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About the author

David Almond’s debut novel Skellig is one of the most remarkable children’s novels published in recent years. It won the 1998 Whitbread Children’s Book of the Year and the Carnegie Medal. The novels, short stories and plays that followed have brought popular success, widespread critical acclaim, and further awards on an international scale.

‘I grew up in a big family in Felling, a small steep town overlooking the River Tyne. It was a place of ancient coal mines, dark terraced streets, strange shops, new estates and wild heather hills. Our lives were filled with mysterious and unexpected events, and the place and the people have given me many of my stories. I always wanted to be a writer, though I told very few people until I was ‘grown up’. I’ve been a postman and a brush salesman, and I’ve worked in factories and shipyards and on building sites. I edited the literary magazine, Panurge, for six years. I’ve been a teacher in primary, adult and special education. I wrote my first stories in a remote and dilapidated Norfolk mansion. I now live with my family in Northumberland, just beyond the Roman Wall. I write in a wooden cabin at the bottom of the garden. I love to write in many forms: novels, short stories, plays, picture books.

Writing can be difficult, but sometimes it feels like a kind of magic. I think that stories are living things – among the most important things in the world.’
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One



One

He arrived in Felling on a bright and icy February morning. Not so long ago, but it was a different age. I was with Geordie Craggs, like I always was back then. We were swaggering along like always, laughing and joking like always. We passed a Players back and forward and blew long strings of smoke into the air. We’d just been on the altar. We were heading for Braddock’s Garden. We were on Watermill Lane when a red taxi rattled past us. Black fumes belched from it. The sign at the top said it was from down at the coast.

‘What’s that doing up here?’ said Geordie.

A bit of communion wafer was still stuck to my teeth. I poked it free with my tongue and swallowed it, then drew on the cigarette again.

‘God knows,’ I said.

The taxi stopped fifty yards away, outside Crazy Mary’s house. Crazy came lolloping out with her red hair flying. She had a big flappy flowery dress and tartan slippers on. The kid got out of the taxi. He pulled a battered brown suitcase after him. Crazy paid the driver then the two of them headed for her front door. She looked back at us. She tried to put her arm around the kid but he twisted away and went inside. Crazy followed him and the door slammed shut.

The taxi driver leaned out of his window as he went past.

‘What you two nebbing at?’ he said.

‘Nowt much,’ I said.

‘Why don’t you nick off back to Whitley Bay?’ said Geordie.

‘Aye,’ I said. ‘Nick off, Fishface.’

And we laughed and belted on towards the garden yelling,

‘Fishface! Fishface! Fishface!’

We went through the ancient iron gate, ducked through the thorns, splashed through the edge of the clay pond, went into the quarry, went into the cave. There was writing on the wall again. We held matches up to it. All it said was, We’re watching you. Your doomd. Then a big black X. Somebody had tried to draw a skull as well but it looked like they’d given up cos they were too useless.

‘Thick as clarts,’ I said.

I wiped dirt over it all.

Geordie lit another fag. He sharpened his knife on a stone.

He pointed it at me.

‘Soon there’ll be a proper battle,’ he said.

I sucked the fag.

‘Aye,’ I said.

‘It’ll be just them and us,’ he said.

I shivered. I tried to laugh.

‘The Battle of Braddock’s Garden,’ I said.

I looked out at the sheer craggy quarry walls, the thick weeds, the deep clay pond, the ruins of Braddock’s house above. The sparrowhawk flew out from its stony nest and flapped up into the open sky.

‘Who was that at Crazy’s?’ I said.

He shrugged.

‘God knows,’ he said. ‘Wouldn’t like to be him, though, holed up with that loony.’

He took a syrup of figs bottle out of his pocket and lobbed it over. It was half-full of the wine that he’d stolen after Mass that morning. I screwed the top off and swigged and smacked me lips. The wine was sticky and sweet and you could soon feel the little bit of dreaminess it brought.

‘Pinching altar wine’s a sin,’ I said.

We laughed and snapped some sticks, getting a fire ready.

I pointed to the ground.

‘You’ll burn in Hell, George Craggs,’ I said.

‘Naa,’ said Geordie. ‘Not for that. You go to Hell for proper sins. Like nicking a million quid.’

‘Or killing somebody,’ I said.

‘Aye.’ He stabbed the knife into the ground. ‘Murder!’ He swigged the wine and swiped his hand across his lips. ‘I dreamed I killed Mouldy the other night.’

‘Did you?’

‘Aye.’

‘Was there loads of blood?’

‘Gallons. Blood and guts everywhere.’

‘Great!’

‘I did it here. I stabbed him in the heart then I chopped his head off and I hoyed it in the pond.’

We giggled.

‘Probly that’d not be a sin at all,’ I said. ‘Probly you’d go straight to Heaven for getting rid of a thing like Mouldy.’

‘Course you would,’ said Geordie. ‘The whole world’d be better off without things like Mouldy.’

‘Aye.’

We were quiet while we thought of Mouldy. We listened to the noises in the quarry.

‘You seen how big he’s getting?’ I said.

‘Aye.’

‘Bliddy Hell,’ I whispered.

‘Aye. Bliddy Hell. He’s turning to a monster.’




Two

There was no mystery. It turned out the kid was called Stephen Rose. He was from Whitley Bay. He was just a bit older than us. The story was he’d gone away to Bennett College to train to be a priest. He went when he was eleven, which wasn’t strange back then in the 1960s. We knew loads of lads that did it. Like many of them, though, Stephen couldn’t stand it and he came back out again two or three years later. He’d just been home a month when his dad dropped dead with a stroke. Then his mother went mad and was taken away in the middle of a stormy night to Prudhoe. Stephen was all alone. The Poor Clares were going to take him in, then somehow they found out there was a distant aunt, Crazy Mary, up here in Felling, and so he came to her. The plan was that his mother’d be out soon, they’d set up home down at the coast again, everything would settle down again. But when I heard my parents on about it, it seemed there wouldn’t be much chance of that. They’d heard she was truly barmy. She’d gone way way round the bend.

‘Worse than Crazy Mary?’ I said.

Mam glared at me.

‘Don’t call the poor woman that,’ she said. ‘She’s just a devout and troubled soul.’

‘Sorry,’ I said.

‘You don’t know how lucky you are,’ she said. ‘There but for the grace of God …’

‘What?’ I groaned. ‘You worried about me sanity, Mother?’

I twisted my mouth and stuck my tongue out and drooled.

‘Stop it!’ she snapped. ‘Don’t tempt fate.’

She crossed herself.

‘Maybe we should call her Holy Mary,’ she said. ‘Have you seen anybody else so devout, anybody else that prays so hard, anybody else so filled with yearning?’

I shook my head.

‘Well, then,’ she said. ‘Did you know there’s stories that there’s saints in Mary’s past?’

‘Saints?’

‘Way back in her family. Back in Ireland, where the Doonans came from long ago.’

Dad laughed.

‘In the olden days,’ he said, ‘when saints walked in every village and an angel sat in every tree.’

At first we hardly saw Stephen Rose. He didn’t turn up at school like we’d expected him to. Mam said he must still be grieving, poor bairn. Dad said aye, he’d been through too much for a young’n. Geordie reckoned there was something dead weird about him. Geordie knew somebody that lived just down the street from Crazy. They’d seen Stephen in the garden at night, staring up at the moon.

‘At the moon?’ I said.

‘Aye.’ He grinned. ‘Like he was moonbathing, like he’d mixed the sun up with the moon. Have you seen his skin?’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘It’s like wax, man. And have you smelled him?’
 
‘How would I smell him?’

‘I have. I passed him in the street. He was out walking with Mary, a pair of loonies. You know what she smells like.’

‘Aye.’ Old, even though Mam said she was no age at all, and kind of sickly and sweet.

‘He’s worse, man. Yuk. Just imagine being in there with the pair of them.’

We were walking home from school, passing close by Crazy’s house. We looked at the windows, the ancient net curtains there, the silhouette of the Sacred Heart medallion there like in all the Catholic houses. There was white smoke drifting up from the chimney.

‘And he does other stuff in the garden and all,’ said Geordie.

‘Stuff ?’

‘So they say. Some days he’s out there in Crazy’s shed for hours at a time. There’s banging and thumping and whimpering and howling.’

‘Howling?’

‘Aye, so they say. Oh, my God! It’s Mouldy!’

We stopped quickly. We squeezed into a privet hedge. My heart was thumping. I could hardly breathe.

‘We’re safe,’ said Geordie. ‘He’s going the other way.’

I peeped out from the hedge. There he was, Martin Mould, Mouldy, heading down to Heworth. Even from this distance you could see how big he’d got. He seemed bigger every time we saw him. He was already loads bigger than when there’d been the last battle. He and his mates had ambushed us outside the graveyard that day. I remembered Mouldy’s massive hands around my throat. I remembered the thump of his winkle-picker boots across my cheek. I remembered his evil eyes, his fierce breath, his vicious spit. Sometimes I woke up in the night from dreams of it all happening again.

I waited with Geordie in the hedge and watched and trembled. Mouldy went into The Swan. He was only sixteen but already he drank like a man.

‘We got to get more kids,’ said Geordie.

‘Aye,’ I said.

We moved on. I tried to shift my mind from thoughts of Mouldy.

‘Howling?’ I said.

‘Aye. That’s the story. Howling. Yowling fit to wake the dead.’
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'DAVID ALMOND GREW UP IN A LARGE FAMILY ON TYNESIDE.
HIS FIRST CHILDREN'S NOVEL, SKELLIG, WON THE
CARNEGIE MEDAL, THE WHITBREAD CHILDREN'S BOOK

OF THEYEAR AND A STRING OF INTERNATIONAL PRIZES.
‘THE NOVELS, STORIES AND PLAYS THAT FOLLOWED HAVE
BROUGHT POPULAR SUCCESS AND WIDESPREAD CRITICAL
ACCLAIN.DAVID ALSO WON THE 2010 HANS CHRISTIAN
ANDERSEN AWARD FOR HIS LASTING CONTRIBUTION TO
CHILDREN'S LITERATURE. HIS WORK IS TRANSLATED INTO
OVER THIRTY LANGUAGES. HE LIVES WITH HIS PAMILY IN
NORTHUMBERLAND.

‘DAVID ALMOND’S BOOKS ARE STRANGE,
UNSETTLING WILD THINGS — UNFETTERED
BY THE NORMAL CONSTRAINTS OF
CHILDREN'S LITERATURE. THEY ARE,
LIKE ALL GREAT LITERATURE, BEYOND
CLASSIFICATION."
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