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MAN AND BOY

I hear them before I see them. Of course. You don’t travel ten thousand kilometres without being aware of what’s behind you as well as what is ahead.

It’s not a large noise. Just the small snap of a twig. Two twigs. And there are lots of twigs here. A thousand twigs, a thousand broken branches, a whole hillside of storm-uprooted trees. And yet I hear those two small snaps. Or rather, I hear the pause that follows them.

The silence of it.

It’s the sound of somebody listening to their own footfalls. Their own breathing. Hearing the sudden yelp of air in their chests. I know this, because I too have listened to my own footfalls and held that shout of breath in my chest.

I turn around.

I’ve learnt this too. It is always better to face whatever it is. Most things can be dealt with. If they can’t be dealt with, you can put them in Castle.

There are two of them and they are not soldiers. Not soldiers! Just a man and a boy. Standing quite still. Not trying to hide. Maybe they are too exhausted to hide? I scan them quickly. Life and death these days is often about speed. The boy is young, maybe five years old. I could kill him with my bare hands if necessary, so I turn my attention to the man.

The man is old and thin – though that means nothing, everyone is thin these days. He is dressed in rags. Clothes which, like mine, were probably once brightly coloured but which now have the dirt of travel on them. Travel dirt gets between the fibres of cloth and stays there even if you go to the river to wash. The man and his clothes are now the same colour. The colour of mud.

The man stoops, as if he’s carrying an invisible weight on his shoulders. I note his veined hands, his bare legs, his shoeless feet. People who want to live need to take very good care of their shoes. But although the man’s head is bowed, his eyes are not. From beneath his mud lids he is looking straight at me.

I take the gun from my belt and point it at him. The gun is a revolver. I got it in the riot at Heathrow DC, five hundred kilometres and twenty-one days ago.

I am much too close to home to be stopped now.

Home.

The gun has no bullets in it. I know this, but the man and the boy do not know this. They would be wise to assume the gun does have bullets. I always assume this about people with guns.

‘Halt,’ I say.

Halt is a good word. An excellent word. Many more nationalities understand the word ‘halt’ than understand the word ‘stop’. Probably because it’s the word the soldiers use. Halt. Halt. Halt. HALT. Put your hands up.

The man halts. He puts his hands up. Or rather he puts just one hand up because his other hand is holding on to the child.

I flick the gun muzzle in the direction of the child. My eyes follow the eye of the gun. I allow myself to look at the boy now. He is also thin and dark, perhaps darker than the man, and his eyes are like cups.

Eyes like cups.

The phrase ambushes me, coming as it does in my father’s voice. A phrase from one of the Sudanese folk tales he used to read to me when we lived in Khartoum. In the days before the desert, before the soldiers, before

CASTLE.

Remember, Papa said, whatever happens, the world is beautiful.

Yes, Papa.

This boy is beautiful: his hunger plumped out by the still-soft skin of the very young. His head is almond-shaped and he has a dark rose-petal mouth. There is a smudge of sunlight on his nose. His deep-as-cups eyes give nothing away.

‘Let go of the boy,’ I say.

The man loosens his grip immediately, puts a second hand in the air. This is good. It means that the man understands English. Things are always trickier if you have to conduct negotiations like these in sign language. It’s also good because I’m a girl and some people think they can take advantage of girls.

‘Move apart.’ I twitch the gun left and right, indicating the space I want to see between them. The man moves a pace or so from the boy but the boy remains where he is. Not moving himself but not seeking to close the gap either. Just as he did not move when I made the old man let go of his hand, did not grab for the man, or cry out or make any sound at all.

‘Good,’ I say. ‘Good.’ And then I add: ‘Papers.’
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PAPERS

Everyone has papers.

Passport. Passeport! Passaporto. Baasaboorka. [image: images] Pass. Halt. Pass. Halt. HALT. Visa. Fisa! Viza. Visum. [image: images] Visa. Visa.

My papers are marked ‘Global Citizen’.

Global citizen, Papa said, such a beautiful idea.

If a little impractical, said Grandmother.

There are many pages in the passport of a Global Citizen. Some are more frightening than others.

The opening pages are factual and – in my case – truthful.

Name: Mhairi Anne Bain.

M.A.B. Mab to my friends. Only I don’t have any friends any more. Friends belong to Before.

There is a picture of me. Just my head, of course. My skin is pale and washed, my dark hair brushed, and my blue eyes shine. This picture also belongs to Before. I do not really know what I look like now, but I do know it is not like this.

Age: 14.

This is important. You are safe when you’re fourteen. That’s why many people – especially people at borders – dispute my age.

‘You don’t look fourteen,’ they say.

This is possible. When you walk a thousand kilometres, your body changes. Your face changes. You change.

‘We believe you’re fifteen,’ they say. ‘Or even sixteen.’

Fifteen is the age of consent. At fifteen you can gift bits of your life to other people. One year, two years, ten years. You can give them away. You can promise to die. Check out early, before they kill you anyway at seventy-four. Now I know there are too many people on the planet, I’m not stupid, and I know that the earth is too hot and people are moving. Moving, moving. Moving north. And I know the north can’t cope. But here’s the thing: I want to live.

My mother said: Mhairi, you have to stay alive. Promise me. Whatever happens, you have to stay alive.

Yes, Muma.

‘Nobody’s forcing you,’ the officials say. ‘It’s a choice. In Equator Central, the planet chooses. She kills with heat, with drought, with famine, with war. But here in the north – we choose. This is civilisation.’

Place of Birth: The Isle of Arran, Scotland.

I wasn’t supposed to have been born on the Isle of Arran. I was supposed to have been born in Glasgow, where my parents lived at the time. But every year they visited my grandmother-to-be on the island and I came early. I weighed just 1.7 kilograms. I wasn’t strong at all. That was also Before.

The next four pages in my passport are titled: ‘Global Citizen: Credits’. There is nothing on these pages yet. But between now and the time I turn fifteen, I have to file something, something that proves what sort of person I am and what I can offer my community. These things (if they can be stamped and verified) may save my life.

The final pages are reserved for ‘Global Citizen: Debits’. There are six of these pages. These will also be filled up, but not by me. They are stamped ‘Official Use Only’. If I filled them up I would probably have to write:

1: Murderer.

And then I might have to add:

2: Murderer.

For that is – to date – the number of times I have killed.
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FALL

When I say ‘Papers’, this is what happens: the man falls.

Before that he sways. Because he has his arms in the air it looks like a dance. He sways a little to the right and then a little to the left, his body making a soft ‘S’ shape. And then, all at once, his hands begin to flap as if he has suddenly realised things are going wrong and he needs to do something about it. So, he flaps and he jerks for a moment before his legs finally give way, and then, quite quietly and without fuss, he crumples to the ground.

I am still pointing the gun.

But there are no bullets in the gun so this death – if it is a death – is not to do with me. If it’s just a faint this is not to do with me either. People faint from hunger. They faint from exhaustion. They do not faint because they are asked for papers. If people fainted when they were asked for papers the roads and the checkpoints and the borders would be strewn with bodies.

Still, I need to be careful. It could be a trick. That would be unsurprising. I observe the boy. He has not – and is not – reacting. Perhaps he has seen this trick before? The man is quite still now; the only thing about him that moves is the torn flap of his jacket, lifting a little in the wind.

‘Kick him,’ I say to the boy.

The boy stares at me.

His eyes are like cups.

‘Kick him!’ I shout and I make a kicking motion with my right foot.

The boy kicks the man, but only lightly, on the shin.

‘Harder!’

The boy kicks him harder, quite a vicious little kick.

There must be, I think, quite a few things in that boy’s Castle.
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CASTLE

There is only one way to keep things safe.

In Castle.

Castle has many gates and many walls and many gardens. The walls and the gardens are laid out in concentric circles. Twenty-seven concentric circles to be precise. Twenty-seven is a lucky number. Some of the gardens are very beautiful. They have flowers.

Papa says: Take time with flowers, look at them closely, flowers are quite remarkable, they are mathematics in colour.

This is one of the reasons it takes a very long time to go from the outmost garden to the inmost garden, because of the stopping to look at the flowers. Some of the most beautiful flowers have thorns; for instance, the gorse in garden sixteen. The flowers of the gorse are a gaudy, giddy yellow and they smell of coconuts. I always stop to look at these flowers. I think of them as the flowers of my childhood, note how the yellow petals are always just that little bit shorter than the green thorn spikes which surround them.

Headway is also slow because of the gates. The gates are all at different compass points in the circular walls and they shift constantly. You will never find a gate in precisely the same place as you found it the last time. This means a great deal of searching, although, to be fair, you can just follow the wall round. And then there are the locks. The gate locks are not controlled by iris scan or voice recognition, not even by fingerprint or pass code or card key. No. These locks have real keys made of iron. The sort of keys which come from Before, from out of Papa’s storybooks. But progress is still slow because you may not have these keys. You may have lost them. So, sometimes you start off intending to get to Castle but you never arrive. This is usually a good thing.

If you do arrive at Castle, you’ll find it’s actually a tower. A very tall tower made of stone. There isn’t much garden around it at all. It’s bleak and dark. The tower has just one door and it’s secured with three additional old-fashioned locks. There are three very particular iron keys for these locks and only two of them really work. The third and final key is quite a fiddle. It’s extremely difficult to turn and it screams if you try, which makes you want to stop trying. It also reminds you that, if you do get the door open, the screaming will become very much louder.

These are all the obstacles to visiting things which are locked in Castle. Depositing things in Castle is very much simpler. You just say: CASTLE! And then the impossible thing that was in your mind flies out and plops straight into the tower like a stone plopping into a still pond. And the concentric rings of water immediately become walls of stone and the screaming stops.

At least for a while.
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