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When did it all start, the cat thing, the lion thing, the time when everything involved Cat or Leo?

With Jamie, it seemed to be the day we went to the wildlife park. I’d had it ages before, but that was different. I chose it. I wanted it. With Jamie, it chose him. And that had to be my fault, because I’m the one who brought it into the house with my Book and my posters and the things I collect, so maybe it started before we saw the lions. Maybe it took us a long time to notice.



1

JS ARE US
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We’d always been the two Js, me and Jamie. Dad started that, ages ago when we were all together. ‘How’s my two Js?’ he used to say, when he got in from work. But then Mum married Mike, and soon there was the new baby, making us the three Js–Josh, Jamie and Jennie.

Jamie and I were at the hospital, and we saw Jennie when she was about ten minutes old.

‘Come and meet Jennie,’ said Mike, all proud and beaming. Mum had done this before, but he hadn’t. He was being a dad for the very first time.

Mum was sitting up in bed, holding this tiny pink thing with a screwed-up face. We both peered at it. At her. She looked too little to have a name at all. I didn’t know how to behave. Jamie went, ‘Uhhhh,’ and when I tried to speak, what came out was–‘Whooowhh!’ We just knew we had to whisper. It seemed wrong to talk loudly near such a small new thing. It seemed amazing that she even knew how to breathe.
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‘Your brand new sister,’ Mike said, reaching out to touch her hand with one finger. ‘Jennie. Little J.’ Against the miniature baby hand, Mike’s finger looked as big as a tree-trunk, and a bit grimy. He wasn’t really grimy because he always showers as soon as he gets home, and comes out smelling like a peppermint, but doing all that outdoor work makes his hands rough.

‘But I’m Little J,’ said Jamie.

‘Middle J now, Jamie,’ Mum told him. ‘You’ve been promoted.’

‘The Three Js,’ I said, quite liking it–it reminded me of the Three Musketeers, or the Three Amigos. But Jamie made a sulky face, pushing out his bottom lip.

Jennie was three days early. She was supposed to be born on December 25th. It’d be bad luck to have your birthday on Christmas Day, if you ask me–I bet you’d only get one lot of presents. But, as it turned out, Mum brought her home the day before Christmas Eve. Jamie and I decorated the tree, and Mum said it was the best ever. Nan stayed with us, to help Mum and Mike, even though Mike loves cooking and made Christmas dinner all by himself: turkey, gravy, pudding, the lot, and all Nan needed to do was set the table and put out the crackers and candles and holly decorations, and I helped with that.

Usually at Christmas we went to stay with Gran and Grandad Bryce in Bedford, but it was different this year because of Jennie. Lots of things were different.

We’d opened our presents as soon as we got up, but at tea-time we had little extra things from the tree–chocolate oranges or chocolate snails or chocolate money. Mum used to pretend it was the tree itself that had chosen these things and wrapped them up with our names on, and I think Jamie had only just stopped believing it. With my mouth full, I said, ‘We haven’t got Jennie a present! None of us did.’

‘We didn’t know she’d be here,’ said Mum. ‘And she’s given us a present, a special one. Herself.’

‘Littlest J,’ Nan said. ‘Our little treasure. Our best Christmas present ever.’ She lifted Jennie out of Mum’s arms and started talking to her in a funny cooing voice.

‘You shouldn’t have done it,’ Jamie said. He’d twisted his shiny green chocolate wrapper into a snake, and twined it round his little finger. Everyone looked at him, and he stared back, startled, as if he’d surprised himself. ‘Given her a name that starts with J,’ he said.

‘Why not, Jamie?’ asked Mum.

‘Cos Js are us,’ said Jamie. ‘Me and Josh.’

‘Js are us?’ Mike repeated. ‘Sounds like a shop–Jays-R-Us!’

I laughed, but Jamie wouldn’t. ‘It’s what Dad calls us,’ he said. ‘His two Js. Jennie isn’t Dad’s. She belongs to Mike.’

For the first time, I realised that Mike will be Dad to Jennie, when she learns to talk. Jamie and I don’t call him that, because we’ve got a dad of our own. Dad’s Dad, and Mike’s Mike.

‘She belongs to herself, Jamie,’ Mum said. ‘Or perhaps to all of us.’

Jamie gazed at her, then at the baby. ‘Does she belong to me?’ he asked.

‘We belong to ourselves, and we belong to each other,’ Mum said. ‘All of us. That’s a nice way of thinking about it.’

Mike’s good at drawing, specially cartoons. Mum had tacked some of his pictures on the cork-board in the kitchen. He’d done Jamie eating porridge, going at it like a JCB digger, elbows out, sploshing gloop everywhere. He’d done Mum watering her potted plants, and he drew the kitchen windowsill to look like an Amazon rainforest. He’d done me reading a book, leaning over it as if I wanted to dive right in. And he’d done Splodge, our cat, sitting up to wash his tummy, like a big fat panda.

By bedtime on Christmas Day, Mike had done two new sketches. One was called Jays-R-Us, and it showed a shop-front, with two big birds perched on top. They were meant to be jays, Mike explained, with their beady eyes and strong beaks and claws. Course, I knew that, only he hadn’t coloured them pink, but used ordinary pencil. In the shop window there were all sorts of things a bird might want–peanut feeders, and nesting boxes, and a dish full of wriggling worms.

The other one was called Js are Us. He’d drawn the three Js going up in height, like a graph. First the baby, on the ground, wrapped up in a cloth with only her face showing, like baby Jesus in a nativity play. Next came Jamie, standing proudly with his chest pushed out. Then me, tall and lanky in my Chelsea shirt. Underneath us, Mike had written Littlest J, Middle J, and Biggest J.

So I’d been promoted, too–from Big J to Biggest J. I liked it, and I didn’t like it. Liked it, because it made me feel grown-up and important. Didn’t like it, because it made me feel responsible. That was all right, if it was only when I wanted. I didn’t think I could be responsible all the time.

Mum liked the two cartoons. Next morning they were pinned up on the kitchen cork-board.



2

SPARE ROOM
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We’d got to the time between Christmas and New Year, those odd few days that aren’t special but aren’t ordinary either. The weather wasn’t Christmassy, but dull and wet. I stared out of the window, hoping for snow. Mike had promised to make us a bird-table, and soon I’d be able to watch birds with the binoculars I was going to buy with my Christmas present money. Jamie and I played games on the computer and read our new books and fought with each other. Brody came round and I went to his a couple of times, and we sent emails to Noori, who was with his grandparents in Lahore for the holidays. Mike was back at work, just for three days, laying hardcore for a cricket club car park in Pinner, and Nan took Jamie and me to Pizza Express and the cinema, leaving Mum at home for a rest. Then on Thursday, Jamie and I went over to Dad’s, to stay till the second of January.

Dad came to pick us up. I was looking out of the window for his white van, but instead Kim was with him, and they came in Kim’s red Golf.

My mum must have a thing about marrying men with white vans. Dad and Mike have both got one, but Mike’s is a Transit and Dad’s is a Sprinter. On the sides of Dad’s it says Paul Bryce–Painter and Decorator, and Mike’s says Bowman Landscaping Services. Where we lived before, we had our own driveway, and I used to look out of the front window for Dad pulling in when he got home. Here there’s no drive and Mike has to park in the street, but still we look out of the window and there’s a white van. And when Dad comes over in his, there’s two white vans, with both our surnames on them, old and new. Bryce and Bowman. It’s like we’ve jumped ship from one to the other.

Mike calls us the Bowmen. Bowmans sounds a bit odd, so it’s his joke to say we’re the Bowmen, like we’re old English archers or something. (Bowpersons, Mum says, to include her and the baby.) Mum used to be Liz Bryce, but when she married Mike she switched to Liz Bowman, and we all wondered what this meant for Jamie and me. Should we call ourselves Bowman-Bryce? Bryce-Bowman? That way we’d keep Dad’s name as well as our new one, but it sounds a bit posh, and people might think we live in some huge mansion with servants and a butler, so we settled on just Bowman–‘To keep things simple,’ Mum said, ‘for filling in forms, and when you need passports and suchlike. Easier if we’ve all got the same name.’

‘Except Dad,’ Jamie pointed out.

‘Well, yes, except Dad.’

So now we’re the Bowmen, or Bowmans, or Bowpersons, and Dad’s the only one who’s still Bryce, unless you count Nan and Grandad. Jamie and I hardly had to change our places in the register when we changed our name. That bit was easy.

The thing I can’t get used to is that when I’m with Mum, I feel as if I belong with her and Mike, and when I’m with Dad, I feel as if I belong with him. They’re the two halves of my life. Somehow, I expect them to come together again, even though it’s obvious they won’t.
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It was weird at first to think of someone as old as Dad having a girlfriend, but now we’re used to Kim and she’s basically OK. He met her about a year ago when they were doing the Three Peaks Challenge. Kim’s quite easy to be with, not a fussy sort of person. She’s a fitness instructor at a sports centre, and she plays football and cricket better than either of us. She never dresses up in skirts or dangly earrings or shoes she can’t run fast in, like Mum sometimes does. With Kim, it’s usually jeans and a sweatshirt and trainers. She always laughs a lot. At first, I thought she was younger than Mum and Dad and Mike–she looks it. But that was before we found out she’s got a son, Kevin, who’s a year older than me. She spends a lot of time driving Kevin to football and collecting him from his friends’ houses and going to things at his school.

Course, when Dad and Kim called for us they wanted to see Jennie.

‘Oh, the gorgeous little thing!’ Kim went, so loud I’d thought she’d wake Jennie up. ‘She’s just adorable, Liz!’

Jennie was lying along Mum’s arm, sleeping in her snuffly baby way. Now and then her mouth would open and close again, like a fish’s.

‘She’s dreaming!’ Kim said, then laughed, looking round at us all. ‘But what can a tiny baby dream about?’

‘She dreams about sleeping, I expect,’ Dad said. ‘I remember when you were like that, Jamie! No bigger than your little sister.’

Jamie looked at him, in a serious way that turned into his funny slow grin.

‘Do you remember me, as well?’ I asked.

Dad ruffled my hair. ‘Course. Wouldn’t forget that, would I?’

I looked at all of them–Mike and Mum, Dad and Kim, and Nan and the baby. It seemed there were too many of them, all standing round, with Jennie in the middle, and Jamie and me at the edges.

Mike made tea and brought out some of his special flapjack, and then it was time to go.

‘OK then, Liz,’ Dad said to Mum. ‘See you on Monday.’

It was the last day of Nan’s stay with us. She said, ‘Bye then, my loveys. You take care now,’ the way she always does, and we got lots of hugs and kisses on our way out of the door.

‘See you next year!’ Mum called out as Kim drove us away. You’d have thought we were going away for months, instead of just three nights.

‘So, what about Chelsea the other day?’ Kim said, soon as we’d turned the corner and stopped waving. ‘Pathetic, or what?’

‘Oh no, not football.’ Dad slumped right down in his seat and pretended to be sleeping. ‘Wake me up when you’ve finished.’ He didn’t really hate football all that much, but he always pretended to when the three of us started on about it.

We left London, and headed for the M40. On the way I saw signs pointing to Hillingdon, which is where we lived when we were all together. After our old house was sold, we moved further into London, and Dad moved further out. He’d only just got his new place, in High Wycombe, so we hadn’t seen it yet.

Outside the M25 there were fields and woods and glimpses of river, and soon we saw houses and streets spreading over a hillside.

‘Is this countryside?’ Jamie asked.

‘High Wycombe’s quite a big town,’ Dad told him. ‘But we’re right on the edge, and there’s plenty of countryside around us. I thought we’d go to the Cotswold Wildlife Park tomorrow.’

‘Boss!’ said Jamie. This was something he’d started saying lately, picked up from his friend Arran.

Kim caught my eye in the driving mirror and gave me a puzzled look, so I translated for her. ‘He means cool. Cotswold Wildlife? What, foxes and deer and badgers?’

‘No,’ said Dad. ‘It’s more like a zoo.’


[image: image]


‘Big cats?’ I said quickly.

‘Oh yes, I checked that. You can look at the website when we get in.’

Dad’s house was bigger than ours, and newer. Most of the front garden was taken up with driveway, big enough for Kim’s car and Dad’s van. Inside, everything was tidy–there were no Christmas decorations like ours at home, no tree, just some cards strung up and a few candles on the mantelpiece. It looked a bit bare. The back garden was twice the size of ours, with trees and a bird-table and a bat-box and a log-pile for toads to shelter in.

‘Typical of your dad,’ Kim joked. ‘He hasn’t got curtains in all the rooms yet, but he’s got a bat-box.’

‘I’m going to dig a pond in the summer,’ Dad told us. ‘You can help, if you like. Every garden needs a pond, and a boggy area. Then we’ll start to get frogs and dragonflies, maybe even newts.’

He showed us round indoors, downstairs and up. There was a bedroom specially for me and Jamie, with bunk beds, and there was Dad’s room, and a very small study with a lot of boxes waiting to be unpacked. There was the bathroom, and another door that Dad hadn’t opened.

‘What’s in there?’ I asked.

He showed us. It was another bedroom with a single bed in it and a TV and a desk, but not much else.

‘Whose is that?’ Jamie demanded.

‘Er–well, it’s spare, for now,’ Dad said.

‘Do you live here as well?’ Jamie asked Kim.

She went a bit red. ‘No. Just stay sometimes. Me and Kevin live in Aylesbury, not far away.’

There was something going on here I didn’t want to know about. The spare room wasn’t Kim’s, that was obvious, only Jamie was too young to know. There were no bags in there, or clothes. But in Dad’s room–he’d only shown us quickly–I’d seen a cream dressing-gown and some fleece slippers that were too small for Dad. All I thought, at first, was that Jamie and I could have had a room each. I mean, why keep a bedroom empty, if there’s no one to use it? We had to share at home, because the third bedroom, the small one, was going to be Jennie’s.

Then it struck me. That room was for Kevin. He’d be staying here as well, wouldn’t he? He was at his nan’s at the moment, Kim had told us. If not for that he’d be here now. He’d be here whenever Kim came to stay.

I didn’t like that. Kevin’s room. Kevin was having a room to himself, in Dad’s house. Why hadn’t Dad said?

But I wasn’t going to let Kevin spoil the end of the year, specially as he wasn’t even here. As soon as I could get on the computer, I checked out the Cotswold Wildlife Park website and found that they had Asiatic lions and Amur leopards. Also white-lipped peccaries, yellow mongooses (or is it mongeese?), reticulated pythons and scimitar-horned oryx. It looked good.

‘Have a look at this, Jame,’ I said. ‘Here’s what we’ll see tomorrow.’ But he was watching TV, so he only had a quick look.

He was still normal Jamie, then. As far as anyone could tell.

But next day, he saw the lion. And the lion saw him.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Newb_9780375891526_epub_023_r1.jpg
[E
[E
5
5
[E
5
5
[E
[E
[E
5
[E
5
5
=]

The Sphinx in Egypt is the most
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