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PRAISE FOR ONJALI Q. RAUF’S BOOKS FROM CHILDREN 

‘I’ve never read a book all the way through before – right to the last page! But I did that with your book for the first time, and now I’m going to do it more.’ 

Kevin, age 8 

‘When my dad asked me what I wanted for my birthday, I said all your books to keep just for me. 

Even your new one. And I got them!’ 

Eesa, age 7 

‘When I grow up, I’m going to become really rich and buy lots of houses so no-one has to sleep on the streets in the cold anymore.’ 

Felicity, age 9 

‘Me and my little sister love bedtime now, because every night, we get to read a chapter of your stories.’ 

Ruksana, age 7 

‘Leo made me ask questions about my grandparents. 

And now I know they were heroes too and that makes me proud.’ 

Prakash, age 10 

‘My mum let me give my copy of your book to a homeless charity so everyone there could know they’re not alone.’ 

Ben, age 7 

‘My school library’s got ALL your books but I can never find them because they’re being borrowed ALL the time. It’s really annoying.’

Hope, age 8 

		
	

 

 

 

Also by Onjali Q. Rauf 

The Boy at the Back of the Class 

The Star Outside My Window 

The Night Bus Hero 

The Lion Above the Door 

Hope on the Horizon 

Where Magic Grows
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For all Young Carers 

Each s/heroes in a million ways. 



For Abi, my former postman 

And all who go far and beyond their call of duty. 



And for Mam and Zak. 

Always.

		
	

 

 

 

The postage stamp is a flimsy thing 

No thicker than a beetle’s wing, 

And yet it will roam the world for you 

Exactly where you tell it to. 

– E. V. Lucas – 



. . . the greatest heroes are those who do their duty 

. . . whilst the world whirls . . . 

– Florence Nightingale –
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0

The Beginning Before the Beginning 

I’ve never been inside a real-life police station before. 

I’ve only ever seen the one in my hometown from the outside – it’s all brown and grey and empty-looking. I’ve seen ones on TV too. Usually on those drama programmes where everyone is always crying and screaming at each other and running away because they’re in trouble. Mam calls them ‘soaps’, even though no one in them ever uses a single bar of soap. Not even when their faces are all runny with tears and make-up or they’ve been running away for days and their hands are super dirty. Just like mine are now. 

The police station I’m in now is nothing like the ones I’ve seen on TV or the one back home. It’s all shiny and clean, and so big it makes me feel like an ant trapped in a huge upside-down glass cup – except a cup that has lots of floors and lifts. There were guards at the huge front doors where I came in, standing near a giant shimmering silver sign that read ‘NEW SCOTLAND YARD’ – even though we aren’t in Scotland and there isn’t a single yard anywhere that I can see. What the sign really should have said was ‘LONDON PAVEMENTS’, because it’s in London and has nothing but pavements all around it. 

‘Right then, who do we have here?’ 

I stare up at the police officer standing in front of me, and the large badge she has on her police cap. The badge is shining down from the middle of a black and white strip that goes all around her hat and which matches her thick, short tie. They look like chessboards that don’t have any pieces on them. 

‘You’re a long way from home, Audrey,’ she continues. ‘All the way from Wales, I hear?’ Her eyebrows go up and disappear into her cap as if they’re on board an invisible lift. 

I nod at the floor instead of her, looking down at the large grey Royal Mail sack now sitting all crumpled up on my lap. I haven’t let go of it since the police caught me. My fingers don’t want to. 

‘Well, I’m Sergeant Anita,’ says the officer. ‘And this lady here is Ms Rogers.’ Sergeant Anita points to the woman standing a little bit behind her. ‘She’s here to look after you while you’re with us, and to make sure you have everything you need until we can get you back home.’ 

The lady called Ms Rogers takes a step forward. She doesn’t seem like she’s one of Them – she isn’t wearing a suit or carrying a folder or looking all frowny and strict and filled with horrible questions. She’s smiling, and has kind eyes and a round face, and is dressed in a woolly jumper and jeans and the kind of shiny long boots Mam used to wear before she got sick. 

‘Hi, Audrey. My name is Georgiana Rogers. Georgie for short. So you can call me that, all right?’ 

I nod again, but still can’t look at either of them. 

 ‘Like Sergeant Anita said, I’m here to answer any questions you have, and help you in any way I can. So feel free to ask me anything you want to. OK?’ 

This time I don’t even nod. Instead, I grip the sack in my hands even tighter. 

‘What you did today was incredibly dangerous,’ says Sergeant Anita from above me. I see her shiny black shoes take a step towards me. ‘But no one is looking to press charges or anything like that.’ 

‘They’re not?’ I blurt out without meaning to, looking straight up into Sergeant Anita’s face in surprise. It’s long and shimmery and her large brown eyes are as shiny as her shoes. 

‘No,’ she replies with a small smile. ‘Not at all. But we do need to know everything that happened in the lead-up to today. What you tell us will become part of what we call a “witness statement”, which will then be submitted as part of our formal proceedings.’ 

I stare up at Sergeant Anita, not really understanding what she’s saying. What are ‘formal proceedings’? And what happens when those are over? Will I still get a criminal record even if they don’t press charges? Are they going to take my fingerprints? And what if some of what I have to tell them is so bad I end up in jail anyway, until I’m really old and my hair turns white? 

‘Now, I know you must have been very scared when we had to bring you in,’ continues Sergeant Anita. ‘But we’ve spoken to your mother, and she’s sending someone to come and get you. While we’re waiting—’ 

‘But – but there isn’t anyone who can come and get me,’ I interrupt accidentally, quickly looking back down at the sack and my dirty hands and wishing that my silly eyes weren’t burning with tears. ‘My mam – she can’t come . . . and I don’t have anyone else. Unless . . .’ Gulping hard to try and swallow down all my scariest feelings so that I can make room for some hopeful ones instead, I ask, ‘Is it my tad? Is he coming to take me home? Is that who she’s sent?’ 

‘We’ll have to wait and see,’ says Sergeant Anita, her voice suddenly softer. ‘Your mother is arranging it all, and the second the appointed person has arrived, I promise I’ll notify you. But while we wait for whoever that might be, how about you tell us about the events leading up to today’s incident in as much detail as you can. Exactly what happened and why. Just so we can have a nice, clear record of it all.’ 

‘That sounds like a great idea,’ says the lady called Georgie. Bending down so that her eyes can look straight into mine, she whispers, ‘What do you think, Audrey? Can you tell the nice sergeant here what happened?’ 

I think about it for exactly six seconds. If I am going to tell my story, I’ll need to start at the very beginning. 

I give a slow nod. 

‘OK. Follow me then,’ says Sergeant Anita, as she begins to walk ahead of me. 

‘Will – will you be with me the whole time?’ I ask Georgie. 

‘Yes,’ she replies. ‘The whole time. I won’t leave you until you’re in a car on your way home. I promise.’ 

I don’t really know why, but I believe her. Maybe it’s because she has kind, warm eyes – a bit like Mam’s – that look like they’re telling the truth. Or maybe it’s because I don’t have any other choice. Holding on to the sack even tighter, I get up and follow Sergeant Anita. 

Using a special badge that beeps and boops us through lots of doors, Sergeant Anita leads me into a room that has a table and some chairs in it. On the walls are lots of colourful pictures of police officers, smiling as if they aren’t really police officers at all, but people in a toothpaste commercial. And on the table is a black box with lots of buttons on it. I want to press them all right away. 

 ‘Audrey, why don’t you sit there,’ says Sergeant Anita, showing me a chair. I go and sit down, wishing I could run all the way home. But then I realise I won’t have anything to run back to any more. They’re going to know everything for sure now, and take everyone I love away from me. And it’s all my fault . . . The thought makes my insides feel like scrunched-up balls of paper that have been thrown into the deep end of a swimming pool. 

‘Right, let’s start at the beginning, shall we?’ suggests Sergeant Anita. Taking off her hat and placing it on the table, she opens up a long, thin notebook that’s filled with scribblings and arrows and, at the centre, a great big question mark. Seeing me staring at it, she gives me a smile and flips the page over to a fresh blank sheet. ‘Now, while you’re talking, I’m going to take some notes. But we’ll be recording this conversation too, so we can be absolutely sure that my notes don’t get anything wrong. Is that all right with you?’ 

I look over at the Georgie lady, who gives me a nod.

 I copy her and give Sergeant Anita a nod back. 

 ‘Are you ready?’ asks Georgie, as she looks down at me. ‘Remember, if you want to stop at any time, or you’d like a drink or to take a toilet break, all you have to do to is tell us. All right?’ 

I nod again. 

Sergeant Anita presses a button on the black box, which makes a tiny bright-red light come on and, saying the date and time and all our names, she looks at me. ‘Whenever you’re ready, Audrey. Begin anywhere you want to.’ 

Georgie looks at me too, her eyebrows raised hopefully. Pulling my eyes away from them, I place the sack on the table, still holding it tight. As long as I hold on to it, everything will be fine. 

‘Anywhere?’ I double-check. 

‘That’s right,’ Sergeant Anita replies. ‘Anywhere at all.’ Staring at my fingers and then up at her, I open my mouth and wait for words to come out. At first, none of them do. They’re stuck in a traffic jam in my throat. But then I think about Mam and how badly I need to get back to her and stop her from getting any sicker and say the most sorrys I’ve ever said in my life, and the traffic jam starts moving and beeping, and soon all the words I need are driving at top speed out of my mouth. 

‘Erm . . . Well . . . I – I guess it all started with the house on the other side of the street. And the spy who lives there.’ 
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