was at the point of despair,’ she told Sister Carlotta, ‘on the day when they told me that a truck had hit one of the boys and broken his ribs. Of course that was a lie, but there he lay, right in the line. They didn’t even try to conceal him from me. I was going to give up. I was going to leave the children to God and move in with my oldest boy in Frankfurt, where the government is not required by treaty to admit every refugee from any part of the globe.’

      ‘I’m glad you didn’t,’ said Sister Carlotta. ‘You can’t leave them to God, when God has left them to us.’

      ‘Well, that’s the funny thing. Perhaps that fight in the line woke up these children to the horror of the life they were living, for that very day one of the big boys – but the weakest of them, with a bad leg, they call him Achilles – well, I suppose I gave him that name years ago, because Achilles had a weak heel, you know – Achilles, anyway – he showed up in the line with a group of little children. He as much as asked me for protection, warning me that what happened to that poor boy with the broken ribs – he was the one I call Ulysses, because he wanders from kitchen to kitchen – he’s still in hospital, his ribs were completely smashed in, can you believe the brutality? – Achilles, anyway, he warned me that the same thing might happen to his little ones, so I made the special effort, I came early to watch over the line, and badgered the police to finally give me a man, off-duty volunteers at first, on part pay, but now regulars – you’d think I would have been watching over the line all along, but don’t you see? It didn’t make any difference because they didn’t do their intimidation in the line, they did it where I couldn’t see, so no matter how I watched over them, it was only the bigger, meaner boys who ended up in the line, and yes, I know they’re God’s children too and I fed them and tried to preach the gospel to them as they ate, but I was losing heart, they were so heartless themselves, so devoid of compassion, but Achilles, anyway, he had taken on a whole group of them, including the littlest child I ever saw on the streets, it just broke my heart, they call him Bean, so small, he looked to be two years old, though I’ve learned since that he thinks he’s four, and he talks like he’s ten at least, very precocious, I suppose that’s why he lived long enough to get under Achilles’ protection, but he was skin and bone, people say that when somebody’s skinny, but in the case of this little Bean, it was true, I didn’t know how he had muscles enough to walk, to stand, his arms and legs were as thin as an ant – oh, isn’t that awful? To compare him to the Buggers? Or I should say, the Formics, since they’re saying now that Buggers is a bad word in English, even though I.F. Common is not English, even though it began that way, don’t you think?’

      ‘So, Helga, you’re telling me it began with this Achilles.’

      ‘Do call me Hazie. We’re friends now, aren’t we?’ She gripped Sister Carlotta’s hand. ‘You must meet this boy. Courage! Vision! Test him, Sister Carlotta. He is a leader of men! He is a civilizer!’

      Sister Carlotta did not point out that civilizers often didn’t make good soldiers. It was enough that the boy was interesting, and she had missed him the first time around. It was a reminder to her that she must be thorough.

      In the dark of early morning, Sister Carlotta arrived at the door where the line had already formed. Helga beckoned to her, then pointed ostentatiously at a rather good-looking young man surrounded by smaller children. Only when she got closer and saw him take a couple of steps did she realize just how bad his right leg was. She tried to diagnose the condition. Was it an early case of rickets? A clubfoot, left uncorrected? A break that healed wrong?

      It hardly mattered. Battle School would not take him with such an injury.

      Then she saw the adoration in the eyes of the children, the way they called him Papa and looked to him for approval. Few adult men were good fathers. This boy of – what, eleven? twelve? – had already learned to be an extraordinarily good father. Protector, provider, king, god to his little ones. Even as ye do it unto the least of these, ye have done it unto me. Christ had a special place deep in his heart for this boy Achilles. So she would test him, and maybe the leg could be corrected; or, failing that, she could surely find a place for him in some good school in one of the cities of the Netherlands – pardon, the International Territory – that was not completely overwhelmed by the desperate poverty of refugees.

      He refused.

      ‘I can’t leave my children,’ he said.

      ‘But surely one of the others can look after them.’

      A girl who dressed as a boy spoke up. ‘I can!’

      But it was obvious she could not – she was too small herself. Achilles was right. His children depended on him, and to leave them would be irresponsible. The reason she was here was because he was civilized; civilized men do not leave their children.

      ‘Then I will come to you,’ she said. ‘After you eat, take me where you spend your days, and let me teach you all in a little school. Only for a few days, but that would be good, wouldn’t it?’

      It would be good. It had been a long time since Sister Carlotta had actually taught a group of children. And never had she been given such a class as this. Just when her work had begun to seem futile even to her, God gave her such a chance. It might even be a miracle. Wasn’t it the business of Christ to make the lame walk? If Achilles did well on the tests, then surely God would let the leg also be fixed, would let it be within the reach of medicine.

      ‘School’s good,’ said Achilles. ‘None of these little ones can read.’

      Sister Carlotta knew, of course, that if Achilles could read, he certainly couldn’t do it well.

      But for some reason, perhaps some almost unnoticeable movement, when Achilles said that none of the little ones could read, the smallest of them all, the one called Bean, caught her eye. She looked at him, into eyes with sparks in them like distant campfires in the darkest night, and she knew that he knew how to read. She knew, without knowing how, that it was not Achilles at all, that it was this little one that God had brought her here to find.

      She shook off the feeling. It was Achilles who was the civilizer, doing the work of Christ. It was the leader that the I.F. would want, not the weakest and smallest of the disciples.

       

      Bean stayed as quiet as possible during the school sessions, never speaking up and never giving an answer even when Sister Carlotta tried to insist. He knew that it wouldn’t be good for him to let anyone know that he could already read and do numbers, nor that he could understand every language spoken in the street, picking up new languages the way other children picked up stones. Whatever Sister Carlotta was doing, whatever gifts she had to bestow, if it ever seemed to the other children that Bean was trying to show them up, trying to get ahead of them, he knew that he would not be back for another day of school. And even though she mostly taught things he already knew how to do, in her conversation there were many hints of a wider world, of great knowledge and wisdom. No adult had ever taken the time to speak to them like this, and he luxuriated in the sound of high language well spoken. When she taught it was in I.F. Common, of course, that being the language of the street, but since many of the children had also learned Dutch and some were even native Dutch speakers, she would often explain hard points in that language. When she was frustrated though, and muttered under her breath, that was in Spanish, the language of the merchants of Jonker Frans Straat, and he tried to piece together the meanings of new words from her muttering. Her knowledge was a banquet, and if he remained quiet enough, he would be able to stay and feast.

      School had only been going for a week, however, when he made a mistake. She passed out papers to them, and they had writing on them. Bean read his paper at once. It was a ‘Pre-Test’ and the instructions said to circle the right answers to each question. So he began circling answers and was halfway down the page when he realized that the entire group had fallen silent.

      They were all looking at him, because Sister Carlotta was looking at him.

      ‘What are you doing, Bean?’ she asked. ‘I haven’t even told you what to do yet. Please give me your paper.’

      Stupid, inattentive, careless – if you die for this, Bean, you deserve it.

      He handed her the paper.

      She looked at it, then looked back at him very closely. ‘Finish it,’ she said.

      He took the paper back from her hand. His pencil hovered over the page. He pretended to be struggling with the answer.

      ‘You did the first fifteen in about a minute and a half,’ said Sister Carlotta. ‘Please don’t expect me to believe that you’re suddenly having a hard time with the next question.’ Her voice was dry and sarcastic.

      ‘I can’t do it,’ he said. ‘I was just playing anyway.’

      ‘Don’t lie to me,’ said Carlotta. ‘Do the rest.’

      He gave up and did them all. It didn’t take long. They were easy. He handed her the paper.

      She glanced over it and said nothing. ‘I hope the rest of you will wait until I finish the instructions and read you the questions. If you try to guess at what the hard words are, you’ll get all the answers wrong.’

      Then she proceeded to read each question and all the possible answers out loud. Only then could the other children set their marks on the papers.

      Sister Carlotta didn’t say another thing to call attention to Bean after that, but the damage was done. As soon as school was over, Sergeant came over to Bean. ‘So you can read,’ he said.

      Bean shrugged.

      ‘You been lying to us,’ said Sergeant.

      ‘Never said I couldn’t.’

      ‘Showed us all up. How come you didn’t teach us?’

      Because I was trying to survive, Bean said silently. Because I didn’t want to remind Achilles that I was the smart one who thought up the original plan that got him this family. If he remembers that, he’ll also remember who it was who told Poke to kill him.

      The only answer he actually gave was a shrug.

      ‘Don’t like it when somebody holds out on us.’

      Sergeant nudged him with a foot.

      Bean did not have to be given a map. He got up and jogged away from the group. School was out for him. Maybe breakfast, too. He’d have to wait till morning to find that out.

      He spent the afternoon alone on the streets. He had to be careful. As the smallest and least important of Achilles’ family, he might be overlooked. But it was more likely that those who hated Achilles would have taken special notice of Bean as one of the most memorable. They might take it into their heads that killing Bean or beating him to paste and leaving him would make a dandy warning to Achilles that he was still resented, even though life was better for everybody.

      Bean knew there were plenty of bullies who felt that way. Especially the ones who weren’t able to maintain a family, because they kept being too mean with the little children. The little ones learned quickly that when a papa got too nasty, they could punish him by leaving him alone at breakfast and attaching themselves to some other family. They would eat before him. They would have someone else’s protection from him. He would eat last. If they ran out of food, he would get nothing, and Helga wouldn’t even mind, because he wasn’t a papa, he wasn’t watching out for little ones. So those bullies, those marginal ones, they hated the way things worked these days, and they didn’t forget that it was Achilles who had changed it all. Nor could they go to some other kitchen – the word had spread among the adults who gave out food, and now all the kitchens had a rule that groups with little children got to be first in line. If you couldn’t hold on to a family, you could get pretty hungry. And nobody looked up to you.

      Still, Bean couldn’t resist trying to get close enough to some of the other families to hear their talk. Find out how the other groups worked.

      The answer was easy to learn: They didn’t work all that well. Achilles really was a good leader. That sharing of bread – none of the other groups did that. But there was a lot of punishing, the bully smacking kids who didn’t do what he wanted. Taking their bread away from them because they didn’t do something, or didn’t do it quickly enough.

      Poke had chosen right, after all. By dumb luck, or maybe she wasn’t all that stupid. Because she had picked, not just the weakest bully, the easiest to beat, but also the smartest, the one who understood how to win and hold the loyalty of others. All Achilles had ever needed was the chance.

      Except that Achilles still didn’t share her bread, and now she was beginning to realize that this was a bad thing, not a good one. Bean could see it in her face when she watched the others do the ritual of sharing with Achilles. Because he got soup now – Helga brought it to him at the door – he took much smaller pieces, and instead of biting them off he tore them and ate them with a smile. Poke never got that smile from him. Achilles was never going to forgive her, and Bean could see that she was beginning to feel the pain of that. For she loved Achilles now, too, the way the other children did, and the way he kept her apart from the others was a kind of cruelty.

      Maybe that’s enough for him, thought Bean. Maybe that’s his whole vengeance.

      Bean happened to be curled up behind a newsstand when several bullies began a conversation near him. ‘He’s full of brag about how Achilles is going to pay for what he did.’

      ‘Oh, right, Ulysses is going to punish him, right.’

      ‘Well, maybe not directly.’

      ‘Achilles and his stupid family will just take him apart. And this time they won’t aim for his chest. He said so, didn’t he? Break open his head and put his brains on the street, that’s what Achilles’ll do.’

      ‘He’s still just a cripple.’

      ‘Achilles gets away with everything. Give it up.’

      ‘I’m hoping Ulysses does it. Kills him, flat out. And then none of us take in any of his bastards. You got that? Nobody takes them in. Let them all die. Put them all in the river.’

      The talk went on that way until the boys drifted away from the news-stand.

      Then Bean got up and went in search of Achilles.
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        ‘I think I have someone for you.’

        ‘You’ve thought that before.’

        ‘He’s a born leader. But he does not meet your physical specifications.’

        ‘Then you’ll pardon me if I don’t waste time on him.’

        ‘If he passes your exacting intellectual and personality requirements, it is quite possible that for a minuscule portion of the brass button or toilet paper budget of the I.F., his physical limitations might be repaired.’

        ‘I never knew nuns could be sarcastic.’

        ‘I can’t reach you with a ruler. Sarcasm is my last resort.’

        ‘Let me see the tests.’

        ‘I’ll let you see the boy. And while we’re at it, I’ll let you see another.’

        ‘Also physically limited?’

        ‘Small. Young. But so was the Wiggin boy, I hear. And this one – somehow on the streets he taught himself to read.’

        ‘Ah, Sister Carlotta, you help me fill the empty hours of my life.’

        ‘Keeping you out of mischief is how I serve God.’

      

       

      Bean went straight to Achilles with what he heard. It was too dangerous, to have Ulysses out of the hospital and word going around that he meant to get even for his humiliation.

      ‘I thought that was all behind us,’ said Poke sadly. ‘The fighting I mean.’

      ‘Ulysses has been in bed for all this time,’ said Achilles. ‘Even if he knows about the changes, he hasn’t had time to get how it works yet.’

      ‘So we stick together,’ said Sergeant. ‘Keep you safe.’

      ‘It might be safer for all,’ said Achilles, ‘if I disappear for a few days. To keep you safe.’

      ‘Then how will we get in to eat?’ asked one of the younger ones. ‘They’ll never let us in without you.’

      ‘Follow Poke,’ said Achilles. ‘Helga at the door will let you in just the same.’

      ‘What if Ulysses gets you?’ asked one of the young ones. He rubbed the tears out of his eyes, lest he be shamed.

      ‘Then I’ll be dead,’ said Achilles. ‘I don’t think he’ll be content to put me in the hospital.’

      The child broke down crying, which set another to wailing, and soon it was a choir of boo-hoos, with Achilles shaking his head and laughing. ‘I’m not going to die. You’ll be safe if I’m out of the way, and I’ll come back after Ulysses has time to cool down and get used to the system.’

      Bean watched and listened in silence. He didn’t think Achilles was handling it right, but he had given the warning and his responsibility was over. For Achilles to go into hiding was begging for trouble – it would be taken as a sign of weakness.

      Achilles slipped away that night to go somewhere that he couldn’t tell them so that nobody could accidentally let it slip. Bean toyed with the idea of following him to see what he really did, but realized he would be more useful with the main group. After all, Poke would be their leader now, and Poke was only an ordinary leader. In other words, stupid. She needed Bean, even if she didn’t know it.

      That night Bean tried to keep watch, for what he did not know. At last he did sleep, and dreamed of school, only it wasn’t the sidewalk or alley school with Sister Carlotta, it was a real school, with tables and chairs. But in the dream Bean couldn’t sit at a desk. Instead he hovered in the air over it, and when he wanted to he flew anywhere in the room. Up to the ceiling. Into a crevice in the wall, into a secret dark place, flying upward and upward as it got warmer and warmer and…

      He woke in darkness. A cold breeze stirred. He needed to pee. He also wanted to fly. Having the dream end almost made him cry out with the pain of it. He couldn’t remember ever dreaming of flying before. Why did he have to be little, with these stubby legs to carry him from place to place? When he was flying he could look down at everyone and see the tops of their silly heads. He could pee or poop on them like a bird. He wouldn’t have to be afraid of them because if they got mad he could fly away and they could never catch him.

      Of course, if I could fly, everyone else could fly too and I’d still be the smallest and slowest and they’d poop and pee on me anyway.

      There was no going back to sleep. Bean could feel that in himself. He was too frightened, and he didn’t know why. He got up and went into the alley to pee.

      Poke was already there. She looked up and saw him.

      ‘Leave me alone for a minute,’ she said.

      ‘No,’ he said.

      ‘Don’t give me any crap, little boy,’ she said.

      ‘I know you squat to pee,’ he said, ‘and I’m not looking anyway.’

      Glaring, she waited until he turned his back to urinate against the wall. ‘I guess if you were going to tell about me you already would have,’ she said.

      ‘They all know you’re a girl, Poke. When you’re not there, Papa Achilles talks about you as “she” and “her.”’

      ‘He’s not my papa.’

      ‘So I figured,’ said Bean. He waited, facing the wall.

      ‘You can turn around now.’ She was up and fastening her pants again.

      ‘I’m scared of something, Poke,’ said Bean.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘You don’t know what you’re scared of?’

      ‘That’s why it’s so scary.’

      She gave a soft, sharp laugh. ‘Bean, all that means is that you’re four years old. Little kids see shapes in the night. Or they don’t see shapes. Either way they’re scared.’

      ‘Not me,’ said Bean. ‘When I’m scared, it’s because something’s wrong.’

      ‘Ulysses is looking to hurt Achilles, that’s what.’

      ‘That wouldn’t make you sad, would it?’

      She glared at him. ‘We’re eating better than ever. Everybody’s happy. It was your plan. And I never cared about being the boss.’

      ‘But you hate him,’ said Bean.

      She hesitated. ‘It feels like he’s always laughing at me.’

      ‘How do you know what little kids are scared of?’

      ‘Cause I used to be one,’ said Poke. ‘And I remember.’

      ‘Ulysses isn’t going to hurt Achilles,’ said Bean.

      ‘I know that,’ said Poke.

      ‘Because you’re planning to find Achilles and protect him.’

      ‘I’m planning to stay right here and watch out for the children.’

      ‘Or else maybe you’re planning to find Ulysses first and kill him.’

      ‘How? He’s bigger than me. By a lot.’

      ‘You didn’t come out here to pee,’ said Bean. ‘Or else your bladder’s the size of a gumball.’

      ‘You listened?’

      Bean shrugged. ‘You wouldn’t let me watch.’

      ‘You think too much, but you don’t know enough to make sense of what’s going on.’

      ‘I think Achilles was lying to us about what he’s going to do,’ said Bean, ‘and I think you’re lying to me right now.’

      ‘Get used to it,’ said Poke. ‘The world is full of liars.’

      ‘Ulysses doesn’t care who he kills,’ said Bean. ‘He’d be just as happy to kill you as Achilles.’

      Poke shook her head impatiently. ‘Ulysses is nothing. He isn’t going to hurt anybody. He’s all brag.’

      ‘So why are you up?’ asked Bean.

      Poke shrugged.

      ‘You’re going to try to kill Achilles, aren’t you,’ said Bean. ‘And make it look like Ulysses did it.’

      She rolled her eyes. ‘Did you drink a big glass of stupid juice tonight?’

      ‘I’m smart enough to know you’re lying!’

      ‘Go back to sleep,’ she said. ‘Go back to the other children.’

      He regarded her for a while, and then obeyed.

      Or rather, seemed to obey. He went back into the crawl space where they slept these days, but immediately crept out the back way and clambered up crates, drums, low walls, high walls, and finally got up onto a low-hanging roof. He walked to the edge in time to see Poke slip out of the alley into the street. She was going somewhere. To meet someone.

      Bean slid down a pipe onto a rainbarrel, and scurried along Korte Hoog Straat after her. He tried to be quiet, but she wasn’t trying, and there were other noises of the city, so she never heard his footfalls. He clung to the shadows of walls, but didn’t dodge around too much. It was pretty straightforward, following her – she only turned twice. Headed for the river. Meeting someone.

      Bean had two guesses. It was either Ulysses or Achilles. Who else did she know, that wasn’t already asleep in the nest? But then, why meet either of them? To plead with Ulysses for Achilles’ life? To heroically offer herself in his place? Or to try to persuade Achilles to come back and face down Ulysses instead of hiding? No, these were all things that Bean might have thought of doing – but Poke didn’t think that far ahead.

      Poke stopped in the middle of an open space on the dock at Scheepmakershaven and looked around. Then she saw what she was looking for. Bean strained to see. Someone waiting in a deep shadow. Bean climbed up on a big packing crate, trying to get a better view. He heard the two voices – both children – but he couldn’t make out what they were saying. Whoever it was, he was taller than Poke. But that could be either Achilles or Ulysses.

      The boy wrapped his arms around Poke and kissed her.

      This was really weird. Bean had seen grownups do that plenty of times, but what would kids do it for? Poke was nine years old. Of course there were whores that age, but everybody knew that the Johns who bought them were perverts.

      Bean had to get closer, to hear what they were saying. He dropped down the back of the packing crate and slowly walked into the shadow of a kiosk. They, as if to oblige him, turned to face him; in the deep shadow he was invisible, at least if he kept still. He couldn’t see them any better than they could see him, but he could hear snatches of their conversation now.

      ‘You promised,’ Poke was saying. The guy mumbled in return.

      A boat passing on the river scanned a spotlight across the riverside and showed the face of the boy Poke was with. It was Achilles.

      Bean didn’t want to see any more. To think he had once believed Achilles would someday kill Poke. This thing between girls and boys was something he just didn’t get. In the midst of hate, this happens. Just when Bean was beginning to make sense of the world.

      He slipped away and ran up Posthoornstraat.

      But he did not head back to their nest in the crawlspace, not yet. For even though he had all the answers, his heart was still jumping; something is wrong, it was saying to him, something is wrong.

      And then he remembered that Poke wasn’t the only one hiding something from him. Achilles had also been lying. Hiding something. Some plan. Was it just this meeting with Poke? Then why all this business about hiding from Ulysses? To take Poke as his girl, he didn’t have to hide to do that. He could do that right out in the open. Some bullies did that, the older ones. They usually didn’t take nine-year-olds, though. Was that what Achilles was hiding?

      ‘You promised,’ Poke said to Achilles there on the dock.

      What did Achilles promise? That was why Poke came to him – to pay him for his promise. But what could Achilles be promising her that he wasn’t already giving her as part of his family? Achilles didn’t have anything.

      So he must have been promising not to do something. Not to kill her? Then that would be too stupid even for Poke, to go off alone with Achilles.

      Not to kill me, thought Bean. That’s the promise. Not to kill me.

      Only I’m not the one in danger, or not the most danger. I might have said to kill him, but Poke was the one who knocked him down, who stood over him. That picture must still be in Achilles’ mind, all the time he must remember it, must dream about it, him lying on the ground, a nine-year-old girl standing over him with a cinderblock, threatening to kill him. A cripple like him, somehow he had made it into the ranks of the bullies. So he was tough – but always mocked by the boys with two good legs, the lowest-status bully. And the lowest moment of his life had to be then, when a nine-year-old girl knocked him down and a bunch of little kids stood over him.

      Poke, he blames you most. You’re the one he has to smash in order to wipe out the agony of that memory.

      Now it was clear. Everything Achilles had said today was a lie. He wasn’t hiding from Ulysses. He would face Ulysses down – probably still would, tomorrow. But when he faced Ulysses, Achilles would have a much bigger grievance. You killed Poke! He would scream the accusation. Ulysses would look so stupid and weak, denying it after all the bragging he’d done about how he’d get even. He might even admit to killing her, just for the brag of it. And then Achilles would strike at Ulysses and nobody would blame him for killing the boy. It wouldn’t be mere self-defense, it would be defense of his family.

      Achilles was just too damn smart. And patient. Waiting to kill Poke until there was somebody else who could be blamed for it.

      Bean ran back to warn her. As fast as his little legs would move, the longest strides he could take. He ran forever.

      There was nobody there on the dock where Poke had met Achilles.

      Bean looked around helplessly. He thought of calling out, but that would be stupid. Just because it was Poke that Achilles hated most didn’t mean that he had forgiven Bean, even if he did let Bean give him bread.

      Or maybe I’ve gone crazy over nothing. He was hugging her, wasn’t he? She came willingly, didn’t she? There are things between boys and girls that I just don’t understand. Achilles is a provider, a protector, not a murderer. It’s my mind that works that way, my mind that thinks of killing someone who is helpless, just because he might pose a danger later. Achilles is the good one. I’m the bad one, the criminal.

      Achilles is the one who knows how to love. I’m the one who doesn’t.

      Bean walked to the edge of the dock and looked across the channel. The water was covered with a low-flowing mist. On the far bank, the lights of Boompjes Straat twinkled like Sinterklaas Day. The waves lapped like tiny kisses against the pilings.

      He looked down into the river at his feet. Something was bobbing in the water, bumped up against the wharf.

      Bean looked at it for a while, uncomprehending. But then he understood that he had known all along what it was, he just didn’t want to believe it. It was Poke. She was dead. It was just as Bean had feared. Everybody on the street would believe that Ulysses was guilty of the murder, even if nothing could be proved. Bean had been right about everything. Whatever it was that passed between boys and girls, it didn’t have the power to block hatred, vengeance for humiliation.

      And as Bean stood there, looking down into the water, he realized: I either have to tell what happened, right now, this minute, to everybody, or I have to decide never to tell anybody, because if Achilles gets any hint that I saw what I saw tonight, he’ll kill me and not give it a second thought. Achilles would simply say: Ulysses strikes again. Then he can pretend to be avenging two deaths, not one, when he kills Ulysses.

      No, all Bean could do was keep silence. Pretend that he hadn’t seen Poke’s body floating in the river, her upturned face clearly recognizable in the moonlight.

      She was stupid. Stupid not to see through Achilles’ plans, stupid to trust him in any way, stupid not to listen to me. As stupid as I was, to walk away instead of calling out a warning, maybe saving her life by giving her a witness that Achilles could not hope to catch and therefore could not silence.

      She was the reason Bean was alive. She was the one who gave him a name. She was the one who listened to his plan. And now she had died for it, and he could have saved her. Sure, he told her at the start to kill Achilles, but in the end she had been right to choose him – he was the only one of the bullies who could have figured it all out and brought it off with such style. But Bean had also been right. Achilles was a champion liar, and when he decided that Poke would die, he began building up the lies that would surround the murder – lies that would get Poke off by herself where he could kill her without witnesses; lies to alibi himself in the eyes of the younger kids.

      I trusted him, thought Bean. I knew what he was from the start, and yet I trusted him.

      Aw, Poke, you poor, stupid, kind, decent girl. You saved me and I let you down.

      It’s not just my fault. She’s the one who went off alone with him.

      Alone with him, trying to save my life? What a mistake, Poke, to think of anyone but yourself!

      Am I going to die from her mistakes, too?

      No. I’ll die from my own damn mistakes.

      Not tonight, though. Achilles had not set any plan in motion to get Bean off by himself. But from now on, when he lay awake at night, unable to drift off, he would think about how Achilles was just waiting. Biding his time. Till the day when Bean, too, would find himself in the river.

       

      Sister Carlotta tried to be sensitive to the pain these children were suffering, so soon after one of their own was strangled and thrown in the river. But Poke’s death was all the more reason to push forward on the testing. Achilles had not been found yet – with this Ulysses boy having already struck once, it was unlikely that Achilles would come out of hiding for some time. So Sister Carlotta had no choice but to proceed with Bean.

      At first the boy was distracted, and did poorly. Sister Carlotta could not understand how he could fail even the elementary parts of the test, when he was so bright he had taught himself to read on the street. It had to be the death of Poke. So she interrupted the test and talked to him about death, about how Poke was caught up in spirit into the presence of God and the saints, who would care for her and make her happier than she had ever been in life. He did not seem interested. If anything, he did worse as they began the next phase of the test.

      Well, if compassion didn’t work, sternness might.

      ‘Don’t you understand what this test is for, Bean?’ she asked.

      ‘No,’ he said. The tone of his voice added the unmistakable idea ‘and I don’t care.’

      ‘All you know about is the life of the street. But the streets of Rotterdam are only a part of a great city, and Rotterdam is only one city in a world of thousands of such cities. The whole human race, Bean, that’s what this test is about. Because the Formics —’

      ‘The Buggers,’ said Bean. Like most street urchins, he sneered at euphemism.

      ‘They will be back, scouring the Earth, killing every living soul. This test is to see if you are one of the children who will be taken to Battle School and trained to be a commander of the forces that will try to stop them. This test is about saving the world, Bean.’

      For the first time since the test began, Bean turned his full attention to her. ‘Where is Battle School?’

      ‘In an orbiting platform in space,’ she said. ‘If you do well enough on this test, you get to be a spaceman!’

      There was no childlike eagerness in his face. Only hard calculation.

      ‘I’ve been doing real bad so far, haven’t I?’ he said.

      ‘The test results so far show that you’re too stupid to walk and breathe at the same time.’

      ‘Can I start over?’

      ‘I have another version of the tests, yes,’ said Sister Carlotta.

      ‘Do it.’

      As she brought out the alternate set, she smiled at him, tried to relax him again. ‘So you want to be a spaceman, is that it? Or is it the idea of being part of the International Fleet?’

      He ignored her.

      This time through the test, he finished everything, even though the tests were designed not to be finished in the allotted time. His scores were not perfect, but they were close. So close that nobody would believe the results.

      So she gave him yet another battery of tests, this one designed for older children – the standard tests, in fact, that six-year-olds took when being considered for Battle School at the normal age. He did not do as well on these; there were too many experiences he had not had yet, to be able to understand the content of some of the questions. But he still did remarkably well. Better than any student she had ever tested.

      And to think she had thought it was Achilles who had the real potential. This little one, this infant, really – he was astonishing. No one would believe she had found him on the streets, living at the starvation level.

      A suspicion crept into her mind, and when the second test ended and she recorded the scores and set them aside, she leaned back in her chair and smiled at bleary-eyed little Bean and asked him, ‘Whose idea was it, this family thing that the street children have come up with?’

      ‘Achilles’ idea,’ said Bean.

      Sister Carlotta waited.

      ‘His idea to call it a family, anyway,’ said Bean.

      She still waited. Pride would bring more to the surface, if she gave him time.

      ‘But having a bully protect the little ones, that was my plan,’ said Bean. ‘I told it to Poke and she thought about it and decided to try it and she only made one mistake.’

      ‘What mistake was that?’

      ‘She chose the wrong bully to protect us.’

      ‘You mean because he couldn’t protect her from Ulysses?’

      Bean laughed bitterly as tears slid down his cheeks.

      ‘Ulysses is off somewhere bragging about what he’s going to do.’

      Sister Carlotta knew but did not want to know. ‘Do you know who killed her, then?’

      ‘I told her to kill him. I told her he was the wrong one. I saw it in his face, lying there on the ground, that he would never forgive her. But he’s cold. He waited so long. But he never took bread from her. That should have told her. She shouldn’t have gone off alone with him.’ He began crying in earnest now. ‘I think she was protecting me. Because I told her to kill him that first day. I think she was trying to get him not to kill me.’

      Sister Carlotta tried to keep emotion out of her voice. ‘Do you believe you might be in danger from Achilles?’

      ‘I am now that I told you,’ he said. And then, after a moment’s thought, ‘I was already. He doesn’t forgive. He pays back, always.’

      ‘You realize that this isn’t the way Achilles seems to me, or to Hazie. Helga, that is. To us, he seems – civilized.’

      Bean looked at her like she was crazy. ‘Isn’t that what it means to be civilized? That you can wait to get what you want?’

      ‘You want to get out of Rotterdam and go to Battle School so you can get away from Achilles.’

      Bean nodded.

      ‘What about the other children? Do you think they’re in danger from him?’

      ‘No,’ said Bean. ‘He’s their papa.’

      ‘But not yours. Even though he took bread from you.’

      ‘He hugged her and kissed her,’ said Bean. ‘I saw them on the dock, and she let him kiss her and then she said something about how he promised, and so I left, but then I realized and I ran back and it couldn’t have been long, just running for maybe six blocks, and she was dead with her eye stabbed out, floating in the water, bumping up against the dock. He can kiss you and kill you, if he hates you enough.’

      Sister Carlotta drummed her fingers on the desk. ‘What a quandary.’

      ‘What’s a quandary?’

      ‘I was going to test Achilles, too. I think he could get into Battle School.’

      Bean’s whole body tightened. ‘Then don’t send me. Him or me.’

      ‘Do you really think…’ Her voice trailed off. ‘You think he’d try to kill you there?’

      ‘Try?’ His voice was scornful. ‘Achilles doesn’t just try.’

      Sister Carlotta knew that the trait Bean was speaking of, that ruthless determination, was one of the things that they looked for in Battle School. It might make Achilles more attractive to them than Bean. And they could channel such murderous violence up there. Put it to good use.

      But civilizing the bullies of the street had not been Achilles’ idea. It had been Bean who thought of it. Incredible, for a child so young to conceive of it and bring it about. This child was the prize, not the one who lived for cold vengeance. But one thing was certain. It would be wrong of her to take them both. Though she could certainly take the other one and get him into a school here on Earth, get him off the street. Surely Achilles would become truly civilized then, where the desperation of the street no longer drove children to do such hideous things to each other.

      Then she realized what nonsense she had been thinking. It wasn’t the desperation of the street that drove Achilles to murder Poke. It was pride. It was Cain, who thought that being shamed was reason enough to take his brother’s life. It was Judas, who did not shrink to kiss before killing. What was she thinking, to treat evil as if it were a mere mechanical product of deprivation? All the children of the street suffered fear and hunger, helplessness and desperation. But they didn’t all become cold-blooded, calculating murderers.

      If, that is, Bean was right.

      But she had no doubt that Bean was telling her the truth. If Bean was lying, she would give up on herself as a judge of children’s character. Now that she thought about it, Achilles was slick. A flatterer. Everything he said was calculated to impress. But Bean said little, and spoke plainly when he did speak. And he was young, and his fear and grief here in this room were real.

      Of course, he also had urged that a child be killed.

      But only because he posed a danger to others. It wasn’t pride.

      How can I judge? Isn’t Christ supposed to be the judge of quick and dead? Why is this in my hands, when I am not fit to do it?

      ‘Would you like to stay here, Bean, while I transmit your test results to the people who make the decisions about Battle School? You’ll be safe here.’

      He looked down at his hands, nodded, then laid his head on his arms and sobbed.

       

      Achilles came back to the nest that morning. ‘I couldn’t stay away,’ he said. ‘Too much could go wrong.’ He took them to breakfast, just like always. But Poke and Bean weren’t there.

      Then Sergeant did his rounds, listening here and there, talking to other kids, talking to an adult here and there, finding out what was happening, anything that might be useful. It was along the Wijnhaven dock that he heard some of the longshoremen talking about the body found in the river that morning. A little girl. Sergeant found out where her body was being held till the authorities arrived. He didn’t shy away, he walked right up to the body under a tarpaulin, and without asking permission from any of the others standing there, he pulled it back and looked at her.

      ‘What are you doing, boy!’

      ‘Her name is Poke,’ he said.

      ‘You know her? Do you know who might have killed her?’

      ‘A boy named Ulysses, that’s who killed her,’ said Sergeant. Then he dropped the tarp and his rounds were over. Achilles had to know that his fears had been justified, that Ulysses was taking out anybody he could from the family.

      ‘We’ve got no choice but to kill him,’ said Sergeant.

      ‘There’s been enough bloodshed,’ said Achilles. ‘But I’m afraid you’re right.’

      Some of the younger children were crying. One of them explained, ‘Poke fed me when I was going to die.’

      ‘Shut up,’ said Sergeant. ‘We’re eating better now than we ever did when Poke was boss.’

      Achilles put a hand on Sergeant’s arm, to still him. ‘Poke did the best a crew boss could do. And she’s the one who got me into the family. So in a way, anything I get for you, she got for you.’

      Everyone nodded solemnly at that.

      A kid asked, ‘You think Ulysses got Bean, too?’

      ‘Big loss if he did,’ said Sergeant.

      ‘Any loss to my family is a big loss,’ said Achilles. ‘But there’ll be no more. Ulysses will either leave the city, now, or he’s dead. Put the word out, Sergeant. Let it be known on the street that the challenge stands. Ulysses doesn’t eat in any kitchen in town, until he faces me. That’s what he decided for himself, when he chose to put a knife in Poke’s eye.’

      Sergeant saluted him and took off at a run. The picture of businesslike obedience.

      Except that as he ran, he, too, was crying. For he had not told anyone how Poke died, how her eye was a bloody wound. Maybe Achilles knew some other way, maybe he had already heard but didn’t mention it till Sergeant came back with the news. Maybe maybe. Sergeant knew the truth. Ulysses didn’t raise his hand against anybody. Achilles did it. Just as Bean warned in the beginning. Achilles would never forgive Poke for beating him. He killed her now because Ulysses would get blamed for it. And then sat there talking about how good she was and how they should all be grateful to her and everything Achilles got for them, it was really Poke who got it.

      So Bean was right all along. About everything. Achilles might be a good papa to the family, but he was also a killer, and he never forgives.

      Poke knew that, though. Bean warned her, and she knew it, but she chose Achilles for their papa anyway. Chose him and then died for it. She was like Jesus that Helga preached about in her kitchen while they ate. She died for her people. And Achilles, he was like God. He made people pay for their sins no matter what they did.

      The important thing is, stay on the good side of God. That’s what Helga teaches, isn’t it? Stay right with God.

      I’ll stay right with Achilles. I’ll honor my papa, that’s for sure, so I can stay alive until I’m old enough to go out on my own.

      As for Bean, well, he was smart, but not smart enough to stay alive, and if you’re not smart enough to stay alive, then you’re better off dead.

      By the time Sergeant got to his first corner to spread the word about Achilles’ ban on Ulysses from any kitchen in town, he was through crying. Grief was done. This was about survival now. Even though Sergeant knew Ulysses hadn’t killed anybody, he meant to, and it was still important for the family’s safety that he die. Poke’s death provided a good excuse to demand that the rest of the papas stand back and let Achilles deal with him. When it was all over, Achilles would be the leader among all the papas of Rotterdam. And Sergeant would stand beside him, knowing the secret of his vengeance and telling no one, because that’s how Sergeant, that’s how the family, that’s how all the urchins of Rotterdam would survive.
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        ‘I was mistaken about the first one. He tests well, but his character is not well suited to Battle School.’

        ‘I don’t see that on the tests you’ve shown me.’

        ‘He’s very sharp. He gives the right answers, but they aren’t true.’

        ‘And what test did you use to determine this?’

        ‘He committed murder.’

        ‘Well, that is a drawback. And the other one? What am I supposed to do with so young a child? A fish this small I would generally throw back into the stream.’

        ‘Teach him. Feed him. He’ll grow.’

        ‘He doesn’t even have a name.’

        ‘Yes he does.’

        ‘Bean? That isn’t a name, it’s a joke.’

        ‘It won’t be when he’s done with it.’

        ‘Keep him until he’s five. Make of him what you can and show me your results then.’

        ‘I have other children to find.’

        ‘No, Sister Carlotta, you don’t. In all your years of searching, this one is the best you’ve found. And there isn’t time to find another. Bring this one up to snuff, and all your work will be worth it, as far as the I.F. is concerned.’

        ‘You frighten me, when you say there isn’t time.’

        ‘I don’t see why. Christians have been expecting the imminent end of the world for millennia.’

        ‘But it keeps not ending.’

        ‘So far, so good.’

      

       

      At first all Bean cared about was the food. There was enough of it. He ate everything they put before him. He ate until he was full – that most miraculous of words, which till now had had no meaning for him. He ate until he was stuffed. He ate until he was sick. He ate so often that he had bowel movements every day, sometimes twice a day. He laughed about it to Sister Carlotta. ‘All I do is eat and poop!’ he said.

      ‘Like any beast of the forest,’ said the nun. ‘It’s time for you to begin to earn that food.’

      She was already teaching him, of course, daily lessons in reading and arithmetic, bringing him ‘up to level,’ though what level she had in mind, she never specified. She also gave him time to draw, and there were sessions where she had him sit there and try to remember every detail about his earliest memories. The clean place in particular fascinated her. But there were limits to memory. He was very small then, and had very little language. Everything was a mystery. He did remember climbing over the railing around his bed and falling to the floor. He didn’t walk well at the time. Crawling was easier, but he liked walking because that’s what the big people did. He clung to objects and leaned on walls and made good progress on two feet, only crawling when he had to cross an open space.

      ‘You must have been eight or nine months old,’ Sister Carlotta said. ‘Most people don’t remember that far back.’

      ‘I remember that everybody was upset. That’s why I climbed out of bed. All the children were in trouble.’

      ‘All the children?’

      ‘The little ones like me. And the bigger ones. Some of the grownups came in and looked at us and cried.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Bad things, that’s all. I knew it was a bad thing coming and I knew it would happen to all of us who were in the beds. So I climbed out. I wasn’t the first. I don’t know what happened to the others. I heard the grownups yelling and getting all upset when they found the empty beds. I hid from them. They didn’t find me. Maybe they found the others, maybe they didn’t. All I know is when I came out all the beds were empty and the room was very dark except a lighted sign that said exit.’

      ‘You could read then?’ She sounded skeptical.

      ‘When I could read, I remembered that those were the letters on the sign,’ said Bean. ‘They were the only letters I saw back then. Of course I remembered them.’

      ‘So you were alone and the beds were empty and the room was dark.’

      ‘They came back. I heard them talking. I didn’t understand most of the words. I hid again. And this time when I came out, even the beds were gone. Instead, there were desks and cabinets. An office. And no, I didn’t know what an office was then, either, but now I do know what an office is and I remember that’s what the rooms had all become. Offices. People came in during the day and worked there, only a few at first but my hiding place turned out not to be so good, when people were working there. And I was hungry.’

      ‘Where did you hide?’

      ‘Come on, you know. Don’t you?’

      ‘If I knew, I wouldn’t ask.’

      ‘You saw the way I acted when you showed me the toilet.’

      ‘You hid inside the toilet?’

      ‘The tank on the back. It was hard to get the lid up. And it wasn’t comfortable in there. I didn’t know what it was for. But people started using it and the water rose and fell and the pieces moved and it scared me. And like I said, I was hungry. Plenty to drink, except that I peed in it myself. My diaper was so waterlogged it fell off my butt. I was naked.’

      ‘Bean, do you understand what you’re telling me? That you were doing all this before you were a year old?’

      ‘You’re the one who said how old I was,’ said Bean. ‘I didn’t know about ages then. You told me to remember. The more I tell you, the more comes back to me. But if you don’t believe me…’

      ‘I just… I do believe you. But who were the other children? What was the place where you lived, that clean place? Who were those grownups? Why did they take away the other children? Something illegal was going on, that’s certain.’

      ‘Whatever,’ said Bean. ‘I was just glad to get out of the toilet.’

      ‘But you were naked, you said. And you left the place?’

      ‘No, I got found. I came out of the toilet and a grownup found me.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘He took me home. That’s how I got clothing. I called them clothings then.’

      ‘You were talking.’

      ‘Some.’

      ‘And this grownup took you home and bought you clothing.’

      ‘I think he was a janitor. I know more about jobs now and I think that’s what he was. It was night when he worked, and he didn’t wear a uniform like a guard.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘That’s when I first found out about legal and illegal. It wasn’t legal for him to have a child. I heard him yelling at this woman about me and most of it I didn’t understand, but at the end I knew he had lost and she had won, and he started talking to me about how I had to go away, and so I went.’

      ‘He just turned you loose in the streets?’

      ‘No, I left. I think now he was going to have to give me to somebody else, and it sounded scary, so I left before he could do it. But I wasn’t naked or hungry anymore. He was nice. After I left I bet he didn’t have any more trouble.’

      ‘And that’s when you started living on the streets.’

      ‘Sort of. A couple of places I found, they fed me. But every time, other kids, big ones, would see that I was getting fed and they’d come shouting and begging and the people would stop feeding me or the bigger kids would shove me out of the way or take the food right out of my hands. I was scared. One time a big kid got so mad at me for eating that he put a stick down my throat and made me throw up what I just ate, right on the street. He even tried to eat it but he couldn’t, it made him try to throw up, too. That was the scariest time. I hided all the time after that. Hid. All the time.’

      ‘And starved.’

      ‘And watched,’ said Bean. ‘I ate some. Now and then. I didn’t die.’

      ‘No, you didn’t.’

      ‘I saw plenty who did. Lots of dead children. Big ones and little ones. I kept wondering how many of them were from the clean place.’

      ‘Did you recognize any of them?’

      ‘No. Nobody looked like they ever lived in the clean place. Everybody looked hungry.’

      ‘Bean, thank you for telling me all this.’

      ‘You asked.’

      ‘Do you realize that there is no way you could have survived for three years as an infant?’

      ‘I guess that means I’m dead.’

      ‘I just… I’m saying that God must have been watching over you.’

      ‘Yeah. Well, sure. So why didn’t he watch over all those dead kids?’

      ‘He took them to his heart and loved them.’

      ‘So then he didn’t love me?’

      ‘No, he loved you too, he —’

      ‘Cause if he was watching so careful, he could have given me something to eat now and then.’

      ‘He brought me to you. He has some great purpose in mind for you, Bean. You may not know what it is, but God didn’t keep you alive so miraculously for no reason.’

      Bean was tired of talking about this. She looked so happy when she talked about God, but he hadn’t figured it out yet, what God even was. It was like, she wanted to give God credit for every good thing, but when it was bad, then she either didn’t mention God or had some reason why it was a good thing after all. As far as Bean could see, though, the dead kids would rather have been alive, just with more food. If God loved them so much, and he could do whatever he wanted, then why wasn’t there more food for these kids? And if God just wanted them dead, why didn’t he let them die sooner or not even be born at all, so they didn’t have to go to so much trouble and get all excited about trying to be alive when he was just going to take them to his heart. None of it made any sense to Bean, and the more Sister Carlotta explained it, the less he understood it. Because if there was somebody in charge, then he ought to be fair, and if he wasn’t fair, then why should Sister Carlotta be so happy that he was in charge?

      But when he tried to say things like that to her, she got really upset and talked even more about God and used words he didn’t know and it was better just to let her say what she wanted and not argue.

      It was the reading that fascinated him. And the numbers. He loved that. Having paper and pencil so he could actually write things, that was really good.

      And maps. She didn’t teach him maps at first, but there were some on the walls and the shapes of them fascinated him. He would go up to them and read the little words written on them and one day he saw the name of the river and realized that the blue was rivers and even bigger blue areas were places with even more water than the river, and then he realized that some of the other words were the same names that had been written on the street signs and so he figured out that somehow this thing was a picture of Rotterdam, and then it all made sense. Rotterdam the way it would look to a bird, if the buildings were all invisible and the streets were all empty. He found where the nest was, and where Poke had died, and all kinds of other places.

      When Sister Carlotta found out that he understood the map, she got very excited. She showed him maps where Rotterdam was just a little patch of lines, and one where it was just a dot, and one where it was too small even to be seen, but she knew where it would be. Bean had never realized the world was so big. Or that there were so many people.

      But Sister Carlotta kept coming back to the Rotterdam map, trying to get him to remember where things from his earliest memories were. Nothing looked the same, though, on the map, so it wasn’t easy, and it took a long time for him to figure out where some of the places were where people had fed him. He showed these to Sister Carlotta, and she made a mark right on the map, showing each place. And after a while he realized – all those places were grouped in one area, but kind of strung out, as if they marked a path from where he found Poke leading back through time to…

      To the clean place.

      Only that was too hard. He had been too scared, coming out of the clean place with the janitor. He didn’t know where it was. And the truth was, as Sister Carlotta herself said, the janitor might have lived anywhere compared to the clean place. So all she was going to find by following Bean’s path backward was maybe the janitor’s flat, or at least where he lived three years ago. And even then, what would the janitor know?

      He would know where the clean place was, that’s what he’d know. And now Bean understood: It was very important to Sister Carlotta to find out where Bean came from.

      To find out who he really was.

      Only… he already knew who he really was. He tried to say this to her. ‘I’m right here. This is who I really am. I’m not pretending.’

      ‘I know that,’ she said, laughing, and she hugged him, which was all right. It felt good. Back when she first started doing it, he didn’t know what to do with his hands. She had to show him how to hug her back. He had seen some little kids – the ones with mamas or papas – doing that but he always thought they were holding on tight so they wouldn’t drop off onto the street and get lost. He didn’t know that you did it just because it felt good. Sister Carlotta’s body had hard places and squishy places and it was very strange to hug her. He thought of Poke and Achilles hugging and kissing, but he didn’t want to kiss Sister Carlotta and after he got used to what hugging was, he didn’t really want to do that either. He let her hug him. But he didn’t ever think of hugging her himself. It just didn’t come into his mind.

      He knew that sometimes she hugged him instead of explaining things to him, and he didn’t like that. She didn’t want to tell him why it mattered that she find the clean place, so she hugged him and said, ‘Oh, you dear thing,’ or ‘Oh, you poor boy.’ But that only meant that it was even more important than she was saying, and she thought he was too stupid or ignorant to understand if she tried to explain.

      He kept trying to remember more and more, if he could, only now he didn’t tell her everything because she didn’t tell him everything and fair was fair. He would find the clean room himself. Without her. And then tell her if he decided it would be good for him to have her know. Because what if she found the wrong answer? Would she put him back on the street? Would she keep him from going to school in the sky? Because that’s what she promised at first, only after the tests she said he did very well only he would not go in the sky until he was five and maybe not even then because it was not entirely her decision and that’s when he knew that she didn’t have the power to keep her own promises. So if she found out the wrong thing about him, she might not be able to keep any of her promises. Not even the one about keeping him safe from Achilles. That’s why he had to find out on his own.

      He studied the map. He pictured things in his mind. He talked to himself as he was falling asleep, talked and thought and remembered, trying to get the janitor’s face back into his mind, and the room he lived in, and the stairs outside where the mean lady stood to scream at him.

      And one day, when he thought he had remembered enough, Bean went to the toilet – he liked the toilets, he liked to make them flush even though it scared him to see things disappear like that – and instead of coming back to Sister Carlotta’s teaching place, he went the other way down the corridor and went right out the door onto the street and no one tried to stop him.

      That’s when he realized his mistake, though. He had been so busy trying to remember the janitor’s place that it never occurred to him that he had no idea where this place was on the map. And it wasn’t in a part of town that he knew. In fact, it hardly seemed like the same world. Instead of the street being full of people walking and pushing carts and riding bikes or skating to get from one place to another, the streets were almost empty, and there were cars parked everywhere. Not a single store, either. All houses and offices, or houses made into offices with little signs out front. The only building that was different was the very one he had just come out of. It was blocky and square and bigger than the others, but it had no sign out in front of it at all.

      He knew where he was going, but he didn’t know how to get there from here. And Sister Carlotta would start looking for him soon.

      His first thought was to hide, but then he remembered that she knew all about his story of hiding in the clean place, so she would also think of hiding and she would look for him in a hiding place close to the big building.

      So he ran. It surprised him how strong he was now. It felt like he could run as fast as a bird flying, and he didn’t get tired, he could run forever. All the way to the corner and around it onto another street.

      Then down another street, and another, until he would have been lost except he started out lost and when you start out completely lost, it’s hard to get loster. As he walked and trotted and jogged and ran up and down streets and alleys, he realized that all he had to do was find a canal or a stream and it would lead him to the river or to a place that he recognized. So the first bridge that went over water, he saw which way the water flowed and chose streets that would keep him close. It wasn’t as if he knew where he was yet, but at least he was following a plan.

      It worked. He came to the river and walked along it until he recognized, off in the distance and partly around a bend in the river, Maasboulevard, which led to the place where Poke was killed.

      The bend in the river – he knew it from the map. He knew where all of Sister Carlotta’s marks had been. He knew that he had to go through the place where he used to live on the streets in order to get past them and closer to the area where the janitor might have lived. And that wouldn’t be easy, because he would be known there, and Sister Carlotta might even have the cops looking for him and they would look there because that’s where all the street urchins were and they would expect him to become a street urchin again.

      What they were forgetting was that Bean wasn’t hungry anymore. And since he wasn’t hungry, he wasn’t in a hurry.

      He walked the long way around. Far from the river, far from the busy part of town where the urchins were. Whenever the streets started looking crowded he would widen his circle and stay away from the busy places. He took the rest of that day and most of the next making such a wide circle that for a while he was not in Rotterdam anymore at all, and he saw some of the countryside, just like the pictures – farmland and the roads built up higher than the land around them. Sister Carlotta had explained to him once that most of the farmland was lower than the level of the sea, and great dikes were the only thing keeping the sea from rushing back onto the land and covering it. But Bean knew that he would never get close to any of the big dikes. Not by walking, anyway.

      He drifted back into town now, into the Schiebroek district, and late in the afternoon of the second day he recognized the name of Rindijk Straat and soon found a cross street whose name he knew, Erasmus Singel, and then it was easy to get to the earliest place he could remember, the back door of a restaurant where he had been fed when he was still a baby and didn’t talk right and grownups rushed to feed him and help him instead of kicking him out of the way.

      He stood there in the dusk. Nothing had changed. He could almost picture the woman with the little bowl of food, holding it out to him and waving a spoon in her hand and saying something in a language he didn’t understand. Now he could read the sign above the restaurant and realized that it was Armenian and that’s probably what the woman had been speaking.

      Which way had he walked to come here? He had smelled the food when he was walking along… here? He walked a little way up, a little way down the street, turning and turning to reorient himself.

      ‘What are you doing here, fatso?’

      It was two kids, maybe eight years old. Belligerent but not bullies. Probably part of a crew. No, part of a family, now that Achilles had changed everything. If the changes had spread to this part of town.

      ‘I’m supposed to meet my papa here,’ said Bean.

      ‘And who’s your papa?’

      Bean wasn’t sure whether they took the word ‘papa’ to mean his father or the papa of his ‘family.’ He took the chance, though, of saying ‘Achilles.’

      They scoffed at the idea. ‘He’s way down by the river, why would he meet a fatso like you clear up here?’

      But their derision was not important – what mattered was that Achilles’ reputation had spread this far through the city.

      ‘I don’t have to explain his business to you,’ said Bean. ‘And all the kids in Achilles’ family are fat like me. That’s how well we eat.’

      ‘Are they all short like you?’

      ‘I used to be taller, but I asked too many questions,’ said Bean, pushing past them and walking across Rozenlaan toward the area where the janitor’s flat seemed likeliest to be.

      They didn’t follow him. Such was the magic of Achilles’ name – or perhaps it was just Bean’s utter confidence, paying them no notice as if he had nothing to fear from them.

      Nothing looked familiar. He kept turning around and checking to see if he recognized things when looking in the direction he might have been going after leaving the janitor’s flat. It didn’t help. He wandered until it was dark, and kept wandering even then.

      Until, quite by chance, he found himself standing at the foot of a street lamp, trying to read a sign, when a set of initials carved on the pole caught his attention. PKDVM, it said. He had no idea what it meant; he had never thought of it during all his attempts to remember; but he knew that he had seen it before. And not just once. He had seen it several times. The janitor’s flat was very close.

      He turned slowly, scanning the area, and there it was: A small apartment building with both an inside and an outside stairway.

      The janitor lived on the top floor. Ground floor, first floor, second floor, third. Bean went to the mailboxes and tried to read the names, but they were set too high on the wall and the names were all faded, and some of the tags were missing entirely.

      Not that he ever knew the janitor’s name, truth to tell. There was no reason to think he would have recognized it even if he had been able to read it on the mailbox.

      The outside stairway did not go all the way up to the top floor. It must have been built for a doctor’s office on the first floor. And because it was dark, the door at the top of the stairs was locked.

      There was nothing to do but wait. Either he would wait all night and get into the building through one entrance or another in the morning, or someone would come back in the night and Bean would slip through a door behind him.

      He fell asleep and woke up, slept and woke again. He worried that a policeman would see him and shove him away, so when he woke the second time he abandoned all pretense of being on watch and crept under the stairs and curled up there for the night.

      He was awakened by drunken laughter. It was still dark, and beginning to rain just a little – not enough to start dripping off the stairs, though, so Bean was dry. He stuck his head out to see who was laughing. It was a man and a woman, both merry with alcohol, the man furtively pawing and poking and pinching, the woman fending him off with halfhearted slaps. ‘Can’t you wait?’ she said.

      ‘No,’ he said.

      ‘You’re just going to fall asleep without doing anything,’ she said.

      ‘Not this time,’ he said. Then he threw up.

      She looked disgusted and walked on without him. He staggered after her. ‘I feel better now,’ he said. ‘It’ll be better.’

      ‘The price just went up,’ she said coldly. ‘And you brush your teeth first.’

      ‘Course I brush my teeth.’

      They were right at the front of the building now. Bean was waiting to slip in after them.

      Then he realized that he didn’t have to wait. The man was the janitor from all those years before.

      Bean stepped out of the shadows. ‘Thanks for bringing him home,’ he said to the woman.

      They both looked at him in surprise.

      ‘Who are you?’ asked the janitor.

      Bean looked at the woman and rolled his eyes. ‘He’s not that drunk, I hope,’ said Bean. To the janitor he said, ‘Mama will not be happy to see you come home like this again.’

      ‘Mama!’ said the janitor. ‘Who the hell are you talking about?’

      The woman gave the janitor a shove. He was so off balance that he lurched against the wall, then slid down it to land on his buttocks on the sidewalk. ‘I should have known,’ she said. ‘You bring me home to your wife?’

      ‘I’m not married,’ said the janitor. ‘This kid isn’t mine.’

      ‘I’m sure you’re telling the truth on both points,’ said the woman. ‘But you better let him help you up the stairs anyway. Mama’s waiting.’ She started to walk away.

      ‘What about my forty gilders?’ he asked plaintively, knowing the answer even as he asked.

      She made an obscene gesture and walked on into the night.

      ‘You little bastard,’ said the janitor.

      ‘I had to talk to you alone,’ said Bean.

      ‘Who the hell are you? Who’s your mama?’

      ‘That’s what I’m here to find out,’ said Bean. ‘I’m the baby you found and brought home. Three years ago.’

      The man looked at him in stupefaction.

      Suddenly a light went on, then another. Bean and the janitor were bathed in overlapping flashlight beams. Four policemen converged on them.

      ‘Don’t bother running, kid,’ said a cop. ‘Nor you, Mr. Fun Time.’

      Bean recognized Sister Carlotta’s voice. ‘They aren’t criminals,’ she said. ‘I just need to talk to them. Up in his apartment.’

      ‘You followed me?’ Bean asked her.

      ‘I knew you were searching for him,’ she said. ‘I didn’t want to interfere until you found him. Just in case you think you were really smart, young man, we intercepted four street thugs and two known sex offenders who were after you.’

      Bean rolled his eyes. ‘You think I’ve forgotten how to deal with them?’

      Sister Carlotta shrugged. ‘I didn’t want this to be the first time you ever made a mistake in your life.’ She did have a sarcastic streak.

       

      ‘So as I told you, there was nothing to learn from this Pablo de Noches. He’s an immigrant who lives to pay for prostitutes. Just another of the worthless people who have gravitated here ever since the Netherlands became international territory.’

      Sister Carlotta had sat patiently, waiting for the inspector to wind down his I-told-you-so speech. But when he spoke of a man’s worthlessness, she could not let the remark go unchallenged. ‘He took in that baby,’ she said. ‘And fed the child and cared for him.’

      The inspector waved off the objection. ‘We needed one more street urchin? Because that’s all that people like this ever produce.’

      ‘You didn’t learn nothing from him,’ Sister Carlotta said. ‘You learned the location where the boy was found.’

      ‘And the people renting the building during that time are untraceable. A company name that never existed. Nothing to go on. No way to track them down.’

      ‘But that nothing is something,’ said Sister Carlotta. ‘I tell you that these people had many children in this place, which they closed down in a hurry, with all the children but one taken away. You tell me that the company was a false name and can’t be traced. So now, in your experience, doesn’t that tell you a great deal about what was going on in that building?’

      The inspector shrugged. ‘Of course. It was obviously an organ farm.’

      Tears came to Sister Carlotta’s eyes. ‘And that is the only possibility?’

      ‘A lot of defective babies are born to rich families,’ said the inspector. ‘There is an illegal market in infant and toddler organs. We close down the organ farms whenever we find out where they are. Perhaps we were getting close to this organ farm and they got wind of it and closed up shop. But there is no paper in the department on any organ farm that we actually found at that time. So perhaps they closed down for another reason. Still, nothing.’

      Patiently, Sister Carlotta ignored his inability to realize how valuable this information was. ‘Where do the babies come from?’

      The inspector looked at her blankly. As if he thought she was asking him to explain the facts of life.

      ‘The organ farm,’ she said. ‘Where do they get the babies?’

      The inspector shrugged. ‘Late-term abortions, usually. Some arrangement with the clinics, a kickback. That sort of thing.’

      ‘And that’s the only source?’

      ‘Well, I don’t know. Kidnappings? I don’t think that could be much of a factor, there aren’t that many babies leaking through the security systems in the hospitals. People selling babies? It’s been heard of, yes. Poor refugees arrive with eight children, and then a few years later they have only six, and they cry about the ones who died but who can prove anything? But nothing you can trace.’

      ‘The reason I’m asking,’ said Sister Carlotta, ‘is that this child is unusual. Extremely unusual.’

      ‘Three arms?’ asked the inspector.

      ‘Brilliant. Precocious. He escaped from this place before he was a year old. Before he could walk.’

      The inspector thought about that for a few moments. ‘He crawled away?’

      ‘He hid in a toilet tank.’

      ‘He got the lid up before he was a year old?’

      ‘He said it was hard to lift.’

      ‘No, it was probably cheap plastic, not porcelain. You know how these institutional plumbing fixtures are.’

      ‘You can see, though, why I want to know about the child’s parentage. Some miraculous combination of parents.’

      The inspector shrugged. ‘Some children are born smart.’

      ‘But there is a hereditary component in this, inspector. A child like this must have… remarkable parents. Parents likely to be prominent because of the brilliance of their own minds.’

      ‘Maybe. Maybe not,’ said the inspector. ‘I mean, some of these refugees, they might be brilliant, but they’re caught up in desperate times. To save the other children, maybe they sell a baby. That’s even a smart thing to do. It doesn’t rule out refugees as the parents of this brilliant boy you have.’

      ‘I suppose that’s possible,’ said Sister Carlotta.

      ‘It’s the most information you’ll ever have. Because this Pablo de Noches, he knows nothing. He barely could tell me the name of the town he came from in Spain.’

      ‘He was drunk when he was questioned,’ said Sister Carlotta.

      ‘We’ll question him again when he’s sober,’ said the inspector. ‘We’ll let you know if we learn anything more. In the meantime, though, you’ll have to make do with what I’ve already told you, because there isn’t anything more.’

      ‘I know all I need to know for now,’ said Sister Carlotta. ‘Enough to know that this child truly is a miracle, raised up by God for some great purpose.’

      ‘I’m not Catholic,’ said the inspector.

      ‘God loves you all the same,’ said Sister Carlotta cheerfully.
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