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This is a story of a hero, but it took me a long time to figure out who the hero was and how to fix things. I went on an adventure. There were raging forests in Kenya, muddy battlefields in France, and Bob the Butternut in Zimbabwe.

My brother showed me this YouTube video with this random butternut called Bob dancing the Macarena (53,000 views; it was wearing a pink tutu), but then we made it be about the president of Zimbabwe because he’s called Robert, like me. I don’t know why Robert becomes Bob and not Rob (not all the time) or Bert, it just does.

But most of the action happened here, the best place in the world, so it’s also the story of my family. It all began with Monsieur Renoir, and I guess it ended with him too.


Chapter One

Monsieur Renoir

School finished early for the half-term break, and George was actually playing tag with me, in the foyer.

Usually when we came home from school together he acted like I didn’t exist; he was always way out in front, headphones clamped on. It was the only time he ever walked like a normal person, because he had to get home, have his high-protein snack, just like the pros, pack his football bag and make sure he didn’t miss the tram to go to training. I ended up walking and talking and singing to myself and finding distractions like sticks to wave around, or reading the referendum posters on the walls and trying to decide how I would vote if I was a grown-up, even though Mum wasn’t around to discuss it with me. The good thing was that they put new ones up every month, about other stuff. And I wasn’t talking to imaginary creatures or friends either; I was saying out loud anything that came into my head, maybe bits from a book I was reading, or I was busy trying to invent something. Every now and then I guess George remembered that he was actually supposed to be looking out for me; he would turn round, see whatever I was doing, shake his head and just carry on walking. He thought I had problems.

George: Fourteen years old.

Me: Ten.

I was running around the lift, screaming whenever he came close and then dashing for the stairs, shrieking and yelping, no, no . . .

George acted like he was tired; he stretched and yawned.

‘That’s your problem,’ he said. He picked up his backpack. ‘You get way too hyper, calm down.’

I think he was just mad he couldn’t catch me. He kept tripping because of his jeans. They were halfway down his butt.

I ran up the stairs, base. He made one last grab for me and then he roared. I screamed and scrambled up two more steps.

I was panting on the stairs, safe. No way was he going to follow me; we weren’t allowed to use the lift without an adult, but he said stairs were for babies and he was a man, supposedly. There was also that funny smell that was always around. It came down from Monsieur Renoir’s landing, which was between the ground floor and the first floor, technically, floor half. It was called entresol. Between floors. That sounded really spooky.

George flung out his arm, which meant whatever, and turned his back.

I wanted the game to go on.

‘Coming!’ I shouted. And I was about to leap down again when it happened.

‘Taisez-vous! Ce n’est pas la rue!’

The words jumped and snapped after each other.

Shut up! This is not the street!

And then . . . the ‘m’ word, which is the ‘s’ word in English, or the ‘c’ word.

I don’t know why, but I twisted my neck round.

It was the first time I’d ever seen even a bit of Monsieur Renoir. And that bit didn’t look too good.

His head was stuck between the door and the frame. His eye was blazing, right into me. And his finger was wagging out the door at me.

He moved his lips. He started to open his mouth again.

I pressed my body against the banister and then I ran down. I slipped and landed on my butt. That hurt. I limped into the lift. George was already in, admiring himself in the mirror, trying all his poses. He lifted his sweater and T-shirt to look at his six-pack, just to remind himself how buff he was. He squashed his forehead right up to the glass to take a good look at his zits. Mum said that was not a good idea – the glass was dirty and apparently zits loved dirty glass.

‘Did you hear that?’ I asked him. I was rubbing my thigh.

‘Yeah, bro, dude was loud, and drunk; he couldn’t even say the words properly.’

I was now his ‘bro’, and whenever he said it, he would beat his chest with his fist as if he was King Kong or Tarzan, King of the Jungle.

George didn’t count as an adult but today was an exception; even Mum would understand why I was in the lift. I was injured and I was on the run from an ogre. I was never going to walk up those stairs again. Ever. I would have to learn how to fly up to the fourth floor, or transform myself into vapour and seep under doors and—

Mum was waiting for us on the landing.

‘He said—’

‘You were making a lot of noise,’ she said.

She had that look in her eyes that meant she was still far far away and was really upset that she had to deal with us now. She was writing a book about vampires. But these were going to be thinking vampires. Literary vampires, which meant thinking ones. They wouldn’t have a thirst for blood. They would have a thirst for knowledge.

George: Seriously, Mum, you’re not ‘creating’ vampires, you’re ‘creating’ nerds.

He used air quotes, which made Mum mad. And then he made her really mad . . .

‘Nerd, like my bro here.’

He put his hand out for a fist bump and I fell for it, again. Just as my hand came to knock against his, his floated up into his ’fro and stayed there in the middle, trying to shape his curls into a mohawk.

‘Owned,’ he said. ‘Sizzled and burned.’

Mum shook her head.

‘I’m only joking, Mum, right, bro?’

I nodded. Sometimes I felt like helping him out. And I knew that he didn’t really think I was a nerd. I could go up to fifteen metres on the zip line; George wouldn’t because he said he had to protect his feet, but I knew it was because he hated heights. There were kids in my grade who were macho in class but who wet their pants when we went on the ten-metre line. And I was in the basketball team, even though I spent most of the time on the bench.

In the kitchen I took the repeller that Dad brought back from Azerbaijan, for warding off the evil eye. I held the glass magnet as tightly as I could even though Dad said it was just a superstition and nobody could really give you an evil eye. But I couldn’t help thinking that Monsieur Renoir’s blazing eye could easily shatter that protector to smithereens.

There he was, standing behind the bench by the water fountain. He had a hat on, but when he was turning his head away, I saw that eye.

That’s how I knew it was him.

And I got the chills, just like yesterday.

One hand was on the back of the bench, squeezing it.

This time there was more of him to see. Luckily, he was looking at the people hurrying to the mosque. It was pretty busy because of Friday prayers. He was big and square-shaped and he was wearing a safari suit: khaki, with lots of pockets; it looked like he was in the wrong place. It was a sunny day in October but this wasn’t the bush. Grandpa wore his when we went on safari, these last summer holidays.

He raised his hand and took off his panama. It was white with a black band.

I knew it was a panama because there was a chapellerie in the old town where a woman made them with straw and Dad tried some on once, just for fun. Mum looked at him and shook her head. Apparently Dad was no Humphrey Bogart (he’s this olden-day actor Mum likes). Nor was Monsieur Renoir.

His hair was all squashed up on his head. It looked like a bird’s nest.

He fanned himself with the hat and then he put it back on again.

He shuffled round to the front of the bench and sat down, slowly, carefully.

Creak. Creak. Creak.

That’s the sound it felt like he was making.

Maybe he had arthritis like Grandma. But I didn’t feel sorry for him. He was probably pretending.

He was the only one on the bench. There was no one else in the square now. Everyone was in the mosque. I had to be careful. If he turned round, he would catch me watching.

That wouldn’t be good.

He took his hands and grabbed his leg; he lifted it and stretched it out in front of him.

He took his hat off again and put it on his other leg.

He took out a handkerchief from one of his pockets and wiped his forehead. And then he looked up again.

I ducked behind the ticket machine.

It was definitely him.

‘Mum, there he is!’

‘Robert, don’t point.’

‘Mer—’

‘George!’

He was really Giorgio but everyone called him George. Mum said he was supposed to be Kioko, Key Oh Ko, a Japanese girl’s name. Mum found it in a book. It means child born with happiness. The nurse who looked inside Mum’s stomach with the special scanner said that George was a girl because there wasn’t a penis.

Hmmm, the Curious Case of a Mistaken Identity.

George hated that story and I loved it, so much. When I got really upset with him, I called him Kioko to his face, and once I did it when his friends were around and he begged me not to tell them what it meant. Lucky for him, Katsuo – his name means hero – wasn’t there so he couldn’t translate.

‘His word, not mine. Tell her, bro.’

I stood right against the side of the ticket machine so that Monsieur Renoir wouldn’t see me. I poked my head out, very carefully. I didn’t want that blazing eye to catch me. His head was bent down again.

George put his headphones on, crossed his arms and leaned against the ticket machine. He looked over Mum’s head. He could do that trick, make us all disappear. Just like that. Mum looked up at him. There was so much that she could tell him off about. It was all just so wrong.

1. The headphones.

Those mega-sized things really got on her nerves. He had them on all the time because they were made by some super-cool rapper, Doctor something, not a real doctor, just the Doctor of Rap, I guess. First the headphones and then the hood over them.

2. The jeans.

He was showing his underpants again.

In public.

3. The leaning on the ticket machine so that little old ladies couldn’t get to the tickets.

4. The baseball cap, which he had sitting up on his ’fro. He had started growing his hair like that because he wasn’t allowed a mohawk like his favourite footballer, Neymar. In Zimbabwe Mum was always arguing with George about his hat. Mum said it was very, VERY rude for a boy to wear a cap like that around adults. People would think he was a tsotsi. Tsotsis were thugs. After that, George posted a picture on Facebook with his cap on and titled it Tsotsi Gangsta.

George was being swag. Swag was what every self-respecting ninth-grader wanted. It was vital to living and breathing. Without it you were . . . ME.

Dad didn’t get upset with swag like Mum did. He thought George would soon get bored of all the work swagness required, and at least he had to wear clean underwear.

Even though George was swag and gangsta, he was still sensitive and a good boy. I heard Mum and Dad talking. And I have evidence. He cried when Mufasa, Simba’s dad, died in The Lion King 3D, and when Hachiko the dog waited for years and years at the train station for his dead master to come back home, and when I was eight and in hospital because I couldn’t breathe properly – I needed oxygen from a tank (I’m all right now, I don’t have asthma any more, I don’t have to carry around an inhaler; I’ve grown into my lungs!) – he let me have his iPod and he’d downloaded all the Michael Jackson songs that I liked.

Mum opened her mouth to say something to George, but then she shook her head and looked at her watch. She studied the bus timetable. Dad was always teasing her about how Swiss she had become; if the bus was one minute late, she would start muttering with all the little old ladies. Dad is Italian and nothing runs on time in Italy. And as for Zimbabwe, well, he says, nothing runs there at all. But technically something does run there. Bob the Butternut’s motorcade. It runs over anything in its way. When we were in Harare, we saw it. Dad had to drive off the road and stop the car immediately. All the drivers on the road had to do the same otherwise the soldiers in the motorcade with their guns and bazookas would shoot you and then run over your body. Grandpa said they did that all the time and that was the price you had to pay if you got in the president’s way. The motorcade was so long. It took ages for it to pass through. There were huge motorbikes, trucks and trucks of soldiers, trucks with men waving sticks in the air, a fire engine, an ambulance, the fancy car with Bob the Butternut in it – though there was another car in the motorcade just like it and maybe that’s where the real Bob the Butternut was – helicopters in the sky and more motorbikes, more trucks . . . it made me dizzy.

George: Swag.

He thought Bob the Butternut was a gangsta.

Monsieur Renoir still hadn’t moved.

‘He swore, Mum.’

‘Robert, enough!’

Mum’s a writer and she says that sometimes you have to leave things in limbo because life is full of loose ends. I’ve worked out that means not finishing them.

She took a seat and waited for the bus. I checked on Monsieur Renoir. He was staring at the space between his feet as if there was something there only his eye could see.

Sometimes when I went up the stairs, singing or talking, I stopped just before I reached the entresol because I could hear voices above me. The one that was croaky and had lots of coughing between words belonged to Monsieur Badon. He was the concierge and he smoked a lot, even in the lift, which was forbidden, and his fingers were all yellow. He lived next door to Monsieur Renoir with Madame Badon and Fifi, their dog. Madame Badon sometimes let me walk Fifi. I wanted a dog so much but Mum wasn’t too keen on the idea. She needed convincing. Their apartment was around the corner from Monsieur Renoir’s, near the sortie de secours, which was the fire exit; I couldn’t see their door from the stairs.

Monsieur Badon was always saying, ‘Oui (cough), oui (cough), monsieur (cough)’ or ‘Non (cough), non (cough), monsieur (cough).’ The other voice sounded like a dog growling and snapping; I couldn’t tell what it was saying. I would stop singing or talking and go up the stairs slowly, trying not to make a noise, but just as I got to the entresol landing, the doors would bang shut; I could feel the blasts of air. It felt like someone had released a thunderbolt and I was trapped.

And there was something in the smell, not just all the smokiness from Monsieur Badon. I was sure it was from Monsieur Renoir’s apartment. It came out in a rush when the door slammed. It made me feel like I was back in Zimbabwe with all the animals and the bush, which was very, very strange.

I walked upstairs with Mum once and I asked her what she thought it smelt like. First she said smoke, then musty, and I said and . . . She smelt some more and she said grass, dry grass and also animal, not just one animal, but animals all mixed together, a bit like a witch doctor’s . . . a spirit mediu— I mean a fortune-teller’s hut.

In Victoria Falls – it used to be called Mosi-oa-Tunya, which means ‘the smoke that thunders’, but then this explorer guy called David Livingstone saw it and he named it after the Queen of England like he was giving her a present – anyway, there was a witch doctor in the tourist village.

A witch doctor is usually old and funny-looking because they spend all their time in their huts or they go out looking for special grasses and animal parts at night. They throw bones in the air and can tell you your future or what is wrong with you. They also make brews that can heal you. They have knowledge from the countryside and from the spirit world.

We didn’t go inside the hut even though George wanted to ask about his football career.

‘Do you think he’s one of those médiums voyants?’ I asked Mum.

‘What? Oh, you mean those ones clogging up our mailbox?’

Even though Dad had put up a pas de publicité sign, we got junk mail all the time. Mum collected all the flyers that advertised the mediums because she said she was pretty sure she was going to use them one day. Not in real life. In her books.

‘Do you, Mum?’

Mum laughed and said of course not, she was just being silly.

Nothing weird or witchy ever happened when I walked up there with Mum.

But when I was alone, sometimes I heard grunting and scraping kinds of noises coming from Monsieur Renoir’s apartment, like he was moving heavy things along the floor. I would stand on the landing to see if something would happen, but then I’d get the heebie-jeebies – what if he opened the door and found me right there, staring – and I’d scram up the stairs.

I started counting how long I could stay there, listening; my record so far was up to twenty-one. I wrote the numbers in my reporter’s notebook; detectives used them too. It was good to flip the pages over the spirals, like I was working on a case and trying to put clues together.

I was just waiting for something to happen.

Well, something had happened, and I wasn’t even expecting it.

I sneaked another look from behind the ticket machine. Monsieur Renoir’s head was all the way down now. It looked like he would topple over at any moment. Was he asleep? Was this a trick so that I would keep staring at him, and then he’d shoot his head up and fix me with that eye? But I couldn’t help looking.

There could be two shiny eggs right in the middle of his bird’s nest . . .

He lifted his hand and started rubbing his hair, round and round, so the eggs would have cracked and I waited to see egg yolk dripping down his thick beard.

His nose was big and round with lots of little holes in it. It was red . . .

He started rubbing his nose, as if I was controlling his brain.

Maybe I was. I put it to the test. Your ears, Monsieur Renoir. Your ears. And then I said it in French. Vos oreilles, Monsieur Renoir. Vos oreilles. And look, he was pulling his ears now, left, right, left, right, and then his fingers were inside them, digging . . . gross. I had powers! Magic powers. I could make Monsieur Renoir do anything. Monsieur Renoir, I said, get up from the bench and come and apologize for yelling at me and my brother. I held my breath. I watched. I waited. Monsieur Renoir shifted his butt, this way and then the other way. Monsieur Renoir, I said . . . and there he was, Monsieur Renoir was—

‘Bro!’

I was so excited, I had jumped backwards and bumped into George.

‘George, look!’

I pointed to the bench, but Monsieur Renoir wasn’t there any more. I turned all the way round but he had disappeared. I looked over to Mum. She was reading the Tribune de Genève.

Monsieur Renoir had vanished without a trace!

Had I vanished him with my powers?

Was I a murderer?

Should I ask Mum?

‘Mum . . .?’

‘At last,’ she said. She got up. The bus was finally here.

I sat by the window seat, next to Mum. George swagged off to the back even though he was not allowed to sit right at the back because Mum said that was where the real gangsters liked to congregate. Mum turned her head and called, ‘George,’ but he had his headphones on.

‘Mum, can you murder someone by thinking?’

‘Yes,’ she said.

Oh boy, I was in real trouble.

‘Really?’

‘It’s fun,’ she said.

‘I murdered him!’ I shouted.

Everyone was looking at me, the murderer.

‘Robert, what’s—’

‘Monsieur Renoir, I—’

‘Robert,’ she said, ‘I only mean that writers can murder their characters. Now calm down.’

I was happy that George wasn’t sitting near us, and that he had his headphones on. He would have said, ‘Bro, not cool,’ or he would have just looked at me and shaken his head like I was too mental to make any kind of comment about.

But I had made Monsieur Renoir vanish, hadn’t I?

Or maybe he’d vanished himself.

Maybe he’d been acting, making me think what he wanted me to.

On the bus, I kept thinking about Monsieur Renoir.

Why was he so crabby, so mean, so evil?

Why? Why? Why?

Sometimes Mum got tired of all my questions.

I thought and thought and—

I knew it!

Entresol.

That was it! It was living in the in-between place that had made him that way.

Nonna, my grandma from Rome, said that purgatory was the in-between place where people who hadn’t been good enough to go to heaven or bad enough to go to hell went. The people on earth had to pray as hard as they could so that God would make up his mind and take them out of purgatory up into heaven. No one knows exactly what purgatory looks like. Everyone knows that heaven’s very beautiful and sunny all the time and that hell’s very hot and scary; Nonna says that purgatory is a sad place with un sacco di pianto, a lot of crying, but Dad says she’s only guessing.

I thought about Monsieur Renoir’s in-between place. It was a completely different world in there. When you opened his door and stepped inside, it wasn’t like any ordinary apartment, not like ours, it was the Land of In-Between and Monsieur Renoir lived there, dragging his coffin from place to place, looking for children to capture and stuff inside and then, when he needed them for his potions, he—

Or maybe when he got hungry, he just took them out and ate them.

He was, he was . . . Kronos! I knew all about the Greek gods because I’d read the Percy Jackson books.
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