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Chapter One

The day I ran out in front of a bus, and ended up in hospital with a badly broken leg was a lucky day for me. Does that sound completely crazy? Well, it’s true. I suppose you might call it a happy accident. That’s an oxymoron, in case you didn’t realise, which is where you put two contradictory words together to make more of a point. Yes, I know – Grandpa’s always telling me – nobody likes a clever devil, but for some reason my brain’s full of that sort of stuff.

If it hadn’t been for the accident, I might never have discovered the big family secret that everyone had been keeping from me. So, if we’re being precise, which I always try to be, I suppose it was that that changed my life, more than the accident.

It was a Thursday afternoon in late March, and I was actually riding on the bus – the one I later ran out in front of. I was on my way home from my weekly piano lesson – off in my own head as usual, probably imagining myself making some great discovery and becoming fabulously famous!

I almost missed my stop, but I suddenly saw Grandpa’s big old black Mercedes parked outside the post office, and him heading towards it. I realised that if I was quick I could get a lift and save myself the long walk home from the village. I was on my feet, hurtling down the aisle of the bus, mumbling, sorry! sorry! sorry! as I accidentally bashed people with my music case.

I jumped off the bus, calling across the road, ‘Wait for me, Grandpa!’

Even though Marian claims that Grandpa’s almost deaf, he must have heard me, because he turned and stood there, with his car keys and a brown paper parcel in his hand, looking straight at me. I remember thinking: I bet I know what’s in that parcel – more orchid bulbs – Marian won’t be pleased.

And then – without another thought – I dashed out.

Grandpa must have already seen the dark blue four-by-four out of the corner of his eye, accelerating to overtake the bus, because he started waving his arms, but he was way too late. He just had to stand and watch the car hit me side-on – with an almighty Bang!

Grandpa says he didn’t hear the bang, but that’s the main thing I remember – like a cannon going off – and the weird feeling that I’d been picked up and then dumped unceremoniously in front of an audience of paper-boys waiting to start their paper rounds. After that, I don’t remember feeling anything for a while – just a complete sense of nothing.

I don’t know how long it lasted but, suddenly, everything seemed to start up again and then complete strangers crowded round me, arguing at the tops of their voices about what needed to happen. They finally agreed that on no account should anyone move me. So I had to go on lying there in the middle of the road, with all the traffic doing a big detour round me, and everyone staring, until the ambulance came.

It was all pretty embarrassing, partly because I’d lost a shoe and my toes were poking through a big hole in my tights. When Grandpa appeared beside me I asked him if he could find it, but it was as if he couldn’t understand what I was saying. He looked like he was the one who’d had the accident.

I never did get that shoe back. But then Grandpa lost his parcel of orchid bulbs, too. He must have dropped it in the confusion.

Of course, after that, there were bigger things to worry about than orchids, or lost shoes, or toes poking out of tights: the small matter of bones poking out of legs, for example. I couldn’t be sure, because I was too scared to look, but that’s what it started to feel like. I couldn’t stop shivering, but I didn’t actually cry, not even when I saw Grandpa bending over me with tears streaming down his face, which was a surprise, given how things had been between us lately.

I suppose the shock must have taken over next because I passed out. But before I did, the last thing I remember thinking was: perhaps Grandpa does still love me after all.


Chapter Two

Perfection on a Plate

I love the whole idea of PERFECT NUMBERS

6 is a perfect number, because it is the sum of its factors, which just means the numbers it is divisible by.

1…2…3 are factors of 6 and they also add up to 6! 28 is another perfect number because 1…2…4…7…14 are factors of 28 and also add up to 28.

But, as well as that, both 6 and 28 are the sum of consecutive numbers:

6 = 1+ 2 + 3

28 = 1 + 2 + 3 + 4 + 5 + 6 + 7

How perfect is that? I call that magic!



Ever since I was born, I feel as if I’ve been surrounded by numbers. There’s even a photo of Daniel holding me as a tiny baby in one arm, feeding me a bottle, while doing a complicated equation on a blackboard – as if he’s already showing me how to do it.

When I started to talk even my first word was the number three, although apparently I used to call it free. Daniel would point to himself and say, one, then to Marian and say, two, then to me and say, three. Marian says it’s a wonder I didn’t grow up thinking my name was Three Wells – which would have been truly weird.

Daniel’s my dad, by the way. He’s a mathematician – which is what I’d like to be when I grow up – or maybe an archaeologist. Something famous, anyway.

Daniel’s doing research into cryptography, which isn’t nearly as exciting as it sounds. I was quite disappointed when I discovered that it has nothing whatsoever to do with spies. It’s used for creating codes to keep people’s credit cards safe, which sounds pretty boring, but Daniel says the maths isn’t.

One of the first things Daniel taught me about was sets, which are just groups of things that have something in common, you know, like shapes that are all squares, or even numbers, or people with blue eyes. So, for example, there are three people in the set that makes up the Wells family: Marian, my mum, Daniel, my dad, and me.

Of course, there are times, like at night when I’m in bed, and I can hear Daniel and Marian downstairs on the sofa watching the news with a glass of wine, when I know that they’re the set of adults and I’m not part of that set. But other times it will be Daniel and me – the set of mathematicians, or Grandma and me – the piano players, or Marian and Grandpa – the orchid growers, or Grandpa and Daniel – the football fanatics going to watch Norwich City.

Before Marian married Daniel, she used to be in the Hartley set with Grandpa and Grandma, and her brother Steve. I’ve never met Uncle Steve and his family. They live in Canada now, and anyway he and Marian haven’t spoken in years, so since Grandma died that sort of leaves Grandpa in his own set of one. But we usually include him in the Wells set, because he only lives next door.

Even then, four still makes a pretty small family and – I’d have to admit it – rather an odd family, too. At least that’s what Mary Minchall, who comes to clean for us and Grandpa, often tells me: ‘If your Grandma, God rest her soul, could see this place now, she’d turn in her grave: four big brains and not an ounce of common sense between you. It’s a wonder you haven’t burned the house down already.’

I suppose she has a point: we’re always losing things, and breaking things, and forgetting to turn things on or off, especially Daniel – Mr Forgetful.

Marian and I once nicknamed Daniel The Man who Mislaid his Car after he drove down into the village to buy a newspaper, started reading it in the shop, and got so involved that he walked the mile and a half home, forgetting he’d taken the car in the first place. The next day Marian thought that it must have been stolen and reported it to the police, who found it within the hour still parked outside the newsagent’s! Marian and I couldn’t stop laughing. The policeman clearly thought we were all very strange.

Grandpa can be a bit eccentric too, but he doesn’t seem to realise it. He just thinks everyone else is odd – especially me.

‘Have you noticed all these funny habits Chloe’s getting,’ he asks Marian.

‘Quirks,’ Marian corrects him.

‘You can call them whatever you like, but they’re still not normal.’

‘Oh, Dad,’ Marian laughs. ‘Who wants to be normal, anyway?’

Marian doesn’t think normal is anything to aim for. She thinks that normal = ordinary = average = dull. She always tells me to just be myself.

‘It’s fine to be ab-normal, as long as you never do anything to hurt anyone else,’ she says, but then her eyes fill up and she looks sad, as if someone might have hurt her once upon a time. I certainly can’t imagine Marian hurting anyone else.

She doesn’t think it matters if I hum when I’m eating. It’s a habit, that’s all. I don’t know why I do it. Or why I only ever wear my socks inside out. Or why I’ve recently started making chicken noises when I’m close to solving a problem, like I’m about to lay an egg.

OK, I suppose that one is a bit weird.

So you see what I mean, whichever way you look at us – as a group or individuals – you’d probably put us into the set of very weird people.

The set of people outside my family that I meet regularly is pretty small, too. Apart from Mary Minchall, Mrs Gilbert, my piano teacher, and the appalling Miss Morris, there’s really hardly anyone else.

Miss Morris is the person who comes once a year to check up on my education. That’s because I don’t go to school like other people of my age. I did try it for a while, but it didn’t altogether suit me and to be honest I don’t think the school knew what to make of me either.

In the end Marian and Daniel decided to educate me at home: Daniel does maths; Marian does everything else. She seems to know about all sorts of things and what she doesn’t know about we find out together.

When I was little, Marian used to write down all the funny questions I asked like: How does an aeroplane full of hundreds of people stay up in the air? or Why do trees lose their leaves in winter when they need them to keep warm, and then grow them back in summer when it’s warm enough without them? And she put all these questions in what we called the How? and Why? Box. Then each day we’d take one out and set off on what Marian called a voyage of discovery.

‘Come on, Chlo’,’ she’d say, ‘let’s have an adventure!’ And we’d drive off to a museum, or a Roman ruin, or to the beach to collect fossils, or to a bird sanctuary, and we’d come home bursting to tell Daniel all about it.

Probably my favourite subjects are: reading, history, which I positively worship, geography, and cooking – I adore cooking – but if I had to choose, my very best thing is maths. I’m in love with numbers.

Most afternoons I meet up with Daniel to play around with maths for a couple of hours. We don’t usually bother with computers. Daniel says that one of the best things about maths is that all you need is a pencil and paper and pure logic. We might talk about things like…perfect numbers, for example.

‘Just as there are very few perfect people,’ Daniel tells me, ‘there are very, very few perfect numbers.’

‘How many, exactly?’ I ask.

Daniel does what he always does: stops and takes his time before he answers. That’s because he likes to be as precise as he can.

‘Well, nobody knows exactly,’ he says. ‘The higher you go, the rarer perfect numbers become. But, like natural numbers, they probably go on to infinity.’

I like things to be a bit more definite than probably, but Daniel reminds me that just because a thing hasn’t been proved, doesn’t mean it isn’t true. ‘What you must remember about maths, though,’ he says, ‘is that once something has been proved, then it is true – no more question about it – and that never changes.’

That’s what I love about maths: you can really rely on numbers, which doesn’t mean they’re dull and predictable. Numbers are full of surprises. No matter how clever you think you are, because you’ve cracked some problem or other, they just keep on surprising you, like they’re saying: you think that’s impressive, well, wait till you see this.

Uh-oh, sorry. I have a tendency to burble on a bit, when I get enthusiastic.

Anyway, most days, I get to the kitchen just before four o’clock and make the tea – Earl Grey for Daniel, and a glass of milk for me – and put out a plate of cookies or muffins. Sometimes I might have baked them, if I’ve been in a messing-around-in-the-kitchen kind of mood. I’m not the best muffin-maker in the world, but even when they don’t rise properly, Daniel always says something nice like, ‘Mmm, perfection on a plate. I think I might need two of those today,’ then he tries unsuccessfully to fit them both in his mouth at the same time!

Daniel says that teatime is a sort of tradition for mathematicians, because they like to share their ideas and often do it over a cup of tea. It’s amazing to think that there are people all over the world doing the same thing as us – and some of them at exactly the same time. It feels like being part of a huge family. Probably one of the reasons I like that so much is because my own family is so small. Small, but perfectly formed, Marian says.

As well as teaching me, Marian breeds orchids. She and Grandpa grow them in the nursery next door: Hartley’s Heavenly Orchids – Perfection in a Pot!

Orchids are still a little unusual in this country, a bit exotic. Some people would say they’re the most beautiful flowers in the world and you might think that that would be perfect enough, but Marian says that her aim is to improve on perfection, if she can.

Maths is full of examples of perfection, too, Daniel says. They both tell me how important it is to aim for perfection, even if you fall short of it, because how else are you ever going to achieve it? And I do try, most of the time, because I hate to see either Marian or Daniel upset, or disappointed.

Marian quite often looks upset, but she says that’s never anything to do with me. Sometimes she has what I call droopy days: she starts off with a funny look in her eyes, like, hello, there’s no one at home, and then the headaches start and she has to lie in a darkened room for two or three days at a time. She’s been having them ever since I was little.

One time I went into her bedroom and found her going through stuff in her bedside drawer, old baby photos and things. She looked quite sad, so I asked her whether her droopy days started when I was born. But she shook her head. ‘Long before that, my darling.’

Then I asked her what I’d been like as a baby, and she said, ‘Absolutely perfect,’ but that seemed to make her even more droopy. I couldn’t understand it but I decided it must be a grown-ups’ thing.

I bet you’re wondering: with not going to school and with only Marian and Daniel around, don’t I ever get lonely? People often ask me that. But I find there’s always plenty to do – if you’ve got a good imagination and an active brain. I don’t seem to have time to get lonely. In fact, I often think how lucky I am that I’m not locked up in a classroom day after day. I can do exactly what I want to do, whenever I want to do it. I can even go a bit crazy, if I feel like it – especially when there’s no one to see me, like when I’m on The Log!

The Log is my special place. It’s at the very bottom of my garden and it’s where I go when I need to do a bit of what I call mind-wiping, like when my head’s bursting with a maths problem I can’t solve, or when all I feel like doing is dreaming, or just being ME – when I don’t particularly want to be good, or right or perfect.

When I tell Grandpa what Marian and Daniel say about perfection, he rolls his eyes and groans.

‘For goodness’ sake,’ he growls, ‘children aren’t like hothouse flowers. They don’t need to be perfect – good enough will do,’ which is a bit of a relief, to be honest.


Chapter Three

That first night in hospital, after my accident, I lost any sense of time; it seemed to go on for days. I couldn’t separate out what was really happening from the very strange dreams I was having.

I’d arrived in the ambulance – no flashing lights and siren, disappointingly – with my leg in a vacuum splint, and already attached to a drip, with an oxygen mask over my face, which I hated. I was X-rayed and examined by two or three different doctors, and that all happened quite quickly. They asked me some questions to make sure I wasn’t concussed, but once they gave me the painkillers everything went into slow motion and people’s faces and voices kept moving out of focus.

I knew where I was, most of the time, but I kept finding myself falling into a deep sleep, a bit like disappearing down a huge hole. One time, when I came back to the surface, I seemed to be in a dimly lit tunnel sailing very slowly one way – with the rest of the world moving just as slowly in the opposite direction. I knew that my mum and dad and grandpa were somewhere nearby, because I could hear them talking, but they always sounded just out of reach.

The nurses woke me up and gave me more painkillers, so that the doctor could set up the traction to immobilise my broken leg. I’m sure I would have found it all absolutely fascinating if it had been happening to someone else, but I just wanted them to go away and leave me alone and let me go back to sleep.

The doctor put my leg in a Thomas splint, which hurt a lot, even with the painkillers, then he and the nurse attached the splint to a set of ropes and pulleys over my bed to keep it from moving. I tried to make a joke, and told the doctor it looked like something they used in the Dark Ages, but he didn’t even smile. The nurse smiled though and said, ‘Don’t worry, Chloe, we’re saving the thumb screws for later.’

I was glad she had a sense of humour at least. Anyway, I thought, things can’t be too bad if she’s making jokes about it, and Daniel picking me up on my language was another good sign.

When I said an instrument of torture described it pretty precisely, Daniel said, ‘Come on, Chloe, either something’s precise or it isn’t. It can’t be pretty precise, can it?’ But he was smiling and stroking my hair when he said it, so I knew he didn’t care. After all, I had broken my femur in five different places. Shattered was the word the doctor used, which made it sound more like glass than bone.

Marian sort of gasped and for a minute we all thought she was going to faint. ‘I can’t bear it,’ she sort of whispered.

‘Don’t worry, Mrs Wells,’ the doctor told her. ‘She’s a very lucky young lady. Despite making an excellent job of shattering her femur, she doesn’t seem to have caused any other real damage. Fortunately it didn’t actually break the skin. There’s some serious bruises that she’ll know all about tomorrow, though.’

I felt like saying, ‘I didn’t manage this on my own, you know, there was a huge great car involved too,’ but I couldn’t find the energy to bother. I just drifted off again, while he was still talking.

In a half-dream, I was floating somewhere, a little way away, sort of there but not there. It was quite a nice feeling actually. I could hear little snatches of conversation; quite reassuring bits like: I can promise you: nobody’s going to die, and: No serious internal damage. And then some bits that weren’t quite so cheery: We can’t rule out an operation further down the line. She’ll be on traction for four to six weeks. And: She’s in the best place, I can assure you.

After that I must have floated off altogether because I had a very weird kind of dream where I’m at home, in the garden, back on The Log. Maybe it isn’t my Log, because it suddenly seems to stand up on end and turn into a giant with eyes like headlamps. And it picks me up, and starts throwing me up in the air and catching me, like I’m a ball, over and over again as if it’s trying to break its own record. There are people lined up watching and cheering and I’m thinking, I wish it would hurry up and finish because it must be four o’clock by now, time to make tea for Daniel. He’ll be waiting in the kitchen, wondering where I am, and Marian will get worried and then and then…

And then I was back in the hospital, because someone – Marian I think – was clutching my hand so tightly it was hurting. I tried to pull my hand away, but I didn’t have the strength and I think I must have drifted off again.

This time I’m in my bedroom and I’m having a different dream where I’m wrestling with a very difficult maths problem. It’s really frustrating because every time I think I have the answer, before I can write it down, it disappears. So I have to go back and rework it all and then the same thing happens, as if there’s a hole in my brain and things keep escaping. It’s absolutely maddening anyway and I want to scream but when I do no sound comes out – nothing at all.

Then I was back in the hospital, on the paediatric ward now, and I was half awake, hearing voices again, quiet but cross voices, and I knew it must be Marian and Grandpa (they’re always the ones arguing), and then Daniel’s voice, calming them down as usual.

I should never have let her go on that bus – not on her own.

Why do you always have to blame yourself, Marian? It was just as much my fault – and that wretched piano’s!

No, it was my fault. I knew it was a mistake.

It’s no one’s fault, Marian. Accidents happen. Things go wrong.

Someone was sobbing and I knew that had to be Marian. Poor Marian, I wanted to squeeze her hand and tell her, I’m OK, you don’t have to worry, but she seemed too far away. And, anyway, it was suddenly too much effort. I heard Daniel say he was going to get them all a cup of coffee, and I drifted off again.

Now I’m in the jungle and it’s wonderful. There are orchids all round me, smelling like chocolate, and honey, and coffee, at least I think they’re orchids, but in my experience no orchids, not even Grandpa’s, smell anything like this. Most of Marian’s don’t smell at all.

Now Grandma is with me. She takes my hand and asks me, ‘What’s the first thing you do, Chloe, when you see a beautiful flower?’ But this seems such a difficult question and I don’t know the answer. ‘You put your nose into it, of course,’ she tells me. ‘How can Marian talk about perfection, when she’s missing the most important thing? No point raising peoples’ expectations, only to disappoint them. Make sure you tell her that, won’t you, Chloe?’

I could feel tears then for the first time, thinking how much I missed my grandma. I really wished she were in the hospital with us. She’d have stopped Marian and Grandpa from arguing. I could still hear them, somewhere nearby.
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