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CHAPTER ONE


Perry distributed his Christmas cards on the last day of term, twenty of them, all the same, in blank envelopes so as to cut down on delivery time. It was the fashion among Year Seven boys to be very casual about Christmas cards: they were ripped open, glanced at, and unsentimentally binned in a matter of seconds. Perry chucked one on to the teacher’s desk, handed the rest out to the nineteen boys and girls nearest to him, and was about to saunter off when he happened to notice that he was being given some curious glances.

‘What’s up?’ he asked Dan, who was standing next to him.

‘Nothing,’ said Dan, dropping his card into the bin. ‘Cheers mate! Very nice!’

‘Very,’ agreed Robin, Perry’s best friend, and he looked admiringly at the design again, a parade of marching turkeys under the headline ‘Turkeys are Revolting’. The turkeys carried banners exhorting people to eat robin at Christmas ‘Slimming, Traditional and Cheap’. Perry, with Robin in mind, had invested in two packs and considered them to be hilarious. People were certainly smiling.

‘Give it me back a second!’ said Perry to Robin, with sudden suspicion.

‘Why?’ Robin, who, unlike nearly every one else, made no secret of the fact that he took his Christmas cards home, paused in the act of stuffing it into his pocket.

‘Just do … Oh no!’ Inside, above where Perry had laconically scrawled his name, someone had carefully written,



with lots of love

and underneath the signature had been added,



and Sun Dance

and as if that was not bad enough the bottom of the card had been decorated with a neat row of kisses.

‘Bloody Sun Dance!’ howled Perry.

‘What does it matter?’ asked Robin who, living next door to Perry, knew and understood his younger brother Sun Dance completely.

‘Are they all like that?’ moaned Perry, and after a brief inspection of the waste bin discovered that they were.

‘I’m sure he wasn’t meaning to be funny,’ said Robin.

‘Just think what people must think,’ said Perry bitterly. ‘I know he wasn’t meaning to be funny. That’s the worst thing about it.

Sun Dance was ten years old, two years younger than Perry and Ant, who were twins, and two years older than his sister Beany. They were the Robinson children and they lived in one half of Porridge Hall, an old Victorian house that stood alone on the road out of town and faced the sea of the Yorkshire coast. In the other half lived Robin Brogan and his mother, Robin’s dog Friday, and, in season, Mrs Brogan’s bed and breakfast guests, ‘who are a mixed blessing,’ Mrs Brogan often remarked to Mrs Robinson. Mrs Brogan and Mrs Robinson were very good friends.

‘There is no one else I would trust with Sun Dance,’ Mrs Robinson said to Mrs Brogan.

‘I am honoured,’ said Mrs Brogan, and she thought lovingly of Sun Dance, the innocent and unpredictable, with his sparkle and his darkness, his nightmares and his courage and his incomprehensible logic. Sun Dance, Mrs Brogan realized, needed handling with care, and she knew that always, ever since he could speak, Sun Dance had needed handling with care. Explained by his parents, shielded by his brother and sisters, and defused, when necessary, like a self-destructing bomb.

Mrs Robinson always said thankfully, ‘The children are wonderful with Sun Dance. Perry is marvellous! I don’t know what Sun Dance would do without Perry!’

Lately though, Perry had grown sick of being marvellous. For as long as he could remember he had had to look after Sun Dance, fight his battles and forgive his excesses, but now his patience had begun to run out.

‘What did you do it for?’ he yelled, marching in to where his sisters and brother were peacefully watching TV and hurling Robin’s card in front of Sun Dance.

‘To help,’ said Sun Dance.

Perry had known that already. He remembered, the night before, Sun Dance had watched him scribble his Christmas cards and asked, ‘Is that all you’re going to put?’ Then he had show Perry his own carefully-written pile.

‘I couldn’t write all that rubbish,’ Perry had said to Sun Dance. ‘It would take all night.’

So Sun Dance had done it for him.

‘Were people pleased?’ asked Sun Dance. ‘Did people say how neat I’d done it? Were they glad I put my name on too?’

‘Kisses!’ shouted Perry. ‘What do you think people thought? Lots of love! Lots of love! And putting your name and calling yourself Sun Dance!’

This last criticism surprised even Perry; he didn’t know why he had said it. Nobody, including himself, had called Sun Dance anything else for years and years. Nevertheless, he continued ruthlessly with his tirade. ‘And it’s about time everyone stopped calling him that! He’s got a perfectly good name of his own!’

‘What, me? I’ve got a perfectly good name of my own?’ asked Sun Dance after a tiny moment’s pause, during which everyone strove to remind themselves of what it actually was.

‘Yes, so stop pretending you’ve forgotten!’

‘Forgotten what?’

‘It was only ever a game, calling you Sun Dance.’

‘You and Ant were Butch and Cassidy,’ said Sun Dance slowly, ‘and I was Sun Dance. Because you said I was old enough to play.’ Sun Dance tugged off his spectacles and scrubbed his eyes. ‘You said I was Sun Dance and I am Sun Dance!’

‘You’re not,’ said Perry.

There was a nasty silence. Nobody looked at Perry. Nobody said he was quite right. He reached out and drew Old Blanket, the family dog, towards him as a shield and ally. From Old Blanket there came a revolting noise and a fresh and terrible smell.

‘Darling Old Blanket,’ said Ant.

‘I shan’t stop being Beany,’ said Beany, who had once expressed a yearning for the quiet life of a bean. ‘I shan’t be Elizabeth again, whatever you say.’

‘It doesn’t matter about you,’ growled Perry. ‘At least you know.’

‘Know what?’

‘Who you’re supposed to be.’

‘Sun Dance knows who he’s supposed to be, don’t you, Sun Dance?’ said Ant.

‘Yes,’ said Sun Dance uncertainly.

Late that night the wind began to rise. In the house Mrs Robinson coughed and Old Blanket groaned, his hind leg thumping the floor as he scratched. From the kitchen came the distant rumble of the tumble dryer. On the top bunk in the room he shared with Sun Dance, Perry sprawled and murmured, comforted by sleep, safe in a world where it didn’t matter what anyone thought, where it was not necessary to bin your Christmas cards and be tougher and cooler than anyone else because your kid brother was so different from everyone else’s kid brother. ‘Off the rails,’ somebody had said, describing Sun Dance that afternoon, but in his dreams Perry had forgotten.

Sun Dance lay awake remembering. First he had been a baby. After that he had begun; he had been a person, but a person too young to play. Perry and Ant had seemed far away at that time, out of reach. Then, one glorious day, Perry had said he was no longer too young and had told him he was Sun Dance, and he had been Sun Dance ever since. And now Perry, who had given him his name, had taken it away, and was once again drifting out of reach.

For the next few days, Perry’s most uncharacteristic outburst of nastiness seemed to leave no visible trace at all. Beany and Ant never referred to it. Sun Dance continued to answer to his name, just as he had always done. Perry, away from the pressure of school, appeared to revert to his old pig-headed, optimistic self, but, occasionally, an expression on Sun Dance’s face would cause him to experience vague murmurings of guilt, as if he had perpetrated some shabby, undiscovered deed. This caused him to treat Sun Dance with a slightly reserved gentleness. Sun Dance noticed this and was not at all grateful. He far preferred being yelled at, but it seemed he had no choice. The gap between himself and Perry was widening and widening; he could not imagine how he would ever catch up with him again.

There were other worries in those days before Christmas: Mrs Robinson’s way of clutching her chest when she coughed; the weather, which was horrible without being exciting; and something nameless that seemed to shadow Old Blanket and caused the children to love him more than ever and the adults to avoid each other’s eyes.

‘It’s not very Christmassy,’ remarked Beany disconsolately on Christmas Eve. ‘We need something nice to happen.’

‘Christmas will happen tomorrow,’ said Mrs Brogan.

‘Something extra, as well as that. Something special.’

‘What sort of special?’

‘We know Christmas will happen,’ said Beany, trying to explain. ‘I mean something we don’t know will happen. A surprise. A very nice one.’

‘You’ll be lucky,’ said Perry gloomily.

‘Yes, that’s what I mean,’ said Beany. ‘Something lucky.’

The Robinsons were spending Christmas Eve next door with Robin and his mother. Mrs Robinson had gone to bed.

‘Gone to bed in daytime!’ Sun Dance told Mrs Brogan. ‘On Christmas Eve!’

‘No wonder it doesn’t feel Christmassy,’ said Ant.

‘The weather doesn’t help,’ remarked Perry. ‘It’s hard to stop listening to it.’

‘We really do need some luck,’ said Beany.

‘Tell them a story,’ Robin urged his mother. ‘Tell them about the dolphin sword. It was terrible weather then, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes, and they needed luck if anyone did,’ agreed his mother.

‘That’s what reminded me,’ said Robin.

‘Go on, tell us then,’ said Perry.

So Mrs Brogan, who was always happy to oblige with a story, began at once.


CHAPTER TWO


‘All week …’

‘It’s a Viking story,’ interrupted Robin, ‘You ought to tell them it’s a Viking story before you begin.’

‘It’s a Viking story,’ said Mrs Brogan, and began again.

‘All week there had been terrible weather off the Yorkshire coast and the last day of the journey was the worst. They had had a dreadful time and it had been worst of all for little Freya, who had been sick ever since the first wave lifted her father’s wooden ship from the shingle beach of home. Already she had lost count of how many days ago that had been.

‘“A few,” said her father with aggravating cheerfulness, so Freya did not ask again. Her father never would admit that anything was worse than he expected, but when he looked up at the racing clouds and said that things were not so bad, then Freya knew that they were very bad indeed.

‘The wind and sea battled all around them. They were miles off course and caught in a storm: Freya and her three elder brothers and her father and all they possessed in the world. Freya’s voice was shriller than the yowling wind.

‘“I want to go home!” she wailed.

Freya had never been very good at putting up with things,’ explained Mrs Brogan.

‘It isn’t fair,’ Freya sobbed. ‘I want to go home! I shall die and then you’ll be sorry! I’m so tired, tired, tired!’

‘“Go to sleep then,” said her father.

‘Freya gave him one glance of astonishment and reproach, dropped her sodden head on to a pile of sodden bedding, and went to sleep.

‘When she woke up there was something lying across her lap. It was her father’s sword. His precious word with the dolphin-shaped hilt that no one was ever allowed to touch. There was a story in the family that when the roof of the homestead had caught fire, Freya’s father had rushed inside and grabbed first the baby (who was Freya) and then his sword. And after that the boys. The sword was beautiful and mysterious. There were words on the blade that no one could read, but they were said to be lucky words. A charm. It had never been lost, or broken, or stolen. It had even been known to grant wishes.

‘“Dolphin luck,” said the family, whenever this happened. It was a sword of good fortune.

‘“Hold tight to that,” said Freya’s father. Freya held very tight, screwed shut her eyes and ducked her head against the spray-soaked wind and made a wish: ‘I wish we could land safe out of this horrible boat, I wish we could land safe out of this horrible boat, I wish we could land safe out of this horrible boat.”’

Many times before, Mrs Brogan had told the story of the Viking ship that came ashore in the little bay opposite Porridge Hall. It was part of winter – Robin had heard it half a dozen times at least – but to the Robinsons it was entirely new.

‘And were they wrecked?’ demanded Perry eagerly. ‘Or saved?’

‘Saved,’ said Mrs Brogan.

‘All of them?’

‘Everyone. And the dog.’

‘Had they brought a dog?’ asked Ant, who could hardly have borne to listen to the story if she had known there was a dog on board.

Robin grinned across at his mother, knowing quite well that the dog had been added solely for the benefit of their next-door neighbours.

‘Do you think Freya would have let them leave their dog behind?’ replied Mrs Brogan.

‘How do you know her name was Freya?’ asked Beany.

‘Freya is a nice name,’ said Mrs Brogan.

‘And what happened to the dolphin sword?’ demanded Sun Dance.

‘Freya dropped it.’

‘Dropped it!’

‘Right at the last minute.’

There was a moment of silence.

‘Wasn’t Freya’s father furious?’ wondered Perry out loud.

‘He was never furious with Freya,’ said Mrs Brogan. ‘Perhaps if it had been one of the boys … No, I don’t think he would have been angry even with the boys. I expect he was just glad to have them safe. And the dolphin sword did what he had wanted it to do; it gave Freya something to hang on to for the last bit of the journey. It really was terrible weather.’

‘It is now,’ said Robin. ‘Listen to the wind!’

The wind was almost frightening. It hooted and echoed across the chimneys and clutched at the curtains. It hurled horizontal lines of icy rain at the window panes with a noise like stones. It whipped the waves in the sea into a churning frenzy.

‘My poor garden!’ said Mrs Brogan. ‘My poor, poor roses!’

‘The lights are flickering again,’ said Perry. The power and telephone lines had been down over and over again. ‘Dad says if the lines come down over Christmas they’ll leave them down.’

‘Rubbish!’ said Mrs Brogan robustly.

‘Christmas trees just aren’t the same without proper fairy lights,’ said Ant.

‘I think they’re better,’ said Sun Dance. ‘More exciting! All shadowy and shining. Could that sword really grant wishes?’

‘Well, that’s the story,’ said Mrs Brogan. ‘Dolphin luck it was called. What would you wish for yourselves?’

‘I would wish for a puppy,’ said Ant, before any one else could speak. ‘Old Blanket is getting so old. He won’t play any more and he growls when you try.’

‘A million wishes,’ said Perry.

‘That’s cheating!’ said Ant at once.

‘I would still do it.’

‘You would soon get tired of it, then,’ said Mrs Brogan. ‘What about you, Beany?’

‘Mum to be better,’ said Beany, and all the cheerfulness that Mrs Brogan and Robin has worked so hard to create disappeared as if it had never been. No matter how bright the fire, nor how fragrant the roasting chestnuts, nobody could forget for more than a few minutes how ill Mrs Robinson had become. She had been poorly for days and it felt like weeks. Her illness had made Mr Robinson short-tempered with worry, Beany and Ant mournful and Sun Dance even more remote and distracted than usual.

Perry sighed irritably at the reminder. Illness in the house made him feel as angry and helpless as an animal caught in a trap.

‘Come on! Cheer up!’ said Mrs Brogan, handing Perry the chestnut roaster and hugging Beany. ‘It’s only a bad dose of ’flu she’s got. She’s having a nasty time of it, poor thing, but it will soon be over. Whatever are you finding to look at out there, Sun Dance?’

Sun Dance, not listening as usual, was peering out through the black, streaming windows.

‘It must still be there,’ they heard him murmur.

‘What must still be there?’ asked Robin.

Sun Dance shook himself like a dog coming out of water, came back to the present and replied, ‘The dolphin sword.’

‘It was found once,’ said Mrs Brogan. ‘Found and then lost again, at least that’s the story I was told when I was a little girl. How are those chestnuts getting on? Tip them into the hearth to cool for a while Perry! I’m afraid that’ll have to be the last lot. I heard your front door slam a minute ago; your father must be on his way. Save him a few, won’t you?’

‘He doesn’t like roast chestnuts,’ said Ant. ‘He says they’re indigestible.’

‘Rotten old Dad!’ remarked Sun Dance. ‘It wouldn’t matter half as much if it was him that was ill!’

‘Sun Dance!’ exclaimed Mrs Brogan, laughing. ‘What a heartless remark!’

‘It isn’t,’ argued Sun Dance. ‘It’s just true. Mum always says he enjoys being ill. ..’

There was a knock on the living-room door at that moment and Mr Robinson’s face peered round.

‘Come in! Come in!’ cried Mrs Brogan, ‘Never mind the drips!’

‘I shouldn’t really,’ said Mr Robinson wearily, but he entered anyway, looking extremely harrassed and as drenched as if he had just crawled out of the sea.

‘You never got that soaked just coming across the gardens?’ exclaimed Robin.

‘How right you are!’ Mr Robinson shook his wet hair out of his eyes and huffed on his fingers. ‘I’ve been down on the beach shouting for that bloo … that bla … that idiot dog of ours for the last half-hour! Now don’t start wailing at me, Ant! Nobody made him go out; it was his own decision! He slipped past me while I was trying to fix the letter-box so that the rain wouldn’t blow in and I’ve just discovered your mother has been standing on the doorstep in all this wind calling for him …’

‘How is she?’ interrupted Mrs Brogan.

‘More or less the same, thanks,’ replied Mr Robinson, stooping down to heap a pile of presents under the Christmas tree. ‘She said thank you very much for having them all this afternoon and have a happy Christmas and not to worry. You’ve got people coming for the day, haven’t you?’

‘Only Robin’s friend Dan and his mother and father,’ replied Mrs Brogan. ‘So if you need anything doing, anything at all, you only have to say! And tell her she’s sent far too much! All those parcels!’

‘That’s what she said about you!’

‘There’s never too much Christmas,’ said Robin. ‘And Old Blanket’s bound to be back soon. He’s still got some sense left.’

‘Of course he has,’ said Mrs Brogan cheerfully.

It was very quiet when the Robinsons had gone home. Robin always loved Christmas Eve: the long day of tingling excitement that followed his birthday on the twenty-third.

I am twelve and a day, he thought, and felt perfectly happy.

In the house next door things were far from happy. Swords of good fortune, Viking ships, the storm outside and Mrs Robinson’s ’flu, all temporarily faded into insignificance. Old Blanket was missing and quite suddenly nothing else mattered.

‘He could have had an accident and be lying somewhere, paralysed and stuck,’ said Ant, with tears in her eyes. ‘Like that time he got his head trapped in Mrs Brogan’s fridge and nearly choked to death.’

‘Perhaps he went down to the beach and a wave swept him away,’ suggested Perry.

‘He never goes near the waves,’ said Mr Robinson crossly. ‘Please don’t start making things worse than they are.’

‘Or went on to the cliff path and got blown off.’

‘We should be so lucky!’ muttered Mr Robinson, and was overheard.

‘Dad!’

‘Well you must admit that it’s highly unlikely! Too low-slung for a start!’
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