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To Graham

who didn’t know what he was getting into,
but always came along, just the same.


PROLOGUE

I run.

Fists of waves claw the sand as I force one foot to pound after the other. Scramble up, slip down, repeat. Faster. Eyes fixed on dunes ahead. Don’t look back. Mustn’t look. Ragged breath; in, out; in, out. Still I run.

Just when lungs might burst and heart explode, a crimson star on the sand, I stumble.

A man turns back. He pulls me to my feet and urges me on.

It’s getting closer.

I cannot stand, and fall again. I can run no more.

He kneels to hold me, and looks in my eyes. ‘It’s time. Quick, now! Put up the wall.’

Closer.

So I build it, brick by brick. Row by row. A high tower, like Rapunzel’s, but this has no window, nowhere to lower my hair.

No chance of rescue.

‘Never forget who you are!’ he shouts, grips my shoulders and shakes me, hard.

A blanket of terror obliterates the sea. The sand. His words, the bruises on my arms and pain in my chest and legs.

It’s here.


CHAPTER ONE



Weird.

All right, I haven’t got much experience on which to base this judgement. I may be sixteen and I’m not slow or backward and haven’t been locked in a cupboard since birth – so far as I know – but Slating does that to you. Makes you lacking in experience.

It takes a while for everything to stop being firsts. First words, first steps, first spider on the wall, first stubbed toe. You get the idea: first everything.

So today feeling weird and unknown could just be that.

But I am biting my nails and sitting here waiting for Mum, Dad and Amy to pick me up at hospital and take me home, and I don’t know who they are. I don’t know where ‘home’ is. I don’t know nothing. How can that not be…weird?

Bzzzz: a gentle warning vibration from the Levo at my wrist. I look down: I’ve dropped to 4.4, the wrong side of happy. So I have a square of chocolate and it starts a slow climb up as I savour the taste and watch.

‘Much more of your nerves, and you’re going to get fat.’

I jump.

Dr Lysander is framed in the door. Tall, thin and white-coated. Dark hair pulled straight back. Thick glasses. She glides, silent as a ghost the whispers say, always seems to know before it happens when someone falls into red. But she’s not like some of the nurses who can bring you back with a hug. She isn’t exactly what you would call nice.

‘It’s time, Kyla. Come.’

‘Do I have to? Can’t I stay here?’

She shakes her head. An impatient flick of her eyes says I’ve heard this a million times before. Or, at least, 19,417 times before, as 19,418 is the number on my Levo.

‘No. You know that isn’t possible. We need the room. Come.’

She turns, walks out the door. I pick up my bag to follow. It is everything I have but it’s not heavy.

Before I shut the door, I see: my four walls. Two pillows, one blanket. One wardrobe. The sink with a chip on the right side the only thing to mark my room as any different from the endless row of boxy rooms on this floor and others. The first things I remember.

For nine months, the boundaries of my universe. This and Dr Lysander’s office and the gym and school one floor down with others like me.

Bzzzz : more insistent now, it vibrates up my arm, demanding attention. Levo’s dropped to 4.1.

Too low.

Dr Lysander turns, clucks under her breath. She bends down so we are eye to eye, and touches a hand to my cheek. Another first.

‘Truly, you will be fine. And I’ll see you once a fortnight to start with.’

She smiles. A rare stretching of lips across teeth that looks uncomfortable on her face, as if unsure how it got there or what to do once it did. I am so surprised I forget my fear and start to climb away from red.

She nods, straightens and walks down the hall to the lift.

We go silent down ten floors to ‘Ground’, then down a short hall to another door. One I haven’t been through before for obvious reasons. Over the top it says ‘P&R’: Processing and Release. Once you pass through this door, you are never seen again.

‘Go on,’ she says.

I hesitate, then push the door part open. I turn to say goodbye, or please don’t leave me, or both, but she is already disappearing into the lift with a swish of white coat and dark hair.

My heart is thumping too fast. I breathe in and out, and count each time to ten until it begins to slow, like they taught us; then square my shoulders and push the door open wider. Over the threshold is a long room with a door at the far end, plastic chairs along one wall, two other Slateds sitting with a regulation bag like mine on the floor in front of them. I recognise both of them from lessons, though I’ve been here much longer. Like me, they are out of the pale blue cotton overalls we always wear, and into actual jeans. Just another uniform, then? They are smiling, thrilled to be leaving hospital at last with their families.

Never mind that they’ve never met them before.

A nurse at a desk on the other wall looks up. I stand in the doorway, reluctant to let it shut behind me. She frowns slightly, and flicks her hand to beckon me in.

‘Come. Are you Kyla? You must check in with me before you can check out,’ she says, and smiles widely.

I force my feet forward to her desk; my Levo vibrates as the door shuts with a swoosh behind. She grabs my hand and scans my Levo just as it vibrates harder: 3.9. She shakes her head and holds my arm tight with one hand, and jabs a syringe into my shoulder with the other.

‘What is that?’ I ask, pulling away and rubbing my arm, though I am pretty sure I know.

‘Just something to keep you level until you are somebody else’s problem. Sit down until your name is called.’

My stomach is churning. I sit. The other two look at me with wide eyes. I can feel the Happy Juice begin to ease through my veins, taking the edge off, but it doesn’t stop my thoughts even as my Levo slowly rises to 5.

What if my parents don’t like me? Even when I really try – which, to be fair, isn’t all the time – people don’t seem to warm to me. They get annoyed like Dr Lysander when I don’t do or say what they expect.

What if I don’t like them? All I know are their names. All I have is one photograph, framed and hung on my hospital room wall, and now tucked in my bag. David, Sandra and Amy Davis: Dad, Mum and older sister. They smile at the camera and look pleasant enough, but who knows what they are really like?

But at the end of it all, none of this matters, because no matter who they are, I have to make them like me.

Failure is not an option.


CHAPTER TWO



‘Processing’ doesn’t involve much. I am scanned, photographed, finger printed and weighed.

It turns out ‘Release’ is the tricky bit. The nurse explains on the way that I need to say hello to my mum and dad, that they and I will sign some papers to say we are all now one big happy family, and then we will leave together to live happily ever after. Of course I spot the problem, straight away: what if they take one look at me, and refuse to sign? What then?

‘Stand up straight! And smile,’ she hisses, then pushes me through a door.

I paste a wide smile on my face, convinced it won’t transform me from scared and miserable to angelic and happy; more like, demented.

I stand in the doorway, and there they are. I almost expect to see them posed like they are in the photograph, wearing the same things, like dolls. But each of them is in different clothes, different positions, and the details fight for notice: too much at once, all threatening to overwhelm and send me into the red, even with the Happy Juice still lingering in my veins. I hear the teacher’s bored voice, over and over again with the same words, as if she were standing there next to me: one thing at a time, Kyla.

I focus on their eyes and leave the rest for later. Dad’s are grey, unreadable, contained; Mum’s soft flecked light brown, impatient eyes that remind me of Dr Lysander, like they miss nothing. And my sister is there, too: wide dark almost black eyes stare curiously back at mine, set in glowing skin like chocolate velvet. When the photo was sent weeks ago, I’d asked why Amy was so different to my parents and me, and was told sharply that race is irrelevant and no longer worthy of notice or comment under the glorious Central Coalition. But how can you not see?

The three of them sit in chairs at a desk, opposite another man. All eyes are on me but no one says anything. My smile feels more and more like an unnatural thing, like an animal that died and is now stuck on my face in a death grimace.

Then Dad jumps out of his chair. ‘Kyla, we’re so pleased to welcome you to our family.’ And he smiles and takes my hand, kisses my cheek, his rough with whiskers. His smile is warm, and real.

Then Mum and Amy are there, too, all three of them towering inches taller than my five foot nothing. Amy slips an arm through mine, and strokes my hair. ‘Such a beautiful colour, like corn silk. So soft!’

And Mum smiles then too, but hers is more like mine.

The man at the desk clears his throat, and shuffles some papers. ‘Signatures, please?’

And Mum and Dad sign where he points, then Dad gives me the pen.

‘Sign here, Kyla,’ the man says, and points to a blank line at the end of a long document, ‘Kyla Davis’ typed underneath.

‘What is it?’ I say, the words out before I can think before you speak like Dr Lysander is always telling me.

The man at the desk raises his eyebrows, as surprise then irritation crosses his face. ‘Standard release from mandated treatment to external sentencing. Sign.’

‘Can I read it, first?’ I say, some stubborn streak making me go on even as another part whispers bad idea.

His eyes narrow, and he sighs. ‘Yes. You can. Everyone, prepare to wait while Miss Davis exercises her legal rights.’

I flick through but it is a dozen pages of long, close typed print that swims before my eyes, and my heart starts thumping too fast again.

Dad puts a hand on my shoulder, and I turn. ‘It’s all right, Kyla. Go on,’ he says, his face calm, reassuring; his words and Mum’s the ones I must listen to from now on. And I begin to remember a nurse patiently explaining this all to me last week: that is part of what is in this contract.

I flush, and sign: Kyla Davis. Not just Kyla, any more: the name picked by an administrator when I first opened my eyes in this place nine months ago, after her aunt who she said had green eyes like mine. An actual second name that belongs to me, as part of this family. That is in this contract someplace, too.

‘Let me carry that,’ Dad says and takes my bag. Amy links her arm in mine, and we go through one last door.

Just like that, we leave behind everything I have ever known.



Mum and Dad study me in the car mirror as we spiral up out of the car park under the hospital towards the exit. Fair enough as I study them back.

They are probably wondering how they got two such mismatched daughters, and nothing to do with the skin colour I’m not supposed to notice.

Amy sits next to me in the back seat: tall and busty and three years older at nineteen. I am small and slight with wispy blond hair; hers is dark and thick and heavy. She is va-va-voom, like one of the male nurses says about another nurse he fancies. And I am…

My brain searches for a word the opposite of Amy and comes up empty. Maybe that, in itself, is the answer. I am a blank page. An uninteresting one at that.

Amy is wearing a flowing red patterned dress with long sleeves, but she pulls one up now so I can see her Levo. My eyes widen in surprise: so she was Slated, too. Her Levo is an older model, chunky and thick where mine is a thin gold chain with a small dial, meant to look like a watch or bracelet but fooling nobody.

‘I’m so happy you are my sister,’ she says, and she must mean it as it says 6.3 in big digital numbers.

We get to the gate; there are guards. One comes up to the car and others watch behind glass. Dad hits a few buttons and all the car windows and the boot open.

Mum, Dad and Amy pull up their sleeves and hold their hands out the windows, so I do the same. And the guard looks at Mum and Dad’s empty wrists and nods, then he goes to Amy and holds a thing over her Levo and it beeps. Then he does the same thing to mine, and it beeps, too. He looks in the boot and slams it shut.

A barrier in front of the car rises and we go through.

‘Kyla, what would you like to do today?’ Mum asks.

Mum is round and pointy, and no that isn’t ridiculous. Her shape is round and soft but her eyes and words are sharp.

The car pulls on to the road and I twist round. The hospital complex I know, but only from the inside. It stretches side to side and up and up. Endless rows of little barred windows. High fences and towers with guards at regular intervals. And…

‘Kyla, I asked you a question!’

I jump.

‘I don’t know,’ I say.

And Dad laughs.

‘Of course not, Kyla; don’t worry. Kyla doesn’t know what she wants to do, she doesn’t know what there is to do.’

‘Now Mum, you know,’ Amy says, and shakes her head. ‘Let’s go straight home. Let her get used to things for a bit, like the doctor said.’

‘Yes because doctors know everything,’ Mum sighs, and I get the sense of a long-standing argument.

Dad looks in the mirror. ‘Kyla, did you know that fifty percent of doctors finished in the bottom of their class?’

Amy laughs.

‘Honestly, David,’ Mum says, but she is smiling also.

‘Have you heard the one about the doctor who couldn’t tell his left from his right?’ Dad says, and launches into a long story of surgical errors that I hope never happened in my hospital.

But soon I forget all they are being and doing and saying, and stare out the window.

London.

A new picture begins to form in my mind. New London Hospital is losing its central place, shrinking in the sea of what surrounds it. Roads that go on and on, cars, buildings. Some near the hospital are blackened and boarded; more are full of life. Washing on balconies, plants, curtains billowing out windows. And everywhere: people. In cars, walking along the street. Crowds of people and shops and offices and still more crowds of people, rushing in all directions, ignoring the guards at the corners who get fewer the further away we are from the hospital.

Dr Lysander has asked me many times. Why do I have a compulsion to observe and know everything, memorise and map every relationship and position?

I don’t know. Maybe I don’t like feeling blank. There are so many details, missing, that need to be set right.

Within days of remembering how to put one foot in front of the other and not fall over, I’d walked and counted and mapped with pictures in my mind every floor of the hospital that was access allowed. I could have found each nurses’ station, lab and room by number blindfolded; I could close my eyes now and see it all before me.

But London is a different matter. A whole city. I’d have to go up and down every street to complete the map, and we seem to be on a direct line trip to ‘home’, a village an hour west of London.

I’d seen maps and pictures of course, at the hospital school. Hours every day they’d spoon feed us as much general knowledge as our blank brains could soak up to prepare us for release.

How much this was varied. With me I gripped each fact and memorised it, drawing and writing things over and over again in a notebook so I couldn’t forget. Most of the others were less receptive. Too busy smiling great dopey grins at everything and everybody. When we were Slated, they upped the happy in our psychic profiles.

If they upped the smiles in mine, they must have been non-existent to start with.


CHAPTER THREE



Dad pulls my bag out of the boot and walks towards the house, whistling, keys in hand. Mum and Amy get out of the car, then turn back when I don’t follow.

‘Come along, Kyla.’ Mum’s voice is impatient.

I push at the door, hard and then harder, but nothing happens. I look up at Mum, my stomach beginning to twist as the look on her face matches her tone.

Then Amy opens the door from the outside. ‘You pull this handle down, on the inside of the door, and then push it open. All right?’

She shuts the door again, and I grasp the handle and do as she says. The door swings open and I step out, glad to straighten my legs and stretch after so long in the car. One hour had turned to three due to traffic delays and diversions, and had Mum getting more annoyed as each one passed.

Mum grabs my wrist. ‘Look. 4.4 just because she can’t work out a door. God, this is going to be hard work.’

And I want to object, say that is unfair and it isn’t the door but how you are being about it. But I don’t know what I should or shouldn’t say. Instead I say nothing and bite the inside of my cheek, hard.

Amy slips an arm across my shoulders as Mum follows Dad inside. ‘She doesn’t mean it; she’s just cranky that your first dinner is going to be late. Anyhow, you haven’t been in a car before, have you? How should you know?’

She pauses and I don’t know what to say, again, but this time it is because she is being nice. So I try a smile, a small one, but it is for real this time.

Amy smiles back and hers is wider. ‘Have a look around before we go in?’ she says.

Where the car is parked to the right of the house is all small stones that crunch and move underfoot as we walk. A square of green grass covers the front garden, a massive tree – oak? – to the left. Its leaves are a mix of yellow, orange and red, some spilling messily underneath. Leaves fall in autumn I remind myself, and what is it now? The 13th of September. There are a few red and pink straggly flowers either side of the front door, petals dropping on the ground. And, all around me, so much space. So quiet after the hospital, and London. I stand on the grass and breathe the cool air in deep. It tastes damp and full of life and the ending of life, like those fallen leaves.

‘Come in?’ Amy says, and I follow her through the front door into the hall. Leading off it is a room with sofas and lamps, tables. A huge flat black screen dominates one wall. A TV? It is much bigger than the one they had in recreation at the hospital, not that they let me near it after the first time. Watching made my nightmares worse.

This room leads to another: there are long work surfaces, with cupboards above and below. And a massive oven that Mum is bending over just now, putting a pan inside.

‘Go to your room and unpack before dinner, Kyla,’ Mum says, and I jump.

Amy takes my hand. ‘This way,’ she says, and pulls me back to the hall. I follow her up the stairs, to another hall with three doors and more stairs going up.

‘We’re on this floor, Mum and Dad upstairs. See, this is my door.’ She points to the right. ‘That one at the end is the bathroom, we’ll share. They have their own one upstairs. And this is your room.’ She points left.

I look at Amy.

‘Go on.’

The door is part open; I push it and go in.

Much bigger than my hospital room. My bag is already on the floor where Dad must have put it. There is a dressing table with drawers and a mirror above it, a wardrobe next. No sink. A big wide window that looks out over the front of the house.

Twin beds.

Amy comes in and sits on one of them. ‘We thought we’d put two in here to start with; I can stay with you at night if you want me to. The nurse said it might be a good idea, until you get settled.’

She doesn’t say the rest but I can tell. They must have told them. In case I have nightmares. I often do and if no one is there fast enough when I wake, I drop too low and my Levo knocks me out.

I sit on the other bed. There is something round, black and furry on it; I reach out a hand, then stop.

‘Go on. That is Sebastian, our cat. He is very friendly.’

I touch his fur lightly with a fingertip. Warm, and soft.

He stirs, and the ball unwinds as he stretches out his paws, puts his head back and yawns.

I have seen pictures of cats before, of course. But this is different. He is so much more than a flat image: living and breathing fishy breath, silky fur rippling as he stretches, big yellow-green eyes staring back into mine.

‘Meow,’ he says and I jump.

Amy gets up, leans across.

‘Stroke him, like this,’ she says, and runs a hand along his fur from his head down to his tail. I copy her, and he makes a sound, a deep rumbling that vibrates from his throat through his body.

‘What is that?’

Amy smiles.

‘He’s purring. It means he likes you.’



Later it is dark out the window, and Amy is asleep across the room. Sebastian still purrs faintly beside me when I stroke him. The door is part open for the cat, and sounds drift up the stairs. Clattering kitchen noises. Voices.

‘She’s a quiet little thing, isn’t she.’ Dad.

‘You can say that again. Nothing like Amy was: she wouldn’t stop giggling and talking from the first day she came through the door, would she?’

‘Still won’t,’ he says, and laughs.

‘She is a different girl, all right. A bit odd if you ask me; those great green eyes just stare and stare.’

‘Oh, she is quite sweet. Give her a chance to get settled.’

‘It is her last chance, isn’t it.’

‘Hush.’

And a door shuts downstairs and I hear no more. Just a faint murmur.

I hadn’t wanted to leave the hospital. Not that I wanted to stay there forever, but within those walls, I knew where I was. How I fit, what was expected.

Here all is unknown.

But it isn’t as scary as I thought. Already I can see Amy is lovely. Dad seems all right. I’m guessing Sebastian will be better than chocolate to pull me back from the edge if I get low. And the food is much better. My first Sunday roast dinner. We do this every week, Amy said.

Dinner and, not a shower, but a bath – a whole hot tub to soak in – had me at nearly 7 by bedtime.

Mum thinks I am odd. I must remember not to stare at her so much.

Sleep settles around me and her words drift through my brain.

Last chance…

Have I had other chances?

Last chance…



I run.

Waves claw at the sand under my feet as I force one foot to pound after the other, again and again. Ragged breath sucked in and out until my lungs might burst, and still I run. Golden sand gives way under my feet and stretches on and on as far as my eyes can see, and still I scrabble up and slip down and run.

Terror snaps at my heels.

It’s getting closer.

I could turn and face it, see what it is.

I run.



‘Ssssh, I’ve got you.’

I struggle then realise it is Amy whose arms are around me.

The door opens and light streams in from the hall.

‘What is going on?’ Mum says.

Amy answers. ‘Just a bad dream, but you’re all right, now. Aren’t you, Kyla?’

My heart rate is slowing; vision, clearing. I push her away.

‘Yes. I’m fine.’

I say the words, but part of me is still running.


CHAPTER FOUR



I drift through trees, spin and sprawl down on grass and daisies on the ground, alone. I stare at clouds drifting across the sky, making half known shapes and faces. Names slip away if I grasp at them, so I let them wash past: just lie still and be me.

It is time. Like mist I bleed away until I am gone. Trees and sky are replaced by the darkness of closed eyelids, tickling grass by solid bed.

Quiet. Why is it so quiet? My body knows it is later than 5 am but no buzzer has sounded, no breakfast trolleys clang up and down the hall.

I lie very still, hold my breath, and listen.

Gentle, even breathing. Close by. Did I black out last night, is there a Watcher in my room? If so, it sounds like they sleep rather than watch.

There are faint cheerful sounds in the other direction, a distant rise and fall, like music. Birds?

Something warm by my feet.

I’m not in my room at hospital. My eyes snap open as I remember.

Not a Watcher at all across the room: Amy, sound asleep and breathing deeply, like Sebastian at my feet. She is a new sort of the same thing, maybe.

I slip quiet to the window, pull the curtain.

Dawn.

Red streaks cross the sky, pockets of pink in wisps of cloud, like corrugated twists of metal, light shining through on grass and wet leaves, in wild splashes of colour. Orange, gold, red and all in between.

Beautiful.

My hospital window faced west. Sunsets I’ve seen, mostly blocked by buildings, true, but never a sunrise.

The birds have friends, and the faint song from earlier becomes more as they join in. I push the window open wide, lean out and breathe. The air is fresh, no metallic or disinfectant smells. Damp greenness, of garden below and fields beyond that shimmer in the early light.

And somehow, I know. The city was never mine. I was – am – a country girl. Sure of it like breathing, certain this is a place that is more like home to me.

Not like home, it is home: yesterday, today, how many more future days I do not know.

But before I became who I am now, too. Dr Lysander says I fancy things in my subconscious, that there is no way to know if they are true or not. Applying sense to the unknown to order it, just the way I draw diagrams, maps. Faces.

Below, the glistening grass, fallen leaves in swirling patterns of so many rich colours, and most especially the fading flowers along the house, all beckon. All yearn to be captured, ordered, to become lines on paper. I pull the window in quietly and slip across the room. Amy lies silent and still, chest movements slight and even.

Two green eyes watch from the end of my bed. ‘Meow!’

‘Ssssh. Don’t wake Amy,’ I whisper, and run a hand across Sebastian’s fur. He stretches and yawns.

Where are my sketching things? Amy unpacked my bag yesterday afternoon. I was too fuzzy headed to get involved, all the new things and people taking too much attention.

I open one drawer, then another; carefully and quietly, until I find them: my folder of drawings, sketch pad and pencils.

I take them out and underneath spy chocolates, given to me as a parting gift by the tenth floor nurses that last morning. Just yesterday, I realise, surprised. It seems longer ago than that; already part of my past.

My levels are 6.1. Not low at all. I don’t need a chocolate. But who needs an excuse? I open the lid.

‘Interesting choice for breakfast,’ Amy says, then sits up and yawns. ‘Are you an early bird?’

I look at her blankly.

‘Do you always wake up early?’

I consider. ‘I think so,’ I say, finally. ‘Though that could be because at the hospital you have no choice.’

‘Oh, I remember that. Horrible morning buzzer. Breakfast by six.’ She shudders.

‘Want one?’ I hold out the box.

‘Oooh, tempting. Maybe later, when I’m more awake. What is that?’ She points at the folder in my other hand.

‘My drawings.’

‘Can I see?’

I hesitate. I rarely show them to anyone, though Dr Lysander insisted on checking through them now and then.

‘You don’t have to show me if you don’t want to.’

I sit next to her and open the folder, pull out the sheets of paper. Amy exclaims at the one on top. A self-portrait. Me, but different: half as I am in the mirror, the other half skin missing, eyeball hanging from an empty socket.

‘May I?’ she holds out a hand, and I pass the drawing to her.

But that wasn’t on top before. I start flipping through the sheets.

‘You’re so good, this is amazing.’

Not enough of them, not as thick a sheaf as it should be. Where are they?

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Some of my drawings are missing.’

‘Are you sure?’

I nod. And look through them more slowly.

Those of me, my room, imagined people and places, are present and accounted for. Many others are not.

‘I’m sure. Almost half of them are gone.’

‘What were they?’

‘All sorts of things. Nurses. My floor of the hospital, maps of different areas, rooms. Dr Lysander. And—’

‘Did you say, Dr Lysander?’ Amy’s eyes open wide.

I nod, still looking through the sheets, convinced if I look hard enough, they will all be there.

‘The Dr Lysander? Do you actually know her?’

I stop looking. They’re not here. Gone.

Bzzzz. A warning from my wrist: 4.3 and falling.

Amy slips an arm across my shoulders. I’m shaking, but not from cold. Who would do this: take the only things I have that are mine.

‘You can make more drawings. Can’t you?’

3.9 and falling.

‘Kyla! Look at me.’

Amy gives me a shake. ‘Look,’ she repeats.

I tear my eyes from my self-portrait, from the dead eye in the socket. To Amy. Worry and fear for me in her eyes, whoever I am.

3.4…

‘Kyla, you can draw me. Do it, now.’

She pulls the sketch pad from the back, puts a pencil in my hand.

I draw.


CHAPTER FIVE



‘Can I see?’ Amy asks. She cranes her head forward, but I angle the sketch away.

‘Not yet. Hold still, or I won’t be able to finish it.’

‘Bossy thing.’

‘It won’t be long now,’ I say, glancing back at Amy and then down to my drawing, for a few final strokes of my pencil.

Amy smiles. ‘Are you level?’

I turn my wrist to check. ‘Yes. 5.2 and steady.’

The door opens but I don’t look up.

‘Are you girls ready for breakfast?’ Mum says.

‘Nearly,’ I say, looking at Amy one more time, then at the sketch in my hands. A final stroke, there. ‘Done,’ I say, and put the pencil down.

‘Let me see!’ Amy springs up, and Mum walks over.

‘That is so good,’ Amy says.

Mum’s mouth is in a round ‘o’ of surprise. ‘That is Amy, you have captured her, just so. I want to frame this and hang it on the wall. May I?’

I smile. ‘Yes.’



Breakfast is pancakes. Eaten with butter melting in streaks, and syrup, or strawberry jam. I try both, together: very nice.

‘Don’t think you’ll be eating like this every day,’ Mum says. My sketch of Amy is on the fridge with a magnet instead of a frame on the wall, and Mum has reverted to her pointy self.

‘Amy, you’ve got twenty minutes before the bus and you don’t look even a bit ready to me.’

‘Can’t I stay home with Kyla today?’

‘No.’

‘Where’s Dad?’ I ask.

‘Work, of course. Where I should be, but had to take leave to mind you.’

I do the math. Amy is going to school, Dad’s at work: that leaves Mum and me for the whole day.

‘When can I start school? Can I go today?’

‘No.’

Amy explains. ‘You’ve got to be assessed by the area nurse first; she has to think you are ready. Then the school tests you to work out where to put you, what year. Though they’ve sent some books for you to read.’

‘Oh.’

‘The nurse is dropping in this afternoon to meet you,’ Mum says.

I vow to act as well adjusted as possible.

Amy dashes upstairs in a flurry of finding school books, uniform. She is in her last year of A-levels. At nineteen she should be done, at university, studying nursing like she wants to, already. But she needed an extra year to catch up. And she was fourteen when she was Slated. I’m sixteen now. How many extra years of school will I have?

‘You can wash up,’ Mum says.

‘Wash what?’

She rolls her eyes.

‘The dishes.’

I stand and look at them on the table.

She sighs. ‘Pick up the dirty dishes from the table and put them there.’ She points at the worktop next to the sink.

I carry one plate across and go back for another.

‘No! That will take forever. Stack them up. Like this.’

She stacks plates, pulling out knives and forks and clattering them on the top one, then plonks the lot on the worktop.

‘Fill the sink. Add soap, just a little.’ She squeezes a bottle into the sink.

Bubbles!

‘Wash them with this brush.’ She scrubs a brush across the plate. ‘Rinse it under the tap, put it in the rack, like so. Repeat. Got it?’

‘I think so.’

I plunge my hands in the hot water.

So this is washing up.

I carefully clean a plate of the sticky remains of pancakes and syrup, rinse it and put it in the rack.

‘Pick up the pace or you’ll be there all day.’

I stop, and look around.

‘Pick up what?’

‘The pace. It means go faster.’

Plates, then cups. This isn’t so bad. I speed up and Mum starts wiping them with a towel. Amy rushes down the stairs as I start on the cutlery.

I gasp, and look down: a thin line of red drips from a knife clasped in my right hand.

Amy bounds in. ‘Oh no! Kyla.’

Mum turns and clucks under her breath. She grabs a sheet of kitchen paper.

‘Press it against, don’t bleed everywhere.’

I do, and Amy rubs my shoulder and looks at my Levo: 5.1.

‘Doesn’t it hurt?’ Amy asks.

I shrug. ‘A little,’ I say, and it does, but I ignore the jagged heat that throbs through my hand, and stare, fascinated. Bright red soaks into the kitchen paper, slows, then stops.

‘Just a nick,’ Mum says, peeling the paper back to look. ‘The nurse can check it later. She’s all right, Amy. Run or you’ll miss the bus.’

Mum wraps a bandage around my hand as Amy bounces out the door.

Mum smiles.

‘I forgot to mention, Kyla. Knives are sharp. Don’t hold them by the pointy end.’

So many things to remember.



Nurse Penny unwraps my hand later for a look.

‘It should be all right without stitches,’ she says. ‘I’ll just put some antiseptic on it. Might sting a bit, mind.’ She splashes some yellow stuff on my hand that smarts and makes my eyes water, then wraps it up again.

‘It was weird,’ Mum says, ‘when she cut it. She just stood there looking at the blood running down her hand. No tears, no reaction.’

‘Well, she’s probably never cut herself before. Never seen blood like that.’

Huh. Love it when people talk about me as if I’m not even there.

‘It didn’t send her low or anything. And—’

‘Excuse me.’ I smile my best well-adjusted smile. They both jump as if I am a ghost that materialised before them the moment I spoke. ‘When can I go to school?’

‘Don’t worry about that yet, dear,’ Penny says. ‘Have a look through the books they sent.’ And she turns back to Mum. ‘You have to try to remember to point out hazards, like knives. She may not look it, but in some ways she is really like a small child, and—’

‘Excuse me.’ I smile again.

Penny turns.

‘Yes, dear?’

‘Those books the school sent. I looked through them this morning. They’re too easy, all stuff I already know from the hospital school.’

‘A genius then, are you?’ Mum says, with a look on her face that says I’m quite the opposite.

Penny pulls a netbook out of her bag. Frowns and taps the screen on the side, then runs her finger across the screen, searching files.

‘Well actually, she isn’t far off. Tested age-appropriate before she left the hospital. That is most unusual; most of them are years behind. I’ll get the school to send some more stuff. Or Amy might have old school books around? We need to work out what subjects you should take.’

She shuts her netbook and turns back to Mum.

‘Where was I? Oh yes. There are no sharp corners, no hazards at the hospital. So everything needs to be pointed out. Like crossing the road, and—’

‘Excuse me.’ Even to me my smile is starting to feel stretched. Dislocated.

‘What is it this time?’ Mum says.

‘I already know what subject I want to take.’

Penny raises an eyebrow. ‘Oh, you do, do you? What, then?’

‘Art.’

She smiles. ‘Well, you may need a few more practical subjects. And they’d have to assess you to take you in art.’

Mum points at the fridge. ‘She drew that, this morning. Of Amy.’

Penny gets up to look; her eyes widen. ‘Well. I should think they’ll let you, dear.’

She turns back to Mum.

‘You did such an amazing job with Amy; she is a delight. I’m sure, with time, Kyla will adjust to your family.’

I cross my arms. Kyla will adjust: what about everyone else?

‘She had a nightmare last night,’ Mum says. ‘Screamed the house down.’

Penny opens her netbook again. Asking me might be an idea: I am the one who knows all about it.

‘There is a history of that, I’m afraid. No doubt why they kept her so long at hospital. Nine months instead of the usual six. We’ll look at some ways of controlling that in Group. They tried all the usual meds at hospital, but they made it worse if anything. And—’

‘Excuse me. Could you talk to me, instead of about me?’

The smile slips from Penny’s face.

‘You see what I’m up against,’ Mum says, and sighs.

‘Part small child, part stroppy teenager,’ Penny says. ‘Now Kyla, dear: let me chat to your mum. Why don’t you run along upstairs?’



I shut the door, hard, and plonk myself down on the bed. No sign of Sebastian, and it is two long hours before Amy gets home.

My folder of drawings sits on the dressing table. I pick up a sketch pad.

Now the shock is over, no matter about the ones that went missing. If I close my eyes, they are all in my mind. Every detail. I will draw them again.

I grasp a pencil, but it is no good: it rests between my thumb and index finger, just where I cut my right hand, the hand I draw and write with. Time for an experiment: pencil in the left hand. It feels awkward at first; wrong. I do a few quick sketches and it starts to loosen up, but I can’t shake the feeling of wrongness, an edge of fear almost, that something will happen if I continue.

But I can’t stop.

A fresh page: who first?

Dr Lysander. Getting her right is all about the eyes. Tricky eyes, she has; mostly shielded and cold, but she peeks out now and then. When she does she seems more startled about it than I do.

I begin, hesitant at first with an unfamiliar hand. Line, shading, all. Faster and surer as confidence increases. Dr Lysander begins to look back at me from under my pencil. Goose bumps rise along my arms, my neck.

Strange.

I draw much better with my left hand.


CHAPTER SIX



Voices drift into my mind. Out front?

I put down my pencil, and go to the window. A boy and two girls stand in the garden below, wearing school uniforms like Amy’s: maroon jumpers and black trousers. I hide my drawing under others in a drawer, and head for the stairs. Amy and Mum stand in the hall below.

‘We’re just going for a walk. Why ever not?’ Amy.

‘I don’t think it’s a good idea; she hasn’t been out of the house yet. What about traffic?’ Mum.

Talking about me, again.

‘I do actually know not to jump out in front of cars,’ I say when I reach the bottom step.

‘Oh bother, take her then! Just watch her very carefully.’

‘I know, Mum,’ Amy says. After Mum leaves the hall she adds, in a low voice, ‘I know better than you.’

She turns to me. ‘Kyla, come meet my friends.’

I start for the door.

‘Put some shoes on, first.’

Oh. All right. Amy finds the trainers I wore from the hospital yesterday, and waits while I struggle with the laces. We head outside.

‘This is Jazz,’ she points at the boy. ‘And Chloe and Debs. Everyone, meet Kyla.’

‘Oh, she’s cute. I wish I could trade my sister in,’ Chloe says. ‘How old is she?’

‘Talk to her if you want to know something,’ Amy says.

‘I’m sixteen,’ I say.

‘Sweet sixteen and never been kissed,’ Jazz starts singing as we walk up the road, and my cheeks burn.

Amy slugs him in the arm. ‘Shut up you numbskull, she’s off limits to you.’ Amy looks back; our house is just slipping out of view.

Jazz grabs her hand. ‘Sorry Miss, I was joshing. Forgive me?’

‘I suppose,’ she says, and he slips an arm around her waist. Amy is tall but he is taller; broad shouldered with an easy way of walking. Now that I’m closer I’m guessing he is not so much a boy, more like eighteen, so years older than any I’ve met in hospital. And he is different not just because of that: his smile has an edge of mischief that I’ve never seen on a Slated boy. He’s cute.

We walk through the village, back the way we came in the car yesterday. Past free-standing houses like ours, then rows of terraced cottages, a pub with ‘White Lion’ on a painted sign. Until we get to a post that points out a green way, marked ‘footpath’.

‘Fancy a ramble?’ Jazz says.

Chloe and Debs evidently do not, as they say goodbye.

Amy links one arm with mine and the other with Jazz. ‘Come on,’ she says.

The ground is soon uneven and rough, and I have to concentrate on placing my feet. There is tall hedge on one side, sloping fields covered in dead stubble of whatever was growing there on the other. The path narrows, and Amy lets go of Jazz and hangs on to my hand.

He protests.

‘Shut it, numbskull,’ she says, and he leads the way.

We climb up, higher and higher; I breathe harder. The hedge and fields give way to trees, and I drink in the riot of orange and red leaves, brown and grey trunks; some with red berries and spiky green leaves that prick if you touch them. Holly?

‘The view is this way, ladies,’ Jazz says.

We round a bend, and look across woods and fields, down over distant tiled roofs, gardens, roads.

‘Look, Kyla,’ Amy says. ‘You can see the whole village from here. That is our place. See? Second from left.’ She points and I see the tiled roof and brick walls of our house.

There is a log and we sit on it. Jazz wraps his arms around Amy from behind, with a resigned look on his face. l get the feeling they usually come here alone.

She prods him in the ribs with her elbow.

‘So, Kyla. How are you getting along with the Dragon?’ he says.

‘The Dragon?’

‘He means Mum,’ Amy says.

‘Uh…’

‘Say no more! I understand “Uh”. It means you have noticed she is not a sainted mother figure as advertised, but actually a fire breathing mythical green beast.’

I giggle.

‘That’s not fair,’ Amy says. ‘Mum’s not that bad, you have to get to know her. I used to be scared of her, and then all at once, she was all right.’

‘You know the weird thing to me is how you both straight away call her “Mum”,’ Jazz says.

‘Why is that weird?’ I ask.

‘Well you just met her, didn’t you?’

Amy shakes her head. ‘That doesn’t matter. It is what you are told at hospital, right from the beginning. That your mum and dad are coming to take you home.’

‘A pre-fab kid,’ Jazz says, then ducks when Amy twists to smack him.

‘So we’re different to everybody else,’ I say.

‘Unique,’ Amy says.

‘My special girl,’ Jazz says, and kisses her cheek.

‘There are just two of us in this village,’ Amy says. ‘That is why I’m so happy you came. I’m not the only one any more. There are a dozen or so of us at our school, though; from all over the place.’

With a look at his watch and a curse, Jazz disappears at speed down the path the way we came.

‘His parents have a farm; some days he has to help after school. We’ll walk back the long way,’ Amy says, and we set off in the other direction. ‘Seriously: how did you get on with Mum today?’

I shrug. ‘I don’t think she even likes me. Why take me if she doesn’t want me?’

‘Oh, but she does. She doesn’t show it very well. It’s complicated.’

‘Simple is hard enough. Who needs complicated?’

‘Don’t worry about it now. One thing, though. Sometimes Mum doesn’t hear things, unless you say them. Don’t be afraid to tell her what you are thinking.’

The path steepens and Amy slips in front; I have to concentrate on my feet again as we descend. I think about what she said about Mum: the Dragon, Jazz called her.

‘Is Jazz your boyfriend?’

‘Yes. Don’t tell Mum. She doesn’t like him.’

Jazz: he sang to me. Sweet sixteen and never been kissed. Or, have I? If I can’t remember, does it count?

‘I was told very sternly at hospital to avoid boys at all costs. Mess up your levels.’

‘Oh, they do that!’ Amy laughs. ‘Probably best to leave them alone for a while. The secret, though, is to start with one you’re not that bothered about.’

What is the point in that?


CHAPTER SEVEN



‘Where’ve you been?’ Mum is waiting in the door, arms crossed.

‘Told you: we went for a walk,’ Amy answers as we walk in, take off our shoes.

‘Those shoes are muddy. You didn’t go up the footpath on your own, did you? I’ve told you it’s not safe.’

‘No, of course not; we weren’t alone,’ Amy says, and with her back to Mum rolls her eyes.

‘Kyla? Is that true?’ Mum turns to me with a full dragon glare.

‘Yes,’ I say. And it was: Jazz went up with us. He didn’t come back with us, but that isn’t what she asked.

‘Listen to me, both of you. You know it isn’t safe for you on your own. You can’t protect yourselves.’

Amy nods and I remember lessons on personal safety at the hospital. It is part of being Slated. You can’t defend yourself any more than you can attack someone, so you have to be extra careful.

But what is up the footpath, but trees and more trees?

‘You’ve been ages. I was worried. And you’ve almost missed Dad,’ Mum says, and I notice she is standing next to a suitcase in the hall.

Her arms are crossed and I see now that Mum’s skin has a strange tinge: slightly dragon-green. I can imagine scales in the light criss-cross of lines about her forehead, by her eyes. Is there a bit of smoke coming from her nostrils?

‘What is so funny, miss?’ she says to me.

I wipe the smile off my face. ‘Nothing. Sorry.’

‘Leave the poor girl alone,’ a voice says from the lounge room: Dad.

Amy crosses the room and kisses him on the cheek. I stand uncertain in the doorway.

‘Come in, Kyla. Have a seat. Tell me about your day, and I’ll tell you about mine.’

So we swap stories. And he seems as interested in me cutting my hand, Nurse Penny’s visit and going for a walk, as I am in his.

Dad works with computers. He travels a lot, installing and testing new systems, and is about to leave and won’t be back until Saturday. Five whole days from now. And then he tells me about family stuff. Like he has two sisters, one visiting with her son on Saturday so I can meet them. The other lives far away in Scotland and we might visit her next summer. And that Mum is an only child; her parents died many years ago in a motorway accident. She was just fifteen.



Later that night when Amy and I go up to sleep, I fish out today’s drawing from where I hid it under the others.

‘Amy, this—’ I hold up my afternoon’s work, ‘—is Dr Lysander. Why were you surprised I know her?’

Amy takes the sheet from my hand.

‘She looks scary!’

I shrug. ‘She can be. But sometimes she’s all right.’

‘I’d love to work with her when I’m a nurse; she’s amazing.’

‘Why?’

‘Don’t you know? She started it all: Slating. She invented it. We learnt about it in science at school.’

I look at the picture in my hands, at her hooded eyes that stare back at mine. I didn’t know that. Or did I? Everyone always deferred to Dr Lysander; got out of her way in a hurry. All Slateds have a main doctor assigned to them at the hospital, and she was mine. But now that I think about it, there was never anyone besides me in her waiting room. No one else I knew saw her. If she is so important, why would she bother with me?
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