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			The eye that mocketh at his father, and despiseth to obey his mother,

			the ravens of the valley shall pick it out, and the young eagles shall eat it.

			– Proverbs 30:17

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Somewhere in southeast London a flightless young magpie tumbles to the ground.

			From below, it’s hard to make out exactly where it dropped from. Its nest could have been high up in one of the plane trees that line this lorry-worn road, a bush-like bower hidden behind a green veil of leaves. Or it might have been tucked away somewhere in the jumble of semi-disused warehouses that clutter the area, an intricate formation of sticks and mud on corrugated iron and asbestos. Magpies construct their homes alongside ours, within sight but just out of reach. A magpie city superimposed on our own.

			It is a harsh and very human environment into which this bird has prematurely arrived. Cars with concertinaed bonnets and shattered windscreens wait in lines to be scrapped at the nearby junkyard. Fly-tipped fridges and sacks of rubble as immovable as boulders block the pavements. Puddles of spring rain shine purple with petrochemicals and, overhead, clouds of smoke and steam billow from the chimney of a huge waste disposal facility that incinerates rubbish around the clock. Juggernauts rumble past like thunderclouds and the football fans at Millwall FC roar. The only animals I’ve ever noticed there are pit bulls and rats, although a little further afield, around the dump, there are flocks of gulls and pigeons along with a fleet of raptors sleek as fighter jets that are employed by the waste disposal company to chase the other birds away.

			My partner Yana’s workshop is just around the corner, in a leaky industrial unit on the edge of the junkyard. It’s a part of the city that’s full of secrets and surprises, but they’re rarely cute and fluffy. A police raid on a neighbouring warehouse uncovers a cannabis farm one week, stolen motorbikes the next; a friend opens up a long-abandoned shipping container and finds it crammed full of jet skis; someone I once shared a prison cell with boasted of having dumped someone’s sawn-off limbs nearby. It’s the last place on earth I would have expected something as yolky-soft and bird-bone brittle as a chick to turn up.

			The creature scuttles around in the gutter, lurching towards the kerb like a drunk staggering down an alleyway. Magpies leave home far too soon – long before they can really fly or properly fend for themselves. For weeks after they fledge their nests, they’re dependent on their parents for sustenance, protection, and an education too. But this bird’s parents are nowhere to be seen. They’re not feeding it, or watching it, or guarding it; no alarm calls sound as a large apex predator approaches with footfalls made heavy by steel-toe-capped boots. That doesn’t mean its parents aren’t nearby. It could be no accident that this bird is on the ground. If food was running short, a savage calculation may have been performed, showing that the only way to keep the family airborne was to jettison the runt.

			The bird has stopped moving now. It crouches down in the gutter, shivering from dehydration and perhaps fear too. If nature is allowed to run its course, it’ll probably be dead before the day is out. The advancing human looms large as a tree trunk, sways uncertainly, and then, with a soft rustling, the bird’s world goes dark.

			A couple of hundred miles to the west, and three decades distant in time, a young jackdaw tumbled from its nest in the steeple of a village church. Steely-grey feathers, yellow beak, injured wing dragging along the floor. Jackdaws and magpies share family ties. The crow family. Carrion kin. Someone, perhaps the vicar, stumbled across this injured young bird, boxed it up, and took it to the home of a local woman, an amateur animal healer. From there, the jackdaw found its way into the hands of the man who would go on to become my father. The magpie finds its way to me.

		

	
		
			PIN FEATHERS

		

	
		
			1

			Yana sets the cardboard box, with its precious contents, very gently down on our bedroom floor. Her sister found it this morning, she explains, and picked it up and brought it to their workshop. In between hammering and drilling they’ve been feeding it live grubs from the angling supplier. The grubs bite, Yana continues matter-of-factly, so you have to crush their heads a little with a pair of pliers or a fingernail before posting them down the bird’s hatch. She raises the flaps of the box.

			A black and white ball of fluff the size of a child’s fist is curled up in a corner. It looks dead. It smells dead. I click my tongue at the creature and one of its eyelids flutters open. Its eye is mineral blue.

			I try to call to mind everything I know about magpies. At first, all I can come up with is the rhyme ‘One for Sorrow’ and an image of my mum religiously saluting any she encountered on the farm I grew up on, to ward off the bad luck they’re supposed to bring. Better safe than sorry, I think, touching my hand to the side of my head as I peer down into the box. Yana says they’re clever birds – very clever, as all members of the crow family are – although I seem to recall that they’re widely disliked for reasons I’ve never quite understood. Something about them eating baby songbirds and consorting with the devil. And they’re said to have a pirate’s eye for stolen treasure – a lost wedding ring should be looked for in the nearest magpie nest. Other than saluting it, I have no idea what you’re meant to do with one. I’ve cared for injured wildlife before in a vague sort of way, or at least I tried to as a kid: creatures the cat dragged in, broken squirrels, birds that had jerked their brains to jelly against windowpanes. No matter what you do, it seems like they always end up in the same place: a shoebox at the bottom of a shallow grave. Even healthy animals haven’t had the best of luck at my hands. I think guiltily of the beautiful white doves we had years ago, which my grandmother, my mother, and I dyed pastel pink and released on the farm – only for them to be gobbled up by the fox like so much candyfloss. If I’d been the one to come across this bird, I suspect I might have been tempted to let it take its chances down in the gutter. I’m not sure what we can do for it, except perhaps prolong its suffering.

			I look from the bird to Yana. She’s dressed, as usual for a work day, in a dark-blue, paint-spattered boiler suit and heavy boots. Her light-brown hair is held tightly in place with pins in a precise and severe style that adds a few grades of sharpness to her high and prominent cheekbones. She’s already busy with the pliers. I watch as she goes snapping after a writhing yellow grub with her metallic beak and clamps down on its head. Pale goo oozes from both ends of the unfortunate grub as she waves it enticingly above the baby magpie. This is typical behaviour. Yana is incapable of encountering a broken object without wanting to pick it up and make it better. I suppose she’s something of a magpie herself; not a thief, exactly, but certainly a hoarder of found treasure. She always has a screwdriver to hand and rarely seems to think twice about dragging fly-tipped light fittings, or slabs of marble, or enormous sacks of junk that she’s collected from the foreshore of the Thames, back to our house.

			Our home is filled with things she’s made or fixed, from shelves, to mugs, to knives, to the chairs we sit on and the trousers I wear. She takes special delight in suspending things from the ceiling. In the living room, a chandelier she made from sharp glass stalactites rattles whenever large vehicles go past; above our bed, a framework of bamboo and string and trailing vines has turned our room into a jungle. She attributes her DIY attitude to having grown up as one of six siblings in a busy immigrant family. Her parents fled to Sweden from Soviet Ukraine with their children and whatever else they could carry, leaving the USSR to collapse behind them. It was a chaotic environment, and having the ability to make your own clothes as well as your own fun came at a premium.

			I first met her two years ago at a party in a disused carwash in Lewisham. She appeared from behind a concrete pillar with peroxide blonde hair and demonic red eye makeup and hooked me with a glance. Later, she took me back to her flat and showed me her albino snake, her orchid mantis, and her collection of homemade knives. Not long after that we moved in together and were swiftly engaged. It’s all been very sudden, so much so that I’m slightly unsure as to how I’ve arrived at this point. At times I feel a little like one of her found objects. I certainly never imagined myself settling down in my twenties. Last time I checked, I had a shaved head, bruised knuckles, and was heading for a fall. Now I seem to be getting married, making a nest.

			Sometimes I’m convinced that I’ve dreamt all this up, and everything could vanish as easily as waking. At other times, the opposite seems true: that I’m slowly regaining consciousness after a long and tiring nightmare. I don’t know if it was Yana’s willingness to take on the defective that drew her to me – I somehow doubt it. But her strength, solidity, invulnerability were certainly some of the qualities that pulled me to her.

			Now this bad-luck bird has arrived. A dream-thing regarding Yana’s dying worm suspiciously from its corner of the cardboard box. Both of its eyes are open now. Blue. I never knew that a young magpie’s eyes were blue. All the magpies I’ve seen in the past, chattering in trees, or picking apart carcasses on roadsides, must have been adults, their eyes glinting obsidian. Though this bird’s eyes are fully un-shuttered, its sharp black beak remains stubbornly closed, no matter how Yana tries to tempt it. She mutters something under her breath that sounds like ‘stupid magpie’ and sets her pliers down. Fixing this broken little crow might, I suspect, be beyond even her powers of repair.

			‘Isn’t there someone else who can deal with this?’ I say. ‘Like, I don’t know, a vet?’

			Yana rolls her eyes at me as if I’d just suggested hiring an electrician to come and change a light bulb. Which is, to be fair, exactly the sort of thing I might try to do – for the light bulb’s sake. If Yana represents order, then I am chaos. Things just seem to fall apart in my hands, and this bird is all too breakable.

			Yana waves me away and picks up the pliers again. She crushes a fresh worm and makes another pass at the magpie, this time making odd high-pitched chirruping noises and clacking her metal beak – just like, she claims, a mother magpie would do in the wild. With a sudden burst of energy, the bird’s beak springs open and it begins to whistle like a kettle on the boil. Yana drops the worm into the bird’s bright pink maw and in a single gulp it’s gone. Clearly there’s some life in the creature yet.

			Yana passes me a grub from the plastic box in her toolbag. ‘Your turn,’ she says, as the grub pulsates across the surface of my palm, yellow and faintly hairy, like a severed toe spasming away. I use the pliers to crush its head and then play mother. Reliable as a clockwork cuckoo, the bird opens wide. Its fragility terrifies me. Bone china with a feather boa. I gingerly post the reflexively squirming grub into its beak and wait for it to start chomping, but the bird just carries on screaming and the grub rolls out.

			‘You have to really shove it in,’ says Yana, stabbing at the air with her index finger.

			I abandon the pliers. I can’t bear to use such a hard, metal implement on something so soft and delicate. I push the grub towards the rim of the bird’s black throat with the tip of my finger instead. The bird’s squealing intensifies, and then morphs into a sort of gremlin-like yum-yum as peristalsis kicks in and the worm is taken down below. The bird doesn’t stop there. I feel the strong, circular muscles of its oesophagus convulse against the end of my finger as it tries to swallow me too. I swiftly withdraw my hand. The bird chirps, tucks its head away beside its wing, and falls back to sleep.

			‘What now?’ I say.

			‘Get more worms,’ Yana says. ‘I think we’ll have to feed it every twenty minutes and we’re already running out.’
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