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Part One




The Roof

Flambeau hunted birds on the rooftop all that early summer’s day.

He took the stairs two at a time and ran through the red metal door with his catapult in his pocket. The boy half-expected every living thing to be up there celebrating his good news. Ulululululu!

Only the pale English sun-ball hung low in the sky. The breeze raised goose bumps on his bare legs. There were no birds.

Flambeau sucked in the sun’s scant heat and was quiet.

He was hunter enough to wait.

It didn’t take long for a fat London pigeon to land on the half-wall and strut its meat and bones in front of the boy.

But Flambeau didn’t want a pigeon. He wanted an Intunguru, the dusky turtle dove found in the forest around Bukavu. He knew the closest he could get in this vast city was its collared cousin.

Flambeau’s irises hardened to pinpricks when he saw the slender brown bird with the black gash on the back of its neck flutter first onto the gutter of the boiler room and then onto the half-wall.

The boy took the catty out of his back pocket and crept towards the dove.

The creature’s eyes rolled in alarm at his approach.

Flambeau stopped. He made a sound in the back of his throat, ‘Prrt, tsu tsu tsu.’

The bird ducked its head, mollified. Its answering call was a mellifluous ‘CooCOOcoo’.

Flambeau smiled, ‘Ah.’ And then mimicked the bird exactly, ‘CooCOOcoo.’

Then Flambeau began to sing.

He would never have done that if he had known he was not alone. He didn’t see the gangly young woman in the shadow of the chimney, freckled belly pale in the gap between the top of her too-big jeans and her T-shirt.

Her name was Eleanor.

It took Eleanor a moment to realise Flambeau was singing to the bird.

It was bare-boned music. The notes hung in the air as if the longing inside the boy made its way to the outside when he sang. It had the power to make the dove go completely still and turn to face him as if to say kill me now.

Poor creature. It didn’t clock the catty in Flambeau’s hand. Or the small muscles in his back bound up tighter than a telephone wire.

The child was so still, even as he sang, that Eleanor swore she could hear his blood pump and see the rush of it under his skin.

He wanted that bird.

Whiz, thwack, and the stone hit home. Eleanor cried out. Flambeau whipped around to see her staring at him, wide-eyed. It was hard to say who was the more surprised.

Neither of them had the faintest chance of escape from the dilated gaze of the other – not the voyeur, nor the poacher. They blinked at one another.

Her freckles and the steadiness of her bright blue gaze made Flambeau think of water. He grinned, a dazzling show of white teeth.

‘What you kill the pigeon for?’ she asked.

‘It’s not a pigeon,’ he said. ‘It’s a dove.’

‘Why’d you kill it?’

‘For my mama,’ said the boy and he looked at her. Eleanor saw the sun rise up in his face when he said that.

‘For her to eat,’ he continued. ‘When she comes.’

It had been five months since Flambeau’s mother had tricked him into leaving Bukavu with the promise that she would follow swiftly on.

Being away from her had felt like being burned in a fire. Every day the flames licked at his feet and the coals burned his hands.

Her name was Bijou. Flambeau thought it the perfect name for his mother because she was, indeed, a jewel.

He didn’t want to imagine the journey Bijou was now finally making from the forests of south-east Congo because he knew the pitfalls in her path were plentiful. So he didn’t.

He just imagined laying a platter of slowly roasted birds on the table in front of her when she arrived. He imagined the way she would hold the small bones with her fingertips and how delicately she would pick the flesh off with her teeth. He could see the juice drip down her chin before she laughed and wiped it away.

He could feel the spit fill his mouth in readiness for the taste.

Eleanor began to turn away.

‘I’m Flambeau,’ said the boy.

She stopped. You didn’t meet someone called that everyday. She turned back and said, ‘Hello… Flambeau.’

She could see that he was waiting for her to offer her name in return, but she didn’t say it because she hated it. She had always wanted to be a Charlotte or a Sophie but had been christened Eleanor after her mother, and thereby doomed to a life of mediocrity.

Flambeau wasn’t mediocre.

Eleanor knew, without asking, that he was Congolese. Just like her boyfriend, Knight. He was another one with a name worth having. Knight. Oh, and he was true to its meaning, inside and out.

It seemed to Eleanor that the streets of London parted for Knight just as the Red Sea had for Moses. She didn’t know how he had put ten lifetimes’ worth of living into his twenty-eight years, but he had. She, on the other hand, was nineteen and still rattled at being alive.

There was nothing in her childhood in the far north of Scotland to prepare her for Tottenham High Street in the East End of London.

When she went to the Queen’s Street Market for the first time it seemed to her like a new country. There wasn’t a native Englishman for miles, apart from the fishmonger, a city-born pretender who could neither fillet a fish nor scale it.

Then she saw Knight.

He wore a wide, red cowboy hat. He didn’t just buy a fish, he haggled, he bartered and he flirted. When he leaned across the plastic tubs of eel and red snapper to collect his pound of smoked hake for less than half the asking price, he softened the blow with a laugh. An exploding-bomb laugh that shook a smile out of the fishmonger’s recalcitrant English soul even though he knew he’d been robbed.

Eleanor heard that laugh for a long time after. Just as she would hear Flambeau’s song after he had packed up and gone home for the night.

It was mysterious to her how Flambeau’s song and Knight’s laugh eased the pain of their respective prey. Certainly, the dove’s death would have been downright banal otherwise. She found herself thinking that at least it was crooned at before it was gone.

Flambeau peered off the roof to see where the dove corpse had landed when the door to the roof burst open behind him and Eugene stormed in screaming blue murder. He wanted the savage who had killed his bird.

Eugene kept pigeons, along with finches and a swift or two, in the cage on the roof. He told everyone who would listen that he saw himself as East London’s answer to Saint Francis of Assisi. He even had the ponytail, only his crop of hair was thin and oily and speckled with grey. Eleanor thought he was grey-skinned too, in the way only a long-term Londoner can be.

She smiled to herself when she thought about Saint Eugene eating breakfast on his veranda when fleep – there was a dead bird looking up at him from the middle of his yoke.

‘Had to be one of these little fuckers,’ he crowed when he saw Flambeau frozen on the roof with his catty in hand.

‘It’s not a pigeon!’ blurted Flambeau.

‘Look at the bird, Eugene,’ snapped Eleanor.

He did as she instructed.

‘Is it one of yours?’

Eugene reluctantly shook his head.

‘Right then,’ she said.

That didn’t stop him raging. Flambeau listened to Eugene’s bluster about the ‘scum’ moving onto the estate from all over creation. The child didn’t need to know what scum meant to know it did not bode well for him. He could hear that in the sound of the word.

Flambeau slipped behind Eleanor for protection. He fitted himself so completely into the shape of her slim body that he was entirely hidden from Eugene’s view. Still, he felt the heat of the Londoner’s wrath. So he crept silently closer to Eleanor until he could smell her hair. It smelt like the sea. He sank down behind her legs and prayed for the diatribe to come to an end.

At the peak of his outrage Eugene insisted Flambeau show his face. The boy duly emerged from Eleanor’s shadow and Eugene extracted a promise from him that he would forget his brutal African ways and never kill another bird.

Flambeau whispered, ‘I swear.’

But even as he said it he knew it wasn’t true. For his mother, he would roast every bird in London, whatever Eugene said.

Flambeau set to work as soon as Eugene had gone back to his bacon and eggs. ‘CooCOOcoo, cooCOOcoo,’ he called. And the doves came.

It wasn’t long before he had a half-filled Tesco bag full of corpses. When he held up the bag to show Eleanor she clapped like a madwoman.

Watching Flambeau hunt was like seeing nature and boy come together to put on the perfect show. That didn’t happen to every kid on the block. It was magic.

Flambeau picked a dead bird out of the packet, handed it to Eleanor as a thank-you gift and said, ‘Fat.’

It was a juicy word, and he smiled as he said it again, ‘Fat!’

His smile was like the scent flowers give out to attract bees.

Eleanor didn’t know it then, but the doves were not Flambeau’s only conquest that day. It was her heart that was the real prize, and he now held it in his small brown hand.


Tomorrow

Flambeau’s Aunt Laetitia didn’t think he was magic. To her he was one more mouth to feed. The boy didn’t have an easy time in her house. Ever. But that evening was one of the worst.

The first thing his Uncle Didier did was throw his collared doves into the bin. Did Flambeau think they were farm people? In London you don’t eat wild birds.

Flambeau knew his Uncle Didier was hungry. He was always hungry, but still he wouldn’t eat a dove in case someone thought less of him for his rural African ways. That can easily make a good man cruel.

All Flambeau could do was look at his bagful of treasures as it lay half-in, half-out of the tall silver dustbin with the foot-operated lid. If he squeezed his eyes half shut it seemed as if the bird nearest to the top was going to make a run for it.

When Aunt Laetitia came home with a Tesco chicken for Bijou’s welcome feast, Didier said she was putting on airs. There was no pleasing him. You would have thought he would be happy that Flambeau’s mother was about to come and take the child off his hands. But he was not.

Maybe he liked the power he had over the boy? Or perhaps he planned on putting him to work? Sometimes Flambeau caught his uncle looking at him as if searching for someone else in his face. He wondered idly if it were Bijou his uncle longed to see there. He would not be the first.

Flambeau and his five cousins shared a small bedroom meant for two. Most nights he fell asleep listening to his uncle and aunt fight about whether to buy palm oil or smoked fish. They could not have both, even though both were essential for a good Congolese pondu.

If they had been in Bukavu they could have walked into the fields and picked some wild spinach or traded something with a neighbour. But you couldn’t do that when your neighbour was Saint Eugene.

In London, Flambeau noticed, what would have been enough anywhere else felt like too little. Although he did not see the rags and swollen-belly poverty of his home country, the open jaws of the empty food cupboard promised equal suffering, particularly when half the week was still ahead of them.

His aunt said the government stipend that kept starvation from the door could be taken away just like that, and she snapped her fingers to show him how mercurial fate could be. Flambeau could see how the uncertainty of it all pitted his uncle and aunt against one another. Even their occasional lovemaking sounded to him more like fury and grief than tenderness.

On those nights, Flambeau did his best to stuff his ears with toilet paper and pray for his mother to come quickly. He prayed ardently.

The family attended the makeshift church just across the road from the railway station. It was an Anglican church during the morning and became an evangelical place of worship in the afternoons and evenings. There, for a few hours twice a week, they were elevated out of the mire to bask in the rays of God’s love.

Flambeau took reluctant leave of his doves, half-in and half-out of the silver dustbin, and went to wait at the doors of the church even before they opened for the evening service. He chose a seat right in the front where he could better implore the Virgin to watch over his mother as she travelled the final miles of her journey to him.

The pastor wore Versace silk. He had a gold tooth, which flashed as he spoke of the place God kept for them-all in heaven, free of the suffering they endured on earth. In his rolling African French he brought his congregation, incrementally, phrase by phrase, to their feet.

His deep baritone could have paved the way to heaven when he sang. The backing trio were as good as the Pointer Sisters, just more beautiful, wound up as they were in African cloth. Even Aunt Laetitia at the drum machine was no longer matronly but rather humming with rhythm and beat.

The whole congregation joined in for the chorus, and collectively they all sang open the golden gates. You’ve never seen so many beautiful people shining in such fervent communion. It had to bode well for Flambeau’s mother.

Flambeau prayed that no one would trick her the way she had tricked him. That would not be fair.

Bitter saliva filled his mouth when he remembered the day in Bukavu market when she had handed him over to the man in the black hat.

If you are nine years old and sweating in the fierce equatorial heat, a popsicle is what you want more than anything on earth. That frozen liquid sugar, dyed bright red or orange or luminous green.

Flambeau had chosen green. He was so close to bliss as the sweet hit his tongue that he didn’t see his mother bent in heated conversation with the skinny man in the black hat.

Later, he cursed himself for not paying attention because he could have made a run for it when he saw her hand over the wad of money. But that was just brave talk. How would he have known then that she was paying the skinny man to take her son from Bukavu to London with not even a passport to ease the way?

People across the land had a name for such a man. They called him a Tindikeur, a people trafficker. Vermin. Anyway, he didn’t notice. He hardly noticed when his ma turned and ran through the crowded bus station without a backward glance. He wouldn’t have known why she did that. Much later he understood that she had to run before her love for him made her grab him back and hold him to her chest and moan.

When he finally did heed that she was leaving, he wondered if she was playing a game. He remembered the feeling of the half-formed laugh on his lips as he started to follow her.

That was when the Tindikeur man picked him up, kicking and screaming, dumped him in the back of the pick-up truck parked on the corner, and drove out of town.

By the time Flambeau’s long journey came to an end he wasn’t kicking and screaming any more.

When they got home from church Laetitia served the children’s food on one large plate. ‘We call on your blood to purify this meagre food, from any ills … in the name of the Lord Jesus. Amen,’ said Didier.

And the children echoed him, ‘Amen, Amen, Amen.’

Flambeau waited for a chance to reach in and take a marble-sized ball of fufu and dip it into the small bowl of leftover manioc leaf and onion pondu but it didn’t come. When he stretched out his hand for the dish, it moved just out of his reach. He tried again, and again it moved.

It was the same every night. He wanted to shout at them, to shame them for their selfishness, but he did not dare open his mouth for fear of ridicule.

When he first arrived in London, Flambeau found his cousins and his immigrant classmates ashamed of their family’s foreignness.

They went around sounding more London than the Londoners, saying things like, ‘Fuck me, she’s a bitch now, innit?’ And, ‘You get nicked for that, freak.’

‘What you say, freak?’

‘I say you a freak, freak.’

Then they would point and say, ‘He’s the freak.’

‘Who?’

‘Flambeau.’

So the boy shut his mouth.

At first he looked to his schoolteacher, the Australian Miss Glenys, for help with his English. But come the end of the second week Miss Glenys laid her head on the desk and wept in despair at the intransigence of her pupils.

Flambeau worked silently and alone to master the language so he wouldn’t be the freak any more.

It was a ferocious process and deeply eremitic. He was consumed by it. Like the donkey carcass he and his mother had once seen on the side of the road in Bukavu. It was as if he had crawled inside its ribcage with a clamour of words and sewn the skin shut.

That is where he remained until Miss Glenys took them to the park to celebrate the end of their second term of school.

It was the day his classmate Ayesha was mauled by a Staffordshire bull terrier, and Flambeau spoke his first full sentence in the Queen’s English.

Even then, he would probably not have done so if he’d had a choice. Miss Glenys was pink-faced with distress when she insisted that Flambeau report what he had seen of the dog incident.

He opened his mouth and said, carefully, ‘The man with the dog said Ayesha looked like the grim reaper in her bloody Muslin burkha. And that’s why the dog went for her.’

He said the word Muslim as if it was the fabric and not the faith: Muslin.

Miss Glenys looked as if she wanted to slap Flambeau’s face. He could see she had confused the dog-owner’s sentiment with his own, but he didn’t have the courage to correct her.

When the man and his dog sauntered past them a few minutes later, the hapless Miss Glenys didn’t open her mouth to protest his bigotry or his animal’s viciousness.

Flambeau wondered if his uncle would be kinder to him if he had a Staffordshire bull terrier at his side?

Flambeau kicked out hard under the table.

His cousins wailed. Didier was out of his seat in a flash and thwacked all five heads, one by one, very fast.

‘Enough!’ he hissed, eyes dangerously bright.

Flambeau was still achingly hungry as he lay on the mattress on the floor in the tiny bedroom. Bunk beds on either side of him held his sleeping cousins.

He listened to his uncle and aunt preparing for bed next door. It was clear to him that the rising volume of their conversation was going to lead to another night of lust and grief. Flambeau couldn’t bear to hear his aunt call out and then weep into her pillow even though he knew this would be the last time. His mother would make sure of that. One look at how he lived here and she would hold him to her chest and say, ‘Never again.’

Flambeau crept out of bed. He walked silently to the bursting-at-the-seams dustbin that held his bag of birds, pulled them out and headed for the roof.

Aaah, the wide-open range of the roof. The low clouds, made orange by reflected London streetlights, drifted close over his head. He sucked in the air. He saw the shape of a person on the edge of the roof. He called softly, ‘Hello?’

She answered, ‘Hello.’

‘Who’s there?’ he asked.

When she turned he recognised the redhead who had saved him from Eugene and wondered if she was often there, sitting quietly in the dark.

‘You going to cook those?’ She pointed to his packet of birds.

He thought about it for a moment and then said, ‘They forbid it.’

‘Who does?’ she asked.

‘Them.’ He meant Didier and Laetitia, but he wasn’t going to describe their cruelties for fear of driving away his new friend.

‘What’s your name?’ he asked.

She hesitated and then said, ‘Eleanor.’

‘Hello, Eleanor.’

She smiled.

Flambeau opened the door of Eugene’s birdcage, held his breath so as not to disturb its occupants, and sat on a cardboard box in the corner. His ‘prrt, tsu tsu tsu calmed the finches and pigeons.

The boy cradled the packet of dead birds on his lap. He was quiet for a moment. It was the kind of quiet that is brimful of cerebration, as if he was calculating a difficult equation. Then he said, as if willing it, ‘We’re going away, me and Mama.’

‘Oh?’

‘Somewhere far. And very hot.’

She murmured, ‘Well, I hope you have better luck doing that than I have.’

Eleanor glanced down at the stream of lights on the high street below. It looked like a river, flowing, pausing, then flowing again. Knight was one of those lights. She tried to pick out his shape in the crowds below.

Knight had promised to take Eleanor away many times. First to Rome, then Budapest and Paris. He’d been saying so for nearly six months.

He was wearing the same red cowboy hat the day she started work at the minicab office. He and a couple of friends rented a small room in the back of the minicab place, which they called their office.

From there, they ran their affairs and made a sport of seeing the new cab controllers crash and burn on their first day.

Londoners can be brutal when they sense someone on the line who may not know one end of the city from the other. The melodic tones of Eleanor’s very rural Scottish accent and her inability to tell Mill Lane from Mill Hill or Mill Terrace or Mill-bloody-Walk were a dead giveaway.

She heard her dad’s voice inside her head as she tried to get it straight. He said, ‘Sink or swim, lass.’ So instead of cursing like a swine and beating her head on the desk she stuck her hair up with a pencil and decided to give as good as she got.

She said ‘Have a good day now’ to as many people as she could before they slammed the phone down on her. It became a game to pass the hours and ease the shame of not knowing where in the world anyone wanted to go.

When Knight leaned over the counter at the end of the day and said, ‘I want a taxi and I want you in it,’ her head shot up. She would have gone to China in a paper boat for the way his look made her feel.

It filled her belly with heat. She could not have said it then but later she understood that it was her hunger that he had roused.

The truth was Eleanor couldn’t go away without Knight because he had stolen her heart and to keep breathing she had to stay close. When she told Flambeau that, all he said was, ‘Oh.’

What else could the boy say but, ‘Oh.’

Knight was the only thing Eleanor had ever wanted. Wanted so that she reached out and took without thinking. She showed him the entrance and she waved him inside. That made her a sitting duck forever after.

In spite of all that followed, she still said hallelujah when she remembered that, because somehow with him she was more than an Eleanor. She was a chérie.

Eleanor watched Flambeau take a dead bird from his plastic bag and lay it on the ground in the birdcage. She shook her head and told him that Sally was a lost cause. He looked up at her. ‘You know Sally?’

She held up two fingers and said, ‘Me and her are well tight.’

Flambeau smiled at her and shook the bird a little bit. That small animal movement galvanised the snake and she emerged from the darkness under his feet.

Eleanor sucked in a breath when Sally rolled out because you can never be indifferent to the sight of a whopping great constrictor coming your way. ‘Hello, Sally,’ she whispered.

They both watched the snake slither over to the bird and take a sniff. She was one of Saint Eugene’s menagerie of creatures. He had her teeth taken out in case she bit him and he fed her chicken and liver cat food forever after.

It occurred to Flambeau then that he could give Sally a shot at being a proper snake. He grew up with them all around him in the forest after all. He caught grass snakes and kept them in a box under his bed in Bukavu.

He also had two fang marks in his calf from a more unexpected encounter but he never held that against Sally.

The snake raised her head to watch as he began to pluck the feathers off the pigeon. He worked quickly and soon the bird was bare.

Flambeau and Eleanor laughed when Sally nudged the bird corpse with her snout. Then she stretched open her mouth and began to swallow it whole.

By the time it began its journey down her body like the knot in a rope, they were shrieking with pleasure.

The boy sent handfuls of feathers up into the sky in celebration. As they came down again he closed his eyes to better feel their soft arrival onto his cheeks and hair and eyelashes.

Some feathers never came back, but continued their journey upwards towards the skidding orange clouds. Tomorrow, Bijou the jewel would be there. Tomorrow.
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