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I thought I saw a figure there,


Dancing at the lake,


Alone but for the tide of ice


That followed in his wake.


I thought I saw a shadow there,


In winter’s cruellest hour,


When frost spills, wicked beautiful,


Upon the boldest flower.


I thought I saw you there, Jack Frost,


I blinked and you were gone.


The magic that you left behind


Now sparkling in the dawn.
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When you have a kid, don’t call it something stupid.


Don’t call it Apple, or Pear, or Mung Bean.


Don’t call it Owl.


This advice is a bit late for me. Because she did. She did call me Owl. Thirteen years ago she looked down at a tiny little baby – me – and decided that Owl would be a good way to go.


I guess she didn’t know then that I would grow up to have white-blonde hair that flicks around my face like feathers, no matter what I do with it. That my eyes would turn from baby blue to the palest brown, almost yellow; that my nose would be on the beaky side.


She should have seen that last one coming, though; I inherited it from her.


I like owls. I think they’re beautiful. But you know, my head doesn’t rotate 360 degrees. I can’t fly. I don’t hunt at night.


All these are questions the other kids have asked me, over the years. Mum laughs when I tell her.


‘See!’ she cries, looking up from whatever she’s doing, a glint in her dark eyes. ‘Already you stand out from the crowd. Already you are different. Isn’t it a wonderful thing?’


She’s beautiful, my mum. Not in a subjective way, like she’s my mum therefore she must be beautiful. She’s actually beautiful. She has these big dark eyes, masses of dark hair and when she smiles, when she laughs, it’s very difficult not to join in.


I do try my very best not to join in.


Her name is Isolde. She wears lots of bright colours, and tinkling bangles on her wrists. She smells of warm things: vanilla, cinnamon, oranges and blackcurrants, and something deeper that’s just her, I guess.


My friends love her.


Which is annoying.


‘Owl McBride!’


I look up from my desk. Mr Leonard is perched on the edge of his table, his ankles crossed in front of him. His hands rest on the table, one finger tap-tapping against it. There’s a diagram on the board behind him but it’s all squiggles to me.


‘Are you concentrating?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘On the lesson, I mean, as opposed to your doodling?’


I blush as a roll of laughter goes around the room.


‘Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.’


‘That’s all right. If you can tell me what pi is.’


Clearly it’d be a bad idea to tell him it’s something I eat with my chips. His eyebrows are just daring me to do it. They look like black marker pen stripes, drawn too high on his forehead, trying to hide beneath his shaggy dark hair.


‘It’s where the circle has a diameter and the circumference is … when you calculate it … that’s pi.’


I smile hopefully, but Mr Leonard drops his head and sighs.


‘I suppose,’ he says, standing up and walking to the board. ‘I suppose I should just be happy that you know the right words, even if you’ve no idea what to do with them.’


He starts jabbing at the board with a blue marker, making more squiggles. I copy them down in my book. The rest of the class does the same. Mallory, next to me, is still laughing.


‘Shh!’ I hiss at her, my pen moving across the paper, making alien mathematical shapes I’ve no use for.


It was an owl. The doodle in my maths book. I draw them, over and over. Little ones, big ones, owls with crazy whirly eyes, owls swooping from the sky. They’re in all the borders of my lined schoolbooks. They’re on Post-it notes around my bedroom. I have sketches of them, paintings, even little clay figures.


I’m not saying they’re good. Actually, if you walked into my bedroom you’d probably run back out again screaming. They’re a bit intense.


Mum loves them. Loves them. She thinks it’s me expressing myself.


Drawing myself, over and over again.


Mallory just rolls her eyes when she sees a new one now. She bought me a card with a puffin on it for my birthday a couple of weeks ago.


‘Maybe a change?’ she wrote inside. ‘Now that you’re thirteen?’


But I’m not called Puffin.


And there has to be a reason.


A reason Mum called me Owl.
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Clearly I must have a father somewhere. Everybody has one, after all.


But Mum won’t tell me who he is. There are no photos, no certificates with his name on. Nothing. And whenever I ask her she goes all misty-eyed and tells me he was a beautiful man, who left her a beautiful gift. She wanders off to see him in her imagination and leaves me behind, in the kitchen, for example, while dinner starts to burn.


When I was younger, she would tell me fairy tales about how they met in one of the magical wintry lands from her old storybook, and I loved them, because it was magical, and I was just a kid. But I got older, and it started to annoy me, because I wasn’t a kid any more, and I wanted real answers.


So she stopped with the stories and got vague instead. And that’s the source of most of our arguments.


That and the Owl thing.


It’s nearly impossible to have a satisfying argument with my mum. She watches seriously while you make your initial point. She considers, nodding, and then tells you something completely pointless.


‘Dear sweet child,’ she says now, deflecting my latest attempt to ask about fatherly things as I untangle myself from my scarf after school. ‘Some things are not supposed to wear labels, or names. Some things remain a mystery, however hard we butt up against them …’ She smiles, pouring jasmine tea into two tiny china cups and pushes one along the kitchen counter to me.


‘So you don’t know who he is, then?’


‘Oh, I know him,’ she says, picking up her own cup and looking down at the steaming amber liquid. ‘I’ve told you about him, Owl, you just never believed me …’


‘Well if you know him, he must have a name,’ I say. ‘And you can give it to me. Can’t you?’


She takes a sip.


‘Owl, drink!’ she says, when she’s finished. ‘It’s only good when it’s hot.’


I take a sip.


‘I have nothing to give you except this moment,’ she says then. ‘That is all there is. You and I, in this kitchen, drinking our tea.’


The china cups have jade green dragons inside them, eternally chasing their tails around the white background, breathing fire at themselves.


Sometimes I feel a bit like those dragons.


‘Who needs a dad, anyway?’ sighs Mallory on the phone later, when I tell her of my latest failed attempt.


That’s easy for her to say. Hers is probably outside cleaning the car right now. I look out of the window, as if mine might just be there, looking for me, waiting for me to notice him. Brittle autumn leaves fall from the trees on the street and a little shiver runs down my spine; mid-November, and winter is here. Soon there will be frost and ice sweeping over the rooftops, curling down trees, making the grey pavements sparkle. The thought makes my skin itch, makes me impatient. The need to know where I come from is almost overwhelming.


‘… and flipping annoying,’ Mallory’s voice cuts in. ‘Honestly, you don’t need a dad, Owl.’


‘I do,’ I tell her firmly. ‘At least his name …’


‘You are a bit fixated on names.’


‘And why do you think that is?’


‘Mallory isn’t all that, you know. It’s the name of an Enid Blyton school, for goodness sake.’


That’s true enough. But it’s better than Owl.


We spend the rest of the conversation talking about Justin. Mallory talks a lot about Justin. She’s convinced they’re soulmates, even though he’s going out with Daisy.


‘Double English tomorrow,’ she says as we say our goodbyes. ‘A whole hour and a half of English!’


Which means sharing a class with Justin. Which means they’ll compete with each other every time a question is asked, and try to answer it in the most complicated, literary way possible, and I just have to sit there and watch it all and feel a bit stupid. I usually have a couple of new owls by the time I come out of English lessons.


I chuck the phone on to my bed with a huff and go to the window, muttering to the carved owl on the bedpost about how boys complicate everything. As I watch, half distracted, something moves between the trees outside the flat, something lean and hunched, with spidery limbs; something so alien, so out of place, that my skin tightens with fear before I’ve even worked out what it is. I lean closer to get a better look, my breath misting the glass, but all I can see is shadows.


I have a good imagination. It was probably just a fox. I pull the curtains with a sharp tug and tell myself off for being such a kid.


About the legends Mum used to tell me. She hasn’t got that old book out for years now, and I sort of miss it. I’d never admit it, but when I struggle to get to sleep sometimes I imagine the stories were true, and my father really is from some great fantasy land. I remember the way her voice changed as she told me of those strange places; the way her eyes glazed as she spoke of fairies and sprites, talking trees and fearsome queens. Sometimes it was a little scary – as if I’d lost her to that other world.








It was ever winter there. The deepest, coldest, the bluest winter; the winter of the world. The sky changed as day turned to night and night to day once more but the sun was a cold white disc in the sky, and the moon shone brighter against the darkness but still there was no heat about it.


Her ears screamed with the dead silence in the air.


Her chest burned to breathe against the bitter of the wind.


He found her, in the clearing between the trees that towered out in every direction: black with bark and white with frost. He found her by the plume of her breath, by the snap of frozen twigs beneath her boots as she turned and turned and turned again, waiting for something to become familiar.


Nothing was familiar.


He was blue-white as if he’d never seen the summertime. His eyes were mirrors in the dawn and his dark hair was tipped with the frost of the land. When he reached out his hand she thought it would be like ice.


It was not.


He gestured back the way he’d come and his grip tightened. She breathed in and prepared to launch her questions at him, but even as her lips gathered he shook his head and put a finger to her mouth.


‘Not here, not now.’


‘But why am I here and what is this place and where is home and where am I and who are you?’


He considered her and took his hands away and she was colder than she had ever been and clung to herself, but he was quick to unclasp his robe and sweep it over her shoulders.


Once more he took her hand.


‘Now?’


‘Now we run.’


The cloak he’d drawn around her was charcoal grey and heavy. It was the rough-smooth of new wool and though the plain was freezing and the wind howled in her ears she was not cold.
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There’s a new boy in the form room the next morning. His name is Alberic. He has conker-brown hair in a Mohican.


An actual Mohican.


Mr Varley looked at Alberic for a long time when he first walked in, his mouth twitching as though he wanted to tell him to go home and shave it off immediately.


We’d all stopped talking and were waiting to see what would happen. And then Mr Varley nodded and turned back to the class.


‘CLASS!’ he roared. ‘This is Alberic!’


He loves to roar, Mr Varley. I’m glad I only have him for register in the morning; I think a whole lesson would probably give me a heart attack. The good thing about it is that if he’s yelling at you for being late nobody really listens.


Alberic is in my geography class. He follows me in and strides past me to the back of the room, and sits in the far corner, by the window. I sit in my usual seat, across from his, and watch as everyone else comes in and takes a second to work out where they’re going to sit, now that he’s interrupted the flow.


He’s getting some evil looks from the boys, especially Conor.


Conor is one of those boys who can be really nice when it’s just him, and an absolute idiot when he’s surrounded by his mates. He likes things to have an order, he likes to be on top of it all.


Alberic, sitting where Conor normally sits and looking totally impressive with the Mohican and the general air of swagger about him, is definitely putting a spanner in the works.


It’s a brilliant start to the lesson.


He has the strangest copper-coloured eyes, and I don’t know whether it’s because he’s sitting by the window but they’re shining like beacons as he looks at me.


And he keeps looking at me.


And to start with, it was a good feeling, but now I don’t know where to look or what to do, and my new owl has grown a Mohican.


It’s not a good look on an owl.
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‘What is it with the new guy?’ Mallory falls in next to me as I head for science, jostling in close so she can whisper. ‘Do you know him from somewhere?’


‘No!’


She looks back over her shoulder. ‘He’s a bit intense, isn’t he? He’s, like, actively not staring at you now …’


‘I’m ignoring him.’


‘You’re blushing!’


I lower my head, grabbing her arm. My skin is prickling with all the unwanted attention.


‘Ouch! Where have you been? You’re freezing!’


I pull my hand away from her and look down at my fingers. Other kids barge past me but I barely notice them, because my skin is blue-white and sparkling beneath the tube lights as if someone just painted the back of my hands with frost. I flex my fingers and the prickling sensation intensifies, my forearms tingling beneath my jumper.


‘What is that?’ Mallory whispers, leaning closer. I whip my hands away and shove them deep into my pockets.


‘Nothing!’


What was it?


‘Come on, we’ll be late.’ I hustle Mallory along to science, avoiding her eyes and telling myself blue fingers are perfectly normal.


‘What is up with you?’ Mallory asks as we walk home later. She stares at me. ‘You’ve hardly said a word this whole way – are you coming down with something? Your hands were so cold earlier.’


‘I’m OK. The new boy was a bit freaky …’


‘That’s boys though, isn’t it? They’re all a bit freaky. Justin was giving me eyes today, even though he was walking along holding hands with Daisy.’


‘Ugh. And you still like him?’


‘The heart wants what the heart wants,’ she says in an awful soppy voice, fluttering her eyelashes at me.


‘You’re terrible.’


She laughs and starts telling me about how noble she really is, and how she’d never do anything because she’d never be able to live with herself. The sun is low in the sky and our breath plumes out in front of us. It was the first frost of winter this morning and it’s still bitterly cold, everything covered with a low silver mist. I look down at my hands. I can’t forget what that felt like, what it looked like. What was it?


‘I know what this is all about,’ Mallory says suddenly, making me jump.


‘What?’ I fold my arms, pushing my hands out of sight as she peers at me.


‘Your dad! I know it’s been getting to you … You should just ask your mum, have it out with her once and for all.’ She tucks her arm through mine.


I dig my hands into my pockets. ‘I have!’


‘But have you really? Like, properly looked her in the face and asked for a name, straight out? Told her you won’t budge until you know what it is?’


She might have a point there. But we don’t get to talk any more about it, because Conor catches up with us with his mates and they start trying to shove us into the road. Or a bin. Or a lamp post.


Boys!


Mum’s in full on sketchy mode when I get in. Literally. She’s up in the attic studio, pale dusk streaming in through the skylight, sketching winter scenes on enormous sheets of cartridge paper. Mountains and deep valleys where single houses nestle between towering, skeletal trees; frozen waterfalls and solitary eagles high above tangled forests. It’s a new commission, I didn’t really listen to the details but she’s lost to it, so I don’t ask her about fathers. If I asked her now she’d tell me more stories, I can see by the sparkle in her eye when she looks up.


‘Owl! My love, did you have a good day?’


I nod, dropping my bag on the wooden, paint-splattered floor.


‘I made soup!’ she says, as if it just came to her. ‘Let me finish here and we’ll eat … Do you have any homework?’


‘Yesss,’ I sigh, getting out my maths books. I have my own desk up here, adjoining hers. I sit opposite her, notice a few grey hairs among all the black as she lowers her head to her work. She’s got a pencil behind one ear and a smudge of charcoal on her cheek, and she must have dressed in a hurry: her jumper is inside out. I watch her sketch for a while. There’s something magical about the way it all emerges. Clever hands. I look down at my own. They’re the same shape as hers. Broad palm, long fingers.


I need to ask her. Mallory’s right – I need to know.


‘Mum?’


‘Hmm?’


She doesn’t look up. I take a deep breath, but I don’t know where to begin. My chest tightens as I imagine the words coming out, tangling as I try to make her understand. I’ve asked so many times, and she’s never given me a real answer. How can I convince her that I need to know now? I go to blurt it out but it just seems too big, too important. I don’t know where to begin.


‘Nothing.’


She does look up then. I busy myself finding my calculator.


‘Ah, maths,’ she murmurs. ‘Should I find you a tutor, Owl? Mallory’s mother said something about a tutor …’


‘I’m fine,’ I say. ‘Let’s work.’


It’s late by the time we get to the soup. She got lost in the sketches and I found myself drawn into the winter world she was creating, a world like the one she told me of so many times, when I was a kid and still believed in things like magic.








It was dusk when they came to a new horizon. The land dipped away below them and skeletal trees opened out on to a broad valley, where a dome nestled into the lower reaches of an enormous mountain range. He looked at her, and then the silence was broken by a howl that made ice fall from the branches of the trees. Her ears rang with the shock of it, and she turned, looking for the source of that desolate, yearning sound that warned of danger.


Her companion started beside her, and if there was a spell that had woven them together for their long journey it was broken by that sound. He looked at her, his eyes afraid.


‘The wolves of winter. Go!’


He thrust her forward, down the slope to the valley. She scrambled and slipped on soft snow until she was at the bottom, and when she looked back he was standing with his back to her, five wolves before him. They stood shoulder to shoulder, as tall as he, their grey fur rippling in the wind, blue eyes sharp as they looked from her to him.


‘What is this?’


‘She is my guest.’


‘She is not fae. We do not like it. She will bring danger.’


‘She is not a danger. Let me have one day – I have never had company here. Let me know this, and then she will return to her own place.’


The wolves stood silent, and she could see even in their stillness the power that had been built into those muscles. She could imagine the hunt. The silent, terrible determination, the speed, the stealth.


‘At our howl she must be gone. We give you one day. And be mindful. It is not of the natural order of things. Danger comes of this, you will pay for it one day.’


He spread his arms as if helpless and they lowered their heads. And she marvelled at him. The power in his own limbs, the way he held his head. His own stillness and silence matched theirs; he was no man she had ever seen the like of before.
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It’s dark when I wake and Mum doesn’t believe too much in heating so the flat is freezing. I put thick socks and a hat on before I even get out of bed, wrapping myself in my quilt and stumbling over to the window.


It was a night of dreams. Of wolves howling, and blue fingers that drew frost on windows. Of snow-covered mountains and Alberic’s strange copper eyes. And now, when I look out of the window, it’s like the world was with me. There are no wolves, thank goodness, but on every surface in the darkened street, every rooftop, lintel and tree, is a fine layer of frost. The cars sparkle clean and white beneath a pearly sky, and only a single set of footprints marks the glittering pavements, still scattered with autumn leaves now curled and frozen. It’s all so quiet, and so beautiful. Somehow, I guess through Mum’s stories, winter has always held magic for me. All the dirt and grime hidden beneath layers of ice and snow. Anything seems possible.


My stomach rumbles. Porridge. That’s what I need.


I drag the quilt with me into the kitchen. The kettle’s on and Mum’s looking out of the window herself, a faraway look on her face.


‘It’s settled properly today,’ she says. ‘Yesterday was the first, but this morning is glorious, isn’t it?’


‘Glorious,’ I say, shuffling to the cupboard and pulling out the oats. A few spill on the floor. ‘But I do wish we had a microwave. Or heating.’


‘The heating is on, and here, I’ll do the porridge.’ She takes the oats from me. ‘You make the tea. Could you not find a jumper? The quilt is a little cumbersome, no?’


‘It’s fine,’ I say, tucking it around myself and shuffling to get mugs and milk. ‘Cosy.’


‘You know it’s mostly in the mind,’ she says. ‘You start to shiver and your body tenses and then, even if you’re not actually cold, your mind thinks you are.’


‘I am actually bodily cold,’ I say, pouring boiling water over the tea bags, wondering what would happen if Mum ever saw my hands covered in frost. Was it real? Could it happen again, just like that?


‘Goodness, Owl, you’re going to scald yourself,’ Mum fusses, coming over as I struggle to hold up the quilt while stirring the tea and fretting silently. ‘Give me that.’ She whisks the quilt away.


‘Hey!’ I jump, dropping the spoon. Mum slings the quilt over the back of a kitchen chair and turns back to the porridge, and I think she’s saying something but I can’t hear her because my skin is screaming at me, tightening as a pale, glittering something sweeps up from my fingertips to my shoulders. I can feel it, curling around the back of my neck and spreading over my scalp, like steel tendons wrapping around me. I look from myself to Mum, not breathing, not moving an inch. It’s happening. Right now. Almost as if I predicted it. What do I do? Call out to her? Run? Stand here like a statue until it passes? Will it pass? What is this?


The room darkens around me and it feels like time has stopped, like I’m stuck in some kind of alternate place where everything is magnified. I notice cracks in the floor tiles that I’ve never seen before, the pencil marks up the wall where we’ve measured my height over the years. The porridge bubbles and sputters, an avalanche of sound that threatens to choke me, and Mum’s just standing there, in our normal kitchen in our normal world, gesticulating with the spoon as she keeps on talking, but if she turned … if she turned, what would she see? Would she scream? I imagine the spoon falling from her hand, the porridge boiling over, her eyes widening with shock and fear. And there’d be no going back. Nothing would ever be normal again, if she saw this. I look down at myself again, hoping that I imagined it, caught up in the bloom of new winter. But, as I watch, little flower-like crystals start to spread over my forearms.


They’re beautiful.


They’re madness.


I snatch the quilt from the chair, fling it over myself and scarper to the bedroom, shutting the door and leaning against it, a hot sob bursting out.


I lower the quilt slowly, taking deep breaths, looking down at myself with dread. But my skin is normal again. Normal and cold, with goosebumps. I sit on the bed.


What was that?


It looked like frost. Was it frost? How can it have been frost, on my skin, just like that? Surely such a thing just doesn’t exist – has anyone, ever, in the history of the world, been able to freeze themselves? I’ve never heard of it. It’s impossible.


‘It’s like something from one of Mum’s stories,’ I tell the owl on the bedpost. It’s not a good thought.


‘Stupid,’ I say out loud.


The owl stares at me balefully with its round wooden eyes and offers no reassurance.


‘Owl? Are you coming?’ Mum calls.


‘Yes,’ I call back, grabbing my heaviest jumper.


‘I imagined it,’ I say to the owl. ‘That sort of thing just doesn’t happen. Does it?’


The owl blinks with a little dry snapping sound.


I flinch away, my breath catching in my throat, and then slowly, skin creeping, lean in towards it.


‘Did you blink?’ I whisper.


It doesn’t answer. Obviously. I stare at it for a little longer, until my eyes ache and my head starts to spin. Then I let myself breathe again. It doesn’t move, doesn’t do anything. It’s a wooden owl, for goodness sake! Mum calls again and I make my way back to the kitchen. I won’t think about it. I won’t think about anything.


And if Mum notices anything’s wrong, I’ll demand some proper answers about my father. That will throw her off.


After porridge, and thankful that Mum is still a bit wrapped up in her new project, I spend five minutes on Google, keeping half an eye on the completely ordinary non-moving wooden owl. I feel like I’ve lived about a thousand years already this morning and the day has only just begun. Frozen skin, blinking owls – what next?


Person getting frost on skin: nothing but stuff about frostbite, with some really gross pictures of feet.


Frozen person: all about cryogenic science, freezing people to bring them back to life.


Frost on skin: some weird beauty treatments and something about uremic frost which is connected to quite bad kidney disease. So then I look up kidney disease, and I don’t have that: I’d be really sick and there would be other symptoms.


I feel fine.


And the frost isn’t even there now. If that was even what it was. Which it wasn’t, because things like that don’t happen to human beings.


By the time I get to school I am in no mood to deal with anything else. I just about manage to keep it together for the morning, with Mallory shooting me concerned looks and Alberic’s strange presence needling me. I keep my head in my books, do the best listening I have ever done in all the lessons, and then manage to sit at a table with Conor at lunchtime so there’s no chance for private conversation; he’s too busy trying to steal crisps from Mallory and moaning about Alberic, who thankfully is nowhere to be seen.


‘The guy’s a proper freak,’ he says, as if Mallory and I had asked. ‘Won’t talk to anyone, just mooches about on his own, all weird and intense. He’s probably been transferred for doing something morbid.’


‘Like what?’ someone asks.


‘I don’t know,’ says Conor, flicking his hair out of his eyes. ‘Like eating the dissection toads, or something.’


Eeyuch. I tune out and concentrate on trying to stomach my tuna sandwich. Suddenly it tastes toady and disgusting.


‘Owl,’ Mallory says finally, catching up with me as we head towards geography. ‘What is going on with you?’


‘I’m fine,’ I say with a smile.


‘You are so not. What is it? Did you ask your mum about your dad? Did she tell you?’


‘No, and no.’


She corners me, pushing me up against the lockers while people swell around us, her small face determined. She is small, Mallory. A head shorter than me, brown hair pulled neatly back from her face. Her uniform is always pristine, unlike mine.


‘Mallory!’


‘I’m worried. You’re not being yourself.’


I feel the confusion of everything build behind my eyes while she watches me, concern growing on her face. But it’s not like a normal problem, is it, where you tell your best friend and then she says something that somehow makes sense and fixes it? It’s not a crush, or a row with your mum. What could she say? What could she do?


‘Owl, please …’


‘You’d think I was crazy. And it isn’t even anything anyway.’


She shrugs. ‘So tell me about the nothing. Be crazy. That’s fine. At least I’ll know about it.’


‘Not here,’ I say, as someone bumps into us and I notice Alberic heading towards the classroom, his Mohican standing out a mile. ‘After school?’


‘Fine. And you’ll tell me everything?’


I nod.


‘And in the meantime stop worrying. Whatever it is, it’ll be OK.’


I do love Mallory. I’m not sure she can fix this, but I know she’ll try.
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‘So basically what you’re saying is that you have some sort of magical frost power.’


‘It’s not magic!’ I yelp, folding my arms. ‘It doesn’t actually do anything … and I probably imagined it anyway.’ I shouldn’t have said anything. Talking about it with her makes it feel more real.


‘But you don’t really think that, do you? You wouldn’t be worrying about it so much if you did. Why don’t you give it a try? See if you can show me?’ She’s trying to be kind but I can tell she’s having trouble with the idea. Mallory has quite expressive eyebrows and they’re doing a lot of expressing right now.


We’ve just got to the lane by her house and there’s nobody else around, so it might be worth a try, but I don’t actually know how it happens. It’s like a sneeze, or a personal sort of storm; it just creeps up on me. I try to explain that to Mallory but she’s determined.


‘So, the first time was when I teased you about Alberic, and the second time was when your mum took your quilt away … I don’t know, is it something about surprise, or body heat? Like, if I snatch your hat off right now …’ She whips it away and throws it over her shoulder, standing back and watching, her eyes bright. ‘No?’ she asks after a minute, when nothing has happened.


‘No.’


She picks up the hat and hands it back.


‘Well, whatever’s going on, it obviously doesn’t feel like playing right now.’


‘You don’t think I’m making it up?’ I breathe out slowly, my chest aches from holding it in. I’ve been really worried about it ever since I promised I’d tell her. I didn’t know how I’d say it all, or how she’d react, and then there was this awful fear that maybe it would manifest and freak her out, or do something terrible like turn her into an icicle.


‘No,’ she says finally. ‘I just think there must be some logical explanation we haven’t worked out yet. Does it hurt, when it happens?’


‘Not really. Just feels weird.’


‘And you’re not going round hurting anyone else, so there’s no big emergency. We’ll work it out.’ She looks at me a little dubiously, then her eyes brighten. ‘Maybe it has something to do with your dad!’


‘Like what, he’s a snowman?’


I mean to laugh when I say it, but it doesn’t really come out that way, because I’m not finding it that funny. Visions of creatures hiding in the shadows, ice on my skin, it all feels so real, and yet how can it be, really?


‘It’ll be all right,’ Mallory says as we start walking again. ‘It’s probably just because it’s got so cold, and you’re tired and worried about things. Maybe it’s some kind of static, or a weird skin condition you’ve inherited, or stress making you shiver. But you should get a proper answer from your mum about your dad, even if he’s not a snowman. I mean, what’s the worst that could happen?’


‘I’ll try,’ I say, mostly just to satisfy her. Movement flashes in the corner of my eye, and I turn sharply towards the horse chestnuts that lean their long limbs over the wall from the graveyard. I half expect to see that awful grey creature nestled there, staring at me, but it’s just leaves drifting from the grey branches into the alley. I plaster a smile on my face as I turn back to Mallory, hoping she hasn’t noticed.


‘Speak later?’


She grimaces. ‘Family evening. Probably won’t get the chance. But I’ll see you in the morning. If we both survive till then!’


I watch her go, feeling a bit envious.


I know it’s mean, she really does hate these family evenings. But right now, the idea of being bought pizza and ice cream and sitting with both parents in your normal house, with your normal skin on, while they ask you about your day sounds pretty good.
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Usually, when I’m feeling down, I listen to some music, do a bit of drawing or talk to Mallory. But tonight none of that’s working. I avoided Mum when I got in, just called hello upstairs and came into my room. The idea was to do some sketching and lose myself in that, but I’m too agitated; can’t settle. The owls I’m drawing are all lopsided and weird-looking, and honestly I’m a bit fed up with owls right now. Mallory’s having her ‘family evening’ so she’s unavailable. It’s probably lucky actually, all I’d do is moan and then feel bad about moaning.


‘Owl!’ Mum’s voice interrupts my thoughts. ‘Come, my love, I’ve made us a lovely daal.’


Daal is lentils.


I cannot tell you how much I loathe lentils.


Mum dresses them up in all sorts of guises: lentil lasagne, lentil stew, lentils in muffins (they’re a special kind of horror) and of course the daal, and it doesn’t matter how many times I tell her that I don’t like them, she just keeps on making things with them in her own special way. It’s as if she thinks one day I’ll turn around and say, ‘You know what, Mum, I was wrong all along. Aren’t these lentils luscious?’
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